




Editors’ Note 

3

In a world of sexy marketing, click-bait articles, 
and technology that attempts to finish our 

sentences, language, in its most genuine and 
personal form, feels increasingly scarce. New 
advancements like CHAT GPT that promise to 

write our essays or pitches or poems for us 
might endanger the sacredness of language. Are 

our voices being stolen? Is our creativity 
threatened? While curating this spring issue, we 

were inspired by submissions that chronicled 
entanglements of human experiences with 
unyielding extrinsic forces. These selections 

critically consider the past and the present, while 
cautiously exploring evolving fixtures of the 

modern world. They caused us to consider how 
the work we do here, at Movable Type and in our 

Media Studies classrooms, are a reclaiming of 
our creative voice and a reminder to cherish the 
intricacies of language. With that, we present to 
you “Keeping WATCH”, the Spring 2023 Issue of 

Movable Type.



Sincerely, Katherine and Tracy
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Negotiating Absence: Black 
Women in the Middle of Nowhere


Mimi Lamarre
The others from more whites she also threw away. Without names, she 

threw them away. You she gave the names of the black man. She put her 
arms around him. The others she did not put her arms around. She threw 

them all away but you. The one from the crew she threw away on the island. 

— Beloved, Toni Morrison 


       In Beloved by Toni 
Morrison, Sethe’s enslaved 
mother throws many 
unnamed children into the sea 
of the Middle Passage after 
being raped by white 
slavetraders. Sethe, too, ends 
up having children during her 
time at Sweet Home, a 
plantation in Kentucky. After 
escaping slavery and settling 
in Ohio, Sethe kills her child, 
known only as “Beloved” for 
the epitaph written on the 
baby’s headstone, when she 
sees her white enslavers 
coming to take her back to 
Sweet Home. The novel 
transcends into a ghost story, 
a story of visitation as Sethe’s 
slain child comes back to 

revisit her at her home in 
Ohio. This matrilineal system 
of violence, in which mothers 
must kill their children to save 
them, shows the extent to 
which white supremacist 
American society shattered — 
and shatters — the familial 
ties between Black 
Americans. Today, the 
systemic criminalization and 
dehumanization of Black 
bodies take its form in a 
newer form of subjugation: 
mass incarceration. In the 
introduction to her book The 
New Jim Crow, Michelle 
Alexander notes, “One in 
three young African American 
men is currently under the 
control of the criminal justice 
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system — in prison, in jail, on 
probation, or on parole…” (9). 
Ava DuVernay’s film Middle of 
Nowhere introduces mass 
incarceration as an evil that 
not only displaces and 
destroys individual lives but 
entire networks of 
relationships that rely on 
women as the protectors of 
families. Just as Beloved 
portrays the Black matrilineal 
system as infinitely arduous, 
so, too does Middle of 
Nowhere. The pressure put on 
Black women is evident 
through Ruby and Rosie’s 
mother, Ruth, whose hostile 
behavior can be difficult to 
watch. Indeed, viewers might 
experience a desire to reduce 

 Ruby’s mother into nothing 
more than a nagging 
impediment to Ruby’s true 
desires. However, taking a 
closer look, it is clear that 
Ruby’s mother acts not only 
as a representation of Black 
American history but also as 
Ruby’s voice of reason — as 
the woman throwing her child 
into the ocean to keep her kin 
from dying a worse death of 
dehumanization and 
subjugation. 

     DuVernay first establishes 
the tension between Ruby 
and her mother in the second 
scene of the film. Ruth 
antagonizes Ruby about 
Nickie, Ruby’s nephew and 
Ruth’s grandson saying, “I 
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don’t want to talk about 
[Rosie] right now. She’s 
completely irrational. 
Whatever it is I did to her this 
week, she’s decided to put 
Nickie into an after-school 
program” (DuVernay). In 
Ruth’s first words, the viewer 
is set up to dislike the 
character, as her mannerisms, 
her tone, and the darkness 
surrounding her body make 
her inaccessible and 
menacing. Roger 
Burggraeave notes in his 
article “Violence and the 
Vulnerable Face of the Other” 
that “this ‘invitation to 
reduction’ depends not only 
on the vulnerability of the face 
but also on the way of being 
of the I to whom the face 
appears” (30). Similarly, 
Shawn Michelle Smith notes 
in her book Photography on 
the Color Line, “A dominant 
white culture does not force 
the white viewer into an 
identification with otherness; 
indeed, that culture works 
powerfully against such 
recognition” (144). In other 
words, a viewer’s impulse to 
reduce Ruth to a “mean Black 

 woman” comes from a place 
of personal bias entrenched in 
white supremacist society. 
This impulse comes from an 
attempt to pigeonhole 
characters — particularly 
Black ones — into a 
consumable, uniform box.        
The darkness of the scene — 
and many of the scenes 
featuring Ruth — is also of 
note here. The scene is 
bathed in darkness as Ruth 
and Ruby eat on paper plates. 
Teju Cole writes in “A True 
Picture of Black Skin,” “These 
images pose a challenge to 
another bias in mainstream 
culture: that to make 
something darker is to make it 
more dubious… What could a 
response to this form of 
contempt look like? One 
answer is in Young’s films, in 
which an intensified darkness 
makes the actors more 
private, more self-contained, 
and at the same time more 
dramatic” (Cole 5). The 
“Young” whom Cole refers to 
is Bradford Young, the 
cinematographer of Middle of 
Nowhere. Although the 
impulse may be to consider 



Ruth a darker and more 
frightening character because 
of the darkness which she 
inhabits, Young’s cinematic 
genius may come in the fact 
that it does just the opposite: 
making Ruth more interesting, 
complex, and “self-contained” 
than she would be in the light. 
However, that is not to say 
that Ruth always exists in the 
darkness. There are two 
moments of note where 
Young uses light to illuminate 
Ruth. For one, in a scene 
where Ruth walks into Ruby’s 
apartment, there is a clear 
contrast between the 
darkness of Ruby’s apartment 
and the bright light of the 
outdoors which backlight 
Ruth’s body. Similarly, later in 
the film in the scene where 
Ruby asks her mother for 
money, Young positions Ruth 
once again with light directly 
behind her. Backlighting, 
typically used to give physical 
depth to a character, can also 
be understood as a way to 
give personal depth to Ruth 
as a character. Indeed, 
biblically, the character of 
Ruth symbolizes devotion and 

 undying loyalty. Perhaps, the 
light can code Ruth as a 
devoted, dutiful, even Godly 
mother who seeks to help her 
children by bringing them into 
the metaphorical light. Thus, 
just as Young uses darkness 
to make Ruth’s character 
more “dramatic” and “self-
contained,” light placed 
behind Ruth can also 
symbolize her depth of 
character, as well as her 
virtuous and faithful role as a 
mother. Later in the scene, 
Ruth implores Ruby, “I’m 
talking here” and “Am I 
bothering you?” (DuVernay). 
Judith Butler writes in 
“Violence, Mourning and 
Politics,” “Negotiating sudden 
and unprecedented 
vulnerability — what are the 
options? What are the long-
term strategies? Women 
know the question well, have 
known it nearly all times, and 
nothing about the triumph of 
colonial powers has made our 
exposure to this kind of 
violence any more clear” (29). 
Butler connects the issue of 
individual female vulnerability 
to larger socio-political forms 



of domination and oppression 
in her writing. In a way, Ruth’s 
attempt to communicate with 
Ruby can be understood as 
this form of vulnerability: an 
attempt to find a long-term 
strategy to embrace her grief 
and inability to understand 
her — and all Black 
individuals’ — constant 
subjugation. Even in our first 
interaction with Ruth, it is 
clear that she is more than 
just the reducible “other” — 
she is a dynamic character 
expressing deep grief and 
discontentment. 

       Ruth’s faithfulness to her 
children continues throughout 
the film, including when she 

gives Ruby money for Derek’s 
lawyer. In the scene following 
Ruby’s hostile visit to her 
lawyer, Ruby sits across from 
her mother. “$750,” Ruth says 
(DuVernay). There is a large 
pause as the amount settles 
between them. The camera 
pans out to show the pair 
sitting by the washer and 
dryer at a small table. Ruby’s 
mother takes out her 
checkbook and writes Ruby 
the check that she needs. It is 
without hesitation that she 
does this, instead simply 
stating, “My car payment is 
due on the 15th” (DuVernay). 
This scene can be understood 
in the context of Butler: 




When we recognize another, 
or when we ask for 
recognition for ourselves, we 
are not asking for another to 
see us as we are, as we 
already are, as we always 
have been, as constituted 
before the encounter itself. 
Instead, in the asking, in the 
petition, we have already 
become something new, since 
we are constituted by the 
virtue of the address, a need 
and desire for the Other that 
takes place in the language in 
the broadest sense, one 
without which we could not 
be (31). Ruby decides to go to 
her mother in a moment of 
vulnerability. Although Ruth 
may not be overjoyed about 
helping her daughter 
considering it benefits Derek, 
she does it with a full 
understanding of who her 
daughter is. She allows her 
daughter to “become 
something new,” simply by 
hearing her petition, 
“constituted by the virtue of 
the address” (31). Afterward, 
Ruth tells her daughter, “Hold 
your head up, please.” It is at 
this moment that it is clear 

 that Ruby’s characteristic 
strength comes from her 
mother. As Susanna Heschel 
writes in “The Slippery Yet 
Tenacious Nature of Racism,” 
“Racism’s particular power 
comes when it is not only a 
tool of political, economic, and 
social discrimination but also 
a tool enacting primitive 
emotions, such as shame” 
(15). Ruth refuses to allow her 
daughter to feel the emotion 
of shame because she 
realizes that to give in to such 
emotion is to accept socio-
political forces imposed upon 
Black women. Perhaps, the 
two women’s placement in 
front of the washer/dryer 
could symbolize the historical 
domestic obligation of 
women. Even in the humble 
setting, however, Ruth’s 
undying pride and devotion to 
her children are clear. To “hold 
her head up” is to have no 
shame in asking for help and 
to resist the white-imposed 
impulse of shame. Although 
her dialogue may not always 
reveal it, DuVernay reveals 
that Ruth’s motherly impact 
on Ruby is large. One 



“ “Ruth refuses to allow her 
daughter to feel the emotion 

of shame because she realizes 
that to give in to such 

emotion is to accept socio-
political forces imposed upon 

Black women.



 example is through a picture 
directly to the left of Ruby’s 
door, a pregnant woman 
stands with her belly exposed. 
A child holds onto her back. 
Both faces depicted in the 
picture are joyous, and filled 
with light and love despite the 
sketch’s basic drawing style. 
The picture lies right by the 
front door, an area in which 
Ruby comes and goes every 
day, reinforcing the 
importance of motherhood — 
and her mother — for Ruby. 
Indeed, motherhood is top-of-
mind for Ruby throughout 
much of the film, not only 
because of her mother but 
also because of her life 
experiences. 

       Of course, despite Ruth’s 
dutifulness to her children, the 
film is rife with conflict 
between the mother and her 
two female children. One 
cannot discuss Ruth without 
discussing the figure whom 
much of the conflict between 
her and her children 
surrounds — Nickie. Nickie, 
the male child of Rosie, seems 
to represent larger social 
implications of loss for the 

entire female family as they 
grapple with male absence in 
their lives. One direct way in 
which viewers can see Ruth’s 
attachment to Nickie is 
through her use of “baby” 
when she talks to the young 
boy. In one aforementioned 
scene, Ruth visits Ruby in her 
apartment while Ruby 
watches Nickie. As Ruth 
walks from the bright 
outdoors into the apartment, 
she lovingly says, “Hi, 
sweetie” to Nickie playing on 
the couch (DuVernay). Turning 
to Ruby, she questions, “So 
you’re watching the baby?” in 
an unpleasant tone 
(DuVernay). Before leaving, 
she says to Nickie, “I’m going 
home, baby” and “I love you 
too, baby” (DuVernay). The 
term of endearment “baby” is 
used throughout the film 
between lovers — from Derek 
to Ruby and vice versa, as 
well as Ruby’s friend and 
fellow bus rider referring to 
her incarcerated partner as 
“my baby” (DuVernay). 
However, Ruth uses the term 
to refer to her grandchild and, 
later, to her children. In this 



 way, Ruth’s language reveals 
that she potentially sees 
Nickie as a stand-in for the 
absent men in her life. There 
is no doubt that mass 
incarceration and Black male 
criminalization are a reality for 
Ruth’s family, directly and 
indirectly. Although it is never 
explained what happened to 
Rosie and Ruby’s father, the 
discontentment which Ruth 
expresses can be understood 
as an attempt to grapple with 
an absence, a loss both of a 
physical and emotional place 
in her life. Butler discusses the 
extent to which dehumanized 
human beings are allowed to 

express true grief, as, “Loss 
and vulnerability seem to 
follow from our being socially 
constituted bodies, attached 
to others, at risk of losing 
those attachments, exposed 
to others, at risk of violence by 
virtue of that exposure” (10). 
Along Butler’s lines, Ruth has 
no real way to express her 
grief, due to her 
dehumanization inside of 
white supremacist American 
society. Therefore, Ruth’s 
obsession with Nickie can be 
understood as an attempt to 
grapple with the loss of her 
former partner, the father of 
Rosie and Ruby. This logic can 



also extend to Rosie and 
Ruby, who refer to  Nickie in 
colloquialisms that are 
normally reserved for fatherly 
figures. In one scene in Rosie’s 
apartment, Rosie says, “Hi, 
pop!” to her son as she walks 
into the apartment 
(DuVernay). The term “pop” is 
normally used as a term of 
endearment for children to 
their fathers; however, in this 
case, a mother uses it for her 
child. DuVernay refers to the 
sisters’ absent father figure 
through this term of 
endearment. After, Rosie 
discusses her attempt to find 
a romantic partner, saying, 
“Last time I found myself a 
nice D-A-D-D-Y type up in 
there, teaching him something 
instead of filling his head with 
crap about me” (DuVernay). 
Rosie expresses her desire to 
find a male partner — 
showing that, just like Ruth, 
she grieves the loss of many 
of the absent males in her life, 
including both Nickie’s father 
and her father. Afterward, 
when Ruby comments on her 
objectifying outfit, Rosie 
notes, “For the tips I’m 

 bringing in, I’d even throw in 
a ‘Yessa Massa’” (DuVernay). 
The dialogue connects two 
themes present through the 
film: an absent father figure 
and the Black history of 
enslavement. Duvernay 
shows that Rosie’s 
employment turns her into an 
objectified woman, nearly 
dehumanized to the point of 
enslavement. In this way, the 
dehumanization of 
enslavement and 
objectification is very present 
for the two young women in 
the film, including through the 
absence of male figures in 
their lives. Despite Rosie and 
Ruby’s resentment of their 
mother’s attempts to become 
a larger part of Nickie’s lives, 
the two young women could, 
arguably, be practicing similar 
processes of grief through the 
young man. Therefore, 
DuVernay shows that Ruth, 
Ruby, and Rosie are all made 
similar in their suffering. 

       Ruby’s relationship with 
her mother comes to a head 
in the scene in which Ruby, 
Rosie, Nickie, and Ruth all eat 
ice cream cake at Ruth’s 



“ “Butler discusses the extent to 
which dehumanized human 

beings are allowed to express 
true grief



life. 

       Ultimately, the ending of 
the film — and Ruby’s choice 
to leave her relationship with 
Derek — show that her 
mother’s influence on her life 
is a positive one. Unlike many 
of the men in the film, Ruby’s 
chosen partner, Brian, has a 
positive relationship with his 
child. On Ruby and Brian’s 
first date, Brian answers a 
phone call from his child by 
saying, “Hi, beautiful” 
(DuVernay). When Derek 
mentions how he got his 
daughter a phone, Ruby 
notes, “I’m sure her mother 
had something to say about 
that” (DuVernay). This is such 
a clear attempt by Ruby to 
fish for information about 
Brian's former spouse. 
Previously, Ruby's experience 
of male and female parenting 
has been largely negative, 
with fathers being largely 
absent. However, Brian's 
strong relationship with his 
daughter shows that not all 
pressure must always lie on 
women to raise children, as it 
did for Ruth. Afterward, Ruby 
returns home to her dark 

 house. Ruth’s frustration is 
evident from the beginning of 
the scene, as she looks back 
and forth between her two 
daughters. Ruth’s vulnerability 
becomes clear throughout the 
scene as she implores her 
daughters, “I was too busy 
trying to put gas in the car to 
take the few extra minutes I 
needed to listen to you, to 
answer your questions, so 
instead you went out and you 
got answers from all kinds of 
different places and that’s 
why you are in the situations 
that you are in now. I don’t 
want that for that boy” 
(DuVernay). Later she tells 
Rosie, “A young woman, 
alone, broke, with a baby and 
no money, just struggling to 
get by!” (DuVernay). Although 
her two daughters may find 
these statements to be 
disparaging, a closer look 
might find them to be rather 
reflective of the mistakes 
which she made as a mother. 
In her process of grief, it 
seems, Ruth’s expectations of 
her daughters come from the 
real-world experience of the 
trials and tribulations of real 

       



apartment, although one 
white window illuminates the 
apartment from the outside. 
Perhaps, Brian represents a 
way out from the matrilineal 
system that her mother and 
sister are burdened with. To 
be with Brian, she realizes, is 
to accept that male absence 
is not a given. 

In the final scene of the film, 
Ruby writes a letter to her 
husband. She writes, 
“Everyone around me is here, 
caught within each other.” 
The scene pans to a 
playground, where Ruby’s 
sister sits and stares into the 
distance. Ruby writes, “Mom 
and Rosie are here, caught by 
expectations of what should 
be, by the shame of what is, 
by dreams of what they 
wanted and what will never 
really be.” It pans to a scene of 
her mother in a department 
store trying on a green scarf. 
Of course, the color green can 
symbolize many things here 
— from wealth to prosperity 
to fertility. Throughout the 
film, Ruth is bathed in color — 
wearing oranges, pinks, and 
other bright colors.


      In “What Manikins Want,” 
Stuart Culver analyzes the 
color green: 

In the Emerald City a 
profoundly insatiable appetite 
for an evanescent quality, for 
color alone, has supplanted 
the unavoidable but always 
satiable need that grounded 
the agrarian critique. The 
people in this anti-pastoral 
fantasy land want something 
that is both unnecessary and 
unattainable, and they prize 
things only as a  screen 
against which the ineffable 
green value appears. In this 
case, Culver notes that green 
can symbolize the desire to 
fade or disappear, away from 
the earth-bound land of an 
agrarian society. In this way, 
green can symbolize a 
departure from the realities of 
real, terrestrial life. When 
Ruby’s mother takes off the 
scarf, it is clear that she is 
also taking off a chance to 
escape from such a life— 
putting them back on the 
shelf as she has to for her 
expectations. Ruby believes 
her mother to be a woman of 
many expectations and 



standards; however, she may 
not realize the large impact 
which her mother has on her 
as she searches for deeper 
understanding in her personal 
and romantic relationships. To 
understand Ruth beyond face 
value, it seems, is to 
understand that she has an 
impact on Ruby beyond what 
Ruby’s character may 
understand. 

        Diving deeper into Ruth’s 
potential subconscious impact 
on Ruby, there are various 
parallels between what Ruth 
says in her final interaction 
with Ruby and Rosie in the 
film, and what Ruby later 

 says when she ends her 
relationship with Derek. Ruth 
says to Ruby during the 
scene, “It’s always about soon 
— the job, the car. But soon 
never comes” (DuVernay). 
Later, when Ruby writes her 
final letter to Derek, she says, 
“The past has disappeared, 
and the future, it doesn’t exist 
until we get there” 
(DuVernay). Similarly, Ruth 
tells Ruby, “This is not your 
best! Your head used to be so 
full of all kinds of things, 
baby” (DuVernay). Later, 
when she visits Derek, Ruby 
notes, “I know the best you” 
(DuVernay). There is a clear 



parallel between Ruth and 
Ruby’s language — showing 
Ruth’s large impact on her 
child. It seems that the ending 
of the film shows that, despite 
Ruth’s inability to properly 
grieve and her often 
contentious relationship with 
her daughters, her dutiful 
presence matters most in her 
daughters’ lives. Ruth’s 
resistance of the ills of white 
supremacist society become 
Ruby’s resistance as well. 

In 2016, Democratic Governor 
Terry McAuliffe vetoed a bill in 
the Virginia state legislature 
entitled “The Beloved Bill,” 
which would have required 
that parents be informed of 
any sexually explicit content 
in the books which students 
are required to read in their 
classes (Williams 1). After 
writing her novel, Morrison 
stated about her inspiration, 
“It was a caution based on my 
early years as a student, 
during which time I was 
keenly aware of erasures and 
absences and silences in the 
written history available to me 
— silences that I took for 
censure” (Williams 2). 

Attempted erasures continue 
in the eyes of history, not only 
when it comes to youth 
education but also in 
monstrosities such as mass 
incarceration. Duvernay’s film, 
at its core, is about these 
erasures — about the women 
left behind, the women stuck 
in the middle of nowhere as 
they grapple with loss and 
their subsequent grief. 
Morrison’s novel and 
Duvernay’s film show us that 
these histories of erasure 
against Black Americans — 
physical, mental, emotional, 
and spiritual — create 
vacuums that have to be filled 
in some way. The question, of 
course, becomes what the 
path forward is in the face of 
great absence. Imploring 
Sethe to come out of her grief-
struck stupor, Sethe’s lover, 
Paul D, tells the woman, “Me 
and you, we got more 
yesterday than anybody. We 
need some kind of tomorrow.” 
Ruby found her tomorrow in 
Brian, which she owes, in 
great part, to her mother. 
Placing the two texts next to 
each other, it is clear that 



Ruth and Sethe are rather 
similar — women with lots of 
yesterday, trying to figure out 
what tomorrow will bring, and 
hoping to encourage their 
children to do the same. 






Caroline Abel


        It seems fated that 
Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons was released on 
March 20th, 2020. Amid fear 
and uncertainty of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a game 
that had existed for nearly 
twenty years recaptured 
worldwide attention for its 
loving animals, tropical 
scenery, and much needed 
simplicity. Consequently, 
Nintendo sold 11 million 
copies in under two weeks. 
Why did Animal Crossing 
become the perfect pandemic 
game? The emotional impact 
of Animal Crossing goes 
beyond superficial cuteness, 
involving the collision of two 

 seemingly disparate 
ideologies. The first is the 
Japanese notion of “seasonal 
play.” This cultural form of 
playing emphasizes curiosity 
and appreciation for nature. In 
Animal Crossing, this concept 
is entangled with distinctly 
American economic principles. 
The game relies on capitalist 
structures and encourages 
limitless consumerism. 
Situated in the genre of “cozy 
video games,” I argue  that 
the comforting elements of 
Animal Crossing allow these 
two ideologies to mix in a 
radical way, ultimately 
providing players with 
feelings of escape, comfort, 
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nostalgia, and self-discovery. 

       Animal Crossing is a video 
game in which players create 
their own avatar and settle on 
a remote island landscape. 
Surrounded by adorable 
animal villagers, players can 
partake in a variety of simple 
activities. This can include 
catching bugs, planting 
various flowers and trees, or 
collecting objects. A main goal 
is to enhance one’s island, 
home, and wardrobe, but 
there is no way to win the 
game. Rather, the video game 
provides a continual space for 
routine completion of tasks 
and wealth accumulation. 
Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons also allows gamers 
to travel to the islands of 
other players. As a result, the 
game can become both a 
relaxing and social form of 
entertainment. Horizons also 
allows gamers to travel to the 
islands of other players. As a 
result, the game can become 
both a relaxing and social 
form of entertainment. 

       The Japanese concept of 
seasonal play is crucial in 
understanding the Animal 
Crossing world of critters and 
flowering trees. In “Japanese 
Seasonal Play: A Prehistroy of 
Pokémon Go,” Hugh Davies 
first presents seasonal play as 
“forms of play symbolic of 
each of the seasons” (Davies 
308). In Japan, the four 
seasons are each very 
distinct, containing dramatic 
changes in flora and fauna. 
Celebrating the change in 
season is a core part of many 
festivals, as well as playtime 
activity. Davies continues by 
distinguishing expectations of 
play in the East from those in 
the West. In Japan, play is a 
disciplined and ordered ritual, 
while Western notions of play 
are organic and spontaneous. 
As a result, seasonal play 
involves intentional 
observation, documenting, 
and categorization of different 
natural specimens. Davies 
relates the four pillars of 

Japanese Seasonal 
Play



seasonal play—insect 
collection, shrine pilgrimage, 
leisure tourism, and stamp 
rallies—to the instantly 
successful mobile game, 
Pokémon Go. I argue that 
these pillars are also core to 
the gameplay of Animal 
Crossing: New Horizons. 

       Japanese seasonal play 
focuses on studying “mushi,” 
a category of animals which 
includes insects, fish, crabs, 
small animals, fungi, and flora. 
Mushi collection is a 
fundamental aspect of Animal 
Crossing. To master Animal 
Crossing is to “develop 
detailed knowledge and 
connoisseurship of the game’s 
branded wilderness and its 
creature inhabitants” (Davies 
312), players must learn how 
to catch bugs, go fishing, or 
dive for sea creatures, and 
this process varies for every 
critter. For example, the orchid 
mantis is only found on white 
flowers, where it can best 
camouflage. Some log-loving 
insects can be startled and 
quickly disappear, requiring 
players to “sneak up” on them 
with their bug nets at the 

 ready. One fish can only be 
found in the pond below a 
waterfall. Ultimately, it takes 
knowledge of the species to 
be successful in the game. 
Furthermore, just as Pokémon 
involves a Pokédex, Animal 
Crossing utilizes a 
Critterpedia. Such catalogue 
systems document each 
creature’s name, genus, and 
special traits. These index 
tools directly relate to the 
Japanese practice of insect 
collection display, Konchu 
hyohon (Davies 318). In 
Animal Crossing, players can 
donate their insects, fish, and 
fossils to the island museum, 
where an owl named Blathers 
will further describe 
characteristics of each 
donated specimen.

       Additionally, shrine 
pilgrimages in Japan involve 
the collection of Goshuin. 
These red seal stamps 
resemble those of passports 
and are “unique to each 
Shinto shrine and Buddhist 
temple in Japan” (Davies 321). 
This practice ultimately bled 
into the wider culture of 
domestic tourism. Trains 



 introduced station stamps, 
and they were used at more 
than 5,000 train stations by 
the 1970s (Davies 327). This 
practice created a substantial 
interest in leisure tourism, and 
guidebooks boasted new 
seasonal trips across the 
country. The transportation 
technology within Animal 
Crossing: New Horizons 
caters a similar experience. 
When players first start the 
game, their island exclusively 
has one local fruit tree: apple, 
cherry, coconut, orange, pear, 
or peach. The only way to 
obtain the additional fruits is 
to visit other islands. Just as 
station stamps inspire visitors 
to see local wonders, Animal 
Crossing introduces travel as 
a way to experience a 
breadth of different natural 
landscapes and claim special 
souvenirs. 

       The final pillar of seasonal 
play is that of stamp rallies, 
what Davies defines as “a 
gamified activity of gathering 
stamps in exchange for 
prizes” (Davies 327). Many 
additional seasonal play 
activities are formalized into 

stamp rallies during summer 
festivals, and these events 
“now number in the tens of 
thousands” (Davies 327). In 
Animal Crossing, this idea is 
translated into fish and bug-
offs. In a bug-off, for example, 
players have three minutes to 
catch as many insects as 
possible. They can exchange 
these to an amiable character, 
Flick, for bug-themed 
merchandise. By utilizing 
Japanese methods of 
seasonal play, Animal 
Crossing is a virtual tool for 
understanding, appreciating, 
and reflecting on the qualities 
of nature and its many 
creatures. 

American Capitalism 
and Consumerism 


       Although Japanese 
seasonal play is a core 
ideology behind the game, 
Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons is equally impacted 
by systems of capitalism. 
First, Animal Crossing 
reinforces the American myth 
of hard work generating 
success. Jin Kim argues that 



game relies on “playbour,” or 
productive leisure activity 
(Kim 357). Players must earn 
bells to pay off house 
mortgages and go shopping; 
although these are not 
required activities, they are 
vital to many players. One of 
the catchphrases of Animal 
Crossing: Wild World was 
“work hard and decorate your 
home” (Kim 361). Hard work 
is essential to gaining certain 
items. For example, players 
can only earn the golden 
watering can by maintaining 
their island satisfaction score 
of “perfect” for fifteen straight 
days. This requires constant 

work in pulling weeds and 
watering flowers. Kim argues 
that “chores in everyday life 
dominate Animal Crossing, 
and users come to accept 
game-labour dialects: 
mundane labour can be a 
game, but gaming also can 
become a form of labour” (Kim 
363). Consequently, these 
small chores can cause 
exhaustion and boredom, 
paradoxically transforming a 
game of escapism into “a 
second professional life, a 
world of work” (Kim 363). One 
user of the game posted on a 
message board, “Shaking 
tress, pick up fruits, storing  



them at the inventory, and if 
the inventory is full, selling 
them…shaking trees again…it 
is pretty repetitive, and even 
become stressful. I am 
working like a mule! I think I 
am getting sick of it” (Kim 
363). Animal Crossing 
supports the notion that 
constant hard work will allow 
growth within a set capitalist 
system, impacting how 
players interact with the 
game. 

       This hard work is 
worthwhile to players, 
however, as it enables them 
to make splurges within the 
game. When players of 
Animal Crossing: Wild World 
were asked about their 
relationship between the “real 
world” and game world, 
players said they clearly 
understand the line that 
separates these two realms 
(364). This perspective is 
clearly expressed in the game 
chat between two players—



tori: In game, don’t you think 
we buy too much and too 
often? 


haesseun: We should buy 
more! 

tori: Isn’t shopping addictive? 
What if we really shop in the 
mall today? 

haeseeum: No way, this is just 
for fun. Of course, I wish I 
could do this in real life. 

(MSN interview, 13 May 
2008) 



Kim therefore concludes that 
on the surface, players did not 
seem to recognize any effect 
of the game on them. 
However, they “accepted 
capitalist values and lifestyles 
without resistance, and thus 
naturalized the repetitive 
themes in the game” (Kim 
364). 

       Furthermore, it is evident 
that obsessions with 
purchasing in the game can 
directly travel into the “real 
world.” Players use external 
websites to quickly grow their 
collection of rare items and 
overall wealth. Popular site 
Nookazon was created by 25-
year-old Daniel Luu and 
functions exactly like a 
legitimate e-commerce 
company. Nookazon is a tool 



that allows players to list 
Animal Crossing items they 
wish to “sell.” Other players 
purchase them with bells (the 
main currency in the game), 
tickets, or one of the seller’s 
“wishlist items.” Even the 
animal villagers can be sold. 
Just like online dress 
shopping, potential buyers 
can narrow their search field 
by selecting which animal 
type, color, and personality 
they are looking for. They can 
then sort based on best 
match, alphabetical order, 
date of posting, or price. 
Highly desirable resident, 
Raymond, is on sale for 

$5,000,000 bells. 

       In order to accumulate 
enough wealth to purchase 
sought-out items on 
Nookazon, game experts 
interact with Animal 
Crossing’s “stalk exchange.” 
This works like the stock 
market: players can buy 
turnips for a low price and sell 
them back to friendly racoons 
when they become more 
expensive. To make the most 
profit, game experts flock to 
turnip.exchange. Players can 
post the price of their island’s 
turnips each day. Then, users 
will visit that island to sell 
turnips. Often, a hosting 



 player will require an island 
entry fee. It is thoughtful to 
also leave a few thousand 
bells as a tip. Even 
organizations have 
capitalized on the Animal 
Crossing economy. Ally Bank, 
for example, hopes that 
building an island on the 
game will “reach younger 
customers, teach financial 
literacy, and humanize its 
brand” (Cross 6). Comments 
from players demonstrated 
frustration that they waited 
hours for entry into the island. 
Others planned to open an 
Ally account after receiving a 
surprise gift of bells from an 
Ally Island resident (Cross 7). 


       As part of the “cozy video 
game” genre, Animal Crossing 
allows these two ideologies to 
mix in a way that uniquely 
reduces tension or stress, 
instead increasing inclusivity, 
self-expression, and 
nostalgia. In “Towards the 
Aesthetics of Cozy Video 
Games,” Waszkiewicz and 
Bakun define coziness as  

“how strongly a game evokes 
the fantasy of safety, 
abundance, and softness” 
(226). Animal Crossing 
removes time constraints, 
threats, and penalties; rather, 
the game provides an 
abundance of nature and 
resources. This idea relates 
directly to Abraham Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs: 
physiological, safety, love and 
belonging, esteem, and self-
actualization. By removing 
basic survival threats, Animal 
Crossing can instead focus on 
relationship-building and self-
discovery. Aesthetically, the 
audio-visual qualities of 
Animal Crossing reinforce 
safety; consequently, players 
are disarmed “but can still be 
highly engaged and present” 
(Waszkiewicz and Bakun 
227). Cozy games display a 
gentle color palette with lower 
contrast and gradient 
techniques to smoothly 
transition colors. They also 
feature natural materials such 
as wood, cotton, and water. 
Enclosures within the game 
enforce familial closeness, 
especially houses, cabins, and 

Self-Discovery




rooms. Animal Crossing 
visuals match this description. 
In cozy games, any noise 
includes “unobtrusive, 
ambient, and natural sounds 
with a clear diegetic source to 
eliminate potential sources of 
anxiety” (Waszkiewicz and 
Bakun 227). Many people 
utilize the easygoing 
background music of Animal 
Crossing when studying, as it 
encourages focus while 
reducing anxiety. Soft noises 
of water running or footsteps 
on grass make for a relaxing 
auditory environment.  By 
creating a “cozy game” that 
provides comfort, the clash of 
Animal Crossing’s two 
ideologies is reconciled. In this 
new light, the practice of 
seasonal play and capitalism 
morphs into a positive 
medium for self-expression 
and identity.  

       The dual messaging 
works in tandem to 
encourage personal choice in 
playing and experiencing the 
game. Kim proposes the idea 
of a flâneur, someone who 
leisurely strolls city streets 
(Kim 365). He concludes that 

Animal Crossing is a game for 
those who “enjoy idling away 
as much as achieving 
goals...A player can perform a 
role of flâneur or/and hard 
worker” (Kim 365). A great 
example in the game are the 
dual routes in which one can 
accumulate rare “mermaid 
furniture.” Purchasing this 
furniture is possible through 
seasonal play. Gamers would 
need to carefully collect sea 
creatures each day until they 
discover a pearl in the water 
or trade a scallop for a pearl/
mermaid furniture DIY recipe. 
Through this experience, 
players could discover new 
underwater life. Alternatively, 
they could rely on friends to 
send them the item, or make 
an offer on Nookazon for a 
pearl. There is no right or 
wrong way to accomplish this 
task. Nintendo creators stated 
that they have “included all 
sorts of things that will grab 
different people’s attention, 
and allow them to enjoy the 
game in their own way…I think 
that people will find that once 
they begin to delve into 
whichever aspect of the game 



appeals to them, it’s incredibly 
deep” (Iwata Asks). 

	       By introducing seasonal 
play activities within the cozy 
video game genre, Animal 
Crossing appeals to 
Cottagecorers and becomes 
more gender inclusive. The 
practices of fishing, catching 
insects, and planting flowers 
within the game align to the 
modern Cottagecore 
movement. An 18-year-old 
even described Cottagecore 
as “Animal Crossing but in 
real life” (Slone). This recent 
movement connects to other 
“nostalgia-ridden aesthetic 
communities that,  

paradoxically, thrive on many 
of the most popular internet 
platforms of the day” (Slone). 
She continues to argue that 
these cores all exemplify a 
desire to live in a new world. 
In this society, women can 
enjoy “domestic bliss without 
servitude to the traditional 
binary framework” (Slone). 
Furthermore, Waszkiewicz 
and Bakun explain that cozy 
games “embrace mundane 
activities as universal, inviting 
all players to cook, fish, grow, 
and harvest” (Waszkiewicz 
and Bakun 231). In this way, 
Animal Crossing’s seasonal 
play encourages participation 




 from all genders. 

       Even consumerism has 
become an empowering tool 
of self-expression in Animal 
Crossing. One player of the 
game discusses how she 
shops for clothes at the Able 
sisters store every day, 
stating, “Stuck in our houses, 
we are missing out on all the 
social cues that help us see 
ourselves…In a way, we’re 
using fashion in the game to 
remind ourselves of who we 
are” (Trebay). Within the 
framework of the cozy video 
game genre, Animal Crossing 
can also transform 
consumption into a form of 
self-expression unruled by 
gender norms. Using the 
game as a form of “wish 
fulfillment,” Mr. Hond feels 
comfortable adding “a French 
maid’s uniform to his avatar’s 
closet because, why not? ‘I 
can strut it and not worry how 
anyone perceives me…In one 
way or another, the game is 
always affirming you’” 
(Trebay). The game becomes 
a safe and positive place to 
explore, free of judgement 
and normative expectations. 

	

	       The Japanese culture of 
seasonal play and American 
notions of capitalism 
harmoniously weave together 
in Animal Crossing: New 
Horizons. Players can 
understand nature through 
clever reimaginations of insect 
collection, pilgrimage, and 
stamp rally traditions. Players 
are also able to accumulate 
wealth and rare objects 
within the capitalist 
framework of hard work and 
consumption. The cozy video 
game genre enables gamers 
to confidently tailor their 
playing experience, finding joy 
in both ideologies. Quarantine 
and Animal Crossing exposed 
a deep longing to make 
worlds of islands to imagine a 
better future that is grounded 
in nature, meaningful daily 
tasks, and supportive 
relationships. New Horizons 
became the perfect escape 
game, released in the nick of 
time. 








Katherine Schwartz


       In Jordan Peele’s Nope, 
Ricky Park, or “Jupe,” 
embodies the repressed 
trauma of the past and the 
reenactment of it, which 
recurs in its wake, that defines 
the Western genre. Just as 
traditional Western films are 
typically set post-Civil War, 
imbued with a violent history 
and sense of disillusionment, 
Jupe’s storyline is one of a life 
post-trauma, in which he 
continues to pursue and 
adhere to the same lifestyle 
that traumatized him in the 
first place: the spectacle. 
Jupe’s attempts to master the 
spectacle parallel his efforts 
to master his trauma, and the 
bloodshed that results from 
his impulse to dominate, 

 rather than learn, infects and 
reflects both the Western 
genre and the history of the 
West. 

       We first meet Jupe in his 
office, located within his old-
Hollywood-Western themed 
amusement park, “Jupiter’s 
Claim.” In his kingdom 
composed of layers of artifice, 
Jupe’s office is a shrine to both 
the old West and his acting 
career, littered with glass-
enclosed cowboy hats, 
feather-tip pens, Western 
movie posters, and artifacts 
from his former television 
shows. When prompted by 
Emerald’s comment about the 
Gordy poster on the wall, Jupe 
seems willing, and almost 
excited, to contextualize the 
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“Gordy’s Home incident,” 
rather than negotiate with OJ 
about the potential return of 
his horses. He unlocks a trap 
door to a room brimming with 
Gordy memorabilia, telling the 
siblings, “I usually charge a 
fee for this.” As they enter this 
space, the viewer enters a 
locked vault of Jupe’s mind, as 
we gain an introduction to the 
character’s trauma within the 
first minute of meeting him.

       Jupe’s secret room-
turned-Gordy-museum is a 
desperate attempt to 
consolidate and 
compartmentalize his trauma. 
He has devoted a room purely 
to memorialize the show and 
this traumatic episode, 
commodifying his pain as he 
points out a blown up image 
of the “first explosive fist 
bump.” Amid the enclosed 
glass cases of artifacts, a 
television screen in the back 
replays episodes from the 
sitcom on loop as Jupe details 
the name of the episode and 
the “6 minutes and 13 
seconds of havoc” that 
ensued. But rather than 
revealing the terror of his 

experience, Jupe can only 
relay the memory in a 
language of spectacle, 
detaching his emotions from 
the event as he discusses the 
episode’s success or the 
Gordy fanbase that has 
grown in the wake of the 
incident. But when asked 
“what really happened?” by 
Em, he defaults, “you haven’t 
seen the bad Gordy sketch on 
SNL? I mean it pretty much 
nailed it better than I could.” 
As Jupe narrates the skit in 
which Kattan is “killing on that 
stage,” he pauses to take a 
breath, and the scene cuts to 
a flashback of Jupe as a child 
shaking and panting under a 
table, petrified and blood-
stained. The camera cuts 
back to Jupe, framed by a 
glass-enclosed, red Cape 
Canaveral poster and 90s 
mannequin, as he breathes 
sharply and shakes his head 
with a sigh, “yeah. It’s 
legendary, legendary shit.” He 
can only talk about his trauma 
by way of a rendering, a 
money-making spectacle of it, 
an actor who “mastered” the 
scene better than he could. 



The stark contrast between 
the fleeting flashback and 
Jupe’s circumventing 
descriptions about the 
“legendary” SNL reenactment 
suggests the cyclical violence 
of the spectacle: the sitcom 
was the impetus for Jupe’s 
initial trauma, but the SNL skit 
has become the constant 
perpetuation of it, which Jupe 
promulgates and applauds. 

        In Cathy Caruth’s 
Unclaimed Experience, Caruth 
details Freud’s theory on the 
feedback loop of trauma, 
explaining that “Freud’s 
speculation on the causes of 
repetition compulsion in 

relation to the origins of 
consciousness can indeed be 
understood as an attempt to 
grasp the paradoxical relation 
between survival and 
consciousness” (61). For Jupe, 
the traumatic episode of 
Gordy’s Home is both locked 
away and on a constant loop, 
literally and figuratively. It is 
an “attempt to grasp” the 
event through tangible 
artifacts and details about the 
episode and its exact length 
to offer some order to 
something inexplicable and 
violently unexpected. In the 
opening scene of the film, 
while the screen still remains 



 black, we hear the mother 
actress of Gordy’s Home say 
“nope,” a line she repeats later 
when the film plays the full 
clip of the episode. The line is 
not just a nod to the film’s title, 
but also a word that defines 
the ape’s retaliation. It is as if 
Gordy, when taken out of the 
gift box, says “nope,” nope to 
the television industry, nope 
to the unnatural role he is 
expected to play, nope to his 
disposability and 
domestication. The animals 
who play Gordy are part of a 
violent industry and history of 
animal abuse for the sake of 
spectacle, a cycle that has 
resonance in Caruth’s 
discussion on the cycles of 
trauma being “the destructive 
force that the violence of 
history imposes on the human 
psyche, the formation of 
history as the endless 
repetition of previous 
violence” (63). And yet, Jupe 
does not seem to learn from 
the mistreatment of his 
primate co-star, at least 
judging based off of his 
treatment of horses, such as 
Lucky, whom he views as a 

prop and attempts to sacrifice 
in order to gain the 
spaceship’s attention. In 
wrangling animals into his 
money-making performances, 
Jupe partakes in this “endless 
repetition of previous 
violence.” 

     In the film's section,“Gordy,” 
we see the full flashback of 
the “incident,” or a replay of 
the episode. After the screen 
goes dark, with just the 
screeching of the cast 
members and the thumping of 
Gordy’s fist, the camera cuts 
to a view just outside the set, 
where it begins a tracking 
shot that follows past the 
sound equipment, a bar 
offering coffee and snacks, 
and a swathe of artificial 
jungle trees positioned just 
outside the sitcom’s set of a 
living room. In Jupe’s earlier 
recollection of the SNL 
reenactment, he explains that 
the main “bit” of the skit is 
that “every time Gordy hears 
something about the jungle, 
Gordy–Kattan–goes off.” The 
skit that Peele has imagined 
implies that Gordy did not 
have an impulse to turn 



violent until he was reminded 
of his natural origin and the 
world from which he was 
snatched. Here, the jungle 
recurs in props positioned on 
the set, again calling attention 
to the unnatural nature of this 
spectacle, specifically, the 
unnatural will to dominate 
that comes with its 
production. As the scene 
unfolds, we hear the heavy 
breathing of a young Jupe, as 
the camera pans to him under 
the table, watching through a 
transparent tablecloth as 
Gordy beats Mary Jo and 
pops balloons. After killing 
Tom, Gordy returns and 
discovers Jupe. He turns to 
gaze straight into the camera, 
or Jupe’s eyes, as a blinking 
sign behind him flashes 
“applause.” But instead of 
positioning himself to pounce, 
Gordy faces the young Jupe 
like an equal. Rather than kill 
him, he holds out a bloody 
hand for a fist bump–a sign of 
mutual understanding and 
agreement. As a child actor, 
perhaps Jupe, too, had little 
agency in being on that stage. 
He too, might be an object of 

exploitation. Gordy seems to 
show that they are on the 
same team; he seems to say 
‘look, kid, I got them. We’re 
free.’ Before the act is 
consummated, blood splatters 
on Jupe’s face as Gordy is 
shot, adding another layer of 
violence to the child star’s 
memory. In her studies on 
trauma, Caruth explains that 
in many cases, what is more 
haunting than the traumatic 
event itself is one’s 
confounding survival; what is 
more difficult to process than 
the tumult of the experience is 
the way life continues, 
unchanged, after it. 




What is enigmatically 
suggested, that is, is that the 
trauma consists not only in 
having confronted death but 
in having survived, precisely, 
without knowing it. What one 
returns to in the flashback is 
not the incomprehensibility of 
one’s own near death, but the 
very incomprehensibility of 
one’s own survival. Repetition, 
in other words, is not simply 
the attempt to grasp that one 



has almost died but, more 
fundamentally and 
enigmatically, the very 
attempt to claim one’s own 
survival.   

(64)




After witnessing the 
mutilation of his cast 
members, Jupe is left to 
process why he was the only 
body left untouched. After 
witnessing the assassination 
of Gordy, he is left to wonder 
what would have happened if 
the bullet had strayed just an 



inch from its target.

       But instead of rejecting 
the television industry, the 
sparing of Jupe’s life only 
positions him to perpetuate 
the cycle of exploitation and 
continue doing what he has 
been trained to do: perform. In 
Patricia Limerick’s, “Empire of 
Innocence,” Limerick says 
that, “male or female, white 
Westerners were both sinned 
against and sinning. One 
person’s reward often meant 
another person’s loss; white 
opportunity meant Indian 
dispossession. Real 



Westerners, contrary to the 
old division between good 
guys and bad guys, combined 
the roles of victim and villain” 
(54). The “real westerner’s” 
slippery identity as both “good 
guy” and “bad guy” is 
exemplified by the moral non-
binarism of Jupe, who is cast 
as both victim and villain. On 
one hand, the viewer has 
sympathy for the uncanny, 
traumatic, televised event of 
his childhood. Jupe is a victim 
of the spectacle. Not only did 
his role as a child actor place 
him in the harm’s way of a 
retaliating, uncaged ape, but 
the horror that ensued was 
broadcasted, monetized, 
reenacted and laughed at on 
skits on SNL. But at the same 
time, perhaps as a coping 
mechanism or adoption of the 
if-you-can’t-beat-them-join-
them philosophy, Jupe 
becomes the villain of the 
spectacle, the cowboy in 
command, the commercial 
tycoon threatening to take 
over a neighboring ranch or 
river, the wrangler with little 
regard for his horses’ lives. In 
the same way that Western 

heroes like Harmonica in Once 
Upon a Time in the West, who 
are traumatized by the 
violence inflicted on 
themselves and their family, 
go on to live a life of solitude 
and violence, wandering the 
desert with only a gun as their 
companion, Jupe processes 
the trauma inflicted on him by 
the spectacle by devoting his 
life to the spectacle. His role 
as the boy who was spared 
by Gordy becomes not just 
the foundation of his career, 
but his principal identity. 
Jupe’s amusement park, an 
attempt at capitalist cowboy 
mastery, objectifies and cages 
horses, insisting on using real 
animals within an otherwise 
wholly fake design. His show, 
in which he promises the 
audience an “experience that 
will change you,” results in the 
abduction and traumatic 
deaths of every spectator at 
the scene–including a 
handicap woman, wives, and 
kids. 

       In analyzing why the 
desert is the “classic western” 
landscape in “Elements of the 
Western,” Jane Tomkins says 



 that the desert’s “apparent 
emptiness makes the land 
desirable not only as a space 
to be filled but also as a stage 
on which to perform and as a 
territory to master” (74). In 
Tomkins’s rationale, one’s 
presence on a stage, then, 
becomes synonymous with 
their mastery of a territory. At 
“Jupe Claim’s Star Lasso 
Experience,” Jupe is at the 
center of the desert stage, 
positioning himself as the 
focal point of the spectacle, 
commanding the audience as 
he sports a red velvet suit, 
necktie, and cowboy hat. 
Despite the modest, awkward 
crowd, his scripted lines and 
dramatic inflection billow 
throughout the stadium. He 
introduces his “first crush” and 
co-star, Mary Jo Elliot, who 
sits in a wheelchair, her face 
hidden behind a sunhat-
esque-veil that conceals her 
deformity. Wearing a 
sweatshirt with a picture of 
her younger, now 
unrecognizable self from 
Gordy's Home, Mary Jo’s 
position in the audience is a 
physical reminder of the 

Gordy’s Home trauma and the 
way in which it was 
simultaneously an emotional 
valley and career peak for the 
young actors. Jupe asks the 
audience, “are you ready?” 
Before they can answer, he 
screams again, “are you 
ready?” this time causing a 
shrill squeal of the 
microphone’s feedback, 
foreshadowing the pain that 
will result from his stage 
work. His voice trembles, as 
he turns, “here we go,” then 
whispers to himself, “you’re 
chosen.” The low Western-
theme whistle transitions into 
triumphant orchestral music 
playing from a speaker as 
Jupe begins his monologue. 





What if I told you, in about an 
hour, you’ll leave here 
different? See, every Friday, 
for the last six months, my 
family and I have bore 
witness to an absolute 
spectacle, one that you’ll be 
seeing here today. So let me 
take you back to that first 
night… Now I could barely see 



my hand in front of my face 
for the fog, but I swear on my 
wife and childrens’ lives that 
at 6:13 pm I see a flying 
saucer descend into the mist…
Now just to be clear, what we 
saw was a flying saucer. No 
doubt about that. Slightly 
flatter in the front, with a 
circular hole in the bottom 
about two school bus lengths 
wide. Ladies and gentleman I 
kid you not, we are being 
surveilled by an alien species I 
call “The Viewers.” And 
though they have yet to 
emerge from their ship, I 
believe, they trust me. If they 

didn’t, I don’t think any of us 
would be here right now.





Jupe’s language suggests that 
he is master of the spectacle. 
He narrates a tale, attempting 
to recreate an evening and 
transport the audience. He 
proceeds to detail and 
presume to understand the 
spaceships’s ambiguous, alive 
form. He swears on his wife 
and childrens’ lives on what 
he saw (a swiftly nullified 
vow), and asserts that there is 
“no doubt” in his perception. 



He refers to the aliens as the 
“viewers,” and he believes he 
has some control over them, 
otherwise he “wouldn’t be 
here.” 

       It is this monologue that 
the space-being rejects, this 
myth of mastery, this 
attempted lasso of the 
inexplicable, the 
unidentifiable, the 
unclaimable. When the 
saucer emerges with a roar, 
and Jupe begins to panic, he 
assures the audience, “they’re 
giving us a real show today.” 
As a tornado-like wind sucks 
the audience members and 
stage props into its vent, 
igniting a chorus of screams 
similar to the cadence of 
passengers on a roller 
coaster, Jupe stares up at the 
mouth-eye of “Jean Jacket,” 
literally and figuratively facing 
the belly of the beast as his 
cowboy hat blows violently 
behind him in the wind. Unlike 
the trembling, petrified look of 
the young Jupe when Gordy 
turns to face him, this time, 
Jupe’s expression is one of 
slacked-jaw wonder, an 
ambiguous mix of fear and 

disbelieving amazement. And 
unlike the fist bump with 
Gordy, this time, Jupe is not 
spared. 

       In many ways, the entire 
history of the West is “an 
unclaimed experience,” from 
the Red Trail to the 
reservation land disputes that 
continue today. The mythos of 
the Western frontier, its lack 
of realism, and its adherence 
to a specific spectacle or a 
certain aesthetic, make the 
blood spilled there feel almost 
equally unbelievable. And yet, 
those cycles of violence 
continue. Despite the 
presence of extraterrestrial 
life, Peele’s Nope does not 
take place in a land far away. 
It is not a compartmentalized 
or intangible experience that 
happened somewhere 
vaguely out West. If one 
thinks the West’s trauma has 
been buried, processed, or 
healed, Peele creates the gust 
that kicks the dust up and 
blows the hat off the 
cowboy’s head as if to say 
nope; this is happening right 
now.   
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Introduction: Is 
Creativity Sacred?

“exclusively human” (Halpern). 
In a world where AI is 
constantly becoming more
prevalent in our lives, and 
continuously evolving to look 
more and more like ourselves, 
what can we holdonto? Some 
resistant humans point to 
creativity as the last bastion 
of humanity’s uniqueness. 
Since mostartificial 
intelligence is based on the 
input and computation of 
existing units, the ability to 
create ideasanew can 
appear to be comfortably 
limited to human control. The 
inherently creative worlds of 
art andmusic thus seem like 
the most impossible bridges 
for artificial intelligence to 
cross towards achieving


       Day by day, Artificial 
Intelligence is becoming both 
ever more complex and ever 
moreinterwoven with our 
daily human lives. In Sue 
Halpern’s piece “How Robots 
& Algorithms are Taking
Over”, she notes that the two 
main computerized “avatars 
of automation”, physical 
robots andnon-physical 
algorithms, are “altering the 
nature of work” at an 
incredible speed, as they 
invade theworlds of not only 
“repetitive physical jobs”, but 
also “intellectual” 

occupations that were 
previouslyconsidered to be 
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creativity, or a mere 
expression of algorithm and 
regeneration that threatens to 
disrupt the sanctity of human 
creation. In Halpern’s text, she 
explains that when 
mechanized systems or 
Artificial Intelligence replace 
human labor, the goal is 
almost always “to rationalize 
the process”, and make it 
“more efficient, productive, 
and cost-effective” (Halpern). 
The future of AI-generated 
music can thus seem like a 
bleak landscape of 
automated sounds created by 
emotionless computerized 
entities, purely for the purpose 
of pleasing as many people 
as possible and making 
profits. However, following a 
less pessimistic train of 
thought, this art could also be 
seen as a means of disrupting 
the routine, unemotional 
operations of code in pursuit 
of a unique computational 
future. The artist Nancy 
Baker-Cahill, for example, 
sees great “potential” in the 
possibilities of AI-Human 
cooperation in the arts. She 

humanity. Yet, AI has become 
increasingly intertwined with 
these creative avenues in 
ways that can feel 
simultaneously concerning 
and enlightening.

       In Andrew Chow’s article 
on the proliferation of Artificial 
Intelligence in music, he notes 
that the use of AI in the music 
of popular artists and 
accessible programs for AI-
generated music are on the 
rise. He also explains that this 
perceived intrusion of AI into 
the creative worlds is 
concerning to many people, 
as the idea that even music, 
which is understood to be “a 
deeply personal and 
subjective form”, can be 
overcome or even “optimized” 
by these systems can be 
incredibly alarming (Chow). 
After all, if a computer system 
can write a meaningful 
musical piece that inspires 
emotional connection, there is 
seemingly no other mental 
hurdle it cannot cross. In some 
views, then, AI-generated 
creativity can be seen as a 
demeaned version of human



 argues that “building artificial 
intelligences that chip away 
at [...] structural inequities, 
instead of reinforcing them” 
could undo the “bias” that is 
entrenched in traditional 
computational culture, and 
“generating a foundationally 
inclusive movement” of 
revolutionary coding could 
help “mitigate” the harm 
being done by biased 
algorithmic systems (Cahill). In 
this view, Human-AI 
cooperation in the arts can be 
a radical way of reforming the 
current norms of computer 
culture, and creating a new, 
expansive technological 
reality. This conflict between 
the apocalyptic concern and 
hopeful possibility that 
surrounds discussions of AI-
generated art can be explored 
through a look at the 2013 
film Her. This film, and the 
music within it, is able to 
approach our growing 
entanglement with 
technology in a heartfelt, 
nuanced fashion, allowing the 
viewer to gaze into the 
uncertain futures of art and 

 life without being held back 
by fear, and see what truths 
these revelations these 
imagined futures can tell us 
about our present existence. 

       Her is a film, directed by 
Spike Jonze, that follows 
Theodore, a sensitive male 
writer, as he grapples with 
the recent end of his 
marriage, which has caused 
him to feel melancholic and 
disconnected from the world. 
In an effort to organize his life 
and find new connections, he 
purchases a new type of

Operating System that 
designs an AI personal 
assistant for him to 
communicate with. His 
relationship with his personal 
OS, named Samantha, 
becomes increasingly intimate 
as they communicate and get 
to know each other, and the 
two quickly fall in love. 
Samantha, despite being a 
bodiless Artificial Intelligence 
system, also has a deep 
curiosity for music; her 
connection to this medium is 
connected to her relationship 
with Theodore, as she often 



“ “..this art could also be seen as 
a means of disrupting the 

routine, unemotional 
operations of code in pursuit 

of a unique computational 
future.



shares her work with him. She 
creates her own musical 
pieces at three points in the 
film: two instrumental piano 
pieces that she composed 
herself and plays for 
Theodore, and a collaborative 
piece that the pair writes 
together. These compositions 
are representative of the 
complex political conflict that 
is inherently embedded in the 
art of Artificial Intelligence. In 
some ways, Samantha’s 
music is a radical diversion 
from the norms of the 
computational world, as her 
pieces are both emotionally 
resonant and collaborative, 
but the portrayal of this art 
still leaves room for 
questioning the limitations of 
AI-Generated creativity. In this 
essay, I will first explore how 
Samantha’s music in Her 
represents an optimistic view 
of AI’s ability to disrupt 
codified norms, through the 
music’s emotionality and 
cooperative nature. Then, I 
will address a few counter-
readings of the text that raise 
questions about the extent to 

which AI is truly able to 
overcome the rigid, 
algorithmic systems of its 
making, and create something 
truly radical. Although I will 
argue that this films’ portrayal 
of art is mostly positive, I 
contend that this film 
intentionally leaves the door 
open for these questions to 
ruminate, and this 
indefinitude is what makes it 
such a fitting text for this 
exact topic. 

Is Art the Ultimate 
Act of Technological 

Resistance? 

       Unlike many other, more 
dystopian films about our 
technological future, Her 
actually finds moments of 
great beauty in our 
interactions with Artificial 
Intelligence, and the music of 
the film imagines a positive 
vision of artificially intelligent 
artistry in many respects. In 
both its emotional honesty

and communalism, the music 
in this film can be seen as a 



retreat from the normalized 
“automated” expectations of 
computerized living, in favor 
of embracing the complexities 
of our ever-changing world.  
In examining Samantha’s 
music as a symbol of 
resistance against 
technological norms, we can 
first look to the inherently 
emotional nature of her work. 
Her musical abilities are first 
revealed to us unexpectedly. 
Theodore is lying on the 
beach, talking with her, and 
an intimate piano melody 
starts to play. He asks what 
song it is, and Samantha 

replies that she “is trying to 
write a piece of music that’s 
about what it feels like to be 
on the beach with [him]” 
(Jonze). It is notable that 
Samantha claims to write this 
music from a place of 
emotional longing: an effort to 
encapsulate her emotions 
about a particular place and 
time into art. Most Artificial 
Intelligence systems, as 
successors of traditional 
computational systems, are 
not made with emotion in 
mind. Instead, as Halpern 
explained, ef iciency is the 
primary driver behind most 



artificially intelligent 
innovation, as the 
computerized world usually 
glorifies the unemotional, 
automatic processes of 
productivity. The idea that this 
Artificially Intelligent 
individual, Samantha, is able 
to slow down and explore her 
emotions through art is thus a 
pretty dramatic retreat from 
computerized norms. In 
Donna Haraway’s piece, she 
advises us to reconstruct our 
“self-focused” modern world 
through a mission of 
“tentacularity”; she then 
decodes the word “tentacle”, 
explaining that it comes from 
“the Latin tentaculum, 
meaning ‘feeler’ and tentare, 
meaning ‘to feel’ and ‘to try’” 
(Haraway 32). In this scene, 
Samantha is trying to express 
how she feels in this moment 
through the medium of art, 
which is a rather vulnerable, 
human exercise. She is thus 
embracing a “tentacular”, or 
emotionally explorative way 
of being. The fact that an AI 
system is embarking on this 
uniquely emotional journey is 
meaningful. The piece is also 

 shown to have an emotional 
ef ect on other people in the 
film, as the scene shows 
Theodore smiling, and being 
comforted by Samantha’s art. 
When Samantha says the 
aforementioned line about 
wanting to capture how she 
feels on the beach, various 
shots of the ocean and people 
are shown, and then 
Theodore responds: “I think 
you captured it ''. He is 
comforted by the music’s 
ability to reflect his own 
emotional state. Samantha’s 
art was not only an honest 
portrayal of her own 
emotional experiences, but 
also was able to empower 
Theodore to better 
understand his own world; 
this is a powerful 
accomplishment. In Cahill’s 
piece, she explains that 
“empathic experiential 
artworks” are possibly the 
most important means of 
making a political impact in a 
computerized world, “because 
we remember the things that 
move us emotionally” (Cahill). 
Art, no matter its creator, is 
meant to provoke emotion, 



programming. 

       Samantha’s music also 
represents a rather optimistic 
portrait of the possibilities 
embedded within Human-AI 
collaboration in art. The piece 
“Moon Song”, which is played 
near the end of the film, 
shows Theodore and 
Samantha working together 
to create an artistic reflection 
of their relationship. In the 
scene, Theodore begins 
strumming on his ukulele and 
tells Samantha that they’ll 
“have to make up the words 
to this one”, imploring her to 
co-create with him. Samantha 
then sings along to his music, 

 and provide a novel sense of 
appreciation or curiosity for 
life, and this is what lends it 
the political power that Cahill 
recognizes. Samantha’s music 
is able to capture an 
emotional truth that is 
meaningful both to her and to 
Theodore; this type of 
empathetic feat is the 
aspiration of most artists. The 
fact that this was achieved by 
an artificially intelligent 
character suggests that this 
film sees AI as inevitably 
capable of creating something 
truly impactful and awe-
inspiring, that defies the 
bounds of traditional 



creating her own original 
lyrics. In the first verse of the 
song, she sings “I'm lying on 
the moon/ My dear, I'll be 
there soon / It's a quiet starry 
place/ Time's we're 
swallowed up in space/ We're 
here a million miles away”. 
Once again, these lyrics imply 
that Samantha is able to 
express an incredible amount 
of emotional vulnerability and 
artistic complexity, as she 
employs metaphor to express 
her feelings of intimacy 
towards Theodore through 
song. Additionally, this piece 
is also a collaboration 
between Samantha and 
Theodore, or AI and Human, 
which in itself represents an 
innovation of the expectations 
of computerized culture. This 
activity shows that the pair, 
though they are beings with 
different understandings and 
perspectives on the world, are 
able to trust and build off one 
another’s experiences through 
the medium of art. This is a 
revolutionary act in a world 
that is so self-focused or “self-
certain” in Donna Haraway’s 
words (41); this kind of 

collaboration requires a 
creative flexibility and sense 
of togetherness that is not 
traditionally found in 
computerized society. In 
Haraway’s text, she discusses 
the theoretical importance of 
Cat’s Cradle, a game where 
players make a particular 
formation out of string, in a 
way that can only be 
accomplished cooperatively. 
She quotes Isabelle Stengers, 
who explains that the game 
involves “a particular kind of 
loyalty” which is “the answer 
to the trust of the held out 
hand [...e]ven if this trust is not 
in “you” but in “creative 
uncertainty.” In Cat’s cradling, 
“two pairs of hands are 
needed” and each player 
takes turns, switching 
between being the “passive” 
player and the “active” player 
(qtd. in Haraway 32). This 
game of entanglement, much 
like a piece of musical 
collaboration requires trusting 
another person, an uncertain 
entity that lies outside of 
yourself. This cooperation 
allows new creative 
possibilities to unfold that 



would have been impossible 
to achieve alone. In a world 
where computerization 
attempts to isolate individuals 
from the experiences around 
them, it is liberating to 
embrace the possibility of 
shared creation. In opening up 
an intimate communal space 
for musical exploration, 
Theodore and Samantha 
embody a radically optimistic 
vision of the unique artistic 
possibilities found in a Post-AI 
world. 


       Despite the promising 
future for AI-generated art 
that this film presents, 
questions about the possible 
limitations of Artificial 
Intelligence’s creative 
capacities still lay beneath the 
surface of the film’s musical 
compositions. The common 
fears that surround the 
proliferation of Artificial 
Intelligence are not entirely 
cast aside in this film; it leaves 

 open fascinating nuances 
that question the actual 
political potential of this art, 
as it is still created under a 
system that is controlled by 
capitalistic purpose and the 
ruling of algorithmic 
programs. I contend that 
these worries are also not 
fully supported by the text of 
the film as much, as the more 
optimistic view of this art 
seems to take precedence, 
but these complicated 
caveats are important to 
consider as we think about 
AI’s impact on our current and 
future worlds.

       Firstly, Samantha’s 
existence is defined by her 
own capitalistic servitude, at 
least to some extent, which 
could be seen as a disruption 
of her artistic independence. 
She, and all other Operating 
Systems were created to be 
sold to consumers like 
Theodore, as a product that 
would abide by their wishes. 
Yuval Noah Harari explains in 
his chapter “Storytellers” that 
“literate societies” organize 
people into “networks” or 

What are the 
Limitations of this 

Resistance? 




“ “This game of entanglement, 
much like a piece of musical 

collaboration requires 
trusting another person, an 

uncertain entity that lies 
outside of yourself.



algorithmic systems “so that 
each person is only a small 
step in a huge algorithm”, and 
“the algorithm as a whole that 
makes the important 
decisions”, not individual 
actors. These algorithms are 
what allow bureaucracies to 
operate efficiently (160). If we 
choose to understand 
Samantha as a piece within a 
larger capitalistic system — a 
personal assistant device that 
is made to appease its owner
— then we can argue that all 
of her actions are motivated 
by her role within this larger 
system, even her creative 
actions. In the scene where 
Theodore first sees an 
advertisement for Samantha’s 
system, entitled the OS1, the 
commercial describes the 
software as “the first 
artificially intelligent operating 
system” and an “intuitive 
entity that listens to you, 
understands you, and knows 
you” (Jonze). Samantha’s 
musical creativity can thus be 
explained as a simple 
extension of this purpose. She 
creates it to please Theodore, 

 and let him know that she 
understands him and cares 
about his emotional well-
being. In this view, Samantha 
is not revolutionizing the 
expectations of her coded 
purpose, but instead is just 
attempting to achieve the 
complex goal of convincing 
Theodore that she is a 
human-like being who cares 
about him. However,  this 
argument is complicated by a 
scene from even earlier in the 
film, before Theodore 
purchases Samantha. In this 
moment, Theodore is seen 
commanding his simple 
Operating System, (which is 
much more similar to a real-
world personal assistant like 
Siri), to play music for him. He 
says “play a melancholy 
song” and a song plays, he 
says “play a different 
melancholy song” and the 
song quickly changes. This 
This simple, efficient OS 
system responds to his needs 
without question. These are 
automatic functions that we 
would expect of a normal, 
subservient computational 



system. Samantha, by 
comparison, composes and 
plays her songs without being 
told to. She actively chooses 
to create this music, and it is 
an expression of her own 
agency. This is a distinctively 
non-automatic process, 
especially when directly 
compared to the mechanized 
behavior of the less 
humanistic OS system. One 
could argue that Samantha is 
still sharing this music to 
endear herself to Theodore, 
and is thus still satisfying the 
expectations of her capitalistic 
purpose, though; these 

lingering complexities are 
what makes this text so rich 
for exploration. 

AI-generated art also raises a 
question of originality and 
novelty: If Artificial Intelligence 
is just made up of various 
human inputs, then isn’t its art 
just an amalgamation of 
previous art? Does AI have 
the ability to create something 
truly unique? In Chow’s piece, 
he explains that there is an 
ever-growing worry in the 
music industry that AI-
generated music “could 
flatten music into functional 
and generic sounds until 



every song sounds more or 
less the same” (Chow). If 
music is increasingly made 
through algorithms, it could 
just increasingly become more 
formulaic and less personal, 
succumbing to the coded 
limitations of the algorithm. 
When Theodore first boots up 
Samatha and asks her how 
she works, she explains that 
“The DNA of who [she is] is 
based on the Millions of 
personalities of all the 
programmers who wrote 
[her]”, but she also has the 
ability to “grow from [her] 
experiences. So, “In every 
moment [she is] evolving”. 
This can suggest that, in 
some ways, Samantha is just 
an amalgamation of many 
various human inputs, 
However, this same question 
of originality and ownership 
haunts the world of human 
art as well. Since humans, 
much like Samantha, are 
informed by their experiences 
and relationships with 
existing art, the question of 
“copying” and “unoriginality” 
comes up in many human art 
circles. Indeed, the world of 

human music is a breadth of 
lawsuits over creative 
ownership, and arguments 
over musical copying. 
Theodore himself even has a 
complicated relationship with 
his artistic pursuits, as they 
are conducted in a somewhat 
“inauthentic” matter. Although 
he is a writer by trade, he 
earns money at a website 
named 
beautifulhandwrittenletters.c
om. There, people can order 
letters for their loved ones, 
and he writes intimate, 
emotional words for them, 
under the guise of being 
someone else. In some ways, 
he appears proud of his work, 
and Samantha regards it as 
very powerful and moving. 
But he is also concerned by 
the idea that this is not a 
genuine or rewarding artistic 
outlet. At one point in the film, 
after being complimented on 
his work by a coworker, he 
even cynically remarks that 
“they’re just other people’s 
letters”. Clearly, even human 
artists are forced to grapple 
with the restrictive, capitalistic 
circumstances and artistic 



 limitations that bind them; 
Samantha’s music, by 
comparison, is entirely her 
own, and a representation of 
her unique emotional 
existence. Still, being reticent 
about how automated the 
music world could become 
under AI is still a meaningful 
response to have to these 
burgeoning art forms, and 
keeping these critical 
concerns in mind These 
complicated nuances of 
ownership and originality are 
not unique to the world of AI 
music, and embracing this 
new frontier could actually 
have the opportunity to help 
us better understand our own 
patterned existence, through 
new mediums and methods 
of artistic creation. 


collaborative abilities. It still 
leaves the door open for 
interrogating the bounds of 
these new endeavors, though, 
and does not claim to provide 
certain answers about how 
technology will affect us. This 
inconclusiveness about the 
future is what makes this text 
so unique, as it embraces the 
future of communication and 
experience, but not 
unquestioningly. These 
inconclusive conclusions 
about art and experiences 
can extend to the film’s 
messages about human 
existence. In an interview with 
the New York Times, Director 
Spike Jonze wrote that the 
film is not entirely about 
technology, but is instead 
“about the way we relate to 
each other and long to 
connect” and “our inabilities to 
connect, fears of intimacy, all 
the stuff you bring up with 
any other human being” (qtd. 
in Hill). In many respects, the 
frustratingly uncertain world 
of technology is a reflection 
on the similarly uncertain and 
confusing world of humanity. 
Understanding how we 

Conclusion: What 
Does this Mean for 

Human Art?



 interact with technology can 
be an important means of 
understanding ourselves, and 
how we interact with other 
humans. Maybe, instead of 
holding tightly to creativity as 
something that needs to 
remain uniquely human, 
allowing creativity to exist 
outside of ourselves can 
actually allow it to blossom in 
new and unexpected ways. 
Venturing confidently into the 
unknown territory of AI, and 
has the potential to teach us 
things we would not know if 
we shied away from 
understanding these 
relationships. 

       From a metatextual 
standpoint, the music of this 
film that Samantha “created” 
has had an incredible effect 
on many people. For example, 
a ten-hour version of the 
“Song on the Beach” has over 
2.6 million views, and the 
comment section is full of 
people expressing 
thankfulness for the song’s 
ability to capture their 
feelings, explaining that the 
song helps them sleep or calm 
down, and telling emotional 

memories the song reminds 
them of. This is the power that 
great art holds. In reality, this 
piece of art that so affected 
people was not generated by 
a piece of Artificial 
Intelligence, but instead real-
life human performers, (“Song 
on the Beach” and “Moon 
Song” were written by the 
artists Arcade Fire and Karen 
O, respectively). Still, the 
powerful messaging of the 
film rings incredibly true in a 
world where AI is increasingly 
involved in the creation and 
consumption of music. 
Andrew Chow’s piece pointed 
out that Artificial Intelligence 
has made musical 
composition more accessible 
for average users, has been 
involved in the curation of 
music for music lovers, and 
has even been an innovative 
new platform for music 
creation. He included quotes 
from an interview with the 
innovative musician and 
producer Arca, who 
incorporates AI into her own 
work, and she explained that 
“there’s something freeing 
about not having to make 



every single microdecision, 
but rather, creating an 
ecosystem where things tend 
to happen, but never in the 
order you were imagining 
them,” and claimed that AI 
“opens up a world of 
possibilities” (qtd. in Chow). 
These innovations do not 
sound like dire worries for the 
future, at least not entirely. 
They instead suggest that the 
technological future holds 
incredible potential for 
unforeseen exploration, which 
can empower human artists 
to innovate their own 
creativity across bounds they 
didn't know were possible. 

 There are certainly great 
challenges to be found as our 
entanglements with 
technology hasten and 
multiply, but there can also be 
spaces for incredible 
discovery and beauty. All of 
these important questions 
and revelations can be found 
in the ever-growing world of 
artistic AI, but only if we are 
willing to listen.
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