







THE PHILOSOPHY OF
JOSS WHEDON


The Philosophy of Popular Culture

The books published in the Philosophy of Popular Culture series will illuminate and explore philosophical themes and ideas that occur in popular culture. The goal of this series is to demonstrate how philosophical inquiry has been reinvigorated by increased scholarly interest in the intersection of popular culture and philosophy, as well as to explore through philosophical analysis beloved modes of entertainment, such as movies, TV shows, and music. Philosophical concepts will be made accessible to the general reader through examples in popular culture. This series seeks to publish both established and emerging scholars who will engage a major area of popular culture for philosophical interpretation and examine the philosophical underpinnings of its themes. Eschewing ephemeral trends of philosophical and cultural theory, authors will establish and elaborate on connections between traditional philosophical ideas from important thinkers and the ever-expanding world of popular culture.

SERIES EDITOR

Mark T. Conard, Marymount Manhattan College, NY

BOOKS IN THE SERIES

The Philosophy of Stanley Kubrick, edited by Jerold J. Abrams

Football and Philosophy, edited by Michael W. Austin

Tennis and Philosophy, edited by David Baggett

The Philosophy of the Coen Brothers, edited by Mark T. Conard

The Philosophy of Film Noir, edited by Mark T. Conard

The Philosophy of Martin Scorsese, edited by Mark T. Conard

The Philosophy of Neo-Noir, edited by Mark T. Conard

The Philosophy of Spike Lee, edited by Mark T. Conard

The Philosophy of David Lynch, edited by William J. Devlin and Shai Biderman

The Philosophy of Horror, edited by Thomas Fahy

The Philosophy of The X-Files, edited by Dean A. Kowalski

Steven Spielberg and Philosophy, edited by Dean A. Kowalski

The Philosophy of Charlie Kaufman, edited by David LaRocca

The Philosophy of the Western, edited by Jennifer L. McMahon and B. Steve Csaki

The Philosophy of Science Fiction Film, edited by Steven M. Sanders

The Philosophy of TV Noir, edited by Steven M. Sanders and Aeon J. Skoble

Basketball and Philosophy, edited by Jerry L. Walls and Gregory Bassham

Golf and Philosophy, edited by Andy Wible


THE PHILOSOPHY OF

JOSS WHEDON

Edited by Dean A. Kowalski
and S. Evan Kreider

[image: pub]


Copyright © 2011 by The University Press of Kentucky

Scholarly publisher for the Commonwealth, serving Bellarmine University, Berea College, Centre College of Kentucky, Eastern Kentucky University, The Filson Historical Society, Georgetown College, Kentucky Historical Society, Kentucky State University, Morehead State University, Murray State University, Northern Kentucky University, Transylvania University, University of Kentucky, University of Louisville, and Western Kentucky University.

All rights reserved.

Editorial and Sales Offices: The University Press of Kentucky

663 South Limestone Street, Lexington, Kentucky 40508-4008

www.kentuckypress.com

15  14  13  12  11         5  4  3  2  1

Cataloging-in-Publication data is available from the Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-0-8131-3419-2 (hardcover : alk. paper)

This book is printed on acid-free paper meeting the requirements of the American National Standard for Permanence in Paper for Printed Library Materials.

[image: f00iv-01]

Manufactured in the United States of America.







	[image: f00iv-02]

	Member of the Association of
American University Presses






Contents

Foreword by Tim Minear

Introduction

Part 1. “You Can’t Take the Sky from Me”: Freedom and Its Limits

Firefly and Freedom

David Baggett

“Just Get Us a Little Further”: Liberty and the Frontier in Firefly and Serenity

Amy H. Sturgis

The State of Nature and Social Contracts on Spaceship Serenity

Joseph J. Foy

Dollhouse and Consensual Slavery

S. Evan Kreider

Part 2. “Live as Though the World Were as It Should Be”: Ethics and Virtue

Plato, Aristotle, and Joss on Being Horrible

Dean A. Kowalski

Aristotle, Kant, Spike, and Jayne: Ethics and Character in the Whedonverse

Jason D. Grinnell

Companions, Dolls, and Whores: Joss Whedon on Sex and Prostitution

Tait Szabo

Fashioning Feminism: Whedon, Women, and Wardrobe

Patricia Brace

Heroes and Villains: Morality, the Will to Power, and the Overman in the Work of Joss Whedon

Gary Heba with Robin Murphy

Part 3. “I’m All of Them, but None of Them Is Me”: The Human Condition

Seeking Authenticity in the Whedonverse

Joseph J. Foy and Dean A. Kowalski

“Look What Free Will Has Gotten You”: Isolation, Individuality, and Choice in Angel

Susanne E. Foster and James B. South

Aiming to Misbehave at the Boundary between the Human and the Machine: The Queer Steampunk Ecology of Joss Whedon’s Firefly and Serenity

Lisa Hager

Shepherd Book, Malcolm Reynolds, and the Dao of Firefly

Roger P. Ebertz

Acknowledgments

Appendix: A History of the Whedonverse

List of Contributors

Index


Foreword

Tim Minear

Recently an interviewer asked me if I was aware I was being “studied in universities.” One imagines oneself in a petri dish. She was, of course, referring to work in which I had been involved over the years. Specifically, what is known as “The Whedonverse”—the universe comprising the creations of Joss Whedon.

The matter and energy that make up this ’verse include movies, comic books, television series, and now web series. In the case of Firefly, literally a ’verse within the ’verse. In the case of the Buffy musical and Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog, music. Songs. Three-minute dramatic units crammed with character information that help tell the larger story. Verse and chorus within the ’verse.

For my part, of the four network television series that constitute a particular constellation of the Whedonverse, I was intimately involved with three of them: Angel, Firefly, and Dollhouse.

Here’s the thing you need to know about making a television series—it’s chaos. Beyond the puzzle of simply trying to make one story track, you’re trying to make twenty-two stories track. Track with themselves and with each other. Twenty-two hours of story. Roughly the equivalent of ten feature films.

Obviously for an endeavor this complex, one must never begin before mapping out with absolute precision every detail.

Except, that’s never how it works. You fill in the map afterward. At best, you’re starting with some landmarks and orange cones to guide the way. You think you’re going to find a route to the West Indies and end up somewhere in Santa Monica. Or Pylea, for that matter.

The “process” looks something like this: While you’re figuring out the story that’s inevitably late, you’re rewriting the one that’s shooting; while you’re rewriting the one that’s shooting—and prepping the one you still haven’t figured out—you’re editing (and often rewriting) the one you just shot; while you’re editing the one you just shot, you’re doing the FX and sound mix of the one you just locked. At every step of the process, you’re getting notes from the producers and the other writers (this is known as “collaboration”) and notes from the studio and network (this is known as “interference”).

In the years when we were making both Buffy and Angel, it was not only about making the short- and long-term narratives on one show work; we always had to take into account what the guys on the other show were doing. Sometimes this meant nixing a promising episode idea because it was too similar to what was happening on the sister show that week. On other occasions, that overlap was embraced as a happy confluence of events and a crossover might result. I think now specifically of “Fool for Love”/“Darla.” I had sought out Joss on the Buffy set to pitch episode seven of season two of Angel. I would be directing an episode for the first time, and I wanted to explore Darla’s backstory in flashback. I figured something simple for my first time—the Boxer Rebellion on a TV budget. When I approached Joss with this idea, he said he liked it, but unfortunately Buffy was going to be doing Spike’s backstory that very night. Some of that backstory would cross with Angel/Darla’s backstory. A comic beat. A shared double-take. A “two-hour Buffy/Angel event” was born.

During year four of Angel and the last years of Buffy, Joss and I were also busy launching Firefly. For a time, there were always three stories being broken, three episodes being prepped, three episodes being shot, three episodes in postproduction. All at once. It was, in a word, nuts.

But out of such smashing and bashing and chaos, universes are born. Even ordered universes. Universes in which one might find coherent strains of philosophical thought. The hidden hand of the Creator. The Creator’s voice.

To be sure, in television as in other collaborative art forms there may be multiple voices. But in really good television there’s a single voice, a single vision. The rest of us are trying our best to do that cat’s act.

Funny fact. After my first year at Mutant Enemy, people started to notice that Joss, David Greenwalt, and yours truly all had a similar way of speaking. We’d all affected the same weird cadence—possibly unnatural to all of us, as no one could quite remember how it started. I retain some of that affectation to this day. Years later, I was making a show called The Inside. As it happened, we were shooting on the old Buffy stages. My office had been Joss’s office back when Mutant Enemy was headquartered there. One day Joss came to visit me. An assistant in the office had no idea who Joss was. After Joss left, this assistant remarked, “Who was that guy? He talks just like Tim.”

The voice of the Whedonverse is distinctly Joss’s voice. The ideas that run through its various incarnations are reflections of his conscious and unconscious thought. Art is a way to work out ideas and problems. Of bringing order to chaos. Through chaos. Often while doing a funny voice.

What follows are the works of other writers putting our ’verse into some kind of order. Occasionally with a funny voice. And I, for one, thank them for it.

Surrounded by the chaos of my desk in Los Feliz, California—

Tim Minear


Introduction

Dean A. Kowalski and S. Evan Kreider

Creature of the night? Look elsewhere for your meal. Demon goddess? There will be no apocalypse today. Fascist galactic government or soulless mind-controlling corporation? No willing subjects dwell within. This book is not for any of you. This book is for those who seek the salvation of the world, the truth of the signal, and the freedom of humanity; it is for Scoobies, Champions, Browncoats, and Echo-inspired former Dolls only.

Now that we have your attention, recall Joss Whedon’s recent comment about Dollhouse: “We’re trying to create something that’s more than the sum of its parts. And not just in an ‘Oooh, we’re heavy with mythology’ way. Dare I say we’re reaching for something more philosophical?” Of course, Whedonites everywhere have always known that Joss’s body of work, from the earlier Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel to the later Firefly/Serenity, and Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog, was rife with philosophical musings. Dollhouse was thus merely extending a previously existing trend. Indeed, the single biggest challenge for this volume was deciding on a focus, given the enormous variety of philosophical issues that pervade Joss’s illustrious body of work. In the end, we decided on a hybrid approach. Though the articles throughout do cover a great range of topics, certain common themes start to emerge. In particular, many of our authors focus in some way or another on Joss’s implicit contribution to the age-old philosophical exploration of the nature of the “good life,” in respect to happiness and fulfillment, relationships and community, authenticity and autonomy, and the like. By considering the essays within this text in light of the good life, we hope that you, our readers, will better appreciate the contribution that Joss makes to this classic philosophical discussion.

The first part—“ ‘You Can’t Take the Sky from Me’: Freedom and Its Limits”—contains four essays. David Baggett’s “Firefly and Freedom” canvasses Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialist account of human free choice and moral value, and, using “Objects in Space” as a case study, explores the extent to which Whedon affirms Sartrean positions. Baggett argues that, although Whedon regularly emphasizes the significance of human freedom, various examples from Firefly speak against interpreting Joss as a thoroughgoing existentialist. In “ ‘Just Get Us a Little Further’: Liberty and the Frontier in Firefly and Serenity,” Amy H. Sturgis furthers Baggett’s exploration of Whedon’s treatment of human freedom. She introduces Isaiah Berlin’s distinction between positive and negative liberty to argue that Malcolm Reynolds consistently acts in accordance with the latter. In this way, Whedon’s Firefly is representative of many science fiction stories influenced by Frederick Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis” of American westward expansion. Impositions upon negative liberty invariably involve rights violations. Joseph J. Foy employs the social contract theorists Thomas Hobbes and John Locke in his essay, “The State of Nature and Social Contracts on Spaceship Serenity,” to shed light on the moral and legal interactions between the Browncoats, Alliance, Reavers, and spaceship Serenity. He then argues that Whedon’s depictions of the social arrangements aboard Serenity are best understood via Lockean principles, thereby reaffirming Joss’s broader commitments to community, rights, and justice. In “Dollhouse and Consensual Slavery,” S. Evan Kreider uses the Dollhouse series to explore the moral legitimacy of consensual slavery. Kreider employs the ideas of Thomas Mappes, John Stuart Mill, and John Locke to elucidate several different points of view within the series, as voiced by its various characters. He then argues that Joss’s own view, as implied in the show, is an even stronger version of Locke’s position: the idea of freely entering into contractual slavery seems incoherent.

The second part—“ ‘Live as Though the World Were as It Should Be’: Ethics and Virtue”—contains five essays. In “Plato, Aristotle, and Joss on Being Horrible,” Dean A. Kowalski utilizes examples from Toy Story, Angel, Firefly, and Dr. Horrible to highlight the differences between Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas about the good life. He then goes on to argue that Whedon is best interpreted as affirming an Aristotelian view of the good life, most notably in his depictions of community and friendship, picking up on themes introduced near the end of Foy’s essay; ultimately, then, Plato and Aristotle help us to better understand Whedon and his corpus. In “Aristotle, Kant, Spike, and Jayne: Ethics and Character in the Whedonverse,” Jason D. Grinnell explores the classic philosophical issue of moral motivation. Grinnell introduces us to the problem of moral motivation and its potential conflicts with self-interest through the works of Plato, and then provides a possible solution by way of Aristotle’s virtue ethics, in which a virtuous character is largely its own reward. In this framework, Grinnell traces the moral development of Spike and Jayne, each of whom begins his respective character arc as a villain, but each of whom also ends up a hero through a long path of moral development. This coheres with themes argued for in Kowalski’s essay in that becoming a certain kind of person is both good in itself and good for you. In “Companions, Dolls, and Whores: Joss Whedon on Sex and Prostitution,” Tait Szabo tackles the controversial moral issue of prostitution, and in doing so picks up on some of the themes introduced by Kreider. By exploring the way in which prostitution in one form or another is represented in shows such as Firefly and Dollhouse, Szabo argues that such a profession could be morally legitimate in the right form and under the right circumstances. Firefly’s Inara Sera and Dollhouse’s Caroline/Echo are nothing if not assertive and resourceful. In “Fashioning Feminism: Whedon, Women, and Wardrobe,” Patricia Brace explores how Whedon tends to depict—literally—his female characters. She analyzes Joss’s shows within a feminist framework. Focusing primarily on the characters of Willow, Buffy, and Cordelia, Brace argues that we can best understand Whedon’s work from a third-wave feminist point of view, in which clothing and fashion are a reflection of and contribution to a woman’s personal empowerment. In “Heroes and Villains: Morality, the Will to Power, and the Overman in the Work of Joss Whedon,” Gary Heba, with an assist from Robin Murphy, analyzes Joss’s corpus in Nietzschean terms to explore the extent to which he affirms moral values at all. The authors trace the development of Nietzsche’s ideas and show how this development is reflected in the development of several of Joss’s characters, including Buffy, Faith, Angel, Spike, River, and Echo. They then argue that Joss’s work implies an extension of Nietzsche’s ideas, in which some traditional but still life-affirming moral values can be maintained while placed within a new framework that is almost subversively nihilistic. Like the authors of the previous essays, then, Heba and Murphy attempt to convey the balancing act between opposing philosophical ideas that Joss often attempts in his narratives.

The third and last part—“ ‘I’m All of Them, but None of Them Is Me’: The Human Condition”—contains four essays. In “Seeking Authenticity in the Whedonverse,” Joseph J. Foy and Dean A. Kowalski also explore the competing themes of ethical subjectivity and objectivity in the Whedonverse. They initially apply Heidegger’s ideas of authentic human existence regarding values, goals, and projects to distinguish the characters of Dr. Horrible and Captain Hammer. They go on to assess Whedon’s heroes—Buzz Lightyear, Buffy, Angel, Simon—in an attempt to provide a coherent account of authenticity across Joss’s corpus. Eschewing a straightforward Sartrean analysis, they argue that Whedon is best understood along Socratic and Rawlsian lines. But do we possess the kind of genuine freedom to autonomously choose among various conceptions of the good? In the Whedonverse, the heroes are constantly struggling against some inner demon or pesky prophecy. Employing the Jasmine story-arc from Angel, Susanne E. Foster and James B. South use their “ ‘Look What Free Will Has Gotten You’: Isolation, Individuality, and Choice in Angel” to present a classic philosophical dilemma: human choice may be completely free of constraint, but arbitrary and ultimately meaningless, or it may be meaningful, but ultimately unfree. They argue that the possibility of meaningful and free choice nevertheless remains—in the Whedonverse and for the rest of us—as exemplified near the end of the arc via Angel’s loving sacrifice on behalf of Connor’s well-being. In “Aiming to Misbehave at the Boundary between the Human and the Machine: The Queer Steampunk Ecology of Joss Whedon’s Firefly and Serenity,” Lisa Hager presents a novel (and much underappreciated) way to look at how Whedon tends to juggle various competing ideas in his narratives. She begins by showing us how Joss’s unique brand of steampunk in Firefly and Serenity provides a potential solution to the conflicts between civilization and nature, and man and machine, that have plagued us since at least the Industrial Revolution. Hager argues that by featuring the ship Serenity herself as a sort of character in the show, a member of the crew, and a living environment for the crew, Joss is implicitly blurring these artificial distinctions and creating a middle ground in which man and machine can live in harmony. Roger P. Ebertz, in “Shepherd Book, Malcolm Reynolds, and the Dao of Firefly,” argues that Joss conveys another, but non-Western notion of harmony in Firefly/Serenity. Ebertz interprets the interactions on spaceship Serenity as a brand of unique community driven by the dynamic of harmonious opposites. In this way, Firefly exemplifies the Chinese concepts of yin, yang, and Dao, and, in turn, serves as a depiction of living well. In this way, he closes the circle begun by Baggett: There’s no place else to be now that we have found Serenity—which the Browncoats have known all along.

The book ends with an appendix that lists all of the episodes from Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Firefly, and Dollhouse. We include this because the essay authors refer to many different episodes, and we thought that an episode list would prove helpful in placing the authors’ points in context. The appendix ends with a listing of Joss’s film credits as either director or screenwriter.

Finally, readers should be made aware of the fact that this volume is laden with examples from Angel, Firefly, Dr. Horrible, and Dollhouse. This doesn’t mean Buffy and the Scoobies are completely absent, of course. However, there already exist various scholarly books about Buffy (two quality examples of which are edited by one of our contributing authors). Accordingly, we chose to extend Whedon scholarship by focusing on other narratives. In this way, on the one hand, Whedonites can better appreciate Joss’s corpus by examining how certain themes have continued and evolved post–Buffy the Vampire Slayer; on the other hand, Whedonites can also learn about themes that have emerged in the later (or other) parts of the Whedonverse, with an eye to better comprehending Joss’s corpus overall.

So, what might be the philosophy of Joss Whedon? The vastness of the Whedonverse makes daunting any attempted answer. Further, as you can already see, Joss’s corpus is diffuse with many different ideas, not all of which are easily reconciled. Nevertheless, Joss seems preoccupied with the question posed by Socrates long ago: “What kind of life should one live?” Socrates believed that persons with any sense at all will grasp the important force of this question (Gorgias, 500b). Joss seemingly agrees. The following pages testify to Whedon’s constant exploration of the “messiness” of the human condition—the constant balancing act we experience between competing ideas and beliefs about being human.

Joss asks: To what extent may an individual permissibly exercise her freedom to become the kind of person she wishes? His answer seems to be: A great deal, but not to the point of completely losing herself or harming her close friends. Moreover, Joss asks: To what extent should an individual conform to current societal norms and fashions for the sake of fitting in? His answer seems to be: Almost none at all—personal and moral growth of genuine individuals is preferable—but some contrarian behaviors nevertheless remain impermissible, and life completely alone is not preferable. And Joss asks: To what extent may a government, in the name of social stability and safety, permissibly impose its mandates on individual citizens? His answer seems to be: Not much, but life with no government at all isn’t really living either.

But at this point, perhaps, we should follow Joss’s lead and stop there. That is, we are happy to offer a few initial insights about what to look for in the pages to come, but this must be balanced with our wish to not give too many away. Furthermore, Socrates warned that learning cannot truly occur by simply pouring facts into another’s head (Republic, 518b). The learner herself must be active and take responsibility for what she knows. Joss believes that “you cannot stop the signal”; if so, then we should not stop looking for it.


Part 1

“You Can’t Take the Sky from Me”: Freedom and Its Limits


Firefly and Freedom

David Baggett

Take my love, take my land

Take me where I cannot stand

I don’t care, I’m still free

You can’t take the sky from me

Take me out to the black

Tell them I ain’t comin’ back

Burn the land and boil the sea

You can’t take the sky from me

There’s no place I can be

Since I found Serenity

But you can’t take the sky from me

—“The Battle of Serenity,” theme song of Firefly

Written by Joss Whedon and performed by Sonny Rhodes, the theme song of Firefly alerts readers to the central role of freedom in this short-lived but brilliant series. The sky represents a place of freedom; after the war is lost and the land is taken, the sky remains as the refuge of freedom. The freedom that the sky represents is primarily a social sort of freedom: liberation from the controlling hand of the Alliance. The result of losing the Unification war was that some, like Mal (Nathan Fillion), along with Zoe (Gina Torres), his trusted partner in the war, largely removed themselves from what they considered a corrupt society. Unwilling to cooperate with wrongful authorities or tyrannical powers, they opted out of the mainstream “civilized” society, refusing to give their tacit assent to its systemic injustices and corrupt rule of law. Having lost his faith in God and government, Mal moved to the periphery of the “society,” the outskirts of the solar system—the rim, or outer, planets. Forging a new community on the spaceship Serenity, cobbling together a living through various activities, some nefarious in the eyes of the law, Mal and his crew try to remain under the radar screen of the Alliance, even while harboring a couple of fugitives from the law.

The show’s mixed genre as a space Western lends itself and adds texture to the premise. Set in the future, the series depicts the characters on Serenity fighting for survival on a brutal new frontier and scraping together a living, profoundly distrustful of authority. Whedon came up with the idea for the show after reading Michael Shaara’s 1975 Pulitzer Prize–winning Killer Angels, a novel about the Battle of Gettysburg. While Whedon wasn’t at all enthralled with the Confederacy’s defense of slavery—though rights of self-determination (a Confederacy mantra) are thematically important in Firefly—it was the idea of the losers in a war that captured his attention.1 There have been efforts at mixing the genres of science fiction and Westerns before, of course: Gene Autry and the Phantom Empire, The Adventures of Brisco County, Jr., Star Trek, The Wild Wild West, Battlestar Galactica, to name a few. Ubiquitous Western vernacular, combinations of fiddles, guitar twangs, and symphonic sounds, various codes of behavior, rugged individualism, revolvers, layers of rustic western dust, muted earth tones, settlers of all kinds, boots and vests and horses, retro Wild West accents, all juxtaposed with holograms and spaceships, give Firefly a distinctively space-Western look and sound.2

This essay focuses most especially on one particular episode of Firefly, probably the most philosophical of them all, “Objects in Space.” By Whedon’s admission, this episode is his attempt to capture key ideas of the existentialist writings of Jean-Paul Sartre (and of Albert Camus’ Myth of Sisyphus). Whedon describes Sartre’s philosophical fictional work Nausea as “the most important book I have ever read.” Nausea is much more about what might be labeled “metaphysical freedom,” freedom internal to each person, than political freedom (from tyranny, for example). The connection between these kinds of freedom isn’t always obvious. Sartre, though a firm believer in the autonomy of the individual will, embraced a socialist view of government; whereas other strong believers in individual freedom insist that laissez-faire or free market economies are the most consistent outworking of a strong prior belief in metaphysical freedom. Whedon himself, a social progressive in many respects, has been argued by some to be committed, in his work, to a libertarian understanding of society.3 This essay won’t try settling which economic or political picture is most consistent with existentialist freedom. It will, however, spend some time looking at Whedon’s portrayal of Sartre’s account of freedom in Nausea, the extent to which Whedon affirms existentialist views about choice and value, and the overall adequacy of Sartre’s vision.

Nausea

Nausea is a brooding novel written as the journal of Antoine Roquentin, a young historian in the throes of existential angst. Horrified by his own existence and by the vacuity of experiences, he comes to see life as devoid of any inherent significance. He’s profoundly cognizant of the transitory nature of life and the unavoidable, encroaching, impending reality of death. The dilemma of the protagonist is not intended by Sartre as a commentary on or to be a function of Roquentin’s idiosyncratic, antisocial, and misanthropic personality; rather, his dilemma is supposed to represent the human condition per se, the existential reality we all face, whether we realize it or not. Ordinary objects, events, and places lack any intrinsic meaning or import, so there is no meaning to be discovered, a dominant Sartrean theme, making Nausea an almost canonical existentialist text. Sartre considered it his greatest achievement, and it contributed to the body of work for which he was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1964, though he declined the award, declaring it a product of a bourgeois institution.

Encountering the meaninglessness of life and its attendant angst and disorientation, irremediably bored by life, Roquentin feels his freedom threatened: “I am no longer free. I can no longer do what I will.”4 The “sweetish sickness” of nausea colors all he does and afflicts him to the core, depriving him of all his zest and passion for life as he desperately searches for meaning. The darkness pervades every aspect of his life, from his sexual liaisons to his historical research. He comes to see this nausea as the result of a recognition that we are here by sheer accident; that we experience bare existence and imagining anything else is an effort to avoid this fact; that meanings and values are not universal or imposed, but at most invented and freely adopted. Neither the future nor the past exists; only the present. No grand metaphysical theory or cosmic lawgiver exists to make sense of life; what determines reality is our own consciousness and ability to be aware of facts and feelings and sensations. What determines the meanings of our lives is no preexisting pattern or purpose for our being here; rather, we find ourselves existing, need to come to terms with the contingency and reality of that existence, and must forge our own meanings, unconstrained by any larger cosmic guide than our own internal consciousness.

“Objects in Space”

“Objects in Space” is the Firefly episode largely inspired by Nausea. As Rhonda Wilcox puts it, it is “a story Whedon unquestionably used for spiritual, intellectual, and philosophical exploration—non-Christian existentialism.”5 In the episode, a bounty hunter named Jubal Early (Richard Brooks) comes after River Tam (Summer Glau), a member of Mal’s crew.6 River had been abducted by the Alliance, which then treated her as a means to their corrupt ends, violating her in horrific ways, but in the process making her capture and return to the Alliance a lucrative proposition for an unprincipled bounty hunter like Early. Her experiences also left her disoriented, confused, childlike, dysfunctional, and at times bordering on pathological, with a take on reality unique at best, radically skewed at worst. Her instability and potential danger to the crew, and what to do about it, preoccupy the crew members at the beginning of this episode, but by the end of the episode, River is accepted, at long last, as a full-fledged member of the crew.

Early and River share a distinctive viewpoint: they seem particularly sensitive to and aware of their surroundings. River is privy to the private, unarticulated thoughts of crew members, and both wonder about the meanings and functions of objects. Early considers features of his gun unconnected with its intended function as a weapon, such as its weight and aesthetic features, whereas River exudes a childlike wonder when considering objects. In a crucial scene, a gun appears to her as a harmless object of beauty (a branch, specifically), and she says: “It’s just an object. It doesn’t mean what you think.” She seems aware of its bare existence, unmediated by meanings imposed by considerations of its features or functions. Early, too, has a sense, less innocent though, of the solidity and reality of objects and asks philosophical questions about what imbues objects, events, or places with meaning or significance. And he seems, as Lyle Zynda perspicaciously observes, acutely aware of arbitrariness and incongruities in human life.7 Early, like Roquentin, seems overwhelmed at times with the absurdity of his surroundings in particular and of life in general, yet he presses on with his ignoble mission.

Consider River’s perception of the gun that happens to belong to the character Jayne (Adam Baldwin). Despite that the gun’s designer may have intended it to be a weapon, it need not be used as one. It could make a decoration or doorstop or paperweight. The gun is not intrinsically a weapon; it’s a bare object whose meaning is malleable. River sees it as an innocent object of beauty. In her subjective experience and conscious apprehension of it, that is indeed how it appears and, in some sense, what it is. Although Early and River take their unique perspectives in different directions, each seems gripped with existential insights that would make Sartre proud.

In Nausea, Roquentin comes to terms with the implications of a godless, meaningless world by feeling empowered. He comes to the existentialist realization that the inherent lack of meaning in the world offers him the chance to create his own meanings by his autonomous expressions of will. Rather than allowing his nausea over the insignificance of life to lead him to undervalue the present, he decides to create what meaning he can by throwing himself into an artistic endeavor and by recognizing that the meanings he constructs and projects are the only meanings he will find. He has to invent them, though, not discover them—a common existentialist refrain.

Mal, too, subsequent to the loss of his faith that the good guys will win or that God will ensure that all will come out well in the end, refuses to quit. He goes on, despite his loss of faith, although he’s in a dark place through much of the series and most of the film Serenity. It’s been suggested that Shepherd Book (Ron Glass), a preacher on board Mal’s ship, represents an aspect of Mal’s past he lost, namely, his faith. When Book asks to pray before a meal, Mal says it’s fine, as long as he doesn’t do it out loud. Mal’s experience in Serenity Valley made him lose faith in a reliable providence. The problem of evil, we could say, was the undoing of his religious convictions.

As a teenager, having lost his own faith, Whedon was given Sartre’s book, which proved so significant because it gave Whedon a way to come to terms with his newfound atheism. Sartre is famous for his atheism, of course, as is Camus (who also influenced Whedon), although not all existentialists have been atheists (Dostoevsky, Kierkegaard, Marcel, and Jaspers, for example).8 In Sartre’s view, it’s the absence of any deity that leads to the basic existential reality of our coming to exist first, our meaning and purpose coming later through our volitional choice. Since we aren’t created in God’s image, according to some prepackaged plan or purpose, there is no meaning to discover for our lives, only meaning to invent through passionate commitment and artistic creation.

Is Whedon an Existentialist?

And this brings us to Whedon himself, although it’s with some trepidation we should broach the subject of Whedon’s own views and convictions. Whedon is a purveyor of some particularly memorable pieces of popular culture, and his philosophical views are neither altogether transparent nor eminently important. By his own admission, he is neither an intellectual nor a philosopher. As William Irwin writes: “Some literature, for example Nausea, may be philosophy, and it is theoretically possible that some element of popular culture could be philosophy, but to my knowledge, no instance yet exists. Until and unless someone manages to create a piece of popular culture that is also philosophy (or vice versa), we must limit ourselves to interpretations that give the philosophical significance of popular culture.”9 Even if Irwin is right, though—and plenty of philosophers would disagree with him—he concedes that works of popular culture can be philosophical, from the movies of Woody Allen to those of Alfred Hitchcock; in fact, something of a cottage industry has arisen among philosophers arguing about just how philosophical popular movies and television shows can be. Still, Whedon is usually better at asking than answering the big questions his dramatizations raise. Generally, popular culture should be used as a springboard to consider various philosophical questions rather than as a source of great philosophical insight; nonetheless, with that said, let’s go ahead and at least tentatively explore whether Whedon’s the existentialist he thinks he is.

Lyle Zynda’s excellent piece on “Objects in Space” accentuates the existentialist influences on Whedon’s story. A key theme in his analysis is the way objects in this episode are, as described earlier, imbued with meaning rather than possessing meaning on their own. Neither their existence nor their essence is necessary; without value, meaning, or function, there is no reason for a thing to be the way it is. Both Early and River, in very different ways, imbue the objects around them with meanings, either innocent or horrific. The meanings aren’t intrinsic to the objects; rather, they’re given to the objects by people like us, which in a real sense says something special about the kind of creatures we are. There are some limits to the meanings with which we can imbue objects, but within those limits (which Sartre refers to as their facticity), there is always a free choice about how to operate.10 River sees the gun as a harmless branch; in patent contrast with her innocent, wide-eyed wonder at things, Early, like Roquentin, sees objects as alien and alienating, producing the sort of anguish and dread of which existentialists speak. For if value is conferred, then objects in and of themselves lack such value, and this can be profoundly disorienting and disillusioning. Existentialists often attempt to move on from there, insisting that on the other side of the disorientation and disillusionment is a range of opportunities to forge meaning and find significance in bold, creative ways. Early, however, does not seem to have found a very satisfactory way of processing his insights, whereas River is beginning to be able to do so much more effectively.

An intriguing question at this juncture, however, is what the basis is for deeming River’s creative impositions of form and efforts at finding meaning objectively better than Early’s. Clearly (per his DVD commentary), Whedon sees River’s as the better response, but does existentialism contain sufficient resources to undergird such a value judgment? Existentialists may wish to insist that it does, but consider the role of volition, or choice, in their theory. If our valuations are based on free choice, doesn’t this imply that they are arbitrary—not in the sense of an individual lacking reasons for her personal preference, but in the sense of no objective fact of the matter existing? If our choices aren’t merely what we happen to value, but determinative of what is valuable, isn’t there an ineliminable arbitrariness about our valuations? How can an existentialist avoid this conclusion? This is often where an appeal to an absolute standard, like God, is thought to be useful, but even here the appeal is thought susceptible to an analogous challenge. The “Euthyphro Dilemma,” harkening back to an early Socratic dialogue, asks if God values something because it’s valuable or if it’s valuable because God values it. If the former, then the value of the thing is independent of God’s valuation; if the latter, then anything at all could be valuable just because God chooses to value it, leading to all sorts of arbitrariness and vacuity objections and to depictions of God as a capricious tyrant. So when the will is thought to function at the foundation of our valuations, arbitrariness seems to result. This is a potential problem as much for the existentialist as for the divine command theorist.

But Whedon himself, and by extension Mal, most assuredly doesn’t seem to think of morality as purely subjective. Examples are legion, but consider the following: despite that Mal has lost much of his idealism and that his name, in Latin, means “bad,” he retains great decency, recognizing that people aren’t property, that it’s morally wrong to take advantage of an innocent person who’s vulnerable to exploitation or harm. He rejects the cynical moral perspective that everyone uses everyone, adamantly opposes slavery, does some things just because they’re the right thing to do, and demonstrates loyalty to and love for his crew.11 Similar conclusions can be made about Whedon, whose work is replete with the value of love and friendship, especially when these ties are bonded by choice and camaraderie (per Buffy and Angel).

Now, one could venture to offer an existentialist analysis of Mal’s or Whedon’s ethics, suggesting that this set of values has been freely chosen and, once chosen, has become in some sense binding and authoritative for them (merely because they continue to choose them). But this analysis strains credulity; the much better explanation is that such recognition of objective values is beyond what an existentialist ethic can alone justify. Consider the sheriff’s words in “Train Job”: “These are tough times. A man might get a job, he may not look too close what that job is. But a man learns all the details of a situation like ours, then he has a choice.” To which Mal replies, “I don’t believe he does.” The most straightforward explanation of such a sentiment is that Mal is a firm believer that it would have been wrong, and not his moral prerogative, to refrain from returning the lifesaving drugs to the people at Paradiso, despite the potential cost to himself and his crew. Mal, like Whedon, may have lost his faith, but not his humanity, basic decency, and essential moral compass. Perhaps this is why Badger still sees in Mal not a captain of a spaceship but a duty-bound sergeant. Just beneath the surface is the old sergeant, with his homilies and stories, glory and honor. In the desperation of his circumstances, his ethics have a pragmatism about them at times, but even here he’s consistent with some of the most memorable of characters from Westerns.12 In refusing to lose himself after losing his faith (the way the Operative does in the movie Serenity), Mal does echo an existentialist motif, namely, that after the disillusionment of loss comes liberation and the chance for new meanings; but Mal’s moral paradigm also contains left over remnants from earlier in his life, including the recognition of objective moral truth.

If Whedon, like Mal, retains convictions about promoting justice or defending the helpless, what can we make of his commentary on “Objects in Space”? Before exploring this question, consider another way in which Whedon departs from existentialism. When Roquentin in Nausea comes across existing things, he feels nausea; when Whedon, as a teenager reading Nausea, becomes aware of the fact of existence, he feels exhilaration. Something about the objective existence of things, despite the ways in which we imbue them with meaning ourselves, enthralled him. This led Agnes Curry, with perhaps tongue partially in cheek, to ask if Whedon is becoming a Thomist. It’s Aquinas who thought of existence as the central piece of a thing, and ultimately God as the “pure act of existence, and finite creatures as following from God’s unlimited actuality.”13 Whedon, in his commentary, says that “what makes objects so extraordinary is the fact of them, the very fact of them. It’s mind-boggling. I believe that whether you have faith or not—to think about consciousness, our ability to understand that these things exist and to think about the fact of existence.” If Whedon isn’t becoming a Thomist, he’s at least sounding awfully non-Sartrean in his enthralled recognition of the fact of existence. For Whedon, existing things have a rapture to them; apprehending them for him was an epiphany, not a crisis, as Curry points out. Again, Whedon, though moved by Sartre, goes in a rather different direction.

So what do we say of Whedon’s payment of homage to Sartre? Plato argued that artists don’t know their own craft very well, especially when (or perhaps how) they are doing it. So what Whedon believes he is doing and what he is actually doing need not be the same thing. Then again, though, Whedon is a highly intelligent fellow. Perhaps he was taken with the idea of being an existentialist but doesn’t really believe in it thoroughly. On this account, “Objects in Space” is simply a return to the ideas by which he was initially mesmerized but now no longer fully accepts. In the end, perhaps Whedon is an existentialist about some things but not others; and demands for consistency, as mentioned earlier, are unrealistic.14 Or maybe existentialist thinking is more tempting when it comes to physical objects (human artifacts especially), but is much less tempting when it comes to natural kinds and value theory. So perhaps some physical objects are just that: objects; then we place meaning, value, and purpose on them. Perhaps human artifacts, unlike natural kinds, have no essences after all. In other words, tables and chairs, which are human constructions, may not inherently possess essential properties the way a molecule of water possesses the property of being H2O, which defines it in some stronger sense.15 So even if chairs and tables (or chair- and table-shaped collections of atoms) don’t exist in the same sense as an atom of gold, it doesn’t follow that neither natural kinds (like the atoms making up those chairs and tables) nor human persons feature essences, defining properties of their identity. In the case of human beings, their identity or essential nature, if they possess one, would not be reducible to their atoms arranged body-wise (unlike a chair, for example, which arguably is just a collection of atoms arranged chair-wise), but something above and beyond that. Aristotle, for example, would be inclined to understand their nature “teleologically,” according to their natural telos or aim or goal: their nature, for example, as rational creatures. But Sartre, of course, was famous for denying that human beings had essences; rather, our choices alone define us. This issue of essences arises again in the next section.

A final possibility is that Whedon, when it comes to moral values, remains, like most of us, a work in progress. Like some of his most memorable characters, he seems acutely aware of the gap between the way things are and how they ought to be, but somewhat at a loss as to what to do about it. There is in him a compelling tension that often plays out on the screen, between idealism and pragmatism, between light and darkness, between right and wrong. When he creates a sinister character as loveable as Dr. Horrible—with designs on using his freeze ray to stop and then rule the world with the girl with whom he can’t quite muster the courage to make an “audible connection”—or a character as conflicted and tortured yet winsome as Mal, or when he paints a beautifully inverted picture of a Companion blessing a minister, it shows how goodness and badness, saint and sinner, are often juxtaposed. It’s not just the white and black hats; good and evil run through each of our hearts. And rather than seeking to resolve the tension or eliminate it altogether, he lets the tension do its work. If a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of small minds, Whedon’s mind is huge. A hero can have feet of clay; the bad guy can have charming and attractive features. Appearances can be deceiving; the prostitute can have a heart of gold, and the hero can be egomaniacal. This is far from a dogmatic insistence on seeing everything in stark black-and-white; life’s often just too messy for that. This doesn’t deny objective morality, but it does complexify the task of sorting it all out and makes pat answers unacceptable and a lack of epistemic humility a vice.

Freedom and Value: Human and Divine

So freedom, on an existentialist analysis, is important. It’s our choice how we choose to interpret the situations in which we find ourselves, how to react to those situations, whether to remain in those situations, whom to go to for advice. But as important and legitimate as all of these existentialist points may be regarding freedom, freedom seems to have its limits in what it can accomplish. Although our choices may be able to imbue a chair or gun with meaning, they can’t volitionally control whether or not atoms have essential features, human beings have a telos, or, extending the discussion to moral value, whether or not cruelty or torture are right. Choice can’t make just anything at all right or acceptable or valuable. However, if Zynda is right, existentialists like Sartre indeed hold that value is merely based on free choice; therefore, value must be arbitrary on their analysis. Generalizing the point about imposing value and imbuing meaning, if value per se is merely a function of free choice, it would be our volitional prerogative and power to make something, within the general confines of facticity, mean anything at all or to make nearly any action morally right or wrong. To see more clearly why, let’s delve a bit more into what freedom really is. On an existentialist analysis, it’s a basic fact of our existence, something about which we can be surer than just about anything else. It’s autonomy of will, something from which we can’t escape, something that defines us, and something for which we are responsible.16 Perhaps most ultimately, it’s the locus of value.

But is this the only or best way to make sense of the relationship between value and freedom? Just because we can make a decision does not mean we’re morally permitted or obligated to do so; once more, this is one of the notorious limitations of an existentialist analysis. Likewise, just because we have the technology to do something doesn’t mean it ought to be done. Technological mastery too easily becomes our dominant ethos and exemplar of truth, shaping our understanding of nature, society, and the human being. The Alliance chose to cut into River’s brain time and again, but their ability to do so didn’t make their actions right. As we saw earlier with the Euthyphro Dilemma, it would seem that even if God himself were to choose to command child torture for fun, it wouldn’t make child torture right. To think otherwise is to invest in free will more importance and significance than it’s rightly thought to possess. The mistake of a certain kind of existentialist is the same as that of a certain divine command theorist: investing in volitional choice a sort of valuational authority it doesn’t have.

Interestingly, though, this notion of freedom as the capacity to do or value practically just about anything at all is a relatively modern notion of freedom. There’s a much more ancient understanding of freedom that paints a very different kind of picture. But harkening back to it requires a departure from both an ultravoluntarist divine command theory where divine freedom is concerned, and from an understanding of existentialism predicated on a modern conception of radical freedom. On a “premodern” conception (and certain modern conceptions) of freedom, some moral choices aren’t really choices, but “no-brainers” that are sufficiently obvious to all rational persons. A person’s doubts about the wrongness of child torture, for example, do not raise questions about the propriety of child torture as much as they raise concerns about such a person’s sanity. For human nature, a deliverance of reason, or our natural telos (goal or end), makes it clear what the moral path requires. A wholesale departure from this understanding of freedom-as-acting-in-accord-with-our-essence raises a serious question about the trajectory of society. Once a society loses its convictions in objective moral truth and in free will constrained by who we are as human beings, what guarantee or even reason to believe is there that feeding the poor, empowering the disenfranchised, or lifting up the downtrodden will continue to be values a society extols? Just because individuals can and will continue doing so is no guarantee to suggest that societies as a whole will, for if the choice to do so is just a personal (existential) preference reflective of nothing more ultimate, then it lacks authority. Although it takes time, that loss of moral authority seeps into the fabric and plausibility structures of a culture. It hasn’t always been an accepted fact that all people are equal; many ancients rejected such a notion, and more recently Nietzsche was vociferous in his opposition to it. For a society deeply imbibing notions of freedom as liberation from constraint and coercion, while resting on the largely nonteleological moral metaphysics of modernity and jettisoning convictions about a transcendent source of the good to which the will is naturally drawn, what can be said to be inherently irrational or abominable?

The point here isn’t to be alarmist, but to raise a genuine question: What is a proper locus of value? It’s not uncommon nowadays to hear a sector of the population rail against old-fashioned religious conviction as the source of all manner of evil, and surely plenty of evil deeds have been done in God’s name. Serenity features such a character in the Operative (though Whedon’s epistemic humility makes him far from a Richard Dawkins). But isn’t it an equally interesting question what range of malicious deeds are likely to result from a rejection of traditional moral foundations, a loss of conviction about human teleology, and a view of freedom that isn’t predicated on the natural ends toward which rational people are drawn? What will spare us from the logic of bioethicists who deem Down syndrome babies or congenitally deformed infants as unfit for living, or social engineers harboring hopes for a resurgence of a eugenics movement, the sorts of horrific visions we could easily conceive the Alliance entertaining?17 Some followers of Nietzsche, arguably, would chalk up resistance to such ideas to a “slave morality” informed by the Christian myth; Nietzsche rightly saw that a rejection of that sort of transcendently grounded understanding of morality would eventually have big implications. He would say that Mal and Whedon haven’t rejected enough of their past; they should give up fighting for the weak and helpless and realize that the evolution of mankind is leaving such unfortunates behind.18

Ultimately, again, questions about what to do with all this are the kind Whedon is good at raising. What he, like all of us, needs to do is set about trying to take such questions with dreadful seriousness. If we have reason to think that human beings have a nature or essence or teleology after all, then it would seem that such a thing should inform our understanding of and bolster our convictions in objective morality. If God exists and has a stable nature or character—like perfect love on the classical monotheistic model—then those who think that God provides the objective foundation of morality shouldn’t fear the Euthyphro Dilemma.19 For God, as God, neither would nor could command the torture of kids for fun because it would be contrary to his nature. He could no more issue such a command than decide not to exist. And if God has such a perfect nature, or if human beings have a stable nature that defines what it means to be human after all, or both, then the existentialist account of freedom seems inadequate. For any real moral constraints on us would not be objectionable limitations on us, but, instead, ways in which to realize our highest potential.

Some philosophers, from Stoics to Kantians, would argue that moral truth in general or the essential equality and dignity of persons in particular (as encapsulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, for example) is sufficiently obvious that there’s little cause for concern about our society losing such convictions anytime soon. But ideas have a history and a power to them, and it’s tempting to attribute to, say, intuition or some other transparent moral apprehension what, in fact, is a recognition that came about only after a protracted evolution of moral thought that included seminal, transformative ethical paradigm shifts along the way. With the rejection of a metanarrative postulating a transcendent source of moral authority, and the resultant loss of conviction in human teleology, it’s not altogether clear that the modern existentialist-inspired conception of freedom will prove able either to sustain itself or to provide the bulwark against moral abuses and tyrannies that some think it will. And it’s certainly far from clear that Mal’s final words in Serenity about the primacy of love will win the day. Even if Joss does become a Thomist.
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Thanks to Dean Kowalski, Mark Foreman, and Stephanie Deacon for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay, and special thanks to Mark for introducing me to Firefly and to Stephanie for the Firefly and Dr. Horrible marathons.
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14. Even Sartre himself arguably couldn’t be a fully consistent existentialist because his view seemingly entails that it is bad or wrong to live in bad faith.
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“Just Get Us a Little Further”

Liberty and the Frontier in Firefly and Serenity

Amy H. Sturgis

In July 2007, I had the pleasure of lecturing to a select international group of outstanding graduate students in the arts at a summer seminar sponsored by the Institute for Humane Studies and held on the campus of the University of California, Los Angeles. The seminar was titled “Cinematic and Literary Traditions of Liberty.” Much to my delight, my first presentation directly followed an appearance by Tim Minear, the executive producer of and a writer for Firefly. Minear spoke about his career, most notably his work on Firefly, before showing and providing commentary on one of the episodes he wrote for the series, “Out of Gas.” I followed with a talk on the tradition of frontier literature from Frederick Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis” idea through Western fiction and science fiction, concluding with its contemporary incarnation in the genre-crossing cinematic texts of Firefly and Serenity.

“Tends to Gum up the Works”: Intruding on Personal Liberties

One of Minear’s comments seemed of particular relevance to my own interests. He noted that “Out of Gas”—an episode that serves both to underscore the love story between Captain Malcolm Reynolds (Nathan Fillion) and Serenity and to provide the tales of how Wash (Alan Tudyk), Kaylee (Jewel Staite), Inara (Morena Baccarin), and Jayne (Adam Baldwin) first came to the Firefly-class ship—includes a scene of which he is particularly proud, one that offers, in his words, the “most libertarian” moments of the episode. The scene uses a metaphor to suggest Minear’s message about individual liberty and governments’ tendencies to impede it. Young Kaylee, on board Serenity for the first time, repairs the engine by solving a reg couple problem that had eluded the ship’s official (and soon to be replaced) engineer, Bester (Dax Griffin). As Kaylee removes the offending part, she explains: “Your reg couple’s bad. . . . Don’t really serve much of a purpose anyway. Just tends to gum up the works when it gets tacked. . . . So I figure, why even have it?”

If gumming up the works represents obstructing an individual’s freedom, it follows that the works themselves—the other parts of the engine—represent liberty. In “Out of Gas,” Minear implies that such liberty is easy to take for granted if one possesses it, and its true value may only be apparent when one loses it. Thus, when the captain of the salvage ship (Steven Flynn) dismissively tells Mal that the engine’s catalyzer is a “nothing part,” Mal responds: “It’s nothing til you don’t got one. Then it appears to be everything.” In fact, Mal knows that without the proper functioning of the works, “we don’t breathe.” Through his script, Minear seems to say that liberty is as precious and necessary for individuals as air.

The reg couple metaphor subtly echoes Mal’s sentiments in the Joss Whedon–penned pilot episode, “Serenity,” when Mal says: “That’s what governments are for. Get in a man’s way.” Minear elaborates on this notion when discussing another of the episodes he wrote, “Bushwhacked”: “The second half was about civilization becoming so civilized that it becomes this collectivist, bureaucratic behemoth that can’t get anything done, and it’s trying to control you too much.”1

On Serenity, the way to free the engine is for Kaylee to remove the unnecessary component that cannot get anything done on its own and serves only to hamper the proper workings of the other engine parts. In the Firefly and Serenity–’verse, heroes such as Malcolm Reynolds likewise seek to be liberated from the Alliance authority that obstructs the workings of their daily life and their exercise of individual liberty. Since they cannot throw out the Alliance like a bad reg couple—Mal and Zoe (Gina Torres) tried in the War of Unification, after all, and failed—their only option is to go where Alliance control is weakest: the frontier. The Border and Rim worlds. The black.

As I discuss in the following pages, these ideas mark Firefly and Serenity as frontier narratives in more ways than one, inheritors of the frontier thesis of the scholar Frederick Jackson Turner as well as the frontier metaphors of science fiction. Moreover, Serenity’s crew, and especially her captain, desire a particular kind of individual liberty on the frontier. This conception of freedom is what the philosopher Isaiah Berlin has termed “negative liberty,” the desire for noninterference, or freedom from obstacles—in other words, the state of a Firefly-class engine without its reg couple.

“Them as Feel the Need to Be Free”: Turner’s Frontier Thesis

It is not often that a historian presents a scholarly paper at a professional conference and changes the world. (I am a historian, and I know of what I speak.) At the tender age of thirty-one, however, the University of Wisconsin historian Frederick Jackson Turner managed to do just that. He presented his essay “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” to his colleagues at the American Historical Association’s national meeting, which was held during the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, and its ideas soon changed not only academic but also popular perceptions of the United States and its unique character. Even today, more than a century later, scholars who specialize in U.S. and western history often frame their arguments in the context of Turner’s famous frontier thesis.

In his paper, Turner suggests that what made the United States different from other nations, including the European countries that colonized its lands before it gained independence, was the experience of the frontier. In Turner’s words, “The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain American development.”2 While recognizing that many factors contributed to the evolution of the United States, Turner argues that the existence of the frontier was the single most important factor influencing the American national character. He claims that the institutions and practices that became synonymous with American identity, from democracy and capitalism to social and geographic mobility, have their roots in the country’s long-term experience with the frontier—an experience unique to the United States.

Of the qualities he identifies as indicative of so-called American exceptionalism, one of the most important is what he considers to be the “striking characteristics” of “the American intellect”: “That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance that comes with freedom—these are traits of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the frontier.”3

Whether we agree or disagree with the historical accuracy of Turner’s assessment, we can see the enduring power of the frontier hero archetype he described as it is imagined and reimagined in popular culture. The Western characters portrayed by actors such as John Wayne and Clint Eastwood have embodied many of these characteristics, as have fictional science fiction heroes such as Han Solo. Perhaps no non-Earth-born character better exemplifies Turner’s “American intellect,” however, than Captain Malcolm Reynolds.

We know from “Our Mrs. Reynolds” that Mal is a child of the frontier, born on the Rim world of Shadow and raised by his rancher “momma” and “about forty hands.” Turner describes the frontier as “the outer edge of the wave—the meeting point between savagery and civilization.”4 In Serenity, Mal identifies himself and his crew in such a position: “So here is us, on the raggedy edge.” Tim Minear uses similar language to Turner’s, explaining that he wrote the episode “Bushwhacked” about “civilization,” “savagery,” and “how our people [on Serenity] inhabit a space between those two extremes.”5

Mal’s colloquial manner of speech, which contrasts sharply, for example, with the educated language used by Inara or Simon (Sean Maher), reflects his coarseness, as does the lack of polish he exhibits in formal society (“Shindig”). His strength is highlighted multiple times, from his survival of the Battle of Serenity Valley (“Serenity”) to his endurance despite terrible wounds (“Out of Gas,” Serenity) and torture (“War Stories”). His “acuteness and inquisitiveness” lead him to outsmart his foes (“Serenity,” “Trash”) and observe and understand more than others (“Bushwhacked,” Serenity). His practicality and inventiveness aid him in securing and completing the various jobs, legal and illegal, that support his ship and crew and their life at the “corner of No and Where” (“Objects in Space”). Furthermore, when speaking to Simon in “Serenity,” Mal admits to a “restless, nervous energy,” promising, “We never stop moving.” As long as his ship is “still flying,” “it’s enough.”

At the heart of Mal’s character, like those of Turner’s “American intellect,” are individualism and a love of freedom. He has to live on the frontier of space because it is the only setting in which he can exercise his liberty—or, in his words from “Out of Gas,” “live like people.” In that episode, he outlines his goals to his first mate, Zoe: “Small crew, them as feel the need to be free. Take jobs as they come—and we’ll never be under the heel of nobody ever again. No matter how long the arm of the Alliance might get . . . we’ll just get us a little further.”

Part of this drive to go “a little further,” to be sure, comes from the fact that the Alliance is a creature that craves control. As Zoe points out in “Ariel,” the Core planets reflect constant governmental sterility, surveillance, and restriction: “It’s spotless, it’s got sensors, and when there ain’t sensors, there’s Feds.” The only way to elude such pervasive control is to go under or beyond the proverbial radar.

But another part of this drive comes from the fact that Mal and Zoe were on the losing side of the War of Unification. To them, the Alliance is not simply a bureaucracy run amok, but an occupying enemy force. It is difficult to imagine how they could cope, watching their worlds be remodeled to fit the Alliance agenda, living side by side with those who had vanquished them; after all, Mal seems unable to get through even one Unification Day anniversary without violence.

From the beginning, Joss Whedon modeled his story on the experience of the defeated Confederate soldiers after the U.S. Civil War, many of whom fled to the frontier rather than resume life at home under Union domination. (Thus, in “The Train Job,” Mal taunts his former enemies with his variation on a Confederate refrain: “I’m thinking we’ll rise again.”)6 Whedon admits that after he read Michael Shaara’s Pulitzer Prize–winning Civil War novel Killer Angels, he knew the kind of series he wanted to write: “It was about the minutiae of the soldiers’ lives. And I wanted to play with that classic notion of the frontier: not the people who made history, but the people history stepped on.”7 Frederick Jackson Turner would say that providing a haven for “the people history stepped on” is one of many ways the frontier has played a central role in U.S. history. And just as the American West provided a “continent-sized safety valve” for former Confederates to escape Union authority and reinvent themselves, so the outskirts of space provide a haven for former (or not-so-former) Browncoats.8

If Firefly and Serenity are Western narratives in the Turnerian sense, it is fitting that in the film Serenity, Mal predicts the end of his frontier in terms of fences: “Every year since the war the Alliance pushes further out, fences off another piece of the ’verse. Come a day there won’t be room for naughty men like us to slip about at all.” In fact, three years prior to Turner’s presentation of his influential paper, a U.S. government census report declared the U.S. frontier officially closed. The open West had been filled up by farmers and families, their churches and schools, and, of course, their government. Turner’s thesis, then, was less a celebration of the frontier than a eulogy for it. Even in Turner’s lifetime, it seemed that the free range was no longer free.

“Crowded in My Sky”: The Frontier and Science Fiction

Frederick Jackson Turner looked to the past, to the U.S. West, to see the frontier as an opportunity for liberty. Since then, science fiction authors have used the metaphor of the frontier to consider the story of freedom in the future. The scholar and critic Gary K. Wolfe notes that the fascination of science fiction comes directly from the fascination with the West as “not quite uncharted or even unsettled, but still an arena for the kind of heroic individualism that increasingly seemed to be disappearing in the urbanized and industrialized East. With the closing of the frontier, the popular audience sought promises of yet new areas to explore, and science fiction gained popularity as a kind of literature that not only offered new frontiers but did so without sacrificing the technological idealism that had equally come to characterize industrial America.”9

Carl Abbot, professor of urban studies and planning at Portland State University, explores the relationship between the U.S. West and science fiction in his Frontiers Past and Future: Science Fiction and the American West. Abbot traces the frontier science fiction story back to the pulps of the late nineteenth century. This corresponds, as Wolfe says, to the actual “closing of the frontier” in the United States. It also corresponds roughly to the time in which Turner’s “frontier thesis” was gaining popular acclaim and widespread acceptance.

Countless works of science fiction draw a connection between the frontier and freedom. Perhaps the archetypal novel in this vein is Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles (1950), which revisits the story of the U.S. West through the metaphor of Mars. Bradbury makes it clear that a primary, if not the primary, force behind the settlement of Mars is Earth people’s—specifically Americans’—desire to escape the control of their overweening government and seek individual liberty: “To get away from wars and censorship and statism and conscription and government control of this and that, of art and science!”10

In his book, Abbot credits Robert A. Heinlein novels for young readers (the so-called “Heinlein juveniles”) with introducing him to and cementing his lasting interest in science fiction. It is appropriate to consider Heinlein—known widely in the genre as the award-winning “Dean of Science Fiction”—because his works repeatedly suggest that the only place one might pursue true liberty is at the margins, the outskirts, the frontier. Many of his juveniles repeat this message. For example, the young hero of Farmer in the Sky (1950) becomes a pioneer of Jupiter’s moon Ganymede. Despite the intensive labor of cultivating the surface of the moon, he chooses to remain there, where he can pursue his own dreams, rather than return to an Earth of government rationing and want. In achieving the stars (not always through accepted means), the protagonist of Starman Jones (1953) escapes an Earth characterized by an oppressive legal caste system in which the professions are closed to all but a fortunate few.

It is Heinlein’s adult novel The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress (1966), however, that appears most relevant in the context of Firefly and Serenity. In this work, Heinlein retells the story of the American Revolution, casting the moon in the role of the colonies and the Earth in the role of Great Britain. Heinlein borrows the liberation rhetoric from the American and French Revolutions and gives a self-confessed rational anarchist the role of guiding the conflict and mentoring the rebels. By contrasting the oppressive, narrow-minded, and rigid Earth dwellers with the adaptive, innovative, and liberty-loving “Loonies” of Luna, the lunar colony, Heinlein updates Turner’s thesis, suggesting that the frontier creates opportunities for the development of freedom that do not exist in established, entrenched communities.

In the ending of the novel, Heinlein takes this idea one step further: once Luna is independent, its leaders establish a governmental bureaucracy that promises to become as stifling as Earth’s. Mannie, one of the surviving heroes of the revolution, already looks to the next frontier as an escape. He notes that “quite a few young cobbers have gone out to Asteroids. Hear about some nice places out there, not too crowded. My word, I’m not even a hundred yet.”11 Bradbury and Heinlein, like Whedon, base their future frontiers on the historical examples of past frontiers. Moreover, Bradbury’s characters, and especially Heinlein’s, just like Mal and his crew, seem to appreciate that individuals must go into space—and, once there, increasingly farther out to the borders of civilized space, to the frontier—to exercise meaningful liberty.

Mercedes Lackey, herself a prolific author of speculative fiction, questions whether or not Mal and his comrades really do find freedom on the edge of space, however. In “Serenity and Bobby McGee: Freedom and the Illusion of Freedom in Joss Whedon’s Firefly,” Lackey claims that if you asked Mal about his freedom, he would explain that he “is absolutely free,” that he is “getting away with whatever he wants to.” His liberty is an illusion, she asserts, because in truth “his ‘freedom’ exists only because he and his crew, on the one hand, are too small to bother with, and on the other, provide the Alliance with a service it would otherwise have to pay for.”12 The Alliance’s resources are stretched thin after the Pyrrhic victory of the War of Unification, she says, and therefore apprehending Mal and his small crew while they are involved in petty misbehavior represents a waste of precious resources; for that matter, the kind of black market deals with which the captain and his comrades are involved help to cement, not undermine, Alliance control by meeting the needs of settlers on the frontier and discouraging rebellion.

Far be it from me to anticipate Mal’s exact answer to any question; I expect it would depend a great deal on who did the asking. He does not, however, act like a man who believes himself at complete liberty. On the contrary, he seems very aware of the many ways in which his choices are limited. Although Badger (Mark A. Sheppard) double-crosses him in “Serenity,” Mal chooses to run rather than stand on principle because he feels the Alliance breathing down his neck. As Serenity draws close to the heavily surveilled Core planet in “Ariel,” his orders reflect his caution: “No one’s setting foot on that fancy rock. I don’t want anyone leaving the ship. Come to think of it, I don’t want anyone looking out the windows. Or talking loud.” In “Serenity,” it seems that he mourns his loss of freedom when Zoe observes that the Reavers, like Mal and his crew, are “pushing out further every year, too.” Mal replies that it is “getting awful crowded in my sky.”

Moreover, I am not convinced that the Alliance would pay for the services the Serenity crew members provide if they failed to offer them, from the delivery of concentrated foodstuffs (“Serenity”) to the sale of wobble-headed geisha dolls (“Trash”). The Alliance does not seem overly bothered about the health of its people on the Border and Rim worlds. Even when its forces are present in Paradiso in “The Train Job,” they are unconcerned that vital medication for the locals has been stolen. In fact, when homesteaders are massacred in “Bushwhacked,” Mal mocks the idea that the Alliance would care: “Alliance? Right, ’cause they’re gonna run right out here lickety-split, make sure these taxpayers are okay.” In addition, it is highly unlikely that the small jobs Mal and his kind perform are enough to satisfy the outlying worlds and keep them from rebelling. The ongoing, implied parallel with the U.S. Civil War suggests that it is much more likely that the labor-intensiveness of the settlers’ lives, the scarcity of their resources, and the recent memory of the bloody defeat of the Independents are far more powerful factors in their lack of overt rebellion.

Most importantly, though, it seems that the location of Mal’s crew is at least as important as its size. Until his final, dramatic gesture in Serenity, Mal wishes to evade Alliance attention, and he does this by seeking out the frontier—in Wash’s words from “Out of Gas,” “without running afoul of any Alliance patrols. Or a single living soul, for that matter.” Mal confirms that this is his plan: “Way it should be.” He goes to great lengths to avoid any interaction with the Alliance. “Safe” offers an illustration of how deep this wariness runs; despite the fact that Shepherd Book (Ron Glass) is gravely wounded and likely dying, Mal initially rejects the idea of approaching an Alliance cruiser in order to request medical assistance. When he must visit a Core planet or Alliance ship, he is fully cognizant of his peril.

To put it another way, Mal seems to sum up his position in Serenity: “I mean to live. I mean for us to live. The Alliance won’t have that, so we go where they won’t follow.” Only on the frontier of space, beyond the long arm of the Alliance, can Mal and his crew pursue the freedom to live their lives as they please.

“I Do Not Hold to That”: Isaiah Berlin and Negative Liberty

In his essay “The Birth of Greek Individualism,” the political philosopher Isaiah Berlin reminds us of Aristippus of Cyrene, who considered himself to be a perpetual stranger and who, according to Socrates, wished “ ‘neither to rule nor to be ruled.’ ”13 Both the archetypal cowboy and spaceman are also strangers wherever they go. But it is Aristippus’s desire neither to control others nor to be controlled that most resonates in the character of Malcolm Reynolds. In Serenity, the Operative warns Mal that he cannot beat—and, presumably, replace—the Alliance. Mal responds: “I got no need to beat you. I just wanna go my way.” Mal does not resist the Alliance because he wishes its power could be in different hands; he resists the Alliance because he believes that no one should wield such power over others.

To understand the kind of freedom Mal and his crew seek, we should turn to Isaiah Berlin and his famous essay “Two Concepts of Liberty,” which he first delivered as his inaugural lecture as Chichele Professor of Social and Political Theory at Oxford University in 1958. In this essay, Berlin identifies two distinct kinds of liberty: negative liberty, or noninterference, and positive liberty, or self-realization. To put it another way, negative liberty is being left alone to make your own choices without external constraints. Positive liberty is being empowered, or liberated, to achieve self-mastery, to become a certain kind of person. The two may be characterized as freedom from (negative liberty) and freedom to (positive liberty).

Through Firefly and Serenity, and especially through the character of Mal, Joss Whedon and his fellow creators such as Tim Minear appear to articulate a yearning for negative liberty—a yearning for the removal of the metaphorical reg couple from the equally metaphorical engine. Mal does not want people to hinder him from choosing his own direction. Mal’s desire to go his own way, of course, does not guarantee an ideal life, or even a safe one. Illness might strike him. A key part of Serenity might malfunction. He might misjudge a local market and invest in merchandise that no one wants to buy. None of these possibilities interferes with his negative liberty. As Berlin explains: “You lack political liberty or freedom only if you are prevented from attaining a goal by human beings. Mere incapacity to attain a goal is not a lack of political freedom.”14

In a ’verse with negative liberty, no equality is assured: some people will be as honest as Kaylee, while others will be as dishonest as Saffron (Christina Hendricks); some will begin life as wealthy as the Tams (Sean Maher and Summer Glau), while others will begin life as poor as the miners on Paradiso; some will inherit thriving cities, while others will inherit unbroken wilderness. Still, Mal seems content to try to build a life on his own—or rather, as he explains in “Our Mrs. Reynolds,” with a private association of “people who trust each other, who do for each other and ain’t always looking for the advantage. There’s good people in the ’verse. Not many, lord knows, but you only need a few.”

Since negative liberty makes no guarantees of anything (including choices), some might say that it would set up a world that resembles a Hobbesian nightmare—that is, in which life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”15 Joss Whedon, however, implies that people are capable of living together in cooperation and community, of exercising individual liberty in moral and meaningful ways. The crew and passengers of Serenity, those “people who trust each other,” are a case in point. Mal repeatedly proves that, of his own free will, he recognizes a particular standard of ethics to which he holds himself (as when he returns the crates he stole from Paradiso once he realizes they contain much-needed medicine in “The Train Job”) and others (as when he refuses to let Jayne return to the crew until the mercenary shows genuine remorse and shame for betraying Simon and River in “Ariel”). Whedon seems to say that, left to their own devices, diverse people have the ability to come together to create family and build cooperative and compassionate lives together—by choice and without coercion.16

Mal fought as an Independent in the war, and after his side lost the conflict, he tried to live as independently as he could anyway, along with a company of “them as feel the need to be free.” Whedon does more than support Berlin’s notion of positive liberty through the poster child of Malcolm Reynolds, however. Whedon also offers a critique of the outcomes of positive liberty. At first blush, the concept of positive liberty seems a good, even noble thing, as it promotes the opportunity for people’s lives to begin on a level playing field, determined by their choices and not by external forces—political, economic, or social. But for this to happen, there must be a degree of interference by some in the lives of others in order to create, for example, an equality of conditions for all people.

Here lies the problem. Who, then, gets to interfere, and when? As Berlin explains, this difficulty extends back to the very definition of who we are: “The real self may be conceived of as something wider than the individual (as the term is generally understood), as a social ‘whole’ of which the individual is an element or aspect: a tribe, a race, a Church, a State, the great society of the living and the dead and the yet unborn.”17 In other words, any institution created to promote positive liberty faces a slippery slope that leads away from the individual and toward the group. Rather than providing the opportunity for you to become the best you possible, then—after all, it would be incredibly difficult to tailor policies to each separate person—it might provide the means to make you the best Christian, or the best Australian, or the best socialist, or the best civilized human being. Those who control the institution control the definition of “best,” of course—and control the people who must be made to fit this definition.

Those who wish to create a certain result, no matter how praiseworthy (equality, justice, etc.), face a serious challenge. What if others do not want this same outcome? Berlin shows how the impetus to create “freedom” can in fact lead to tyranny, when some are convinced that they know what is best for others: “Once I take this view, I am in a position to ignore the actual wishes of men or societies, to bully, oppress, torture them in the name, and on behalf, of their ‘real’ selves, in the secure knowledge that whatever is the true goal of man (happiness, performance of duty, wisdom, a just society, self-fulfillment) must be identical with his freedom—the free choice of his ‘true,’ albeit often submerged and inarticulate, self.”18 To put it simply, the idea of positive liberty offers a license to those who wish to impose their vision of an ideal world on others for their own good.

Whedon and company present damning indictments of such thinking. Those in power within the Alliance government apparently believe they are doing what is best for everyone, including the Rim and Border worlds that fought kicking and screaming against unification with them. It is clear from the comments of River’s teacher (Tamara Taylor) in Serenity that she believes the Independents had to be forced to be free, “so everyone can enjoy the comfort and enlightenment of true civilization.” River defends the Browncoats and their desire for noninterference, saying, “People don’t like to be meddled with.” The teacher’s response implies that anyone who resists the Alliance’s style of civilization simply does not know how to think and should be taught. It is telling that, the next moment, the audience sees the teacher plunging her stylus into River’s forehead, before the scene cuts to Alliance scientists plunging very real needles into River’s brain. Both moments underscore powerfully the invasive violation that is the result of Alliance “civilization” and its attempts to “teach people how” to think.

Note that this scene is not a criticism of the spirit of true education. It is, however, an indictment against the bully Berlin sees hiding behind the idea of positive liberty, the coercive power that can “ignore the actual wishes of men or societies.” The teacher, as a representative of the Alliance agenda, cannot admit that the Independents merely held a contrasting perspective or embraced an alternate vision of the good life. If they disagreed with the Alliance, the only conclusion she can draw is that they are unthinking. The fact that the Independents wanted something different from what the Alliance wanted is proof, in Alliance eyes, that they did not, could not, comprehend what was best for them. If they truly had understood, then they would have chosen for themselves exactly the life that the Alliance has chosen for them. This is what Berlin means when he says that such powers “bully, oppress, torture them [the people] in the name, and on behalf, of their ‘real’ selves.” Whedon, like Berlin, seems to fear how good intentions in this framework easily could lead to very bad ends.

Whedon does not stop there with his implied criticism. In Serenity, the Operative (Chiwetel Ejiofor) wishes for a “world without sin,” which certainly sounds like a worthy goal. When Mal claims to give it to him at the end of Serenity, what he in fact shares is a firsthand account of those good intentions gone devastatingly wrong. The Alliance tried to free the population of Miranda from aggression by forcing G-23 Paxilon Hydroclorate on them through their air supply. The desired effect would have been a case study in positive liberty; the people would have been liberated from aggression and thus freed to realize their more peaceful and harmonious selves. Instead, the unintended effect was the death of most of the population and the transformation of the few survivors into monsters.

Mal does not criticize the means the Alliance uses. The moral of the story, after all, is not simply to avoid G-23 Paxilon Hydroclorate. Instead, Mal criticizes the ends of the Alliance: “They will try again. Maybe on another world, maybe on this very ground, swept clean. A year from now, ten, they’ll swing back to the belief that they can make people . . . better. And I do not hold to that.” Note that he does not condemn an individual’s personal choice to try to make himself or herself better; he condemns the decision of one group to impose their vision of “better” upon others.

The scholars J. Michael Richardson and J. Douglas Rabb assert that Mal’s journey from the events of Firefly to those of Serenity represents a shift in his freedom. In the former, they claim, he is “constantly forced to choose the lesser of two evils,” but in the latter, he realizes “a genuine freedom which prevents more evil from entering the world.”19 Certainly Mal does grow as a character from the episode “Serenity” to the film Serenity, but this development need not appear as drastic as the shift painted by Richardson and Rabb. If we view Mal’s actions and choices through the lens of Berlin’s two concepts of liberty, they seem more consistent—and so, too, does his understanding and experience of freedom.

Mal desires negative liberty, and he seeks it when he can on the frontier. He understands that pursuing positive liberty, as the Alliance does, opens the door for some to make decisions on behalf of others. For Mal, pursuing his own goals and resisting actively those who wish to impose theirs on him or others constitute a choice for true freedom. He repeatedly proves willing to accept the ramifications of his decisions in Firefly; in Serenity, he demands that those in the Alliance face the repercussions of theirs.

“Out to the Black”: Final Thoughts

In his “Two Concepts of Liberty,” Isaiah Berlin sums up the difference between those who seek negative liberty and those who seek positive liberty: “The former want to curb authority as such. The latter want it placed in their own hands.”20 This ably characterizes Captain Malcolm Reynolds and his crew on one side and the representatives of the Alliance on the other, respectively. It is no surprise that Mal’s attitude (as embodied in Firefly’s theme song) is “Take me out to the black / Tell them I ain’t comin’ back,” because, as science fiction authors such as Robert A. Heinlein have suggested, an individual must go into space—and, once there, increasingly farther out to the borders of civilized space—to have the opportunity for freedom. If we consider space as a metaphor for the U.S. West—and Joss Whedon invites us to do so by drawing heavily on John Ford’s classic 1939 Western Stagecoach for the form and substance of Firefly and Serenity—then we can see how Mal’s “dominant individualism” reflects Frederick Jackson Turner’s understanding of the frontier.21

It seems that government meddling is not a problem as easy to solve as a bad reg couple in an engine. When one cannot change the system as it is, however, one can try to escape it. Matthew B. Hill offers a fitting insight into the philosophy of Joss Whedon and his collaborators as it relates to liberty and the frontier: “Mal, River, and the rest of Serenity’s crew are, for the most part, too insignificant to defeat the Alliance and restore ‘freedom’ to the ’Verse; they do not (often) kill the bad guy at high noon, they do not destroy the Death Star or topple the Emperor, they do not wipe out and scalp Comanche kidnappers. . . . Instead, Whedon offers us a world in which the most effective and appropriate response to such trauma is to ‘light out for the territory.’ ”22

Notes

Many thanks to Larry M. Hall, Andrew P. Morriss, and Dean A. Kowalski for their helpful comments during the preparation of this essay.
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