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Abstract | This article explores the intersection of science fiction and horror worlds 
canvassed by the Duffer Brothers’ Netflix series Stranger Things (2016- ). It 
examines the series’ championing of postmodern pastiche, as well as the text’s 
overwhelming employment of cultural quotation able to transport spectators back to 
the early 1980s. Through close examinations of the series’ use of setting, science, and 
social anxiety, this article argues that the Duffer Brothers successfully engage the 
generic structures of horror and science fiction while simultaneously subverting them. 
It contends that by capturing the cultural, social, moral, and historical milieu of the 
era, Stranger Things infuses further nostalgic intertexts into an already nostalgized 
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referent, arriving at a new postmodern pinnacle. A mélange of generic tropes, 
sentimental homage, and contemporary progressive ideology, this piece argues that 
the Duffer Brothers do not simply draft a love letter to their artistic inspirations, but 
intelligently contextualize the sociocultural connotations of the cinematic realm 
Stranger Things revisits. In this sense, this essay disputes scholarly claims dismissing 
the techniques of genre and pastiche, as well as the postmodern on-screen space 
evolving into a responsible reformulation of nostalgic and generic cinematic 
frameworks. 
Keywords | Stranger Things; science fiction; pastiche; nostalgia; subversion. 
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Resumo | Este artigo explora o cruzamento dos mundos da ficção científica e do 
horror apresentada pela série da Netflix, Stranger Things (2016- ), criada pelos 
Irmãos Duffer. Aborda a defesa da série do pastiche pós-moderno e a esmagadora 
utilização que este texto faz de citações culturais capazes de transportar o espectador 
de volta ao início dos anos 80. Através de uma análise atenta do uso que a série faz do 
cenário, da ciência e da ansiedade social, este artigo defende que os Irmãos Duffer 
interpelam com sucesso as estruturas genológicas do horror e da ficção científica ao 
mesmo tempo que as subvertem. Defende-se ainda que, ao capturar o ambiente 
cultural, social, moral e histórico da década de 80, Stranger Things suscita mais 
cruzamentos textuais nostálgicos num cenário de alusão já por si nostálgico, atingindo 
um novo pináculo pós-moderno. Sendo uma mistura de tropos genológicos, uma 
homenagem sentimental e uma ideologia contemporânea progressiva, esta série dos 
Irmãos Duffer não constitui simplesmente uma carta de amor às suas inspirações 
artísticas, mas uma contextualização inteligente das conotações sócio-culturais do 
reino cinematográfico que Stranger Things revisita. Neste sentido, ela contesta as 
alegações académicas que repudiam as técnicas de género e do pastiche, bem como as 
do espaço no ecrã pós-moderno que evolui para uma responsável reformulação dos 
enquadramentos cinematográficos de nostalgia e de género. 
Palavras Chave | Stranger Things; ficção científica; pastiche; nostalgia; subversão. 
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In any case, it is the trick, used in the most intelligent manner, that allows 
the supernatural, the imaginary, and even the impossible to be rendered 
visually and produces truly artistic tableaux that provide a veritable 
pleasure for those who understand that all branches of art contribute to their 
realization. (Méliès 4) 
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In the quotation above French pioneer director Georges Méliès (1861-1938) 

concludes his short commentary on the use of cinematographic effects and their 

ability to affect spectators. Over a century removed from this era of a rapidly evolving 

and transforming cinema style and technique, this rendering of supernatural and 

imaginary images evokes generic classifications of science fiction. Portraying 

fictional worlds, whether in familiar settings or light-years across the universe’s 

unknown, the science fiction genre, both printed and on-screen, has transported 

audiences to fantasy landscapes long before Méliès’ exploration of early special 

effects, from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and Alexander Veltman’s Predki 

Kalimerosa: Aleksandr Filippovich Makedonskii (1836) to Jules Verne’s Journey to 

the Center of the Earth (1864) and Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872). Beginning with 

Méliès’ exploration in the early 1900s, through both “Golden Ages” of science fiction 

cinema (1950s; late 1970s and 1980s) and to modern day, the genre’s on-screen 

presence is recognized for its exploration of human nature and philosophical 

questions about social fears, paranoia, and anxiety. These stories are crafted in the 

mode of fantasy – a symbolic treatment of the real world that seems to involve 

escapism but genuinely deals with social commentary by employing science and 

technology. Though science fiction’s cinematic presence has always involved a 

repetition and adaptation of the genre’s conventions, more contemporary additions to 

the expanding library have demonstrated an emergence of another form of 

intertextuality, as Annette Kuhn notes, “in the form of quotations which purposefully 

draw attention to themselves, appealing to the audience’s ‘cultural capital’ of prior 

knowledge of the history of cinema” (“Introduction to Part V” 177). By extending and 

strengthening the network of affiliations and applications between various science 

fiction texts, these modern iterations lean on spectators’ familiarity with previous 

installments of the genre (Neale 161). Beginning with Star Wars (Lucas, 1977; later 

retitled Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope), the cinematic sphere of science fiction 

began to unabashedly refer to itself. Combining old genres with new, specifically with 

a focus on this cinema’s content over context, science fiction films were created about 

science fiction films – relating more to each other than to relevant sociocultural 

issues. This quality of pastiche, now commonly understood as a defining feature of 

postmodernism, is present in varying degrees throughout all contemporary science 
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fiction cinema. No more explicitly can this postmodern mélange be examined than in 

Netflix’s recent science fiction-horror web television series Stranger Things.  

 Stranger Things, the brainchild of twin brothers Matt and Ross Duffer, set 

social media ablaze after its release in the summer of 2016. Tapping into a myriad of 

cultural content, from science fiction and horror films, Stephen King novels, and 

Dungeons & Dragons lore to interpretations of quantum mechanics and the Silent Hill 

videogame series, the series’ intertextual references are as undeniably meticulous as 

they are vast. Though nostalgia for references primarily from the late 1970s and 

1980s directly appeals to an audience with such cultural capital, executive producer 

Shawn Levy notes how the series is “about outsiders, and how there’s a little bit of 

outsider in all us, and how we try to fit in” (GoldDerby 10:34). Engaging with the 

audience’s outsider status, whether real or imagined, as well as “wanting episodes to 

feel dense, filled with emotion, genre tropes and twists, and characters you’re leaning 

into” (GoldDerby 9:51), Stranger Things is able to construct a world that stands on its 

own, regardless of the viewer’s understanding of its pastiche application of film, 

literature, philosophy, and history that its mélange style pays homage to. However, 

this additional layer of synthesis, as Méliès’ quotation contends, “provides(s) a 

veritable pleasure for those who understand that all branches of art contribute to their 

realization” (4). While as a stand-alone original series Stranger Things is entertaining, 

thought-provoking, and intelligent, the barrage of nostalgic citations (the creators’ 

self-aware winks at knowing spectators) provide an entirely separate, yet inextricably 

linked, degree of gratification. The series’ seemingly boundless cultural quotations 

call for manifold examinations, including, but not limited to, feminist readings, 

interpretations of visual style, fan culture research, children’s film studies, and issues 

of spectatorship. In this essay, however, I will explore Stranger Things and its 

intersection with science fiction, horror, and fantasy genres – particularly its 

employment of setting, political and social fears/paranoia, the dichotomy between 

good and evil science, and how the Duffer Brothers’ encyclopedic knowledge of 

nostalgic cultural reference grant them the ability to subvert the generic structures that 

the series is synchronously established upon. 
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The “Unsatisfactory” Demarcation of Science Fiction, Horror & Fantasy 

 

 In his deliberations on postmodernism Fredric Jameson states, “intertextuality, 

then, functions as a deliberate, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect of 

postmodernism’s weakened historicity” (72). Under the impression that science 

fiction cinema’s turn to nostalgic intertexts “constitutes pseudo-historical depth,” he 

argues these quotations’ “aesthetic style displaces real history” (Jameson 72). While 

the dissemination of revisionist history in genres like the western and children’s films 

certainly raises troubling issues of appropriation, xenophobia, and patriarchy, science 

fiction cinema’s recycling of the past does not set out to revise history books. The 

genre’s inherent confrontation of historically pertinent social, cultural, and political 

issues shifts alongside said concerns. Sensible viewers do not comprehend the events 

of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (Don Siegel, 1956), The Thing (from Another 

World) (Christian Nyby, 1951), or Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979) as historical actualities, 

but instead as works representing fantastical interpretations of the social panics of 

their times. Hollywood’s “accusation” of science fiction cinema’s use of pastiche 

(King and Krzywinska 55) has an implicit negative connotation, as if the genre’s 

recycling of past themes, narrative arcs, character archetypes, and moralities is 

indicative of its incapability to adapt or evolve. Instead of denoting it as a stylistic 

decision or creative practice, scholars – though often analyzing and interpreting film 

directors who utilize this compilation style such as Quentin Tarantino, Wes Anderson, 

and George Lucas – often ridicule their technical and aesthetic choices critically. 

Science fiction cinema, similarly derided until the 1990s in terms of intensive 

scholarly examination and significant genre criticism, was immensely popular in the 

public sphere, but was difficult to pin down precisely by scholars. 

 Kuhn believes the reason science fiction took as long as it did to be seriously 

investigated by film academics is due to its overlapping with other film types, 

“notably horror and fantasy; and efforts to draw lines of demarcation between science 

fiction and neighboring genres have proved on the whole unsatisfactory” (“Cultural 

Theory” 1). While horror and science fiction, after further critical examination by 

scholars, are now considered distinct genres, they do still share characteristics, and 

often films can be categorized under both classifications. Prominently, they make use 

of the larger mode of fantasy, as William Sims Bainbridge denotes, “[…] the culture 
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of science fiction is oriented toward magic as much or more than it is toward science” 

(233). Under the larger umbrella of fantasy, these genres can be manipulated as a 

means of avoiding contemporary reality, and/or a means of elucidating it. These films 

are able to “draw into a cinematically real content ‘copies’ which have no originals,” 

thereby creating the possibility of “‘what-if’ they inhabited our own specular space” 

(Telotte 152). These fantastic opportunities allow cinema employing this mode to take 

advantage of special effects, otherworldly settings, and heroic tales of triumph and 

redemption to influence discussions on paramount contemporary issues.  

Differentiating between the science fiction and horror genres, each category 

reflects varied edificatory roles: horror is principally interested in the individual at 

odds with society or with an extension of himself, while science fiction is interested in 

society and its foundations in conflict with one another or an alien other; horror deals 

with moralistic chaos, the severance of the natural order, and the peril to the 

tranquility of hearth and home, while science fiction is mindful of social chaos, the 

disturbance of social order, and the threat to the balance of civilized society 

(Sobchack, Screening Space 29-30). Stranger Things, unapologetic in its cultural 

mélange, championing its complete adoption of the pastiche style, draws from the 

more expansive cinematic mode of fantasy as well as both the science fiction and 

horror genres. Unsurprisingly, the series, which can also be understood as an “epic 

eight-hour movie” (Duffer), illustrates genres’ long demonstrated preponderance of 

range and flexibility (Blake 69). Countering both Hugh Ruppersberg’s general 

condemnation of science fiction films as discouraging the hope in humankind, 

reactionary, and “grounded in patterns of the past instead of the possibilities of the 

future” (37), and Anne Cranny-Francis’ claim that because “the discursive practice of 

most generic forms is essentially conservative, the text which is thus 

unproblematically inflected will usually be politically conservative as well” (219), 

Stranger Things is able to temporally reformulate science fiction’s traditional 

futurism by using the past, along with its respective social, cultural, political, and 

moral connotations, and concurrently illuminating the characteristic tropes of said era 

with a topically progressive and subversive ideology. 

Transporting spectators back to the small-town, utopian vision of suburbia that 

is Hawkins, Indiana, in November 1983, the Duffer Brothers, who were not even born 

until the following year, erect this stage as the pinnacle of nostalgia, invoking images 
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of Spielberg settings and a sound that merges John Carpenter and Tangerine Dream. 

As Sobchack notes, “[t]he dominant attitude of most mainstream SF [science fiction] 

has been nostalgia” (229). It is not simply nostalgia in narrative, morals, visuals, or 

sound, but an overwhelming nostalgia that leaks into every possible crevasse of this 

imagined past. From the movie posters in the boys’ rooms, the original Star Wars-

themed toys, and the ‘80s era Eggo waffle packaging to the resurrection of horror and 

science fiction synth soundtracks by electronica band Survive, the now primitive 

technology (walkie-talkies, landline telephones, cathode-ray tube televisions), and 

classic high school fashion, Stranger Things does not utilize nostalgia as its dominant 

attitude, but instead constructs itself as a shameless love letter to the era it ferries its 

audience back to. This return to history, another goal of the postmodern ethos, 

becomes “the instantiation of a new form of historicity […] an eclectic one, a 

historical pastiche. Pastiche is ultimately a redemption of history, which implies the 

transformation and reinterpretation in tension between loss and desire” (Bruno 193). 

Stranger Things, fully embracing the pastiche technique, employs it not only in its 

visual style, cultural quotations, and narrative and character arcs, but also historically 

as well. Without making claims to historical accuracy or factual representations of 

lived events, the Duffer Brothers are able to redeem objectionable aspects of the 

films, literature, and even societal norms of the period by subverting character 

archetypes, allowing for multi-dimensional female heroines, reconciled jocks, and 

unsavory treaties between good and evil; gender roles, a relentless single mother, a 

female teen who chooses her romantic partner, a female government mercenary; 

generic tropes, the oblivious parents remain oblivious, society remains the same 

amidst a suspicious cover-up and near disaster, a friend sacrificed for the 

protagonist’s moral misjudgments […] to name a few. By deploying particular 

conventions of the science fiction and horror genres and offering audiences a knowing 

wink at its self-aware methods, the series is able to denaturalize tropes, confront 

expectations, and negotiate new nuances for the genres, as Cranny-Francis delimits: 

 

Firstly, such a practice may de-naturalize that convention, making visible 
its discursive operation. Secondly, it may confront readers with their own 
expectations, revealing these as discursively constructed and motivated. 
Thirdly, as a negotiation of signifying practice and meanings, it may 
produce wholly new meanings, new knowledge. (219) 
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Presenting spectators with predictable, generic structures and then upending them by 

either disrupting the expected outcome or substituting the stereotypical gender roles, 

Stranger Things crafts an irrefutably ‘80s nostalgia environment within contemporary 

ideological boundaries, (post)modernizing the science fiction and horror genres. 

 

The “Upside Down”-ing of Utopian Suburbia 

 

 The utopian suburbia that is Hawkins, Indiana, draws its inspiration most 

ostensibly from E.T. the Extra Terrestrial (Spielberg, 1982). This rhetorical 

landscape, a comfortable small-town domestic setting, is a perfect “world of material 

richness and clutter, soft toys and squabbles […] ultimately a celebration of a 

particular fantasy of late twentieth-century American life” (King and Krzywinska 77). 

Given this quixotic locale, the majority of the story’s action could be overlooked; this 

quotidian scene is a child’s paradise – suburban living, nuclear family, identical cul-

de-sac homes. The two texts even share abutting woodlands (mirthfully labeled 

“Mirkwood” by the boys in Stranger Things, after the woods in Tolkien’s The Hobbit 

(1937)) to their respective halcyon paradises, inculcating in them the “soft, mysterious 

inexorability of a classic tale of enchantment” (Kael 264). Consequently, this idyllic 

environment is commonplace in the science fiction and horror genres – the sense of 

strangeness evoked is “not always dependent upon the inherent strangeness or 

familiarity of its actual content” (Limits of Infinity 87), as Sobchack asserts. The 

unsullied, small-town police station featured in Invaders from Mars (William 

Cameron Menzies, 1953) becomes as perceptibly staggering and alien as an invading 

spaceship. Taking advantage of staging proven successful in the past by both E.T. and 

Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Spielberg, 1977), Stranger Things also 

articulates a “widely held longing for a return to moral certainties, in these instances 

in the form of the traditional values of small-community life” (Kuhn, “Introduction to 

Part I” 17). Utilizing an already nostalgized referent in the suburban neighborhood 

(Sobchack, Screening Space 274), the Duffer Brothers are able to conceive a universe 

that is representative of the traditional ‘80s small-town experience, respect the 

conventional elements of children’s stories, and establish the ambience for a fantasy 

adventure in which a peculiar feeling of strangeness leads to a potentially apocalyptic 

disaster for this picturesque setting.  
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 As Chief of Police Jim Hopper (David Harbour) recounts to Joyce Byers 

(Winona Ryder) in episode one of the series, the only serious crimes occurring in 

Hawkins in the last two decades are the kidnapping of lawn gnomes and a bird’s 

mistaken identification of a woman’s hair as its nest. Hopper’s brusque dismissal of 

Joyce’s presumed maternal anguish over her youngest son Will’s (Noah Schnapp) 

disappearance is warranted in this instance – not a soul in Hawkins could have 

envisioned this to be the “other one out of 100” (“Chapter One: The Vanishing of 

Will Byers,” 00:18:10-00:18:35) exception to their peaceful and mundane existences. 

However, this stylized intimate and familiar communal setting, compared to a 

“Norman Rockwell magazine cover for The Saturday Evening Post” by Sobchack, 

conjures up feelings of vulnerability: 

 

In such a world, from ritual and habit, from warm, friendly, social – even 
eccentric – Americana will carry the visual force of a Fourth of July 
fireworks display […] What is chilling about the films, what causes our 
uneasiness, is that they all stay right at home threatening the stability of 
hearth and family, pronouncing quietly that nothing is sacred. (Limits of 
Infinity 121) 
 

By depicting even this highly saturated and eccentric slice of small-town Americana 

as susceptible to disaster by evil scientific or technological experiments, a sense of 

foreboding slowly shivers down the spines of spectators, begging the question: if this 

idealized suburban neighborhood is not safe, then what is? When the most devastating 

outcome for a child is a curfew interrupting a game of Dungeons and Dragons, it is 

difficult to fathom a nefarious government backed national laboratory that is 

conducting calamitous experiments on children with psychokinetic powers for 

international spying purposes in your backyard. Science fiction’s promise to send 

viewers to alien worlds, realistic and ordinary yet entirely fantastic and bizarre is 

administered in Stranger Things in the nightmarish version of reality – “the Upside 

Down”. 

 Taking its cue from early science fiction literature of the 1940s, science fiction 

cinema’s narratives hinge on “the bleakest implications of technology […] ‘modern’ 

science fiction […] rather than being a problem-solving literature was a literature of 

despair” (Malzberg 67-68). The Upside Down, an alternate dimension representative 

of the series’ reality overwhelmed with darkness, decay, and horror, results from 
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covert tests attempting to unlock the brain’s potential at Hawkins National 

Laboratory, which is run by the U.S. Department of Energy. Taking advantage of the 

genre’s employment of pseudo-science, the science fiction imagination is given a 

wide berth to explore unfamiliar worlds and temporal curves, whether through worm-

holes, warp drives, or in this case, semi-permeable gateways (King and Krzywinska 

85). Not fully comprehended by Dr. Martin Brenner (Matthew Modine), the scientist 

principally responsible for the portal’s appearance, nor any of the undercover 

government agents tasked with covering it up, the group of boys refer to this alternate 

dimension as the Upside Down after Eleven (Millie Bobby Brown) rationalizes it by 

literally flipping the Dungeons and Dragons game board upside down to describe 

where their missing friend is trapped. This sinister simulacrum of 1980s suburbia, a 

consequence of the social fears and paranoia surrounding nuclear energy, the Cold 

War, and the Watergate scandal, has been the subject of many fan theories. Longing 

to properly define and explain the phenomenon, the Upside Down has been 

hypothesized (by fans and cast alike) as a protean representation of each character’s 

subjective darkness, a dystopian future where nuclear war has wiped the planet of any 

resemblance of the human race, the Vale of Darkness (or the Shadowfell / Plane of 

Shadows) from Dungeons and Dragons lore, or even the Silent Hill videogame series’ 

“Otherworld”. The only “scientific” explanation provided is by the boys’ science 

teacher, Scott Clarke (Randall P. Havens), who likens this hypothetical dark version 

of reality to Hugh Everett’s many worlds interpretation, delineated to the children 

with the “flea and the acrobat” metaphor, also the title of the series’ fifth episode. The 

inclusion of reasonable theoretical reference points to Kingsley Amis’ definition of 

science fiction, in which he expresses these situations as “hypothesized on the basis of 

some innovations in science or technology, or pseudo-science or pseudo-technology, 

whether human or extraterrestrial in origin” (18). Instead of being praised for a 

realistic depiction of science like recent releases Gravity (Alonso Cuarón, 2013) and 

The Martian (Ridley Scott, 2015), Stranger Things blends familiar nostalgia with 

paranoia and pseudo-science, illustrating a unique abnormality within this utopian 

vision of 1980s suburbia. 

Regardless of personal theorems, this bleak and inhospitable alternate reality, 

confronting spectators with a mélange of images both alien and intimate, is commonly 

adopted in science fiction. As Susan Sontag explains, “this nightmare – the one 
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reflected, in various registers, on the science fiction films – is too close to our reality” 

(113). Drawing inspiration from the xenomorph wall of humans harvested for eggs in 

Alien, interdimensional communication via lights in Close Encounters of a Third 

Kind, and portals in the walls of the victim’s home in Poltergeist (Tobe Hooper, 

1982), the Upside Down’s medley of cinematic quotation, familiar Americana setting, 

and alien ambience conspire to visually subvert this imagined past, affecting 

spectators with a world “psychologically as well as virtually awesome” (Sobchack, 

Screening Space 118). This eerily murky dimension and nightmare structure, an 

amalgam of the technological and ostensibly organic, attracts a simultaneous curiosity 

and anxiety, longing for explanations to this dark simulacra’s presence yet also fearful 

of what may be discovered. The Upside Down’s emergence, prompted by Dr. 

Brenner’s instructions to Eleven to reach out to a monster while tapping into her 

psychokinetic abilities inside of a sensory-deprivation chamber, not dissimilar to 

Altered States (Ken Russell, 1980), results from Dr. Brenner’s hubris, recklessly 

trifling with an alien unknown and opening this idyllic suburban utopia to a 

conceivably apocalyptic force. 

 

Monstrosities 

 

The monster in Stranger Things, nicknamed “the Demogorgon” by the boys 

due to their discovery of its presence shortly after unleashing said Dungeons and 

Dragons’ monster in an unfinished game, is evocative of “experiences of a hidden or 

transcendent reality” (Wessel 182), in this instance, the shadow simulacrum that is the 

Upside Down. Altogether akin to Alien’s facehugger creature, the carnivorous plant in 

Little Shop of Horrors (Frank Oz, 1986), and the vegetable-based alien in The Thing 

(from Another World), this monster, unlike the genre’s norms, does not cause social 

disaster or disorganization. While the groupings of main characters are both the 

primary subjects of the series and also those most affected by this monstrous 

presence, the rest of Hawkins does not enter a frenzied panic – in fact, when Joyce 

and her oldest son, Jonathan (Charlie Heaton), are arguing in the town’s streets over 

the presumed loss of Will, the onlookers are taking in this disturbance as a show (as 

Jonathan cries after storming off “The show’s over!” [“Chapter Four: The Body”, 

00:14:26-00:15:52]) rather than a threat to their very existence. The monster’s origins 
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are nebulous compared to the genre’s normative structures as well. While the monster 

in the horror genres has supernatural origins and that of science fiction results from 

outer space or produced by nuclear testing or the work of a diabolical scientist (King 

and Krzywinska 50), the Demogorgon’s provenance is unexplored, aside from Dr. 

Brenner’s awareness of its presence within another realm. With no face, spindly 

limbs, and a flower-like head (when sprouted), this seemingly organic monster is 

introduced, at least, in the style of the horror film. Witnessed for the first half of the 

series in blurred body parts, grainy black and white photographs, and silhouetted 

through an interdimensional wall portal, the monster is not fully revealed until the 

fateful flashback in which Eleven makes contact with it. This strategy, “the manner in 

which the filmmaker usually introduces the Creature (as) calculated to shock or 

arouse the audience to terror or fear” (Sobchack, Screening Space 44), is 

characteristic of the horror genre. This inherent connection between Eleven, the 

tortured girl, presumed to be raised since birth by Dr. Brenner, with psychic abilities 

whose escape prompts the series’ inciting incident, and the monster, though not 

necessarily literal, shapes spectators’ relationship with each of these alien Others.  

Remarking about the shift in empathy for contemporary science fiction’s 

monstrosities, Sobchack states “this is not to say that alien Others are never 

represented as threatening and villainous […] rather to emphasize that if and when 

they are, it is generally within a narrative context in which other aliens are shown as 

friendly and ‘humane’” (Screening Space 293). Eleven, the eventual conqueror (for 

now) of this monster, begins the series as the alien Other before becoming an essential 

member of the boys’ gang – often saving them from imminent danger, whether it be 

their pesky school bullies, diving into a quarry, or the entirety of Hawkins from 

further destruction at the hands of the monster. An empathetic figure, Eleven, who 

bears a striking narrative resemblance to both Charlie in Firestarter (Mark Lester, 

1984) and Carrie in Carrie (Brian de Palma, 1976), is separated from birth from her 

parent(s), isolated from the rest of society, put through strenuous scientific 

experiments and mental torture at Hawkins National Laboratory at the hands of Dr. 

Brenner, and is hunted down by a covert quasi-governmental paramilitary agency 

throughout the narrative. She represents the “good” side of the Eleven/Demogorgon 

dynamic. The Demogorgon, with its kidnapping of human bodies for the incubation 

of further monsters (Alien) and parthenogenetic modes of conception (Creed 215) 



 57 

(The Thing [John Carpenter, 1982]), is unlikely an inherently evil Creature. Spurred 

by Dr. Brenner’s insistence of Eleven making contact with it, the monster could have 

easily minded its own business tending to one of its eggs in its native dimension. 

However, granted access to another world, its hunt for energy to create additional 

alien creatures begins. While the rationale behind its initial capture of Will Byers is 

yet to be deciphered, with many fan theories abounding, this monster is coded as evil 

because of the narrative context – compared to Eleven, it is likely that an alien 

creature would fall on the opposite side of the good/evil spectrum. The Demogorgon 

is not a villainous invading alien but one representative of the irresponsible actions of 

government organizations and an audacious scientist synthesized with the social fears 

and paranoia brought about by the sociopolitical climate of the 1980s.  

In her demarcation of science fiction and horror films, Sontag notes the 

science fiction genre’s exploration of the proper and humane use of science versus 

one rooted in obsession compared to horror films’ particular examination: 

 

In the horror films, we have the mad or obsessed or misguided scientist 
who pursues his experiments against good advice to the contrary, creates a 
monster or monsters, and is himself destroyed […] One science fiction 
equivalent of this is the scientist, usually a member of a team, who defects 
to the planetary invaders because “their” science is more advanced than 
“ours”. (105) 
 

Stranger Things maintains the strong moralistic message of the science fiction genre 

but also casts Dr. Brenner in this “mad scientist” role, uniting the two genres in what 

King and Krzywinska designate as “an unholy marriage” (46). By relating science to 

its positive or negative social effects, a dichotomy is established between morally 

sound and evil science. Dr. Brenner and his inhumane experiments, taking place 

covertly at Hawkins National Laboratory, embraces the role of “scientist as 

Mother/God” (King and Krzywinska 53), the figure whose hubris releases alien forces 

into the world which even he cannot control. Delineative of Darth Vader in Star 

Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980), Dr. Brenner shares a desire to 

control others and the tragedy of a figure that fancies such grand delusions (Williams 

235). Morally opposite of Dr. Brenner is Mr. Clarke, the boys’ science teacher and 

president of the A.V. Club at Hawkins Elementary. Presumably sharing the outsider 

status of the boys in his childhood, as well as concurrent mutual interests in horror 
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films and radio technology, Mr. Clarke, instead of wielding his scientific knowledge 

for selfish and immoral gains, is responsibly sharing his expertise with the boys. 

Instructing his students to “never keep a curiosity door locked” (“Chapter Seven: The 

Bathtub”, 00:25:55-00:26:07), Mr. Clarke, though he certainly could be more 

inquisitive about the boys’ unusual questions (evil dimensions, sensory-depravation 

baths), makes himself available at all times of the day to answer the boys’ pressing 

scientific inquiries. It is Mr. Clarke’s shared understanding of science, to an extent, 

that saves Hawkins at the series’ conclusion, without his direct knowledge of such 

happenings. Stranger Things’ examination of the dynamic between Dr. Brenner and 

Mr. Clarke, the dichotomy of “evil” versus “good” science, further complicates 

defining it within the boundaries of a singular genre. Instead, the Duffer Brothers are 

able to embrace the archetypes, themes, and atmospheres of both horror and science 

fiction cinema, as well as the sociopolitical climate that influenced an abundance of 

the films they derived their series from. 

 

“I’ve Always Had a Distaste for Science” 

 

 In addition to crafting a series that investigates the intersection of science 

fiction, horror, and fantasy realms, the Duffer Brothers set the year as 1983, wholly 

intent on respecting the social and political anxieties that plagued the American public 

at the time. Putting a modern socially responsible twist on the generic norms of the 

period’s horror and science fiction films, Stranger Things not only interacts with, but 

also redeems certain qualities of these genres. Holding steadfast to the belief that 

films of various periods reflect “different sorts of fictional worlds and narratives […] 

indicative of the problems and issues of the society in which the films were produced 

and originally consumed” (Kuhn, “Introduction to Part I” 16), the series successfully 

revisits not only the period’s cultural consumption habits, but also its historical 

perspective. Recreating the social angst and moral fears of the era, prevalent themes 

in both the horror and science fiction genres, the Duffer Brothers examine several 

important historical events, more than three decades removed. Chiefly relative to 

discovering Eleven’s origins, Hopper and his fellow police officers visit the local 

library to research Dr. Brenner’s history as a doctor, only to discover his participation 

in Project MKUltra. This code name, given to an actual program of experiments on 
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human subjects to develop techniques to be employed in interrogations and torture, 

was informally referred to as the CIA’s mind control program, with official 

documents released in 1977 under the Freedom of Information Act. Hopper and Joyce 

visit one of the former patients, Terry Ives, only to discover that she has not spoken a 

word in years, and that there is a connection between her and Dr. Brenner’s current 

experiments. Before Ives went mute, however, both Hopper and Joyce learn from 

Ives’ sister that she claimed Dr. Brenner had taken her child during his 

experimentation on her and that “now she’s a weapon out fighting the Commies” 

(“Chapter Six: The Machine”, 00:21:17-00:27:49). While Ives’ sister brushes this off 

as deranged, the audience is aware that this claim is factual (though it is left unclear if 

Ives is Eleven’s mother, or of one of the earlier test subjects), as we witness Eleven 

spying on a Soviet general during one of her flashbacks, projecting his conversations 

taking place thousands of miles away on a speaker in Hawkins Lab and arousing Cold 

War anxieties. The science fiction genre portrays science as important, but also as 

something that “must not become dominant or threaten the prevailing definition of 

humanity” (King and Krzywinska 17). Science must be respected, as it has the 

potential to permanently alter these idealized suburban communities. 

 Energy emerges as another prevailing theme present throughout Stranger 

Things. Whether it is the U.S. Department of Energy running Hawkins National 

Laboratory, Dr. Brenner’s government agents shielding their surreptitious operations 

inside vans labeled “Hawkins Power and Light”, or Mr. Clarke’s claim that in order to 

create the interdimensional portals that the monster uses to cross realms, it must have 

access to incredible amounts of energy and the insinuation that this creature chooses 

Hawkins Lab as the access point for its primary portal because of the nuclear 

experiments taking place there, energy remains prominent throughout the narrative. 

Even as the boys introduce Eleven as their Swedish cousin, their nickname for 

Eleven, El, is Swedish for electricity, and after using her psychokinetic powers they 

refer to her as having a “drained battery”. The monster is not attracted to blood, as 

Nancy Wheeler (Natalia Dyer) and Jonathan theorize, but energy: whether the 

presumed power covertly located at Hawkins lab, or Eleven’s psychic energy (it does 

not capture humans for energy, but as a means of reproduction). In both the first and 

second Golden Ages of science fiction, nuclear power was placed at the forefront of 

the science fiction genre (with varying levels of scientific knowledge regarding its 
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destructive potential). The discovery of “some fundamental alteration in the 

conditions of existence of our planet” (Sontag 101) was almost entirely brought about 

by some form of nuclear experimentation, expressive of society’s immense terror. 

This fear, combined with society’s distrust of the government after the events of the 

Watergate scandal, evoked most notably in the remake of Invasion of the Body 

Snatchers (Philip Kaufman, 1978), creates a very particular public anxiety. Hopper, 

waking at home from his drug-induced sleep after sneaking into Hawkins Lab, trashes 

his trailer home only to discover a listening device, confirming his suspicions about 

Hawkins Lab’s expansive operations. From that point forward, the audience witnesses 

the government’s agents, “faceless, silent, and extremely threatening… abstract 

figures of evil” (Kael, 265), privy to their murderous intentions as the boys 

obliviously journey forward on their hunt for their missing friend with Eleven, the 

agency’s target. Though Will is found in the end, and none of the main characters are 

severely injured, the portal to the Upside Down is still growing inside Hawkins 

National Laboratory – the threat of nuclear power remains. 

  

Conclusion 

 

 Following the tradition of many films in the catalogues of the science fiction 

and horror genres, the first season of Stranger Things leaves characters and audience 

alike posing the question, “Where do we go from here” (Clarke 180)? After another 

basement Dungeons and Dragons session, the boys even ask questions regarding 

loose narrative ends, including “What about the lost knight?”, “and the proud 

princess!?”, and “the weird flowers in the cave?” (“Chapter Eight: The Upside 

Down”, 00:45:45-00:46:01), referring to Hopper, Eleven, and the monster and its 

hatched eggs in the Upside Down. These inquiries, demonstrating the Duffer 

Brothers’ self-awareness during their crafting of the series, are yet another instance of 

subversion in Stranger Things. Making known the generic practices, confronting 

viewers with their own expectations, and then subverting these assumed outcomes, 

they are able to simultaneously employ the genre’s characteristic structures while 

upending them. From Eleven’s defeat of both Dr. Brenner and the Demogorgon, 

subverting science fiction’s fixation on narrative closure necessitating masculine 

virtuosity over macrocosmic creation, to Nancy’s sardonic praise of her parents’ 
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settling for a lackluster nuclear family (“My mom was young. My dad was older, but 

he had a cushy job, money, came from a good family. So they bought a nice house at 

the end of the cul-de-sac and started their nuclear family […] Screw that.” [“Chapter 

Five: The Flea and the Acrobat”, 00:30:35-00:30:59]), Matt and Ross Duffer make 

known their exhaustive knowledge of 1980s cinema evident. Constructing a series 

with varying levels of “veritable pleasure”, spectators’ recognition of seemingly 

countless cultural quotations will only contribute to their realization of Stranger 

Things’ all-encompassing nostalgic intertextuality. 
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Abstract | This article explores the intersection of science fiction and horror worlds 
canvassed by the Duffer Brothers’ Netflix series Stranger Things (2016- ). It 
examines the series’ championing of postmodern pastiche, as well as the text’s 
overwhelming employment of cultural quotation able to transport spectators back to 
the early 1980s. Through close examinations of the series’ use of setting, science, and 
social anxiety, this article argues that the Duffer Brothers successfully engage the 
generic structures of horror and science fiction while simultaneously subverting them. 
It contends that by capturing the cultural, social, moral, and historical milieu of the 
era, Stranger Things infuses further nostalgic intertexts into an already nostalgized 
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referent, arriving at a new postmodern pinnacle. A mélange of generic tropes, 
sentimental homage, and contemporary progressive ideology, this piece argues that 
the Duffer Brothers do not simply draft a love letter to their artistic inspirations, but 
intelligently contextualize the sociocultural connotations of the cinematic realm 
Stranger Things revisits. In this sense, this essay disputes scholarly claims dismissing 
the techniques of genre and pastiche, as well as the postmodern on-screen space 
evolving into a responsible reformulation of nostalgic and generic cinematic 
frameworks. 
Keywords | Stranger Things; science fiction; pastiche; nostalgia; subversion. 
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Resumo | Este artigo explora o cruzamento dos mundos da ficção científica e do 
horror apresentada pela série da Netflix, Stranger Things (2016- ), criada pelos 
Irmãos Duffer. Aborda a defesa da série do pastiche pós-moderno e a esmagadora 
utilização que este texto faz de citações culturais capazes de transportar o espectador 
de volta ao início dos anos 80. Através de uma análise atenta do uso que a série faz do 
cenário, da ciência e da ansiedade social, este artigo defende que os Irmãos Duffer 
interpelam com sucesso as estruturas genológicas do horror e da ficção científica ao 
mesmo tempo que as subvertem. Defende-se ainda que, ao capturar o ambiente 
cultural, social, moral e histórico da década de 80, Stranger Things suscita mais 
cruzamentos textuais nostálgicos num cenário de alusão já por si nostálgico, atingindo 
um novo pináculo pós-moderno. Sendo uma mistura de tropos genológicos, uma 
homenagem sentimental e uma ideologia contemporânea progressiva, esta série dos 
Irmãos Duffer não constitui simplesmente uma carta de amor às suas inspirações 
artísticas, mas uma contextualização inteligente das conotações sócio-culturais do 
reino cinematográfico que Stranger Things revisita. Neste sentido, ela contesta as 
alegações académicas que repudiam as técnicas de género e do pastiche, bem como as 
do espaço no ecrã pós-moderno que evolui para uma responsável reformulação dos 
enquadramentos cinematográficos de nostalgia e de género. 
Palavras Chave | Stranger Things; ficção científica; pastiche; nostalgia; subversão. 
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In any case, it is the trick, used in the most intelligent manner, that allows 
the supernatural, the imaginary, and even the impossible to be rendered 
visually and produces truly artistic tableaux that provide a veritable 
pleasure for those who understand that all branches of art contribute to their 
realization. (Méliès 4) 
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In the quotation above French pioneer director Georges Méliès (1861-1938) 

concludes his short commentary on the use of cinematographic effects and their 

ability to affect spectators. Over a century removed from this era of a rapidly evolving 

and transforming cinema style and technique, this rendering of supernatural and 

imaginary images evokes generic classifications of science fiction. Portraying 

fictional worlds, whether in familiar settings or light-years across the universe’s 

unknown, the science fiction genre, both printed and on-screen, has transported 

audiences to fantasy landscapes long before Méliès’ exploration of early special 

effects, from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and Alexander Veltman’s Predki 

Kalimerosa: Aleksandr Filippovich Makedonskii (1836) to Jules Verne’s Journey to 

the Center of the Earth (1864) and Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1872). Beginning with 

Méliès’ exploration in the early 1900s, through both “Golden Ages” of science fiction 

cinema (1950s; late 1970s and 1980s) and to modern day, the genre’s on-screen 

presence is recognized for its exploration of human nature and philosophical 

questions about social fears, paranoia, and anxiety. These stories are crafted in the 

mode of fantasy – a symbolic treatment of the real world that seems to involve 

escapism but genuinely deals with social commentary by employing science and 

technology. Though science fiction’s cinematic presence has always involved a 

repetition and adaptation of the genre’s conventions, more contemporary additions to 

the expanding library have demonstrated an emergence of another form of 

intertextuality, as Annette Kuhn notes, “in the form of quotations which purposefully 

draw attention to themselves, appealing to the audience’s ‘cultural capital’ of prior 

knowledge of the history of cinema” (“Introduction to Part V” 177). By extending and 

strengthening the network of affiliations and applications between various science 

fiction texts, these modern iterations lean on spectators’ familiarity with previous 

installments of the genre (Neale 161). Beginning with Star Wars (Lucas, 1977; later 

retitled Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope), the cinematic sphere of science fiction 

began to unabashedly refer to itself. Combining old genres with new, specifically with 

a focus on this cinema’s content over context, science fiction films were created about 

science fiction films – relating more to each other than to relevant sociocultural 

issues. This quality of pastiche, now commonly understood as a defining feature of 

postmodernism, is present in varying degrees throughout all contemporary science 
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fiction cinema. No more explicitly can this postmodern mélange be examined than in 

Netflix’s recent science fiction-horror web television series Stranger Things.  

 Stranger Things, the brainchild of twin brothers Matt and Ross Duffer, set 

social media ablaze after its release in the summer of 2016. Tapping into a myriad of 

cultural content, from science fiction and horror films, Stephen King novels, and 

Dungeons & Dragons lore to interpretations of quantum mechanics and the Silent Hill 

videogame series, the series’ intertextual references are as undeniably meticulous as 

they are vast. Though nostalgia for references primarily from the late 1970s and 

1980s directly appeals to an audience with such cultural capital, executive producer 

Shawn Levy notes how the series is “about outsiders, and how there’s a little bit of 

outsider in all us, and how we try to fit in” (GoldDerby 10:34). Engaging with the 

audience’s outsider status, whether real or imagined, as well as “wanting episodes to 

feel dense, filled with emotion, genre tropes and twists, and characters you’re leaning 

into” (GoldDerby 9:51), Stranger Things is able to construct a world that stands on its 

own, regardless of the viewer’s understanding of its pastiche application of film, 

literature, philosophy, and history that its mélange style pays homage to. However, 

this additional layer of synthesis, as Méliès’ quotation contends, “provides(s) a 

veritable pleasure for those who understand that all branches of art contribute to their 

realization” (4). While as a stand-alone original series Stranger Things is entertaining, 

thought-provoking, and intelligent, the barrage of nostalgic citations (the creators’ 

self-aware winks at knowing spectators) provide an entirely separate, yet inextricably 

linked, degree of gratification. The series’ seemingly boundless cultural quotations 

call for manifold examinations, including, but not limited to, feminist readings, 

interpretations of visual style, fan culture research, children’s film studies, and issues 

of spectatorship. In this essay, however, I will explore Stranger Things and its 

intersection with science fiction, horror, and fantasy genres – particularly its 

employment of setting, political and social fears/paranoia, the dichotomy between 

good and evil science, and how the Duffer Brothers’ encyclopedic knowledge of 

nostalgic cultural reference grant them the ability to subvert the generic structures that 

the series is synchronously established upon. 
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The “Unsatisfactory” Demarcation of Science Fiction, Horror & Fantasy 

 

 In his deliberations on postmodernism Fredric Jameson states, “intertextuality, 

then, functions as a deliberate, built-in feature of the aesthetic effect of 

postmodernism’s weakened historicity” (72). Under the impression that science 

fiction cinema’s turn to nostalgic intertexts “constitutes pseudo-historical depth,” he 

argues these quotations’ “aesthetic style displaces real history” (Jameson 72). While 

the dissemination of revisionist history in genres like the western and children’s films 

certainly raises troubling issues of appropriation, xenophobia, and patriarchy, science 

fiction cinema’s recycling of the past does not set out to revise history books. The 

genre’s inherent confrontation of historically pertinent social, cultural, and political 

issues shifts alongside said concerns. Sensible viewers do not comprehend the events 

of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (Don Siegel, 1956), The Thing (from Another 

World) (Christian Nyby, 1951), or Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979) as historical actualities, 

but instead as works representing fantastical interpretations of the social panics of 

their times. Hollywood’s “accusation” of science fiction cinema’s use of pastiche 

(King and Krzywinska 55) has an implicit negative connotation, as if the genre’s 

recycling of past themes, narrative arcs, character archetypes, and moralities is 

indicative of its incapability to adapt or evolve. Instead of denoting it as a stylistic 

decision or creative practice, scholars – though often analyzing and interpreting film 

directors who utilize this compilation style such as Quentin Tarantino, Wes Anderson, 

and George Lucas – often ridicule their technical and aesthetic choices critically. 

Science fiction cinema, similarly derided until the 1990s in terms of intensive 

scholarly examination and significant genre criticism, was immensely popular in the 

public sphere, but was difficult to pin down precisely by scholars. 

 Kuhn believes the reason science fiction took as long as it did to be seriously 

investigated by film academics is due to its overlapping with other film types, 

“notably horror and fantasy; and efforts to draw lines of demarcation between science 

fiction and neighboring genres have proved on the whole unsatisfactory” (“Cultural 

Theory” 1). While horror and science fiction, after further critical examination by 

scholars, are now considered distinct genres, they do still share characteristics, and 

often films can be categorized under both classifications. Prominently, they make use 

of the larger mode of fantasy, as William Sims Bainbridge denotes, “[…] the culture 
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of science fiction is oriented toward magic as much or more than it is toward science” 

(233). Under the larger umbrella of fantasy, these genres can be manipulated as a 

means of avoiding contemporary reality, and/or a means of elucidating it. These films 

are able to “draw into a cinematically real content ‘copies’ which have no originals,” 

thereby creating the possibility of “‘what-if’ they inhabited our own specular space” 

(Telotte 152). These fantastic opportunities allow cinema employing this mode to take 

advantage of special effects, otherworldly settings, and heroic tales of triumph and 

redemption to influence discussions on paramount contemporary issues.  

Differentiating between the science fiction and horror genres, each category 

reflects varied edificatory roles: horror is principally interested in the individual at 

odds with society or with an extension of himself, while science fiction is interested in 

society and its foundations in conflict with one another or an alien other; horror deals 

with moralistic chaos, the severance of the natural order, and the peril to the 

tranquility of hearth and home, while science fiction is mindful of social chaos, the 

disturbance of social order, and the threat to the balance of civilized society 

(Sobchack, Screening Space 29-30). Stranger Things, unapologetic in its cultural 

mélange, championing its complete adoption of the pastiche style, draws from the 

more expansive cinematic mode of fantasy as well as both the science fiction and 

horror genres. Unsurprisingly, the series, which can also be understood as an “epic 

eight-hour movie” (Duffer), illustrates genres’ long demonstrated preponderance of 

range and flexibility (Blake 69). Countering both Hugh Ruppersberg’s general 

condemnation of science fiction films as discouraging the hope in humankind, 

reactionary, and “grounded in patterns of the past instead of the possibilities of the 

future” (37), and Anne Cranny-Francis’ claim that because “the discursive practice of 

most generic forms is essentially conservative, the text which is thus 

unproblematically inflected will usually be politically conservative as well” (219), 

Stranger Things is able to temporally reformulate science fiction’s traditional 

futurism by using the past, along with its respective social, cultural, political, and 

moral connotations, and concurrently illuminating the characteristic tropes of said era 

with a topically progressive and subversive ideology. 

Transporting spectators back to the small-town, utopian vision of suburbia that 

is Hawkins, Indiana, in November 1983, the Duffer Brothers, who were not even born 

until the following year, erect this stage as the pinnacle of nostalgia, invoking images 
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of Spielberg settings and a sound that merges John Carpenter and Tangerine Dream. 

As Sobchack notes, “[t]he dominant attitude of most mainstream SF [science fiction] 

has been nostalgia” (229). It is not simply nostalgia in narrative, morals, visuals, or 

sound, but an overwhelming nostalgia that leaks into every possible crevasse of this 

imagined past. From the movie posters in the boys’ rooms, the original Star Wars-

themed toys, and the ‘80s era Eggo waffle packaging to the resurrection of horror and 

science fiction synth soundtracks by electronica band Survive, the now primitive 

technology (walkie-talkies, landline telephones, cathode-ray tube televisions), and 

classic high school fashion, Stranger Things does not utilize nostalgia as its dominant 

attitude, but instead constructs itself as a shameless love letter to the era it ferries its 

audience back to. This return to history, another goal of the postmodern ethos, 

becomes “the instantiation of a new form of historicity […] an eclectic one, a 

historical pastiche. Pastiche is ultimately a redemption of history, which implies the 

transformation and reinterpretation in tension between loss and desire” (Bruno 193). 

Stranger Things, fully embracing the pastiche technique, employs it not only in its 

visual style, cultural quotations, and narrative and character arcs, but also historically 

as well. Without making claims to historical accuracy or factual representations of 

lived events, the Duffer Brothers are able to redeem objectionable aspects of the 

films, literature, and even societal norms of the period by subverting character 

archetypes, allowing for multi-dimensional female heroines, reconciled jocks, and 

unsavory treaties between good and evil; gender roles, a relentless single mother, a 

female teen who chooses her romantic partner, a female government mercenary; 

generic tropes, the oblivious parents remain oblivious, society remains the same 

amidst a suspicious cover-up and near disaster, a friend sacrificed for the 

protagonist’s moral misjudgments […] to name a few. By deploying particular 

conventions of the science fiction and horror genres and offering audiences a knowing 

wink at its self-aware methods, the series is able to denaturalize tropes, confront 

expectations, and negotiate new nuances for the genres, as Cranny-Francis delimits: 

 

Firstly, such a practice may de-naturalize that convention, making visible 
its discursive operation. Secondly, it may confront readers with their own 
expectations, revealing these as discursively constructed and motivated. 
Thirdly, as a negotiation of signifying practice and meanings, it may 
produce wholly new meanings, new knowledge. (219) 
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Presenting spectators with predictable, generic structures and then upending them by 

either disrupting the expected outcome or substituting the stereotypical gender roles, 

Stranger Things crafts an irrefutably ‘80s nostalgia environment within contemporary 

ideological boundaries, (post)modernizing the science fiction and horror genres. 

 

The “Upside Down”-ing of Utopian Suburbia 

 

 The utopian suburbia that is Hawkins, Indiana, draws its inspiration most 

ostensibly from E.T. the Extra Terrestrial (Spielberg, 1982). This rhetorical 

landscape, a comfortable small-town domestic setting, is a perfect “world of material 

richness and clutter, soft toys and squabbles […] ultimately a celebration of a 

particular fantasy of late twentieth-century American life” (King and Krzywinska 77). 

Given this quixotic locale, the majority of the story’s action could be overlooked; this 

quotidian scene is a child’s paradise – suburban living, nuclear family, identical cul-

de-sac homes. The two texts even share abutting woodlands (mirthfully labeled 

“Mirkwood” by the boys in Stranger Things, after the woods in Tolkien’s The Hobbit 

(1937)) to their respective halcyon paradises, inculcating in them the “soft, mysterious 

inexorability of a classic tale of enchantment” (Kael 264). Consequently, this idyllic 

environment is commonplace in the science fiction and horror genres – the sense of 

strangeness evoked is “not always dependent upon the inherent strangeness or 

familiarity of its actual content” (Limits of Infinity 87), as Sobchack asserts. The 

unsullied, small-town police station featured in Invaders from Mars (William 

Cameron Menzies, 1953) becomes as perceptibly staggering and alien as an invading 

spaceship. Taking advantage of staging proven successful in the past by both E.T. and 

Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Spielberg, 1977), Stranger Things also 

articulates a “widely held longing for a return to moral certainties, in these instances 

in the form of the traditional values of small-community life” (Kuhn, “Introduction to 

Part I” 17). Utilizing an already nostalgized referent in the suburban neighborhood 

(Sobchack, Screening Space 274), the Duffer Brothers are able to conceive a universe 

that is representative of the traditional ‘80s small-town experience, respect the 

conventional elements of children’s stories, and establish the ambience for a fantasy 

adventure in which a peculiar feeling of strangeness leads to a potentially apocalyptic 

disaster for this picturesque setting.  
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 As Chief of Police Jim Hopper (David Harbour) recounts to Joyce Byers 

(Winona Ryder) in episode one of the series, the only serious crimes occurring in 

Hawkins in the last two decades are the kidnapping of lawn gnomes and a bird’s 

mistaken identification of a woman’s hair as its nest. Hopper’s brusque dismissal of 

Joyce’s presumed maternal anguish over her youngest son Will’s (Noah Schnapp) 

disappearance is warranted in this instance – not a soul in Hawkins could have 

envisioned this to be the “other one out of 100” (“Chapter One: The Vanishing of 

Will Byers,” 00:18:10-00:18:35) exception to their peaceful and mundane existences. 

However, this stylized intimate and familiar communal setting, compared to a 

“Norman Rockwell magazine cover for The Saturday Evening Post” by Sobchack, 

conjures up feelings of vulnerability: 

 

In such a world, from ritual and habit, from warm, friendly, social – even 
eccentric – Americana will carry the visual force of a Fourth of July 
fireworks display […] What is chilling about the films, what causes our 
uneasiness, is that they all stay right at home threatening the stability of 
hearth and family, pronouncing quietly that nothing is sacred. (Limits of 
Infinity 121) 
 

By depicting even this highly saturated and eccentric slice of small-town Americana 

as susceptible to disaster by evil scientific or technological experiments, a sense of 

foreboding slowly shivers down the spines of spectators, begging the question: if this 

idealized suburban neighborhood is not safe, then what is? When the most devastating 

outcome for a child is a curfew interrupting a game of Dungeons and Dragons, it is 

difficult to fathom a nefarious government backed national laboratory that is 

conducting calamitous experiments on children with psychokinetic powers for 

international spying purposes in your backyard. Science fiction’s promise to send 

viewers to alien worlds, realistic and ordinary yet entirely fantastic and bizarre is 

administered in Stranger Things in the nightmarish version of reality – “the Upside 

Down”. 

 Taking its cue from early science fiction literature of the 1940s, science fiction 

cinema’s narratives hinge on “the bleakest implications of technology […] ‘modern’ 

science fiction […] rather than being a problem-solving literature was a literature of 

despair” (Malzberg 67-68). The Upside Down, an alternate dimension representative 

of the series’ reality overwhelmed with darkness, decay, and horror, results from 
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covert tests attempting to unlock the brain’s potential at Hawkins National 

Laboratory, which is run by the U.S. Department of Energy. Taking advantage of the 

genre’s employment of pseudo-science, the science fiction imagination is given a 

wide berth to explore unfamiliar worlds and temporal curves, whether through worm-

holes, warp drives, or in this case, semi-permeable gateways (King and Krzywinska 

85). Not fully comprehended by Dr. Martin Brenner (Matthew Modine), the scientist 

principally responsible for the portal’s appearance, nor any of the undercover 

government agents tasked with covering it up, the group of boys refer to this alternate 

dimension as the Upside Down after Eleven (Millie Bobby Brown) rationalizes it by 

literally flipping the Dungeons and Dragons game board upside down to describe 

where their missing friend is trapped. This sinister simulacrum of 1980s suburbia, a 

consequence of the social fears and paranoia surrounding nuclear energy, the Cold 

War, and the Watergate scandal, has been the subject of many fan theories. Longing 

to properly define and explain the phenomenon, the Upside Down has been 

hypothesized (by fans and cast alike) as a protean representation of each character’s 

subjective darkness, a dystopian future where nuclear war has wiped the planet of any 

resemblance of the human race, the Vale of Darkness (or the Shadowfell / Plane of 

Shadows) from Dungeons and Dragons lore, or even the Silent Hill videogame series’ 

“Otherworld”. The only “scientific” explanation provided is by the boys’ science 

teacher, Scott Clarke (Randall P. Havens), who likens this hypothetical dark version 

of reality to Hugh Everett’s many worlds interpretation, delineated to the children 

with the “flea and the acrobat” metaphor, also the title of the series’ fifth episode. The 

inclusion of reasonable theoretical reference points to Kingsley Amis’ definition of 

science fiction, in which he expresses these situations as “hypothesized on the basis of 

some innovations in science or technology, or pseudo-science or pseudo-technology, 

whether human or extraterrestrial in origin” (18). Instead of being praised for a 

realistic depiction of science like recent releases Gravity (Alonso Cuarón, 2013) and 

The Martian (Ridley Scott, 2015), Stranger Things blends familiar nostalgia with 

paranoia and pseudo-science, illustrating a unique abnormality within this utopian 

vision of 1980s suburbia. 

Regardless of personal theorems, this bleak and inhospitable alternate reality, 

confronting spectators with a mélange of images both alien and intimate, is commonly 

adopted in science fiction. As Susan Sontag explains, “this nightmare – the one 
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reflected, in various registers, on the science fiction films – is too close to our reality” 

(113). Drawing inspiration from the xenomorph wall of humans harvested for eggs in 

Alien, interdimensional communication via lights in Close Encounters of a Third 

Kind, and portals in the walls of the victim’s home in Poltergeist (Tobe Hooper, 

1982), the Upside Down’s medley of cinematic quotation, familiar Americana setting, 

and alien ambience conspire to visually subvert this imagined past, affecting 

spectators with a world “psychologically as well as virtually awesome” (Sobchack, 

Screening Space 118). This eerily murky dimension and nightmare structure, an 

amalgam of the technological and ostensibly organic, attracts a simultaneous curiosity 

and anxiety, longing for explanations to this dark simulacra’s presence yet also fearful 

of what may be discovered. The Upside Down’s emergence, prompted by Dr. 

Brenner’s instructions to Eleven to reach out to a monster while tapping into her 

psychokinetic abilities inside of a sensory-deprivation chamber, not dissimilar to 

Altered States (Ken Russell, 1980), results from Dr. Brenner’s hubris, recklessly 

trifling with an alien unknown and opening this idyllic suburban utopia to a 

conceivably apocalyptic force. 

 

Monstrosities 

 

The monster in Stranger Things, nicknamed “the Demogorgon” by the boys 

due to their discovery of its presence shortly after unleashing said Dungeons and 

Dragons’ monster in an unfinished game, is evocative of “experiences of a hidden or 

transcendent reality” (Wessel 182), in this instance, the shadow simulacrum that is the 

Upside Down. Altogether akin to Alien’s facehugger creature, the carnivorous plant in 

Little Shop of Horrors (Frank Oz, 1986), and the vegetable-based alien in The Thing 

(from Another World), this monster, unlike the genre’s norms, does not cause social 

disaster or disorganization. While the groupings of main characters are both the 

primary subjects of the series and also those most affected by this monstrous 

presence, the rest of Hawkins does not enter a frenzied panic – in fact, when Joyce 

and her oldest son, Jonathan (Charlie Heaton), are arguing in the town’s streets over 

the presumed loss of Will, the onlookers are taking in this disturbance as a show (as 

Jonathan cries after storming off “The show’s over!” [“Chapter Four: The Body”, 

00:14:26-00:15:52]) rather than a threat to their very existence. The monster’s origins 



 56 

are nebulous compared to the genre’s normative structures as well. While the monster 

in the horror genres has supernatural origins and that of science fiction results from 

outer space or produced by nuclear testing or the work of a diabolical scientist (King 

and Krzywinska 50), the Demogorgon’s provenance is unexplored, aside from Dr. 

Brenner’s awareness of its presence within another realm. With no face, spindly 

limbs, and a flower-like head (when sprouted), this seemingly organic monster is 

introduced, at least, in the style of the horror film. Witnessed for the first half of the 

series in blurred body parts, grainy black and white photographs, and silhouetted 

through an interdimensional wall portal, the monster is not fully revealed until the 

fateful flashback in which Eleven makes contact with it. This strategy, “the manner in 

which the filmmaker usually introduces the Creature (as) calculated to shock or 

arouse the audience to terror or fear” (Sobchack, Screening Space 44), is 

characteristic of the horror genre. This inherent connection between Eleven, the 

tortured girl, presumed to be raised since birth by Dr. Brenner, with psychic abilities 

whose escape prompts the series’ inciting incident, and the monster, though not 

necessarily literal, shapes spectators’ relationship with each of these alien Others.  

Remarking about the shift in empathy for contemporary science fiction’s 

monstrosities, Sobchack states “this is not to say that alien Others are never 

represented as threatening and villainous […] rather to emphasize that if and when 

they are, it is generally within a narrative context in which other aliens are shown as 

friendly and ‘humane’” (Screening Space 293). Eleven, the eventual conqueror (for 

now) of this monster, begins the series as the alien Other before becoming an essential 

member of the boys’ gang – often saving them from imminent danger, whether it be 

their pesky school bullies, diving into a quarry, or the entirety of Hawkins from 

further destruction at the hands of the monster. An empathetic figure, Eleven, who 

bears a striking narrative resemblance to both Charlie in Firestarter (Mark Lester, 

1984) and Carrie in Carrie (Brian de Palma, 1976), is separated from birth from her 

parent(s), isolated from the rest of society, put through strenuous scientific 

experiments and mental torture at Hawkins National Laboratory at the hands of Dr. 

Brenner, and is hunted down by a covert quasi-governmental paramilitary agency 

throughout the narrative. She represents the “good” side of the Eleven/Demogorgon 

dynamic. The Demogorgon, with its kidnapping of human bodies for the incubation 

of further monsters (Alien) and parthenogenetic modes of conception (Creed 215) 
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(The Thing [John Carpenter, 1982]), is unlikely an inherently evil Creature. Spurred 

by Dr. Brenner’s insistence of Eleven making contact with it, the monster could have 

easily minded its own business tending to one of its eggs in its native dimension. 

However, granted access to another world, its hunt for energy to create additional 

alien creatures begins. While the rationale behind its initial capture of Will Byers is 

yet to be deciphered, with many fan theories abounding, this monster is coded as evil 

because of the narrative context – compared to Eleven, it is likely that an alien 

creature would fall on the opposite side of the good/evil spectrum. The Demogorgon 

is not a villainous invading alien but one representative of the irresponsible actions of 

government organizations and an audacious scientist synthesized with the social fears 

and paranoia brought about by the sociopolitical climate of the 1980s.  

In her demarcation of science fiction and horror films, Sontag notes the 

science fiction genre’s exploration of the proper and humane use of science versus 

one rooted in obsession compared to horror films’ particular examination: 

 

In the horror films, we have the mad or obsessed or misguided scientist 
who pursues his experiments against good advice to the contrary, creates a 
monster or monsters, and is himself destroyed […] One science fiction 
equivalent of this is the scientist, usually a member of a team, who defects 
to the planetary invaders because “their” science is more advanced than 
“ours”. (105) 
 

Stranger Things maintains the strong moralistic message of the science fiction genre 

but also casts Dr. Brenner in this “mad scientist” role, uniting the two genres in what 

King and Krzywinska designate as “an unholy marriage” (46). By relating science to 

its positive or negative social effects, a dichotomy is established between morally 

sound and evil science. Dr. Brenner and his inhumane experiments, taking place 

covertly at Hawkins National Laboratory, embraces the role of “scientist as 

Mother/God” (King and Krzywinska 53), the figure whose hubris releases alien forces 

into the world which even he cannot control. Delineative of Darth Vader in Star 

Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980), Dr. Brenner shares a desire to 

control others and the tragedy of a figure that fancies such grand delusions (Williams 

235). Morally opposite of Dr. Brenner is Mr. Clarke, the boys’ science teacher and 

president of the A.V. Club at Hawkins Elementary. Presumably sharing the outsider 

status of the boys in his childhood, as well as concurrent mutual interests in horror 
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films and radio technology, Mr. Clarke, instead of wielding his scientific knowledge 

for selfish and immoral gains, is responsibly sharing his expertise with the boys. 

Instructing his students to “never keep a curiosity door locked” (“Chapter Seven: The 

Bathtub”, 00:25:55-00:26:07), Mr. Clarke, though he certainly could be more 

inquisitive about the boys’ unusual questions (evil dimensions, sensory-depravation 

baths), makes himself available at all times of the day to answer the boys’ pressing 

scientific inquiries. It is Mr. Clarke’s shared understanding of science, to an extent, 

that saves Hawkins at the series’ conclusion, without his direct knowledge of such 

happenings. Stranger Things’ examination of the dynamic between Dr. Brenner and 

Mr. Clarke, the dichotomy of “evil” versus “good” science, further complicates 

defining it within the boundaries of a singular genre. Instead, the Duffer Brothers are 

able to embrace the archetypes, themes, and atmospheres of both horror and science 

fiction cinema, as well as the sociopolitical climate that influenced an abundance of 

the films they derived their series from. 

 

“I’ve Always Had a Distaste for Science” 

 

 In addition to crafting a series that investigates the intersection of science 

fiction, horror, and fantasy realms, the Duffer Brothers set the year as 1983, wholly 

intent on respecting the social and political anxieties that plagued the American public 

at the time. Putting a modern socially responsible twist on the generic norms of the 

period’s horror and science fiction films, Stranger Things not only interacts with, but 

also redeems certain qualities of these genres. Holding steadfast to the belief that 

films of various periods reflect “different sorts of fictional worlds and narratives […] 

indicative of the problems and issues of the society in which the films were produced 

and originally consumed” (Kuhn, “Introduction to Part I” 16), the series successfully 

revisits not only the period’s cultural consumption habits, but also its historical 

perspective. Recreating the social angst and moral fears of the era, prevalent themes 

in both the horror and science fiction genres, the Duffer Brothers examine several 

important historical events, more than three decades removed. Chiefly relative to 

discovering Eleven’s origins, Hopper and his fellow police officers visit the local 

library to research Dr. Brenner’s history as a doctor, only to discover his participation 

in Project MKUltra. This code name, given to an actual program of experiments on 
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human subjects to develop techniques to be employed in interrogations and torture, 

was informally referred to as the CIA’s mind control program, with official 

documents released in 1977 under the Freedom of Information Act. Hopper and Joyce 

visit one of the former patients, Terry Ives, only to discover that she has not spoken a 

word in years, and that there is a connection between her and Dr. Brenner’s current 

experiments. Before Ives went mute, however, both Hopper and Joyce learn from 

Ives’ sister that she claimed Dr. Brenner had taken her child during his 

experimentation on her and that “now she’s a weapon out fighting the Commies” 

(“Chapter Six: The Machine”, 00:21:17-00:27:49). While Ives’ sister brushes this off 

as deranged, the audience is aware that this claim is factual (though it is left unclear if 

Ives is Eleven’s mother, or of one of the earlier test subjects), as we witness Eleven 

spying on a Soviet general during one of her flashbacks, projecting his conversations 

taking place thousands of miles away on a speaker in Hawkins Lab and arousing Cold 

War anxieties. The science fiction genre portrays science as important, but also as 

something that “must not become dominant or threaten the prevailing definition of 

humanity” (King and Krzywinska 17). Science must be respected, as it has the 

potential to permanently alter these idealized suburban communities. 

 Energy emerges as another prevailing theme present throughout Stranger 

Things. Whether it is the U.S. Department of Energy running Hawkins National 

Laboratory, Dr. Brenner’s government agents shielding their surreptitious operations 

inside vans labeled “Hawkins Power and Light”, or Mr. Clarke’s claim that in order to 

create the interdimensional portals that the monster uses to cross realms, it must have 

access to incredible amounts of energy and the insinuation that this creature chooses 

Hawkins Lab as the access point for its primary portal because of the nuclear 

experiments taking place there, energy remains prominent throughout the narrative. 

Even as the boys introduce Eleven as their Swedish cousin, their nickname for 

Eleven, El, is Swedish for electricity, and after using her psychokinetic powers they 

refer to her as having a “drained battery”. The monster is not attracted to blood, as 

Nancy Wheeler (Natalia Dyer) and Jonathan theorize, but energy: whether the 

presumed power covertly located at Hawkins lab, or Eleven’s psychic energy (it does 

not capture humans for energy, but as a means of reproduction). In both the first and 

second Golden Ages of science fiction, nuclear power was placed at the forefront of 

the science fiction genre (with varying levels of scientific knowledge regarding its 
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destructive potential). The discovery of “some fundamental alteration in the 

conditions of existence of our planet” (Sontag 101) was almost entirely brought about 

by some form of nuclear experimentation, expressive of society’s immense terror. 

This fear, combined with society’s distrust of the government after the events of the 

Watergate scandal, evoked most notably in the remake of Invasion of the Body 

Snatchers (Philip Kaufman, 1978), creates a very particular public anxiety. Hopper, 

waking at home from his drug-induced sleep after sneaking into Hawkins Lab, trashes 

his trailer home only to discover a listening device, confirming his suspicions about 

Hawkins Lab’s expansive operations. From that point forward, the audience witnesses 

the government’s agents, “faceless, silent, and extremely threatening… abstract 

figures of evil” (Kael, 265), privy to their murderous intentions as the boys 

obliviously journey forward on their hunt for their missing friend with Eleven, the 

agency’s target. Though Will is found in the end, and none of the main characters are 

severely injured, the portal to the Upside Down is still growing inside Hawkins 

National Laboratory – the threat of nuclear power remains. 

  

Conclusion 

 

 Following the tradition of many films in the catalogues of the science fiction 

and horror genres, the first season of Stranger Things leaves characters and audience 

alike posing the question, “Where do we go from here” (Clarke 180)? After another 

basement Dungeons and Dragons session, the boys even ask questions regarding 

loose narrative ends, including “What about the lost knight?”, “and the proud 

princess!?”, and “the weird flowers in the cave?” (“Chapter Eight: The Upside 

Down”, 00:45:45-00:46:01), referring to Hopper, Eleven, and the monster and its 

hatched eggs in the Upside Down. These inquiries, demonstrating the Duffer 

Brothers’ self-awareness during their crafting of the series, are yet another instance of 

subversion in Stranger Things. Making known the generic practices, confronting 

viewers with their own expectations, and then subverting these assumed outcomes, 

they are able to simultaneously employ the genre’s characteristic structures while 

upending them. From Eleven’s defeat of both Dr. Brenner and the Demogorgon, 

subverting science fiction’s fixation on narrative closure necessitating masculine 

virtuosity over macrocosmic creation, to Nancy’s sardonic praise of her parents’ 
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settling for a lackluster nuclear family (“My mom was young. My dad was older, but 

he had a cushy job, money, came from a good family. So they bought a nice house at 

the end of the cul-de-sac and started their nuclear family […] Screw that.” [“Chapter 

Five: The Flea and the Acrobat”, 00:30:35-00:30:59]), Matt and Ross Duffer make 

known their exhaustive knowledge of 1980s cinema evident. Constructing a series 

with varying levels of “veritable pleasure”, spectators’ recognition of seemingly 

countless cultural quotations will only contribute to their realization of Stranger 

Things’ all-encompassing nostalgic intertextuality. 
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