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1 Introduction 
 

Lt. John Bergin: This thing is just like the Wolf man. 
Det. Del Spooner: Oh oh, I'm really scared right now. 
Lt. John Bergin: Listen, guy creates monster, monster 
kills guy. Everybody kills monster...Wolf man. 
Det. Del Spooner: That's Frankenstein. 
Lt. John Bergin: Frankenstein, Wolf man, Dracula shit, 
it's over. Case closed. 
 
I, Robot, (Proyas 2004) 

 

The realm of science has captured the attention of animated cartoons since the origins of the genre. 

Already in 1933, the film short Betty Boop’s Penthouse portrayed a dog named Bimbo and a clown 

called Ko Ko working in an experimental laboratory. The story is simple and well-known: after an 

experiment gets out of control, a chemical substance turns into a monster resembling James Whale’s 

version of Frankenstein’s creature, which then leaves the laboratory and threatens the female 

character of the short, Betty Boop. In the 80 years after that short film, the fictional worlds of cartoons 

have given life to many popular scientists, such as Gyro Gearloose (Duck Tales), Professor Frink (The 

Simpsons) or Dr. Heinz Doofenshmirtz (Phineas and Ferb). Embedded in comics, novels of films, 

scientist characters embody specific notions of science and its relationship to society. As the short 

Betty Boop’s Penthouse and the dialogue of the film I, Robot quoted above exemplify, the story of 

Victor Frankenstein, and the image of an unethical and dangerous science he embodies, is one of 

those notions, one that has without a doubt left its mark in popular culture. These two examples also 

illustrate how images of science circulate across mass media, from literature to films and cartoons. 

 

Through the diverse contents and formats of mass media, scientific topics reach heterogeneous 

audiences, including among them, children and teenagers. Science is not confined to the science 

section of newspapers, but also has an important place in children’s television. Educational science 

shows, for example, communicate scientific knowledge to young audiences in an entertaining manner. 

They not only aim to improve the scientific literacy of young audiences but also to awaken their 

interest in science and perhaps in a future research career. The notion underlying these programs, 

and many science communication initiatives in general, is that children will need a basic 

understanding of scientific thinking and fundamental scientific concepts to fulfill their future roles as 

students, professionals or voters. Due to the importance that scientific knowledge has acquired in our 

society, scientific literacy has become necessary for citizens to be able to inform themselves and 

make decisions on personal or social matters (e.g. reproductive health or environmental policy). A 

better understanding about how science works and how scientific knowledge is generated should also 

contribute to building a positive public image of science and encouraging children and teenagers to 

pursue a career in science. From this perspective, communicating to the public is more than a public 

relations issue, it is an essential factor in sustaining science as a societal endeavor. 

 

Yet, despite the efforts, studies on perceptions of science show that children and adolescents hold 

stereotyped views of scientists. The image of scientists as a male person, who wears a lab coat and 
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glasses and works in a laboratory is widespread across countries and has remained stable over the 

last 50 years. On the one hand, science is perceived as an interesting and rewarding activity; on the 

other hand, as a risky and even dangerous endeavor. Children see scientists as noble and dedicated 

professionals, who can make great contributions to society, but also as individuals who can turn 

corrupt or criminal and use their knowledge for personal purposes1. Given their importance in our 

society, when hypothesizing about the origin of these images, mass media are always an issue of 

discussion. Television, film and the Internet are assumed to have an influence in the perception of 

science in the public. They are seen as a vehicle to bring science closer to the public (by providing 

explanations of the nature, goals and contributions of scientific work to the viewers), but are also 

criticized for emphasizing the separation between science and society by conveying unrealistic images 

of science and perpetuating stereotypical views of scientists. Although we know little about the specific 

or direct effects mass media depictions can have on audiences, these images are a relevant object of 

study, because through their recurrence and wide circulation, they give insight into the ways society 

articulates the place and function of science in society. 

 

Mass media not only cover socially relevant topics through their informative contents. When watching 

television, scientific themes appear not only embedded in educational programs, but also in 

entertainment and fiction. From our experience with media, we know that informative and fictional 

contents fulfill different communicative functions. While informative contents, such as documentaries 

or news, aim to portray reality accurately and objectively, fictional accounts on science do not 

necessarily pursue an objective and truthful representation of reality. Fiction has its basis on 

imagination and fantasy, and is allowed to present any vision of reality that suits the story universe. In 

spite of the differences between these two forms of communication, fictional depictions, together with 

journalistic or advertising accounts of science, become part of the public discourse and contribute to 

shaping the image of science in society. 

 

Although children are a relevant public of science and mass media have an important role 

disseminating images of science to the general public, there is still little research regarding media 

addressed to children and on the diverse contents, in which images of science are conveyed to the 

public. If we want to know more about the depictions of science, with which children come into contact 

through mass media, animated television series are a good place to start. On the one hand, despite 

the importance acquired by Internet media in recent years, television remains the most used medium 

among American and German children2. On the other hand, animated cartoons have become probably 

the most representative genre of contents for children. In Germany, for example, they have a strong 

presence in children’s television3. Based on the previous general considerations, the following initial, 

but central questions of this empirical study are raised: How do mass media, particularly cartoon 

                                                        

1 See Chapter 4 
2 See (Feierabend, Karg, and Rathgeb 2013; Common Sense Media 2011) 
3 See (Krüger 2009) 
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series for children, portray science? Moreover, what do these depictions say about the society in 

which they emerge? 

 

1.1 The empirical study: research questions 
 

To address the gap in empirical research sketched previously, this study examines the depiction of 

science and scientists in cartoon series for children produced in Western countries and broadcasted 

internationally. Previous studies on fictional contents, such as film, literature and comics, have shown 

that the representation of science is stereotypical4, which suggests that cartoon series for children 

might also depict science and scientists stereotypically. If that is the case, taking into consideration 

that media products depend strongly on the audience to which they are addressed, it would be 

reasonable to ask: a) what kind of stereotypes appear on animated series for children, and b) if or to 

what extent are they similar to the stereotypes found in other media. Therefore, the analysis focuses 

first on the portrayal of individual scientist characters and their context (e.g. workplace, scientific work, 

etc.) and then in the representation patterns of science and scientist characters across the different 

series of the corpus. The following general questions and analysis aspects guide the qualitative study: 

 

Table 1 – Research questions 

                                                        

4 See Chapter 4 

How do mass media, particularly cartoon series for children, portray science? 
What do these constructions say about the society in which they emerge? 

Question Analysis aspects 

Scientists 
How are scientists portrayed? 

Descriptive aspects: 
Physical features 
Social characteristics 
Personality traits 
Character development 

Interpretative aspects 
0verall message of the series about being a scientist 
Relation of a specific representation to other texts or media (intertextuality) 
Representation patterns (e.g. stereotypes, counter-stereotypes) 
Relation to stereotypes in other media (e.g. films or comics) 

Question Analysis aspects 

Science 
How is science portrayed? 

Descriptive aspects 
Scientific disciplines / Research fields 
Scientific work 
Scientific and technological products 
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1.2 Dissertation structure 
 

This dissertation comprises a total of eight chapters, including this introduction. The following two 

chapters, Chapter 2 and 3, gather the theoretical framework of the empirical study. Chapter 2 

approaches the portrayal of science in fictional mass media, particularly in fictional contents, from a 

sociological perspective. The first section (2.1) outlines the relationship between science, mass media 

and the public, locating the topic of study - the representation of science in cartoons – within this 

broader context. Mapping the relationships and exchanges between these social spheres, allows 

differentiating between various forms of communication involving science and communication media: 

a) internal scientific communication, b) science communication to the external publics of science, and 

c) references to science embedded in mass communication. Based on these first considerations, it is 

argued that, at a macro level and from a theoretical perspective, the public image of science and the 

images of science disseminated by mass media are relevant topics of research. At the micro level, 

however, it is still necessary to pin down the relevance of studying contents for young audiences, 

particularly fictional contents. These two issues are addressed in the second and third section of the 

chapter, respectively. In Section 2.2 children are conceptualized first as an audience for science (e.g. 

in popularization initiatives); then, as television viewers, immersed in processes of mass 

communication. The third section of the chapter (2.3) focuses on television and the different depictions 

of science it disseminates to the public thought its diverse contents. Mass media are conceptualized 

as a social system that produces constructions of reality as a result of the constant observation of 

society. This section places special emphasis on defining fiction as a particular form of constructing 

reality and on distinguishing fictional from other modes of reality construction (e.g. news or game 

shows). In particular, it examines the role science plays in fiction, in contrast to information or publicity 

contents. This offers an opportunity to observe how television “imagines” science when it is not trying 

to communicate scientific knowledge or to report about this social sphere. Finally, the subchapter 

discusses the function and significance of fiction in a social context. Fictional constructions of reality 

are seen as a communicative arena for society to sketch contingent scenarios and explore the 

complexity and uncertainty surrounding scientific practice and its products. 

 

Chapter 3 addresses television cartoons as a research object, taking into consideration the structural, 

formal and plot conventions of this form of mass communication. Animated series constitute, from this 

perspective, consolidated forms of fictional storytelling in children’s television, which have developed a 

fixed structure and, to some extent, a distinctive audiovisual language. Section 3.1 describes first the 

characteristics of cartoons as a serial content and their insertion in the seriality of television. In a 

Interpretative aspects 
0verall message of the series about science and scientific work (e.g. contributions/risks) 
Relation to other texts or media 
Representation patterns (e.g. symbols of scientific work) 
Relation to depictions of science in other kinds of media (e.g. films or comics) 
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second part, it approaches cartoons as animated content, defining animation, describing basic 

animation techniques and distinguishing orthodox animation, to which most television cartoon series 

belong, from developmental and experimental animation. Based on these initial descriptions of 

cartoons (as series, as animated content and as fictional constructions of reality) the third part of the 

section provides a conceptualization and an explorative analysis of animated series as media genres, 

i.e. as a recurrent and consolidated form of reality construction. This part links to the sociological 

concepts introduced in Chapter 2 and provides, through the examination of the series constitution and 

their formal and narrative conventions, a foundation for designing the study, choosing the analysis 

methods and for the data interpretation process. Section 3.2 presents an overview on the historical 

development of animated series for children, from their cinematographic origins as movie shorts to 

their current predominance in children’s television and their diversification into contents addressed to 

adult audiences. Finally, to gain an impression on the current situation of animated series for children, 

the subchapter reviews relevant data on production, broadcasting and reception of animated contents 

for children. 

 

Chapter 4 provides an overview of empirical studies regarding a) the perception of science and 

scientists among children (4.1) and b) the representation of science and scientists in fictional contents 

and television programs addressed to children (4.2). This allows, on the one hand, locating this study 

within science and technology studies, specifically in the fields of science communication and public 

understanding of science. On the other hand, the findings of these studies constitute an important 

element for the interpretation process, since they give insight into recurrent images of science across 

fictional media (Chapter 8). Chapter 5 provides an overview of the specific research questions of the 

study and its respective aspects of analysis. The methodological framework of the empirical study is 

explained in detail on Chapter 6. It includes a description of the preliminary phases of the study: a) 

selecting the series, characters and episodes for the analysis corpus, b) collecting the research 

material and preparing it for the analysis with the aid of a software for qualitative analysis, c) gathering 

background information about the selected series and d) elaborating protocols of the selected 

episodes. The main part of the chapter is devoted to explaining the methods selected for the study 

and the analytical procedure used. In general, the analysis places scientist characters at the center of 

the analysis and examines the representation of science along the selected episodes and through the 

analysis of the character’s context. The character analysis was conducted with the model “the clock of 

character” and complemented by an analysis of the series and episodes dramatic structure. 

 

Chapter 7 addresses the first general question of the study: How do mass media, particularly cartoon 

series for children, portray scientists and science? It presents the results of the qualitative study, and 

is divided into two sections: a) the representation of scientists (7.1) and b) the representations of 

science (7.2). Subchapter 7.1 provides first, an overview of the scientist characters appearing in the 

analyzed episodes, including not only the seventeen main characters analyzed, but also minor and 

background scientist characters with brief appearances in the series. Then, it presents and exemplifies 

general stereotypical features found among scientist characters in the corpus. The main part of the 
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subchapter presents a detailed explanation of the three main stereotypes that emerged from the 

analysis: a) the mad scientist, b) the scientist as father or mentor and c) the young and inexperienced 

scientist. Two non-recurrent representations among the characters in the corpus are discussed in the 

last part, one stereotypical and one counter-stereotypical representation. Subchapter 7.2 focuses on 

the representation of science, that is, on the representation of scientific disciplines, scientific work and 

scientific products. Among the aspects considered in this part are the workplaces and activities of 

scientists, the participants of scientific work, and the depiction of science conducted in public and 

private contexts across the series. 

 

Finally, the last chapter of the dissertation gathers the conclusions of this empirical study, including a 

summary of results and a comparison of these findings with the results of other studies. This part goes 

back to the second question raised at the beginning of this introduction: what do the depictions of 

science and scientists say about the society in which they emerge? The chapter concludes with an 

interpretation of the latent images regarding the relationship between science and society conveyed 

by the representations of science and scientists in mass media. 
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2 The construction of science in mass media: 
Theoretical perspectives 

 

“Fans of the American sitcom The Big Bang Theory (splendidly produced 
by Chuck Lorre) might recall the episode ‘The Einstein Approximation’ in 
which string theorist Sheldon Cooper tries to resolve ‘the graphene 
problem’: why do quasiparticles in graphene behave like massless Dirac 
fermions? (…) It is also probably the best episode from a physics 
point of view (thanks to Chuck Lorre, other writers and the scientific 
advisor David Saltzberg), as – unusually – the whole plot hinges on the 
scientific problem, rather than this serving merely to link its parts 
(…). I’d like to think that the reason for this is the simple and appealing 
physics of graphene, which is Sheldon sophisticated, Penny beautiful, Raj 
exotic, Leonard practical and Howard intrusive. On the day the episode 
was shot, Professor Saltzberg wrote in his blog, “…graphene has captured 
the imagination of physicists with its potential applications,” and, in fact, 
graphene applications are already here. The point of this paragraph is 
not to advertise The Big Bang Theory but to demonstrate the kind of 
applications we are expecting from graphene. The fact that one of the 
first practical uses of this material was not in a high- expectation, 
predictable field like transistors or photonics, but instead in the 
entertainment industry indicates its great potential and versatility.”5 
 

Novoselov, Konstantin 

Nobel price in Physics 2010 

 

 

This quote is an excerpt from Konstantin Novoselov’s Nobel lecture on December 2010 at Stockholm 

University. In this part of his presentation, Novoselov discusses possible applications of graphene, and 

refers to its use as a topic and dramatic thread in the comedy and fictional TV-series The Big Bang 

Theory as one of the first practical applications ( ! ) of this new material. Beyond the anecdotal 

character of his comment (and the author’s explicit personal preference for the show), Novoselov sees 

this event as representative of the diversity of applications that can be expected from graphene. The 

approach of using scientific developments as material for fictional content, and of science as its 

provider, seems at first sight to be quite unusual, especially coming from a researcher. However, 

Novoselov’s observation draws attention to the fact that science builds, as other social spheres do, a 

source of topics and themes for the broad content repertory of mass media, even if that is not the 

primarily purpose of scientific practice and even though fictional contents are very dissimilar to the 

traditional dissemination channels of scientific knowledge. Furthermore, this issue does not seem to 

be problematic for the physicist. On the contrary, he sees it as positive that graphene takes such a 

prominent role as dramatic thread in the plot, even though this scientific topic is positioned in a context 

that due to its fictional nature has a loose relationship to reality, has no objectivity claims and primarily 

serves entertainment purposes. Contrary to some recurrent criticism expressed by scientists and 

researchers that focus on an attributed lack of accuracy regarding science representation in the mass 

                                                        

5 See (Novoselov 2010) Author’s emphasis. 
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media and the consequences of such misrepresentations, Novoselov emphasizes the function that 

scientific topics fulfill for the plot and the characters in the series, and asks what characteristics make 

graphene interesting for its inclusion in the fictional narrative. Although The Big Bang Theory 

constitutes a special case in television programming due to the participation of a science consultant in 

the production process, the shift from the accuracy question to the question of how, why and for which 

purpose is science relevant in fictional contents is central to this empirical study. Thus, this chapter 

observes science representation not in terms of the accuracy/inaccuracy or truthfulness/untruthfulness 

of the portrayal, but in terms of the modes of reality construction mass media provide and the function 

science references fulfill for the communication form in which they are embedded, specifically within 

fictional contents. With this notion as a starting point, the following chapter approaches popular 

representations of science mainly from a sociological perspective. As a first step, it locates mass 

media depictions of science within the relationship between science media and the public, 

differentiating between scientific communication, science communication and references to science in 

mass communication (2.1). This provides a background for locating and describing children as a 

relevant public for science (2.2). The third part focuses on the societal role of mass media and their 

fictional contents. This provides the basis for analyzing the significance of fictional images of science 

for the communication of scientific, or science-related topics (2.3). 
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2.1 Outlining the context: The science, mass media 
and the public relationship 

 

The use of scientific topics as material for media contents mentioned in the introduction builds only 

one aspect of the dynamic relationship between science and mass media and belongs to a broader 

context. The following section provides a general framework to understand phenomena of science 

communication in mass media according to Weingart’s conceptualization of the structural coupling 

between the functional social systems science and mass media and their reciprocal functions. 

Conceptualized within a relationship of resources exchange6, science and mass media have reciprocal 

communication interests: mass media allow science, due to their wide coverage, to reach a numerous 

and highly differentiated public, while science offers mass media a broad spectrum of topics for media 

contents. Crucial for both instances is to reach the public, even though, as it will be seen in the 

following part, they do not share the same function and final purposes. 

 

On the one side, as Weingart argues, in contemporary democratic societies science’s reach for the 

public aims to foster the acceptance and trust in science and to validate and legitimize its role in 

society7. The objective is to ensure the autonomy of the science system and the flow of external 

resources required for science to subsist and develop. These resources can be of economic (e.g. 

research funding), infrastructural (e.g. university buildings, research equipment) or human nature (e.g. 

young academicians)8. They enable the science system to fulfill its main social function: to produce 

scientific knowledge. The communication of scientific knowledge is crucial for the existence and 

subsistence of the science system. Scientific knowledge must be communicated internally, published 

and questioned systematically to fulfill its function as a collective good, but more importantly, to 

contribute to the generation of new knowledge and with it, to the further development of science. 

However, science, conceptualized as an autopoietic and operationally closed system9, must also 

connect to other social systems to subsist10. In order to obtain resources and avoid restrictions from 

the political system, within democratic societies, science must legitimize its function and procedures 

towards the general public. Yet, the term “general public” actually labels a bundle of heterogeneous 

publics that are difficult to reach through low-scale activities, such as seminars, lectures or workshops. 

Even comprehensive German initiatives such as the Science Year or the Science Summer11 possess, 

in comparison with television documentaries or newspaper articles, a limited reach. The structural 

coupling with the mass media system makes it possible to reach the external highly differentiated 

                                                        

6 See (Weingart 2001) Further studies with a similar approach from a historical perspective can be found in (Nikolow 2007) and 
(Ash 2002). 
7 See (Weingart 2003) 
8 David Perlman considers that the scientific enterprise also requires an educated a society capable of overseeing scientific 
production (Perlman 1976, 248). 
9 (Luhmann 1990) See also the Subchapter 2.3.1 
10 This means (in Luhmann’s systems theory terminology) that science as a social system must continue its operations through 
the continuous differentiation and selection of communication according to the system’s code (true/false) and its programs 
(theories and methodologies). The generation of scientific knowledge enables the system to continue its self-reproduction, and 
to reach more complexity through the recursive continuation of the system’s operations. See (Luhmann 1990) 
11 See the initiative Wissenschaftsjahre (Wissenschaft im Dialog 2014b) 
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publics of science, and plays a significant role in the subsistence of the science system and in the 

continuous redefinition and maintenance of autonomy. 

 

On the other hand, mass media coverage of science constitutes an attempt to maintain or expand 

audiences that may share an interest in scientific topics while simultaneously solving the system’s 

need for information. Science provides themes for mass media communication, allowing the mass 

media system to establish external reference12 and, with it, structural coupling between systems to 

take place13. The increase of public interest in science, reflected for example in the television 

programs’ ratings or in opinion surveys, has resulted in a more extensive14 and, in some cases, more 

comprehensive coverage of science news. Additionally, science builds a source of, in principle, 

constant newsworthy topics for mass media, because it produces a kind of knowledge that is 

intrinsically new and original. The constant demand for new, current information is a result of the social 

redundancy created by mass media15, since with every report on a social event, the reported 

information becomes obsolete, and looses its newsworthiness. So, in principle, and as long as the 

knowledge production continues, there will be developments available to communicate about, 

especially if they relate to relevant public issues, or exhibit news values such as unexpectedness, 

personalization, unambiguity, meaningfulness, proximity, etc 16 . Unlike traditional or religious 

knowledge, scientific knowledge is considered to be empirically proofed, to possess universal validity 

and, not least, to be true17. These characteristics – particularly the universality of its range of validity - 

contribute to establishing its relevance among the general public, and, due to the conditions under 

which scientific knowledge is produced (under conditions of communalism, universality, 

disinterestedness and organized skepticism18), also to foster its special status in today’s society19. 

 

The approach to the relationship between science and mass media as an exchange of resources 

might appear so far unproblematic and fluid. However this relationship is also marked by reciprocal 

strains. First, while scientific knowledge builds a relevant source of information for mass media, it 

cannot simply be communicated or transferred to the public in the form it is produced. As a result of 

the specialization and complexity increase within the system, science has developed a highly 

                                                        

12 In systems theory terminology: other-reference. This term is explained in detail in Subchapter 2.3.1 
13 (See Luhmann 2009, 28) 
14 For the case of scientific reporting in Germany see for example (Elmer, Badenschier, and Wormer 2008, 882) 
15 See (Luhmann 2009, 43) See also Subchapter 2.3.1 
16 Lippmann considers, for example, the facticity of an event, its proximity and relevance for the public, the prominence of the 
actors involved and the conflict potential (Lippmann 1954, 384). For their empirical study about foreign news, Galtung & Ruge 
elaborated on the news values proposed by Lippmann enumerating the following news factors: frequency, threshold, absolute 
intensity, intensity increase, unambiguity, meaningfulness, cultural proximity, relevance, consonance, predictability, demand, 
unexpectedness, unpredictability, scarcity, continuity, composition, reference to elite nations, reference to elite people, 
reference to persons, reference to something negative (Galtung and Ruge 1965). Winfried Schultz developed further the theory 
of news values from a constructivist approach (Schulz 1976). 
17 See (Weingart 2003, 15) 
18 See (Merton 1942, 267) 
19 The Eurobarometer, a public opinion study in the European Union shows that Europeans have, in general, a positive attitude 
towards science: 80.5% of the survey respondents think that “scientific and technological development will help to cure diseases 
such as AIDS, cancer etc.” and 70.7% that “science and technology make our lives healthier, easier and more comfortable”. 
(European Commision 2001, 29) According to this survey scientists are one of the most trusted professionals (being surpassed 
only by doctors) and are considered reliable sources of information. See (European Commision 2001, 44) 
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diversified and specialized language. Although this language is central for scientific communication 

and for the constitution of scientific knowledge, it makes communication within the system, in principle, 

inaccessible for the general public. Thus, conveying scientific knowledge implies a degree of 

“translation” efforts20 that are necessary not only to communicate with the external public, but also to 

enable the interdisciplinary communication or the education of student within the internal public of 

science21. For this reason, the communication of scientific knowledge cannot be considered a simple 

extension of the internal communication of science, and must be observed within dynamic processes 

of transformation that take place not only when or if scientific knowledge crosses the boundaries of 

science, but also as a process intrinsic to knowledge dissemination inside the science system22. 

 

Secondly, the general public comprises highly differentiated audiences that are, in their totality and 

complexity, inaccessible to science. Yet, as mentioned previously, in a democratic context the general 

public bundles the relevant publics of science in their diverse manifestations, segmentation and roles 

(e.g. as voters, NGOs members, students, museums visitors etc.). In order to reach the general public, 

science, as other social spheres, depends on mass communication. However, just as science, mass 

media have consolidated along the process of social differentiation as an autonomous functional 

social system23, and as such, it cannot be considered a neutral actor, a mere intermediary, in this 

complex of communication processes. This statement might evoke a common critique of mass media 

as lacking objectivity, being biased or even producing manipulated reporting. While such interventions 

in media coverage of social life cannot be discarded or declared inexistent, the aim here is to examine 

mass communication as phenomenon, its characteristics, the problems it solves and the constraints it 

presents, but not circumstantial influences from other actors. The autonomy of the mass media as a 

social system is of particular interest for this empirical study and is discussed in depth in the third part 

of this chapter with a focus on television as a medium for mass communication. 

 

                                                        

20 See (Weingart 2003b, S.114) 
21 See (Fleck 1980) 
22 Bucchi proposes a model to observe the communication of scientific knowledge as a continuum. It considers the internal and 
external publics of science and four stages of communication: a) the intraspecialistic stage, b) the interspecialistic stage, c) the 
pedagogical stage, and d) the popular stage. 
23 See (Luhmann 2000, 15)(Luhmann 2009)(Luhmann 2009) 
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Figure 1 -The science, mass media and the public relationship. Source: Author’s diagram based on (Weingart 2006) 

 

The constraints mentioned previously and the reciprocal communicative inaccessibility between 

science and the public lead to considerations regarding the resultant mutual constructions of these two 

instances, that is, regarding the images of the public circulating in the scientific discourse, the images 

of science circulating in the public discourse24, and the significance of mass media in this process. Of 

particular interest for this empirical study are the latter kinds of constructions, specifically the 

perceptions of science among children (which are discussed in depth using empirical data in 

Subchapter 4.1). Nevertheless, while the perceptions of the public in the scientific realm are not 

central to this study, they must be taken into consideration, at least broadly, because this perspective 

gives insight into the way the reach for the general public, particularly children, articulates, and how 

the relevance of the public image of science is established in the scientific discourse. 

 

A look to the Public Understanding of Science movement (PUS) offers examples of conceptions of the 

public within scientific discourse. The PUS movement comprises a bundle of communication strategies 

that are designed to bring science closer to the public, as well as academic research in this field. The 

premise underlying PUS initiatives is that there is a gap between these two actors that can be bridged 

through science communication. The paradigms conceptualizing this gap and the respective 

communication models have changed over time reflecting a transformation in the way the public is 

perceived, where the roots of the gap are located, what are suitable strategies for reducing it, and 
                                                        

24 See (Weingart 2006, 22–26) 
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what actors are relevant in this process. Bensaude-Vincent locates the source of the distance between 

science and the public not only in the specialization of scientific disciplines and language, but also in a 

predominant conception of the general public as mass consumers and of a science as holder of a 

superior form of knowledge during the XX century25. In recent decades, the image of the public has 

been redefined from a public with a knowledge deficit (1960s to mid 1980s), a public lacking positive 

attitudes towards science (1985 to mid 1990s), to a public with a trust deficit (1990s onwards)26. 

During this process, conceptions of the public as uninformed and passive have also been a subject of 

criticism (e.g. the public in the diffusion model of science communication27), giving way to alternative 

conceptualizations of a more active, participative and engaged public. The changes in these notions 

are reflected in the rearticulation of the science and mass media discourse, for instance in emerging 

movements such as the Public Engagement of Science and Technology (PEST). 

 

While still in early stages, PUS research focusing on media representations of science has shown 

consistencies between the image disseminated by the media and public perceptions of science28. As a 

consequence, the scientific community has pursued a more active participation in the communication 

of science through the mass media. These efforts have consolidated in diverse modes of involvement 

in media production. The National Academy of Sciences (USA), for example, has launched the 

Science and Entertainment Exchange program to encourage collaboration of scientists with media 

professionals29. The Welcome Trust (GB) offers financial support for scientists who wish to acquire 

qualifications in media production, and awards for creative science-related screenwriting and scientific 

journalism30. One of the most established forms of collaboration in the field of film and television 

production is science consultancy. In this model, researchers provide advise to scriptwriters, directors, 

set designers, etc. in order to achieve a more realistic representation of science. Kirby’s study on this 

collaboration model shows that this practice is not restricted to reviewing and correcting 

misrepresentations of science31. Furthermore, science consultants are involved in the visualization of 

scientific practice and knowledge, collaborating in areas such as scriptwriting, stage and character 

design. Science consultancy is according to Kirby a constant negotiation process, in which 

nevertheless, the logic of mass media production prevails. In this context, it is not surprising that the 

National Academy of Sciences (USA) emphasizes the value of scientists for the mass media 

production not as a source of empirically proofed or theoretically based knowledge, but as a source of 

creativity and realism for filmmaking. 

 

 

 
                                                        

25 See (Bensaude-Vincent 2001, 105) 
26 See (Bauer, Allum, and Miller 2007, 80) However, this does not mean that such conceptions substitute each other. Rather, 
as the discussion on science communication models show, these conceptions tend to coexist (Bucchi 2008). 
27 See (Gregory and Miller 2000, 86) 
28 See Chapter 4 
29 See (National Academy of Sciences 2012) 
30 See (Wellcome Trust 2012) 
31 See (Kirby 2011) 
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2.1.1 Scientific communication, science communication, mass communication 

 

The previous part shows that within the science-public relationship many different communication 

processes take place, in which communication media, and in some cases mass media, play an 

important role. For this reason, it is necessary to distinguish, at least in a broad sense, between 

phenomena of scientific communication and science communication. The first refers to the internal 

and specialized communication within the science system. It takes many forms, for example as public 

non-mediated communication in seminar discussions between professors and students, or in 

conferences lectures among peers. In a mediated form, its most representative example is probably 

the publication of scientific papers in academic journals 32 . Scientific communication must be 

differentiated from science communication, which comprises communication efforts to bring scientific 

thinking and knowledge to non-expert recipients mostly located in the external publics of science. In 

contrast to scientific communication, science communication does not aim to produce new scientific 

knowledge, but rather to disseminate it. Additionally, it also addresses scientific topics and issues in a 

broader context, for example, in relation to their relevance for society, and not exclusively in their 

significance for the production of scientific knowledge. Along the processes of science communication, 

knowledge can be transformed, simplified, summarized, contextualized or reformulated through 

metaphors or analogies. While in some conceptualizations science communication is used as a 

synonym of popularization, science communication is not reduced to popularization of scientific 

knowledge, because it can also aim to shape the public image of science, its social function, its risks 

and contributions to society. Additionally, it suggests, contrary to the traditional top-down model of 

popularization, a more horizontal, less hierarchical form of knowledge dissemination33. Popularization 

can take place not only within face-to-face communication forms (such as lectures, visits to 

universities or science workshops), but also within mass media communication formats, including, 

among many others, documentaries (e.g. Cosmos by Carl Sagan), science programs (e.g. Xenius) 

and, while not a very common example, animated series (e.g. The Magic School Bus). 

 

The previous differentiation allows distinguishing, as Hüppauf & Weingart propose, between science 

images and popular images of science34 as well. Generally speaking, the former originate within the 

multiple scientific disciplines, are addressed to the internal specialized publics of science, and, as 

visual expression of scientific knowledge, build a constitutive part of scientific communication. 

Scientific and science images are not only reduced to images resultant of research work, such as 

diagrams, microscope pictures, graphic or visual models of a certain phenomenon, but also include 

images that build the basis of research work, for example, images that contribute to shape and define 

the research object itself (e.g. collected visual or audiovisual data). Science images also include 

                                                        

32 However, the publication of an academic paper not only constitutes a form of knowledge dissemination, but also a crucial 
step in the process of knowledge generation, since published knowledge is peer-reviewed, and, therefore considered, proofed 
knowledge. Scientific publications are, together with citations, relevant indicators of communication within science and examples 
of the system’s self-reference. (Weingart 2003, p.32) 
33 See Hilgartner quoted by (Gregory and Miller 2000, 86) 
34 See (Hueppauf and Weingart 2008, 12) 



 20 

images addressed to the general public, as long as they are generated in the scientific discourse. In 

contrast, images of science are predominantly generated outside the boundaries of this social sphere, 

and gather multiple forms of popular images, including images of science produced in mass media or 

the art world. The images delivered to the public in animated series for children belong, in principle, to 

this last category. They are produced within mass communication, which does not mean that all 

images that circulate in mass media, or in animated series, are in their totality originated within the 

mass media system. Science images also circulate in mass media as part of science communication, 

and it is precisely in this arena where popular images of science and science images converge. 

 

 
Figure 2 – Communication processes in and between the science and the mass media systems. Source: Author’s diagram 

 

The previous considerations show that scientific communication and science communication cannot 

be observed as mutually exclusive phenomena because they have no fixed boundaries and in some 

cases tend to overlap. The popularization of scientific knowledge, for example, enables not only the 

communication with external publics, but also communication with internal non- or semi-experts 

publics of science. Stichweh35 describes popularization as a phenomenon of social inclusion into 

science that results from the universality and openness of science 36 . Popularization is, in his 

understanding, a process that not only takes place in the communication of science to the general 

public, but that is also an intrinsic form of internal scientific communication. He distinguishes four 

modes of popularization: interdisciplinary, pedagogical, political and general popularization37. The first 

two modes address the internal publics of science and take place within its boundaries, while the 

political and general popularization address publics of different social spheres. From a systems theory 

                                                        

35 See (Stichweh 2003, 3) 
36 In this context, universality is not only linked to the validity, but also to the accessibility of scientific knowledge: „If science 
can claim universality, especially social universality in the sense of presupposing validity of its truth claims for any individual 
whosoever in the world, then if follows with a certain consequence that access to these universal truths should not be denied to 
any one of those individuals (...)“ (Stichweh 2003) 
37 Interdisciplinary popularization allows communicating knowledge between different scientific disciplines or specialized 
research fields. Pedagogical popularization has educational purposes. It takes place, for example, in universities, where 
students are first introduced to basic theories and concepts. Pedagogical popularization contributes to the gradual creation of 
new specialized audiences. Political popularization is addressed, for example, to politicians or public servants. It is an 
expression of the dependence of the science system of external resources, like funding and infrastructure. General 
popularization reaches out for the general, external public of science. 
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perspective, political and general popularization can be located, although not entirely, within the 

science-politics and science-mass media structural couplings respectively38. 

 

Science communication is not only initiated within science and as a consequence of internal dynamics 

and relevant scientific events (e.g. a scientific breakthrough), but also outside of it, for example 

through mass media coverage or political consulting, and as a result of external events (e.g. 

environmental crisis or media attention to violence or media effects research after a shooting). Mass 

media produce their own descriptions of science, with or without a direct input of the science system 

(e.g. a relevant scientific publication or through a press conference), and, more importantly, not only in 

informative contents or with purposes of knowledge dissemination, but also through publicity adds or 

fictional depictions of science. In television, not only Stephen Hawking or Carl Sagan get a spot, but 

also Dr. Best39, Dr. Dr. Sheldon Cooper40, and Gyro Gearloose41. Animated series, as fictional 

television contents, belong (with few exceptions) to this last kind of descriptions of science. They make 

references to science, employing them as dramatic thread, characters, or visual motifs, but do not 

necessarily aim to disseminate knowledge. This differentiation places the focus on mass 

communication as context for the description of science. But, what kind of phenomenon is mass 

communication? And, what are the implications of a mass media portrayal of science? 

 

Mass communication can be defined, according to Maletzke, as a communication form in which 

“messages are made public to a disperse audience (to unlimited and undefined addressees) through 

communication media in an indirect (with a spatial, temporal, or spatial-temporal gap) and in 

unidirectional form (without possibility of feedback among the participants)” 42 . Similarly, Niklas 

Luhmann considers the existence of an undetermined audience and the lack of feedback as 

characteristic for mass communication and defines mass media as “all those institutions of society, 

which make use of copying technologies to disseminate communication”43. Mass media, such as 

newspapers or radio, build, according to Luhmann’s broad understanding of communication media, 

one kind of dissemination media. They differ from other media of this kind44 (such as a home video) in 

their capability to generate products in a great number45 and in their capacity to distribute them. 

Television is one of the most representative examples of mass media: It reaches numerous 
                                                        

38 The boundaries between scientific communication and science-related mass communication can be additionally blurred if 
they are immersed in medialization dynamics. The cold fusion case analyzed by Weingart shows, for instance, that under these 
conditions external communication can take a more prominent role than the internal scientific communication (Weingart 1998, 
869). 
39 Dr. Best is a well-known publicity character in Germany. It advertises dental products for the brand of the same name. 
40 Dr. Dr. Sheldon Cooper is one of the main characters of the American sitcom The Big Band Theory. 
41 Gyro Gearloose is a fictional character of several Disney productions. It had recurrent appearances in the animated series 
Duck Tales (1987). 
42 See (Maletzke 1998, 45) 
43 See (Luhmann 2000, 2) In the original publication: „Mit dem begriff Massenmedien sollen im Folgenden alle Einrichtungen 
der Gesellschaft verfasst werden, die sich zur Verbreitung von Kommunikation technischer Mittel der Vervielfältigung bedienen.“ 
(Luhmann 2009, 10) 
44 See (Luhmann 2000) Luhmann has a broad understanding of communication media that distinguishes between a) Media of 
comprehension (e.g. language), b) Media of dissemination (e.g. Letter), and c) Success media or symbolic generalized media 
(e.g. money) For a review of the characteristics of symbolic generalized media and their relation to comprehension and 
dissemination media, see (Bohn 2005, 365). 
45 See (Luhmann 2009, 11) 
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audiences, and registers a high use by children and adults46. Additionally, it addresses unspecified 

and numerous audiences, allows communication in conditions of interruption of direct contact, offers 

(practically) no feedback possibilities and bridges both spatial and temporal gaps. Even though mass 

communication solves the problem of reaching numerous and diverse audiences, within this 

communication form, senders and recipients remain anonymous to each other. Television producers, 

news editors also have a limited contact with the public and resort also to descriptions to grasp the 

complexity of the public47. This means also that, although mass media allow science to reach the 

public, the inaccessibility between these two instances is then determined by the chances and 

constraints of the specific medium. 

 

 

2.1.2 Conclusions: The relevance of the public image of science 
 

The context outlined so far has showed that, from a science sociology perspective, the public image of 

science constitutes a relevant issue, because, within democratic societies, it is strongly related to the 

pursuit for legitimacy towards the public, a condition that, as it has been argued before, is necessary 

for the attribution of resources and the trust in science. However, in a highly complex contemporary 

society where members do not come into direct contact with all spheres of social life, mass media 

contribute to a great extent to shaping the public image of science and technology. The references to 

science in mass media are embedded in diverse communication forms, which means that the research 

interest in the mass media portrayal of science must take this diversity, and the resultant forms of 

reality construction into consideration, including not only informative contents such as the news or 

documentaries, but also entertainment and fictional contents. This also means taking the diversity of 

publics, but specifically in their constitution as media publics, into account. The framework outlined so 

far allows distinguishing and defining the dynamic relationship between science, media and the public, 

and to raise further and more specific questions for this empirical study: a) What makes children a 

relevant public of science and which characteristics do they share as public of cartoons? b) What kind 

of science descriptions does television, and specifically fictional animated series produce? And c) 

which function does science fulfill in the different mass media contents? These questions will be 

addressed in the subchapters 2.2, 2.3 and 2.3.5 respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

46 In Germany, nine million televisions were sold in 2011. A German television viewer watches TV an average of 225 minutes 
every day. See (Zubayr and Gerhard 2012, 118) 
47 Ian Ang offers a review of dominant conceptions of the public in television (Ang 2001, 454). Heinz Bonfadelli provides an 
overview of how the public is constructed in the communication sciences (Bonfadelli and Meier 1996). 
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2.2 Children, science and mass media 
 

 

2.2.1 Children as relevant public of science 

 

As it was briefly introduced in the first subchapter, a study of the science-public relationship must take 

also into consideration the plurality and diversity of the publics of science. The few examples of 

science communication mentioned showed that it is difficult to talk about “the public” of science, since 

the use of this term in singular form assumes the constitution of the audience as an individual and 

uniform entity, which is particularly problematic if the multiplicity of media audiences is observed. The 

communication of science not only addresses a specialized public located within science, but also 

reaches publics outside the scientific community, such as politicians, students, practicing specialists, 

activists, school children, etc. Science has in fact many publics that are spread along a wide spectrum 

comprising from the immediate and specialized audience within a scientific discipline to the external 

general public. Schirrmacher and Nikolow48, distinguish different general types of publics and their 

characteristics in relation to their closeness to the core of scientific production, their expertise, and 

their interest in science. They propose a gradient model that comprises:  

 

• The highly-specialized scientific public of a specific research field (e.g. graphene 

research), 

• The specialized public outside the specific research field, but within a discipline  

(e.g. physicists), 

• The broad scientific communities (e.g. researchers in general, readers of Nature), 

• The external, well educated and interested public in science (e.g. an engineer with a 

subscription to Geo, or National Geographic), 

• The external public, with occasional, or only selective interest in science (e.g. readers of 

a newspaper science & technology section), and 

• The general public, with no particular or specific interest in science, and casual contact 

with scientific news or topics (e.g. a television viewer confronted with science while 

watching the news). 

 

This gradient differentiation considers the publics of science as having flexible and fluent margins. A 

specific recipient can occupy different positions depending on the communication situation described. 

For example, an expert on material physics can simultaneously be a non-specialist if another research 

field, such as migration studies, is used as a framework. And the same way, the public of mass media, 

in this case young viewers, can be described differently according to the communication situation used 

as framework. Generally speaking, children, belong to the external non-expert publics of science. 
                                                        

48 See (Nikolow 2007, 28; Schirrmacher 2008, 84). The authors base their approach on Fleck’s differentiation of the publics of 
science, and on Almond’s differentiation of the public in relation to politics. Alternative conceptualizations of the popularization 
process and their respective publics can be found in (Bucchi 2008). 
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However, and although the levels of expertise described by Nikolow and Schirrmacher cannot be fully 

applied to differentiate children as an audience of science, this classification does provide some 

orientation to distinguish the different roles children can have as television viewers, for example, in 

relation to the program they are watching, particularly at the level of the interest of science and beyond 

a mere differentiation in terms of demographic characteristics such as age or gender. As media 

recipients of a popularization show such as X:enius49, children, constitute an external non-expert 

public with an interest in scientific explanations of daily phenomena and the basic level of education 

necessary to follow the scientific content of the program. As recipients of cartoons, however, the 

young viewers can be better located among the general public, since most of animated series seek to 

entertain, and, while they may have didactic purposes, in most of the cases they do not aim to convey 

scientific knowledge and do not require prior knowledge of scientific phenomena or a specific level of 

scientific literacy. Additionally, as cartoons audiences, children may not have a particular interest in 

science, but rather casual contact with scientific, science-related or even pseudo scientific topics. 

 

The interest in science is not a trivial aspect for the constitution of children as a relevant audience of 

science. As it was argued in the first part of the chapter, the relevance of the general public lies, 

among other things, in the power each citizen holds in democratic societies to influence politics (and 

specifically science policy) through their vote. While children do not acquire this prerogative until they 

attain the age of majority, their relevance as public emanates from their future role as citizens and 

from their potential role as young professionals in the academic field. An academic career requires a 

long previous preparation that starts in childhood with basic school education and extends to the 

acquirement of a high education degree. The career choice is not only influenced by individual abilities 

or capacities, but also by personal preferences, and it is precisely here where the PUS movement 

concentrate efforts to avoid that the complexity of scientific knowledge, the opacity of scientific 

language or a stereotyped image of scientific practice influence negatively the pursuit of a university or 

academic career.  

 

This notion can also be found in the current discourse of PUS practice. The German initiative 

Wissenschaft im Dialog, for example, considers one of its main goals to awaken the fascination of the 

youth for science and to show the professional opportunities available in the diverse academic fields50. 

Fostering the interest in science among children and young students not only aims, as it was 

introduced at the beginning of the chapter, to improve the public image of science, but also constitutes 

also an effort to ensure that young researchers give continuity to scientific work and the production of 

scientific knowledge. Thus, it is an essential factor in the subsistence and self-reproduction of the 

science system. From this angle, outreach initiatives can be observed as efforts to facilitate the 

resources exchange between science and society. The idea that university magazines, television 

shows, films, and popular science books can awaken an interest in science and scientific work is 

                                                        

49 See (“X:enius” 2014) 
50 See (Wissenschaft im Dialog 2012a) 



 25 

based on the premise that mass media has an influence on the perceptions, opinions and attitudes of 

recipients, and can therefore help shape, whether positively or negatively, the public image of science 

among young audiences. Subchapter 4.1 will look into the perceptions of science among children, 

providing a summary of current empirical research in this field. 

 

 

2.2.2 Children as mass media publics 

 

Children, as a relevant public of science, are addressed through many communication forms and 

media. This influences not only the way science related topics are conveyed, but also the way children 

are constituted as public. As television viewers, children are immersed in mass communication 

building essentially mass media publics. As we have seen previously, even though television publics 

are segmented and specified to some degree through the structure of the programming (for example 

according to age criteria, interests, topics, etc.), viewers and communicators remain reciprocally 

undetermined. Television publics origin parallel to the reception process and build temporary 

amorphous entities that can constitute as a recipient turns on the TV, dissolve with the end of a series, 

or consolidate, for example, in fan communities. Due to the lack of temporal and spatial constrains, as 

well as the high availability of mass media contents, mass media publics are considered, in principle, 

open (accessible to anyone), unlimited (not restricted terms of participants quantity) and of a variable 

constitution (in terms of their quantity and quality)51. Mass media solve the problem of reaching the 

broad public, however, under these conditions the public becomes more abstract, constraining, not 

only the possibilities of response, but also the diversity of shapes and channels of those responses52. 

A television channel for children, like KiKA53 is able, through its specialized programming, to reach 

wide young publics. But the wider the audiences, the more undetermined and abstract they become 

for the sender (in this case the television channel), which reflects, for example, in the way the public is 

conceived (e.g. in terms of age groups, or social roles such as “parents” or “teachers”). Just as mass 

media publics in general, children audiences cannot offer their feedback through the same medium. 

They must resort to other channels, like letters, e-mails, telephone calls, or to specific communicative 

genres (e.g. fan mail) even though these channels and media do not and cannot offer the same 

feedback possibilities as interaction. 

 

This shows that the conditions of absence, temporal and spatial separations between participants of 

mass communication determine not only the relationship between senders and recipients, but also 

among recipients. These conditions influence also the way television publics are conformed. As 

Merten argues54, under conditions of absence between producers and recipients, as well as among 

recipients, a reflexive structure is conformed, which bases on the assumption of a mutual reception of 

                                                        

51 See (Bonfadelli and Meier 1996, 5) 
52 See (Gerhards and Neidhart 1991, 54) 
53 Der KiKA (Kinderkanal) is a German public channel founded on 1997. (KiKA 2014a) 
54 See (Merten 1999, 111) 
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communication, that is, under the assumption that: a) there are other recipients of that medium and b) 

that those others assume that others are also recipients of communication55. These assumptions 

generate, according to Merten, a “virtual system of communication”, to which children, as television 

viewers, belong. This does not mean however, that the reception of television takes place in an 

absolute lack of contact or interaction. Children’s reception of television occurs often in a familiar 

context, where mass communication can be accompanied by interaction, that is, by communication 

between the television viewers sharing the room. These interactions can provide valuable information 

regarding the appropriation of media contents by the publics56. 

 

While mass communication allows the dissemination of information to wide and undetermined 

audiences, the lack of contact and interaction between the participants (that is between sender and 

recipient as well as among recipients) remains. Thus, publics are not only unattainable to science, but 

to the mass media system as well. As a consequence, mass media generate, similarly to the science 

system, their own constructions of the public57. This condition is inherent to the constitution of mass 

media as social system, that is, a result of the constant differentiation between the system and its 

environment. While a detailed analysis of this aspect falls outside the scope of this empirical study, it is 

important to keep in mind that when scientific information is disseminated through mass media, the 

information circulates among the publics as they are conformed through mass communication, and 

that these audiences may differ from those sought to be addressed by science communicators. The 

constitution of children as public, particularly their role as participants of mass communication, plays 

an important role in the production and use of communicative genres, such as animated series. This 

aspect will be explained further in the next chapter (3.1.3 Animated series as genres of mass media). 

Additionally, current data regarding media use among children, as well as broadcasting and reception 

of animated series addressed to children in television will be summarized in subchapter 3.2.2. 

 

 

2.2.3 Conclusions 
 

The relevance of the public image of science, as well as of children as an external public of science 

has been argued from a theoretical perspective in the previous subchapters. Within this context, 

further questions arise: a) What is the perception of science among children? b) How does children’s 

                                                        

55 In contrast, in public (non-mass mediated) communication audiences are constituted through the reciprocal perception of its 
participants during the communication process. This generates a reflexive structure, in which a participant is not only a recipient 
of communication, but is also a) aware that other participants are also recipients communication, and b) that those other 
recipients are also aware that he/she is also a recipient of communication. This kind of reflexivity grounds on the presence of 
participants and their mutual observation during the communication process. 
56 See, for example, the appropriation of media constructions of reality among television viewers (Holly 2001, 287), particularly 
among children and adults (Klemm and Schulte 2001). 
57 David Buckingham explores the construction of “children” as television viewers at the level of the institutions, the texts and 
the audiences. The study shows that at the institutional level the construction of “the child” oscillates between a protectionist and 
a pedagogical discourse, and that the “child” definitions in the programs are partly coercive while very pleasurable, awkward and 
contradictory. Audiences negotiate these definitions, defining the appropriateness of a program mainly in terms of “absences” 
(e.g. absence of sex, violence or obscene language) rather than in terms of “presences” (e.g. quality). See (Holly 
2001)(Buckingham 2005, 473) 
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television, particularly fictional contents, portray science? d) How are the public and media images of 

science related? and d) To which extend do the images depicted in mass media influence the public 

perceptions of science? While this empirical study revolves around the second question, the questions 

regarding children perceptions, opinions and attitudes towards science and their relation to the images 

mass media conveys, build essential aspects for understanding not only how those images origin, but 

also how do they circulate in the public discourse. Although these aspects fall outside the spectrum of 

this empirical study, they will be addressed through empirical research on Chapter 4. 

 

 

2.3 The fictional construction of science in television 
 

 

2.3.1 Mass media as social system 

 

Mass media have acquired a prominent role in societal communication. Through their products, they 

generate constructions of the social reality. The well-known and often cited quote of Luhmann 

“whatever we know about our society, or indeed about the world in which we live, we know through the 

mass media”58 expresses an aspect that was introduced in the first part of the chapter, which is central 

for this empirical study: that in today’s world the access to spheres outside of our immediate context 

and of the increasingly complex social life, such as science, is enabled to a great extent through the 

multiplicity of mass media and its vast diversity of contents. As it has been argued previously, mass 

media increases the reach of communication by bridging space and temporal gaps and by producing 

bearers of communication in high quantities. This occurs at the cost of interrupting the direct contact 

between sender and recipient, which as a result constrains the feedback possibilities during the 

communication process. This interruption of connectivity through evolutionary achievements, such as 

generalized symbolic media (e.g. money or love) is, according to Luhmann, what allows a social 

system to differentiate59 and to increase its complexity. For the case of the mass media system, the 

emergence of technologies, which interrupt the connectivity between sender and recipient, but 

simultaneously enable the high production and dissemination of communication, set the grounds for 

the differentiation of mass media as a functional social system60. 

 

Social systems differentiate from their environment by continuously producing and reproducing the 

system’s boundary through the distinction self-reference and other-reference, that is, through the 

constant distinction and selection of what belongs or not to the system. These processes of 

observation and selection are essential for the constitution and maintenance of the system. Social 

systems constitute operationally closed instances that reproduce autopoietically61, that is, from the 

                                                        

58 See (Luhmann 2000, 1) 
59 See (Luhmann 2000, 15) 
60 See (Luhmann 2000, 2) 
61 See (Luhmann 2000, 83) 
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outcomes of previous operations62. Operational closure allows systems to perform their operations 

autonomously (but not independently) from other social systems without excluding structural couplings 

to, for instance, exchange resources. Additionally to the couplings at the structural level, systems can 

produce or be the subject of irritations, that is, of communications originated in the environment of a 

system that are identified (and coded) as relevant for the system. Like any other social system, mass 

media operate: they constantly observe their environment and, on the one side, they differentiate from 

it through the distinction self-reference and other-reference; on the other side, they select constantly 

what is relevant for the system, for news reporting, fictional stories or publicity adds, and produce 

further communication through the distinction information/no information. The continuous production of 

communication bases on previous communication and is stimulated by irritations generated in the 

system’s environment. By communicating about new events, mass media gives continuity to the 

diversity of previously introduced topics, such as presidential elections, the Nobel Prize, world poverty 

or climate change. Through the continuous observation of society, actualization of information, and 

wide distribution of communication mass media fulfills its function: to generate a social memory. This 

memory provides the grounds for further communication63, which can take place within the system as 

a form of self-reference (e.g. a documentary on the role of television in children’s education) or 

stimulate communication outside it (e.g. a conversation between parents about the educational value 

of a specific program). The actualization of information, however, is a paradoxical process, because by 

bringing information up to date, and by communicating it, information becomes simultaneously 

obsolete. Communicated information becomes part of the social memory, generating once more an 

information shortage within the system64. The dynamic and permanent process of update and outdate 

of information keeps the system in operation. Simultaneously, the irritations from the environment and 

the resources exchanged through the structural couplings with other systems contribute to solve the 

need of information, by providing themes for mass media to cover. 

 

The central operation of social systems is communication, a three-step selection process that 

comprehends a) a selection of information by the sender, b) a selection of the utterance of this 

information also by the sender, and c) a selective understanding or misunderstanding of the previous 

selections by the recipient65. In functional social systems the first selection step is regulated by a 

binary code: the science system distinguishes between true and false, the law system between justice 

and injustice, the education system between good and bad, and the mass media system between 

information and no-information66. The code defines the specific selectivity of each functional system, 

                                                        

62 See (Luhmann 2000, 23) 
63 See (Luhmann 2000, 65) 
64 See (Luhmann 2000, 20) 
65 See (Luhmann 1992, 252) 
66 Here is necessary to note that Luhmann employs the term “information” in two different, but related, senses. On the one 
hand the term is used in a broad and basic sense as “a difference that makes a difference in one later event”, which applies to 
the distinction drawn when an observer (a psychic or social system) performs a selection. On the other hand, the term is 
employed to refer specifically to the code of the mass media system “information/no information”. It is important to remember 
that strictly speaking, all social systems select “information” (in the first sense mentioned here) through the application of their 
code and as a result of the selection processes implicit in the operations of observation and communication. However, as 
conceptualized by Luhmann, only the mass media system employs the “information/no information” code, which is specified and 
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and as a consequence of these selections, social systems produce constructions of reality, rather than 

reproductions of it. Mass media, such as television, perform an observation of first order on reality, and 

recipients, for example television viewers, observe a construction of reality, which builds a synthesis of 

the selections of information and utterance, based on this first order observation. Therefore, television 

viewers perform an observation of second order on reality, an observation of that, which was identified 

as information and communicated in a specific way67 by the system. By interpreting a television 

program as a message, that is, as an attempt to communicate, and regardless of whether the recipient 

understands or misunderstands the content or the intention with which it was transmitted, the recipient 

closes the circle of communication68. The aspects of reality construction by mass media and of second 

order observation are particularly relevant for this empirical study, which, within the systems theory 

framework (and paraphrasing Guido Zurstiege 69) constitutes a science system’s observation (a 

predominantly sociological one) on what television observes when it observes science through its 

animated fictional contents. 

 

 

2.3.2 The reality of mass media 

 

Luhmann’s theoretical perspective is based on a constructivist premise: that observation implies 

conducting a selection. An observer is, according to this premise, unable to perceive reality in all its 

complexity, and is therefore also unable to reproduce it through communication. However Luhmann’s 

approach does not deny the existence of a reality external to the observer. Reality builds in his 

understanding an unreachable horizon that, nevertheless, constitutes a reference for the observer70. 

However, the “real” reality of the observer can only constitute “an internal correlate of the system’s 

operations71”. From this perspective, the observation of reality is inherently constrained, not only for 

observers at the micro level, but also for observation instances at the macro level such as mass 

media, politics or religion. Neither psychic systems nor mass media are capable of describing the 

complexity of their environments in its totality. In the same way, a newscast cannot communicate 

about every event occurring in the social realm72. As a result, and contrary to the deep-rooted notion 

that mass media “reflect” reality, mass media produce “descriptions” of reality. In Luhmann’s 

terminology, this means that mass media do not duplicate, but rather construct reality. This basic 

premise departs from the accuracy/distortion dichotomy, and has significant implications not only for 

the analysis, but also for the critique to mass media73. As Luhmann argues, the questions regarding 

                                                                                                                                                                             
applied at the program level of the system. Görke has also pointed out this issue. See (Görke 2001). 
67 See (Luhmann 2009, 14) 
68 Luhmann’s conceptualization of communication does not presuppose an understanding in terms of content for the process 
of communication to take place. Essential to complete the process is that the recipient acknowledges a message as an attempt 
of communication, and acts accordingly. 
69 See (Willems 2002, 135) 
70 See (Luhmann 2000, 7) 
71 See (Luhmann 2000, 6) 
72 A second observer can correct the blind spot generated through the observation of a first observer. However, this will 
introduce the blind spot of the second observer to the observation. 
73 See (Sutter 2006) 
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the relationship between a) the reality presented by mass media and b) the reality perceived as “real” 

reality by recipients must be raised in other terms. The question is not “if/or” mass media reflect reality, 

but “how” do mass media construct reality74, and (since systems’ observation and selection is not 

performed randomly) under which conditions and according to which criteria do the mass media 

system selects and utters information from its environment during the communication process. The 

quote of Novoselov at the beginning of this chapter exemplifies how instead of praising the accuracy 

of the series (or criticizing the lack of it), the physicist observes scientific knowledge as a resource for 

fictional contents in the mass media system, and wonders what made graphene research an 

interesting topic to be used as dramatic vehicle in a fictional story. 

 

From this perspective, the classical accuracy question looses relevance, shifting the focus to the 

system’s selection mechanisms and to the constitution of media constructions of reality. According to 

Luhmann’s conceptualization, the selection of events in the mass media system is performed through 

the binary code: information/no information. However, the application of the code (the definition of 

what constitutes “information”) is determined by the different programs of the mass media system: a) 

news and in-depth reporting, b) entertainment and c) publicity. The characterization of a certain event 

as information in the different program strands is not performed arbitrarily. As the research regarding 

news values has showed, the selection of events is led by a complex of newsworthiness criteria75. 

Wormer und Badenschier observe that, in the case of scientific events, news factors, such as 

unexpectedness, range, astonishment, scientific relevance, composition, actuality and intention, tend 

to capture the attention of the media and increase the possibility of news coverage76. However, they 

also observe, that in journalistic practice, political news hold a higher relevance than scientific news, 

showing that not only the characteristics of a scientific event are decisive for becoming a topic of 

reporting, but that the coverage of scientific topics is also determined by the relevance of contextual 

events77. 

 

The proliferation and permanence of fictional series such as CSI, Bones, The Big Bang Theory, or 

Numbers in television programming shows that science not only is a relevant topic for fictional 

storytelling, but that it builds also a steady source of material for fictional narratives. However, this 

says little about the conditions under which science becomes a valuable topic for fictional contents. 

While news values research has provided insight regarding the internal mechanisms of news media 

for selecting events in their informative coverage, this theoretical approach has had little resonance in 

the fields of entertainment and fictional contents. Few studies have focused on the selection 

mechanisms and criteria for an event to be consider “entertainment- 78  or fiction-worthy” 79 . 

                                                        

74 See (Luhmann 2000, 7) 
75 See, for example, representative studies regarding the newsworthiness theory, such as (Lippmann 1954), (Galtung and 
Ruge 1965), (Sande 1971) and (Schulz 1976). 
76 See (Badenschier and Wormer 2012, 76) 
77 See the Passive Background Effect and Active Background Effect (Badenschier and Wormer 2012, 62). 
78 See (Höfner 2003) 
79 In the German context, entertainment research is mainly oriented to the definition of entertainment contents versus 
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Nevertheless, Bounanno observes in an exploratory study that, in the context of Italian fiction on 

television, news appear to build a recurrent material for fictional stories, suggesting that some fiction 

values could be similar to those employed in the selection of news. The analysis shows that 

substantive criteria such as: high status of the protagonists, proximity (geographical, temporal or 

cultural) and topicality (reference to themes, problems or situations corresponding to social reality) 

increase the “fiction-worthiness” of a story80. Additionally to these correspondences between news and 

fictional values, Buonanno identifies also a value opposed to the novelty value in the news coverage: 

repetition (for example in the continuation of a story, the transposition of literary works, fictional 

versions of a real story and intertextual references in general). This last value seems to be strongly 

related to television, a medium that, as it will be discussed in the next chapter, is marked by seriality. 

The employment of events that were previously covered by the news suggests that even though news 

might turn into no-information once they are communicated, they can still be treated as information by 

the entertainment program of the system81. 

 

Although the range of the study does not allow building an exhaustive catalog of fiction values, from a 

systems theory approach, and considering communication a process of selections, it is necessary to 

look further at how the information code is applied in the context of entertainment, and particularly in 

fictional contents82. This would help explaining why a specific imaginary story, and not some other, is 

worth telling and what role they play in the origin and development of media genres. The specific 

application of the system’s code at the program level leads to the production of diverse forms of reality 

constructions, whose materiality and relation to reality are determined by the specific medium and 

genre in which they are generated. Before approaching in detail animated series and their specific 

constructions of reality, the following part will discuss briefly two typologies of the different modes of 

reality construction on television (2.3.3), and will perform a first approach to animated series as 

fictional constructions of reality (2.3.4). 

 

 

2.3.3 Modes of reality construction in television 

 

Social systems observe their respective environment and produce constructions as a result of these 

observations: mass media offer constructions of science (e.g. science news) and science of mass 

media (e.g. this empirical study). But as it is clear by now, this does not mean that within science or 

mass media all constructions are the same. Through the process of media socialization, recipients 

learn to distinguish that the view of social reality presented in radio news is quite different from that of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
informative contents (See (Bosshart 2007) and (Thomas 1992)), and of the entertainment value from the recipient’s perspective 
(Früh 2003). 
80 See (Buonanno 1993, 183) 
81 A representative example of this dynamic is probably the episode of Dead Reckoning of the American series CSI:NY. The 
episode shows a high resemblance to the case known in the media as “the phantom of Heilbronn”. Six months after the case 
was resolved and brought to public light in March of 2009, the case was already being broadcasted as a fictional story. 
82 A more comprehensive study of fiction-values should include not only fictional contents depicting events that were subject of 
news coverage, but also fictional contents in general. 
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a fiction film. These two media contents not only differ strongly in terms of their materiality, but also in 

their relation to the reality they observe. Stefan Weber83, who argues in favor of an empirical 

constructivism, distinguishes media constructions in relation to their proximity to reality, and observes 

eight current modalities of reality construction in audiovisual media (See Table 2): 
 

 Modalities Description 

High 
proximity to 

reality 

1. Reality TV / Realtime TV / Eyewitness 
news  

Real deployment of firemen, ambulance, police etc. with 
accompanying camera, with live broadcasting when possible. 

 
2. Classical information journalism  

World events with only a short time lapse, usually almost no 
reconstructed scenes as well as almost no direct media intervention in 
events [this too is becoming increasingly doubtful!] 

3. ‘Narrative reality television’  
‘Real’ events are reconstructed as in “Aktenzeichen XY”, “Emergency”, 
etc. programs. 

4. Entertainment and tabloid journalism  
Increase in media staged and constructed stories as well as an 
increase in conscious media agenda-setting 

5. PR journalism  
Conscious and intentional image and brand bias of the reporting, 
increasing lack of labeling. 

6. ‘Performative reality television’  
‘’Actors in the context of staged action and thus within the paradigm 
‘game’. Examples: “Big Brother”, “Taxi Orange”, “Outback” etc. 

7. Faction journalism, journalistic 
(feature)film, fakes 

Among other things, (Inter alia) escalation of the constructive principle 
in journalism. (Michael Born, Tom Kummer etc.) 

Low 
proximity to 

reality 

8. Classical entertainment formats and 
advertising." 

Daily soaps, feature films etc. 

 

Table 2 - Current modalities of reality construction in the (primarily audiovisual) mass media – distinguished by reference to reality (proximity 
to reality decreases from 1 to 8). Source: (Weber 2002) English version 

 

Weber’s approach considers a gradient classification that allows distinguishing between media 

contents and the constructions they produce according to its relation to reality. This is particularly 

helpful in the case of hybrid content forms, like reality shows or journalistic films. A positive aspect of 

Weber’s proposal is that his typology not only addresses television programs, but takes also 

advertisement into account. Nevertheless, this differentiation seems to focus on informative 

audiovisual contents. Advertising forms appear undifferentiated in the last category, even though 

variations in their relation to reality can also be found in this communication form, for example, in the 

case of advertising forms that resort to documentary techniques (e.g. testimonials from scientists or 

alleged scientists) to increase their credibility and the trust in the message84, or to visual or acoustic 

mimicry strategies of editorial content (e.g. magazine adds that are designed to look like articles). 

Additionally, fictional contents present also a variety of references to reality without necessarily 

appealing to journalistic forms of communication. Weber’s approach presents the diversity of media 

content forms and its constructions within a one-dimensional gradient determined by the proximity of 

media reality to the reality outside mass media. While this seems useful to differentiate between 

                                                        

83 See (Weber 2002, 15) 
84 See, for example, (Fuchs 2004) and (Willems and Jurga 1998). 
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fictional and “reality-oriented” constructions of reality, it suggests that content forms in mass media 

either try to reproduce reality, or to remain distant from it. But this is not necessarily the case. 

Entertainment formats, such as game shows, belong, according to this classification, to “performative 

reality television” and have a low proximity to reality. Nevertheless, it seems that the proximity or 

distance to reality is not the key aspect to explain the nature of these kinds of constructions. Game 

shows neither pursue to reproduce reality, nor to create a fictional one. 

 

An alternative to Weber’s model is the conceptualization of Klaus Plake85 (See Figure 3), in which 

television programs86 are also differentiated according to its relation to reality. Plake considers three 

broad forms of reality construction in television: 1. Fiction: Programs with imaginary content and no 

intentions to present an objective reproduction of reality (i.e. feature film); 2. Reality reproduction: 

Programs that relate to a reality outside television, and aim to reproduce or reflect this reality (i.e. 

news); 3. Own created reality: Programs that relate to a reality created in and for television that does 

not primarily make references to the reality outside television (i.e. Quiz-show). 

 

 
Figure 3 - Typology of television programs according to their relation to reality. Source: (Plake 2004, 94) 

 

Additionally to this first dimension, this typology considers, also the reference to time. Contents aiming 

to reproduce reality focus on past events, but certainly not any kind of past events. Newscasts, for 

example, select recent events or, as it is implicit in the name of this program type, new past events87. 

Documentaries belong also to this category, but are less restricted in terms of the actuality of the 

content. Programs with an own created reality, such as game shows, relate to the present. Yet, this 

aspect must be observed carefully since “present related” does not necessarily mean that programs, 

such as contests and talk shows, actually take place as they are being transmitted (“live” broadcasting 

is unusual in these kinds of programs). Rather, these kinds of programs generate constructions of a 

                                                        

85 See (Plake 2004, 93) 
86 Unlike Weber, Plake’s typology comprehends only television programs, leaving advertisement outside of the typology. 
87 The question regarding newsworthiness of an event has been researched in depth by the theory of news. See: (Lippmann 
1954) 
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reality that create the impression that they are taking place simultaneously to the reception88. Contrary 

to these two forms of reality construction, fictional contents have no intrinsic constraints in relation to 

time. They can, in principle, portray events taking place in the past, present or future. However, these 

relations are not always arbitrary, and time references take different forms in the specific television 

programs. Some genres favor specific relations to time, for example the science fiction genre, which is 

characterized by the portrayal of stories taking place in the future. Futuristic documentaries such as 

2057: Unser Leben in der Zukunft89 are examples of hybrid forms of reality constructions in television 

since programs of this kind deliver a mixture of fiction and reproduction of reality elements. They 

employ a characteristic format of reality reproduction, while simultaneously pursuing to sketch a 

“fiction of a probable reality”90 through plausible, and (in some cases, only apparent) scientific based 

projections. 

 

Although hybrid forms of reality reproduction and fiction have begun to emerge in animated films91, 

television cartoons belong almost without exception to the fictional constructions of reality. The 

Flintstones (1959) and The Jetsons (1962) are just two, but widely known, examples of how animated 

fictional contents establish different references to time through their observations of social reality. Both 

animated series constitute an exercise to imagine past and future societies through stories that 

revolve around the daily lives of two families. As it has been argued previously, the focus here lies not 

on whether these mass media depictions of science match or not the “real” reality. Particularly in the 

case of fictional constructions of reality it seems unfruitful to ask if, or to what extent do The 

Flintstones accurately depict the life of humans during the prehistoric times, or if the technological 

developments presented in the future society of The Jetsons have took place so far92. Instead, it 

seems necessary to examine fictional representations of reality in the social context in which they 

emerge, the relation to reality they establish and their social function. Plake’s typology shows that the 

reference to reality and time made across the different types of media content as well as their resulting 

constructions of reality are of different nature. However, this first approach raises more questions 

regarding the specific characteristics of fictional contents. What kind of phenomena is fiction? What 

social function does it fulfill? And what is the relevance of the study of fictional contents and 

specifically of science portrayal in fictional contents such as animated series? The following part seeks 

to address these questions briefly within the theoretical framework of systems theory. 

 
                                                        

88 For that reason television production resorts to all kind of strategies to create the impression that events are taking place 
simultaneously to the reception. Even though game shows like „Who wants to be a millionaire?“ are recorded in advance, the 
presenter continuously establishes a relation to the present with phrases that suggest immediacy of communication. For 
example: “It’s a pleasure to welcome you this evening” or “See you next week”. 
89 2057: Unser Leben in der Zukunft (2007) was produced by the German public television channel ZDF. 
90 Following Elena Esposito’s approach (Esposito 2007). 
91 See Chapter 3 or publications about the phenomenon of documentary animation, such as (Skoller 2011; Landesman and 
Bendor 2011) 
92 This does not mean that a comparison between reality constructions is inherently unproductive or futile. While it is true that 
an observer constructs reality and produces, as a result of an observation, a blind spot, this does not mean that all constructions 
are equally true or false. As Kepplinger argues, media constructions origin within different conditions, which makes a direct, 
symmetrical, comparison impossible, however in certain cases meaningful comparisons can be made. Nevertheless, such a 
comparison should not lead to an understanding of an observer, neither mass media nor science, as instances of reality 
reproduction (Kepplinger 2011, 15). 
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2.3.4 Fictional constructions of reality 

 

At first sight, the constructivist approach on mass media contents could appear to have little 

transcendence for the fictional construction of reality. It does not seem surprising to state that fiction is 

a form of reality construction because, differently to journalistic contents, fiction does not aim to deliver 

a faithful and objective representation of reality, and it does not hide its nature as a manufactured, 

staged reality. A loose relationship to the “real” reality (to the observer’s first order observation on 

reality), is not only tolerated, but desired; it builds a defining aspect of fiction. In principle, a fictional 

television series is entitled to tell a story about nonexistent events, persons or situations, and to depart 

from the reproduction of reality. However, fictional contents are not constituted entirely by fictitious or 

imaginary components. They have to maintain a relation to the reality of the viewer in order to be 

understandable, but more importantly to remain plausible. This apparent contradiction of fictional 

contents, which on the one hand ask for new, original, imaginary ideas, and on the other hand, require 

a realistic background, shows that fiction’s relation to reality is more complex than it seems. 

 

Luhmann describes mass media fiction, as a form of doubling (but not duplicating) reality in which the 

“real” reality and the fictional reality take place simultaneously without denying each other93. Rather 

than “unreal” or entirely “imaginary” entities, fictional contents conform a fabric of tightly interwoven 

references to a) the imaginary story itself, and b) the reality outside mass media. In Luhmann’s 

terminology, this corresponds to the self-reference and other-reference differentiation within the 

entertainment program. Television series constantly establish self-reference by relating to previous 

communication, for example by elaborating on the characters, their motives, or, in the case of long 

running series94, to previous events relevant to the plot. At a macro level, the mass media system also 

establishes self-reference, by relating to the multiplicity of communications produced within the 

system. Allusions to a reality outside of the imaginary world, or of the system, for example to events, 

topics or individuals of the reality outside the boundaries of the system constitute other-references. 

They are essential to fictional contents, since they enable audiences to relate to the story95. Other-

references can be as specific and explicit as cameo appearances (e.g. Stephen Hawking in The 

Simpsons) or as subtle as references to the social life of recipients (e.g. presenting the family as a 

form of social organization in a fictional society) 96 . From this perspective, beyond the specific 

references to reality, the constitution of the fictional contents and their different recurrent interrelations 

gain relevance. Following the fabric metaphor, this means focusing on the way these references are 

interwoven (on the stitches) in order to deliver a coherent and consistent fictional construction of 

                                                        

93 See (Luhmann 2000, 52) 
94 See 3.1.1.3 
95 See (Plake 2004, 154) 
96 To some extent, other-references work as indexes that allow a fictional story to be told, without having to explain everything 
from the beginning. 
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reality, but means also to observe the recurrent patterns of these interrelations, for example, in the 

form of genres. 

 

The construction of a fictional reality is a dynamic process marked by self-produced tensions, and self-

produced uncertainty97. However, this generation of tensions and uncertainties is not arbitrary. Unlike 

journalistic contents, where the consistency of the construction is tested in terms of accuracy, 

objectivity, etc., the consistency test of fictional contents is raised in terms of plausibility, which 

depending on the genre, can be related to its authenticity or realism. Kirby’s study on the role of 

science consultants in film production shows that, in mainstream films, a certain degree of realism is 

indispensable for the constitution of a plausible narrative98. But this is not always the case. The 

delicate balance between what is plausible or not depends also from the media genre in which a story 

plot is embedded: A gigantic magnet pulling an entire building can be a plausible narrative solution for 

a plot in an animated cartoon, but a highly inadequate one for a science fiction film. The perception of 

a fictional construction as implausible can result in the rejection of the fictional world, or as Luhmann 

states: in the end of the game99. Plausibility emanates from a difference that makes a difference 

(information), and whose result marks the chances and constrains for subsequent distinctions. As 

abstract as this understanding of plausibility is, it means that the first distinctions made in the content 

production (or reception) determine in which directions can the story develop. If a character is 

presented as a pacifist (distinction from other possible features of character), it is highly unlikely that 

he/she will suddenly, and without apparent motive, incur in acts of violence in the development of the 

plot. Plausibility emanates from a kind of consistency that bases on previous distinctions, but it does 

not exclude a comparison with the reality outside the fictional world, that is, a consistency test with the 

“real” reality100. This is particularly the case of stories that aim to a high degree of realism or to blur the 

boundaries between both realities. Animated series, for example, are fictional constructions of reality 

where the plausibility is not necessarily determined by the realism of the series. One could 

hypothesize that cartoons, with their non-photographic construction of the fictional reality, their strident 

colors and loud sounds, constitute a domain in which a non-realistic form of fiction can take place. The 

adventures of the roadrunner and the coyote illustrate best how the lack of realism does not affect the 

constitution, cohesion and plausibility of a television cartoon101. 

 

                                                        

97 See (Luhmann 2000, 55) 
98 Kirby’s study on science consultancy shows that public images of science are not irrelevant for media production, and 
constitute an important referent to establish the degree of “realism” needed to maintain the plausibility of the story plot. In the 
production of fictional films, realism becomes a complex category that is not exclusively related to the actual similarity between a 
fictional object or situation and the “real” world, but to the images of science producers think recipients would have. Kirby refers 
in this context to the concept of “perceptual realism”, which is oriented to the perceptions of science among the public and not 
exclusively to actual scientific work. This logic implies that media producers have to elaborate a construction of the public, in 
which it is assumed that audiences have a certain level of scientific literacy or understanding of scientific topics. (Kirby 2011, 27) 
99 See (Luhmann 2000, 52) 
100 Elena Esposito elaborates further the issue of realism in fiction and observes realism as a paradox. “(Die fiktive Realität 
des Romans)…stellt Bedingungen dar, die in der Welt normalerweise nicht zu beobachten sind, die Bedingungen nämlich, unter 
denen etwas als realistisch erscheint. Um realistisch zu sein, darf der Roman also gerade nicht real sein.” 
101 This refers naturally to television cartoons in its most traditional sense. There are of course examples of animated series 
and films that pursue a realistic representation of reality. 
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The fictional reality is delimited temporally (it is determined by the beginning and end of an episode or 

a series), and has an external frame that marks (visually or acoustically) its boundaries. The transition 

between the reality of the viewer and the reality presented by television is granted by double-sided 

objects102, which on their internal side contain the imaginary reality and on the external side build real 

objects in our reality. Television programs, such as cartoons, are one kind of double-sided objects. As 

books, films or computer games, cartoons build entities of the real world that contain at the same time 

fictional realities. The characteristics of the external frame of such double-sided objects vary among 

the different communication forms and have developed specific patterns in their communicative 

structure. This aspect will be discussed in depth in Chapter 3, where television cartoons will be first 

approached as television series and then as a communicative genre. 

 

This subchapter focused on the constitution and cohesion of fictional contents. However, from a 

sociological perspective, one last, but central aspect that is related to the outline presented in 

Subchapter 2.1 should be taken into consideration, namely, what role does fiction fulfill in our society? 

And more specifically for this study, what kind of context does fiction provide for communicating about 

science? 

 

 

2.3.5 Science as resource for fictional mass media 

 

If we look at prime time television programming it is clear that the presence of science in mass media 

is not reduced to the coverage of scientific events in informative contents. Scientific topics or 

references to science can also be found in entertainment and publicity contents. They can be casual 

or sporadic, even fleeting, like mentioning Albert Einstein in a film dialog, or can have a more 

comprehensive or recurrent inclusion at the content level, for example as the main theme of a series 

(e.g. The Big Bang Theory, Dexter’s Lab), or as a recurrent science-related character in advertisement 

(e.g. Dr. Best). The differentiation is important not only to observe the relevance science can be have 

in a concrete media content in quantitative terms, but also in its quality, in its function for 

communication. Differently to informative contents, references to science in publicity do not aim to 

inform the public about scientific developments or to convey scientific knowledge, but to increase the 

credibility and trust in the advertising message103. Science references in publicity are embedded in an 

idealized construction of reality104, in a persuasive form of communication, which capitalizes on the, in 

general, positive public image of science and the authority attributed to scientific knowledge. 

Additionally, the continuous production of scientific knowledge brings along a diversification and 

expansion of scientific language, which seems to build a constant source of new terms and concepts 

for advertisement. Scientific language endows with novelty the (almost inherent) repetitive 

                                                        

102 See (Luhmann 2000, 52) 
103 See (Früh 2003)(Willems and Jurga 1998). 
104 See (Ziemann 2006) 



 38 

presentation of the advertised products105. These last considerations raise a question regarding the 

role of science in entertainment, particularly in fictional contents. If the staging of science, the 

presentation of alleged scientists and studies, serve to evoke the trust in science and the authority of 

scientific knowledge to support the advertising message, what function does science fulfill in fictional 

contents? And, what are the implications for the image of science in mass media? 

 

Mass media fiction delivers “a second reality that is not real and it is not a lie”106. Even though it takes 

place simultaneously to the external reality of mass media, it is clearly demarcated by the external 

frame of the double object, which enables the transition between the fictional and the “real” reality. 

Recipients learn during processes of media socialization to distinguish between a construction that 

aims to reproduce reality and a fictional one. However, differently to the first form of reality 

construction, fictional constructions of reality allow recipients not only to perform an observation of 

second order, but also to be aware of it, to experience the position as an observer of an observer107. In 

first instance, the existence and co-occurrence of the fictional reality, reinforces, as Elena Esposito 

argues, the notion of a “real” reality 108 , and consequently, also supports the idea that news, 

documentaries, in-depth reporting, and reality television can reproduce reality. However, and more 

importantly for this empirical study, fiction “becomes a mirror, in which society reflects its own 

contingency”109. In this sense, fictional contents provide spaces to construct self-contained possible 

realities that allow recipients to observe the complexity of the world and reflect on its uncertainty, 

including, of course the uncertainty surrounding the production of scientific knowledge and the social 

impacts of technological developments. Fiction films, for example, provide an arena to generate 

“dieguetic prototypes” 110  of scientific applications and technological developments, and, more 

importantly, they construct a social context, in which their potential risks, benefits, ethical implications 

or environmental consequences can be explored. Brandt & Casser argue that popular images of 

science contribute not only to depict potential products of scientific work, but also to make them 

conceivable thought their contextualization and integration in the reality of recipients111. 

 

From this standpoint, mass media fiction generates descriptions of the world of science that would not 

take place within science itself. Speculation, imagination and fantasy are not suitable modes of 

scientific communication, thus, fictional contents provide an alternative communicative space to 

elaborate plausible descriptions of a hypothetical world. In this arena it is possible to address, outside 

the boundaries of the science system, socially relevant issues, including all kind of concerns, the 

purposes, repercussions or expectations regarding science and technology. Thanks to the lack of 

temporal constrains of fiction these issues can be projected not only in the immediate, but also in the 

                                                        

105 See (Janich 2002) 
106 See (Esposito 2007, 8) 
107 See (Luhmann 2000, 62) 
108 See (Esposito 2007, 11) 
109 See (Esposito 2007, 18) 
110 See (Kirby 2011) 
111 See (Brandt and Casser 2007) 
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long term (unforeseeable and possible) future(s). In this context fiction can be considered a resource 

for science in its pursuit for social legitimacy. If, as it was argued at the beginning of the chapter, the 

production of scientific knowledge is marked by its opacity towards the external public and by its 

uncertainty (in relation to the goals, possible applications, effects and consequences of scientific 

knowledge), fictional contents offer a place to bring science close to the public, and to explore the 

potential of new scientific knowledge and technological developments, without the limitations of 

scientific communication and among a high number of recipients. In this respect, Kirby observes in his 

studies about science consultancy in fictional films that, through their involvement in film production, 

researchers see an opportunity to influence the image of science in a film and to raise awareness 

about the relevance of a specific research field. Film producers, on the other hand, can claim a high 

degree of realism for their films and emphasize the collaboration with researchers in their 

advertisement campaigns112. 

 

The interrelation and exchange of resources between mass media and science described at the 

beginning of the chapter takes different shapes at the program level of the mass media system. Fiction 

constitutes a communication form embedded in the entertainment program of the mass media system, 

and as such, requires information to give continuity to the system’s operations. The production of 

scientific knowledge and the emergence of new technologies constitute irritations originated in the 

science system, which can be coded as information by the entertainment program and be then 

employed for fictional narratives. At the content level, scientific knowledge and technological 

developments can offer new thematic threads to approach recurrent topics such as friendship, love, 

war, power or ethics, and can also be employed as a plot device or as a foundation for the premise, 

conflict or solution of a story. In this context it is not surprising that the boundaries between the images 

produced within the processes of scientific communication, science communication and mass 

communication become in some cases also difficult to trace. The quote from Novoselov’s lecture 

exemplifies that scientific knowledge does not always remain confined within the scientific discourse, 

and often reemerges even in non-factual media contents like sitcoms or cartoons. The same is true for 

its visual representation. Science images, for example, can at some point transcend scientific 

communication and be employed for non-specialized communication and addressed to the general 

public. However, within a different communication framework, both, scientific knowledge and its visual 

representation acquire a new quality and are subject to different relevance criteria. In mass media 

contents, scientific images and images of science coexist and can become part of the broad repertory 

of mass media images. The equations employed in The Big Band Theory episodes can be accurate in 

terms of their illustration of mathematically actual physical concepts and problems, however, once they 

are employed within the framework of the series episodes, they play a different role in the 

communication process. Its primary and more evident function is as a means of staging or of 

characterization. Within scientific communication, an image can posses a value that derives, for 

example, from its capability for visualizing or abstracting complex phenomena and its relationships, but 

                                                        

112 See (Kirby 2011, 41–56) 
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once an image circulates outside the boundaries of the scientific discourse, new characteristics, such 

as its aesthetical value or simplicity, acquire relevance and may even prevail over science’s relevance 

and quality criteria. 

 

 

2.3.6 Conclusions 

 

As it has been argued throughout this chapter, cartoons can be observed as fictional constructions of 

reality, which are generated in the mass media system within processes of mass communication. 

While they do not necessarily pursue to communicate scientific knowledge, this does not mean that 

they are unimportant for the relationship between mass media, science and society. The relevance of 

their study emanates, on the one side, from the descriptions of science they produce and 

communicate to the broader public, particularly children; and on the other side, from their influence in 

the public perceptions of science. The theoretical approach reviewed here allows observing media 

constructions in a non-hierarchical form, taking into account their diverse relationships to reality. It is 

also a first approach to animated series as fictional constructions of reality and to relevant elements of 

its constitution (such as plausibility). It sets the grounds to model cartoons as television series and as 

communicative genre. The approach of television genres as consolidated patterns of reality 

construction constitutes a next level for a deep understanding of the content form that will be analyzed 

in the empirical study, and will allow observing in detail: a) what kind of fictional constructions of reality 

do animated series provide, and as Angela Keppler suggests, b) to which specific visual, acoustic and 

narrative resources do they resort, and c) what kind of conventions determine their constitution113. 

  

                                                        

113 See (Keppler 2005) 



 41 

3 Animated series as a research object 
 

3.1 Animated series: Definition and distinction 
 

In our daily contact with mass media, we are exposed to many forms of serial content. Among others, 

we can find book novels (e.g. Harry Potter), movies (e.g. Back to the Future, Star Wars, Shrek, Toy 

Story), documentaries (e.g. Planet Earth), comic strips (e.g. Mafalda), radio dramas, and even 

commercials that are structured in a serial way. To this list belongs naturally the most common 

example of serial content nowadays: the television series. Broadly understood, this term comprehends 

fictional (e.g. Seinfeld) and non-fictional series (e.g. Who wants to be a Millionaire?), as well as all its 

intersections (e.g. Reality shows like Big Brother) in their different formats and genres. When speaking 

about animation, there is a tendency to immediately think about films or television series, and as it will 

be seen later on, animation certainly has a long history in both media. However, just as serial content 

in general, animated content is also widespread across mass media, being present not only in fictional 

contents, such as short films and television series, but also in other mediated entertainment forms, 

such as music videos or computer games, and even in publicity. Additionally, there are all sorts of 

animated elements incorporated in informative content, for example, infographics in the news. 

Nowadays it is difficult to conceive a documentary without animated diagrams, schemes or graphics to 

explain abstract processes and concepts. Animated content can also have a discrete role in live-action 

films, where animation techniques are often employed to create special effects. These few examples 

show how diverse animated and serial content are, and how necessary it is to focus, demarcate and 

define fictional animated series as study object. What distinguishes television series from other kinds 

of television contents or media? How do animated series construct our social reality? And through 

which visual, narrative and acoustic conventions? In the following part, several definitions and general 

characteristics of television series are described and discussed for the specific case of animated 

series for children. In the second part, the specifics of animation, its techniques and aesthetic are 

considered in detail to build a suitable framework for the analysis. In a third part, empirical research 

regarding the contemporary broadcasting, production and reception of animated series in television is 

summarized. 

 

3.1.1 A first distinction level: Animated series as a form of serial content 

 

3.1.1.1 Fictional television series: demarcation and definition 

 

Television series114 can be defined as “(...) eine Programmform, in der Einzelsendungen additiv und 

strukturell miteinander verbunden werden. So entstehen gleichzeitig in sich geschlossene 

                                                        

114 In German: die Serie 
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Einzelsendungen und miteinander verbundene, aufeinander aufbauende Erzähllinien (...)”115. This 

condensed definition comprises the main constitutive aspects of fictional television series: a) Its 

segmentation in several parts (i.e. episodes), which have a b) self-contained and autonomous 

character, but are simultaneously c) interrelated to other parts, constituting a superordinate content 

entity (i.e. seasons or the whole series)116. As a starting point, this definition is very helpful to grasp the 

general characteristics of television series, however the question should be raised, to what extent can 

this definition describe the diversity of fictional series in today’s television117 and what aspects should 

be specified and discussed in depth. 

 

A first aspect that requires specification is the approach of narrative elements (such as individual and 

general plot lines) as the main interrelation factor between episodes. Although it is probably the most 

common resource to concatenate episodes through several parallel plot lines, this characteristic (as it 

will be seen in the next part118) applies to only some types of fictional series (e.g. mini-series or never-

ending series). From a general point of view, key to the configuration of a TV program as series is the 

interaction and balance of constant and variable elements, which can be related to the story (i.e. 

through narrative elements such as characters, patterns of plot resolution, use of a cliff-hanger or an 

episode summary, etc.), or to formal aspects of the series, such as its visual (e.g. graphical image, 

lighting, photography, etc.) and acoustic staging (e.g. opening theme, background music, etc.). 

Anthology series are a good example of fictional series, where formal elements provide cohesion to 

the episodes119. Instead of having, a set of stable characters and a constant developing plot across the 

episodes, its serial character derives in such cases from common general topics, its technical 

realization, through a common graphic identity, etc. Crucial is in any case that the interrelation 

between content entities (at a narrative or formal level) provides continuity to the series, while offering 

variation and novelty at the same time120. Hickethier’s understanding of series takes these two aspects 

into account, writing: “…die einzelnen Serienfolgen stellen von ihrer Dramaturgie und 

Produktionsstruktur her, erkennbare, abgegrenzte Einheiten dar, die in unterschiedlicher Weise 

Anknüpfungen an vorangegangene Folgen herstellen und Anknüpfungspunkte für die nachfolgenden 

bieten. Serien bilden Ketten von Einzelfolgen.” Here, not only the individual episodes in its internal 

constitution are brought to attention, but also other production strategies to link episodes and create 

continuity. Some examples of these strategies can be the use of tags, such as “To be continued” (or 

“The end” when the story is concluded), or summaries at the beginning or end of an episode or 

                                                        

115 See (Wulff 2006) 
116 See also similar definitions: (Hickethier 1991, Lüneburger Beiträge zur Kulturwissenschaft:8) 
117 Kreuzer suggests using the term “series” to refer exclusively to fictional series (Kreuzer 1982, 75). Mikos proposes to 
specify the term to denominate long time series (e.g. soap). It is, however, questionable, to what extent is it fruitful to specify the 
term to such degree. Particularly with the development of formats such as docusoaps and reality-shows, it seems more 
adequate to pursue a more general definition of series that is not bounded to categories related to content (e.g. fictional or non-
fictional), but to its structural configuration. 
118 See: 3.1.1.3 Basic forms of fictional television series 
119 For a detailed description of anthology series, see 3.1.1.3 Basic forms of fictional television series 
120 It should not be forgotten that, during the broadcasting, series are embedded within the visual and acoustic frame of the 
television channel in question. Formal elements of the series have not only the function to provide cohesion between the 
episodes, but also to distinguish the series from other programs while reinforcing the graphic and acoustic identity of the 
respective television channel. 
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season, such as the so-called recaps121 (“previously on…”) and sneak-peek (“in the next episode 

of…”). The latter can be broadcasted at the end of the program, within the general programming as 

advertising, or in other media like the official website of the series. 

 

A second relevant aspect that contributes to the serial constitution of a television program is the 

regularity with which it is transmitted. However, this definition aspect can expand the spectrum of 

television programs fulfilling this characteristic. Kreuzer notes: “Serie wird am weitesten ausgedehnt 

(in der amerikanischen TV-Praxis) im Begriff der “daytime series”, die alles erfaßt, was sich als 

wöchentliche Wiederkehr eines bestimmten Programmusters bei wechselnden Themen bezeichnen 

läßt”122. This broad understanding of series would certainly comprise a high number of periodically 

transmitted television programs, including news and excluding practically only television specials. An 

adequate way to incorporate this aspect to the definition, without diffusing the concept of television 

series sketched so far, is probably taking into account Hickethier’s approach of differentiation between 

the serial character of television programs and the seriality of the television programming. 

 

3.1.1.2 Television series and the seriality of television 

 

Up to now, seriality has been understood as a characteristic of a television program in relation to its 

constitution as a content form. The serial character of a program is seen in this context as a result of 

the interrelation between several self-contained media content entities that differentiate and resemble 

each other through several structural, narrative and staging means, constituting in this process a 

superordinate content entity. Hickethier adds a second dimension to understand seriality of television 

series: as a characteristic related not only to one specific content, but also attributed to television as 

medium, or more specifically, to its structure and programming conventions123. Under this definition, 

television can generate or intensify the seriality of its media contents through the routine and 

structures generated by the programming, that is, through the recurrent and scheduled broadcasting 

of its programs in a regular interval. Seriality can then be also observed in programs that are not 

produced as series, such as news, since they are transmitted every day at the same hour, and give 

continuity to relevant topics of our daily life that were left unconcluded124. Following this understanding, 

it can be said that television series are immersed in a double seriality: a) the one determined by the 

inherent characteristics of the content (e.g. episodes, seasons, etc.) and b) the one attributed by the 

medium’s programming conventions125. This can strongly vary from medium to medium. As we know, 

the publicizing conventions and the specific publication intervals in the different media are quite 

different. In cinema, for example, where film series are mostly reserved for financially successful films, 

                                                        

121 Recapitulation 
122 See (Kreuzer 1982, 75) 
123 See (Hickethier 2007, 11) 
124 See (Hickethier 1991, Lüneburger Beiträge zur Kulturwissenschaft:12) 
125 See (Schumacher 2000, 179) 
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a sequel can be released on two-year intervals (or more). By contrast, newspapers can publish a 

political cartoon on a daily basis. 

 

The differentiation of seriality at the level of media content and of the programming allows observing 

serial elements related to the media content production, and to the publishing conventions of the 

medium in which the series are embedded. This understanding is particularly helpful when the 

historical development or the transmediality of series are observed. Theatrical animated series such 

as Paul Terry’s Aesop’s Fables, were first conceived as a series of short films that were screened 

previous to a film. In the beginnings of television, it was necessary to fill programming spaces at low 

cost, so television channels resorted to theatrical animated series to build their programming126. While 

the seriality of animated shorts as serial film content remained unchanged, the seriality in relation to 

the medium programming conventions was altered. Even though early animated series preserved its 

status as additional content as they had in cinema, its framing changed with their broadcasting in 

television. Instead of being transmitted attached to film, animated cartoons gained an independent slot 

filling the blanks between transmissions of different live events127. It is unclear to what extent the 

shorts’ periodicity changed and what kinds of placement characteristics (like channel and time) were 

obtained. However, in this new placement as television content, theatrical cartoons eventually lost 

their supplementary and sporadic character and became a regular content form that has reached even 

prime time slots in American and German television128. Although the specific influences of the 

medium’s seriality should be researched in depth, it can be assumed, that the regularity of television 

programming as well as the insertion of television use in the daily routine of viewers, offered fruitful soil 

for the development of animated serial content with open dramatic threads (e.g. serials). 

 

3.1.1.3 Basic forms of fictional television series  

 

Along television history, fictional series have consolidated as specific program types. Today, most 

television series have a standard length of 22 or 44 min129. Once embedded in the programming and 

framed by advertising, series can come to a total broadcasting length of 30 or 60 minutes, 

respectively. Within children programming, however, the conventional length of series differs, being 

series longer than 30 minutes less common. Animated series for children can have episodes with a 

length of 7, 11 and 22 minutes130. Episodes with a length of seven and eleven minutes are often 

broadcasted in pairs or trios, respectively, within a 22 minutes show131 (i.e. 30 minutes transmission 

including advertising). The consolidation of television series as content form is not only visible in the 

programs’ length. Series have developed stable characteristics in their external and internal structure, 
                                                        

126 See (Erickson 1995, 6) 
127 See (Erickson 1995, 7) 
128 Two notable examples can be named here: The Flintstones and The Simpsons. 
129 These numbers can vary slightly from one show to another, for example: Big Love (50 min.), Mad Men (47 min.), Breaking 
Bad (45 min.), Bones (42 min.), CSI (45 min.), Law & Order SVU (43 min.), etc.  
130 Ältere amerikanische Zeichentrick-Serienfolgen bestanden meist aus 8-12 Kurzfilmen zwischen 6-8 Min. Japanische und 
amerikanische Serien der neueren Generation (ab 1970) haben meist 25 Min. Episoden. (Boll 1994, 65) 
131 See for example Phineas und Ferb, Pat & Stan, Dexter’s Laboratory, Spongebob Squarepants, etc. 
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which has lead to the conformation of basic forms of series in television. In this respect, most authors 

differentiate broadly between series and mini-series132. This differentiation, however, seems to be 

insufficient to describe the forms in which series have consolidated in today’s television. A more 

detailed and applicable133 account of basic forms of fictional television series is the one developed by 

Knut Hickethier134, where he identifies seven forms of the serial storytelling in television: 

 

• Mini-series135: Series in which a complex work (e.g. the TV adaptation of a novel) is divided in 

two or more consecutive parts, which normally are not more than a dozen. Mini-series have a 

main plot that is developed along the episodes, however, they do not necessarily have 

individual storylines in every episode136. (e.g. Band of Brothers (2001), Krupp - Eine deutsche 

Familie (2003)) 

• Serial137: Similarly to mini-series, serials have also a main plot that continues and develops 

from episode to episode. To increase the interest in the next episode, some serials resort to 

the cliffhanger, a plot device, in which a storyline is left unconcluded in a crucial moment at the 

end of the episode. Other ones employ a summary of relevant past events at the beginning of 

an episode to smoothen the transition and ensure the continuity between the episodes. Serials 

have numerous episodes that can comprise (often depending on the commercial success of 

the serial) from 120 to 150 episodes. To this category belong many Latin-American 

telenovelas. (e.g. Los ricos también lloran) 

• Episode series138: Series, in which every episode has a self-contained plot that, differently to 

mini-series or serials, does not necessarily continue or develops along the series episodes. 

The continuity of the series is provided by a stable set of characters, and sometimes by a 

recurrent plot development pattern. (e.g. A –Team (1983)) 

• Anthology series139: Series that gather episodes with a common theme or topic, but without a 

shared plot. The episodes present different stories, sceneries and sets of characters with an 

individual plot that has no relation to the other episodes. The serial character is provided by a 

thematic belonging and/or formal aspects, such as a common title card, music title, etc. (e.g. 

Alfred Hitchcock Presents (1955), The Twilight Zone (1959). 

• Long running series140: These series are in its constitution very similar to the serial: they 

have also self-contained plots that are interrelated and develop along the series. The key 

                                                        

132 See (Kreuzer 1982, 76),   
133 Faulstich has a similar list of subtypes/subgenres of the fictional television series, including: a) the episode series, b) the 
mini-series, c) the anthology series, d) the never-ending series and e) the soap. However, since his classification is only 
exemplified, but not defined, it is difficult to see the criteria underlying his approach (Faulstich 2008, 106). Jurga differentiates 
six types of fictional series: the never-ending series, the mini-series, episode-series, daytime serials, early-evening series and 
prime-time serials (Jurga 2010, 107). 
134 See (Hickethier 2007, 197) 
135 In German: Mehrteiler. 
136 See (Kreuzer 1982, 76) 
137 In German: Fortsetzungsgeschichte. 
138 in German: Episodenserie. 
139 In German: Sendereihe. 
140 In German: Langlaufende Serie. 
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difference lies on its length, since these series can run several years on television, 

transmitting a high number of episodes. To achieve continuity and to maintain the audience 

interest, these series resort to several plot threads that are developed parallel to each other, 

but with deferred beginnings and conclusions. (e.g. Dallas with 357 episodes in 14 seasons, 

Law and Order with 456 episodes in 20 seasons). 

• Daily soap:  Unlike mini-series, serials and long running series, daily soaps are produced as 

never-ending stories, where no predetermined end to a main plot is pursued and several plot 

lines are kept in constant development. They also have a constant set of characters, however, 

due to its long permanence on television, the characters set is partially renewed several times 

along the series. (e.g. As the World Turns with a total of 13,858 episodes, and transmitted 

from 1956-2010, General Hospital with a total of 12,020 episodes transmitted from1963 until 

today. 

• Reality-soap: These series are hybrid form of the soap that has a defined number of 

episodes, generally around 100. Reality-soaps combine elements of fictional and factual 

television, for example, a semi-documentary format and the substitution of actors and fictional 

characters with real people. To give impulse to the series development, these series include 

elements of game shows, for example tasks and tests that must be accomplished by the 

participants, in order to win a price or achieve a goal. (e.g. Big Brother).  

 

Hickethier’s account of the basic forms of television series is very useful to approach television series, 

because it takes into consideration structural characteristics, such as the boundaries and relations of 

the episodes, its resources to establish continuity, its length, etc. Despite the differences between 

television series and cartoons, there are some examples of animated series that fit in the categories 

discussed above. Among many others, there are mini-series like Red Planet (1994)141 and Star Wars: 

Clone Wars (2003)142; serials such as Heidi, Girl of the Alps (1964) or Kim Possible (2002)143; episode 

series such as The Smurfs (1981) and Dexter’s Laboratory (1998)144; and anthology series like The 

Bugs Bunny Show (1960) and Raw Toonage (1992). Some animated series cannot be allocated in 

one of the categories discussed above. The Simpsons, for example, exhibits almost all characteristics 

of a long running series, being the longest running animated series in the USA with 486 transmitted 

episodes in 22 seasons to this day145. Nevertheless, its bound to subsequent episodes does not base 

on the continuity of a main plot146. This aspect is compensated by a set of constant well-known fictional 

characters (e.g. Simpsons family, Ned Flanders, Moe, etc.), and the recurrent presence of guest 

characters representing well-known public figures (e.g. Bill Clinton, Arnold Schwarzenegger). Similarly, 

                                                        

141 For further information see also: (Lenburg 2008, 601) 
142 For further information see also: (Lenburg 2008, 636) 
143 For further information see also: (Lenburg 2008, 541) 
144 With one exception: the episodes three and twelve of the first season are chronologically linked to each other. In general, 
the episodes of this series have no chronological order. 
145 See the official website of The Simpsons (FOX 2011) 
146 References to past episodes are made, and a certain chronology is maintained. However, a chronological development is 
not a requisite for the series’ development or continuity. 
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Futurama’s first three seasons exhibit all the characteristics of an episode series. However, the fifth 

season can be better understood as miniseries, since this particular season comprises a total of 

sixteen episodes (four sets of four episodes) that correspond to segments of four films that were 

previously released on DVDs. 

 

While daily soaps, long running series and reality soaps seem to be absent from animated television 

content, similar forms can still be found within children’s programming. Some non-animated series on 

children’s television combine characteristics of these basic forms, for example: Sesame Street147, (long 

running series and episode series), Schloss Einstein (Serial and long running series), Die 

Hauptstadtpraktikanten (Reality-soap and serial). 

 

 

3.1.2 A second distinction level: Cartoons as a form of animated content 

 

3.1.2.1 Animation: Definition and basic techniques 

 

Animation is a broad term that comprehends several film techniques, in which static models are 

brought to apparent movement through the rapid switching between frames containing different 

movement phases of the model148. First, several images of an object placed in different positions are 

captured or generated, and then played rapidly, for example with help of a projector or an animation 

software. In this process, and just like in live-action film, the switch between the different images must 

be unperceivable to the viewer. Depending on the animation technique employed and the realism 

degree to be achieved, each movement can be broken down into a given number of phases. For 

example, using a standard frame rate of 24 frames per second, a movement can be captured in 24 

phases (one phase per frame), in 12 phases (one phase in two frames), or 8 phases (1 phase in two 

frames)149. The perceived realism of the generated movement stays in relation to the number of 

movement phases captured and displayed per second. Animation techniques are very diverse, and in 

many cases used in combination. In the following table, some150 of the most common animation 

techniques are described151. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

147 This series has been broadcasted nationwide since 1969, making it one of the longest running series for children in the 
USA. http://www.sesameworkshop.org/ 
148 In the original: “…unbelebter und unbeweglicher Gegenstand mittels der Einzelbildschaltung zu scheinbarer Bewegung 
animiert wird“ (Wulff 2006) 
149 See (Bundesministerium für Unterricht, Kunst und Kultur 2011) 
150 Special emphasis is given to the techniques that influence the materiality of the characters. 
151 See (Kohlmann 2007), (DeMarchi and Amiot 1977), (Kreuzer 1982), (Wulff 2006) and (Bundesministerium für Unterricht, 
Kunst und Kultur 2011). 
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Table 3 - Animation techniques152 

Animation 
technique Description 

Draw-on-film 

Animation technique, in which objects are drawn or scratched directly on the film. The 
scratched parts can be painted afterwards with a transparency pen to add color. Since 
a camera is not necessary to produce the images, it is also called direct film animation 
or cameraless animation. 

Puppetoon 

Type of animation in which puppets build the animation models. As with animation in 
general, it is a requisite that the models are animated in stop-motion. Since programs 
like The Muppets or Sesame Street are filmed in movement, but not animated, they are 
not considered puppetons. 

Clay animation 
Stop-motion animation in which models are made of a modeling material (commonly 
plasticine). The malleability of the material allows a free shaping of the objects to be 
animated.  

Brick animation 
Animation technique in which construction toys, mostly Lego figures and pieces, are 
animated in stop motion. As puppetoons, clay and paper animation, brick animation is a 
form of object animation. 

Paper animation 
This animation technique uses tridimensional paper models, which are then animated in 
stop-motion. 

Pixilation 

Unlike other animation techniques, in which unanimated objects are attributed 
movement, pixilation relies on real moving figures as animation subjects. Through 
arrangement of the individual images unnatural and unusual movements can be 
created, that contrast with the photographic representation of the subjects. 

Hand-drawn 
animation 

Probably one of the most common techniques used in television animation, in which 
different movement phases are drawn in individual pictures, and then captured 
photographically. A once popular, but today almost obsolete form is cel animation, 
which consists in drawing and painting the different movement phases in plastic sheets 
that are then placed individually over the correspondent background in order to be 
photographed. Cel animation allows not only to create apparent movement of an object 
or a subject, but also to simultaneously relocate the object within the background. 
Today, a major part of this process is computer-assisted.  

Sand animation 
Animation technique in which the different movement phases are drawn on a surface 
covered by sand. The drawings are commonly made by hand. 

Cutout animation 

Two-dimensional animation technique in which flat elements (commonly made of fabric 
or paper), are placed over a static background. A variation is collage animation, in 
which the pieces of paper are cut from magazines, newspapers or photos. Although the 
elements can be placed in different layers, the animation is considered two-
dimensional, because the objects movement can mainly be represented the x- and y-
axes. 

Silhouette animation 
Figures made of cutout paper are placed over a transparent glass, which is lightened 
from underneath. The camera is placed in opposition to the light, generating 
backlighting, enhancing the contrast and sharpening the outline of the figures. 

Computer animation 

A broad term that comprises several methods to animate models and figures with 
computer-assistance. Characteristic for this kind of animation is that models are digitally 
generated as well. One of the most well known techniques to support the generation of 
movement in computer animation is, for example, motion-capturing. 

                                                        

152 The descriptions included in the table base on (Giesen 2003), (zu Hüningen 2014) and (DeMarchi and Amiot 1977). 
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It can be problematic to differentiate animation techniques on terms of the computers implementation 

during the production process, since in many cases, even when traditional techniques are employed, 

animators can at some point resort to digitalized material and/or animation software. Lego animations 

can, for instance, be made with real Lego figures and sets, be however digitally photographed and 

then formed consecutively with animation software, which was the case of the short film Das Wunder 

von Bern. But models might also be completely computer generated, as in the case of Lego Star 

Wars: Revenge of the Brick, which from a technical perspective would not necessarily be considered a 

Lego animation, but rather a computer animation with Lego animation aesthetic153. Although many 

examples of the techniques listed above can be found on today’s television, hand-drawn-animation, 

particularly in the form of cel-animation, has prevailed as the dominant technique in animated content 

during the last decades. It is unclear, however, if and to which extent this will change with the 

implementation of computer generated graphics in animated content. 

 

Beyond the technical particularities of the animation techniques, it is important to approach its 

influence in the materiality of the series as communication form, and especially of the fictional 

characters, since animation techniques build visual expression resources that as many other elements 

of the series (signs) also convey meaning. Naturally, it is not of interest for the analysis of science’s 

portrayal to describe what technique was used for the storytelling, but to understand how the 

animation technique, a specific use of color, sound and form contribute to the construction and 

materialization of science and particularly of scientist characters. This is important for the analysis of 

the character as an artifact and of the formal structure of the series, in which the character is 

embedded (See Section 6.6.2.2). 

 

3.1.2.2 Orthodox, developmental and experimental animation 

 

The examples mentioned in the previous part show that animation techniques as differentiation criteria 

contribute only partially to the understanding of animation as content form. There are substantial 

differences between a short film such as McLaren’s Neighbors and Pixar’s Jack-Jack Attack that go 

beyond their different topics, genres and animation techniques and have more to do with an own 

expression form and aesthetic. To address this issue, Paul Wells154 suggests differentiating the broad 

and heterogeneous field of animation taking into account its technical realization, but without reducing 

it to it. He articulates his conceptualization of animated content through the distinction between 

orthodox, developmental and experimental animation. As seen in the Figure 4, the characteristic 

elements of these categories are not reduced to formal, but include also content aspects. Orthodox 

and experimental animation are considered in this approach a contrast pair of concepts.  

 

                                                        

153 South Park is a similar example. It employs CGI animation, but resorts to a cutout animation aesthetic. 
154 See (Wells 1998, 35) 



 50 

 
Figure 4 – Animation forms. Source: (Wells 1998, 36) 

 

Orthodox animation is characterized by employing characters that, in spite of their simplification or 

exaggeration, preserve a minimal degree of iconicity to allow the character to remain identifiable (e.g. 

as human, animal or anthropomorphized creature). It possesses also a narrative form that develops 

along the specific logical continuity of the text, which includes the story plot and its particular premises, 

conflicts or obstacles and resolution possibilities. As a result, orthodox animation “prioritizes its 

content, concentrating specifically on constructing character, determining comic moments and 

evolving the self-contained narrative”155. In this context, the dynamics of dialogue acquire a prominent 

role, building the key element of characterization and humor. While still important, the specific 

aesthetic proposal remains in the background of the animated product. Characteristic for orthodox 

animation is on this behalf, the unity of style along the text, where the employment of narrative and 

formal conventions, such as animation technique or filmic resources (film editing, shot, camera 

movement etc.) remain stable. Orthodox animation relies often in animation techniques that allow 

industrial production, like traditional cel-animation and computer-generated animation. In contrast to 

the first animated cartoons produced around the 1930’s, the production of animated content for the 

mass media developed in a highly differentiated activity that involves many actors along the process. 

With the incorporation of new techniques, the animator lost his role as creator, which manifests in the 

notoriety gained by animation studios in the creation process156. Emblematic examples of orthodox 

animation are Disney films such as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, The Lion King, or Toy Story, 

as well as today classical animated series like Tom & Jerry and The Flintstones. 

 

Experimental animation relies on abstraction, favoring the employment of shapes and forms with no 

direct relation to a specific object or being. Other than orthodox animation, experimental animation is 

characterized by the employment of non-linear continuities, and by prioritizing aesthetic over narrative 

aspects. This also brings the materiality of the text in the foreground, rather than the content, and sets 

a fruitful ground for the employment of multiple styles, experimenting with animation techniques and 

formal conventions. Without the dominance of narrative, experimental animation results in a text form 

open to interpretation where the dynamics of musicality (instead of the dynamics of dialogue) acquire 

significance. Sound and music play a role that transcends the mere illustration of movement or its use 

                                                        

155 See (Wells 1998, 36) 
156 See the case study on Duck Amuck (Wells 1998, 39) 
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as background music or sound effect. The animator as author becomes present through the individual 

aesthetic exploration that characterizes these kinds of texts. 

 

Developmental animation incorporates elements of both orthodox and experimental animation. It 

seeks to explore and innovate at a formal or content level within the conventions of a specific text. In 

this respect, the possibilities are highly variable, since experimentation can be performed in the 

different aspects discussed before. Significant in this kind of animation is to observe how the 

conventions of orthodox animation are not exclusively approached as constraints, but as ground to 

perform experimentation on a specific aspect. 

 

This differentiation, while to some extent general and abstract, is useful to understand the different 

forms in which animation has developed, and to position the research object within this broad field. 

The dominant status of orthodox animation ascertained by Wells seems to be particularly true for the 

case of television animation. As it will be seen in the next part, the constant and increasing 

requirement of contents for television programming has played an important role in the consolidation 

of industrialized production forms of animated content. 

 

 

3.1.3 Animated series as genres of mass media 

 

The classification of television series done previously considers mainly structural criteria of serial 

content. However, television content can also be differentiated according to their genres, categories 

that, in a broad sense, comprise not only structural characteristics, but also of form and content. Some 

traditional definitions of genre, assume genre constitution as a characteristic that is inherent to a text, 

and favor specific formal characteristics and of content to define them, such as: topic, dramatic 

structure, characters configuration, among others. Categories like the target audience (e.g. adult 

movies), cinematographic technique (e.g. black-and-white movies), cinematographic style (e.g. film 

noir), country of origin (e.g. Hollywood movie), artistic style (e.g. expressionist film), etc. are usually 

excluded of such conceptualizations, even though these categories belong in practice 157 to the 

repertory to describe audiovisual texts. 

 

As a consequence, animated content, such as movies or series are not considered film or television 

genres under the argument that the term “animation” describes only a film technique. Contrary to this 

understanding, Andreas Friedrich proposes to conceptualize the animation film as genre basing on the 

well-known definition of Norman McLaren “Animation is not the art of drawings that move, but rather 

the art of movements that are drawn. What happens between each frame is more important than what 

happens on each frame”. McLaren’s approach displaces the concept of animation purely as a 

technique, and positions it within the artistic creation and conceptual process. It shifts the focus from 

                                                        

157 See, for example, Volker Gehrau’s study on television genres (Gehrau 2001). 
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the “how”, to the “why” and “with which purpose” of animation making not only the result, but also the 

process visible158. Friedrich grounds on this idea and argues for the approach of animation as a genre: 

 
“Was immer sich zwischen zwei Frames ereignet, bestimmt allein der Wille des 

Animators, es unterliegt keinerlei Gesetzen oder Konventionen. Es ist dieser nahezu 

grenzlose gestalterische Freiraum des künstlerischen Zugriffs auf jedes einzelne Bild 

zur Darstellung von Bewegung – in Kombination mit den bereits erwähnten 

technischen Voraussetzungen159-, der das heterogene Gebilde des Animationsfilms 

definiert und es zum Genre qualifiziert.”160 

 

Key in this approach are the almost infinite aesthetic and narrative possibilities open to the animator 

during the animation process which in their variation build the constant characterizing animation. 

Friedrich does not elaborate his argument further and does not precise the genre concept underlying 

his argument. This makes it difficult to bridge his approach with other discussions on this topic and to 

apply it to other genres systematically. Although this understanding certainly broadens the dominant 

technical sense of the animation concept, in my opinion, it still falls short when it comes to the 

approach of animation as genre. Particularly problematic of this conceptualization is that the definition 

continues to be strongly related to the technical production, but dissociated from other constitutive 

characteristics of this communication form of film as medium. This complicates the demarcation of the 

genre, since if it is precisely the access to each one of the frames what characterizes the animated 

film as a filmic genre, this definition could apply to almost every audiovisual text elaborated with an 

animation technique. At first glance, this seems to have no significance, however, the definition of a 

specific content as “animated” from a strict technical sense, would include any film that employs 

animation techniques in the form of special effects. From our experience as viewers, we know that this 

is not the case, that even films such as Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow, which are produced 

mainly with special effects done with animation techniques, are not necessarily considered as 

belonging to this genre. Just as the presence of a cowboy does not make a film a Western, the use of 

the animation does not make a film an animated film. In a similar way, we know from our everyday 

experience with television, that not every television sequence that employs animation as a production 

technique can be considered what we colloquially name “cartoon series”. For this to happen, several 

narrative and structural characteristics, additionally to the employment of an animation technique, 

must be fulfilled. 

 

Following the arguments set out above, the intention here is not to argue that animation itself builds a 

genre. Rather, it is an effort to acknowledge that in certain media contents the cinematographic 

technique (in this case, animation) builds a constitutive and recurrent element that characterizes a 
                                                        

158 The thought can also be linked to the beginnings of film or photography, in which their technical possibilities to capture 
reality stayed in the foreground. While this notion is still a constitutive part of our daily understanding and the function of the 
medium film, early films, such as A Trip to the Moon, show already the development of an own expression form beyond its 
capacities to merely record events. 
159 The author refers here to the standard frequency of 24 frames per second. 
160 See (Friedrich 2007, 12) 
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communication form. Key in this perspective is the relation of this characteristic with other constitutive 

characteristics and its circumscription within a medium. In my opinion, the conceptualization of 

animated contents as television genres must take place from the individual analysis of mass media 

communication forms, but not as an effort to consider animation in general as a genre. 

 

With this initial idea as a starting point, I would like to sketch a conceptualization of animated series for 

television (cartoons) with the sociological concept of communicative genres coined by Thomas 

Luckmann in the following section. This concept, that has been applied fruitfully to forms of mediated 

communication and mass communication, allows not only approaching series according to its 

structural characteristics, but also according to recurrent elements in the content and formal levels. 

Unlike other genres approaches, this conceptualization focuses not only on the fixed elements of the 

genre, but considers also its communicative function and its execution, positioning it within the 

communication process, in which it is generated and gains relevance. Although the analysis of 

communicative genres requires an empirical study for itself, an explorative analysis 161  will be 

presented in the next part of this chapter. While of limited reach, this analysis could provide general 

hypothesis for a more comprehensive study on this communication form. 

 

3.1.3.1 Genres of communication: Basic concepts 

 

According to Luckmann and Bergmann communicative genres are specific solutions to communicative 

problems162. Communicative genres exhibit a recurrent and fixed structure and possess a specific 

communicative function163. They act as templates to solve communication problems and ease the 

communication process between the involved actors, since in a specific social situation, the 

participants know not only to which genre to resort, but also how to give it continuity, or conclude it. 

Uncertainty and complexity of communication decreases, as genres provide (and at the same time 

limit) possible courses for the development of communicative acts, creating expectations regarding the 

participants’ performance164 as well. As Ayaß summarizes: communicative genres are fixed forms of 

communicative acts to which participants in the interaction can resort to handle recurrent social 

situations165. 

 

Although the concept of communicative genres has been useful not only to analyze fixed forms of oral 

communication, but also of mediated166 and mass media communication167, this does not mean that 

                                                        

161 The series selected for this empirical study also constitute the material for this exploratory analysis. The specific 
characteristics of the corpus can be found in Chapter 6. 
162 See (J. Bergmann and Luckmann 1995, 289) 
163 See (Ayass 2011, 279) 
164 Bergmann’s study on gossip illustrates how this communicative genre solves the problem of indiscretion. It also provides 
an account of the fixed forms and processes exhibited in its structure (e.g. sequences in which an extraordinary event is 
accentuated or a gossip proposal), and its basic configuration of participants (e.g. the gossip triad) (J. R. Bergmann 1993). 
165 See (Ayass 2011, 277) In German: “Kommunikative Gattungen sind verfestigte Formen kommunikativen Handelns, auf die 
Interagierende zurückgreifen können, um wiederkehrende soziale Situationen zu bewältigen” 
166 See for example studies on text messaging (SMS) (Androutsopoulos and Schmidt 2002) or chat communication (Schmidt, 
2000). 



 54 

this concept can be applied indistinctly to all kinds of communication forms. Mediated as well as mass 

communication constitute essentially dissimilar phenomena to face-to-face communication that require 

rethinking and reconceptualizing the constitutive characteristics and the execution of a communicative 

genre. This point, which is essential to the understanding of genres of television communication, will 

be discussed further in the final part of the analysis, where the genre production during the 

communication process is outlined. It is important to keep in sight, that the communication process 

during the transmission of an animated series takes place and is constituted as genre within the 

framework of mass communication. 

 

3.1.3.2 Genre’s consolidated forms 

 

A first part of the reconstructive analysis of a communicative genre consists on identifying its fixed and 

recurrent elements at three levels: the internal, intermediate and external structure of the genre. The 

level of the internal structure comprises those features that “result directly from the relation between 

the basic function and the material basis of the communicative genre”168. A first step in the analysis is 

to approach the “textual characteristics”169 of animated series, that is, to observe them as audiovisual 

communication forms, whose topics are essentially fictional. At the level of the internal structure of 

animated series several elements can be identified. Animated series for children have, in contrast to 

series for a teen and adult audiences, a short length, being the standard 22, 11 or 7 minutes. As many 

audiovisual texts, animated series employ basic forms of the cinematographic language for the staging 

of fictional stories, such as conventional camera shots, perspectives, movement, lighting, color, music, 

sound effects, etc. However, just as the western or horror genres, animated series present a recurrent 

usage of certain elements of this repertory. One example is the employment of sound techniques like 

the parallel scoring, also known for being representative of this genre as “Mickey Mousing”, to 

accentuate movements, mood changes, gestures or expressions of the characters. At a visual level 

(and similarly to its predecessor, the comic) animated series take expressive liberties regarding the 

representation of reality, which reflects for example, in the use of extremely colorful palettes, or 

exaggerated characterizations. These elements are expression of the hyperbolical character of this 

communication form, which cannot only be observed in formal aspects like the characterization or the 

staging of events, but also in aspects regarding content, constituting a narrative characteristic as well. 

In the series The Coyote and the Roadrunner for example, the characters’ configuration as antagonist, 

polarized figures as well as the (dis)advantage situations between them, belong to the narrative of the 

story, even though they are later complemented and supported with acoustic and visual staging 

elements. 

 

Unlike the first cinematic shorts (e.g. Humorous faces of funny faces), contemporary animated series, 

like many other story-telling genres, present a plot structure that comprises at least three main phases: 
                                                                                                                                                                             

167 See studies on the advertising spot (Ayass 2001; Knoblauch and Raab 2002) or the obituary (Möller 2009), among others. 
168 See (J. Bergmann and Luckmann 1995, 291) 
169 See (Knoblauch and Luckmann 2000, 542) 
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Introduction, climax, conclusion. Naturally, this basic pattern exhibits variables in its structure and its 

central topics. Boll170 identifies in his study regarding television series several structures and recurrent 

themes in animated series for children. As Table 4 shows, even though the story plots present 

different patterns, these kinds of series seem to favor certain story developments, such as concluding 

with a “happy end” or a normalization of the situation introduced at the beginning of the story. 

 

Table 4 - Recurrent topics and patterns of plot development in animated series. Source: (Boll 1994) 

Ausrichtungen Handlungsablaufraster 

Menschen und vermenschlichte Tiere 
in wilden Verfolgungsjagden 

Provokation – Verfolgung- Zerstörung der Umgebung – Wiederholte Verletzung der 
Beteiligten – Entscheidende Gewaltaktion - Ende 

Menschen geraten in ihrem Alltag 
pausenlos in groteske Situationen, 
denen sie nicht gewachsen sind 

Problem soll von der Hauptfigur gelöst werden – Begegnung mit Freunden oder Kollegen – 
Hauptfigur versagt – Problem wird nicht gelöst, oder wird auf anderen Wegen gelöst. 

Abenteuerliche Erlebnisse von 
Kindern 

Lebensalltag – Konflikt entwickelt sich – Gefahren drohen – Rettender Einfall oder Schachzug 
- Lösung 

Familiäre Erlebnisse von 
märchenhaften Phantasiewesen 

Gemeinschaftsalltag- kleine Probleme – Darstellung neuer Reize durch neuer Figuren- 
Lösung der Probleme 

Die SF- Fantasy- bzw. archaischen 
Abenteuer von Superhelden 

[Superheldenserien] Die Bösen begehen Verbrechen oder die Erde gerät in Gefahr, die 
Öffentlichkeit weiß keinen Rat mehr – Superheld legt Zivilexistenz ab (falls er eine solche hat) 
oder er wird von Auftraggebern eingeschaltet, macht sich auf die Suche nach den Bösen – 
Verbrechen reißen nicht ab – Eingriff des Superhelden mit unglaublichen Fähigkeiten oder 
High-Tech – Kampf und Sieg – Dankbarkeit der Zivilbevölkerung, der Presse oder der 
Auftraggeber, u.U. Eintauchen des Superhelden in Zivilleben. 

Verfilmungen von Kinderliteraturen 
Orientieren sich an Real-Kinderserien: Darstellung des Alltags/Charakterisierung  der Figuren 
– Aufzeigen des Problems bzw. Hineingeraten in das Problem- Legitimation der 
Hauptfigur(en) als Führer – Zuspitzung – Konfliktlösung – Epilog.  

 

A third characteristic element of the internal structure of animated series is a set of constant 

characters (usually between two and six). As it was discussed at the end of the previous subchapter, 

television series do not always exhibit this feature, for example in the case of anthology series. While 

there are some examples of animated anthology series, these kinds of programs are nowadays very 

rare in television for children in Germany. Animated series of the type “episode series”, that is, with 

self-contained plots and no continuity between them, seem to be the most common type of animated 

series in German television. Main characters are accompanied by a set of secondary and minor 

characters, some of them recurrent, to add variation to the story plots of the series. Unlike the main set 

of characters, the quantity of complementary characters is variable and can contain in some cases 

more than 30 secondary and minor characters (See for example: WordGirl, Kim Possible or 

Robotboy). A more extensive study of this content form can provide more information regarding the 

specific configuration of the characters’ set in relation to content characteristics of the series. 
                                                        

170 See (Boll 1994) Although Boll’s classification makes it possible to observe recurrent topics and dramatic structures in 
animated series, the classification criteria are, in my opinion, not applied systematically. He uses, for example, a thematic 
criterion for most of the categories and later a criterion that makes reference to the origins of the story (Film adaptation of 
children literature). This becomes problematic, since it ignores the fact that many series, for example, super hero series have 
their origins in other media content forms, like comic or film. 
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To the level of the intermediate structure of the genre belong elements that relate to the situational 

realization of the genre. They include rituals to make/end contact or to initiate/finish the genre171. In 

animated series two elements can be identified: the opening and the closing segment. The opening 

segment, commonly called “intro” has, within slight variations, a standard length of 30 or 60 sec. This 

segment has an important function in the construction of seriality among the episodes, since it opens 

the program with an introduction of the protagonists, antagonists, some of their respective features, 

and presents prototypical stories of the series as well. This way, a viewer who has not seen the series 

previously can understand the general plot, and develop expectations regarding the content of the 

series. Additionally, the opening segment marks the beginning of the program and differentiates it from 

other segments of the programming. This segment is also characterized by several conventional 

elements. At the visual level, some patterns can be observed in the motifs of the images, such as 

presenting characters in a representative environment or activity as a characterization resource, as 

well as to show typical scenes of the series. At an acoustic level, the opening segment is accompanied 

by a melody, usually a title song, that complements the visual presentation of the characters with a 

sung description, and in which the series plot is summarized (See Table 5). A last element, but not 

less important, is a short sequence at the end of the opening segment that includes the producers’ 

logotype and production credits of the series (See Image sequence 1). 

 

Table 5 – Lyrics of Johnny Test’s theme song. Text source: (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 

Opening segment 

Test, Test, Test, 
Johnny Test, 
(Go, go, go!) 
He's action packed, turbocharged, ready to blast, 
Got a flaming head of hair and likes to live fast, 
His sisters like to use him for their wild experiments, 
Check out a day in the life of Johnny Test! 
(Go, go, go!) 
He's got a super talking dog he takes every place 
Who likes a cup of 'cho and has a monkey face 
His mom's ultra busy and his dad's a bit obsessed 
Sonic boom, messy room, his name is Johnny Test! 
(Bling-bling, the mole king, 
Super secret feds, 
Extreme teens, moon fiends, 
Brain freezing heads, 
Monkey boys, turbo toys, 
Monster trucky trends) 
Just another day in the life of a boy (Johnny Test!) 
Just another day in the life of a boy (Johnny Test!) 
Just another day in the life of a boy named 
Just another day in the life of a boy named 
Just another day in the life of a boy named 
Johnny Test! 

 

                                                        

171 See (Knoblauch and Luckmann 2000, 543) 



 57 

    
Source: (“Rollercoaster” 2007)  Source: (“Johnny to the Center of 

the Earth” 2008) 
Source: (“The Secret Thing” 2006) Source: (“Mosquito Warning” 2004) 

 

Image sequence 1 - Sequence presenting the logotype and credits of the series 
 

The opening segment is followed by the episode title, which appears in two conventional forms: a) as 

an individual sequence, generally not animated, with a lenght between 5 and 10 sec (See Image 

sequence 2), or b) integrated as text in the first scene of the chapter (See Image sequence 3). The 

episode title is often complemented by brief production credits of the episode, like direction, script, 

storyboard, etc. This sequence indicates that the story begins from that point on, and constitutes the 

limits of the fictional universe. In other words, it marks, as discussed in the previous chapter, the 

boundaries of the double object (i.e. the boundaries between the fictional reality and the reality outside 

the cartoon). This element also accentuates the individuality of the episode in relation to the series. 

 

  
Source: (“Deedemensional” 1996) Source: (“Science Friction” 1960) 

 

Image sequence 2 - Title card of Dexter’s Laboratory and George of the Jungle 

 
Source: (“Rollercoaster” 2007) 

 

Image sequence 3 - Episode title integrated in the first scenes of an episode of Phineas und Ferb 

 

Once the show’s episodes are concluded, a closing segment is broadcasted. This segment has a 

variable length, however, it is not shorter than five seconds and not longer than 30. This segment 

presents production credits as written text, and finalizes with identity bumpers of the companies 

involved in the production. After this segment has been broadcasted, the show can be considered 

concluded, giving way to the transmission of other television programs. 

 

The opening and closing segment not only separate the series from other elements or contents of the 

television programming, they also demarcate the limits of the fictional narration (i.e. of the double-

sided object) and more importantly, of the communicative genre, which can be initiated again with the 

broadcasting of a new series, or changed, for example with a publicity bumper and the broadcasting of 
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an advertising spot. The opening and closing segments are two important constant elements of the 

series, since they remain unchanged, with few exceptions, in their content and form through the 

seasons of the series. 

 

This brief and general reconstruction of the recurrent and constitutive elements of animated series 

could give the impression that these patterns generate a structure with little space for variation. 

However, these constant elements precisely offer conditions for variation to take place. At a formal 

level, diversity in the use of the animation techniques, the iconicity degree of images, the color, and 

the realism degree of animation can be observed. At the narrative level, there are variables like the 

topics, stories, constitution and characters configuration, etc. Additionally, there is a high diversity in 

the specific recurrent elements of each animated series that grant individuality to the series, such as 

signature transitions between scenes (e.g. Johnny Test, Pat and Stan), Professor Professor’s 

catchphrase in The Secret Show (Victor, are you still alive?), or the existence of a prologue or 

epilogue to the story (e.g. Kim Possible and Phineas und Ferb, respectively). 

 

Television programming constitutes the context in which the external structure of the genre can be 

observed. Differently to other television genres, such as the advertising spot172, animated series have 

an established time slot in the programming. Even though the episodes of each series can have 

different lengths, television broadcasting of animated series has a conventional length of 30 minutes. 

Episodes with a length less than 22 minutes are transmitted in groups in which two episodes of 11 

minutes, or even three of seven. However, the length of the episodes rarely surpasses a total length of 

22 minutes. The remaining time of the transmission in private channels is used to broadcast 

advertising. These conditions can vary in the different channels, but particularly in German public 

service channels (like ZDF and Ki.Ka), since they have legal restrictions regarding the transmission of 

advertising173. Additionally, animated series for children are, as well as all contents addressed to this 

audience, regulated by the Protection of Young Persons Act174, which regulates the representation of 

violence, sexuality and criminal acts, among others, in media for children. 

 

3.1.3.3 Genre’s construction within the communication process 

 

So far, the recurrent, fixed elements of animated series as communicative genre have been sketched. 

Nevertheless, as Ayaß and Knoblauch point out, this approach of genre analysis has to take into 

account the forms and conditions, in which participants generate communicative genres during a 

communication act175. This requires, just as the last part of the analysis, a comprehensive empirical 

study regarding the audience and their role in the realization of the genre that cannot be performed 

appropriately within the framework of this general analysis. However some general aspects regarding 

                                                        

172 See (Knoblauch and Raab 2002, 142) 
173 See (Landesmedienanstalten 2000) 
174 See (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend 2011) 
175 See (Ayass and Bergmann 2006)(Knoblauch and Luckmann 2000) 
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the nature of mass communication, its differences with mediated and face-to-face communication, and 

more importantly, its implications for the reconstruction of communicative genres can be discussed. As 

it was mentioned at the beginning of this part, animated series must be framed within the mass 

communication phenomenon, which according to Maletzke is defined as: the communication form in 

which “messages are made public to a disperse audience through communication media in an indirect 

and unidirectional form”176. A central discrepancy with communicative genres of oral communication is, 

that while these are generated and constituted within the interaction process of the participants, 

genres of mass communication must develop not only among absentees, but also in conditions of time 

and/or space gaps between the participants. This is the case, for example, of most series revised 

here, since the producers of the series and their audiences are usually in different countries, and the 

series are transmitted some times years after their first broadcasting in the production country177. 

Although the series are addressed to a relatively defined audience (children between the age 3 and 

13), their audience can still be considered disperse since animated series are in most cases produced 

to reach the global market. In addition to these structural characteristics of mass media 

communication, the specific reception situation can show a more diversified audience, for example 

when parents watch television with their children. 

 

In this context, it is clear that television communication, as a form of mass communication, allows only 

limited feedback mechanisms, so limited, that Maletzke conceptualizes it as unidirectional. In the case 

of animated series for television, the audience’s feedback comes, with few exceptions, from other 

communication channels (for example: by mail, in web pages, internet forums, or through rating 

systems, surveys, etc.) and generally with a degree of temporal disparity. The structural conditions of 

communication mark, as Keppler and Seel argue, the degree of participation and feedback that an 

audience can have in the genre construction: In contrast to verbal storytelling, the audience cannot 

intervene and alter the course of communication (at least not immediately), unless they decide to keep 

watching a program, change the channel, or turn off the television178. This does not mean that within 

mass communication audiences do not have an important role in the generation and consolidation of 

genres, but that this role takes place under conditions different to the ones of face-to-face 

communication. The repertory and use of media genres of a specific audience can be observed in 

communicative processes where these categories gain relevance, for example, in conversations 

among television viewers while watching a program, in journalistic descriptions, reviews or critiques 

regarding these programs, or in specialized communication during the production or marketing 

processes. In this context, not only the study of specific media texts or genres becomes a relevant 

                                                        

176 As quoted by (Maletzke 1998, 45) „Unter Massenkommunikation  verstehen wir jene Form der Kommunikation, bei der 
Aussagen öffentlich (also ohne begrenzte und personell definierte Empfängerschaft), durch technische Verbreitungsmittel 
(Medien), indirekt (also bei räumlicher oder zeitlicher oder raumzeitlicher Distanz zwischen den Kommunikationspartner), und 
einseitig (also ohne Rollenwechsel zwischen Aussagendem und Aufnehmendem).“ See also the discussion on mass 
communication in Subchapter 2.1.1. 
177 Kim Possible, for example, was produced in the USA and broadcasted in that country in 2002, while the first German 
transmission took place until 2004. 
178 See (Keppler-Seel and Seel 2007, 60) 
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object of sociological research, but also the analysis of follow-up communication179, for example in 

interactions taking place during and after the reception of the programs180. As other media, cartoons 

stimulate follow-up communication among recipients, which can aim, among other things, to the 

development of media literacy (e.g. a conversation between parents and children about the 

differences between fictional and non-fictional depictions of reality) or to pure entertainment (e.g. 

children games recreating or reinventing stories or characters shown in TV series). A study of Ruth 

Ayaß regarding the reception and appropriation of advertising spots181 and of Klemm & Schulte 

regarding the appropriation of television content by adults and children182 offer a quick look to the 

diverse possibilities and strategies of communicative appropriation that can take place during the 

reception of television content. 

 

In contrast to genres of oral communication (e.g. gossip), animated series cannot be initiated 

spontaneously among the participants of a communication process. For this reason, they receive a 

specific slot within television programming with a defined broadcasting date and time. Under the 

conditions of time and space gap discussed so far, and due to the lack of immediate feedback in 

television communication, some complementary communication forms or television content have 

consolidated with the objective of increasing the probability for the communication process to take 

place. Examples are the spots to promote programs that offer general information about the series 

and its programming schedule, as well as an invitation to watch the program. 

 

Until now, the description of the communicative realization of animated series has been sketched 

within the framework of television communication. Even though this continues to be the predominant 

arena for the construction of this genre, there are alternatives to this realization today, such as 

television on demand (e.g. KiKA’s or PBS’s Media center) or the distribution of series collections in 

DVD format, that have influence on the constitutive forms and the communicative construction of the 

genre. Ayaß states for the case of the interview that “an interview in television is not the same as a 

television interview”183. And indeed, even though genres may transfer to new mediums to solve similar 

communication problems, they are strongly tied to the medium in which they take place. Series 

distributed in television on demand or DVDs alter the external structure of the genre by changing the 

reception context (outside of the programming) and removing the defined broadcasting schedule as an 

element at this structural level. From this perspective, it would be worth to observe how the animated 

film or the web animated short are constituted and if they can be considered autonomous 

communicative genres. 

 

 

                                                        

179 In German: Anschlußkomunikation 
180 See (Sutter 2010, 43–58) 
181 See (Ayass 2001) 
182 See (Klemm and Schulte 2001) 
183 See (Ayass 2011) 
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3.1.3.4 Genres families 

 

Genres can be grouped in families when they share common characteristics or similar communicative 

functions. In the family “television series” we can find genres that constitute specific solutions to the 

problem of periodical and routine communication in the entertainment and fiction spheres. Examples 

are soap operas, crime series, hospital series, situational comedies (sitcoms), etc. As it can be 

observed in these examples, neither the genres, nor the genres families’ are mutually exclusive 

categories. Sitcoms can be observed also as belonging to the genre “comedy stories”, just as 

telenovelas to the genre “love stories”. The same way animated series can also combine genres as 

the western, family, detective stories, etc. Genres are not one-dimensional concepts; they can be 

formed by characteristic elements of different qualities. While a certain use of shots (e.g. American 

shot) can be, among other elements, distinctive of the western, the science fiction genre is probably 

best identified by its recurrent characteristics at the narrative level (e.g. futuristic stories about 

consequences of the scientific and technological developments). The understanding, use and 

participation in the construction of a communicative or media genre are strongly related to the genres 

repertory of the viewer. This stock of genres can vary in their diversity or level of detail. Nevertheless, 

a certain overlapping of these categories is necessary, for genres to fulfill their role directing viewers’ 

expectations and reducing complexity184. 

 

As communicative genres, mass media genres can be characteristic of certain communication 

events185. Although media genres like “news report”, “advertising spot” and “crime series” are in their 

constitution very different to belong to a same family, they can be constitutive of a television event 

such as “prime-time programming”. Similarly, to the media event “children programming” (that on 

some channels traditionally takes place on Saturday morning) belong genres such as adventure or 

fantasy films, animated series, puppet series, news for children, and advertising spots (in private 

channels), etc. Through our socialization with mass media, we learn that genres like “horror movie”, 

“war documentary” or “erotic advertisement” are not compatible genres with events of this kind. 

 

3.1.3.5 Communicative functions of animated series 

 

As we have seen, animated series distinguish themselves from other series in their internal structure, 

not only at a formal level through a non-photographic representation of reality, but at the level of their 

visual and acoustic language, in which additionally to the use of cinematographic and comics 

language, they have also developed their own expressive repertory. In their constitution as serial 

content form, cartoons fulfill on the one side, a communicative solution to the problem of routine, 

habitual television communication for children, since they offer novelty within a fixed and constant 

structure. On the other side, they offer (similarly to the joke as genre of oral communication) an arena 

                                                        

184 See (Gehrau 2009) 
185 See (J. Bergmann and Luckmann 1995, 293), (Ayass 2011, 283) 
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for accentuated, even exaggerated construction of reality. The numerous technical and formal 

possibilities offered by animation techniques complement and support the visual and acoustic 

materialization of this hyperbolic communication form, in which own plausibility criteria apply. 

 

Media genres in general play an important role reducing the complexity of communication, assuming 

the actors involved are able to identify and employ the genre, and hence able to simultaneously create 

and react to expectations during the communication process. Cartoons, as one of the first media 

genres with which a child comes in contact, lay the foundation for the acquisition of media 

competences 186  along media socialization. Through their recurrent structure and their regular 

execution, they offer a basis to identify a communication form and its purposes, as well as to 

differentiate it from other media genres (a step that is particularly important in the acquisition of 

competences to understand publicity). 

 

Communicative genres are an expression of a social reality, in which specific communicative problems 

can obtain or loose relevance, change, become obsolete, or reemerge. Particularly important for this 

empirical study is what Luckmann points out: “Es geht mithin um nichts Anderes als die 

kommunikativen Vorgänge, in denen soziale Wirklichkeit erzeugt wird. Kommunikative Gattungen sind 

‘verfestigte Formen ihrer Vermittlung’”187. Animated series constitute consolidated forms of the social 

construction in mass media, which are characterized by offering fictional and hyperbolical images of 

social reality. Additionally, they build a form of moral communication, in which good and bad become 

recurrent topics and are clearly demarcated within the plot, for example through the configuration of 

characters. Cartoon series constitute specific instances of the construction of social reality, from which 

science as social field and researchers as their emblematic figures are not exempt. 

 

 

3.2 Animation in television 
 

 

3.2.1 Historical development of Western animated series on television: A brief overview188 

 

3.2.1.1 Cinematographic roots of American television cartoons 

 

The history of animation in television can be traced back to cinema. A specific beginning, however, is 

difficult to establish since basic animation techniques and principles were employed already in early 

live action films. George Méliès, for example, used stop trick techniques to create special effects in his 

live-action film A Trip to the Moon (1902). Just as in the early stages of live-action film, the first 

animated films of the silent period focused on the representation of movement, and rarely had a story 
                                                        

186 See (Hugger 2008) for a general overview on the concept. 
187 Ayaß quotes Luckmann (Ayass 2011, 279) 
188 The historical events presented in this section base on (Maltin and Beck 1987), (Dobson 2009) and (Borowiec 1998). 
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plot. One of the first animated films, Stuart Blackton’s Humorous Phases of Funny Faces (1906), 

showed a series of sequences, with no thematic relation to each other as to the representation of 

comical situations. The short combined animated with live action sequences, in which the cartoonist 

came into scene, to draw and erase the figures. Five years after Blackton’s film, Winsor McCay, a 

cartoonist of the N.Y. Herald newspaper, presented a two minutes short called Little Nemo (1911). The 

cartoon was accompanied by an introductory short, where McCay’s idea to produce an animated 

cartoon as well as its production process were narrated. The actual cartoon showed several animated 

sequences featuring characters of McCay’s comic strip Little Nemo in Slumberland jumping, running 

and tumbling. While the introductory film developed along the story of the cartoon production, the 

animated sequences focused exclusively on the representation of movement. As Leonard Maltin 

observes:  

 
“The stars of McCay’s comic strip exclaim via comic-strip balloons, “Watch us move!” 

and that’s exactly what they do – in a continuous parade of movement, 

metamorphosis, and exaggeration.”189 
 

In McCay’s most famous short, Gertie The Dinosaur (1914), the animated segment is also framed by a 

live-action film. The live-action segment tells the story of how the film came to be, and, as Little Nemo, 

it presents aspects of the cartoon production, as well as its potential to “bring to life” (or in its literal 

sense: to animate!) a creature already extinct. As in the animated films mentioned before, the “reality” 

outside the cartoon, captured in the live action film sequences, is also brought as a topic here, 

showing the ability of the animator to make drawings move as an achievement with almost magical 

connotations. Gertie was presented in constant interaction with the narrator, who would ask her to 

bow, drink water or behave properly on screen. Due to its huge success and popularity, Gertie the 

dinosaur is often cited as the first animated cartoon in American film history. At a first glance, the short 

appears to be very similar to its predecessors. Nevertheless, it possesses one attribute that would 

later become characteristic for orthodox animation: the presence of a character, Gertie. One year 

previous to the release of Gertie The Dinosaur, another milestone in American animation history was 

set with the short Colonel Heeza Liar in Africa (1913). Differently to the shorts mentioned previously 

that were result of sporadic efforts to produce animated cartoons, Colonel Heeza Liar in Africa was the 

first animated short to be produced commercially. The significance of this short, however, is not only 

reduced to its character as precursor of what would later become an established animation industry. 

Colonel Heeza Liar in Africa was also the first episode of the first series of animated theatrical shorts, 

from which fifty-nine episodes were produced between 1914 and 1924. To this series many others 

followed, including Mutt and Jeff, Out of the Inkwell, Felix the Cat, and Aesop Film Fables. Differently 

to the early cartoons of the silent era, theatrical short series featured already recurrent characters and 

the episodes possessed a simple story plot. The series episodes, however, have no sequential order, 

and the stories rarely establish a continuity in terms of content, fulfilling the characteristics of an 

                                                        

189 See (Maltin and Beck 1987, 3) 
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episode series. As it will be seen in the following part, many of these series became television content 

in the beginnings of television during the 1930’s and 40’s.  

 

Many comic strip characters make the transition to cinema animation during the silent era, including 

Little Nemo, Mutt and Jeff, Krazy Kat and Happy Hooligan. However, the relationship between 

animation and comic as medium was not restricted to the employment of comic strips as content for 

animated shorts. It went to the core of animation production, since in the beginnings of the animation 

industry, many of those who later would become animation pioneers initially worked as newspaper 

cartoonists. One of the most prominent examples was Winston McCay. As the original productions in 

animation became popular, some cartoon characters were later adapted to comic strips (e.g. Felix the 

Cat). As Wells observes, the traces of the comic strip are also visible in the codes and conventions 

that were employed in cartoons to create visual gags in animation190. 

 

The early cartoons of the silent era mentioned here show already some important features that would 

become recurrent in American animated content in the following many years. At the content level, 

McCay explored the potential of animation as a resource for the representation of creatures and 

environments beyond our immediate reality. In Little Nemo, he tries to recreate the land of dreams, 

and in Gertie the dinosaur, he choose an extinct animal as a character of his short. At the formal level, 

some early shorts of this period show some devices that would later become part of the visual 

vocabulary of animated characters, for example, the understanding and construction of the characters’ 

body as a malleable shape. The experimentation with the construction of the body in early films, such 

as Little Nemo, is a demonstration of the movement and metamorphosis potential of animation, while 

in films like Steamboat Willie, it constitutes a visual and narrative device for comical and unexpected 

situations. 

 

A breakthrough in animation history took place in 1928 with the release of the legendary short 

Steamboat Willie, the first sound-synchronized cartoon, which marked the end of the cartoon silent 

era. This short directed by Walt Disney and Ub Iwerks was also the commercial premiere of Mickey 

Mouse191, one of the most popular animated characters of all times. With the advent of sound 

cartoons, silent cartoons lost their popularity. Felix the Cat is probably the most emblematic example 

of a series that despite its popularity did not survive the transition into a sound cartoon. Aesop’s film 

Fables on the other hand, whose production continued after it was adapted to a sound-synchronized 

version, was produced until 1933. Many theatrical series were produced between the 30’s and the 

50’s, among others: Betty Boop, Color Rhapsodies, Bugs Bunny, Merrie Melodies, Oswald the Lucky 

Rabbit, Popeye the sailor, Scrappy, Silly Symphonies, Terry-Toons, Casper the friendly ghost, Heckle 

and Jeckle, Mighty Mouse, Mister Magoo, Tom & Jerry and Woody Woodpecker. The production of 

cartoon series for cinema declined during the 60’s. However, some new series such as The Ant and 

                                                        

190 See (Wells 1998, 131) 
191 The character appeared previously in the shorts Plane Crazy and Gallopin’ Gaucho, but the films were not distributed. 
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the Aardvark, The Pink Panther and The Inspector were produced. Today, short film series have 

practically disappeared from commercial cinemas, becoming animated feature films the dominant 

form. However, individual short films are still present in the movie screen. As in the early days of 

cinematic animation, individual short films have not lost its supplementary character, and often 

accompany animated feature films. Theatrical releases of Pixar films frequently include an extra short 

film, as it was the case of Wall-E that was exhibited with the short Presto. 

 

3.2.1.2 Cartoons on American television192 (1928-1989) 

 

The first cartoon character to appear in television was Felix the Cat. However, he did not appear within 

a transmission of its series, but as a puppet that was used to perform broadcasting tests in 1928. As 

mentioned previously, animated content appeared in television already during the 1930’s. However, it 

did not have a prominent role as television content and cartoons mostly filled space between live 

events. During the 1940’s, animated programs building a regular part of the television programming 

were series originally produced for theatrical exhibition. The first shorts to appear regularly on 

television belonged to a collection of theatrical shorts of the Van Beuren studios produced between 

1929 and 1936. While the serial character of the shorts probably contributed to its transition to 

television, the shorts still had to be adapted to the new medium. For example, episodes would be 

transmitted in groups to fit the 30 minutes time slots of television, and would also be added new title 

cards. 

 

Cartoons started gaining timeslots and audiences in television, however, most programs remained 

retransmissions of theatrical series. The first series to be produced for television, Tele-Comics and 

Crusader Rabbit, weren’t produced until 1949 and 1950193. While Crusader Rabbit enjoyed some 

success, few series were produced especially for television in the following years. Television channels 

continued to rely on theatrical series, and by 1956, major studios like Disney, Terrytoons and MGM 

had already licensed their theatrical shorts produced before 1948 for telecasting. To these cartoons 

belong, among others: Mighty Mouse Playhouse, Looney Tunes, Scrappy, Krazy Kat, Merrie 

Melodies, Bugs Bunny and Popeye.  During 1957, some cartoons for television were produced, 

including the first color cartoon for television: Colonel Bleep. The turning point for American television 

animation came that same year with the release of The Ruff and Reddy Show, produced by the 

Hanna-Barbera Studios. To make cartoon production for television financially viable, the Hanna-

Barbera studios simplified the animation process, placing emphasis in content and sound aspects of 

the cartoon. In 1960, The Flinstones became the first animated series to address not only the children, 

but also an adult audience. The ABC channel broadcasted the series in the prime time and with its 

success, other series such as the Bugs Bunny Show and Top Cat also occupied prime time slots. 

 

                                                        

192 The historical events presented in this part base on (Erickson 1995) and (Dobson 2009). 
193 On this respect Dobson differs, naming the show The Comic Strip as the first animated cartoon to be produced for 
television (Dobson 2009). 
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In the 1960’s the production of television animation increased, giving birth to many popular shows 

such as The Jetsons, Johnny Quest, Hector Heathcote, and Yogi Bear. Cartoon imports began as 

well, being Astroboy and Speed Racer some of the first examples Japanese series in American 

television. Additionally, the adventure genre consolidated with the production of superhero series such 

as Superman, Space Ghost, Aquaman, and The Fantastic Four in the last part of the 60’s. However, 

the adventure genre did not last long in television. As the channels received pressure to broadcast 

less violent and educational oriented content, animated cartoons return to the comedy genre during 

the 1970’s. This influenced not only the cartoon production, but also the broadcasting of old shows. 

Reruns of theatrical cartoons occurred only after segments perceived as violent were cut off of the 

episodes. With the orientation to educational programs, the science fiction genres in cartoons 

developed, and opened spaces for shorts segments presenting scientific facts or topics at the end of a 

cartoon show. 

 

Regulations established during the 1970’s regarding publicity content in children-oriented 

programming also affected the cartoon production, particularly when one of the main funding forms, 

the program sponsoring, was forbidden. In the early 1980’s, some animation studios started producing 

animated series based on toys, like The Smurfs, He-Man and the Masters of the Universe, Pac Man 

and Dungeons and Dragons. While it was forbidden to publicize products explicitly within programs, 

this kind of shows did not infringe the FCC regulations as long as the toys advertisement was placed 

in a different time slot. Additionally, many shows left out the telecasting in the networks and went 

directly to syndication, including Disney productions like Ducktales and Chip ‘n’ Dale’s Rescue 

Rangers. With the syndication of animated series, a market for animation outside the traditional 

Saturday-block of the networks was created, which later also opened spaces for Japanese animation. 

With the advent of cable television and the creation of children-oriented channels such as Nickelodeon 

and Calliope, the demand of animated series increased, giving spaces to shows that were not 

distributed by the networks, such as Maya the Bee (a German production) and Belle and Sebastian. 

 

The transition of animated cartoons to television had consequences for the reputation of animation as 

an artistic work earned during the cinematic period. Due to its industrial production, and its strong ties 

with publicity, television animation has been often considered an almost inherent low-quality product, a 

point in which many historians disagree. Before approaching the development of animation after the 

1990’s, the following subchapter will briefly summarize the development of animated series as media 

content in German television. 
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3.2.1.3 The development of animated series as representative content for children in Germany 

(1950-1989) 

 

The consolidation of animated content in German television194 for children followed a different path as 

in the USA, marked by the structural changes in the German media landscape. As it is the case of 

many other genres and content types, the development of animation as television content stays in 

close relation to the commercial or public nature of the television context in which they are embedded. 

The historical review from Eßer195 gives significant information regarding this development, which can 

be described in five stages: 

 

1) Constitution of animation as television content for children (50’s and 60’s). This period 

was characterized by the presence of puppet and cutout animation. Due to the high production 

costs, hand-drawn-animation remained an exception in German television, a situation that did 

not change until the end of the 60’s. Although some American productions, e.g. Disney films, 

reached the German programming, the broadcasted animated films were mostly of Eastern 

European production. Films continued during the 60’s being the main form of animated 

content in television. Animated series are until the 70’s rarely part of children’s programming. 

 

2) Change and formation of animated content in television as a content form for young 

children and preschool audiences (1969-1974). Animated content, particularly hand-drawn 

animation gains space in German television, building, the main content type in the ARD 

Montagsmagazin. During this period, the sources of animated contents are both imported films 

and series from the USA and Asia, as well as own (co-) productions of the public channels. 

With its transmission in 1971, Speed Racer becomes the first Japanese animated series 

broadcasted on German television. In the years subsequent to 1973, animated series obtain 

defined programming slots, and presence in publicity content through the inclusion of 

animated characters such as the Mainzelmännchen. 

 

3) Consolidation and competition increase between the ARD and ZDF channels (1975-

1984) channels. During this period the import of Japanese animated series (from now on 

mostly hand-drawn animation) increased, becoming series like Maya the Bee, Heidi, 

Pinocchio, etc. part of the ZDF programming. While ZDF assigned specific program slots to 

animated serial content, the ARD remained broadcasting animation mainly as individual 

episodes within magazine programs for children. 

 

4) Change and foundation of commercial channels (1985-1989). With the start of commercial 

channels, a new competition context develops. Due to the popularity of hand-drawn animated 

                                                        

194 Due to the information availability in this subject, the review includes only West Germany. 
195 See (Eßer 1998, 340) 
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series, the new channels, Sat1, Tele 5 and RTL fill their children programming blocks almost 

exclusively with this kind of contents. Some of the animated series transmitted are He-Man 

and the Masters of the universe, She-Ra – Princes of Power, Ghost Busters and Bravestar. In 

the public channels, ARD transmits in 1986 animated series for the first time: the German 

production Janoschs Traumstunde. By the end of the 80’s ARD includes in its programming 

European animated series like Dr. Snuggles (Britain), Once Upon a Time... Life (France). 

American series episodes of Tom y Jerry, Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck are broadcasted 

within Die Trickfilmschau. In the ZDF channel, Asiatic and East European productions remain 

a part of children’s programming; nevertheless, the latter are present mostly as films or short 

series. 

 

5) Consolidation of the dual television system (Beginning of the 90’s). In the 90’s, the availability 

of animated series in commercial television expands, reaching programming slots in the early 

morning. On channels such as Tele 5, the programming including animated series comprises 

from early morning until the evening, transmitting up to twenty animated series daily. Public 

channels maintain their efforts to provide content diversity in their children programming, 

which results in a limited presence of hand-draw animated series on ARD and ZDF. Some of 

the broadcasted series within this period are Prinz Eisenherz (ARD), Alfred J. Kwak, Benjamin 

Blümchen (ZDF), Lucky Luke, Arielle, die Meerjungfrau (RTL), Inspector Gadget, Tom & Jerry, 

Familie Feuerstein (ProSieben), Die Schlümpfe, Mr. T (Kabel 1), Belle und Sebastian, Die 

kleinen Superstars und Foofur (RTL2). 

 

3.2.1.4 Animation series in television today 

 

The expansion trend observed by Eßer and Ericsson seems to continue to our days. In the years 

following to Eßer’s historical review, the media landscape in Germany changed significantly as several 

channels oriented to children were launched both in commercial and public television. In April 1995196, 

the commercial channel Super RTL started transmissions, followed by Nickelodeon in July of the same 

year, and the public channel Ki.Ka (Kinderkanal –Children’s channel) on January 1st of 1997197. In 

addition to these three channels in Free-TV, new options in cable television appeared: Junior (1996), 

Disney channel (1999), Disney XD (2000), Playhouse Disney (2004), Boomerang (2006), Carton 

Network (2006), Your Family Entertainment (2007), Nicktoons (2007), KidsCo (2008), Nick Jr. (2009), 

Disney Cinemagic (2009). Also, many regular channels such as RTL2, ARD, ZDF, Kabel eins and 

ProSieben offer until this day children-oriented program blocks. While most of the channels mentioned 

above include animated content as a constitutive part of their programming, some cable channels 

devote almost their entire programming to animated content. Cartoon Network, for example, focuses 

on animated content, broadcasting children-oriented animation during the day, and adult-oriented 

                                                        

196 See (RTL Disney Fernsehen GmbH & Co 2014b) 
197 See (KiKA 2014a) 
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animation after 10 pm198. Similarly, the cable channel Boomerang builds its programming almost 

exclusively of animated series. Nevertheless it resorts mostly to reruns of popular (mostly American) 

series from the 60’s until the present day. 

 

The expansion of animated content, however, cannot be reduced to the increase of available channels 

for children, and it seems to be not only of quantitative nature, but also qualitative, as animation slowly 

gains spaces in other communication forms and genres, and reaches broader audiences. This can be 

observed, for example, in the placement of animated series in television programming. As mentioned 

previously, due to its strong orientation towards children, animated series in American television were 

often confined to programming blocks on Saturday morning. Nevertheless, some animated series 

have reached programming outside this time slot. During the 60’s The Flintstones became one of the 

firsts animated series in American television to be televised on prime time. This remained an 

exception, since few cartoons reached this programming slot afterwards. Nowadays, the animated 

series The Simpsons constitutes probably the most emblematic example of the reappearance of 

animation in prime time. Different to The Flintstones is in this case, The Simpsons’ unprecedented 

long stay in the American prime time. 

 

Serial animated content has also gained spaces outside regular free-tv channels, reaching music 

channels such as MTV (e.g. Daria, Beavis & Butt-head) and VIVA (e.g. Drawn Together, The Ren & 

Stimpy Show). With the popularity of adult-oriented animation, spaces devoted exclusively to this 

content type, like the Adult Swim block, have been created. Mainly developed within the comedy 

genre, the humor of this series commonly relies on irony, sarcasm, and parodies, yet without leaving 

aside elements of slapstick comedy, which have a long tradition in cartoons. Unlike animated series 

for children, adult-oriented series seem to be characterized by the recurrent presence of violent and 

sexual related content, as well as by the use of offensive language. The development of animation as 

fictional content for adult audiences can be traced back at least to the 70’s, when The Nine Lives of 

Fritz The Cat became the first animated film to be rated X199. In recent days, and even though adult-

oriented animated content has become more common on television, giving birth to popular series like 

South Park, Celebrity Deathmatch, The Venture Brothers, Family Guy, and Sealab 2021, animated 

series are in the western context still predominantly a children-oriented program type. This, however, 

does not mean that these kinds of series develop completely independent from each other. The Ren & 

Stimpy Show, is an example of a series, which although being originally designed for young 

audiences, was later adapted for the adult viewers. New episodes were broadcasted under the name 

The Ren & Stimpy Show, Adult Party Cartoon. Additionally, adult series frequently employ references 

to children’s animation as humoristic and critique resource. For example, The Itchy & Scratchy Show 

in the series The Simpsons, establishes a clear reference to the famous characters Tom & Jerry in 

order to perform a critique on the social role of television and its effects on children. Similarly, the 

                                                        

198 This distribution of the programming may vary depending on the broadcasting country. The schedule mentioned here 
refers to the German version of the channel. 
199 In the American film rating system of the time, the program was rated as restricted to viewers over 18 years old. 
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series Drawn Together portrays a main set of characters parodying stereotypes like Disney’s 

princesses and well-known animated characters such as Superman, Pikachu, SpongeBob 

Squarepants and Betty Boop. Through the inclusion of characters representing different animation 

techniques, country of production, and production time, this program not only creates intertextual 

references to provide a soil for humorous situations, but also constitutes an expression of media self-

reference, by on the one hand parodying animation history and cultural stereotypes in animation 

through another animated series, and on the other hand by employing at the same time the 

stereotypes that the series criticizes to make audiences laugh. 

 

As seen previously, animation series have roots in several media, including film, comic and literature. 

Today, their relationship is probably better defined as a reciprocal one, particularly when speaking 

about animated content in mass media. There are series based on films, literature or comics, such as 

The Little Mermaid, Winnie the Pooh, Batman, or Spiderman; but also multiple adaptations of popular 

animated series. Jimmy Neutron, The Simpsons and Kim Possible are just a few examples of series 

that have been adapted to films, comics, commercials, and video games (among others) 200 . 

Regardless the direction of the adaptation, it is important to note that animated content does not seem 

to be an exception to what media theorists observe as an increase in the transmediality of media 

contents. The reciprocal influence between these media becomes interesting, for example with the 

advent of what comic researchers call “factual comic” or “comic journalism”. Biographic comics like 

Satrapi’s Persepolis and its animated film adaptation are examples of this new form. The animated film 

Waltz with Bashir explores the use of animation as documentary technique201, questioning, and 

perhaps redefining the traditional understanding of animation as a fictional content. Unknowingly, Ari 

Folman, Waltz with Bashir’s director, challenges the words of Friederich, who states: “Im Genre des 

Animationsfilms (…) ist zwar per definitionem alles möglich, was dem menschlichen Geist vorstellbar 

und seiner Kunstfertigkeit machbar erscheint, aber eines wird doch nie passieren: dass der Zuschauer 

glaubt, einen Dokumentarfilm zu sehen”202. 

 

These recent developments throw new light on animation as media phenomenon and question the 

widespread approach of cartoons (and to some, also for television series in general) as trivial 

entertainment form. It should be asked to what extent the observations and examples gathered here 

apply to other specific media, or production contexts, like the Japanese anime. Additionally, the 

contemporary developments of animated series in web media, particularly with the current presence of 

television channels on the Internet, should also be considered for further research. 

 

 
                                                        

200 Particularly animated series for children are frequently employed in advertising contents and all kinds of merchandising 
products, a phenomenon that has obtained certain academic attention in the field of media literacy. A tangible example of this 
phenomenon are narrowcasting television spots. Those ads portray the same characters as a specific animated cartoon and are 
transmitted immediately before or after this cartoon series. 
201 The idea of producing animated content based in historical facts was explored already by Winston McCay in his theatrical 
short The Sinking of the Lusitania (1918). 
202 See (Friedrich 2007) 
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3.2.2 Animated content in context: production, broadcasting and reception 

 

In the previous part, the development of animated series as television content was briefly described 

within the period of the 1950’s until the mid-1990’s. At this point, questions arise about the role of 

animation and particularly of animated series in mass media today. The following part offers an 

overview of the animation context based in empirical research regarding the broadcasting and 

reception of animation today specifically within the German and the European context. Special 

emphasis is given in this part to fictional animated series and children-oriented programming203. 

 

3.2.2.1 Broadcasting 

 

Fictional content has a strong presence in Germany’s both public and private television channels. In 

the most viewed channels ARD, ZDF, RTL, Sat1 and ProSieben, fiction comprehends at least a 

quarter of the programming204. Fictional series build in all channels one of the five dominant program 

forms in regular programming, comprising 13,7% of ARD’s, 12,6% of ZDF’s, 17,8% of RTL’s 19,1% of 

Sat.1’s, and 15,2% of ProSieben’s daily programming205. Animation has however a low presence on 

regular television, being transmitted an average of 57 min per day in the channel ProSieben, 41 min in 

ZDF, and 23 min in ARD. The channels RTL and Sat.1 have the lowest transmission rates of 

animation: 12 and 7 min per day respectively. This broadcasting time, which is lower than the one 

devoted to publicity, makes visible that animation is not a representative content in regular television. 

Additionally, if these numbers are observed differentiating between animation in the regular 

programming and children blocks it is also clear, that even in regular channels animation is a children-

oriented content. In all channels mentioned, animation outside the children blocks constitutes less 

than 0,7% of the broadcasting time, and in ZDF channel is practically inexistent. 

 

In the European context, the Swiss channel SRG-SSR SF 2 is the public service channel with the 

higher amount of broadcasted animation in the European Union with a total amount of 1,699 hours in 

2002. The Irish channel Network 2, and Austrian channel ORF1 follow with a total amount of 1,393 

and 1,284 hours of broadcasted animation respectively. Within the list of the nine public service 

channels with the highest animation broadcasting are also the French channels France 3 and France 

5, the Spanish channel TVE2, the Belgium channel VRT-Ketnet/Canvas, the Italian channel RAI 2, 

and the British channel BBC2. Unlike the German public service channels mentioned before, SF2, 

ORF1, and Network 2 offer contents oriented to children and teenagers, which explains the 

dominance of this content type206. 

 

                                                        

203 Unless specified otherwise, the data refers to channels within free-TV. 
204 In 2009, ARD had the highest percentage of fictional content within its daily programming (35,9%), followed by ProSieben 
(37,4%), Sat.1 (28%), ZDF (25,5%), and RTL (25,1%). (Krüger 2010, 168) 
205 See (Krüger 2010, 168) 
206 See (European Audiovisual Observatory 2002, 108) 



 72 

In Germany, public and private channels for children share an important characteristic regarding its 

programming structure, namely, the dominance of fictional and particularly of fictional animated 

content. Although in different proportion, fictional programming is the main content type in the 

channels Super RTL (94% of the broadcasting time), Nick (92%) and KI.KA (74%). Specifically, 

animated content constitutes the main type of fictional programs, comprehending 59% of the total 

broadcasting time in the channel KI.KA, 80% in SuperRTL, and 70% in Nick (See Figure 5). If the 

distribution of broadcasting time is observed according to the realization techniques of the programs, it 

can be noted that hand-drawn animation (cel-animation) remains the most common technique for 

children programs in all channels (See Figure 6). Animation in general, including puppetoon and 

computer animation, represents in the three channels over the half of the broadcasting time. 

SuperRTL is the channel that relies on animated content the most, airing animation almost three 

quarters of its broadcasting time. 

 
Figure 5 - Programming distribution in German television channels for children. Source: (Krüger 2009, 420) 

 
Figure 6 - German television programs for children according to their cinematographic technique. Source: (Krüger 2009, 419) 

 

3.2.2.2 Production 

 

When it comes to the production of fictional content in general, national productions dominate the 

fictional content landscape in German television: 69% of ARD’s and 70% of ZDF’s fictional programs 
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are, at least in part, German productions. The rest is distributed between European (ARD, 9% and 

ZDF, 11%) and American productions (ARD, 19% and ZDF, 14%). In private channels such as RTL 

and Sat.1, the distribution of the programs according to its origin, shows a still dominant, but lower 

transmission of German productions (RTL 55%, and Sat.1 64%), a very low inclusion of European 

content (RTL 2%, Sat.1,%), and a higher presence of American productions (39% and 32%). The most 

notable exception is the channel ProSieben, in which only 11% of its programs are German 

productions, 3% European productions, and 79% American productions. Judging by these numbers, 

public channels such as ARD and ZDF have a more diverse offer of fictional content according to it 

production country, while in private channels the American productions are the rule. 

 

The tendency of private channels to rely strongly on foreign productions can be observed in television 

for children as well (See Figure 7). Particularly American productions dominate the programming in 

private channels like SuperRTL and Nick, with a share of 62% and 78% of their broadcasting time, 

respectively. European and Canadian productions are the next two main sources of content in these 

two channels. A rather low amount of broadcasting time is devoted to German productions, comprising 

only 7% in SuperRTL and 3% in Nick. The distribution of programs in relation to its production country 

is significantly different in the public channel Ki.Ka, where German productions constitute the main 

source of content (49%), followed by an almost equitable distribution of the broadcasting time between 

European, American and Australian/New Zealand productions207. 

 

 
Figure 7 - Childrens’ programs in Germany according to their production country. Source: (Krüger 2009, 418) 

 

A review of the European animation companies with the highest revenues (2000-2002)208 provides 

some hints regarding the specific country of origin of European animated content. Within the fifteen 

leading companies in animation production, stand four British companies (HIT Entertainment, 

Entertainment Rights PLC, Carrington productions and Aardman Holdings & Ltd), seven French 

companies (Carrere Group, Xilam Animation Millimages 64, Dargaud Marina, Marathon Animation, 

                                                        

207 See (Krüger 2009, 418) 
208 See (European Audiovisual Observatory 2004) (European Audiovisual Observatory 2002, 118) 
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Ellipse Animation, Alphanim) and four German companies (TV – Loonland, RTV Family Ent. AG, Hahn 

Film AG, Hahn Film + Video Prod. GmbH). To this list belong the Spanish company Cromosoma SA, 

and the Italian company Mondo TV as well. While France has the highest number of animation 

companies in the ranking, the higher place was hold by the British company HIT Entertainment, with 

revenues of 193,521,000 € in 2002. According to this data, this company was in that year also the 

leading television production company in Europe209, producing among others, some of the most 

popular television series for children, such as Barney, Bob the Builder, Angelina Ballerina and Thomas 

& Friends, which are up to this day transmitted in German television. 

 

In media pedagogy discourse, content diversity builds an important aspect of quality television for 

children210. This concept comprises not only the broadcasting of a balanced offer of informative and 

fictional content, but also a wide palette of genres, visual styles, and topics. Diversity in relation to the 

production country of television programs becomes relevant in view of the dominance of American and 

Japanese productions in the animation market, and in private television programming for children. To 

promote the European animation production, the European Union supports through its MEDIA 

Programs the non-profit organization Cartoon. This organization coordinates the yearly Cartoon 

Forum, an event to connect animation producers, investors and distributors, and offers workshops with 

training programs for professional animators. Relevant fora for animated content in Europe are also 

two important Animation festivals: The Annecy International Animated Film Festival and the Stuttgart 

Festival of Animated Film. Coupled to these festivals are also animation competitions, where awards 

are granted to animated products of high artistic or technical quality. The Annecy festival devotes, 

within its several competition categories, awards for animated productions, series and specials in 

television. Similarly, the Cartoon initiative also grants animation awards of European productions with 

the award “Carton d’Or”. The events mentioned here, are only some examples of the efforts to impulse 

European animated content production as its dissemination. This aims on the one hand to enlarge the 

program offer available and to create alternatives to the dominant production trends within mass 

media, as well as to reinforce the animation industry in the European Union. 

 

3.2.2.3 Reception 

 

With the arrival of the Internet and its contents, the media usage among children has changed 

importantly in the last years. However, and even though the Internet is gaining importance as medium, 

television has not lost its prominence211, remaining the medium used most by children. The frequency 

with which children watch television shows how this medium is inserted in the children’s habitual 

media use: 73% of children affirm to watch television every day or almost every day212. Television is 

also the medium that is used the highest amount of time in an average day. Though a slight decrease 

                                                        

209 See (European Audiovisual Observatory 2002, 114) 
210 See (Hackl 2005) (Grewenig 2005)  
211 See (Feierabend and Klinger 2008)(Feierabend and Klingler 2009)  
212 See (Feierabend and Klingler 2009, 402) 
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in the last years, children in ages from three and thirteen watch in average 88 minutes television per 

day, being children between ten and thirteen the ones with the highest television usage (102 minutes 

per day). 

 

In general, German children spend most of their time watching channels addressed to them, however, 

the specific channels preferences vary in relation to the schedule. Between 6:00 and 21:00 Super RTL 

obtains the highest audience share (22,1%), followed by KI.KA (19%) and Nick (11,4%). During the 

prime time, however, children prefer KI.KA (20,3%), Super RTL (17,5%) and ProSieben (12,6%)213. If 

television use is observed according to the content type, it can be noticed that children spend most of 

their time watching fictional content. In 2010, for example, a German child watched a total amount of 

160 hours of fictional content, from which 109 hours were dedicated to television series (See Table 6). 

The notion of animated content as representative children content, finds also support in the empirical 

research regarding media use. German children, for instance, prefer films and series of the animation 

genre to comedy, entertainment or suspense. In 2010, 56% of the time children spent watching series, 

and 32% of the time spent watching films, was dedicated to animation. Emblematic is perhaps that the 

list of the ten most watched programs during 2010, consists of ten episodes of the animated series 

Yakari. It seems that, at least in the German context, no other content type in children’s television 

obtains such attention from the young audiences as animation. 

 

                                                        

213 It is important to mention that even though ProSieben is not a children-oriented program, it obtains a third place in this 
ranking thanks to the transmission of The Simpsons. 
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Table 6 - Viewing time of television by children according to program type. Source: (Feierabend and Klinger 2011, 180) 

 

 

3.3 Conclusions 
 

The characteristics of cartoon series discussed previously are relevant not only for the theoretical 

understanding of animated series, but also for the methodological design of the study. The structural 

features of cartoon series determine, for example, the way the corpus is compiled and the analysis 

material selected. Similarly, the conceptualization of cartoon series as orthodox animation and as 

media genres, in which characters, dialogues and a narrative form are constitutive elements, are also 

important to define the methods of analysis (See Chapter 6). The differentiation of animation 

according to its expression and aesthetic features provides a foundation for the analysis of science 

and scientists in the series, particularly at the formal level, in their visual and acoustic representation 

(e.g. anthropomorphism degree of the characters, simplification and exaggeration of characters, 

scenery or events; as well as the degree, form and use of patterns, archetypes, and stereotypes of 

characters214). 

  
                                                        

214 See (Faulstich 2008) (Eder 2008) 
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4 Science, fiction and children: 
State of the art 

 

As argued in chapter two, the portrayal of science in fictional contents for children is a relevant subject 

to sociological and communication research, and it raises at least two general questions to be 

addressed by empirical investigation: a) What is the perception of science among children? And, b) 

How do mass media depict science? Numerous empirical studies have followed the latter line of 

inquiry, examining, from diverse disciplinary perspectives, science representation in different media, 

among them: magazines (Jacobi and Schiele 1993), publicity (Willems and Jurga 1998; Janich 2002; 

Janich 1998; Pitrelli, Manzoli, and Montolli 2006) and news (León 2008; Bucchi and Mazzolini 2003; 

Nucci and Kubey 2007; Verhoeven 2010). This line of research, however, has traditionally focused on 

informative contents, such as newscasts, newspaper articles or educational programs, and has only 

slowly begun to reflect the multiplicity of media with which the general public comes into contact and 

their respective diverse publics. In fact, a systematic analysis of publications on media coverage of 

science shows that although the studies in this field have increased significantly since the 1990’s, they 

strongly focus on print media (70% of 430 analyzed publications), on Western countries (98,8% of 

publications) and on the depiction of natural sciences (92,9% of the publications). Empirical research 

in this field has, additionally, overlooked entertainment and fiction media, such as comics, movies or 

television series (Schäfer 2012, 653–57). In spite of this, in the last two decades, fiction has begun to 

capture academic attention, particularly in literature, mainstream television and film. Studies on 

science in fiction media addressed to children, however, are still rare in the specialized literature. 

Subchapter 4.2 focuses on this topic and provides a review of empirical studies on science 

representation in fictional media and on media addressed to children, specifically television. The 

following subchapter addresses the first question raised above and provides an overview of relevant 

studies on the perception of science among children and teenagers. The aim is to contextualize this 

empirical study within content analysis of science in mass media, and observe the relationship 

between the images circulating in the media and the perception of science among young audiences. 
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4.1 The perception of science among children 
 

The concern in the scientific community with the perceptions of science and technology among the 

general public has developed into a well-established field of research. The Eurobarometer surveys of 

science and technology (European Union), the Wellcome Trust Monitor (UK), or the ENPECYT 

(Mexico) are conducted on regular basis to assess the attitudes towards science and technology (e.g. 

interest on scientific topics, trust in scientific institutions or professionals, expectations and 

reservations concerning science and technology, etc.). These surveys cover a broad and 

representative spectrum of the population in their respective countries of application, including adults, 

and in some cases adolescents, among the participants of diverse social and educational 

backgrounds. Research on children’s perceptions of science, however, has followed a different 

methodological path. Due to the specific characteristics of children as subjects of research, studies on 

children’ perceptions of science have primarily resorted to written and visual instruments such as 

narrative essays or drawings (particularly the Draw-A-Scientists Test) to gather their data. The 

following part provides an overview of relevant studies in this field. 

 

The academic interest in children’s and adolescents’ perceptions of science was already patent in 

1957 when Margaret Mead and Rhoda Métraux published a study on the image of science among 

high-school students. The study showed that participants described a scientist as an elderly of middle-

aged man who wears a white coat, glasses and works in a laboratory. In their short essays, the 

students also attributed additional features to scientists, such as baldness, wearing a beard, an 

unkempt appearance and a stoop. According to these descriptions, scientists work surrounded by 

chemical equipment or laboratory animals and spend their time doing experiments with plants and 

animals (Mead and Métraux 1957, 387). Later studies, mainly based on the Draw-a-Scientist test, 

have also come to the conclusion that children and adolescents hold stereotyped views of scientists 

(deGómezgil 1975; Chambers 1983; Newton and Newton 1992; Steinke et al. 2007; Rodari 2007; 

Ruiz-Mallén and Escalas 2012; Christidou, Hatzinikita, and Samaras 2012). These studies, carried out 

in different countries215 and along five decades, show (with some minor variations) a consistent and 

stable perception of scientists across time: scientists continue to be described as predominantly male, 

wearing a lab coat and glasses, and working indoors, mostly in laboratories. Some of them also show 

that this image develops during childhood. According to Chambers and Newton & Newton, children 

begin attributing stereotypical features to scientists, such as a lab coat, glasses, symbols of research 

(e.g. lab equipment), knowledge (e.g. books) and technology, between the 2nd and 3rd grade of 

schooling (around the age of six). The stereotypical image of scientists seems to consolidate by the 5th 

grade (around the age of eleven) (Chambers 1983; Newton and Newton 1992). 

 

Depictions of female scientists are not absent from children’s descriptions and drawings, but are in 

most cases clearly in the minority (Chambers 1983, 261; Steinke et al. 2007, 51; Newton and Newton 

                                                        

215 Among them the USA, UK, Spain (specifically in Catalonia) and Greece. 



 79 

1992, 335; Christidou, Hatzinikita, and Samaras 2012; Fralick et al. 2009, 64; Ruiz-Mallén and Escalas 

2012, 532). In general, representations of women scientists tend to be drawn by girls (Chambers 

1983, 261; Steinke et al. 2007, 47; Rodari 2007, 3; Farland-Smith 2009, 28). 

 

The studies show that, additionally to the general features of scientists, the written and visual data 

also provides insight into the positive and negative characteristics attributed to scientists. On the one 

hand, researchers are described as very intelligent, hard-working, open-minded, seekers of the truth 

and the common good, on the other they portrayed as asocial, boring, disorganized, eccentric or even 

mad persons, who neglect friends and family, seek individualistic goals and conduct a dangerous work 

(Mead and Métraux 1957, 387; deGómezgil 1975, 358). Mythical representations or scientists, such as 

Frankenstein or Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde have a low occurrence, but are present in the drawings of children 

and teenagers (e.g. in Chamber’s study, only in 3,5% of the drawings depicted this kind of characters 

(Chambers 1983)). References to real scientists, such as Einstein, were also found in the studies 

(Mead and Métraux 1957, 387). For example, in a comparative study of children’s perceptions in 

European countries a little over 10% of the drawings in the sample depict Einstein-looking scientists or 

explicit portraits of Einstein. The study also shows that the depiction of the absent-minded professor 

and the mad scientist stereotypes is very frequent among the drawings (12% and 11% of the sample, 

respectively), but that it is not clearly demarcated. Eccentricity and craziness are related features in 

the eyes of children. A drawing portraying Einstein while he creates a human creature resembling 

Frankenstein’s monster illustrates this at best (Rodari 2007, 7). 

 

Research shows that children perceive scientific work as an activity that takes place indoors, typically 

in a laboratory (Mead and Métraux 1957; Chambers 1983; Newton and Newton 1992; Fralick et al. 

2009). Only in one of the studies scientists were drawn working predominantly outdoors, conducting 

field work (Christidou, Hatzinikita, and Samaras 2012, 631). In their working spaces, scientists 

frequently appear experimenting (Ruiz-Mallén and Escalas 2012; Fralick et al. 2009) and surrounded 

by chemical lab equipment, such as test tubes and flasks, and in occasions, by plants and living 

creatures (Rodari 2007; Newton and Newton 1992). While this image appears to be homogeneous 

across countries, a comparative study revealed cultural differences in the way American and Chinese 

children depict scientists. For example, while the majority of American children depicted scientific 

activities as working with chemical instruments, Chinese children predominantly portrayed scientists 

working on robots and inventions. Additionally, drawings of Chinese children frequently depicted a bed 

or a place to rest in the scientists’ workplace, a feature that did not appear in the drawings of the 

American children (Farland-Smith 2009). 

 

The previous studies provide insight into the perceptions of science and scientists among children. 

However, one relevant methodological limitation that should be mentioned is that these studies rely 

exclusively on visual or textual representations of scientists. These representations, while valuable, 

are limited because they can only capture views of scientists in an individual and static way. They do 

not necessarily show if children have diverse perceptions of scientists. For example, many studies 
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gather only one drawing by participant, so it is not possible to know if, given the task to make two 

drawings of scientists, children would draw scientists as male professionals again. Additionally, 

through the DAST and textual descriptions it is not possible to observe how the perceptions of 

scientists are reconstructed. A recent study addresses this problematic by complementing the DAST 

with a group discussion, in which children present their drawings to other children and then develop a 

story about the scientist they draw216. Additionally, the participants write a letter for other children, 

explaining what science is, and what scientists do. The study shows that, even though children resort 

to stereotypical images of scientists, they also have diverse and complex views of science. For 

example, even if science is often associated to magic, children also show an understanding of basic 

stages of scientific work, such as observation of a phenomenon, development of hypotheses, analysis, 

etc. Studies of this kind allow observing not only the perceptions of science as expressed in the 

children’s drawings, but also the active process, through which the individual views of science and 

scientists are then collectively reconstructed through communication. 

 

Underlying most of the previous studies mentioned above is a question regarding the source of the 

stereotypical image of scientists. Some researchers have documented in their studies that the 

children’s drawings resemble in occasions cartoon or TV characters. In one study, when asked about 

their primary sources of information for their drawings, children mentioned TV shows and films above 

books and personal experience (Steinke et al. 2007, 51). This, however, does not imply a direct causal 

relationship between the images conveyed by the mass media and the perceptions of science children 

hold. Research on mass media effects, has shown, among other things, that even if there are 

similarities between media portrayals and perceptions, a direct and punctual effect, as well as the 

direction of the causality is difficult to establish. Moreover, a monocausal and one-directional model 

omits other factors that influence the way recipients select and interpret the reality constructions 

delivered by the media, such as previous knowledge of the recipients and their exposure to mass 

media over time (Merten 1999, 354). Publics relevant for science not only come into contact with 

scientific topics in the mass media, but television and the images it conveys is certainly a relevant 

object of study, especially if its importance in the daily lives of children is taken into account (See 

subchapter 3.2.2.3). Television can influence public perceptions of science by reinforcing or changing 

viewers’ established stereotypical concepts of scientists. For this reason, the next subchapter takes a 

look into the portrayal of science in fiction media. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

216 See (Manzoli et al. 2006) 
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4.2 Science in fiction media and children’s television 
 

 

4.2.1 Science and scientists in fiction media 

 

The film Metropolis (1927) features one of the first and most emblematic scientist characters in film 

history: Rotwang, the inventor. This character, who lives in the middle of the city Metropolis, in “a 

strange house, overlooked by the centuries”217, works secretly and obsessively in the development of 

a robot to replace his lost love Hel. His invention, apparently placed at the service of the master of 

Metropolis, aims in truth to destroy the city and its inhabitants. Rotwang’s story is a cinematic example 

of what Roslynn Haynes describes as the “master narrative” of scientists in literature: a predominant 

depiction of an evil and dangerous scientist (R. Haynes 2003). According to Haynes, benevolent 

scientists are a minority in literature (R. D. Haynes 1994). The roots of this negative depiction of 

scientists, still present in contemporary media, can be traced back to the figure of the alchemist and to 

the promises of alchemy, such as turning objects into gold, reaching the eternal youth and the creation 

of a homunculus (R. Haynes 2007). These motifs, found already in early fiction films, such as 

Metropolis (Hel can be seen as a mechanical homunculus), vary according to the specific media in 

which they are circumscribed and the public addressed. However, malicious and dangerous scientists 

in their countless variations seem to be indispensable for fiction narratives. This appears to be 

especially true for horror films. According to a study conducted by Andrew Tudor, the second and third 

most recurrent types of monsters in this film genre are mad scientists and science creations, 

respectively. Additionally, science is the most frequent source of a threat to order (only shortly followed 

by supernatural sources). In spite of this, the control of the threat and the order restoration are rarely 

placed in the hand of scientists; regular persons engage with more frequency in the pursuit of the 

threat (Tudor 1989). In horror films, science seems to be a continuous source of horror situations, but 

not of their solution. 

 

The characterization of scientists as “benevolent/evil” and of their work as “dangerous/beneficial” for 

society varies according to the scientific discipline and research field, in which the character works. An 

extensive study on Western films conducted by Peter Weingart, Muhl & Pansegrau showed, that 

scientists from the areas of anthropology, zoology, geology and from the social sciences are more 

frequently depicted as “good” scientists, while “bad” scientists are often related to disciplines of 

medical research, physics, chemistry and psychology (Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003). Among 

scientific disciplines, medical research and chemistry are more frequently associated with secrecy. On 

screen, chemistry appears most frequently in films of the horror genre (Weingart 2007) suggesting, 

together with the previous indicators, that chemistry is one of the scientific disciplines that shows the 

most ambivalence in cinema. 

 

                                                        

217 See (Lang 1927, sec. 38:00)  
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Evil and insane scientists are so recurrent in popular culture that the term “mad scientist” immediately 

evokes well-known characters such as Dr. Frankenstein, Dr. No or Dr. Strangelove. Mad scientists 

have strong presence in horror films, but also in other kinds of media. Research on scientists’ portrayal 

in fiction media shows that the portrayal of scientists is stereotypical, and, although scientists are 

common characters in fictional contents, their representations are not as diverse as one might think. 

Haynes found seven patterns of scientist’s portrayal in literature: a) the evil alchemist, b) the noble 

scientist, c) the foolish scientist, d) the inhuman researcher, e) the scientist as adventurer, f) the mad, 

bad, dangerous scientist and g) the helpless scientist. Later studies on film and television have also 

found similar stereotypes (Pansegrau 2009; Gorp, Rommes, and Emons 2013). Despite variations in 

the specific stereotypes across the different media and genres, the “mad scientist”, the “adventurer” 

and the “foolish professor” seem to be strong referents regardless of the media type (See Table 7). As 

the characteristics of the scientists show, scientists are commonly depicted as atypical or even 

eccentric persons. 

 

Table 7 - Stereotypes of scientists in fiction media 

Typologie Medium Stereotypes Main characteristics 

(R. Haynes 2003) Literature 

The evil alchemist 
Conducts illegal research in isolation and secrecy 
Is arrogant, insane and frightening 
Seeks to obtain power with his work 

The noble scientist 
Is benevolent, altruistic and idealistic. Pursues the common 
good and shares knowledge with society. 

The foolish scientist 

Is benevolent, idealistic 
Advocates the open-sharing of scientific knowledge 
Conducts his research as member of a team 
Uses his knowledge for the benefit of society 

The inhuman researcher 
Is obsessed with a project and sacrifices his personal 
emotions an relationships to conclude it 

The scientist as adventurer 
Is brave and optimist 
Believes that science will solve all problems 
Fulfills the role of a hero 

 
The mad, bad, dangerous scientist 

Is a disillusioned idealist  
Has a megalomaniac personality 
Threatens to destroy the world 

The helpless scientist 
Becomes a victim of his/her own discovery 
Is unable to foresee the effects of his/her research 
Does not take responsibility for his/her actions 

(Pansegrau 
2009) 

Film 

The eccentric scientist 
Is foolish and quirky 
Appears confused and distracted 
Has a good-natured personality 

The scientist as hero or adventurer 
Is attractive, athletic, empathetic 
Works outdoors 

The professional scientist 

Is morally impeccable 
Has an overall gentleman aspect 
Is ambitioned and pacifist 
Shows some indifference towards others 

M
ad

 s
ci

en
tis

ts
 

The obsessed mad 
scientist 

Is obsessed with an incomplete project 
Seeks power, fame or money 
Is unscrupulous, megalomaniac and even criminal 
Works in a secret place 

The accidental mad 
scientist 

Becomes crazy unintentionally 
Is victim of his own research 
Has good purposes 
Is a likeable character 
Suffers some kind of physical transformation 

The utopian ruler  Desires power 
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Has no moral principles 
Is malicious 

(Gorp, Rommes, 
and Emons 2013) 

Dutch 
programs for 
children and 
adolescents 

The genius 
Creates extraordinary and revolutionary inventions 
Is absent-minded and detached from the ordinary world 

The nerd 
Is socially inept 
Deviates from the norms of social behavior 
Has no power or status 

The puzzler 
Is obsessed with his work 
Conducts his work with precision and attention to detail 
Works in seclusion 

The adventurer 
Is a physically active scientist 
Works outdoors 
Has an hero role 

The mad scientist 
Has delusions of grandeur 
Has an insane plan against humanity 

The wizard 
Is a secondary character; remains in the background 
The products of his/her scientific work help the protagonist 
to achieve his/her goals  

The misunderstood genius 
Society and/or colleagues do not acknowledge his/her 
work, but he/she is redeemed at some point in the plot 

 

The previous table also shows that the image of scientists in fiction media is not restricted to negative 

depictions of scientists. Noble, adventurous or even heroic scientists embody a positive and to some 

extent idealistic view of science. These kinds of characters can not only make great contributions to 

science, but also are able to solve social problems or even save the world. Together with evil mad 

scientists or alchemists, they represent a polarized and ambivalent view of science in society, which 

oscillates between the promises and dangers that scientific products might hold. Yet, not all patterns 

show a simple and defined view of science and society. Helpless scientists and mad scientists against 

their will portray the discrepancy between great intentions and terrible outcomes, reflecting an 

uncertainty linked to factors external to the scientists’ intentions. They explore contingencies in the 

production and application of scientific products. In these narratives, scientific products can 

accidentally or intentionally get out of control, turn against the scientists, fall into the wrong hands, or 

be used against the common good due to economic pressures, personal lust for power, etc. 

Stereotypes such as the nerd, the foolish scientist and the eccentric scientists, although depicted in 

many cases as charming characters, emphasize the distance between science and society and, in 

some cases, highlight apparently useless products, which can surprisingly turn out to be crucial for the 

plot resolution. The stereotypes of scientists in fiction emphasize or in some cases even exaggerate 

specific features of science, (be it an inaccessibility/openness of scientific knowledge, benefits/risks of 

scientific products or uncertainty about the outcomes of scientific work), but as Van Gorp’s study 

show, these representations are similar to the representations of scientists in non-fiction media (Gorp, 

Rommes, and Emons 2013). Additionally, as Kirby illustrates, the recurrence and 

appearance/disappearance of these patterns varies over time (Kirby 2008), reflecting specific 

societally relevant scientific topics, whose contingencies can be explored by fiction in mass 

communication. 

 

Significant differences in these representation patterns arise with regard to female scientists. Eva 

Flicker studied the depiction of women scientists in films from different genres and in a period of 70 

years. The results of her study showed that women scientists in film are portrayed according to six 
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stereotypes: a) the old maid, b) the male woman, c) the naïve expert, d) the evil plotter, e) the 

daughter or assistant, f) the lonely heroine. In a reviewed version of the study, Flicker updated the 

categories and added the stereotype of the clever, digital beauty (Flicker 2007) (See Table 8). These 

patterns reflect not only the features of scientists in terms of their objectives, motivations, 

competences and their use of scientific expertise along the plot, but particularly in terms of their 

position in the work structure and relationship to men both at the professional and personal level. In 

film, women frequently appear in subordinate roles to male characters (Weingart, Muhl, and 

Pansegrau 2003; Flicker 2003). However, as a case study of Jocelyn Steinke shows, lonely heroines, 

such as Ellie Arroway in the film Contact not only convey a positive image of successful women 

scientists, but also address specific difficulties and challenges faced by female scientists in their 

careers. In the film, Ellie Arroway not only succeeds in her career, but becomes a role model for young 

children (Steinke 1999). 

 

Table 8 - Stereotypes of women scientists in film. Source: (Flicker 2003, 200; Flicker 2007) 

Stereotype General characteristics 

The old maid 

Is entirely devoted to her work 
Has an old fashioned aspect and personality 
Acts rationally and has no interest in romantic relationships 
Embodies an incompatibility between competence and feminity 
An intelligent, but unfeminine, person in the beginning of the film, this character turns into an attractive 
woman after a male character appears and alters her life. In the process, she looses professional 
competence. 

The male woman 

Lives in a male world 
Has asexual or even “manly” characteristics 
Has an unhealthy life style or even bad habits 
Is a competent scientist, but has an subordinate role to male scientists 
Her role as woman is irrelevant, except for her female intuition 
Contributes significantly to the resolution of the plot 

The naïve expert 

Is young, intelligent and beautiful 
Is benevolent and incorruptible 
Has a successful scientific career, but is naïve and emotional 
Despite her intelligence, her innocence gets her into trouble. She is rescued by a man 
Represents the trust in science’s contribution to the common good 

The evil plotter 

Is young and very attractive 
Uses her beauty to achieve her goals 
Is immoral and unscrupulous 
Puts her knowledge and intelligence at the service of villains 
Represents the mistrust in science 

The daughter or assistant 
Her role is associated to the role of another superior male scientist (e.g. renowned researcher) 
Through her social abilities, she compensates the scientist’s unsocial traits 
Fulfills the role of a translator to society 

The lonely heroine 
Is a highly competent scientist, but lacks recognition 
Is young, attractive, emancipated  
A male mentor plays a crucial role in her professional life 

The clever digital beauty* 

Is a young and extremely attractive woman, who lives and works surrounded by men 
Appears to be independent and free, but has an emotional burden 
As a scientist, she is highly competent, personable and financially independent 
Her qualities as a scientist, however, are secondary to her characterization 
She has a rebellious, to some extent adolescent or even immature, personality 
Combines qualities typically attributed to male action characters (e.g. physical strength) and the sexual 
appeal of the “evil plotter”. 

 

These stereotypes present substantial differences to those of male scientists. One of them is the 

absence of the “mad scientist” stereotype, which according to Flicker’s analysis, do not apply to female 
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scientists in mainstream film. However, two qualitative studies (one on popular films and another on 

female scientists in “B” horror movies of the eco-doom subgenre) show that, even thought this 

stereotype is rare, it is not completely inexistent (Steinke 2005; Jackson 2011). Particularly in the 

second case this does not seem surprising, especially, if one takes into account the strong presence 

that mad scientists in general have in horror movies. The study of J. Kasi Jackson explores the 

relationship of female scientists to nature, and observes three patterns of representation: a) the 

woman scientist as bad mother (a scientist, whose connection with nature is stronger than her 

connection to human kind. Her madness is expressed in her use of scientific knowledge to defend 

nature and punish humans), b) the woman scientist reformed (a researcher, who initially shows 

sympathy for nature, but at some point develops a deep connection to another human being, such as 

a child or a partner, and uses her knowledge to defend human kind) and c) the woman scientist 

motivated by professional success (who has a distant relationship both to human kind and nature. Her 

actions are guided by her intellectual curiosity and/or to achieve personal benefit) Although only the 

first kind of women can be described as mad scientist, the last two types of researchers are potential 

mad scientists, which do not develop, since her affinity for nature and its consequent madness is 

neutralized by personal relationships or their pursuit for scientific knowledge (Jackson 2011, 542). 

 

This overview has focused so far on patterns of representation of scientists in relation to their role in 

the plot. However, studies on scientists’ representation have also come to significant results in terms 

of the general characteristics of scientists. Weingart’s study, for example, shows that scientists in 

Western film are predominantly male (82% of the sample), American (49%), Caucasian (96%) and 

middle-aged (40%) (Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003). Women scientists are in the minority (only 

18% of the sample) and, additionally, they are younger, more attractive and have a lower work 

position than male scientists. Flicker’s study reaches the same conclusion with regard to the physical 

appearance of women scientists and their subordinate position to male characters (Flicker 2003). 

Steinke’s study on popular films between 1991 and 2001, shows also that women are frequently 

depicted as attractive, but also notes that in her sample, women scientists frequently appear in high 

professional positions (Steinke 2005). This discrepancy is possibly related to the period covered by the 

study. Weingart and Flicker’s studies comprise films produced over a period of 80 and 70 years 

respectively, while Steinke’s study focused only on a ten-year period between 1991 and 2001. More 

recent films tend to portray women in higher positions, which suggests that the image of women 

scientists with regard to their position in the professional field might be changing or at least 

diversifying. 

 

Most studies on the representation of science in fiction focus on traditional textual and audiovisual 

media such as literature, film, literature and television (See also (Frayling 2006; Osten 2005; Terzian 

and Grunzke 2007)). However, scholarly attention has recently turned its attention to popular and 

often neglected media, such as comics, clip-art images and cartoon series (Vílchez-González and 

Palacios 2006). In a quantitative study of comics, Christian Nefen found a very similar image of 

science and scientists to Western films. According to his analysis, scientists in comics are also 



 86 

characterized as male, white/Caucasian and middle-aged adults. Only 1% of the characters in the 

sample are under 19 years old. Additionally, the four stereotypes emerging from the data (the heroic 

scientist, the helpless scientist, the arrogant alchemist, the noble scientist) correspond to a notable 

extent to those found by Weingart and Haynes. The majority of scientists in the sample, however, 

were characterized as heroic scientists. In spite of this, and regardless of the stereotype, scientific 

work mostly takes place in a laboratory or in the field, and under conditions of secrecy. Finally, 

scientists are in most cases natural scientists, and scientific work is most frequently described as the 

development of technology or as experiments in other people. Only in rare cases scientific work is 

described, for example, as documentary research (Nefen 2006). 

 

A qualitative study by Simon Locke also explores science and scientists representation in super-hero 

comics. However, his analysis focuses on the relationship between science and magic as expressed 

through the comics’ characters, characters configuration and the fictional universe they share. Locke 

observes, among other things, the events in which characters acquire their super-powers and notes 

that even if they are related to science (e.g. the outcome of a scientific experiment, radiation, etc.), the 

characters are also associated to magical or religious motifs (e.g. by referring to their powers as 

“miraculous”). When science contributes to the transformation of a regular human being into a 

supernatural—usually superior—creature, Locke argues that science helps “enchant” the character by 

endowing it with a magical or mystical aura. But science can also be used to “disenchant” a cosmic or 

mythological creature by attributing its origin to some purportedly plausible scientific theory or idea. 

Locke concludes that in the fictional universe of comics, where super-heroes and super-villains of both 

magical and scientific origins coexist in a self-contained and plausible world, “science becomes 

‘enchanted’, just as magic is ‘scientized’” (Locke 2005, 33). Narratives in super-hero comics rely to a 

great extent on scientific topics, for example, to explain the origin of the characters’ super-powers. 

However, science appears in the least expected places, even in Lucky Luke, a comic of the Western 

genre. In Duckburg, the benevolent and industrious engineer Gyro Gearloose, devotes his work to the 

common good. His inventions might aim to improve the lives of people, they might work and fulfill their 

purpose, and might even be applied as intended. Still, the end consequences can be other than those 

expected by the scientist. As Weingart illustrates, in the Duckburg universe, Frankenstein has not 

arrived yet, but this does not mean that the ambivalent image of science is not already a key subtext 

of the stories (Weingart 2008). 

 

 

4.2.2 Science and scientists in children’s television 

 

Studies on science and scientists representation in mass media for children focus on informative or 

educational contents. In spite of being considered an important source of stereotypical images of 

scientists among children by many researchers, little attention has been devoted to study children’s 

fiction media such as cartoons, comics or storybooks. However, some studies have analyzed both 

fiction and non-fiction contents for children, including in their samples animated series. A study 
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conducted by Marilee Long and her colleagues on cartoon, drama, education and comedy television 

programs in American television, showed that the majority of scientist characters in these programs 

are male (58% men and 42% women scientists). Although the distribution of characters is more 

balanced than in the previous studies on film, male scientists have a more dominant role and appear 

in more scenes than female scientists (Long et al. 2010). In an earlier study on educational programs, 

Long & Steinke found a different distribution of characters according to gender, which nevertheless 

indicated a greater dominance of male scientists on screen. In the analyzed shows 67% of the 

characters were male and 33% female. Additionally, almost four-fifths of the female scientists were 

cast in a secondary role (e.g. as assistants) (Steinke and Long 1996).  

 

One of the few studies on science in cartoons for children conducted in 1997 showed that the 

analyzed series portray almost the same number of characters in a scientific role and both characters 

are depicted as equally skilled and competent. Women, however, tend to be more frequently depicted 

as scientific assistants as men. The main difference in the portrayal of female and male characters lies 

in the way they use science: while female characters tend to use science for the common good, male 

characters use science in aggressive actions, typically for destruction (Brownlow and Durham 1997). A 

more recent study, also on Dutch fiction and non-fiction contents published or aired between 1946 and 

2009, shows also a dominant depiction of male characters as engineers and scientists (78,7% of the 

sample) (Gorp, Rommes, and Emons 2013, 5). These representations could be changing, at least in 

terms of gender and professional position of the scientist characters. As mentioned above, Long’s 

study published in 2010, mainly analyzed media released after 1993, and showed that both male and 

female scientists were depicted in a similar way: they are intelligent, white/Caucasian, unmarried and 

without children, in a position of high-prestige. 

 

The previous description of scientists included another general feature of scientists in mass media: 

that scientists are mainly depicted as white/Caucasian. In Long’s study, for example, almost three-

fourths of the scientists in the sample were characterized as white/Caucasian. Van Gorp’s analysis 

comes to similar conclusions in terms of the characters’ ethnicity. As discussed in the previous 

subchapter, the dominant role of male and white scientists in media for children is also patent in 

Western film. The recurrent characteristics in terms of gender and ethnicity are, however, not 

exclusive features of scientist characters. According to a comparative study on children’s television 

worldwide, fictional characters in children’s television are predominantly male and are characterized as 

white/Caucasian regardless of the country (Götz 2008). 

 

In general, mass media tend to depict scientists as adult characters. As mentioned above, in Western 

film, they are in their majority adults between 35 and 49 years old. Studies analyzing fiction and non-

fiction contents for children also show that scientists characters are predominantly adults (Gorp, 

Rommes, and Emons 2013; Long et al. 2010). However, young scientist characters, such as 

adolescents and children also have a noteworthy presence in children’s television. In Long’s study, for 

example, 56% of the characters in the sample were adults, 25% young adults / adolescents and 12% 
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children (Long et al. 2010). This is not surprising, since young characters have a strong presence in 

fiction television addressed to children: in an analysis of a little less than 24,000 characters, 33.9% 

were children, 29,3% teenagers, and 20,6% adults (Götz, Maya et al. 2014). Still, if compared to 

characters in general, scientists’ characterization as adults is higher than the average presence of 

adults in contents for children. This feature of the scientists’ portrayal could be changing. In his study, 

Van Gorp observes, that the number of young scientists (between 19-35 years old) increased 

significantly in the period between 1989 and 2009 (from 20 to 40% of the sample) (Gorp, Rommes, 

and Emons 2013, 5). 

 

The stereotypes of scientists discussed in 4.2.1, illustrate an ambivalent image of science as 

conveyed by fiction media. This contrasts with the image of science conveyed by American 

educational television shows for children, in which, according to the study of Long & Steinke, no evil or 

violent scientists were portrayed and only occasional depictions of science as dangerous were found. 

In general, those shows convey a positive image of science: as a fun and interesting activity, in which 

everyone can participate and is an important part of our daily lives. Although this depiction departs 

from the image conveyed by “mad scientists” in fiction media, the scientists in the analyzed TV shows 

showed other stereotypical features of scientists. For example, these characters tended to be 

represented as omniscient and in some cases as eccentric and antisocial (Long and Steinke 1996). 

These features, which relate to the social character of scientists, are recurrent among fiction and non-

fiction contents. The scientist in Dutch media is “physically unattractive, his work is often considered 

useless and/or unclear for laymen, he is dedicated and focused, non-sociable, not compliant with 

societal (of fashion norms) and he is predominantly a white (old) man” (Gorp, Rommes, and Emons 

2013, 12). In more recent media, even if scientists are not completely characterized as antisocial, they 

are often unmarried and without children (Long and Steinke 1996). 

 

According to the studies mentioned above, scientists’ stereotypes seem to be recurrent regardless of 

the media type. Particularly the “mad scientist” stereotype seems to endure across media and over 

time. Fortunately, his counterpart, the noble scientist or the heroic scientist, provides a contrasting, 

although mainly idealistic, view of science. The general features of scientists are also notably similar 

among mass media: scientists are with few exceptions, predominantly male, middle-aged adults and 

white/Caucasian, both in media addressed to a broad public and in media addressed specifically to 

children and adolescents. The overview provided here, showed that cartoons series are a relevant 

object of study. On the one hand, most of the studies reviewed in the first part, consider mass media, 

and particularly cartoons, a relevant source of the images of scientists and science shared by children. 

On the other hand, the review of content analysis reveals a gap in empirical research. In spite of their 

strong presence in children’s (and also in adults’) lives, there is still a lot to learn about how science is 

portrayed in cartoons. 
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5 Research questions 
 

The theoretical considerations and the current status of empirical research showed that the image of 

science in cartoons for children is an unexplored, but relevant object of study. If, animated series, as a 

fictional construction of reality, offer a space where society reflects its contingency and the uncertainty 

of scientific knowledge, it is worth to ask: How do mass media construct science through animated 

series? If mass media are instruments of society’s self-observation, what do they say about the role of 

science in society? And, what do these constructions say about the society in which they emerge? 

With these two questions as a starting point, the following specific research questions were developed 

to conduct the qualitative analysis. The questions regarding the portrayal of scientists and science are 

classified into two groups: descriptive and interpretative questions. The following tables list the 

research questions and describe the aspects considered during the analysis. 

 

Table 9 – The analysis of science and scientists: descriptive research questions 

How do mass media construct science through animated series? 

Focus of interest and 
general question Specific question Level of 

analysis 
Aspects considered 

(summary) 

Scientists 
How are scientists 
portrayed? 

Physical features: 
 
A. Which general demographic characteristics 
can be observed in the character? 
 
B. Which appearance characteristics can be 
observed in the character?  
 
C. Which characteristics related to the 
character’s facial and corporal expression can 
be observed? 
 
D. Which characteristics related to the 
character’s verbal expression can be 
observed? 

Character 
analysis 

 
A. Creature type, age, gender, size, race, 
ethnicity, etc. 
 
B. Clothes, accessories, make-up, hairstyle, 
etc. 
 
C. Gestures, posture, movement, contact to 
other characters, relation to space, non-verbal 
expressions, etc. 
 
D. Language, accent, dialect, vocabulary, 
language use and style, etc. 

Social characteristics: 
Which general social characteristics can be 
observed in the character? 

Social roles, social position, social status, 
relation to social groups, social relations to 
other characters etc. 

Personality traits 
Which psychological characteristics can be 
observed in the character?  

Motivations, emotions, cognitions, perceptions, 
etc. 

Character in relation to time: 
Does the character change along the plot? If 
that is the case, how does the change 
manifest, and under which circumstances 
takes place? 

References to the past and future of the 
character, type of change (transformation, 
development, evolution, etc.), change level 
(physical, psychological or social level), 
duration, circumstances and consequences of 
the change, etc. 

Characterization: 
 
A. Through which audiovisual and narrative 
means is the character depicted? 
 
B. What kind of role does the character plays 

Visual and acoustic means of representation in 
relation to the analysis categories listed above 
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Table 10 – The analysis of science and scientists: interpretative research questions 

What do these constructions say about the society in which they emerge? 

Focus General question Level of 
analysis Aspects considered (examples) 

Scientists 
The construction of 
scientists in cartoons 

0verall message of the series 
Is there a message in relation to the 
appropriate conduct of scientists? 

Character 
interpretation 

--- 

Relation to other texts or media:  
Can intertextual and/or intermedia relations be 
observed? (Self-reference/Other-reference) 

References to real or fictional scientists, as 
well as to mythical or religious figure in novels, 
films, historical texts, etc. 

Representation patterns: 
Does the character present stereotypical 
features? 

Recurrent physical, social and personality 
characteristics among all analyzed characters 

Relation to stereotypes in other media:  
How do the characters relate to scientists 
stereotypes in other media and genres? 

Recurrent general characteristics of scientists 
and their roles in the plot. Stereotypes of 
scientists in film, literature and media 
addressed to children 

Science 
The construction of 
science in cartoons 

0verall message of the series 
Is there a message in relation to the 
use/misuse of scientific knowledge or 
technology? Interpretation 

of the science 
portrayal 

--- 

Relation to other texts or media:  
Can intertextual and/or intermedia relations be 
observed? (Self-reference/Other-reference) 

References to fictional or real disciplines and 
specific narrative references to novels, films, 
historical texts, etc. 

in the plot? 

Science 
How is science 
portrayed? 

Scientific disciplines / Research fields: 
Can specific scientific disciplines or research 
fields be identified? 

Character’s 
context 
analysis 

Explicit and implicit references, for example in 
the description of characters, the portrayal of 
their workspaces (furnishing, equipment), etc. 

Scientific work: 
 
A. Where does scientific work takes place? 
 
B. What kinds of activities are presented? 
 
C. Who participates in activities related to 
science? 

Character’s 
context 
analysis 

A. Physical and organizational context, 
workspace description (furnishing, equipment), 
etc. 
 
B. Intellectual, technical, communication 
activities, etc. 
 
C. Participant characteristics (abilities, 
education, etc.), work distribution, hierarchy, 
etc. 

Products of scientific work: 
 
A. What kind of scientific products appear in 
the series? 
 
B. What effects do these products have in the 
story plot? 

Character’s 
context 
analysis and 
Plot analysis 

 
 
A. Knowledge (theory, models, information 
etc.), technology (creatures, vehicles, devices, 
etc.) 
 
B. Beneficial, neutral or detrimental effects for 
the fictional society 

Characterization: 
What kinds of visual or acoustic attributes are 
employed to signalize a specific scientific 
discipline, scientific work or scientific 
products? 

Character’s 
context 
analysis 

Visual and acoustic means of representation in 
relation to the analysis categories listed above 
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Representation patterns: 
Can patterns of science representation be 
identified? 

Recurrent forms of representation of scientific 
work, scientific products and scientific 
disciplines 

Relation to other kinds of media:  
How do the representation of scientific work 
and scientific products relate to the 
representation of science in other media and 
genres? 

Recurrent forms of representation of scientific 
work, scientific products and scientific 
disciplines in film, literature and media 
addressed to children 
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6 Qualitative analysis: 
Methodological Framework 

 

In the previous chapters, a theoretical basis to approach animated series as a research object has 

been presented and discussed. The following part explains in detail the analysis process, including the 

stages of selection and description of the analysis material, development of the analytical framework 

and application of the analysis methods. The methodological framework for television and film analysis 

proposed by Lothar Mikos (Mikos 2008)218 was taken as reference to conduct the research, because it 

guides not only the analysis process, but also preliminary stages such as developing a specific 

research interest, reviewing potential research material, defining the research questions and choosing 

pertinent analysis methods. Additionally, it allowed conducting the qualitative study within a flexible, 

but organized methodological structure, in which it was possible to review, complete or refine the work 

done in the previous research stages. This chapter focuses on five important steps of the research 

process: 1) Building the corpus of analysis, 2) Defining auxiliary resources, 3) Collecting the research 

data, 4) Describing the research material, and 5) Conducting the analysis. It includes not only a 

description of these parts of the process, but also examples from the analysis material. Specific 

methodological issues regarding cartoons as object of study, such as the implications of seriality, of 

their constitution as narrative form and as a specific kind of orthodox animation will be approached as 

they become relevant for the selection of analysis material and for the analysis process. 

 

6.1 Delimitation of the research material 
 

Four main criteria had to be fulfilled for an animated series to be selected in the corpus of analysis. 

First, the series had to be addressed to a young audience, between 6 and 12 years old. Second, the 

series had to portray at least one scientist/researcher in a role with plot relevance (e.g. main, side or 

recurrent character). A special effort was made to gather series with male and female scientist 

characters in different roles. Third, the series should have been released for the global market in order 

to gather research material circulating outside its production country and avoid, as possible, a cultural 

bias in the selection process. Additionally, the corpus should build a diversified sample of series 

regarding production country, private and public broadcasting services, general topics and genres. 

Finally, the selection process focused only on animated series transmitted within the period 1990-

                                                        

218 Lothar Mikos structures the research process for film and television analysis in fourteen general steps: 1) Development of a 
general research object, 2) Watching the material, 3) Theoretical and historical reflection, 4) Development of a specific research 
topic, 5) Development of a research question, 6) Delimitation of the research material / Building the corpus of analysis, 7) 
Definition of auxiliary resources, 8) Data collection, 9) Description of the collected data, 10) Data analysis, 11) Interpretation and 
contextualization of the analyzed material, 12) Evaluation of the analyzed and interpreted data, 13) Evaluation of the results 
according to the research question and its operationalization, 14) Presentation of results. Nevertheless, two important things 
should be noted here. First, although the steps are presented in a sequential form, they should not be understood as a lineal 
description of a research process consisting of closed and finished steps. Rather, they point out stages that should be taken into 
account along the research, and to which depending on the research interest can be subject of different weighting or order. 
Secondly, the steps described here do not build the analysis method. They offer a general framework to perform film and 
television analysis in its broad conception. (Mikos 2008, 82) 
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2010 219 . This allowed delimitating the amount of research material, taking current series into 

consideration, and facilitating the access to the material. Diversity in terms of animation technique was 

desirable, but not a selection criterion. 

 

So far, the notion “science presence” in animated series has been used broadly, referring to scientists, 

scientific work, research institutions, scientific knowledge, etc. However, as helpful as this term for an 

introductory view of the research interest might be, it becomes too broad to systematically assemble a 

corpus without further definition. As seen in the previous chapters, fictional texts and orthodox 

animation rely strongly on characters to cover the subjacent topics of the stories. For this reason, the 

presence of a scientist character was chosen as the main indicator for the presence of science as a 

topic in a series. Since the goal was not only to analyze scientists as fictional characters, but also the 

construction of science in fictional contents, it was necessary to consider series in which the 

characters were presented with a certain degree of detail. Series and episodes in which scientists had 

main or secondary roles in the plot were considered for the corpus, those in which scientists appear 

only as guest characters were discarded. Underlying this first selection step is a broad understanding 

of a scientist, which comprehends a) characters that were characterized by them or by other 

characters as scientists or researchers; b) characters portrayed doing natural or social research; or c) 

holding an academic title such a “Professor” or “Doctor”. Excluded were, for example, physicians and 

medical doctors, while medical researchers were taken into consideration. The use of scientific 

language was also taken into account as indicator of a scientist character. 

 

A preliminary broad search for animated series portraying scientists was conducted with help of 

specialized literature220 and online databases221(The Big Cartoon Database 2011). Additionally, the 

television programming for children in Germany was regularly monitored to gain an impression of the 

availability of the series and their broadcasting context. Along this process, general information 

regarding the specific series was gathered, and random episodes of potential series for the corpus 

were watched and revised. After this initial phase, a corpus with almost fifteen series was assembled, 

which was later narrowed one more time to twelve according to their availability222. With these criteria 

and guidelines in mind, following animated series were selected for the qualitative analysis: Dexter’s 

Laboratory, The League of Super Evil223, George of the Jungle224, Johnny Test, Kim Possible, 

Marsupilami, Pat and Stan225, Phineas and Ferb226, Robotboy, I Got a Rocket!227, The Secret Show, 

and WordGirl (See Table 11). 

                                                        

219 Series specials such as Dexter Laboratory: Ego Trip or Disney’s Kim Possible: a Sitch in Time were not considered for the 
analysis corpus. 
220 See (Erickson 1995) (Lenburg 2008) 
221 See (The Big Cartoon Database 2011; Internet Movie Database 2014)  
222 An important external aspect that influenced the selection of the series was their availability, especially since some series 
were not running in German television, or available in DVD format during the corpus gathering phase. 
223 German title: Die Superschurken-Liga 
224 German title: George, der aus dem Dschungel kam 
225 German title: Pat und Stan 
226 German title: Phineas und Ferb 
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Table 11 – Corpus of analysis 

No. Series title Scientist character(s)228 Character 
type 

Original 
airing year 

Production 
country 

Language of 
the material 

1 Dexter’s Laboratory 
Dexter 
Mandark 

MC 
SC 

1996 USA English 

2 
The League of Super 
Evil 

Dr. Schrott MC 2009 Canada German 

3 George of the Jungle Dr. Towel Scott SC 2007 Canada German 

4 Johnny Test 
Susan Test 
Mary Test 

SC 
SC 

2005 USA, Canada English 

5 Kim Possible 
Dr. James Timothy Possible 
Dr. Drakken 

SC 
SC 

2002 USA German 

6 Marsupilami Diane Forster MC 2009 Germany, France German 

7 Pat and Stan Professor Zweistein SC 2003 France German 

8 Phineas and Ferb Dr. Heinz Doofenshmirtz MC 2008 USA German 

9 Robotboy 
Professor Moshimo 
Dr. Kamikazi 

SC 
SC 

2005 UK, France English 

10 I Got a Rocket! Professor Q SC 2004 
Australia, UK, 
Korea, Germany 

German 

11 The Secret Show 
Professor Professor 
Doctor Doctor 

SC 
SC 

2006 UK English 

12 WordGirl 
Professor Boxleitner  
Dr. Two-Brains 

SC 
SC 

2007 USA English 

MC: Main character, SC: Secondary character 

 

6.2 Definition of auxiliary resources 
 

Previous to the data collection phase, it was important to define in which form should the material be 

gathered. This also depends on several factors, for example, how is the data available, how is it going 

to be analyzed or what kind of presentation is intended for the results. After a general review of the 

material, the analysis methods, and software available for film and qualitative analysis, the software 

Atlas.ti proved to be adequate for the analysis process. First, it allows a systematic segmentation of 

audiovisual material, and an organized inclusion of peripheral material, such as data descriptions, 

transcriptions and protocols. Secondly, it provides useful tools for the storage, attribution and retrieval 

of great amounts of codes229 in context, as well as to bridge the analysis with the interpretation 

process (e.g. memos). In addition to that, the software also allows coding on text, image, audio, and 

video documents, and supports common video file formats (e.g. avi, mpg, mov and wmv). Finally, the 

software builds a flexible analysis platform that can be employed with several analysis methods, 

including film and character analysis, which are of most relevance for this study (the application of the 

software for the analysis will be described in detail in subchapter 6.6.3). Once it was decided to 

                                                                                                                                                                             

227 German title: Rocket und Ich 
228 The names are written in the language, in which the material was gathered.  
229 Unless specified otherwise, the term “code” refers to descriptive codes. 
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conduct the analysis with the support of analysis software, it was clear that the data should be 

available in digital form and preferably in the file formats supported by the program. These factors 

determined and guided the technical aspects of the data collection phase, which will be described in 

detail in the following part. 

 

6.3 Collection of the research material 
 

Several sources were employed to collect the series episodes for the analysis corpus. First, the 

availability of the series in DVD format was proofed. If series were available, the material was 

gathered through DVD rental or purchase. Some others were acquired through digital stores, in which 

it was possible to buy single episodes. For series that were not available for purchase or rental, but 

were being aired on television, digital recordings according to the file formats supported by the 

analysis software were made, saving time and effort converting video files. Since the data was 

obtained from different sources, the material of the corpus is available in two languages: German and 

English. After this first phase of the data collection process was completed, a considerable number of 

episodes of the thirteen animated series included in the corpus were available for the analysis. 

However, not all the collected material was coded. The gathered episodes built the basis for the next 

phases of the research process: describing and selecting the analysis material. 

 

6.4 Description of the analysis material: 1st. part 
 

To gain an overview of the material available for the analysis, general information about each series, 

such as title, production country, number of seasons, number of episodes, running time, production 

company, year of the original run, and episodes summaries, was gathered. Then, general descriptions 

of the selected series were written, which included summaries of the series plot and an overview of the 

series structure (See Table 12). Information sources for this process were: animated series 

encyclopedias (Lenburg 2008) (Erickson 1995), Websites of television channels (e.g. KiKA230, Super 

RTL231, BBC232, PBS233, etc.) and official websites of the animated series. (See Annex A) 

 

                                                        

230 See (Kinderkanal (KiKA) 2011)  
231 See (RTL Disney Fernsehen GmbH & Co 2014a) 
232 See (British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 2014) 
233 See (Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) 2013) 
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Table 12 - Example of a general description of the series Dexter’s Laboratory 
Ba

ck
gr

ou
nd

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n23

4  Created by: Genndy Tartakovsky 
Production companies: Cartoon Network Studios (Seasons 1, 3-4), Hanna-Barbera Studios (Season 2) 
Country of origin: United States 
Original language: English 
Episodes: 78 
Seasons: 4 
Episodes length: 22 minutes 
Original channel: Cartoon Network 
Original run: April 28, 1996 – November 20, 2003 
Genre: Comedy, science fiction, adventure 
Series type: Episode series235 

Pl
ot

 Dexter is a genius red-haired boy who owns a secret laboratory where he performs scientific experiments and develops 
technologically advanced devices. His work is constantly interrupted and damaged by his sister Dee Dee, who wonders without 
permission around the lab. Dexter has to protect his lab and inventions not only from Dee Dee, but also from his scientific 
archenemy Mandark, while maintaining the secrecy of his laboratory from his parents. 

Ch
ar

ac
te

rs
 Main characters: Dee Dee, Dexter 

Side characters: Dexter’s parents (Mom and Dad), Dee Dee’s friends (Lee Lee and Mee Mee), Dexter’s nemesis (Mandark), and 
Monkey. 
Minor characters: Interdimensional monster, Dee Dee from the future, school teachers, robotic assistants, Juror, Jo-Jo, Oceanbird 
and Windbear. 

Se
ri

es
 

st
ru

ct
ur

e Each show of Dexter’s laboratory consists of three segments: 1) Dexter’s laboratory, 2) Dial M for Monkey or The Justice Friends, 
and 3) a segment on Dexter’s family. The analysis focuses on the first and third segment of every episode. Although Dexter does 
not appear in the Dial for Monkey segment, his role in the plot introduction is taken into consideration since Monkey is one of 
Dexter’s lab animals. After many apparent unfruitful experiments to make Monkey develop special abilities, Dexter gives up. 
However, Monkey does have special powers and use them to save the world when Dexter is not around. 

 

 

6.5 Delimitation and description of the analysis material: 
2nd part 

 

Once the first broad phase of data collection and description was completed, it was necessary to 

watch several episodes of the collected series in order to conduct a second delimitation of the 

material, this time selecting episodes and marking sequences where science builds a relevant topic or 

where several scientists play an important role in the plot. One of the challenges at this stage of the 

research process was to adequately choose the data for the analysis while meeting with the seriality of 

cartoons. For this reason, the series type and structure were taken into account for selecting the 

episodes. The episodes selection process in the series Dexter’s Laboratory and Kim Possible 

exemplify the procedure. Dexter’s Laboratory can be classified as an episode series236, since: a) it 

lacks a main plot developing across the episodes; b) the episodes are not sequential; and c) the 

character features remain unchanged along the series seasons. In this case, the episodes can be 

selected according to the prominence of the character and the relevance of science as a topic. In the 

case of Kim Possible, a cartoon that can be classified as a serial237, characters develop along the main 

                                                        

234 See (Lenburg 2008, 477) (IMDb 2014) (Wikipedia 2010) 
235 Dexter’s Laboratory belongs mainly to this category, since no plot continuity is built from episode to episode. However, 
occasional references to past episodes are present in the series. 
236 See Chapter 3.1.1.3 Basic forms of fictional television series 
237 Idem 



 97 

dramatic thread. Thus, it is necessary to comprise exposition, climax and conclusion phases of the 

series and the character. Although the selection of episodes was performed taking these issues into 

account, some consistency in the selection process was still needed. For this reason, and to capture 

the exposition phase of the characters in question, the episode where a relevant character appeared 

for the first time, was included in the episodes selection of every series238. The objective was to 

capture primary physical, social and psychological characteristics of scientist characters and build a 

preliminary model of the character239. Three additional episodes, in which science played an important 

role in the plot, were also included in the corpus. The information obtained from those episodes, 

allowed distinguishing between constant and temporary characteristics of the character, and 

completing the initial model of the character240. The different contexts of the character, particularly 

those related to science (scientific work, scientific knowledge, risks and effects of scientific 

developments, etc.) were analyzed across all the corpus episodes. After the second phase of the 

material selection was completed, the final corpus of each series consisted of at least four episodes, 

depending on the number of scientists analyzed in the series. 

 

The delimitation and description of the analysis can be exemplified at best with the selection of 

episodes for the analysis of the series Dexter’s Laboratory. Several scientist characters with plot 

relevance appear along the series episodes, however the study focus only on two of them241: a) 

Dexter, the main character, and b) Mandark, one of the secondary characters. Science builds a central 

topic in the series. Along the episodes, relevant topics for the analysis were identified, for example 

how is scientific work conducted (e.g. when Dexter and Mandark are portrayed working in their 

laboratories) and what are the purpose, risks and consequences of the application of scientific 

knowledge (e.g. through the portrayal of circumstances in which inventions and developments take 

place, and the consequences of their existence). Additionally, Dexter’s Laboratory brings, though only 

in a subtle manner, the topic and issues of science communication to the public as one of its thematic 

threads (e.g. through the relationship between Dexter and Dee Dee and between Dexter and his 

parents). Considering these aspects, the analysis corpus for the analysis of science representation in 

the series Dexter’s Laboratory can be observed in the following table: 

 

 

 

                                                        

238 In some series, the characters are introduced already during the opening segment. In those cases, the opening segment 
was included in the analysis corpus. 
239 This will be explained in detail in 6.6.2 
240 For example, between “nervousness“ as a recurrent feature of the character, or as a temporary reaction within the specific 
circumstances of an episode. 
241 The other characters are guest characters and are, therefore, only considered in their relationship to the main and 
secondary characters. 
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Table 13 - Dexter’s Laboratory: Selected episodes for the analysis (Exposition phase) 

Code242 Episode title Scientist(s) portrayed Relevant topics 
 for the analysis Analysis dimension 

00_00 Opening segment Dexter (DX) First appearance of Dexter 
General plot introduction 
Character’s exposition phase (DX) 

01_01.1 Dee Deemensional  Dexter Dexter’s work and laboratory Character’s exposition phase 

01_03.1 Dexter's Rival  Dexter, Mandark (MN) 
Relationship between Dexter and 
Mandark 

Character’s model update (DX)  
Exposition phase (MN) 

 

Table 14 - Dexter’s Laboratory: Complementary episodes 

Code Episode title Scientist(s) portrayed Relevant topics 
 for the analysis Analysis dimension 

01_02.3 Dexter's Assistant  Dexter, Dee Dee (DD) 
Dexter transforms his sister into a 
scientist 

Character’s model update (DX) 
Exposition phase (DD)  

01_12.3 Mandarker  Mandark 
Mandark challenges Dexter to win the 
school’s science fair 

Character’s model update  (MN) 

03_06.1 A Boy Named Sue  Mandark Biography of Mandark Character’s model update  (MN) 

04_01.3 Overlabbing  Dexter, Mandark Conflict between Dexter and Mandark 
Character’s model update (DX, 
MN) 

 

From the selected episodes, sequence protocols were written, in which sequences and plot 

developments were listed and described (See Table 15). These protocols constitute the basis for the 

analysis process described in the next part. 

 

Table 15 - Example of a sequence protocol. Dexter’s Laboratory: opening segment [00_00] 

Sequence 
number 

Time mark 
(Sec.) Description 

1 00:00-00:08 
Dee Dee goes to Dexter’s room. The entrance is prohibited, but she ignores the warnings and gets in the 
room. She falls into a hole on the floor that was covered with a rug. 

2 00:09-00:17 
Dee Dee reaches the secret lab of Dexter, where he is working on a remote control. Dexter finishes his 
work successfully, but Dee Dee takes away the remote control. Dexter chases Dee Dee to get the remote 
control back. 

3 00:18-00:21 Dexter boards a ship with giant pliers and snatches the remote control from Dee Dee. Dexter flies away 
and gets off the ship. 

4 00:22-00:30 
Dexter presses the button of the remote control impatiently without favorable results. Dee Dee plugs in a 
wire. There is a sudden charge of electricity that throws Dexter to the floor and lights a sign with the text: 
„Dexter’s Laboratory. Created by Genndy Tartakovsky” 

 

 

6.6 Analysis 
 

Animated series can be approached, as it was argued in the theoretical part, as a serial form of 

audiovisual communication that produces fictional constructions according to narrative243 and formal244 

                                                        

242 Code nomenclature: [Season number]_[Episode number].[Segment number]. Opening credits are coded as [00_00] 
243 For example, a dramatic structure based in exposition, climax and resolution. 
244 For example, Mickey-Mousing or the use of melodies as a characterization device. 
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conventions, but more importantly by relying on characters to bring specific topics and themes to 

discussion. They deliver a particular form of reality construction, which is characterized by its 

hyperbolical, though plausible, view of reality and (as other forms of orthodox animation) by having a 

story plot. For this reason, film analysis methods were considered appropriate to conduct the study. 

Specifically, the analysis of science representation took place at two interrelated levels: 1) At the level 

of the character: analyzing the representation of scientists and their environment (scientific work, 

social relations, etc.); 2) At the level of the series and episodes plot: analyzing the role of scientists, 

scientific knowledge and scientific products in the depicted society, its risks, contributions, dangers 

and effects or consequences in general. The scientists’ portrayal can be seen as the core of the 

qualitative analysis, which unfolds in the analysis of the representation of science in general245 as the 

context of the character and the story plot are analyzed. The specific methods and the analysis 

procedure are explained and exemplified in the following subchapters. 

 

6.6.1 Plot analysis 

 

Based on the sequence and episode protocols, the dramatic structure of the episodes was analyzed 

according to Syd Field’s conceptualization246 (See Figure 8). This paradigm considers, as many other 

conceptualizations of the dramatic structure247, three sequential phases in the plot development: 1) 

Exposition: presentation of the start situation and introduction of the characters; 2) Confrontation or 

conflict: developments and changes in the course of things through an event, problem or obstacle; 

and 3) Resolution: conflict is solved, the story comes to an end. Key elements of this model, however, 

are the plot points, which mark relevant moments in the plot; in other words, they constitute events 

that have an influence in the course of the story. A narration can have several events of this kind, 

however, two of them are the most relevant when analyzing a plot structure: the first plot point is 

placed at the end of the exposition phase, marking an event that changes the start situation; the 

second one, is located at the end of the second phase, marking an event that leads to the conflict 

resolution. A third marker, the midpoint, has the function of linking the first and the second part of the 

confrontation phase, as well as marking an event that constitutes the climax of the conflict. An 

example of the application of this model in the plot analysis of series episodes can be observed in 

Figure 9. 

 

                                                        

245 However, this differentiation is not based on relevance. It has a horizontal character that allows conducting the analysis 
giving emphasis to specific elements. 
246 See (Kuchenbuch 2005, 223). For an overview of several dramatic structure models see (Kuchenbuch 2005, 217). 
247 See for example (Freytag 2003) 
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Figure 8 - The Syd Field model 

 

 
Figure 9 - Dramatic structure of the episode DeeDeemensional [01_01.1] 

 

The analysis of the plot structure allowed observing the role of science in the development of the 

story, as well as positioning the scientist character and his/her individual actions within the story plot. 

This also provides an overview of the character’s immediate context, which builds, as it will be 

discussed in the following part, an important stage of the character analysis. 

 

 

6.6.2 The analysis of fictional characters 

 

Film and television analysis literature frequently devote a section to the analysis of fictional characters. 

Werner Faulstich, for example, describes a series of aspects that should be considered when 

analyzing a fictional character, including character status (e.g. main or side character), role in the plot 

(e.g. hero, messenger, etc.), social configuration of the character, classic roles, characterization (self, 

external, narrative), character’s dimensionality and/or complexity, etc. (Faulstich 2002, 95). Mikos’s 

account, takes, in addition to these aspects, the dimension of the character’s reception by the 

audience into consideration, bringing the role of sympathy, empathy, parasocial interaction, and 

immersion in the analysis. For the specific analysis of television contents addressed to children, 

Faulstich points out further aspects that also have an influence on the formal and content attributes of 
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a character, such as anthropomorphism, deformation and reduction degree; simplification and 

exaggeration strategies; and the use of representation patterns, archetypes, and its polarization along 

the plot (Faulstich 2008, 157). These three accounts of character analysis have an introductory 

character, and provide a helpful set of aspects for an initial understanding of the analysis of fictional 

characters taking into consideration a) the character within the communication context of the television 

or film content, b) through its particular expression within an specific communicative genre, and c) 

within its reception context. However, none of them is constituted as a conceptual structure or as an 

analysis model of characters. 

 

The most detailed and systematically structured approach to the character analysis is, in my opinion, 

the analysis model proposed by Jens Eder, namely the “clock of character” (Eder 2008). As it will be 

seen in the next part, this model also includes the aspects introduced by Faulstich and Mikos, 

however, embedded in an analysis structure and process that allows, in a first stage, differentiating 

between formal and content aspects of the character, on the basis of which it is possible to understand 

the character as a fictional entity and within the context of the story, for example, taking into 

consideration his/her function in the plot. The second stage of the analysis is devoted to the 

interpretation process, which grounds on the descriptive part of the analysis. It takes into consideration 

intertextual references, the symbolic dimension of characters, and it observes the character as a 

symptom, as an indicator, of social conditions. Generally speaking, the descriptive part aims to answer 

the question How do mass media construct science through their animated series? while the 

interpretative part relates to the question What do these constructions say about the society in which 

they emerge? (See Figure 10). The clock of character offers a broad and flexible framework to conduct 

an extensive and exhaustive analysis of complex characters, but can also be adapted to focus on 

certain dimensions of the character based on a specific research question. The latter is the case of the 

empirical study conducted here, which focused on the depiction of science through the analysis of 

scientist characters, their actions and context in the animated series. The following part describes the 

method as it was adapted to conduct the analysis. 

 

6.6.2.1 The analysis model: The clock of character248 

 

Eder’s model takes four dimensions of a fictional character into consideration (See Figure 10):  

 

1. The character as fictional entity: Constitution of the character as a natural (e.g. human, 

animal), artificial (e.g. robot) or supernatural (e.g. ghost) creature with physical, personal and 

social characteristics; 

2. The character as artifact: Constitution of the character at the formal level, through narrative 

(e.g. Naming), visual (e.g. shots, camera perspective, camera movement, lightning, staging, 

etc.) and acoustic (e.g. sound effects, music theme, etc.) characterization resources; 

                                                        

248 In German: Die Uhr der Figur. The English translation is provided by the author. See (Eder 2008, 141) 
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3. The character as symbol: Understanding of the character in relation to associated meanings, 

relations to other texts (intertextuality) and media (intermediality); 

4. The character as symptom: Understanding of the character in relation to the social conditions 

in which it emerges and exploring its reception and effects. 

 

These four dimensions are closely interrelated and complement each other. To interpret a character 

as a symbol or as a symptom, one must rely first in the understanding of its role as a fictional entity, 

and its constitution as an artifact, even though many aspects of the character analysis can fall under 

several of the four approaches mentioned above. For example, the name of a scientist character 

James “Jimmy” Isaac Neutron, can be observed as an attribute of the character as fictional entity, 

describing a young male character (e.g. “Jimmy”, as a nickname for James) that belongs to the 

Neutron family. Observed as a characterization resource (character as an artifact), the attribution of 

the family name “Neutron”, a term used to describe a subatomic particle, can be interpreted as a 

reference to the natural sciences, specifically physics. On the basis of these observations, it is 

possible to elaborate hypotheses regarding the character as a symbol (e.g. the name establishes a 

relation to the non-diegetic world. It is a reference to Isaac Newton that confers the character an 

equivalent status, suggesting that he has comparable abilities or intelligence and could become also a 

relevant personality in the history in science); or as a symptom (e.g. the character embodies a positive 

view of science in society, which relates to its function as provider of explanations of the natural world, 

and relates to stereotypical representations in literature and film). During the interpretation process, 

these hypotheses have to be tested with further evidence obtained from the data. Analysis and 

interpretation of the character are conceived within the model as a dynamic and circular process, 

allowing differentiating specific aspects of the analysis, elaborating hypotheses, and returning to the 

analysis to revise, support, update or rework the character’s interpretation. The synthesis stages 

required for the interpretation process take place along this dynamic procedure. 

 

 
Figure 10 - The clock of character in relation to the research questions (part 1). Based on (Eder 2008) 
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The four dimensions of the character mentioned above unfold in a great number of aspects to be 

considered during the analysis. The next part provides an overview of the specific portrayal 

characteristics that were considered during the analysis. 

 

6.6.2.2 Descriptive dimensions: The character as a fictional entity and as an artifact 

 

The character as a fictional entity: In this first dimension of the character, the analysis aims to 

understand the constitution of the character as an individual living entity with certain: a) physical, b) 

psychological, and c) social characteristics that distinguish him/her from other characters. The first 

dimension takes into consideration general physical characteristics, such as: what kind of creature is 

the character in question, which is his/her age, gender, skin color, what kind of clothes and 

accessories is he/she wearing, does he/she has a physical condition, does he/she wears some kind of 

prostheses, etc. It comprehends also facial characteristics, body movement and relation to space (e.g. 

posture, contact to other characters, non-verbal language, etc.) and verbal expression (e.g. topic 

choice, accent, dialect, manner of speaking, etc.). The psychological characteristics of the character 

focus on the personality of the character, taking into consideration, among others, his/her emotions, 

motivations, interests, perceptions, views of the world, etc. Finally, the analysis of the character’s 

sociality is concerned with the actions of the character in relation to others, how does he/she interact, 

to what social formal/informal groups and structures does he/she belongs (or not) (e.g. primary groups 

such as family, or secondary groups like research groups), what kind of position, role and status does 

the character holds in the fictional society, how does this factors influence his/her relationship to other 

characters, how does the character behaves towards other characters and to social norms, values and 

norms, etc. These and further relevant aspects must also be observed in relation to time, to establish 

which characteristics can be considered permanent or at least stable, and which temporary or 

ephemeral. 

 

The character as artifact: In the second dimension of the character analysis, the focus lies on the 

formal representation of the character, that is, in the specific narrative, visual and acoustic resources 

employed to characterize a scientist. For example, narrative attributes, such as the character’s name 

or nicknames, and the circumstances in which those names are given; acoustic attributes, such as 

having an own musical theme, or a distinctive background music; visual attributes, such as a particular 

use of color, lighting, or camera perspective when the character appears in scene. 

 

The analysis of these two dimensions aims to gather the distinctive attributes of the character to build 

an initial model of the character and assess the character’s degree of typification. This aspect is of 

special relevance to identify representation patterns in animated series, and to determine how they 

relate to the stereotypes found in other mass media contents, an issue that constitutes part of the 

interpretative dimensions of the analysis. 
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6.6.2.3  Interpretative dimensions: The character as symbol and symptom 

 

The character as symbol: This analysis dimension is concerned with indirect meanings associated to 

the character: What does the character represent, embody or exemplify?249 What kinds of associations 

do their attributes as fictional entity and artifact evoke? (e.g. what does it means that a scientist is 

depicted as an anthropomorphised mouse, or speaking with an accent? ) Of particular interest in this 

phase is to explore: a) if/how does a scientist character relate to other scientists (fictional or real), and 

what associations does this reference evoke; b) how does a scientist character relate to other 

emblematical or mythical characters circulating in mass media (e.g. alchemists, Frankenstein, Dr. No, 

etc.); c) Does the character has stereotypical features? 

 

The character as symptom: This dimension looks into the socio cultural context in which the 

character emerges and circulates. It is concerned with the relationships between the fictional reality 

and the reality outside the text, but more importantly, it allows bridging the analysis with the theoretical 

background of the empirical study, since this stage of the analysis relates directly to the sociological 

question posed in chapters 2 and 3. From a sociological standpoint, the following questions are raised: 

a) How do the depictions of scientists in the analyzed cartoons relate to the portrayals found in other 

fictional and television contents?250 b) What does the character express about the place and function 

of science in society? 

 

These four dimensions, in their combination and interrelation, constitute the basis for the construction 

of a comprehensive model of the character, which is not a static structure of character’s attributes, but 

a flexible bundle of basic character’s information that allows the audience, for example, to distinguish 

between characters, understand the character’s development, or assess the plausibility of the 

character’s actions within the plot. 

 

6.6.2.4 The character in context 

 

In a second step, the context of the character is incorporated into the analysis. It takes the scientist 

characters as start point to analyze the depiction of science, however it is not reduced to the 

immediate sphere of the scientist, and includes references to scientific work, disciplines, institutions 

and knowledge along the episodes of the corpus. The plot structure analysis constitutes a central 

component to conduct this part of the analysis, which takes into consideration: 

 

The character, as a fictional entity, embedded in a fictional world, social configurations 

and the series plot, examining the social context in which the character acts and interacts 

(e.g. family, research groups, friends, etc.), the character’s motivations and actions and their 

                                                        

249 See (Eder 2008, 559)  
250 See Chapter 4 Science, fiction and children: State of the art 
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relevance for the plot, as well as the physical context of the character (e.g. spaces in which 

the character’s actions take place, such as home, workplace, etc.). Special emphasis was 

given to: a) the representation of scientific work, (e.g. the places where it takes place, the 

characters who participate in it, the social and material infrastructure available, etc.); b) the 

portrayal of scientific knowledge (e.g. the conditions, risks, ethical dilemmas and 

consequences of its production and application, the relevance of scientific knowledge for the 

development of the plot, etc.); c) the scientific disciplines portrayed in the series; and d) the 

relationship of the scientist to his/her research object and scientific products. 

 

The character, as an artifact, embedded in the representation level and formal structures 

of the series. What kind of role does the character play in the plot? (e.g. hero, adversary, 

sidekick, messenger, etc.) Does the character belong to a recurrent kind of characters 

configuration? (e.g. love triangle, inseparable duos, etc.) What kinds of visual or acoustic 

attributes are employed to characterize scientists, or to signalize a specific scientific 

discipline? Are there any recurrent elements of characterization? 

 

The character, as a symbol, embedded in the series thematic and symbolic: How can the 

portrayal of science and scientists be interpreted in the context of the series symbolic? In 

other words, what kind of society do the series depict, and what role does science fulfill in it? 

Is science a source of progress, order, chaos, destruction, etc.? Can patterns of science 

representation be identified? Does science help solve problems or does it create them? Is 

there a message in relation to the use/misuse of scientific knowledge or technology? Is there a 

message regarding the appropriate/inappropriate conduct of scientists? 

 

The character, as a symptom, embedded in the production of communication and its 

effects. How does the depiction of scientific work, disciplines and products relate to other 

constructions of science produced in mass media (e.g. fiction film), in science (e.g. history of 

science) and to the “real” reality? A final, but important question that takes back the empirical 

study to the general research question and the theoretical background described in Chapters 

2 and 3: What do these descriptions of science and scientists say about the society in which 

they emerge and circulate? 
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Figure 11 - The clock of character in relation to the research questions (part 2). Based on: (Eder 2008) 

 

6.6.2.5 The character’s reception and effects on the audience 

 

As Eder points out, the clock of character is a heuristic model that must also take into consideration 

the character’s reception by the audience. Even though this empirical study does not include an 

analysis of the reception and interpretation of the portrayals delivered by animated series, it aims to 

describe a general, “intended” reception of scientists and science, which does not exclude possible 

and multiple interpretations. This does not mean that the reception dimension was not part of the 

research. As previously mentioned, this empirical study also took into consideration the results of 

relevant empirical studies regarding the portrayal of science in mass media and the image of science 

in the public251. This allowed conducting a final assessment of the results, taking into consideration: 

what characteristics seem to be recurrent among the series scientist characters? Are they represented 

in different social roles, or do they share characteristics with scientists analyzed in other empirical 

studies? Is there a particular form of science representation in animated cartoons? Chapter 7 

comprise the results of the analysis, and chapter 8 the final assessment of the results. 

 

 

6.6.3 The analysis procedure 

 

Along the research process, the selected episodes were watched several times: first, to elaborate the 

episode protocols; second, to analyze the dramatic structure of the selected episodes and to identify 

relevant scenes and segments; third, to analyze the context of the character or to conduct the 

                                                        

251  See Chapter 4 Science, fiction and children: State of the art 
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interpretation stage of the analysis and confirm or reject hypothesis about the representation of 

science in the series. While the analysis comprised the complete episodes of the corpus, some scenes 

had a great amount of relevant information and required particular attention: for example, the first 

appearance of a scientist (where the physical characteristics of the character can be observed), or 

detailed scenes in the workplaces of scientists (where valuable information about the character’s 

context and about science in general can be gathered). Detailed transcriptions were elaborated for 

these segments, which included not only spoken text in written form, but also a written notation of 

relevant formal devices (e.g. characterization elements, such as the existence of a musical theme for 

the character, or the employment of a characteristic camera movement or perspective). 

 

 
Figure 12 - Example of a quotation (57:4) and its transcription. Source of screenshot and text: (“Deedemensional” 1996) 

 

During the analysis, descriptive codes according to the research questions and analysis aspects were 

attributed to relevant segments. The codes were created inductively and applied to other parts of the 

data when appropriate. To avoid confusion and changes in the attribution of the code along the 

analysis process, each code was defined and exemplified (See Figure 13 and Figure 14). 
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Figure 13 - Example of descriptive codes attributed to a video segment (Quotation 57:4. Source of text: (“Deedemensional” 
1996)) 

 

 
Figure 14 - Example of descriptive codes attributed to a still image (Physical features of the character). Image source: (“Mosquito 
Warning” 2004) 
 

Once the material was revised and coded, a rough and schematic view of each character’s features 

was created by retrieving the attributed codes (See Figure 15). Then, a refined model of the character 

was built in a narrative form giving answer to the research questions (See Annex E) and incorporating 

the context and plot analysis to the synthesis and interpretation procedure. Chapter 7 gather the 

results of the descriptive and the interpretative phase of the analysis. 
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Figure 15 - Schematic view of the character model (Physical features of the character) Text source: 60:9, 60:3,60:20 (“Dexter’s 
Assistant” 1996) 64:9, 64:10, 64:12 (“Overlabbing” 2002) 57:14, 57:12, 57:15 (“Deedemensional” 1996) 
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7 Constructions of science in animated series: 
Results of the study 

 

The following chapter presents the results of the conducted analysis in two main parts: a) the portrayal 

of scientists (7.1) and b) the depiction of science in the gathered animated series (7.2). The first part 

delineates and exemplifies the general stereotypical features of scientists (7.1.2) and recurrent 

patterns of representation (7.1.3-7.1.6) 252 . The second part of the chapter focuses on the 

representation of science in the analyzed episodes and some of the viewed episodes (7.2). It looks 

into the portrayal of scientific disciplines (7.2.1), scientific work (7.2.2), and contingent scenarios of 

scientific production, specifically to scientific and technological products and the benefits/damages, 

risks/possibilities they represent for the fictional society (7.2.3). Finally, it examines the 

characterization of private and public science and their association to specific stereotypes in the series 

(7.2.4). These results and their significance are then discussed taking current empirical research into 

consideration253 (8.1-8.3). 

 

7.1 The portrayal of scientists: stereotypes 
and counter stereotypes? 

 

 

7.1.1  Overview of the characters 

 

As seen in the previous chapter, a total of twelve animated series were gathered, from which 17 

scientist characters fulfilling the selection criteria were chosen for the qualitative character analysis. 

The majority of the characters, 15 of the 17, are human creatures. The two remaining characters are 

an anthropomorphic rat (Prof. Zweistein) and a mixed creature part man and part rat (Dr. Two-Brains). 

Regardless of the creature type, and despite the efforts to include series with female scientists, the 

characters of the corpus are predominantly male254: from 17 scientist characters, 13 are male 

scientists and 4 female scientists255. In terms of age, most of the scientists are adults: three of them 

                                                        

252 This part gathers results of the descriptive stage of the analysis, which in some cases requires background information 
about the series, their characters or specific episodes. I have tried to provide all necessary information within the text. However, 
if these pieces of information are insufficient for the reader, detailed descriptions of the series, narrative descriptions of relevant 
characters, episodes summaries, protocols and narrative analysis can be found on Appendix A, B, C and D. 
253 A detailed account on current research can be found in Chapter 4 Science, fiction and children: State of the art 
254 This does not necessarily reflect the distribution of the total male and female scientists featured in the chosen series. Some 
of the selected series portray several scientist characters (including female ones), which did not fulfill the selection criteria (e.g. 
guest characters) and were, therefore, not included in the corpus of characters. 
255 In general, it was difficult to find animated series in which scientist female characters in main or side roles were portrayed. 
A possible explanation for this is the general underrepresentation of female characters in children’s television. In Germany, for 
example, 66% of the persons or characters depicted in programs addressed to children are male, and only 34% are female 
(Krüger 2009, p.429. This unbalance is more notorious if only main characters are taken into consideration: in German 
children’s television 74,3% of the characters are male, while only 25,7% are female (Götz 2006, 4). Moreover, in international 
comparison, male characters also outnumber female characters (68% vs. 32% (Götz 2008, 6)). This distribution shows almost 
no variation if only cartoon characters are taken into consideration: 69% of characters in cartoons at international level are male, 
while only 31% are female (Götz 2008, 6). To my knowledge, there are no longitudinal studies on the representation of male 
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are young adults (between 20 and 39 years old), five middle-aged adults (40-60 years old) and five 

old-aged adults (over 60 years old). While in the minority, the corpus also includes two kids (between 

3-12 years old) and two teenagers (13-19 years old) in scientist roles. Three of the scientists in the 

sample have a protagonist role in their respective series: Dexter, Dr. Schrott and Dr. Doofenshmirtz. 

The first plays the role of an antihero256, while the other two constitute villains257 of their series. From 

the other 14 secondary characters, nine help or support the protagonists in their adventures and five 

fulfill a villain role. The following table shows a relation of the characters selected for the corpus and 

some of their general features as fictional entities and as artifacts. 

 

Table 16 - Overview of the characters 

 The characters as fictional entity The character as artifact 

No. Series Image Character’s name Creature 
type Gender Age 

(approx.) 
Character 

type 
Narrative 

role 

1 DL 

 

Dexter 
Human Male Kid (8-10) 

Main 
character 

Antihero 

Source: (“Deedemensional” 1996) 

2 DL 

 

Mandark Human Male Kid (8-10) 
Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 

3 SCL 

 

Dr. Schrott Human Male 
Young adult 
(25-30) 

Main 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“The Split” 2009) 

4 GOJ 

 

Dr. Towel Scott Human Male 
Middle-aged 
adult 
(45-55) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Ape Mitzvah” 2007) 

5 JT 

 

Susan Test Human Female 
Teenager 
(12-14) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper  

Source:  (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 

6 JT 

 

Mary Test 
Human Female 

Teenager 
(12-14) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and female scientists in mass media, however, current research suggests that, as female characters in general, women 
scientists in fiction tend to be outnumbered by male scientists, for example in western film (82% male scientists characters 
(Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003, 282)) and in television programs for children (58% male vs. 42% female characters 
(Long et al. 2010, 368)) 
256 See the definition of antihero (Antiheld): (Eder 2012) 
257 See the definition of villain (Schurke): (Wulff 2012) 
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7 KP 

 

Dr. James Timothy 
Possible Human Male 

Middle-aged 
adult 
(40-45) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) 

8 KP 

 

(Drew Theodore P. 
Lipsky) 
Dr. Drakken 

Human Male 
Middle-aged 
adult 
 (40-45) 

Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

9 MP 

 

Diane Forster Human Female 
Young adult 
(30-40) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Something Fishy” 2009) 

10 PS 

 

Professor Zweistein Rat Male 
Old-aged 
adult 
(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Mosquito Warning” 2004) 

11 PF 

 

Dr. Heinz Doofenshmirtz Human Male 
Middle-aged 
adult 
(45-55) 

Main 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Rollercoaster” 2007) 

12 RB 

 

Professor Moshimo Human Male 
Old-aged 
adult 
(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“War Pieces” 2005) 

13 RB 

 

Dr. Kamikazi Human Male 
Old-aged 
adult 
(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Teasebots” 2005)T 

14 RI 

 

Professor Quigley Q Human Male 
Middle-aged 
adult 
(45-55) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source:(“Wem Gehört Rocket?” 2006) 

15 TSS 

 

Professor Professor Human Male 
Old-aged 
adult 
(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source:(“Bogie Ball” 2006) 

16 TSS 

 

Doctor Doctor Human Female 
Old-aged 
adult 
 (60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Bogie Ball” 2006) 

17 WG 

 

Professor Steven 
Boxleitner 

Human/rat Male 
Young adult 
(25-35) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper / 
Villain 

Source: (“What’s Up, Doc” 2006) 

 

Dr. Two-Brains 

Source: (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 
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The characters listed above are not the only scientists portrayed in the series selected for the corpus. 

Along the numerous series episodes 258  many scientist characters make brief or occasional 

appearances, thus they did not fulfill the selection criteria for the detailed character analysis and were 

not included in the corpus of characters. However, some of the selected episodes for the analysis 

portray several of these minor characters. For example, in the episode Dexter’s assistant, (selected to 

build Dexter’s character model), Dee Dee plays the role of a scientist. Even though these characters 

are not the aim of the detailed character analysis, they were taken into consideration, when they 

appeared in the selected episodes. The following table provides a list of all minor characters found in 

the analyzed episodes and a short description of their features and role. 

 

Table 17 – Minor scientists: characters overview 

Series Image Name Appearance context259 

DL 

 

Dee Dee 

Episode Dexter’s Assistant 
After Dexter transplants Dee Dee a bigger brain, she becomes a scientist 
and Dexter’s assistant. However, Dee Dee turns to be more intelligent 
than Dexter and decides to work independently. In the end, she wins the 
School Science Fair. 

Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) 

Short description 
Dee Dee is a girl between 10 and 12 years old. He is Dexter’s older sister and, after she becomes a scientist, also Dexter’s rival. Like her 
brother, Dee Dee becomes an extremely intelligent person. She even looks and acts almost exactly like Dexter, for example, she turns 
into a rational person, starts speaking with an accent and wearing a lab coat, glasses and gloves. In spite of the radical change, she 
preserves some of her essential characteristics, like wearing ballerina shoes and pink (e.g. gloves). 

SCL 

 

Unknown 
(Dr. Schrott’s 
doppelganger
) 

Episode Angriff der Klonschurken (Send in the clones) 
Dr. Schrott decides to create clones of the league members with a clone 
machine. The experiment is successful, but the clones turn to be eviler 
and smarter than them. After a couple of hours, and just when the clones 
are about to kill the members of the league and take over the world, the 
clones disintegrate. 

Source: (“Send in the Clones” 2009) 

Short description 
Dr. Schrott’s doppelganger is a young adult, between 25 and 35 years old. The clone has an oversized brain, and spikes in his chin 
prosthesis, and he wears a white jacket that looks like a lab coat. In difference to Dr. Schrott, the clone is confident and skilled in what he 
does. 

JT 

 

Prof. Slopsink 

Episode The Return of Johnny X 
Prof. Slopsink hosts a Science Expo at the Mega Institute of Technology. 
Episode Johnny vs. Bling Bling Boy 
Prof. Slopsink teaches a seminar on molecular fusion at M.I.T.  

Source: (“Johnny vs. Bling Bling Boy” 
2008) 

Short description 
Prof. Slopsink is the teacher of Susan and Mary Test at the Mega Institute of Technology. He is probably over 60 years old, wears a lab 
coat, old-fashion clothes, glasses, and has a prosthetic claw. Prof. Slopsink speaks English with a German accent and appears to be an 

                                                        

258 The number of episodes varies in each series. Up to this date, most of the series in the corpus consist of at least 52 
episodes, but a few of them exceed in their original version the two hundred episodes and are still in production. This is, for 
example, the case of Johnny Test (234 segments), Pat und Stan (362 episodes), and Phineas und Ferb (202 episodes). A 
detailed relation of the series and background information can be found in Appendix A. 
259 For a detailed overview of the episode plot, see Appendix C 



 114 

eccentric person. He lost his hand after an accident with one of his student’s inventions. In his two appearances, he is skeptical about the 
inventions of the twins and does not initially acknowledge the success of their experiments. 

KP 

 

Prof. Ramesh 

Episode Attack of the Killer Bebes 
As a college student, Dr. Ramesh makes fun of Drew Lipsky’s invention 
the “Bebes” together with Robert Chen and James Possible. Years later, 
he is kidnapped by Dr. Drakken (Drew Lipsky), who has developed a new 
prototype of the Bebes and is seeking revenge, as well as the 
acknowledgement of his old friends. 
Episode Graduation (part 1) 
Dr. Ramesh plays golf with Dr. Possible, Dr. Robert “Bob” Chen and Slim 
Possible. They discover an odd hole in the golf field. 

Source: (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 

Short description 
Prof. Ramesh is an old friend of Dr. Possible and a former friend of Dr. Drakken. He is between 45 and 55 years old and wears a lab 
coat. Prof. Ramesh is an astronomer and works at the Middleton Observatory. His name, accent and physical aspect suggest that he 
comes from the Indian subcontinent. 

KP 

 

Dr. Robert 
“Bob” Chen 

Episode Attack of the Killer Bebes 
As Dr. Ramesh, Dr. Chen made fun of Dr. Drakken when he was a 
college student and is also kidnapped by Dr. Drakken. 
Episode Graduation (part 1) 
Dr. Robert Chen is seen playing golf with Dr. Possible, Dr. Ramesh and 
Slim Possible. Later in the episode, he makes a discovery while he is 
working at the observatory and calls Dr. Possible, but he does not reach 
him. 

Source: (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 

Short description 
Dr. Robert “Bob” Chen is a good friend and a fellow student of Dr. James Possible and Prof. Ramesh. The astronomer is between 45 and 
55 years old and works, as Prof. Ramesh, at the Middleton’s observatory. His physical aspect and last name suggest that he is of 
Chinese descent. 

KP 

 

Dr. Fen 

Episode Grudge Match 
Dr. Fen, a colleague of Dr. Possible, asks for Kim Possible’s help to find 
and recover a stolen robotic prototype. Kim Possible discovers that Dr. 
Fen’s prototype was never stolen and that Dr. Fen lied to save his career 
and to hide that he is not a competent scientist. 

Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) 

Short description 
Dr. Fen is a robotic expert working at the Space Center. He is of short stature, between 45 and 55 years old and wears a lab coat. He is 
unskilled with robots and, as it is revealed at the end of episode, he is also a mediocre researcher who is willing to do anything to keep 
his job and reputation. After it is revealed that he is a fraud, his characterization changes and his skin takes a green tone. 

KP 

 

Dr. Vivian 
Francis 
Porter 

Episode Grudge Match 
After the robotic prototype of Dr. Fen is stolen, Kim Possible and Dr. Fen 
suspect that Vivian Porter, a former assistant of Dr. Fen, is involved in the 
robbery. However, Kim Possible discovers not only that she is innocent, 
but also that she is a brilliant scientist, who publishes under the name of 
V.F. Porter. When Dr. Fen gets fired, Dr. Possible offers her a job at the 
Space Center in the robotics department. 

Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) 
Short description 
Vivian Porter is a beautiful and attractive blond young woman in her twenties. She used to work for Dr. Fen as his lab assistant, but quit 
the job. In her spare time, she participates in robot rumbles. She has a boyfriend called Oliver, who turns out to be a robot that she built 
on her own. Vivian signs her scientific articles as V.F. Porter, because her colleagues were unable to take her seriously for being young 
and attractive. 

KP 

 

Dr. Zeruda 

Episode Naked Genius 
During a mission, Kim Possible must recover a device called Project 
Phoebus. To accomplish her mission, she needs the help of the device’s 
inventor: Dr. Zeruda. 

Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 
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Short description 
Dr. Zeruda is a middle-aged adult between 50 and 60 years old, who lives alone in a cabin located in the woods. While he appears to 
lead a hermitic life, Dr. Zeruda was in other times a top researcher, who used to be poker buddies with famous scientists (Gates, Nash, 
Salk). When he was working for the government, he developed Project Phoebus, a device that can transfer the intelligence of the most 
brilliant scientists of the world to a person. 

MP 

 

Agathe 
Zichiori 

Episode Grüner Treibstoff 
Agathe Zichiori, an old friend and fellow university student of Diane 
Forster, attends to the “Women in Science” conference, where she wants 
to present the product of her research: a sample of a new green fuel. 

Source: (“Some Like it Green” 2009) 

Short description  
Agathe Zichiori is an adult woman between 30 and 35 years old. She wears glasses and expedition clothes and is a smart, good-looking 
and confident woman. Diane and Agathe are good friends but have disagreements when it comes to scientific topics. However, this does 
not interfere with their friendship. Agathe has strong opinions, but she is open to discuss difficult topics and to change her mind. 

RI 

 

Dr. K, Niels, 
Collosus 7 

Episode Der Vater-Sohn-Erfinder-Wettbewerb 
Dr. K meets Dr. Q at the activities of the father and son day. The 
scientists, their sons and their inventions compete at the father and son 
contest. 
Episode Wem gehört Rocket? 
Dr. K steals Rocket’s patent from Dr. Q and claims the ownership of 
Vinnie’s rocket. 

Source:(“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 

Short description 
Dr. K is a fellow scientist and a rival of Dr. Q. He is between 45 and 55 years old, shows some overweight and wears a mustache and a 
lab coat. Dr. K is presumptuous and arrogant, but does not seem to be as good scientist as Dr. Q. For example, he cheats at the father 
and son contest, steals the Rocket’s patent from Dr. Q and lies about inventing Rocket. Niels is the red-haired prodigy son of Dr. K. As 
his father, he is arrogant and competitive. According to his father, Collosus 7 is Niels’ invention.  

RI 

 

Professor 
Oppenheimer 

Episode Der Vater-Sohn-Erfinder-Wettbewerb 
Prof. Oppenheimer has a surprising appearance in the last scene of the 
episode. He was hidden inside Dr. K’s robot, but is forced to get out after 
the robot malfunctions. He was the real brain inside the robot. 
Episode Wem gehört Rocket? 
Prof. Oppenheimer claims to be the inventor of Vincent, the son of Prof. 
Q. 

Source:(“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 
Short description  
Prof. Oppenheimer is a scientist between 50 and 60 years old. He is notably shorter than other characters. As other characters in the 
series, wears glasses and a lab coat. Due to his brief appearance in both episodes little is known about him, besides the fact that he 
helped Prof. K to cheat in the contest, and that he lied saying that Vincent is his invention and that he has the patent to demonstrate it. 

WG 

 

Prof. Robert 
Tubing 

Episode A game of cat and mouse 
Prof. Tubing is a scientist who sublets the old laboratory of Prof. 
Boxleitner. He helps WordGirl to find the weakness of Dr. Two-Brains. 

Source: (“A Game of Cat and Mouse” 
2008) 

Short description  
Prof. Robert Tubing is a red-haired man between 40 and 50 years old. He seats on a wheelchair, wears a lab coat, glasses and old-
fashion clothes. He describes himself as a brilliant scientist, is precautious, but has a benevolent and friendly nature. 

 

Additionally to the minor characters listed above, the selected episodes also depict scientists as 

background characters. These characters appear briefly or sporadically in the episodes and have no 

plot relevance. In most cases there is practically no information regarding the biography, sociality or 

personality of these characters (the majority of them do not even have a name). For this reason, a 
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description is practically reduced to their general physical characteristics. Table 18 shows a relation of 

the background characters found in the analyzed episodes. 

 

Table 18 – Background characters 

Series Image Appearance context  
and short description 

MP 

 

Episode Der Zauber der blauen Blume 
These three scientists work for the private sector, at the Absahn company. Their 
boss, Felicia Absahn, does not appreciate their research. They develop a 
genetically modified flower, which accidentally starts growing outside the 
laboratory causing critical alterations in Palombia’s ecosystem. 
Short description: The group is constituted by adult men in different ages (young 
and middle-aged), with different hair colors (blond, white, black), and skin tones 
(pinkish-white and light brown). All three wear lab coats, and two of them 
glasses. They are insecure and, to some extent, afraid of their employer. Source: (“Some Like it Green” 2009) 

MP 

 
Episode Grüner Treibstoff 
The six characters are members of the “Women in Science” congress. They are 
young and middle-aged adult women, have different skin colors, hairstyles and 
clothing. Most of them wear glasses and expedition clothes. Two of them start a 
research project during the congress. 

Source: (“Some Like it Green” 2009) 

 
Source: (“Some Like it Green” 2009) 

JT 

 

Episode Take your Johnny to work day 
The group of characters works at the Porkbelly Aeronautic Robotic Propulsion 
Lab. They participate on the activities of the parent-daughter day. 

Source: (“Take Your Johnny to Work Day” 2008) 

KP 

 

Episode Mother’s day 
This scientist appears at the end of the episode. He picks up the replicating 
synthoplasma from Ron Stoppable’s house and thanks Kim for keeping it under 
control. He wears a light purple lab coat, purple pants and gloves. In another 
episode, he appears working for the military. 

Source: (“Mother’s Day” 2002) 
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KP 
 
Episode Naked Genius 
The group of scientists works at a military secret lab. They wear light purple lab 
coats and gloves and remain in the background of the scene. 

Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

 
Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

RI 

  
Episode Der Vater-Sohn-Erfinder-Wettbewerb 
Dr. Tilonius Q., Prof. Jebediah Q., Prof. Dr. Alosius Q., Rosibia Q. The 
characters are forefathers of Prof. Q. They were all scientists. 

Source: (“Genius Company 
Picnic” 2006) 

Source: (“Genius 
Company Picnic” 2006) 

  
Source: (“Genius Company 
Picnic” 2006) 

Source: (“Genius 
Company Picnic” 2006) 

RI 

 
Episode Der Vater-Sohn-Erfinder-Wettbewerb 
The group of scientists attends the father-son day activities. They are seen hitting 
a robotic-piñata playing anti-gravity sack races, and catching a flying disc. The 
group is varied, consisting of men and women of different ages, skin colors and 
physical constitution. 

Source: (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 

 
Source: (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 
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7.1.2 General stereotypical features of scientists in cartoons 

 

The previous overview shows already two recurrent features of scientist characters at the level of their 

physical appearance: researchers in the analyzed cartoons wear, with few exceptions, a laboratory 

coat and glasses. Twelve of the 17 main characters wear a lab coat at some point along the 

episodes260 and 13 wear glasses or some kind of eye accessory, such as goggles. The predominance 

of these two characterization features can also be observed among minor and background characters. 

However, beyond noticing the mere recurrence of these features, it is important to observe in some 

detail how do they contribute to the characterization of scientists and the symbolic dimension they can 

acquire. The laboratory coat is particularly relevant in this respect. 

 

A character dressed with a lab coat suggests, in a first approach, that he/she is a scientist, a medical 

doctor or a person who does laboratory work. However, a lab coat is not only a common piece of 

clothing worn by scientists, but can also become in the context of a specific series a defining element 

of a scientist. For example, Dexter’s complete dedication to science is expressed through the fact that 

his main outfit includes a lab coat, which he wears not only when he is working, but also almost 

everywhere. On the other hand, Dr. James Possible wears a lab coat only when he is at work, which 

suggests (together with other features) that he can separate his private life from his work life. The lab 

coat is, nevertheless, more than just a frequent characterization element. In its recurrence and use 

along the series, it acquires a symbolic dimension: it becomes essential to “being” a scientist. For 

example, when Dee Dee is turned into Dexter’s assistant, her intellectual transformation is 

accompanied by a physical change. Becoming a scientist means not only doing scientific work or 

acquiring knowledge, but also speaking with an accent, wearing a lab coat, gloves and glasses (See 

Image 1). In another, perhaps subtler example, Dr. Schrott’s evil clone wears, unlike his creator, a 

white top very similar to a lab coat. This item, together with his oversized brain, visually reinforces the 

idea that the clone is, unlike Dr. Schrott, a real evil scientist (See Image 2). 

 

  
Source: (“Deedemensional” 1996) Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) 

 

Image 1 - Dee Dee (before and after) 

 

                                                        

260 Only Mandark, Diane Forster, Dr. Drakken, Dr. Kamikazi and Dr. Schrott are dressed differently. With the exception of 
Diane Forster, the other four wear a characteristic villain outfit. 
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Source: (“Send in the Clones” 2009) Source: (“Send in the Clones” 2009) 

 

Image 2 - Dr. Schrott and his clone 

 

The association of the laboratory coat to the identity of the character, that is to “being” a scientist, not 

only takes place at an implicit level, but can also be made explicitly, as the following dialog between 

Prof. Q and his son Vincent illustrates: 

 
40:3261 
Prof. Q: Besser noch, Vincent. Heute ist der Tag an dem ich dir deinen ersten 
Laborkittel kaufe. 
Wissenschaftler (im Hintergrund): Ohhhhhhh! 
40:5 
Vincent: Ein Laborkittel? Wozu, ich habe keinen blassen Dunst von Chemie 
und Physik.  
Prof. Q: Das ist statistisch und chromosomatisch ausgeschlossen. Du bist ein 
Q! Die Grundlagen für Genialität sind in deinen Genen. 
40:6 
Vincent: Und warum bin dann ich in wissenschaftlichen Fächer so eine 
Niete? 
Prof. Q: Weil dein farbiges Talenten noch nicht aktiviert wurde, aber nach 
meinen Berechnungen müsste es genau heute soweit sein. Und ein 
Laborkittel könnte als Katalysator, der Keim für diese Reaktion sein. 

 

 
Source: (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 

 

Image 3 - Vinnie Q as scientist 

 

Vincent receives at the end of the scene a lab coat, eyeglasses and a mustache to speed up the 

process of becoming a scientist. This dialog exemplifies in two occasions the relationship between 

being a scientist and wearing a lab coat: a) when Vincent associates the laboratory coat with 

knowledge about physics and chemistry, and b) when Prof. Q explains that this piece of clothing is 

part of the process of becoming a scientist. The lab coat is then reserved for scientists and for that 

reason, not every character, who unexpectedly has a good idea gets to wear one: 

 
 

 

                                                        

261 See (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 
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09:15262 
Dr. Schrott: (...) Rüpel, du bist ein Genie!  
Roter Rüppel: Yuhuu, ja! Darf ich dann auch einen Laborkittel tragen? 
Dr. Schrott: Ehhh... nein. 

 

The previous dialogue fragments also exemplify a third recurrent characteristic of scientists in the 

analyzed series: their extraordinary intelligence. Regardless of the character or their narrative role, 

scientists possess exceptional intellectual abilities; they are strongly associated with brilliance and, in 

some cases, even with geniality. The following examples show, how Dexter, Mandark, Dr. Schrott, 

Susan Test, Mary Test, Dr. Drakken, Prof. Robert Chen, Dr. Doofenshmirtz and Dr. Two-Brains 

explicitly describe themselves as geniuses (note how in the last example, Doctor Two-Brains super 

smart mouse is also characterized with a lab coat): 

 

61:28263 
(…) 
Dexter: Yes, yes... I'm sure your life story is eeeendlesly entertaining, but if 
you'll excuse me, I Dexter, boy genius, have much work to be doing. So to 
you I bid adieu. Good bye, little girl. 
(…) 
 
57:3264 
Mandark: I just have my little projects, you know? AND I'M A GENIUS YOU 
SHOULD BE ACKNOWLEDGING! Therefore I challenge Dexter to a duel of 
the minds. My science fair project will be way better than yours! 
 
9:5265 
Dr. Schrott: Klar, habe ich einen schurkisch brillanten Genius, aber ich habe 
die Stärke einer genmanipulierten blutarmen Schnecke gekreuzt mit einer 
schlaffen Nudel eingewickelt in nasses Toilettenpapier. Ich bin ein schwaches 
Würstchen. 
 
96:8266 
Susan and Mary Test: Ha ha ha ha ha. 
Susan Test: Mole people? That is the most unscientific thing I have ever 
heard. 
Mary Test: You know? It could be mole people. 
Susan Test: You CANNOT be my super genius protégé twin sister. 
(…) 
 
142:9267 
Prof. Ramesh: Who is behind this? 
Prof. Chen: It's obvious, some villain needs our genius to help take over the 
world. What else could it be? 
Dr. Drakken: Gentlemen, don't flatter yourselves. There is only one genius in 
this room, and it is I: Dr. Drakken. 
(…) 
 

 

 

                                                        

262 See (“Send in the Clones” 2009). Dr. Schrott: Rüpel, you are a genius! // Roter Rüpel: Yuhuu, yes! Can I also wear a lab 
coat? // Dr. Schrott: Ahhhm… no. 
263 See (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 
264 See (“Mandarker” 1996) 
265 See (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) Dr. Schrott: Sure I’m a brilliantly evil genius, but… I have the strength of an… anemic 
gastropod genetically fused to a wet noodle wrapped in wet toilet paper. 
266 See (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 
267 See (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 
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89:8268 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Wir ziehen in eine goooldene Stadt am Meer. Diese 
Stadt wurde vom grööößten Genie aller Zeiten kreiert: von mir... mit Norms 
Hilfe. 
Norm: Ich bohre. 
 

 

The exceptional intelligence of other characters is not always expressed through direct dialogue 

references. Prof. Zweistein’s last name, for example, is a concrete reference to Albert Einstein, 

considered one of the most remarkable physicists of the 20th century, and whose last name has 

become in informal communication a synonym of geniality270. The name constitutes a compound pun: 

on the one hand it uses the phonetic similarity of the root word “Stein” and a variation in the prefix 

“ein”, which in German can be used as verb prefix, as indefinite article, but also to designate the 

number one. The pun becomes evident when “Einstein” is compared to “Zweistein”; the prefix “ein” 

means “one” and “zwei” means “two”, suggesting that the character is as intelligent as “two” Einsteins. 

Similarly, Dr. James Possible’s exceptional intelligence can be inferred (among other things) from his 

occupation: he is a rocket scientist, a profession associated with a great level of difficulty (e.g. as in 

the expression ”It’s not rocket science” to describe something uncomplicated271). In addition to these 

characterization elements, some of the episodes in the corpus provide biographical details suggesting 

that scientists are more intelligent than the average person. For example, Professor Professor and 

Doctor Doctor attended the School for the Chronically Gifted272 when they were young and Prof Q. was 

able to split atoms since he was a kid. Dexter, Mandark, Susan and Mary Test are depicted as gifted 

children and also as overachievers at school. Mandark, for example, has outstanding grades, and 

Dexter, Susan and Mary have earned numerous trophies at their respective school science fairs273. 

 

                                                        

268 See (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: We are moving… to a golden country on the sea. A country created by the 
greatest mastermind of our time: me… assisted by Norm. Norm: I’m drilling. 
269 See (“Mouse Army” 2007) 
270 The Oxford dictionary illustrates this sense of the word with the sentence “You don’t have to be an Einstein to use it.” 
(“Einstein” 2014) 
271 Also, rocket scientist: noun [mass noun, usually with negative] humorous something very difficult to understand: we want 
you to get out and vote—it’s not exactly rocket science. (“Rocket Scientist” 2014) 
272 See (“The Return of the Killer Toothbrush” 2006) 
273 See 58:1, 100:8, 100:1 

 

53:08269 
Doctor Two-Brains: Oh, isn't he just precious? Except for the sharp-
looking coat, he seems to be just an ordinary mouse. But thanks to my 
genius, this mouse is actually 100,000 times smarter than the average 
mouse! Watch! Mouse, what is 345 times 478? 
Mouse: (Mouse squeaks)  
Doctor Two-Brains: Yes! But wait! There's more! I'm not just creating 
one super smart mouse. Oh, no! I am creating an entire super smart 
mouse army; an army that will help me steal all the cheese in the wor... 

Source: (“Enter, the Butcher” 2007) 
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59:8274 
Teacher: Write an essay on what you did this summer vacation. 
Mandark: Finished. 
... 
Mandark: Done. 
Teacher: Who wrote the bill of rights? 
Mandark: Thomas Jefferson 
Teacher: What is the name of Neptune's moon? 
Mandark: Triton 
Teacher: What kind of triangle has... 
Mandark: Isosceles... 
Mandark: Dasyurid... 
Mandark: The medulla oblongata 
 
Teacher: That's incredible! 
Dexter: Noooooooo. 

Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 

 
Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 

 
Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 

 

Due to the abilities attributed to scientists, high expectations revolve around them. Dr. Towel Scott is 

the expert to whom other characters resort when there is a problem they cannot resolve, and as Ron 

Stoppable (Kim Possible) asks in the middle of a crisis: 

 

142:17275 
Ron Stoppable: We have a room full of geniuses here. Can't somebody 
come up with something? 

 

The intellectual abilities and the interest in science hold a strong relationship to the early biography of 

some of the main scientists in the corpus. As explained above, young characters like Dexter, Mandark, 

Susan and Mary Test are clearly portrayed as gifted children. However, adult scientists like Dr. 

Schrott, Professor Professor, Doctor Doctor, Dr. Doofenshmirtz and Prof. Q also reveal along the 

episodes, that they had interest in science and an exceptional intelligence since childhood. The 

characterization of scientists as genius stays in close relationship to their role as holders of scientific 

knowledge and in the development of scientific products. These aspects are approached in detail in 

the second part of this chapter (7.2). 

 

The previous examples show the different means of characterization employed to describe scientists 

as geniuses in different contexts. However, this does not necessarily mean that all these characters 

indeed posses this quality. In some cases, which will be discussed in detail in the next part (7.1.3), the 

characters employ an explicit form of self-characterization (e.g. “There is only one genius in this room, 

and it is I: Dr. Drakken”) which in contrast to their actions (e.g. the character is unable to solve easy 

problems) or their description by other characters (e.g. the character is perceived as incompetent), 

contributes in fact to mark and accentuate the qualities they lack. Despite the fact that some 

                                                        

274 See (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 
275 See (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 
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characters show a discrepancy between these different forms of characterization, an association 

between geniality and scientists is recurrent across the episodes and the series of the corpus. 

 

A fourth general and stereotypical characteristic of scientists, which does not show the same 

recurrence as the previous ones, but it is still worth mentioning, was found at the level of the language 

and verbal expression of the character. Eight of the 17 scientists of the corpus speak with an accent: 

Dexter (Russian), Dr. Towel Scott (unassignable 276 ), Prof. Zweistein (Austrian), Dr. Heinz 

Doofenshmirtz (unassignable277), Prof. Moshimo (Japanese), Dr. Kamikazi (Japanese), Professor 

Professor (German) and Doctor Doctor (unassignable). Additionally, some of these characters employ 

expressions in different languages within their dialogues, like Prof. Zweistein (I mein's immer ernst, 

auch wenn I gern oa'Moal scherze278.) and Professor Professor (Schnell, schnell!279). At a symbolic 

level, the accent suggests in a first approach that these scientists come from a place “outside” the 

boundaries of the depicted fictional society. Further interpretation, however, requires observing the 

specific constitution of each character and its context. This issue will be discussed in detail again as it 

becomes relevant for the stereotypes description (7.1.3-7.1.6) and the analysis results of science 

portrayal in the second part of the chapter (7.2). 

 

The previous features are also examples of the fifth main characteristic of scientists among the 

analyzed series: scientists seem to be somehow atypical persons. The features conveying this idea 

are very diverse and can manifest themselves at the physical, social and psychological level of the 

character. So far, we have seen at least one of them: the exceptional intelligence of scientists. Yet, the 

atypicality that characterizes scientists is rarely the result of one specific attributed feature; it generally 

emerges from the combination of several characteristics. These characteristics emerge in the following 

part as the stereotypes of scientists are described and discussed. 

 

Additionally to the general individual stereotypical features shared by the characters across the 

sample, bundles of recurrent characteristics could also be observed. These patterns of representation 

observe the characters in their dynamic development; they take into account not only the physical, 

social and psychological features of scientists, but also their actions along the episodes, and if 

applicable, their change and development along the series. The following subchapters describe the 

three main recurrent stereotypes found in the analyzed series (the “mad” scientist, the scientists as 

father or mentor and the young and inexperienced scientist) as well as characters that were not 

recurrent across the sample, but exhibited stereotypical patterns that were previously identified in 

current empirical research (7.1.3-7.1.5). Subchapter 7.1.6 will devote special attention to non-recurrent 

representations and to Dr. James Possible, a character that showed counter-stereotypical features. 

 

                                                        

276 In the original version of the series, Dr. Towel Scott has a Spanish accent 
277 In the original version of the TV-cartoon, Dr. Heinz Doofenshmirtz has a German accent. 
278 Ich meine es immer ernst, auch wenn Ich gerne mal scherze. (14:14) 
279 See 42:14 
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7.1.3 Mad scientists 

 
Kim Possible: OK, so we're definitely putting this guy 
in the mad-scientist category. 
Ron Stoppable: Mad angry or mad crazy?280 

 

The dominant pattern of representation emerging from the analyzed characters is also one of the most 

recurrent and widespread stereotypes of scientists across popular media281: the “mad scientist”. Eight 

of the 17 characters of the corpus belong to this broad category, namely Mandark, Dr. Schrott, Dr. 

Drakken, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Dr. Kamikazi, Doctor Doctor, Dexter and Dr. Two-Brains. Through the 

analysis, two kinds of mad scientists were identified: a) the evil mad scientist and b) the mad scientist 

against his/her will282. The majority of the mad scientists found belong to the former subcategory: 

Mandark, Dr. Schrott, Dr. Drakken, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Dr. Kamikazi and Doctor Doctor. Only two 

characters, Dexter and Dr. Two-Brains, can be classified as mad scientists against their will. In the 

following part, the main characteristics of these two variations of the “mad scientist” are first explained 

and then exemplified with selected fragments of the data. 

 

Table 19 – Overview of the characters 

 The characters as fictional entity The character as artifact 

No. Series Image Character’s name Creature 
type Gender Age 

(approx.) 
Character 

type 
Narrative 

role 

1 DL 

 

Dexter Human Male Kid (8-10) 
Main 
character 

Antihero 

Source: (“Deedemensional” 1996) 

2 DL 

 

Mandark Human Male Kid (8-10) 
Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996)D 

3 SCL 

 

Dr. Schrott Human Male 
Young adult 
(25-30) 

Main 
character 

Villain* 

Source: (“The Split” 2009) 

8 KP 

 

(Drew Theodore P. 
Lipsky) 
Dr. Drakken 

Human Male 
Middle-aged 
adult 
 (40-45) 

Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

11 PF 

 

Dr. Heinz 
Doofenshmirtz Human Male 

Middle-aged 
adult 
(45-55) 

Main 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Rollercoaster” 2007) 

                                                        

280 See (“Tick Tick Tick” 2002) 
281 See Chapter 4 Science, fiction and children: State of the art 
282 See also (Pansegrau 2009) 
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13 RB 

 

Dr. Kamikazi Human Male 
Old-aged 
adult 
 (60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Teasebots” 2005)T 

16 TSS 

 

Doctor Doctor Human Female 
Old-aged 
adult 
 (60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Villain 

Source: (“Bogie Ball” 2006) 

17 WG 

 

Dr. Two-Brains Human/rat Male 
Young adult 
(25-35) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper / Villain 

Source: (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 

 

7.1.3.1 Evil mad scientists 

 

Evil mad scientists employ scientific knowledge and their technical skills to achieve extremely 

ambitious goals. They are megalomaniac, obsessed with acquiring power and with achieving a 

personal objective, which is clearly against the common good. They carry on their plans recklessly, 

showing no consideration for the welfare or interests of others. In order to reach their objectives, many 

of them are willing to lie, betray the trust placed in them and even commit criminal activities, such as 

stealing, damaging private property or hurting people. The following dialogue fragment, a recount of 

Doctor Doctor’s evil plan, shows how this character has no problem lying, deceiving and putting other 

people in danger in order to gain control over the sun and get her enemies out of the way: 

 
46:15283 
Doctor Doctor: It was such a simple trap: fake the sun going off, fool you with 
the old broken remote control gag, trick you into taking me on this rocket 
powered iceberg, let you go to the center of the sun and then relighting the 
sun and flying away to safety while you, get fried. Simple. Now, I just turn up 
the heat, and reignite the sun. Bye, bye. 

 

Mandark, for his part, pursues on the one hand to ”build the biggest, most outstanding, most incredibly 

evil scientific laboratory ever”284 and on the other, to destroy Dexter’s laboratory. Dr. Schrott attempts 

to start “a new age of evil”285 with help of a special toilet of his invention, which is capable of clogging 

every single toilet in the world286. Dr. Drakken dreams, among other things, with possessing a “horrific 

doomsday device”287 or to create an army of killer plants288. Doctor Doctor develops a ray to make 

explosive bogies (with which she wants to kill the world leader289) and a remote control to turn on and 

off the sun290. Finally, Dr. Kamikazi tries in numerous episodes to steal Robotboy291, so he can 

                                                        

283 See (“Destination Sun” 2006) 
284 See 61:24 
285 „Wenn alles nach Plan verläuft, dann wird meine Erfindung ein neues bösartiges Schkurkenszeitalter einleiten”. See 3:2. In 
the English version: “If all goes according to plan, this invention of mine will usher in a new age of evil” 
286 See 5:2 
287 See 143:12, 143:17 
288 See 145:2 
289 See 43:27 
290 See 46:15 
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reprogram, copy or clone him. Additionally to the malicious actions of these characters, many 

narrative, visual and acoustic resources are employed to emphasize their characterization as evil 

scientists. For example, the company of Dr. Doofenshmirtz is called “Doofenshmirtz Evil Incorporated” 

and its slogan292 is “Fies sein ist unser Motto”293. Dr Schrott and Doctor Doctor belong to organizations, 

whose objectives are also made clear explicitly: the League of Super Evil294 (L.O.S.E.) and The 

Horrible Evil Menace (T.H.E.M) respectively. But perhaps the most recurrent and notorious acoustic 

element of characterization is that these scientists have all a distinctive evil laugh. Mandark’s laugh is 

even used as an acoustic signature and acquires such an importance as characterization device that it 

becomes the main topic of one of the episodes295. The characterization of scientists as malevolent can 

also take place at a symbolic level. For example, Mandark is associated with the mythical figure of the 

devil296 and Doctor Doctor to spiders297 (See Image sequence 4). In the last case, the perception of 

spiders as dangerous and threatening arachnids with an unsociable and predatory behavior as well as 

poisonous venom, contributes to the characterization of Doctor Doctor as an evil figure. 

 

 
Source: (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 

 

Image 4 – Mandark wearing his villain costume 

 

 

 

Doctor Doctor’s throne Doctor Doctor’s ship 
Expendables’ flying 
vehicles 

Logotype of the T.H.E.M. 
organization 

 1  2  3  
Source (1-3): (“You’re History!” 2006) Source: (“Destination Sun” 2006) 

                                                                                                                                                                             

291 See 102:11, 103:20. He also steals Protoboy 151:3 
292 The slogan is sung only in the German version of the cartoon. In the English version of the series, the voices in off sing the 
name of the company. 
293 “Our goal is to be mean” (Author’s translation) 
294 In German: Die Superschurken-Liga 
295 See (“A Mandark Cartoon” 2002) 
296 The character refers to himself as „prince of darkness“, has a villain uniform in red, etc. 
297 See for example (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) (“The Return of the Killer Toothbrush” 2006) 
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Toothbrush monster Doctor Doctor’s hideout 

  
Source: (“The Return of the Killer Toothbrush” 2006) Source: (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) 

 

Image sequence 4 - Doctor Doctor and spiders 

 

The former are only a few examples of how scientists within this category are unambiguously depicted 

as malicious people. However, since TV cartoons employ a dense and almost repetitive form of 

characterization, additional examples of this feature can be also observed in the next pages. 

 

Despite the wide variety of plans and inventions presented along the episodes, all evil mad scientists 

in the sample have a common final goal: world domination. Their great ambitions, particularly their 

pursuit of acquiring power to conquer or control the world, are mentioned repeatedly along the series 

episodes. The following dialogues exemplify the magnitude of these scientists’ objectives, and show 

explicit descriptions of scientists as evil characters: 
 
61:24298 
Mandark: SCIENCE! I knew, that if could only master this thing called science 
and combine it with my natural wickedness, I COULD CONTROL THE 
WORLD! 
 
145:2299 
(…) 
Dr. Drakken: This time I win, Shego! I'm due! It's my turn! One blast and 
zowie! 
Shego: And zowie is good? 
Dr. Drakken: Zowie is zowie, Shego. It's better than good. It's bad! Imagine 
deadly foliage on a global scale! The world will be mine! And I'll do it all with 
an assist from Mother Nature. 
 
105:20300 
Dr. Kamikazi: All I ever wanted was to control the entire world. Not so much 
to ask. It's so long denied to me, but soon, sooooon…. IT WILL ALL BE MINE! 
HAHAHAHA 
 
105:24301 
Dr. Kamikazi: Surrender! Or…I'll… I’ll…I’ can’t say it on television, but I will 
do something terrible to the boy; pretty evil… pretty evil. 

 
82:2302 
Major Monogram: Guten Morgen, Agent P. Der böse Dr. Doofenshmirtz 
schlägt wieder zu. Aus unbekannten Gründen hat er landesweit 80% aller 

                                                        

298 See (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 
299 See (“Graduation (Part 1)” 2002) 
300 See (“War Pieces” 2005) 
301 See (“War Pieces” 2005) 
302 See (“Rollercoaster” 2007) Major Monogram: Good morning, Agent P. The evil Dr. Doofenshmirtz is up to his old tricks. 
For reasons unknown to us, he bought up 80% of the country's tin foil. I want you to get over to his hideout right away. Find out 
what he's up to and put a stop to it. 
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Alufolien erworben. Ich möchte, dass Sie sein Versteck aufsuchen, rausfinden 
was er vor hat, und ihn aufhalten. 

 

World domination and the search for power are, however, not the only objective that these evil 

scientists pursue. Creating a living creature, perhaps the most emblematic ambition of mad scientists 

in popular culture, is also recurrent in the analyzed series. For example, Dr. Drakken attempts to 

create the perfect robot and Dr. Schrott creates a mutant live creature (This topic in particular will be 

discussed in depth in 6.1.3.2). Dr. Doofenshmirtz, for his part, decides to build his own city, an “empire 

of villains”, a “fortress of villainy”303. The name of the city, “Doofania”, expresses on the one hand that 

Dr. Doofenshmirtz is the founder (and owner) of the city, and makes on the other hand a reference to 

Adolf Hitler’s architectural project “Germania” 304 . The association between these two figures 

contributes to the symbolic portrayal of Dr. Doofenshmirtz as a self-centered megalomaniac and evil 

character. This depiction is, additionally, accentuated through explicit references at the acoustic and 

visual level: 

 
89:9305 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Darf ich vorstellen: DOOFANIA! Dort gibt es keine 
Brüder, die mich schlecht aussehen lassen. Nein! Ich werde mein eigenes 
Bösewichtsimperium beherrschen. 
 
89:16306 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Na schon, Norm. Die Hymne, bitte. 
(Gesungener Text) In der Bucht hier im Hafen der Tri-State-Area schwimmt 
eine Großstadt für mich und mich. Sie ist neu, und wisst ihr was? Sie ist 
gegründet auf Hass! Und das ist das aaaaaaller Schönste für miiiiiich. Mein, 
mein Doofania! (Ende) 
(Geschriebener Text: Evil, Doof, DEI (Doofenshmirtz Evil Incorporated) 

 

 1  2  3  4 
Source (1-4): (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) 

 

As the previous examples show, the majority of the scientists characters listed in this category follow 

exclusively their personal interests, even if these are against the public good. In the hands of evil mad 

scientists, science is a vehicle, an instrument to acquire, among other things, unrestrictive power and 

to achieve a diversity of ambitious purposes. Yet, the analyzed mad scientists also have an underlying 

motivation: they long for the acknowledgement from their peers, either in the villain or in the scientific 

community. Dr. Kamikazi, for example, wants his inventions to be recognized, so he can appear on the 
                                                        

303 See 89:6 
304 Many references associating Dr. Doofenshmirtz with Germany provide support for this interpretation. See for example 90:4, 
90:7. 
305 See (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: I bring to you… Doofania! Where there will be no brothers trying to make 
me look bad. No. I will be the ruler of my VERY OWN EVIL EMPIRE! 
306 See (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: All right, Norm. The anthem, please. (Song starts) In the bay of the coast 
of the Tri-State area floats a country for me and me. It’s new, it’s bright. And it’s founded on spite. And it’s everything I dreamed 
it would be. Hail, hail Doofania! 
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cover of the Super Villain magazine307 . Other characters aspire to acquire prestige or a good 

reputation as scientists. Mandark wants to win the school science fair to finally get recognition from his 

classmates308 and aspires to become “the greatest most evilest boy genius scientist the world has ever 

known”309. Dr. Drakken, for example, constructs three robot prototypes called “Bebe” to demonstrate 

his ex-college friends that he is a good scientist and pursues along the series episodes to become a 

recognized and prominent villain. Dr. Doofenshmirtz dreams, among other things, about finally winning 

a science fair competition310 and earning the recognition of his teacher Dr. Gevaarlijk311 or the social 

status and prestige that his brother Roger, the city mayor, enjoys312. These characters want two things 

above all: to be authentic “evil scientists” and, most importantly, to be perceived, feared and respected 

as such. An exception in this regard is Doctor Doctor, the only character with a consolidated reputation 

as villain and scientist. 

 

Some of the examples discussed so far show that evil mad scientists are characterized as outsiders or 

as excluded from social groups, such as family, school friends or the scientific community. In his 

childhood, Dr. Schrott was not invited to birthday parties, so he resorted to science and technology to 

get revenge and built Glucksy, a robot designed to ruin the parties of his neighbors313. Mandark 

belongs to an atypical family: he and his hippie parents have unusual names, used to live in a village 

called Flowertopia, and have uncommon family traditions (e.g. they have no birthday parties, but 

annual name-day celebrations, in which they serve no cake, but tofu squares and rice cakes314). 

Additionally, due to his interest in science and evil purposes on the one hand, and the spiritual-

oriented and pacifist education of his parents on the other, Mandark also seems to be an outsider in 

his own family. Another character named Drew Lipsky abandoned university after his college friends 

made fun of him, and started conducting science outside an institutional framework. In addition to his 

research activities, he became a villain named Dr. Drakken and began incurring in all kinds of illicit 

activities. Dr. Doofenshmirtz considers that he did not receive enough affection from his parents, since 

his mother preferred his brother Roger and his father preferred the family dog (which he named “Only 

son”) over him315. Dr. Doofenshmirtz had a sad and lonely childhood, and did not find a more 

encouraging environment in the scientific field: 

 
 

                                                        

307 See (“Brother” 2005) 
308 See (“Mandarker” 1996) 
309 See 61:26 
310 See (“Unfair Science Fair” 2009) 
311 See (“Oil on Candance” 2008) 
312 See (“Hail Doofania!” 2008)  
313 See (“Happy Birthday, Dear Doktor” 2009) Doktor Schrott: Voltar, was hast du dir dabei gedacht? Glucksy wurde nicht 
entwickelt um Spaß zu bringen. Als ich ein Kind war, habe ich ihn gebaut, damit er die Geburtstagsfeier der Nachbarkinder 
ruiniert, weil sie mich nie eingeladen haben (07:16). In the English version of the series: Doktor Frogg: Voltar, what were you 
thinking? Chuckles was not designed for fun. When I was a kid I built him to ruin all the neighborhood birthday parties I never 
got invited to. 
314 See 61:17 
315 See (“Got Game?” 2008) (88:4) 
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90:7316 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Als ich ein Kind war, (Written Text: Doof at the door. 
Visual elements: Caution stripes and a cuckoo-clock) habe ich meinen ersten 
Inator auf der Wissenschaftsmesse vorgestellt. Namensgebung war nicht zu 
meiner Stärke, (Written Text: Inator) hieß aber nur Inator, und als die Jury 
meine Erfindung sehen wollte, hat mir einen Natriumcarbonatvulkan (Written 
Text: Der Volcano. Visual elements: gothic typeface) die Show gestohlen. Das 
Jahr darauf versuchte ich es erneut mit einem noch größeren Inator, und 
wieder war der Natriumcarbonatvulkan erfolgreich. Ich hatte genug von der 
Wissenschaft, also habe ich mich der Poesie verschrieben: "Die Filme sind 
grau, der Fernseher schwarz, die Pferde springen, wer kann mir etwas zu 
essen holen". Und kurioserweise habe ich wieder gegen den Vulkan verloren. 

 

The previous examples show that evil mad scientists are not only positioned outside of the scientific 

realm, but also at the margins of the fictional society. In most cases, they embody two outsiders: an 

immoral or even criminal figure and the unethical scientist working outside a formal institutional or 

organizational framework. For example, along the episodes, there are indications suggesting that Dr. 

Kamikazi, Dr. Doofenshmirtz and Dr. Drakken did not earn their academic titles317. Furthermore, their 

misconduct takes place in both fictional arenas: through their repeated disregard of rules, violation of 

laws, and dishonest behavior on the one hand; and their unethical risky experiments and questionable 

application of science on the other. The characterization of evil mad scientists as outsiders or atypical 

is also reinforced at the level of the characters’ appearance. For example, in comparison with other 

characters of the series, these scientists have unusual physical features. The most recurrent of these 

is a peculiar skin tone: Dr. Schrott, Dr. Drakken, Dr. Kamikazi and Doctor Doctor have yellow, blue, 

yellow-green and green skin respectively. 

 

But perhaps nothing better illustrates the depiction of scientists as outsiders than their workplaces 

(See also 7.2.2.2 Workplaces and Table 20 – Evil mad scientists and their workplaces). Regardless of 

the animated series, the typical workplace of evil mad scientists is a secret laboratory situated in a 

remote or isolated location, such as an island, a high mountain (e.g. Dr. Drakken, Dr. Kamikazi) or a 

hidden spot in the woods (e.g. Doctor Doctor). In their lairs, evil mad scientists, develop not only their 

scientific projects, but also their malicious plans. This way, these labs/hideouts stress on the one hand 

the distance between these scientists and society; and on the other hand, the close interrelation 

between the characters’ double role as lawbreakers and immoral scientists. Although not all evil mad 

scientists in the sample work in inaccessible and isolated places, even when their laboratories are 

located in populated areas such as cities or suburban neighborhoods, the separation between them 

and their immediate social context remains. For example, Dr. Schrott’s laboratory is located in a house 

in the middle of a suburban neighborhood. However, the house’s architecture, color and front garden 

contrast notably to the other houses in the street, suggesting that the headquarters of the league do 

                                                        

316 See (“Unfair Science Fair” 2009) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: I suppose you are wondering why I am putting myself through all of 
this. When I was young, I entered a science fair with my very first Inator. I… I wasn't very clever with names yet. It was just, you 
know, Inator. Just as I was about to demonstrate my invention to the judges, a kid with a baking soda volcano stole the show! 
The next year, I tried again with my even bigger Inator. And again, my thunder was stolen by a baking soda volcano! I had 
enough of science. I decided to devote my life to poetry instead: “The movies are gray, the TV is black, the horses are running, 
please bring me some food.” Yet, curiously, I still lost to a baking soda volcano! 
317 See (“Momma’s Boy” 2008; “I Scream, You Scream” 2008; “Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 
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not belong in a residential area. Additionally, the fact that most of evil scientists work in domestic 

contexts emphasizes that these characters conduct science outside an institutional or organizational 

framework. This is also the case of Dr. Doofenshmirtz, who might not be working at home, but 

conducts his scientific work in a private environment: in his own private company. 

 

Table 20 – Evil mad scientists and their workplaces 

Characters Workplaces 

Mandark 

  
Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) Source: (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 

Both of Mandark’s laboratories are located in a domestic context: in his parents’ house, in a “nice little 
neighborhood in the middle of nowhere.318” 

Dr. Schrott 

 

 
Source: (“Franken-Bleech” 2009) 

Headquarters of the League of Super Evil. Domestic place: a house located in a suburban neighborhood in 
Metro city. 

Dr. Drakken* 

  
Source: (“Tick Tick Tick” 2002) Source: (“Mother’s Day” 2002) 

  
Source:(“Naked Genius” 2002) Source: (“Graduation (Part 1)” 2002) 

Dr. Doofenshmirtz* 

 

Dr. Doofenshmirtz main workplace is the building of his private 
company Doofenshmirtz Evil Incorporated. The building is located in the 
city of Danville. 

Source: (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) 

                                                        

318 See (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 
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Dr. Kamikazi 

 

Dr. Kamikazi’s secret laboratory is located in a remote island called 
Kaziland. 

Source: (“Teasebots” 2005) 

Doctor Doctor* 

  
Source: (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) Source: (“Bogie Ball” 2006) 

Abandoned factory Secret underground laboratory, somewhere in Italy. 
* Along the series, these scientists work in many different places. The places shown here are only examples found in the viewed and the 
analyzed episodes. 
 

Evil mad scientists also have similar biographies, which stay in close relationship to their decision of 

becoming scientists and/or villains. Mandark, Dr. Schrott, Dr. Drakken and Dr. Doofenshmirtz had 

negative experiences in their childhood that played an important role in their decision of “turning into 

evil”. Dr. Schrott was bullied at school by his classmates319, Dr. Drakken’s friends made fun of his 

failed robotic prototype and Dr. Doofenshmirtz did not receive support or recognition from his parents 

or teachers. These three characters were good-natured, until they had a bitter experience that made 

them take an evil path. Even Mandark, who states that he was an evil person since the minute he was 

born, does not decide to turn into an evil scientist until Dexter makes fun of him. Just as Drew Lipsky 

in Kim Possible, he decides to assume a new personality and changes his name from Susan 

Astronomonov to Mandark. Finally, Dr. Schrott (in spite of attending the Superhero Kiddie College) 

decides to become a super villain after being bullied by his classmates. There is little information about 

how Dr. Kamikazi and Doctor Doctor decided to become scientists or if there is a reason for their 

vicious conduct. However, even if a motive located in the past of the characters remains unknown, Dr. 

Kamikazi and Doctor Doctor confirm with their actions that they are unwilling to change. For example, 

despite experiencing serious accidents that put them and others in danger while conducting scientific 

work, they continue performing risky experiments and refuse to abandon their objectives. 

 

These biographic events point out to another important feature of evil mad scientists at the level of 

their social relations. Scientists in this subcategory are, in general, loners or antisocial characters. 

Most of them appear to have no friends and have no romantic partner. Dr. Schrott, for example, does 

not have a romantic relationship, and in spite of having friends in the members of the league he is still 

antisocial and prefers, for example, to spend his birthday, “that miserable day”320, working alone in his 

laboratory. Additionally, neither Mandark, Dr. Drakken nor Dr. Doofenshmirtz appear to be involved in 
                                                        

319 See (“Once Upon a LOSE” 2012) 
320 See 7:03 
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friendships or sentimental relationships: Mandark is in love with Dee Dee, but she does not return his 

feelings; Dr. Drakken has no girlfriend; and Dr. Doofenshmirtz is divorced. Dr. Kamikazi and Doctor 

Doctor are probably the most extreme examples in this regard. In the analyzed and viewed episodes 

almost no references to current friends or romantic partners were found. Dr. Kamikazi talks about 

friends and family with disdain: 

 

00:00321 
Dr. Kamikazi’s mom: Some day, when you grow up, you will have real 
friends. (the doorbell rings) Can you get that, junior? 
Dr. Kamikazi: Bah! If I want friends I will clone them. 
 
151:10322 
Dr. Kamikazi: Families… ha! Who needs them? I have no loved ones 
whatsoever and you don’t see me wining about it. 
Constantine: Oh, boss! (sad) 
Dr. Kamikazi: No. I have all I need and my life of work, to which I now return. 
Now, where did that scorpion went? (the scorpion stings Dr. Kamikazi) Ahhh!  

 

This kind of postures towards family is the exception among the analyzed characters. Even if 

appearances or references to family or relatives are sporadic, or if the characters have somehow 

difficult family relationships, in the end, parents and their children love and respect each other. As a 

teenager, Mandark rebels against his parents, but he still listens and obeys them. Dr. Doofenshmirtz 

has a complicated relationship with his teenage daughter, yet he is an affectionate father and tries to 

have a good relationship with her. Dr. Drakken is a villain, but he loves his mother and tries to be a 

good son. Finally, even Dr. Kamikazi (who states that he does not need a family) has a loving mother, 

who wishes him well and helps him when he needs it. 

 

Evil mad scientists may be loners, but they do not always work or act alone. They have assistants, 

henchmen or sidekicks accompanying them along the series episodes: 

 

Table 21 – Evil mad scientists and their allies 

Image Character’s 
name 

Companion’s 
name Role Brief description  

of the social relation 

 

(Mandark) (Unknown)* Assistant Hierarchical (Superior-subordinate) 

Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 

 

Dr. Schrott 
Rotter Rüpel 
Voltar 
Knurrmagedon 

Group member 
Group leader 
Group member 

Hierarchical (Group leader-group member) 
Voltar does not understand Dr. Schrott’s work and 
underestimates his capacities. Knurrmagedon teases 
Dr. Schrott constantly. Roter Rüpel is very supportive 
and helps Dr. Schrott whenever he can. Source: (“The Split” 2009) 

                                                        

321 See (“Momma’s Boy” 2008) 
322 See (“Brother” 2005) 
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Dr. Drakken Shego 
(Unknown)* 

Sidekick 
Henchmen 

Hierarchical (Boss-employee) 
Shego helps Dr. Drakken in all his plans. However, she 
constantly questions Drakken’s intelligence and 
authority. She makes ironic remarks and calls Dr. 
Drakken simply Dr. “D”. Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

 

Dr. 
Doofenshmirtz Norm* Henchman 

Hierarchical (Boss-employee) 
Norm is Dr. Doofenshmirtz’ robotic assistant. He is a 
flatterer. Despite being constantly mistreated by him, 
Norm always praises Dr. Doofenschmirz’ intelligence. 

Source: (“Rollercoaster” 2007) 

 

Dr. Kamikazi Constantine Henchman 

Hierarchical (Boss-employee) 
Constantine continuously saves Dr. Kamikazi’s life but 
Dr. Kamikazi is ungrateful and disrespectful to 
Constantine. 

Source: (“Teasebots” 2005)T 

 

Doctor Doctor 
The 
expendables 
(Unknown) 

Henchmen 
Assistant 

Hierarchical (Superior-subordinate) 

Source: (“Bogie Ball” 2006) 

* Minor characters with brief or sporadic appearances. 
 

The relationships between these characters are cooperative, but this does not mean that they are free 

of trouble or that they can be in compared to a friendship in all cases. These are hierarchical work 

relationships, in which evil scientists tend to have the authority and enjoy (in some cases 

undeservedly) the unconditional loyalty and support of their companions even when disagreements or 

conflicts arise. Through the interaction between these characters another feature of the mad scientist’s 

personality emerges, which was already noticeable in the self-description of scientists as geniuses323: 

evil mad scientists are, with the exception of Dr. Schrott, arrogant persons. They consider that they 

have a great intellect and know no limits when it comes to praising their own intelligence or abilities. 

Furthermore, since these scientists have a low opinion about everybody else’s qualities and skills, they 

continuously ignore the view, critique or advice from others (specially if it comes from their sidekicks or 

henchmen) and can be impolite or even rude to them324: 

 
59:15325 
Mandark: So for you to continue to waste precious energy with your little lab 
will be scientifically unsound. And so, I leave you with two choices: Either you 
become my lackey or shut down your lab and discontinue any further 
experiments here on end. The choice is yours. Goodbye, Dexter. 
 

                                                        

323 See 7.1.2 
324 Doctor Doctor’s henchmen are probably the best example of how henchmen are unappreciated in the analyzed series: 
they have no individual name. The only way to distinguish them is through the number in their helmet. Additionally to this 
impersonal characterization, they group of henchmen is called “Expendables”, a name that present them as disposable, easy 
replaceable characters. 
325 See (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) 
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1 2 3 
Source (1-3): (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

141:24326 
Dr. Drakken: And now, Shego, I shall use my newly acquired brilliance to 
begin the design of my doomsday device. Mhhh ha, mmha ha (mumbling). 
Yes, I can feel my brilliance blossoming. It's as if my hand is but a humble 
servant to the power of my ADVANCED MIND. HA HA HA. So, what do you 
think? (Dr. Drakken shows Shego a drawing of a house. See Image 1) 
Shego: Ahmm, nothing personal, but it doesn't exactly scream doomsday or 
brilliance. 
Dr. Drakken: NAAAA, Nonsense. It must be so advanced that your own puny 
intellect cannot grasp it. (Dr. Drakken starts drawing again) Yeah! Take a look 
at this one. (Dr. Drakken shows Shego another drawing. See Image 3) 
Shego: A puppy and a horsy... cute. 
Dr. Drakken: Mhhh ha, mmha ha. (mumbling). 

 
102:15327 
Dr. Kamikazi: Where is Salvatore? (Constantine shows that he did not kill 
Salvatore) You are a big weak crybaby, a soft sentimental piece of trash. No 
matter, let the cloning begin. Activate the gene splicer. 
Constantine: (crying) You can be so cruel (pronounced in Spanish). 
Dr. Kamikazi: Constantine! I’m sorry. You are the best assistant I’ve ever 
had. Bla bla bla…just come back to work! 

 

89:6328 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: he he he heeeee, la la la la. (malicious laugh, singing) 
Norm: Was machen Sie gerade? 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Was wohl? Nach was sieht es aus? Ich baue ein 
Bösewichtsimperium! Meine eigene Festung der Boshaftigkeit! 
Norm: Sind Sie nicht etwas zu alt für eine Festung? 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Nein, bin ich nicht! Halt den Mund! 
 
89:13329 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Wo bleibt er denn nur? Ich hoffe, ihm ist etwas 
Schlimmes zugestoßen. 
(Brief silence) 
Norm: Will da jemand umarmt werden? 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Natürlich nicht du riesiges Waffeleisen! Legt einfach den 
Schalter um! 
 
43:11330 
Doctor Doctor: Ten trillion oscills!. 
Assistant: But, Doctor Doctor... 
Doctor Doctor: DO IT! 

                                                        

326 See (“Naked Genius” 2002) 
327 See (“Teasebots” 2005) 
328 See (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) Norm: What'cha doooin'? Dr. Doofenshmirtz: "What'cha doin'?" What does it look like to you? 
I'm building an evil empire. My very own Fortress of Eviltude. Norm: Aren't you a little old to be building a fort? Dr. 
Doofenshmirtz: No, no, I'm not. Shut up. 
329 See (“Hail Doofania!” 2008) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: What's keeping him? Gee, I hope something horrible happened to him. 
(Brief silence) Norm: Does someone need a hug? Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Of course not, you glorified waffle iron! Just launch it 
now. 
330 See (“Bogie Ball” 2006) 
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Secondary characters, in this case the allies of evil scientists, allow a direct comparison of the 

characters’ physical, social and personality attributes and contribute indirectly to their description. The 

previous conversation fragment between Dr. Kamikazi and Constantine (102:15) emphasizes through 

the emotional and sentimental comments of Constantine, the insensibility and lack of compassion of 

Dr. Kamikazi. Additionally, they also allow contrasting the self-image of these evil scientists with their 

actions and with the perceptions that other characters have from them. Here, discrepancies emerge, 

which turn into comical situations. For example, Dr. Drakken makes an effort to design a doomsday 

device, yet he has nothing but innocent, harmless ideas. He also tries once more to present himself as 

a brilliant mind, while it is clear that not even his sidekick Shego believes he is a genius (e.g. 141:24). 

These examples show that evil mad scientists have, as other characters also do, limitations and flaws. 

These contrasting features contribute to a less flat 331  (but not necessarily counter-stereotypical) 

constitution of the character, and add a humorous dimension to evil scientists. For example, Mandark 

conducts himself as a rational and mature kid, but in many aspects he is actually quite childish; Dr. 

Schrott wants to be feared as villain, but he is extremely insecure and afraid of everything; Dr. 

Drakken proclaims his great intelligence and brilliance, (and indeed he has the knowledge and the 

abilities to build high-tech robots or weapons) but he is not very smart and the easiest things can 

cause him difficulties (e.g. to build grammatically correct plurals). The name of Dr. Doofenshmirtz332, 

already hints that despite the fact that he can design and construct powerful devices, his plans are 

completely silly and sometimes have no purpose. He employs scientific knowledge to fulfill what he 

considers to be great plans through what he believes are genius scientific applications: 

 

82:7333 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Ich, Dr. Heinz Doofenshmirtz habe die gesamte östliche 
Küsten-Region in Alufolie eingewickelt, und wenn ich meinen gigantischen 
Magneten mit meinem genialen Magnetenverstärker verbinde, ziehe ich damit 
die östliche Küsten-Region gen Westen, und verursache damit eine 
Umkehrung der Erdrotation. 

 

The constitution of evil mad scientists as comical figures is one of the recurrent characteristics of evil 

mad scientists, but it is not exclusive to them. This attribute is related to their role as villains, which in 

cartoons are frequently given a humorous dimension, with the purpose of making young viewers laugh 

instead of instilling them fear. Interestingly the main limitations and flaws of evil mad scientists are 

directly related to the things they brag about the most: their intelligence, evilness and great ambitions. 

Moreover, this is strongly related to the next recurrent feature of these characters. 

 

                                                        

331 One-dimensional 
332 The word „doof“ means in German “naïve, limited”, but also „stupid, silly, brainless“ and is also employed in English to 
convey the same meaning (“Doof” 2013). 
333 See (“Rollercoaster” 2007) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: I, Doctor Heinz Doofenshmirtz, have covered the entire eastern seaboard 
in tin foil, and when I put my giant magnet, next to my genius, Magnetism Magnifier, I will pull the East, in westerly direction, 
thereby reversing the rotation of the earth. You may ask yourself, why would he do this? What could he possibly have to gain? 
Well, let me just answer that question, I haven't really worked on all the bugs yet. I mean, tin foil alone costs a lot. 
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The attributes found at the level of the character as fictional entity, bring to the surface an also 

recurrent feature at the dimension of the characters as artifacts: evil mad scientists are to a great 

extent incomplete, unfulfilled characters. Mandark, Dr. Drakken, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Dr. Schrott and 

Dr. Kamikazi are in the process of earning a reputation either as villains or as scientists. In other 

words, they are antagonist figures, but not yet authentic, consummated villains (just as they are able 

to build scientific devices, but are not necessarily considered “real” scientists). Even if they manage to 

succeed in one sphere, they tend to fail in the other. As member of the League of Super Evil, Dr. 

Schrott dreams to be taken seriously as a villain and develops an evil plan to take control over the 

world: he threatens the citizens of Metrocity with using his new invention to clog all the toilets in the 

world. His device works, citizens and military surrender to him. However, Dr. Schrott is so insecure 

and doubtful, that even when his inventions and plans work, he is unable to deal with the acquired 

power, thus, succeeding as scientist, but failing as villain. 

 

Even if these scientists are unfulfilled and to some extent appear to be harmless, in the context of the 

series this does not mean that they should be ignored or not taken seriously. Evil scientists may fail 

constantly, episode after episode, season after season, but a contingent scenario, in which they could 

achieve their goals and the consequences this could bring for society, underlies every episode’s plot. 

The episode Dunkle Zukunft334 takes a look to this contingent scenario and explores what would have 

happened if Dr. Doofenshmirtz had not been defeated in the first episode of the series. Dr. 

Doofenshmirtz finally fulfills his megalomaniac fantasy: he becomes the emperor of the city, funds an 

authoritarian regime, and introduces arbitrary laws, with which he forces people, among other things, 

to be called Joe and to wear a lab coat all the time: 

 

103:17335 
Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Aufgepasst, Untergebene. Die Menschen fragen mich 
oft. Doof, wie fühlt man sich wenn man so wahnsinnig viel Macht besitzt? 
Nun, ich sage es euch. 
 
(Gesungener Text) Was für ein Leben! Hab' alles was ich wollte, und ganz 
genau so sollte es immer sein. Es ist bezaubern, alle sind mir untergeben und 
errichten Monumente von mir. Mein Leben ist wie ein reichgedeckter Tisch 
von dem ich essen kann was ich will, denn alle zahlen für mich, und wenn 
einer tut es nicht, der landet in dem Knast und zwar schnell. Ich kann auch 
nett sein. Trotz meiner Macht weiß ich genau wie jeder Untertan heißt. Wie 
geht's Joe? Ich gebe zu, ich bin manchmal gemein, doch das brauche ich 
zum glücklich sein. Mein Leben ist SÜSS, wie eine Schale Kirschen, und 
heute bin ich glücklich wie noch nieeee. Denn ein jeder im Volk ist jetzt 
Proletarier und Baby ich die Bourgeoisie. Schlagt es nach Joe! BABY, ICH 
DIE BOURGEOOOISIIIEEE. (Ende) 
 

                                                        

334 English title: Phineas und Ferb’s Quantum Boogaloo 
335 See (“Phineas and Ferb’s Quantum Boogaloo” 2009) Dr. Doofenshmirtz: Attention, underlings! People often ask me: "Doof, 
how does it feel to wield such absolute power?" Well I tell ya. (Song starts) It's been a charmed life / Got all I ever wanted / And 
I'm not too shy to flaunt it, you see! / It's been a sweet ride / Everyone is genuflecting / And erecting giant statues of me! / It's 
like a great lunch with all you can eat / And I can leave my wallet at home / And everyone pays for me / Because it's compulsory 
/ Or into the stockade they're thrown / Still, I'm a nice guy / How many emperors would always remember your name? / How you 
doing, Joe? / I must admit, I May take quite a lot / But I'll always give you plenty of blame / It's been a sweet ride / Life's a bowl 
of cherries, and nobody's merrier than me / Because, everyone else is a proletariat / And baby, I'm the bourgeoisie / Look it up, 
Joe! / Baby, I'm the bourgeoisie! / Oh, yeah! 
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1 
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3 

 
4 

 
5 Source (1-5): (“Phineas and Ferb’s Quantum Boogaloo” 2009) 

 

But in animated series, even evil mad scientists are entitled to a happy end. In the last episode of Kim 

Possible, Dr. Drakken invents a substance to help save the earth. For the first time, his invention is not 

only successful but also used for the public good, and in the end he, who was described as “a total 

failure” in his entire career as mad scientist336, receives the acclaim that he has craved for so long. 

 

As the backstories of evil mad scientists show, these characters are motivated to a great extent by a 

deep frustration, anger or resentment. In this sense, they are what Ron Possible describes in the 

quote at the beginning of this subchapter, as “mad angry” scientists. The following part takes a look to 

the other kind of mad scientists: to the “mad crazy” ones. 

 

7.1.3.2 Mad scientists against their will337 

 

The scientists under this category, Dexter and Dr. Two Brains, share many similar features with evil 

mad scientists. Yet, they also show few, but significant, nuances, which in the end provide a different 

overall depiction of science. Like evil mad scientists, these characters also have great ambitions. 

However, their objectives are not (or at leas not exclusively) tied to personal affairs. Their motivation to 

conduct scientific work emanates primarily from a scientific interest, and their final objectives are, in 

general, commendable. Prof. Boxleitner, for example, attempts to read the mind of his lab rat, or as he 

describes it, to “peer into the depths of the rodent intellect“338. On his part, Dexter tries to make vast 

contributions to science and wants to be as good a scientist as his mentor Albert Einstein. The 

objectives of these researchers are to a great extent linked to the development of science. In this 

context, science does not inherently constitute an instrument to obtain power or material goods, 

because no personal, political or economic interests influence the production of knowledge and 

technology. Researchers receive, when earned, acknowledgement for their work (e.g. a trophy at the 

                                                        

336 See 146:16. 
337 See (Pansegrau 2009, 376). This stereotype is equivalent the stereotype of the “helpless scientist” found in literature 
(Haynes, S. 244) 
338 See 155:2 
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school science fair) but that is not their main objective. In other words, scientific work is conducted for 

the sake of science’s development. 

 

Similarly to evil mad scientists, Dexter and Prof. Boxleitner conduct risky or even dangerous 

experiments. However, they do not pursue to cause any damages or harm. On the contrary, they 

firmly believe that, haven taken all variables into account, things are under control and nothing can 

possibly go wrong. This attitude can be the result of different personality traits. For example, Prof. 

Boxleitner’s blind trust in the safety of his experiments is a consequence of his naivety, while Dexter’s 

confidence is a result of his arrogance. These scientists may not be corrupt or criminal, but they are 

also not morally impeccable. They do not mind deviating “slightly” from norms of scientific practice, for 

example, by experimenting on themselves339 or on family members without their consent (e.g. Dee 

Dee, Mom and Dad340). Despite the good intentions of Dexter and Prof. Boxleitner, their arrogance 

and/or naivety as well as their apparent “minor” infractions tend to have serious consequences for the 

story and for the characters (See also 7.2.2 - Scientific work and 7.2.3 – Scientific products). 

 

One of the main characteristics of mad scientists against their will is that they can turn into an evil 

scientist or behave like one at some point of the story. Prof. Boxleitner, a sociable and benevolent 

researcher, turns into a crazy evil scientist early in the series. While conducting an experiment with a 

“vicious lab rat”341, Prof. Boxleitner gets distracted and the lab mouse takes control of the experiment. 

As a result, he gets fused with the rodent and acquires many of its physical and psychological 

characteristics. Not only he gets a mouse brain, whiskers and white hair (See Image 5 and Image 6), 

but he also becomes afraid of cats, wants to obtain large quantities of cheese, and develops all kinds 

of inventions related to cheese or mice. Prof. Boxleitner looses his mind and adopts a new identity. As 

the evil scientist Dr. Two-Brains, he becomes arrogant, develops ambitious plans and incurs in 

criminal activities to achieve his goals. For example, he not only steals cheese from the “Federal 

Cheddar Reserve”; he wants “every last shred of cheese stored in the government’s largest reserve 

Fort Salut”342 and eventually “all the cheese in the world”343. Additionally, he wants to own two private 

islands, which “will become the center of crime and evil for all eternity”344. 

 

  
Source: (“What’s Up, Doc” 2007) Source: (“The Crazy World of Dr. Two Brains” 2007) 

Image 5 - Prof. Boxleitner. Image 6 - Dr. Two-Brains. 
                                                        

339 See Prof. Boxleitner (155:1) or Dexter (e.g. See (“Sole Brother” 2001; “Babysitter Blues” 1996; “Old Man Dexter” 1996) 
340 See (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996; “Monstory” 1997; “Dexter’s Little Dilemma” 2003) 
341 See 154:4 
342 See 164:17 
343 See 53:8 
344 See 163:19 
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Unlike Prof. Boxleitner, Dexter does not transform once and permanently into an evil scientist. Rather, 

he acquires some of the features of evil mad scientists along many episodes of the series. Although 

Dexter is a quiet, rational and arrogant but good-natured kid, he looses his temper and becomes 

"crazy" every time Mandark or his sister Dee Dee interfere with his work. As a result, he acts 

impulsively or in a childish way, employing, for example, untested versions of his inventions. During 

his outbursts, Dexter is rude and offensive to other characters and if he is provoked, he does not 

hesitate to take revenge. But most importantly, even if Dexter’s scientific work does not initially pursue 

an evil objective, he is perfectly capable of using his knowledge and inventions for personal purposes 

(e.g. he opens an interdimensional doorway only to get Dee Dee out of the lab and uses his 

intelligence to destroy Mandark’s first laboratory). Frequently, he is unaware of the potential risks that 

his inventions hold and looses control over them. Additionally, and even though he does not always 

test or apply his inventions on himself, Dexter somehow suffers direct effects of their application or 

becomes a victim of his own projects. Some of such consequences are (as in film characters345) 

mutations or some sort of physical transformation346. 

 

  1  2 
Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) Source (1-2): (“Deedemensional” 1996) 

 

Image sequence 5 – Dexter behaves like a mad scientist 

 

As other mad scientists, Dexter works in a “secret” laboratory. Although he actively tries to keep its 

secrecy (particularly from his parents), Dee Dee and Mandark manage to find out about it. The results 

of his work rarely reach the public sphere, unless Dexter decides to present one of his inventions at 

the science fair. Unlike Dexter’s, the existence and location of Prof. Boxleitner’s laboratory is public 

knowledge. His lab is located in the same building as the police station, and Prof. Boxleitner’s name is 

even written at the door. However, after turning into the criminal Dr. Two-Brains, the scientist sublets 

his lab to Prof. Tubing and moves to an abandoned warehouse, where he establishes his secret lair 

and continues his research. These examples corroborate that secrecy is an essential feature of mad 

science, especially of evil mad science. 

 

                                                        

345 See (Pansegrau 2009, 380) 
346 See for example (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996; “Monstrosi-Dee Dee” 2003; “Sole Brother” 2001; “Monstory” 1997) 
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Source: (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) Source: (“A Game of Cat and Mouse” 2008) 

 

Image 7 – Prof. Boxleitner’s and Dr. Two-Brains’ lab 

 

The previous examples have shown that “evil mad scientists” and “mad scientists against their will” 

have many similar characteristics. However, the main difference between both stereotypes is that evil 

mad scientists are the result of a conscious decision, of an exercise of free will triggered by a 

traumatic experience and/or megalomaniac motivations. Mandark and Dr. Drakken decided to take an 

evil path after friends or classmates made fun of them and their abilities to conduct scientific work. 

However, neither Dexter nor Dr. Two-Brains seem to have control over that behavior. Dr. Two-Brains 

is controlled by the mouse brain attached to his head and Dexter, is an intelligent child dominated by 

his tantrums. Additionally, and unlike evil mad scientists, the expertise of these characters is not 

questioned. Prof. Boxleitner and Dexter are both presented as competent scientists, even if their 

experiments do not have positive results or get out of control. In spite of this, they have flaws and 

weakness that affect their work. For example, Dexter has a remarkable intelligence, but as a young 

boy, he lacks experience, daily knowledge and, sometimes, even common sense. In those aspects, 

other characters who are not as intelligent as Dexter (Dee Dee, for example) have an advantage over 

him. Prof. Boxleitner is also a talented scientist, but gets easily distracted talking about food or super 

heroes. What seems to be a minor character flaw has severe consequences for the character and for 

the development of the series: a distraction of Prof. Boxleitner causes his transformation into Dr. Two-

Brains, one of the major villains of the series. 

 

The two patterns of mad scientists found in the analyzed series provide different overall depictions of 

science. Although they share many similar characteristics and can sometimes overlap, these patterns 

represent, generally speaking, different kinds of risks associated with science. On the one hand, evil 

mad scientists embody the risk of scientific knowledge being misused, especially its instrumentation 

and use against society. Mad scientists against their will represent, on the other hand, a risk that is not 

entirely tied to the purposes with which science and technology are applied. This risk is depicted as 

inherent to a) new scientific knowledge and technology and b) to the human condition of scientists. 

Even if researchers have commendable purposes, the social impact of new knowledge and 

technology is unforeseeable. In addition to this, scientists are humans. Technological developments 

can malfunction, and scientists can fail, or make a mistake. In the end, errare humanum est. The 

image of science conveyed by scientist characters, but also by the series in general, is central for this 

study, and will be addressed in depth on Chapter 8. 
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7.1.3.3 Mad scientists: recurrent symbolic references, reflexivity and self-observation in mass media 

 

The quote of Ron Stoppable and Kim Possible at the beginning of the current subchapter illustrated 

the two kinds of mad scientists that were found through the qualitative analysis. But this fragment of 

dialogue is also a good example of a relevant aspect emerging from the analysis of the symbolic 

dimension of the characters. It exemplifies how explicit references to the archetype of the “mad 

scientist” are made in the series. As it will be explained in this section, some of the mad scientist in the 

sample not only present characteristic features of this stereotype, but are also directly associated with 

this recurrent pattern or to specific and emblematic mad scientists in popular culture. To explain this 

distinction, it is useful to take a look not only to the dialogue fragment mentioned at the beginning of 

the subchapter, but also to the whole scene: 

 
Source: (“Tick Tick Tick” 2002) 

 
 

00:00347 
Dr. Drakken: I'll wager that you are wondering how I can use a robot tick in 
my evil scheme, aren't you, Shego?  
Shego: I'm sorry, what? 
Dr. Drakken: When I join the robot tick to a nano-explosive of my own brilliant 
design... 
Shego: Nano? What's nano? 
Dr. Drakken: Nano. Tiny. Mini.  
Shego: Why didn't you just say mini, then? 
Dr. Drakken: Because nano sounds about hundred times better. That's why. 
Dr. Drakken: Once the nano-tick attaches to a victim, he or she will be at my 
mercy. 
Shego: And they'll bow to your will or...? 
Dr. Drakken: Kaboom! Yes. Imagine the possibilities. It is my time at last, for 
the kids used to tease me in gym! Little...arrrgh! 
(Kim and Ron listen to the conversation while they hide behind a desk) 
Kim Possible: OK, so we're definitely putting this guy in the mad-scientist 
category. 
Ron Stoppable: Mad angry or mad crazy? 

 

This scene shows that Dr. Drakken has many features of evil mad scientists: he is malevolent, 

megalomaniac, arrogant (he considers himself a genius even though he does not seem to know the 

difference between mini and nano), has ambitious plans, and seeks revenge after he had a negative 

childhood experience, etc. After listening to this conversation between Dr. Drakken and Shego, Kim 

Possible and Ron Stoppable conclude that they have enough information to assign Dr. Drakken to the 

mad-scientists category. In order to determine which subcategory of mad scientist, they—and, of 

course, the viewer—must decide if he is motivated by anger or by actual insanity. This explicit 

                                                        

347 See (“Tick Tick Tick” 2002) 
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reference to mad scientists in the series constitutes an expression of mass media reflexivity, that is, of 

how mass media observe themselves through their contents, in this case, through a fictional series. 

Here, reflexivity takes place through the characters: Kim and Ron allude, within the fictional reality, to 

recurrent patterns and roles of scientists/villains in fiction. These references create a bridge between 

the fictional story and the formal structure of the series, connecting characters as fictional entities and 

as artifacts. Additionally, (if animated series are conceptualized as double-sided objects) they link the 

two realities of the series: the fictional reality “inside” the cartoon, and the reality to which cartoons, as 

television programs with recurrent narrative structures and character patterns, belong. Further 

examples of reflexivity involving mad scientists and their roles in the plot were found in the series 

WordGirl, Kim Possible and Die Superschurken Liga: 

 

53:18348 
(…) 
WordGirl: You know, we work pretty well together.  
Dr. Two-Brains: Yes. Yes, we do. Too bad I'm evil. HA HA HA HA! (Dr. Two-
Brains betrays WorldGirl) 
Narrator: Didn't I say you shouldn't depend on him?  
Dr. Two-Brains: Did anyone else not see that coming? I mean, I am the 
villain here. And you just can't depend on someone as brilliantly evil as Dr. 
Two-Brains! 
 
09:21349 
Voltar: Man, ist der stark.  
Roter Rüpel: Sogar stärker als ich es bin. 
Voltar: Personaländerung, Dr. Muskel-Schrott ist mein neuer Mukki-Kumpan. 
Dr. Schrott: Ohh, ja! 
Roter Rüpel: Ahh, und ich bin dann der verrückte Wissenschaftler? 
Voltar: Klar, warum nicht? 
Roter Rüpel: Hurra! 
 
141:19350 
Dr. James T. Possible: Josh? Another mad scientist bent on world 
conquest? 
Kim Possible: So not. Josh is this guy I want to take to the dance. (…) 
 
142:21351 
Dr. Ann Possible: I can't believe Drew Lipsky turned into a mad scientist. 
Dr. James T. Possible: Let alone, our daughter's arch nemesis 
Bob Chen: But my man knew what to do. 
Prof. Ramesh: Possible, you rock! 
Dr. James T. Possible: Oh, please. Drakken was sooo obvious, I mean, 
really, the whole "Bebe Be" thing. The hive mind behavior was clearly the 
result of a cybertronic linkage through a wireless control network. 
Bob Chen, Prof. Ramesh: Uh, sure. 
Dr. James T. Possible: Poor Drew, maybe if we hadn't laugh at him back 
then, there would be one less mad scientist running around. 
 
163:11352 
Dr. Two-Brains: But seriously, this will help me finally accomplish one of my 
ultimate goals: To buy or lease or timeshare my very own personal private 
island! HA HA HA HA! Every evil scientist has one. It's high time I had one, 

                                                        

348 See (“Mouse Army” 2007) 
349 See (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) 
350 See (“Crush” 2002) 
351 See (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 
352 See (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 
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too. Of course, since it's 2 for 1 week, I'll get another identical island for free. 
We'll use that for cheese storage. 

 

Allusions to mad scientists are not restricted to mentioning the “mad-scientist” stereotype explicitly at 

the level of dialogue. They can also acquire a subtler or a more complex form, combining all kinds of 

visual and acoustic references. One recurrent device used in the series to associate a cartoon 

character to mad science is making reference to an emblematical character of this stereotype in 

fiction, such as Victor Frankenstein353 and/or his monster(s), Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde354 or Rotwang355. The 

specific forms that these references take are very diverse and can comprise from simple single 

references, such as one element of characterization, to more elaborate bundles of references such as 

filmic citations. 

 

One example of single and sporadic references is the following mention of Frankenstein as Stan finally 

finds Pat’s clone: 

 

16:10356 
Stan: Mmmmm. Du hast Recht! Das bist du, Franken-Pat! 

 

References to emblematical fictional characters are also made through unchanging elements of 

characterization. Dr. Drakken and Doctor Doctor illustrate this at best. These two scientists have 

constant physical features that associate them with early film depictions of Frankenstein’s creatures: 

a) Dr. Drakken has a scar under his left eye, which resembles on the one hand the scar with which 

Frankenstein’s male monster is depicted in James Whale’s Frankenstein357 and on the other hand, the 

surgical suture of later depictions of Frankenstein’s monster; and b) Doctor Doctor, who has the hairdo 

of Frankenstein’s female monster as depicted in The Bride of Frankenstein 358  (See Table 22). 

Additionally, and despite having different lairs along the series, most of Dr. Drakken’s hideouts show a 

notable resemblance to Victor Frankenstein’s laboratory in the cinematographic version of 1931. 

 

Table 22 - References to Frankenstein 

Character Reference Frankenstein 

Dr. Drakken 

  
Source: (“Mother’s Day” 2002) Source: Frankenstein (Whale 1931) 

                                                        

353 See (Shelley 2012) 
354 See (Stevenson 2011) 
355 See (Lang 1927) 
356 See (“Double Pat” 2004) Pat: You are right! It’s you Franken-Pat!  
357 See (Whale 1931) 
358 See (Whale 1935) 
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 2    3 

 Source: 2: Frankenweenie359 (Burton 2012), 3: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 2008) 

Scar  

  

Source: (“Blush” 2002) Source: Frankenstein (Whale 1931) 

Lair  

Doctor Doctor 

  
Source: (“Bogie Ball” 2006) Source: Frankenstein’s Bride (Whale 1935) 

Hairdo  

 
The previous examples show that, like Frankenstein and his monster, the scientists and their creations 

are deeply interwoven. Interesting is however, that features of Frankenstein’s creatures are attributed 

to the scientists, and features of the scientists are attributed to their creatures (e.g. Pat’s clone is 

named Franken-Pat (16:10)). It is common knowledge that the word Frankenstein has been gradually 

also employed to describe Frankenstein’s monster and as a metaphor for a project “that ruins its 

originator”360. At the symbolic level, these kinds of associations to mad scientists not only suggest that 

scientists are inseparable from their work, but it also raises the question of whether is not the evil mad 

scientist the real monster of the story. The close relationship between the scientists and their creations 

or their objects of study is not exclusive of mad scientists. Other characters in the sample have, for 

example, features of animals associated with scientific practice, such as a laboratory mouse or a frog. 

Prof. Zweistein is depicted as an anthropomorphic mouse, Prof. Steve Boxleitner is fused with his 

laboratory mouse and Dr. Schrott is called Doktor Frogg in the English version of the series. 

 

The references to “mad scientists” and “evil villains” assign scientist characters a specific role in the 

narrative and a clear position within the characters’ configuration. On this basis, audiences can, 

among other things, develop expectations about further personality traits or plausible actions of the 

                                                        

359 See (Burton 2012) 
360 “Frankenstein: 1 a: the title character in Mary W. Shelley's novel Frankenstein who creates a monster that ruins his life; b: 
a monster in the shape of a man especially in popularized versions of the Frankenstein story. 2: a monstrous creation; 
especially: a work or agency that ruins its originator”. See (“Frankenstein” 2014) 
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character within the episode’s plot. At the same time, these references contribute to the dissemination 

and solidification of the mad-scientist archetype among TV audiences (See also chapter 4). 

 

As mentioned before, references can also acquire more complex forms, gathering and articulating 

narrative, formal and symbolic elements. For example, in the episode Dexter's assistant, Dexter 

decides to create his own laboratory assistant. Even though he does not create life from scratch, he 

does, like Dr. Frankenstein (Frankenstein, 1931), transplant a brain to Dee Dee and brings her to life 

with electricity (in this case with static electricity, after rubbing his shoes on a carpet). As in other 

fictional stories, a scientist tries to create a living creature and then looses control of it. However, 

instead of turning dramatic and ending with catastrophic consequences, the story presents variations 

and takes a comic turn: Dexter's assistant turns to be more intelligent than the scientist who created 

her, and stops working with Dexter after a series of failed experiments because she considers that her 

talent is being wasted. In spite of this, the scientist does pay the consequences of his decision to 

transform Dee Dee into his lab assistant: Dee Dee develops her own invention, wining what Dexter 

wanted more: the first price at the science fair. 

 

    
Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) 

 

Image sequence 6 – References to Frankenstein 

 

This example showed how the story of Frankenstein was employed as a narrative motif; however, the 

references to this legendary figure can also take a more explicit form such as a film citation. Four of 

the analyzed series, Phineas und Pherb, George of the Jungle, Johnny Test and Die Superschurken-

Liga have episodes with Frankenstein references in their titles: Phineas und Ferbenstein361, Franken-

George362, Frankenjohnny and Dr. Frankenschrott363. Here, the names of four main characters364 

(Ferb, George, Johnny and Dr. Schrott) are combined with the name of Victor Frankenstein, indicating, 

that for one episode, these characters will somehow be comparable to this classical literary character. 

And indeed, in those episodes, the story of Frankenstein, particularly the cinematographic version of 

Frankenstein (1931) and its sequel Frankenstein’s Bride (1935) are incorporated into the plot. The 

episodes include film citations (spoofs) of these two movies’ most emblematic sequences, as well as 

references to the 1920 and 1931 film adaptations of the novella The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and 

                                                        

361 Original English title: The Monster of Phineas-n-Ferbenstein 
362 Original English title: Frakengeorge 
363 Original English title: Franken-Blecch 
364 Note that only one of these four characters is a scientist. Phineas and Ferb are regular urban kids, and George is a young 
man who grew up in the jungle. 
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Mr. Hyde365 (particularly to the scene, in which Dr. Jekyll transforms into Mr. Hyde). In addition to these 

three episodes, further references to fictional mad scientists, such as Victor Frankenstein and 

Rotwang, were found in Dexter’s Laboratory and Kim Possible. The following table gathers a selection 

of the most relevant references found in the analyzed and viewed episodes. 

                                                        

365 See (Stevenson 2002) 
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Image sequence 1 – “He’s alive!” Frankenstein. Source: (Whale 1931) 

 
Image sequence 2 – “She’s alive!”, The Bride of Frankenstein. Source: (Whale 1935) 

 
Image sequence 3 – Metropolis . Source: (Lang 1927) 

 

 

Table 1 – References to fictional mad scientists through film citations 

References 

Narrative level Sound level Visual level 

Dexter’s Laboratory, episode Maternal Combat 

Plot: Dexter's mom gets sick, so Dexter decides to supplant 
her with a robot called Momdroid. As in the film Metropolis 
(1926) and The Bride of Frankenstein (1935) science is 
employed to substitute or create a female creature, with which 
a character has a strong emotional connection. In Metropolis, 
Rotwang creates a robot to supplant Hel, and in 
Frankenstein’s Bride, Dr. Frankenstein creates a companion 
for his monster. 

(Background music) 
Dexter: Live, live, LIVE... 
(Sound effect: electrocardiogram starts 
beeping) 
Dexter: It is ALIIIIIVE! 

 

Text source: (“Maternal Combat” 1996) 

 

 

  
Images source: (“Maternal Combat” 1996) 

Sequence “It’s alive!” 

References: a) close-up of the robot’s hand, b) lightning, c) Robot’s hair do (Frankenstein’s female creature), c) screws on the robot’s neck (Frankenstein’s male creature), 
d) robot lying on the table, connected to electricity, as in Metropolis. 
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Dexter’s Laboratory, episode Sole Brother 

Plot: Dexter designs a teletransporter, and while testing it on 
himself, he accidentally gets merged with Dee Dee. When he 
tries to fix the problem, both characters are merged with a 
bee without noticing. The story plot is a narrative reference to 
The Fly, a film that tells the tragic story of Dr. Seth Brundle, a 
scientist who has a horrible death after he gets merged with a 
fly in a telepod. In this cartoon, the story also takes a tragic 
turn, but according to the premises and plausibility of the 
story. In his first attempt to use the teleporter, indeed 
something terrible happens to Dexter: he gets merged with 
Dee Dee, which in the context of the series becomes a 
humorous situation. 

 
 

Images source: (“Sole Brother” 2001) 

Sequence: Dexter and Dee Dee use the teletransporter 
References: Teletransporter, fusion with a flying insect. 

Die Superschurken-Liga, episode Dr. Frankenschrott (10:6) 

Plot: Knurrmagedon is depressive, so Voltar decides that Dr. 
Schrott has to create a friend for Knurrmageddon. As in 
Frankenstein, Dr. Schrott uses science to create a living 
creature in his laboratory. However, since Roter Rüpel brings 
him the wrong brain cells, the result of the experiment is a 
monster that the league is unable to control. 
 
Characters:  
Dr. Schrott calls Roter Rüpel “Igor”. 

DS: He he. Das ist eine leckere Grapefruit-
Limo! HA HA HA HA HA. Gut so. Ahhh, du 
bringst die Zutaten für den Monsterhund 
Nummer zwei. Ausgezeichnet, Igor. 
RR: Igor?  
DS: Ahh, das ist Wissenschaftlersprache für 
"billiger Assistent". 
RR: Alles klar. Hier sind eure Zutaten, Meister 
(speaks with an accent). Hi hi hi. 
DS: Gebratenes Hühnchen, ein 
Computerschaltkreis, Bandangohaare, und... 
woher stammen diese Zähne da? 
RR: Die sind aus der Zahnarzt-Mülltonne. 
DS: Argghh (disgusting). So, Jetzt brauchen 
wir nur noch bösartige Hirnzellen, damit mein 
Monster ENDLICH KOMPLETT IST. 
RR: Mmmmm. 
DS: Ohhh (disappointed) 
RR: Warte. Diese Seeschnecke sieht doch 
bösartig aus, oder? 
DS: Ohhh, ja. VIELLEICHT FÜR PLANKTON! 
Und warum hast du eigentlich eine 
Seeschnecke in der Tasche? 
RR: Sie hat nicht in meinen Schuh gepasst. 
(SE: joke) 
DS: Ich brauche die starke elektrische Energie 
eines Blitzes, damit ich meiner Kreation Leben 
einhauchen kann. Ahhh, los... her mit der 
Schnecke.  
(SE: Rayo) (SE: Machine working) 
V: Wow! 
DS: Eh? Ha? Oh, ja. ES LEBT! 
 
Text source: (“Franken-Bleech” 2009) 

 

Image source: (“Franken-Bleech” 2009) 

Sequence “It’s alive!” 

References: a) Roter Rüpel suddenly walks with a stoop, b) he turns on the electrical knife switch, b) a lightning brings the creature to life, c) close-up of the hand slowly 
moving, d) the operation table acquires a vertical position as in Frankenstein’s Bride. 
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George, der aus dem Dschungel kam, episode Franken-George (29:2) 

Plot: George feels guilty because he thinks that a little rhino 
died of hunger because he did not share his peanuts with 
him. Like in the film Frankenstein, George takes what he 
thinks are the rests of the death rhino and together with 
Ursula, Ape and Magnolia try to bring the little animal back to 
life. After an accident in the laboratory, the rhino turns into a 
zombie and starts turning all other animals of the jungle into 
zombies as well. 
 
Although Magnolia is not a scientist, she is characterized as 
one during this sequence. 

29:1 
Ape: Selbst wenn wir es schaffen, diesem 
Knochen wieder Leben einzuhauchen, sollen 
wir das? An den Regeln der Schöpfung 
herumpfuschen? 
George: Bah! Hier, bitteschön Nashörnchen. 
 
Magnolia: Lass den Finger von dem 
Patienten. Es ist schon schwer genug die 
verbotene Schriftrolle des verbotenen Wissens 
schnell runter zu lesen. Murmel, murmel..,. 
murmel, murmel. 
George: Und was ist das? 
Magnolia: Das sind Blitze in der Flasche, 
ziemlich schwer einzufangen. 
George: Wie schmeckt das denn? 
Alle: George, tu das nicht! 
 
29:2 
(Background music) 
(Sound effects) 
George: JA! ES LEEEEEBT! HA HA HA! 
 
 
Text source: (“Frankengeorge” 2007) 

 
Image source: (“Frankengeorge” 2007) 

Sequence “It’s alive!” 

References: a) Ape turns on the electrical knife switch, b) the creature lies on an operation table, and is elevated across an open roof, c) a lightning brings the creature to 
life, c) close-up of the creature moving, d) light bulbs of devices going on and off, e) Ursula’s hair turns into Frankenstein’s female creature’s hair. 

29:4 
Towel Scott, Dr. Voodoo: Grrrr, grrrrr. 
(grumling). 
Ursula: WAS? FRANKENVÄTER? 
 
Text source: (“Frankengeorge” 2007)  

Image source: (“Frankengeorge” 2007) 
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Kim Possible, episode The Attack of the Killer Bebes (142:13) 

Plot: Three female robots called “Bebe” kidnap Prof. Ramesh 
and Dr. Bob Chen. During the episode, Dr. Drakken reveals 
that he created the robots to demonstrate his ex-college 
friends that he is a competent scientist. The Bebes are the 
second prototype of three robots that Dr. Drakken built when 
he was studying at the university to accompany him and his 
friends to a dance. The narrative motif of a scientist, who 
builds a human-machine to compensate the lack of social 
contact, or a loved person, is not new. The Bebes are a 
reference to the robot created by Rotwang in the film 
Metropolis to supplant Hel, Rotwang’s lost love. 

--- 

 
Image source: (Lang 1927) 

 

Image source: (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 

Phineas und Ferb, episode Phineas und Ferbenstein 

Plot: During a rainy day, Phineas, Ferb, Dr. Doofenshmirtz 
and Perry the Platypus have to stay at home. While Phineas 
and Ferb listen to their grandpa tell the story of Ferb’s great 
great great great great great great great uncle Ferbgor and 
Dr. Phineastein, Dr. Doofenshmirtz tells Perry the story of his 
great great grandfather Dr. Jekyll Doofenshmirtz. As usual, 
the cartoon narrates two parallel but intertwined stories. 
However, in this episode two additional fictional stories are 
embedded into the main stories. The tales told by grandpa 
and Dr. Doofenshmirtz relate to the film Frankenstein (1931) 
and to the story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde respectively. 
 
The tale of Dr. Phineastein makes reference to several 
Frankenstein fragments: to the introductory sequence, and to 
the sequences where Frankenstein brings his creature to life, 
and where the creature wonders in the woods and meets a 
little girl. 
 
The tale of Dr. Doofenshmirtz makes reference to the story of 
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. As the original Dr. Jekyll, Dr. Jekyll 
Doofenshmirtz drinks a substance to explore and emphasize 
his evilness. Once transformed, he wonders around the town 
doing pranks. 
 
Characters: Dr. Phineastein, his assistant Ferbgor, Dr. Jekyll 
Doofenshmirtz, the platypus monster, Constance and the  
“angry mob” (aufgebrauchte Meute). 
 
The episodes adapts the film sequences incorporating also 
the conventions and recurrent elements of the series. For 
example, the two parallel stories meet, as usual, almost at the 
end of the episode, and the signature phrases of the 
characters remain: 
 
Phineas: Ich weiß, was wir heute tun werden. 
(I know what we’re going to do today) 
Dr. Phineastein: Ich weiß, was wir heute tun werden. HA HA 
HA HA (Malicious laugh) 
 
Isabella: Was macht ihr gerade? 
(Whatcha doin’?) 
Isabella: Was macht ihr gerade? 
 
Candance: Ich sage es Mom. 
I’m telling mom. 

Phineas: Guten Abend, liebe Zuschaer. Wir 
wollten Sie wissen lassen, dass Sie die 
folgende Sendung beunruhigend könnte. Die 
Sendung ist schockierend, und nicht zuletzt 
angsteinflößend. 
Ferb: (burps) 
Phineas: Sie wurden gewarnt. 
 
Text source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 
2008) 

 
Image source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 2008) 

Introductory sequence (Prologue) 

Dr. Phineastein: Das ist ein Wunder Ferbgor, 
wir stehen kurz davor, das größte Monster zum 
Leben zu erwecken. Na schon, fang an. 
(Sound effects) 
Dr. Phineastein: Es LEBT! ES LEBT! HA HA HA 
HA HA. 
 
Text source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 
2008) 

 

 

 

Image source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 2008) 

Sequence “It’s alive!” 

 

 

Image source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 2008) 

References: wind mill 
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Constance: I’m telling mob. 
 
Finally, Dr. Jekyll Doofenshmirtz presents one of his 
inventions: the Concoction Brew-Inator (Mischmasch-Inator) 
(04:28). 

--- 

 

Image source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 2008) 

 

Image source: (Whale 1931) 

Sequence: Frankenstein meets Maria at the lake 
References: a) bunch of flowers, b) flowers floating on the water, c) little girl 

--- 

 

Image source: (“The Monster of Phineas-N-Ferbenstein” 2008) 

Sequence: Dr. Jekyll turns into Mr. Hyde 
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Not all mad scientists are associated with fictional and unethical scientists. Even though there are not 

many examples in the corpus, Dexter (a mad scientist against his will) is associated to Albert 

Einstein366, which in the series is Dexter’s mentor and role model. While Dexter does not seem to have 

any kind of similarity with the physicist (at least with his public image as a fun, relaxed and eccentric 

scientist), he feels identified with him, and his main goal is to follow in his steps. The reference to a 

scientist who enjoys a positive public image is probably an attempt to balance the references made to 

mad scientists along the episodes of the series. However, even though Dexter’s aspirations project a 

positive image of science, the consequences of his developments convey a negative one. Like a mad 

scientist against his will, Dexter embodies the uncertainty surrounding scientific products. Despite 

good intentions, science can always go wrong. In this sense, it does not seem random that the series 

refers to Albert Einstein in this context. For his work in physics, Einstein has a positive public image. 

However, with his contribution to the development of the atomic bomb, he is also an emblematical 

example of the terrible effects a scientific development can have. 

 

The previous table gathered only a few examples of how cartoons incorporate and adapt film 

depictions of science (specifically of mad scientists) into their narrative, formal or symbolic structures. 

However, the broad complex of media culture (e.g. television programs, music, computer games, 

comics, films, etc.) is a recurrent and fruitful source of referents for animated series367. Parodies, 

spoofs, or audiovisual citations of all kinds, are a result of mass media’s reflexivity and self-

referentiality, that is, of mass media observing and referring to their contents through their contents368. 

In the context of animated series, references to popular or media culture primarily constitute a comic 

device. For viewers familiar with The Fly369, Frankenstein or Metropolis, film references of this kind are 

doubly amusing, since they can recognize the interplay between self- and other-reference (that is 

between the story in which the scene is based and the variations provided in this specific context of 

the series). For inexperienced viewers, cartoons not only narrate serial humorous stories, but also 

contribute to exercise second-order observation370 and to build up a repertoire of narrative and 

character patterns in fiction. Finally, these references also contribute to maintain the balance between 

constancy and variation of the series. They present on the one hand emblematical figures of popular 

culture; on the other hand, they break the expectations of the viewer by changing or varying the 

pattern and by presenting contrasting (sometimes even polarizing) features. 

 

The diversity of references to Frankenstein found in the corpus also illustrates the malleability of this 

mythos. Since the beginning of the genre and along the history of cartoons there are countless of 

examples, showing that the stories of mad scientists, especially those of Victor Frankenstein and Dr. 
                                                        

366 Prof. Zweistein is also associated to Albert Einstein. However, he is not a mad scientist. 
367 For example, along the episodes of Dexter’s Laboratory, references the video game Mortal Combat, to films, such as 
Godzilla, King Kong and Star Wars were found. See the episodes Monstory and Babe Sitter 
368 Perhaps the best example of a cartoon observing a cartoon among the series in the analysis corpus are the episodes A 
Silent Cartoon and Mom and Jerry, in which classical episodes of The Pink Panther and Tom and Jerry are incorporated into the 
narrative, but especially into the formal structures of the series. 
369 See (Cronenberg 1986) 
370 See (Luhmann 2000, 57) 
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Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, are an inexhaustible source of material for humorous situations. Already in 1932, 

in the animated short Three’s a crowd371, Mr. Hyde jumped out of the novel to kidnap Alice, the 

character from Alice in Wonderland. Since then, many other cartoon Frankensteins and Dr. Jekylls 

have followed. As the characters Dr. Frankly Stein (1960)372 Dr. Frank N. Schwein (1965)373, Dr. Len 

Frankenstone (1964) 374 , Dr. Jekyllrock (1964) 375 , and Dr. Jerkyl (1954) 376  show, the creative 

possibilities seem infinite. Mad scientists appear in the most unexpected places, even in cartoon 

series, in which science is not a recurrent or central topic. Who would imagine that Frankenstein would 

even reach Winnie the Pooh and turn him into Franken-Poo377, a monster searching for honey? 

 

7.1.4 The scientist as father or mentor 

 

The second stereotype emerging from the analyzed series is in many aspects the counterpart of the 

mad scientist stereotype: the scientist as father or mentor. Five characters belong to this category: Dr. 

Towel Scott, Prof. Zweistein, Prof. Moshimo, Prof. Q and Professor Professor. As table 8 shows, these 

characters share several general characteristics: as fictional entities, they are all male middle-aged or 

old-aged adults; as artifacts, they play, without exception, a secondary role, specifically, the role of the 

helper of the main character(s)378. 

 
Table 24 – Overview of the characters 

 The character as fictional entity The character as artifact 

No. Series   Image Character’s name 
Creature 

type 
Gender 

Age 

(Approx.) 

Character 

type 

Narrative 

role 

4 GOJ 

 

Dr. Towel Scott Human Male 
Middle-aged 

adult 
(45-55) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Ape Mitzvah” 2007) 

10 PS 

 

Professor Zweistein Rat Male 
Old-aged 

adult 
(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“Mosquito Warning” 2004) 

12 RB 
 

Professor Moshimo 
Human Male 

Old-aged 
adult 

(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source: (“War Pieces” 2005) 

                                                        

371 See (Harman and Ising 1932) 
372 See (“Science Friction” 1960) 
373 See (“Little Monster” 1965) 
374 See (“Monster Fred” 1965) 
375 See (“Monster Fred” 1965) 
376 See (“The Monster Frankenpooh” 1989) 
377 See (“The Monster Frankenpooh” 1989) 
378 As shown in the previous chapter, the characters gathered under the mad scientist category were slightly more diverse in 
terms of age, gender and narrative role. 
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14 RI 
 

Professor Quigley Q 
Human Male 

Middle-aged 
adult 

(45-55) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source:(“Wem Gehört Rocket?” 2006) 

15 TSS 
 

Professor Professor 
Human Male 

Old-aged 
adult 

(60-65) 

Secondary 
character 

Helper 

Source:(“Bogie Ball” 2006) 

 

The first broad feature of the characters in this category is that they are depicted in an overall positive 

manner. Unlike evil mad scientists, they have a pleasant appearance (e.g. looking impeccable almost 

without exception) and a good physical condition (e.g. with the exception of Professor Professor, these 

characters have a good posture379 and all of them seem to enjoy good health)380. In their interactions 

with other characters, they frequently conduct themselves in a rational and formal way. In this sense, 

they are similar to Dexter, however, unlike him, these features are not an expression of a lack of social 

competences. On the contrary, these scientists are empathetic and even warm, friendly characters. 

They treat others with respect and show their politeness and good manners even in difficult situations, 

for instance, when facing enemies or adversaries. 

 

In contrast to mad scientists, these characters are benevolent and always willing to help others. They 

have no malicious objectives or any kinds of ulterior motives. Quite the opposite is the case: they have 

noble goals and use their knowledge, as well as their abilities, for the common good. Despite being 

side characters, these scientists play an important role in the story plot, because they support the 

protagonists of the series in their quests and help them to overcome all kinds of problems along the 

episodes. In George of the Jungle, Ursula, Magnolia, Ape and George resort to Dr. Towel Scott (who 

they commonly refer to as “the expert”381) every time they face a problem difficult to understand382 or to 

solve. Dr. Towel Scott helps George, for example, by conducting an analysis to determine if George is 

an ape383 and by searching a cure for Ape’s snoring384. Prof. Zweistein (Pat and Stan) helps, among 

other things, to repair a remote control385, to capture Pat’s clone386 and to treat Stan’s unusual 

anger387. Additionally, Prof. Zweistein’s inventions generally aim to make the life of other characters 

                                                        

379 Professor Professor is the only character in this category who walks with a stoop; however, this feature does not contribute 
to a negative depiction of this character, as in the case of evil mad scientists. 
380 In contrast to this, four of five evil mad scientists (Dr. Two-Brains, Dr. Kamikazi, Dr. Schrott, Dr. Doofenshmirtz and Dr. 
Drakken) walk with a stoop. In the case of Dr. Kamikazi this feature could be attributed to his age. However, in the case of Dr. 
Schrott, Dr, Doofenshmirtz and Dr. Drakken, who are all young characters, this feature is mainly attributed to a bad physical 
condition. Dr. Drakken even complains about back pain. (See 143:1) 
381 See 26:6, 27:1. As it is discussed in Subchapter 7.2.2.2, Dr. Towel Scott is not the only expert to which these characters 
resort. 
382 See 25:12, 26:7, 27:4 
383 See 28:1, 28:2 
384 See 26:18 
385 See 17:1 
386 See 16:24 
387 See (“Bengal Hamster” 2004) 
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more comfortable388. Prof. Moshimo fixes389 and equips390 Robotboy so he can defeat his adversaries. 

Additionally, he sometimes joins Tommy and Robotboy in their encounters with Dr. Kamikazi391. The 

best example of how Professor Q (I Got a Rocket! / Rocket und Ich) uses his knowledge and skills to 

help others is that he built Rocket for his son Vinnie, who was profoundly bored and wished to live 

countless adventures392. Professor Q repairs Rocket whenever it is necessary393 and does not hesitate 

lending Vinnie his inventions so he can deal with his everyday troubles394. Finally, Professor Professor 

(The Secret Show) supports Victor and Anita in their missions395 and his developments and research396 

contribute to the success of the secret organization U.Z.Z. For example, when Victor and Anita embark 

on a mission to relight the sun397, he equips their space suits with a booster cooling system that allows 

them walking on the surface of the sun. Additionally, he travels with them disguised as a penguin, 

discovers Doctor Doctor’s evil plan, and defeats her398. 

 

These scientists share their knowledge and professional experience with friends, family and 

colleagues. They are confident about their work, but, unlike mad scientists, they are not arrogant. 

Professor Professor, for example, is not afraid to acknowledge the things he does not know399 or of 

accepting his mistakes400. Additionally, this kind of scientists does not understate the intellectual 

abilities of others. Clearly and patiently, they explain their inventions and hypothesis. For example, as 

George wants to know if he is an ape, Dr. Towel Scott not only helps him conducting an analysis and 

giving him the results. He also responds to his questions and explains the “evolution of species” to 

him401: 

 

 
Source: (“Ape Mitzvah” 2007) 

 

 

 
 

                                                        

388 For example, he invents bottle warmers to help Lili feed all her baby bunnies. See Pat and Stan, episode Micro-Stan. 
389 See 103:13, 151:1 
390 See 103:16, 151:8 
391 See 151:7, 103:16 
392 See 37:1 
393 See 38:3 
394 See 39:2 
395 See 42:2, 42:16, 46:1 
396 See 42:12, 43:1, 44:4, 46:3 
397 See 46:11 
398 See 46:18 
399 See for example 46:3 
400 See (“Mirror Mirror” 2006) 
401 For further examples see 26:9, 26:10 
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28:2, 28:3, 28:4402 
Dr. Towel Scott: Oha! Bemerkenswert.  
George: Ahh, ohh. Was denn? Was gibt’s da zu sehen? 
Dr. Towel Scott: George, du bist ganz eindeutig kein Affe. 
George: Oh! Schweinerei. (George shows disappointment) 
Dr. Towel Scott: Damit kommen wir die Sache näher. Laut dem Testergebnis 
weist du eine genetische Verwandtschaft auf, zu den Warzenschweinen. 
George: George ist ein Warzenschwein? Aber, wie nur? 
Dr. Towel Scott: Das erklärt uns die Wissenschaft.  
(Dr. Towel Scott turns off the light and plays a video) 
Dr. Towel Scott: (Voice in Off): Die Erde, Mutter von Millionen Arten, wovon 
sich die meisten auch wieder vernichtet hat: die Dinosaurier, die DoDo-Vögel, 
die witzlosen Witzereißer. 
(On the video) Witzloser Witzereißer: Ist Ihnen schon mal der Unterschied 
zwischen Hunden und Katzen aufgefallen? 
Dr. Towel Scott: (Voice in Off): Andere entwickelten sich und mutierten: 
Fische gingen an Land und wurden zu Echsen, Vögel bildeten Räder aus, und 
wurden zu Flugzeugen. Und irgendwelche Warzenschweine verloren fast ihr 
gesamtes Fell und wurden George. 

 

Similarly, Professor Professor studies three wigs worn by agents of the U.Z.Z. organization and 

explains to his colleagues not only that the wigs are responsible for an information leak, but also 

describes to them how the wigs absorb information from a person’s brain: 

 

 
Source: (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) 

 

44:5403 
Professor Professor: Well, this explains how Doctor Doctor knew our every 
move. 
Anita Knight: Oh, What do you mean, Professor Professor? 
Professor Professor: These so called wigs have been somehow created 
from living hair follicles. The roots barrel deep down into the brain and suck 
out all the juicy bits of information, and when they have stuffed themselves 
silly, the little wiglets brought all of our secrets back to You-know-who. I have 
to alert PP. 

 

On his part, Professor Moshimo teaches Tommy how to repair Robotboy on his own so he can learn 

robotics and become a good “robotologist” when he grows up. Professor Q has big confidence that his 

son can grow up to become a researcher, so he tries to awaken his interest in science and supports 

him unconditionally, even though Vinnie himself initially doubts that he has the capacity to become a 

                                                        

402 See (“Ape Mitzvah” 2007) Dr. Towel Scott: Oh my! Remarkable! George: Oh what? What do you see, Doc? Dr. Towel 
Scott: George, you are definitely not an ape. George: Oh! Rats! Dr. Towel Scott: No, not that either. According to this test, you 
are genetically related to the warthog. George: George is a…warthog. How?  Dr. Towel Scott: Let’s let science explain. Earth: 
mother to millions of species. [unintelligible] killed most of them: the dinosaur, the Dodo bird, the observational comedian. 
Observational comedian: Have you ever noticed the difference between dogs and cats? Dr. Towel Scott: Others have evolved 
and mutated. Fish migrated to land and became lizards; birds developed wheels and became airplanes; and some warthog lost 
almost all their hair and became George. 
403 See (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) 



 158 

scientist. Prof. Zweistein explains Stan and his friends how his inventions work and invite them to 

assist him in his presentations. Additionally, both Prof. Moshimo and Prof. Zweistein, not only 

communicate about their findings and developments to their immediate friends or allies, but also to the 

broad public through the press404. 

 

The help and support these scientists provide is not restricted to their scientific expertise. Prof. Q and 

Dr. Towel Scott have children (Vincent and Ursula, respectively) and as parents, they not only help 

their kids by developing inventions, responding to difficult questions or explaining complex 

phenomena, but also give them advice on personal matters or provide emotional support. As Ursula, 

Magnolia, George and Ape attempt to bring a dead rhino to life and the creature turns into a zombie, 

Ursula goes scared to tell her dad and asks him for help405. The double role of these characters as 

scientists and fathers, can be exemplified at best with the following conversation between Prof Q and 

his son Vincent: 

 
40:23406 
Vincent: (sad and disappointed) Entschuldige, Dad. Ich wäre gern in deinen 
Fußstapeln getreten, aber offenbar ist von deinen Geniegenen aus 
irgendeinen Grund nicht viel bei mir angekommen (Vincent takes off his lab 
coat and his glasses). Wir sollten aufgeben. 
Professor Q: Unsinn, Vincent! Du bist zu 100% ein waschechter Q., und wir 
Qs geben nie auf. Denn das Leben ist ein Experiment, da gibt es kein 
Scheitern, nur Hypothesen, Testdaten und Schlussfolgerungen. 
 

Even if they are not explicitly portrayed as parents, a key aspect of the scientists in this category is 

that they tend to fulfill a paternal or mentor role. The clearest example in this regard is Prof. Moshimo. 

He developed a robotic prototype called Robotboy and then sent him to Tommy Turnbull so he could 

learn to be a true boy407. Even if Prof. Moshimo has no children on his own, in one scene, he makes a 

slip and refers to Protoboy, his first creation, as the brother of Robotboy, implying, that he sees 

Protoboy and Robotboy as his sons: 
 
151:2408 
Robotboy: Why Robotboy no have family? 
Prof. Moshimo: No family? Oh.. ahh… I hesitate to mention this, but you did 
have a brother once. No, brother is not the right word. 
Robotboy: Robotboy have brother? Tell more! 
Prof. Moshimo: If you insist. 
 

In the end scene of that episode, Robotboy states that Tommy and Prof. Moshimo are his real family, 

suggesting that he sees Tommy as a brother and Prof. Moshimo as a father. By agreeing with him, the 

scientist confirms Robotboy’s perception: 
 
 

 

                                                        

404 See (“Mosquito Warning” 2004; “The Gamma Zapper” 2004; “Brother Björn” 2005) 
405 See 29:6 
406 See (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 
407 See intro segment 148:2 
408 See (“Brother” 2005) 
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151:9409 
Robotboy: Protoboy, no family. Tommy und Moshimo family. 
Prof. Moshimo: That’s right, Robotboy. 

 

Prof. Moshimo is not only a paternal figure for Robotboy, he is also a role model for the young Tommy, 

who states that he is Prof. Moshimo’s “biggest fan”410 and seems to want to become a scientist in the 

future411. At the symbolic level, the story of Robotboy and Prof. Moshimo evokes another children’s 

story, the one of Pinocchio. The plots of the novel and the series, as well as the relationship between 

the characters (Gepetto/Pinocchio and Prof. Moshimo/Robotboy) are analogous. Pinocchio and 

Robotboy are a result of Gepetto’s and Prof. Moshimo’s work respectively. Instead of a woodcarver, 

Prof. Moshimo is a robotic scientist, and Robotboy is not a wooded puppet, but a machine made of 

metal pieces and circuits. Yet, as Pinocchio, Robotboy’s objective is to be a real boy. Prof. Moshimo 

does not literally send his kid to school, but he does send Robotboy to Tommy on a learning journey. 

The association to Gepetto and Pinocchio underlies the main plot of the series and reinforce the 

implicit roles of Robotboy and Prof. Moshimo as father and son. Additionally, the plots of the individual 

episodes contribute to the characterization of Prof. Moshimo as a paternal figure. For example, in one 

episode Prof. Moshimo and his fiancé Miumiu invite Robotboy to their home and introduce him to 

Robotgirl412, the new creation of the scientist: 

 

 
Source: (“Robotgirl” 2008) 

 
103:10413 
Professor Moshimo: Oh, we have a surprise for you, Robotboy! 
Robotboy: Ha? (Robotboy opens a gift) 
Professor Moshimo: (laughs pleased) 
Robotboy: Ha? Doll? 
Robotgirl: Hello, you cute! 
Professor Moshimo: This is Robotgirl. We thought you would like a friend to 
keep you company. 

 

In this context, the character’s configuration at the implicit level is unambiguous: they evoke a 

prototypical family, in which Prof. Moshimo has a paternal role, Miumiu a maternal role, and Robotboy 

and Robotgirl a sibling-like relationship (eldest brother and younger sister respectively). 

 

Prof. Zweistein fulfills a paternal role, but in a less explicit manner. Like the other characters in this 

category, Professor Zweistein is a recurrent source of advice for other characters and is consulted 
                                                        

409  See (“Brother” 2005) 
410  See Intro segment 148:1 
411  See 105:26 
412  See (“Robotgirl” 2008) 
413  See (“Robotgirl” 2008) 
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about all kinds of daily matters. Additionally, if one considers the character constellation, it becomes 

apparent that Prof. Zweistein and Tante Martha 414 are the only two characters in the whole series that 

belong to an older generation than the main characters. Aunt Martha took care of Pat, Stan and their 

friends when they were kids, so to some extent she still fulfills a maternal role among the characters415. 

Similarly, the character’s configuration attributes in a subtle form a paternal role to Prof. Zweistein 

(See Image 21). In addition to the previous features, he has the authority to reprimand Pat and Stan, 

which he does in a patient and affectionate way, for example, when Pat uses his clone device without 

asking for his permission416. 

 

 
Source: (“Mosquito Warning“ 2004) 

 

Image 8 - Main and secondary characters of the series Pat und Stan.  

 

As Prof. Zweistein, Professor Professor is depicted more like a mentor or an advisor than a father. 

While he is in fact Victor’s and Anita’s colleague, he enjoys a high authority within the U.Z.Z. 

organization and other characters resort to him when difficulties arise. In spite of this, Professor 

Professor also has “paternal” moments417. When Victor and Anita go on a mission, he frequently 

worries about Victor’s safety, which is expressed with his catchphrase “Victor, are you still alive?418 

 

As the previous examples show, another feature that distinguish these characters from mad scientists 

is that they enjoy acknowledgement as scientists and as persons; not only their knowledge, but also 

their life experience is valued. For this reason, Dr. Towel Scott, Prof. Moshimo, Prof. Zweistein, Prof. 

Q and Professor Professor have a high social status and hold a position of authority in their respective 

social contexts. With the exception of Professor Professor, these characters evoke to some extent, the 

archetypical figure of the old prudent man, who offers others his wisdom and advice. This association 

is particularly patent in Prof. Moshimo and Prof. Zweistein, two reflective intelligent men, who are able 

to remain calm in critical situations and have incredible and precise skills419. Yet, the characters in this 

                                                        

414 The name of the character in English is Aunt Martha  
415 See (“Aunt Martha Moves” 2004; “Aunt Martha Comes to Dinner” 2004) 
416 See 16:14 
417 Professor Professor also has a few personality traits similar to those of mad scientists (e.g. apparent insanity as expressed 
in his “crazy” laugh). However, he does not share the main features of mad scientists (e.g. megalomania, evilness or 
arrogance). 
418 See 42:4, 42:11, 42:15 
419 At the symbolic level, these two characters are also associated to the East Asian culture. For example, Prof. Moshimo uses 
chopsticks as working tools, and one of his houses has a strong resemblance to a pagoda. The strongest references of all are 
his name and his Japanese accent. Prof. Zweistein is characterized with sound effects that connote Asian music, and when he 
creates his “identical” clone, the creature speaks with a Japanese accent and play karate. Additionally, in Prof. Zweistein’s 
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category are not free from flaws. Their flaws, however, are not so strongly emphasized as those of evil 

mad scientists or are at least shown in a positive light. For instance, Professor Professor, Dr. Towel 

Scott and Prof. Zweistein are occasionally depicted as slightly clumsy, distracted or even peculiar or 

extravagant scientists (e.g. Professor Professor is fascinated by extendable pointing sticks and even 

attends conventions to be informed about the new models available420). Yet, since these characters 

are easygoing and have sense of humor, their difficulties do not turn into anger or frustration, but into 

laughter. This way, these (mainly secondary) features remain in the background and add a humorous 

dimension to the character. Through these comical characterization aspects, the characters evoke to 

some extent the stereotypes of the foolish scientist and the eccentric scientist found by Haynes421 and 

Weingart & Pansegrau422 respectively423. 

 

The characters in this category are completely devoted to science and spend a substantial amount of 

their time conducting scientific work. Regardless of the series, they are depicted almost without 

exception working in their workplaces and wearing a lab coat. A recurrent way of expressing their 

great dedication to science is to suggest that they think about their work even when they are asleep. 

For example, Dr. Towel Scott, Prof Zweistein and Professor Professor are shown sleeping in their 

laboratories surrounded by work objects such as test tubes, books and all kinds of devices. Prof. 

Moshimo solves an equation during his sleep and when he awakes, he writes it down on the window 

next to his bed. (See Image sequence 10). 

 

    
Source: (“The Snoring” 2007)  Source: (“Standbild” 2004)  Source: (“Robotgirl” 2008)  Source: (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) 

 

Image sequence 10 - Scientists work even when they sleep424
 

 

While talking in his sleep, Professor Zweistein uses scientific terms, indicating that his scientific work 

reaches all dimensions of his life, and that all his thoughts revolve around science: 
 
15:2425 
Botox: Hee. (Looking through the window) 
Prof. Zweistein: (Snoring) (Talking in his sleep) Geh, Woas soll i moachen? 
(was soll ich machen?) Atome zu einem Bananensplit splitten. 
Botox: HE!. (Looking through the window) 

                                                                                                                                                                             
workplace there is an oyster pail with a red circle on it, which evokes the Japanese flag (See the interior view of Prof. 
Zweistein’s workplace in Table 25). 
420 See 44:2 
421 See (R. Haynes 2003, 247) 
422 See (Pansegrau 2009, 377) 
423 One character in this group, namely Professor Professor, exhibits some features characteristic of mad scientists, such as a 
stoop and occasional hysterical behavior. However, in the analyzed material these features didn’t constitute a pattern. 
424 See 26:15, 15:2 and episode Standbild, 103:15, 44:3, respectively. 
425 See (“Super Loser” 2004) 
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Prof. Zweistein: (Talking in his sleep) Die sind doch schon gespalten. Der 
Schokoladeneisbecher wartet. 
Botox: He, he he. (Looking through the window) 

 

As the previous examples also show, there is no clear separation between the personal and 

professional lives of these scientists. However, perhaps the best example of this feature is that most of 

their workplaces are located in a domestic environment (See Table 25). Professor Professor is the 

only character of this category, whose workplace is not situated at home, but in the U.Z.Z. 

headquarters (a working environment) instead426. 

 
Table 25 - Workplaces 

Character Workplace 

Dr. Towel Scott 

  
Source: (“The Snoring” 2007) Source: (“The Snoring” 2007) 

Outside view (the left half of the house is Dr. 
Scott’s practice and home) 

 
Inside view 

Professor 
Zweistein 

  
Source: (“Super Loser” 2004) Source: (“Super Loser” 2004) 

Outside view Inside view 

Professor Q 

  
Source: (“Not to Spare Parts” 2006) Source: (“Not to Spare Parts” 2006) 

Outside view Inside view: laboratory entrance 

                                                        

426 See (“And That’s For Helsinki” 2006) 
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Professor 
Moshimo 

  
Source: (“War Pieces” 2005) Source: (“War Pieces” 2005) 

Outside view Inside view 

 

 

 
Source: (“Robotgirl” 2008) Source: (“Robotgirl” 2008) 

Outside view Inside view  

Professor 
Professor 

  
Source:  (“The Secret Thing” 2006) Source: (“And That’s For Helsinki” 2006) 

Outside view Inside view 
 
The overlap between the role as father and as scientist of Professor Q is particularly conspicuous. He 

not only works at home, and uses his knowledge to build a rocket for his son, but he also employs 

scientific-like language in conversations that are not related to his work. For example, he uses what 

seems to be scientific terminology, complex syntactic structures and science-related metaphors to 

refer to daily events or topics: 
 



 164 

40:1427 
Professor Q: Alle aufschiebaren Aktivitäten sind abgesagt, Sohn. Nach 
meinen Berechnungen ist heute der Tag für ein 
Überraschungsgeschenkekauf. 
 
41:23428 
Professor Q: Und von diesem Tag an waren Vincent und Rocket wie zwei 
quantenmechanisch verschränkte Photonen: untrennbar miteinander 
verbunden. 

 

The scientists in this category are recognized members of society, who enjoy precisely what evil mad 

scientists long for: acknowledgement and a position of authority. Additionally, they are fully integrated 

in their respective social context: for instance, they have friends, and, unlike evil mad scientists, a 

good relationship with family members, work assistants and colleagues. In general, the five scientists 

in this category appear to be content not only with their personal life, but also with their work, and fulfill 

both their paternal and professional role in an adequate manner. The following table shows relevant 

examples of the social relations between scientists and other characters in the analyzed and viewed 

episodes429: 

 
Table 26 – Social relationships 

* Guest characters 
 

Scientist  
character 

Related 
character 

Role 
(in relation to the scientist) 

Brief description  
of the social relation 

Dr. Towel Scott 

Ursula Daughter Harmonious father-daughter relationship 

Magnolia, 
George, Ape 

Daughter’s friends and neighbors 
Amiable professional (doctor-patient) and paternal 
relationship 

Dr. Voodoo 
(Witch doctor and 
Magnolia’s dad) 

Neighbor, friend and rival 
Close friendship 
Competitive and strained professional relationship 

Dr. Toots*430 Fellow researcher Collegial relationship 

Karina*431 Niece Family relationship (Uncle-niece) 

Professor 
Zweistein 

Pat, Stan Neighbors, friends, and assistants Friendly and mutual cooperative relationship 

Stephanie, Stuart, 
Tante Martha, Lili, 
Emily 

Neighbors and friends Friendly and mutual cooperative relationship 

Professor 
Moshimo 

Miumiu Fiancé Romantic relationship 

Tommy Turnbull Pupil Cooperative and paternal relationship (mentor – pupil) 

Robotboy Invention Cooperative and paternal relationship (mentor – pupil) 

Lola and Gus Allies Cooperative and paternal relationship (mentor – pupil) 

                                                        

427  See (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 
428  See (“Wem Gehört Rocket?” 2006) 
429  The table does not include all the characters that appear along the series. Only main characters and some of the side and 
guest characters found in the viewed episodes are included. 
430  Dr. Toots appears only in the episode (“A Boy and His Elephant” 2007) 
431  Karina appears only in the episode (“Spoiled King” 2007) 
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Björn Former student Hostile relationship from Björn’s side (rivalry) 

Professor Q 
Vinnie and Crystal Son and daughter Affectionate family relationship (Father - children) 

Other scientists* Colleagues Cordial and horizontal relationship 

Professor 
Professor 

Victor and Anita Colleague Cooperative and friendly working relationship 

Changed daily Chief 
Hierarchical and cooperative working relationship 
(superior-subordinate) 

Agent Ray Colleague Cooperative and cordial working relationship 

Agents Colleague 
Cordial hierarchical relationship (superior – 
subordinate) 

Maestro Maestro* Twin brother Family relationship (siblings) 

Frau Frau* Mother 
Loving and caring relationship (mother-son 
relationship) 

 

The work of these scientists is mainly conducted within a legitimate framework. In contrast to evil mad 

scientists, who work completely dissociated from scientific organizations or institutions and want to 

keep control and retain ownership432 over the gained knowledge or the developed inventions, the 

scientist as father or mentor presents a more open and accessible view of science. Occasionally, their 

discoveries are even communicated to the broad public433. Two characters of this category, however, 

work secretly: Prof. Moshimo and Professor Professor. The secret nature of their work is justified in 

the context of the series: Prof. Moshimo lives and works in a hidden place because Dr. Kamikazi is 

permanently trying to steal his inventions. The results of his work, however, are not kept a secret from 

society. For example, he makes television appearances to present Robotboy, his life work. In the case 

of Professor Professor, secrecy is not only associated to scientific work, but is, as the title The Secret 

Show indicates, an overall and essential feature of the series. As a program about a secret agent 

organization (U.Z.Z.), the episodes are presented as if they would not have a proper slot on the TV 

schedule, and one character changes his name daily “for reasons of security”434. In both series, 

secrecy is shown as a necessary condition to protect society from villains. 

 

Despite being depicted as intelligent and competent scientists, these characters, as mad scientists 

against their will, also represent an ambivalent science. While the products of their scientific work tend 

to fulfill their intended purpose, their developments are constantly associated with risk. In several of 

the series episodes, the scientists inventions do not work (or do not function properly), are used for 

purposes other than those originally intended, get out of control or fall into the wrong hands. In this 

sense, they present similarities to mad scientists against their will, because even if they do not strive 

for evil goals, these scientists conduct risky experiments or develop powerful devices, which can at 

some point have negative effects on them or the society depicted in the series. Prof. Zweistein, for 

example, invents a cloning device, which he uses to clone himself. His objective is to conduct 

                                                        

432 Dr. Kamikazi and Dr. Doofenshmirtz, for example, brand all their inventions, which visually associates scientific products 
with daily consumption products. 
433 See (“Mosquito Warning” 2004; “The Gamma Zapper” 2004; “Brother Björn” 2005) 
434 See 43:26 
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research, but his clone also helps him with the housework. Initially, his scientific development helps 

him to solve his daily problems. However, Pat uses his device without his permission, clones himself 

and takes the clone home. Eventually, his clone malfunctions and causes all kinds of damages in the 

neighborhood. In the end, Prof. Zweistein has to intervene and help Pat to destroy the clone435. 

Scientific products can in this context be both a solution to problems as a source of them. 

 

 

7.1.5 The young and inexperienced scientist 

 

The third recurrent pattern of scientists’ representation found in the analyzed cartoons is, as the title 

suggests, the opposite of the paternal scientist in terms experience and age. Four characters of the 

sample belong to this category: Dexter, the twins Susan Test and Mary Test, as well as Prof. 

Boxleitner. Two of these characters, Dexter and Prof. Boxleitner/Dr. Two-Brains, were already 

introduced and discussed in subchapter 7.1.3.2 as mad scientists against their will. However, due to 

the transformation that these scientists undergo along the series episodes, they can be 

conceptualized as two characters (or at least as a character with two personality facets): the scientists 

before and after their transformation. This subchapter focuses on these characters previous to their 

transformation into mad scientists, that is, on Dexter in his “normal” (calm) state436 and on Prof. 

Boxleitner before he became Dr. Two-Brains437. The first distinctive feature of these scientists is, as 

the title already states, their youth: three of them are minors; only Prof. Boxleitner is a young adult 

(See Table 27). With the exception of Dexter, who fulfills a main role in the series, the remaining 

characters have a secondary role, supporting the series protagonists in their adventures. 

 
Table 27 – Overview of the characters 

 The characters as fictional entity The character as artifact 

No. Series   Image Character’s name Creature 
type Gender Age 

(Approx.) 
Character 

type 
Narrative 

role 

1 DL 
 

Dexter 
Human Male Kid (8-10) 

Main 
character Antihero 

 Source: (“Deedemensional” 1996) 

5 JT 
 

Susan Test 
Human Female Teenager 

(12-14) 
Secondary 
character 

Helper  

  Source:  (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 

                                                        

435 See (“Double Pat” 2004) 
436 Unlike Prof. Boxleitner, Dexter does not undergo a permanent change, and he does not necessarily behave like a mad 
scientist in every episode. 
437 Prof. Boxleitner’s appearances in the series are brief and sporadic, for that reason there is little information about this 
character. He has a more prominent role as Dr. Two-Brains, one of the main villains of the series. 
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6 JT 
 

Mary Test 
Human Female Teenager 

(12-14) 
Secondary 
character 

Helper 

  Source: (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 

17 WG 
 

Professor Steven 
Boxleitner Human Male 

Young adult 
(25-35) 

Secondary 
character Helper 

 Source: (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 

 

The first common features among the characters in this category emerge at the level of the scientists’ 

physical features and looks. Similarly to the scientist as father or mentor, Dexter, Susan, Mary and 

Prof. Boxleitner have a well-groomed appearance: they are well dressed, wear clean clothes and look 

nearly impeccable438 at all times. With few exceptions, these four characters wear glasses (or goggles) 

and a laboratory coat in their appearances, which mostly take place in their respective laboratories. 

These aspects of their characterization constitute a first indication that science has a central role in the 

lives of these scientists, and indeed, science is their main interest and priority. They spend most of 

their time doing scientific work and tend to show little interest for other kinds of activities. For example, 

in his few appearances, Prof. Boxleitner is exclusively portrayed in his laboratory, where not only his 

work, but also his hobby (cooking439) takes place. Science seems to influence even his everyday 

activities, such as preparing a sandwich: 
 
154:3440 
Prof. Boxleitner: Then we raise the temperature liquefying the inner 
concoction and solidifying the outer shell until... ha ha!.. CRITICAL MASS! 
Mmmm, grilled cheese. Are you sure you don't want one? 

 

Dexter, Susan and Mary are no less fascinated by science and dedicated to their research. Dexter’s 

greatest dream is to work undisturbed in his laboratory and Susan and Mary Test avoid taking a day 

off from school, unless they can involve in science-related activities during that time: 
 
99:8441 
Mary Test: Do we have to go to work with you?  
Susan Test: “Take your daughter to work”-day doesn’t do anything for girls, 
except keeping them out of school. 
Mom: My meeting is at the Porkbelly Aeronautic Robotic Propulsion Lab… 
Susan Test, Mary Test: Ok, we’ll go. 

 

While Dexter, Susan and Mary do not necessarily enjoy activities “typical” for their age442, such as 

playing with friends or doing sports, there are also exceptions. For example, Dexter likes watching TV 

with his family and Susan and Mary organize a dance party with boys. Yet, as in Prof. Boxleitner’s 

case (See 154:3), even in those moments, scientific activities tend to play a role, intertwining the 

                                                        

438 Even if Prof. Boxleitner has a slightly uncombed hair, he has a neat overall appearance, especially if his hair is contrasted 
with Dr. Two-Brain’s. 
439 See 154:7, 154:8, 155:1 
440 See (“What’s Up, Doc” 2006) 
441 See (“Take Your Johnny to Work Day” 2008) 
442 In Dexter’s Laboratory, this issue is the topic of the episodes (“Way of the Dee Dee” 1996; “Sports a Poppin’” 1997) 
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characters’ role as scientists with their roles as children/teenagers, sons/daughters, siblings, etc. 

When Dexter realizes that he is missing his favorite TV-shows because he is constantly studying or 

working in the lab, he develops an invention that receives all TV transmissions in the world and 

retransmits them directly into Dexter’s brain443. Similarly, when Susan and Mary Test throw a party at 

home, the event takes place in their laboratory, and they wear their lab coats at all time. Additionally, 

they develop, especially for the party, a substance to increase their physical appeal so their neighbor 

falls in love with them444. 

 

These scientists conduct their work with great enthusiasm and dedication. For this reason, they place 

enormous value on their laboratories and their inventions. Dexter’s worst nightmare is to lose his 

laboratory445 or his computer, to which he refers as his “one true love”446. He considers his science fair 

trophies his “most priced possessions”447, also showing that science-related activities, such as the 

school science fair448 are of great importance to him. As Dexter, the Test twins also participate in 

science competitions, such as the M.I.T. science expo and the Young Inventors of Tomorrow Award 

Program, in which they often receive awards for their inventions449. Their developments, (especially 

those prepared for the expo) and their laboratory also have a great value for the twins. The fact that 

Susan and Mary’s dad often threatens with taking away the lab if they do not behave properly450 

illustrates this at best: 
 
99:9451 
Dad: So I want you all home by 6 sharp for "takeout meat loaf", or you know 
what.... 
Johnny Test: You'll take away Dukey? 
Susan Test, Mary Test: You'll take away the lab. 
Mom: Kick, scream, and cry? 
Dad: All of the above. Bye! 

 

The characters’ devotion to scientific work also has an impact on the social lives of these young 

scientists. For example, Susan and Mary are not very sociable and appear to have no friends of their 

own (e.g. they ask Johnny to invite his schoolmates to their party452). Since they divide their time 

between the lab and the university, it can be inferred, that, beyond their occasional encounters with 

their neighbor Gil and their ex-classmate Eugene (Bling Bling Boy), the twins rarely have contact with 

other characters their own age. On his part, Dexter presents more patent antisocial features than the 

Test twins. Although he attends a regular school and has classmates of his own age, Dexter has no 

friends. He works completely alone in his scientific projects; his robotic assistants and his computer 
                                                        

443 See (“Tele Trauma” 2002; “Old Man Dexter” 1996) 
444 See (“Johnny Test: Party Monster” 2008). Another example can be found in (“Deep Sea Johnny” 2008) 
445 See (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996), where Dexter had to shut down his lab temporarily (59:28). 
446 See 59:20 
447 See 58:1 
448 The school science fair is a recurrent topic in the series. See among others (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996; “Mandarker” 1996; 
“Project Dee Dee” 1997) 
449 See 97:8, 100:8 and also (“Johnny Susan, Susan Johnny” 2011) 
450 See also (“Johnny’s Turbo Rewinder” 2008) “Dad: No laser, cold fusion experiments or molecular anything for one week”. 
451 See (“Take Your Johnny to Work Day” 2008) 
452 See 98:11. See also (“Johnny and the Ice Pigs” 2005), where Johnny makes a reference to the twin’s lack of social life. 
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are his only lab companions. Additionally, Dexter’s relationships to other children, such as Mandark or 

Dee Dee, are predominantly conflictual. In general, the social environment of Dexter, Susan and Mary 

is to a great extent restricted to their families, especially to their respective siblings Johnny and Dee 

Dee (See Table 28). 

 

The unsocial character of these young scientists manifests itself also at the level of romantic 

relationships. Although Susan and Mary are in love with Gil Nexdoor, their romantic relationship is 

completely platonic (e.g. they observe Gil from the seclusion of lab and sigh of love in secret453, or 

develop a virtual simulation device to pretend they were invited to Gil’s party454). On his part, Dexter is 

not involved in a romantic relationship and does not appear, beyond a couple of rare occasions455, to 

have intentions of getting involved romantically with another character. The affective and partly love 

relationship between Dexter and his computer456, as well as his continuous isolation in the lab, confirm 

that science is Dexter’s priority, and that he has antisocial traits457. Unlike Susan, Mary and Dexter, 

Prof. Boxleitner seems to be a sociable character. He enjoys visitors in the lab and is polite to 

WordGirl, the narrator and the audience of the series458. However, he also shares some of the traits of 

other unsocial characters: he works alone and does not seem to have social contacts beyond 

WordGirl (friends, colleagues, family or a romantic partner). Since there are only few and brief 

appearances of this character in the series, no clear conclusions can be drawn in this regard. The 

following table provides an overview of the characters’ social relationships: 

 

Table 28 – Social relationships 

Scientist 
character 

Related 
character 

Role 
(in relation 

to the 
scientist) 

Brief description  
of the social relation 

Dexter 

Dee Dee  Older sister 

Horizontal relationship (Brother-sister). Dee Dee loves her little brother and cares for his 
wellbeing. However, she also likes to annoy him by getting inside the lab and using his 
inventions without permission. Dee Dee and Dexter have dissimilar personalities and do not 
seem to share any interests. Their disparity is accentuated by their age and gender 
differences. Their relationship is mostly conflictual. 

Mom Mother 

Hierarchical relationship (Mother-son). Dexter and Dee Dee’s mom is a loving and cheerful 
woman, who fulfills a traditional role as a housewife. She takes care of the family and the 
house, and is an authority figure for Dexter and Dee Dee. She is completely unaware of the 
existence of Dexter’s lab. 

Dad Dad 

Hierarchical relationship (Father-son) Dexter and Dee Dee’s dad is a loving and kindhearted 
father. Like his wife, he is unaware of Dexter’s exceptional intelligence or of the lab’s 
existence. In some episodes he wishes that Dexter would employ less time with his work and 
would dedicate more time to activities typical of his age, such as sports, games, etc. 

Mandark Neighbor, Horizontal relationship (Rival). Mandark and Dexter share their fascination for science. In 

                                                        

453 See 96:11 
454 See (“Johnny Hollywood” 2008) 
455 For example, in the episodes Babysitter Blues and Poetic Injustice Dexter is attracted to girls and wishes to start a 
romantic relationship with them. 
456 Additionally to the example mentioned previously, Dexter interacts with his computer as if they were a couple: “Dexter: I’m 
going to work until late tonight, so don’t wait up for me” (62:3). 
457 Additionally, and as explained in Subchapter 7.1.3, this constitutes a reference to a common motif associated to mad 
scientists in popular culture. 
458 See 154:5, 155:4, among others. 
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classmate spite of this, they are unable to work cooperatively. Due to their personal differences, their 
relationship is, with few exceptions459, conflictual and competitive. Mandark’s goal is to 
destroy Dexter’s laboratory. 

Mrs. 
Wolfberg 
Other 
teachers* 

Teachers 

Hierarchical relationship (Teacher-student) Initially, the schoolteachers show a deep 
appreciation for Dexter, but this changes when Mandark arrives in school and becomes the 
smarter kid in school. They are an important reference group for Dexter. 

Susan Test 

Johnny Brother 

Horizontal relationship (Brother-sister). Susan seems to have a detached relationship to her 
little brother Johnny, but they both love each other. Susan helps Johnny when he needs it, 
but only if he does something in return, which normally involves Johnny testing one of the 
twins’ inventions. 

Dukey 
Pet, 
experiment 
animal 

Horizontal relationship (Owner-pet). Dukey’s ability to speak is a result of one of the twins’ 
experiments. While Dukey and Susan do not have serious conflicts, Susan is sometimes rude 
to him, especially if Dukey tries to persuade Johnny not to participate in the tests. In spite of 
this, their relationship is cooperative. 

Hugh Test Father 
Hierarchical relationship (Father-daughter). Susan’s Dad is a stay-at-home dad. He takes 
care of the household while his wife works. He is a strict father, who often threatens to 
discipline his children by taking away their most valuable things. 

Lila Test Mother 
Hierarchical relationship (Mother-daughter). Susan’s mom is a working mom. She is very 
supportive of their daughters’ dedication to science and is proud of their accomplishments.  

Bling-Bling 
Boy 

Ex-
classmate, 
admirer 

Horizontal relationship (Adversary). Eugene is an ex-classmate of Susan at the M.I.T. They 
have a conflictual relationship, because Eugene wants to be Susan’s boyfriend at all cost, 
even if she does not reciprocate his feelings. He lies and develops all kinds of evil schemes to 
get Susan’s attention. 

Prof. 
Slopsink* 

Teacher 
Hierarchical relationship (Teacher-student). Prof. Slopsink is the twins’ teacher at M.I.T. He 
tends to regard the scientific developments of the twins with skepticism. Prof. Slopsink neither 
helps nor hinders the twins in their work. 

Mr. Black 
and Mr. 
White* 

Agents 
Horizontal relationship (police-citizen) Their relationship between the twins and the national 
security agents is cooperative. They frequently resort to Susan, Mary’s and Johnny’s 
searching for help to capture the villains of series.  

Mary Test 

Johnny Brother 

Horizontal relationship (Brother-sister) Unlike Susan, Mary has a more emphatic relationship 
to Johnny and has a more altruistic behavior. She cares about Johnny’s wellbeing, and helps 
him in all situations, without necessarily expecting a retribution for her help. However, like 
Susan, she does not mind testing her inventions on Johnny. 

Dukey 
Pet / 
Experiment 
animal 

Horizontal relationship. (Owner-pet) Mary is more amicable and kind to Dukey than Susan’s. 
In general, their relationship is cooperative. 

Hugh Test Father Same relationship as with Susan. 

Lila Test Mother Same relationship as with Susan. 

Bling-Bling 
Boy 

Ex-classmate 
Horizontal relationship. (Adversaries) Eugene was an ex-classmate of Mary at the M.I.T. As 
with Susan, Mary and Bling Bling Boy have a conflictual relationship. However, he has no 
romantic interest in Mary. 

Prof. 
Slopsink* 

Teacher Same relationship as with Susan. 

Mr. Black 
and Mr. 
White 

Agents Same relationship as with Susan. 

Prof. 
Boxleitner 

WordGirl 
Friend and 
ally 

Horizontal relationship (friendship). Prof. Boxleitner and WordGirl have a cordial and 
cooperative relationship. WordGirl considers Prof. Boxleitner a good person and recurs to 
him, when she is unable to defeat The Butcher. WordGirl and Prof. Boxleitner have a friendly 
and informal relationship. Although WorldGirl is younger than Prof. Boxleitner, she is more 
focused and mature than him. 

Squeaky Lab mouse 

Hierarchical relationship (scientist – lab animal). Prof. Boxleitner bought Squeaky to conduct 
an experiment. However, Squeaky is intelligent too and takes advantage of Prof. Boxleitner’s 
distractions and naivety. Squeaky takes control over one experiment, and in the end, also 
over Prof. Boxleitner’s mind. 

* Guest characters 

                                                        

459 See, for example (“Mandarker” 1996; “Overlabbing” 2002; “2Geniuses 2Gether 4Ever” 2003) 
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The intellectual aptitudes of the scientists in this category surpass those of their peers and of other 

adults. As mentioned in 7.1.2, Dexter not only obtains excellent grades at school and is more 

intelligent than his parents and teachers, but he is also an autodidact, who is able to learn, understand 

and apply scientific knowledge on his own, as well as to conduct experiments and tests 

autonomously460. At a symbolic level, Dexter’s character is repeatedly associated with Albert Einstein, 

who within the fictional reality constitutes Dexter’s role model461  (See Image sequence 11 and 

subchapter 7.1.3.2). The visual and dialogue references to Einstein, emphasize Dexter’s 

characterization as a genius and show that Dexter’s main motivation is to become a great scientist462. 

 

    
Source: (“Dexter’s Rival” 1996) Source: (“Dream Machine” 1996) 

 

Image sequence 11 – Visual references to Albert Einstein463 

 

In Johnny Test, Susan and Mary Test are explicitly characterized as genius464 and receive, despite 

their young age, university education at the Mega Institute of Technology (M.I.T.). The name and 

abbreviation of the institute constitutes a reference to a non-fictional research and education 

institution, namely the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which contributes, at the symbolic level, 

to the depiction of the twins as prodigies. Mary and Susan not only attend a prestigious education 

institution, they also stand out among their classmates, for example, by repeatedly winning prices at 

the institute’s science expo. On his part, Prof. Boxleitner is not less characterized as a genius. Early in 

the series, he is introduced as the “brilliant Professor Steven Boxleitner” and despite his young age, 

he holds already several “academic” titles: PhD., MfA, MOMA, LMNOP (See Prof. Boxleitner’s office 

entrance in Table 9). 

 

The intelligence of these characters is also expressed in their excellent language command and their 

ability to employ specialized language. Fictional and non-fictional scientific terminologies constitute a 

recurrent and the most expressive characterization device at the level of dialogue. Dexter, Susan and 

Mary are entirely capable of thinking in scientific terms and of expressing their thoughts through 

scientific language. Additionally, Dexter, Susan and Mary express themselves in a precise and 

elaborate way. Dexter, in particular, is capable of building complex sentences that express his logical 

reasoning, and of structuring a solid argument during a discussion: 
                                                        

460 See 58:4, 55:18, 61:20. See (“Dollhouse Drama” 1996) 
461 See 59:11, 55:10 
462 See 57:1 
463 See 59:1, 59:11, and the episode (“Dexter’s Laboratory” 1996; “Dream Machine” 1996) 
464 See 97:18, 96:8 
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62:9465 
Dexter: Ahh, you see, here we have our first dilemma. To produce a clone of 
myself, you will need a sample of my DNA, of which you have none, thereby 
rendering your diabolical plot, undiabolical. 
 
62:10466 
Dexter: and... you can forget about this hydrogenic accelerator. I had my lab 
shield against that the last time you tried it. A good old fashion cryogenic 
mechanism would be much better... 

 
96:11467 
Johnny Test: You want me to eat salt? 
Susan Test: It is not salt! They are micro-physic hottie body flakes. 
Mary Test: They genetically adjust your body to a maximum teenage hotness 
that will attract super cuties like… ahhh… Gil Nexdoor. 
Susan and Mary Test: Ahhh. 
 
100:12468 
Susan Test: Presenting the electrochromatic blanket.  
Prof. Slopsink: Ha ha ha ha! There is nothing there. You lose. You must 
have an experiment to qualify, and you… 
Mary Test: By bending light rays around its ultra reflective material, it makes 
anyone or anything invisible. 
Prof. Slopsink: You win again. 
All: Yay! 
 

Prof. Boxleitner articulates his ideas in a clear and comprehensible way, and has, just as the heroine 

of the series, an excellent English command and a broad vocabulary, which in occasions also includes 

scientific terms (See also 154:3): 

 
155:2469 
Prof. Boxleitner: Yes, Squeaky, when this experiment is complete I'll be able 
to peer into the depths of the rodent intellect. I'll be able to read your mind. 
 
154:4470 
Prof. Boxleitner: Oh, that's Squeaky be careful, he is vicious. 
WordGirl: Vicious means violent and mean. 
Prof. Boxleitner: I know. 
WordGirl: I know you know, but they may not. (WordGirl refers to the 
audience) 
 

The verbal expression of these scientists clearly contrasts with that of other characters, such as Dee 

Dee (Dexter’s sister), Johnny (Susan’s and Mary’s brother)471, or the WordGirl’s villains472 (e.g. Lady 

Redundant Woman or The Butcher), and contribute in a descriptive level to the depiction of Dexter, 

Susan, Mary and Prof. Boxleitner as scientists and rational persons. Along the episodes, Dexter’s, 

                                                        

465 See (“Overlabbing” 2002) 
466 See (“Overlabbing” 2002) 
467 See (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 
468 See (“The Return of Johnny X” 2008) 
469 See (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 
470 See (“What’s Up, Doc” 2006) 
471 Dee Dee and Johnny, for example, communicate from a rather subjective perspective, often expressing their opinions and 
impressions over more neutral communication forms such as explications and descriptions. Their language is characterized by 
short and simple sentences, as well as teen slang (See 97:9, 98:10) or colloquial expressions; 
472 WordGirl is in part an educational series that aims to improve the vocabulary skills of young audiences. The protagonist 
and heroine of the series is a girl who has a broad vocabulary and can use words appropriately. The villains are in several 
cases, characters, who lack a good English command. For example, The Butcher invents words or uses them in a wrong way or 
in the wrong context; Lady Redundant Woman is unable to communicate in a concrete and concise form. 
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Susan’s and Mary’s antisocial traits, devotion to scientific work and exceptional intelligence are 

contrasted to their youth, contributing to their depiction as atypical characters. 

 

The four scientists in this category conduct most of their scientific work in a laboratory. Two of the 

three laboratories (the twins share a workplace) are located in a domestic environment: Dexter’s lab is 

in the basement of the family’s suburban house and the twins’ lab is in the attic. Both laboratories 

have big dimensions and appear to exceed the size of the house. In principle, Dexter keeps his 

laboratory secret, especially from his parents. The lab entrance is hidden behind a bookcase and the 

access is regulated by all kinds of security mechanisms. Despite Dexter’s secrecy and security 

measures, Dee Dee and Mandark know about the lab’s existence and Dee Dee always manages to 

enter the laboratory. Unlike Dexter, Mary, Susan and Prof. Boxleitner do not work in secrecy. Prof. 

Boxleitner’s laboratory is accessible to anyone and is located in the same building as the police 

station473 and an art school474, suggesting that, unlike evil mad scientists, Prof. Boxleitner is well 

integrated in society. The status of the Test twin’s lab in terms of openness/secrecy is ambiguous, if 

not contradictory. The twins do not hide the existence of the lab and many series characters (e.g. the 

twins’ parents, teachers, brother, pet and adversaries) not only know about its existence, but have 

even been inside the lab. However, there is a sign hanging at the entrance door reading “secret lab”. 

 
Table 29 - Workplaces 

Character Workplace 

Dexter 

   
Source: (“Overlabbing” 2002) Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) Source: (“Overlabbing” 2002) 

Outside view  Inside view 

Mary Test 
Susan Test 

   
Source: (“Johnny to the Center of the 
Earth” 2008) 

Source: (“Johnny and the Ice Pigs” 
2005) 

Source: (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 

Outside view Inside view 

                                                        

473 154:9 
474 See (“Enter, the Butcher” 2007) 



 174 

Professor 
Steven 
Boxleitner 

  
Source: (“Enter, the Butcher” 2007) Source: (“What’s Up, Doc” 2006) 

Outside view  Inside view 

 

Despite the common features described so far, the characters in this category exhibit conspicuously 

dissimilar personality traits: While Prof. Boxleitner and Mary Test are relaxed, confident and warm-

hearted characters, Dexter and Susan Test tend to be inflexible, arrogant and insensitive towards 

others. Susan and Dexter are extremely rational and believe that only science can provide 

explanations to phenomena and solutions to their problems. They show intolerance towards those 

who think differently and get irritable if they are contradicted: 

 
96:13475 
(Johnny tries the salt and transforms first into a beautiful girl, then into a 
monster) 
Susan, Mary Test: Ohhh! Too much female growth hormone. 
Dukey: What have you done? He…she is hideous. 
Susan Test: Relax you talking hairball! It’s a micro dosage and it’s only 
temporary.  
Johnny Test: Grrrrarrghhrr. 
 
96:8476 
(Susan and Mary laugh about Johnny’s theory that mole people stole his 
dad’s camera) 
Susan, Mary Test: Ha ha ha ha ha. 
Susan Test: Mole people? That is the most unscientific thing I have ever 
heard. 
Mary Test: You know? It could be mole people. 
Susan Test: You CANNOT be my super genius protégé twin sister 
 
55:4, 55:9477 
Dexter: If there were a message sooo important that it would require time 
travel, I certainly would not entrust it to my iiiidiot sister. I would send my self. 
In other words: I WOULD NOT SEND YOU BACK IN TIME EVEN IF...if… I 
WAS BEING EATEN ALIVE! 
 
58:17478 
(Dexter is conducting an experiment) 
Dexter: Easy, easy. 
Dee Dee: Dexter, I wouldn't... 
Dexter: Quiet woman! 
Dee Dee: But that is not going to... 
Dexter: Assistant? 
Dee Dee: Yes? 
Dexter: Would you please assist me by SHUTTING UP? 
You are interrupting science. It takes a steady hand. 

 

                                                        

475 See (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 
476 See (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 
477 See (“Deedemensional” 1996) 
478 See (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) 
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Mary and Prof. Boxleitner on the other hand, are more tolerant and amicable. In his appearances, 

Prof. Boxleitner, is polite, always in a good mood and willing to help WordGirl. Mary, for example, is 

open to non-scientific explanation of phenomena479, uses teen slang into her dialogues480 and is more 

empathetic about her little brother481: 
 
98:9482 
Mary Test: We need a party theme. You wanna go cyber punk? Ghetto fab? 
Or Japanese bubble gum pop? 
Susan Test: What we need is the Pherobooster! 
Mary Test: But it is still on the proto-stage. 
Susan Test: It works on the mice… It’s totally ready for our party. 
Mary Test: The booster makes mice super cool, but it is still not clear how it 
will react on humans…  
Susan Test: or our little brothers. JOHNNYYYYYY! 
 
96:17483 
(Mole people imprison Johnny and attempt to take control of 
Porkbel ly)  
Mary Test: We've got to do something. 
Susan Test: Ok, we catch a fishing boat to Iceland, moles hate bright light, 
and we'll carve out a living making elixirs for the locals.  
Mary Test: Shouldn't we try to help Johnny? He is our brother. 

 

In spite of these character differences, the four scientists in this category are essentially confident and 

good-natured. This, however, does not mean that they are necessarily virtuous characters. While they 

do not pursue any kind of evil purposes (e.g. conquering the world), they also do not pursue any kind 

of greater good, (e.g. saving or changing the world). Their objectives emanate from what they consider 

are scientific relevant topics and/or from specific personal interests. Prof. Boxleitner’s objective is to 

understand the mind of mice, while Dexter, Susan and Mary work on both a) scientific and 

technological relevant innovations, as well as on b) scientific products (knowledge and technology) 

that allow them to cope with their daily problems. These young scientists do not mind conducting risky 

experiments or transgressing ethical boundaries to make their experiments or plans succeed. As 

mentioned in subchapter 7.1.3.2, Prof. Boxleitner conducts experiments on himself and Dexter not 

only tests his experiments on him, but also on family members without their consent, especially on 

Dee Dee. The infractions of the scientists are not always evident or mentioned explicitly in the series. 

Prof. Boxleitner, for example, indicates with his gestures and body language that there might be 

something dubious484 about his experiment with Squeaky, since he acts like he is hiding something 

from the narrator and the audience: 

 

                                                        

479 96:9 
480 96:11, 98:11, 98:9 

481 96:20 

482 See (“Johnny Test: Party Monster” 2008) 
483 See (“Johnny to the Center of the Earth” 2008) 
484 This is emphasized at the sound level with mysterious music and the narrator’s statement: “In the lab of Prof. Steven 
Boxleitner a strange experiment is taking place.” (155:1) 
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Source: (“What’s Up, Doc” 2006) 

 
154:10485 
Prof. Boxleitner: Soon, Squeaky, soon… 

 

The unethical traits of Dexter and Prof. Boxleitner are also a key feature of Susan and Mary Test. One 

of the twins’ main elements of characterization, their last names, already point out that they 

continuously test their experiments on their little brother 486 . The twins are aware that their 

developments require extensive testing before being considered safe and that those experiments are 

uncertain not only in terms of the type of effects they can cause, but also in their scope and 

dimension487. To convince Johnny of participating in the experiments, the twins are capable of 

committing “little” ethical transgressions, such as conditioning their help to his participation in the tests, 

withholding relevant information about the invention or substance in question (97:9), or even lying to 

Johnny (98:10). One example of their conduct is their use of the euphemism “small scientific favor”488 

to refer to Johnny’s involvement in their tests: 
 
97:9489 
Johnny Test: It's just a milkshake… 
Susan Test: It has milk in it… 
Mary Test: …and we shook it.  
Dukey: DON'T DO IT! NOTHING IS WORTH IT! 
Susan Test: It'll increase your testosterone level so you can grow a 
mustache. 
Johnny Test: Sweet. Ok, give me the shake. 
 
98:10490 
Mary Test: About the party, Johnny. There is just no way we can squeeze you 
and Duke into the guest list. 
Johnny Test: What? You have to let us come. We got the butt dance down… 
Dukey: …and we love to par-tay. 
Dukey, Johnny Test: (dancing) Yeah, oh yeah. 
Susan Test: Well, we might be able to somehow squeeze you in if you do us 
one small tiny scientific favor. 
Johnny Test: Yeah, we will do it… whatever. 

 

In exchange for his help, the twins offer Johnny their scientific expertise and technological 

developments so he can resolve his own daily problems491. In the end, Johnny tends to profit from his 

                                                        

485 See (“What’s Up, Doc” 2006) 
486 Another indicator of the significance of this characterization item is the fact that it appears in the opening segment. The 
opening theme includes the verse: “…his genius sisters [Johnny’s] use him like a lab rat”. See 100:21. 
487 For example, they always protect themselves during the experiments, but minimize this as emphasize that the experiment 
is safe. 
488 96:10, 98:10 
489 See (“Johnny vs. Bling Bling Boy” 2008) 
490 See (“Johnny Test: Party Monster” 2008) 
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sisters’ aid, even if in the process he suffers strong or negative side effects of their scientific tests (See 

also Subchapter 7.2.3). 

 

One relevant and overall feature of these scientists at the symbolic level is that they are in a state 

between childhood and adulthood. This is visible not only in their verbal expression, but also in their 

social characteristics and personality traits. Dexter is a kid, but has a rather formal way of conducting 

himself and has almost no social relationship to other children besides Mandark and Dee Dee. The 

acknowledgement of adults, such as his schoolteachers and other scientists, is more important to 

Dexter492 than those of his peers. However, he is immature, lacks everyday knowledge and struggles 

with typical children problems493. Similarly, the teens Susan and Mary Test seem more mature for their 

age. At the university, they are immersed in an adult world, and the scientific community is an 

important reference group for the twins494. As teens, however, they also show interest in boys and 

parties. Prof. Boxleitner is the only grown-up among these characters, yet he also shows this overall 

feature. Even though he is a young adult, Prof. Boxleitner has an old-fashioned way of dressing (e.g. 

wears a bow tie495). At the same time, he has childlike traits, which become evident when they are 

contrasted to WordGirl’s maturity. In spite of being older than Dexter and the twins, he is innocent, 

absentminded, and seems to lack basic knowledge that other characters have (e.g. unlike WordGirl, 

he is unaware of the audience’s existence and does not seem to understand the role of the series 

narrator496). 

 

The tension between these aspects of characterization is particularly relevant in its implications for the 

characters’ role as scientists. Despite their extraordinary intelligence and skills, the characters in this 

category are inexperienced. Due to their lack of everyday knowledge, and even though they are 

perfectly capable of building all kinds of innovative and powerful devices, they frequently are unable to 

assess the potential effects of their inventions neither at individual nor at social level. As in Dexter’s 

case, who often looses control of his scientific developments and suffers the consequences 

personally, the twins only take into consideration the immediate effects that their inventions can have 

on Johnny. They tend to overlook the possibility that difficulties outside of their control might arise. In 

contrast to Professor Moshimo, who (based on his experience) sends Robotboy to a safe place 

because he suspects that his robot could fall into the wrong hands, there are, for example, Prof. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

491 For example, in the episode Johnny to the Center of the Earth the camera of Johnny’s dad is stolen, so the twins offer to 
lend Johnny a dozer if he accepts testing their new Micro-physic hottie body flakes. After the test, Johnny turns first into a 
beautiful girl, and then into a horrible monster. The adverse reaction is ephemeral, but in the end, both, the dozer and the flakes 
contribute to the plot resolution (Johnny recovers his dad’s camera). 
492 See (“Remember Me?” 2002; “A Failed Lab Experiment” 2001) 
493 For example, watching TV at late hours, bullying at school, conflicts with siblings, etc. 
494 See (“Johnny & the Amazing Turbo Action Backpack” 2008) 
495 See 76:5 
496 In WordGirl, the characters are also instances of reflexivity. They make observations of second order; they observe 
themselves as characters, the events surrounding them as a story and the conventions of such fictional stories. WordGirl, for 
example, is aware that there is an audience, and exchanges dialogues with the narrator, who not only observes and describes 
what is happening in the series, but also gives his opinions and appreciations about the events taking place in the series. Prof. 
Boxleitner, however, is unaware that the series narrator cannot intervene in the story and keep Squeaky from taking control over 
his experiment. 
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Slopsink and the twins’ dad, who warn Mary and Susan about these kinds of repercussions and set 

clear restrictions to their work: 
 
97:10497 
Dad: Ok, where is it? (Johnny, disguised as a lamp, captures his dad’s 
attention) Ooh, buff lamp. (Johnny’s dad transforms regular cutlery into gold 
with the Alchemy 5000) How many times have your mother and I told you: no 
precious metal changing devices in this house! Professor Slopsink called and 
said if this fell into evil hands, it could be used for evil things. Now get rid of it 
before dinner, or no lab time for a month. One month!  
Susan Test: Ok, we gotta trash this thing. 

 

As with Susan and Mary, the inexperience of Prof. Boxleitner manifests in his naivety and lack of 

anticipation when it comes to his work and its outcomes. For example, he buys a malicious lab mouse 

only because it was on sale and then leaves him alone in the middle of the experiment, 

underestimating on the one hand Squeaky’s abilities and motivations to alter the experiment and, on 

the other hand, overestimating the narrator’s capacity to stop the mouse498. In addition to this, he 

easily gets distracted when doing scientific work, which in the context of the series, has serious 

consequences: 
 
155:3 -155:5499 
Prof. Boxleitner: This experiment...(sniffing) is the most important...(sniffing) 
experiment... (sniffing) 
Narrator: Dr. Boxleitner seems a little distracted. 
Prof. Boxleitner: Mmmhm smells like my pastrami sandwich is done. I'll be 
right back. Hey, buddy, can you make sure he doesn't press the "Holy cow, 
don't press the button" button? 
Narrator: Are you talking to me? 
Prof. Boxleitner: Yeah. Hey, thanks a lot. 
Narrator: DR. BOXLEITNER! I think you are misunderstanding what I do 
here! 
Prof. Boxleitner: Oh boy, this is gonna stink. 

 

  
Source: (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 

 

Unlike evil mad scientists, who embody the specific and unequivocal risk of science being misused for 

personal gain, the young and inexperienced scientist as well as the paternal scientist, present a more 

ambivalent image of scientific products. The risky and sometimes dangerous projects of these 

scientists not only generate disruptions in the fictional social context, but also contribute to the 

development of science and can prove (as in the case of the twins projects) to be useful for the 

                                                        

497 See (“Johnny vs. Bling Bling Boy” 2008) 
498 154:11 
499 See (“The Crazy World of Doctor Two-Brains” 2006) 



 179 

characters. The risks associated to the science conducted by these young scientists are attributed to 

their personal quality, not necessarily to the uncertainty of scientific work: there are their unethical 

traits, naivety or immaturity, what amplifies the risks of their products. Along the episodes, the young 

scientists suffer all kinds of personal consequences of their inventions. But the main latent risk is, as 

the character of Prof. Boxleitner exemplifies, that they will one day turn into evil mad scientists. This 

not only represents a risk for the scientist, but for the whole society. Prof. Boxleitner’s experiment not 

only has a direct effect on himself, but also on his social relationships: he not only looses his free will, 

but leaves WordGirl without an ally to fight crime and, as the villain Dr. Two-Brains he uses science to 

commit all kinds of illicit activities. In general, the young and inexperienced scientists fulfill, despite 

their differences at the level of the character as fictional entity, a similar function within the narrative: 

they are, just as the scientist as father or mentor, simultaneously problem solvers and troublemakers: 

in other words, very productive and fruitful characters for serial fictional narratives. 

 

7.1.6 Non-recurrent representations: stereotypical and counter-stereotypical characters 

 

In the previous subchapters, three main representation patterns among the characters in the sample 

were described and discussed: the mad scientist, the scientist as father or mentor and the young and 

inexperienced scientist. Fifteen of the seventeen characters in the sample belong to these three 

character types. The two remaining characters (Diane Forster and Dr. James T. Possible) presented 

significant differences to the other characters in the corpus. Due to the limited size of the sample, they 

could not be compared to other similar characters, and determine if they embody a further stereotype 

of scientists or if their dissimilar features were a first indication of a counter-stereotypical 

representation. For this reason, and in order to identify stereotypical or counter-stereotypical features, 

the interpretation process was complemented with current research on scientists’ representation in 

communication media 500 . The character analysis shows that Diane Forster exhibits general 

stereotypical characteristics of scientists, namely those of “the noble scientist”, and specific 

stereotypical features of female scientists, namely those of “the old maid”. The analysis also shows 

that Dr. James T. Possible constitutes a particular case among the characters in the sample, because 

even if this character has some stereotypical traits he is, in his overall depiction, a counter-

stereotypical character. The following part introduces these two characters, describes their features 

and the overall image of science they convey, but places special attention to the case of Dr. James T. 

Possible. 

 

7.1.6.1 Diane Forster as a noble scientist and an old maid 

 

The animated series Marsupilami, portrays one of the few female scientists found during the corpus 

building process. Diane Forster is a botanist, who investigates a plant called Immobilis Tempus501 in 

                                                        

500 See Chapter 4 Science, fiction and children: State of the art 
501 See 36:14 
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the jungle of Palombia (See Table 30 – Overview of the character). She supports the main characters 

of the series, Hektor and Marsupilami, in their adventures and pursuits to protect the rainforest. 

 
Table 30 – Overview of the character 

 The characters as fictional entity The character as artifact 

No. Series   Image Character’s name Creature 
type Gender Age 

(Approx.) 
Character 

type 
Narrative 

role 

9 MP 

 

Diane Forster Human Female 
Young adult 

(30-40) 
Secondary 
character Helper 

Source: (“Something Fishy” 2009) 

 

Mostly called “aunt Diane” along the episodes, this character shows the essential features of the noble 

scientist archetype502: benevolence and idealism. Diane Forster is a researcher with a profound 

respect and love for nature and humankind. Together with her nephew Hektor503, aunt Diane explores 

the surroundings of the Algazomas river and protects the jungle and its inhabitants from Felizia 

Absahn, the megalomaniac owner of Absahn corporation, and her henchmen. Diane Forster’s 

benevolent and nature-loving character is expressed in many ways: she is vegetarian504, protects 

defenseless creatures505, avoids ripping plants out of the ground506, and recycles paper507. At the 

symbolic level, the character’s last name “Forster”508 evokes the German word “Förster”, which in 

English means forester509. This association contributes to the depiction of aunt Diane, as a person 

whose job (and vocation) is to take care of the rainforest510 and in general, of nature511. 

 

Diane Forster is an intelligent woman and a skillful scientist512. The most patent indication of her 

expertise is that she is able to understand and explain unknown and complex phenomena occurring in 

the jungle. Even if she sometimes develops incorrect hypothesis during her analyses, she conducts 

her work focused and rigorously 513  (e.g. documenting phenomena by taking pictures, carefully 

gathering analysis samples and writing research protocols). As in the case of other scientists in the 

sample, her competence is also expressed through her use of scientific language: 

                                                        

502 See (R. Haynes 2003, 245) 
503 Hector in the English version of the series. 
504 See 34:3 
505 See 33:14 
506 See 34:2 or stepping on them 34:7 
507 See (“Grotox” 2009) 35:7 
508 The analysis bases in the German version oft he series. 
509 Forester: “A person whose job is to take care of forests by planting trees, cutting down trees, etc.” (“Forester” 2014) 
510 The characters’ names are an important characterization device in this series. For example, the villain of the series, a 
megalomaniac and greedy businesswoman, is called Felizia Absahn (from the German “absahnen”: to cream off, “take a lot of 
profit, especially an unfair amount, in a business deal” (“Cream off” 2009)). Felizia’s employee, an irresponsible architect 
responsible for all her projects in Palombia is called “Bauwahn” (building madness). 
511 A more explicit association is made in the English version of the series, in which the character’s name is Diane Forest. 
512 See, for example, 32:15 
513 See 31:14, 32:12, 32:16, 32:20, 33:8, 33:11 
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31:14514 
Diane Forster: Sechzehn Uhr achtundfünfzig. Die Pflanze ist festgewachsen. 
Wir haben immer noch keine Ahnung, warum sie sich zurückzieht, und sich 
dabei flach auf dem Boden legt. (sound: clock alarm) Oh, Tea time! 
(sound: crash) (Marsu falls on top of the plant and squashes it, but aunt Diane 
does not see Marsu, only the flattened plant). Oh! Das ist äußerst interessant. 
Siebzehn Uhr null eins. Diesmal hat die Pflanze sich ein Loch gegraben. Das 
ist... oh, es ist unglaublich. Wir haben es mit einem bei Pflanzen absolut 
ungewöhnlichen Verteidigungsmechanismus zu tun. Die Pflanze hat meine 
Gegenwart gespürt, und um sich zu verstecken, hat sie sich einen Bau 
gegraben. 

 

The research of this young scientist, studying plants in their natural habitat, is not invasive and is 

limited to the production of knowledge. While Diane Forster’s research products appears to have no 

direct effects on the Palombian environment, her research does pursue to demonstrate the relevance 

of the Immobilis Tempus and contribute this way to the conservation of the endangered plant515. This 

kind of research is fundamentally different to the scientific work being conducted in the Absahn 

Corporation, which in addition to being commercially driven, generates products that have direct and 

far-reaching negative effects on the palombian ecosystem516 (See also 7.2.4). 

 

In spite of conducting her research in a remote place, Diane Forster is not entirely disconnected from 

social life. For example, she has a friendly and cooperative relationship with the Marsupilami family 

and with Topangadakota (Table 32). She also stays in contact with other family members, such as her 

grandmother and her other nephew Julian517. Her relationship to Topangadakota is of particular 

relevance for the image of science that Diane Forster represents, because it exemplifies, at the 

symbolic level, a harmonious coexistence of scientific and traditiona’l knowledge: Diane Forster not 

only values local traditions, she also participates, at Topangadakota’s invitation, in an important 

indigenous ritual 518 . Her camp and workplace illustrate at best her integration into the natural 

environment of the rainforest. 

 

 
Source: (“Love Struck in Palombia” 2009) 

 

Image 9 - Diane Forster's Camp 

                                                        

514 See (“Fort Marsupilami” 2009) Aunt Diane: Four fifty-eight PM. The plant is immobile. Still have no clue as to why it 
retracts and flattens itself in the ground (clock alarm). Oh, tea time! 
Aunt Diane: Five cero one PM. This time the plant dug a hole. It’s… Oh, it’s incredible! We are faced with a particularly unusual 
kind of defense mechanism for a plant! The plant sensed my presence, so in order to hide it dug itself a [unintelligible]. 
515 See 36:21 
516 See for example (“Something Fishy” 2009; “Palombian Games” 2009; “Marsu the menace” 2009) 
517 See (“The Return of Calamity Jane” 2009) 
518 See (“Grotox” 2009) 
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Table 31 - Workplace 

Character Workplace 

Dexter 

  
Source: (“Love Struck in Palombia” 2009) Source: (“Palombian Games” 2009) 

Outside view  Inside view 
 

Table 32 – Social relationships 

                                                        

519 There is contradictory information regarding the name of this character. While in the episodes, she is called Felizia Absahn 
and her city project Absahn city, in the series description, the character is called Felicia Devowert and her project Devowert city 
(KiKA 2014b). In the English and Spanish version of the series, the character is called Felicia Devort. 
520 Ollie Stroy in the English version and Estrozo in the Spanish version 
521 Blou Print in the English version and Plano Veloz in the Spanish version 
522 See 34:3. “durchgeknallte Blumentussi” in the German version 
523 See (“Grotox” 2009; “Sleeping Beauties” 2009) 

Scientist 
character 

Related 
character 

Role 
(in relation 

to the 
scientist) 

Brief description  
of the social relation 

 
Source: (“Something 

Fishy” 2009) 
Diane Forster 

Hektor Ally 

Vertical relationship (Aunt-nephew). Diane Forster and her young nephew Hektor 
have a collaborative and reciprocal relationship. Aunt Diane teaches Hektor what she 
knows about the rainforest’s vegetation and helps him to find explanations for the 
unusual phenomena that he observes in the jungle. On his part, Hektor is also a great 
help for aunt Diane. He accompanies her to jungle explorations and, from time to 
time, also assists her with her work. Additionally, Hektor develops all kinds of 
technical devices to facilitate aunt Diane’s research and to make their life in the 
jungle more comfortable. As aunt and nephew, they have an affectionate relationship 
and always take care of each other. 

Marsupilam
i family 

Ally 
Horizontal and cooperative relationship (Friends). The Marsupilami family lives in a 
nest next to the camp of Diane and Hektor. Both families live harmoniously in the 
jungle and together they stop the plans of Felizia Absahn and her henchmen. 

Felizia 
Absahn519 

Adversary 

Horizontal relationship. Felizia Absahn is in many aspects Diane Forster’s 
counterpart. Even if these two characters never confront each other in a scene, 
Felizia Absahn embodies all that Diane is opposed to: the destruction of the jungle 
and the unethical use of scientific developments. (See also 6.2.3) 

Olli520 

Adversary 
(love interest: 
temporary 
role) 

Horizontal relationship. Since Olli’s job is to carry on Felizia’s plans, Olli and Diane 
Forster have an antagonist relationship. However, in one episode, Olli and Aunt 
Diane fall in love with each other, after they inhale the pollen of a blue flower. The 
effect is only temporary and vanishes soon after it rains. 

Bauwahn
521 

Adversary 
Horizontal relationship. The relationship between Diane and Bauwahn is antagonistic. 
Bauwahn’s dislike for Aunt Diane is evident: in one occasion he makes a derogatory 
comment about her and calls her “the crazy flower lady”522. 

Topangada
kota 

Neighbor  
and ally 

Horizontal relationship (Friend). Topangadakota is the chief of an indigenous tribe 
that lives in Palombia. He and Diane Forster are good friends. Diane Forster shows a 
genuine appreciation for indigenous traditions. Topangadakota trusts Diane Forster 
entirely523. 

Agathe 
Zicchiori 
(Guest 
character) 

Friend and 
research 
colleague 

Horizontal relationship (Friend and colleague). Agathe Zicchiori is an old university 
colleague of Diane. They meet unexpectedly in the Annual Convention of Women in 
Science conference. Despite their friendship, these two researchers have different 
perspectives regarding the use of natural resources. Both seek to contribute to the 
environmental protection with their research, however, while Diane aims to protect 
and preserve the Immobilis Tempus, Agathe proposes to genetically modify this plant 
and produce it industrially, so it can be used as a basis for a green fuel. They discuss 
their differences on the basis of their work and reach an agreement. 



 183 

 

Diane Forster is an active member of the scientific community. Although she is a shy person, she 

attends the Annual Convention of Women in Science to discuss her research with other female 

scientists. Through the relationship between Agathe Zicchiori and Diane Forster, who have a double 

role as friends and colleagues, the scientific community is depicted as an open and dynamic space, in 

which there is place for dissent. Additionally, through the thematic connection between the research of 

Diane and Agathe the episode provides a less segmented view of science. Aunt Diane communicates 

her knowledge within the scientific community, but also shares it with a public interested in science 

(represented in the series by her nephew Hektor). During their excursions in the jungle, Diane shares 

with Hektor her enthusiasm for the study of plants and explains the characteristics of the jungle’s 

vegetation to him: 
 
36:10524 
Diane Forster: Ohhh, Ein Hombrus Cuvertus. 
Hektor: Tante Diane, wir können doch nicht alle fünf Minuten stehen bleiben. 
Wenn es so weiter geht, dann kommst du gerade noch rechtzeitig zur 
Schlussansprache. 
Diane Forster: Halt mal die Hand unter diese schirmförmige Blume. 
Hektor: (trembling) Hey, da drunter ist es ja EISKALT! 
Diane Forster: Genau so ist es! Die runden Blumenblätter des Hombrus 
filtern Licht und Hitze aus und kühlen die Luft. 
 

In contrast to the Absahn Corporation, which generates private knowledge and concentrates its efforts 

on privatizing the rainforest’s natural resources525 or commercializing their products526, the scientific 

knowledge produced by Diane Forster has a public character, seeks a noble goal (preserve the 

rainforest’s biodiversity) and, when applied, has a beneficial effect on nature (e.g. she finds a solution 

to kill genetically modified plants without causing further damages to the ecosystem). Diane Forster is 

an independent woman, but this does not mean that she works entirely on her own. Hektor, who has 

an excellent understanding of physics and engineering skills, also plays an important role in Diane 

Forster’s research and in occasions, they work as a team. These two characters, in their close family 

relationship, represent also a strong interrelation between science and technology: while Diane’s work 

produces knowledge, it is Hektor, who develops all kinds of devices that enable his aunt to conduct his 

work or to apply the gained knowledge527. 

 

Similarly to the young and naïve scientists, Diane Forster has an infinite intellectual curiosity is 

fascinated by her research528; yet, unlike them, her passion is never an excuse to breach the law or 

the norms of science. Moreover, she is the discrete moral authority of the series and represents a 

                                                        

524 See (“Some Like it Green” 2009) Diane Forster: Ohhh, an Hombrus Cuvertus. Hector: Aunt Diane, we can’t keep stopping 
every five minutes. At this rate you’ll be lucky if you get there on time for the closing ceremony. Diane Forster: Just put your 
hand beneath this umbrella-shaped flower. 
Hector: Hey! It’s freezing cold down there! Diane Forster: Exactly! The circle-shaped petals of the Hombrus filter out light and 
heat, chilling the air. 
525 For example by patenting the DNA of all animals and plants in the jungle. See Marsupilami episode Hinter Gittern 
(Jailhouse Jungle) 
526 See 32:18 
527 For example: an electricity generator (33:6), an anemometer (32:14), a bamboo copter (32:24), etc. 
528 See 31:11, 31:12, 32:16, 32:20, 33:11, 33:8 
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responsible and ethical scientific practice. Even if she loves plants and can admire the beauty of a 

genetically modified flower, she does not hesitate to destroy the plant, when she discovers that it 

endangers Palombia’s ecosystem: 
 
32:22529 
Hektor: Jetzt müssen wir uns nur noch um diese eine letzte Blume kümmern. 
Diane Forster: Die Blume ist die letzte ihrer Art. Wenn man bedenkt, dass 
dieses hübsche Gewächs ganz Palombia in Gefahr gebracht hat. 
Wissenschaft ohne Gewissen, das ist wie ein Leben ohne Seele. 

 

As the previous examples show, Diane Forster is a prototypical example of the noble scientist as 

described by Rosslyn Haynes. However, the character also shows several stereotypical features of 

female scientists in film, specifically, those of “the old maid”530: Diane Forster is a competent scientist, 

focused on their work, but is also introverted531 and does not have a love partner or a family on her 

own532. Additionally, one of her main features at the level of characterization is that she wears glasses 

and is old-fashioned. For example, when she is not working in the lab or exploring the jungle, she is 

depicted drinking tea surrounded by old-style furniture. She also wears a pink pajama, which covers 

almost her entire body and is adorned with a thin flounce (See Image 10). But also her formal use of 

language contributes to her depiction as an old-fashioned woman: 
 

31:10533 
Diane Forster: Du meine Güte, was für eine kuriose Pflanze! Die ist ja 
prachtvoll, so majestätisch. Diese Sprenkel und diese Textur! 

 

 
Source: (“Green Fang” 2009) 

 

Image 10 – Diane Forster wearing a pajama and working on her tea table 

 

Although Diane Forster has no children on her own, she fulfills a maternal role in the series, not only at 

a personal level, though her relationship with Hektor, but also as a scientist. She is not an affectionate 

and protective aunt, but also approaches her research object from a personal and maternal, 

perspective: 

                                                        

529 See (“Something Fishy” 2009) Diane Forster: The only thing left to do is to take care of this last flower. Hector: It’s the last 
of its species. When you think that this pretty mutant flower put all of Palombia in danger. Science without a conscience is 
nothing more than life without a soul. 
530 See (Flicker 2003, 310) 
531 See 36:6 
532 Diane gets involved in a love relationship under unusual conditions. For example, in the Die Zauber der blauen Blume 
(Love Struck in Palombia) a rare flower produces a substance that makes her and Olli fall in love with each other. In another 
episode, she suggests that she had a love interest when she was younger, a pen pal, who also studied biology and visited her 
once (Die Nervensäge, A Plum and a Nitwit). 
533 See (“Fort Marsupilami” 2009) 
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32:10534 
Aunt Diane: Mmmmhh. Was für eine eigenartige Form! Du armes Ding. Ich 
frage mich unter welch widrigen Umständen du gewachsen bist. 
 
33:16535 
(Background music: adventure and harmony) 
Aunt Diane: Ich liebe dich auch. Du bist die schönste Pflanze, die ich je 
studiert habe. Und... du... du bist mein Freund (shedding tears). 
Hektor: Wenn du in tausend Jahren wieder aufwachst, hoffe ich, dass dich 
die Welt willkommen heißt. 
Marsu: Oba, oba oba. 

 

The character analysis showed that the character of Diane Forster presents many stereotypical 

features attributed to researchers. As a noble scientist, she conveys a very positive image of science: 

she is intelligent, competent and incorruptible. Additionally, her work contributes to a better 

understanding of the natural world, to the environmental preservation and to the welfare of all living 

creatures. Like recent versions of the “old maid” archetype, femininity and competence do not seem to 

be conflicting qualities in a female scientist such as Diane Forster536. Yet, as an “old maid”, aunt Diane 

also embodies a latent incompatibility between a professional career in science and a personal life, 

which is characteristic of scientists’ depictions in the media. 

 

7.1.6.2 Dr. James Timothy Possible: a counter-stereotypical character 

 

Dr. James T. Possible is a rocket scientist, who works at the Space Center of Middleton. He has a 

secondary, but plot relevant, role in the series Kim Possible as the father of Kim, a teenage agent, 

who protects the world from all kinds of villains, while she simultaneously copes with her daily troubles 

as a normal teenager537. 

 

Table 33 – Overview of the character 

 The characters as fictional entity The character as artifact 

No. Series Image Character’s name Creature 
type Gender Age 

(approx.) 
Character 

type 
Narrative 

role 

7 KP 

 

Dr. James Timothy 
Possible Human Male 

Middle-aged 
adult 

(40-45) 

Secondary 
character Helper 

Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) 

 

                                                        

534 See (“Something Fishy” 2009) Aunt Diane: Mmmmhhh. What a strange shape! Poor little thing, I wonder what harsh 
conditions you had to put up with. 
535 See (“Green Fang” 2009) Aunt Diane: I love you too. You are the most beautiful plant I’ve ever studied. And… you ... you 
are my friend.  
Hector: When you wake up in a thousand years, I hope you find a welcoming world. 
536 The character’s clothing (a combination of functional and fashionable clothes) is the most clear characterization example of 
this feature: Diane wears work clothes (cargo pants and boots), but she combines them with a decorated pink top. 
537 These two aspects of the protagonist’s life reflect in the series’ dramatic structure, which in each episode has two main 
dramatic threads: Kim’s personal life and Kim’s missions. Both threads are intertwined thematically. 
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Dr. Possible has some of the features of the scientist as father or mentor (7.1.4): he is a male, middle-

aged, good-looking, well-mannered and benevolent character, who fulfills the role of helper, 

supporting the protagonist of the series. In his predominantly role as an affectionate father, James 

Possible is always receptive to his daughter’s concerns and willing to give her advice and 

encouragement. In few exceptional occasions, his role as scientist becomes relevant to the plot. 

However, in these cases his expertise plays a significant role in the episodes and series resolution538. 

 

At first sight, the character of Dr. Possible seems to be another example of a scientist as father or 

mentor. Yet, one of the recurrent features of the scientists in the sample (regardless of the stereotype) 

is their characterization as atypical persons. Their unusual traits (such as an eccentric personality, 

exceptional intellect, or notorious physical characteristics) may manifest themselves in different ways, 

but the latent representation of scientists as “somehow” unconventional persons, remains. The only 

exception in this regard is the character of Dr. Possible, whose main overall characteristic is that he is 

depicted as a normal, ordinary person. This crucial feature is expressed at the physical, social and 

psychological level of the character. For example, Dr. Possible does not have notorious or unusual 

physical features, such as Dr. Drakken’s scar or blue skin. He has a normal weight, height, physical 

constitution and wears ordinary clothes (khaki pants, white shirt and a dark tie). Unlike Professor 

Professor or Dr. Towel Scott, who have a theatrical corporal language and gestures, Dr. Possible has 

a moderate corporal expression. Additionally, and in contrast to other scientist characters (e.g. Prof. 

Towell Scott, Prof. Q) he has no accent, and only employs scientific language when he talks about his 

work. 

 

Dr. Possible is a warm-hearted, righteous and modest person, who is perfectly capable of being self-

critical and of acknowledging the skills and virtues of others. He is also an intelligent and competent 

scientist539, even if he occasionally gets distracted at work540. A key feature that distinguishes James 

Possible from other characters in the sample is the place that science has in his life. While he seems 

to enjoy very much his work at the space center, scientific work belongs to his professional life and is 

just as important as other activities. Science is his profession, but not his life’s project. For example, 

he is not only seen working, but also at home reading the newspaper, taking care of the kids, playing 

golf, going dancing, attending social events, etc541. In contrast to other scientists in the sample, who 

wear a lab coat at all times, Dr. Possible is seen wearing all kinds of outfits (See Image sequence 12). 

This, together with the diversity of social roles that he fulfills along the series, shows that he is a 

sociable character and an active member of society (See Table 34). In other words, Dr. Possible is a 

man like many others, who also happens to be a rocket scientist. His expertise, just as everybody 

else’s, comes in handy from time to time. While his role as scientist tends to remain in the background, 

his project at the Space Center turns to be crucial for saving the world in the last episode of the series. 

                                                        

538 See (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002; “Monkey Ninjas in Space” 2003; “Graduation (Part 1)” 2002) 
539 After all, he is able to do rocket science (See 7.1.2). 
540 See 142:1 
541 See, for example 142:26, 142:21, 142:3, 144:4, 145:7 
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Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) (“Grudge Match” 2002) (“Graduation (Part 1)” 2002) 

 

Image sequence 12 - Dr. Possible and his social activities 

 
Table 34 – Social relationships542 

Scientist 
character 

Related 
Character 

Role 
(in relation 

to the 
scientist) 

Brief description  
of the social relation 

 
Source: (“Grudge 

Match” 2002) 
Dr. James Timothy 

Possible 

Ann Possible Wife 

Horizontal relationship (Husband-wife). Ann Possible works as neurosurgeon 
in Middleton’s hospital. She and James Possible have a loving marriage and 
three children: Kim, Jim and Tim. They call each other “Hon” (Short for 
"Honey"). 

Kim, Jim, Tim Children 

Vertical relationship (Father-children) James Possible is a loving father and 
has a good relationship with his children. The relationship between Kim and 
her dad is reciprocal: they both help each other, both as father and daughter, 
and as scientist and agent. 

Drew Lipsky / 
Dr. Drakken 

Ex college 
classmate, 
Indirect 
adversary 

Horizontal relationship (Adversary). Drew Lipsky and Dr. Possible used to be 
college friends until Dr. Possible, Dr. Chen and Dr. Ramesh made fun of Drew 
due to a failed robot prototype. After the incident, Lipsky left school and turned 
into Dr. Drakken, a villain still searching for revenge and acknowledgement 
from his old college friends. (See also 6.1.3). Dr. Possible regrets that they 
were so rude to Drew. 

Prof. Ramesh, 
Dr. Chen 

Friends and 
colleagues 

Horizontal relationship (Friendship). Prof. Ramesh and Dr. Chen are fellow 
researchers (astronomers) and friends of Dr. Possible. They both work at 
Middleton’s Observatory. (See also Table 17) 

Dr. Fen Colleague 

Horizontal relationship (Colleague). Dr. Fen is a fellow researcher of Dr. 
Possible. Initially, they have a collegial relationship, but this changes when Kim 
discovers that he was a dishonest scientist, who wanted to steal the project of 
a colleague. (See also Table 17) 

 

Another particularity of this scientist arises when the character’s workplace, the Middleton’s Space 

Center, is analyzed. Dr. Possible is the only character in the sample, whose scientific activities take 

place in an academic and institutional context543. The Space Center, a research facility located in a 

white, Illuminated and spacious building, connotes openness and transparency. In spite of this, the 

building has many security systems, and as it is discussed in detail in subchapter 7.2.2.2, Dr. Possible 

works to some extent in secrecy. The institutional character of Dr. Possible’s workplace reflects 

directly in the social character of scientific work. Unlike other characters of the sample, who work 

alone and in isolation, Dr. Possible works in a team. He is part of a hierarchical, but collegial, 

                                                        

542 This list only gathers relevant social relationships in the analyzed episodes. The series has numerous characters with few 
and brief appearances, among them Dr. Possible’s family: Slim Possible (brother), “Nana” Possible (mom) and Joss Possible 
(niece). 
543 Professor Professor works for a secret organization and collaborates with Victor and Anita in their missions. However, he is 
the only member of the organization that conducts scientific work. 
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organization, consisting of assistants, researchers, directors, etc544. Through Dr. Possible, science is 

depicted within society, and this integration is indicated, among other things, by the efforts of Dr. 

Possible to communicate science to the public. This character is, for example, an enthusiastic 

participant (and founder) of the Annual Rocket Booster’s Open House at the Space Center545, a 

science popularization event for children. 

 
Table 35 - Workplace 

Character Workplace 

Dr. James 
Timothy 
Possible 

  
Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) 

Outside view  Inside view 
 

As the previous examples show, the main overall characteristic of this scientist is that he is depicted 

as a regular person. The character of Dr. James Possible is, like many other scientists in the sample, 

also associated to figures outside the series reality. Yet, in contrast to mad scientists, who are 

repeatedly associated with fictional scientists such as Victor Frankenstein or Dr. Jekyll, Dr. Possible 

has a resemblance to a prominent scientist outside the fictional reality: to the rocket engineer Wernher 

von Braun. This connection, which seems to be a form of mass media reflexivity, evokes the image of 

von Braun, as it appears in the Disneyland series episode Man in Space546, where he explains the 

requirements for human space flight. Dr. Possible’s clothes and hairdo are similar to those of von 

Braun in the documentary, and both work on the development of a space rocket. Other 

characterization devices, such as Dr. Possible’s house, contribute to the association of the character 

to the 1950’s547. The reference to von Braun evokes a positive image of the engineer as a space flight 

pioneer by explicitly dissociating the character from any reference to weapon production. As an ethical 

and moral scientist, Dr. Possible’s research aims to contribute to societal development and he draws a 

clear line between civilian and military research. In one scene, a villain states: “From the space station 

we will rule the world. All the weapons there must be incredible”. Dr. Possible’s answer to him is 

unequivocal: “There are no weapons on the space station. It's dedicated to peaceful research”548. 
 

                                                        

544 See (“The Truth Hurts” 2004) 
545 See (“Monkey Ninjas in Space” 2003) 
546 In this case, a character in a television program (Kim Possible) makes a reference to a persona in an episode of another 
television program (Disneyland). At the level of the character as symptom, it is impossible to oversee that both programs were 
produced by the Disney Company, with which Wernher von Braun personally collaborated as consultant. 
http://history.msfc.nasa.gov/vonbraun/disney_article.html. 
547 The house resembles the architectural work of Frank Lloyd Wright. 
548 See (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002; “Monkey Ninjas in Space” 2003)  
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Source: (“Man in Space” 1955) 

 

Image 11 - Wernher von Braun explaining the parts of a rocket model in the episode Man in Space 

 

The association to a real scientist at the symbolic level of the character’s constitution has significant 

consequences for the image of science conveyed in the series through its characters. The implications 

become clear if Dr. Possible is contrasted to his scientist counterpart, Dr. Drakken: 

 

Table 36 – Character’s comparison 

 Image 
  

Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) Source: (“Naked Genius” 2002) 

Ch
ar

ac
te

rs
 a

s 
fic

tio
na

l e
nt

ity
 

Character’s 
name Dr. James Timothy Possible Drew Theodore P. Lipsky/ 

Dr. Drakken 

Physical 
appearance 

Good posture, normal weight and height 
No distinctive features 

Wears different, but ordinary clothes 

Hunchbacked 
Blue skin, scar 

Always wears a villain uniform 

Verbal 
expression 

Speaks formally, has a wide vocabulary, makes an 
appropriate use of scientific language, is polite to others, 

and has good manners 

Makes grammar mistakes, uses scientific terms 
without exactly knowing what they mean, and is 

impolite and rude to others 

Sociality 

Personal relationships: 
Has a love partner and children. 

Good relationships with family members and friends 
Professional relationships: 

Collegial and cooperative 

Personal relationships: 
No romantic partner or friends. 

Good relationship with his mother and cousin 
Professional relationships: 

With other scientists: competitive 
With sidekick: cooperative, but problematic 

Personality Modest, good tempered, easygoing, self-critical, mature Arrogant, irritable, grumpy, self-centered, immature 

Cognitions Intelligent 
Intelligent, but lacks daily knowledge and common 

sense 

Values Ethical, righteous Unethical, lies, cheats and participates in illicit activities 

Motivations Enjoys his work Revenge 

Biography 
University graduate 

Has a job as researcher in the Space Center 
Dropped out of college 

Works as an amateur scientist 

Workplace Laboratory in an academic institution Laboratory is simultaneously the character’s lair 

Scientific work 
Works in a team 

Beneficial for society 
Works alone 

Prejudicial for society 

Ch
ar

ac
te

r a
s 

ar
tif

ac
t Character type Secondary character Secondary character 

Narrative 
role 

Helper Villain 
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The series Kim Possible portrays two kinds of scientists in a plot relevant role, and with it, two kinds of 

science. On a first level of analysis, it is clear, that through these characters, the series contrasts good 

science vs. bad science, that is, science at the service of society and science that is used against 

society. This is expressed in the narrative roles that the characters fulfill as villain and helper, 

respectively. However, there is another important and latent message at the symbolic level: through 

Dr. Drakken and Dr. Possible, the series contrasts stereotypical vs. counter-stereotypical features of 

scientists, providing moments of reflexivity (second order observation) to the viewers549. The numerous 

explicit references to the mad scientist stereotype and to the narrative conventions of cartoons 

illustrate this at best (See 7.1.3.3). The cartoon series Kim Possible reproduces, on the one hand, the 

stereotype of the mad scientist (including its typical characterization devices such as isolated lair, 

world domination ambition, etc550.) and contributes to the repertoire of pattern representations required 

to recognize and understand references to the mad scientist archetype in popular culture. On the other 

hand, through the character of Dr. Possible, it offers a diversified and, to some extent, balancing 

image of science. If the characteristics of these two characters are observed in detail, one more 

interpretation aspect can be observed. The references to Frankenstein and Wernher von Braun, mark, 

at the symbolic level, a difference between fictional and real science; a disparity that Dr. Drakken and 

Dr. Possible embody. As mentioned in 7.1.3.1, Dr. Drakken’s intelligence, expertise and motives are 

constantly questioned, and with it, his role as researcher, suggesting that he is not a real scientist. The 

character’s association to other fictional scientists emphasizes this aspect. Thus, and as a 

consequence of the contrasting depiction of Dr. Drakken and Dr. Possible, it is suggested that there 

are other kinds of scientists: “real” scientists, which conduct “real” science. In this context, this science 

is beneficial, regulated and open to society, certainly an undoubtedly positive representation of 

science in society. 

 

Science plays an important role in the series Kim Possible. This is not only patent in the number of 

scientist characters depicted in the series, but also in the relevant function science has in the 

narrative. For example, in the last two episodes of the series Dr. Chen, Dr. Ramesh, Dr. Possible 

(scientist characters) and the engineer Slim Possible observe an anomaly in the golf court where they 

are playing (science is depicted as constantly observing reality and finding a first sign of what later 

becomes a threat). In another scene, Dr. Chen discovers something irregular in the observatory 

(detects the threat) and tries to inform Dr. Possible, but fails. After alien creatures aiming to conquer 
                                                        

549 Stereotypes, particularly gender stereotypes, are a recurrent topic in the series. The episode Grudge Match discusses, 
through the character of Dr. Vivian F. Porter and Dr. Fen, gender stereotypes in the context of scientific practice. 
550 See 145:1, 141:19, 142:21, 146:16 
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References 

Real scientists: 
Wernher von Braun 
Other media texts: 

Factual program Man in Space 

Fictional scientists: 
Victor Frankenstein 

Rotwang, the inventor 
Other fictional characters: 

Frankenstein’s monster 
Other media texts: 

Film Frankenstein (1931) 
Film Metropolis (1927) 
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the earth kidnap Kim Possible and damage her school, Slim Possible and Dr. Possible’s sons 

(technical wizards) improvise an energy generator to safeguard the students (mitigate the effects of 

the threat). Later in the episode, Dr. Possible’s and Dr. Drakken’s inventions—a rocket and a chemical 

substance, respectively—help defeat the alien creatures. Even Dr. Drakken’s invention, which was 

initially developed to take control of the world, has a positive outcome and helps to save the earth. 

 

 

7.2 The portrayal of science 
 

The following subchapter focuses on the overall depiction of science in the analyzed and viewed 

episodes of the series. It takes the analysis of the characters’ contexts as a starting point and 

observes them transversally to identify general recurrent characteristics of science across characters 

and series. As explained in detail in chapter 6, the analysis took into account the fictional, formal and 

symbolic context of scientists, that is, the story, its visual and acoustic representation and, grounding 

on these two aspects, the explicit and implicit meanings conveyed through the episodes. Taking these 

three levels of analysis into consideration, this part describes recurrent forms of depicting scientific 

work, disciplines, products and workplaces. 

 

 

7.2.1 Scientific disciplines 

“Wir versuchen es mal mit richtiger Medizin” 
“Now let’s try some real medicine” 

Dr. Towel Scott 551 
 

Explicit references to specific disciplines, such as the previous quote from Dr. Towel Scott, are rare in 

the series. However, references to scientific disciplines can be inferred from the kind of scientific work 

that the analyzed characters conduct, from their objects of study or their research products. For 

example, Diane Forster studies plants (specifically the Immobilis Tempus), thus alluding to botany; Dr. 

Possible builds and tests rockets, representing aerospace engineering; Prof. Moshimo, develops 

robots and occasionally clones, representing robotics and genetic engineering; and Dr. Kamikazi, 

creates clones, representing genetic engineering. The rest of the characters in the sample are not 

associated to a concrete discipline, but to many of them instead. Dexter, Mandark, Dr. Schrott, Susan 

and Mary Test, Dr. Drakken, Prof. Zweistein, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Prof. Q, Professor Professor, Doctor 

Doctor and Prof. Boxleitner/Dr. Two-Brains are depicted as multidisciplinary, “all-around” scientists. 

Through the series episodes, they are associated to a number of research fields and disciplines, 

among them, astronomy, physics, mathematics, chemistry, engineering, etc. This is also the case of 

Dr. Towel Scott, who, in addition to being characterized as a medical doctor, also develops a rocket 

(aerospace engineering), a plant-based fuel (chemistry), etc. Perhaps the most representative 

example of this mixture of expertise is the visual representation of the knowledge Dee Dee acquires 

                                                        

551 (27:2) 
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during her transformation into a scientist. The signs on Image 12 represent different kinds of 

knowledge and evoke a variety of disciplines: physics (E=Mc2), mathematics (expression xaYc3, as 

well as the pi “π”, square root ”√ “ and infinity signs “∞“), biology (abbreviation DNA) and chemistry 

(molecule sign). 

 

 
Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) 

 

Image 12 Dee Dee turns into a scientist 

 

While the work of most scientists in the sample spreads across several scientific disciplines, Diane 

Forster, Dr. Possible, Dr. Kamikazi and Prof. Moshimo work continuously on the same field. In addition 

to Dr. Possible, the series Kim Possible depicts, four minor characters working within a specific 

discipline: Prof. Ramesh, Dr. Chen (both astronomers), Dr. Vivian Francis Porter and Dr. Fen (both 

robotic experts). The first two not only represent a specific discipline, but also express the boundaries 

of their knowledge and expertise as astronomers. For example, when three robots are about to defeat 

Kim Possible (the heroine of the series), Ron Stoppable (Kim’s sidekick) turns to the scientists in the 

room and asks: 
 
142:7552 
Ron Stoppable: We have a room full of geniuses here. Can't somebody 
come up with something? 
Prof. Chen: Don't look at me. I'm an astronomer. 
Prof. Ramesh: Ditto. 
Ron Stoppable: ...and you? (Looking at Dr. Drakken) 
Dr. Drakken: Let the ladies work this out among themselves. 
Dr. Possible: (Talking through a communication device) Wade! 
Wade: (Answering through a communication device) Dr. Possible? 
Dr. Possible: I need a sonic disturbance. Make it loud. Make it ultra-high 
frequency. 
Wade: Something that could jam a wireless network signal? 
Dr. Possible: Please and thank you. 

 

The scene exemplifies that contrary to Ron’s perception that scientists are geniuses and able to help 

in any situation, scientific knowledge is specialized, and therefore, limited. Only Dr. Possible knows 

how to solve the problem and to whom he should resort. This scene is an exception among the 

analyzed episodes. The majority of the characters in the analysis sample have extensive knowledge 

and a wide range of abilities that allow them to cope with new and unforeseeable situations along the 

series. The characters are associated to a number of disciplines, predominantly to natural sciences553 

                                                        

552 See (“Attack of the Killer Bebes” 2002) 
553 Only in one viewed episode, a character is seen conducting what seems to be ethnological research. See Dexter’s 
Laboratory, episode A Tribe Called Girl. 
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(astronomy, biology, physics, chemistry, etc.) and applied sciences (engineering, medicine, etc.). The 

references to multiple disciplines emerge from other aspects of the analysis, particularly in the 

characters’ workplace and their scientific products. For this reason, they will be described in detail as 

they become relevant in the following subchapters. 

 

 

7.2.2 Scientific work 

 

7.2.2.1 Participants 

 

In the viewed episodes, scientific work is repeatedly depicted as an individual activity. With the 

exception of Diane Forster, Dr. James Possible and Susan and Mary Test, the scientists in the sample 

mostly conduct scientific work alone (See Table 37). While some of the characters, such as Dexter, 

Mandark, Dr. Schrott, Dr. Drakken, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Dr. Kamikazi and Doctor Doctor occasionally 

work with the help of assistants, their working relationship is characterized by being hierarchical, and 

in most cases is (or turns out to be) problematic for the scientist. The only exception to this negative 

portrayal of the scientist-assistant relationship is Prof. Moshimo, who indeed most of the time works 

alone in his laboratory, but sporadically involves Tommy (one of Robotboy’s protagonist) in his 

activities. Their working relationship is collaborative and productive. 

 

The notion that scientific work is an individual activity is conveyed not only by an explicit portrayal of 

scientists doing scientific work unaccompanied, but also by failed attempts to work with a partner or in 

a team. For example, in most of the viewed episodes of Dexter’s Laboratory, Dexter develops his 

projects alone, but in three of them, he attempts to work with another researcher: 

 

a) In Dexter’s Assistant he realizes that he needs help to conduct his 

work in the lab, so he transforms Dee Dee into a scientist;  

b) In Overlabbing, he and Mandark agree to share a laboratory; and  

c) In 2Geniuses 2Gether 4Ever, he and Mandark decide to collaborate. 

 

In all three cases, the attempts to work with another scientist backfire:  

 

a) Dee Dee rebels against Dexter, decides to work on her own and wins the science fair;  

b) Mandark and Dexter spy on each other and eventually destroy each other’s labs; and  

c) Mandark takes advantage of Dexter’s good will and leaves him doing all the work.  

 

Scientific work can be a lonely and difficult activity, but according to the recurrent narrative of this 

series, scientists are better off without company. For Mandark and Dexter, the only useful and 
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beneficial assistance to conduct scientific work, is the one offered by artificial creatures such as robots 

and computers554. 

 

Table 37 - Scientific work 

 

The overall depiction of scientific work as an individual activity can be observed among thirteen 

characters of the sample regardless of the stereotype they represent. As the analysis of the social 

characteristics of the characters showed, this does not mean that scientists always act alone or 

entirely lack social contacts. Allies, such as sidekicks or henchmen, support the scientists in their 

adventures or evil plans, but are not directly involved in scientific activities. Professor Professor works 

for an organization and teams up with two secret agents to protect the world from villains; however, he 

is the only member of the team conducting scientific work. Similarly, Miu Miu assists Prof. Moshimo 

with logistics tasks or protecting the laboratory, but she is not seen doing research or technical work. 

                                                        

554 See 58:26, 59:14, 59:16, 62:25 

 The characters as fictional entity 
The 

character as 
artifact 

The character as symbol 

No. Character 
Social character of Scientific work Narrative 

role Stereotype Recurrent Sporadic Evaluation 

7 
Dr. James Timothy 
Possible 

In a team -- -- Helper Counter-stereotypical features 

2 Mandark Individual With a partner Problematic Villain Evil mad scientist 

3 Dr. Schrott Individual With an assistant Problematic Villain Evil mad scientist 

8 
Drew Theodore P. 
Lipsky / Dr. Drakken 

Individual --- --- Villain Evil mad scientist 

11 
Dr. Heinz 
Doofenshmirtz 

Individual With an assistant Problematic Villain Evil mad scientist 

13 Dr. Kamikazi Individual With an assistant Problematic Villain Evil mad scientist 

16 Doctor Doctor Individual With an assistant Problematic Villain Evil mad scientist 

1 Dexter Individual 
With an assistant/ 
partner 

Problematic Antihero Mad scientist against his will 

17 Dr. Two-Brains Individual --- --- Villain Mad scientist against his will 

9 Diane Forster 
Individual  
/ with a partner 

--- --- Helper Old maid, noble scientist 

4 Dr. Towel Scott Individual -- -- Helper Scientist as father or mentor 

10 Prof. Zweistein Individual --- --- Helper Scientist as father or mentor 

12 Professor Moshimo Individual With an assistant Productive Helper Scientist as father or mentor 

14 Professor Q Individual --- --- Helper Scientist as father or mentor 

15 Professor Professor Individual --- --- Helper Scientist as father or mentor 

5 Susan Test With a partner -- -- Helper  
Young and inexperienced 
scientist 

6 Mary Test With a partner -- -- Helper 
Young and inexperienced 
scientist 

17 
Professor Steven 
Boxleitner 

Individual --- --- Helper 
Young and inexperienced 
scientist 
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Among the minor and background characters depicted in the episodes of the corpus, there are few 

references to scientific work. However, in those limited scenes, the portrayal is similar: scientists work 

mostly alone, and occasionally, with an assistant. Teams of scientists are only recurrent among 

background characters (See Table 16 and Table 17). 

 

Four characters of the analysis sample work with at least a partner in a horizontal and cooperative 

relationship: the twins Susan and Mary Test, Diane Forster and Dr. Possible. Susan and Mary Test 

share a laboratory and have a harmonious working relationship, which nevertheless derives from the 

fact that these two characters are practically identical in terms of personality and intelligence, 

reinforcing latently the idea that scientists can only work with persons or creatures (e.g. clones or 

robots) who think and act like them. Unlike Susan and Mary Test, Diane Forster and her nephew 

Hektor are quite different from each other. In spite of their age, personality and skills differences, when 

they collaborate and conduct scientific work together, they complement each other perfectly:  

 
32:14555 
Hektor: Moment mal! Wenn wir die Windrichtung feststellen können... 
Diane Forster:... und auch die Windgeschwindigkeit... 
Hektor: ...dann wissen wir wo die Samen hergekommen sind. Tante Diane, 
ich baue sofort ein Anemometer!556 
 

On his part, Dr. Possible collaborates with two robotic experts (Dr. Fen and Dr. Vivian F. Porter) and is 

the only main character in the sample that works in an institutional context. Dr. Ramesh and Dr. Chen, 

minor characters in the same series, also work for an institution: the observatory. Through this 

configuration of characters, the series outlines an academic community, which is not only 

multidisciplinary, but also collegial and multicultural. This is contrasted to Dr. Drakken’s scientific work, 

which, as we have seen previously, is conducted in isolation, secrecy and outside an institutional or 

organizational framework. 

 

It is important to note that some series portray characters, which are not characterized as scientists, 

but fulfill a similar role both at the level of the fictional story and the level of the narrative structure. 

Smart, skilled and industrious, they provide the protagonists with useful technological products. These 

characters (mostly secondary characters) and their inventions seem to remain in the background, but 

are key to the solution of the plot. Wade (an ally of Kim Possible) and Hektor (Diane Forster’s nephew) 

are two examples of these characters557. Wade is a computer genius, who (like Q in the James Bond 

films) provides Kim with tools and weapons for her missions. In Marsupilami, Hektor develops devices 

to facilitate his aunt’s work and make the life in Palombia more comfortable. These characters are 

inventors or “technical wizards” that serve to counter the negative image of technology – and by 

association, science- conveyed by villainous scientists and their inventions. In their hands, technology 

                                                        

555 See (“Something Fishy” 2009) 
556 Hector: But… wait a second! If we can calculate the wind’s trajectory...  Diane Forster: as well as its velocity… Hector: 
…we’ll know where the seeds came from. Aunt Diane, I’m going to build an Anemometer! 
557 Phineas, Ferb, Jim and Tim Possible (from the series Phineas and Ferb and Kim Possible) are further examples of these 
characters. 
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is, almost without exception, useful and beneficial. These characters, however, also appear as villains 

in the series. Bling-Bling Boy (Johnny Test), Theodore “Tobey” MacCallister III (WordGirl) and Björn 

Bjornson (Robotboy) are gifted children, who employ their knowledge and abilities for bad purposes. 

As their benevolent version, these villain geniuses develop a number of technological artifacts along 

the episodes, but are not characterized as scientists or researchers. Through the benevolent and evil 

inventors, the series depict the development of technology as an activity, which is not restricted to 

scientists with a formal academic education. According to this depiction, the development of 

technology can in principle, be conducted by anyone, even children, as long as they have an 

exceptional intelligence. 

 

7.2.2.2 Workplaces 

 

As seen in subchapter 7.1, the spaces in which scientific work takes place constitute essential 

elements of characterization to identify stereotypical features of scientists. Across the series, there are 

general and recurrent features of those spaces, which emerge regardless of a character’s 

stereotypical representation. The most evident feature is that scientific work takes place, almost 

without exception, in a laboratory (See Table 38). Only one character (Diane Forster) conducts, 

predominantly fieldwork in the jungle additionally to her work in the lab. The laboratory can be located 

in domestic, public or corporate contexts; it can be a hideout, a home or a doctor’s office at the same 

time, but it remains the main space, in which science and technology origin. 

 

Table 38 - Overview of the workplaces 

 

 Fictional context (the story) Formal context Symbolic 
context 

No. Character 
Workplace 

Workplace depiction558 Connotations 
and references Type Location Characteristic 

1 Dexter Lab Home Secret 

The lab is depicted as a space of huge 
proportions, located in the underground. The 
access is regulated by security mechanisms. 
The décor consists on machines and electronic 
devices. The lab is dominated by blue tones. 

Hi-technology 

2 Mandark Lab Home Secret 

Invention and furniture have organic forms559. 
The lab is contrasted to Dexter’s through the 
contraposition of geometrical and organic lines. 
The color palette gathers dark colors, mainly red 
and black. 

Organic forms 
resemble 
carnivorous 
plants 

3 Dr. Schrott Lab 
Home 
(garage) 

Public 

Lab is located in a deteriorated house in a 
suburban neighborhood. The house is built of 
metal and surrounded by an unattended and 
dying garden (gray and brown tones). A handle 
similar to that of a safe vault regulates the 
access through the main door. 

House entrance 
evokes a 
human skull 

4 Dr. Towel Scott Lab Home Public Modern construction with interiors in light cool Modern 

                                                        

558 See Table 20 for images of the laboratories. 
559 This description refers to Mandark’s second laboratory. 
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colors (white, blue, etc.), which contrasts to the 
medicine man‘s workplace. 

medicine and 
science 

5 Susan Test Lab Home Public* The laboratory seems to have an enormous 
size. Devices and substances used as décor 
denote a high-tech laboratory. 

--- 
6 Mary Test Lab Home Public* 

7 
Dr. James 
Timothy Possible 

Lab Institution 
Public space 
Secret projects 

Despite its restricted access and numerous 
security mechanisms, the workplace seems an 
open space. The building is white, has many 
windows and natural light. It is depicted in light 
colors (mostly white, gray and blue) and 
contrasted to Dr. Drakken’s. 

--- 

8 
Drew Theodore P.  
Lipsky / Dr. 
Drakken 

Lab Hideout Secret 
Closed space, mostly depicted in dark colors, 
located in an isolated and high place. 

Frankenstein’s 
laboratory 

9 Diane Forster 
Field, 
lab 

Jungle Public 
Open, accessible and ecological place (e.g. 
powered by solar cells). Lab is surrounded by a 
vegetable garden. Colorful surroundings. 

--- 

10 Prof. Zweistein Lab Home Public Situated in a suburban neighborhood.  

11 
Dr. Heinz 
Doofenshmirtz 

Lab Corporation 

Workplace is 
public 
knowledge, 
projects are 
secret 

Located in the penthouse of a high building 
property of EVIL Inc. Dark interiors combined 
with bright purple and green colors. In spite of 
being in the city, the building seems to be an 
isolated place.560 

--- 

12 
Professor 
Moshimo 

Lab Home Secret 

Located in a desert island in a mountain covered 
with snow. Décor consists mainly of house 
furniture, and the dominant colors are white and 
blue. The music connotes a peaceful and 
relaxing atmosphere.  

Ice. 
Frankenstein’s 
laboratory 

13 Dr. Kamikazi Lab Hideout Secret 

Situated in a desert island called Kaziland, 
inside a volcano. Closed space with dark 
interiors. The lab is contrasted to Prof. 
Moshimo’s through the color palette and the 
associations between Ice/Fire and the 
imperturbable/volatile character of the two 
scientists.  

Fire. Volcano 
resembles a 
threatening 
character. 
Frankenstein’s 
laboratory 

14 Professor Q Lab Home Public 
The lab is located in a city neighborhood. The 
house and the laboratory are depicted in bright 
colors.  

--- 

15 
Professor 
Professor 

Lab Organization Secret 

This workplace is situated in the Headquarters 
of the U.Z.Z. organization, a high tower in an 
urban context. The space is unlit but has colorful 
accents. 

--- 

16 Doctor Doctor Lab Hideout Secret 

Underground location, or an abandoned storage 
place. Décor consists on devices and machines. 
Furniture, vehicles and architectural elements 
look like spiders or spider webs. 

Spiders 

17 
Dr. Two-Brains 

Storage 
space Hideout Secret 

Abandoned building in decay. Interiors are 
depicted in greyish-brown tones. Décor is 
austere. 

--- 

Professor Steven 
Boxleitner 

Lab 
Public 
building 

Public 
Open space, with unrestricted access. Small lab, 
with colorful décor. 

--- 

 

The emblematic character of the laboratory emanates not only from its recurrence in the series. Just 

as the lab coat, the laboratory also has a symbolic character, particularly in Dexter’s Laboratory. As 

the following dialogue fragment illustrates, a laboratory is essential for scientific work: 

                                                        

560 Other hideouts from Dr. Doofenshmirtz are located in abandoned places (e.g. the Doofenshmirtz Abandoned Theater and 
the Doofenshmirtz Abandoned Self Storage) 
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57:10561 
Dee Dee: Dexter Dexter 
Dexter: What is it Dee Dee? 
Dee Dee: I heard Mandark challenged you to science fair. What are you 
gonna do? I just... 
Dexter: Uohh, uohh, sis. I ain't worried. Are you kidding? Mandark won't have 
anything ready for by the end of the week. He doesn't have a laboratory, 
remember? 

 

Although Mandark is Dexter’s archenemy, Dexter is unconcerned, because he is convinced that 

without a laboratory, Mandark will not be able to develop a prototype for the science fair. This is 

confirmed in the next scene562, where Mandark, alone and in the ruins of his old lab, has no other 

alternative, than to resort to pseudo-science: he consults a book called “The Magic of Science”, 

attends the science fair dressed as a magician and makes an inter-dimensional monster appear with 

an enchantment. This example illustrates, what seems to be a recurrent message at the explicit and 

latent level of the series in the corpus: that there is no science without a lab, and there is no scientist 

without a lab coat563. 

 

The symbolic connection between the laboratory and science is also patent in the series George of the 

Jungle. There, Dr. Towel Scott’s laboratory and medical office serves to differentiate science from 

other spheres of social life and to distinguish and mark the boundaries between scientific and 

traditional knowledge. Through the characters of the medicine man564 and Dr. Towel Scott, as well as 

their respective workplaces, scientific and traditional knowledge are depicted as irreconcilable, 

contesting forms of observing and interpreting reality: 

 
27:5565 
Medizinmann: Hey! Was machst du denn da? Hier geht es darum böse 
Geister aufzustöbern. 
Dr. Towel Scott: Prrrrr. Medizinmänner, hi hi hi. Es gibt vieles aber keine 
bösen Geister. 
Medizinmann: Achso, ja. Und was soll das werden? 
Dr. Towel Scott: Ich höre seinen Herzschlag ab. 
Medizinmann: Ha! Wissenschaftler, es gibt vieles aber keinen Herzschlag. 

 

Embodied by the medicine man and Dr. Towel Scott, scientific and traditional knowledge seem to 

somehow complement each other (See Image 13), after all, these two characters share a working 

space, are colleagues, neighbors and friends (See Image 14). For the other characters of the series, 

both kinds of knowledge are appreciated and valid. They resort to “the experts”, the medicine man and 

Dr. Towel Scott, whenever they have a problem or a question, even if they both fail spectacularly to 

                                                        

561 See (“Mandarker” 1996) 
562 See 57:5 
563 See also 7.1.2 
564 In the English version of the series, this character is called witchdoctor and in the German version, medicine man. In the 
episode For the Love of Sloth (Ein fauler Freund), George calls him Dr. Voodoo. 
565 See (“For the Love of Sloth” 2007). In the English version of the series: Witch doctor: Hey, get your own office. I’m poking 
for evil spirits here. Dr. Towel Scott: Mmmhm, witchdoctors! There is not such thing as “evil spirits”. Witch doctor: Oh, yeah? 
What are you doing? Dr. Towel Scott: I’m listening to his heartbeat. Witch doctor: Ha! Scientists! There is not such thing as a 
“heartbeat”. 
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find an appropriate solution or a right answer. At the symbolic level, these two kinds of knowledge are 

represented as two sides of the same coin: they have different approaches to reality, which are 

equally valuable to other characters, but equally useless to solve their problems. This symmetrical and 

non-hierarchical characterization of both kinds of knowledge is at best expressed in the characters’ 

workplace (See Image 15). 

 

 
Source: (“For the Love of Sloth” 2007) 

 

Image 13 - Dr. Towel Scott and the medicine man after an explosion (scientific and traditional knowledge 
depicted as an uneasy marriage) 

 
Source: (“For the Love of Sloth” 2007) 

 

Image 14 - Workplaces of Dr. Towel Scott (left) and the medicine man (right) (outside view) 

  
Source: (“For the Love of Sloth” 2007) Source: (“Don’t Thank Me” 2007) 

 

Image 15 - Workplaces of Dr. Towel Scott (left) and the medicine man (right) (inside view) 

 

Another recurrent feature of the laboratories in the sample is that they are closed or semi-closed 

spaces, in which the access and/or exit is restricted to some extent. As mentioned previously, secret 

and isolated workplaces are typical among evil mad scientists and mad scientists against their will. 

Security mechanisms and restricted access are indispensable, since these laboratories are also the 

hideouts of these villain researchers. Dr. Drakken’s description of his lair exemplifies the inaccessibility 

of these places at best: 
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147:4566 
Dr. Drakken: This impenetrable mountain fortress is the one place we'll be 
safe to plan our next move against Kim Possible. The perimeter is fortified 
with nitro-phased pulse cannons and any movement will be detected by these 
thermal motion detectors! Nobody gets in here without my say-so. 

 

Working in secrecy is not an exclusive feature of villain scientists (Professor Professor and Prof. 

Moshimo also have secret labs and Dr. Possible works on a secret project). However, even 

benevolent researchers, such as paternal or young and inexperienced scientists, who do not work in 

secrecy, tend to work in semi-closed spaces with restricted access. The lab’s existence might be 

public knowledge, and other characters might come in and out of the lab, but still, at the latent (mostly 

visual) level, these spaces are not completely open567. A recurrent symbolic element on this regard is 

the laboratory door. As Image 16 shows, several of these doors are opaque metal doors, disguised or 

reinforced with metal stripes. Surrounded by warning messages (black-yellow stripes appear in most 

of the laboratories568), the access to the lab can also be regulated by security mechanisms. The door 

constitutes an ambiguous symbol; it remains unclear if its purpose is to dissuade outsiders of entering 

the lab, or to keep scientific products in a closed and controlled environment. In any case, the lab door 

constitutes an obstacle between the world inside and outside the lab, suggesting that in those cases 

science is not entirely open to the outside, i.e. to society. Additionally, even if these laboratories are 

located at home, they have particular characteristics that distinguish them or separate them from other 

spaces in the house. Susan and Mary Test’s lab is located in the attic, and Dr. Schrott’s in the garage. 

Prof. Q’s is located in a room inside the house, but the lab door is notably different to the other doors. 

In these contexts, science is integrated into society, but through the laboratories it is still depicted as a 

different, to some extent singular, space. The only characters, whose labs are open to the public, are 

Prof. Boxleitner, Diane Forster and Dr. Towel Scott. 

 

Laboratory entrance 

   
Source: (“Johnny and the House of Horrors” 2005) Source: (“Double Pat” 2004) Source: (“Franken-Bleech” 2009) 

Susan and Mary Test Prof. Zweistein Dr. Schrott 

                                                        

566 See (“Mother’s Day” 2002) 
567 The latent notion of inaccessibility can contradict explicit references of accessibility. For example, the existence of Susan 
and Mary’s laboratory is public knowledge, however, a sign at the door reads “secret lab”. 
568 See for example, 54:3, 55:6, 100:9, 108:1, 32:12, 8:9. 
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Source: (“Unfair Science Fair” 2009) Source: (“Der AllZweck-Problem-Neutralisator” 2006) Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) 

Young Dr. Doofenshmirtz Prof. Q Dr. Possible 
 

Image 16 - The door as a symbolic element 

 

Among the laboratories gathered in the sample, recurrent symbols of scientific work were identified, 

mainly lab equipment (e.g. microscopes, Bunsen burners), lab glassware (e.g. test tubes, flasks, 

beakers, etc.) and mechanical and/or electronic devices (e.g. computer, screens, etc.)569. Frequently, 

they appear surrounded by symbols of scientific knowledge, such as books, graphics, diagrams or 

formulas on a blackboard570 (See Image 17). The multidisciplinary background of scientists is also 

expressed through these symbols, which provide many (although sometimes vague) references to 

different scientific disciplines, including aerospace engineering, astronomy, biology, chemistry, 

engineering, mathematics, medicine and physics. Table 39 shows four examples of formulas as 

symbols of scientific knowledge and the specific disciplines they connote. 

 

Image 17 - Symbols of scientific work 

 

Table 39 - Formulas as symbols of scientific knowledge 

  
Source: (“Something Fishy” 2009) Source: (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 

                                                        

569 See for example: 9:16, 10:11, 16:1, 18:3, 32:12, 32:13, 32:18, 43:5, 44:3, 44:4, 46:3, 63:6, 63:7, 64:4, 75:1, 81:2, 93:1, 
127:1, 142:23, 166:1, 109:1, 124:1, 132:2, 151:6, 165:1 
570 See for example: 14:2, 32:13. 76:6, 93:6, 113:1, 133:1, 154:8, 7:1, 53:22, 96:14, 97:8,  

  
Source: (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) Source: (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) 

Electronic devices, laboratory equipment, blackboard with formulas 
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Mathematics: Equations and calculations 

Physics: Em2.(Reference to the mass-energy equivalence E=mc2) 
Mathematics, physics and engineering:  
Construction plan for a particle accelerator 

  
Source: (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) Source: (“Johnny vs. Bling Bling Boy” 2008) 
Astronomy: Drawings of a satellite and a planet 
Chemistry or physics: Drawing of a molecule 
Mathematics: Calculations 

Chemistry or physics: Term “molecular”, drawing of a 
molecule 
Mathematics: Formulas 

 

A good example of the mixture of scientific disciplines associated to the scientists in the sample 

through their workplaces is Prof. Zweistein’s laboratory. The outside view of the building shows first 

references to astronomy (e.g. observatory on Image 1 and 3), to telecommunications (e.g. antenna on 

Images 1 and 3), to engineering (e.g. anemometer on Images 1 and 3), to physics (ornaments in form 

of an atom model at the top of the entrance columns on Images 1 and 2) and to botany (e.g. 

greenhouses on Image 2). In contrast to his neighbors, who have a garage at their houses, Prof. 

Zweistein’s house seems to have a hangar. The size and architectural design of this construction, as 

well as its entrance (marked with a warning sign) suggest that, unlike his neighbors, Prof. Zweistein 

does not have a car, but another, perhaps unconventional, kind of vehicle. Inside the laboratory, a 

further reference to astronomy can be observed: a carpet, with images of a planetary system and a 

star (Images 4, 5 and 6). In addition to this, there are references to biology (entomology boxes on 

Image 5), chemistry (lab equipment and substances containers on Image 4), engineering (e.g. model 

of an aerostatic balloon and a model of da Vinci’s flying machine571 on Image 4, and a blueprint on 

Image 7 and a marble machine on Image 5), physics (Radiation symbols on Image 6) and 

mathematics (e.g. formulas in the blackboard on Image 5). Screenshots 4, 5 and 7 show a number of 

devices, among them a computer and a clone machine (reference to genetic engineering); and Image 

8 shows numerous books symbolizing scientific knowledge. 

 

Table 40 - Symbols of scientific disciplines at the workplace 

   
Source: (“The Gamma Zapper” 2004) 
1 

Source: (“Double Pat” 2004) 
2 

                                                        

571 See also the image of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man hanging in the wall (Image 2). 
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Astronomy: observatory 
Telecommunications: antenna 
Engineering: anemometer, weather vane 

Botany: greenhouses 
Physics: column ornament similar to an atom model 

  
Source: (“Double Pat” 2004) 
3 

Source: (“The Gamma Zapper” 2004) 
4 

Astronomy: observatory 
Telecommunications: antenna 
Engineering: anemometer 

Chemistry: lab glassware 
Engineering: aerostatic balloon, model of da Vinci’s flying 
machine. 
Astronomy: carpet with images of a planetary system and a star 

  
Source: (“Double Pat” 2004) 
5 

Source: (“The Gamma Zapper” 2004) 
6 

Biology: Entomology boxes 
Engineering: Marbel machine 
Genetic engineering: Clone machine 

Nuclear physics: radiation sign on yellow containers 

  
Source: (“Mosquito Warning” 2004) 
7 

Source: (“The Gamma Zapper” 2004) 
8 

Engineering: blueprint 
Other symbols of technology: computer and devices 

Books as symbols of knowledge 

 

Prof. Zweistein’s laboratory is not an exception among the characters in the sample. Dexter, Mandark, 

Dr. Schrott, Dr. Towel Scott, Susan Test, Mary Test, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Prof. Q, Professor Professor 

and Prof. Steven Boxleitner are depicted in similar spaces. Other characters, such as Dr. Drakken, 

Doctor and Dr. Two-Brains, are associated with multiple scientific disciplines through their activities 

and products. The following subchapters focus on these two aspects. 
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7.2.2.3 Activities 

 

With few exceptions572, the series episodes in the sample do not devote much attention to scientific 

work on screen. Scientists and scientific products are relevant to the plot, but the work behind them is 

generally implied or only described briefly in the dialogues. While Diane Forster’s work, is depicted as 

a process comprising several stages (e.g. observation of a phenomena, developing a research 

question, taking samples, developing a hypothesis, working on a solution for the problem, etc.573), the 

analyzed episodes typically omit the origin of scientific products by showing scientists on scene with 

finished (or ready-to-test) prototypes574, or they imply the development of a scientific product through 

an ellipsis (e.g. in one scene, a scientist has an idea about an invention, and in the next scene he/she 

is seen testing a prototype or applying a finished invention575). Another recurrent narrative strategy, 

characteristic of evil mad scientists, is to have the character steal an invention from another scientist 

or laboratory576. In spite of this, there are sequences, in which researchers are seen doing scientific 

work. There, scientists conduct intellectual (e.g. doing calculations, studying a phenomenon or 

designing an invention) and technical work (e.g. constructing or repairing a device, testing, 

experimenting, or working on the computer, etc.). Recurrent symbols of intellectual work across the 

series are references to blueprints, microscopes, calculations and formulas, both at the visual and 

dialogue level (See Image sequence 13):!
 
32:16577 
Aunt Diane: Also, wenn man die Geschwindigkeit des Propellers 
miteinbezieht, die Masse der Samenkörnchen... Quadratwurzel aus Pi. 
 
103:15578 
Prof. Moshimo: Of course! The acquired mass by the interaction is scalar 
field. 
 
55:3579 
Dexter: This better be important, woman (upset). You are interrupting my very 
delicate calculations. 
 
40:16580 
Prof. Q: Wir brauchen einen Teilchenbeschleuniger, eine Neutronquelle, eine 
Hand voll Uran... fertig. Präg dir meinen präzisen Plan ein, befolge ihn, und 
dieser Punkt gehört praktisch schon uns, Vincent. 

 
 

                                                        

572 See Dexter’s Lab, Johnny Test and Marsupilami 
573 See (“Something Fishy” 2009) See also (32:12, 32:13) 
574 See, for example (82:5). In (“Rollercoaster” 2007) 
575 See, for example, the sequences (9:15) and (9:16). In (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) 
576 See, for example, (147:2). In (“Mother’s Day” 2002) 
577 See (“Something Fishy” 2009) Aunt Diane: Taking the speed of the propeller into account, the mass of the seeds… square 
root of pi. 
578 See (“Robotgirl” 2008) 
579 See (“Deedemensional” 1996) 
580 See (“Genius Company Picnic” 2006) 
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Image sequence 13 - Visual references to intellectual work 

 

Additionally to work activities, in which intellectual skills play an important role, scientists in the series 

are also seen building, repairing or programming all kinds of devices or machines. Regardless of the 

project in question, scientists in the series typically employ hand tools, such as wrenches, 

screwdrivers, hammers, soldering irons, welding torches. Working with the computer, electronic 

devices or chemical substances are also recurrent activities among the researchers in the corpus (See 

Table 41). 

 

Table 41 - Examples of scientists at work 

Scientists working 
with hand tools 

   

Source: (“Overlabbing” 2002) Source: (“Overlabbing” 2002) Source: (“Wem Gehört Rocket?” 2006) 

Dexter Mandark Prof Q 

   

Source: (“Mosquito Warning” 2004) Source: (“Brother” 2005) 

Prof. Zweistein  Prof. Moshimo 

 

 

Source: (“Destination Sun” 2006) 

Professor Professor 

Scientists working 
with electronic 
devices 

   

Source: (“Tick Tick Tick” 2002) Source: (“Grudge Match” 2002) Source: (“Send in the Clones” 2009) 

Dr Drakken Dr. Possible Dr. Schrott 

    
Source: (“Not to Spare Parts” 2006) Source: (“Deedemensional” 1996) Source: (“Dr. Strong Frogg” 2009) Source: 5)(“Robotgirl” 2008) 
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Source: (“Brother” 2005) Source: (“Johnny Test Extreme 

Crime Stopper” 2008) Source: (“Johnny Susan, Susan Johnny” 2011) 

Dr. Kamikazi Susan Test Mary Test 

 

 

Source: (“The Crazy World of Doctor 
Two-Brains” 2006) 
Prof. Boxleitner  

Scientists working 
with chemical 
substances 

   

Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996) Source: (“Palombian Games” 2009) Source: (“Double Pat” 2004) 

Dexter Diane Forster Prof. Zweistein 

   

Source: (“Johnny Test: Party Monster” 2008) Source: (“Johnny Susan, Susan Johnny” 2011) Source: (“For the Love of Sloth” 2007) 

Mary Test Susan Test Dr. Towel Scott 

 

In Dexter’s Laboratory, hand tools are more than just characterization objects; they acquire a symbolic 

dimension in the context of the series. First, regardless of the project, Dexter and Mandark are 

constantly depicted using a wrench while working in their prototypes, associating this tool to science in 

practice. This is reinforced in the episode A Boy Named Sue, in which Mandark narrates how he met 

Dexter, but most importantly, how he discovered science and decided to become an evil scientist. As a 

baby, Mandark has a first and ephemeral encounter with science, symbolized by a small metal box 

with a light bulb on the top (See Image 18 and dialogue 61:5) Years later, he gets in contact with 

science and technology for a second time. This event is marked by a moment, in which he is 

unexpectedly hit by a wrench (!) in the head. Dexter, who was working on a machine, carelessly threw 

away the wrench hitting Mandark (See Image 19). After his first encounter with Dexter, Mandark 

decides to embrace his vocation as scientist: he takes a wrench in his hand and begins building a 

small device, similar to the one he saw as a baby (See Image 20 and dialogue 61:24). These scenes 

illustrate that the wrench and the metal box acquire a symbolic character: Through the metal box, 

science is associated to technology, and through the wrench, scientific work is associated to technical 
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work. As Image 21 shows, the science Mandark came into contact with in his infancy is not the same 

that he begins to conduct: the mechanical box that he builds hidden in his room, is black, which 

additionally to Mandark’s narration, constitutes a clear association to evil science. 

 

61:5581 
Mandark: Suddenly, it seemed to have appeared out of nowhere: it's icy cool 
mechanical casing; its complex compositive twisted circuitry; its tangled level 
of expertly engineering cybernetics.  This object: with its calculated methodical 
designed exactness. This object was a revelation; it was a part of me. It was... 
it was... (Background music: wonder) SCIENCE! 

 

61:24582 
Mandark: I knew what must be done! I was going to build the biggest, most 
outstanding, most incredibly evil scientific laboratory ever! ...putting anything 
that insignificant Dexter has ever made to shade! 

 

    
Source (18-21): (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 

Image 18 Image 19 Image 20 Image 21 
 

Symbolic representation of science (good science vs. bad science) and scientific work 

 

Although scientists are predominantly depicted working in their laboratories, occasionally, they appear 

on screen engaging in scientific and science communication activities: Dexter, Mandark, Dr. 

Doofenshmirtz, Susan and Mary Test show their prototypes to classmates, colleagues and/or parents 

at science fairs; Diane Forster presents her research to fellow researchers at a conference; Prof. 

Zweistein communicates his developments to the general public through a press conference; Dr. 

Towel Scott explains to George the evolution of species; Prof. Kamikazi and Professor Professor 

present their inventions and discoveries to their (non-scientist) colleagues; Dr. Possible organizes 

science popularization activities for children; and Dr. Vivian F. Porter publishes her work on scholarly 

journals. The publics implied in those activities are scientific, specialized and general publics. While 

five characters in the sample fulfill a mentor role, teaching in a formal context is almost completely 

absent from the scientists’ activities: only one minor character is depicted in a teacher role: Prof. 

Slopsink. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        

581 See (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 
582 See (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 
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7.2.3 Scientific products 

 

The scientists in the corpus have extensive knowledge and a variety of skills that allow them to study 

diverse phenomena and develop numerous products, from innovative substances or high-tech 

devices, to artificial life. These features, attributed to the scientists as fictional beings, are essential for 

the formal structure of the series. They provide the grounds for plausible and productive characters 

and spaces, which are necessary to give continuity to the series. In other words, these characters 

provide continuous variations along the episodes within the stable structure of the series. As a 

consequence, the series depict science as a productive and fruitful field, in which new suitable 

inventions appear rapidly, from one scene or episode to the other. Among the characters in the 

sample, only Diane Forster and Dr. Possible are involved in a long-term project. 

 

Despite the potential diversity of products derived from the characters broad expertise and skills, 

scientific products are predominantly depicted as technological developments (See blue marked 

products in Annex G Scientific products). Only in few cases, the series portray a scientific discovery or 

knowledge as a result of scientific work (See green marked products). Diane Forster’s research 

produces knowledge about the Immobilis Tempus, and when she and her nephew find a mutant flower 

in the forest, her expertise allows her to understand the origins and the consequences of a 

phenomenon. In the series Marsupilami, scientific work not only is integrated into several individual 

episodes, but is also represented both as technology development and as knowledge production. As 

mentioned in the last subchapter, this duality is embodied by two main characters of the series, Hektor 

and Diane Forster (See 7.1.6.1). In general, science is depicted as applied science; basic science and 

the production of scientific knowledge are practically absent among the episodes in the corpus. 

 

7.2.4 Private vs. public science 

 

A recurrent topic, both at the explicit and the latent context of the series is a tension between the 

private and the public character of the scientific products. Marsupilami is one of the series that 

repeatedly raises this subject along the episodes through the characters of Diane Forster and Felizia 

Absahn (See Table 42). The latter is Forster’s counterpart: an unscrupulous businesswoman, who 

employs scientific research to obtain economic profit without considering the effects of her company’s 

scientific and technological products on the environment and society. For example, Felizia does not 

mind excessively exploiting natural resources and polluting the jungle in order to keep her tire factory 

functioning583. She seeks to urbanize the jungle at all cost, even if this means deceiving and taking 

advantage of the indigenous communities living in Palombia584. Additionally, Felizia has no ethical 

concerns regarding experimenting with animals585 and wants to own patents on all living beings586 in 

                                                        

583 See (“Fort Marsupilami” 2009) 
584 See (“Grotox” 2009) 
585 See (“Grotox” 2009) (35:8) 
586 See (“Jailhouse Jungle” 2009) 
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the jungle. The following dialogue illustrates how the economic logic influencing the scientific 

production in the Absahn Company pressures the scientists to focus their work on applied science, 

particularly on profitable (although superfluous) products: 

 
32:18587 
Felizia Absahn: Jetzt hören sie mir mal zu, und zwar gut. Ich habe keine 
Verwendung für ihre eckigen Blumen oder diese Blumen mit selbst 
mitwachsender Vase. 
Scientist: Aber... aber... aber... 
Felizia Absahn: Was ich für meine Luxushotels will, sind geruchlose 
antiallergische pollenfreie Blumen, die nie verwelken. Wenn ich etwas nicht 
mag, dann werfe ich es weg. (Felizia throws mutant seeds outside the 
window) 
Scientist: Nein! Werfen Sie die Samen nicht nach draußen! 
Felizia Absahn: Und was ihren Dekorations- und Verpackungsunsinn angeht, 
den brauche ich schon gar nicht. Mmmh. Wirf diesen Clown raus! 
Scientist: Auuh. 
Felizia Absahn: Und ihr, ihr sogenannten Wissenschaftler, arbeitet weiter an 
geruchlosen Camembert-Käse. Und ich will auch das an dem öden 
Nachgeschmack, der das Zahnfleisch reizt was gemacht wird. Ich habe an 
überaus kritische Kunden zu denken. 
Olli: Geht an die Arbeit, Leute. 

 

The scientists working for Felizia Absahn fulfill an ambiguous role. As the previous dialogue shows, 

they try to keep their developments under controlled conditions and avoid damages to the 

environment. However, employed and intimidated by their boss, they give in to her demands. The 

series portrays that the main problematic issue for these scientists is that they have no autonomy and 

no control over the application of their developments. They work in a hierarchical, almost authoritarian 

work structure, in which the main goal is to develop lucrative products. In the formal and symbolic 

context of the series, science conducted in a private and industrial context has a negative connotation. 

On the one hand, the villain of the series instruments science to achieve her ambitions of wealth and 

ownership of the jungle. On the other hand, this negative association also emerges among benevolent 

characters: when a fellow researcher of Diane Forster suggests that the Immobilis Tempus should be 

modified genetically and produced industrially so it can be used to produce a green fuel (i.e. for a good 

purpose), Diane calls her “polluter, industrial lackey”588. At the symbolic structure of the series, science 

produced in commercial contexts is associated, due to an attributed excessive influence of economic 

criteria, to “bad” science. This science is, according to the series, not disinterested and it does not 

seek to benefit society, but to provide superfluous goods for consumers. In contrast to this depiction, 

Diane Forster’s work, which is conducted autonomously and responsibly (i.e. without economic 

pressures and preserving the environment, respecting the life of animals and human beings) acquires 

a positive connotation and is characterized as “good” science. 

                                                        

587 See (“Something Fishy” 2009) Felizia Devort: Listen to me very carefully. I couldn’t care less about either your cubical 
flowers or those flowers with self-integrated vases. Scientist: But… but… but… Felizia Devort: What I want for my luxury hotels 
are odorless hypoallergenic pollen-free flowers that never wilt. When I don’t like something, I dump it. Scientist: No! Don’t throw 
the seeds outside! Felizia Devort: As for your interior decorating and packaging, I couldn’t care less. Get rid of this clown. 
Scientists: Auuh. Felizia Devort: And you, you so called scientists, get back to work on that odorless Camembert cheese! I 
want that awful aftertaste that irritates the gums taken care of. I have a deserving clientele to worry about. Olli: Back to work 
everyone. 
588 In the German version: “Umweltzerstörerin, Industriellenlakai”. See 36:21 
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Table 42 - Character’s comparison  

 

The negative connotation of science generated in private and/or commercial contexts, not only 

emerges in the series Marsupilami. In other series of the corpus, the private character of scientific 

products is often, but in a subtle manner, linked to villain scientists (See Table 43). For example, 

Mandark, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, Dr. Kamikazi and Doctor Doctor’s inventions are labeled with logotypes, 

which clearly establish a direct relationship to an individual character. Mandark and Dr. Kamikazi use 

their initials (M and K respectively) to label their products, Dr. Doofenshmirtz, the name of his 

company (Doofenschmirz Evil Incorporated, D.E. Inc.) and Doctor Doctor, the first initial of the 

organization she leads (T.H.E.M.). Felizia Absahn is not a scientist, but as the owner of the Absahn 

Company, she owns the rights of the scientific and technological products developed in her company 

and adds its logo to everything she owns. Possessions are very important for these characters and are 

just one expression of their megalomaniac ambitions: evil mad scientists aim to take over the world 

and Felizia Absahn seeks to build a megalopolis and to own the jungle’s natural resources. In the 

episode Overlabbing, one of Dexter’s vehicles is identified with his initial. Similarly to these characters, 

Dexter places a high value on his possessions, especially on his laboratory, which he finds extremely 

difficult to share with Dee Dee and Mandark. The logo helps to distinguish Dexter’s products from 

 Image 
  

Source: (“Something Fishy” 2009) Source: (“A Plum and a Nitwit” 2009) 

Ch
ar

ac
te

r a
s 

fic
tio

na
l e

nt
ity

 

Character’s name Diane Forster Felizia Absahn (Felizia Devort) 

Sociality 

Personal relationships: 
Sociable and affectionate 

Professional relationships: 
Collegial and cooperative 

Personal relationships: 
Detached from family members 
Professional relationships: 

With other scientists: authoritarian 
With henchmen: authoritarian and problematic 

Personality Modest, kind, protective, mature Arrogant, irritable, rude, self-centered, immature 

Values Ethical, righteous Unethical and unscrupulous 

Motivations Producing knowledge 
Protecting nature 

Building a megalopolis in Palombia 
Increasing her wealth 

Biography Works as botanist Runs her own company 

Workplace Laboratory in the jungle 
Absahn Aktiengesellschaft (Devort enterprises) 

The firm has a research department and a laboratory 

Scientific work Conducted in collaboration with Hektor 
Beneficial for the environment and society 

Conducted by scientists under Felizia’s orders 
Prejudicial for the environment and for society 

Ch
ar

ac
te

r a
s 

ar
tif

ac
t 

Characterization Colorful clothes, working clothes, relaxed aspect Dark clothes, high heels, uptight aspect 

Character type Secondary character Secondary character 

Narrative role Helper Villain 

Ch
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r a
s 

sy
m

bo
l 

Associations Maternal figure “Spoiled child” figure 
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Mandark’s, but it can also be interpreted as a further indicator of the characters’ territorial personality 

(See 7.1.3.2): 
 
62:5589 
Dexter, Mandark: YOU? Get out of my laboratory! 
Dexter: Your laboratory? 
Mandark: Your laboratory? 
Dexter, Mandark: This is MY laboratory! Ahgrrrr. 

 

These personality traits give the logotype its symbolic character. This sign, in combination with the 

character’s personality, ambitions and motivations, underlines the difference between authorship and 

ownership of scientific products. Only one private invention is connected to a benevolent character: 

the flying cookies developed by Professor Professor for the secret organization U.Z.Z. In this case, the 

logo is not directly linked to the scientist and no indications of the character claiming ownership over 

that - or other- developments were found. 

 

Table 43 - Private and commercial research 

Dexter 

  
Source: (“Overlabbing” 2002) 

Mandark 

  
 Source: (“Dexter’s Assistant” 1996)  Source: (“A Boy Named Sue” 2002) 

Dr. Doofenshmirtz 

  
 Source: (“Tree to Get Ready” 2008) Source: (“Unfair Science Fair” 2009) 

Absahn 
Aktiengesellschaft / 
Devort company 

   
Source: (“Jailhouse Jungle” 2009) Source: (“Fort Marsupilami” 2009) 

                                                        

589 See (“Overlabbing” 2002) 
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Dr. Kamikazi 

   
Source: (“War Pieces” 2005) Source: (“Robotgirl” 2008) Source: (“A Tale of Two Evil Geniuses” 2005) 

Doctor Doctor 

 
Source: (“Bad Hair Day” 2006) 

Professor Professor 

 
Source: (“And That’s For Helsinki” 2006) 
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8 Conclusions: science and scientists in 
animated cartoons for children 

 

As described in Chapter 6, a last and important dimension of the interpretation procedure is observing 

the character and its context as a symptomatic of a specific sociocultural context. According to the 

theoretical framework delineated in Chapters 2 and 3, these descriptions of science acquire relevance 

in their recurrence across the analyzed series and other mass media. For this reason, the first three 

subchapters (8.1, 8.2 and 8.3) compare the results of this study to representations of scientists and 

science found in other media and discusses relevant differences and similarities among them. Then 

Subchapter 8.4 goes back to the main interpretative question raised at the beginning of this thesis. 

What do these descriptions of science say about the society in which they emerge and circulate? 

 

8.1 General stereotypical features of scientists 
 

The analysis showed that the characters in the sample present general stereotypical features of 

scientists, among them, wearing a lab coat and/or glasses, speaking with an accent and possessing 

an exceptional intelligence. The lab coat in particular is strongly associated with the identity of 

scientists, constituting not only an explicit element of characterization, but also acquiring a symbolic 

character. The image of scientists in cartoons is in general, similar to those found in other studies on 

science representation in mass media. However, a few, but relevant differences should be mentioned. 

First, while in other media, such as Hollywood films, scientists are predominately middle-aged590, in the 

analyzed series science is not entirely an adult world. While it is true that the majority of the scientists 

in the sample are adults, in several cartoons, children engage in scientific activities, develop 

technology or even fulfill the role of researchers. This variation in the prototypical scientist can be 

attributed to the media genre chosen for the study. Contents addressed to children tend to portray 

young characters and to incorporate themes and life aspects relevant for young viewers591. 

 

The analyzed characters represent a diversified sample in terms of age. However the appearance of 

children or teenagers as scientists does not necessarily depict science as an accessible field to 

everyone. These young scientists are without exception prodigies; characters situated between 

adulthood and childhood. Indirectly, they suggest that science appeals only to those with an 

extraordinary intellect or skills, and that the competences to understand and produce scientific 

knowledge or technology are God-given, and not acquired through a comprehensive learning process. 

Although science is depicted as exciting and productive, it is also portrayed as an elitist activity, 

restricted to children and/or adults with intellectual abilities considerably above the average. This is a 

                                                        

590 See (Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003, 282) 
591 See (Götz 2008, 7) (Krüger 2009, p.427) 
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relevant aspect for the Public Understanding of Science research, because this depiction contradicts 

the main discourse of inclusion and participation promoted by science popularization initiatives. 

 

8.2 Stereotypes of scientists in cartoons 
 

In addition to the individual and general stereotypical characteristics of scientists, three main patterns 

of representation were found through the analysis: a) the mad scientist (i.e. the “evil” mad scientist and 

the mad scientist against his/her will), b) the scientist as father or mentor and c) the young and 

inexperienced scientist. The stereotypes found among the characters in the sample, are similar to 

those found in other media. As in film, literature and fictional contents addressed to children and 

teenagers592, the stereotype of the mad scientist is certainly “alive and kicking” in cartoon series. 

Almost half of the characters in the sample are depicted as mad scientists and in some cases they are 

even associated to specific characters, such as Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde or Frankenstein’s monster. 

References to the Frankenstein’s narrative were also found in cartoons, in which no mad scientist 

character was portrayed593. A particularity of evil mad scientists in animated cartoons is that these 

characters are unfulfilled as villains and/or scientists. Their intelligence and expertise as researchers, 

as well as their villain abilities, are constantly called into question, suggesting that they are not real 

scientists, but also leaving the possibility open for these characters to redeem themselves. 

Additionally, even if they are evil and asocial, these mad scientists have a good relationship to their 

parents and frequently fulfill a comic role in the narrative. The narrative of “the mad scientist against 

his/her will” found in this study has a great similarity to other depictions of scientists, who become mad 

or evil by accident, such as “the helpless scientist” stereotype in literature and “the accidental scientist” 

in film. 

 

This study showed that one of the female characters in the sample embodies two stereotypes: a) the 

“old maid”, found by Flicker594 for women scientists in film, and b) “the noble scientist”, found by 

Haynes in literature. Other stereotypes described by Flicker did not surface in the study, however, due 

to the small number of female scientists in the sample, it is impossible to determine if and to what 

extent they apply for cartoons595. During the analysis, relevant differences to Flicker’s study were also 

found. An interesting variation with regard to mad scientists in the analyzed series is the appearance 

of a female “evil mad scientist”. According to Flicker’s study, the mad scientist stereotype does not 

apply to the depiction of women scientists in Hollywood films. In the case of animated series, the 

character of Doctor Doctor in The Secret Show offers a counterexample to this observation. Another 

difference to Flicker’s (and also to Weingart’s) study is not related to the specific stereotypes, but to a 

general recurrent feature of female scientists: while women in film tend to occupy a subordinate 

position to a male scientist, the four characters in this sample are independent women (adults or 

                                                        

592 See (Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003), (R. Haynes 2003) and (Gorp, Rommes, and Emons 2013). 
593 E.g. George of the Jungle, episode Frankengeorge; Phineas und Ferb, episode The Monster of Phineas-n-Ferbenstein 
594 See (Flicker 2003; Flicker 2007) 
595 A broader sample of female characters in a scientist role would be necessary to test this hypothesis. 
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teenagers), who conduct their research autonomously in their own laboratories. Even though they 

collaborate with other characters (male and female), they conduct scientific work on their own. In this 

sense, the results coincide with Steinke’s study596. A longitudinal study could clarify if the previous 

observations constitute exceptions or if the depiction of women scientists in fictional media is 

changing. However, it seems plausible to hypothesize that if women begin to fulfill stronger roles, 

which were previously assumed by male characters, female characters could be subjects of a similar 

characterization. If in the narrative power, competence and ambition are not restricted to men, and 

scientific products are risky and dangerous, science becomes equally threatening in the hands of 

ambitious, megalomaniac and evil scientists, irrespective of their gender. 

 

The female scientists in the corpus, despite their competence and independence, still evoke at the 

symbolic level, traditional or mythical figures associated to women, such as “the mother” (Diane) or 

“the witch” (Doctor Doctor). These two characters could not be more different from each other, but 

they both share a connection to nature: Doctor Doctor is associated to spiders at the visual level and 

Diana Forster is botanist, who not only studies plants, but also has an emotional connection to her 

object of study. Diana Forster fulfills a maternal role not only for her nephew, but also for all creatures 

in the jungle. These characters have similarities to the analysis of women scientists in horror movies of 

the ecodoom genre with respect to the association of women scientists to nature and to a maternal 

role, although they do not match the patterns of representation found by Jackson597. 

 

The association of a scientist character with a traditional or mythical figure is not limited to female 

scientists. As the stereotype of “the scientist as father and mentor” illustrates, male scientists 

frequently take a paternal or advisory role within the narrative. At the symbolic level, the series 

emphasize this role, for example, by drawing parallels to the story of Pinnochio (e.g Prof. Moshimo), or 

by characterizing these scientists as wise old men (e.g. Prof. Zweistein). The predominance of 

paternal and maternal roles of scientists in cartoons can partly be due to the prominent role that family 

as social configuration has in this genre. To some extent, “the scientist as father or mentor” is similar 

to Van Gorp’s prototype of “the Wizard”598, in the sense that these characters help the protagonists of 

the series with their inventions. However, a key difference was observed, namely that these 

characters’ scientific and technological developments contribute not only to reestablishing order, but 

also to disrupting it. 

 

Among the non-recurrent representations of scientists, a character was found, who had some 

stereotypical features, but an overall counter-stereotypical representation: Dr. James Possible. The 

character is depicted as a “normal” person and contrasted to a stereotypical character (Dr. Drakken) 

implicitly and explicitly along the episodes of the series. This contrast is accentuated at the symbolic 

level of the characterization, by associating (although subtly) Dr. Possible to a real scientist and Dr. 
                                                        

596 See (Steinke 2005) 
597 See (Jackson 2011) 
598 See (Gorp, Rommes, and Emons 2013) 
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Drakken to fictional scientists. Sporadic references to real scientists were also found in several of the 

analyzed series, for example in the names of characters (e.g. Prof. Oppenheimer - Robert 

Oppenheimer or Prof. Zweistein - Albert Einstein), in dialogues (e.g. mentions of Jonas Salk and John 

Nash599) and visual references (e.g. Prof. Dr. Alosius Q resembles Albert Einstein600). 

 

An interesting finding of the study is that the stereotype of the eccentric and absent-minded scientist 

did not emerge among the analyzed characters. This is surprising, since most of the series have 

comedy lines, and that stereotype frequently has humoristic qualities. Despite this, several of the 

characters in the sample presented some of the features of the absent-minded or foolish scientist, 

including some evil mad scientists. As described in Chapter 7, in cartoons scientists are in general 

depicted as atypical persons: they have an extraordinary intelligence, an accent, unusual ways of 

speaking, odd hobbies, unique vehicles, home appliances, etc. These features contribute to an overall 

description of scientists as unconventional or eccentric. The absence of the absent-minded professor 

as a pattern of representation can be due to the small size of the sample, since it is possible that none 

of this kind of scientists was gathered in the corpus of analysis. Another possibility, however, (and 

based on the appearance of eccentricity and absent-mindedness among several of the analyzed 

characters) could be that the stereotypes of scientists in cartoons for children are less diversified than 

those in media addressed to adults. If one considers that cartoon series are simplified forms of 

communication of a short duration, with a linear narrative structure, basic conventions and characters 

configurations, one could hypothesize that in more complex communication forms, the patterns could 

be more diverse and/or elaborated. 

 

8.3 Science in cartoons 
 

The analysis of the characters in context showed that the majority of the scientists in the sample are 

associated to several scientific fields and disciplines. The diversity of the scientists’ objects of study 

and developments, as well as the disciplines symbols employed to portray their workplaces suggest 

that they have a broad and unlimited knowledge. This notion is reinforced by the numerous visual and 

verbal references to the geniality of scientists and coincides with the portrayal of scientists as 

omniscient found in educational television programs for children601. As in comics and films, natural 

sciences have a strong presence in cartoons602. Additionally, through the recurrent depiction of 

scientific work as the development of technology along the episodes of the series, science is strongly 

described as applied science. The specific scientific disciplines associated to scientists (astronomy, 

chemistry, medicine, mathematics, physics, biology and engineering) are also similar to those 

portrayed in film and comics. 

 

                                                        

599 See Table 17 
600 See Table 18 
601 See (Long and Steinke 1996) 
602 See (Nefen 2006, 74)(Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003, 282) 
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In general, scientific work is depicted as an individual activity, which takes place outside an 

institutional and organizational context. This applies to the majority of the analyzed characters, 

regardless of the stereotype they represent and of their characterization as benevolent and evil. Only 

four characters in the main sample work with a partner or are part of a team, in which there is a 

horizontal and cooperative relationship. In cartoon series, scientific work takes place in many different 

organizational contexts, but almost without exception in a laboratory. The content analyses on film and 

comics, as well as perception studies discussed in Chapter 4, also document the paradigmatic 

character of the laboratory. This is also patent at the formal level. The laboratories in cartoons are, 

similarly to many children’s drawings603, spaces filled with chemistry equipment, mathematic symbols, 

all kinds of devices, and in some cases, with signs of caution or danger. 

 

As in Hollywood films, cartoons devote more attention to scientific products than to scientific work604. A 

processual notion of scientific work is rarely shown in the series, but when it appears, it is mainly 

portrayed as technical or intellectual work and only occasionally as scientific/science communication. 

The products of scientific work are predominantly technological products; scientific knowledge appears 

only in few of the analyzed episodes. The analysis of the character as a symbol revealed a close and 

strong relationship between scientists and their products, as well as with their research 

objects/subjects. This is particularly noticeable in scientists, who share some of the features of the 

Frankenstein’s monster or of Mr. Hyde, but also in those scientists characterized as anthropomorphic 

mice (an allusion to a lab mouse). Finally, the qualitative study allowed taking into consideration not 

only the polarity “good” and “bad” science, but also the different science-related topics that emerge in 

the series through the scientist characters, for example, the tension between: a) scientific and 

traditional knowledge, b) private and public science, c) stereotypical and counter-stereotypical 

representations, and d) between “real” and fictional science. 

 

8.4 Contingent scenarios in cartoons: the ambivalent 
relationship between science and society 

 

As other forms of (mass) communication, such as movies or documentaries, animated series for 

children produce constructions of our social reality, including, among other social spheres, the realm 

of science. These constructions, however, are fictional portrayals of reality. They offer an arena where 

society can reflect on its own contingency and explore the possible outcomes of hypothetical 

situations. In these communicative spaces, imaginary, but plausible scenarios around scientific 

practice, its objectives, products, goals and risks are delineated. In fiction, we can observe 

fundamental issues of the relationship between science and society, and projections of unfolding 

contingencies up to their final consequences. Animated cartoons constitute a particular form of 

fictional constructions. They describe reality through vivid colors, simple shapes, unelaborated 

                                                        

603 e.g. (Newton and Newton 1992) (Steinke et al. 2007) (Rodari 2007) 
604 See (Weingart, Muhl, and Pansegrau 2003, 284) 
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cheerful or dramatic melodies, as well as through plain and linear narratives and compact 

configurations of characters. Cartoon series provide hyperbolic depictions of our social reality by 

overemphasizing specific aspects for entertainment purposes (e.g. accentuating actions through 

sound-effects). Additionally, they also constitute a form of moral communication. They provide, partly 

through their hyperbolic character, a clear and easy recognizable distinction between right and wrong, 

good and bad, fair and unfair. Embedded in this media genre, and as the analysis showed, scientists, 

their work and their products are subject of constant evaluation. Along the episodes, the series reveal 

through their hyperbolic formal and narrative elements (e.g. the visual or acoustic characterization of a 

scientist, unambiguous pairs of characters, a clear the plot resolution, etc.) underlying notions of what 

constitutes a “good/bad” scientist, “ethical/unethical” scientific work, or a “right/wrong” application of 

scientific knowledge and technology in our society. 

 

In the micro societies of the analyzed animated series, science has an essential place. Within the 

fictional reality of the cartoon, science contributes to societal change by providing mainly innovative 

and astonishing technological products, and in some sporadic cases, explanations to unknown or 

inexplicable phenomena. But science also fulfills a dynamic function in the formal structure of the 

series. For instance, scientists have relevant and productive roles within the narrative. Through their 

development of new scientific or technological products, they generate unexpected situations with 

uncertain outcomes episode after episode, contributing to develop and reinforce the seriality of 

animated series. In this sense, science is an important resource for mass media, because it 

contributes to an essential dynamic of fictional and entertainment contents: it provides a fixed structure 

for the constant self-generation of uncertainties. This applies equally to villainous and benevolent 

scientists, who may contribute to creating or solving problems, and to disrupting or reinstating the 

order of the fictional society, generating new events for the story to begin, develop or conclude. The 

explicit narrative, visual and acoustic references to Frankenstein, Metropolis or The Fly constitute an 

interesting example of this double role of science, as content and form, in the series. One the one 

hand, these references are embedded into the story reproducing deep-rooted descriptions of science 

and society (i.e. the story of a man, who dares to create life). On the other hand, through the moments 

of reflexivity that they create by explicitly alluding to other media or to stereotypes, they also fulfill a 

formal function, providing spaces for the interplay of repetition and variation in the series (See 

7.1.3.3.). 

 

Under these conditions, four general contingent scenarios regarding the relationship between science 

and society surface from the representation patterns of scientists found in the cartoons series. Evil 

mad scientists represent the “worst-case” scenario of the relationship between science and society, 

namely of scientific work being conducted without internal (e.g. scientific ethos) or external regulation 

(e.g. law) and of scientific products being used against society. Evil mad scientists embody the 

possibility of scientific knowledge and technological developments to be illegitimately instrumentalized 

to obtain personal gain, for example, money or power. The best example of this latent contingent 

scenario is the dystopic future of Dr. Doofenshmirtz becoming the dictatorial ruler of the city (See 
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Subchapter 7.1.3.1). Particularly science conducted in privately financed contexts is suspected to be 

susceptible to an illegitimate instrumentalization (See 7.2.4). This is interesting, because, even though 

the traditional concerns surrounding scientists and the production of knowledge (e.g. working in secret, 

experimenting on animals or humans, creating human life, etc.) are still strong referents in the series, 

some of them add a new layer to this scenario by attributing a negative character to science 

conducted in private, especially commercial contexts. While these references are subtle and sporadic 

in most of the analyzed cartoons, it is interesting to note, that in such cases the risk is not necessarily 

(or exclusively) attributed to the separation of science and society, but to the closeness of science to 

the economic sphere. According to this narrative, not only the disconnection between science and 

society can be problematic, but also a complete openness to the economic system, as expressed, for 

example, in the unrestricted adoption of an economic logic in the scientific production or in the 

application of knowledge. 

 

“The mad scientist against his/her will” personifies an ambivalent view of science, in which, despite 

good, even noble, intentions, scientific and technological products not only endanger the scientist, but 

ultimately also society. Benevolent characters in the sample, such as “the young and inexperienced 

scientist” and “the scientist as father or mentor”, also show traces of this ambivalence. Their 

developments are fascinating but risky; they might solve important problems or help the protagonists 

in their quests, but they might as well malfunction or get stolen. In their more inoffensive versions, they 

create chaos and comical situations. Regardless of the different specific effects these inventions have 

on society along the series episodes, scientific products are attributed this twofold quality: the potential 

for improvement or worsening of natural or social conditions. Whatever the effects, in the series, 

scientific products have the potential of changing society, even if only by creating more complexity. 

 

One scenario, which only appears in one of the series, is the depiction of scientific knowledge and 

technology as useless or impractical for society. This scenario is embodied by Dr. Towel Scott, a 

productive scientist, whose inventions and knowledge are dissociated from the needs of other 

characters and turn out to be irrelevant for the resolution of the plot. This stresses the distance 

between science and society, however, in the fictional world this disconnection does not translate into 

a loss of prestige for the scientist, or into a loss of legitimation or scientific knowledge: the scientist 

retains his role as expert and his high status in the depicted society. While the inventions of this 

scientist have no relevance for other members of society, they frequently have unexpected effects on 

the character, which bring again the latent positive and negative possibilities of science to the surface.  

 

Only two characters in the sample embodied an exclusively positive depiction of science: Dr. Possible 

and Diana Forster. Through these characters (and the last-minute transformation of Dr. Drakken into a 

benevolent character), a fourth contingent scenario is sketched: the possibility of science contributing 

to a) detect threats to nature or society and b) to prevent or reduce the damage posed by the threat. 

This scenario is symmetrical to the negative projection of science embodied by evil mad scientists. 

Here, science and scientists contribute with their work to no less than protecting nature or saving the 
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world. Science and society are depicted as interconnected spheres. This scenario emphasizes the 

possibility of scientific products to cope with external uncertainties: science is not depicted as a source 

of problems, but of solutions. 

 

The analysis and interpretation of the series reveals a predominantly ambivalent image of science, 

which is conveyed not only by specific stereotypes, but also by contrasting pairs of characters (e.g. 

Prof. Moshimo/Prof. Kamikazi in Robotboy, Professor Professor/Doctor Doctor in The Secret Show 

etc.). Even in series, in which an entirely “good” scientist appears, the character is often contrasted to 

a “bad” scientist (e.g. Dr. Possible/Dr. Drakken). The ambivalence towards science of technology 

emerges on the individual characters level and at the structural level of the series, suggesting that the 

uncertainty associated with scientific products is linked partly to internal (e.g. scientists’ motivations or 

goals) and/or external factors (e.g. instrumentation by other actors) surrounding the scientific 

production, but mainly to an intrinsic quality of scientific products: to their novelty. Behind the fictional, 

colorful and hyperbolic constructions of our social reality as described by animated series, lies an 

overall description of the role of science in society: a science that presents promises and risks and 

creates both dreams and nightmares for humanity. The underlying and decisive thread across these 

positive, ambivalent and negative contingent scenarios is the, in principle, unavoidable uncertainty that 

new scientific products bring with them. 

 

The recurrence of the stereotypes and the contingent scenarios they represent are an indication of an 

ambivalent view of science in our society. Certainly, these depictions have variations depending on 

the genre, in which they are embedded. For example, the main topics of cartoons, as well as the 

traumas, transgressions or motivations of the scientist characters are linked to the daily lives of 

children (e.g. Dr. Drakken and Dr. Schrott were bullied in their childhood). Similarly, the threats they 

pose not only endanger society in general, but specifically children (e.g. in the ephemeral dystopic 

society he rules, Dr. Doofenshmirtz not only disrupts the political order and constraints the freedom of 

the citizens, but takes children their childhood away). In spite of these differences, and as other 

studies have shown, these stereotypes of scientists have a great stability not only over time, but also 

across media and genres. Judging by the depictions of science in mass media, it seems that, 

independently of the story, the conventions of a particular media genre or the public addressed, 

science has a central role in our society, which is nevertheless marked by a dilemma about potential 

beneficial or detrimental effects of scientific products on society. This notion surfaces, as we have 

seen, in mass media depictions of science and scientists, but also in opinion polls (e.g. Eurobaromater 

survey605) and studies on the perception of science among children. 

 

Children, who watch the cartoons analyzed in this study, will encounter predominantly stereotypical, 

both positive and negative, images of science and scientists (i.e. Diana Forster and Dr. Kamikazi). 

Additionally, immersed in the seriality of cartoons, the latent images of science conveyed by the 

                                                        

605 See (European Commission 2010, 30) 
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stereotypes are reproduced with some variations along the numerous episodes of the series (which 

vary from 50 up to 350 episodes). If the important role of television and its habitual use among 

children is taken into account, it can be inferred, that children will often come into contact with these 

depictions. These images, also recurrent in films and comics, do not remain within the limits of fiction. 

They multiply, diversify and circulate across mass media. On the one hand, the specific fictional 

universes, plots and characters of cartoons become content material for other entertainment media, 

such as films, comics, video games, webpages and toys. Internet games around the series Dexter’s 

Laboratory, Johnny Test and WordGirl606 reproduce the images of science as depicted in the series, 

for example, by inviting children to play in laboratories or to bring back to normality experiments that 

went wrong. 

 

On the other hand, and at a more broad level, just as scientific knowledge emerges in fictional 

contents, the latent images of science conveyed by fiction also surface outside entertainment media, 

for example in informative contents. The use of the term “Frankenfood” to describe genetically 

engineered food607 is probably one of the most paradigmatic examples of this dynamic. This adds 

another layer to the relevance of these representations beyond questions of direct effects on the 

public perception of science. The stereotypes and recurrent narratives of Frankenstein and the absent-

minded professor have become metaphors for certain contingent scenarios that shape our view of 

reality and influence the way we conceptualize science-related—and sometimes controversial—

issues. The headline “Frankenstein’s dream comes true”608 of a newspaper article about genetic 

engineering, or the description of a pitch drop experiment as609 “(…) by no means a bizarre relic of an 

unknown absent-minded professor” show, together with the use of scientific knowledge as a dramatic 

thread in the TV series The Big Bang Theory that in the communication of and about science to the 

public, both, fiction and fact have their own messages to deliver. 

 

 

8.5 Limits of this study and opportunities for further research 
 

The constructivist approach of the empirical study allowed observing the particular descriptions of 

reality that fictional media and cartoon series produce, as well as discussing the mass media portrayal 

of science beyond questions of accuracy or realism of the representation. In this context, recurrent 

descriptions of science in cartoons are conceptualized as self-descriptions of society, that is, as an 

expression of social views on science. Through the methodological approach it was possible not only 

to find and describe patterns in the portrayal of science and scientists in their respective fictional 

worlds, but also to observe their function in the formal structure of the series and interpret associated 

                                                        

606 For example, Tests of Time (Johnny Test), When Stuffed Animals Attack! (Dexter’s Laboratory) or Home Alone in Dr. Two-
Brains’s Lair (WordGirl) 
607 "Frankenfood: genetically engineered food." (“Frankenfood” 2014) 
608 (Sentker 2013) In German: “Frankensteins Traum wird wahr“ 
609 (Stockrahm 2013) In German: “(…) keineswegs nur skurriles Relikt eines unbekannten zerstreuten Professors” 
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meaning(s) within the symbolic context of the animated cartoon. This revealed latent contingent 

scenarios regarding general aspects of the relationship between science and society (e.g. generation, 

application or effects of scientific products), but also regarding specific and to some extent 

controversial topics (e.g. public and private science, genetic engineering, etc.). 

 

Naturally, the study also has limitations, which in turn open questions and lines for further research on 

media contents. First, due to the size of the sample and time span covered by the study, it is not 

possible to see the representations of science within a dynamic and changing media and social 

context. A longitudinal study on this media genre would provide insight into the patterns of 

representation, especially in terms of their stability or change over time. It would also increase the 

comparability of the results with other studies on science and fiction. Secondly, if mass media are 

assumed to be one of the sources of stereotypical images of science among children and teenagers, 

content analyses should also study other relevant media addressed to young audiences, such as 

children news, films, documentaries, computer games, storybooks or comics. Finally, from a media 

studies perspective, and taking into consideration the diversification of animated contents over time, 

two other relevant forms of animated genres seem pertinent for further study, namely, anime films or 

series (e.g. Astroboy or Dragon Ball) and animated contents addressed to teenagers or adult 

audiences (e.g. The Simpsons). This would allow examining, for example, cultural influences in the 

depiction of science or the representation of science in satirical communication contexts. 

 

Yet, probably the most relevant open question of any content analysis is related to the reception and 

effects of specific media depictions. While most studies on perceptions of science and scientists 

among children base on the premises that a) mass media convey stereotypical and predominantly 

negative images of science; and b) that mass media constitute the source of these images, these two 

aspects still have to be examined in depth. This study aimed to address the first premise, by analyzing 

a relevant and yet unexamined media genre. The second premise is a more complex one and, raises 

questions regarding how the images of science and technology conveyed by mass media are read, 

interpreted or appropriated by children, or if and to what extent these images contribute to shaping 

attitudes towards science. These questions link contents analyses to media effects and media 

appropriation research. While the attention on fictional contents have slowly begun to be subject of 

investigation, despite some exceptions610, we still know little about the role of entertainment media in 

the perceptions of science or about the way audiences appropriate those contents. Research in this 

field would certainly profit from studies focusing on the reception of fiction media among children and 

the communicative reconstruction of the messages they convey. 

  

                                                        

610 See for example (Gebner 1987; Nisbet et al. 2002) 
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