
Dear Reader, 

Revising this essay was a pleasure, in that I learned more about television and 
Rick and Morty than I ever thought I would have. I spent the bulk of my time revising 
trying to streamline all sections of the report, through section headers and more 
intentional connections between concepts. I knew with how convoluted and complex the 
topic was, and with how absolutely massive and important the subject matter was, 
framing was the most important thing to consider.  

Clarity can easily be lost in tangents and in addressing every single point of 
complexity every time one arises, so I made sure to constrain myself in discussion by 
focusing on patterns and larger topics. I realized that the main goal of this paper to 
educate the reader on what representation is, by using science and the scientific 
community as a lens or frame to tackle such a hugely nebulous topic. All problems in 
representation arise from the the greater of issue of representation as a whole, thus 
utilizing how this problem affects the image of a scientist makes this idea a more 
palatable and concrete idea one can visualize and wrestle with.  

Furthermore, in this revision, I strayed away from pulling too many popular 
culture examples in the initial discussion of mass media in an effort to use two programs 
explored as the primary means of illustrating what is being communicated. Also, I 
re-grouped the research to look at the shows less as mere television programs, but 
rather as two separate things: 1) a representative space, as a piece of mass media that 
plays into the larger issue of representation, and 2) an academic space, as a piece of 
media that affects science in particular, to bring it back into that frame of making 
science accessible with accurate and relatable representations of the scientific 
community. I struggled a lot with convoluting the primary goal of this research, and I feel 
like some of its convolution remains, however I am excited about this iteration of this 
report and am grateful for the way it has enriched how I view media and communication. 

Best, 

Izzy Angus 
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INTRODUCTION 

What separates the general public from the scientific community? When did 

people, members of society, find themselves segregated from the general public due to 

their vocation? Where does that inherent divide come from? “Us,” the people of the 

United States, versus “Them” a.k.a. the scientists-- the recluses, the eccentrics, the 

troubled geniuses, in their white lab coats, hiding the inaccessible, poly-syllabic truth 

from us within their laboratories. An unrelatable icon of what it means to participate in 

research and advancement. 

What kind of truth is this image rooted in? Undeniable that these stereotypes 

stand tall, a popular study focusing a lens on the stereotypic images of a scientist called 

The Draw-a-Scientist Test, asks children from all over the world to draw a scientist-- the 

stereotypic scientist that comes to mind. An overwhelming majority drew males, white 

men in white lab coats, working in their lab featuring crazy hair. Little girls were the only 

ones to draw female scientists, and people of color were grossly underrepresented. 

Laboratory scientists were majorly represented, while rarely was an ecologist or an 

astronaut drawn. In what societal spaces are these images further perpetuated? 

There are many places where the scientific community and scientists themselves 

are represented-- in the news, in scientific journals, in movies, in textbooks, etc.. Given 

this, it is clear that people, as consumers of content, engage with the archetypal 

“scientist” even when outside of academic contexts. Though before delving into what 

exactly representation for the scientific community means in particular-- the issue of 



representation in the media must first be discussed in order to lay the groundwork for 

socially conscious discussion around what it means to be “represented.”  

 

REPRESENTATION in the Media 

Far beyond the scope of the discussion of science, representation in media is a 

longstanding issue and discussion, especially pertinent to today’s society. Learning the 

Media defines representation: 

 

Representation refers to the construction in any medium (especially the mass 

media) of aspects of ‘reality’ such as people, places, objects, events, cultural 

identities and other abstract concepts. Such representations may be in speech or 

writing as well as still or moving pictures.  

 

This involves exploring the “processes” as well as the “products” of representing (or 

constructing) characters through key markers of identity: class, age, gender, and 

ethnicity. This means to analyze the construction of these identities in production as well 

as the reception of the people whose identities are marked by such characters, 

particularly those, by demographic factors, are differentially marked (Alvarado, et al).  

For so complex and important a topic, this paper will frame this issue of 

representation through the lens of analyzing tropes as they apply to depictions of 

scientist. How are women portrayed versus men, as intellectuals, and how do gender 

roles play into their constructed characters? How are marginalized identities being 



represented in the scientific community, particularly ethnic identities, and what kind of 

visibility do these demographics have in media to look to? These questions are asked in 

order to provide context for what kind of landscape the shows in the following case 

study have to navigate in their own construction. 

Jennifer Steineke deconstructed what exactly built up the gender-roles and 

stereotypes surrounding female scientists in her publication, A portrait of a woman as a 

scientist: Breaking down barriers created by gender-role stereotypes. She touched upon 

the idea of U.S. mass media downplaying the abilities of women scientists and focusing 

on this idea that women have trouble balancing their personal and professional lives. 

This is oftentimes the image of a “woman in science” that is consumed by the general 

public. This lack of power and lack of control is simultaneously an unrelatable and 

undesirable image of what it looks like for a woman to participate in a community. By 

playing into this gendered stereotype,  the depiction of women that anchors their lives in 

emotionality as an obstacle, this further pushes this demographic in a negative 

direction, implicitly strengthening that this constructed image is based in reality in the 

minds of the viewers. To further extrapolate, this image works to strengthen the idea 

that women do not thrive in scientific or professional spaces. 

Ethnic representation similarly complex, and while scientists of color are 

underrepresented— this stems from an issue of the underrepresentation and 

misrepresentation of ethnic groups in general. Two things are at play here: the lack of 

visibility of accurate representations of people of color (POC) and the visibility the 

harmful representations of POC as well (Wonham). These manifest themselves in the 



media in many different ways, whether it is the mere exclusion of different kinds of 

people, or it be the inclusion of a caricature or tokenizing figure constructed to exist on 

behalf of a demographic, as explored by Judith Long Laws in her research, The 

Psychology of Tokenism: An Analysis.  

 

The Token is a member of an underrepresented group, who is operating on the 

turf of the dominant group, under license from it. (51) 

 

The grassroots encyclopedic website, TVTropes, demonstrates this idea as a pertinent 

issue in media in its article that discusses the “Token Minority,” claiming the token 

minority allows the producers to “feel better,” “avoid criticism” and operate “without 

shame.” Thus, how do producers create genuine depictions of minorities without 

pandering or falling into creating token characters? What depictions are trying to be 

diverse versus those that are simply are diverse? What intentions are behind the 

constructions of each character? 

There are many intersections between the different identities portrayed in a 

single character, and all of these intersections also play into the portrayals of them as 

intellectuals and professionals. My research is meant to highlight just that— to explore 

and expose the ways in which the representation of marginalised groups interacts with 

the representation of the scientific community, in two ways. The ways in which the 

representation of the scientific community plays into its relationship with the general 

public can either distance one population from the other, or relate the two to each other. 



Depictions of scientists on television, for instance, simultaneously help and hurt the 

attempts to engage the layman in scientific subject matter. Given the highly varied ways 

in which scientists are represented, the scope of this research was narrowed down to 

recent animated television. This particular case study will compare and contrast two 

very different television programs: The Magic School Bus Rides Again and Rick and 

Morty. 

 

CASE STUDY: Methodology and Background 

Rick and Morty and The Magic School Bus Rides Again approach the noticeable 

gap between the scientific community and the general public in two very different ways.  

The Magic School Bus Rides Again (MSBRA), on one hand, as an educational 

program, challenges stereotypic images of scientists in that it inherently engages 

diversity as a children’s TV program, and makes scientific concepts accessible to its 

audience. In the Netflix Original series, a revival of the original Magic School Bus, Ms. 

Frizzle, takes her class on adventures throughout time and space exploring systems 

from the deep ocean, to the digestive tract, to the Galapagos Islands. The children push 

the plot through how they interact with one another in and out of the classroom, as well 

as learn simples scientific concepts along the way through asking questions and 

immersing themselves into the material. 

Rick and Morty (R&M), in contrast, is a show created by [ adult swim ], the adult 

cartoon television network. Rick is Morty’s alcoholic grandfather, a mad scientist, that 

drags Morty across dimensions on adventures that find themselves interwoven with 



deep philosophical turmoil as well as commentary on the human condition. Rick and 

Morty, though entertaining and widely popular, perpetuates the eccentric, inaccessible, 

white-man, laboratory scientist-image that scoffs at the average person and engages in 

intentionally lofty subject matter, such as multidimensional travel and theoretical 

physics.  

Both utilize science as a source for episodic conflict, however, in terms of the 

representation of gender and ethnic identities, and furthermore, the representation of 

the scientific community- they are far from the same.  

Two episodes from each series were studied: the pilot episode and an episode 

from each series with comparable subject matter: the deep ocean. The 2017 revival of 

the Magic School Bus, The Magic School Bus Rides Again, was chosen rather than the 

original series for the sake of keeping the two series current to one another. Each 

episode will be rhetorically analyzed for a number of factors, however given the sheer 

volume of content and material found in around 80 minutes of television, all evidence 

was further parsed into how the show functions as two separate entities: a 

representative space and an academic space. The idea of a television show being 

treated in this research as a "representative space” takes into account the rhetorical 

situation of each program and looks at the characters and identities created. This 

category focuses on evidence within each episode and relates it to existing discussions 

on representation, on two particular identities: race and gender. Looking at these shows 

as “academic spaces” moves the idea of representation to further apply to the scientific 

community, in particular, as it analyzes how the identities of the scientists interplay with 



the content-matter of the show, as well as other characters. By looking at these two 

separately, the work can then be consolidated to draw conclusions around what kind of 

work these shows do exactly in crafting a holistic image of a scientist, as well as how 

accessible this image is.  

 

“A REPRESENTATIVE SPACE” 

Every piece of media is a “representative space.” Creators make choices 

regarding who is seen, who speaks, and what they look like. Given how many moments 

were found and compiled in the research regarding each idea of “representation,” 

patterns in behaviors of characters as well and artistic choices made by the creators will 

be discussed in this research, specifically in gender and race. The ultimate goal of 

representation in these two groups is to increase the positive media visibility of women 

and people of color, respectively. In both identities, Rick and Morty failed to provide 

respectable images of any identity. One pattern of note in R&M is the use of tropes and 

stereotypes to create caricatures of people. While this does throw slight offense to the 

white suburban family of Morty’s focused upon in the show, it still unfairly depicts 

women as well as people of color (POC) in unflattering and disrespectful lights. In the 

two episodes, only one POC spoke: a problematic, tokenizing depiction of an 

aggressive black man (S1E1). Rick and Morty consistently make vulgar, sexist and 

objectifying comments about women on a regular basis, and even 14-year-old, Jessica, 

Morty’s classmate, was sexualized in a brief fantasy in the Pilot episode (S1E1). Now 

given that this show is made for Adult Swim, an adult cartoon network, the worry of 



affecting impressionable children may not be on the minds of creators, so their 

initiatives to engage diversity may not be as pronounced as those made by the Magic 

School Bus Rides Again. 

As an educational program, it purposefully engages diversity, rich with children of 

all different races, though, granted, not necessarily represented as complex characters 

with extensive developments and gender, ethnic, or socioeconomic identities. However, 

the television show took steps to make the classroom more representative. Phoebe, a 

caucasian girl in the original series was replaced by Jyoti, an Indian girl, an intentional 

choice to further diversify the group.  None of the children have distinct accents which 

could be seen in both a good and bad light-- good, in that it unites the diverse group of 

students in a more homogeneous group rather than filled with caricatures, but also bad, 

in that it provides less visibility to those with accents. In terms of representing gender, 

Ms. Frizzle is now Dr. Frizzle with a PhD and she has moved on to be a research 

professor at a university, “traveling the universe, traversing ages, exposing quantum 

realities. Your basic fact finding flummery-diddle,” (S1E1). DA and Jyoti were the ones 

to spearhead the journeys in both episodes, asking questions and furthering 

exploration, breaking the gender role that girls cannot be strong when navigating 

academic spaces. The show was purposeful in making creative choices that went out of 

its way to uniquely represent groups and identities previously invisible on television. 

Given that its intended audience consists of young children and those who used to 

watch The Magic School Bus, this program is important in doing work to make science 

relatable to the world no matter the age of the intended audience.  



 

“AN ACADEMIC SPACE” 

When looking at these shows as academic spaces, it is reasonable to assume 

before even viewing the programs that the Magic School Bus Rides Again does a better 

job, rhetorically, in representing the scientific community than Rick and Morty, given that 

it is an educational children’s show. This is more than apparent in the research, 

especially when taking a closer look at, 1) the attitude of each protagonist and how they 

interact with the characters they are “teaching,” as well as, 2) the mere subject matter 

approached in each series. The clearest distinction between the two shows is rooted in 

how each protagonist, the scientific character, interacts with other characters. Ms. 

Frizzle is a school teacher, patient and communicative with her students. he 

encourages asking questions, clarifies concepts, and has an open attitude that clearly 

warrants learning by doing. The students proclaim that they are accustomed to "taking 

chances, making mistakes, and getting messy," (S1E1, 19:45) on their field trips, and 

that is how they learn-- through fun adventures and a touch of magic. While in contrast, 

Rick is repeatedly shutting people down, even diminishing Morty with, “you ask a lot of 

questions; doesn’t make you very charismatic, it makes you a kind of underfoot 

character,” clearly not encouraging Morty to learn, but rather hop on every adventure 

blindly. He is often intoxicated, vulgar, cynical, and aggressive— all fundamental pieces 

of his character— as he declares that “the outside world is [their] enemy,”  at the end of 

the pilot episode, very explicitly separating himself from those who are not scientists, 

like him.  Rick’s condescending attitude towards those he is “teaching” has the power to 



alienate entire populations of those viewing the show. He explicitly states that he is a 

superior to the layman, which hurts the cause to make science more accessible. 

It is apparent that this sort of rhetoric has succeeded given that R&M has claimed 

their niche in loftier subject matter, as it has swept the Internets as the focal point of a 

widely spread “copypasta,” or a paragraph of text that is copy and pasted all over the 

Internet as a joke. It begins with, "To be fair, you have to have a very high IQ to 

understand Rick and Morty,” and further spirals into a convoluted dissection of the 

program's complex subject matter (KnowYourMeme). This brings us to the next facet of 

analyzing these shows as an academic space: its content matter. Even though the 

meme is dramatized for the sake of humor, R&M does broach complex scientific 

subjects such as multidimensional travel (S1E1) and cloning (S3E7). Not only this, but 

interwoven in the content, nihilistic outlooks are pushed by Rick (S1E1) and the show 

contains mature content and more convoluted and controversial plot devices. In The 

Ricklantis Mixup, they utilize a framed narrative and do not follow the adventure of the 

canonical Rick and Morty to Atlantis, but rather take the viewer to the “Citadel of Ricks 

and Mortys” featuring obscene, yet provocative, political and social commentary on 

socioeconomic class struggles and racial tensions in America, by means of using an 

entire self-sufficient society of thousands of clones of Ricks and Mortys to communicate 

this message, leaving the viewer suspended in disbelief (S3E7). On the other hand, 

MSRBA simplifies topics like chapters in science textbooks, and the writers even went 

so far as to include life lessons that tie into the subject matter. In the pilot episode, 

Arnold compares the classroom to an ecosystem that maintains a careful balance until it 



is disrupted by a new species, comparing Ms. Frizzle’s sister, who is replacing newly 

certified Dr. Frizzle, to an invasive species in the ecosystem of the classroom, and 

eventually finds balance and adjustment to change (S1E1). This is fully attributed to the 

fact that this program is directed at children, yet still is the better, more accessible 

representation of science nonetheless. 

 

COMPLEXITIES AND SIMILARITIES 

Though, thus far, it is illustrated that the Magic School Bus Rides Again does 

more productive work than Rick and Morty in representing the scientific community, 

both shows are similarly problematic in that they make science fantastical and magical, 

thus rendering science as an inaccessible concept that takes people to the deepest 

depths of the ocean, to outer space, and to other dimensions, no matter how simple or 

complex the dissemination of scientific contents are. However, they both make strides in 

shining light on how humanity interplays with science, through their characters and plots 

that, though supported by science, are driven by characters making mistakes and 

making decisions. Similarities also lie in the complexity of their successes and failures 

from the creative perspectives of each program. 

While easy to claim that MSBRA is helpful while R&M is harmful, the complexity 

founds itself in that the shows operate in different rhetorical situations. The Magic 

School Bus Rides Again was created by Netflix as a Netflix Original Series while Rick 

and Morty airs on Adult Swim. Higher-ups at Netflix are known to be less involved and 

constraints in the creative process, less concerned about what Hollywood deems 



“bankable” as a streaming service, thus allowing more creative and diverse programs 

find their ways on television screens all over the world (HuffPost). This could account for 

how intentional and socially aware the Magic School Bus revival came to be, however it 

is of note that while trying hard to not fall in some stereotypes they caught themselves 

falling into others. This is demonstrated in the pilot episode, where Jyoti reveals her 

unique talent as being the technologically-savvy Indian girl, a trope seen before. Does 

this make Jyoti a Token or a character that plays into the concept of tokenism? Or an 

intentional character to proved genuine representation? Instead of playing into 

“bankable” tropes to contrast with Netflix, Rick and Morty found massively popularity, 

the highest-rating broadcasting show on TV among young men (Vulture), in its 

bizarreness and a “millennial” audience buying into its dark philosophical subject matter 

and simultaneous frivolity (Vice). This millennial audience also warrants the show to 

broach more controversial subject matter and engage with political commentary. Thus, 

while the show falters dramatically in explicit demonstrations of respectful diversity, the 

show makes some stance against the status quo in social commentary (Artifice).  

 

CONCLUSION 

The significance of delving into these ideas and something as trivial as animated 

television programs shines light on how the general public interacts with science in a 

casual context. With this new knowledge, action can be taken to make use of the 

increased dialogue founded in this kind of research. Though shown in classrooms, 

oftentimes children at home do not watch The Magic School Bus Rides Again with the 



specific intent of learning science. Similarly, viewers do not watch Rick and Morty with 

the primary intent of learning about multidimensional travel and quantum mechanics. 

These shows are consumed in spaces where people can be easily influenced due to 

their consistent and casual consumption. 

Thus, the natural course of action is to meet these unintentional acts of shaping 

biases and perceptions with more intentional acts of integrating visibility and 

representation in spaces where the content consumed can be controlled. Jo 

Handelsman, a microbiologist, has taken dramatic steps in researching what it means to 

“teach science” and shaping what it should look like. While books and articles similar to 

Scientific Teaching shape the content and approach behind constructing productive 

ways of teaching science, a number of articles co-authored by her published in Science, 

the academic research journal, engage in commentary surrounding how the scientific 

community can engage with diversity more purposefully. 

Published in a 2014 issue of Science, Handelsman, et al, penned researched 

titled Scientific Diversity Interventions, opening with 

Although the representation of women and racial or ethnic minorities 

within the scientific community has increased in recent decades, the overall pace 

of diversification remains relatively slow. A number of factors may be involved, 

but one possible explanation for this limited progress is that gender and racial or 

ethnic biases persist throughout academia. 



Followed by the proposition of “a scientific approach to the design, assessment, and 

broad implementation of diversity interventions,” such as workshops and staff education 

programs within institutions of higher education.  

While this is one example of what kind of work can be done to engage in 

authentic and purposeful diversity and visibility, this demonstrates what kind of 

actionable work can come from an increase in dialogue regarding how people, as 

consumers of massive amounts of information and content, view themselves as well as 

people who they may not relate to, in all contexts: causal, professional, etc..  With more 

intentional action taken to combat the lack of authentic representation, one can become 

an advocate for visibility, in order to make the scientific community a more welcoming 

space for people of all ages, ethnicities, genders, classes, and creeds. 
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