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Abstract:  This  paper  argues  that  Barry  Sonnenfeld’s  film  The Addams
Family (1991)  works  as  a  critique  of  ‘traditional,’  conservative  US
American  middle-class  suburban  family  values.  It  challenges  cultural
anxieties of the 1990s concerning the fear of the destabilization of these
values tied to the concept of the nuclear family through the use of the
parodic mode, characterized by the ‘whimsical macabre.’ The absence of
the parodic mode, indicated by a rupture in the established mise-en-scène
through a lingering gaze and silence, aims to evoke an affective response
within  viewers  and  provides  ‘counter  values’  that  uphold  ‘traditional’
family  values.  It  is  through  the  film’s  subversive  employment  of  the
parodic mode that it makes an impactful social comment by confronting
viewers’ ideas of the ‘normal’ and the ‘abnormal,’ urging them to reflect
on their values.

on’t  torture  yourself,  Gomez.  That’s  my  job”  (00:07:21-28),  murmurs
Morticia  Addams  (Anjelica  Huston)  in  the  first  scenes  of  Barry
Sonnenfeld’s  The Addams Family (1991), setting the tone for the film’s

following parodic narrative.  The Addams Family depicts an unusual family based
on the cartoons of Charles Addams (1912-1988) and centers around the characters of
Morticia  and  Gomez  as  the  parental  unit;  their  two  children,  Wednesday  and
Pugsley;  Morticia’s  mother,  Granny  Frump;  and  their  two  servants,  Lurch  and
Thing. Together, they inhabit a decaying Victorian mansion in an unnamed US
suburb. The film’s main storyline traces the inner conflict Gomez experiences in
mourning the apparent loss of his brother Fester and the tensions that arise due to
the Addamses’ unusual interests and ‘abnormal’ behavior with their conservative
neighbor (the local judge) and the Alford couple. Both Tully Alford, who also works
as  the  Addamses’  family  solicitor,  and  Margaret  Alford  initially  despise  the
Addamses. Driven by economic desperation, Tully employs the criminal services of
the loan shark Mrs. Craven and her son Gordon. Since Tully is unable to pay off his
debts with the Cravens, they come up with a plan to scheme the Addams family out
of  their  family  inheritance  by  presenting  Gordon  Craven  as  Gomez’s  missing
brother, Fester, and passing him off as the legitimate heir to the Addamses’ fortune.
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At first,  this  scheme succeeds as  the family loses  their  home and their  financial
safety net.

However, over the course of Gordon spending time with the family, it becomes
clear that he indeed is Gomez’s missing brother Fester, whom he already pretended
to be. He only believes Mrs. Craven to be his mother due to an accident that caused
his amnesia. During the final showdown with the Cravens and Tully Alford on one
side and Gomez, Morticia, and Thing on the other, the family seeks to restore their
fortune and reclaim their home. Ultimately, Gordon/Fester turns against his co-
conspirators and has his memory restored. Hence,  The Addams Family concludes
with a ‘happy end’ in which the entirety of the Addams family, including Uncle
Fester,  return to their  home to continue their  lives  in their  acclaimed manner.
Meanwhile, those who wished them ill—the main ‘villains’ Mrs. Craven and Tully
Alford—are disposed of, enabling a new beginning for Margaret Alford within the
Addams family through her newfound love for the Addamses’ Cousin Itt.

The  film  particularly  stands  out  for  its  humoristic  elements,  frequently
employing overdramatization and the notion of the ‘whimsical macabre’ to convey
the film’s politics through the poetics of the parodic mode. The cultural work the
film performs through the lens of the parodic mode showcases the divide between
the Addamses and the conservative, suburban American middle-class environment
surrounding them, working to display the cultural anxieties of early 1990s discourse,
which proclaims and fears the destabilization of the suburban middle-class nuclear
family as an institution. Furthermore, the film complicates the myth of ‘traditional’
family  values  through  parody,  portraying  the  alleged  ‘abnormal’  (the  Addams
family)  as  the  ‘righteous.’  Meanwhile,  those  presenting  themselves  as  allegedly
conforming to these sentiments of normativity and conformity (Mrs. Craven, the
judge,  and Tully  Alford)  are  portrayed as  treacherous  and villainous.  This  paper
argues that  The Addams Family criticizes ‘traditional’ conservative US American
middle-class family values by challenging anxieties concerning the destabilization
of the nuclear family. It achieves this through the parodic mode, characterized by
the ‘whimsical macabre,’  while the absence of the parodic mode, indicated by a
rupture  in  the  established  mise-en-scène  through  a  lingering  gaze  and  silence
implemented  to  evoke  an  affective  response  within  viewers,  serves  to  provide
‘counter values’ that uphold ‘traditional’ family values. 

This  paper  is  divided  into  two general  sections.  The  first  one  establishes  the
theoretical framework that this paper’s argument is built upon, and the second one
is dedicated to the elaboration of this argument with a profound analysis of the
film. Firstly, in the theoretical part, a brief overview of the concept of the nuclear
middle-class family in the US provides a basis to analyze the cultural anxieties of the
early  1990s.  This  is  followed  by  elaborations  on  the  concept  of  the  Gothic,
foregrounding the American suburban Gothic and the concept of parody within
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the  genre/mode.  The  final  element  of  theory  discusses  the  parodic  mode  as  a
particularly  productive  theoretical  framework  that  enables  me  to  analyze  The
Addams  Family and  decode  the  film’s  cultural  work.  Having  established  the
relevant concepts and contexts for the argument, the analytical section centers The
Addams Family as a case study to examine how the film operates and employs the
parodic mode. This section also establishes a baseline of ideas regarding the Addams
family as a pop-culture phenomenon. Next, a brief history of the emergence of The
Addams Family in US media culture is  followed by sections  analyzing how The
Addams Family uses the concept of the parodic mode to challenge cultural anxieties
of the 1990s revolving around the ‘traditional’ middle-class suburban nuclear family
allegedly losing importance, while also procuring  ‘counter values’ marked by the
absence of the parodic mode.

I intend to contextualize the complexity of the film and showcase the larger
sociocultural  commentary  about  US  American  society  that  is  included  in  The
Addams  Family. The  film  has  so  far  been  subject  to  relatively  little  scholarly
analysis, presenting a research gap within the field of American studies. As a beloved
cult classic of US American popular culture, it contributes to discourses on American
social values, including class and family relations, as they are explored in film.

THEORY

The Nuclear Middle-Class Family

The Addams Family can be  understood as  adhering to  the  general  ‘traditional’
nuclear  family  model.  The  married  heterosexual  couple,  Gomez  and  Morticia
Addams, lives in the suburbs with their two children, Wednesday and Pugsley. Yet
the film targets ‘traditional’ family values by subjecting them to the parodic mode
while also opposing the patriarchal notion the ‘traditional’ understanding of the
nuclear  family  often  entails,  as  Morticia’s  and  Wednesday’s  agency  is  prevalent
throughout.

The nuclear family is one of the US’s most potent myths alongside the ideology
of the American Dream (Coontz 10). As a powerful propaganda tool of US American
conservatism that propagates the adoption of patriarchal family values, the nuclear
family rose to prominence during the Great Depression (Kelsch 47). Peaking in the
1950s, the conception of a conforming, consuming, and conservative family model
—with an acclaimed universal middle-class status flourishing under capitalism—
was a powerful propaganda tool set in opposition to communism (Kelsch 47, 49).
The sitcoms of the 1950s played a crucial part in normalizing and idealizing these
values,  which persisted throughout the 1990s and established the imagery of the
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white suburban middle-class nuclear family consisting of a married couple and their
children (Kelsch 50; May 7-8).

While  the  1990s  witnessed  a  boom  in  suburban  life  (Murphy  325)  with  the
residency in suburbia marking a spatial reclusion from urban life for the middle-
class nuclear family (Kelsch 50), this perceived institution, or myth, of the family
was seen as threatened (Popenoe 527). Next to other contemporary anxieties of the
1990s  that  particularly  Gothic  texts  were  enabled  to  work  through,  this  period
witnessed  a  dramatic  rise  in  anxieties  about  the  alleged  decline  of  the  nuclear
family, facing a loss of importance within society and fearing the destabilization of
values such as the lack of child-centeredness and child well-being (540). In addition
to the institution of marriage seemingly dwindling in its prevalence (533), the fear of
the myth of the nuclear family losing its power caused some to proclaim the “‘end-
of-the-line’ family decline” (540). It becomes apparent why conservative interest in
the myth of the nuclear family was renewed as it  followed the idea that “all  of
America’s  current social  ills  stemmed from abandonment of ‘traditional’  family
forms” (Coontz 21).

In  this  context,  the  claim  arises  “that  the  nuclear  family,  with  a  married
heterosexual couple and their children, is  the foundation of a solid and healthy
democracy”  (May  7-8),  marking  them  as  the  basic  social  unit  of  society
(Zimmerman 109). Despite the existence of other family constructs (such as single-
parent households), “a great deal of social stigma attached to family forms other
than  the  nuclear  type”  (Zwack  389)  persists,  leaving  the  nuclear  family  in  a
privileged and widely accepted position. The problematic nature of this privilege can
most prominently be accounted for in its foregrounding of heteronormativity and
lack of inclusivity, particularly in its relation to class status. The myth of the nuclear
family  is  bound to the conceptualization of  a  middle-class  status,  reflecting the
ideology of the American Dream.

According to Paul Lauter and Ann Fitzgerald,  “[m]ost  Americans have been
taught to disbelieve in class,” establishing a consensus that “everybody is, or should
be, ‘middle class’” (1).  In a country that promotes the ideology of the American
Dream, where everyone can ‘make it’ if they only work hard enough, this is not
surprising. The prevalence of such notions further reflects the concept of ‘American
exceptionalism,’  expressing  “that  the  United  States,  uniquely  among the  globe’s
nations,  assigned  its  citizens  no  fixed  class  definition  and  afforded  boundless
opportunity  to those  who would only work hard” (Lott  48).  This  ideology thus
causes further problems for many individuals in accepting their identity as working
class. According to the ideas of American exceptionalism and the American Dream,
identifying as working class  would highlight one’s  personal shortcoming of not
having worked hard enough to achieve middle-class status (Lauter and Fitzgerald 3),

28 aspeers
17 (2024)



The Parody Within: The Employment of the Parodic Mode in The Addams Family
(1991)

which would entail  being denied the ideal of the middle-class  suburban nuclear
family.1

In the context of The Addams Family, this essay targets the conceptions of the
myth  of  the  US  middle-class  suburban  nuclear  family  by  zeroing  in  on  the
inflections of  class  status  and the conservative values  the nuclear family concept
propagates, particularly in regard to conformity and child welfare. These notions
will, in addition, be contextualized within the discourse on the cultural anxieties of
the 1990s and the alleged crisis of ‘traditional’ family values.

The Gothic: American, Suburban, Parodic

While the Gothic encompasses a variety of productive and complex theorizations,
this paper will focus on how  The Addams Family includes specific themes of the
Gothic,  particularly  in  its  variants  of  American  and  suburban  Gothic,
foregrounding the element of parody and the notion of the ‘whimsical macabre.’

Over the past decades, “American culture [...] [has become] suffused with gothic
tropes  of  demonic  individuals,  vampires,  possession,  haunting,  shape  changing,
atrocity, and monstrosity” (Topliss 144). This fascination can be traced through TV
productions  such as  The Munsters (1964-66)  and  The Addams Family (1964-66;
1973-75;  1992-95;  1998-99),  which  featured  early  Gothic  archetypes  and  gained
mainstream popularity in the 1960s (Morowitz 35). By “routing the Gothic otherness
of  these  macabre  families  through  a  comedic  lens,”  audiences  were  invited  to
explore notions of the ‘abnormal’ while also “safely containing and relegating their
[i.e., the Munsters’ and the Addamses’] quirky existence and domesticity in modern
[middle-class] America” (Fhlainn 18-19). The function these cultural products seek
to fulfill through their inherent deviance from the ‘normal’ is to subvert and parody
the socially accepted, thereby challenging its beholder to question their beliefs and
values, especially in reference to “conventional social norms and the materialism of
the American Dream” (Davison 492). This is particularly prevalent in the case of
The  Addams  Family,  seeking  to  parody  a  conservative  nuclear  family  in  the
American suburb. The film was produced during “the boom years of the 1990s,”
which  witnessed  a  new  high  time  “for  the  suburban  lifestyle”  (Murphy  325).
Suburban Gothic as a mode within the larger tradition of the American Gothic
reveals “most about the pressures, terrors, and anxiety of American middle-class life
from the end of World War II up until the present day” (326).

According  to  Elliott,  filmic  products  of  this  kind  can  generally  be  “read  as
manifesting  ‘cultural  anxieties,’”  referring to  “capitalism,  consumerism,  science,
and technology” (Elliott, “Gothic” 2007, 228). The 1980s and 1990s additionally saw

1 These limitations are, of course, not only inflicted by restrictions driven by class but also by race
and gender (Lauter and Fitzgerald 7).

aspeers 2917 (2024)



Anne I. Bertram

a rise in reflected ‘cultural anxieties’ directed at “new-wave feminism, alternative
sexualities, AIDS, incest, sexual harassment and child abuse” (228). These anxieties
are  tied  to  a  divergence  from  traditional  nuclear  family  values  (relating  to
alternative sexualities  and new-wave feminism) and the alleged deviance thereof
(particularly child abuse). The Addams Family engages and parodies these anxieties
through  the  employment  of  the  parodic  mode.  First,  through  Morticia  and
Gomez’s parenting style of enabling their children to commit violent acts (as part
of their family values), which could be deemed problematic, the notion of ‘child
abuse’  is  further  complicated  by  contrasting  it  with  Mrs.  Craven’s  treatment  of
Fester,  which  shows  the  horrifying  scope  of  actual  abuse.  Second,  Morticia  and
Gomez’s explicit, ‘kinky’ sexuality, revolving around their shared love for physical
pain and their passion for each other, challenges conservative values centered on
stigmatizing ideas of femininity, especially the idea of a ‘good’ mother abstaining
from sexual practices (Roth 112). This also plays into contemporary 1990s anxieties of
newly empowered womanhood and sexuality.

Yet the (American suburban) Gothic cannot only be read as a culture of fear but
also along the lines of a ‘happy Gothic’ (Spooner), wherein the idea of the whimsical
presents itself as a middle ground:

The whimsical macabre deliberately fuses the cute, fanciful and quirky
with the gloomy, gruesome and morbid. It brings together images of,
or associated with, childhood, often filtered through a retro or neo-
Victorian lens, with Gothic and horror iconography, to create a gently
comic effect. [...] [It] is defined principally through its playful, quirky
manipulation of gothic style and imagery. (Spooner 104)

This theory illustrates a key characteristic of The Addams Family, as the ‘whimsical
macabre’ explains how viewers “are permitted to enjoy the macabre atmosphere of
the Gothic without having to invest seriously in it” and be emotionally agitated by
it (Jones 63). Despite the initial gruesomeness of the actions, there seems to be no
real danger of actual harm occurring through the cheery, colorful, and indifferent
way that critical elements such as violence and murder are glossed over by the film
and its characters.

In addition, what makes the Gothic a particularly productive genre to look at in
the case of The Addams Family is its relation to parody (Elliott, “Gothic” 2008, 2).
The Gothic not only reads as a means to work through cultural anxieties but also
raises critiques through parodying social issues on a larger scale (Stričević Gladić 133).
These  parodies  may  manifest  themselves  along  various  lines,  ranging  from  the
employment of ‘traditional’ Gothic aesthetics to the ‘whimsical macabre,’ which
further develops the ideas of parody included in the Gothic, granting it a humorous
dynamic.  The  viewer  is  asked  to  decipher  the  different  intertextual  levels  of
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meaning included in the Gothic cultural product at hand and work through the
different effects, whether that be shock, terror, or fun.

Parody and the Parodic Mode

This paper establishes and argues for the concept of the parodic mode as a key to
understanding the critique of American society implied in  The Addams Family.
Parody,  in  the  context  of  this  paper  and  its  position  within  the  scope  of  the
American  suburban  Gothic,  is  understood  as  a  typical  framework  of  mockery,
mainly for comedic purposes, as parody’s “most common application, exponentially
so, is in the orchestration of comedy, irony, and satire” (Chambers 189). However,
parody in itself is a vast and complex field, as it has also been defined as “the [trans-
generic] art that plays with art” (Chambers 189). Therefore, parody essentially goes
beyond  “that  ridiculing  imitation  mentioned  in  the  standard  dictionary
definitions” (Hutcheon 5), as “[p]arodic art both deviates from an aesthetic norm
and includes that norm within itself  as  background material” (44).  This can be
argued  for  in  the  context  of  The  Addams  Family through  the  inclusion  and
subversion of suburban American nuclear family values. As mentioned prior, the
aspect of parody will be kept to its rudimentary definition of humor in combination
with mockery to be able to build this argument’s position on the parodic mode
employed in the film.

In Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, published in 1981, Rosemary Jackson
established the idea of the fantastic mode. The element of the fantastic incorporated
within cultural products such as films and literature can be  analyzed as a certain
mode that is  employed throughout the narrative.  This  insinuates  that not every
essential part of a text (and its included narrative) is or needs to be fantastic in order
for a text to be classified as such. Rather, a text may include certain elements that
are fantastic and some that are not, instead conforming to the traditions of realism
(Jackson 180). Accordingly, a text that is classified as parody and that makes use of
the ‘parodic mode’ does not necessarily exclude all elements found in realist fictions,
for  example.  In  my  reading  of  The  Addams  Family, the  film  is  characterized
precisely by these presences and absences of the parodic mode in order to keep a
certain  sense  of  meaning  and  relatability  in  place  correlated  with  viewers’
suspension of disbelief. Hence, an effective parody is marked by the presence and
absence of the parodic mode given that a parodic comment is neither impactful nor
meaningful without an audience’s specific response.

Furthermore, I argue that in The Addams Family, the absence and the presence
of  the  parodic  mode  is  marked  through  a  rupture  in  the  mise-en-scène.  The
presence of the parodic mode is indicated through the fast pace of the narrative with
quick jumps between scenes and segments fueled by ‘whimsically macabre’ dialogue
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lines and intentional visual juxtapositions of viewers’  expectations.  On the other
hand, the absence of the parodic mode is characterized by the camera taking on a
lingering instead of  a  fleeting gaze,  and in  select  instances  even mirroring and
taking on the gaze of the characters in the scene. This evokes the effect of ‘looking
through  their  eyes’  and  causes  an  affective  response  within  viewers,  especially
foregrounding the sentiment of ‘feeling with and for’ the Addamses.

In addition, the absence of the parodic mode is marked by silence, which either
manifests itself in a complete lack of speech or in the absence of the ‘whimsical
macabre,’  witty  remarks,  or  aesthetic  elements.  This  further  emphasizes  the
lingering of the camera’s gaze and accompanies the change from fast-paced cuts to
a ‘slowing down’ of the narrative.  Instead of ‘everything happening all at once,’
aesthetically and plot-wise, the scene is shown in its entirety. ‘Forcing’ the viewer to
continue to watch further creates room for the audience to earnestly feel with the
characters.

These  presences  and  absences  are  employed  to  convey  different  kinds  of
meaning. The film utilizes the presence of the parodic mode to tackle contemporary
anxieties of the 1990s, such as a lack of child welfare and deviant sexuality, leading
to the weakening of the conservative nuclear family. Meanwhile, the absence of the
parodic  mode—e.g.,  in  terms  of  the  importance  of  providing  children  with  a
caring,  empathetic  home  and  the  impact  of  trauma  induced  by  personal  and
economic  tragedies,  further  relating  to  the  loss  of  one’s  class  status—serves  the
purpose of showing ‘counter values,’ which also uphold traditional family values.

THE EMPLOYMENT OF THE PARODIC MODE IN THE ADDAMS FAMILY (1991)

A Brief History of The Addams Family

The origin of the pop-culture staple that is now The Addams Family is tied to their
creator Charles Addams (1912-1988),  a  cartoonist for  The New Yorker in the late
1930s and “a comic American gothicist, whose life’s work might be described as the
humorous  haunting  of  America”  (Topliss  146).  The  unusualness  of  his  art  “of
happily macabre domesticity” (Jones 135) was striking and quickly garnered him an
avid following. Many attributed this success to their overall novelty and uniqueness
in comparison to other cartoons at the time:

In the family cartoons, the clean, safe streets, sunny lawns, and well-lit
rooms of American suburbia are transformed into their opposites. The
Addams  family  is  quasi-aristocratic  rather  than  middle  class,
hierarchical  rather  than  egalitarian  [...],  misshapen,  ugly,  and
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monstrous in a period that was well on its way to prescribing ideal
faces and bodies. (Topliss 160)

Moreover, Charles Addams’s

influence  extends  beyond  the  horror  genre,  to  humor  [...]  as
something  deeply  skeptical  of  the  purported  values  of  middle-class
American  life.  By  making  us  laugh  at,  and  with,  his  fiendish
protagonists,  he makes us temporarily share their values,  and doubt
our own. (Mankoff)

Thus, his approach as a creator directly ties back to the idea of Gothic as parody
and encourages an open dialogue on values through subverting the perceived norm.
According to Mankoff, “where Gothic literature usually combined these themes
with romance, Addams made the horror hilarious: disturbing, but at the same time
friendly, identifiable, and acceptable”—a concept which Barry Sonnenfeld sought
to follow with his films in 1991 and 1993. Following an adaptation for television by
ABC from 1964 until 1966 and a cartoon spin-off show in 1973, it was only in 1991
that the leap was taken with The Addams Family to show the Addamses on the big
screen. The film’s new attitude aligned with the original critical wit and parodic
ideas  of  the  Charles  Addams  cartoons.  The  immediate  success  that  followed2

resulted in a sequel two years later. While unable to compete with the numbers of its
predecessor, it was still a profitable business venture and overall worked to establish
the Addams family as a pop culture staple in US American society (Sauer), especially
with the 1990s cast of The Addams Family.

It was only in 2019 that the Addamses returned to the cinema in an animated
version,  also  titled  The  Addams  Family,  which,  while  arguably  directed  more
toward  a  young  target  audience,  proved  another  major  box  office  hit.  It  was
followed up by a  sequel  in 2021,  The Addams Family 2, which achieved similar
success (Romani-Parthonnaud 6). The captivating quality of the Addams family was
also recognized by the streaming service  Netflix, particularly with a new venture
targeted  at  (young)  adult  audiences.  Wednesday,  directed  by  Tim  Burton,  was
released in 2022 and achieved international popularity, making it one of  Netflix’s
largest  successes,  providing  the  entire  team  and  talent  involved  with  a  newly
established global fan base and a renewed interest in the Addams Family franchise
(Nairn; Vahabzadeh).

2 The total worldwide box office amounted to about “$114-million, making it the seventh-biggest
US hit of the year” (Sauer).
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The Addams Family and the Nuclear Family

The concept of the Addams family is, at its core, a parodic interpretation of the
nuclear  family,  with  The  Addams  Family building  on  a  certain  baseline
understanding on the viewer’s part. The parodic notions are never fully ‘spelled out’
or properly explained but instead revolve around the idea that “[t]he viewers know
very well  what  the traits  of  the American nuclear  family  are,  which is  why the
Addamses’  feel  absurd  to  them,  and  they  can  guess  that  they  hide  an  implicit
critique [of seeking to confront conformity]” (Romani-Parthonnaud 32). However,
as this chapter argues, this critique in the form of parody is further emphasized in
Barry Sonnenfeld’s film through the employment of the parodic mode.

Gomez and Morticia’s parenting style is one aspect that is heavily parodied and
subject to the parodic mode. The film seeks to mock certain cultural anxieties of the
1990s that saw the traditional values of the nuclear family as an alleged institution
in danger due to a lack of emphasis on issues such as child welfare. The Addamses
follow an overall unique value codex in terms of their love for the violent and the
macabre. They actively reward ‘abnormal,’ violent behavior through reaffirmations
and praise, which can be interpreted as a danger to children’s welfare and society as a
whole. This is exemplified by Pugsley stealing a stop sign and presenting it at the
family dinner table, as well as Gomez’s excited anticipation when he waits to hear
the crash of vehicles  and congratulates Pugsley as  soon as it  occurs (00:29:23-37).
Another telling example appears in a scene in which Wednesday plans to electrocute
her  brother  Pugsley,  who  voluntarily  participates  (00:35:44-36:20).  The  scene
demonstrates  the  grotesque  and  ‘whimsically  macabre’ elements  (most
predominantly articulated in dialogue form): Pugsley wanting to be electrocuted,
Wednesday’s willingness to perform such an act on her brother, and their mother
approving of the situation. Morticia openly consents to this practice and provides
the audience with a direct rejection of their ‘normative’ expectations.

The social norms of the nuclear family—where, among other aspects, children
are not  encouraged to commit federal  crimes  such as  felony manslaughter—are
being taken up and reversed. In the world of the Addams family (with their values
informed by typical themes of the classic Gothic, such as the love for the macabre
and the insane), unhappiness, torture, and pain are good: “Poison us. Strangle us.
Break our bones. We will come back for more. And why?”—“Because we like it!”
(01:17:45-50). The Addamses praise their children for committing crimes and even
go as  far  as  enabling them to harm their  siblings as  a  means to fuel  their  self-
fulfillment according to the family’s values.

These aspects of the Addamses’ moral compass are interesting on a broader social
level, particularly since US conservative family units have been coded as ‘pro-gun.’
At first glance, the Addamses’ value codex, including a love for weapons, aligns with
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these sentiments; however, that is not the case. While Wednesday and Pugsley are
encouraged to  play  with weapons  (shooting at  each other  with bow and arrow,
fencing  duels  intending  to  kill,  etc.)  and  engage  in  practices  of  torture  (e.g.,
Wednesday  electrocuting  Pugsley),  literal  gun  violence  remains  absent  in  the
Addamses’ household. This reiterates the film’s subversiveness and aim to parody
through  overdramatization  and  ridicule.  By  showcasing  the  way  Gomez  and
Morticia  raise  their  children and encourage grotesque,  homicidal  behavior,  The
Addams  Family includes  an  implicit  ‘anti-gun’  statement.  The  absurdity  is
heightened by the seemingly careless way in which the Addams parents hand out
weaponry,  such  as  Morticia  nonchalantly  stopping  Wednesday  to  exchange  the
instrument meant to attack her other child for an even larger device.3 At a closer
look, the film’s message is clear: Who in their right mind would hand a child a
weapon with the potential to kill? Nobody would hand a child a cleaver, yet what
makes a cleaver so different from a gun in its potential to cause harm?

Meanwhile, other fundamental values of raising a child are not subject to the
parodic mode, as Gomez and Morticia are also portrayed as loving parents from a
more ‘conventional’ point of view. The camera’s lingering gaze particularly marks
the absence of the parodic mode, mirroring a benevolent parental look. The actions
performed through this  gaze  range from expressing verbal  affirmations,  such as
Morticia and Gomez telling Wednesday and Pugsley how proud they are of them, to
physical affection, such as lovingly picking up the children when they have fallen
asleep  somewhere  and  comforting  them  in  times  of  turmoil  (00:54:22-55:03;
00:57:52-59).  They also express  concern,  as  they worry and search for  Wednesday
following her disappearance from the festivities given in honor of Fester (01:12:02-
40; 01:13:06-54). They insist on the children regularly attending a ‘normal’ school,
since they care about their children’s education, which is expressed by Morticia’s
comment to Wednesday’s teacher: “College first” (00:50:39-51:32). Even though the
way  in  which  Gomez  and  Morticia  raise  their  children  in  the  unconventional
Addams style is frequently parodied, the parodic mode is not universally employed
in terms of family relations and values. The Addamses’ adherence to conventional
and  socially  accepted  values,  such  as  providing  the  children  with  a  loving  and
supportive  family  environment,  clearly  works  against  expressed  anxieties  of
endangered child welfare.  This falls  in line with this paper’s argument that  The
Addams Family does not universally employ the parodic mode. Instead, it uses the
presence  (as  in  the  case  of  the  children’s  contact  with  weapons)  to  parody
contemporary anxieties of the 1990s, such as the institution of the nuclear family
allegedly  being  in  danger  and  thus  threatening  child  welfare.  Meanwhile,  the

3 The  mise-en-scène  emphasizes  the  casualness  of  the  situation  and  evocation  of  normalcy  by
having Morticia continue her conversation with her mother entirely unperturbed as the scene is
progressing, which demonstrates the casualness of the situation for the family through the lack of
the characters’ affective response.
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absence  of  the  parodic  mode,  as  in  the  case  of  Morticia  and  Gomez  being
‘conventionally  good’  parents,  emphasizes  the importance of  providing children
with a caring home, thus upholding traditional family values of child-centeredness.

The Addams Family and Notions of Class

As discussed before, class in the US is an enigma, with its divides simultaneously
visible and invisible. In  The Addams Family, matters of class, despite not openly
addressed, are very much present on screen. At the beginning of the film, the viewer
gets  select  impressions  of  the  Addamses’  class  status  and  financial  situation,
positioning them as bourgeois  (almost aristocratic)  upper middle class  (Romani-
Parthonnaud  39).  The  family  mansion  falls  in  line  with  Gothic  aesthetic
conventions, appearing historic, withered, neglected, and decaying (00:06:15-30). Yet
a luxurious and arguably expensive vintage car is parked in front of it, representing a
symbol of status and wealth, framing the state of the house not as one related to
insufficient financial means but as a conscious, aesthetic decision. The Addamses’
riches are further highlighted in multiple instances throughout the film. They pay
exclusively in old doubloons and sit atop vaults filled with gold and jewels located in
their basement. They are presented as solely living off this fortune and having no
additional  income,  indulging  in  leisure  activities  that  frequently  enable  the
employment of the parodic mode and the ‘whimsical macabre.’ These depictions
serve to establish the image of the Addamses as aristocrats in a US American context
by  showcasing  their  generational  wealth  while  also  highlighting  their  ‘out-of-
timeness.’ Their class status goes against prevalent ideas of social class structures in
the US, with the American exceptionalist belief of universal middle-classness (Pugh
and Johnson 234), alongside their home and their riches being dated, antique, and
not contemporary luxury goods.

The subversive depiction of the Addamses regarding their class status not only
works to establish them as morally opposing ‘traditional’ nuclear family values set
by  US  American  conservatism,  accompanied  by  an  all-encompassing  alleged
‘middle-classness.’  It  also parodies the ideology of the American Dream and the
strain it may take on family relations by contrasting the couple dynamic of the
Addamses with the Alfords. While the Addams parents’ lust for each other is subject
to  the  parodic  mode  given  its  extent  and  overt  sexual  nature,  playing  to  the
‘whimsical  macabre’ through  their  love  for  physical  pain,  their  relationship  is
predominantly  marked  by  mutual  respect  and  affection.4 The  Alfords  are
constructed in opposition to this, since they are physically and emotionally detached

4 This  parodies  the 1990s cultural  anxiety of  an empowered,  sexually  active  woman being a  bad
mother and ‘threatening’ social norms by showing the absurdity of this claim through Morticia’s
success in being both a good partner and a good mother (Roth 112).
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from  each  other,  portrayed  as  always  bickering  and  arguing,  thus  evoking  the
popular parodic trope of husband and wife hating each other (00:08:08-32).  The
Addams  Family thus  also  criticizes  the  anxiety  of  the  early  1990s  around  the
destabilization of the nuclear family as a stable institution of ‘traditional family’
values by exposing it as a myth. This is encapsulated by presenting the Alfords as
conforming (married middle-class suburban couple with a child) yet dysfunctional
(bickering,  fighting,  mutually  resentful).  However,  the  dynamic  between  the
Alfords is additionally marked by the struggle to uphold their middle-class status, as
highlighted in the following scene, in which they approach the Addamses’ family
mansion together (00:08:08-32):

MARGARET: These are your last paying clients, may I remind you?
TULLY: If it gives you pleasure.
MARGARET:  Something  has  to.  Like  a  decent  coat,  something
dressy, for evening. Ask for a loan. Beg!
TULLY: No loans. I am not a bum. Don’t say it. I’ll get the money. I
have a plan.
MARGARET: This is all so humiliating. Why did I marry you?
TULLY: Because I said yes.

This dialogue shows how Mrs. Alford is desperate to keep up a certain middle-class
appearance  despite  the  family’s  financial  troubles,  tying  back  to  the  ideological
notion  of  American  exceptionalism  and  universal  middle-classness  (Pugh  and
Johnson 234). According to the mentality of the American Dream, anything  else
would entertain the idea of personal shortcomings and failure to live up to one’s
potential, as evidenced by Tully’s reluctance to ask for a loan (Lott 48). The Alfords
provide a few instances in The Addams Family where issues of class are subject to the
parodic mode. It is evident that the Alfords’ dire financial situation puts a strain on
their  relationship.  However,  since  this  is  embedded  within  a  larger  parody  of
suburbia’s trope of unhappy married couples, next to Tully functioning as a villain
intending to harm the Addamses—acclaimed as heroes in the film—by scamming
them, Tully does not elicit pity from the viewer. Therefore, his troubles, whether
class-related or otherwise, are open to being parodied.

Through the presence of the parodic mode,  The Addams Family critiques the
ideology of the American Dream. While most members of the lower and middle
classes  continuously  strive  for  higher  standards  of  living—believing  that  social
mobility is open to all and being middle-class is only a matter of personal willpower
(exemplified through Tully Alford)—they will never be able to achieve and compete
with the affluence and generational wealth of the upper (middle) class embodied by
the Addamses. Ultimately, this is illustrated by the failure of Tully Alford and Mrs.
Craven to establish a personal fortune, coupled with their unsuccessful attempts to
get hold of the Addamses’ riches, resorting to criminal practices to obtain this ideal.
The parody lies in the fact that in the world of Sonnenfeld’s The Addams Family,
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the Addamses take their riches for granted, living carefree in abundance, favoring a
lifestyle that is more in line with aristocracy and belonging to the past. This serves
to express ongoing contemporary problems tied to ideological notions of ‘universal
middle-classness’ and the American Dream. 

However, despite vast elements of the Addamses’ class status being subjected to
parody and the parodic mode, this is not all-encompassing. The film’s events take a
turn upon the Addams family being thrown out of their own home by Mrs. Craven
and  Mr.  Alford  through  a  restraining  order  issued  by  the  neighborhood  judge
(01:13:55-14:47). While Gomez at first holds a stern belief in the judicial system, the
legal system is shown to be corrupted by personal bias through the judge (01:14:48-
15:28). His personal vendetta against Gomez is shown in court as he pours out all of
the golf balls that Gomez shot at his house over the years. Following this encounter,
the absence of the parodic mode is particularly noticeable in the deeply disillusioned
mood during the departure of the Addams family. The viewer sees them having to
pack  up  all  their  belongings  and  leave  their  home  behind.  In  particular,  the
emotions  expressed  on  the  faces  of  the  characters  in  this  scene—the  camera
lingering on their bowed heads, the foregrounding of silence as no one speaks, and
the overall absence of fast movements and cuts within the scene—mark the absence
of the parodic mode. The narrative slows down as the camera keeps its gaze on the
scene, from them packing up to driving out of the gate. The camera mirrors Fester’s
gaze from behind one of the mansion’s windows, staying fixated on those who have
shown him kindness and now have to leave. This, once again, opens up room for the
viewer to affectively engage with the film and emphasizes the sentiment of pity. The
mise-en-scène is  deliberately  employed once  more  to  evoke the  realist  mode of
earnest emotion being displayed through lingering gazes, the absence of dialogue,
and the slowing down of the narrative. This lack of fast-paced cuts connects to the
idea that themes of injustice and personal tragedy are not subject to parody in the
context of this film.

This  change  in  class  status  from  prosperous  to  fallen,  penniless  aristocrats  is
additionally illustrated by Gomez’s appearance. While the other family members
are  trying  and  failing  to  provide  for  the  family,  bringing  about  continuous
movement and changes of scenery, Gomez remains put and static, as his state is kept
closest to the realist mode and thereby not parodic or comedic. Gomez seemingly
only resides in the motel, sitting in the same chair, always wearing the same t-shirt,
covered in chips, and displaying a grim, unfulfilled expression. This provides a stark
visual contrast to his previous appearance and attitude, as he lets himself go and
enters a presumably depressive episode. This may also hint at Gomez experiencing a
crisis of masculinity: Who is he if not the grand homeowner and provider for his
family and his family fortune? Moreover, this change in mood into a state of being
passionless  is  explored  when  Gomez,  for  the  first  time,  does  not  comply  with
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Morticia’s wishes and seems indifferent to her. He is presented as a changed man
after enduring the trauma of being forced out of his home (01:21:45-22:09).  This
sentiment and the absence of the parodic mode is enforced by the physical distance
between Morticia and Gomez during this exchange. For the first time on screen,
they are on opposite sides of the room, without physically touching. Their overt
sexual passion was one of the elements that previously defined their relationship as
subject to the parodic mode through overdramatization and ridicule, breaking with
social norms. Here, Morticia is  shown in a marginal position with her children,
whereas the camera foregrounds Gomez, again sitting in his chair and watching
television. Condemning his family to stay unmoved, he rejects every offer to go out
on a family trip, reflecting the change in him toward a patriarchal figure who puts
his interests first.

The Addamses’ grim reality peaks when the rest of the family is fast asleep, with
the mise-en-scène showing the destitute situation they are in. The camera slowly
pans around the setting, revealing the whole family cramped up in one motel room,
sleeping atop of each other due to a lack of space, penniless and struggling to pay for
food (01:22:08-17). The gaze of the camera lingers on each of the characters’ faces to
evoke an affective response in viewers, encouraging them to sympathize with the
Addamses. The parodic mode is entirely absent from the scene. The struggle of a
family that lost everything is another existential, realist theme that the film grants
meaning  to  through  the  absence  of  witty  remarks  by  the  characters.  The  film
foregrounds  silence  and  breaks  with  the  previously  fast-paced  cuts  and  hasty
movements in order to give room to the family’s desperation, encouraging viewers
to empathize with them. Accordingly, the scene mirrors Morticia’s gaze onto her
family’s despair, as she is the only one left awake. The importance of this scene and
its absence of the parodic mode is underlined by the concluding close-up, following
the camera taking on Morticia’s gaze and showing her otherwise unmoving face
with tears glistening in her eyes. This functions as a final installment for the viewer
to grasp the gravity of the characters’ situation and to feel with them (01:22:38-23:15).

CONCLUSION

In this article, I have demonstrated how The Addams Family criticizes ‘traditional,’
conservative  US  American  middle-class  family  values  by  challenging  anxieties
around the destabilization of the concept of the nuclear family. The film achieves
this,  for  one,  through  the  employment  of  the  parodic  mode,  which  is
predominantly characterized by the ‘whimsical macabre.’  Second, the absence of
the parodic mode—indicated by a rupture in the established mise-en-scène through
a lingering gaze and silence—evokes an affective response within viewers and serves
to provide ‘counter values’ that uphold ‘traditional’ family values.
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The film employs the presence and absence of the parodic mode to convey a host
of different meanings. The presence of the parodic mode is utilized in the film to
parody contemporary anxieties  of  the 1990s,  such as  a  lack of  child welfare  and
deviant sexuality, all leading to the weakening of the conservative nuclear family.
Meanwhile,  the  absence  of  the  parodic  mode—regarding  the  importance  of
providing children with a caring home and the trauma induced by personal and
economic tragedies further relating to the loss of one’s class status—is understood as
procuring ‘counter values.’  This upholds select ‘traditional’ family values, such as
child welfare and the permanence of the nuclear family unit remaining stable.

From the beginning, the Addamses particularly stand out due to their class status
and their  accompanying financial  means,  linking back to their  aristocratic  ‘old
money’ lineage, which is further reflected in their lifestyle choices.  Initially, the
Addams family seemingly stands above the concerns of common US class ideologies.
They  are  positioned  as  upper  (middle)  class  with  a  lifestyle  of  leisure  and  their
mansion in the suburbs dating back to a nostalgic past inspired by Gothic aesthetics.
They appear to be placed not only outside of the US class system centered around the
middle class but also out of time with everything else, from their home and car to
their way of living outside of the nuclear family model. While they uphold elements
of ‘traditional’ family values feared to be in crisis in the 1990s, the loss of class status
that they experience and the ‘counter values’ they embody serve to root them along
the  margins  of  discourses  around  American  exceptionalism  and  the  American
Dream, hence confronting the troublesome specter of ‘universal middle-classness.’
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