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Abstract  

Today’s media landscape is flooded with inaccurate and problematic portrayals of mental 

illness. From stereotypical character arcs on television programs to fear-mongering 

reporting on news stations, these depictions have created a harsh stigma that surrounds 

those who live with such afflictions. Walter Fisher’s narrative paradigm maintains that 

humans make sense of the world through stories. Unfortunately, a great majority of 

stories about mental illness leave many with misinformed notions. However, a number of 

surrealist television shows are beginning to provide more authentic and empathetic 

examinations of mental illness. Chief among these is Netflix’s animated series BoJack 

Horseman, which offers an in-depth and layered portrayal of depression, one of the most 

common mental illnesses in America. This study examines multiple characters from 

BoJack Horseman, exploring how they demonstrate the tenets of Fisher’s narrative 

rationality and hypothesizing what new public meanings the series might suggest about 

depression.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

Chapter	One:	Introduction	

Depression	in	the	Media		

The most recent numbers available from the National Institute of Mental Health 

(NIMH) estimate that 43.6 million adults aged 18 or older in the United States, or 18.1 

percent of U.S. adults, live with some mental illness. Furthermore, just over twenty 

percent of U.S. children aged 13 to 18 were diagnosed, at some point in their lives, to 

have had a seriously debilitating mental disorder. Of all the mental illnesses people 

suffer, depression is one of the most widespread. As of 2015, an estimated 16.1 million 

adults (6.7%) and 3 million children (12.5%) were diagnosed with Major Depressive 

Disorder or experienced at least one major depressive episode (NIMH, 2015).  

Depression is one of the most common mental disorders in the United States and 

is caused by a combination of genetic, biological, environmental, and psychological 

factors. The complex causes and variety of symptoms make depression difficult to treat, 

much less understand. Some symptoms of depression include, but are not limited to: 

persistent feelings of anxiousness, hopelessness, guilt, and worthlessness; a loss of 

interest or pleasure in hobbies and activities; decreased energy or fatigue; lack of 

motivation to excel in work or academics; changes in appetite, weight, and sleep; suicidal 

thoughts; and aches, pains, cramps, or digestive problems without any clear physical 

cause and/or that do not ease with treatment (NIMH, 2015).  

Not every person diagnosed with depression suffers all these symptoms, as 

experiences with depression can feature a combination of these symptoms in varying 

levels of severity. Furthermore, not all people who experience some of these symptoms 

suffer from depression. Those living with depression often face unique struggles that are 
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difficult to summarize in a list of side effects. However, because understanding singular 

symptoms is often much easier than an understanding the complex mental illness, many 

portrayals of depression in pop culture are often limited to an exaggerated depiction of a 

symptom.1  

The current cultural landscape is unfortunately flooded with problematic 

depictions of depression. Film and television are often guilty of offering over-simplified 

portrayals of mental illness that stigmatize those who live with these afflictions and 

present unrealistically simple solutions to complicated conditions (Tartakovsky, 2009). 

Such depictions can lead mentally healthy individuals to develop misinformed and 

stigmatized ideas of the 120 million people worldwide suffering with depression (Noch, 

2012). As Dr. Joseph Hullet, MD explains, “Our culture has a fairly rigid definition of 

what constitutes appropriate behavior, and there is definitely a social stigma associated 

with depression” (Hullet, 2012). The problematic depictions of depression that populate 

film and television create a stigma fueled by stereotypes, which not only misinforms the 

public as to the realities of depression, but make the battle against depression for those 

living with it even more difficult. The stigma surrounding the mental illness pushes those 

living with depression to try to fight it on their own instead of seeking necessary help 

(Cora, 2012). As such, there is a need for responsible and honest portrayals of mental 

illness to fight such stigmas and acknowledge the realities of depression.  

 Depression stereotypes exist in many forms across film and television. One 

common trope presents the mental disorder as easily solvable by romance. Having 

experienced the end of a romantic relationship or the loss of someone close or any 

																																																								
1	Mental Health America explains how many portrayals of mental illness in film and television are often 
cheap, oversimplified, and “cater to the lowest common denominator.”		
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number of causes, the protagonist spends time feeling “depressed.” After moping for a 

while, a new love interest enters his or her life and suddenly all traces of depression 

vanish. The new boyfriend or girlfriend is a magic elixir, eradicating any grasp 

depression held in any area of its victim’s life, romantic or otherwise.2  

These types of depictions are guilty of not only presenting a relationship status as 

the sole determinant of depression, but also equating depression to little more than 

loneliness. However, many factors play into this complex mental illness. These aspects 

are often pushed aside or ignored in favor of more simplistic representations. Moreover, 

the Romantic Fix-All stereotype suggests a simple and easy solution to depression, which 

problematizes understandings of how depression works, as the stereotype promotes the 

patronizing narrative that professional medical treatment is nothing compared to the 

curative powers of a new love interest. Furthermore, the Romantic Fix-All depiction 

suggests that depression is a temporary state and that those who are depressed just need 

to “get over it,” creating an incredibly demeaning message. 

 Another common trope is The Tortured Genius, in which depression is the 

romanticized burden of an artistic mastermind or a brilliant savant. This depiction 

suggests the inner demons of mental illness serve as the source of creative success. The 

Huffington Post’s Sarah Klein explains that this trope indicates an inherent link between 

creativity and mental illness, as if the torment is part of the gift (Klein, 2014). It may 

seem like a curse, but it is a blessing, as it leads to such artistic genius.3  

																																																								
2	Some perpetrators of this stereotype include 500 Days of Summer, in which the protagonist’s 
depressiveness hinges solely on the status of his relationship; Silver Linings Playbook, which suggests 
professional treatment is ineffective compared to the healing abilities of simply having a boyfriend or 
girlfriend; and A Single Man, which sees its central character overcome eight months of depression and 
suicidal fixations within a single day by meeting a new love interest.	
3	Depictions guilty of this characterization include Amadeus, A Beautiful Mind, The Aviator, Frida, and 
many others.  
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This portrayal is grounded in the idea that “great art comes from great pain.” 

While that certainly can be true, it is not always true. Great art can also come from great 

joy, great boredom, great luck, and many other sources. Moreover, great pain does not 

always produce great art. As Lloyd Sederer, MD, medical director of the New York State 

Office of Mental Health explains, “Sometimes you have the two combined. When you 

have geniuses who have such prominence, like Philip Seymour Hoffman or Robin 

Williams or John Nash, they make you think that this is more common than it is” 

(Sederer, 2014). While the conceptualization of the Tortured Genius does exist in some 

cases, the abundance of popular cultural portrayals creates the notion that it is quite 

pervasive, and that many or even most people living with a mental illness are, or could 

be, artistic masterminds. Furthermore, the Tortured Genius trope romanticizes mental 

illness as a blessing and a curse, as torment glamourized with a silver lining, as a price to 

be paid for such creative brilliance. 

Another trope of depression in television and film is the self-pitier. This depiction 

frames depressed individuals as people who can’t be bothered to get out of bed, eat junk 

food all day, generally stop taking care of themselves (by ceasing to shower, comb hair, 

or even get dressed) and wallow in self-pity, as so many regard depression as a 

personality weakness and not a legitimate health condition (Noch, 2012). This portrayal 

usually manifests as some situational occurrence in the character’s life – a breakup, 

getting fired, losing a loved one – and thus implies depression is only dictated by 

circumstantial elements, failing to account for biological, genetic, and environmental 

factors. Furthermore, this depiction perpetuates the idea that depression is not a real 
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disease, but merely an intense sadness, which promotes the stereotype that people who 

are depressed remain so by their own lack of will power or weakness.4  

Mentally ill people are also frequently depicted as violent criminals. In film and 

television, the murderous, sadistic, violent antagonist’s motives are often rooted in a 

mental illness, which creates the notion that all people who are mentally ill are criminals 

to be feared.5 This stereotype is reinforced by media coverage of crime, as speculation 

over the state of the criminal’s mental stability is given much airtime. Following mass 

shootings, many pundits tend to criticize the failure to treat mental illness as a means of 

distracting from conversations about gun control. Shootings, kidnappings, robberies, and 

other crimes tend to prompt television personalities to ask the question “was this person 

mentally stable?” even though mentally ill people are more likely to be victims than 

perpetrators of violence (Elgoben & Johnson, 2009). This stereotype exacerbates the 

narrative that mentally ill people are violent and unpredictable. In fact, studies have 

shown that many individuals’ first associations with mental illness are unpredictability 

and violence (Tartakovsky, 2009) even though mental illness alone does not predict 

violent behavior, as other factors, such as substance abuse, history of violence, 

demographics such as age, gender, race, etc., and presence of stressors (unemployment, 

for instance), among others, must also be present (Elbogen & Johnson, 2009).  

Many of these stereotypical depictions of mental illness rely on the trope of 

metonymy, a “reduction of some higher or more complex realm of being to the terms of a 

																																																								
4	While this trope is quite persistent on its own, particularly as a narrative tool in television, it also 
frequently overlaps with some of the other stereotypes discussed: a mentally ill individual may spend some 
time moping, self-pitying, and falling behind in personal hygiene before discovering their artistic gift or a 
new romance, as happens in 500 Days of Summer.  
5	Crime	shows	such	as	CSI	and	Criminal	Minds	often	perpetuate	this	stigma,	as	well	as	serialized	
programs	like	Hannibal	and	Dexter,	not	to	mention	films	like	Seven	and	Fight	Club.		
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lower or less complex realm of being” (Burke, 1989). In these irresponsible portrayals, 

when a character is depressed, that mental illness is oversimplified, reduced to one or two 

symptoms. Typically, these characters are merely sad or lonely or self-doubting, but 

usually do not experience many other symptoms. The roots of their “depression” are 

limited to a single event, their path to recovery is straightforward, quick, and easy, and 

their struggle with the illness is immensely underdeveloped. As these portrayals usually 

imply a cause-effect relationship between one unfortunate event and depression, they are 

also partially informed by another of Burke’s master tropes: synecdoche. These 

tropological moves present problematic notions that are challenged by BoJack Horseman.  

These fictional representations can have a serious impact on how audiences 

understand depression. As M. B. Oliver asserts in The Journal of Communication, while 

watching television and film, audiences engage in not only hedonic, pleasure-seeking 

motivations, but also eudaimonic, truth-seeking purposes, searching for answers to 

questions addressing purpose and meaningfulness (Oliver, 2011). While viewers can 

recognize events portrayed on screen as fictive, they are still susceptible to being 

influenced by general themes, characterizations, and treatments of issues on screen. 

Additionally, as little education is provided on mental illness within public primary 

schools and most college majors, many individuals get much of their information about 

mental illness from mass media, which can color their perspectives on what people with 

mental illnesses are like and how they behave, leading to fear, avoidance, and 

discrimination (Tartakovsky, 2009; Wahl, 2004).  

The stigmas perpetuated by these shows and films and maintained by individuals 

who watch them can have traumatic effects on individuals with mental illnesses. Fear of 



 7 

being stigmatized prevents many individuals from disclosing mental disorders they may 

be experiencing, and in many cases, keeps these individuals from seeking treatment. In 

fact, employees who have missed work for medical help would rather say they committed 

a petty crime and spent time in jail than disclose that they stayed at a psychiatric hospital 

(Tartakovsky, 2009). The stigma surrounding mental illness created by the pervasive 

stereotypes in pop culture and mass media keep many people living with such illnesses in 

hiding.  

Vulture’s Julie Kliegman argues that mental illness is still waiting on its own 

“Will and Grace moment”: “a show with the longevity, popularity, range of characters, 

and critical acclaim to set the tone for portraying a marginalized community in a positive 

light.” But mental health experts and advocates agree that there has been gradual change 

for the better in recent years on television (Kliegman, 2015). Shows such as Crazy Ex-

Girlfriend, You’re the Worst, and Mr. Robot, while not ratings monsters, have all 

received recognition for their depictions of various mental illnesses. It is important to 

recognize shows like these that are lauded as responsible and honest depictions of mental 

illness. Furthermore, it is equally important to examine how such shows work rhetorically 

to frame responsible depictions of mental illnesses. And while there has been a recent 

spike in such portrayals, one show is cited by many, if not most critics, as exemplar and 

revelatory in its dealings with depression: BoJack Horseman.  
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A Cartoon that Gets It Right  

In August of 2014, Netflix released its first original animated series, BoJack 

Horseman. Though early episodes were met with mixed reviews,6 critics warmed up to 

the show as it progressed,7 and by the end of the first season, the critical consensus 

applauded the second half of the season for finding a unique comedic voice and tapping 

into surprising emotional and dramatic depth. The second season, released in July 2015, 

received near-universal acclaim for continuing and strengthening what made the second 

half of the first season so memorable. Season three, released in July 2016, was similarly 

met with ubiquitous praise and was regarded for being both hilarious and heartbreaking.8 

As of the time of this writing, the show has been renewed for a fourth season.  

BoJack Horseman’s popularity can be attributed to several factors, including its 

eclectic humor (a unique brand that blends sharp celebrity satire, goofy sight gags, and 

witty, fast-paced dialogue), its simplistic yet beautiful art direction, and its tremendously 

talented voice cast, which includes not only Will Arnett, Amy Sedaris, and Aaron Paul in 

the main ensemble, but featured guests such as Patton Oswalt, Amy Schumer, and Keith 

Olberman in recurring roles. But of all these praise-worthy components, the show’s 

portrayal of depressions receives the most acclaim. 

 BoJack Horseman is a simply-animated cartoon depicting a world where 

humanoid, anthropomorphic talking animals and humans coexist, work together, and 

																																																								
6	For examples, see Gilbert (2014), Jeffires (2014), McNamara (2014), and Sepinwall (2014).	
7 When season one premiered, critics only screened the first six episodes. Initial reviews for the series thus 
were based only on the first half of the season. As critics finished the season, however, many rethought 
their original stances. And as the series progressed into later seasons, it garnered more and more critical 
acclaim.  
8	“It does what BoJack Horseman does best, allowing the most heartbreaking parts of life to leach into the 
genre that’s meant to soothe them” (Nussbaum, 2016); “BoJack Horseman is the best of all of Netflix’s 
original series, and one of the best shows on television” (Sepinwall, 2016). “Even in an era where the lines 
between comedy and drama are the blurriest that they’ve ever been, what BoJack Horseman is capable of 
doing is nothing short of masterful” (Chappel, 2016).		
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have relationships with one another (with no explanation as to how or why this world 

exists). The show follows the titular BoJack Horseman, a washed-up actor (expectantly, a 

horse) who starred in the popular 90’s sitcom Horsin’ Around, a shallow and clichéd 

domestic sitcom in the vein of Full House, Family Matters, and Step by Step. BoJack 

desires to make a career come-back to become a well-loved, nationally adored star once 

more, but he struggles with alcoholism, substance abuse, and an intense self-loathing that 

makes human (and animal) connection difficult. Most of the show takes the form of a 

character study following BoJack, who struggles to be happy but simply cannot find 

happiness.  

 The series begins with BoJack hiring ghostwriter Diane Nguyen to author his 

memoir. BoJack’s many insecurities reveal themselves as he opens up in their sessions 

together. He eventually develops feelings for Diane, who he sees as the only person who 

understands him. Unfortunately for BoJack, Diane is in a relationship with his career 

rival Mr. Peanutbutter, a golden retriever who starred in the 90s sitcom Mr. 

Peanutbutter’s House, a blatant rip off of BoJack’s own Horsin’ Around. Mr. 

Peanutbutter is warm and friendly (standard for a golden retriever), but BoJack resents 

him deeply. At first, it appears this resentment is not much more than rivalry, but it is 

eventually revealed that the hard feelings stem from Mr. Peanutbutter’s ability to be 

happy and to like himself, something BoJack cannot achieve.  

 BoJack takes out his resentment and self-loathing on those around him, be they 

random strangers on the street or close friends he has known for quite a while. The one 

who receives the bulk of his abuse is his roommate Todd, a jobless, broke slacker who 

crashed on BoJack’s couch after a party years ago and never left. BoJack treats Todd like 
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his personal human punching-bag, yet won’t kick Todd out because he’s afraid of being 

alone and craves companionship. Similarly, BoJack directs much of his abuse and neglect 

toward his agent and on-again-off-again girlfriend, Princess Carolyn, a pink tabby cat. He 

relies on her to fix his problems and goes running back to her for a date or a little more 

whenever he needs emotional validation, yet turns around and ignores her, neglects her 

needs, and even verbally abuses her if he needs to vent. BoJack loathes himself (as he 

frequently professes through both self-deprecating humor and occasional heart-to-heart 

conversations) and takes it out on everyone else, yet he desperately longs to be loved or 

even just liked (and not in a necessarily romantic sense).  

BoJack Horseman is not the only modern cartoon series that has been praised for 

its depiction of mental illness. Adventure Time follows multiple depressed characters, 

such as The Ice King, who lives at the top of an ice-cold mountain, isolated from most 

other living beings, and wears a magic crown that keeps him alive but makes him 

mentally ill. Rick and Morty depicts a scientific genius so much smarter than anyone else 

on Earth that he feels disconnected from everyone and goes on intergalactic and inter-

dimensional adventures to escape isolation and depression. Though these shows are all 

modern, depression in cartoons is nothing new. The Simpsons has engaged with 

depression, from multiple minor or guest characters to the frequently recurring suicidal 

bartender Moe Szyslak, and The Peanuts’ Charlie Brown was and continues to be a 

poster boy for depression, paranoia, and anxiety.  

The success of so many cartoons in depictions of depression raises questions as to 

whether the medium of animation possesses generic features that help creators engage 

with such issues. Mental illness is often an abstract illness that can be difficult to 
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visualize, and thus, a physically realist approach can struggle with responsible 

representations. As such, some of the most critically-revered portrayals of mental illness 

tend to employ the fantastical and surreal, heightening reality to absurdist dimensions to 

show the far-reaching impacts and tremendous effects mental illnesses have on people 

living with them. For example, The Independent’s Stephen Kelly observes how Lars Von 

Trier’s widely-lauded 2011 feature Melancholia successfully portrays depression by 

setting the impending apocalypse as the backdrop for the depressed bride-to-be 

protagonist: “It does a great job of distinguishing depression from mere sadness, 

exploring the former’s power to overwhelm just as any physical illness can when at its 

worst: neither her wedding day nor the coming apocalypse make any difference to 

Justine’s condition” (Kelly, 2015). Another example would be Jennifer Kent’s 2014 

horror feature The Babadook, which employs a dark, paranormal entity as a metaphorical 

stand-in for depression and guilt, a shadowy figure that is not representative of monsters 

and horror so much as “coming to terms with the dark side of human experience: 

mortality, fear, anger, grief” (Kidd, 2014). 

Even the modern live-action television shows that have received praise for their 

engagement of mental illness employ absurdist techniques. Without revealing any 

spoilers, Mr. Robot goes to some fairly “mind-trippy” places to reveal the extent of the 

effect of its protagonist’s mental disorder. Crazy Ex-Girlfriend utilizes the format of a 

musical to demonstrate the complexities of anxiety and depression. By extension, the 

success of surrealist storytelling techniques may indicate that the narrative possibilities 

within the field of animation could play a role in the success of many cartoons’ 

engagement with mental illness.  
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It would certainly seem as if the medium of animation and the surrealist 

storytelling have benefited BoJack Horseman’s engagement with depression greatly, as 

Grantland’s Eric Thrum claims, “[BoJack Horseman is] one of the most unflinching, 

brutal, and empathetic looks at serious depression that pop culture has ever produced” 

(Thurm, 2015). Thurm’s review echoes the sentiments of many other critics, who seem to 

be in overwhelming consensus that the series is successful and impactful in its 

engagement with depression. But BoJack Horseman has received this praise from not 

only critics, but from individuals living with depression. As various blogs, online 

editorials, and sub-reddits have indicated, testimonials from people living with depression 

credit the show as not only getting depression right, but being helpful and therapeutic for 

their struggle with the illness.  

 BoJack Horseman receives plenty of acclaim from television critics and 

audiences, but little attention from scholars about these representations of mental illness. 

The focus of this project will be to do just that. Using the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders’ (DSM) Diagnostic Criteria for Major Depressive Disorder 

(MDD) and Depressive Episodes in conjunction with Walter Fisher’s Narrative 

paradigm, I intend to analyze how BoJack Horseman portrays depression, how it creates 

a new vision of mental illness, and how the medium of animation itself can shape such 

depictions. As representations in media inform so much of the public perception of 

mental illness, it is necessary to better understand these portrayals in pop culture, and an 

analysis of BoJack Horseman is a strong starting point.  
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Methods  

Defining Depression  

 According to the DSM, individuals must exemplify at least five of nine specific 

symptoms nearly every day to qualify as having Major Depressive Disorder. These 

symptoms include: Depressed mood or irritability; decreased interest or pleasure in most 

activities; significant weight change or change in appetite; change in sleep; change in 

activity; fatigue or loss of energy; feelings of guilt and/or worthlessness; diminished 

concentration or indecisiveness; and suicidality. Furthermore, the DSM lists several 

conditions that may mimic or coexist with Major Depressive Disorder, including 

substance abuse, medical illness, psychiatric disorders (such as hypomania, bipolar, 

schizophrenia), and bereavement.  

 Individuals may also be prone to depressive episodes, which may be part of Major 

Depressive Disorder or isolated incidents. The DSM has two charts to aid in diagnosing 

depressive episodes, as well as determining the severity of such episodes. The first has 

two columns of side effects relating to mood, energy/activity levels, emotions, and 

physical impairments. Certain combinations of these side effects can indicate a 

depressive episode, along with evaluation of each side effect’s severity and functional 

impairment. The second chart helps to determine that functional impairment, listing 

various functional domains (such as relationships, academics/work, stress levels, and 

others) and indicators as to how severely each domain is impaired.  

 The DSM’s diagnostic guide to Major Depressive Disorder and depressive 

episodes is helpful not only in establishing an accurate definition of depression, but also 

in identifying depression. Using this guide, I plan to evaluate characters from BoJack 
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Horseman to assess how the show depicts these symptoms, how they are framed within 

the story, and what narrative implications arise. I aim to examine what truths BoJack 

Horseman creates for its characters and its audiences, an undertaking that will require a 

theoretical framework focused on storytelling.  

 

Narrative Paradigm  

 What is needed for this study is a tool to identify and analyze characterizations of 

depression as they occur within narratives of BoJack Horseman. As detailed, the vast 

majority of portrayals of depression across various media are irresponsible in many ways, 

from providing poor explanations for the mental state, to framing such illnesses as 

temporary or even beneficial, to using mental illness as punishment or retribution, and a 

number of other offenses in between. As these depictions are understood within a 

narrative construction, a method is required that will allow me to evaluate narrative 

portrayals of depression and how they assess and present the mental illness. In other 

words, what is required for this study is theoretical framework geared towards dissecting 

stories and the morals, messages, and values they contain.  

Walter Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm serves as that theoretical framework, as it 

allows for the assessment of the fidelity of such portrayals in pop culture and enables 

analysis of stories in a holistic sense. Fisher first presents the Narrative Paradigm in 1984 

as an alternative to the Rational World Paradigm (RWP), which posits humans as rational 

beings who make decisions based on arguments. Within the RWP, rationality is based on 

subject matter, knowledge, and argumentative ability, which gives experts advantage 

over those who do not have the technical, field-specific knowledge and experience 
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(Fisher, 1984). However, using the RWP to analyze depictions of mental illness and 

judging the “rationality” of characters’ actions overlooks the complexities of depression 

and how people moralize and engage with it as non-experts. This kind of framework 

could lead to judgment of those struggling with depression as acting irrationally, as 

simply needing to “get over it” or “snap out of it.” These types of evaluations play into 

stereotypes and misunderstandings of depression.  

As such, Fisher’s suggested alternative worldview proves much more appropriate 

in examining depictions of mental illness in pop culture. The narrative paradigm 

maintains that humans make sense of the world through stories. Fisher believes this 

paradigm, unlike the RWP, is capable of all humans because everyone possesses the 

ability to understand and evaluate stories. As this paradigm is not reliant upon technical 

knowledge and discourse, it is not as exclusionary as the RWP, and thus is a preferable 

way to conceptualize public arguments. As a response to the RWP, the narrative 

paradigm is positioned to provide meaningful insight into depression. It avoids the 

instrumentalist approach that so often prevents understanding of sensitive complexities 

and instead enables an understanding of the creation of meaning within a text. The 

narrative paradigm allows critics to look at a broader web of meaning, to examine 

characters’ motivations and backgrounds, contextual factors, nuanced expressions of 

depression, and more.  

Though Fisher’s original paradigm and his attempts to expand upon and clarify it 

contain several interesting principles, the primary component of the Narrative Paradigm 

most applicable to this study is narrative rationality: the way in which we judge stories. 

Narrative rationality is determined by two criteria. The first is narrative probability, 
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which aims to evaluate the coherence of the story. Are characters, their characteristics 

and choices, and the way they behave all consistent? Is the plot cohesive and logically 

sound? Does the narrative make sense? For a story to be judged as “good,” it must be 

narratively coherent. The second criterion is narrative fidelity, which aims to evaluate 

how consistent a given story is with other stories or with listeners’ own experiences. 

When conducting a test of narrative fidelity, one would determine the values presented in 

the story and then question them: are such values appropriate to the story being told? If 

we follow these values to their natural conclusions, what do they suggest? How do these 

values match our and others’ experiences? Are these values valid across time? If the 

values of the story are consistent with those presented in other stories and in real lived 

experiences, then the narrative passes the test of fidelity.  

Fisher’s Narrative Paradigm, specifically the test of narrative rationality, will be 

useful in this study (paired with the DSM’s diagnostic criteria) in analyzing BoJack 

Horseman’s portrayals of depression. Hopefully, examination of how BoJack Horseman 

constructs its stories of mental illness might provide insight as to what other portrayals 

could learn and do differently.  

 

Thesis overview  

 This study examines the series BoJack Horseman through the lens of narrative 

theory and with the aid of the DSM’s diagnostic criteria to evaluate how exactly the show 

portrays depression. The second, third, and fourth chapters of this thesis each consist of 

in-depth analyses of different characters on the show. The second and third chapters 

focus on characters that are most-often identified by critics and viewers as suffering from 



 17 

depression. The fourth chapter analyzes secondary characters who do not suffer from 

depression, but exhibit some traits that, in less responsible shows, would be cast as 

depression. This chapter employs the trope of juxtaposition to highlight how various 

depictions of characters suffering from depression compare with those characters who 

express depressive symptoms but do not experience depression. This comparison 

complicates notions of depression, and provides us with a richer understanding of how to 

appreciate those who deal with depression.   

The first chapter focuses on the titular BoJack Horseman, an individual who 

wants to feel good about himself but cannot. Throughout the series, BoJack receives 

everything he thinks he wants. He has more money than he could possibly know what to 

do with, he has a loving girlfriend, he has national acclaim and adoration (which he loses, 

then gains once more), he is starring in his dream movie playing his childhood hero, and 

yet he still cannot find the elusive happiness he seeks. These all come to BoJack 

gradually over the course of three seasons. He continually reaches landmarks of success 

and constantly receives things he says he wants, yet they always leave him wanting more. 

BoJack is often credited as being the best portrayal of major depressive disorder on 

television9, as he represents the experience of living with depression on a day-by-day 

basis. He experiences ups and downs, makes progress and backtracks, and illustrates that 

there is no simple solution to “fix” his mental disorder, as so many stereotypical 

portrayals suggest. Rather, his illness seems to grow more severe as the show progresses 

and leads him to hurt and alienate those closest to him. As different characters represent 

different struggles with depression, I investigate how various dimensions of mental 

																																																								
9 As cited by critics such as Hitfix’s Alan Sepinwall, The New Yorker’s Emily Nussbaum, Vulture’s Julia 
Kliegman, The Independent’s Edmund Cuthbert, The Guardian’s Stephen Kelly, and many more.  
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illness are depicted and how the series offers a more complex and authentic vision of 

mental health.  

The third chapter examines Diane Nguyen, BoJack’s ghostwriter and friend. At 

the start of the series Diane, already a successful and established ghostwriter, is hired to 

author BoJack’s memoir. Yet despite her successful career and seemingly happy 

marriage, Diane feels a sense of meaninglessness in her life. She searches to find a 

calling that will impact the world positively so she can feel purpose, but she is often too 

afraid or overwhelmed to act on such callings when they present themselves. Her illness 

not only leads to consequences in her professional career, but affects her marriage and 

her self-perception. Whereas BoJack is often credited by television critics and viewers as 

the embodiment of Major Depressive Disorder, Diane has been credited as being “the 

face of situational depression” (Admiraal, 2015).  I examine how these two types of 

depression are constructed as different from one another and how the show 

communicates that experiences with depression vary and are not all the same.  

The fourth chapter explores three secondary characters: BoJack’s agent and 

occasional girlfriend Princess Carolyn; his career rival Mr. Peanutbutter; and his 

accidental roommate Todd. Perpetually stressed by her exhaustive job, and BoJack 

himself (a client whom she claims yields none of her profit but requires all her energy), 

Princess Carolyn struggles to maintain a healthy work-life balance. She pours everything 

into her job but still yearns for a meaningful personal life, which she finds difficult to 

maintain. Mr. Peanutbutter is practically relentlessly upbeat and positive, a perfect 

juxtaposition to BoJack, but occasionally finds himself stressed or upset regarding those 

closest to him. Be it frustrations with how BoJack treats him so poorly, problems in his 
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marriage with Diane, or potentially fatal news regarding his brother’s health, Mr. 

Peanutbutter only seems to get upset when it concerns his closest friends and loved ones. 

Finally, Todd is an aimless slacker who appears to have no direction in life. He slept on 

BoJack’s couch after a party one night and simply never left. He bounces between 

various creative or entrepreneurial undertakings before giving up on them and often feels 

guilty and upset about his self-perceived worthlessness. All of these characters embody 

traits that would be presented as depression in less-responsible portrayals. However, they 

are distinctly not depressed, especially in juxtaposition with BoJack and Diane.  

Using Fisher’s narrative paradigm, I examine how the show portrays these 

experiences as different and similar and what such depictions suggest about the meaning 

of depression. By providing multiple narratives of depression that are layered, complex, 

and unique, BoJack Horseman enables greater understanding of the mental illness. 

BoJack’s and Diane’s depression are not merely single-episode plot points, but the 

narrative focus of the entire series, which allows the show to be far more thorough and 

detailed in its depiction. Multiple causes of depression are explored, all the way back to 

childhood; how depression affects the daily lives of people living with it differently is 

detailed; characters’ reactions to their depression and varying approaches to recovery are 

portrayed. The series creates a comprehensive examination of depression through its 

narrative in a way that provides a layered and nuanced understanding of mental health.  

 The concluding chapter of the thesis offers implications to the findings of these 

character analyses. Given that many other cartoon series have also been credited with 

similar praise regarding portrayals of depression, special attention is paid to the role of 

animation in a successful depiction of mental illness. The very visual medium is uniquely 
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able to equip creators with storytelling tools that strengthen narratives of depression. 

Furthermore, the success of BoJack Horseman in its engagement with depression 

suggests important implications for viewers: the series can be incredibly therapeutic for 

those living with depression, as it can make them feel less alone and more understood, 

and it can be a powerful teaching tool for those who do not have a mental illness, as it can 

breed greater understanding and empathy.  

 There are already plenty of problematic portrayals of mental illness misinforming 

the general populace, but unfortunately honest and authentic depictions of the same 

appear to be few and far between. The recent emergence and praise of such shows like 

BoJack Horseman, Adventure Time, and Rick and Morty however presents a turning point 

and a step forward in mental illness narratives.  
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Chapter Two – BoJack Horseman  

 

“I want to feel good about myself. But I don’t know how.  

I don’t know if I can.”  

~BoJack Horseman10 

 

Introduction 

 The Canadian Mental Health Association of Ontario released a study in February 

2009 detailing the impact of media on public perceptions of mental illness and the impact 

of such perceptions on individuals living with mental illness. As senior communications 

advisor Kismet Baun explains, the media is the primary source of information on mental 

illness for the majority of the public, and unfortunately, the information it provides tends 

to be skewed (Baun, 2009). Such skewed information creates a stigma of fear and 

prejudice surrounding the mentally ill, and the consequences are wide-spread and far-

reaching. False beliefs, delay in receiving treatment, exclusion from society, and 

prevention of improved mental health care are among the many effects mentally ill 

individuals experience as a direct result of the media’s misrepresentation of mental health 

(Baun, 2009).  

 Though many communication avenues fall under the umbrella term “media,” 

perhaps one of the biggest perpetrators of mental health stigma are television shows, 

which, “on the whole…still struggle with flawed, careless, and inaccurate depictions” 

																																																								
10 From BoJack Horseman season 2 episode 8, “Let’s Find Out,” 2015  
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(Bastién, 2016). These depictions are inaccurate for several reasons, as Angelica Jade 

Bastién outlines in a 2016 publication in Vulture.  

Many shows feature or even star mentally ill characters, yet refuse to make a 

specific illness evident, which allows writers to selectively pick a variety of symptoms 

that create an exaggerated and inaccurate representation of mental illness. For example, 

UnREAL and Bones are both guilty of such vagueness. Some series, such as Pretty Little 

Liars and Ally McBeal, promote the narrative that treatment and medication turn people 

into personality-lacking zombies, and such treatments are therefore not to be trusted. 

Other shows depicting mental illness suffer from a lack of diversity. As seen through 

Lady Dynamite, Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, and Jessica Jones, white women tend to be favored 

to tell stories of mental illness, and as demonstrated by UnREAL, Mr. Robot, and You’re 

the Worst, if people of color are cast in narratives of mental illnesses, they typically play 

therapists. Dramas such as Hannibal and Dexter link mental illness with criminality by 

suggesting that mentally ill individuals are fearsome and often violent criminals. And 

many series, from the anti-hero dramas like Mad Men and Dexter to the complex female 

character dramas such as Girls and The Girlfriend Experience, seem to use mental illness 

as an excuse for wrongdoing (Bastién, 2016).  

UC-Berkeley psychology professor Stephen Hinshaw explains what is needed are 

“more realistic portrayals of the everyday struggles associated with mental illness” (qtd. 

in Fawcett, 2015). According to many television critics and individuals living with 

depression, this is where BoJack Horseman comes in. The series depicts multiple 

depressed characters going through the ups and downs of their daily lives, portraying the 

everyday struggles associated with mental illness that Hinshaw claims is so necessary for 



 23 

understanding. BoJack Horseman not only avoids many of the pitfalls listed above, but at 

times actively inverts or disavows them, which is often accomplished through the titular 

character of BoJack Horseman.  

There has been a need for a responsible series with honest portrayals of mental 

illness for about as long as television series have been produced, and BoJack Horseman 

fills that need. As many critics noted, BoJack may be the most realistic and authentic 

embodiment of chronic depression on television. He sabotages himself and any chance at 

happiness he comes across, yet acts so selfishly that he alienates and hurts those around 

him. He indulges in self-destructive vices such as binge drinking, constant meaningless 

sex, and sometimes weeks-long drug benders as a means of coping with his intense self-

loathing, yet he longs to be acknowledged and validated by others as worthy of love. He 

is a character built on authentic contradictions that resist oversimplified stereotypes and 

instead create a portrait of the day-to-day life of a manic depressive that resonates with 

narrative fidelity, even if it comes in the form of a cartoon horse.  

 

Character Background 

 BoJack Horseman begins with an awkward interview between the eponymous 

horse and Charlie Rose (voiced by Patton Oswalt, whose own struggle with depression is 

often the center of his standup comedy), in which BoJack quickly establishes himself as 

careless, self-destructive, and narcissistic. A has-been celebrity living off the immense 

royalties of a hugely popular yet critically-reviled 90s sitcom Horsin’ Around, BoJack 

longs to make a comeback and establish himself as a well-respected artist. The series 

follows that career comeback. In season one, BoJack hires a ghost writer, Diane Nguyen, 
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to author his memoir. BoJack struggles to open up and allow someone to become close 

enough to know him well, as he fears anyone who truly knows him cannot possibly like 

him. But Diane eventually breaks through and writes a thorough and intimate biography. 

Interestingly, BoJack longs for widespread adoration, for praise, to be remembered and 

loved by all; but after reading Diane’s book, he does not want it to be published, as he is 

terrified of people getting to know “the real” BoJack. This is just one of many 

complexities characteristic of depression that BoJack Horseman gets right where other 

series get wrong: a desire and need to be acknowledged by others, but a fear (often rooted 

in self-loathing) of letting anyone close. As a study published in Molecular Psychiatry 

establishes, depression is often closely linked with or causes feelings of self-hatred (Feng, 

2011). BoJack can blame people’s lack of love for him on them: they simply don’t know 

him. But if they do get to know him, and, as he fears, do not like him, then he has to 

accept that he is not worthy of that adoration and love.  

Fortunately for him, the book is hugely successful, and the “warts-and-all” 

depiction transforms the public’s perception of BoJack from a one-note joke of an actor 

to a real, flawed, vulnerable individual. But despite finally receiving the widespread 

public adoration he desired and thought would finally make him happy, he is still 

depressed. The renewed popularity and respect lands him his dream role as Secretariat in 

a movie adaptation of the racing horse’s life. Season two chronicles BoJack on the set of 

the film, struggling to do what he had always bragged he was capable of but feared he 

lacked the necessary talent: dramatic acting. Though he’s landed his dream role as well as 

a steady, loving girlfriend, he still does not feel happy or wanted. By the end of season 

two, his performance in Secretariat receives critical acclaim and Oscar buzz. Season 
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three follows BoJack on the awards circuit, attempting to gain enough recognition to land 

an Academy Award nomination. And though he finally has the critical respect and praise 

as a serious actor, he reamins unhappy.  

 As creator Raphael Bob-Waksberg explained in multiple interviews, he wanted to 

establish BoJack as a character who receives everything he thinks he wants, yet still 

cannot find happiness (Bob-Waksberg, 2015). In season one, he receives the longed-for 

public adoration, yet still is not happy. In season two, he gets to star in his dream role and 

gets a loving girlfriend, yet still is not happy. In season three, he is inundated with praise 

and critical acclaim for his artistic craft, yet still is not happy. The causes of this 

depression are widespread and varied. As Bob-Waksberg claims, “I don’t think there is 

one origin…there are lots of explanations for why BoJack is the way he is, and there isn’t 

just one interpretation. I always think that’s really lazy, when…the idea is “this one 

moment is the reason that everything happened”” (Bob-Waksberg, 2016). The expansive 

field of causes for BoJack’s depression leaves much space for analysis into the mental 

illness narrative that Bob-Waksberg creates and the meanings such a narrative suggests 

about depression.  

 One factor contributing to BoJack’s depression is his upbringing by his abusive 

and neglectful parents, Beatrice and Butterscotch Horseman. As studies conducted by 

Harvard researchers establish, children who are maltreated or neglected are left with 

much higher risks of developing depression, addictions, and a host of other mental 

illnesses later in life (Szalavitz, 2012). BoJack clearly fell victim to such risks. His 

unhappy childhood is revealed throughout the show in a series of flashbacks, in which his 

parents often have violent arguments with each other and verbally abuse a young BoJack. 
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In the few flashbacks in which his father appears, Butterscotch insults the “shoddy 

craftsmanship” of the birthday card BoJack made for him and suggests that he “do 

something useful like bang [his] head against the wall until [his] brain isn’t so stupid” 

(Williams & Moser, 2014). However, after season one, Butterscotch is not seen much, the 

implied reason being that he was no longer a part of the family’s life due to some 

unknown cause.  

 Many of the flashbacks feature Beatrice Horseman torturing her son. During a 

dinner party, a young and scared BoJack is forced by his mother to sing a song and 

perform for the guests, as that’s “the only thing [he’s] good for” (Purdy & Winfrey, 

2014). In another flashback, BoJack sneaks a cigarette from his mother’s purse, and when 

he is caught, he is forced by Beatrice to smoke the whole thing in between gags and sobs. 

He asks if he is being punished for smoking or stealing, and Beatrice tells him “I’m 

punishing you for being alive” (Aaron, Young, & Mariska, 2015). In these flashbacks, the 

adorably-animated young BoJack is often shaking with fear or crying. It’s a stark 

contrast: in one moment we see an adult BoJack, cursing, drinking, and insulting those 

around him, and in the next moment we see an innocent child, quivering in fear of his 

parents.  

 The time dedicated to fleshing out BoJack’s childhood provides the series with 

something often missing from less-adept portrayals of depression. These flashbacks 

provide the viewer with some context as to part of the reason why BoJack is the way he 

is. In tandem with many of the other insights into BoJack’s character and his depression, 

the depiction of his childhood helps create a layered and complex portrait of an individual 

living with a mental illness. Where so many other portrayals of depression fall short is in 
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their oversimplified narratives that suggest a straightforward cause-effect relationship 

between one event and depression. BoJack Horseman resists that temptation in favor of a 

more complicated, messy, and authentic examination of depression that has many roots in 

many parts of Bojack’s life.  

 Another important detail revealed in flashbacks to BoJack’s childhood is his 

idolization of Secretariat from an early age. As a nine-year-old foal, he sent a letter to 

Secretariat on the Dick Cavett Show, stating “Sometimes I get sad. What do you do when 

you get sad? How do you not get sad?” (Bob-Waksberg & Cendreda, 2014). Secretariat 

tells him to run, to never look behind, as there’s nothing there for him, and all that exists 

is what’s ahead. As the excited BoJack watches on the television, his parents enter the 

house, yell at each other, and throw things. As Butterscotch storms out of the house, 

Beatrice sits on the couch and tells her son “You know, I was beautiful before I got 

pregnant. You ruined me BoJack. You better grow up to be something great to make up 

for all the damage you’ve done” (Bob-Waksberg & Winfrey, 2015). Unfortunately for 

BoJack, he won’t be able to follow Secretariat’s advice; these are moments he will never 

be able to put behind him, as they will continue to haunt him well into his adulthood.   

 The one moment of near-empathy between BoJack and his mother comes at the 

start of season two. Beatrice calls her son after reading his memoir, and after telling him 

“It takes a real narcissist to think anyone wants to read a book about him,” she confesses 

that his unhappiness is not his fault and offers as sincere an apology as she seems capable 

of: “I know you want to be happy but you won’t be and I’m sorry…you come by it 

honestly, the ugliness inside of you. You were born broken, that’s your birthright. And 

you can fill your life with projects, your books and your movies and your little 
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girlfriends, but it won’t make you whole. You’re BoJack Horseman. There’s no cure for 

that” (Bob-Waksberg & Winfrey, 2015). The sequence seems to nod at the role that 

nature might play in addition to nurture in regards to BoJack’s depression. His mother 

seems to admit to having not only played a significant role in how BoJack turned out, but 

to perhaps struggling with some of the same afflictions. Indeed, Stanford Medicine 

explains that genetics play a role in developing depression, as heritability increases risks 

of developing mental illnesses (Levinson & Nichols, 2017). The complicated mother-son 

relationship adds another narrative layer to BoJack’s story of depression, one which also 

highlights the complexity of such a mental illness. Whereas many other portrayals 

oversimplify depression into an easy, straightforward narrative, BoJack Horseman adds 

layers upon layers, enriching its narrative fidelity through complexity and detail.  

 When BoJack first attempts to run forward away from his abusive childhood, he 

tries his hand at stand-up comedy in Los Angeles. Yet, his insecurities show on stage, as 

he feels the need to explain his jokes and ask the audience if they get them. This 

illustrates the series-long theme that his true desire is acknowledgement: 

acknowledgement that he is funny, acknowledgement that he is talented, 

acknowledgement that he has worth. It’s something he never received growing up, and 

now desperately longs for as an adult. As Dr. Michael J. Hyde writes in his The Call of 

Conscience, “We are creatures whose well-being requires recognition from those who 

would have us return the favor. Indeed we are social beings…in need of family, friends, 

and even strangers who are willing to open themselves to acknowledge our presence” 

(Hyde, 2001). BoJack seeks this acknowledgement and recognition throughout the stretch 

of the entire series.  
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 BoJack receives that acknowledgement in the form of Herb Kazzaz, another 

stand-up comic who is far more confident in his craft, while they are both just starting out 

in their comedy careers. Herb sees that BoJack has potential and offers him advice. And 

when Herb’s sitcom is picked up by a network, he asks BoJack to star. Hamming it up for 

a live studio audience telling cheesy jokes is exactly BoJack’s comedic strength, and he 

receives the acknowledgement he longs in the form of audience laughter. Things finally 

seem to be going well for BoJack, or at least, better.  

 Nearly twenty years later, BoJack is living in a giant house in LA with his 

roommate Todd, an unemployed slacker who crashed at BoJack’s place many years ago 

and never left. BoJack spends his days watching DVDs of Horsin’ Around, overeating, 

and getting drunk. He is embittered and takes out his self-loathing on everyone around 

him. He is neglectful and verbally abusive towards his agent and on-again-off-again 

girlfriend, Princess Carolyn, who puts up with BoJack’s abuse and tries her best to help 

him, partly because of their history and partly because he’s her biggest client. He is 

perpetually passive-aggressive towards his career rival “frenemy” Mr. Peanutbutter, who 

is too optimistic and good-natured to notice. And he treats Todd like his human punching 

bag, who goes along with it because he naïvely sees it as the price for living in BoJack’s 

house. Essentially, BoJack has come full-circle since his childhood, and now treats those 

in his life as his parents treated him.  

 

A Chronically Depressed Horse  

 As outlined in the introduction, the DSM’s Diagnostic Criteria for Major 

Depressive Disorder lists nine specific symptoms, of which at least five must be present 
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nearly every day for an individual to be diagnosed with major depressive disorder. 

BoJack exemplifies five of these traits: depressed mood or irritable most of the day, 

nearly every day, as indicated either by subjective report or observation made by others; 

Decreased interest or pleasure in most activities, most of each day; Significant weight 

change or change in appetite; Feelings of worthlessness or excessive or inappropriate 

guilt; And suicidality.  

 

Depressed Mood and Irritability  

 BoJack’s persistent irritability is immediately apparent throughout the series. 

From complaining about honeydews to politically-charged rants about the military, 

BoJack becomes easily irritated by a wide variety of circumstances he finds inconvenient. 

Even being near people who are happy seems to irritate BoJack. In the series premiere, 

BoJack finds himself annoyed by the mere cheerfulness of Mr. Peanutbutter, remarking 

“He’s so stupid he doesn’t realize how miserable he should be. I envy that.” And when 

his ghostwriter Diane, who he has just met, asks him what he does nowadays, he admits 

“well mostly I just sit around the house and complain about things” (Bob-Waksberg & 

Moser, 2014). 

 Another immediately apparent trait of BoJack’s is that he is also very self-aware. 

He knows and frequently remarks on not only how irritable he is, but also on how 

depressed he is. In the second episode of the series, BoJack overhears a stranger talking 

about him on the phone: “No he got fatter but he’s definitely him. He looks really sad, 

it’s hilarious.” In a remarkably vulnerable and self-aware response, BoJack tells her “I 

was actually already in a bad mood, but I thought maybe for one night I could go out to a 
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bar and forget about myself. But now because of you and your friends, I feel more self-

conscious than ever” (Bob-Waksberg & Gonzalez, 2014).  

 BoJack’s daily depressed mood is evident both by his own admissions and by his 

actions observed by others. If BoJack was the kind of cartoon character that had a 

catchphrase, his would be some variation of the lines “Well that was another in a long 

series of regrettable life choices,” “Give me a bottle of something that will help me forget 

my problems,” or “That was an oh-so predictably BoJack spiral of self-loathing and 

substance abuse,” all of which he proclaims multiple times throughout the series. But he 

doesn’t just comment on his depressiveness to himself; he confides in those around him 

quite often, in search of acknowledgement. In a voicemail left for Diane, BoJack admits 

“I actually kinda hate myself a lot of the time” (Marder & Gonzalez, 2014). In a heart-to-

heart with Princess Carolyn, BoJack states “We’re just two lonely people trying to hate 

ourselves a little less. Maybe that’s all we’re ever gonna be. Maybe that’s all we ever 

were” (Lawson & Cendreda, 2014). And in a nationally-televised mid-game show 

argument with Mr. Peanutbutter, BoJack confesses “I want to feel good about myself. 

You do. And I don’t know how. I don’t know if I can” (Flierl, Chernoff & Mariska, 

2015).  

 The creative decision to have BoJack be fully aware of his depression and 

frequently talk about it to others is one that directly battles the very real stigma 

surrounding mental illness. Whereas many individuals living with depression do not 

share the information with others for fear of being judged, BoJack is frankly quite open 

about it. In this way, the series can actually be therapeutic for those living with 
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depression: seeing a character living with the same affliction and being open about it 

might give others the courage to speak up about their own mental illness.  

 Considering BoJack’s frequent admissions of his battle with depression, it is 

surprising none of his friends have encouraged him to seek professional help. In nearly 

every episode of the series, BoJack says something to somebody or to himself that 

indicates his depressiveness and irritability, yet nobody he shares this with seems to take 

much of an interest. This speaks to the need for responsible depictions of mental illness 

not just for the sake of mentally ill viewers, but for others to appreciate and understand 

what those who suffer experience. As demonstrated by BoJack’s friends, many take a 

passive, “not my problem” response to mental illness when what is often needed is active 

support and help. Sociologist and mental health author Jeanne Segal, PhD., explains how 

social support and acknowledgement are imperative to treatment and recovery (Segal, 

2017), and BoJack’s struggle reflects this need. Furthermore, BoJack’s refusal to seek 

professional help also speaks to the various stigmas surrounding mental illness and 

medical treatment. As detailed earlier, many who suffer with a mental illness do not seek 

professional help out of fear the stigma attached to the illness or out of fear that 

medication will rob them of their personalities and turn them into zombies. BoJack 

Horseman illustrates what can happen when mentally ill individuals do not seek 

professional help, as BoJack’s depression only gets worse the longer he goes without 

medical aide.  
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Decreased Interest and Pleasure  

 In many irresponsible portrayals of depression, the mental illness is depicted as 

little more than a side effect, and perhaps the most common side effect these depictions 

use is decreased interest and pleasure in most activities. Seemingly nothing will bring the 

character joy or happiness. But while this effect is often part of many individuals’ 

experience with depression, it is a symptom, one that exists along with many others and 

one that is a result of the mental illness. These problematic portrayals often pass off a 

single symptom as depression, leaving the mental illness narrative woefully 

underdeveloped and oversimplified. But BoJack Horseman does not attempt to sell a 

symptom as an illness. BoJack’s depression is far-reaching, and his decreased interest and 

pleasure is just one of many symptoms reflective of a larger problem.   

The only activity that seems to bring BoJack any joy is watching and re-watching 

episodes of Horsin’ Around on DVD, and even that is something he seems to do simply 

by default and with little excitement. His feelings towards his sitcom are somewhat 

inconsistent. At times, he defends Horsin’ Around and its artistic merit, or at least, its 

entertainment value, and at other times he dismisses it as an embarrassing blemish on his 

(otherwise non-existent) career, even stating in the premiere “If you’re gonna throw away 

your whole adult life on a dumb sitcom, you might as well get a sweet house out of it” 

(Bob-Waksberg & Moser, 2014). Though his feelings towards Horsin’ Around vary, most 

other things in his life are met with apathy at best and begrudging misery at worst.  

 BoJack is a character who cannot seem to find joy in anything. In one of many 

fast-paced cutaways that seems like little more than a quick joke but functions as a 

guiding insight into BoJack’s character, the former celebrity holds his hand above a 
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flaming stove top, flipping it over and saying to himself “Nothing on the outside, nothing 

on the inside” (Marder & Gonzalez, 2014). This admission operates as something of a 

personal manifesto for BoJack: nothing makes him feel anything.  

 BoJack attempts to find activities that will bring him joy or pleasure in some 

form, but they typically end up making him feel even worse about himself, if they make 

him feel anything at all. He regularly sleeps with random women, which is almost always 

followed by a “Well that was a mistake” or “Some of us here are trying to forget you 

exist.” He is almost always drinking, often kicking empty beer cans out of the way in his 

house or pulling a flask out of his jacket in public, attempting to maintain a constant 

buzz. And whenever he feels particularly down on himself, he gets together with his ex-

costar Sarah Lynn (voiced by Kristen Schaal), the perpetually in-and-out of rehab drug 

addict, to go on a days- or at times even weeks-long drug bender to try to forget about 

himself and enjoy the trip. Yet his drug trips are almost always filled with visions, 

revelations or consequences that make him feel even more regretful, guilty and worthless.  

 BoJack is a character who believes that happiness and joy are always right outside 

of his reach. If he could just do this one thing, then he would be happy. Towards the end 

of season two, he gets offered a part in a play on Broadway. At first, he is excited, 

thinking to himself that this is the real meaningful artistic endeavor he needs to do to 

finally prove he is talented and has worth. When work schedule conflicts prevent him 

from pursuing the opportunity, he laments that he lost his shot at something that would 

bring him pleasure. Diane asks him if the play in New York would have made him happy. 

He thinks for a moment, and responds “Yeah, probably. For a little bit. But 

then…probably…” and shrugs (Sethi & Gonzalez, 2015). It’s a moment of honesty for 
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BoJack where he admits to himself that he doesn’t find any lasting pleasure, interest or 

happiness in anything he does. This narrative development can be incredibly meaningful 

for viewers who are themselves struggling with depression. Seeing a character struggling 

with depression openly admit how hard that struggle is can help depressed viewers feel 

understood and less alone in their own battles.  

 The permanence of this unhappiness represents a departure from typical 

depictions of mental health, wherein illnesses such as depression represent merely an 

obstacle to an end goal, or a side effect of not having achieved said goal. Once that 

objective is reached, the depressive state goes away. The depression is portrayed as a 

temporary inconvenience, but once the character lands their dream job or begins dating a 

new love interest or completes an act of self-discovery, that depression vanishes and is 

replaced by happiness. Conversely, BoJack Horseman presents happiness as something 

that is longed for but always just beyond reach, never fulfilled. Such characterization, 

which is missing from most mental illness narratives but present in BoJack Horseman, is 

an essential feature of responsibly depicting the effects of depression.   

 

Significant Weight and Appetite Changes  

 One recurring joke throughout BoJack Horseman is his horse-sized appetite, even 

when he’s not hungry. Like the constant sex, drinking, and drug-tripping, BoJack binge-

eats, at times even unaware that he is doing so. The second episode’s entire plot is set 

into motion by BoJack’s appetite. After getting into an argument at a grocery store with a 

seal over who has the right to the last box of muffins, BoJack aggressively (and with a 

fair amount of insults) takes the box for himself. When it turns out the seal in question is 
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Neal McBeal the Navy SEAL (voiced by Patton Oswalt), the incident becomes a 

controversy and the top news story of the hour. Neal claims he just wants BoJack to 

return the muffins, but BoJack admits to his agent “I ate them all in one sitting because I 

have no self-control and I hate myself” (Bob-Waksberg & Gonzalez, 2014).  

 BoJack’s appetite and his inability to control it is a recurring issue throughout the 

series. He frequently gets drunk and eats multiple pizzas in one sitting. His uncontrollable 

love of apple fritters is a major theme in the book Diane writes about him. And 

flashbacks to his days on the set of Horsin’ Around reveal he used to be in much better 

shape. Now, he laments how overweight he has become, often stating some variant of the 

line “Headline: fat ass eats bread, gets fat” (Bob-Waksberg & Moser, 2014). It becomes 

apparent that since his sitcom days in the 90s, he has gradually over-indulged more and 

more – with food, alcohol, drugs, and sex – to try to make himself feel something.  

 Where BoJack Horseman’s portrayal of this symptom differs from less-adept 

narratives of mental illness is in its longevity. The image of a sobbing “depressed” person 

sitting on a couch watching romantic comedies and eating ice cream out of the carton is 

about as clichéd as they come. But in these types of portrayals, “eating one’s feelings” is 

usually a short-lived immediate response to a specific incident. A relationship ends, a job 

is lost, a loved one dies, and the person affected either overeats for an evening or barely 

eats anything at all for a few days. The change in appetite is a temporary reaction rather 

than a long-lasting symptom. Conversely, BoJack’s diet is well documented as a fairly 

permanent side effect. It’s not merely a brief reaction; it’s a symptom directly tied to his 

depression, and as long as his depression lasts, his indulgent eating habits remain.  
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Feelings of Guilt and Worthlessness  

 Unfortunately, just about the only things BoJack does feel are guilt and 

worthlessness. In fact, it’s what sets the very plot of the show in motion. At the start of 

season one, BoJack feels he can overcome his worthlessness if he can just publish a 

memoir to give him worth. Then he feels if he can star in his dream movie, that would 

give him worth. And then he believes if he could just win an award for his performance, 

that would give him worth. BoJack Horseman is a story about an individual on a quest to 

overcome his feelings of worthlessness and guilt.  

 When Diane’s book on BoJack, entitled One Trick Pony, is finished, BoJack is 

horrified and offended by the content, largely because he is forced to face truths about 

himself he does not want to acknowledge. One passage reads “He filled the air with 

words, terrified of silence, as one often is who is smart enough to recognize his many 

personal failings, but unwilling or unable to take the steps required to…” before trailing 

off. As BoJack says in response to Diane, “This isn’t warts and all. It’s just warts. 

Where’s the all?” (Peterson & Gonzalez, 2014). However, with a week still left before 

the book gets published, BoJack decides to try to write the memoir himself to be 

published instead of Diane’s book. He justifies this decision by explaining “If this book 

comes out, everyone’s gonna see the real me. And I’ve spent a lot of time with the real 

me, and trust me, nobody’s gonna like that guy. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go 

take a shower so I can’t tell if I’m crying or not” (Purdy & Winfrey, 2014).  

 BoJack enlists the help of Todd and Sarah Lynn and the three take a great 

quantity and variety of drugs to get the energy and focus to write the memoir. In the drug 

trip, BoJack has numerous hallucinations, including memories of his abusive childhood, 
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his deserted barren grave, and a visit to Peanuts’s Lucy and her “psychiatric help” stand. 

In one extended vision, BoJack sees his life play out differently. He lives on a lake in 

Maine with an old fling, Charlotte. She gets pregnant, they watch their child grow up, and 

they grow old together. The hallucination lasts so long that the viewer forgets BoJack is 

still in the middle of a drug trip. However, when Charlotte comments to him about how 

nice things could have been if he had chosen this life, he wakes up, alone, in the middle 

of a deserted rainy parking lot.  

 BoJack accepts that he does not have the ability or emotional capacity to write his 

memoir, so he goes to see Diane at a ghost writers convention. In an extended take, as the 

camera slowly zooms on BoJack, becoming more and more intimate with the character 

while blocking out other characters, isolating him and making him more and more alone, 

BoJack speaks to Diane in what is perhaps the most vulnerable moment he has shared 

with someone to this point on the show. He tells her, “I don’t actually really care what 

anyone thinks about me anymore. I just hated reading that book because I hated thinking 

that’s how you saw me. Because I guess that you know me better than anybody, and if 

you think that…my question is, do you think it’s too late for me? Am I just doomed to be 

the person that I am? The person in that book? It’s not too late for me, is it? Diane, I need 

you to tell me it’s not too late. I know that I can be selfish and narcissistic and self-

destructive, but underneath all that deep down I’m a good person and I need you to tell 

me that I’m good. Diane? Tell me please Diane tell me that I’m good” (Purdy & Winfrey, 

2014).  

 In this moment, BoJack seeks to reconcile his feelings of worthlessness and guilt 

by receiving acknowledgement from the person he believes knows him best. As Hyde 
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posits, “Acknowledgement…is a life-giving phenomenon. What would life be like if 

nobody acknowledged your existence, if nobody was willing to say “Here I am!” when, 

for whatever reason, you called out “Where art thou?”” (Hyde, 2001). BoJack calls out 

and seeks that life-giving phenomenon, but Diane does not answer him. Instead, he is left 

in silence as the camera slowly zooms back out to reveal the other people and animals 

sitting in the audience. After a painful, silent moment, a man stands up, points at BoJack, 

and says “Hey, aren’t you the horse from Horsin’ Around?” (Purdy & Winfrey, 2014). 

After BoJack’s pleas for acknowledgement regarding his personal goodness from 

someone he believes knows him best, he is met with silence, which is broken by an 

acknowledgement regarding BoJack’s fictional television persona from a stranger. This 

highlights a disconnect between the authentic human connection BoJack desires, the 

personal recognition on an intimate level he so longs for, and the impersonal recognition 

he constantly receives for a character he played.  

 These feelings of guilt and worthlessness are exacerbated by the isolation and 

alienation BoJack feels, symptoms that many people living with depression also 

experience. In season three’s fourth episode, “Fish Out of Water,” this isolation is 

communicated beautifully through the animation. The episode sees BoJack attending the 

Pacific Ocean Film Festival (hosted on the floor of the Pacific Ocean), at which his 

movie Secretariat is screening. BoJack has to wear an air helmet in order to breath under 

water, which prevents him from being able to speak, and thus the majority of the episode 

is free of dialogue. While at the festival, BoJack attempts to reconnect with and apologize 

to his former director, Kelsey Jannings (voiced by Maria Bamford), who got fired from 

Secretariat as a result of BoJack’s actions. Bob-Waksberg says of the episode, “The best 
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way to tell a story of BoJack’s alienation and isolation…was to remove dialogue and play 

up his otherness” (Bob-Waksberg, 2016). Thus, the isolation BoJack feels is reflected and 

reinforced through the very design of the show.  

 These moments in the series exemplify how all-consuming the guilt, 

worthlessness, and isolation BoJack feels are. These feelings are what drive most of his 

actions, as well as what drive most of the show’s plot. In this way, BoJack demonstrates 

yet another symptom of chronic depression.  

 

Suicidality  

 In the season three finale, BoJack runs away from LA in the middle of filming a 

new series, the Horsin’ Around spinoff Ethan Around. Haunted by the recent death of a 

close friend, for which he feels largely responsible, and triggered by signs that he was 

setting another young actress down the same path that led to that close friend’s death, 

BoJack speeds off down the interstate. He presses the gas pedal further and further to the 

floor, going faster and faster and eventually creeping up over 100 miles per hour. He then 

tilts his head back, closes his eyes, and lifts his hands off the steering wheel.  

 Before he crashes, he hears something that makes him open his eyes and look off 

to the side of the interstate. What he sees makes him grab the steering wheel and screech 

the car to a stop. He gets out of his car and looks out at a pack of shirtless horses with 

long manes running across the plain. Something about the sight shocks him and seems to 

resonate with him deeply. The sight of other horses following their instincts seemingly 

without a care in the world offers BoJack comfort. The season ends in this moment, so 
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we’ll have to wait until season four premieres in July to see if BoJack decides to join 

them or not.  

 Yet the fact remains that before he decided to stop the car, BoJack very nearly 

kills himself. He’s reached a point in his life where he feels not only guilty and worthless, 

but as if he is actively damaging the lives of those around him. He may not have 

developed a plan, and it might have been an impulsive, in-the-moment decision, but he 

still attempts suicide before the sight of the pack of horses saves him.  

The way in which BoJack attempts to kill himself is significant as well. To this 

point in the series, he has spent so much time trying (and failing) to control his feelings 

and the way that others see him. His entire drive had been to control his feelings of worth 

and guiltlessness so he could feel better about himself and to control his public image so 

that others would love and adore him. He on numerous occasions sabotages his friend 

Todd’s efforts at personal betterment to keep Todd close and control their relationship, he 

tries to control what Diane writes about him in his memoir, he goes to disturbing lengths 

to maintain and control his romantic relationship with Wanda, and he attempts to control 

the actions of others so that he can be seen the way he wants to be seen. After finally 

acknowledging that his actions have been hurting people, he speeds down the interstate, 

closes his eyes and lifts his hands off the steering wheel, symbolically letting go of 

control over his very life.  

One of the benefits of demonstrating so many symptoms presented on the DSM is 

that BoJack Horseman strengthens its narrative fidelity. BoJack and his experiences are 

consistent with actual medical descriptions of depression and with real lived experiences 

of depression. Thus, the narrative of the show, even if it is channeled through a talking 
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horse, resonates as honest and authentic. In this way, viewers can make sense of and 

understand meanings of depression through the story that BoJack Horseman tells. 

 

Resisting Common Stereotypes  

 Not only does BoJack Horseman demonstrate many of the real symptoms 

required for a major depressive disorder diagnosis, but in doing so, the series resists and 

at times inverts many stereotypical metonyms so common in other shows.  

 

The Romantic Fix-All  

As BoJack’s on-again off-again girlfriend and agent Princess Carolyn (a pink 

tabby cat) tells him in the premiere episode, “I don’t know how you can expect anyone 

else to love you when you so clearly hate yourself” (Bob-Waksberg & Moser, 2014). In 

the second season, she notes how anytime someone tries to love BoJack, he shoves them 

away. This theme carries throughout much of BoJack Horseman as he repeatedly tries to 

establish meaningful romantic relationships. Not only do these attempts typically result in 

failure, but even when BoJack is successful in his romantic life, it does not resolve his 

depression.  

 In season two, BoJack meets Wanda, a network executive (and owl) who has just 

awoken from a thirty-year coma. BoJack has been in the public eye for about as long, 

known mostly for a cheesy show of which he is embarrassed and for a number of 

scandals. However, Wanda has no knowledge of any of his scandals or his show, and 

represents an opportunity for BoJack to start fresh with someone who has no prior 

conceptions of who he is or what he’s like. It’s a clean slate situation, one that represents 
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not only BoJack’s insecurities, but also his desire for redemption. He feels guilt for the 

many awful things he has done and longs for the opportunity be different and change. 

Wanda represents that opportunity to him.   

They begin dating and BoJack realizes, unlike the majority of the people he’s 

dated over the years, he enjoys spending time with Wanda and wants to continue seeing 

her. They eventually move in together and fall in love, though despite being in a 

satisfying long-term relationship, BoJack cannot shake himself of the depression he so 

persistently feels and which causes him to lash out at those close to him. Eventually 

friction arises in the relationship, BoJack and Wanda get into arguments, and everything 

erupts when BoJack lets his insecurities take over, telling Wanda “You didn’t know me. 

Then you fell in love with me. And now you know me” (Sethi & Gonzalez, 2014). The 

clean slate is written upon and the opportunity is lost. BoJack feels he is only capable of 

being loved by someone if they do not know him, for anyone who knows what he is like 

could not possibly love him. This resonates for BoJack even more considering his 

superstar status. Although he is well-known for his television persona, he feels as if few 

people known him beyond that curated public image.  

 Throughout the series, other relationships BoJack experiences, as well as other 

characters and their relationships, reveal that depression is not directly related to a 

relationship status and that romance and love are no solutions to mental illness. BoJack 

Horseman takes the stereotype and flips it on its head, in the process both creating an 

authentic examination of depression and lambasting the problematic metonymy-based 

depictions that came before it and continue to pervade television and film.  
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The Tortured Genius  

BoJack Horseman also does away quickly with the idea of the tortured genius, 

making it immediately apparent that BoJack’s former sitcom Horsin’ Around was no 

artistic masterpiece, that it did not come from a place of great pain, and that BoJack is no 

genius. He is a celebrity who made low-brow television entertainment in the 90s and he 

struggles with depression, but the success of the former is not due to the latter, and for the 

most part, the pain BoJack feels does not result in insightful or moving art.  

 There are a few exceptions to this generalization, as there are moments where 

traumatic experiences from BoJack’s past do fuel his (uncharacteristically good) 

performance while filming a Secretariat. But often, there is no connection between his 

mental illness and his work, and sometimes his depression even gets in the way of his art. 

In season two, he moves to Arizona in the middle of filming Secretariat without a word 

to anyone, and his performance is scrapped entirely and replaced by a computer-

generated digital rendition.  

The performance in the film goes on to become BoJack’s most-lauded piece of 

work, with critics and audiences alike praising his magnificent acting, yet the genius 

performance they praise was not actually given by BoJack, but a digitally-created version 

of him. In essence, the simulation has rendered him obsolete and receives more acclaim 

than he ever did, a fact that only exacerbates BoJack’s feelings of worthlessness. BoJack 

is inundated with praise for a simulation of him, an image that is not authentically him. It 

is even less authentically him than his television persona on Horsin’ Around is, and much 

like his ‘90s sitcom, he feels a disconnect between the public image that is displayed as 

BoJack Horseman and the real, genuine BoJack Horseman. The BoJack most people see 
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and feel they know is not authentic, and the BoJack that is authentic is hardly seen or 

known by anyone.  

In season three, it is revealed that he attempted to make an artsy, ground-breaking 

television series, what would be the masterpiece of his tortured genius, but his 

insecurities and self-loathing took over during development and drove the project to the 

ground. BoJack is tormented by his past and his inner demons, no doubt, but it does not 

lead to great art, does not make him an artistic genius, and does not bring him fame as a 

groundbreaking actor. It only leaves him feeling broken and alone. In this way, BoJack 

Horseman ditches the tortured genius metonymy trope in favor of a more honest and 

common embodiment of depression. It separates mental illness from artistic greatness 

from one another as two separate entities that are all too often presented as universally 

intertwined.  

 

Lack of Diagnosis  

 Whereas some shows avoid giving mentally ill characters clear diagnoses, as the 

vagueness allows them to conveniently depict whatever symptoms they want, in BoJack 

Horseman, Raphael Bob-Waksberg makes it clear that the title character suffers from 

depression. Not only have his symptoms and behaviors been identified as characteristic 

of depression by viewers who are themselves depressed, and not only do those same 

symptoms and behaviors appear on the DSM’s diagnostic criteria for major depressive 

disorder, but BoJack himself admits frequently throughout the series that he is depressed.  

 The series does give BoJack several other behaviors that aren’t direct symptoms 

of depression, but that are frequently coinciding activities or tendencies that often 
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accompany depression (as explained on the DSM). These include alcoholism, substance 

abuse, and bereavement. However, unlike many other shows depicting mentally ill 

characters, all the symptoms and behaviors BoJack displays are consistent with 

depression specifically. The show does not attempt to keep this diagnosis hidden or 

unclear, and it remains consistent with official descriptions of depression.  

 

Lack of Diversity  

 The very premise of BoJack Horseman uniquely situates it such that critiques of 

diversity are not an issue. More than half of the characters on the show are animals, 

which have no clear race equivalent (thankfully). However, there is a great diversity of 

animal species, which in and of itself would indicate an embrace of diversity in general. 

But beyond that, the human characters on the series showcase a wide diversity of people 

as well. BoJack’s ghost writer Diane Nguyen, one of the main characters in the series and 

the focus of the third chapter of this thesis, is a Vietnamese-American and third-wave 

feminist who is also struggling with depression. BoJack’s roommate, Todd Chavez (also 

a main character), is implied to be of Spanish or Portuguese descent, and, as is revealed 

in the third season, is asexual, an identity that receives hardly any representation on 

television. The show features a wide diversity of sexualities, from BoJack’s gay comedy 

partner Herb Kazzaz to his Secretariat director and lesbian single mother Kelsey 

Jannings. It also features a diversity of races, from African American hipster Buzzfeed 

writer Wayne to Asian-American physician Dr. Hu to Hispanic network executive 

Angela Diaz. When it comes to the human cast, BoJack Horseman embraces a wide 
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diversity of characters, a trait that seems to be strengthened by the diversity of character 

types within its animal cast as well.  

 

Excuse for Bad Behavior  

 Another (in a long list of many) ways in which the show has received praise from 

critics and viewers alike is that BoJack Horseman does not allow its characters to use 

depression as an excuse for bad behavior. BoJack himself is quantifiably a terrible 

individual who acts primarily out of self-interest and seems to have little regard for how 

his actions affect others, often even going out of his way to actively hurt someone if it 

will help him.  

 Blogger Rosey Eikenberry explains how this part of BoJack’s character resonated 

with her own experience with depression: “How many times had I pushed my loved ones 

away because I didn’t know how to let them in while I was depressed? And how many 

times, when they went far enough, did I desperately try to pull them back to me? I’ve lost 

relationships because of it. Depression made me isolate myself, and pride made me 

continue to hurt my loved ones” (Eikenberry, 2016). The show’s refusal to make excuses 

for BoJack’s bad behavior and to illuminate how he hurts those around him rings true of 

lived experiences with depression. Details like this help to deepen the show’s narrative 

fidelity.  

 In season one, Todd writes a rock opera. At first BoJack is dismissive of it, but 

when Virgil Van Cleaf, “the biggest name in rock opera,” wants to develop Todd’s work 

into a staged production, BoJack begins to worry that Todd may become successful 

enough to move out, leaving him alone. So BoJack sabotages Todd’s rock opera by 
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intentionally getting him addicted to a video game, causing him to get distracted long 

enough to be unprepared for his big audition. When Todd figures this out later in the 

season, he tells BoJack “Maybe I need to just stop expecting you to be a good person so 

that way I won’t get hurt when you’re not” (Purdy & Winfrey, 2014).  

 Later in season one, BoJack goes to visit his former comedy partner Herb Kazzaz 

when he discovers he has been diagnosed with cancer. Through a series of flashbacks, it 

is revealed that Herb, the writer and show-runner for Horsin’ Around, was fired after a 

public scandal revealed he was gay. Herb asked BoJack to threaten to walk if they fired 

him, yet despite many long years of friendship and owing his entire entertainment career 

to Herb, BoJack did not leave in solidaity with him. BoJack didn’t call or visit Herb for 

twenty years after that, but goes when he’s on his deathbed to try to receive forgiveness 

and assuage his guilt.  

 But Herb does not grant such forgiveness to BoJack. As he states, “I’m not gonna 

give you closure, you don’t get that. You have to live with the shitty thing you did, for 

the rest of your life…You wanna think of yourself as the good guy. Well I know you 

better than anyone and I can tell you that you’re not. In fact, you’d probably sleep a lot 

better at night if you’d just admit to yourself that you’re a selfish, goddam coward who 

takes whatever he wants and doesn’t give a shit about who he hurts” (Sethi & Winfrey, 

2014). Rather than grant BoJack an excuse for his bad behavior, Herb calls him out for 

being a terrible individual.  

Perhaps the best example of BoJack being denied any excuses for his bad 

behavior comes late in season three, when Todd discovers BoJack slept with a friend of 

his, which created a discomfort and damaged the friendship Todd had with her. In an 
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angry eruption, Todd yells at BoJack, “You can’t keep doing shitty things and then feel 

bad about yourself like that makes it ok. You need to be better…you are all the things 

that are wrong with you. It’s not the alcohol, or the drugs, or any of the shitty things that 

happened to you in your career, or when you were a kid, it’s you” (Santamaria & Parton, 

2016).  

Unlike many other shows which often, if inadvertently, justify the horrible 

behavior of its characters with mental illness, BoJack Horseman does not give its title 

character any excuses, instead forcing him to face the fact that he has done horrendous 

things and he has nothing to blame them on. In a way, this operates as another form of 

acknowledgement: self-acknowledgement from BoJack that how he controls his actions 

is necessary for improvement.  

 

Conclusion  

 Much like Diane suggested that BoJack’s memoir needed to be a “warts and all” 

examination so that readers could understand him fully, the series BoJack Horseman 

suggests the same of mental illness: a holistic, all-encompassing depiction, from the day-

to-day minutiae to the long-lasting and significant effects, is necessary for an authentic 

examination of depression. Boiling a mental illness down to one over-simplified 

symptom cannot possibly communicate to audiences what the affliction is really like. 

Instead of a shallow metonymy, what is needed is a dive into the deep-end: a fully 

immersive viewing experience that reflects many symptoms depressed individuals may 

suffer, the ways in which such an illness affects the daily life of the people who live with 

it, how the illness may impact the way someone might see him/herself and others and the 
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way they interact with friends, family, and strangers accordingly, and, as will be seen in 

upcoming chapters, how depression affects people differently.  

 This is exactly what BoJack Horseman does, and in doing so, it creates new 

public meanings surrounding depression out of its narrative. Through its brutally honest 

and authentic portrayal, the series offers an understanding of depression that is rare 

within the television medium. By passing the tests of narrative probability and narrative 

fidelity, BoJack Horseman holds up to Fisher’s narrative rationality and as such is 

capable of imparting meaning surrounding depression. And the meaning that it imparts is 

one of understanding. Viewers can tune into the narrative and garner a deeper 

appreciation for what living with depression is truly like, and hopefully, question 

preconceived notions based in stereotype and stigma, as BoJack Horseman challenges the 

irresponsible narratives of mental illness that pervade popular culture.  
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Chapter Three – Diane Nguyen  

 

“I’m not happy…with everything.  

I wake up in the morning, and I feel like I have no purpose. 

And if I don’t make a change in my life, then this is how I’m gonna feel forever.”  

- Diane Nguyen11 

 

Introduction  

 BoJack Horseman represents a responsible and authentic depiction of chronic 

depression, a long-lasting affliction from which he has suffered for many years. He is 

depressed when the show starts and has been for a long time, and he is still manically 

depressed at the end of season three. Diane, however, represents a different type of 

depression: a short-term, situational depression. Her experience with the mental illness 

differs from BoJack’s in several ways. The show allows us to see the stages and 

development of her depression. The viewer sees her when she is (relatively) mentally 

healthy at the beginning of the series, then witnesses her depression forming and taking 

over her life, then watches as she battles her affliction and begins the recovery process, 

slowly getting better and better. While BoJack and Diane share some of the same causes 

of depression, the roots of Diane’s mental illness differ in many ways as well. And 

whereas BoJack shows no significant signs of recovery, Diane does.  

 These two characters represent entirely different experiences with depression, 

enriching the show’s engagement with mental illness. By having multiple characters 

																																																								
11 From BoJack Horseman Season 2 Episode 4, “After the Party” 2015  
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experiencing depression in different ways, the show resists stereotypical “one size fits 

all” oversimplifications. BoJack and Diane became afflicted with depression in different 

ways. The effects it has on their lives are different. The ways they react to it and try to 

fight it are different. By allowing for a greater variety and complexity of mental illness 

narratives, the show becomes a stronger representation of depression.  

 

Character Background  

Diane is first introduced in the show after BoJack has surpassed the deadline for 

his memoir on multiple occasions and the publishing company decides to hire him a 

ghostwriter. Though initially opposed to the idea of anyone but him writing his memoir, 

BoJack soon grows fond of someone else asking him so many questions about himself, 

and eventually he and Diane become close friends. BoJack opens up and shares more 

about himself than he ever has in the past, and soon comes to feel Diane knows him 

better than anyone else does.  

As such, he begins seeking her acknowledgement. Hyde suggests, “Imagine what 

your life would be like if nobody cared enough to acknowledge your existence in a 

heartfelt way. There most likely would be the pain and suffering of solitude, of being 

alone with yourself for too long, of having no one you could trust and turn to for help” 

(Hyde, 2001). This is exactly how BoJack feels: isolated, alone with himself for too long, 

and with nobody he can turn to. And so he tries to turn to Diane. She knows everything 

there is to know about him, so if she can love him, or at least acknowledge that he is deep 

down a good person, then he can receive the validation he so desperately longs for and 

truly feel worthy of love. For many depressed individuals, a key element to therapy is 
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acknowledgement, finding avenues for expression and being heard. Mental health social 

network Psych Central explains how a supportive therapeutic environment in which 

individuals can share their thoughts and feelings and be met with positive reinforcement 

is imperative for depression treatment (Grohol, 2017). Diane represents this outlet to 

BoJack, and their relationship serves to fill a need of his, even if he doesn’t realize he has 

it. It’s an outlet BoJack has never had before, someone to listen to his problems and ask 

him questions about himself. He mistakes the relationship as a romantic bond and 

mistakes her interest in him as something more than professional, and thus he begins 

developing feelings for her. 

 However, Diane does not share the same romantic feelings for BoJack, which 

makes their relationship awkward. She tries to avoid him, but is brought on as a character 

consultant for the Secretariat movie he is filming, forced to go on a book tour with him 

when the memoir is published, and eventually is hired by his agency to oversee social 

media for him and several other clients. Their working relationship seems permanently 

intertwined, and no matter how hard she tries, she can’t seem to avoid spending time with 

BoJack. Over time BoJack moves on, begins dating Wanda, and the two are able to mend 

their relationship and become friends once more. But by this point, Diane seems to have 

become quite depressed.  

 Throughout season one, Diane is relatively content. She has a successful career, a 

loving and supporting husband in Mr. Peanutbutter, and is undeniably intelligent. But in 

the second season, that contentment begins to fall apart. She starts questioning her 

marriage and the lack of emotional fulfillment it provides. She feels awkward and 

uncomfortable around her friend, BoJack, after he confesses his feelings for her. And 
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perhaps most significantly, she begins to feel worthless and directionless in her 

professional career, feeling she has no purpose and the work she does is meaningless 

when she has the potential to be making a difference somehow.  

 Season three sees Diane actively working towards overcoming her depression. 

She and Mr. Peanutbutter see a marriage counselor and try to repair their damaged 

relationship. She is on good terms with BoJack once more, though keeping a healthy 

distance, as being around the chronically depressed BoJack only makes her feel more 

depressed herself. And she is trying to find fulfillment in her work and be content with 

what she has rather than lament over what she could be doing.  

 

Roots  

 One commonality that BoJack and Diane do share is an abusive childhood. As 

Charles F. Gillespie, MD, PhD, and Charles B. Nemeroff, MD, PhD explain in their 

publication “Early Life Stress and Depression,” “stressful or traumatic events early in 

development have long-lasting effects on brain development” (Gillespie & Nemeroff, 

2005). They proceed to explain how a wide variety of early-childhood traumas, including 

sexual abuse, physical abuse, and emotional abuse, can put individuals at much higher 

risk for depression and suicide later in life. To be sure, this is not always the case, as not 

every childhood trauma indubitably leads to depression, and not every case of depression 

began with childhood trauma. However, it does appear to be the case with both BoJack 

and Diane.  

But whereas other shows may depict abuse-caused depression in a more simplistic 

and instrumentalist fashion, BoJack Horseman suggests that depression manifests in 
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many ways, even if it may sometimes have similar roots for multiple individuals. This is 

the case with BoJack and Diane, who were both raised in abusive households. Though 

“abusive” is about where the similarities begin and end, as though they both had verbally 

abusive mothers, their upbringings were otherwise vastly different.  

 In the fifth episode of season one, “Live Fast, Diane Nguyen,” Diane receives 

news that her father has died while she is in the middle of a book meeting with BoJack 

and a publisher. She does not seem affected by this news, continuing with the meeting 

unmoved. When BoJack offers his sympathies, Diane responds “It’s fine. He was old and 

also the worst” (Williams & Moser, 2014). Diane claims she just needs to swing by her 

home in Boston to offer her condolences to her family and decides to bring BoJack with 

her to work on the trip so it won’t be “a total waste of time.” While there, BoJack (and 

the viewer) learns the extent of Diane’s family dysfunction, from her mother’s constant 

verbal abuse to her brothers’ cruel and traumatic “pranks.”  

But whereas BoJack’s mother consistently criticized him for not being good 

enough, Diane’s mother does the exact opposite, incessantly tearing into Diane for being 

“too good for her family.” She continually refers to Diane as “Queen Dee Dee,” 

sarcastically praises her for “blessing [them] with her presence,” and angrily yells at her 

“We’re just a bunch of savages right? We’re not like your fancy California friends” 

(Williams & Moser, 2014). As Diane explains to BoJack, her family “never forgave [her] 

for leaving.” BoJack laments that he didn’t have siblings, and was lonely only child. 

Diane confides that she grew up lonely too, as her family made her feel miserable and she 

often sat alone by a dump wishing she was Chelsea Clinton. Though BoJack’s and 
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Diane’s families were abusive in different ways, they were both rooted in expressed 

disappointment from their parents.  

By showing that Diane’s depression has roots in her childhood, BoJack Horseman 

brings new value to public conceptions about mental illness. Whereas so many modern 

depictions of both episodic and chronic depression suggest that a single event (such as 

getting dumped or losing a job) suddenly and immediately sets off depression, Harvard 

Health explains that “depression has many possible causes, including faulty mood 

regulation by the brain, genetic vulnerability, stressful life events, medications, and 

medical problems…several of these forces interact to bring on depression” (Harvard 

Health, 2009). As will become apparent throughout this chapter, Diane’s experience with 

depression provides this type of depiction, one wherein multiple forces interact to bring 

on her mental illness. Her narrative shows how for many, depression slowly and 

gradually develops over a long period of time, often even stretching back all the way to 

one’s upbringing. BoJack Horseman suggests that there can often be a cause that exposes 

itself in various, sporadic moments, even many years after it happened.  

While visiting the family, Diane gets roped into planning her father’s funeral, as 

the rest of her family can’t be bothered to deal with the corpse still sitting in the recliner 

chair. Meanwhile, BoJack attempts to live out his childhood wish of having siblings by 

socializing with Diane’s brothers, or, as she dubs them, “narrow-minded mean-spirited 

dirt bags.” While BoJack bonds with her brothers, they show him a video recording of 

one of their vicious pranks on Diane, despite her repeated objections. As BoJack comes 

to learn, when Diane was sixteen, her brothers created a fake pen pal by the name of 

“Leo” and wrote her letters pretending to be a “sensitive boy from Cambridge.” They 
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exploited Diane’s loneliness and isolation to forge a connection between her and the 

fabricated dream boy. Eventually they hired a homeless man to be “Leo” and take her to 

homecoming and recorded her crying as she realized the one person she felt understood 

her wasn’t real.  

This detail from Diane’s past, besides just framing how cruel her brothers are, 

provides more insight into her guardedness. Diane feels alone, isolated, and 

misunderstood by most people in her life, and has since she was a kid. And, in many 

ways as a result of her brothers’ cruel jokes, she has a difficult time coming to trust 

people and let them into her own life so that she feels less alone and misunderstood. Her 

depression is in part brought on due to these feelings of isolation, which clearly 

developed in her childhood because of the way her family treated her.  

 Part of why this background on Diane’s childhood is so instrumental in the 

depiction of her depression is that it provides a historical context for the character. In 

many irresponsible portrayals of mental illness on television, characters will become 

depressed with little (or overly-simplistic) explanation as to how and why. Their mental 

illness serves as a plot point rather than a sincere character development. By going back 

to Diane’s childhood and showing how abusive her family life was, the series provides 

needed context for her eventual development of depression.  

Besides just planting some of seeds for her depression, this background on 

Diane’s upbringing helps create a more thorough and layered depiction of her as a 

character suffering from depression. These scenes provide some context to help explain 

at least partially why and who she is in present-day beyond just her eventual battle with 

depression. Many mental illness narratives lack complexity and oversimplify characters 
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living with a mental illness into a metonym, boiling their traits and characteristics and 

personalities down to just a few side effects. “Being depressed” basically sums up most 

of these characters’ personalities and characteristics, but individuals living with 

depression, just like any other person, have so much more to their identity beyond their 

mental illness. In essence, these portrayals reduce people to their conditions.  

But there is much more to Diane’s character than just being depressed. Her mental 

illness is part of the tapestry of her character rather than the whole picture. Providing 

insight into Diane’s childhood lends some depth to create a layered narrative and a 

complex character with traits besides just “being depressed.” But to that end, the show 

reinforces the complexity of Diane’s story by pairing her upbringing with a myriad of 

other factors that contribute to her depression.  

 One such factor is her growing sense of purposelessness. At the end of season 

one, once her book on BoJack, One Trick Pony, is published, Diane receives a call from 

social activist and billionaire philanthropist Sebastian St. Clair (voiced by Keegan 

Michael Key). Impressed with her work, he invites Diane to join him in Cordovia, a 

country devastated by civil war, to document his work helping “ravaged communities and 

displaced people” (Bob-Waksberg & Cendreda, 2014). Though initially hesitant about the 

offer, it begins to grow more and more in the back of her mind. Working in Cordovia 

represents the opportunity to do something meaningful with her life, and once that 

possibility becomes evident, Diane begins finding her current work unfulfilling. At the 

start of season two, she is hired as a character consultant for the Secretariat film, but finds 

she has little actual work to do other than simply being available to answer trivial 

questions about Secretariat, which rarely happens. As Sebastian continues to inquire 
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about her working for him, she feels more and more dissatisfied with her current life and 

the lack of purpose she perceives it to have.  

 One common stereotype featured in many portrayals of depression is a feeling 

that life is meaningless. Such stereotypes offer little or underdeveloped explanation as to 

why. BoJack Horseman smartly subverts this trope by having Diane feel not that life 

itself is meaningless, but that her life specifically is meaningless. She sees others doing 

good in the world and making a positive difference and questions how her life compares. 

She sees how life can have meaning, how the lives of others do have meaning, and what 

she needs to do to make her life have meaning. She feels guilty over her perceived lack of 

purpose and the lack of long-lasting meaning her professional work seems to have, 

especially in comparison to those like Sebastian. She perceives a meaningful life as one 

that positively influences other lives, one that helps people who need it, whereas the job 

she works has her standing around on a film set essentially doing nothing. Rather than 

lazily writing Diane to have broad feelings that all of life is completely pointless, Bob-

Waksberg and the writers of BoJack Horseman make her feelings of purposelessness 

much more intimate and personalized, making her battle with depression feel more 

genuine and grounded.   

  Another element contributing to her depression, and perhaps a continuation of 

her unhappy childhood, is her slowly growing dissatisfaction with her marriage to Mr. 

Peanutbutter. When he proposes, Diane says, yes but is initially unsure, partly due to the 

differences between them. Highlighting their differences is one way in which the 

animation of the show itself strengthens the narrative. Mr. Peanutbutter is a golden 

retriever, and as such, is unrelentingly positive, perpetually happy, and easily excitable 
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about nearly anything. On the other hand, Diane, with her glasses, long dark hair, and 

green jacket, resembles the famously misanthropic cartoon Daria and is more reserved 

and cynical. The form of the show bolsters the narrative, as the animation of these 

characters helps to highlight and play up their differences, which becomes important in 

the narrative of their relationship. Worried about the damper she might have on Mr. 

Peanutbutter’s spirit, she starts to feel insecure. She also had never envisioned herself 

getting married and, as a self-proclaimed third-wave feminist, takes some issues with the 

institution of marriage in general. But with some reassuring from her fiancé, she goes 

forward with the wedding, and things seem to go well. They even have a pretty happy 

marriage to start, and yet Diane still feels her depression coming on, resisting the all too 

common stereotype that a loving relationship is all one needs to avoid depression.  

Soon after getting married, they fall into a repetitive daily routine, having the 

same conversations and going to the same restaurants and doing the same things every 

day. It leaves Diane feeling stuck, powerless, and fearful that her life has settled and she 

has nothing new or different to look forward to. These fears are reinforced when she 

shares a conversation with the Secretariat director Kelsey Jannings (voiced by Maria 

Bamford, whose own mental illness is often the focus of her work). She tells Diane, 

“Your age of stagnation is when you stop growing. For most people it’s when they get 

married, settle into a routine. You meet someone who loves you unconditionally and 

never challenges you or wants you to change. And then you never change” (Knight & 

Gonzalez, 2015). This fear of stagnation reinforces her feelings of purposelessness and 

fear that she won’t do anything meaningful or important with her life, and as Mr. 

Peanutbutter is a physical representation of that fear and stagnation, Diane starts to resent 
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him. Furthermore, though Diane receives plenty of loving acknowledgement from her 

husband, it is not the type she needs. There is no challenge for her to push herself, 

because Mr. Peanutbutter sees her as she is and not what she can become. This narrative 

move helps resists simplistic understandings of depression.  

 Their differences culminate in a big fight in season two, episode four, “After the 

Party.” Mr. Peanutbutter throws a surprise party for Diane’s birthday, tensions rise, and 

they erupt into a screaming fight over whether or not Tony Curtis is dead. After their 

guests awkwardly leave, Mr. Peanutbutter and Diane lay out all their grievances, mostly 

stemming from their vastly different personalities and their misunderstanding of each 

other. A giant surprise party with many guests is not something the quiet and reserved 

Diane would enjoy, something she hoped her husband would know about her, whereas 

Mr. Peanutbutter worked hard to make the party very personal and intimate, something 

he hoped his wife would appreciate. Diane feels her closest and most intimate friend does 

not understand who she is or what she is like, which only magnifies her feelings of 

isolation and loneliness. Mental health professional association Good Therapy explains, 

“When a person experiences too much solitude or feels socially isolated from others, he 

or she may develop feelings of loneliness, social anxiety, helplessness, or depression” 

(Good Therapy, 2015). Indeed, the isolation Diane felt in her childhood which continues 

to persist into her adulthood and into her marriage seems to be causing her to develop a 

depression.  

Diane feels that Mr. Peanutbutter has not thrown her a party, he’s thrown himself 

a party, telling him “Some part of you must have known I wouldn’t like any of this…I’ve 

told you so many times I don’t like parties” (Lawson & Gonzalez, 2015). But as Mr. 
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Peanutbutter walks her around their enormous house, showing her the parts of the party 

she hasn’t seen yet, he shows her that he really was thinking of her all along. For 

instance, one room is filled entirely with plastic balls to create a giant ball pit, because, as 

Mr. Peanutbutter remembers, Diane told him when she was a little girl she always 

dreamed of living in a house with a ballroom. Though this obviously wasn’t the type of 

ballroom Diane had imagined, Mr. Peanutbutter was still clearly thinking of her. And in 

another room in the house, Mr. Peanutbutter has completely recreated the coffee shop 

where he and Diane met.  

Initially, Diane feels as if Mr. Peanutbutter does not understand her at all, but as 

she discovers these intimate details, she realizes he was trying to do something sweet for 

her, even if his execution missed the mark. This experience is reflective of dealing with 

depression from the points of view of both the one living with it and the loved one by 

their side. Diane’s interpretation of events is framed through the lens of her depression 

and feelings of isolation and loneliness, but when she takes a closer look, she sees she’s 

not as alone as she thought. On the other hand, Mr. Peanutbutter treated his wife the way 

he would have liked to be treated rather than the way she wanted and needed to be 

treated, as he simply does not relate to what she is experiencing and feeling.  

Despite trying to find some middle ground, Diane and Mr. Peanutbutter continue 

to fight, and eventually Diane confesses her feelings of purposelessness, feelings that are 

being reinforced by what she perceives as a stagnated life created by her marriage. After 

a lengthy argument, Diane admits to Mr. Peanutbutter “I’m not happy…with everything. 

I wake up in the morning and I feel like I don’t have a purpose. And I’m thirty-five and if 
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I don’t make a change in my life then this is how I’m gonna feel forever” (Lawson & 

Gonzalez, 2015).  

 

Reaction  

 Diane’s experience with depression also differs from BoJack’s in her reaction to 

it. While trying to stave off her depression, Diane undertakes several goals she feels will 

give her the sense of meaning and purpose she desires. For instance, when Todd 

discovers a hormone-injected chicken who has escaped from the fast food plant where it 

was being bred for consumption, Diane helps him evade the police and get the chicken to 

freedom, feeling the plan will help her feel as if she is doing some good. Unfortunately, 

the police catch them (and the chicken) and their plan fails. Later, when sexual assault 

allegations against the Bill Cosby-esque talk show host Hank Hipopolous resurface, 

Diane takes it upon herself to stand up for the women he’s hurt and take him down once 

and for all, talking to multiple media outlets to try and prove his guilt and win some form 

of justice for his multiple victims.  

 Unfortunately, most individuals don’t want to believe a beloved celebrity would 

do such terrible things, and so they attack Diane and those who raised such allegations in 

the first place. The Men’s Rights-esque website “Tit Puncher” accuses Diane of 

“dragging our beloved Uncle Hanky’s name through the mud to get airtime for herself 

and her bull-hating agenda.” A literal cockroach tells her “You women are all the same. 

You make these broad accusations to get attention for yourself, and when you don’t have 

the proof to back it up, you just slink away.” MSNBSea anchor Tom Jumbo-Grumbo 

(voiced by Keith Olberman) questions the motives of those casting allegations: “Who are 
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these women? Have they ever shoplifted perhaps? Do they wear short shorts? Do they 

drink alcohol?” looking for any excuse to invalidate their claims (Galuska &Winfrey, 

2015). Hank’s victims and Diane end up getting gaslit on a national circuit, as women 

have historically been marked as “crazy” or “irrational” for their responses to oppressive 

social conditions. The unfortunately successful smearing campaign by a sexual predator 

certainly exacerbates Diane’s depression.  

Finally, she accepts Sebastian St. Claire’s offer and travels to Cordovia. She 

follows him around, recording his exploits and stories. After she tells a joke and 

Sebastian responds with a laugh and “you’re good!” Diane writes “When Sebastian St. 

Claire says ‘you’re good,’ you want to believe that you really are good, that you, like 

Sebastian, are a part of something bigger than just yourself, and for a moment, you feel 

like you are” (Aaron, Young & Mariska). Briefly, she starts to feel the sense of purpose 

she longed for so desperately. But she soon realizes she doesn’t have the emotional 

strength or stamina to stay in the war-torn Cordovia after many orphans she had been 

working with and grown close to die in a rebel attack.  

Shaken by the horrors she witnessed in Cordovia and upset that she doesn’t have 

what it takes to make the difference she wanted to make, she returns home to Los 

Angeles. But when Mr. Peanutbutter calls to tell her how proud he is of her, Diane can’t 

find it within herself to tell him that she couldn’t last out there and has returned home. 

Ashamed, she goes to BoJack’s house to “crash for a couple nights,” without telling her 

husband she’s returned. She confesses to BoJack “I really thought I could do it. I thought 

I could go far away and help people and be this best possible version of myself…I 

couldn’t. I wasn’t the person I thought I was.” When BoJack asks her why she won’t go 
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home to Mr. Peanutbutter, she tells him that she wishes she could “just go home right 

now and crawl into bed and not have to talk about anything or explain anything” (Sethi & 

Gonzalez, 2015).  

Unfortunately, she cannot bring herself to do that, to face the shame and the guilt 

she feels. So, she proceeds to spend the next three months living on BoJack’s sofa, 

getting drunk, watching episodes of Horsin’ Around, barely keeping up her personal 

hygiene, and avoiding the unpleasant reality she’s been putting off. During this time, she 

exhibits many of the traits listed on the DSM. She is clearly in a depressed mood and 

incredibly irritable, snapping at Wanda for making passive-aggressive comments about 

her overstayed welcome or yelling at Todd for accidentally knocking over a tower of 

empty beer cans she assembled. Her interest and pleasure in just about anything besides 

watching Horsin’ Around has severely decreased. Her appetite has drastically changed, as 

about the only things she consumes are pizza and beer. Her sleep schedule has shifted, 

turning her nocturnal as she stays up most of the night and sleeps most of the day. And 

she is constantly plagued by her feelings of worthlessness and guilt: worthlessness for her 

inability to make a difference and be the person she thought she could be, and guilt for 

not sharing that information with and actively hiding from her husband. Thus, Diane 

exhibits at least five of the symptoms listed on the DSM nearly every day for her entire 

months-long stay with BoJack. Her experience with depression remains consistent with 

professional medical descriptions, solidifying the fidelity of her mental illness narrative.  

Diane begins recording random thoughts that come into her head, such as “Idea 

for a new app: an undo button that could undo long amounts of time. Three months…a 

year…a life…one click and everything could just go back to the way it was” (Aaron, 



 66 

Young & Roberts, 2015). Diane feels more ashamed and guilty with every day that 

passes that she does not call her husband, but overwhelmed by her depression, she feels 

unable and uninspired to do anything. She does not leave BoJack’s house for anything, 

which becomes symbolic of how stuck she feels in her life at the moment.  

Diane’s experience with depression is a unique depiction because it spans a wide 

variety of reactions. First, she tries to ignore it, continuing with her daily life as if nothing 

is wrong. If she simply doesn’t acknowledge it, it will go away. Then, feeling she can 

ignore it no longer, she travels across the world to try to make a positive difference and 

feel like her life has a purpose. And when that fails, she isolates herself from everyone in 

her life (except for BoJack, the one person she knows who is also struggling with 

depression) and does nothing, lacking the motivation to even get out of bed, as is so 

common with many people living with depression. She does not have one stereotypical 

and over-exaggerated reaction like many problematic depictions do; she goes through a 

cycle of reactions, showing how some people’s battle with depression evolves and 

changes over time. The way that depression affects Diane is completely different from 

the way it affects BoJack, and as a result, the series creates a more holistic, in-depth, and 

realistic examination of depression overall.  

 

Recovery  

 Diane’s experience with depression also differs from BoJack’s in their recovery. 

As of the end of season three, BoJack has expressed no interest in seeking help. In fact, 

he attempts to kill himself in the final moments of the season three finale. Diane, on the 

other hand, spends much of season three actively fighting her depression and trying to 
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recover, a process that is put into motion by Princess Carolyn. After months of lying 

around on BoJack’s couch, Diane is finally confronted by the pink tabby cat, who recruits 

her to join the new agency she started and manage celebrities’ social media accounts. 

When Diane asks Princess Carolyn why she’s helping her, she responds “because my life 

is a mess right now and I compulsively take care of other people when I don’t know how 

to take care of myself” (Aaron, Young & Roberts).   

 Diane finally gets out of BoJack’s house to meet with her first client. In the 

process, she and Mr. Peanutbutter spot each other from across the restaurant. Diane is 

initially horrified, but Mr. Peanutbutter calls her on her cell phone and, instead of getting 

angry and accusing her of things, asks her to come home, because he needs her. The 

response is exactly what Diane hoped for, and feeling that she has the support and not the 

anger of her husband, she moves back in.  

 However, though Mr. Peanutbutter was gracious, the entire experience still causes 

significant damage in their relationship. Having finally admitted what she’d really been 

doing for three months to Mr. Peanutbutter, Diane is actively working towards making 

things right with her husband and building a happy marriage once more. They see a 

marriage counselor and take the advice seriously: expressing their gratitude for one 

another daily, communicating consistently, and being more considerate of one another. 

Though they make some mistakes, have some arguments, and occasionally back-step, by 

the end of season three, their marriage seems to be back on solid ground through hard 

work and commitment, or at least much closer to solid ground than it was. 

 But, as many other depictions frequently get wrong, depression is not often linked 

to one solitary source. Finding contentment in her marriage does not cure Diane’s 
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depression, as it is rooted in several different factors. After a three-month hiatus from 

work, she finally has a job once more, though the purposelessness she feels in her 

professional life still lingers and is perhaps even exacerbated as she feels not simply that 

she just isn’t doing something meaningful, but that she can’t do anything meaningful. 

She works for Princess Carolyn’s new agency as a director of social media for BoJack 

and many other clients, which requires her to maintain their Twitter and Instagram 

accounts. Having never been active on social media herself and with little knowledge of 

how these sites work, she feels she has no idea what she’s doing in a job she feels has 

little to no meaningful value. Nevertheless, she tries to be content with her work 

regardless. Diane attempts to find contentment and accept where she is currently rather 

than romanticize and long for what could be in the future.  

 This attempt to feel content with her work takes a big step forward when she 

inadvertently realizes the positive power social media can have. When Diane discovers 

she is pregnant, she and Mr. Peanutbutter agree to have an abortion, but when she gets 

confused with a conversation she’s having with a friend and a tweet she’s composing for 

a client, she accidentally tweets “I’m having an abortion” from a high-profile celebrity’s 

account. The celebrity in question, young pop star Sextina Aquafina (a singing dolphin 

voiced by Daniele Gaither) is furious until she starts receiving praise for her bravery from 

Taylor Swift and Nicki Minaj and Buzzfeed. Sextina, excited to be trending and pleased 

with the attention, decides not to correct the mistake and to pretend to have an abortion, 

even releasing a song about it. Diane is initially displeased that Sextina is exploiting a 

difficult experience many women live with for her own personal gain and popularity. 

However, while sitting in the waiting room about to get her own abortion, she has a 
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conversation with a young woman who feels less alone, less afraid, and more supported 

in her own decision to have an abortion by Sextina’s tweets and music.  

The experience is reflective of what is needed for a healthy recovery from 

depression as well: some social support to feel less alone. Diane realizes the impact that 

something as seemingly trivial as social media can have on the millions of people who 

follow such accounts, particularly young women. In fact, it might well be the most 

significant positive impact she’s made. In a way, this operates as a form of meta-

commentary on the show BoJack Horseman itself: it may appear to be little more than a 

goofy cartoon, but through providing an outlet for people to deal with heavy issues such 

as depression, it can have a hugely positive impact.  

 Realizing that she can indeed positively impact people’s lives through her work, 

Diane begins to feel a little more content with her professional life. Diane’s battle with 

depression and attempt to recover is effective because it highlights the roles that both her 

own concentrated efforts and circumstantial factors play in the recovery process. Diane 

works hard to repair her damaged marriage, and it is thanks to her (and her husband’s) 

focused and intentional efforts directly fighting her depression that she can make 

progress. But she also makes progress in the recovery process thanks to purely 

coincidental elements that are out of her control. Many ineffective and irresponsible 

portrayals of depression arrive at an easy resolution where one specific thing happens 

(finding a new love interest or getting a new job) and the mental illness dissipates as 

suddenly as it appeared. With BoJack Horseman, recovery is presented as a long, time-

consuming process that many factors play a role in. And at the end of season three, even 

though Diane has made substantial progress in her battle with depression, she still is not 
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completely mentally healthy. Her recovery (or perhaps relapse) will likely have to 

continue in future seasons, as even a season-long arc does not seem like enough time to 

effectively portray the recovery process.  

 

Conclusion  

 BoJack Horseman builds on its successful engagement with depression by 

providing another narrative of mental illness through the character Diane Nguyen. 

BoJack and Diane have vastly different experiences with depression, ones that vary in 

their causes, the effects they have, the ways in which they react to these effects, and 

ultimately their roads to recovery (or lack thereof). Whereas BoJack’s experience 

represents a long-lasting chronic depression, Diane’s depression represents a short-term, 

circumstantial depression. Unfortunately, many representations of mental illness in media 

often conflate these multiple types of depression, rendering appreciation for the disease 

difficult. By simply having multiple and differing narratives of depression on the same 

show, BoJack Horseman strengthens its engagement with mental illness and exposes this 

lack of representation. Whereas many other portrayals lack the narrative complexity 

necessary to effectively depict depression and how incredibly personal and unique every 

experience with it is, BoJack Horseman resists simplifications and opts for a more 

layered storytelling. There are no straightforward causes, no oversimplified symptoms, 

and no easy “solutions.” There aren’t even clear beginnings, middles, and ends to Diane’s 

and BoJack’s stories. Their paths wander, go on tangents, take steps forward and 

backwards, and perhaps most significantly, aren’t headed on a straight-arrow route to a 

clear resolution. Bob-Waksberg explained in an interview with Vice, “I still don’t know if 
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we’re telling the story of, ultimately, BoJack’s redemption or more of BoJack bottoming 

out” (Bob-Waksberg, 2016). It remains unclear whether either character will fully 

recover from their depression, which is a far more honest depiction of the mental illness 

than an obvious and easy path to a neat happy ending.  

 Many shows position depression as the focus of a plot for a single episode. As 

such, they inherently set up the mental illness as a story obstacle to be overcome within 

an hour or less. Causes are quickly and recklessly set up, reactions are oversimplified and 

stereotypical, recovery is simple and easy, and there are no traces of depression left 

afterwards. But BoJack Horseman makes depression the focus of multiple characters for 

its entire run. Mental illness is not just a single-episode plot. It’s a series-long 

engagement. And since Bob-Waksberg doesn’t have to resolve it within a single episode, 

he can take his time developing it fully. 
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Chapter Four – Secondary Characters  

 

“So yesterday you let yourself fall in love a little bit and got your heart broken. 

Serves you right for having feelings.”  

- Princess Carolyn12 

 

“I keep having this dream where she’s gone…my life just continues without her.  

And it terrifies me to say this, but in the dream I feel relief.” 

- Mr. Peanutbutter13 

 

“I’m worthless. I guess I’ll never really amount to anything.”  

- Todd Chavez14 

 

Introduction  

 BoJack and Diane both represent complex and layered narratives of depression 

that are far more authentic than the many problematic portrayals that saturate film and 

television. Whereas these irresponsible representations often oversimplify depression to a 

symptom or two, characters in BoJack Horseman illustrate the expansive nature of 

mental illness. The show’s success with these portrayals is strengthened by its collection 

of secondary characters who reflect many of the characterizations of problematic 

depictions of depression that populate television and film, yet who are decisively not 

depressed.   
																																																								
12 From BoJack Horseman Season 1 Episode 7, “Say Anything” 2014  
13 From BoJack Horseman Season 1 Episode 9, “Horse Majeure” 2014  
14 From BoJack Horseman Season 2 Episode 8, “Let’s Find Out” 2015 
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 The indication that depression exists as a simple cause and effect relationship, in 

which a certain circumstance “causes” an individual to become depressed, has serious 

implications. Namely, this depiction enables discourse in which people can be blamed for 

their own depression: if one knows the cause of their depression and does not take active 

steps to resolve it, they are at fault. It provokes the idea that depression can be fixed by 

simply removing the trigger and perpetuates a “get over it” mentality. This creates a re-

victimizing cycle, which is itself reinforced by such problematic portrayals. However, it 

is worth noting that the series does hold BoJack responsible for the pain he causes others, 

even though he is depressed. BoJack Horseman suggests that though developing 

depression is not a simple cause-effect relationship, one who suffers from depression is 

still responsible for their actions and how they affect others. This is an important nuance 

in the show’s depiction of depression.  

 However, BoJack Horseman presents characters that possess the characteristics, 

experiences, and traits that would usually be seen as causing depression in lesser 

depictions, but don’t for these characters. Princess Carolyn, Mr. Peanutbutter, and Todd 

Chavez all have bouts with sadness, loneliness, and self-doubt, but are never depicted or 

labeled as depressed. None of these secondary characters experience the short-term 

situational depression of Diane or the long-term chronic depression displayed by BoJack. 

Instead of being presented as depressed, these characters are presented with common 

emotions: sadness, loneliness, and self-doubt. These characters, who embody 

stereotypical, problematic depictions of depression, are juxtaposed with authentic 

depictions of depression, which problematizes the metonymy-centric depictions of 

depression in other shows.  
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 In their article “Juxtaposition as Visual Argument: Health Rhetoric in Super Size 

Me and Fat Head,” published in Argumentation and Advocacy, Emma Frances 

Bloomfield and Angeline Sangalang argue “Juxtaposition is an argument when images 

are presented simultaneously or sequentially for the purpose of comparison that makes a 

claim” (Bloomfield & Sangalang, 2014). For example, they discuss how Morgan 

Spurlock juxtaposes pictures of his body before and after thirty straight days of eating 

nothing but McDonald’s in order to make an argument about how a diet heavy on fast 

food harms the body. Though BoJack Horseman does not juxtapose before and after 

pictures and does not make an argument based on cause, it does utilize the same basic 

argumentative principle of juxtaposition in depicting characters who suffer from 

depression and characters who experience emotions that are commonly mistaken as 

depression. Authentic portrayals of depression are juxtaposed with stereotypical, 

problematic depictions of depression in order to make an argument about how 

irresponsibly many media sources portray mental illness. This juxtaposition can also 

provide a new space for rhetorical invention, new ways to characterize and think about 

the relationship between suffering from depression and experiences often mistaken for 

depression.  

 By projecting anticipated, stereotypical representations of depression onto non-

depressed characters, BoJack Horseman challenges such portrayals and the stigmas 

associated with them. Princess Carolyn, Mr. Peanutbutter, and Todd all possess the traits 

that typically qualify characters as “depressed” in irresponsible portrayals, yet they are 

not depressed and are juxtaposed with actual depressed characters such as BoJack and 

Diane. By presenting problematic portrayals of depression and authentic portrayals of 
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depression side by side, the series illustrates how the way that depression is often 

depicted is quite different from actual depression. BoJack Horseman’s overall depiction 

of mental illness and its corrective interactions with problematic depression narratives 

provide a roadmap for responsible and authentic engagement with mental illness.  

 

Princess Carolyn  

   

 Of all these secondary characters, Princess Carolyn has the most experiences that 

are often presented as causes for depression in irresponsible portrayals. Her professional 

life and her personal life both serve as major stressors, and success in one often comes at 

the expense of the other. Princes Carolyn works as a talent agent for Vigor Agency at the 

start of the series, slowly climbing in rank by juggling multiple high-profile clients. At 

the end of Season Two, she decides to start her own agency, Vim (a subtle bit of 

wordplay – Vim and Vigor. Having both agencies is redundant). Her former and current 

job both require a tremendous amount of her time and are highly stressful, as she always 

seems on the verge of losing major clients. In addition to managing her work life, 

Princess Carolyn also strives to find happiness and fulfillment in her personal life 

(particularly romantically) and struggles to take care of BoJack and her other friends, 

helping them through their own personal difficulties. In this way, she takes on the role of 

therapist, acting as a proxy for engagement with those who suffer from depression, even 

though she herself has some symptoms that would normally be depicted as depressive.  

 At the start of the series, Princess Carolyn is not only BoJack’s agent, but his on-

again-off-again girlfriend. Or perhaps “on-again-off-again friend with benefits” is a more 
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apt descriptor. Having dated in the past, Princess Carolyn and BoJack occasionally get 

together and play on all fours, so to speak (they are animals), but have no serious 

romantic involvement. However, after BoJack panics about Diane’s engagement to Mr. 

Peanutbutter, he tries to pursue a romantic relationship with his agent. After telling a 

skeptical Princess Carolyn that he’s realized he’s supposed to be with her (a declaration 

he has made many times before), she tells him that she must work. BoJack responds with 

“You don’t have to work, you choose to work. Why not choose to be happy for once?” 

(Lawson & Cendreda, 2014).  

Princess Carolyn finds a sense of satisfaction out of her work, to be sure, 

particularly the competitive nature of the job and the fact that she is quite good at it. But 

she is perpetually stressed about something, always putting out a fire (sometimes 

literally), and so she appears unhappy to her friends. Additionally, she does long for a 

meaningful romantic relationship. BoJack is aware of this and often uses it to manipulate 

her into sleeping with him and occasionally into pursuing a more serious involvement. 

Such manipulation is evident in his very phrasing: “why not choose to be happy for 

once?” BoJack knows better than anyone that happiness is not something he can choose 

or control. Yet he knows that he can guilt Princess Carolyn into feeling bad for 

prioritizing her professional success over her own happiness. 

 And so Princess Carolyn decides to pursue a romantic relationship with BoJack. 

Envious of her career rival Vanessa Gecko (voiced by Kristin Chenoweth), a successful 

agent with a loving husband of fifteen years, three over-involved children, and a full 

exercise class regiment, Princess Carolyn wonders why she can’t have a fulfilling 

personal life as well. Once Gecko steals one of her biggest clients, Cate Blanchett, 
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Princess Carolyn pursues success in her romantic life rather than her professional life and 

goes on a date with BoJack. It goes poorly, as a sobering phone call from a dying friend 

makes BoJack realize how irrationally he’s been behaving. He ends the date abruptly, 

claiming “I don’t love you. You don’t love me. We’re just two lonely people trying to 

hate ourselves a little less” (Lawson & Cendreda, 2014) before driving away and leaving 

Princess Carolyn alone at a restaurant. Over the course of a single day, she loses a big 

client at her stressful job, gets her hopes up for a romantic interest only to have them 

destroyed, and realizes that not only can she not have both a successful professional and 

personal life like Gecko; she can’t seem to have either.  

 This experience may well have sent characters in other shows or movies into a 

spiraling depression, but not Princess Carolyn. Instead, she comes out the other end more 

determined than ever to succeed. The next morning, she wakes up early, gives herself a 

pep talk, goes to the gym, steals her client back from Gecko, and gets BoJack a lead part 

in a Quentin Tarantalino movie. After experiencing what many other portrayals would 

use as causation for depression, Princess Carolyn merely becomes sad for a night, but 

then emerges more driven and dedicated than ever and has one of the most successful and 

satisfying days of her professional career.  

Harvard Health explains that, while stressful life events can certainly play a role 

in the development of depression, a myriad of other factors are involved as well, 

including brain biology, genetic disposition, temperament, early childhood trauma, and 

other medical problems or diseases (Harvard Health, 2009). Thus, Princess Carolyn’s 

stressful day at work and disappointing date is not enough to lead to depression, even 

though it is often presented as such across television and film. Clinical depression is not 
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purely environmental or circumstantial, but a much broader condition that is material, 

biochemical, and a number of other components.  

 By making Princess Carolyn’s reaction to the experience not one of depression, 

but one of mere sadness followed by resilience, BoJack Horseman refutes common 

stereotypes associated with depression and its causes. Beyond that, it provides a more 

layered examination of depression by suggesting that different people develop it for 

different reasons; that what may lead to depression in one individual may not at all with 

another. Diane also experiences frustrations with her professional life and struggles in her 

romantic life, and though the specifics may be different, her experiences share some 

similarities with Princess Carolyn’s. Yet Diane eventually becomes depressed (due to a 

myriad of other reasons as well) and Princess Carolyn does not. In this way, the show 

suggests there is no “one size fits all” approach to depression. Every experience with the 

mental illness is unique, and the very individual him or herself is just as vital a variable as 

circumstantial elements in regards to whether or not depression is developed. Healthline 

Media subsidiary Medical News Today explains how an individual’s very personality – 

for instance, someone with unproductive coping strategies, or someone who is 

particularly cynical – may place them at higher risk of developing depression. Other 

personal factors, including genetic risk, abuse of recreational drugs or alcohol, and other 

medical conditions, along with environmental, circumstantial, and psychological factors 

create a complex combination that leads to depression (MacGill, 2016).  

 Princess Carolyn’s character challenges stereotypical portrayals of depression 

through her love life, which is quite frequently used as a justification for depression in 

irresponsible narratives. Though Princess Carolyn repeatedly tells herself to forget about 
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romance and focus solely on her work, her desire to have a romantic partner resurfaces 

throughout the series. Her pep talk she gave herself following the failed date with BoJack 

included the harsh “So you let yourself fall in love a little bit and got your heart broken. 

Serves you right for having feelings” (Lawson & Cendreda, 2014). But no matter how 

hard she tries to bury those feelings, they continue to surface. Towards the end of season 

one, she strikes up a relationship with a stranger she meets at a bar, Vincent Adultman 

(who is clearly three young boys standing on top of each other under a trench coat, Little 

Rascals style). And though she tries to keep the relationship going, she eventually breaks 

up with Vincent in season two, claiming “When we first met, I was looking for 

something in my life, and I wanted it so badly I made myself believe you were it. But I 

think wanting to believe something isn’t the same as something being real. And this isn’t 

real. I think it’s time we stop pretending” (Lawson & Gonzalez, 2015).  

 Princess Carolyn recognizes the difference between real and unreal and admit her 

own role in fooling herself into believing something simply by wanting it to be true. This 

admission rings true for multiple other characters in BoJack Horseman. Most characters 

in the show want something so badly they make themselves believe it, even though they 

know it’s not true. BoJack wants to believe he is talented, important, and a good 

individual deep down. Diane wants to believe she is capable of affecting positive change 

in the world. These do not prove to be the case, and these characters are forced to 

reconcile what they want to believe with what is true. Furthermore, Princess Carolyn’s 

admission speaks to larger themes dealt with in BoJack Horseman. Princess Carolyn, a 

character who is not depressed, exists in this show side-by-side with BoJack and Diane, 

characters who are depressed. Her confession is reflective of how the way that depressed 
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individuals see the world and their place in it differs from the way someone who is not 

suffering with depression sees the same.  

 Though she clearly wants so desperately to have a meaningful intimate 

relationship, she is still able to recognize that her desire won’t make something real that 

isn’t. Once again, she attempts to bury her feelings, stating “I was foolish to believe this 

world had a spark of romance left in it. I gotta stop kidding myself” (Lawson & 

Gonzalez, 2015), and refocuses herself entirely on her work. But at work, she strikes up a 

close friendship with a lower-ranking struggling agent, Rutabaga Rabittowitz. Their 

friendship grows into something more when Rutabaga’s marriage starts falling apart, the 

two become romantically engaged, and eventually decide to open their own agency 

together (though Princess Carolyn is the primary financier). However, it becomes clear 

that Rutabaga was manipulating Princess Carolyn, as he never intended to leave his wife 

like he claimed he would and asserts that she can’t really afford to picky, telling her 

“This is what you get, and if you can’t accept that you’re gonna be alone for a long time” 

(Aaron, Young, & Roberts, 2015). Having learned from her experience with Vincent, she 

decides she won’t settle for an inauthentic relationship again. She tells Rutabaga she’s 

fine being alone, fires him on the spot, and once more buries herself in her work at her 

new agency Vim.  

 This reaction reveals the differences between Princess Carolyn and BoJack. 

Though she repeatedly gets berated and abused, struggles to succeed at her stressful 

work, and can’t seem to find a relationship with someone who isn’t either a manipulative 

jerk or not real, Princess Carolyn pushes on and does not fall into depression. Conversely, 

BoJack receives everything he says he wants – fame, fortune, a loving girlfriend, his 
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dream job, national acclaim and adoration, and more – but is still depressed and cannot 

find happiness. This speaks to how depression can completely consume an individual’s 

life and control how they react to everything around them. Furthermore, by juxtaposing 

the non-depressed Princess Carolyn (who experiences many unfortunate events) with the 

fully-depressed BoJack (who receives everything he wants), the series argues that 

circumstance alone is not cause enough for depression, and depictions of depression 

rooted in a purely circumstantially causal relationship are seriously flawed.   

 Princess Carolyn becomes even more overwhelmed by work running her own 

agency and finds she doesn’t have time to consider a romantic relationship. On a rare 

night off, she goes on three blind dates, and after a couple of disappointing experiences 

with an automotive glass executive and an albino rhino gynecologist, she has a 

surprisingly good time with a mouse named Ralph Stilton (voiced by Raul Esparza). 

Unfortunately, Princess Carolyn doesn’t have the time to pursue the relationship, but she 

saves his number. A few months later, when she can no longer keep her agency afloat and 

her business closes, she decides to take time off of work altogether and pursue the most 

promising potential relationship she’s had over the course of the entire show.  

 Months later, Princess Carolyn is out of the business, has been traveling the 

world, and is in the best relationship of her life. And yet, she often finds herself missing 

her work. She is tempted to return on a few occasions, talking through hypothetical 

scenarios and getting excited by the prospect of working again. One day, Princess 

Carolyn has an epiphany when she realizes she should have been a manager and not an 

agent all along. She decides to re-open Vim as a management agency, much to Ralph’s 

hesitations. Whether she can balance her professional and personal lives this time around 
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remains to be seen in season four, but her decision to go back to work does suggest that 

she is not happy without it. When Princess Carolyn had a career, and even when it was 

successful, she still longed for a meaningful relationship. And when she had a meaningful 

relationship, she still longed for a career. She is not content to settle for one or the other; 

she needs both to provide different senses of fulfillment.  

 What BoJack Horseman does so well regarding Princess Carolyn and her many 

failed relationships is it avoids the pitfalls of so many other shows. For many series, a 

single breakup is often enough to send a character into depression, let alone three or four 

break-ups. But instead of becoming depressed, Princess becomes sad and lonely for a 

little while. And while Diane’s depression is short-term, it differs from Princess 

Carolyn’s loneliness in its scope, wider range of symptoms, and longevity. In this way, 

BoJack Horseman indicates that a failed relationship is usually not enough to send 

someone into a serious depression, and by positioning Princess Carolyn in the same show 

as the chronically depressed BoJack, the series juxtaposes how loneliness and depression 

are two different experiences. To be sure, parts of BoJack’s and Diane’s experiences with 

depression do include loneliness and sadness. But they are both far more layered and 

complex narratives than just one or two symptoms, and their paths to the mental illness 

include more intricate, intangible, and psychological causations than just a break up or a 

stressful job.  

 The narrative of Princess Carolyn and her romantic life also play into the series’ 

engagement with depression when compared to BoJack and his romantic life. Both 

individuals struggle to find a meaningful relationship, and when they do, other factors 

prevent them from being completely content. However, their reactions to these 
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experiences, reactions that are themselves influenced by other experiences and 

characteristics, are quite different. Whereas other shows or films might indirectly suggest 

that one experience is a universal qualifier for depression for anyone, BoJack Horseman 

shows that different individuals have different reactions to the same experiences. This 

helps to develop a more authentic portrayal of depression: there is no universal cause. 

Every experience is unique, with its own set of causes, symptoms, and reactions, and 

what may lead to depression with one individual could elicit an entirely different reaction 

from another.  

 The uniqueness of every experience with depression is proven by the recorded 

accounts of actual depressed individuals. In May of 2016, the hashtag 

#MyDepressionLooksLike started trending on Twitter, as mentally ill people took to the 

social media site to challenge the problematic idea that depression has one specific look 

for everyone. The unique “looks” people tweeted include “lack of interest in things I used 

to do and people I used to see,” “I slept three days straight and I’m still tired,” and “I’m 

selfish and I don’t care about anyone else but me. But the truth is I don’t care about me at 

all” (Lorenz, 2016). These and countless other tweets, blogs, testimonials, and other 

accounts illustrate how experiences with depression differ for every person who lives 

with it. By demonstrating this very uniqueness, BoJack Horseman deepens its narrative 

fidelity.  

 

Mr. Peanutbutter  

 In many ways, Mr. Peanutbutter operates as a perfect foil to BoJack. They had 

very similar careers, as Mr. Peanutbutter’s show Mr. Peanutbutter’s House was 
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essentially a direct rip-off of BoJack’s Horsin’ Around, and as such, BoJack often 

considers Mr. Peanutbutter his professional rival. Though their paths to fame were 

virtually identical, their personalities are near complete opposites. This is one way in 

which the animation of the show really deepens the narrative. BoJack Horseman, as a 

horse, is the visual manifestation of the old joke, “a horse walks into a bar and the 

bartender asks ‘why the long face?’” His very state of being is reflected in his character 

design. On the other hand, Mr. Peanutbutter reflects the stereotype of the happy, loyal, 

upbeat golden retriever. But the juxtaposition of these two characters extends beyond 

their design and into their emotional and mental health.  

 As a character who is for the most part overwhelmingly happy, when Mr. 

Peanutbutter does have his moments of sorrow, they resonate loudly through their stark 

juxtaposition of his standard characterization. Most of these moments of sorrow are 

induced by the actions of those around him, particularly, BoJack and Diane. After a 

season and a half of being treated so terribly by BoJack, despite being nothing but 

pleasant to him, Mr. Peanutbutter finally snaps. In a moment of vulnerability, he 

expresses to BoJack how hurt he is by his actions, telling him “All I ever wanted was to 

be your friend, and you treat me like a big joke. Why don’t you like me?” (Flierl, 

Chernoff, & Mariska, 2015). BoJack responds with brutal honesty, explaining that he’s 

jealous of how Mr. Peanutbutter is so easily able to feel good about himself, something 

that BoJack wants but that he’s unsure if he’ll ever be able to do. It’s the most open and 

vulnerable BoJack has been with Mr. Peanutbutter during their relationship, and it helps 

to shed more light on the extent of these two characters’ juxtaposition and why BoJack 

resents Mr. Peanutbutter so much.  



 85 

 There are entire subreddit threads that are dedicated to the resentment many 

depressed individuals feel towards people who are happy. As one redditor explains, 

“When I see someone happy I automatically get even more depressed because I’m 

jealous…Why can’t I be like that?” Furthermore, mental health professional and author 

Steven Stosny, Ph.D., explains that depression and resentment can often be closely 

related, as resentment sometimes operates as an explanation the feelings associated with 

depression (Stosny, 2011). Thus, it is understandable why BoJack is so resentful of Mr. 

Peanutbutter, whose happiness and ability to feel good about himself starkly juxtapose 

BoJack’s depression and self-loathing.  

 Diane also causes a fair amount of sadness for Mr. Peanutbutter. After he gets 

engaged to her in season one, Mr. Peanutbuttter confides in Todd that he is hesitant about 

the marriage, partly because Diane is hesitant about it. He admits, “I keep having this 

dream where she’s gone…my life just continues without her. And it terrifies me to say 

this, but in the dream I feel relief” (Kinght & Moser, 2014). Before their marriage even 

begins, he is already having doubts. Of course, these doubts seem to come to fruition in 

season two when Diane lies to him about being in Cordovia and secretly stays with 

BoJack for a few months. When he finds out, Mr. Peanutbutter is understandably upset, 

and the two spend most of season three in counseling attempting to repair their broken 

marriage.  

And yet, their reactions to counseling juxtapose each other: Mr. Peanutbutter is 

happy and eager to try something he thinks will be helpful, and practices all their 

counselor’s techniques with enthusiasm. Diane, on the other hand, finds much of the 

therapy obnoxious, degrading, and repetitive, and participates begrudgingly and with 
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exasperation. They shared the experiences that led to their broken marriage and share the 

experience of counseling, but Mr. Peanutbutter’s behavior juxtaposes Diane, which in 

turn calls attention to the juxtaposition of a non-depressed character with one who is 

depressed.  

 Lastly, Mr. Peanutbutter also breaks from his constant optimistic, upbeat 

personality when he learns in season three that his brother, Captain Peanutbutter (voiced 

by “Weird Al” Yankovic), has a potentially fatal twisted spleen. Mr. Peanutbutter spends 

most of the episode in denial that anything is wrong. He continually states, “Nothing bad 

happens on Labrador Peninsula” (their hometown where he is visiting) and gets 

aggravated when Diane notices that something is wrong and suggests he talk to his 

brother, telling her “we don’t really have the kind of relationship where we talk about 

things. Labs prefer to keep things playful…You should drop it. If something was really 

wrong he would tell me about it” (Flierl, Chernoff, & Gonzalez, 2016). Mr. Peanutbutter 

does not like dealing with bad news, so he pretends that none exists. But Diane continues 

to pressure him until he eventually does talk to his brother and learn of his health scare.  

The news makes him nervous, anxious, and upset for many episodes until his brother has 

a successful operation, at which point he returns to his standard cheery self.  

 All of the causes of sadness and worriedness for Mr. Peanutbutter are rooted in 

his personal relationships. Be it with his abusive friend, his struggling wife, or his sick 

brother, the only experiences that seem to cause Mr. Peanutbutter to deviate from his 

normal, happy persona are bad experiences with individuals he cares about. Nothing else 

appears to trouble him. Even when he goes flat broke from spending so much money on 

ludicrous business ideas with Todd, he seems unaffected. Rather than become stressed 
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like many others would, he becomes excited by the opportunity to work again. And even 

when the only job he can get is a sales representative at a Lady Foot Locker, he still goes 

to work excited every day and genuinely enjoys his job. The fact that bad news 

concerning those he cares about most is the only thing that can put a damper on his joyful 

spirit is reflective of how he is a resilient and caring character.  

 But even when he receives bad news regarding those he loves, he does not go into 

a depression, like many characters in less responsible shows might. Many portrayals of 

depression frame the mental illness as purely environmental, establishing a causal 

relationship between a sad event and the development of depression. But Mayo Clinic 

suggests that this is not true, as depression is brought about by not only stressful 

circumstances, but a combination of other elements as well, including brain chemistry, 

inherited traits, psychological abnormalities, and other factors (Mayo Clinic, 2016). The 

depiction of Mr. Peanutbutter and his reactions to sad events trouble this circumstantially 

causal association, especially in juxtaposition to BoJack, whose depression clearly has 

many roots across a wide variety of causes.  

With every situation, Mr. Peanutbutter attempts to fix or improve whatever needs 

addressing. Be it making amends with BoJack, restoring his marriage with Diane, or 

making medical appointments and checking in on his brother, Mr. Peanutbutter actively 

works towards improving the situation, something that is not characteristic of BoJack, 

who would rather dodge blame and run away from a situation than try to fix it. BoJack 

Horseman gives Mr. Peanutbutter many of the experiences that would cause characters in 

other shows to fall into depression, and it allows him to be sad or upset for brief amounts 

of time, but it never lets him become depressed. His character, as does Princess Carolyn’s 
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and Todd’s, serves as a point of juxtaposition for BoJack and Diane, illustrating how 

stereotypical portrayals of depression vastly differ from more authentic experiences with 

the mental illness.  

 

Todd Chavez  

 Todd is BoJack’s roommate who doesn’t pay rent or have a job. He spent the 

night on BoJack’s couch after a party many years ago and simply never left. He is more 

like a dependent child than a roommate, as BoJack provides him with all his essentials 

without any monetary compensation. Rather, the compensation Todd provides BoJack is 

companionship, and though BoJack verbally abuses him incessantly, he is secretly 

grateful for Todd’s presence, as it means he is not alone.  

 Though Todd has a significant amount of creative potential, as reflected through 

his numerous artistic and entrepreneurial undertakings, his procrastination, slacking, and 

quickness to quit thwart any sort of personal development. Throughout the series, Todd 

has created a promising rock opera, nearly become the new spokesperson for a popular 

bourbon, been a writer for a big studio blockbuster, built a Disney-esque theme park, and 

joined an improvisation comedy troupe. By the end of season three, Todd even built a 

hugely successful start-up and sold it for millions, but accidentally gave all his profits 

away in a tip he left for a waitress. He often finds himself at the edge of success, or at 

times even having accomplished great success, but always comes up short or loses it all, 

sometimes due to his own error and sometimes due to BoJack’s interference. Yet in spite 

of his many brushes with success that fall flat and his unrealized potential, Todd is still a 
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relatively happy-go-lucky and upbeat individual. Conversely, BoJack, who has 

accomplished all of his dreams, is still depressed.  

Amid all his wacky hijinks, get rich quick schemes, and outlandish pipe dreams, 

Todd finds himself questioning what he’s really doing with his life. In Season Two, 

Episode Five, “Chickens,” Todd finds a chicken bred for consumption that has escaped 

from a fast food plant and wandered into his yard, and makes it his mission to save her 

from the police. With the help of Diane, he brings the chicken to Gentle Farms, a cage-

free livestock plantation with lush fields and foosball, where the chickens “have 

wonderful lives” before they are harvested for consumption. Todd believes it is a more 

humane place for the chicken (which he has named “Becca”) to live, but after dropping 

her off, he has second thoughts. Faced with the reality that she will still be killed for food, 

Todd (along with Diane) decides to go back and bust her out, stating “I know I’m a screw 

up and all my ideas are terrible, but with Becca, I was responsible for something. I had a 

purpose!” (Calo & Roberts, 2015).   

So they sneak back onto the plantation in the middle of the night to save Becca, 

but when Todd accidentally wakes up the shotgun-wielding farmer, they have to hide for 

their lives. While in hiding, Todd tells Diane in a moment of vulnerability, “Sometimes I 

feel like my whole life is just a series of loosely-related wacky misadventures.” But 

Diane tells him, “I think that’s just what being in your twenties is” (Calo & Roberts, 

2015). Todd does not have a job, can’t seem to find success with any of his endeavors, 

and questions what he’s doing with his life. In lesser, more irresponsible portrayals, this 

characterization would qualify Todd as “depressed.” It’s an oversimplified and 

stereotypical depiction of depression that characters experience in other representations, 
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but in BoJack Horseman, Todd has these traits and experiences, but exhibits almost none 

of the symptoms for depression. In fact, what he is really experiencing is summed up by 

Diane, a character who is actually depressed. She sees what Todd is going through, what 

other portrayals might label as “depression,” and essentially states “that’s not depression, 

that’s just being in your twenties, a time of uncertainty that everyone experiences.” In this 

way, BoJack Horseman directly calls out irresponsible depictions of depression.  

 Beyond occasionally being upset over his lack of a career or direction, Todd also 

becomes quite saddened by other factors from time to time. Following the failure of his 

rock opera in season one, he mopes in self-pity and sorrow, claiming “for a second, I 

actually convinced myself I was more than just a worthless screw-up” (Knight & 

Winfrey, 2014). When Todd joins an improvisation comedy troupe, he invites BoJack to 

attend his graduation show, and even reserves two seats for him. But BoJack does not 

show up, which upsets Todd enough to leave for a months-long performance gig on a 

cruise ship. At numerous other moments throughout the series, Todd realizes that BoJack 

played an active role in his failure, such as when he discovers BoJack intentionally 

sabotaged his rock opera or that BoJack had sex with a close friend of his, which made 

her uncomfortable. These realizations upset Todd, who can’t understand why his best 

friend would intentionally hurt him. And yet he almost always bounces back, usually by 

the next episode. Even though BoJack repeatedly sabotages, hurts, and abuses him, Todd 

still cares about BoJack enough to forgive him and continue to stay with him. Todd is a 

character who remains in an abusive relationship, partially because he sees himself as a 

screw-up with nowhere else to go and partially because he knows that BoJack needs him, 

even if he does treat him terribly.  
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By placing this depiction in the same show with actual depressed characters, Bob-

Waksberg illustrates how these stereotypical portrayals are not representative of 

depression. The sadness Todd feels is not the same as the depression BoJack lives with, 

for many reasons. For one, the sadness and frustration Todd feels do not nearly 

encompass all of the symptoms BoJack experiences as a result of his depression. 

Furthermore, the roots of Todd’s sadness are entirely circumstantial and simple, whereas 

depression is more than simply an environmental disease, but one that has roots in 

biochemistry, genetics, and personality as well (Harvard Health, 2009). It helps that these 

two characters live together, as the series shows how these characters are different on a 

daily basis by placing them side-by-side. Their attitudes and demeanors are vastly 

different, the way they react to the same information differs, and how they deal with their 

sadness or depression is unique. And by having them live in the same house spending so 

much time together, the show illustrates how Todd’s experiences, which are 

representative of many underdeveloped portrayals of depression, are completely different 

from BoJack’s experiences, which are a genuine representation of the mental illness.  

 

Conclusion		

	 With	BoJack	and	Diane,	BoJack	Horseman	creates	rich	and	detailed	narratives	

of	depression	that	resonate	with	more	honesty	and	authenticity	than	most	on	

television	or	in	film.	And	with	its	secondary	characters	like	Princess	Carolyn,	Mr.	

Peanutbutter,	and	Todd	Chavez,	the	series	strengthens	its	engagement	with	

depression	and	its	critique	of	other	portrayals	of	the	mental	illness.	These	

secondary	characters	embody	many	of	the	traits	typically	assigned	to	“depressed”	
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characters	in	other	narratives,	and	yet,	especially	when	juxtaposed	with	characters	

like	BoJack	and	Diane,	they	are	decisively	not	depressed.	In	this	way,	the	show	not	

only	creates	meaningful	stories	of	mental	illness;	it	is	able	to	highlight	the	specific	

shortcomings	of	irresponsible	and	stereotypical	depictions.		
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Chapter Five – Conclusion  

 

 According to Fisher’s tenet of narrative fidelity, a story must resonate with the 

lived experiences of the person or people consuming the story. In other words, they must 

find the events of the story to be believable, realistic, and authentic based on what they 

themselves have experienced. BoJack Horseman meets this tenet, as proven by the 

countless testimonials and evaluations by people living with depression, medical 

professionals, and television critics.  

 Redditor Gabriel Gonzalez posted on the social media site in a fan letter to 

BoJack himself, “You are a huge help, yes, your show is depressing as all hell, but it 

helps me relate to someone in a world filled with movies about smiling 

superheroes…You make me feel like I’m not alone” (Gonzalez, 2016). Blogger Rosey 

Eikenberry explains of BoJack Horseman on the female community website xojane, “I’ve 

known that I’m depressed for my entire life, but…I never saw my depression on TV or in 

movies…So when I finally saw depression as I knew it, a direct reflection of my illness, 

not an exaggeration or an underplay, I didn’t know quite how to feel…A real view of 

depression, even if it’s through the life and times of a cartoon horse, is something that all 

people who’ve ever struggled with it really need.” (Eikenberry, 2016). Innumerable other 

blogs, sub-reddits, and reviews corroborate these sentiments: BoJack Horseman 

accurately and honestly depicts what it’s really like to live with depression.  

 Such an achievement suggests an important implication: BoJack Horseman can 

help people living with depression feel less alone. Depressed viewers of the show can 

find something familiar in the characters, relate to the problems they are experiencing, 
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and feel as if somebody understands what they are going through, which is a hugely 

important part of treatment. BoJack seeks acknowledgement throughout the course of the 

series, and though he may have a hard time receiving it, he provides that 

acknowledgement for others, for depressed individuals watching the show and feeling, 

perhaps for the first time, that someone gets it. In this way, BoJack Horseman can be 

therapeutic for those who have a mental illness, as feeling less alone, feeling understood, 

and feeling acknowledged are vital to treatment and recovery.  

As noted by the cited bloggers, BoJack Horseman is relatable and authentic in 

part because it does not fall to the exaggerations and stereotypes that pervade most 

depictions of mental illness. Whereas many portrayals oversimplify mental illness into a 

metonym, BoJack Horseman offers a more complicated and layered examination of 

depression. Furthermore, it juxtaposes stereotypes with actual depression, disrupting the 

metonymic connection between symptom and depression by presenting a depiction of 

depression that is complex and not so easily reducible.  

Part of the reason why the show is so successful in its portrayal of depression is 

because it makes depression the narrative focus of the entire series rather than a plot point 

in a single episode. Many television series attempt to tell full stories of mental illness 

within a single half hour. Any single episode of television, no matter how well written or 

thoughtful, is simply not enough time to develop a character’s depression fully, much less 

solve it as so many shows try to do. This problem is not unique to depictions of 

depression.  

The attempt within sitcoms to tackle a heady issue within a thirty-minute slot 

gained prominence with the popularity of the “very special episode” format in the 1980s. 
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In these one-offs, the main character would come face to face with a serious problem 

never encountered before, such as drug or alcohol abuse, an eating disorder, or teenage 

sex. Prominent examples include: the Family Matters episode when the punch gets 

spiked and Steve Urkel nearly dies; the episode of Fresh Prince of Bel Air when Will 

accidentally causes Carlton to overdose on speed; and the Full House episode in which 

Stephanie is tempted to try cigarettes. Because these are sitcoms, however, the issues are 

resolved cleanly and easily by the end of the episode, the characters involved learn a 

serious lesson, and they will never make the same mistake again.  

These “very special episodes” often attempted to teach a lesson and moralize 

about highly emotional or taboo topics. In this way, they frequently framed issues, such 

as bulimia or drug addiction, as morally wrong, avoidable, and fixable. These were 

presented as repugnant acts characters wrongfully chose rather than harmful afflictions 

with which they were burdened. The effects of the issue on the person living with it were 

not as important as condemning the issue itself and preaching the dangers of such issues 

to viewers. Disorders, illnesses, and addictions are stigmatized as bad choices rather than 

serious afflictions. Though the “very special episode” billing eventually fell out favor, 

this approach to dealing with serious issues persists. Many shows took up the format as 

their weekly formula, dealing with such issues in every episode. And many others 

continued the practice without the “very special” billing. As such, issues that take much 

longer than twenty-two minutes to depict adequately are boiled down to stigmatized 

stereotypes, depression being one of them. To depict depression, show its origins and 

effects, and provide a solution for it in thirty minutes is to over-simplify the mental 
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illness (especially when there are no simple or easy solutions). Such a practice 

necessitates reducing depression to a stereotype. 

BoJack Horseman does not treat depression as a one-and-done issue, however, 

but as an ongoing one BoJack lives and struggles with his depression in every episode of 

the show. Making depression the focus of the entire series rather than a “very special 

episode” allows the series to be more honest in its depiction of what it is like to live with 

depression on a daily basis and permits more in-depth character development. The show 

focuses on his constant search for acknowledgement and validation from those around 

him, whether it is fishing for praise for his television show, demanding recognition of his 

star status, or begging to be told that he is a good person (or horse). By making 

depression the focus of the entire series, the show can illustrate from episode to episode 

the ups and downs of living with the condition, the impact it can have on relationships, 

and the extent of its influence on the life of someone living with it.  

In addition to a narrative emphasis on depression, the medium of animation itself 

plays a large role in the success of BoJack Horseman’s portrayal of mental illness, as it 

creates space for an emotionally honesty that would be much more difficult to achieve in 

live-action. One function the animation serves is a unique and bizarre sense of humor, 

and the oddball comedy compliments the mental illness drama in such a way that the sum 

is greater than both parts. As television critic Alan Sepinwall notes, “the sadness hits 

harder because it’s coming right from a cartoon horse’s mouth, while the preposterous 

comedy…feels even more welcome as a relief from the crippling despair” (Sepinwall, 

2015). The humor and the drama reinforce one another as each makes the other more 

potent. The very fact that the dramatic content is so unexpected makes it resonate more 
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loudly while the humor makes the dramatic material more palatable and digestible for 

audiences.  

Beyond the absurdist comedy made possible by animation, the mere fact that 

BoJack Horseman is a cartoon facilitates its engagement with depression. As an abstract 

entity, mental illness can be difficult to visualize, and as such, a physically realist 

approach carries certain limitations. Some of the best portrayals of mental illness employ 

fantastical and surrealist storytelling methods, which, while certainly not impossible in 

live-action, is better-suited for and more easily accomplished in animation.  

Perhaps the most immediately apparent example of this surrealism within BoJack 

Horseman is the fact that the world is inexplicably populated by talking animal-humanoid 

hybrids, which is a very Brechtian approach. Brecht often drew attention to the fact that 

his plays were representations of reality and not reality itself, constantly reminding the 

audience that what they were watching was constructed. Bob-Waksberg’s show similarly 

disconnects itself from reality to such an extent that viewers are left wondering why. The 

very nature of the show invites viewers to engage with it critically and question what it is 

doing (as the last one hundred pages are proof of), which enables audiences to identify 

the themes and issues it presents more easily. As was Brecht’s intent with his theater, 

audiences can approach BoJack Horseman with a critical perspective, become aware that 

the series serves as a commentary on living with depression, and understand messages 

better. This kind of approach is well-suited for animation.  

It is impressive that a show is recognized as authentic and relatable even though 

its world is populated by talking animals who co-breed with each other and humans. Such 

a feat speaks to the talent of the writers, who create a narrative that resonates with 
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audiences and feels familiar even if it comes in the form of a binge-drinking horse. After 

decades of countless irresponsible and problematic portrayals across a variety of media 

outlets, the recent surge of shows like BoJack Horseman and other cartoons and absurdist 

series that tackle mental illness could signal a change. More responsible and authentic 

narratives are becoming more commonplace. And since the public gets a majority of its 

information on mental illness from the media, this change is imperative. Series like 

BoJack Horseman have the potential to show viewers what living with depression is 

really like, and hopefully in the process not only impart more knowledge upon viewers, 

but cultivate more empathy as well. Hopefully other television shows, movies, and media 

depictions of mental illness can adjust their approaches by taking a lesson from the 

Netflix original, straight from the horse’s mouth.  
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Instructor, Anatomy of a Film, Duke TIP Scholar Weekend Program, October 2016  
• Created syllabus for intensive weekend class for high school students  
• Lectured, ran activities and projects, and led table reads and presentations  
• Provided students with feedback on class performance  

 
Instructor, Debate and Persuasion, Duke TIP Summer Studies Program, June-July 2016 

• Created syllabus, quizzes, assignments, and projects for summer classes for 
middle school students  

• Led daily lectures on debate, argumentation, and public speaking  
• Planned and coordinated in-class student debate tournaments  
• Provided individual feedback and evaluation of student performance to students, 

parents, and employers  
 
Teaching Assistant, Public Speaking, Wake Forest University, August 2015 – May 2016   

• Assisted instructor in planning of course and overseeing of assignments  
• Graded and provided feedback on speeches, outlines, and critiques  
• Ran weekly lab sessions  
• Mentored students outside of class and provided feedback and evaluation  

 
Teaching Assistant, Debate, Duke TIP Summer Studies Program, Summers 2014 & 2015  

• Helped facilitate class and maintain respectful learning environment   
• Disciplined students and managed behavioral issues  
• Led nightly evening studies  
• Assisted in providing feedback and evaluation for students  

 
Work Experience  
Freelance Graphic Designer, January 2013 – present  

• Created logos, business cards, advertisements, book covers, etc. on commission  
• Clients include: The University of Alabama Graduate Student Association, 

yBitcoin Magazine, The Auburn Biomedical Engineering Society, The Alabama 
Forensic Council, Denver Improv Fest, book publishers, and more  

 
Technical Assistant, Wake Forest University, April 2016 – present  

• Set up and ran lighting and sound for various WFU productions, including dance 
recitals, orchestra performances, guest speakers, and more  

 
Resident Advisor, University of Alabama, August 2012 – May 2015  

• Planned and coordinated programs for residential community (approximately 320 
students)  

• Mediated conflicts between residents  
• Upheld community living standards and expectations  

 
Cartoonist, The University of Alabama Crimson White, January 2012 – May 2015  
 
Advertising Intern, Castlehaven Community Association, London, May 2013 – July 2013  
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• Created print and web advertisements for charity organization and its many 
programs  

 
Research Experience  
Thesis, Wake Forest University, Fall 2016 – Spring 2017  
“Depictions of Depression in Modern Animated Series”  
Research Advisor: Dr. Ron Von Burg  
 
Independent Study, Wake Forest University, Spring 2017  
Writing, producing, and editing podcasts and creating a Kickstarter campaign  
Research Advisor: Prof. Stokes Piercy  
 
Independent Study, Wake Forest University, Fall 2016  
Creating a cartoon television series “pitch bible”  
Research Advisor: Prof. Stokes Piercy  
 
Independent Study, The University of Alabama, Spring 2015  
“Once Upon a Time in Nazi-Occupied France”: Historical Revisionism in Quentin 
Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds, paper  
Research Advisor: Dr. Jason Edward Black  
 
Community Service  
Pianist, Capstone Village Retirement Home, Tuscaloosa AL, August 2014 – May 2015  

• Provided piano music and accompaniment for special events, receptions, and 
ceremonies  

• Provided music therapy for residents and dementia ward patients  
 
Mentor, UA Al’s Pals Mentorship Program, Tuscaloosa AL, January 2013 – December 
2013  

• Mentored first-grade student one-on-one in after-school program  
• Helped student with homework, completed art projects with student, and played 

games with student  
 
Dog Caretaker, Tuscaloosa Animal Shelter, Tuscaloosa AL, January 2013 – December 
2013  

• Provided stress-relief for caged and abused animals  
• Walked dogs and cleaned kennels  

 
Camp Counselor, First Baptist Church of Rome, Rome, Italy, June 2012  

• Taught piano to young children at music camp  
 
Forensics Coach, Tuscaloosa Academy, Tuscaloosa AL, December 2011 – May 2012  

• Coached high school students on speech and debate team  
 
Publications and Presentations  
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“Why the Long Face? What BoJack Horseman Says about Depression.”  
Chapter published in Critical Media Studies Vol. III: Student Essays on Modern Sitcoms.  
Ed. Dr. Mary M. Dalton, 2017.  
 
To Speak on Canvas: Student-made documentary screened at Wake Forest University, 
May 2016, Winston-Salem, NC  
 
“Meaning-Making in Polysemic Texts: A Critical Examination of Dumb Starbucks” 
Research presented at the Wake Forest University Graduate Student Rhetorical Criticism 
Conference, May 2016, Winston-Salem, NC  
 
“Mental Illness in Cartoons: What a Talking Horse Has to Say about Depression.”  
Research presented at the Wake Forest University Graduate School Research Day, March 
24, 2016, Winston-Salem, NC  
 
“Critical Whiteness Studies and TLC’s Here Comes Honey Boo Boo” 
Research Presented at the Wake Forest University Graduate Student Rhetorical Theory 
Conference, December 2015, Winston-Salem, NC 
 
“Maintaining the Illusion with Grace: Wes Anderson’s The Grand Budapest Hotel and 
The Comic Tragedy” Paper presented at the University of Alabama Department of 
Communication & Information Sciences Capstone Presentation, April 2015, Tuscaloosa, 
AL  
 
“Don’t Worry ‘Bout Losing Your Accent; A Southern Man Tells Better Jokes”: Men’s 
Generationalism in the Southern-Based Lyrics of the Drive-By Truckers.  
Jason Edward Black & Kevin Pabst  
University of Alabama Undergraduate Research & Creative Activity Conference, April 
2013, Tuscaloosa AL  
National Communication Association Convention, 2013: Top Paper in American Studies  
 
Leadership 
Alabama Forensic Council, University of Alabama  
Captain, May 2013 – May 2014 

• Acted as representative for team  
• Led team meetings and bonding events  
• Led peer coaching  

Member, August 2011 – May 2014  
• Competed in Persuasive Speaking, Communication Analysis, Impromptu 

Speaking, Prose Interpretation, Prose Interpretation, Informative Speaking, Duo 
Interpretation, After Dinner Speaking, and Dramatic Interpretation  

• Traveled to roughly fifteen tournaments per year, including local, regional, and 
national championships  

• Competed at the American Forensic Association National Individual Events 
Tournament every year  
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Tide Talks Student Speaker Series, University of Alabama  
President, February 2014 – March 2015  

• Planned, organized, and coordinated every Tide Talks event 
• Selected speakers and helped develop their speeches  
• Spearheaded logistics, including reservation of spaces, coordination with partners 

and guest performers, arrangement of promotional appearances on radio and in 
newspaper, and more  

• Led Tide Talks executive team meetings and delegated tasks  
Head of Publicity, February 2013 – February 2014 

• Created promotional designs for each Tide Talks event  
• Created images for various social media platforms and the Tide Talks website  

 
Student Executive Council, University of Alabama 
President, March 2014 – March 2015  

• Planned and ran weekly meetings  
• Spearheaded organization of events, tailgates, fundraisers, and charity drives  
• Communicated with representatives of each department to address student and 

faculty concerns  
• Worked closely with the assistant dean of the college 

Advertising Chair, March 2013 – March 2014  
• Created promotional materials for events and fundraisers 
• Created images for social media platforms  

Member, March 2012 – May 2015  
• Helped plan, organize, and run events for college 
• Reached out to students and faculty to connect them with one another 

 
The Other Club Debate Society, University of Alabama 
Toast Master, August 2014 – May 2015  

• Emceed monthly dinner events  
Vice President, August 2013 – May 2014  

• Helped coordinate the planning and catering of monthly dinner events  
Member, August 2012 – May 2015  

• Attended and spoke at monthly dinner events  
 
LessThanUThink Anti-Binge Drinking Campaign, University of Alabama 
Designer, November 2012 – May 2014  

• Created print and web designs for various campaigns  
 
Capstone Agency Design Team, University of Alabama 
Designer, January 2013 – May 2014  

• Created print and web designs for various clients  
 
 
Additional Honors and Experiences  
Jury Award, Campus Movie Fest National Finalist, January 2015  
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The University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa AL  
 
Best New Student Organization, Tide Talks, Spring 2014  
The University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa AL  
 
Communication Analysis Quarterfinalist, American Forensic Association National 
Individual Events Tournament, April 2013  
 
Top Paper in American Studies, National Communication Association Convention, Fall 
2013 
 
Honors Societies, August 2011 – May 2015  
The University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa AL  

• Phi Theta Kappa  
• Golden Key  
• Alpha Lambda Delta  
• Lambda Pi Eta  
• Sigma Alpha Lambda  

 
Scholarships, August 2011 – May 2015  
The University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa AL  

• Forensics Scholarship  
• ELK Most Valuable Student Scholarship 
• Tailhook Educational Foundation Scholarship 
• University of Alabama Presidential Scholarship 
• Numerous Local and Departmental Scholarships  

 


