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Abstract: 

This essay examines the themes of paranoia and claustrophobia as elements of horror in John 

Campbell’s novella “Who Goes There?” (1938) and John Carpenter’s film-adaptation of said 

novella, called The Thing (1982). The novella and the film utilize the lack of trust and 

reliability in between the characters as elements of fear as well as supernatural elements in the 

form of a monster. This essay focuses on the different parts of the story running through both 

versions, mainly the setting, the characters and the monster, to show how the themes of 

paranoia and claustrophobia are used throughout these as elements of fear and horror. With 

the help of Sigmund Freud’s concept of the uncanny, as well as other sources, this essay 

argues that while the monster plays an important role throughout the story, the threats created 

by the paranoia and claustrophobia are equal to the monster itself.  
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Paranoia - “an unreasonable fear of the actions or motives of others” (“paranoia”) 

and claustrophobia - “a fear of being in closed or small spaces” (“claustrophobia”) have been 

regular themes in horror fiction for years by now, especially in the genre of psychological 

horror. They often serve as a more personal and human type of horror in between the more 

supernatural elements that the genre often utilizes. Many films and written works have used 

these themes over the years: H.P Lovecraft’s written works use paranoia and claustrophobia 

extensively, and Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843) uses paranoia as well, while 

Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) and Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) are two notable film 

examples. However, few films and written works make use of both themes at the same time to 

advance the story as thoroughly as John W. Campbell does in “Who Goes There?” (1938). 

Campbell wrote this novella under the pen name Don Stuart, and it was first released in the 

magazine Astounding Science-Fiction which he was also an editor for. Campbell is considered 

to be “the father of modern science fiction,” and the story has since become one of the most 

influential science-fiction stories of all time (“John W. Campbell”). The plot takes place at a 

research base in Antarctica. It deals with a research crew and the discovery of an alien 

organism with abilities to imitate and shape-shift into perfect imitations of other living 

organisms, and the troubling situation of distrust and paranoia that follows affecting the 

researchers at the base.  

The first film-adaptation of the story was released in 1951 under the name The 

Thing from Another World, directed by Christian Nyby. This version was very different from 

the original story, however. In 1982, the second film-adaptation of the story, the adaptation 

that this essay will focus on, was released under the name The Thing, directed by John 

Carpenter. The story in this adaption is very similar to the one of the original novella, and it is 

generally seen as the film most faithful to the original material. However, what Carpenter did 

was to take the story in a different direction than before. His film shifted the focus from 

science-fiction/horror into the realm of more straightforward horror, and the themes of 

claustrophobia and paranoia were further pushed to the forefront. One more film-adaptation 

exists in addition to the 1951 and 1982 version. The third film-adaptation, released in 2011 

and directed by Matthijs van Heijningen, was also titled The Thing but served as a prequel to 

the 1982 version. Heather Addison describes how Carpenter’s version was a financial failure 

upon release, but since then, the film has been revalued by critics and fans alike, and is now 

seen as one of the best and most important horror-films of all time (154). Since Carpenter’s 

film is the one that will be studied in this essay, subsequent references to The Thing will refer 

to this version. Furthermore, since the film takes the elements of paranoia and claustrophobia 
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from the novella and enhances them greatly, a heavier focus will fall on the film throughout 

the essay. 

While the story is very similar in “Who Goes There?” and The Thing, there are a 

few differences that are important to bring up first. While the story plays out in a similar 

fashion in the case of the different situations, the novella technically follows a different 

research crew than The Thing does. The crew in the novella (the 2011 prequel follows a 

version of this crew as well) finds the spaceship and brings back the alien organism encased 

in ice, while the crew in The Thing is a second one that receives the “virus” of the monster 

through a dog escaping from the research-base of the first crew, the one followed in the 

novella. While the novella depicts the downfall into paranoia and insanity in a less violent 

way, The Thing takes another approach with a more explicit and action-filled depiction. The 

monster in the novella is telepathic as well, something that Carpenter chose not to include in 

his film. While the spread of the virus is portrayed differently in the film, through the eyes of 

a different crew, Carpenter still follows the events of the original story quite closely.  

Both Campbell and Carpenter have stressed the importance of the social aspect 

of the story and the setting. In the foreword of the collection of stories called Who Goes 

There? Campbell comments on the narrative function of monster and setting: “In a sense, the 

Alien of Who Goes There? could be considered a gadget – a non-mechanical gadget. But the 

emphasis of the story is on putting over to the reader a feeling of the inescapable tension and 

fear brooding in the Antarctic camp” (Campbell 5). In the audio commentary to The Thing 

with Carpenter and lead actor Kurt Russell, Carpenter states that “the paranoia is the glue that 

holds the movie together,” therefore also stressing the importance of paranoia throughout the 

story. The purpose of this essay is to analyze both the novella and the film to see how they 

make use of paranoia and claustrophobia as elements of horror. I will argue that while the 

monster itself is an important part of the story, paranoia and claustrophobia pose a threat equal 

to the monster. The monster can, in turn, be seen as both a villain and a plot device added to 

set the events of the story in motion while the situation can be seen as a social experiment of 

sorts. The essay will analyze different parts of the story to see how these parts contribute to 

the themes, and utilize Sigmund Freud’s theory on the uncanny to show how paranoia and 

claustrophobia function as the causes of fear and danger in “Who Goes There?” and The 

Thing.  

Before starting to analyze the novella and the film, the usage of the uncanny 

(also known as “das Unheimliche”) in this essay will be specified. Freud’s essay called “The 

Uncanny” was published in 1919. It is not necessary here to launch into a discussion of the 
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whole concept, I will rather focus on the aspects of it that can be applied to the novella and 

film at hand. Anneleen Masschelein provides a description of the uncanny in its simplest form 

in her book The Unconcept: The Freudian Uncanny in Late Twentieth-Century Theory: “In 

the most basic definition, proposed by Sigmund Freud in 1919, the uncanny is the feeling of 

unease that arises when something familiar suddenly becomes strange and unfamiliar” (1). As 

she states however, the concept has expanded greatly since by other scholars who have 

adapted it (Masschelein 2). For the purposes of this study, however, Freud’s basic definition is 

the most relevant for the analysis of “Who Goes There?” and The Thing. Freud provides 

multiple aspects of the concept, some of which are important to this essay as well. In his 

introduction to the essay, he states the following regarding the uncanny: “There is no doubt 

that this belongs to the realm of the frightening, of what evokes fear and dread. It is equally 

beyond doubt that the word is not always used in a clearly definable sense, and so it 

commonly merges with what arouses fear in general” (Freud 123). The uncanny feeling has a 

link to fear and anxiety, but the word is hard to define as well. 

 Because of the common misconception regarding the uncanny, Freud studies 

the etymology of the German word “heimlich”, and realizes that, when looking at the different 

meanings of the word, it in the end is directly linked to its opposite, “unheimlich”. It is first 

stated that “the term ‘uncanny’ (unheimlich) applies to everything that was intended to remain 

secret, hidden away, and has come into the open” (Freud 132). After further studying the 

word, Freud comes to a conclusion: “Heimlich thus becomes increasingly ambivalent, until it 

finally merges with its antonym unheimlich” (Freud 134). This establishes the link between 

the two words and meanings, showing that the link between “heimlich” and “unheimlich” is 

key to the concept of the uncanny. As Freud states, “The uncanny (das Unheimliche, ‘the 

unhomely’) is in some way a species of the familiar (das Heimliche, ‘the homely’)” (Freud 

134). 

 The anxiety and fear that is linked to the uncanny feeling is tied together with 

the aspect of repression, a theme that is often used by Freud. As Masschelein states, “Crucial 

for the uncanny is the concept of repression and the return of the repressed. This fits in with 

the first theory of anxiety, according to which anxiety is the effect of repression” 

(Masschelein 47). With these points in mind, a picture of the uncanny as a concept is starting 

to form. The uncanny is something repressed that comes back in a familiar form – that 

simultaneously is strangely unfamiliar, therefore making it uncanny. This is an aspect that is 
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certainly applicable to “Who Goes There?” and The Thing since their center of anxiety and 

fear lies in a shape shifting alien form. 

The setting in both “Who Goes There?” and The Thing plays an important role 

in the establishment of the claustrophobic element of the story. Both the novella and the film 

take place on a secluded research base in Antarctica. However, when analyzing the 

importance of the setting, a difference between Antarctica as a continent and the research base 

itself can be seen. The research base is important when discussing the aspect of 

claustrophobia, as well as paranoia. In the novella, the lack of privacy at the base is something 

that is often brought up by the different characters. For example, as the character Garry points 

out: “It does get crowded […]- Not much privacy in an Antarctic camp” (Campbell 18). 

Although it is less explicitly spoken of in The Thing, the setting is of equal importance. Such 

as when the character Windows is asked if he has reached anyone on the radio, and he replies: 

“Reach anybody? We're a thousand miles from nowhere, man, and it's going to get a hell of a 

lot worse before it gets any better” (The Thing). The uncanny element of the story that is 

brought forward when the loss of trust and familiarity takes hold of the crew is even more 

gripping because of this very lack of privacy. The crew have to deal with each other because 

of their secluded and circumscribed surroundings even though their trust in each other is 

decreasing by the minute. At the core of this fear and anxiety, enhanced by the setting, is the 

uncanny feeling. As a group of characters in a secluded and small place such as the research 

base, social unity and trust in each other is vital, and to have a functional and close 

relationship is key when working in such a close environment.  

Edgar Allan Poe, another legendary writer of early horror fiction, who also 

wrote fiction dealing with the Antarctic, primarily in his novel The Narrative of Arthur 

Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), once spoke of the importance of locale in fiction, how 

important the setting of these stories is to set the mood for the reader. He stated in his article 

“The Philosophy of Composition” that “it has always appeared to me that a close 

circumscription of space is absolutely necessary to the effect of insulated incident: — it has 

the force of a frame to a picture.” (Poe) This is applicable to Antarctica and the research base 

as setting, since they serve as a closed frame for the story at hand. Furthermore, at the very 

basis of the story, the setting provided can be likened to a dark chamber-play, where a smaller 

group of characters have to deal with a problem in a small and enclosed setting. 

Antarctica as a continent on the other hand, brings a specific type of mystery to 

the story. At the time when “Who Goes There?” was published, Antarctica was not only still 
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being explored, it was a mysterious place as well. H.P Lovecraft’s “At The Mountains of 

Madness” (1936) is a good example of another text utilizing Antarctica as the setting for a 

story dealing with sinister secrets hidden in these regions. In her article “Locating the Thing: 

The Antarctic as Alien Space in John W. Campbell's ‘Who Goes There?’” Elizabeth Leane 

observes that “almost anything could be hidden in its unexplored regions” (226). Links 

between Antarctica and the thing (the monster) can be drawn as well. Leane argues that the 

monster can be seen as an embodiment of the continent and its characteristics: “Campbell’s 

alien shares the most disturbing qualities of the southernmost continent: its lack of stability, 

its changeability, its boundary breaching” (236). Elena Glasberg argues for a similar thesis in 

her article “Who Goes There? Science, fiction, and belonging in Antarctica”: “That the 

Thing's revival takes place through a thawing – the characteristic marker of temporal or 

spatial change in ice – underscores the connection between the Thing and the shifting, 

unsettling place of Antarctica, an association also reinforced by the grammatically shapeless 

and protean noun thing” (649). Consequently, Antarctica as a mysterious and secluded setting 

plays an important role for the claustrophobic elements of the story as well.  

By placing a horror such as the monster in a setting such as Antarctica and the 

research base, the important focus is not the monster itself, but the crew, their social unity and 

their fight for survival. The setting places the characters in a vulnerable situation with the 

introduction of the threat, especially since external assistance is not possible to reach. 

Escaping the situation when it gets out of hand is not possible because of the setting, making 

it vital for the characters to work together to survive. A much more frightening situation than 

the monster’s introduction emerges when the men fail to work together and start to doubt each 

other instead. The men become enemies of each other, which turns the small and enclosed 

environment hostile and dangerous quickly. When the research base should act as a safe 

haven for the characters, it turns dangerous instead.  

  The choice of setting is also not only one of the uncanny elements of the story, a 

line between the physical setting and the uncanny can be drawn as well. With the concept of 

repression as a key part of the uncanny, and by taking the monster’s physical placement and 

the setting of the story into consideration, the theme of repression can be applied to this part 

of the story.  As already mentioned, Antarctica as a setting was often used because of the 

mystery surrounding the continent. The endless ocean of ice and its secrets cannot only be 

seen as a symbol of the monster itself, but as a symbol for the human psyche and the psyche 

of the members of the crew. The research base is the safe home of the crew with the 



8 
 

mysterious continent outside filled with sinister secrets. The monster is initially found buried 

beneath the ice in the novella, a dangerous secret buried beneath waiting to be unearthed. Just 

as Freud stated about the uncanny in his essay, the alien in “Who Goes There?” and The 

Thing can be seen as something that should have remained a secret but has been unearthed. 

Something repressed and forgotten, that now has been brought out to the forefront again. The 

once repressed that now has been introduced again brings the uncanny feelings with it as it 

spreads throughout the base and its inhabitants. 

When analyzing the group of characters in the novella versus the film, there are 

a few different points that are important to focus on. However, before delving into the 

different characters and their respective parts of the story, it is important to mention the cast 

as a whole. The novella includes a much larger set of characters than the film does, thirty-

seven men in total (Campbell 8). Not all of them are given names during the story, but even 

though “only” seventeen out of the thirty-seven men are named, the set of characters is 

considerably larger than the one in the film, which has a cast consisting of only twelve main 

characters. The smaller set of characters that the film has does not only make the narrative 

easier to follow, it places the emphasis on paranoia and the uncanny element even more than 

in the novella. The fact that the group of characters is smaller gives the viewer a chance to 

form a relationship to the different men of the crew, and because of this, the increasing 

tension together with the growing paranoia is much more evident. The uncanny feelings of 

unfamiliarity are also greatly enhanced to the viewer when one has a chance to become 

familiar with the characters. This fact then plays a large role when the characters no longer 

can be trusted.  

Out of the characters that appear in both versions of the story, MacReady 

(spelled as MacReady in The Thing and McReady in “Who Goes There?”) and Blair play 

similar roles in both. When analyzing the characters in search of traces of paranoia, Blair is 

where one should start. What his character has in common in both versions is the fact that he 

is the first real victim of the paranoia spreading. He is described quite in depth in the novella. 

However, his character is depicted a bit differently in the novella than the film: “Blair, the 

little bald-pated biologist of the expedition, twitched nervously at the wrappings, exposing 

clear, dark ice beneath and then pulling the tarpaulin back into place restlessly. His little 

birdlike motions of suppressed eagerness danced his shadow across the fringe of dingy gray 

underwear hanging from the low ceiling” (Campbell 8). Blair’s eager and nervous depiction 

bears little resemblance to the character of Blair encountered in the film, where he is 
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characterized as a much calmer and precise person in contrast to the character depicted in the 

novella. In the film, his tendency towards insanity does not show until his downfall into 

paranoia is imminent. The reason for the different depictions of the character Blair is due to 

the fact that Blair’s motivations are different in the two versions. The way the monster itself is 

introduced at the research base is a difference that plays a major role here. 

 In the novella, Blair is the person most intent on thawing out the alien organism 

to further research it, even though other characters see a potential danger in doing so: “The 

problem is this. Blair wants to examine the thing. Thaw it out and make micro slides of its 

tissues and so forth. Norris doesn’t believe that is safe, and Blair does” (Campbell 13). The 

reason why this is important is the fact that this eagerness and intent from Blair lead to his 

downfall into paranoia. Further into the novella, when the thing has been unleashed and 

danger is starting to spread, Blair himself states the following while slowly going insane: 

“Look – I’m Pandora! I opened the box! And the only hope that can come out is – that 

nothing can come out. You didn’t see me. I did it. I fixed it. I smashed every magneto. Not a 

plane can fly. Nothing can fly.’ Blair giggled and lay down on the floor crying” (Campbell 

28). When Blair realizes what his intent on performing research on the organism has caused, 

he wants to make sure that no one, or nothing, can escape the base. He therefore destroys 

everything, compasses and planes, that can serve as an escape route to the outside world. 

Since Campbell’s Blair is intent on thawing out the alien, he therefore also feels the most guilt 

when realizing what he has unleashed upon the camp. He realizes that anyone might be 

infected, and that he can trust no one, not even those he thought were familiar to him. The 

paranoia and uncanny elements are in full effect.  

In the film, a similar scene occurs that has the same important role for Blair as a 

character in the story. Blair becomes increasingly dangerous after performing an autopsy on 

the dog that escaped from the first camp, which carried the virus and turned into a monster 

early on. He realizes the monster’s abilities when seeing traces of the other organisms once 

imitated inside the carcass, and he threatens the rest of the crew with lethal force to make sure 

that the organism will not escape. He destroys the radio control-room, while screaming at the 

other crewmembers: “Do you think that thing wanted to be an animal? No dogs make it a 

thousand miles through the cold! No, you don't understand! That thing wanted to be us! If a 

cell gets out, it could imitate everything on the face of the earth” (The Thing). Carpenter’s 

Blair never voted for thawing out the alien, he merely realized its abilities when performing 

the autopsy, and, through a computer-calculation, that the end of the world is imminent if the 
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organism escapes from the base. This realization is enough for his descent into madness. The 

reason for the specific importance of this scene is that it showcases Blair as the first real 

victim and threat caused by the paranoia that is spreading. With his downfall, the paranoia 

spreads to the rest of the crew as well. He serves as first hand evidence of what the rest of the 

crew will come to fear - each other. 

 In both the novella and the film, Blair is locked up in a cabin outside of the 

main base since he now poses a threat to the rest of the crew. As Blair says to MacReady in 

the film, before being left alone by the rest of the crew in his isolated cabin, “I don't know 

who to trust,” and a moment later “I said, watch Clark. And watch him close. Do you hear 

me?” (The Thing). Before Blair’s downfall into paranoia in the scene already depicted, he 

expressed a suspicion against Clark, the dog-handler of the crew, after the dog carrying the 

virus transformed into a monster. Both because the dog was not locked up properly, and since 

Clark spent time with it alone. As Blair asks suspiciously of Clark: “How long were you alone 

with that dog?” (The Thing). Because of this, when being locked up, Blair now sows a seed of 

suspicion in MacReady against Clark since Clark might be infected as well. Dylan Trigg, 

another researcher of the uncanny, provides a similar explanation of the uncanny to Freud and 

Masschelein in his book The Memory of Place: A Phenomenology of the Uncanny. This 

explanation however, is fitting in this discussion surrounding the characters and their way of 

thinking. Trigg explains the uncanny as “what has so far been thought of as inconspicuous in 

its being is, in fact, charged with a creeping strangeness” (27). The realization that what was 

once familiar now is strange and unfamiliar and the anxiety that it creates is the heart of the 

uncanny effects showcased here between the characters. 

The character MacReady can in a basic sense be seen as the “hero” of the story, 

as he is most often the one in charge. However, MacReady is depicted in different ways 

throughout the novella in contrast to the film. In the novella, Campbell uses metallic terms 

when describing some of the characters, and McReady is often likened to bronze: “And he 

was bronze – his great red-bronze beard, the heavy hair that matched it. The gnarled, corded 

hands gripping, relaxing, gripping and relaxing on the table planks were bronze. Even the 

deep-sunken eyes beneath heavy brows were bronzed” (Campbell 9). The warm, bronze color 

contrasts McReady to, for example, the character Vance Norris. Vance Norris is also depicted 

in metallic terms, but with steel in contrast to bronze: “His black hair was crisp and hard, like 

short, steel wires, and his eyes were the gray of fractured steel. If McReady was a man of 

bronze, Norris was all steel” (Campbell 14). These contrasts between McReady and Vance 
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Norris uses the different metals and their characteristics to depict McReady as a warm 

character, in contrast to the cold steel-type Vance Norris. McReady is depicted as the natural 

leader of the group especially towards the end of the novella, and is, not unexpectedly, one of 

the survivors at the end as well. He also stays sane throughout the story, in contrast to the 

film. 

MacReady’s depiction in the film is very different from the novella when it 

comes to the overall sense of morals and drive. What is worth noting is that the film vastly 

differs in tone in contrast to the novella. In general, the film has a darker tone and feeling, 

both story-wise and in the depiction of the base and characters. Another point worth bringing 

up is the fact that the role of MacReady was played by Kurt Russell in the film, who was 

known as an action hero at the time, appearing as a similar type of reluctant anti-hero in John 

Carpenter’s Escape From New York the year before. The pairing of Russell and Carpenter 

could possibly lead the viewer to expect seeing a similar type of anti-hero played by Russell 

this time as well. While MacReady initially can be seen as something of “the hero” of the film 

as well, what is important to note is the fact that the film lacks any type of traditional heroic 

figures. As already stated, McReady is depicted as a big and trustworthy character in the 

novella in contrast to the cold, steel-type, character of Norris. While the physical appearance 

of Kurt Russell is quite similar to the one described in the novella, MacReady is depicted as 

much more of an anti-hero in the film, and the way he acts during the personal crisis that 

strikes the crew serves as a clear depiction of the dangers that paranoia imposes during the 

story.  

In the film, the crew is set back by two major fights that serve different purposes 

for the story. However, what is important to note is that MacReady has a major role in both of 

them. MacReady as a character is defined by both of these fight-scenes, and the result of the 

two scenes are important for the character’s, as well as the rest of the crew’s, development in 

the story. Both fights threaten the crew with a violent outcome, and the monster itself is 

notably absent in both, showcasing the dangers arising from the state of paranoia now evident 

at the base. It becomes more and more clear that the danger by this point is the crew and their 

relationship to each other, not the monster itself. The notion of the uncanny in the story 

becomes more evident at this point since the threat turns from the monster and on to the 

members of the crew instead, especially since the basis for both fight-scenes is the loss of 

familiarity throughout the crew. The monster’s ability to take on familiar forms to the 
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member’s results in a direct loss of trust since the monster might or might not have spread to 

the remaining members. 

 The first fight in the film serves as the initial sign that paranoia now has taken 

hold of the rest of the crew. When Blair has been locked up outside the base, the crew realize 

that all the bags of spare blood have been destroyed, blood that was going to be used in tests 

to see who has been infected. The uncanny elements are evident here as well since without the 

blood to test who might be a monster, the threat of being infected and the dangerous paranoia 

is still having a hold on the crew. Without the blood, there is still no possibility to tell who is 

who. The realization that the blood has been destroyed results in the first major fight between 

the members of the crew, a fight that in the end is about leadership. One of the characters, 

Windows, threatens the rest of the crew with lethal force out of the fear that is rising steadily, 

and at this point, Garry, the character that is scripted as the leader of the group since the 

beginning of the film chooses to leave his role: “I give you my word, I did not go near that 

blood, but I guess you'd all feel a little easier if somebody else was in charge” (The Thing). 

MacReady, seemingly unwilling, takes on the role as leader, but not long after that suspicion 

arises regarding MacReady as well.  

By going back to the notion of the uncanny’s link to anxiety, and the basic 

definition of the uncanny, when something familiar suddenly becomes unfamiliar, the 

deteriorating trust and rising paranoia in the first fight scene is easier to explain. Both the 

novella and the film establish the group of men as rather friendly and familiar to each other, 

which is one of the most important aspects to maintain when the dangerous situations start to 

occur. When the monster is introduced, especially its abilities to shape-shift into and imitate 

other organisms, it does not take long for the crew to start doubting each other’s true identity. 

When the monster’s true form has been revealed for the first time, the crew see each other 

with different eyes. What was once familiar, is now unfamiliar because of the fact that any 

one of the members might be infected by the organism. They know what the monster really 

looks like, but the perfect imitations are familiar to everyone as well. At the same time, the 

crewmembers cannot be sure of their own identities either, since no one knows how the 

infection would appear to the infected. The contrast between the thought of the monster and 

the familiar faces throughout the crew drives most of the members anxious and wary, since 

the relation to the people around them is constantly suspicious. The fact that they cannot even 

trust themselves at the same time only deepens the state of paranoia. The way the uncanny 
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element, and the deteriorating trust as a threat, was evident in the first fight scene returns in 

the second fight scene as well.  

The second fight in the film and what follows showcases MacReady’s turn from 

the supposed hero of the film to the anti-hero, and it also makes the dangers of the situation 

and the strained relationships among the crew even more evident than before. MacReady has 

been locked outside of the base in fear that he might be infected by the thing, and the fight 

takes place inside between the remaining members of the crew. The character Norris puts a 

finger on the danger of the situation in the midst of the fight regarding MacReady, and at the 

same time he also points out the way the uncanny effects have pushed the paranoia and 

anxiety to dangerous levels: “This is just what it wants. To pit us against each other” (The 

Thing). However, they realize it too late, and when MacReady makes his way inside, enraged 

by the other member’s distrust in him, he has turned into the anti-hero of the film. MacReady 

is intent on surviving, and he fights for his own survival without caring much for the rest of 

the crew. The unwilling hero role that MacReady showcased earlier on in the film has now 

fully turned into the role of the anti-hero. He threatens to blow up the entire camp with 

dynamite in hand if anyone makes a move on him, and later on kills Clark without hesitation 

when being attacked by him. He cares little for anyone but himself in the situation at hand, not 

only showcasing the ultimate danger of the paranoia that has spread, the egoism and 

selfishness in a situation where teamwork is vital, but also his role as the anti-hero. This 

change of motivation for MacReady never takes place in the novella, where he works in 

favour of the survival of the team until the end of the story. The points that the two fight-

scenes from the film described above establish for MacReady as a character, and the story of 

the film, are points that the novella does not touch upon as explicitly. The novella takes a 

more slow-burning approach to the spread of paranoia, with depicitions of paranoia and 

insanity slowly spreading throughout the crewmembers more so than fights between them.  

The monster and its role is no doubt an integral part of the different parts of the 

story already discussed. However, while it is closely intertwined with the characters and the 

setting, it still plays two different types of roles throughout the story, the main one being as a 

plot-device that functions as a catalyst to the events. The monster is the plot-device that 

introduces the effects of doubt and paranoia that strikes the research base, the familiar safe 

haven that the crew has. The introduction of these effects therefore serves as the initial 

disruption in the once stable and safe environment. The most important purpose of the 

monster and its shape-shifting abilities is to pit the members of the crew against each other 
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and create a tense situation for the reader and viewer.  The monster can therefore rather be 

seen as a plot device in the story. This was even Campbell’s thought behind the monster’s role 

in the novella, as he referred to it as a “a gadget – a non-mechanical gadget” (Campbell 5). 

Because of the setting that the story takes place in, and because of the vital social aspect of the 

group of characters, the introduction of a monster whose main ability and goal is to perfectly 

imitate other organisms creates situations filled with potential horror. As both Freud and 

Masschelein stated in their respective texts on the uncanny, the feelings of fear and unease are 

major parts of the concept. Trigg addresses the uncanny as undermining what is true as well, 

stating that the uncanny is “dismantling the very foundations of ‘truth’ and leaving us with a 

porous divide between the real and the unreal” (28). 

The appearance of the monster is also an important part to bring up. The 

physical appearance of the monster and the transformations it goes through might be, from the 

perspective of the viewer, the most famous and striking part of The Thing. The monster is, in 

contrast to the monster of the novella, depicted as a bloody mess slowly morphing into 

familiar forms. The monster described in the novella is depicted as having “three red eyes” 

and “blue hair like crawling worms” (Campbell 15). This is a very different depiction in 

contrast to the film, where it has a more fantastic and horrifiying appearance, not unusual for 

science-fiction and horror at the time. 

If one has Poe’s notion of the locale of the story, the setting of Antarctica/the 

research-base and the crewmembers in mind, the monster’s role as a plot-device becomes 

more clear. The monster is in the basic sense a problem introduced to the characters by the 

author/director that they have to solve. The monster carries uncanny abilities with it that the 

men have to confront and are affected by. Its abilities give both the characters and the 

reader/viewer an uncanny feeling, now that the familiar surroundings are threatened by and 

turned into an unfamiliar thing. The situation can be seen as one of a social experiment, where 

the reader/viewer watches a group of strained, paranoid, men trying to solve a problem that 

turns them against each other inside a claustrophobic and secluded setting. The monster 

certainly plays a large role in both versions, but as the story moves forward it becomes more 

clear that the monster is but a device, while the main conflict throughout the story is the one 

in between the crew. While the story can, in the most basic sense, be seen as a film and 

novella where a group of men have to kill an alien to survive, the monster indirectly causes 

social conflicts and threats that take form in between the men of the crew that are more 

important and equally dangerous to the threat posed by the monster directly. By introducing 
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themes and threats of distrust, anxiety, insanity and paranoia that take hold of the men, the 

monster’s role as a character is brought back while the men are brought forward. 

To conclude this essay, I will look at the aspects of the narratives that contribute 

to paranoia and claustrophobia as threats in “Who goes There?” and The Thing. The parts 

brought up have all been based on the relation between the threat of the monster and the threat 

of paranoia and claustrophobia, and how they all showcase that the monster is in fact more of 

a plot-device to the story than an actual character, while the paranoia and claustrophobia pose 

equal a threat as the monster. Freud’s concept of the uncanny together with Masschelein’s and 

Trigg’s respective works on the uncanny allow us to see the threats from a psychological 

viewpoint. The setting of the story, Antarctica, plays an important role in establishing not only 

a dangerous place for the events to take place, but it contributes to the mystery of the alien 

organism as well. The claustrophobic and secluded setting that the story takes place in works 

against the characters and strain their relationships to each other with an ultimately deadly 

outcome between MacReady and Clark in the film. The lack of external help, the dangerous 

surroundings and the tight spaces are all products of the setting that works against the 

characters. The claustrophobic element of the research base plays a large role in enhancing the 

fear and mood of the situation the crew find themselves in. It plays the role as the safe haven 

for the characters, which turns from safe to dangerous as the paranoia gradually takes hold. 

 The main characters of the novella and the film play the most important part of 

the story, since they are the main focus of it, and also turn out to be the victims of each other 

when the paranoia and claustrophobia start to spread. The effects of the uncanny in this 

instance are showcased in the relationships between the characters and how they turn from 

positive to negative with the introduction of the monster. At the same time, the characters’ 

social relationship and mental health slowly deteriorate because of the paranoia caused by the 

enclosed setting and the uncanny, shape-shifting, abilities of the monster. It is in this respect 

the monster functions as a plot-device in the story, since it is introduced to place the 

characters in dangerous situations that have to be solved to survive. 

Whether one has the more explicit workings of paranoia, showcased in The 

Thing with its fight-sequences and heated discussions, or the more eerie and slow burning 

descents into paranoia from “Who Goes There?” in mind, the parts of the story described in 

this essay and the way they work together show that the dangers of the paranoia and 

claustrophobia are equal to the monster itself.  It is the uncanny notion together with the 
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paranoia and claustrophobia that the monster and its abilities leaves in the character’s minds 

that creates the fear and danger, more so than the monster itself.  
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