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Pennywise as A Symbol of Systemic Horror in It

Ulugbek Ochilov

Bukhara State University, Uzbekistan

Abstract

This literature review interprets Stephen King’s It (1986) as using horror to point out social issues,
instead of focusing only on monsters. Through Pennywise, the novel highlights that society does not
feel much about bullying, abuse, and times when everyone is affected. Rather than being a typical
horror villain, Pennywise is able to work because many adults in Derry agree to let him be without
saying anything, illustrating the role of neglect, remembering the past negatively, and not reacting to
helping kids. With the help of recent research, the paper highlights one of America’s many failings,
which is that it forgets its past and does not defend its young and weak. Experts explain that the
novel shows us big problems in society, such as racism, misogyny, and how previous mistreatment
can be passed down. It uses the main concepts of trauma, sociocultural, and cultural studies to point
out that Pennywise is a symbol of deep evil, forgotten wrongs, and a community that becomes frozen
with fear. This suggests that it focuses on matters of what it means for everyone to be responsible and
the ethical mistakes people can make. It points out that King’s books are not only horror stories, but
also show the world’s reluctance to come to terms with its most terrifying disorders.

Keywords: : Pennywise; systemic horror; child abuse; collective trauma; social indifference

Introduction

People have considered It (1986) by Stephen King a great work of horror, but new studies say
that its real horror lies in the way it depicts social problems such as violence, mean-spirited teasing
and community indifference. Despite its cultural significance (partly thanks to Hollywood), there has
been little detailed study of the novel by analysts. In fact, most research on his work examines
adaptations rather than the original novel and critics have sometimes overlooked it as horror
eyewitnessnews.com, but new research understands that his stories provide valuable insight into real
anxieties and ethical problems. If we look at this approach, Pennywise is not just a monster but also
a representation of what is wrong with society. Exploring it using a sociocultural approach feels fresh
today. Due to recent awareness of bullying, collective trauma and abuse scandals, people now find
King’s 1986 story about a town that fails to protect its children especially relevant.

Unfortunately, much research overlooks the main goal of revealing how societies look at and
handle wrongdoing. It pulls together expert studies to portray Pennywise as a face to society’s spread
of horror, anger, unfairness and indifference. Our approach of emphasizing culture and society over
genre allows us to explain how the story analyzes real-world behavior, group trauma and the
community’s tragedy in leaving its youth at risk. This standpoint is fresh and compulsory, placing it
among horror stories and reflections on society. In the following sections, we examine the scholarship
that agrees with this approach. Info from these sources will go into the beginning of the paper,
stressing why the study is important and why there is a need to stress that it is not just a scary tale,
but painfully illuminates the neglected and violent actions of the King’s community.

This review uses ideas from trauma studies, the cultural memory theory, and systemic horror.
The cultural trauma model created by Alexander investigates how hidden pain from society arises
through iconic or symbolic individuals. It further explores Robin Wood’s outlook on horror as a
release of the buried and Penny Crofts’s opinion on how bystander rules affect each individual. Using
these approaches, it can be read as a story at the end of our world and how ethics disappear.
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Horror Fiction as Social Commentary

For many years, horror has reflected society’s pressing anxieties through unfair mirrors. Horror
stories and movies argue that some scholars often remind us of widespread fears and then worry
about life as monsters. Supernatural horror in King’s books helps him explore human relationships
and the society we live in, offering his readers useful insights into psychology, society, and morality
in research. In her book, Clasen explains that the King’s horror serves both as a way for society to
imagine risks and as a reason to think about the moral issues people face. This means that Robin
Wood'’s classic point that horror monsters show the collapse of repressed aspects in society has merit,
given that the King himself has famously averred that monsters are indeed inside us. For this reason,
the King’s horror is drawn from social issues. Many experts look at the king’s writing as symbols of
real social challenges. In her article on “Gender and Geek Culture: Feminist Studies Explores the
Underside of The Shining” in Family Studies. These studies allow it to be appreciated as a
commentary on actual evils—abuse, bigotry and indifference —that affect real communities. As found
in Blouin (2021), many King’s novels reflect their historical and cultural settings by presenting
imagined answers to tough social situations. Here, it is shown as an encounter with the dark side of
rural American life. Because the story covers several decades and features many child heroes, it can
handle all sorts of social problems: racism, misogyny, homophobia, child abuse and bullying all occur
in the novel. Increasingly, experts are seeing these parts as essential to what makes them scary. He
addresses the unspoken problem areas of American culture, implicitly asking his audience to stop
harming their children and to look after everyone’slda.org/common-core. Basically, recent
scholarship finds that it is not just meant to scare you; it is also about criticizing real problems in
society. To fully understand the book’s continued importance, this perspective is relevant.

Killing, Indifference to Spectating and Harmful Adaption Can Be Found in the Book

An emerging view among scholars is that the actual villain might be an indifferent community
that helps Pennywise flourish. Some see Pennywise as a symbol of what Derry hides from history: a
history of hate crimes, violence and chosen ignorance. Crofts (2022) believes that the film’s biggest
fear comes from watching how townspeople collude with the terror happening there. According to
the writer, the reason evil exists in Derry is that most citizens stand by doing nothing, as children are
abused by Pennywisepapers.ssrn.com. This format “shows accurately shows how abuse and crime
can continue when no one intervenes when it happens. They demonstrate that it is actually about
how social systems fail repeatedly, by protecting the bad guy and ignoring the victims. Derry’s adults
seem to overlook the child murders which scholars take as a reflection on the ways that societies may
conveniently forget what makes them uncomfortable. Blouin writes that Pennywise the Clown is “the
very antithesis of a healthy community’ ancillary reviewofbooks. org. He read King’s novel to show
that a superficially pleasant community can contain powerful prejudice, decay and troubling acts.
These episodes reveal how strongly Pennywise links Derry’s history to way of life. Shannon S. Shaw
(2022) takes the idea further by saying Pennywise, like colonialism, stands for the ongoing violence
and genocide America’s founding is based on. Likewise, Schneeberger and Wiegel (2022) see
Pennywise’s murders matching the demise of the American Dream as a way to symbolize how
America’s hopes for prosperity have been destroyed by internal violence. To conclude, these readings
see Pennywise as representing the main source of evil in Derry (and America): collective things like
racism and a community that yields to or even amuses itself by watching the violence that powerful
individuals carry out. Therefore, horror is pushed away from demonic forces and onto everyday
structures that allow evil to exist. This work shows that the nightmare scenario highlights the
problem of people not caring enough. Good people’s actions (or a lack thereof) are what allowed
Pennywise to succeed. In effect, facing Andromeda Gorriage from It Double as Members of The
Losers Club Work to Restore Derry’s Moral Life. By winning against evil, the kids cleansed the world
of the cruel, indifferent system, much like the Aristotelian release of fear and disgust, Crofts
sayssupernaturalstudies.com. Citations for these issues are shown asCrofts ( 2022) for bystander
complicity and Blouin 2021) for Pennywise, showing the flaws of the community.
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Bullying, Child Abuse, and the Vulnerability of Youth

Another criticism is leveled at how harm is done to children by the monster, as well as by
members of their human family and neglectful caregivers. The king makes childhood in danger the
main theme of his novel and many experts agree that it is at the center of much horror literature. “The
novel is often considered one of King’s most frightening tales, since it focuses on violence against
children,” says one article. Plenty of violence appears in The Stand, as youngsters experience
bullying, abusive treatment at school and predations from Pennywise, who exploits what they are
most afraid of. According to author Conor Kinney (2021), what is possibly most horrifying in King’s
book is the sense that grown-ups have failed to protect the young — so there is nowhere for young
people to escape harm. Sara Martin Alegre (2001) attached it to a series of King novels that branch
from narratives of threatened or endangered children, not simply to shock but to reflect on American
society’s lack of defense for innocence. She points out that parents during the King’s baby-boomer
era worried greatly about defending their children, but the American lifestyle positioned children for
exposure to such adult horrors. All the Losers have been impacted by real-world pain: Beverly, Ben,
and Mike deal with domestic and social issues. Martin Alegre notes that King exposes America’s
serious flaws but isn’t always clear about what should be done to shield children researchgate.net.
Her clear message at the end is to tell parents: “Try your best to be good to your children,” a message
that is repeated in It, as adults there quite often fail at this duty. Those who study this belief reflect
on how bullying, discrimination, abuse and neglect affect young people. When King makes us see
fear and pain through children, this allows him to remark on people’s attitudes toward the vulnerable
in society. Kinney explains (2021) that King mixes supernatural forces with human wrongdoings so
that, for example, Pennywise makes the harm of relatives or school bullies even worse by seeming to
approve of them. Bullying in It is much larger than the character’s origin. This demonstrates how
humans experience imbalances in the power of society. People in authority seem to ignore what the
cruel does to those who are weaker (think of how no one has ever really stopped Henry from hurting
other students in the book). Scahill explains the “pedagogical failure” in horror as when those meant
to advise and shield kids become sources of pain or let it occur. When talking about violence against
children in the novel, one might offer (Kinney, 2021) and in the case of the king’s moral judgment
about parents and the world (Martin Alegre, 2001). Therefore, it adds terrifying monsters to those
childhood pains — being alone, tormented by bullies or hurt by abuse — as a means to make us
recognize the real horror of people’s bad intentions and failures as a group.

Trauma, Memory, and Collective Responsibility

Many horror stories convey group pain, and it is a story about facing (and trying to banish) early
childhood pain that remains unresolved. Many academic studies discuss how King uses works of
fiction to describe the emotional wounds they experiences. Following a trauma studies approach, Jeff
Ambrose sees that the Losers Club at first keeps their traumatic memories from 1958 buried and it is
only through adulthood, when they face Pennywise again, that they find healing. Such repressed
trauma—in this case, the town’s secret about child murders—will eventually return, forcing us to
handle it. As a result, this way of thinking is consistent with what really happens when societies
address abuse in the past (through reconciliation, for example) to prevent violence from happening
again. Compora draws from this line of thinking in his 2022 article by looking at “toxic nostalgia” in
Itsupernaturalstudies.com. Derry’s idyllic small town vibe conceals many years of horror. He claims
that King shows that remembering times gone by and wishing for an easier past can allow evil
practices to endure compora. org. Forgotting their trauma is what the losers do when they exit Derry,
showing how communities can pretend to forget hard facts about themselves. The fact that the losers
have forgotten lets Pennywise appear every 27 years. As a result, it portrays both the widespread
forgetting of the past and events that cause trauma. This also indicates that any group that does not
remember past disasters is destined to repeat them. By telling the story from both 1958 and 1985 and
urging the main characters to remember i, the book reveals that memory can be as painful as a
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monster (Ambrose, 2022). A chapter in the book called “Memory as Monster” points out that things
you repress can continue to frighten and affect you. Likewise, current scholars of cultural trauma and
memory (Alexander, 2004) imagine the monster as an unconscious shame or pain shared by a society
(Alexander, 2004). Other researchers have examined this issue from the viewpoint of larger cultural
traumas during this period. Pagnoni Berns claims the It phenomenon reflects the fear of secret cults
abusing children during the terror of the 1980s supernaturalstudies.com. It seems that the novel
captured the same fears about children’s safety that existed at the time by placing it in the face of real
moral panic. In the 1980s, concerns about missing kids, dangerous strangers and claimed ritual abuse-
filled communities reflected that people felt innocent society was threatened. It acts out those fears (
monsters that adults overlook) to comment on them. Berns points out that Derry is ignorant of evil,
even as it strikes, just as there were real communities who denied real problems while worrying
instead of fake ones during the Satanic panic. Another theme in It revolves around friendship and is
helping people resist evil. Because they come from different classes and backgrounds, The Losers
Club shows an example of the true acceptance that Derry frequently neglects. There are those (for
instance, Brown, 2008; Roy, 2022) who see that the losers stick together as a rallying call for people
who suffer oppression. Roy (2022) points out that It’s effect comes from how King shows that adult
pain can often be soothed by the childhood hope of love and support. It is suggested that solving
collective trauma requires joint work and remembering, which becomes obvious in their group efforts
to defeat it. Buried trauma can be cited as (Ambrose, 2022) and toxic nostalgia as (Compora, 2022).
All these studies clarify how trauma and catharsis affect a group. According to King, the town has
been damaged by years of violence and pretending it has never happened and only by looking back
on those events can the community truly overcome them. Afterward, the city’s destruction and the
fall of its main street signify, according to one scholar, a spiritual release of evil It
supernaturalstudies.com. The point made here matches real-life truths: true fright may be defeated
by people working as a team, remembering bad things and taking action, rather than watching from
a distance.

Cultural and Social Commentary: Interpretations of It's Symbolism

Extensive peer-reviewed scholarship on the book reveals that it is rich material for cultural
analysis. In addition to examining violence and trauma, researchers have made unique correlations
between Pennywise and societal events. To demonstrate this, Schneeberger and Wiegel (2022) explain
in Encountering Pennywise how Pennywise highlights the negative side of the American Dream as
a spectral being in the novel. The authors mention John Wayne Gacy (“Pogo the Clown”) and clarify
that they think it picked up fears about the loss of American innocence after 1950. His clown from
tempting children to awful futures beneath rural areas shows that when families in America overlook
injustice, it leads to their children’s ruin. This book not only describes old-fashioned the 1950s living,
but also shows its dangerous side by situating the Losers’ childhood there, while also exposing the
racism and menace haunting that time. In much the same way, Susan Love Brown’s cultural analysis
cites the novel as a ‘Baby Boomer mythology’ that highlights both their views on themselves and
their sense of guilty americanpopularculture.comamericanpopularculture.com Since they meet in the
1980s after growing up in the late 1950s, The Losers show Boomers dealing with problems they never
addressed when they were younger. He thinks that It points out that boomers’ old-fashioned ideals
are linked to issues people did not discuss, like the Cold War and unequal treatment of some groups,
compared to the “average ordinary” (simple joys). Thus, it stresses again that the book’s horror
reveals contradictions in society by showing that the generation that felt it could face evil (youths in
the "60s) may have simply suppressed it, as the Losers’ forgotten battle re-emerged to haunt
themamericanpopularculture.com. Researchers have also examined Pennywise in connection with
the traditional image of scary clowns and the worries that the general public has about them.
According to Benjamin Radford’s Bad Clowns (2016) and other folklore studies (although not
exclusively about It), with Pennywise as an example such studies often reveal that the late 20th-
century image of the mean clown usually suggests there is something suspicious behind what seems
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kind or ordinary to people. According to May, Pennywise reflects what has been happening in recent
political stages by using his horrors to talk about truth. His influence on modern popular culture
comes from his ability to upset expectations about what is dangerous and what is safe in our routine.
You could write about the American Dream as Schneeberger and Wiegel (2022) argue and about
colonialism in the same way, asShaw ( 2022) has suggested. I have already discussed that Shaw’s
comparison of Pennywise to colonial violence widens its scope by putting the book within
postcolonial critique. Essentially, it suggests that the novel explores how settler societies are built
over what remains hidden (just as Derry is built over the lair and many past massacres). All these
different scholarly reviews come together around this: the King’s It is filled with social and cultural
meanings, not just scary pictures. Many scholars find the book interesting because it explores
American cultural history, the effects of trauma on each generation, and the terrible failures of
organizations. A paper of this length allows writers to explore each of these ideas by giving one
subsection. Using many Quality 1 journal articles and scholarly presses, experts strongly supported
the idea that Pennywise is a systemic horror. From there, the researcher brings these insights together
and establishes how it comments on society by humanizing the terror in Derry, representing terror
as failing to protect children.

Conclusion

The novel goes beyond being a horror book with a monster clown, including many other themes.
With the help of the monster Pennywise and the setting of Derry, the book criticizes society and
presents its major problems. Key opinions from academic sources state that Pennywise is a symbol
of how people in these communities remain indifferent, suffer horrors, and tend to forget the past. In
most of the analyzed studies, readers discovered that the biggest fear is caused by societies leaving
bad systems in place and forgetting their history, not just by the presence of monsters themselves.
Such studies only confirm that it shows a society filled with racism, misogyny, child abuse, and that
everyone remains silent, which leads to more violent behaviors.

Pennywise, being a systemic horror, proves that the King’s narrative includes many layers that
are based on sociocultural, psychological, and historical themes. Instead of joining, the town hides its
most vulnerable ones, leaving them alone, which clearly stresses how easily violence can be accepted
when society becomes divided. King's storylines show that the effects of trauma are shared, making
people think about the issue of staying silent instead of supporting change. Although memory, guilt,
and repression help to develop the story, they also decide what secrets to hide in both Derry and the
United States.

In particular, scholars have explained it as a study of the weakening of the American Dream,
proving that confidence after World War II was unnecessary and the lasting effects of past injustices.
With Pennywise, King points out both the falsehood of small towns and the hidden evil in society.
How the Losers Club goes through trauma, overcomes its enemy, and unites as a group shows how
people can support and defend one another. They defeated the monster, not only because of what it
was, but also because of the world that made such monsters common.

Overall, this review proves that Pennywise reflects more than just people’s individual fears; he
also represents larger cultural issues that the King used to share his views. Even though it is classified
as a horror novel, it is valuable for exposing weak areas in the American community’s sense of
morality. Such research should continue by pinning it to greater discussions on violence, events
passed down through generations, and moral memory. Because society has not solved these
problems, Stephen King’s novel remains relevant.

Overall, the story captures more than childhood terror: it breaks down America’s greatest social
issues. Using Pennywise, the King shows the results of people denying what is happening to them
and passing down their suffering across generations. According to the novel, the greatest threat
comes from people closing their eyes to the suffering of the weakest people in society. This novel
shows how serious the consequences can be when we decide not to speak. As a result, the king gives
horror a new role as a way to think about morality.
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