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With the Corona pandemic spreading all over the world, the idea of an apocalypse seems to be very 

present in peoples minds and hearts. Life as we knew it, doesn’t exist at the moment. Conspiracy 

theory rises and dramatic news about an emerging economic crisis are present everywhere. 

Our concepts of “the apocalyptic” have a very interesting history and our imagination has been 

formed due to different events and media. This essay will evaluate how anxieties of the 21st century 

are reflected in contemporary popular representations of the apocalyptic. Due to its constraints in 

terms of length, it will focus on Western films which were released during the first decade of the 

21st century, with success at the box office and are therefore generally well known. The medium 

“film” is being chosen due to its extraordinary power of image and use of apocalyptic elements. 

The concept of the apocalypse is a common feature across cultures and religions, but its relevance 

and popularity in non-religious fiction is a modern phenomenon. The word of “apocalypse”, 

literally translated from Greek, means "a disclosure of knowledge" (Oxford University Press, 2015).

The term has its first identified use in the Book of Revelation in the New Testament. Here the 

apocalypse describes the final victory of good over evil. Contemporary use of the term has deviated 

from this early definition and rather relates to an end-of-time scenario. The emphasis however is 

thereby on the end of human time with a total societal collapse.

The first apocalypse-themed works emerged early in the 19th century, and the trope gained 

momentum with the unfolding of modernity. The themes in these works often reflect the fears of the

era and culture of their conception by dramatizing them. Their prevalence and popular success can 

be used to gain a deeper understanding of these sentiments shared across societies. During the 20th  

century, apocalyptic works dealt with the growing sense of human powerlessness and doom in the 

face of the horrors of the two world wars, the development and threat posed by nuclear weapons, 

the fear of modern technology and increasing frequency and scale of natural disasters as well as the 

increased overcrowding of the planet. The turn of the 21st century saw a drastic increase in the 

popularity of the apocalypse trope, with particular proliferation of post-apocalyptic stories and 

films. A study of 423 literary works published between the years 1826 and 2007 looking at the 

underlying causes for the apocalypse settings found a sharp decline in nuclear war scenarios 

immediately after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Between 1950 and 1990, a large portion of 

the works of fiction analyzed set nuclear war as the impetus for apocalypse, whereas thereafter it 



was merely one of a number of different causes, such as pollution, technology, divine causes, and 

conventional or biological war.

One important theme regarding apocalyptic concepts is terrorism. It  is probably the most explicit 

popular fear in the West, especially since the 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the 

subsequent declaration of the “War on Terror”. This has exacerbated both political and religious 

tensions and given rise to identity politics which defy the classical boundaries of nation states. The 

conflicts allowed for the politically motivated social construction of Muslims and people of color as

“others” whose humanity is greatly reduced and who can collectively be held responsible for acts of

terror perpetrated by extremist group. Through this, anything from neoliberal wars over resources to

governments spying on their citizens could be legitimized as acts of national security. Furthermore, 

it frames Islam as a fundamental threat to national identities in the West.

A current movie reflecting the theme of apocalypse with regards to terrorism and fears related to the

middle-east is American Sniper (2014). The protagonist Kyle, family father and American SEAL 

sniper, is sent to Iraq where he follows a successful career as a sniper and is said to have killed more

than 150 men. The film is based on a true story which was written by the sniper himself. However 

the movie freely alters some given circumstances. It is these free alterations that lean on modern 

apocalyptic fears in particular. For example, when Kyle is sent to Iraq for first time he is soon faced 

with a hard decision to kill a mother and her young boy who are secretly attacking with a grenade. 

Kyle struggles to place the decision to kill, reflecting the immense difficulty of grasping that 

woman and child, stereotypically represented as the innocent, could move to such levels of radical 

and aggressive behavior. It is an apocalyptic fear that the innocent are turned into instruments of 

destruction. The motive and motivation of mother and child to move to such levels of dedication are

not dealt with by the movie, further emphasizing the apocalyptic nature of the topic. By 

depersonalizing the act of killing by mother and child, the motivation falls into the generalized will 

of destruction of the Islamist extremists such as Al-Qaeda. 

Children of Men (2006) is a futuristic film in which the apocalypse comes in the form of 

undiagnosed infertility of all humans. The movie ostensibly attempts to transcend Western race

politics by casting a black woman as the saviour for humankind - she is the first woman in 18 years 

to give birth. This falls flat, however, in the context of the wider premise of the film: While the 

realworld UK has long ceased to hold the global sway of its imperial past and is set to further lose 

relevance to rising economies such as the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India and China) and MINTs 

(Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria and Turkey), in the film it is the last stable nation whereas the rest of 

the world has fallen into a state of anarchy. Furthermore, the plot centers around the white man as 

the driving force behind saving the pregnant woman and enabling her to give birth, and completely 

stripping her of her own agency. Children of Men also sports various brands of terrorism, but it is 



more reminiscent of 20th century terrorists as the issues of race and identity are glossed over. While 

foreign terrorists and religiously motivated protesters make a brief appearance, they have no 

significant impact on the plot. The only relevant group is a pro-immigration terrorist organization 

who are politically motivated and don’t shy away from violence and killing to further their cause. 

However, modern day identity politics plays little to no role, though there are some symbolic 

parallels between the pregnant woman and her protector, the white male lead, and the biblical story 

of Mary and Joseph.

A second overarching concern of this century is that of population growth out of control. The strains

put onto the world’s resources by the global spread of capitalism and its accompanying consumer 

lifestyle will multiply the challenges posed by the exponential multiplication of human populations 

across much of the world, increasing the risk of conflict, disease, and destitution. This worry of 

overpopulation is exploited by right-wing politicians by pursuing a strong anti-immigration policy 

and reframing economic stagnation and poverty, caused by a neoliberal state system that primarily 

benefits the richest in society and has lead to high inequality, as problems fundamentally caused by 

immigration. Children of Men (2006) subverts this fear by turning it on its head, rather than talking 

about overpopulation, the central apocalyptic threat in this film is global infertility and the threat of 

human extinction. Nevertheless, the symptoms of its apocalypse are indistinguishable from those 

that might be imagined on an overcrowded apocalyptic planet: Outwith the UK, civil wars are 

savagely tearing apart humanity and migrants are desperate to come to the UK, but the British 

police state tries to protect its predominantly rich white citizens at all cost from the perceived threat 

posed by refugees and migrants.

Wall-E (2008) on the other hand, deals with the effects of capitalism pushed to its limits and the 

effect this has on the earth’s resources and its ability to sustain human life. Set 800 years in the 

future, it tells a tale about a man-made apocalypse due to mindless consumerism which has turned

the world into a wasteland where life is all but impossible. Humans have abandoned earth, but one 

last robot who has become sentient continues to fulfill its cleanup-duties on earth and eventually 

becomes the key to enabling human recolonization of the earth. Its message centralizes on 

stewardship of the earth, and has a much more optimistic outlook over the possibility of using the 

apocalypse as an impetus for starting over and building a better society.

Another thread is climate change. This theme is ever more present today. Already, sea levels are 

rising, local climates are destabilizing and natural disasters are growing, both in frequency and in 

terms of their devastating effects. However, the real danger lies in the levels of climate change that 

current actions are locking in for future generations. The high-impact lifestyles Western societies 

have grown accustomed to and are showcasing as an aspirational model to developing economies 

will be evermore destructive with larger populations, for example through increased meat 



production or a growth in high-carbon transport. Children of Men uses pollution as a device to 

underline the bleakness of its apocalyptic future, and the destructive nature of self-interested 

humans. In The Day After Tomorrow (2004), catastrophic climate change is the central focus of the

narrative and the cause of apocalyptic conditions, though film is left open-ended with a high 

likelihood that some societies adapt and survive. While it has little scientific credibility and 

exaggerates the effects of even the most pessimistic predictions by effectively creating an Ice Age 

for the northern hemisphere, the film reflects popular criticisms of environmental policies during 

the Bush administration through physical and temperamental resemblance of the fictional 

government officials to real ones.

The role of the apocalypse in popular media is central in order to understand our current 

imagination of the apocalypse. Apocalyptic scenarios in popular media are cultural representations 

of current issues and fears. Yet it is also relevant to analyze the role of the apocalyptic scenario 

within the fictive story that is told. Oftentimes the apocalyptic scenario takes the role of the pedestal

of the actual storyline rather than being the storyline itself. In other words, one can observe a trend 

to leave actual apocalypse untold as is the case in the "Children of Men" where the infertility of the 

human race is the apocalyptic topic and the chaotic anarchy outside of the safe space Britain exists, 

but is not further developed. In contrast the personal story of a single hero is moved into the 

foreground, resigning a looming “end” (e.g. death of the human race). It is also not the issue that is 

has caused the apocalyptic state that is altered by the society that is responsible (how to deal with 

the masses of immigrants, efforts and new ways of restoring stable societal conditions) rather a 

single solution is found. 

In summary, many of the global issues can be found to have apocalyptic reflectors in cultural

representation as in the example of the popular media such as blockbuster movies. Older, long-

lasting questions keep reappearing such as the fear of overpopulation and climate change. Other 

topics have been found to disappear from the media, as for example the fear of nuclear war 

emphasizing that the use of apocalypse is indeed a tool to reflect societal anxieties. Other topics that

find an apocalyptic representation are rather a signature of Western issues. This is true for the case 

of political instabilities, as for example in respects to current developments between the Muslim 

middle-east and Western societies and terrorism. Here a differentiation between two sides can be 

drawn, the Muslim and the Western world, pressures upon each side are different, but generally only

the Western view is represented in popular media, which is mostly a Western tool as well.

The current pandemic will find its way into works of fiction in the future. The ground is laid for 

Corona to be a major topic in our storytelling future. 


