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                               Be Yourself… Whatever that Is: 
                 The Existential Dilemma of Saved by the Bell 
 
  High school is rich with experiences that shape how young people think and feel.  Within these experiences lie worlds 
of unspoken rules that guide some of the most meaningful aspects of everyday life: friendship, scholarship, appearance, and 
even romance.  The significance of these experiences is the focus of the popular American sit-com Saved by the Bell, a series that 
depicts the lives of five students as they brave their way through four years at fictional Bayside High.  Like much of the series, 
the episode “Screech’s Woman” (1989) sees the main character, Zack Morris, navigate the many roles imposed on him, but not 
before audiences laugh at his dubious struggle.  In this episode, Zack must deceive his friend to get a good grade, which he 
does.  But such an ending crystalizes a more problematic message to viewers: At Bayside High, living in bad faith is a virtue. 
  The show begins by establishing a problem: Zack must convince his friend Screech—the stereotypical “dork”—to 
finish a science project so the two can succeed in the upcoming science fair.  However, Screech loses motivation when he sees 
the other young men around him socializing with women.  To motivate his friend, Zack reveals that he will find Screech a date 
who will later call him on the phone.  Screech is overjoyed, and quickly administers a squirt of breath spray.  Little does Screech 
know, however, that he is actually talking to Zack, who is pretending to be a woman.  Such a scene works to frame Zack’s 
existential dilemma: He must get the grade, even if doing so involves lying to his friend and orchestrating an elaborate hoax.  
Instead of confronting the absurdity of his situation and criticizing the forces that motivate him to lie and cheat, Zack maintains 
the illusions of his own identity: “the class clown.”  Screech’s gratitude when he learns that Zack has found him a date only 
further solidifies Zack’s role; the gaze is upon him, and he will oblige.  Such a position highlights the ultimate existential 
paradox: Zack is free to abandon the constraints of his current identity, and yet he remains imprisoned by the weight of having 
to maintain appearances.  Tragically, such self-deception seems to be the only quality that other characters admire in him. 
  As the episode continues, Zack is unable to locate a woman who will date Screech, and must appear as “Bambi,” the 
pushy, aggressive female character he invented over the phone.  During their initial meeting at a local restaurant, Slater—Zack’s 
popular, athletic male friend—immediately discovers the ruse and says to Zack/Bambi, “Morris!? Nice legs…” before squeezing 
his breast.  Afterward, Slater pats Bambi on the shoulder and says, “If it doesn’t work out with Screech, call me.”  Slater’s 
behavior generates laughs from the audience through a strange act of comradery; his actions are exactly what viewers have come 
to expect.  As much as Zack is the clown, Slater is “the jock.”  His overtly sexual and purposeless advances have little to do with 
the person he is addressing—it is Zack after all—but instead work to define an “other,” an identity opposite his own whose 
thoughts, feelings, and dignity are beneath him.  Slater’s comments support de Beauvior’s notion that “one is not born a 
woman, but becomes one,” by showing viewers exactly how someone is made to answer to the kinds of behaviors that Slater 
exhibits.  Because Bambi is really Zack, audiences laugh, but a far more serious question remains: What about the female 
characters on the show whose identities are not mere comedic inventions?  Slater’s identity creates an uncomfortable double 
standard that only reinforces the show’s unspoken imbalances.  His inability to be anything but what he is—a cliché—allows 
him to stay in his friends’ good graces, and thus maintain a similar level of bad faith the characters also admire in Zack. 
  Self-deception runs deeply in this episode, but nowhere greater than its climactic ending.  In the final scene, Bambi 
subjects Screech to a list of demands that he must accept if he wishes to be her boyfriend.  Though ridiculous (her rules address 
hair-straitening and pet grooming), Screech agrees unconditionally.  Bambi’s final request, though, is that Screech abandon his 
friendship with Zack, but Screech refuses and decides to leave Bambi instead.  He tells her, “You’ve helped me realize that there 
are a million fish in the sea and I’m just a worm to attract them.”  Though it seems like a feel-good ending, Screech’s self-
realization is illusory, nothing more than the completion of Zack’s plan to get a grade.  His new-found confidence is simply an 
echo of the other men he sees early in the episode, the behaviors that caused his depression in the first place.  By this stage in 
the episode, self-knowledge is replaced with flimsy identities that exist for the others around them: Zach for girls and grades; 
Screech for Zach, Slater and girls; Slater for girls.  And while these characters are free to explore the infinite possibilities that 
exist in their world, they remain imprisoned by the roles they feel they must perform.        
  Sartre believed that the old structures for creating meaning had failed in the modern age, and that it was up to people 
to make choices and create meaning for themselves.  Such a message appears lost on the characters of Saved by the Bell.  
Nowhere in the episode do these characters question the deeply weird and inherently meaningless nature of their world.  Instead 
of embarking on the uncomfortable quest for authenticity, Zack and company adopt the tired, boring roles given to them by 
their environment.  And while the episode appears to communicate a feel-good message about friendship and academic success, 
it really tells us that such success is only achieved through deception—of the self and of others.  What’s worse, such bad faith 
actually works to their benefit; Zack gets his grade, Screech achieves a small amount of confidence, and Slater maintains his 
macho popularity.  For the sake of our students who live beyond the fictional walls of Bayside High, let us hope that such flimsy 
pursuits have been adequately challenged by the bigger ideas espoused by Sartre and his contemporaries. 


