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Abstract

This thesis achieves a deconstructive interrogaifokmerican national identity by
analysing its representation in contemporary inddpat cinema. Drawing upon the post-
structuralist work of Jacques Derrida (and limigggblications of his thought to film
scholarship), this project theorises a rigorous (lmn-programmatic) model for conducting
deconstructive readings of cinematic texts. Engagiith a corpus of ostensibly
independent films, case-study analyses of Amerigantity narratives are used to theorise
and enact a fruitful process of Derridean cinematid cultural interpretation. In
undertaking this broad theoretical objective, €mtne within a range of specific filmic and
socio-political debates. Analysing texts drawn freithin prevailing independent film
definitions, this project undertakes a deconstveate-inscription of this prominent
cinematic category. Destabilising its conventiathedignation as Hollywood’s antonymic
“other,” the ontological solidity of independenifiis fatally compromised, opening up its
constituent texts to a greater range of interpiketaestures. Furthermore, in addressing
textual representations of national identity, logdate a discursive area largely unexplored
in existing independent film scholarship. Chardsteg case-study analyses as overtly
deconstructive, this thesis also destabilises siralcorthodoxies that orient American
identity discourses around dichotomous concepthafacterandplace Thus, studying
representations of prominent cultural narrativediyidualism thenuclear family the
small-town and thewildernesy, this thesis uncovers and then dismantles testrictive
metaphysical foundations. Specifically, drawingation to discursive slippages and
paradoxes that inhabit these forms of culturalatam, textual readings problematize their
self-coherence and ontological closure. Relatimgehcultural analyses to popular and
academic discourses of national identity, thisithatso expands the reach of Derridean
theory into a range of other disciplines, such agAcan studies. Ultimately, this thesis’
multifaceted research objectives open up Ameridantity discourses to an unfixed
freeplay ofdifférance laying the foundations for a liberatory intenientinto oppositional

American cultural debates.
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Introduction - Deconstruction, Film Theory, and Natonal
ldentity

Introduction

This thesis provides a deconstructive reading o&Acan national identity by
interrogating its representation in contemporadeendent cinema. This overarching
research objective is constituted at the interspaif several methodological, thematic, and
discursive aims. To begin, this project offerstaiMiheoretical contribution to film studies,
augmenting limited scholarship that has expliaiijised Jacques Derrida’s deconstructive
elucidations to intervene within cinematic discastsSpecifically, | theorise a rigorous (but
non-programmatic) model for applying Derridean regdtrategies to film texts, redressing
a dearth of sustained academic work in this aredoing so, this project builds upon
scholarship that relocates cinema within post-stinadist discourses of textualityThese
theoretical gestures will be explored in this introtion, following a brief elucidation of
Derridean theory.

This thesis also provides a series of more speaiferventions into a range of
cinematic and cultural discourses. To begin, | gegaith a particular textual corpus,
comprised of films positioned within prevailing @eéfions of contemporary American
independent cinema. Therefore, one of this thesistral research objectives is to undertake
a deconstructive re-inscription of independent fiiself; engaging directly within these
ontological debates, my project highlights, ovarsjrand displaces the reductive binary
logic with which it is constructed as a totaliséeenatic category. In doing so, | challenge a
conceptual orthodoxy that coercively restrictsrémmdings one can draw from related texts;
by disturbing independent film's definitional cantty, myriad films are opened up to a
greater range of interpretative gestures. Thisa@sgemy thesis is elucidated in chapter one.

Thus, this thesis’ deconstructive engagement witlependent cinema operates as a
pre-cursor to a series of Derridean textual reainarrying the project’s broad theoretical
objectives with more specific interventions intlorfiand cultural studies. Namely, a range of
independent films will be approached as reflexingqties of American national identity,
evoking but then dismantling a prominent seriesadiective cultural narratives
(individualism thenuclear family thesmall-town and thewildernes$. Drawing attention to

discursive slippages and paradoxes that inhaksetf@ms of cultural narratigithese

! For a key example of such approaches, see Pataetée and David WillsScreen/Play: Derrida
and Film TheoryOxford: Princeton University Press, 1989), 62.

2 This approach draws upon Derridean cultural theseg Homi K. Bhabha, “Introduction: Narrating
the Nation,” inNation and Narrationed. Homi K. Bhabha (London: Routledge, 1990:&offrey
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textual readings fatally compromise their self-aelmee and ontological closure. By using
national identity as a focus for this project’'sdieg strategies, | also intervene in a series of
representational discourses that have receivéal diftical attention in existing independent
film scholarship. Furthermore, by relating casedgtanalyses to popular and academic
discussions of national identity, this thesis gdemvides an expansion of Derridean theory
into a range of other disciplines, such as Amergtadies; these interventions are outlined
at the end of this introduction. Finally, this tlssnultifaceted research objectives open up
American identity discourses to an unfixed freepléglifférance laying the foundations for

a liberatory intervention into restrictive Americémlture wars” debatekThis significant

impactoutsideof academia is detailed in this thesis’ conclusion.

Derrida and Metaphysics

Before outlining this thesis’ deconstructive inemtion into film studies, one must
briefly establish the underlying tenets of Derrid¢aeory. However, any attempt at
coherently outlining deconstructive thought is hadrby the spectre of self-contradiction.
As Derrida’s theoretical project offers a sustaingtique of metaphysical truthany fixed
definition of deconstruction is inevitably sustain®y the very structural forces it sets out to
destabilise; as Robert Smith notes, attempts tgrammatically describe deconstruction are
wholly “essentialist,” a theoretical approach tbatrida’s work “diverges from” and
“challenges indefatigably2™Yet, for the sake of legibility, this introductidentatively
summarises a number of gengrahciplesthat animate Derridean reading; this objective is
qualified by a heightened awareness of the redaetssumptions embedded within the
explicative act, a caveat that extends to everintiiehal gesture that follows.

To begin, Derridean theory can be productivelycemtualised as a sustained
dismantling of Western metaphysics. In treatingridars diverse works as complementary
“critiques™ of this pervasive thought-system, deconstructas lteen approached as “a

questioning stance taken towards the most basectspf the production of knowledge.”

Bennington, “Postal Politics and the Institutiontieé Nation,” inNation and Narrationed. Homi K.
Bhabha (London: Routledge, 1990), 121.

3 This theoretical gesture draws upon Bhabha’s Bean reading of nationhood and cultural
difference; see Homi K. Bhabha, “DissemiNation: €iMarrative, and the Margins of the Modern
Nation,” in Nation and Narrationed. Homi K. Bhabha (London: Routledge, 1990),.292

4 See Jacques Derridaf Grammatologytrans. Gayatri Chavravorty Spivak, Corr. ed. ({om
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 12.

5 Robert Smith, “Deconstruction and Film,” reconstructions. A User’'s Guided. Nicholas Royle
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000), 120.

 The term “critique” has itself has been placedarrdkconstructive scrutiny; see Jacques Derrida,
Positions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 1983), 4

7 Peter Brunette, “Post-Structuralism and Deconstog in The Oxford Guide to Film Studiesds.
John Hill and Pamela Church-Gibson (Oxford: Oxfomiversity Press, 1998), 91.
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This perspective hinges upon Derrida’s identificatdf a purportedly consistent and stable
origin, centre, otelosthat orients Western philosophical enquiry; teighie theorisation of
being agpresencé.For Derrida, the metaphysics of presence ideadisentological model
that renders a being’s essence or meaning immédjseceptible; put simply, metaphysical
philosophy is based upon the assumption that abgdiexts communicate a fixed, self-
coherent meaning or trutfogog. In metaphysics, presence takes on a number of
complementary significances, each supporting tineigdised principle of the “self-identity,
self-continuity, or self-sufficiency of a bein§Ih summarising this multifaceted presence,
Derrida discerns a foundationalist logic that Henseto as “logocentrism,” itself based upon

the following “subdeterminations” of presence:

Presence of the thing to the sigheados presence as substance/essence/existence
[ousid, temporal presence as poistigmé of the now or of the moment{in, ...

the co-presence of the other and of the self,snotgectivity as the intentional
phenomenon of the ego, and so forth.... Logocentwsmud thus support the

determination of the being of the entity as preséhc

Therefore, logocentrism encapsulates the visualemae of a being or object, the presence
of that object’s essential meaning, the staticneatdi that structure as temporal presence,
and the self-presence of the thinking subject peateives it! Derrida’s project can be read
as an attempt to unsettle these metaphysical assunspuncovering and strategically
exploiting textual and discursive excesses thaetmihe presence in all its guises.
Importantly, Derrida does not treat the metaphysfqaresence as merely one philosophical
school amongst others, but rather as the basalf@/estern thought; its operation is not
limited to theoretical discourses, but rather edgeimto the “everyday language” that
structures all human experien@anetaphysics “governs culture, philosophy, andreee®?
As a result, Derridean theory offers a means ditetly intervening into a plethora of
cultural discourses, of which philosophical diseoiss are but one manifestation. It is this
observation that underlines my thesis’ centralaegeobjectives; in allowing independent
film and national identity to be approached asiekfyl metaphysicastructures, they can be

subjected to deconstructive textual interrogation.

8 See Simon Morgan Wortharfihe Derrida DictionaryLondon: Continuum, 2010), 103.

% 1bid.

10 Derrida,Of Grammatology12.

11 Also see WorthaniThe Derrida Dictionary 103; David Norman RodowicKhe Crisis of Political
Modernism: Criticism and Ideology in ContemporatiinFTheory(Urbana: University of lllinois
Press, 1988), 18-19.

12 Derrida,Positions 19.

13 Jacques Derrid&jlargins of Philosophyed. Alan Bass (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, L 982
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In positing a wholesale critique of metaphysicabwiedge, Derridean thought

inevitably engages with the field of semioticsPater Brunette and David Wills argue:

A potentially fruitful way of approaching decongttion is as a radicalization of
Saussure’s insights into the nature of language specifically into the nature of the

sign itself and the relation between signifier aighified

To begin, Derrida firmly places the structuralisidel of the sign (a fixed relation between
signifier and signified) within metaphysical dises&. On one level, the distinction between
signifier and signified institutes a spatio-tempatgture in the presence of an object or
meaning, a division at the heart of the metaphysiga!® In Of Grammatologythis
difference is epitomised by the logocentric divisketween speech and writing, an
opposition that Derrida discerns as a consistemtetior all metaphysical signification.
Whilst speech is treated as an immediate presentatithought and the self-presence of the
metaphysical subject, writing is cast as a deneatsecond-order representatiosjgnifier
that merely points towards an absent presence animg!® Thus, the signifier operates as
an exterior, derivative, representational instrutne@mon-presence; conversely, the signified
is associated directly with metaphysics’ idealisgldsof absolute presence, a value
embodied both within the immediate manifestatioa specific meaning and the signified’s
own formal structure: “the formal essence of thyniied ispresenceand the privilege of
its proximity to the logos gshoneis the privilege of presencé’ The metaphysical sign is
rendered a divided structure of presence and nesepce, a vital constitutive binary
opposition exploited throughout deconstructive thieo

However, whilst the signifier/signified divisiomallenges the self-presence of the
sign, it also establishes its logocentric functiospfar that the signified is positioned within
a fixed, direct relationship with a correspondirgngfier. Indeed, Derrida notes that
structuralist readings of the sign neutralise tivesin between signifier and signified by
arguing that the two distinct halves of the sigmrf@ fixed totality: “the notion of the sign
always implies within itself the distinction betwesignifier and signifiedeven if, as
Saussure argues, they are distinguished simplii@srto faces of one and the same.1éaf
Thus, metaphysics disavows the ontological rupthaiethe division of signifier and

signified opens up: “the sign must be the unity dfeterogeneity, since the signified (sense

14 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play6.
15 Derrida,Of Grammatology11-14.
16 Ibid., 11.

17 Ibid., 18.

18 |bid., 11. Emphasis added.
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or thing, noeme or reality) is not in itself a dfggr.”1° By evoking meanings that are
“capable of being presem?the direct correspondence between signifier agwif@d is
established as metaphysiéathe signified is again associated with presence, @riori

unity that the secondary signifier points towarmi#s temporary absence: “the sign
represents the present in its absence...when themreannot be presented, we signify, we
go through the detour of the sigf.Thus, whilst the sign does not achieve self-presétris
implicated in its metaphysical idealisation, comgagimg for a lack of immediate, essential
meaning.

In intractably associating the signified witledosof presence, Derrida describes a
metaphysics that venerates a holistic, eternal mgdhat halts (and stands outside)
signification; it “would place a reassuring endhe reference from sign to sigff. Derrida
explores this metaphysical master-concept at lergtuing that the signifier/signified
model precipitates the possibility of such a “ti@eredental signified,”d concept signified
in and of itselfa concept simply present for thought, independéatrelationship to...a
system of signifiers®* As the apotheosis of self-presence, the transcgsidggnified is
established as an “eternal veriy,a universal truth that governs all discourse feom
position of totalized authority. Thus, as Brunettel Wills suggest, Derridean
deconstruction amounts to a critique of the fundataleontological grounds that anchor

Western culture;

Also called into question is the attendant logogemt of this metaphysics, which is
that system of concepts such as ‘truth,’ ‘gooddttme,” and so on, which are
regarded, throughout the entire history of Westkought, as being whole,

internally coherent, consistent and origin#ry.

Derridean thought elaborates the impossibilityixihfy any such absolute, self-coherent
signification. Importantly, this notion of the tsgendental signified is again vital to this
project, as the varied American cultural narratitreg my case-study readings interrogate

are conceptualised as national equivalents of tfivese structures of cultural meaning.

9 |bid., 18.

20 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play6.

21 Derrida,Of Grammatology13.

22 Derrida,Margins of Philosophy9.

23 Derrida,Of Grammatology49.

24 Derrida,Positions 19-20. Emphasis in original; Derridaf Grammatology13.
25 Derrida,Of Grammatology15.

26 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play6-7.
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Metaphysics and Binary Oppositions

In initiating his critique of metaphysics with arsmentary on Saussurean
linguistics, Derrida observes that logocentric digse orders presence through the
construction of binary oppositions, two of whiclpéech/writing and signifier/signified)
have been explored abo¥/eWithin Ferdinand de Saussure’s structuralist ggradit is the
oppositional difference between signs that allovesining to be legible; as Derrida notes,
“the play of difference...is the condition for thegstbility and functioning of every sigri®’
Unpacking this idea, Brunette and Wills note thadthing in language is meaningful in and
of itself, but only as idiffers from other elements within the systeffiFience, the apparent
presence of a term relies upon its structural céffgation from others; this observation lays
the foundations for a critique of metaphysical-sgéntity.

Importantly, logocentric binaries should not beraagphed as neutral antinomies,
conceptual oppositions between two equal preseRagker, Derrida notes that there is an
inevitable hierarchical relationship between the sides of any structural dichotomy: “in a
classical philosophical opposition we are not daepliith the peaceful coexistence ofia-
a-vis but rather with a violent hierarchy. One of thve terms governs the other
(axiologically, logically, etc.), or has the upgemnd.®® Outlining a series of logocentric
governing concepts that are constructed as beihglayinternally coherent, consistent, and
originary,” Brunette and Wills note that their ogfimnal antitheses are denied similar
positive values of plenitude and coherence: “iradalii these concepts are seen to have
opposites (‘falsehood,’ ‘evil,” ‘culture’) that agways presented as in some way harmful,
deficient, deformed, or secondary, in short adlmfgaway from the fullness and self-
sufficiency of the primary term?* Thus, the metaphysical opposition plays out an
underlying antinomy of presence and absence, glidithe plenitude, identity, and
eminence of one term by denying that status tor@moFurthermore, Simon Morgan
Wortham notes that this logic extends beyond thi@ailediscourse, as it governs “cultural
relations and practices more broadl§These observations illustrate the ideological
ramifications of metaphysical binarism. Extendintpithe realm of cultural politics, the
dichotomous structure of presence/absence engeadéssrepancy in power and authority,

favouring certain structures by homogenising andgmalizing their multifarious “others.”

27 Derrida,Of Grammatology27-73. Also see Worthariihe Derrida Dictionary 103; Brunette,
“Post-Structuralism and Deconstruction,” 92.

28 Derrida,Margins of Philosophy5.

29 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play6-7.

%0 Derrida,Positions 41.

31 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play7.

32 Wortham,The Derrida Dictionary 103-104.
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Thus, the play of difference is regulated as arosjtipnal relationship between two static
entities, a closed antinomy that ensures the pldajtwholeness, and presence of the
superior term. Indeed, this study contends thanprent American cultural narratives
operate precisely in this way, producing univessalctures that disavow a greater

multiplicity of cultural identities or experiences.

Différance

Whilst the differential play of the binary oppositiis treated as the structural basis
of metaphysical meaning, it also provides the tém$errida’s critique of the sign, and
ultimately, presence itself. In noting that a sigles upon a differential “other” for its
existence, Derrida argues that all metaphysicatsires inevitably surrender the presence
they appear to embody; the absence of those téahs tsign excludes is paradoxically re-
inscribed within the sign itself as a “trace,” coiuents of its (illusory) plenitude. Brunette
and Wills argue that this observation radicali$esdppositional difference Saussure

postulates between signs as the structure ofrajliage, as any

thing, idea, or event cannot ever be whole, seitaioed, and uncontaminated by an
‘outside,” because it depends for its very existenie that which it imot. Every
concept, in other words, has its opposite somehesearibed within it, in the form of
what Derrida calls a ‘trace,” which...is paradoxigatiere and, as a sign of an

absence, not there at the same fitne.

Importantly, this paradoxical economy problematigessence at the very moment of its
constitution. The trace is rendered as the forqeossibility that botlallows signification

anddeniesthe presence it purportedly signifies:

The trace, where the relationship with the othenasked, articulates its possibility
in the entire field of the entityéfan{, which metaphysics has defined as the being-
present starting from the occulted movement ofithee. The trace must be thought
before the entity. But the movement of the trageeisessarily occulted, it produces

itself as self-occultatioff.

33 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play7.
34 Derrida,Of Grammatology47.
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Rather than externally marking difference uponeagxisting presence, the trace is
established as a “non-signifying difference thaoiginarily’ at play in all signification.®®
Consequently, the metaphysical opposition can peocaghed as a means of expunging (and
thus mastering) the “otherness” that the tracélsnat the heart of all meaniri§as Peter
Brunette (paraphrasing Barbara Johnson) noteshé&western tradition, differencesthin

are inevitably recast as differendetweeri®’ The (externalised) opposition of binary
difference is re-marked within the sign itself,@iginary “supplement® that metaphysics
exorcises in its unerring quest for transcendggredence. As a result, the trace disturbs the
very division between presence and absence, tmelébion of metaphysics itself; as

Wortham suggests:

Since every sign in its manifestation or apparprésence’ always includes traces of
others which are supposedly ‘absent’, the tracebeareduced to neither side of the
presence-absence opposition so prized by the medimphtradition... The trace
names that non-systematizable reserve which is@ constitutive and

unrepresentable within such a fiéfd.

Thus, in evading any fixed or self-coherent ontgldbe trace unsettles the presence of the
sign at the same time that it makes significatiossible.

It is through the trace that Derrida elucidadé&rance a vital term within
deconstructive thought. As explored above, Demiolzs that the sign’s presence is divided
by its location within a differential signifying enomy, carrying within it traces of excluded
meanings. However, presence is not simply divided btatic trace of an internalised binary
opposite. Rather, Derrida argues that meaningfeyree by a hypothetically boundless
chain of references and substitutions: “the tracelpims as much as it recalls: differance
defers-differs dliffere].” 4° Exceeding the “regulated play” of the binary opfios, meaning-
making is cast as a dynamic process that instiautégeplay” of difference; traces of
absent signifieds in turn evoke traces of otheeabsignifieds, instituting an open-ended
and inexhaustible referential chdirin his 1968 essay on “Différance,” Derrida desesib
how this semiotic reconceptualization directly trades a metaphysics orientated towards a

telosof static, totalized meaning:

35 Wortham,The Derrida Dictionary 229.

36 See DerridaQf Grammatology62.

37 peter Brunette, “Toward a Deconstructive Theorfibh,” Studies in the Literary Imaginatick®,
no. 2 (1986): 62.

38 Derrida,Of Grammatology?.

39 Wortham,The Derrida Dictionary 230.

40 Derrida,Of Grammatology66.

41 Derrida,Margins of Philosophyl1.
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The signified concept is never present in andsalfifin a sufficient presence that
would refer only to itself. Essentially and lawfylevery concept is inscribed in a
chain or in a system within which it refers to tither, to other concepts, by means
of the systematic play of differences. Such a plifferance is thus no longer

simply a concept, but rather the possibility of ceptuality??

Thus, the signified does not mark the eternal §am self-coherent meaning; indeed,
Derrida notes thalifférancedescribes “the absence of the transcendental Edrat
limitlessness of play, that is to say the destamctf ontotheology and the metaphysics of
presence?® Each signified in turn acts as a signifier, refegrto other terms that are evoked
as differential traces within the signified’s illurg presence: “Signifier of the signifier’
describes...the movement of language...the signifiedys already functions as a
signifier.... There is not a single signified tleatapes, even if recaptured, the play of
signifying references that constitute languatjedestabilising the difference between
signifier and signifieddifférancedescribes a process by which all signifieds uringbs
refer to other terms or meanings, which in turnttdosame, denying metaphysical properties
of fixity, self-coherence, and, ultimately, presenas Derrida notes, “nothing, neither
among the elements nor within the system, is anysvleer simply present or absent. There
are only, everywhere, differences and traces oeg#° In precipitating the play of
différance the trace becomes the motor for a sustainedestgito the presence/absence
opposition that underlies metaphysical discodtslee trace’s status as a “presence-absence”
mirrors Derrida’s theorisation afifféranceas “the nonpresence of the other inscribed within
the sense of the preseft.Importantly for this project, this aspectdifféranceclosely
mirrors Derrida’s brief discussions of the cinematiage, which he establishes as a
“hauntological*® form that renders spectral figures that resistfaxgd being, neither
present nor absetfit.

However différanceis not a thesis on the impossibility of meaningaorattempt to

theorise a new significatory model beyond metapsydndeed, Derrida argues specifically

42 |bid., 11.

43 Derrida,Of Grammatology50.

44 |bid., 66.

45 Derrida,Positions 26.

46 See DerridaMargins of Philosophyl0.

47 Derrida,Of Grammatology71.

48 Jacques Derrida and Bernard Stiedihographies of Television: Filmed Interviewsns.
Jennifer Bajorek (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002Y,.1

4% In describing it as “neither a word or a conceptgtrida placeslifférancewithin its own dynamic
chain of differences and substitutions; see DeyiNtkrgins of Philosophy3; DerridaPositions 14,
40.
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that the movement afifféranceunderlies the generation of all meaning: “what defe
presence, on the contrary, is the very basis onlwhiesence is announced or desired in
what represents it, its sign, its traé&Rather than simplistically disavowing the binary
oppositions that structure metaphysical langudiff&ranceis treated as their precondition:
“the movement oflifférance as that which produces different things, thatolhi
differentiates, is the common root of all the opposal concepts that mark our language.”
Thus,différancegenerates differences that can be cast in bieamst a pre-requisite for
metaphysical signification; yedjfférancesimultaneously renders these discrete oppositions
arbitrary, transient, anidrelevant as there will always be a trace of one term withie

other (and vice-versa)at the point at which the conceptdifférance..intervenes, all the
conceptual oppositions of metaphysics (signifigrigied; sensible/intelligible;
writing/speech; passivity/activity; etc.) — to tetent that they ultimately refer to the
presence of something present... - become nonpettitfelss Derrida summarises,
“Differance produces what it forbids, making possithe very thing that it makes
impossible.® Here,différanceexceeds the metaphysical “principle of non-corittazh,”>*
insofar that it both underlies and critiques athfis of signification as presence.

Therefore perhaps it is best to consider any signified ésoaiated binary structure)
as a “micro-stabilization” of an “unstable and cticioeconomy®® a “regulated play” of
differences that temporarily halts the originargichof signifiers thatlifféranceinitiates®®
In arresting a pre-existing differential play (asichultaneously extolling their own timeless
inherence), binary oppositions entail “a subordorabf the movement dlifférancein
favor of the presence of a value anaaningsupposedly antecedentdifférance more
original than it, exceeding and governing it in tast analysis® Indeed, Derrida suggests

that this process of reduction is the foundatignetpose of metaphysical philosophy:

All dualisms...are the unique theme of a metaphystosse entire history was
compelled to strive towards the reduction of tlaedr The subordination of the trace
to full presence summed up in the logos...suchhergestures required by an onto-
theology determining the archaeological and esbtbgittal meaning of being as

presence, as parousia, as life without differdfce.

%0 Derrida,Positions 8.

5 |bid., 8-9.

52 |bid., 29.

53 Derrida,Of Grammatology143.

54 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play7.

%5 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Paul Bownfaegonstructing Popular CulturéBasingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008), 127.

56 Derrida,Of Grammatology44.

57 Derrida,Positions 29. Emphasis in original.

58 Derrida,Of Grammatology71.
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Thus, Derrida discerns within logocentrism a “desir restrict play” that is “irresistible®
metaphysical meaning’s stabilization of chadiifféranceinaugurates an act of semiotic
violence, forcefully assembling a closed, oppos#iiceconomy of ontological stasfs.

In contrastdifféranceposits a radical play left unstructured by metagitgl forces;
it inaugurates a heterogeneous textual field thedyces a multiplicity of potential
significations in place of rigid binary frames.dmading spatial integrity and temporal fixity,
différance“marks an irreducible angenerativemultiplicity”; ¢ in noting this fundamental
challenge to logocentric structuration, Derridaeievn the diverse semiotic possibilities that

différanceactively engenders:

Turned towards the lost or impossible presenca@®absent origin, this structuralist
thematic of broken immediacy is therefore the saddenegative nostalgic, guilty,
Rousseauistic side of the thinking of play whodepside would be the
Nietzscheamffirmation that is the joyous affirmation of the play of therld and

of the innocence of becoming, the affirmation e¥ald of signs without fault,

without truth, and without origin which is offeréal an active interpretatidi.

Thus,différanceeludes metaphysical presence, binary codificatimhaalogocentrism that
posits truth as a fixed ontologidalos in their place, Derrida diagnoses a generalised
textuality that abets the exhilarating possibitifyneterogeneous, unrestricted, inexhaustible

signification.

Deconstruction

As argued above, Western metaphysics both relies apd disavowdifféranceas
the basis of all signification. Feeding off (buétharresting) spatio-temporal freeplay,
logocentric structures regulate difference withimaly oppositions, expunging the sign’s
internal divisions and recasting them as (hieraahiantinomies between self-identical
presences. Deconstruction can be thought of gsrdeess by which this metaphysical
operation is uncovered, reversed, and displaces puported unity of any text is

undermined by focusing upon its “margirté &n “untranslatable remainder” or

%9 |bid., 59.

80 See BowmanDeconstructing Popular Culturel 27.

61 Derrida,Positions 45.

62 Jacques Derridayriting and Differencetrans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 2001), 369.
83 Derrida,Positions 6.
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“supplement” that inhabits all meaning, yet is d@aed by metaphysical discour¥dn

doing so, deconstruction uncovers and exploits nmsnef “undecidability,®® textual self-
contradictions and ellipses that operate beyond @tween) the presences and oppositions
that govern a specific discursive field. As a gsx; it demonstrates how metaphysical
forms are always already inhabiteddifférance providing the conditions of possibility for
meaning whilst simultaneously exceeding the stratiogic that such significatory systems
impose. Demonstrating that no structure can exthagplay of differences and deferrals
from which it is assembled, deconstruction locatesnents of self-contradictianside
metaphysical discourse; in transgressing the straickaws that govern the text within which
they reside, semiotic slippages undermine theitatgl essentializing pretensions of
logocentric concepts and dualisms.

However, as previously discussed, attempts to desdeconstruction are complicit
in the metaphysical logic it ostensibly aims tqpthse; as Derrida explicitly states, it
necessarily eludes definition: “deconstruction adtesonsist in a set of theorems, axioms,
tools, rules, techniques, methodsFurthermore, attempting a systematized elucidatfon
deconstruction is also methodologically problematisofar that developing a fixed
procedure undermines its logic as a critique ofapleysicsrom within For Derridean
scholars, every metaphysical form inevitably carrigthin itself the possibility of its own
disruption. Utilising this reflexive potential, datstruction strategically mobilises
logocentric structures to compromise their illusprgsence and plenitude. Thus, Derrida
explicitly argues that attempts to unsettle metaja constructions of being cannot
dispense with a philosophical heritage orientatehtds ontological presence. Rather,
deconstruction takes the form of a close readirtpiefmetaphysical economy, forever
explicating and disrupting its logocentric assummpsi and foundations as they become
apparent’ Thus, the positioning of deconstruction within aggtysical discourses is
deemed a theoretical necessity and a discursiwiahdity; the act redirects one’s

inevitable (and inescapable) positioning within apdtysics to a critical end:

The movements of deconstruction do not destroyttres from the outside. They
are not possible and effective, nor can they takerate aim, except by inhabiting
those structures. Inhabiting thema certain way because one always inhabits, and
all the more when one doesn't suspect it. Operateagssarily from the inside,

borrowing all the strategic and economic resoucdesibversion from the old

84 Wortham,The Derrida Dictionary 31-32.

% Derrida,Positions 42-43.

%6 Jacques Derrida, “Ai§ | were Dead: An Interview with Jacques Derrida,Applying: To Derrida
eds. John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Julian Waf(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 218.

57 See DerridalMargins of Philosophy22-23.
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structure, borrowing them structurally, that iss&y without being able to isolate
their elements and atoms, the enterprise of decarisin always in a certain way

falls prey to its own work®

As demonstrated above, deconstructive readingstgpen a “double registe?®”
simultaneously mobilising and critiquing metaphgsidiscourse; as Derrida notes, “one can
saya priori that in every proposition or in every system ohgsic research...metaphysical
presuppositions coexist with critical motif€.In these interrelated observations, Derrida
outlines an unavoidable complicity that simultarspprovides the conditions of possibility
for presencandits critique. Deconstruction occupies an undedelabsition at the margins
of metaphysics, inhabiting textual elements thatrealict (and thus betray) the structural
oppositions and ontological purities of logocenttiscourse?

In denying deconstruction any totalized definitid@rridean theory demonstrates
that each of its critical gestures is fundamentsilfigular!? the precise form of any
deconstructive act is dictated by the particulgol@entric forms upon which it operates:
“what is called or calls itself ‘deconstructionsal contains, lodged in some moment of its
process, an auto-interpretative figure which wiNays be difficult to subsume under a
meta-discourse or general narratiVeéAs a result, deconstruction takes on a gestural
character. Eluding arg priori ontological presence, it is constituted in theyyvapoment of
its application’* as David Wills argues, “it is important to reinferthe revolutionary
potential of deconstruction ashifting set of strategidhat should by definition disturb the
status quo.’®

The methodological commentary provided above mobltizes any attempt to
construct a fixed deconstructive method that enassgs a finite number of discrete textual
practices. Nevertheless, one is able to summamserder of principles that orient a
heterogeneous galaxy of singular deconstructiveuges; importantly, this allows
deconstruction to be grasped as a distinct (yettirally amorphous) theoretical project.

Indeed, Derrida attempts such an undertaking isitlms,” in part to protect the term from

%8 Derrida,Of Grammatology?24.

8 Derrida,Positions 41.

0 |bid., 36.

" |bid., 6.

2 Derrida describes deconstruction as “a thinkingingularity”; Derrida and StiegleEchographies
of Television6.

73 Jacques Derriddemoires: For Paul de Martrans. Cecile Lindsay (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1989), 13.

"4 Derrida, ‘As ifl were Dead,” 217-218.

s David Wills, “Jaded in America,” iDeconstruction Is/In America: A New Sense of thiial ,
ed. Anselm Haverkamp (London: New York Universitg$s, 1995), 257. Emphasis added.
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metaphysical domestication; he calls fogarieral strategy of deconstructipft
differentiating between textual readings that r@io¢ logocentric principles, and those that
disrupt foundational metaphysical dualisms. In thigard, any gesture that embodies a
“strategic and adventuroug'discursive intervention would be considered a phthis
“general economy’® In forwarding this project, Derrida suggests i cannot simply
observe, outline, and erase a term’s presencheargpositional structures within which it is
constituted; this would amount to “simphgutralizingthe binary oppositions of
metaphysics,” a temporary suspension of a duakstimomy that will inevitably reassert
itself as its basic structure has been ignored {lamsl left intact)® To do so would also
neglect a sustained interrogation of therarchicalrelationship between the two sides of
the opposition, a vital step in any challenge wdhthority and presence of certain concepts
within metaphysical discourse.

Thus, Derrida carefully outlines a series of noasgriptive stages that together
constitute a rejection of logocentric presenceitmbierarchical, antonymic foundations;
this begins with a conceptual “overturning,” rewegsthe authority of the two concepts it

regulates:

On the one hand, we must traverse a phasgasfurning... To deconstruct the
opposition, first of all, is to overturn the hiechy at a given moment. To overlook
this phase of overturning is to forget the confisdtand subordinating structure of
opposition. Therefore one might proceed too quitklgneutralizationthatin
practicewould leave the previous field untouched, leavding no hold on the
previous opposition, thereby preventing any medisterveningin the field
effectively...The necessity of this phase is struatut is the necessity of an
interminable analysis: the hierarchy of dual opiass always re-establishes

itself &

Yet, focusing solely upon the reversal of the ojipmss hierarchical economy would be
equally problematic: “to remain in this phase i & operate on the terrain of and from
within the deconstructed systef.Thus, one would simply switch the dominance of a
specific concept to its formerly oppressed “oth&égtling the eminence of one totalized

presence for another; the antonymic structure gddentric discourse would be necessarily

76 Derrida,Positions 41. Emphasis in original.
7 Derrida,Margins of Philosophy7.

8 Derrida,Positions 41.

7 |bid. Emphasis in original.

80 |bid., 41-42. Emphasis in original.

8 1bid., 42.
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retained. Accordingly, Derrida suggests that therturning of any binary opposition must
be accompanied by a complementary displacemehedlifference between its bifurcated
terms. In applying this strategy, deconstructicgkseout and exploits discursive moments

that cannot be governed by existing discrete opiposi frames:

By means of this double, and precisely stratifaidlodged and dislodging, writing,
we must also mark the interval between inversidm¢civbrings low what was high,
and the irruptive emergence of a new ‘conceptgrecept that can no longer be, and

never could be, included in the previous regffe.

Here, Derrida mobilises his notion of the “undebiéato challenge metaphysical

difference:

Henceforth, in order better to mark this interval has been necessary to analyze,
to set to work...certain marks, shall we say...thaanalogy(l underline) | have

called undecidables, that is, unities of simulagrifiatse’ verbal properties (nominal
or semantic) that can no longer be included wighitosophical (binary) opposition,

but which, however, inhabit philosophical oppositicesisting and disorganizing

it.83

Therefore, deconstruction hinges on undecidablenierds of negatior* that are

perceptible within metaphysical oppositions yebldey their bifurcated logic, resisting
discrete categorization and delineatf®as Derrida puts it, the mark embodies a new téxtua
logic of “neither/nor, that issimultaneouslitheror.”® In this regard, deconstruction does
not merely disrupt the binary division of metaplegsiconcepts, but also troubles the self-

identity of the terms themselves. As Johnson puts i

Instead of ‘A is opposed to B’ we have ‘B is botidad to A and replaces A.” A and
B are no longer opposed, nor are they equivaladedd, they are no longer even

equivalent to themselves. They are their own diffiee from themselvés.

82 |bid., 41-42.

83 |bid., 42-43. Emphasis in original

84 Laura R. Oswald, “Semiotics and/or DeconstructiarQuest of Cinema,Semioticab0, nos. 3-4
(1986): 315.

85 See RodowickThe Crisis of Political Modernisn277.

8 Derrida,Positions 43. Emphasis in original.

87 Barbara Johnson, “Translator’s Introduction, Disseminationby Jacques Derrida, trans. Barbara
Johnson (London: Continuum, 2004), xiii.
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As a textual element that can be located within $@emingly paradoxical paradigms, the
undecidable undermines the positioning of said eptecas polar opposites, pointing
towards an excess that escapes rigid dichotomisatidurn, the undecidable demonstrates
that each term is necessarily inhabited by tratps@adoxical and absent significances.
Thus, deconstruction troubles metaphysical clogunesence, and being through a
complex process of supplementarity. In doing sposjional terms are re-positioned within
the dynamic chain of mutually-constituting diffecess that institutes them whilst denying
transcendental meaning: each concept is simultahets antonym, “different and
deferred.?® Deconstruction therefore liberates the heterogemetay ofdifférancethat
facilitates all signification; overturning and diaping temporary logocentric stabilizations,
Derridean readings release a dynamic spatio-terhfsesplay from the coercive shackles of
metaphysical structuration. Importantly, this uglag deconstructive objective
encapsulates my thesis’ intervention into Americational identity discourses. Specifically,
| explore how recent films seek out moments of dstroictive undecidability in logocentric
cultural narratives; in doing so, they open up Aigaar cultural discourses to a radical,

heterogeneous field diifférance

Derrida and Film Theory

Having briefly outlined some general charactersst€Derrida’s critique of
metaphysical ontology, it is important to consiter presence (or, conversely, absence) of
deconstructive influences on contemporary film tigetmmediately, it is noticeable that the
majority of existing Derridean film scholarshipréflexively self-justified as an attempt to
address a theoreticaporia, a vital intervention into a sparse discursiveaier®®
Nevertheless, scholars qualify such claims by matiivat deconstruction has hadiadirect
bearing on the shaping of film theory. Thus, it haen argued (in fittingly Derridean terms)
that the theorist “haunt(s)” the discipliffeas Robert Lapsley and Michael Westlake

suggest, “within film theory Derrida is perhapsthesnceived of as a structuring absente,”

88 Derrida,Margins of Philosophyl7.

8 See Brunette and Will§creen/Play3; Philip Rosen, “The Politics of the Sign anthFTheory,”
Octoberl7 (1981): 7; Louise Burchill, “Jacques Derridim Film, Theory and Philosophy: The Key
Thinkers ed. Felicity Colman (Durham: Acumen, 2009), 1&5:1Lisa Downing and Libby Saxton,
Film and Ethics: Foreclosed Encountdtondon: Routledge, 2010), 108.

% Burchill, “Jacques Derrida,” 165.

91 Robert Lapsley and Michael Westlakém Theory: An Introduction2™ ed. (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2006), 65. Also semMnEasthope, “Derrida and British Film
Theory,” inApplying: To Derrida eds. John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Julian Mgf
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 187.
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a “spectral” status that eludes metaphysical caismon®? Nevertheless, other critics have
noted a series of more explicit theoretical refheorists such as Libby Saxton and
Brunette observe a recent encroachment of decatistunto film theory via its influence
on “feminist, queer and post-colonial theory,” pararly through the influential work of
Homi K. Bhabha and Judith Butl&Thus, as Robert Stam, Robert Burgoyne, and Sandy
Flitterman-Lewis summarise, deconstructive straggtan now be assumed to form part of
the received methodological wisdom of film theongdanalysis.*®

As alluded to above, traces of Derridean thougfitm studies can be discerned
primarily in its influence on other theoretical nebsl a process that simultaneously
integrates and excludes Derrida from the discipjitanon. Indeed, this situation can be
partly explained by the predominance of other gtisteturalist philosophers in recent film
theory, providing related paradigms that supetficieeduce the need for an explicitly
Derridean cinema discourse. As Brunette and Wdtsd in the late-1980s, “most
contemporary post-structuralist film criticism atheory continues, for better or worse, to be
based on the strong re-reading of Freud initiateddzques Lacart®In turn, this orthodoxy
is commonly attributed to different theoretical ddigurative) foci. Brunette and Wills
suggest that the pre-eminence of Lacanian psych@san film studies is attributable to
“Lacan’s emphasis on the visual,” which may haweeteed particularly appropriate to the
study of film.”” In contrast, Saxton notes that Derrida’s (paréidylearly) work
demonstrates “suspicions of the visual” and “appeéao prioritize language over vision and
perception,” a possible explanation for his relatiliscursive occlusiol.Finally, it is
argued here that the recent primacy of Foucauldiat,more prominently, Deleuzian
approaches in film studies (undoubtedly motivatgdhis voluminous writings on the
subject) have provided another barrier to spedifi¢2erridean engagements with cinema, a

trend that this thesis intends to redréss.

92 This reading mirrors Derrida’s theorisation ofaimatic; see Derrida and StieglEghographies of
Television 113-134.

9 See Richard Allen and Murray Smith, “Introductidilm Theory and Philosophy,” iRilm Theory
and Philosophyeds. Richard Allen and Murray Smith (Oxford: @ladon, 1997), 9.

% Downing and Saxtorkilm and Ethcs, 108; Brunette, “Post-Structuralism and Decaision,” 91.
% Robert Stam, Robert Burgoyne and Sandy Flittertrewis, New Vocabularies in Film Semiotics:
Structuralism, Poststructuralism and Beydihdndon: Routledge, 2000), 25-6. Furthermore,
“deconstruction” has been used in film studiesraglimatic “synonym for ideological analysis”;
see Rosen, “The Politics of the Sign and Film Thgaf-8; Brunette and WillsScreen/Play16;
Rodowick,The Crisis of Political Modernisn22.

% Brunette and WillsScreen/Play16-17.

9 Ibid., 17. Such a reading ignores the pictographkjeects of Derrida’s theoretical expansion of
“general writing”; See Derrida)f Grammatology9.

% Downing and Saxtorkilm and Ethcs, 109.

9 See lan AitkenEuropean Film Theory and Cinema: A Critical Intradion (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2001)23; Smith, “Deconstruction and Film,” 119-120.
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For many, however, this acaderaigoriais simply attributable to the virtual
absence of sustained discussions of cinema indésrown work. Thus, whilst Derrida
occasionally discussed the medium in interviewpgaped on-screen in three films and a
piece of “video-art,” and co-authored a commentaryne of these texts, references to
cinema are almost non-existent in his more prontineitings°® Noting a diversity of
other art-forms that Derrida directly addressedl{sas painting, architecture, and
photography}®! Louise Burchill maintains that “there is no teytDerrida on cinema,
rendering him in this respect an exception amootjgr French thinkers of his generation
or, more precisely, his ‘philosophical sequené& Discussed by scholars as a “blind
spot,% Derrida’s neglect of cinema amounts to a noticedidcursive gap; the topic of
cinema is rendered a constituting differemgthin deconstruction due to its apparent under-
theorisation. In turn, Derrida explains that hisitige silence on cinema was largely self-
inflicted, dictated by a lack of disciplinary expse: “I like cinema very much; | have seen
many films, but in comparison with those who kndw history of cinema and the theory of
film, 1 am, and | say this without being coy, ingeetent.>% This thesis reads the above
quote not as a dismissal of deconstruction’s relegdo film theory, but as an implicit
challenge to those with a more sustained discipligeounding to assume this theoretical
project. Indeed, scholars have noted “tremors @fcthematic” in Derrida’s work’® an
unexplored deconstructive potential that is furthieted at by his own assertion that cinema
“exceeds philosophical discourse and question®gthy.*% Thus, such statements
amount to a scholarly “invitation,” a gesture tbatrrida established as the basis for all his
intellectual actd®’ A limited number of theorists have attempted {éilfthis discursive

demand, a task that this thesis productively cbuates towards.

100 See Derrida and Stieglétchographies of Televisignl13-134; Jacques Derrida, “The Spatial
Arts: An Interview with Jacques Derrida,” Beconstruction and the Visual Aresds. Peter Brunette
and David Wills (Cambridge: Cambridge Universite$s, 1994), 9-32; Burchill, “Jacques

Derrida,” 165-166. Furthermore, although Derridatermore frequently about mass-media, these
discussions focus most clearly on “communicatidliveness,” and “actuality”; see Derrida and
Stiegler,Echographies of Televisio3;27.

101 Also see Smith, “Deconstruction and Film,” 119.

102 Byrchill, “Jacques Derrida,” 165.

103 Smith, “Deconstruction and Film,” 119.

104 Derrida, “The Spatial Arts,” 9-10.

105 Akira Mizuta Lippit, Review ofScreen/Play: Derrida and Film Theoby Peter Brunette and
David Wills, MLN 105, no. 5 (1990): 1130. Ulmer argues that afésibetween Derridean theory and
cinematic montage demonstrates that Derrida wasddy thinking filmicly”; Gregory L. Ulmer,
Applied Grammatology: Post(e)-Pedagogy From Jacdessida to Joseph Beuytondon: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 198305. Also see Jacques Derrida in Michael Bachmd@errida on
Film: Staging Spectral Sincerity,” ithe Rhetoric of Sinceritgds. Ernst van Alphen, Mieke Bal and
Carel Smith (Stanford: Stanford University Pres¥)8&), 214. Bachmann’s translation.
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In reflecting upon existing Derridean film theoone may notice two distinct trends
(a perception that undoubtedly imposes a binariglogon a field of amorphous
interpretative differences). Importantly, each aagh draws upon complementary aspects
of Derrida’s work to address prevailing assumptiaitiin film theory, and, ultimately, to
critigue and re-inscribe cinematic ontology. Thtfof these re-positions film within
Derrida’s expanded notion of “arche-writing,” laddt in Of Grammatology®®
consequently, “film as writing®® scholars deny cinema its common status as anizalex
representation of a visual presence, transforntinga a heterogeneous Derridean text.
Conversely, more recent work on Derrida and fileotty has drawn heavily upon his later
notion of “hauntology,” a concept outlined in hisited ruminations on cinema (principally
his on-screen performance in Ken McMulla@hostdancg¢1983] and commentaries on the
film). In such approaches, theorists expand upamid#s characterisation of film’s “logic
of the spectral™°rendering it a ghostly medium that exceeds andteefoundational
logocentric oppositions between presence and absEmny clear delineation between
such approaches is problematized by their clearaqunal affinities, and their arbitrary
division erases differencegthin these methodologies. However, in discussing these
theoretical trends separately, | can ultimately destrate that they achieve similar goals.
Namely, they productively locate cinema within Ddai's reading of textuality as a dynamic
process of semiotic difference and deferral. Fnaldlemonstrate how this discursive re-
appraisal underlies the deconstructive textualysesathat this thesis undertakes. Thus,
whilst this project is not primarily an interventiinto debates surrounding cinematic
ontology, the following discussion elucidates htwg study expands the influence of

existing Derridean film theory into the realms eftual reading and interpretation.

“Film as Writing”

Abstract ruminations that tentatively ally cinemigéh Derrideandifférancehave
been consolidated within a framework that reconsifien within Derrida’s deconstructive
expansion of writing. l©f GrammatologyDerrida outlines how the logocentric idealisation
of being as presence has led to the hierarchiphbriocentric” subjugation of writing to
speech. For Derrida, this inequality is producedhaypurportedly unmatched closeness of
speech to thought: “the voice, producettd first symbolshas a relationship of essential

and immediate proximity with the mind.... It sign#iémental experiences’ which

108 Derrida,Of Grammatology56-57.

109 For a summary of this approach see chapter tHrBeunette and WillsScreen/Play60-98.
119 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisipa17.

111pid., 117.
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themselves reflect or mirror things by natural nelskance...the voice is closest to the
signified.”!? Thus, the expression of a self-coherent speakibgest orients an entire
philosophical system around the possibility of inciiage presence, essentialist being, and
transcendental ontology. Conversely, Derrida detnates that metaphysical writing has
conventionally fulfilled “a secondary and instrurtedrfunction: translator of a full speech
that was fullypresent’**® Thus, writing is devalued as an abject deformatibspeech and
its transcendental self-identity, evidenced byets&ance upon the division of signifier from
signified !

Having outlined the vital role of speech/writingpmsitions in metaphysical
knowledge, Derrida deconstructs this hierarchioalptet. Noting the pervasive hierarchical
subjugation of writing to speech, this dualityngially overturned, as spoken language is
re-cast as a derived form of writing. As Brunette &Vills eloquently summarise: “writing
becomes the model for all linguistic operations|uding speech, to the extent that they
always involve a dependence on the difference,isgaand rupture that the speech model
occludes.*™® Derrida provides his own lucid description of thicess, outlining his
theorisation of “a new concept of writing” thatifhultaneouslyrovokes the overturning of
the hierarchy speech/writing, and the entire systdathed to itandreleases the
dissonance of a writing within speech, therebymjanizing the entire inherited order and
invading the entire field!*® Thus, Derrida repositions writing as a broader ehdor all
linguistic utterances. In doing so, he theoris&matation” of writing, one that “enlarge(s)
and radicalize(s¥*’ the concept to the point that it undermines th&#eemetaphysical
system within which it is positioned; this modehgts the Derridean critic “the assured
means of broaching the de-constructiomhef greatest totality- the concept of thepistéme
and logocentric metaphysic¥®In undertaking this gesture, Derrida uses the tanche-
writing” to distinguish “vulgar” logocentric modetsf inscription from their deconstructive
reconceptualizationS? arche-writing re-introduces the textual excessegplements, and
ruptures that constitute any system of signifiaatiget have been routinely repressed by
metaphysics in its desire for absolute presencénfjthat arche-writing resides within
metaphysics as both its possibility and critiquerridla equates it directly with the
differences and deferrals of freeplay: “the unnasfeaovement oflifference-itselivhich |

have strategically nicknameihce reserve or differance can be called writing only within

112 Derrida,Of Grammatology11-12.

113 |pid., 7-8. Emphasis in original.

114 |pid., 11.

115 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play?9.

116 Derrida,Positions 42. Emphasis in original.
117 Derrida,Of Grammatology10.

118 |pid., 46. Emphasis in original.

1191bid., 56. Also See Derrid®ositions 7.
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thehistorical enclosure, that is to say within the boundariesiefaphysics° Writing is
repositioned and reappraised, embodyingdifférancethat initiates, inhabits, and exceeds
all forms of language and significatiéft.

The possibility of treating cinema as a manifestatfdifféranceis enabled by its
inclusion in Derrida’s expanded taxonomy; he lisiaematography” as a non-scriptural
form of writing, which now covers “all that givese to an inscription in general, whether it
is literal or not and even if what it distributesspace is alien to the order of the voit8.”
Thus, Derrida’s equation of cinematography andimgitmplicitly positions film within
discourses of arche-writing, as it is subject ie broader transformation and radicalisation.
Numerous theorists have unpacked these discuisk&between Derridean writing and
cinema. Foremost in this trend are Brunette ands\W\ak they explicitly relate a re-
theorisation of “film as writing” with the destalsiation of reigning orthodoxies within film
theory. To begin, they contend that cinema corissita “reproducible language”; thus, “to
the extent that (film) is a language, it is to basidered as a type of writing?® In doing so,

they outline how the technical specifications thfsupport this re-reading of the cinematic:

Cinema can never be directly ‘spoken.” We wouldeheadd that this is because it
is alwayswritten. Cinema, like all other forms of writing, leavastsething behind,
something involving material effects that cannohlmilen if the operation is to

continue to function, like printed letters and weat reels of celluloid?

Indeed, several theorists have argued that cineayabm approached as igleal model for
Derridean writing. In her theorisation of “cinemeaghia,” Laura Oswald boldly claims that
the medium’s ontological heterogeneity and temppraperties allows film to “outweigh
literary discourse as a model for the kind of wgtDerrida defines as ‘the becoming-space

of time, the becoming-time of spacé?'Conversely, Brunette and Wills reach similar

120 Derrida,Of Grammatology93. Emphasis in original. As a result, Derridaition of arche-writing
inhabits (and problematizes) all metaphysical disse from its beginnings; see Derri€,
Grammatology56-57; WorthamThe Derrida Dictionary 242-243.

121 This expansion of writing has also been elucidategference to Derridean “spacing”; see
Derrida,Of Grammatology57, 68; Oswald, “Semiotics and/or Deconstructi@i,7; Johnson,
“Translator’s Introduction,” xvi.

122 Derrida,Of Grammatology9.

123 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play61. Also see Dana Polan, “Desire Shifts the &tihce’: Figural
Poetics and Figural Politics in the Film TheoryMdrie-Claire Ropars,Camera Obscurd 2 (1984):
67; David Norman Rodowick, “The Figure and the TeRtiacritics 15, no. 1 (1985): 36.

124 | bid.

125] aura R. Oswald, “Cinema-Graphia: Eisenstein, darrand the Sign of the Cinema,” in
Deconstruction and the Visual Arts: Art, Media, Aitecture eds. Peter Brunette and David Wills
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 289, Others have drawn direct links between
written inscription and cinematic editing; see @RWills, “Derrida, Now and Then, Here and There,”
Theory and Everit, no. 2 (2004), https://muse.jhu.edu/journals/theand_event/v007/7.2wills.html:
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conclusions but for seemingly divergent reasoresy #irgue that cinema superficially refutes

its textual form, appearing as a mimetic, indexiegiroduction of the real:

In the case of cinema, its ‘writtenness’ simplyraedess obvious because it is
received as still more natural and direct thanapee From this point of view, the
visual occupies a position of primacy with resgedhe verbal similar to that which

speech occupies with respect to the writtén.

However, Brunette and Wills suggest that such apsons actually reinforce cinema’s
suitability to deconstructive theorisations of wigt. Replicating many of metaphysics’
foundational assumptions, film theory provides bject of study that is particularly
receptive to Derridean reading and, once decoristiuan “provide new insights into the
ancient problematic of the relation between imaug r@ferent.*?’

These observations provide a useful bridge to seclmvestigation of how cinema
has been furnished with the deconstructive praggedf arche-writing; it is recast as a
medium that visualises semiotic ruptures and diffdal chains that undermine textual self-
presence and unity. One of the earliest expondritésoapproach was Marie-Claire Ropars-
Wauilleumier, particularly irLa text divis§1981)?8 In her theorisation of cinematic
écriture, Ropars-Wauilleumier re-conceptualises the film gmas a heterogeneous
hieroglyph, incorporating diverse, “nonunifiabléfsifying elements; in doing so, it breaks
down absolute divisions between seemingly disseatiotic registers, inscribing
ontological difference within the very fabric oftimage'?® In Of Grammatologythe
ideogram or hieroglyph is endorsed as an exemptaitrcase for the metaphysical
speech/writing opposition: it represents “the ofgad cohabitation, within the same graphic
code, of figurative, symbolic, abstract, and phimnelements *° Brunette and Wills
conclude that this reading of the hieroglyph presia suitable figurative model for film, as
its “mixture of signifying systems makes it espéigiappropriate to the study of cinematic

signification.”*! Importantly, Ropars-Wuilleumier argues that tlesnscription of cinema

8; Peggy KamufTo Follow: The Wake of Jacques Derri(iedinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2010), 110-111.

126 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play61-62.

127 1bid.

128 An English translation of this work has never bpahlished. However, articles drawn from the
monograph have been reprinted in English-languagenals.

129 See Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier quoted in OsiwéBemiotics and/or Deconstruction,” 316;
Brunette and WillsScreen/Play130-131; Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier, quotedJimer,
Applied Grammatology271.

130 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Brunette and Watseen/Play129.

131 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play118-119. For a similar readings of the cinemsdie Derrida,
“The Spatial Arts,” 13; Tom Conle¥ilm Hieroglyphs: Ruptures in Classical Cinerf@xford:
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entails a “radical dismantling of the sign,” evided in her specific analysis of the
discordance between a film’s visual and aural teggs Focusing on the “montage of the
signs and the staggered movement of the visuahlsigimmd the sound emissiort$2’Ropars-
Wouilleumier discerns ruptures in cinematic selfganece; isolating and exploiting

“privileged fracture zones;* she argues that

the supposed unity of signification explodes inghparation of meaning and sound;
slipping beneath the signified, the signifier idueed to fragments which can be
released, available for other combinations, whiddtiibe in the sign the call for and

the trace of other sigri&t

Thus, Ropars-Wuilleumier further locates cinemsdiduality (“the endlesBImic sliding of
the signifieds”}*® within Derridean discourses différance dissemination, the trace. This
discordant interplay of different discursive regrstvisualises a textual heterogeneity that
undermines metaphysical self-identity, a proceas‘ttinema is best able to shoW?’
Whilst the filmic hieroglyph challenges the unitiytbe metaphysical sign through
its incorporation of divergent significatory systgnt also exemplifiedifféranceas a
process of ceaseless temporal deferral. As Oswglgests, the Derridean ideogram

embraces the movementdifféranceas the precondition for all linguistic utterances:

Each ideogram taken in isolation has a meaningdbaséts iconic function.... This
signified becomes a signifier in its turn in a echaihich produces meaning by
means of relations between different ideogramsrorga in time and space, thus

deferring the presence of meaning and the unitii@bubject of discours#’

This observation leads Oswald to conclude thatifthe start, the process of signification
in cinema is inscribed with division and threatemetth erasure 8 In typifying Derridean

constructions of arche-writing aé#férance this semiotic process has also provoked direct

University of Minnesota Press, 1991), viii, X, xikvkamuf, To Follow; 110; Brunette, “Toward a
Deconstructive Theory of Film,” 65.

132 Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier, “The Disembodi¢dice: India Song’ Yale French Studie80
(1980): 254.

133 Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier, “The Graphic iitnfr Writing: A bout de Souffleor the Erratic
Alphabet,”Enclitic 506 (1982): 147.

134 Ropars-Wuilleumier, “The Disembodied Voice,” 261.

135 |bid., 263.

136 |bid., 267. Also see UlmeApplied Grammatolog)y306.

137 Oswald, “Semiotics and/or Deconstruction,” 318

138 Oswald, “Cinema-Graphia,” 257, 259.
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comparisons with Sergei Eisenstein’s theory andtjwe of cinematic montagé$ Ropars-
Wouilleumier explicitly cites Eisensteinian theorylocating the production of cinematic
meaning in an unceasing process of “juxtapositenmd “conflict” between adjacent stills, a
“play of signifiers.”° Thus, theories of cinematic montage mirror thdsfdro as
hieroglyphic writing, insofar as they both positlay of différancewithin and between
textual elements; in turn, they also initiate @ique of metaphysical film theory and its
reliance upon the medium’s conventional associatibin photographic self-presence or
textual unity. To provide but one example, Derrideaconceptualizations of film have
launched a sustained deconstructive attack on naittegories of cinematic ontology,

typified in the work of Andre Bazitf!

Spectrality and the Cinematic Image

As explored above, readings of cinema as archéngtave relocated the medium
within discourses of Derrideatifférance In doing so, such accounts challenge pervasive
theories of cinematic realism, which have utiliseel purported indexicality of the
photographic as a means of theorising cinema’slegied proximity to am priori material
reality. However, following Derrida’s own (limitedliscussions of cinema in the 1980s and
1990s, deconstructive engagements with the medifted focus towards the
conceptualisation of the audio-visual as a “sp&atra’hauntological” form. This should
not be considered as a fundamental theoreticdl giieed, it is argued here that such
approaches reach similar conclusions to consideratf film as writing. However, in
establishing a distinct vocabulary with which tdique metaphysical ontology, such
approaches warrant further discussion. Althouglitipgsa precise origin for this theoretical
trend would undoubtedly be compromised by metalaysiomplicity, one can identify
Derrida’s earliest engagements with cinem&hostdancea film in which he plays a
fictionalised version of himself. Asked to reflegion the medium by a student (Pascale
Ogier), Derrida elucidates his theorisation of ona¢ic spectrality, a deconstructive

framework to which he would sporadically return:

139 For commentaries on the similarities betwd#férance arche-writing, and Eisensteinien montage
see UlmerApplied Grammatology?270-300, 305; Oswald, “Semiotics and/or Decorsion,” 318-
322; Oswald, “Cinema-Graphia,” 251-263; Brunettd &¥ills, Screen/Play108.

140 Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier, quoted in Brueedind Wills,Screen/Play129. Also see
Oswald, “Semiotics and/or Deconstruction,” 319.

141 For deconstructive critiques of Bazinian film thgcsee Oswald, “Cinema-Graphia,” 248-251;
Brunette and WillsScreen/Play60-78.
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To be haunted by a ghost is to remember what os@éwer lived in the present, to
remember what, in essence, has never had the fogpresence. Film is a
‘phantomachia.’ Let the ghosts come back. Film plsychoanalysis equals a
science of ghosts. Modern technology, contrarypfmearance, although it is

scientific, increases tenfold the power of ghé&ts.

Importantly, these words take on their own spedétnah, as Derrida refers to the phantasmic
appearance of their cinematic utterance; when askedher he “believes in ghosts,”
Derrida responds: “that is a difficult question. 1pmu ask a ghost if he believes in ghosts?
Here, the ghost is mé?® Derrida clarifies this point in a later interviearguing that
spectrality is a property of the cinematic imageglaining that film entails a
“disappearance...which promises and conceals in @gvanother magic ‘apparition,” a
ghostly ‘re-apparition,” Derrida concludes thatéware spectralized by the shot, captured or
possessed by spectrality in advantéThus, as Burchill notes, Derrida’s meditationstios
subject amount to a “phantasmidse-en-abymeas his spectral theoretical insights are
simultaneously spectralized by their cinematic ezind)4°

In “Artifactualities,” Derrida outlines a broaddatv of the spectral”: “the phantom
or ghost [e revenarttis neither present nor absent, it neither isiserot, nor can it be
dialecticized.®*® Derrida expands upon this subversion of metaph/biging and binarism,
arguing that the spectral cannot be accommodatiihvwotalized categories or oppositions:
“it regularly exceeds all the oppositions betwegsitle and invisible, sensible and
insensible. A specter is both visible and invisjltdeth phenomenal and nonphenomenal: a
trace that marks the present with its absencevaramk.**’ Thus, the spectral represents a
point of undecidability in the hierarchical separatof presence and absence, the underlying
structure of Western metaphys#é&Importantly, Derrida’s reading of spectral cinedues
not entail the transformation of arpriori presence into a ghostly image, a second-order
representation of a pre-existing material referBather, he argues that the spectral
embodies a supplementarity that always alreadybiththe image as a pre-condition of its

possible filmic representation:

142 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisipa15.

143 Jacques Derrida quoted in Bachmann, “Derrida ém,FR16.

144 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisipa17.

145 Derrida notes that were he to have discussed @meare explicitly, his ruminations would have
centred on the concept of spectrality; Burchila¢ques Derrida,” 165-166.

148 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisp@2.

147 bid., 117.

148 See Colin DavisHaunted Subjects: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysistha Return of the Dead
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 153, Baatchill, “Jacques Derrida,” 166.
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Because we know that, once it has been taken, reabtihis image will be
reproducible in our absence, because we knovatféady, we are already haunted

by this future, which brings our death. Our disappace is already het#.

As Burchill notes, this theorisation explains Dda's assertion iGhostdancehat “here,
the ghost is me”; even as he is being recordedjd2eis “aware of the images’ vocation to
be reproduced in (his) absence, (he) is hauntadvance by (his) future deatf”Cinema
is thus imbued with an iterative potential; seeryirsgngular images can be repeated (and
hence transformed) by their possible reproductiomeiw, unpredictable contexXfd.The
spectral is not the product of the ghostly conwersif an absolute being that pre-existed the
acts of filming and projection, but rather haurtsd therefore fractures) all presefce.
Finally, the cinematic medium’s hauntological cltaea can also be discerned in the
temporal properties of thmovingimage. This aspect of cinematic spectrality islesqa by
Louis-Georges Schwartz in his interrogation offitmic “possibility of preserving a living
image of the dead-* Discussing early cinema, Schwartz argues thatihvéng image’s
apparent ability to foster an “absolute illusiorflie was directly related to “the concept of
action, the movement of the living imag€&¥Schwartz proceeds to note that the medium
was perceived as a machine that can (as Derridgatptiiet the ghosts come back”; “a film
of someone who has died brings the person badfett't® However, he then demonstrates
that this reading of cinema reifies the differebetween life and death, and is thus plainly
logocentric. Conversely, Schwartz argues that Deam spectrality allows for a more
radical reading of cinematic time that dislocatesmedium’s normalised ontological
frames. The present (and presence) are throwrdrmntporal crisis, producing “a living
present always already fissured, heterogeneouswtraf joint from the inside!®®
Mirroring Schwartz’s discussion, Derrida notes thaecific temporal properties of the

moving image undermine any absolute visual preséfitm is a very particular case:...this

149 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televispi16-117. Emphasis in original

150 Burchill, “Jacques Derrida,” 165.

151 For an anecdotal expansion of this point, seeif®eand Stieglefzchographies of Televisphl5,
119-120.

152 See Smith “Deconstruction and Film,” 123. Derr@zasionally postulates a singular relationship
between cinema and spectrality, going so far ardoe that this “phenomenology was not possible
before cinematography”; see Jacques Derrida quat&urchill, “Jacques Derrida,” 171. Burchill's
translation. Yet, Derrida also notes that attentptglefine an essentially cinematic ontology are
logocentric; see Derrida, “The Spatial Arts,” 13-1¥acques Derrida, “Videor,” ifResolutions:
Contemporary Video Practicegds. Michael Renov and Erika Suderburg (Londonivérsity of
Minnesota Press, 1996), 73.

153 ouis-Georges Schwartz, “Cinema and the-Meanirgitd,” Discourse28, nos. 2-3 (2006): 7.
1541bid., 10.

155 |bid.

156 |bid., 15.
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effect of presence is complicated by the fact ofemoent, of mobility, of sequentiality, of
temporality.™®’ This phenomenon, in which temporal linearity beales upon and

destabilizes presence, is furnished with a specivalacter by Roger Luckhurst:

The absent presence of the spectre fractures lfheesatity of the present, installs
an anachronistic, differential temporality whichist divorced from, but renders
both possible and impossible, the ‘unfolding’ ohd understood as a succession of

self-present moments®

Thus, film’'s spectral destabilisation of presencd absence both relies upon and challenges
pervasive models of cinematic temporality and litgaThe ghostliness of motion pictures
relies upon spatio-temporal reproducibility andcassion, an impression of life afforded to
themovingimage. Yet, such a project is exposed as ultimatakory; the very properties
that allow the perception of cinema as a “livinggence” also lay bare temporal ruptures
that undermine the conceptual plenitude they intstif®

To conclude, in treating cinema as a play of absemd presence, hauntological
readings embody a radical ontological gesture;iBemnequivocally states that “the
spectral logic is de facto a deconstructive lodteIh arguing that the spectral “exceeds all
the oppositions’®! of metaphysics, Derrida positions the cinematiagemas a
heterogeneous text that cannot be enclosed wiblgimcentric antinomies. However, it must
be remembered that the foundational metaphysiadisin of presence and absence is
organised hierarchically, treating presence asl@alized state of conceptual plenitude. The
spectral first overturns this opposition, placimgajer emphasis on the absent “other” that
inhabits cinematic presence: Derrida notes that felation to another origin of the world or
to another gaze, to the gaze of the other, implikieid of spectrality. Respect for the alterity
of the other dictates respect for the ghd%tBurchill clarifies that this inversion and
effacement of oppositional difference is achieveaguating the spectral with
undecidability; it is “at oncdyoth and neithervisible and/nor invisible...sensible and/nor

insensible, living and/nor dead, perceptual andfadiucinatory.” Thus, “spectrality would

157 Derrida, “The Spatial Arts,” 10.

158 Roger Luckhurst, “(Touching On) Tele-Technologiy, Applying: To Derridagds. John
Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Julian Wolfreys (Bastioke: Macmillan, 1996)1,72.

159 bid., 16. For an extension of this argument teeoiatic perception, see Brunette and Wills,
Screen/Play78.

160 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisioil7. For readings of deconstruction as spectral,
see Bachmann, “Derrida on Film,” 219; Nicholas RoyBlind Cinema,” inDerrida: Screenplays
and Essays on the Filreds. Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering Kofman (Manchestglanchester
University Press, 2005), 11-13.

161 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisioh17.

162 |pid., 123. Also see Davisjaunted Subjectd52.
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ultimately scramble philosophy’s determination efriy as presencé® as Luckhurst
confirms, “the spectre makes tremble a Westernphgtics, an ontology that would
exorcise the impurity of a ghost hoveribgtweeri % This effacement of binary structures
into “between” states of “both and neither” agaimishes cinema with a deconstructive
character, providing another conceptual underpinfan the close readings undertaken in

this thesis.

Film as “Text”

Whilst providing distinct terminologies with whi¢h challenge metaphysical
readings of cinema, one can discern clear pardiktiseen cinematic spectrality and film
arche-writing. Both theoretical approaches perfarfatrategically important” task: they
“(inscribe) film...within the domain of thextual”®> However, it is important to note that a
Derridean reading of text extends beyond its comdedinition as a “signifying practice®
Arguing that all art-forms are inhabited by a destanctive “spacing,” Derrida mobilises a
vital analogue for arche-writing: “there is textchese there is always a little discourse
somewhere in the visual arts, and also becauseiktare is no discourse, the effect of
spacing already implies a textualization.” Thusaiy attempt to apply deconstruction to the
visual arts, “the expansion of the concept of textrategically decisive'®” In this manner,
the text initiatesnd challenges logocentric discourse, allowing sigaifion whilst
preventing its transcendental fixing and closutd@sTextual function is elucidated by

Derrida, who asserts that deconstruction

cannot be the work of a discourse entirely regdlateessence, meaning, truth,
consciousness, ideality, etc. What | ¢aktis also that which ‘practically’ inscribes
and overflows the limits of such a discourkereis such a general text everywhere
that (that is, everywhere) this discourse andriieio(essence, sense, truth, meaning,
consciousness, ideality, etc.) aneerflowed that is, everywhere that their authority
is put back into the position ofraarkin a chain that this authority intrinsically and

illusorily believes it wishes to, and does in fagtyern'®®

163 Burchill, “Jacques Derrida,” 166.

164 | uckhurst, “(Touching on) Tele-Technology,” 172sA see Schwartz, “Cinema and the-Meaning
of ‘Life,” 24.

165 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play62.

166 See Easthope, “Derrida and British Film Theorng21

167 Derrida, “The Spatial Arts,” 15.

168 Derrida,Positions 59-60. Emphasis in original.
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The text signifies but then displaces a numbeogbtentric concepts, opening these up to a
play of différancethat disperses their illusory totality. Indeedyiia contends that it is the
operation of a “network of differences and refeesichat grants any discourse “a textual
structure.®®® In turn, Ropars-Wuilleumier notes that evaluating cinematic image as a
Derridean text re-introduces discordances and reptinto purportedly self-coherent,

significatory models:

It is a question of crossing films and cinema fithi@ point of view of the text, that
is, in the sense used here, of the capacity offgigg systems, whatever their
technico-sensorial status — to point to a weakimelisguistic theory based on the

sign1’®

The text therefore establishes a dynamic, hetesxges) differential field that disturbs many
of the totalised anchors of metaphysical discoumsportantly, it is this reading of textuality
that facilitates a comparison between complemeridaryidean readings of the cinematic. A
dynamic freeplay of presence and absence constitexéualdifférance inaugurating an
unbounded differential economy that underlies lihrida’s re-inscription of writing and
his discussions of ontological spectrality. Inddedtrida directly notes the mutual
imbrication of writing and hauntology, describirfgetformer as a “spectral responsg.”
Finally, in denying logocentric semiotic closuregriida calls into question the very
possibility of distinguishing between distinct teat wholes. The differential play of
signifiers cannot be confined within rigid discwesboundaries, as a diverse series of
textual, contextual, and extra-textual factorsgatered up into the play différancethat
precipitatesand denies ontological coherence; this process is sanmsad by one of the most
widely circulated maxims of Derridean thoughtheére is nothing outside of the tftkiere
is no outside-textj n'ya a pas de hors-texté!’2 With regard to this thesis’ research
objectives, Derrida’s reading of the “decentered’#é® provides a vital intervention into the

relationship between film and close readiffg.apsley and Westlake briefly discuss this

169 Derrida, “The Spatial Arts,” 15. Also see Brunedted Wills,Screen/Play62; Marie-Claire
Ropars-Wuilleumier, quoted in Oswald, “Semioticsl/an Deconstruction,” 316. Oswald’s
translation.

170 Marie Claire-Ropars-Wuilleumier, quoted in OswdtBemiotics and/or Deconstruction,” 316.
Oswald’s translation. Also see Rodowick, “The Fgand the Text,” 43.

171 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Russell J.A. Kilbo@ingma, Memory, Modernity: The
Representation of Memory from the Art Film to Traatonal CinemgNew York: Routledge, 2010),
157.

172 Derrida,Of Grammatology158. Emphasis in original

173 1bid., 62.

174 Some theorists have used Derridean textualityédyae a film authorship and genre; See Brunette
and Wills,Screen/Play105-106.
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theoretical problematic, arguing that an expandsibn of text nullifies attempts at fixing

cinematic meaning:

Just as no one person or institution can finallytiad the contexts in which a text
will be situated, no one person or institution spacify the limits of meaning
accruing to the text. Readers constantly relategaren text to others, so producing
new meanings, new interpretations. The possilmlitghe text overrun(ning) all the
limits assigned to it’ entails that meaning is atwaotentially both different and

deferredt’™

Brunette and Wills further suggest that a deconstre model of film analysis endorses a
move from interpreting films as totalities to a gees of “reading in and out of the text,
examining the other texts onto which it opens ftsat or from which it closes itself off.™
Here, the authors motion towards a Derridean fdritexdual engagement, in which attempts
to demarcate textual unity have been abandondtriahe chains of references and
associations that constitu@férancebecome a crucial focus in the analysis of cinemnati
meaning as a (unceasing) textual process. Thigergation of the text has a vital effect on
reading strategies; it lays bare an unboundedtateiof differences and substitutions that
abet deconstructive re-readings of any film. Thastgre lays the groundwork for a future
practice of Derridean textual reading; it is witliis critical area that this thesis

productively intervenes.

Deconstruction, Film, and Textual Reading

Having briefly outlined prominent manifestatiorfberridean film theory, this
project’s intervention into a broader critical Iagdpe is more easily discernible. Namely,
this thesis theorises and enacts a deconstructime df cinematic textual analysis. As
demonstrated already, the majority of Derrideaarir@ntions into this discipline have
explored how a critique of Western metaphysicswatermine orthodox conceptualisations
of the cinematic apparatus. In contrast, sustabedidean film readings are sporadic and
under-theorised; engagements with this topic ugiafolve short, standalone
interpretations of single texts, in which one asjjeca more generalised conception) of

deconstructive theory is applied to specific filordfilm discourses!” It is this state of

175 apsley and Westlak&;jlm Theory 63.

176 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play62, 105-106.

177 See Shannon Donaldson-McHugh and Don Moore, “Rittaptation, Co-Authorship, and
Hauntology: Gus Van SantRsycho(1998),” Journal of Popular Cultur&9, no. 2 (2006): 225-233;
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affairs that my project redresses. In adopting riieshodological aim, | demonstrate that
existing Derridean film scholarship provides a Mtaut limited) precursor to my thesis, as
my textual reading strategies are enabled speltyfiog their reconceptualization of cinema
as a Derridean text.

As implicitly suggested in the discussion abovdeeonstructive expansion of the
text also precipitates a re-interpretation of tekanalysis itself. Again, Brunette and Wills
have explored deconstruction’s transformation oéelreading in a cinematic contét.
Specifically, the pair argue that prominent forméilon reading are guided by a “will to
totality or integrality, the inevitable essentialiibn, categorization, and repression of
elements that ‘don't fit'.¥"® Yet, they also demonstrate that deconstructios do¢ amount
to the rejection of a consistent, attentive argumatere logic; indeed, they note that
Derrida’s own analyses were constructed with arsésbive rigour*® Paul Bowman
usefully unpacks this understanding of deconsiactis a radicalisation of metaphysical
models of textual engagement. Based upon the pedimis “no interpretation is total,”
deconstruction is tasked with “putting in questiba established limits of the existing
interpretations perpetuated by institutions anénafor-granted readings® Thus,
Derridean interpretation provides both an amplif@aand critique of logocentric close
reading, a reflexive re-orientation of textual aséd away from totalizing aims and towards
a celebration of interpretative heterogenéity.

Drawing upon these observations, it is possibld¢orise a direct call for a
deconstructive mode of textual analysis within txgsfilm discourses, predicated upon the
transformation of cinema into a Derridean text. &mmple, Brunette and Wills argue that
“the greatest impact of a Derridean point of viewfitm studies — beyond the questions of
film history, genre, and various theoretical modelsay very well be in the area of
interpretation itself 2 This observation is reinforced in their suggesttuat all forms of

Derridean film theory ultimately feed into discusss of textual engagement:

Mary Alemany-GalwayA Postmodern Cinema: The Voice of the Other in Caaraéfilm (Lanham,
MD: Scarecrow Press, 2002); Sarah Dillon, “Timetfar Gift of Dance,” ir6ex, Gender and Time in
Literature and Cultureeds. Ben Davies and Jana Funk (Basingstoke: ®aldvlacmillan, 2011);
Steven Hamelman, “The Deconstructive Search fot Ograture/Film Quarterly28, no. 4 (2000):
312-319; Akira Mizuta LippitEx-CinemaFrom a Theory of Experimental Film and Video
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012)eG M. Mimura,Ghostlife of Third Cinema: Asian
American Film and Vide@Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009)

178 See Brunette and WillScreen/Play185-186.

179 | bid., 58.

180 | pid., 91.

181 Bowman,Deconstructing Popular Culturel8. Also see Johnson, “Translator's Introductiom,
182 See Francois Cussé€&tench Theory: How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Qoansformed the
Intellectual Life of the United Statesans. Jeff Fort, Josephine Berganza, and Maktoes
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 200, 111.

183 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play58.
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It seems to us that any attempt to extend Derridi@as concerning the image to the
domain of the cinema will come back to the matfdraw strategies for reading
film might challenge, more radically than semiotilid or does, the institutions that

determine and restrict such readingfs).

In turn, this observation is accompanied by a neoqdicit call for “reading practices that
challenge the imposition of institutional forms”dafwould seek a more adventurous

marrying of theory to reading practicE”Importantly, this re-theorisation of close reading

would see the gaps of a text not so much, or nigt as signs of elision but as
aporias representing important points of articalathetween its inside and outside.
It would accept that although such aporias mighpriogluctive of further readings,
there can be no simple way...in which one readinddc@orrect’ another — thus no

way out of reading itself®

In postulating this re-orientation of both the altjand aims of textual analysis, Brunette and
Wills espouse a reflexive interpretative form thpens up (rather than closes down) other
nascent textual readings. The analyses undertaklthisithesis directly build upon Brunette
and Wills’ ruminations on the topic, answering d descernible throughout their

scholarship but never actualised in any sustaiaskién'®’ In doing so, my thesis
constructively contributes to a growing Derridedm fdiscourse; rather than providing an
oppositional counter-argument to existing work witthe limited field, this project enacts a
form of close reading that relies upon more abstetheorisations of the medium that are

already in process.

National Identity and Cultural Narration

In this introduction, | have briefly explored theidean principles that guide my
thesis’ methodology, demonstrating how these privgelg expand the limited field of
deconstructive film scholarship. Specifically, thi®ject intervenes within critical debates
regarding cinema and textual reading, allowing dittm be critiqued as metaphysical forms

andinterpreted as deconstructive engagements withr tgecentric discourses. In the final

184 | bid., 135.

185 |bid., 59, 136.

186 | pid., 59.

187 Despite briefly undertaking textual analyses ie ahapter, the authors admit that they “have not
been especially interested, at least not in thegmtevolume, in producing a series of deconstractiv
readings of films”; Ibid., ix.
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section of this introduction, | demonstrate how amalyses enact this scholarly objective.
Drawing upon the work of Bhablf&and Geoffrey Bennington, my analyses of case-study
texts and their socio-political representationsganieled by a Derridean re-conceptualisation
of nationhood. By treating American national idgnés a form of culturabarration, it is
explicitly established as a logocentric discouinsérn, this discursive shift abets the
dislocation of its totalising function, a gestuinatt constitutes this thesis’ central research
aim. However, before exploring these scholarly pdents, this thesis must be
contextualised within a broader academic discotlnathas re-cast nationhood as a
complex, ideologically-constituted form. Whilst erhaustive survey of such approaches is
impossible, one can perceive a general shift tosvezetlefining the nation as a
“multidimensional concept!®® assembled from a plethora of diverse culturalrdgteants;

for example, Anthony D. Smith constructs a taxonahgotential sources for national
solidarity that includes shared ethnicity, mythedigion, and geography? In turn, acts of
discursive complexification underline readings afionhood as an arbitrary, intellectual
construct. Drawing upon Benedict Anderson’s thexias of the nation as an “imagined
community,” countless national identity scholarsdnandorsed his premise that
“nationality, or, as one might prefer to put initew of that word’s multiple significations,
nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultutefacts of a particular kind** In turn,
studies of nationalism have furnished these “actefawith an explicitly ideological
charactet?? For example, Ernest Gellner reverses orthodoximgaaf nationalist rhetoric

as the expression of a coherenpriori national body; he argues instead that nationalist
discourses construct and solidify national formresdering specific nations and their

collective identities as “arbitrary historical imt@ns.® Thus, varied readings of national

188 Martin-Jones also draws upon Bhabha'’s work irshigly of cinema and national identity;
however, in contrast to this thesis, he constraddleuzian reading of cultural discourses that
focuses specifically on “narrative time in nationahtexts”; see David Martin-Jond3eleuze,
Cinema and National Identity: Narrative Time in Matal Context§Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2006), 32-49.

189 Anthony D. SmithNational Identity(Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991), vii.

1901hid., 8-15.

191 Benedict Andersorimagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin Sprdead of Nationalism
Revised ed. (London: Verso, 2006), 4.

192 Studies of American identity often highlight tlegortance of ideology to national togetherness;
see Richard Hoftstadter, quoted in Seymour Maripsét,American Exceptionalism: A Double-
Edged SwordLondon: Norton, 1996), 19; Michael G. Kamme&eople of Paradox: An Inquiry
Concerning the Origins of American Civilizatifdew York: Knopf, 1972), 9; Samuel P.
Huntingdon,Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s Nationetity (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 2005), 12, 38-39, 48; John HighBlamging Together: Unity and Diversity in American
Culture, ed. Carl J. Guarneri (New Haven: Yale Universitgss, 2001), 8.

193 Ernest GellnerNations and Nationalisp2™ ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 54-55. For
commentaries on these approaches, see Sxatignal Identity vii, 14-17, 91-92; Hayward,
“Framing National Cinemas,” i@inema and Nationeds. Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie (London:
Routledge, 2000), 89.
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identity ostensibly challenge its purported statsi® concrete historical phenomenon; in
turn, by treating the nation as a discursive stmggtthese interpretations problematize the
furnishing of national forms with any inherent, @stial meaning. However, these scholars
stop short of a subversive critique of metaphysiegional identity; instead, they propose a
self-consciously arbitrary yet equally totaliseddabof national ontology?* Nevertheless,

in providing an (albeit compromised) critique o$estialist identities, engagements with the
nation as an ideological construct lay the grounttvior a more radical disruption of its
logocentric foundations.

Overtly deconstructive engagements with this afeailbural discourse radicalise
these insights in their treatment of national idgrets a metaphysical narratology. In one of
the most influential examples of this academicalisse, Bhabha systematically unpacks the
theoretical strengths of treating the nation wittiscourses of Derridean textualifyy.To
begin, he argues that the pre-eminence and timstdislity of the Western nation stems

from its literary and discursive narrativisation:

Nations, like narratives, lose their origins in thgths of time and only fully realize
their horizons in the mind’s eye. Such an imagthefnation — or narration — might
seem impaossibly romantic and excessively metapalotcit it is from those
traditions of political thought and literary langgathat the nation emerges as a

powerful historical idea in the we'$P.

In complementary terms, Bennington focuses on #tiem's “origin,” again elucidating its

status as a narrative construct:

It is tempting to try to approach the question ation directly, by aiming for its
centre or its origin. And...we undoubtedly find néima at the centre of the nation:
stories of national origins, myths of founding &, genealogies of heroes. At the

origin of the nation, we find a story of the nat®aorigin.’

194 For readings that treat national identities aalisetd culturally constructs, see Smittational
Identity, 16-17, 91-92; HuntingdoiYho Are We22.

195 Several scholars have approached American natideatity specifically as a (non-Derridean)
form of cultural narration; see Sacvan Bercovitélusion and Fragmentation: The American
Identity,” in The American Identity — Fusion and Fragmentatied. Rob Kroes (Amsterdam:
University of Amsterdam, 1980), 29; Priscilla Walthnstituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and
Narrative Form(Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 2, 10.

196 Bhabha, “Introduction,” 1.

197 Bennington, “Postal Politics and the Institutidrtiee Nation,” 121.
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Here, Bennington initiates a deconstructive studyadionhood by demonstrating how the
narrativisation of national identity furnishes iithwthe fixity of the metaphysical centt¥,
in doing so, he also demonstrates how national mgaperates as a transcendental
signified that effaces its own historical continggn

Due to its role in constituting metaphysical nasibidentity, Bhabha interrogates
cultural narration to challenge it with a counteading that stresses the nation’s structural
ambivalence and “conceptual indeterminat¥y Expanding upon this general principle,
Bennington explores how national narration necatesitthe fixing and hierarchization of
difference within discrete binary oppositions: “idea of the nation is inseparable from its
narration: that narration attempts, interminabdyconstitute identity against difference,
inside against outside, and in the assumed sujpigradiinside over outside, prepares against
invasion and for ‘enlightened’ colonialisrtf® In uncovering this metaphysical function,
deconstructive critics have explored a freeplagudfural difference that inhabits (but is
forcefully regulated) by the Western nation. FoaBha, this is achieved by radicalising the

nation’s narratological status, exploiting its &ton within discourses of textuality:

To study the nation through its narrative addressdot merely draw attention to
its language and rhetoric; it also attempts ta dte conceptual object itself. If the
problematic ‘closure’ of textuality questions thetalization’ of national culture,
then its positive value lies in displaying the witlesemination through which we

construct the field of meanings and symbols assetiaith national life®!

By considering the nation as a textual object, Blaghiaces national identity within
discourses of arche-writing, a term explored eanigelation to cinema. Indeed, Bhabha
establishes this theoretical re-inscription asraedying objective of his project, arguing
that “poststructuralist theories of narrative kneslde — textuality, discourse, enunciation,
écriture’ can be utilised “to evoke the ambivalent mardfithe nation-space?® Finally,

John Brannigan’s Derridean reading of literary oradi identity again allies a deconstructive
expansion of writing with the emergence of spagioyoral difference within identity
discourses; “writing” is established as “the veoydition of national identity that opens it

up to otherness, and that allows a certain plajiftdrences within the discourses of

198 The metaphysical centre is discussed in chapt@r tw

199 Bhabha, “Introduction,” 2.

200 Bennington, “Postal Politics and the Institutidrtiee Nation,” 132.
201 Bhabha, “Introduction,” 2-3.

202 |pid., 4.
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national identity.2® As he concludes, “writing serves then to both aleitee the nation, and
to testify to its indeterminability, its endlesgdm®geneity.2%4

In the citations provided above, critics call fodeconstructive re-inscription of
national identity that this project constructivelgntributes towards. Firstly, | fundamentally
challenge the illusory solidity of American culturearratives, demonstrating the textual
slippages that problematize national self-presencewrn, this gesture opens up the
possibility for a cinematic representation of Ancaridifférance a Derridean model of
cultural undecidability. To achieve this goal, peoit Derridean readings of national identity
as an assemblage of narrative structures, locatidgexploiting a deconstructive potential
within cinematic renderings of prominent culturts.Whilst the selection of these specific
forms must be placed under reflexive methodologicaltiny, the four narratives that my
thesis explores are legible through a series ahprent discursive tag&dividualism the
nuclear family thesmall-town and thewilderness To clarify, the narratives explored here
are not treated as a closed, exhaustive taxonorsgliBidentical American cultural forms.
Rather, they are merely presented as indicative-staglies that facilitate fruitful
deconstructive engagements with American natiafeltity. Specifically, they have been
selected due to a shared scholarly and textuabpiteness, pertaining to normative
constructions ofharacterandplace each narrative represents a common structure of
national experience explored within American stadieholarship, as well as a frequent
textual focus of contemporary independent film. tdger, this thesis acknowledges the
metaphysical choices that underline the selectidts gase-study themes; not only are there
a plethora of other cultural forms that could haeen chosen, but also an even greater
number of ways of conceptualising the discursiviedb that are being analysed.
Furthermore, one can note a series of concepti@bgpendencies between these thematic
foci; to provide a couple of examples, individualiplays a vital role in scholarly
discussions of wilderness, and the nuclear farailyfien treated by cultural critics as a
microcosm of small-town community.

Nevertheless, treating this thesis’ case-study #sesms structurally distinct,
metaphysical entities is a necessary pre-cursteio deconstructive analysBearing in
mind Derrida’s contention that deconstruction resiwithin the discourses it subsequently
disturbs, Philip Rosen notes that the (initialereion of “more or less determinate
categories” appears methodologically vifalThus, attempts by deconstructive critics to

transcend metaphysical discourse are both prdgtioghossible and theoretically ill-

203 John Brannigan, “Writing DeTermiNation: Readingaflein(to) Irish National Identity,” in
Applying: To Derrida eds. John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Julian \#gdf(Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1996), 56.

2041bid., 64.

205 Rosen, “The Politics of the Sign and Film Theo,”
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advised?®® Instead, the critic must pay close attentiorhtogource and extent of the
logocentric assumptions that he or she mobilisesflexive attitude practiced in this thesis;
not only are my uses of metaphysical structurestemtly interrogated, but | also analyse
the discursive context from which they have beewudr In doing so, my project engages
with a series of narratives whose ontological $ilidave been reified intherscholarly
works and fields; this gesture diminishes my owrtapkysical complicity, whilst extending
the deconstructive influence of my project intor@ager range of disciplinary contexts, such

as American studies.

Deconstructing National Identity

As alluded to throughout the preceding discussaog,attempt to deconstruct
American national identity presupposes the ovenyaphysical character of its existing
discursive construction. Indeed, the concept ipffears predicated on a range of
logocentric assumptions; existing scholarly litarathas frequently treated the nation as an
essentialist structure with static conceptual (@®ographical) borders, exhibiting (and
engendering) properties of cultural homogeneitityfji and presenc®! For example,

Smith’s definition of national identity is sustathby conceptual demarcation and

ontological self-coherence:

There is, for example, a straightforward understandf the concept of ‘identity’ as
‘sameness’. The members of a particular group ldee ia just those respects in
which they differ from non-members outside the grou This pattern of similarity-

cum-dissimilarity is one meaning of national ‘idigyit2°8

Thus, treated as a self-coherent whole constitatbthary difference from other totalised
structures, national identity is theorised as dedily) self-identical form of cultural unity.
Lee D. Baker neatly summarises this link betwegodentric discourse and national
belonging, asserting that “identity reifies noti@mithomogeneity, hierarchy, and

essentialism?2°®

206 The impossibility of the Derridean critic to eseapetaphysical complicity is explored in chapter
one.

207 For logocentric readings of national identity, Samith,National Identity 9-11, 16-20, 74-78;
Anderson)magined Communitied, 11-12, 24-26; GellneNations and Nationalisyi120. For
examples in an American context, see Sacvan Beaotpifihe American Jeremiad/adison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), 176-212; khgdon,Who Are We21-12, 19; Higham,
Hanging Together8; KammenPeople of Paradgx3-4.

208 Smith,National Identity 75.

209 |_ee D. Baker, “Introduction: Identity and Everydaife in America,” inLife in America: Identity
and Everyday Experienced. Lee D. Baker (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 3
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Importantly, in terms of this thesis, numerous $atwhave located totalising
structural properties within specific manifestaiaf American nationhood. To begin,
perceptions of the United States as a demarcagtbsgmnceptual structure can be
discerned in discussions of the nation’s geograpltiosure and its role in constituting
homogeneous national meanings; Robert Burgoyneitlesdhis as a foundational
American myth, presuming “the existence of a sinlgtanogeneous nation extending from
‘sea to shining sea?* Furthermore, scholars have argued that natioeatity actively
engenders a monolithic collective uniformity thrauge disavowal of cultural differené¥;
such models appear particularly pertinent in an Acae context, discussed in terms of
“Americanization” and the “assimilation” of hetemgeous groups into a collective “melting
pot.”?'2 This interpretation of American national ideniigyexemplified by Sacvan
Bercovitch, who argues that cultural uniformityoisly legible through the uniting of
diversity: “the rhetoric of American identity...de@sg authority from its power to unite
disparities. It feeds on fragmentation, gathersngfth from the variety of conflicts it can
obviate or absorb?®® Thus, demonstrating a paradoxical reliance upuhdisavowal of
heterogeneous forms of cultural contestation, Acagridentity ameliorates ruptures that
problematize national self-coherence; yet, as alitmetaphysical structures, it also depends
upon a matrix of multifarious differences as a pralition of its very existence.

Importantly, Derridean theorists have noted th@tegtric tenor of existing national
identity scholarship; in doing so, they validate #pplicability of deconstruction to studies
of national self-coherence. Indeed, Derrida’s sghoravork in the area demonstrates that
“the national” frequently connotes conceptual pigte and homogeneity; he describes a
nationalist perspective that reifies the concegt'sential wholeness and “obligatory
solidarity,”?'* outlining “a certain image of the quasi-biologitggiene of the inviolate
national body.?*® In his more sustained ruminations on nationaltitierBhabha endorses
and expands upon the observations above, elugiddlia problematic unity of the
nation.’®!® Vitally, this observation alludes to both the npétgsical character of national

identity andthe inevitable textual contradictions that denyrh&on absolute ontological

210 Robert Burgoynefilm Nation: Hollywood Looks at U.S. Histo(kondon: University of
Minnesota Press, 1997), 7.

211 For readings of American identity as a disavowalifference, see Stanley A. Renshon, “America
at a Crossroads: Political Leadership, Nationahtithe and the Decline of Common Culture,”@me
America? Political Leadership, National Identityncathe Dilemmas of Diversited. Stanley A.
Renshon (Washington D.C.: Georgetown Universitys®r2001), 3; HuntingdohYho Are We37-
41,178, 181; WaldConstituting American<.

212 pavid Mauk and Johan Oaklanéimerican Civilisation: An IntroductiofLondon: Routledge,
2009), 10, 12.

213 Bercovitch, “Fusion and Fragmentation,” 20, 34s@\kee Highanmtianging Togetherl?2.

24 Derrida and StiegleEchographies of Televisiph6.

215 bid., 18.

216 Bhabha, “Introduction,” 5.
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closure. Thus, Bhabha explicitly discusses exissimgjo-historical constructions of nations
as “totalities” that represent themselves as “tandent,” a view he subsequently
challenges with his own heterogeneous conceptiboslral hybridity and differencé’

In “DissemiNation,” Bhabha further elaborates ttrisique through his theorisation
of a multiplicitous “field of cultural difference?® a Derridean economy that problematizes
the nation’s internal coherence and its antonyrpjosition to other national structures. In
doing so, Bhabha observes a “splitting of theavai subject’™ that is the product of a

particular temporal paradox:

Such a shift in perspective emerges from an ackeaydment of the nation’s
interrupted address, articulated in the tensionifsiong the people as ampriori
historical presence, a pedagogical object; anghdlople constructed in the
performance of narrative, its enunciatory ‘presemarked in the repetition and

pulsation of the national sigh’

Mobilising an explicitly Derridean reading of it¢i@n, Bhabha treats this paradoxical
dynamic as the basis for a challenge to the nationtological solidity. In doing so, national

belonging is treated as “a form of social and takaffiliation”:

Such a pluralism of the national sign, where défere returns as the same, is
contested by the signifier’s ‘loss of identity’ thascribes the narrative of the people
in the ambivalent, ‘double’ writing of the perforthee and the pedagogical. The
iterative temporality that marks the movement oamegbetweerthe masterful
image of the people and the movement of its sitgriapts the succession of plurals
that produce the sociological solidity of the natibnarrative. The nation’s totality

is confronted with, and crossed by, a supplememtayyement of writing?°

Here, Bhabha directly relates the temporal compes<of national identity to Derridean
supplementarity, a theoretical gesture that ureleBihabha’s textual critique of
metaphysical ontology. Indeed, he clarifies that"dict of cultural enunciation,” of re-
marking identity in the face of its purported peadgigal solidity, should be treated as a form
of arche-writing, and is thus governeddifférance In doing so, he poses a fundamental

challenge to national unity and the dichotomouseoty within which it is constructed:

217 Bhabha, “DissemiNation,” 293, 304, 309.

218 Homi K. Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,”@uestions of Third Cinemads. Jim Pines and
Paul Willemen (London: BFI Publishing, 1989), 125.

219 Bhabha, “DissemiNation,” 298-9.

220 |bid., 305. Emphasis in original.
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Cultures are never unitary in themselves, nor sirdphlistic in relation of Self to
Other.... The reason a cultural text or system ofrmimgacannot be sufficient unto
itself is that the act of cultural enunciation € ftace of utterance is crossed by

the différanceof writing or écriture??

Noting the originandifféranceat work in the constitution of all cultural idei¢i, Bhabha
offers a Derridean critique to any normalisaghriori national coherence. This theoretical
project is unpacked further in the remainder of thiroduction, facilitating its application

throughout this thesis’ resultant textual readings.

Dislocating American Difference

As mentioned briefly above, the metaphysical fotioga of national identity are
not merely demonstrated by its construction asugtiral self-presence, but also by its
constitution within a logocentric economy of binagyposition. Whilst numerous theorists
suggest that any act of national definition entaitlifferentiation from externalised
“others,®?? this form of oppositional rhetoric is particulapgrceptible within discourses of
American national identity. Specifically, the prarant maxim of “American
exceptionalism” intractably ties constructions abtalised national character to widespread
assumptions that the United States is ontologicaligue. For example, Seymour Martin
Lipset begins his sociological analysis of “the Aioen difference” by contending that
popular and academic discourses construct Amesi¢qualitatively different.an
outlier.”2® In disseminating this narrative of cultural distineness, exceptionalist rhetoric
tacitly constructs the nation as a self-coheretityeto be juxtaposed with equally reified
external “others.” Deborah L. Madsen demonstrdiessidgocentric dynamic in her
suggestion that “the exceptionalist mythology of&ma” engenders “the idea that America
has a coherent national identity and that a consetrancerning the nature of American
national identity does reigrt?* Finally, the logocentric tenor of exceptionaligaburse is
further demonstrated in its construction of Amemicdentity in hierarchical opposition with
a specific “other2?® prominent currents within popular and scholarlscdurse approach

America as a cultural (and religious) ideal to batcasted with a debased or fallen “old

221 Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,” 128-129. Engitién original.

222 For readings that stress the importance of exteliffarence to the theorisation of coherent
national identities, see Huntingdaitho Are We?21-22; SmithNational Identity 25; Anderson,
Imagined Communitie§’; Lipset, American Exceptionalisyi 7.

223 Lipset,American Exceptionalisni8. Emphasis added.

224 Deborah L. Madsemmerican ExceptionalisifEdinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), 14.
225 However, some scholars cast American exceptianalisn-hierarchical terms. See Lipset,
American Exceptionalisni8.
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world,” represented by Europ&.The thematic significance of oppositional diffezerto
American national identity again renders it a salé@aobject for Derridean interrogation.
Indeed, Anselm Haverkamp argues that it is Amesicagulated difference from Europe
that opens it up to deconstructive readifign establishing this subversive potential,
Haverkamp asserts that exceptionalist, oppositidifi@rence effaces an originary,

heterogeneous cultural freeplay that inhabits #rg eoncept of America itself:

In America’s multifaceted landscape of differendbs, European tradition has
turned into a mortgage of uncanny proportions. Qagainst the grain of leaving it
behind, the European difference returns as thesspd and reveals what had to
remain repressed in its difference. That greatgthesf America as a radically open
space to newcomers meant more than just the eraktivese newcomers’ histories;

it meant the retroactive idolization of one pardécwdifference erasing all othet%.

Thus, Haverkamp explicitly casts the oppositiowlseth America and Europe as a
dichotomous play that regulates an unbounded diffag that challenges American identity
from within.

Returning to Bhabha, his application of writing atiffléranceto the metaphysical
nation further elucidates critiques of its reguliatiissimilarity from other national forms. To
begin, Bhabha argues thatternalbinary oppositions between holistic nations are
problematized by a “liminal” cultural differenceathoperatesternally: “in place of the
polarity of a prefigurative self-generating natitself and extrinsic Other nations, the
performative introduces a temporality of the ‘irteeen’ through the ‘gap’ or ‘emptiness’
of the signifier that punctuates linguistic difface.’®?® Consequently, the presumed discrete
(and antagonistic) difference between nations-iaseribed as an uncodified undecidability
within the nation that “threatens binary divisiarid opens up “a space thainternally
marked by cultural difference and the heterogenéaisries of contending peoples,
antagonistic authorities, and tense cultural loceti®° Thus, as Bhabha eloquently notes,

“paranoid projections ‘outwards’ return to haund aplit the place from which they were

226 For readings of America’s exceptional differenamf Europe, see Bercovitchihe American
Jeremiad 183; KammenPeople of Paradax23; HuntingdonWho Are We 25-26, 48; Madsen,
American Exceptionalisn38.

227 Anselm Haverkamp, “Deconstruction is/as Neopraggm# Preliminary Remarks on
Deconstruction in America,” iDeconstruction Is/In America: A New Sense of tiéiPal, ed.
Anselm Haverkamp (London: New York University Prek395), 3.

2281pid., 5.
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made.?3! This critique of regulated national difference amis to a rejection of national

coherence itself:

Once the liminality of the nation-space is estdigis and its ‘difference’ is turned
from the boundary ‘outside’ to its finitude ‘withjrthe threat of cultural difference
IS no longer a problem of ‘other’ people. It becenaeguestion of the otherness of

the people-as-orré?

Bennington provides a similar challenge to any mdus differentiates between nations as
a priori cultural totalities; he argues that the act aictiral differentiation complicates the
internal solidity of the nations it produces: “theigin’ of the nation is never simple, but
dependent on a differentiation of nations which &lasys already begun. The story of (the
institution of) the nation will be irremediably cpiitated by this situatior?®® In such a
reading, the nation is rendered “imperfect” by ésof other nations against which it is
delineated and defined. Thus, the nation is inkddity (and forged from) a heterogeneous

internal difference that is arbitrarily stabilisked the construction of coherent nationhood:

We have to go further, and say that this compliceis not araccidentwhich
befalls the state in its ideal purity, but thasibriginary...national differentiation
does not come along to trouble the stdter its perfect constitution, but precedes

the fiction of such a constitution as its conditafrpossibility?34

Thus, Bennington’s critique is cast in explicitheidean terms, uncovering thdférance
that allows (but also problematizes) the presendeoatological closure of any
metaphysical national identity.

Importantly, this re-inscription of the nation asungrounded venue of cultural
heterogeneity opens up the possibility of a potdigtboundless play of identities. Utilising
his notion of “cultural difference,” Bhabha re-matke nation as an indeterminate realm of

contradictory narrational forms:

The nation is no longer the sign of modernity unaleich cultural differences are

homogenized in the ‘horizontal’ view of society.€Thation reveals, in its

231 1bid., 300.

232 |bid., 301.

233 Bennington, “Postal Politics and the Institutidrtiee Nation,” 122.
234 |bid., 130-131. Emphasis in original.
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ambivalent and vacillating representation, the eginaphy of its own historicity and

opens up the possibility of other narratives ofgteeple and their differené.

Predicated upon an in-builirfstability of cultural signification,?*® Bhabha’s model stresses
the unique, transitory nature of identities that always open to unpredictable
transformations: “the aim of cultural differenceasre-articulate the sum of knowledge from
the perspective of the signifyirgingularity of the ‘other’ that resists totalizatio®” Bhabha
clarifies this reading by suggesting that the mhglifferences engenders emergent forms of
cultural identity that can never be exhausted hysaatic ontology: “cultural difference
marks the establishment of new forms of meanind,strategies of identification, through
processes of negotiation where no discursive aityhtan be established without revealing
the difference of itself?®® Thus, Bhabha’s thesis embodies Derrideiffiérance insofar that
it suggests that cultural meanings are only cartstitin an unceasing chain of spatio-
temporal referrals; identities are forged yet stamously evoke other forms from which
they diverge, deferring any transcendental sigaifee?3°

The close textual readings undertaken in this ptdgeilitate a similarly
heterogeneous model of cultuditférance drawing upon Derrida’s theorisation of the term
and its application to national identity discourbgsaforementioned deconstructive
theorists. Facilitating a vital intervention intan&rican socio-political debates, this aspect of
my thesis can provide a tangible, political impaatsideof a solely academic context.
Specifically, it forwards a fluid re-conceptualimat of American identity that destabilises
and de-centres the coercive, homogenising fundismormative cultural forms and
discursive frameworks. Thus, this thesis is notatygpresented as a critical contribution to
relevant academic discourses (although this asy#die outlined presently); rather, it also
has the potential to directly intervene witlpiapular socio-cultural debates. This disruptive
intervention into broader cultural discourses Wwélreturned to as the focus of this thesis’

conclusion.

Scholarly Interventions

In undertaking a deconstructive engagement with hgaa national identity, this

thesis provides a multifaceted intervention intargge of scholarly discourses. To begin, the

235 Bhabha, “DissemiNation,” 299.

236 |bid., 302. Emphasis in original.

237 |bid., 312. Emphasis in original.

238 |bid., 313.

239 Derrida briefly discusses cultural singularity arational identity in Derrida and Stiegler,
Echographies of TelevisioB0.
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cultural narratives explored by this thesis’ tex@alyses have been subject to extensive
critical attention within the amorphous field of &nican studies. Thus, this project offers a
Derridean contribution to the discipline, presagiagh cinematic textual reading with a
deconstructive interrogation of related scholai§cdurses. Importantly, this intervention is
predicated upon the post-structuralist assertiahAlmerican studies constitutes its own
object of study. As will be explored in chapter pdeconstructive scholars demonstrate that
any act of reading entails a process of re-writingecessarily contributes to the discourses
that surround (and subsequently, infiltrate) thiucal, philosophical, or cinematic texts it
interprets’*® Furthermore, certain American cultural scholangehaoted that academic
engagements within their field necessarily re-shthpi texts. For example, Baker argues
that social scientists frequently mobilise the sédragied, bounded, ahistorical, and static
understandings of cultural practices and socialgsbthat they purportedly interrogate; in
doing so, he ponders whether it is possible tapné cultural identities without reinforcing
their apparently metaphysical foundatidfidn more explicitly Derridean terms, Bhabha
discusses cultural studies’ complicity in constitgtits logocentric foci; in questioning the
reductive opposition between “theoretical” and i\d@st” scholarship, Bhabha argues that
“they are both forms of discourse and to that exteey produce rather than reflect their
objects of study?*? It is my contention that this observation apptieall forms of scholarly
discoursethis thesis includedHowever, in explicitly noting that academic war&ver

simply analyses a fixed, coherent cultural obj#igs project displays a heightened level of
critical self-reflection, guarding against sign#fitt lapses into metaphysical methodological
assumptions. Furthermore, this project’s re-evadnatf academic practice also provides an
effective means with which to intervene into thecdirsive landscape of American identity.
Thus, the strengths of this method are twofold:amdy are close-readings of American
studies debates vital in constituting a legiblesobpf study, but the process also precipitates
a deconstructive engagement with the self-samdatybterature.

In focusing on how cinematic texts can challengerpnent American cultural
narratives, this thesis also provides a vital weation into scholarly debates concerning
“national cinemas.” As has been noted by countlessrists in recent years, national cinema
discourses frequently reify links between film geand essentialist national identities. To
cite a prominent example, Andrew Higson arguesttietonstruction of a national cinema
performs an inherently homogenising function: ‘dentify a national cinema is first of all to

specify a coherence and a unity; it is to proclaiomique identity and a stable set of

240 See Bowmaneconstructing Popular Cultures9.
241 Baker, “Introduction,” 3.
242 Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,” 113-114.
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meanings.2*® Thus, Higson concludes that a national cinemainsipally theorised “in
terms of its relationship to an already existintjaral political, economic and cultural
identity.”** In similar terms, Rosen demonstrates how naticin@mas presuppose a
classificatory plenitude, implying anpriori national totality around which a unified film
practice can solidify: “intertextual coherence égoected to a socio-political and/or socio-
cultural coherence implicitly or explicitly assighto the nation2* Thus, by enacting
metaphysical categorical imperatives, nationalmiag imbue related structures of identity
with similarly fixed ontologie$*® However, a growing number of critics have chalkshthe
discourse’s logocentric foundations, with varyiregrees of success and self-implication.
Higson demonstrates that the constitution of a lgemeous national identity necessitates
the erasure of a range of diverse subjectiviti®he“search for a stable and coherent national
identity can only be successful at the expensemssing internal differences, tensions and
contradictions — differences of class, race, genéegion, etc.?’ Thus, national cinemas are
forever inhabited by self-paradox; they are expetbe'pull together diverse and
contradictory discourses, to articulate a conttadjcunity, to play a part in the hegemonic
process of achieving consensus, and containingrdifte and contradictiof®® Here,

Higson rejects reductive readings of national ciagmis the simple expression of “already
fully formed and homogeneous national culture aleahiity”; rather, “it needs also to be
seen as actively working to construct subjectiVfy.Higson’s reading of national cinemas
remains problematic insofar that he implies thaysuccessfullyepress the incoherencies
that inhabit the nation of Western metaphysics, Wistobservations simultaneously draw
attention to the structural inadequacies of logtra@nationhood, laying the foundations for
a radical deconstruction of cinematic and cultnaatation.

Importantly for this thesis, similar deconstructp@entials can be discerned in the
work of other national cinema theorists. Focusinghe evocation of metaphysical binarism
in the constitution of coherent national cinemasp8en Crofts references Bhabha in his
suggestion that “pristine” national identities mbstchallenged with a heterogeneous

understanding of the “hybridity of national cultarg® He concludes by citing Trinh T.

243 Andrew Higson, “The Concept of National Cinem&g¢reer0, no. 4 (1989): 37.

244 |bid., 43.

245 Philip Rosen, “History, Textuality, Nation: Kraca Burch and Some Problems in the Study of
National Cinemas,” iTheorising National Cinemads. Valentina Vitali and Paul Willemen
(London: BFI Publishing, 2006), 18.

246 Several scholars treat cinema as an ideal mediuligseminating a homogenised American
national culture; see Burgoyr&m Nation 6; John BeltonAmerican Cinema/American Cultyr™
ed (New York: McGraw Hill, 2005xxi.

247 Higson, “The Concept of National Cinema,” 43-44.

248 |bid., 44.

249 | bid.

250 Stephen Crofts, “Reconceptualising National Cinspiian Theorising National Cinemads.
Valentina Vitali and Paul Willemen (London: BFI Rishing, 2006), 56-57.
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Minh-ha, whose reading of identity entails a similexmarking of traces of the “other”
within purportedly pure national cultur&$.Rosen poses an equally explicit challenge to the
“coherence(s)” of a national cinema by treatingsita “body of textuality.” In doing so, he
disturbs the metaphysical closure of interrelaiedmatic and cultural categories, initiating
a play of signifiers that closely resembles Demiudifférance “a theory of intertextuality
treats those gaps as openings onto other textthdse gaps can, in opposed or
complementary ways, also be treated as openingssontety or history?®? Thus, Rosen
ultimately calls for scholars to place the homogeg claims of national cinemas and
identities under greater scrutiny, a desire thatdstual approach arguably fulfi®.Finally,

in noting a common assumption that cinema conestat“national bounded cultural
artefact,?>* Susan Hayward argues that such perspectives igatyitperpetuate the nation’s
supposed structural fullne§€8.Engaging with prominent scholarship from otheiorat!
cinema theorists (principally Tom O’Regan), Haywaxtols a self-interrogatory approach

that probes the category’s role in constructings object of study:

This approach...does more than expose the “masquefgaiactices of the nation
as a categorical concept...this approach also camtespaces that allow us to
revaluethe concept of national cinema. It makes it pdedibreterritorialise the
nation...not as bounded, demarcated and distinctiva$¥% one within which

boundaries constantly criss-cross both haphazardlynhaphazardly®®

Thus, Hayward explicitly calls for national cineseholarship that self-consciously avoids
replicating the Western nation’s “masquerade ofyhAdditionally, she notes that this
discursive re-orientation also constitutes a viaaluation of film studies and its
relationship to cultural representation, converitrigto “a mise-en-scénef scattered and
dissembling identities as well as fractured subjéigs and fragmented hegemonié¥’As
has already been outlined in this introduction,thesis utilises an overtly deconstructive
methodology to productively contribute towards #hearrents in national cinema
scholarship, building upon the discursive shiftdined above.

This intervention into national cinema debates aemmaforementioned

contributions to Derridean film theory, providingase-study that fruitfully utilises

251 See Trinh T. Minh-ha, quoted in Crofts, “Reconcgising National Cinema/s,” 57.
252 Rosen, “History, Textuality, Nation,” 17.

253 |pid., 17, 27.

254 Hayward, “Framing National Cinemas,” 91.

258 bid., 92.

256 |bid., 93. Emphasis in original.
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deconstruction as a basis for close readings efwétic texts. In exploring cinematic
representations of national identity in an Americantext, this project also expands the
scope of deconstructive scholarship itself. Indeadhe specific topic of American cultural
identity, scholars have noted another surprisisgutisive gap in Derrida’s workR® James
Ceaser even argues that on certain occasions Bewtidrely avoided an opportunity (or
“obligation”) to ruminate upon the nati@ff.For example, he once gave a keynote address
concerning the “Declaration of Independence,” anfiational document and event in the
constitution of the United States as a nationatyerttowever, his talk focused on
authorship, the “signature,” and political authgrignoring any discussion of American
culture in its own right®°

The scarcity of direct references to America ggdind spectral status in Derrida’s
work, akin to his treatment of cinema,; traces ofefitan culture imperceptibly inhabit
many of his deconstructive engagements with broso@n-political discourses. This view
is espoused by Peggy Kamuf, who claims that Deindeectly addressed American
society throughout his discussion of certain pmditissues; importantly, this observation
encompasses cultural tropes, forms, and valuesvilidte explored in this thesis, including
“the American public scene,” politics, movies, tééton, and violencé®! Indeed, Kamuf
concludes that “Derrida has kept his promise tomariticizing and deconstructing
America from wherever he might be, whether withimexica or elsewhere® Thus,
America’s core institutions, themes, and valuestarguably proved a fruitful object for his
deconstructive analyses, providing a useful jumaifigooint for this thesis’ wider
interpretative aims. Finally, the purportedly extiepal relationship between America and
Derridean thought explored above is solidified by nore concrete influence of his work
on the American academic (and cultural) landsé&dadeed, Derrida notes that “it is
commonplace to say that the United States has\®gropen to deconstruction, the main
place for the legitimation of deconstruction is theited States?* Frangois Cusset suggests

that these intellectual inroads may stem from Anaesi position as an ideal logocentric

258 See KamufTo Follow 77.

259 James W. CeasdReconstructing America: The Symbol of America imléto Though{London:
Yale University Press, 1997), 242.

260 See Jacques Derriddegotiations: Interventions and Interviews, 197D-2Grans. and ed.
Elizabeth Rottenberg (Stanford: Stanford UniverBitgss, 2002), 46-54. Ceadeeconstructing
America 242.

261 Kamuf, To Follow; 82.

262 |bid., 85.

263 See Wallace Martin, “Introduction,” ifihe Yale Critics: Deconstruction in Amerjads. Jonathan
Arac, Wlad Godzich, and Wallace Martin (Minneapolimiversity of Minnesota Press, 1983), xv-
XXXVil.

264 Derrida, ‘As if| were Dead,” 225.
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object for Derridean analysis; from this viewpoi¢construction is rendered “one of the
keys to American culture’®

Contextual links between American culture, acadeama post-structuralist theory
are drawn together in one of Derrida’s singulaptk#cal gestures, in which the nation is
playfully evoked as a possible synonym for decartsion itself. In “Mnemosyne,” Derrida
“risks” the following statement: “Americia deconstruction.” Unpacking this bold
proposition, Derrida outlines its wider ontologisgnificance: “America would be the
proper name of deconstruction in progress, itslfaname, its toponymy, its language and
its place, its principal residenc&®However, Derrida ultimately rejects this assertion
demonstrating that such a metaphysical definitigesture would betray deconstruction’s
non-totalizing principle$®’ Yet, Derrida’s abortive attempt to synonymise daestaiction
and America demonstrates a multifaceted affinityveen the two terms. Even in refusing
their lexical co-presence, Derrida solidifies a i@mof less tangible discursive links

between America and his theoretical enterpriselthiéed States is cast as

that historical space which today, in all its disiems and through all its power

plays, reveals itself as being undeniably the reessitive, receptive, or responsive
space of all to the themes and effects of decortsdru... In the war that rages over
the subject of deconstruction, there is no frdmye are no fronts. But if there were,

they would all pass through the United St&fés.

Thus, Derrida follows his rejection of “Amerit@deconstruction” with a statement that
reaffirms a pre-eminent link between the Unitede&dt@and deconstructive reading: “Let us
say instead, deconstruction and America are twa epés which intersect partially
according to an allegorico-metonymic figufé>The above statements render America as
deconstruction’s constitutive foremdthe focus of its critiqué® this fittingly self-
contradictory framework reaffirms Derrida’s assanfi that deconstruction must be
practicedwithin the specific logocentric structures that it aimslisrupt. In this project, it is
this complex and mutually-constitutive relationshgiween American culture and
Derridean thought that will be explored in greatetail, ultimately demonstrating the

exemplary applicability of deconstruction to a npétgsics of American national identity.

265 CussetFrench Theory239.

266 Derrida,Memoires 18.
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In extending the reach of deconstruction into nioasrareas from which it has
largely been excluded, this thesis displays itdinaing worth and adaptability as a form of
close textual reading. In making this claim, | esitlly support critics who have established
deconstruction’s relevance outside of the philosmgland literary context within which
Derrida most commonly intervené@d.When probed about deconstruction’s wider
applicability, Derrida suggests that its most dffecuses do not delimit its analytical
potential; indeed, he argues that deconstructionazbe contained as itadreadyat play in

a wide range of cultural contexts:

Beyond an institution...deconstruction is operatimgether we like it or know it or
not, in fields that have nothing to do with whaspecifically philosophical or
discursive, whether it be politics, the army, toher@my, or all the practices said to
be artistic and which are, at least in appearammediscursive and foreign to

discourse’?

Extending this argument further, Wills suggests tha sustained academic analysis of a
broad range of cultural texts “would not have bpessible without...the conceptions of
textuality and re- or decontextualisation that hagen developed by Derrid¥?Following
Wills, this thesis engages with an arena of cultigpresentation that falls clearly within the
bounds of Western metaphysics, yet would be cloffet scholars without
deconstruction’s prominent theoretical insights.

This thesis’ academic worth extends beyond a sgtiplilemonstration of how
deconstructive principles can be consistently &pltid cinematic and cultural artefacts.
Rather, the act of applying deconstructive appreatt new intellectual areas ensures its
methodological and political vitalit/* As demonstrated earlier, the consistent
deconstruction of American studies scholarship destrates this thesis’ radical discursive
reach. Referring to extensions of deconstructicfigseminations?”® Derrida notes the
subversive act of moving across disciplinary bosgdsubverting the taxonomic presences
embedded within particular scholarly fields. Indeleel has praised scholars who attempt to
subvert traditional disciplinary delineations, désiaog such acts as “courageous” and

“political.”2’® Paul Bowman expands upon Derrida’s challenge ddemic demarcations in

271 For a discussion of metaphysics’ role in goverriiempryday language” and Western culture, see
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relation to the increasingly prominent discourseufural studies. Engaging directly with
the concept of the disciplinary “field,” Bowman ags that these categories should not be
treated as “homogeneous terrains,” as “the disapji field' is not itself a unity.2’”” Noting
Derrida’s attempts to initiate scholarly practitiest cross disciplinary boundaries and avoid
monolithic definition, Bowman demonstrates thategal/deconstructive scholars (including
Derrida himself) have critiqued cultural studiesash a homogenising ta@.However, for
others, cultural studies embodies the Derrideajegrof dismantling pervading scholarly
hierarchies, a view that solidifies this thesigemention into this field. For example,
Patrick McGee describes cultural studies as “ththauwlogy of hope?™® a perspective
based upon the category’s heightened conceptualritp@nd reflexivity; indeed, McGee
argues that cultural studies “has made visiblewts internal contradictions as the basis for
its intervention in cultural politics?°

Whether one endorses or jettisons cultural stuabes useful term, it has been
demonstrated that Derridean theory necessitatapnoach that cuts across disciplinary
borders and, in the process, scrutinises theidagital stability. In concluding his study,
Bowman theorises such a radical scholarly discoargeoject to which this thesis will
contribute. To begin, his aforementioned critigfidisciplinary solidity lays bare the
logocentric complicity of “interdisciplinarity,” athe term connotes a mixing of distinct,
coherent subject-areas. Thus, as Bowman notesiral®an critique of disciplinary
categories entails a remarking of the purporteididihcebetweerfields as a heterogeneous
differencewithin those fields: “This discipline is not one. Thatldi is not one. The conflict
of the faculties does ngist consist in the differendsetweerputatively distinct disciplines
like these. It is also internal to and constitutdbfelisciplinary fields as sucl® To achieve
this goal, Bowman theorises a practice of “altanigignarity,” a model that respects the play
of différancethat produces disciplinary categories but deniemtfixed definition3? |
contend that my project exemplifies this “deconstie humanities to come®® engaging
with varied academic disciplines, this thesis irdgates the metaphysical assumptions that

construct these categories as structurally seléisit.
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The Structure of my Arguments

Having established this project’s thematic and mwédthogical tenets, objectives and
interventions, | conclude by summarising the strreebf my arguments. Utilising Derrida’s
work on genre as a starting-off point, the firshjpter provides a sustained deconstructive
engagement with pervasive definitions of Ameriaaaependent film. Specifically, | argue
that the category is frequently constituted asicsthomogeneous totality, the lesser term in
a metaphysical opposition with a normative Hollyxdononolith; this tendency is
perceptible even in scholarly work that attemptprimblematize the boundaries between
these two classifications or superficially jettisondependent cinema as a useful definitional
structure. Thus, by exploiting conceptual contradins present in independent film
discourses, | directly challenge its ontologicamtude. In turn, | elucidate my own
repositioning of independent film fromdefinitional ruleto adeconstructive tooNoting
the heightened structural reflexivity imbeddedha hotion of cinematic independence, a
deconstructive engagement with the term fruitftdinsforms it into a discursive limit-point
that disrupts pervasive logocentric assumptionsagmbsitions. Finally, the chapter
concludes by outlining my project’s interventiomnandentity politics debates that dominate
studies of independent cinema’s socio-culturalesg@ntations. Principally, | explore how
existing readings demonstrate their own logocemgricencies by focusing on self-coherent
minority identities; this problematic complicity éhallenged by this thesis’ Derridean
engagement with independent texts and their inteiwme into the largely disregarded
discourse of national identity.

The following four chapters each address a specifitural narrative and its
deconstructive rendering in specific case-studydilChapter two inaugurates this trend in
its focus on an atomistic locus of American natladentity, individualism. Principally, |
identify structural affinities between individuatis goal-oriented cinematic narratives, and
metaphysical models of linear history and causaitybsequent textual readings position
Wendy & Lucy(2008) andsure Fire(1990) as complementary critiques of individualssm
implication in these logocentric discours@gndy & Lucydislocates individualism’s
dependence upon narrative linearity and a fixegimrbefore problematizing the goal-
oriented form’s reliance on the discrete delineatibsuccess and failure. In contr&&tye
Fire enacts Derrida’s call for a non-metaphysical madéilistory based on repetition and
recurrence, before troubling the self-coherencgpetific narrative events, structural unities
that are vital to individualism’s causal fulfilmeott personalised goals. | conclude by
analysing the film’s contradictory narratitelosof violent death; this ending rupturare
Fire’'s individualist premise whilst simultaneously epiising an absolutist form of

presence upon which it structurally relies.
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In chapter three, my project enacts a scalar expan®-locating the American
subject within the nuclear family. To begin, | damtrate how scholarly, cinematic, and
popular representations have frequently construttedmerican family as an idealised
metaphysical centre. In turn, | argue that rechatlenges to this orthodox model have
primarily taken the form of antonymic, negative tpayals; importantly, such readings
mirror the metaphysical totalities they ostensiijique, tacitly constructing their counter-
representations as the other side of a logocenitrary opposition. In the second half of the
chapter, | conduct a detailed textual analysisl@bpinesg1998), within which | read a co-
presence of purportedly contradictory familial irmagultimately, the nuclear family is re-
inscribed as a cultural undecidable, a simultangausolesome and abusive realm. Chapter
four provides a further structural enlargementhad argument, engaging with the American
small-town. Like the family, the small-town is figently constructed by American studies
scholars as a nexus of contestation in nationakityedebates; prominent representations
oscillate between reductive, antonymic, value-lageles. This analysis and deconstruction
of the small-town’s scholarly appraisal is acconiediy a complementary textual reading
of George Washingto(2000). In this close analysis, the town is intetpd as a
fragmentary, contradictory location; here, the $itwaln’s cinematic depiction enacts a
structural decentering, marrying its conceptuatndistling with an accompanying visual,
spatial, and architectural breakdown.

Finally, chapter five provides a deconstructivgagement with the American
wilderness. To begin, | critically interrogate prioent scholarly readings that constitute
wilderness in a discrete binary opposition with Aiten civilisation. In doing so, it is
demonstrated that the ontological separation afreaind culture has remained a
fundamental structural antinomy of national identitespite myriad shifts in their respective
values and connotations. Intervening into eco@itiiscourses, | then read a pair of case-
study texts as deconstructive disruptions of tifisrtated economy. Firstifpead Man
(1995) utilises its common generic positioning witt/estern discourses to dismantle
discrete wilderness/civilisation dualisms; the fdystematically contaminates textual
elements with co-present traces of contradictorgmimeys, complicating the essentialist
ontologies of both term&erry (2002) provides a more detailed Derridean engagewiém
wilderness landscape depiction. Rather than trgdtia film’s setting as either an acultural
void or a repository of cultural meaning, my reapai Gerry identifies varied semiotic
processes that motion toward (but ultimately dedies) intelligible reading of its natural
environs; ultimately, the film constructs a radiaddscape afiifférance

Importantly, the layout of this thesis’ textualbdyses provides a further
deconstructive gesture, intervening in the afordinead opposition between American

characterandplace To begin, the semiotic co-presence of these fatimigal concepts is
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inaugurated by this thesis’ chapter order. Spadllficthe structure of my argument
engenders a gradual spatio-thematic opening-oeithiisis begins with a detailed analysis
of the individualist subject, and ends by decomsing vast expanses of wilderness.
Between these apparent polar extremes, | havearsagrdicated to the family (a purported
centre of American socialization) and the small#gan iconic cultural location often
described as a macrocosm of the nuclear unit. Tdnescan clearly discern a process of
scalar expansion and assimilation, by which the #ie¢na character is gradually integrated
(and eventually subsumed) into American placesspades. Furthermore, this process is
augmented by the uncovering of traces of each tngraithin the national identity
structures explored in the other chapters, monwntaltural excess that are discussed as
they arise. However, this does not amount to thertkation of a logocentric continuum
model, stretching out between discretely opposedeajations of character and place.
Rather, this structure steadily fosters a strutumdecidability that builds throughout the
piece, a process that progressively effaces thearypdifference and ontological certainty.
Thus, the final chapter (concerning the wildernessilers explicit the deconstruction of this
foundational American cultural division. Erasing/aitear delineation between nature and
culture, this concluding analysis foregrounds difaces the antinomy between place and
character perceptible throughout this thesis’ beoatructure.

Finally, my project concludes by arguing that aatestructive engagement with
national identity offers a mere starting-point foheterogeneous re-conceptualisation of
American cultural identity. In this manner, | suggthat this thesis facilitates a radically
open and unfixed cultural discourse that can irteevinto a range of popular socio-political
debates. This is demonstrated by a deconstructimstrictive, interrelated frameworks of
American experience: these are discourses of raliliralism and “culture wars.” | finish
by reaffirming the generative powers of deconsiveatriticism, arguing that this project
facilitates further, affirmative explorations oflwual différancewithin both scholarly and

non-academic realms.
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Chapter One — Relocating American Independent Cinean
From Definitional Rule to Deconstructive Tool

The Death of American Independent Cinema?

Although contemporary studies of “American indepamtdilm” conceptualise this
disputed cinematic category in potentially discotdsays, many endorse a shared discourse
regarding the current state of their object of gtuBut simply, commentators have
perceived a “crisis” in independent practice, aeseof industrial and conceptual trends that
threaten (or have precipitated) the “death” of peledent cinema. As Geoff King notes,
such judgements pervade industry accounts of therisan filmmaking landscape; articles
in the trade press have treated the initial presandresultant closure of studio-owned
specialty divisions as paradoxical portents of pooming calamity in the “indie sectot.”

This crisis rhetoric has largely stemmed from siie@inancial and infrastructural
determinants: these include perceived downturfi®inoffice receipts, the scarcity of public
funding, and the effective closure of iconic indegent distributors, studios, and specialty
divisions? In contrast, prominent producers such as Jamesn8chand Ted Hope have
located a crisis not only in the practical mechamitthe “independent film market,” but

also in the potential co-optive threat of mediagiomeratiort Whilst Schamus lauds

“untold benefits” resulting from “the successfulégration of the independent film
movement into the structures of global media andrfce,” he warns against the
transformative effects of commercialisation upatkeipendent cinema, instituting the demise

of a cinematic identity sustained by coherent sqilitical principles:

We might be worried not so much about ‘independimt as about independence

itself, the preservation of some form of civic spat which freedom of expression

! From the outset, this project fundamentally questithe ontological solidity of “American
independent film” and related concepts. Althoughtdrm will be used without qualification from
this point onwards (for ease of reading), thisaigm of essentialist definitions must be kept imdi)
this caveat extends to other categories discussthsi thesis.

2 Geoff King, “Thriving or in Permanent Crisis? Disrses on the State of Indie Cinema,” in
American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aagdad eds. Geoff King, Claire Molloy and
Yannis Tzioumakis (New York: Routledge, 2013). 4t-Geoff King,Indie 2.0: Change and
Continuity in Contemporary American Indie Fifioondon: I.B. Tauris, 2014), 9.

3 Pat BreretonSmart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Plea¢Besingstoke, Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012), 205; Sherry B. Ortné&tot Hollywood: Independent Film at the Twilighttbé
American Drean{London: Duke University Press, 2013), 264.

4 See James Schamus, “A Rant,Tine End of Cinema as we know it: American FilrthiNineties,
ed. Jon Lewis (London: Pluto Press, 2002); Kingje 2.Q 1.
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is not simply a privilege purchased with the prami$ an eventual profit, but the

exercise of a fundamental right.

Thus, one can discern two contrasting models adfprddent expiration; the first assumes
the industrial collapse of independent filmmakitigg second laments the erosion of its
ontological distinctiveness. This apparent contéain demonstrates the pervasiveness of
crisis rhetoric within independent cinema discouasewell as its implication within broader
definitional debates.

These paradoxical deaths of independent film @oestthe focus of recent
academic texts, extending earlier discussionsetdhm’s discursive demise. limdie 2.0
King analyses the current state of the sectorngdtiat aforementioned developments have
been simultaneously cast as a holistic, industdevarisis and a precursor to the renewal of
a more “authentic” form of independent filmmakihgsing 2007 as an exemplary case-
study date, Thomas Schatz also invokes crisis disepdrawing a clear distinction between
studio-owned “indie divisions” and “genuinely ingeulent producer-distributors”; whilst
noting the critical and commercial success of dedrom major studio subsidiaries, Schatz
contrasts this with the “worst year ever” for tlygefiuine” independent sectoFinally,
Robert Sickels provocatively suggests that indepehfilm “arguably, is either on its
deathbed or buried deep underground, already speggiconced in its coffirf’In doing so,
he argues that the high-profile commercial sucoéssgrtain independent films in the late-
1980s planted the “seeds of death” for the seetmouraging increased studio infiltration
into marginal film practices and a resultant sdtareof the marketplace with “indie-style”
films.® Yet, whilst the rise of studio-owned specialtyisions is cast as a primary cause for
the independent sector’'s woes, they are also trest®ictims of this slump, an apparent
conflation of industrial and ontological crisis nedst 2008 is chosen as the moment of
“death” for independent film primarily due to theags closure of these self-same studio
subsidiaried® As a result, Sickels perceives “a return to a nam@urate, or at least more
reasonable, definition of ‘independent’ within thdustry,” an essentialist, production-
based reading that precludes high-budget studideftinexts'!

Many of the academic texts outlined above lodaectisis of independent cinema

within a specific historical moment, relating itdseries of events and a broader socio-

5 Schamus, “A Rant,” 256, 259.

6 King, Indie 2.Q 12. A similar reading is present in Ortnsigt Hollywood 264-265.

" Thomas Schatz, “New Hollywood, New Millennium,” ilm Theory and Contemporary
Hollywood Moviesed. Warren Buckland (London: Routledge, 2009)220

8 Robert SickelsAmerican Film in the Digital AgéSanta Barbara, Calif: Praeger, 2011), 34.
®Ibid., 40-41, 45-47.

10 |bid.,, 47.

11 |bid., 51.
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economic context (the “world-wide financial crisis2008.”)? This viewpoint is expressed
by a number of prominent scholars in this area {f{3€ag, Claire Molloy and Yannis
Tzioumakis) as they ask whether the downsizingeargahtual sale of Miramax by Disney in

2010 “might suggest the end of the ‘Sundance-Mipaera,” used here as a “convenient
shorthand for the broader indie sector of its tidfddowever, it is important to note that
diagnoses of crises in independent film are nalga@n innovation of recent academic
discourses; indeed, scholars such as Justin Wyatil.d. Murphy have located similar
apocalyptic trends at significantly earlier dat€his seemingly continual evocation of
crisis in scholarly work is astutely discussed bgd{ who argues that the perception of
emerging catastrophe has been an essential elefmedependent film’s self-identity. As a
result, King notes that recent discourses have desmnated by seemingly conflicting (but
mutually implicated) judgements of an impendingtdeand subsequent rebirth of a “true’
indie” practice'® King elucidates this rhetoric by locating it asital precondition of

definitions that construct independent cinema mabyj opposition to a Hollywood “other”:

Indie cinema often seems to have been viewed atraxin a state of close-to-
permanent crisis of one kind or another.... One waynderstanding this is to
suggest that, within the prevailing discourse,itite sector almost needs to be seen
as existing in a permanent state of crisis; thiatith in a sense, part of its

definition 16

King concludes his perceptive analysis by critiguine ontological status of the “true indie”
frequently mobilised (explicitly or implicitly) imormative definitions of American
independent cinemd;he contends that independent texts are rarely“obany forms of
institutionalisation,” an argument that undermiessentialist and oppositional readings of

this cinematic category.

12 Sickels,American Film in the Digital Age47.

13 Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakigntroduction,” inAmerican Independent
Cinema: Indie, Indiewood and Beyqratls. Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioukig(New
York: Routledge, 2013), 4.

14 These scholars perceive a crisis precipitatedobyarate takeovers of independent studios in the
early 1990s, events cited above as integral talévelopment of an identifiable independent sector.
See Justin Wyatt, “Marketing Marginalized Cultur€ee Weddin@anquet, Cultural Identities, and
Independent Cinema of the 1990s,Tine End of Cinema as we know it: American Filmhin t
Nineties ed. Jon Lewis (London: Pluto Press, 2002), W;Murphy,Me and You and Memento and
Fargo: How Independent Screenplays W(rkndon: Continuum, 2007), 3.

15 King, “Thriving or in Permanent Crisis?” 41, 45.

16 |bid., 45.

17 King refers to the “true indie” as an “institutmized discursive conception”; Ibid., 50-51.

18 King ultimately mobilises a spectrum model for Amnan film that relies upon a similar
“hypostatization of a reified notion” of the “trylfree or independent”; Ibid.
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King's analysis neatly relates notions of “indiésis” to broader definitional
discourses that increasingly dominate academiéngran independent film. Furthermore,
assertions of a widespread industrial calamity lmen accompanied by an ontological
crisis within academic discourses themselves, cherigaed by an increasing scepticism
towards independent cinema as a useful analytatatjory. Indeed, several studies have
displaced emphasis from debating the films, filmerakand institutions commonly used to
construct independent cinema as a coherent filnoseeplacing these with a growing,
reflexive focus upon the terms and categories wtilch such discourses are signified.
Importantly, accounts that challenge existing déscons of independent film crystallize
around common perceptions that the term “confusa® than it clarifies*® For example,
Yannis Tzioumakis has argued throughout his woak tonglomeration and
institutionalisation have rendered the “label ‘ipdadent’...increasingly difficult to
sustain® and “virtually meaningless’! leading to the adoption of more ambiguous terms
(for example, “indie” and “indiewood”) that referema growing symbiosis with major
studios??2 However, he extends this argument further by domgisig the usefulness of any
such terms within the cultural and media contex¢ytare commonly applied. Thus,
Tzioumakis outlines a trend in which “independenae@’ increasingly used as a marketing
label, a development that led to a decline “in fuéhd critical interest in questions of
independence.... After so much appropriation, oveamkabuse, the label was inevitably
renderedneaninglessor critics and the cinema-going public aliké Furthermore, this
focus on the diminishing semiotic value of cinematidependence is repeated in further
academic claims that it is “spent as a useful t&m”has been “appropriated into
insignificance.®

Importantly, in almost every instance cited abdkie,semiotic emptying of
independent film is ultimately related to perceioetitextual changes in the American
cinematic landscape; for example, in noting incedasharges of meaninglessness directed at
independent film, Michael Z. Newman cites the fallog as possible causes: “the

incorporation of the discourse of independencenbymajor media industries and their mini-

19 Alisa Perren, “A Big Fat Indie Success Story? Piscourses Surrounding the Making and
Marketing of a ‘Hollywood’ Movie,"Journal of Film and Vide&6, no. 2 (2004): 23.

20 Yannis TzioumakisAmerican Independent Cinema: An Introduct{&dinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2006), 247.

21 |bid., 270.

22 |bid., 247.

2 Yannis Tzioumakistollywood's Indies: Classics Divisions, Specialgbiels and the American
Film Market(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011)143-Emphasis added.

24 Michael Z. Newman, “Indie Culture: In Pursuit bftAuthentic Autonomous AlternativeCinema
Journal48, no. 3 (2009): 17.

25 E. Deidre PribramCinema & Culture: Independent Film in the Uniteatss, 1980-200{New
York: P. Lang, 2002), 202. Also see MurpMe and You and Memento and Fayg63; Michael Z.
Newman,Indie: An American Film CulturéChichester: Columbia University Press, 2011),-223.
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majors’ dominance of the market for Oscar-worthysaale, artistically ambitious filmg®’
Such judgements appear to be predicated upon shenasion that independent cinema once
constituted a distinct, self-coherent cinematicrfoa conceptual totality that has been
subsequently thrown into a recent crisis of beirgerefore, most scholarly work only
superficially questions theurrentintegrity of independent film as a unified cultura
presence; contentions of the term’s meaninglessaesly initiate more sustained attacks
upon its purported ontological fixity. In contraatcentral argument of this thesis is that a
crisis of meaning within independent cinema catréeed to the metaphysical structural
foundations of the category itself, a series ofteaty binary oppositions that underlie a
superficialappearance of conceptual self-presence. It isanjeation that the seeds of the
category’s demise lie within its own conditionspafssibility, a proposition demonstrated
through a deconstructive analysis of its bifurcdtegic and internal contradictions.

Feeding upon this assertion, this chapter prowadgsneral critical survey of
existing independent cinema discourses, analysioigipent impressions of the topic
through a deconstructive lens; indeed, it is dermatexi that even those approaches that
ostensibly challenge the self-coherence of indepetiilm are often implicated in its
metaphysical logic. In turn, | conclude this litien® review by arguing that several critics
have utilised analogous definitional terms to sitep many of the complex debates that now
circulate around the concept of cinematic indepeodeHowever, it is demonstrated again
that these seemingly original modes of categodeateify many of independent film's
structural assumptions, replicating the discursiveplifications that they attempt to evade.
Following on from this, | engage in detail with oparticular framework (“smart”) that has
tentatively laid the foundations for an explicitigconstructive intervention into independent
cinema discourses. Teasing out the latent radmainpial of this scholarly area, |
systematically elaborate my thesis’ re-inscriptdrindependent film, transforming it from a
definitional category to a deconstructive limit-powithin metaphysical discourse. Having
established the theoretical and methodologicaldbatthis Derridean gesture, | delineate
the textual corpus of the thesis, demonstrating timsviatent deconstructive potential can be
directed at a specific discursive case-study, Acagrnational identity. Finally, this chapter
concludes by demonstrating how this specific theamrehphasis differentiates my thesis
from pre-existing readings of independent cinenghsatio-cultural representation. In doing
so, | shift focus fronpersonalto nationalidentities, an area largely unexplored in existing

independent film scholarship.

26 Newman,ndie, 223.
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Deconstructing Indie Dualisms: Independent Cinemasia Relational Term

As suggested above, existing accounts of indepefiittarconstitute a superficially
diverse discourse of competing definitions. Howewasrfew readings interrogate the act of
definition itself, one can discern within them @ieg of shared ontological assumptions. To
begin, any act of classification amounts to a teitad metaphysical gesture, ordaining the
object of study with a legible and self-coherenictural form. Indeed, several scholars
explicitly attempt to ascertain independent filmpigecise meaning, a recuperative response
to the increasingly amorphous appearance of cordeanpcinematic categories; for
example, John Berra rationalises his project sstt@mpt to “rescue’ the term from such
lazily non-specific usage’” This idealisation of definitional plenitude is itigit in other
scholarly and journalistic texts on the subjecerei it is regularly accompanied with
caveats regarding the term’s increasing ambiguitieed, several accounts directly
establish this problematic, only to apply their onigid definitional practices. Jim Hillier
introduces his discussion of independent film amalng that the term constitutes a “loose
and slippery label.” However, these statementsapeehis contention that “American
independent cinema has a relatively specific megithFurthermore, whilst theorists like
Newman largely reject existing essentialist deifimis, their reconceptualizations of the field
are again predicated upon the assumption that émdigmt film constitutes a distinct,
definable category, “a stable cluster of meanirys.”

In attempting to map independent film'’s purportetidogical closure, many
commentators have mobilised the aforementionednat “true” independence, a term that
unproblematically implies the presence of an esslesst of authentic indie criterfd.
Tellingly, this rhetorical device has primarily lmeesed to differentiate between texts judged
as genuinely independent and those dismissed &gndold facsimiles. Such a distinction
underlies Sickels’ aforementioned readings; disogsihe takeover of Miramax and New
Line by large media conglomerates, Sickels plasuiggests that “when you are owned by a
major, you are by definition no longer independéhiThus, such assertions implicitly

construct essentialist, production-context defom$ of independent cinema, ensuring that a

27 John BerraDeclarations of Independence: American Cinema &edPartiality of Independent
Production(Bristol: Intellect, 2008)12.

28 Jim Hillier, “Introduction,” inAmerican Independent Cinema: A Sight and Soundad&eed. Jim
Hillier (London: BFI Publishing, 2001), ix.

29 Newman, “Indie Culture,” 18.

30 Such attitudes can be discerned in numerous wseesBerraDeclarations of Independence?,
107; Schatz, “New Hollywood, New Millennium,” 25;e@ff Andrew,Stranger Than Paradise:
Maverick Film-Makers in Recent American Cinethandon: Prion, 1998), 5; Michael Atkinson,
“That's Entertainment,Sight & SoundL.7, no. 4 (2007): 18-22; Richard Maltbyollywood Cinema
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 219-220.

31 Sickels,American Film in the Digital Age85. For a similar reading see Hillier, “Introdiact,” Xiv.
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specific film’s claim for inclusion in this categois reductively policed by absolute
discursive boundaries; to be considered independdakt must be produced in total
isolation from the infrastructure and resourcegeiased with the Hollywood studio system.
In Celluloid Mavericks Greg Merritt makes explicit this interpretativehmdoxy, as he uses
industrial criteria as theolearbiter of independent status; he specifies atefendent film
as any motion picture financed and produced comlyleitonomous ddll studios,
regardless of size? In such approaches, independent cinema’s ontabsatidity relies
upon a regulated economy of difference, embodiech&taphysical dualism. José B. Capino
provides a cogent summary of such assumptionsestigg that independence is mobilised
as a marker of industrial distinction, inauguratiagliscourse of difference based on an
oppositional practice® Thus, presented as a superficial totality, indepanfilm is
constructed (and solidified) by the necessary atesehanother term; it can only exist by
inscribing a rejection of its conceptual antonysually characterised as mainstream
Hollywood film.

Returning to Merritt, he argues that his rigiceinpiretative stance abets an
objectively-verifiable method of defining indepentifilm. In doing so, he critiques other
approaches that focus on a film’s textual attributeidentify a common “independent
spirit”; Merritt dismisses such readings as highiypjective and “slippery?* Thus, if one
subscribes to the definitional framework outlinddee, the aesthetic, thematic, or formal
properties of independent texts are rendered agoesice of their means of production.
Exemplifying this logic, Schamus tentatively consts a determinist link between industrial
context and aesthetics; he notes that “we havallibat a film's mode of production bears
some relation to its mode of representation. Pexkiag many modes of financing
independent films bear some relation to their megti*Although King fundamentally
rejects simplistic industrial definitions, he prdgs a cogent summary of how such
perspectives reify essentialist correspondencesgdeaet text and context: “a degree of
distance, industrially, from the Hollywood studigsgem often appears to be a necessary

condition for substantial formal or socio-politicparture from the dominant norn§.”

32 Greg Merritt,Celluloid Mavericks: The History of American Indedent Film(New York, NY:
Thunder's Mouth Press, 2000), xii.

33 José B. Capino, “Seminal Fantasies: Wakefield @debrnography, Independent Cinema and the
Avant-Garde,” inContemporary American Independent Film: From therdjitas to the Mainstream
eds. Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt (London: Redgle, 2004), 158.

34 Merritt, Celluloid Mavericks xii.

35 James Schamus, “To the Rear of the Back End: ¢baedinics of Independent Cinema,” in
Contemporary Hollywood Cinemads. Stephen Neale and Murray Smith (London: ledgé, 1998),
91. Also see Thomas Schatz, “Conglomerate Hollywad Contemporary Independent Film,” in
American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aagddd eds. Geoff King, Claire Molloy and
Yannis Tzioumakis (New York: Routledge, 2013), 131.

36 Geoff King,American Independent Cinerflaondon: 1.B. Tauris, 2005), 2.
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Thus, whilst commentators analyse independentdilmirportedly distinct textual qualities,
these are frequently approached as a secondamolwgi of a more concrete contextual
difference.

As suggested in the preceding discussion, indemfiitta scholars have theorised
an amorphous “independent spirit,” signifying aeeof aesthetic, formal, and
representational commonalities. Whilst the crit@atounts explored above treat a film’'s
aesthetics as a secondary definitional charadterighers have used textual factors as a
more central classificatory foctsindeed, such approaches are frequently concepaladis
a direct response to the perceived limitationsasfaw industrial definitiong® Although
Tzioumakis notes that independent spirit is “a riotesly difficult to define concepts® he
argues that absolutist industrial definitions hdaded to register the subtleties of
independent film production historically as wellinghe 1990s and 2000€This critique
provides the foundation for definitions that focnere clearly upon textual properties: “As
the industrial background of a film has become galgt an irrelevant factor in its claim to
independence, questions of aesthetics have assaamiadreasingly prominent position in
the discourse of contemporary American independeema.*! Therefore, such approaches
allow for a far more inclusive construction of ipgadent film, incorporating any number of
“independently-spirited” texts that have relied tome degree) upon Hollywood's
production, distribution, and exhibition networks.

However, a shift in focus from industrial to teatalefinitions does not
fundamentally challenge the binary logic with whtble former have been constructed,;
independent spirit still implies an oppositiongertion of homogenised constructions of
mainstream Hollywood film, albeit with a complemayt focus on textual rather than
contextual norms. For example, Hillier treats thisge approaches as different
manifestations of a shared oppositional relatignshth Hollywood film: “we may today
identify American independent cinema against thmidant of Hollywood — both as a mode
of production and as a set of stylistic norrffsPositioning Hollywood as an “implicit

referent” against which independence is defined)d&tdre Pribram also identifies discursive

37 For examples and summaries of these reading#isgeAmerican Independent Cinegi0;
Emanuel LevyCinema of Outsiders: The Rise of American Indepaniéiém (London: New York
University Press, 1999), 54-55; Murph§ou and Me and Memento and Faygo 14, 266.

38 See LevyCinema of Outsiders3; Janet Staiger, “Independent of What? Sorting [fferences
from Hollywood,” inAmerican Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aagddd eds. Geoff King,
Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis (New York: Rtadge, 2013), 22.

%9 Yannis Tzioumakis, “Academic Discourses and Anmritndependent Cinema: in Search of a
Field of Studies. Part 2: From the 1990s to Datksiv Review of Film and Television Studeso. 3
(2011): 324.

40 |bid., 320.

41 Tzioumakis American Independent Cineniz66.

42 Hillier, “Introduction,” xiv.
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fields that interact in producing independent fidma “discrete cultural site”; importantly,
these entail both “representational discourses”iagdstrial factor$® Finally, whilst Janet
Staiger’s theorisation of “American indie cinema&’aneo-formalidilm-practice

reflexively addresses several limitations of diseqroductive and textual definitions, she
tacitly retains the dualistic, logocentric econatingt they embod§/ Thus, whilst applying a
multi-faceted model that factors in socio-histokicerrational, thematic, and spectatorial
attributes, she ultimately groups these determgaithin a totalised, cohesive alternative to
Hollywood film: “American cinema might be describas having at least two lively film
practices rather than being homogenized into thesatal Hollywood mode*® Thus, whilst
scholars like Pribram and Staiger note a plethbways of inscribing independent
distinction, these are cast as structural equits/@ach reinforcing an oppositional
difference from a normative Hollywood centre.

Vitally, pervasive readings of independent film athaollywood as ontological
opposites usually engender (implicitly or expligith hierarchically-uneven dualism, a
structural inequality that allows this regulatedmamy to be considered as overtly
metaphysicat® The earliest sustained exploration of this logtiieisystem can be located
in the work of Chuck Kleinhans, whose reading inaates dominant discursive trends
within this scholarly area. In asserting that “westifirst look at the dominant institution —
Hollywood cinema — in order to understand the aliéves,*’ Kleinhans explicitly defines
independent film as a reactive category that isnimggul only when considered in relation

to another term that it responds to and rejects:

The rest of flmmaking exists below, beyond, suliwate to Hollywood...
‘Independent’, then, has to be understood as doetd term — independent in
relation to the dominant system — rather than taesimdicating a practice that is

totally free-standing and autonomdfs.

Importantly, Kleinhans’ discussion of independeim’s subordinate position constructs a
hierarchical relationship between this category ldotlywood, preventing their constitution

as two equal, complementary values. Similar congeptof independent film as a fallen,

43 Pribram,Cinema & Culture xi-xiii, 5.

44 Staiger, “Independent of What?” 17-18, 22-23.

45 |bid., 23.

46 Conversely, some readings imply that independkntaind Hollywood exist as parallel industries,
denying any power differential; see LeGinema of Outsider$3; BerraDeclarations of
Independence90; Newmanindie, 2,

47 Chuck Kleinhans, “Independent Features: Hopesardms,” inThe New American Cinemad.
Jon Lewis (London: Duke University Press, 19998.30

8 |bid.
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inferior term can be discerned in its occasionaitpming as Hollywood's “other?®

Indeed, Claire Molloy notes a pervasive scholaghdency towards “spatially oriented
descriptions” of the American cinematic landscaguing that they “give rise to an
interesting geography of American film that hasmstrieam studio fare at its industrial
centre with the outlying borders being home to@héred’ independent cinema populated
by ‘outsider’ filmmakers.* As has been noted in this thesis’ introductiongdas Derrida
insists that there is always a power differentigdlay within any metaphysical binary
opposition, as one term inevitably dominates theotto reiterate, “we are not dealing with
a peaceful coexistence of a vis-a-vis, but rathigr avviolent hierarchy® In this regard,
independent film’s constitution as an inferior,atdge “other” of Hollywood clearly locates
the term within the closure of metaphysics.

The brief critical literature review above demoatgs the pervasive retention of
specific binary theorisations of independent fithaalistic structures that cement the
metaphysical tenor of such definitiotfdndeed, totalised readings of independent cinema
and their reliance upon logocentric dichotomiesehénemselves become the subject of
recent academic scrutiny. For example, a numbsclodlars note the difficulties faced in
defining independent cinema as an object of stadygbservation that alludes to both the
arbitrariness of the term and its common constitutis a structure of ontological negation.
Emanuel Levy uses such rhetoric in introducingnh@smograph, outlining a number of
categories and attributes that amt constituents of independent film; tellingly, thss i
framed as a means of addressing the difficultystdlgishing a positive definitiotf.Most
commonly, such negative definitions construct iretefent film in a specific relationship
with a homogeneous Hollywood mainstream. Discussingependent’ films” that employ
“twisted narratives of various kinds,” Martin Barkasserts that “they have tended to be

described by what thegren’t: they are ‘not mainstream,’ ‘off-beatt®Finally, whilst

49 See PribranCinema & Culture 4. Certain scholars superficially invert thisat@nship,

positioning Hollywood as independent film's “othgwhilst some explicitly reject independent film's
structural inferiority (see Berr@eclarations of Independenc®@5), most still frame it as a response to
Hollywood norms; see Newmalmdie, 225; Michael AllenContemporary US Cinem@&ondon:
Longman, 2003), 114, 169.

50 Claire Molloy, “Introduction,” inAmerican Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aeyoBd

eds. Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannis TzioumskNew York: Routledge, 2013), 181.

51 Jacques Derrid#@ositions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 1987), 4

52 Recent anthropological accounts from Newman arideDretain a binary opposition between
independent film and Hollywood, but recast it alistursive strategy that allows indie to self-defin
as a cohesive film culture. However, they tacittgerse these frames by using them as the basis for
subjective textual analyses; see OrtiNat Hollywood 3-4, 29-31, 46. Newmaindie, 5, 11, 87, 91,
222-226.

53 Levy, Cinema of Outsiders. For a commentary on this view, see Bebeglarations of
Independence?5.

54 Martin Barker, “The Pleasures of Watching an ‘Oéfat’ Film: The Case of Being John
Malkovich,” Scope: An Online Journal of Film Studies (2008):
http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/article.php?isdli&id=1020. Emphasis in original.
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Newman ultimately rejects such definitions as “iequiate,” he characterises indie film as a
deleterious discourse, sustained through the nagessgation of another form of cinematic
identity: “its identity begins with a negative: geefilms are not of the Hollywood studios
and the megaplexes where they scréemvhilst not explicitly critiquing independent film
discourses from a post-structuralist perspecthesd observations allude to the internally-
divided structure of the metaphysical sign, exglaxelength in this project’s introduction.

As a result, the concept of independent film embsderrida’s assertion that

An interval must separate the present from whiatnbt in order for the present to
be itself, but this interval that constitutes ifpgesent must, by the same token,
divide the present in and of itself, thereby alsadihg, along with the present,
everything that is thought on the basis of thegmgghat is, in our metaphysical

language, every beirf§.

Thus, whilst being treated as structurally selfriitsal, independent cinema carries within
itself tracesof those concepts against which it is hegativiebotised; the very absence of
Hollywood is itself rendered anternal constituent of independent film’s structural
definition, a precondition of its very existenc&i§ economy of ontological imbrication is
touched upon by Pribram, as she suggests thabibetof her discursive analysis should be
seen as “codependent, rather than wholly indepénitetine sense of always requiring, by
definition, a dominant industry to define (itsedfjainst.®” Importantly, these readings lay
the groundwork for the deconstructive engagemettt thie topic that follows. By
characterising independent film as a product afoader metaphysics of presence, the term
is opened up to a radical structural dismantlingpoare that erases the term'’s definitional
self-coherence.

In imposing a reductive, dualistic model of diface onto a potentially
heterogeneous American cinematic landscape, vatiots, forms, and practices have been
grouped into arbitrary, discrete terms, undermir@ngore nuanced engagement with their
own specificity and singularity. As a result, thaltifaceteddifférancethat necessarily
inhabits independent film is expunged and regulatast as an oppositional difference with
another, externalised presence. This totalisingtfan can be further elucidated with
reference to Derrida’s work on genre, a discuranga that has already been applied to
cinematic categories by Peter Brunette and Davilis\Wind, in an example relevant to this

study, by Claire Perkins in her work on “smartifilIn the “Law of Genre,” Derrida

% Newman|ndie, 2.
56 Jacques Derrid&flargins of Philosophyed. Alan Bass (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1982
57 Pribram,Cinema & Culture 12.
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establishes the concept’s implicit logocentric fyutiGenres are not to be mixeef’In

doing so, he notes that any act of generic clasgifin entails an act of structural enclosure,
in which a set of pure, essential criteria (“taxamo certainties’y® are used to police generic
membership (and difference): “as soon as the wgedre’ is sounded...a limit is drawn.
And when a limit is established, norms and interdis are not far behind®Brunette and
Wills demonstrate how genre’s metaphysical propemf “completion and closure” pervade
the diverse scholarly terrain of film studies: “seying the field, one quickly discovers that
much serious writing about film is based upon astamt, enabling assumption concerning
the possibility of accurately describing differdinds oftotalities”®?

Yet, Derrida asserts that any “law of genre” isygmbssible through the priori
acceptance of a “counter-law”, a “principle of camination”®? “every markor trait” that
could signify generic membership “will always aligae divided and lacking the
wholeness that could generate whole categoriesrmeg.®® This is in turn attributed to the
iterative operation of genre, a form of classificatbased upon transformative re-citation;
again using filmic examples, Brunette and Willslekpthat “genre distinctions are usually
seen as existingutsideor drawing their definition fronoutsidethe individual film, but are
actually alwaysnsideit at the same time through citation and refereammthrough each
text’s individual semiotic functioning®® This problematization of textual boundaries isthe
focused upon the structure of genre itself. As idarnotes, generic “re-marks” are required
to arbitrate any legible generic membership. Y, re-mark is necessarily external to the
generic category that it signifies, enacting “angkpart in without being part of® as
Perkins summarises, “genre-designations cannoatie@pthe corpus that they designdte.”
As a result, generically-marked texts can neveldiig’ but rather “participate” in
(multiple) open-ended genres, as they always tefan external designation and, more
broadly, “a system of difference outside any gigenre.®” The self-integrity of any genre

(or generic trait) is thus fundamentally comprordiss Brunette and Wills summarise,

a genre trait will be...divided between inside antswie, it will bedifférantand

thus always constituted by its opposite. This divisalways allows a kind of

58 Jacques Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” trans. AvRahell,Critical Inquiry 7, no. 1 (1980): 55.
%9 |bid., 63.

%0 |bid., 56.

61 peter Brunette and David WillScreen/Play: Derrida and Film Theo@xford: Princeton
University Press, 1989), 33. Emphasis in original.

52 Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” 59.

53 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play46.

54 |bid.

% Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” 59.

86 Claire PerkinsAmerican Smart Cinem@dinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 13.
57 Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” 59; Brunette and \&/iscreen/Play48.
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otherness, an indefinite openness or incompletetessist at the very heart of the

concept of genré&

It is precisely this originary impurity that thisesis positions “at the very heart” of
independent film. Its totalised constitution in opijtion to an equally homogeneous
Hollywood designation is undermined, as this antoicydifference is re-cast as a structural
incoherence that residesthin the category itself. In levelling this attack upgodependent
film’s ontological self-coherence, this thesis djgts the pervasive oppositional frames and
totalising definitions that reinforce a normativeae of reading and categorising cinematic
texts. This dominant structural equation discousagygy engagement with the singular
distinctiveness of the varied discursive elemeabssmed within pre-existing conceptual
categories; in positioning independent propertgedeviations from Hollywood convention,
they can only be read in one fashion, as deparftoesan external structural centre-point.
As will be established later, it is this methodatad orthodoxy that this thesis aims to re-
dress; in doing so, d@pens up a varied matrix of emergent re-conceaiidns and

interpretative gestures that can be applied tatiny of contemporary American film.

Independent Film as a Hybrid Category: Cinematic Caitinuums and Oppositions

As explored in detail above, foundational scholdilcourses on independent film
have repeatedly reasserted a relationship betwiseretk conceptual opposites. Independent
cinema and Hollywood have often been treated athatital presences, superficial
coherences that are themselves inhabited by taddbeir absent antonymic double.
However, in more recent academic work, severalrtbischave attempted to interrogate
rigid, binary definitions. For some scholars, dicmous frameworks represent simplistic,
outmoded structures that must undergo urgent mvigtelating apocalyptic appraisals of
the independent film sector to essentialist coosivas of “true” or “originary”
independence, King argues that any attempt to ideean authentic definition is undermined
by its position as an “institutionalized discursanception.® King then extends this
ontological critique to the oppositional, binargrirework within which self-coherent
independent and mainstream categories are coredriititthe negative object in the purist
account might be opened up to a more complex rgathie opposite pole is also a mythic

notion.””® In noting this critical shift, King, Molloy, and Taumakis characterise recent

%8 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play49.
89 King, “Thriving or in Permanent Crisis?” 50. Alsee Perren, “A Big Fat Indie Success Story,” 18.
70 |bid.
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independent film scholarship as a turn away frosemite oppositional models, even if the

solidity of the term is eventually reaffirmed:

Together, academic and other publications help&dbksh independent film as a
concrete and distinct category of American cinehr&cterised by a number of
specific traits, rather than as one simply definedatively on the basis of existing

outside the ‘mainstream’ represented by the owptite major studio$:

Writing alone, Tzioumakis explores this trend ipaar of detailed survey articles that
analyse this scholarly field. In the second of éh@ealing with academic interventions

“from the 1990s to date,”) Tzioumakis asserts that

the 2000s saw a large number of studies that hae® rAmerican independent
cinema one of the most debated subjects in the dielilm studies at a time when
questions of definition of the term ‘independengra becoming progressively

complex’?

Accordingly, Tzioumakis notes the common applicatd “discursive” definitions and
“hybrid” or “continuum” models in problematizing diar essentialist readings. In such
formulations, independent cinema has been apprdachan ever-shifting discourse shaped
by a greater range of contributing criteria anddeg; in turn, it has also been located as a
relative “centre-ground” in a complex spectrum iolenatic forms and categories,
incorporating both marginal and mainstream infleerig Such redefinitions ostensibly
challenge independent film’s presumed fixity anid-skentity, whilst also downplaying its
rigid, oppositional separation from mainstream ethod; this is evidenced in
characterisations of the category as “a notorioskiypery designation,” a “kaleidoscope
of modern film-making,™ and a classification with “increasingly elastfthoundaries.
However, it is my contention that such readingsira@icated in the logocentric definitional
logic they purport to subvert, even if their metggibal complicity is less structurally

explicit.

"1 King, Molloy and Tzioumakis, “Introduction,” 1.

2 Tzioumakis, “Academic Discourses and American patelent Cinema,” 318.

3 bid., 324-336.

74 Denise MannHollywood Independents: The Postwar Talent Take@amneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2008), 4.

S Berra,Declarations of Independenck38.

76 Justin Wyatt, “Revisiting 1970s’ Independent Dissition and Marketing Strategies,” in
Contemporary American Independent Film: From therdjites to the Mainstreaneds. Chris
Holmlund and Justin Wyatt (London: Routledge, 20@4)1.
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To address a prominent example, Tzioumakis’ inflizstudy is predicated upon a
conception of independent film as a dynamic, stftructure that changes shape
depending upon its specific historical and cultwa@itext; it constitutes “a discourse that
expands and contracts when socially authorisedutists (filmmakers, industry
practitioners, trade publications, academics, filitics, and so on) contribute towards its
definition at different periods in the history ofn&rican cinema’” In such a reading, this
thesis’ object of study amounts to but one epodhdependent film’'s dynamic definitional
history, referred to within Tzioumakis’ text as “@emporary American Independent
Cinema.™ Nevertheless, there are a number of methodolog&salmptions that ensure his
argument clings to existing totalising categoried hinary definitional frames. To begin,
the study’s exploration of independent cinema sef@es of specific socio-historical periods
must be challenged from a post-structuralist petsge As noted by Brunette and Wills,
grounding textual analyses within self-coherentdnisal contexts is itself an act of
metaphysical reduction, as one necessarily disaeomsthora of equally valid historical
sub-divisions or alternative interpretative f6tecondly, whilst Tzioumakis places the
concept of independence under analytical scrutanms such as “mainstream” and
“alternative” are unproblematically reified; thssévidenced in his assertion that
contemporary independents are “grounded” in “mad@sh” conventions, and in his
mobilisation of “co-dependent” and “hybrid” categm® Finally, whilst independent film is
treated as a dynamic, changeable discourse, itecanst an intelligible, static form in any
given historical moment to allow such changes tolieerved and mapped; independent
film’s continuing categorical solidity is evidencadTzioumakis’ assertion that “despite the
continuing problems of definition, American indegdent cinema has finally established
itself as a relatively distinct category of filmmiagg both in the global entertainment industry
and in public discoursé¥ Therefore, this approach constructs a corpusstsatucturally
dynamic but signifies a range of self-containedtdrically-specific meaning.

Whilst the range of studies explored above sugalffyodisrupt independent film’'s
ontological fixity, a greater number have attempgtedomplexify its antonymic, regulated
difference from an equally static Hollywood maiestm. In doing so, several recent texts

have constructed independent film as a hybrid lonain a broader continuum, assimilating

"7 Tzioumakis American Independent Cinen0-11. Pribram’s reading closely resembles
Tzioumakis’, and is inhabited by a similar tensb@tween independent film’s “shifting discursive
parameters” and its role as a “discrete cultutal'sPribram,Cinema & Culture xi-xii, 11.

8 Tzioumakis American Independent Cinerks7.

® For a Derridean critique of film history see Brtteeand Wills,Screen/Play33-45.

80 These observations underlie Tzioumakis’ reaffiiorabf hybridity models of independent film;
Tzioumakis, American Independent Cineni249-250, 267.

81 Tzioumakis American Independent CinepivO0.

82 Similar tensions are discernible in Newmbnlie, 3.
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a range of influences from seemingly divergent wiagc sources. To begin, several
scholars have posited a growing symbiosis betwegependent and Hollywood practices
and aesthetics, a merging of two initially distinategories within the specific context of
recent American cineméndeed, such assumptions are commonplace in afotened
industrial definitions, identifiable in the work &ichard Maltby, Merritt, Schatz, and
Sickels?®® These scholars argue that in recent years a pigyidistinct independent sector
with a coherent, oppositional identity has beempted, commercialised, and
institutionalised into crisis or compromise; thiogess is evidenced by the purported rise of
indiewood film, specialty divisions, and corportd&eovers of prominent indie studios.
However, whilst this industrial narrative offersague indictment of recent industrial
convergence and its creation of a “pseudo-indeph@eoduct?®* it has also been mobilised
as a starting-off point for more rigorous reap@Bi®f recent independent films as hybrid
textual configurations.

To begin, numerous critics have characterised eifsphistorical context (the
1990s onwards) within which certain infrastructutalelopments and trends undermined
strict oppositional definitions of independent atallywood film. For example, in noting a
greater accommodation of “queer themes” within E®@instream cinema, Michele Aaron
contends that the decade “was a...period when tlaifyobf the Independent and
Hollywood sectors was fraying® Levy forwards a similar argument throughout his
exhaustive study of “the rise of American indeperidigm,” suggesting that “over the years,
the definition has blurred as a result of the iasiheg consolidation of power among
Hollywood’s majors and mini-major§®Tzioumakis offers a detailed periodization of thes
cinematic trends in a recent article, locatingnailsir coming together of antonymic
categories within a specific historical contextu§hwhilst arguing that “much of American
Independent cinema has always operated at cloge with the Hollywood majors”
Tzioumakis outlines a series of “phases” that chathanging relationship between
independent cinema and Hollywood. Thus, “indie”’§3%.1996) and “indiewood” (1996/8-

presentf eras are characterised as different stages ioveing “convergence between

83 See MerrittCelluloid Mavericks 348; Maltby,Hollywood Cinema18; Schatz, “Conglomerate
Hollywood and Contemporary Independent Film,” 18itkels,American Film in the Digital Age
42-46.

84 Murphy, You and Me and Memento and Fargé3.
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ed. Michele Aaron (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univerdtyess, 2004), 9.
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87 yannis Tzioumakis, “Independent,’ ‘Indie’ and ‘livood’”: Towards a Periodisation of
Contemporary (Post-1980) American Independent C&éim American Independent Cinema: Indie,
Indiewood and Beyonads. Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioukisa(New York:
Routledge, 2013), 30.
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independent and Hollywood cinema,” a gradual phesram that involved “the lines
between independent cinema and Hollywood” becorimiageasingly “blurred #

Whilst the examples offered above posit an origirmgposition between
independent film and Hollywood that has been slosvlyded, a number of more complex
academic engagements consider ontological hybriditst structural pre-condition of
independent cinema itself. King offers the mostnprent, sophisticated example of this
definitional argument. Despite endorsing readinfgs luistorical convergence of
independent and mainstream teXtse constructs a broader cinematic continuum suefain
by varying points of structural hybridity, usinggttoherent interpretative framework to
group and order (in relative terms) a plethoraeafd associated with independent film.
Thus, citing industrial, textual, and socio-poBi@aspects as vital “points of orientation” for
independent cinema, King cogently describes a rahgescursive possibilities subsumed

within this category:

Some films customarily designated as “independepérate at a distance from the
mainstream...: they are produced in an ultra-low-letidgprid a million miles from
that of the Hollywood blockbuster; they adopt fotstaategies that disrupt or
abandon the smoothly flowing conventions associaidtithe mainstream
Hollywood style; and they offer challenging perdpess on social issues, a rarity in
Hollywood. Others exist in a closer, sometimes sptitbrelationship with the
Hollywood behemoth, offering a distinctive touctthim more conventional

frameworks

In stressing independent film’s textual diverskyng furnishes this category with a hybrid
structure, arguing that it is constituted by thieiplay of a number of mainstream and

alternative forms:

Independent cinema exists in the overlapping tegribetween Hollywood and a

number of alternatives: the experimental ‘avantiggrthe more accessible ‘art’ or

8 |bid., 37, 39. For similar readings, see Murpligu and Me and Memento and Farg63; Justin
Wyatt, “Independents, Packaging and InflationarysBure in 1980s Hollywoodifi A New Pot of
Gold: Hollywood under the Electronic Rainbow, 19B889,ed. Stephen Prince (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2002), 158-159.

% See KingAmerican Independent Cinenv; Geoff King,Indiewood, USA: Where Hollywood
Meets Independent Cinerflaondon: 1.B. Tauris, 2009), 271; King, “Thriviray in Permanent
Crisis?” 59.

91 King, American Independent Cinepta2.
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‘quality’ cinema, the politically engaged, the lddget exploitation film and the

more generally offbeat or eccentffc.

King directly acknowledges this structural hybidit his study ofndiewood a cinematic
sub-category that exemplifies the purported asatioit of mainstream and marginal forms,
practices, and themes. Describing indiewood ag/hrith location,” King uses the term to
describe “an area in which Hollywood and the indj@®t sector merge or overlaf.”
Indiewood is treated as a “combination of more lasd mainstream ingredient$,a
theorisation that clearly problematizes readingm@épendent film as totalised, self-
contained, and discretely opposed to a homogertdollygvood monolith. Indeed, in
concluding his study, King directly positions hisdel as a challenge to essentialist
definitions and fixed binary frames; his aim “ist @ suggest the existence of an open field
of forces but to move away from the notion thainapée binary opposition can be asserted
between the commercial mainstream and all pointslafive departure and differenc&.”
Whilst indiewood exemplifies King’s structural rericeptualisation, this argument implies
that a range of ontological hybrids can be disarmegyriad differential mixtures that
replace one discrete, absolutist antinomy. ThuKig summarises, “the lines between the
independent sector and Hollywood are in many plabgsed, the difference between one
and the other being sometimes radical, sometimdesda clear-cut® Importantly, King's
reading elucidates an increasingly visible struattendency in recent independent
discourses, where the category is cast as an tindem spacé” that “exhibits all vigor of
the hybrid”?8 such equations are perceptible in the aforemesdiovork of Tzioumakis and
Pribram? as well as related categories of “semi-indeperidi€@nd “major independent”

film. 101
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As briefly mentioned earlier, King’s theorisatiohaorange of hybrid cinematic
forms is mapped onto a bounded continuum thatcstestout between hypothetical
mainstream and marginal poles; a text or categqmgsise location is dependent upon the
extent to which they incorporate and merge seemiagtithetical influences: “at one end of
the American cinematic spectrum is the globally oh@nt Hollywood blockbuster. At the
other is the low-budget independent or ‘indie’ teatand, beyond that, various forms of
avant-garde, experimental, no-budget or otherwésa@mically marginal productiort®®
Thus, whilst indiewood provides an increasinglyrpieent middle-ground for this linear
framework, spectrum models accommodate and ortdgga variety of texts that have been
discursively associated with American independimt fAs King concludes, these
multiplicitous textual possibilities stretch outt\ween two antonymic poles: “many shades
of difference...continue to exist...between the extrecmnstituted by Hollywood and
Indiewood, at one end, and the underground and-@eade, at the othet® Thus, King's
cinematic continuum superficially undermines acstoinary segregation of Hollywood and
independent film, allowing for a complex mixingmerging of these terms into numerous
singular variations. King's spectrum of indie oatgies has been mirrored, mobilised, and
revised in a number of further scholarly studigsti€€Holmlund inaugurates a similar model
in her suggestion that “independent and mainstifeatare films are linked together on a
sliding scale. Neither ideologically nor economiigare they purely antithetical.” This form
of structural interconnection purportedly runs attbdirections; whilst various “key sectors
of independent film have indeed migrated towardsniainstream, from the margins,” this
has in turn led “many contributors (to) choosegeakfromthe margingo the
mainstream°* Yet, these seemingly opposed dynamics are renderethnifestations of a
single theoretical shift; for Holmlund, in the adtdefinition, “what’s at stake is a
continuum, not an opposition%

As evidenced above, recent intellectual currentisizvindependent film scholarship
have encouraged works that seek to redefine th@cbof study; applying similar
theoretical models, these works ostensibly crititieerigid oppositional definitions that
characterise earlier popular, journalistic, anddaaaic readings. Considering independent
film as a hybrid site (or series of sites) mappetb@ broader cinematic spectrum, any

attempt to theorise the category as a pure, pplosite of Hollywood is fatally
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undermined. Furthermore, in reading independers @x an amalgam of mainstream and
marginal determinants, this model superficiallysesaany clear division between these
countervailing tendencies, as they are shown texist-(and intermingle) in the production
of textual meaning. Finally, by reading independgnéma as a hybrid of varying cinematic
traditions, dualistic frames are rejected in favola multifaceted integration of disparate
influences; numerous theorists have considerecamtient film as a productive meeting of
a plethora of filmic forms, including Hollywood,tarinema, avant-garde film, and
exploitation.

However, whilst such models undoubtedly complergguctive oppositional
frameworks, they ultimately reify the metaphysigahciples upon which earlier definitions
are founded. For example, this section began bpgatscholarly consensus concerning the
perceived convergence of independent and mainstcasmatic forms and practices, a
process located directly within a specific socistbiical context. However, whilst such
arguments superficially challenge discrete, oppws independent definitions, they rely
upon essentialist constructions of the categortesse boundaries they purport to blur or
merge. Firstly, in positioning this trend as a redextual phenomenon, such readings tacitly
embracea priori, originary constructions of “true independencet; ihdependent film and
Hollywood to have recently merged, there must beaatier context within which they were
fundamentally separate. Thus, the dualistic antinbetween independent and Hollywood
film is retained as one historically-specific masifation of American cinematic realify.

Secondly, the application of this hybrid discurdioan implies the mixture of two
legibly discrete values, hypothetical opposites #ma subsequently integrated. Such an
observation is discernable in Mark Shiel's astnterrogation of “cult cinema,” a
definitional discourse that bears striking struatwimilarities to bifurcated independent film
models. Shiel argues that similar hybridity dissasrutilised by cult theorists like Joan
Hawkins actually reify strict binary frames, depentlas they are on the “resurrection” of an
“out-of-date opposition*®’ Furthermore, in his deconstructive interrogatibgenre,

Derrida notes that the superficial interspersintegfual forms does not entail a radical
effacing of theira priori ontologies: “if it should happen that they do mt&, by accident
or through transgression, by mistake or througipaé, then this should confirm, since, after

all, we are speaking of ‘mixing,” the essentialipuof their identity.% Thus, the act of
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generic assimilation reinforces the necessaryntistess of the ontologies it brings together.
It is the contention of this study that a similagaretical critique can be applied to the work
of figures such as King, Holmlund, and Wyatt, wiomstruct independent cinema at the
intersection of mainstream and marginal forms,lesists, and practices. In positioning
independent film as a hybrid of antagonistic termikes) mainstream and marginal must carry
essential ontologies; without retaining metaphyse#-coherence, the integration of
previously distinct entities would be renderedgilde.

This reading of independent film as an “eclectigtonie™ of discrete elements is
solidified by the terms with which this specificinid category is described. Importantly, the
readings outlined above do not characterise itfagdatextual zone within which previously
distinct elements are transformed into undecidatblesigh heterogeneous interactions;
rather, independent texts are commonly describesh @assemblage of oppositional
components that retain theirpriori meanings even as they are structurally intersgerse
This set of structural assumptions is clear in Ksrngork on indiewood. Locating this
category as “an area in which Hollywood and thepehdent sector merge or overlap,”
King's detailed textual descriptions suggest thaments drawn from antonymic tendencies
remain discretely discernible within case-studynéil Thus, indiewooi established as a
“combination of more and less mainstream ingregiémnsuring that films within this
category are the products of a process in whiakniehts of more and less
distinctive/mainstream cinema are mixed in varygog@ntities.*'! Finally, this process is
typified by King's mobilisation of Pierre Bourdieuhotion of “distinction” as it relates to
prevailing taste cultures; he suggests that “e&theofilms analysed so far combines largely
conventional cinematic structures or devices witlnes markers of difference or
distinction.*2 In such a reading, countervailing properties renctearly separate.

In constructing indiewood as a mixture of oppossdlencies, King ameliorates the
seemingly undecidable textual logic that inhabiits ¢ategory. As noted in this thesis’
introduction, Derrida regularly evokes this condeptlucidate his deconstructive project;
re-marking a point where previous categorical opfmrs begin to unravel, the undecidable
exceeds the dualisms of metaphysics as it simutastg embodies seemingly paradoxical
ontologies!!® Derrida then contrasts this theoretical gestuth tegelian “speculative
dialectics,” a form of criticism he deems complicitsearching for &losof logocentric

closure and conceptual self-unity; in such modesadoxes are uncovered but then
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defused, as pre-existing polar opposites are iatedrinto a new totalising concept that

escapes the metaphysical dualism that produced it:

Hegelian idealism consists precisely akkveof the binary oppositions of classical
idealism, a resolution of contradiction into a ¢hierm that comes in order to
aufhebento deny while raising up, while idealizing, whdablimating into an

anamnesic interiorityErinnerung, while interningdifference in a self-present¥.

Conversely, Derrida argues that deconstruction versotextual self-contradictions so that
they can bexploitedrather thamesolved instead of being comfortably accommodated into
a new (and totalized) meaning, they are used tcapalt the oppositional foundations of
metaphysical discourse. Thus, in contrast to a legemethod that “determines difference
as contradiction only in order to resolve it...inbe tself-presence of an onto-theological or
onto-teleological synthesis,” Derrida notes a “diohiality of différance” a model of

textual self-contradiction that “can never be tgtedsolved.® Bearing this commentary in
mind, a similar critique can be levelled at pervasieadings of indiewood. As demonstrated
above, the category fulfils a role that mirrors lingocentric dialectics that Derrida attacks;
outlining the co-presence of paradoxical textua eontextual discourses (independent film
and Hollywood), these are resolved or synthesisédma third term (indiewood) that is
then taxonomically defined, granting it absolutéotwgical closure. Thus, whilst indiewood
draws attention to contradictions within Americametnatic discourse, these are neutralised
within a new structural self-presence, which isliim granted its own legible, essential
being. In contrast, this thesis, as a Derrideamantion into similar debates, utilises these
textual paradoxes for deconstructive ends.

Finally, the metaphysical complicity of aforememniga hybridity definitions is
equally discernable in the continuum models froniciwhhey are drawn. Superficially,
theorisations of cinematic “gradational scaté&sglude discrete, binary formulation; such a
framework visualises a broad range of textual joigses in place of monolithic absolutes,
laying bare a conceptual diversity that is fordgfllbmogenised within independent film
and Hollywood categories. However, for a continudoroperate, it must stretch between
two polar opposites, theoretical essences betwéahwva variety of figures or terms can be
positioned. As a result, any such framework saédithe integrity of these oppositional end-

points; even if they are posited@sctically unobtainable extremes, theiypothetical

114 |bid., 43.

1151bid., 44.

116 David E. James, “Alternative Cinemas, @ontemporary American Independent Film: From the
Margins to the Mainstreanpeds. Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt (London: fRadge, 2004), 60.
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solidity is vital to the continuum’s operation. Fwermore, by locating the object of study
between distinct poles, spectrum models again dstrada the originargifférancethat
inhabits the metaphysical sign; whilst being shoavdiffer relatively from two specific
oppositional points, each text, category, or vaduagain defined in relation to an external
(and absent) “other,” which can be recast as amnat differential constituent. By stressing
the “shades of difference” that exist between texidrnalised) “extremes}’ such studies
mobilise a logocentric framework themselves, ralming and bounding a radical textual
heterogeneity and a freeplay of cinemadiiftérance Yet, in doing so, hybridity and
spectrum models also demonstrate their structalaince upon this unbounded semiotic

economy.

Side-Stepping Independent Discourses: (New) Punkpfart, and other Analogous

Concepts

As demonstrated above, recent independent filnodises have reiterated a range
of metaphysical structural assumptions, intract&yityg the concept to a series of
interrelated binary oppositions. In turn, the virtigf previous scholarship has made it
increasingly difficult for contemporary studiesewplore this textual area without being
drawn into these well-trodden ontological debatigis; often leads to the regurgitation of the
same reductive definitional frameworks they settowtubvert. However, in recent years a
tangential trend in indie scholarship has emergétijn which academics have begun to
reject independent film as a useful conceptuatigatif their object of study. Thus, original
post-pop,
“smart,” and “specialty film")'® have been constituted in recent academic works,

interpretative and cinematic categories (such msw] punk, quirky,”
incorporating a plethora of films and filmmakeratthad previously been located squarely
within independent film discourses.

Ostensibly, one could read these studies as attaimgtde-step the myriad
discursive impasses elucidated within this chateleed, several such works are explicitly
justified by their superficial transcendence ofttiefinitional area’s problematic structural

assumptions; for example, Tzioumakis extols histmestening of independent cinema as

117King, American Independent Cinept 11.

118 See Nicholas Rombes, “Introduction,”Niew Punk Cinemaed. Nicholas Rombes (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2005); Jesse Fox MaksRast-Pop Cinema: The Search for Meaning
in New American FilnfLondon: Praeger Publishers, 2007); James MacDp{gdtes on Quirky,”
Movie: A Journal of Film Criticismi (2010): 1-16,
http://www?2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/film/movie/comts/notes_on_quirky.pdf.; Jeffrey Sconce,
“Irony, Nihilism, and the New American ‘Smart’ FilinScreem3, no. 4 (2002): 349-369;
Tzioumakis,Hollywood'’s Indies 12-27; Peter Hansomhe Cinema of Generation X: a Critical Study
of Films and DirectorgJefferson, NC: McFarland, 2002).
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“specialty film” because the new term “removesitteplogical and political implications
and meanings that have been attached by variotitsliitns to the label ‘independent’ and
its derivatives over the year§? Whilst these reconceptualizations may encouraiggnat
perspectives that complement orthodox studies,dtgued here that any attempt to side-step
independent cinema discourses is deeply problenfsgievidenced in Derrida’s assertion
that “there is nothing outside of the t&Xt° the meaning(s) of any object of study are
reciprocally constituted, augmented, and transfdrimethe act of analysis itself;
accordingly, previous readings of independent filwe actively re-shaped the category
they have attempted to describe. If one rejectsrisetions of independent film as a fixed
entity that can be objectively defined, it can eappraised as an amorphous, dynamic
cultural construct, a signified that is constamben to an endless process of revision, flux,
and iterative transformatidd! Furthermore, the various practices, texts, amanfibkers
associated with the category are themselves ontallbhgmodified by the popular,

industrial, and academic accounts that have depatedlysed, and (ultimately) shaped their
meanings. Thus, in ignoring a range of relevartulisive elements, meanings, and
structures, such approaches deny a complex wetnofotations that partly constitute their
objects of study.

Furthermore, a large number of these discursiveviations ultimately perpetuate
the arbitrary totalities and metaphysical bifuroas that structure independent film
ontologies. Indeed, the very act of initiating avre@nematic category encourages
logocentric generalisations and reductions. Coostrgi and enforcing a series of discursive
limits, these definitional texts shape and demaraatroader textual heterogeneity; as
Brunette and Wills note, “any analysis necessadaliljdes a domain in order to study
In being granted this structural closure, manyhefaforementioned terms are theorised
within an explicitly oppositional economy; whilstaing the reified binary dualism
between independent film and Hollywood, these nategories are often located on the
margins of the American cinematic landscape, agsiablishing them in relation to a
homogeneous mainstream. Furthermore, many examplbis trend also replicate the
hybridity or spectrum discourses outlined abovegmfesponding to or trying to refine the
amorphous territory of indiewood film, new cinensagiib-categories are placed at the

intersection of two or more seemingly divergentftraditions. Whilst there are numerous

119 Tzioumakis Hollywood’s Indies 14-15.

120 Jacques Derrid@)f Grammatologytrans. Gayatri Chavravorty Spivak, Corr. ed. om Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1997), 158. Emphasigigiraal.

121 For a detailed version of this argument, see Btarand Wills,Screen/Play121-122; Such a
reading is alluded to by Tzioumakis, who lists aratts as one of the “socially authorised
institutions” that contribute to independent filrafahitions; TzioumakisAmerican Independent
Cinema 11.

122 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play107.
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potential examples of such methodological gestuhey, are elucidated here in relation to
one exemplary case-study: (new) punk cinema.

Nicholas Rombes, Stacy Thompson, and Bruce Isaxpsdrations of (new) punk
cinema encapsulate recent attempts to provide a ownplex or variable definitional
alternative to independent film. Indeed, (new) pisxplicitly introduced as a more
nuanced, fluid conceptualisation than the exisiimigpendent discourse it superficially
resembles. Rombes describes it as containing da€stan heart!?® a view reinforced by
Isaacs’ assertion that any theorisation of “a nankptradition” must account for “textual
heterogeneity?* extending this perspective even further, Thommamuyests that punk is
often circumscribed by practitioners as “that whitannot be defined*® This implicit
critiqgue of conceptual rigidity is rendered exglicy Rombes, as he directly discusses how
the new concept destabilises dualistic definitioh&merican independent film: pointing out
that his corpus of new punk texts are “not all @pendent™ and are drawn from a variety of
national contexts, Rombes argues that the latter ‘teas less value today when so many
films are financed by complex and interrelated eks.? As a result, he contextualises
new punk within a range of “new movements that 4eagkove beyond the worn-out
‘mainstream vs independent cinema’ paradigm, adigmawhich...is trickier to sustain
now that ‘indie’ cinema has become a multi billdwilar industry.®?” However, scholars
like Thompson have also located the term as a cdbad) structurevithin independent
discourse; at times the author refers to the olgjestudy as a “sub-genré?® deferring to an
industrial definitional framework that defines putikema as “independently producéé’.”
Thus, whilst Thompson does not theorise punk axalicit indie analogue, the manner in
which he positions punk within existing categorddiews it to be discusseaabide fronthe
problematic structural assumptions that orient pesielent cinema as a broader, self-

coherent cinematic catego¥/.

123 Rombes, “Introduction,” 18.

124 Bruce Isaacs, “Non-Linear Narrative,” Mew Punk Cinemaed. Nicholas Rombes (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 129.

125 Stacy Thompson, “Punk CinemaGinema Journa#3, no. 2 (2004): 47. Mayshark adopts a
similar justificatory approach in his study of p@stp directors, who he argues “(defy) easy
categorization”; Maysharlost-Pop Cinemgab.

126 Rombes, “Introduction,” 2.

127 |pid., 16. Mendik and Schneider espouse similguarents in their reading of underground film;
Xavier Mendik and Steven Jay Schneider, “Exploraitdnderground: American Film (Ad)ventures
Beneath the Hollywood Radar,” Wnderground U.S.A.: Filmmaking Beyond the Hollyw&ahon
eds. Xavier Mendik and Steven Jay Schneider (Londdallflower Press, 2002), 1, 10.

128 Stacy Thompson “Punk Cinema,” Wew Punk Cinemaed. Nicholas Rombes (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 26.

129 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (1),” 64.

130 A range of other analogous interpretative framéwdgsuch as MacDowell's notion of quirky or
Hawkins reading of “downtown film culture”) are pi@ned as independent film sub-categories; see
MacDowell, “Notes on Quirky”; Joan Hawkins, “DarRjsturbing, Intelligent, Provocative, and
Quirky: Avant-Garde Cinema of the 1980s and 199BsContemporary American Independent
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As alluded to above, attempts to transcend indegrerfdm discourses are often
undermined by the mobilisation of a similar metagbgl logic within new cinematic
categories. Returning to (new) punk cinema, itlieen theorised as an explicit attack upon
structural simplifications and oppositions mobitise normative models of American
cinema, typified by antonymic definitions of indepent and Hollywood film. However,
when considered closely, one can discern similgodentric properties within (new) punk
cinema itself, metaphysical gestures that underthied¢erm’s purported “openness” and
“heterogeneity.*®! Specifically, (new) punk cinema frequently moteksmaterialist and
auteurist structures that are strikingly similatitose observable within dualistic
independent film definitions. In Rombes’ introdactito the category, he constructs a series
of historical, textual, and structural frames ttiasely resemble pervasive independent film
taxonomies: “Beginning in the mid 1990s, a seriefdms from around the world began to
emerge that challenged, or at least radically eglyimmany of the narrative and aesthetic
codes that governed mainstream Hollywood fateéFurthermore, several of the exemplary
new punk texts he outlines are more commonly amiw@d by critics and scholars as
independent; these inclu@immo(1997) andrhe Blair Witch Projecf1999)3 Thus,
whilst explicitly arguing that this category is rastalogous with independent film, Rombes
defines new punk with a timeframe and corpus thabiighly equitable with pervasive indie
definitions; additionally, he places the categorgisimilar dualistic, antagonistic
relationship with a monolithic mainstream Hollywodtbr Thompson, punk is also
characterised as a “resistant cinedfaan aesthetic attack upon a normalised Hollywood
mainstream aesthetic: comparing the workings okgdim and music, Thompson argues
that major record labels and Hollywood studios ftbgntical “gatekeeping functions,”
providing self-coherent, monolithic textual norrhattpunk products can oppose and
subvertt*®* Thus, noting the differences in pacing that charése the oppositional aesthetics
of punk music and film, Thompson demonstratesphbak narration is primarily defined by
that which it excludes, namely the commercial imaiges of classical Hollywood
convention: to abet the development of a “punk’tfaetsc, “the Hollywood aesthetic —

linear, teleological, and fast-paced — had to bertitd, rendered open-ended, and slowed

Film: From the Margins to the Mainstrearads. Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt (London:
Routledge, 2004), 89-90.

131 Whilst scholars have discerned a heightened teSgpanness” within (new) punk cinema, it is
accommodated within a framework thilmwnplaysa radically deconstructive textuality; see
Thompson, “Punk Cinema (1),” 47, 49-51, 64; Thonms@unk Cinema (2),” 33-37; Rombes,
“Introduction,” 3-4, 10; Nicholas Rombes, “Sincgrénd Irony,” inNew Punk Cinemaed. Nicholas
Rombes (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009, 84-85.

132 Rombes, “Introduction,” 2.

133 | bid.

134 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (2),” 32.

135 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (1),” 50.
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down. In punk cinema, scenes that do not advarecedirative signify a lack of concern
with money and therefore with the commercial mark&t

This purported textual subversion is underlinecbyequally important industrial
antinomy; for a text to be considered as punk,fanyal or stylistic oppositionality must be
accompanied by (and stem from) a marginal prodeaontext. Thompson introduces this
idea by providing a dualistic summary of punk disse’s “two vectors®’ arguing that
different groups have chosen to define punk eiéiséta loosely construed aesthetic” or “in
terms of its economics — its production and repetidn.”*8 In contrast, by adopting a
“materialist critique,**® Thompson proposes a “more dialectical approach tlaat grasps
the aesthetic of punk cinema that has emerged &rairbeen informed by ‘punk
economics.”° Here, Thompson clearly replicates traditional jetedent film definitions
that rely upon industrial oppositionality, as hegarmes a direct causal relationship between
productive and aesthetic attributes. Finally, trereealso brief moments when (new) punk
discourse evokes more complex (yet equally metapalysiybrid definitional models. In
Rombes’ introductory text, his rejection of indegent film as a useful category informs
assertions that new punk films should be approaabed“brutal mixture of underground,
avant-garde technique and mainstream, genre-bamgteing™4%; this reading closely
resembles recent theorisations of independentffimarded by figures such as King and
Holmlund#? Thus, whilst (new) punk scholars explicitly rejgudependent film as a useful
analytical category, they tacitly reinforce theatanal or hybrid models that have
dominated recent American film scholarship.

This brief survey of (new) punk scholarship demmatss the logocentric complicity
of reductive attempts to side-step independentdilsaourses. However, there has been one
trend within recent American film scholarship tpabvides a tentative basis for a more
sustained deconstructive re-inscription of indegendim; this is the gradual rise in work
on smart cinema, evidenced by the work of Jeffreyn8e, Pat Brereton, and Perkins.
Undoubtedly, existing constructions of smart cineeglicate many of the problematic
methodological assumptions discerned within othtrpretative models, demonstrating an
(albeit increasingly self-conscious) logocentrienpdicity. Firstly, this is evident in its
discursive positioning as both a sub-categdrgnd a cyphefor independent film; in both

formulations, smart’s heightened structural refléyiis centred upon its own distinct being,

136 |bid., 55-56.

137 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (2),” 22.

138 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (1),” 47.

139 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (2),” 21.

140 Thompson, “Punk Cinema (1),” 47. Thompson alsckes@forementioned discourses of “true
independence”; Ibid., 49.

141 Rombes, “Introduction,” 2.

142 For uses of a related punk continuum, see ThompBamk Cinema (1),” 47.
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deflecting critical interrogation away from the hdwr discourse of
“commercial/independent” filmmaking within whichig positioned?® Secondly, smart has
been theorised as a “nebuldeadency!** or “loosely conceived*® category “with a
specific interest in confounding the discrete caties of art, independent and mainstream
filmmaking.”4¢ Yet, in spite of these caveats, it has often me@structed with an (albeit
self-conscious) taxonomic certainty; in Sconceaugural definition of smart he outlines a
number of smart texts, flmmakers, and shared &dlements, including a characteristic
“blank’ style,” synchronous narrative structurés focus on the white middle-class family
as a crucible of miscommunication and emotionafudyion,” and a political interest in
issues of “taste, consumerism and identity Finally, smart’s structural solidity has been
underlined by its constitution either in opposittormainstream cinema and culture, or as a
hybrid of countervailing tendencies, structural msdhat closely replicate prominent
independent film definitions; thus, smart has biesgined as both a “style defined in
opposition to Hollywood™® and a category “that survives...at the symbolic rmaderial
intersection of ‘Hollywood’, the ‘indie’ scene atite vestiges of what cinephiles used to
call ‘art’ films.”14° However, in spite of these metaphysical implicagiand structural
limitations, smart scholarship has achieved sevefkdxive theoretical breakthroughs; these
are ultimately beneficial to my thesis’ re-inscigpt of independent film as an interpretative
tool that embodies a radical deconstructive paénti

Specifically, it is argued here that smart’s putpd characterisation as a nihilistic,
postmodern, and self-reflexive category rendeniseful starting point for the application of
deconstructive reading strategies to American catentexts. The construction of smart as a
sensibility within contemporary US film has cry$itaedd around purported tonal
commonalities within case-study texts, expresspdatedly as being ironic in charactér.

Indeed, Sconce introduces smart as one manifestaftiad broader cultural shift, manifesting

143 perkins American Smart Cinemd-5. For examples of these definitional gestuses, Brereton,
Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Pleastr&conce, “lrony, Nihilism, and the new
American ‘Smart’ Film,” 351.

144 perkins American Smart Cinemd.

145 Brereton Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Pleaslre

146 perkins American Smart Cinema7.

147 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@ Film,” 352, 355, 357-358. For similar
discrete definitions and textual taxonomies, sesr&on,Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New
Audience Pleasure83, 39; PerkinsAmerican Smart Cinem@8, 16-17, 157.

148 perkins American Smart Cinemd57. For similar oppositional definitions, se@&e, “Irony,
Nihilism, and the new American ‘Smart’ Film,” 35&3B.

149 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@mFilm,” 351. For similar hybrid

definitions, see Perkindmerican Smart Cinemd-5, 29; BreretorSmart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons
and New Audience Pleasure®.

150 A heightened focus on irony or nihilism is alsegent in readings of other analogous categories,
and independent film itself; for examples, see tdanthe Cinema of Generation X-2; Levy,
Cinema of Outsider$5-56, 130, 151, 508; Pribra@inema & Culture 45; Hawkins, “Dark,
Disturbing, Intelligent, Provocative, and Quirk®5.
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and expressing “a predilection for irony, black lmwm fatalism, relativism and, yes, even
nihilism.”*! Thus, arguing that the ironic tone of smart isligojg‘as a means of critiquing
‘bourgeois’ taste and culture,” it is perceived asta symptom of socio-cultural

disengagement, but rather a shift in the polititedtegies of American film:

American smart cinema has displaced the more acemphasis on the ‘social
politics’ of power, institutions, representatiordasubjectivity so central to 1960s
and 1970s art cinema (especially in its ‘politicalhg), and replaced it by
concentrating, often with ironic disdain, on thergonal politics’ of power,

communication, emotional dysfunction and identityvhite middle-class culturé?

Thus, describing smart irony as a “semiotic chaSthSconce argues that case-study texts
offer subversive challenges to overarching etracal political frameworks: “from within

the prism of irony...many of these films suggestfthgity of pure politics or absolute
morality.”** In introducing her own study, Perkins commentsrupoonce’s observations at
length, discussing how the perceived ironic tonsmért can be used to explore the cycle’s
reflexive critiques of contemporary American sogiahd prevailing cinematic
conventiong?>® Consequently, Perkins also frames smart as arkaitaessentialist
categories and absolute knowledge; citing smagflexive approach to genre as a key
example, she notes that it “has obvious resonaitbetive techniques of pastiche and
quotation that are central to a postmodern aestti@dt distrusts ultimate positions of truth
or reasonX®n turn, smart’s construction as an ironic culticam again places the
category within broader discourses of the postmudepoint reinforced by Brereton’s
assertion that it constitutes “a dominant framiegide for smart cinema?” Thus, smart is
consistently defined as a critique of transcendenganing, allying the category with
broader currents within contemporary post-strudigtrtheory. Finally, references to smart
as a potential critique of metaphysical preseneekso discernible in pejorative evaluations
of the category and associated texts; criticiseddmservative commentators as part of a
pervasive “new nihilism,” smart films have beendted as “a particularly active
battleground within a larger moral and artistic Vi*&# For its disparagers, smart films are

devoid of “rational moral judgement and politicerhbodying a perceived “nihilistic”

151 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@m Film,” 350.

152 1bid., 352.

153 |bid., 358.

154 1bid., 368.

155 perkins, American Smart Cinemd2-16.

156 |bid., 14.

157 Brereton Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Pleas2ie

158 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@mFilm,” 349, 353-354.
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amorality that motivated comparisons with the ciaerof Stalinist Russia and Nazi
Germany:*®

Whether framing the category as politically pragiee or fascistic, critical and
scholarly engagements with smart texts have caaitinfocused upon a pervasive ironic
tone; this “ineffable®® quality underlies contrasting readings that plosth a radical
political potential and a reckless apathy. Howeirethis thesis, | consider smart’s supposed
ironic qualities as neither a full-fledged concegitrritique nor a retreat into nihilist
detachment; rather, they can also be considerachascent deconstructive potentfalin
meeting charges of nihilism and “blank disengageirfeaquently levelled at smart, Sconce
contends that its ironic disposition does not atutsta withdrawal from political or moral
judgement®? rather, he reads the sensibility as an emergemt & political engagement
“conducted on a new terrain,” rooted in the biftecasocio-political climate of late 20
century American culture wars: “frequently dismises apolitical or even amoral, the new
smart cinema might be better seen as a transaitier than an abnegation of political
cinema.™® Indeed, Sconce proceeds to argue that “many eétfiens are extremely
politicized and even rather moralisti®*Importantly, such a judgement is related to
Sconce’s own observations regarding the potentilitigal role of irony itself, as he refers
to it as a “strategic gesture” or a “semiotic intgrtion within politics.*® Thus, the
subversive potential of smart is clear, as it isiffaned directly within a “semiotic war of
position” that uncovers and exploits cultural aimematic contradiction®° Interrogating
prominent ontological frameworks, smart texts digeengage with specific textual and
contextual structures; however, they are in tutwetted through the ironic character of
their rendering, a gesture that amounts to a alisielf-interrogation of their engrained
logocentric properties. From such a perspectiveysdoes not inaugurate a new set of
political or ontological truth claims; rather, iperates as a textual tool that evokes but then
undermines conventional models of cinematic antlicallknowledge.

Whilst smart is not elucidated within an explicitlgconstructive methodology, its
ironic tone can be fruitfully reconceptualised witlan overtly Derridean framework.

Indeed, smart irony bears strong foundational rét@mees with the more sustained

1591bid., 350.

160 perkins American Smart Cinemd4.

161 Hutcheon notes the deconstructive potential abaeapplications of irony; see Linda Hutcheon,
“The Power of Postmodern Irony,” tBenre, Trope, Gender: Critical Essays by Northrage;
Linda Hutcheon and Shirley Neumasd. Barry Rutland (Ottawa: Carleton Universite$, 1992),
I35.

162 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@mFilm,” 352.

163 1bid., 367.

1641bid., 352.

165 1hid., 352, 369. Also see Perkisnerican Smart Cinemd.

166 |bid., 367.
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deconstructive method that will be applied in fhvigject; the latter also relies upon the
general principle of overturning and displacing apétysical structurefsom within through
the uncovering and explication of their internahiradictions and textual slippages. In this
manner, the “double-voicindf” of irony provides a useful starting-off point fam explicitly
deconstructive reading of American independent &ilmd cultural politics. Indeed, this latent
affinity between smart principles and Derridearotiygas demonstrated in the language
Sconce uses to describe the “ironic position-takinglertaken by smart moviegoers;
suggesting that viewers must adopt a spectatargtipn that involves “reading ‘against the
grain,” he mobilises a term frequently associatétth deconstructive textual analysf$.
Furthermore, the aforementioned critical aims o&dr{to demonstrate the “futility of pure
politics or absolute morality”) closely resemble thbjectives of the deconstructive critic, in
his or her broader challenge to Western metaphwgsidsts idealisetelosof absolute
presence. In turn, the purportedly nihilistic réj@c of all meaning in smart films can also
be re-contextualised as an unravelling and deaacigin ofspecificmetaphysical
structures.

Additionally, smart discourses briefly touch uposudversive re-appraisal of
American national identity, a vital pre-cursor histproject’s thematic aims. Brereton
provides a limited commentary upon smart’s relaiop with the national, arguing that its
post-9/11 context locates it within a broader “odgpization of cultures,” a position that
allows it to critique “mythic expressions of natésolidarity” and “triumphal national
narrative(s).*° However, such observations are limited specifjctl“war films” and non-
linear narrative structures, and no deeper anatyspecific shared national identity
structures is forthcomintf® Furthermore, whilst Sconce theorises smart astanviention
into contemporary American socio-cultural discoarseich readings crystallize around a
specific “interest in the politics of taste, congrism and identity?"* Finally, Perkins
analyses smart’s socio-cultural representationsimvd similar thematic range, arguing that
case-study texts focus “on the psychological sthtaiddle-class America,” a rumination
that is usually located within domestic settiftfsSThus, once again, smart is positioned as a
critiqgue of specific, essentialist cultural struets; an assault on prominent socio-cultural

narratives that are developed and expanded upthisiproject.

167 perkins, American Smart Cinema8.

168 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@mFilm,” 357; See Brunette and Wills,
Screen/Play88.

169 Brereton,Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Pleasiirel8, 51.

170 | bid.

171 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the new American ‘@mFilm,” 358.

172 perkins, American Smart Cinema0-12. This focus on the nuclear family is regigx in
Brereton,Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Pleas8®e
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Finally, there are brief moments in smart scholartiat mobilise more overtly
deconstructive gestures, further expressing iteriatl as a foundation for a sustained
Derridean intervention into independent film disksms. For example, in Brereton’s
discussion of smart as a postmodern phenomenarghes that such texts constitute a
direct disruption of dualistic binary oppositiofigie postmodernist paradigm is said to
promote a ‘both-and’ philosophy, which effectivelypes with apparently contradictory
discourses, often replacing the less inclusive @naidt) ‘either-or’ paradigm?”

Importantly, Brereton’s observation closely resessliDerrida’s aforementioned discussion
of the undecidable, the destabilising force thaides within metaphysics and its regulated
model of binary difference. Clearly, Brereton stspsrt of inaugurating a deconstructive
method; the co-presence of contradictory discousspsesented as an ontological endpoint,
halting the spatio-tempordifférancethat deconstruction aims to liberate. Furthermore,
when considering the critical potential of smantef@ton focuses most closely upon the
disruption of textual values, evidenced in his detdsanalysis of smart’s reflexive
subversion of Hollywood narrativé?

Brereton’s focusing of an anti-metaphysical potdrdnto artistic forms is even
clearer in Perkins’ reading of smart as a “criteansibility” that interrogates connected
“historical and international intertext$’® In doing so, Perkins again establishes a series of
“conflicted stance(s)” in smart’s interventionsarminematic culture, history and tradition.
Prominent filmic structures (such as authorship rardative) are initially embraced, only to
be critiqued and transformed through their subsetggmart iteration, frequently cast as a
negotiation of shifting, co-present textual registef irony and sincerity’® Furthermore, an
increasingly radical deconstructive potential scdrnable in Perkins' general theorisation
of smart as a category. As mentioned briefly befBegkins directly cites Derrida when
discussing smart’s structural self-reflexivity, apgching the classification as an indicative
example of a deconstructionist critique of gennehér reading, it is the two-fold
“ineffability” of smart as an ironic sensibility at allies it with Derrida’s observations; for
Perkins, by classifying smart texts throughratangibleironic tone, the category self-

consciously performs the act of genrification,hatttexts are grouped by criteria that

173 Brereton,Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Plegs2®.

1741bid., 22-28.

175 perkins American Smart Cinemd. In comparison, her ruminations on the Americalture and
the family are limited to the final two chapters.

178 |bid., 4, 16-17, 28. A textual co-presence of yramd sincerity underlies other related categories,
such as quirky, post-pop, (and) new punk. Althotlg$ is occasionally cast as a deconstructive
undecidability (see Rombes, “Irony and Sinceri§2-75), it is more often treated as a rejection of
irony’s reflexive critical capacities; see MacDolyé&Notes on Quirky”; James MacDowell,
“Quirky,” in American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aegdBd eds. Geoff King, Claire
Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis (New York: Routled@®13), 54-55, 60; MaysharRost-Pop
Cinema 5-6.
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“cannot be identified with itself!”” Thus, smart’s purportedly self-reflexive attitutde
cinematic discourses is attributed to a deepeutdxngagement with its own unstable (and
even paradoxical) generic staitfs.

However, whilst a number of affinities have beeartdd between smart and overtly
Derridean strategies, it must be reiterated thatrsmerely offers a burgeoning
deconstructive potential. Although smart motiongaads a fruitful form of Derridean
textual interrogation, this is compromised by afoeationed metaphysical implication,
itself a product of smart’s problematic discursigiationship with independent film.
Furthermore, whilst theorists like Brereton andkifer have noted that smart can explicitly
challenge pervasive logocentric oppositions arnalited presences, these observations are
not used to inform a sustained deconstructive ntethextual contradictions are uncovered
but not exploited, stopping short of a radical distiing of the metaphysical structures that
smart films strategically engage. As a result, thésis builds upon several of the useful
properties associated with smart, extending thesadls into an explicitly deconstructive
methodology. In doing so, deconstructive readingtatjies are applied here to a variety of
themes that have been largely unexplored by srohdi@rs. As noted previously, the most
sophisticated forms of smart criticism have beeeateéd at cinematic categories themselves,
evidenced in Perkins’ characterisation of smad &=rridean reading of genre. Whilst this
chapter undertakes a similar post-structuralistmeeptualization of a specific cinematic
category (independent film), this forms a theowsdtfirecursor to this thesis’ central research
objective; to explore how recent cinematic texts lba approached as deconstructive
critigues of American national identity. As a rdsthis project’s broader interrogation of
American cultural narratives encompasses a widaetyeof cultural meaning-structures
than previously addressed in smart scholarshigddgdwhilst one of this thesis’ cultural
narrative foci (the nuclear family) remains a cehtoncern of smart discourses, it is
discussed in relation to personal rather than natimlentity?’® furthermore, themes of
individualism, the small-town, and the wildernessdgarnered little or no explicit attention
in existing smart literature.

Finally, in addressing a number of the limitatiaiscerned within smart, this thesis
eschews any attempt to construct new cinematigoges to frame its deconstructive
textual engagements; as discussed earlier, smamaghes sidestep a broader discursive
context surrounding many of its case-study filmsilst simultaneously reifying that
discourse’s logocentric structural properties. Goagly, this study challenges independent

film’'s metaphysical contradictions and reductioradi-on. In contrast to smart, this thesis

177 perkins American Smart Cinema4.
178 |pid.
1791pid., 10-12.
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locates a deconstructive impulse directly withiae ne-existing categorisation of
independent film; indeed, as will be explored ie fbllowing section, the very act of
deconstructing independent film provides the teiith this radical interpretative potential.
Thus, once shorn of any strict, definitional ratelependent cinema provides a useful means
of conceptualising a deconstructive method of mgdinematic texts; embodying a
heightened structural self-consciousness, the itelependent lays bare its own dualistic
foundations as a precondition of its semiotic @xse. It is to this act of conceptual

relocation that we now turn.

Reconceptualising Independent Cinema: From Definibnal Rule to Deconstructive

Tool

As outlined in the detailed literature review abosxsting independent film
scholarship has focused primarily upon definiticaetls, and the complexities that
accompany this process of cinematic classificatitmwever, isolated readings have
tentatively challenged the solidity of this disceireither directly or through the location of
a latent deconstructive potential within case-stigys. As explored in the previous section,
scholarship surrounding smart cinema provides thst isustained example of this, allowing
canonical independent texts to be approached aig jiself-reflexive critiques of pervasive
cultural and cinematic structures. At this poihtnust also be noted that similar qualities are
fleetingly discernable in scholarly texts that demire overtly with independent film.
However, as will be elucidated presently, thesgdirtake the form of elusive
deconstructive moments; whilst pointing towardseptally radical analyses, they are rarely
(if ever) followed through by a radical dismantliafjthe categories’ metaphysical structural
frames. Thus, whether observing an ironic or sflexive engagement with Hollywood
form, genre, or broader cultural meanings, existeaglings avoid framing these
interventions asleconstructivé® They operate as fissures and slippages in cororeatti
independent film discourses, textual ruptures tihiatthesis aims to extend into a sustained
deconstructive method.

Providing the most developed dissemination of detractive theory into
independent film discourse, Pribram discerns aseri potentially post-structuralist
impulses within the textual properties of numerauant-gardes; in turn, these categories are

treated as stimuli for future independent praaiitis. Hypothetical deconstructive elements

180 For scholarship that positions independent filistlagtics as a reflexive critique of Hollywood
style, narrative and genre, see Le@jnema of Outsider$7; King,American Independent Cinema
189-195, 238-239; Schreiber, “Their Own Persondbdfey,” 96, 103, 106; Andrewstranger than
Paradise 361.
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are also located in Pribram’s later discussioniaadépendent textuality, as traces of these
specific discursive influencé& David E. James’ study of “alternative cinemas1960s
America analyses similar avant-garde texts andipes; positioning them as repositories
for a potentially deconstructive film aesthetiagsdbing so, he articulates a reading of

cinematic representation that bears clear Derrictghrences:

The interruption between signifier and signifiedttls the condition of signification
separates signs, not only externally from theiemgfts, but also internally from
themselves. Constituted in difference, all imagestlaus inhabited by an otherness

that erodes the affirmation of their apparent pree&?

Nevertheless, any tangible post-structuralist griice on contemporary independent film is
ultimately downplayed. For example, whilst potelhtideconstructive elements are
occasionally discernable within Pribram’s textuahlgses, they are qualified by a greater
emphasis on how independent texts perpetuate pegvastaphysical structures. Thus,
Pribram approaches independent film as a dilutkdritor of more radical cinematic forms:
“many would argue that independent cinema is anedtdown version — some would say,
compromised version — of the avant-gardé&The possibility of a radically post-
structuralist approach within independent film disises is thus downplayed, demonstrated
in Pribram’s greater focus on the constructionltefraative cultural representations over the
deconstruction of existing semiotic structures. §,iwhilst certain theoretical works imply
the operation of potentially deconstructive inflaes on independent cinema, they are
(fittingly) located on the margins of this discwesiarea, in the tangential category of the
avant-garde. In contrast, this study builds up@sétheoretical observations, reintegrating a
reflexive textual potential into American indepent&m’s very definitional core.

As demonstrated throughout this chapter, any attéonjpirnish independent cinema
with specific ontological borders mobilises a numbieessentialist metaphysical
assumptions; as Derrida notes in his discussi@enfe, any form of classification institutes
a series of structural edicts that posit an idexftié set of criteria with which to arbitrate a

text’s inclusion or exclusiot#* Whilst this section has outlined moments of detroctive

181 |n discussing avant-garde influences on indeperfilen Pribram draws heavily upon Wollen and
Harvey's discussions of “political” and “aesthet&/ant-gardes; Pribrar@inema & Culture 45-47;
see also Peter WolleReadings and Writings: Semiotic Counter-Stratedi@mdon: Verso, 1982),
93-99.

182 James, “Alternative Cinemas,” 64.

183 Pribram,Cinema & Culture 52. For a similar reading of post-structuraligtiiences within
independent film discourses, see Hawkins, “Darlstirbing, Intelligent, Provocative, and Quirky,”
94,

184 Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” 56.
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potential within independent film scholarship, these typically neutralised by their
location within what is primarily definitional discourseThus, it must be reiterated that this
thesis does not intend tedefineindependent film, as any such act presupposes a
(hypothetically) identifiable essence or presehet animates the category in question.
Nevertheless, neither does this thesis call fanaright rejection of independent film as a
useful term, as argued for in some recent schatarbistead, aforementioned paradoxes
and ruptures within existing discourses will betsgically exploited toe-mark
independent film, transforming it from a definitedrrule to a deconstructive tool; this aim
has already been inaugurated by this chapterisardiscussion of existing definitional
models. Thus, the preceding discussion and fortirgptextual analyses amount to a
reversal and displacement of independent film'pggitionally-constituted) presence. A
fundamental rejection of relational definitions gptates a shift in focuawayfrom
independent cinema’s perceived deviation from Hadlgd norms; in turn, analytical
attention is turnetbwardsthe singular textual configurations of case-stubigs on their
own termsIn doing so, the hierarchical, oppositional difiecebetweerindependent film
and Hollywood is displaced, to be ultimately relechwithin the former as an originary
spatio-temporatiifférance

In effacing the rigid, antonymic framework withirhigh the term is commonly
defined, independent film’s claim to metaphysicefimitional authority is fatally
compromised; in turn, this allows it to be re-ajgped as a reflexive interpretative device, a
destabilising influence within contemporary cineimaiscourses. Indeed, in the act of
deconstruction, logocentric concepts are retaingdhen re-inscribed, placing them “under
erasure” $ous raturg Represented typographically by an act of “crugsiut,” this process
amounts to a recognition of a term’s necessity étaphysical discourse, whilst also
denying its self-presené® Thus, rather than embodying a logocentric presenspended
within the regulated play of the binary oppositithie deconstructed term can be rethought
as a critique of this pervasive thought-systemepresents an undecidable discursive limit-
point, a textual kernel that undermines the metsjglay structures within which it operates.

As Derrida explains, deconstruction

IS not a question of junking these concepts, novedave the means to do so.
Doubtless it is more necessary, from within senggldo transform concepts, to

displace them, to turn them against their presufipos, to reinscribe them in other

185 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Prefac©fcGrammatologyby Jacques Derrida, Corr. ed.,
trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (London: John Ko University Press, 1997), xiv.
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chains, and little by little to modify the terradhour work and thereby produce new

configurations-8®

Such a process guides the deconstruction and atidacof independent cinema undertaken
by this chapter. The term is deconstructed andseribed, allowing it to be turned against
the logocentric cultural discourses it engagessTthis thesis can be read as a sustained
attempt to place independent cinema “under eragimdépendent-cinema), a move abetted
by the category’s heightened structural reflexivity

Whilst such a process may initially seem amorplamgsabstract, my thesis
solidifies this conceptual repositioning by usihgs the theoretical basis for deconstructive
textual engagements with a specific set of cultimames and narratives; these have all been
positioned (in existing popular and scholarly disses) as constituents of American
national identity. Furthermore, this method carydo@ built upon the ruins of independent
film as a definitional category. As demonstratetéagth, the metaphysical foundations of
the term are evidenced by its constitution as ttkeer” of an equally discrete Hollywood
mainstream. As a result, the purported presengalependent film is a direct product of
this regulated binary structure; it can only batee as a “discrete cultural site” by
expunging its owtinternal differences and divisions, which are homogenisetracast
externallyas an absent antonym. However, unlike similar categ (art or cult cinema, for
example), independent film self-consciously refeemnits own underlying metaphysical
logic. Such an observation has been touched upanhayndful of critics, but finds its
clearest elucidation in the work of King; he petoggly notes that the category’s dualistic
foundations are alluded to in its lexical signifitmdependent cinema’ is itself a term that
asserts a distinction from the Hollywood mainstrgathSo, the concept of independence
embodies a potentially heightened structural réflgx as it makes no attempt to cover the
difference that establishes (but also undermirieself-coherence and solidity; the term
explicitly acknowledges that it is simultaneoussfided in opposition to another term (that
from which it is independent, usually Hollywoodii). Accordingly, this indirectly
foregrounds the metaphysical sign’s internal donsi, as traces of the absent “other” are
rendered constituents of independent film’s owrrgpttedly) pure definition. Thus,
encapsulating a critical method that relies up@nuihcovering and dismantling of
conceptual oppositions, independent film signiffesfirst steps required in any sustained
act of deconstructive reading; it lays bare théoliomous framework with which it was

initially defined.

186 Derrida,Positions 24.
187 King, American Independent Cineni05.
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Furthermore, this project’s aim to subvert existilgfinitionsfrom within
necessitates the initial mobilisation of certaintapéysical structures and assumptions; as
noted previously, a superficially coherent objdcstady must be signified before its
integrity can be questioned through the exploratibits discursive slippages and fissures.
This project’s corpus (as laid out briefly in tmeroduction) has been intentionally drawn
from dominant independent definitions and periotiltres. Thus, whilst the texts chosen for
analysis have been selected primarily to meetpitugect’s (subjective) thematic and textual
criteria (as films that abet a potentially decandiive engagement with specific cultural
narratives), they have also been selected duestodtitical and scholarly location within
independent cinema, all six case-studies have temsistently (and primarily) identified as
independent texts by a variety of commentatorsthiéamore, the aforementioned case-study
texts have all been drawn from within a speciiicdframe, the temporal borders of which
are again motivated by a desire to destabilisdiagigndependent film definitions. Thus,
each text discussed falls within a socio-historgaitext that runs from 1989 until the
present day, the earlieSuyre Firg being released in 1990 and the lat¥#ge(dy and LuqQy
being released in 2008. Of course, these histdiio#tpoints are (in many ways) arbitrary,
and are symptomatic of the desire for definitigulahitude discernable in existing
independent film scholarship. However, the stratege of this framework is vital, as it is
the most common periodization discernible withicerg studies of contemporary
independent practice. Whilst it would be imposstbldist every account that utilises this
model, it is coherently summarised by Newman as Shndance-Miramax era,” stretching

from

the 1989 Sundance Film Festival, wheeg, lies and videotapaunched itself
improbably to commercial and cultural success,Bisdey’s shuttering of
Miramax, which had been so influential over moranttwo decades in defining and

promoting independent cinema, in 20%0.

Thus, whilst distancing himself from attempts asiping fixed indie origins, 1989 is used as
a foundational cut-off point for his study. Newmniamot alone in treating the premiere of
sex, lies and videotaps a vital moment in independent film history; coemtators

including Hillier, Schatz, and Staiger approaclis gpecific event as either a legible origin of
or a transformative pre-cursor for a prominent pefelent film movement® Furthermore,

even those studies that chose an earlier startsttates the importance of 1989 in shaping

188 Newman Indie, 1.
189 See Hillier, “Introduction,” xv; Schatz, “Conglomsate Hollywood and American Independent
Film,” 127, 129; Staiger, “Independent of What?" 20
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the character of independent film discourses; %angple, Tzioumakis’ recent attempt at a
more complex sub-periodization of this discursiveaareats 1989 as the starting point for
“the indie years¥° Thus, in line with this project’s research objeetto forward a
deconstructive critique of independent film, thisjpct will (initially) work within dominant
periodizations.

Finally, in positing a conceptual relocation of é@péndent cinema, a few words
must be spent clarifying this complex methodologieal theoretical gesture and its
manifestation in this project’s close-textual remdi. As suggested in the introduction, this
thesis’ analyses do not (principally) constitugegonstruction of case-study films (although
they are guided by a constant process of methowalogglf-interrogation). Rather, they are
read as deconstructive critiques of specific sacilbdral structures explored within those
films; their representations of American culture addled with conceptual paradoxes that
undermine a totalised metaphysics of national itlert would be tempting to consider this
deconstructive potential as a textual attributehesargument relies upon the construction
of case-study films as carriers of a latent decanste potential. However, it must be
emphasised that this attitude is not one thatlg Imethe author of this thesis; to consider
these texts asherentlydeconstructive furnishes them with a single, exifiand privileged
meaning, a significant lapse into the metaphysagit this form of analysis ostensibly
critiques.

Rather, this thesis utilises post-structuralistieg strategies as a means of pulling
apart existing structures of meaning, metaphysighiliral narratives that are (incompletely)
evoked within cinematic case-study texts. Thus]svitiis suggested here that independent
texts are particularly fruitful for this form ofading (a result of the category’s common
discursive positioning), this conceptual relocatierely abets specific interpretative
methodologies. In doing so, this project buildsmpertain observations made in the recent
constitution of (new) punk cinema; in elucidatiigstarea, Rombes suggests that cinematic
categories and codes can be grasped as much ag)wéageeing” as they are (objective)
groups of textual criteria, as they are (in paonstituted by “the expectations that we, as
viewers, bring to the material®* Rombes’ arguments mirror overtly Derridean appnesc
to the act of readership, insofar that he troubllssrete divisions between text and context,
film and viewer. Paul Bowman neatly summarises pleispective, demonstrating how post-
structuralist theory challenges reductive concdgaizons of reading as the subjective
uncovering and interpretation of inherent textuabmings: “the connections we make and

things we ‘discover in’ a text are actually beirrgguced by the act of reading itself: as if

190 Tzioumakis, “Independent’, ‘Indie’ and ‘Indiewogd33.
%1 Rombes, “Sincerity and Irony,” 84.
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reading is inevitably a kind of rewriting® Finally, such observations are given an
explicitly Derridean bent in the work of BernadeBathrie and Dana Polan. In his
discussion of Derrida and Marie-Claire Ropars-Véuithier, Polan notes a shared desire to
“challenge any notion of textuality as fully consted before the intervention of the critic
and therefore of textuality as forcing the critita a passive role as transcrib&:31n

similar terms, Guthrie clarifies that

in Derrida’s theory of readership, the reader hald®@mplex and dangerous role
within the texts he or she encounters...the texs ¢althe reader, it invites the
reader inside itself.... The reader is always infidetext and implicated within the

text1%

This thesis does not approach the deconstructitenpal of its case-study analyses as
simply aninternal textual property or aexternalinterpretative framework. Rather, it is
treated as a product of an active dialogue betwsddrand critic; the act of reading
necessarily re-writes the text being analysed, potoffers an iterative re-marking of the
critical discourses that contribute to the textsstitution.

Thus, this form of analysis will be considered ae way of engaging with (and thus
re-writing) these texts; no attempts are madedat these interpretations as canonical or
static in a fruitless search for a single, trandeaal signified. However, such readings are
undertaken in a manner that opens up alternatigaabengagements, as they are
constructed as a direct challenge to metaphysitalising gestures. Thus, in providing
interpretations that stress a heterogeneity ofnpiaiiecultural significations, this project’s
case-study analyses reflexively acknowledge thsipiisy of limitless other textual
perspectives and engagements. Indeed, in actii@tyadtling a number of restrictive
American identity narratives, these readings aimrable a more fluid freeplay of cultural
différance this unbounded semiotic economy abets the castgiruof diverse, unfixed, and
non-proscriptive textual engagements.

Yet, this methodological justification does not quately ameliorate the
problematic project of utilising a deconstructivethrodology to construct a coherent
subjective reading of cinematic texts, even if oaasistently highlights the arbitrary
structural choices and assumptions at play. Thiboa®logical caveat equally applies to the

cultural narratives that these films ostensiblyiguie. In treating this project’s case-study

192 paul BowmanDeconstructing Popular CulturéBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 39.
193 Dana Polan, “Desire Shifts the Differance’: FiglPoetics and Figural Politics in the Film
Theory of Marie-Claire RoparsCamera Obscurd 2 (1984): 73.

194 Bernadette Guthrie, “Invoking Derrida: Authorshieadership, and the Specter of Presence in
Film and Print,"New Literary History42, no. 3 (2011): 529.
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themes as distinct textual objects that can beridbest; divided, and subsequently
deconstructed, one is complicit in granting thenagmiori metaphysical wholeness, a
model of structural closure that | openly set ouptoblematize. Nevertheless, my
mobilisation of coherent textual readings and dittcultural narratives amounts to a
structural necessity predicated by a number ofritauting factors: the entrenched
metaphysical character of all Western discoursen#ed to construct a readable scholarly
argument, and the specific principles that congtitleconstruction as a critical gesture.
Firstly, Derrida continually noted the futility attempts to escape metaphysical complicity,
even for the critic who frames their project aaplicit attack on such discursive
assumptions. To provide a clear example from myiriathnces across his wofR Derrida
argues irOf Grammatologyhat it is impossible to simply dispense with npétgsical
structures; as he states, “it is not a questidregcting’ these notions; they are necessary
and, at least at present, nothing is conceivalrlagavithout them?®® Thus, logocentric
assumptions are so deeply entrenched in Westenglhihaheir (qualified) retention is
required if one is to present a legible argumemt, Derrida proceeds to argue that the
nature of this complicity, and the extent to whitchndermines a critic’'s work, is dependent

on the degree to which one acknowledges and refigiin this discursive paradox:

There are several ways of being caught in thidecithey are all more or less naive,
more or less empirical, more or less systematicemo less close to the formulation

— that is, to the formalization — of this ciréf@.

Above, Derrida demonstrates the inevitable coencsteof the critique and the critiqued, and
the responsibility of the critic to constantly rurate upon this ontological self-contradiction.
In turn, the French theorist applies this princifgdnis own work, where he stresses the
usefulness of certain binary structuifetheir mobilisation is accompanied by a thorough
discussion of their reductive assumptions: “thggeositions remain very useful and even
productive, but even as one uses them and putstthemork, one has to be aware of their
limitations. Their pertinence is restricted@®Thus, the critic must not exempt his or her own
work from deconstructive interrogation; they musiquce a mode of scholarship that

“constantly deconstructs its own conceptual oppmsst... For me, a reading is bearable

195 For other examples, see Derri@asitions 12; DerridaMargins of Philosophy14.

196 Derrida,Of Grammatologyl3.

197 Jacques DerridaVriting and Differencetrans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 2001), 356-3
198 Jacques Derrida and Bernard Stiegihographies of Television: Filmed Interviewsins.
Jennifer Bajorek (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003D. 1
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only when it does that work® Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak neatly summarises this
dynamic, treating Derrida as an exemplary casecoitia who highlights and interrogates
his moments of metaphysical implication; noting teisdency to deconstruct the work of
those philosophers to which his deconstructivegatojvould appear most indebted, Spivak

contends that:

Perhaps the entire argument hangs on kvtesvhow much of what he was doing.
The will to knowledge is not easy to discard. Whenmrida claims for himself that
he is within yet without the cl6ture of metaphysissthe difference not precisely

that heknowsit at least#°

Therefore, in a manner pioneered by Derrida him#aH project does not hide its moments
of metaphysical complicity, or its reliance on legatric structures as a condition of its
possibility. Rather, | foreground and interrogdte structural assumptions and reductions
that allow me to construct and communicate my t@xteiadings and arguments, with this

brief discussion being an indicative example ohsaceflective process.

Deconstructing Identity: From the Personal to the Mtional

Having outlined this project’s re-inscription ofdiependent film, this chapter
concludes by demonstrating its practical potemtiathe foundation for a deconstructive
form of textual analysis within film studies. Spfegally, this is achieved by shifting focus to
a series of interrelated cultural themes and rigesthat have been left largely untouched
by previous critical work on independent cinembgpivhich contribute to discourses of
American national identity. As alluded to earligdentity politics™°! categories have been
used as a dominant framing device for studiesagpendent film and socio-cultural
representation. However, such readings largelydaaoy direct interrogation of American
nationalidentity, arguing that independent cinema shoelgtimarily defined by “the space
it offers — potentially, at least — for the expreasof alternative social, political and/or
ideological perspectiveg®® Importantly, this potentially nebulous conceptafrfalternative
visions” has frequently been divided into discr&te-cultural identities, commonly linked

to race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and cleddjined political movements. In the

199 Jacques Derrida, “The Spatial Arts: An Interviethwlacques Derrida,” iBeconstruction and

the Visual Artseds. Peter Brunette and David Wills (Cambridgem®ridge University Press, 1994),
31.
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remainder of this chapter, | examine how thesegcaites have been mobilised in existing
independent film scholarship. Specifically, it ig@aed that while these accounts usefully
elucidate certain models of subjective experietiagr position as a prevailing critical
orthodoxy restricts the range of cultural meanithigg can be read from independent texts.
Furthermore, whilst such readings implicitly critgconstructions of an homogeneous
national character, they do so by inauguratingayether rigidly oppositional, metaphysical
framework; a shared, monolithic American identg#ycontrasted with a series of (equally)
self-coherent cultural “others,” a theoretical maivat replicates the pervasive oppositions
and ontological certainties such categories wetiliy constructed to challeng&® Finally,
this critique is used as a foundation to outlinie groject’s shift to a focus on American
national identity; simultaneously, this gestureuigarates a deconstructive method that
problematizes the reductive truth claims that sndiath national and sub-national
subjectivities.

Before looking more closely at the mobilisatiorspecific identity categories in
existing scholarship, it is prudent to consider hogdependent cinema has been more
closely aligned (both in terms of industrial praes and textual themes) with individualist
discourses of the personal than with collective el®df the social or national. King
cogently summarises this view, asserting that ‘frethelent cinema remains primarily an
individual-centred cinema”; indeed, he argues thiatproperty “limits its capacity to
present radical alternatives to dominant Americkeoiogies,” noting their mutual
veneration of “the freedom of the individug?*In Newman’s study of indie as a distinct
film culture, a focus on the personal is preseated key point of differentiation from
mainstream media practices: “Indie’ connotes sraaille, personal, artistic, and creative;
‘mainstream’ implies a large-scale commercial méaliustry that values money more than
art.”?%® Finally, links between this textual category ahel personal are reified by the
assumption that independent texts reflect a singndespective, vision, or worldview; this
discursive link renders independent film as “theeana of the ‘Other’ America® a
“cultural site” replete with “competing voice$’”

Finally, contentions of an inherent focus on peaagtentity within independent
cinema are also reflected in a number of commoatpgnised textual attributes. For

example, independent narratives have been frequampiroached as “character-driven,” a

203 For approaches that treat independent film’s fiktia representations as a challenge to dominant
social images, see Newmadndie, 222; MaysharkPost-Pop Cinemal1-12; Levy Cinema of
Outsiders 56; Breretonsmart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience Pleasbie 79-80.
204King, American Independent Cinen50.

205 Newman, “Indie Culture,” 16.

206 |_evy, Cinema of Outsiders?2.

207 pribram,Cinema & Culture xxii.
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property utilised as a marker of distinction froraljwood’s purported “plot-driven” focus;
this been attributed to both the influence of arema norms and budgetary restrictions on
independent productiod® Indeed, Newman locates a focus on character divijgat the
core of the “rhetorical” strategies that constitungie film culture. To begin, he superficially
rejects bifurcated arguments that construct Hollygvand independent film as textual
models with diametrically-opposed narrative foa:distinction between plot-driven
blockbusters and character-driven indies is a sdraémisleading and unsophisticated
simplification.”% However, he then goes on to argue that this “rieets difference” still
plays an important function in indie discourse, angdarticular informs a pervasive “indie
realism,” which he establishes as both a discuivestruct and an identifiable style of
storytelling that deviates from “canonical, maiesim narrative practicé®® In doing so, he
concludes that independent texts “foreground anpghasize character,” embodying a
storytelling style that “function(s)” to “orienttaintion...to topics or themes raised in indie
films, and in particular to issues of social exprade and identity?*!

Newman’s focus on characterisation provides a ligeidge to the beginning of this
discussion, where readings of independent film pasraonal cinema were postulated as the
foundation for more widespread critical evocatiohglentity politics categories in making
sense of indie socio-cultural representations.ddd®lewman argues that indie realist
characters “stand as emblems for their social itlesit; in clarifying the terms of this
statement, he asserts that “social identitiesharget identities shared among significant and
well-recognized groups of persons, such as sexubfander identities; racial, ethnic,
national, and regional identities; and identitiéage or generatior?* Whilst national
identity is listed as one of the potential clagedse explored, it is the other minority
categories that form the primary focus of acadesnidies of independent film; as Newman
notes, “the value of indie cinema is often locatethe ethnic/racial and gender/sexual

identities of filmmakers and charactef$*Newman’s comments exemplify a pervasive

208 |pbid., 55. SickelsAmerican Film in the Digital Age40. Other scholars have argued that
independent films construct their characters inevfogalistic” or “complex” terms; see King,
American Independent Cinema4, 123; MurphyYou and Me and Memento and Fayg8-19.

209 Newman|ndie, 90.

210 bid.

21 |bid., 90-91; Sconce and Perkins discern a sinfdlens on personal (over national) identity in
their theorisations of smart; Sconce, “Irony, N#ni, and the new American ‘Smart’ Film,” 352,
354-355, 364-368; Perkindmerican Smart Cinem&-9.

212 Newman,Indie, 91-92. Numerous scholars construct independeeniafs a regionalist cinema,
providing anothepppositionalchallenge to national culture; see Molloy, “Intuation,” 181; Donald
Lyons,Independent Visions: A Critical Introduction to RatIndependent American FilfNew
York: Ballantine Books, 1994), xii; Annette Insdof©rdinary People, European Style: or How to
Spot an Independent Feature,'Gontemporary American Independent Film: From thegjtss to
the Mainstreameds. Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt (London: fRadge, 2004)29-30; Levy,
Cinema of Outsidersl2-13, 152; KingAmerican Independent CineprB1.

213 Newman | ndie, 92.
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trend in studies of independent film and cultuegdresentation. Arguing that “Indie cinema
is committed to cultural diversity,” Levy suggegiat many independent flmmakers are
themselves “outsiders,” figures “whose voices Hasen unheard or ignored in dominant
culture”; importantly, these are principally delited as “members of ethnic minorities, gays
and lesbians, and womeft*Embedding American cinema within broader socidtral
debates surrounding multiculturalism, Brian Nevéerdhat a text’s intervention into

identity politics debates has often been used &tuate its worth and status within

independent film:

A template was formed early on that saw the indépets as playing a political as
well as an aesthetic role, broadening the rangepresentations of contemporary
America, and in particular enfranchising those goand minorities whose voices

were largely unheard in mainstream fit.

In turn, Neve tacitly downplays the potential fodépendent texts to engage with national
identity: they express an emphasis on a “decentardtiplicity of localised struggles,”
avoiding any direct interrogation of “large ideales)?'® Finally, definitional texts have also
used identity politics categories to structure ubstons of independent film’s political
functions. King's exploration of “alternative visis” is abetted (and ordered) by these
normalised cultural classifications: “the Ameridadie sector has also provided an arena
hospitable to a number of constituencies genesaibjected to neglect or stereotypical
representation in the mainstream, the most pronhiceses in recent decades being black-
and gay-oriented cinema!” These taxonomic accounts of specific minority mias share a
common oppositional thrust; independent film istoarally constructed as an arena of
cinematic expression where specific identity grocgns challenge pervasive stereotypes
commonly located in mainstream media culture, §jgmy more “authentic” representations
of their own member&?

Consequently, one can perceive an orthodox deplolofaedentity politics
discourses in independent film scholarship, focusgetifically upon personal experience

and the theorisation of distinct minority subjetttes. However, by closely analysing how

214 evy, Cinema of Outsiders2. Pribram offers a similar reading through $iels-categorisation of
“identity cinema”; see Pribran§inema & Culture xxii, 69-73, 81-82.

215 Brian Neve, “Independent Cinema and Modern Hollgd:oPluralism in Cultural Politics?” In
American Film and Politics from Reagan to Busheits. Philip Davies and Paul Wells (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2002), 123. Also sé&H “Introduction,” ix; Kleinhans,

“Independent Features,” 307.

216 Neve, “Independent Cinema and Modern Hollywoo®7.1

217King, American Independent Ciner09, 197-260.

218 |pid., 203. Also see Tzioumakidmerican Independent Cinep84; OrtnerNot Hollywood 63.
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such structures have been used to frame indiedfitepresentational strategies, a number of
theoretical limitations become apparent. In fulilj a purported pluralising function,
independent texts have been read as a direct obalte a broader socio-cultural
homogeneity implied in constructions of a maingtrg@pular culture or national identity;
embodying metaphysical properties of self-presemgestructural fixity, homogeneous
images of American socio-cultural life are challeddpy a cinematic practice that values
diversity and personal expression. However, asalieady been demonstrated, such
readings replicate a number of the logocentricgipies they ostensibly aim to critique. In
focusing upon a limited range of self-identical ority cinemas, existing scholarly literature
necessarily relies upon their construction as gotueg monoliths; in doing so, they disavow
any conception of identity as an (often self-coditory) intersection of a greater number of
attributes or classifications. Thus, whilst supzally disturbing American cultural self-
coherence, such approaches rely upon a seriesiafiyediscrete, oppositional categories,
and as such mobilise their own metaphysical, ®tajigestures. Finally, these
classifications regulate and disavow a more radieablay of culturadifférance a model
(outlined in this thesis’ introduction) that preittes a potentially limitless multiplicity of
complex, contradictory, and co-present modes oftifieation.

As noted above, there has been limited criticdiredlection upon the use of these
categories in independent discourse, and the fetlvadelogical self-interrogations that can
be discerned attempt to qualify (rather than ariigtheir application. For example, Pribram
warns against the disavowal of differences andrdiugt cultural experiencegthin identity
categories themselves, challenging their frequeatment as unified, homogeneous or
essential. Indeed, Pribram suggests that the reteott these structural assumptions can
perpetuate rather than challenge stereotypesgfrdpresentations upon one (often clichéd)
aspect of minority identity:® Nevertheless, this assessment merely providel§-a se
interrogative caveat that precedes an analysigiis@ely on gender, a fact that
undermines the deconstructive potential of herretise astute theoretical observations.
Furthermore, the construction of legible minordgmtities is often a pre-condition of their
conceptual positioning within the broader Americarematic landscape. Located within a
hierarchical, binary opposition with a culturalanematic mainstream, readings of
independent film as a “Cinema of Outsiders” (to Leey’s term¥?° necessarily assembles
and accommodates a broad range of singular téveis;domplex differences are effaced in

the act of defining them as a homogeneous, oppaaitdeviation from fixed American

219 Pribram,Cinema & Culture 82-86.
220 See LevyCinema of Outsiders
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socio-cultural norms. Thus, as Wyatt notes, a facuspecific identity categories “replicates
and reinforces dominant notions of cultural differe.’??

Additionally, as alluded to briefly by Pribram, thenstruction of self-coherent
identity categories denies the more complex culexperiences of subjects living in a
“multiply identified” society??2 As a result, the application of such categoriéadependent
film relies upon the reception of texts as exp@ssiof one specific identity, to the
exclusion of other cultural inputs. This process been outlined effectively by Judith Butler
in her post-structuralist critique of “woman” astable category within feminist discourse;
Butler notes that essentialist theorisations ofigerand sex disavow a reading of identity as

a heterogeneous intersection of multiple, fluidiladtes:

The masculine/feminine binary constitutes not ahfyexclusive framework in
which that specificity can be recognized, but iergwther way the ‘specificity’ of
the feminine is once again fully decontextualizad aeparated off analytically and
politically from the constitution of class, racéhmicity and other axes of power
relations that both constitute ‘identity’ and mdke singular notion of identity a

misnomer?3

The above quote eloquently summarises the probietogic that this study also discerns
within independent film discourses; even if mingdtnematic categories have been
theorised for “emancipatory purposes” (as Butldsit), they necessarily posit a reductive
conception of a stable subject that is coercivelusionary, and metaphysically compliit.

Although identity politics discourses provide ameaiversal frame within which to
consider independent film's cultural politics, miied number of studies have tentatively
pointed towards fruitful discursive overlaps betwd#es cinematic category and American
national identity. Most prominently, Sherry B. Getrcontends that independent film
constitutes a “critical cultural movement, an afpeno critique the dominant culture
(represented by ‘Hollywood’) through their film&®In such a formulation, Ortner argues
that the indie scene constructs itself in diregiagition to both Hollywood and the

“hegemonic American culture” that it represents parpetuate®® Indeed, in identifying

221 \Wyatt, “Marketing Marginalized Cultures,” 61. Auigst discourses within independent film
scholarship arguably reify discrete identity catéggby constructing filmmakers as “delegates” for
specific cultural groups; see Pribra@inema & Culture 82.

222 pripram,Cinema & Culture 82-86.

223 Judith Butler Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion oftlyer2™ Ed. (London:
Routledge, 2006), 6.

224 1bid.

225 Ortner,Not Hollywood 2, 29.

226 pid., 2.
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indie texts as “counter-hegemonic,” Ortner arghes their aim and role is to
“deconstruct??’ conventional cinematic and cultural narrativeghis reading, her model of

“independent filmmaking” is focused on “talkingdia to the stories that are already out
there in the public culture®® In doing so, Ortner contextualises her study withispecific
socio-historical moment, which she describes as étid of the grand narrative of American
culture, the so-called American Dreaf®”

Thus, Ortner ostensibly provides a direct, criteagjagement with American
national identity, positioning independent filmasultifaceted critique of specific forms of
cultural narration. However, the manner in whichn®r characterises this challenge
diverges significantly from the deconstructive aygmh adopted by this thesis, ultimately
reifying a number of reductive metaphysical pritegp To begin, independent challenges to
dominant cinematic and cultural forms are estabtisin relation to shared (and interlinked)
textual properties of “darkness” and “realism.” i@nt suggests that independent texts
distinguish themselves as an authentic palliabvia¢ distortive socio-cultural messages of
Hollywood texts: “independent films perform cultlcaitique by way of embracing a kind
of harsh realism, by making films that display tizk realities in contemporary lifé3®
Thus, Ortner notes a common perception that “indeeet films seek to tell the truth about
contemporary society,” an assumption she partbrivalises in her assertion that
“independent films are explicitly meant to show therld ‘as it really is™ 23! this contrasts
with constructions of Hollywood as a sector thaadept at “telling lies” and is reliant upon
a pervasive “fantasy,” attributes that render sesls as “false pictures of the real worté®”
Finally, Ortner again utilises specific identitylitiocs approaches in characterising the
source of independent film’s implicitly criticalestce, treating the independent sector
loosely as the cinema of Generatiod*XTherefore, although Ortner provides the most
consistent engagement with independent texts adrépresentations of national identity,
she does so by appealing to self-coherent coniinsodf identity and social verisimilitude.
Conversely, it is precisely these structural anmlogical assumptions that are directly
guestioned in the deconstructive textual readihgsform the main body of this thesis.

In contrast to Ortner’s approach, a greater nurabaccounts read prominent
independent texts as elaborations and endorsemiemasional identity structures. For

example, whilst Levy characterises independent éitha pluralist movement representing

227 Ortner uses the term “deconstruct” in an idiomeditier than Derridean sense; Ibid., 9.
228 pjd., 71.

229pid., 15, 83.

230 pid., 29.

231 bid., 50, 271.

232 pid., 3-4, 9.

233 |bid., 69.
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marginalised cultural perspectives, he qualifiés tbading by downplaying the possibility
of an overtly subversive engagement with dominameAcan values in such texts. Levy
continually reaffirms that indies tend to lack “really political and avant-garde visions,”
ensuring that such texts pose no “serious challemgeminant culture?®* Thus, Levy
concludes be suggesting that independent filmsaligtperpetuate hegemonic American
structures of meaning: “most indies have functioagdoothing entertainment, reaffirming
rather than questioning basic valué$.Finally, several texts implicitly locate indepente
film within homogenising identity discourses by imgtits potential position as an
“alternative” American national cinema, a view tiraplicitly challenges aforementioned
links between this area of cinematic practice artlal pluralism. For example, Maltby
notes that “Independent low-budget or ‘boutiquadarctions” lack the international appeal
of Hollywood blockbusters, instituting an industii@sularity that confers upon independent
film “the status of an American national cineni¥.Newman diagnoses a more complex
and contradictory relationship between indie filndgAmerican socio-cultural narration.
Positioning it as a “vanguard subculture,” Newmeguas that indie cinema adopts a
“critical stance toward the dominant culture” whggmultaneously reproducing several of
its structural effects, specifically through it#tist rejection of pop cultural forms. Indie is
seen to fulfil “two contradictory missions of re#ig and perpetuating the dominant
ideology.’®*’ In justifying his limited focus upon texts proddoeithin USA, Newman
argues that “indie cinema in the United Statesfliastioned as an alternative American
national cinema,” a claim that he grounds in thevplence of national institutions (festivals,
print media, blogs, distributors, and exhibitorsthin the infrastructure of the indie sceii@.
However, he is careful to note that this producbaekgroundioes nopromote a
complementary textual focus on national identi#jdl ‘©f this suggests that indie culture is
to some significant extent a national culture, eiféns not essentially concerned with

thematizing national identity?*
Conclusions
It is the above contention that this thesis aim@itolamentally challenge, through a

demonstration of how independent case-study textde fruitfully read as (deconstructive)

meditations on American national identity. As elated upon earlier, this shift in focus is

234 Levy, Cinema of Outsiders, 6.
235 |bid., 495.

236 Maltby, Hollywood Cinema223.
27 Newman/ndie, 3.

238 bid., 17.

239 bid.
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abetted by the application of specific readingtetyigs and their role ire-inscribing
cinematic meaning; therefore, this thesis challsragsertions that independent film’s
cultural representations stem from a limited raoigi@-built textual attributes and thematic
preoccupations. Indeed, a number of this projea&e-study texts have been analysed
previously in relation to aforementioned identitfifics categories; for examplé/endy and
LucyandGerry have been approached as complex representatigesndér and sexuality,
Happinessas a meditation on personal politics, @®brge Washingtohas been read in
relation to race, youth, and regional identitythis sense, the shift in focus to national
identity provides a conceptual framework that canmnts existing readings of
independent texts, elucidating areas of culturabkadge that have been left relatively
unexplored in existing critical literature.

Furthermore, in focusing specifically on natiordgtity, this study
reconceptualises numerous theoretical trends eatiim recent independent cinema
discourses; rather than ignoring a range of thencatmnotations that have built up around
the concept of independent film, many of theseer@xamined in relation to national
(rather than personal) identity. In his largelyusttial account of recent American film,
Schatz describes a specific type of independenthexkis useful in explicating this process;
comparing “passion projects” with more “mainstreiaoependents,” Schatz argues that the
former are “films driven by character and a serfggaxe.?*° As has been demonstrated,
characterandplacehave been utilised by scholars as a means of @nghiadie cultural
representations within personal or regional idgrttittegories, drawing attention towards
minority or sub-national cultural discourses. Casety, these concepts are re-appropriated
as a means of framing this thesis, demonstratimgthey can equally be used to explicate a
range of American national narrativasgividualism thenuclearfamily, thesmall-townand
wildernesscan be approached as complex, deconstructive atiedis on American
character and place, subject and object. Howelverintegrity of such oppositions is fatally
compromised as the central argument of this studlyids; these interpretative couplets are
strategically used to construct specific textualgses, cultural readings that ultimately
precipitate their structural subversion.

This shift in thematic focus also brings methodataband theoretical advantages,
facilitating an overtly Derridean critique of Ameain national coherence. Whilst identity
politics approaches implicitly challenge homogerseouitural narratives, they do so through
the construction of their own monolithic categorieach carrying within itself a series of
exclusionary definitions and essentialist truthiroka Conversely, through the overt

visualisation of textual self-contradictions anahceptual fissures, the representations of

240 Schatz, “Conglomerate Hollywood and American Iretegent Film,” 136.
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American national identity observed in case-stdyst undermine any attempt to
seamlessly rationalise a plethora of potentialucaltsignifications. In doing so, this
approach allows for a fluid, ungrounded freeplaguwfuraldifférance this non-proscriptive
model facilitates myriad expressions of emergeahsformative cultural identities that
exceed static, totalised sub-categorisations of rkrae subjectivity. Thus, this
deconstructive gesture subverts normative modesltafral narration, without constructing

or privileging a series of similarly totalised miityg identities in the process.
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Chapter Two - Ragged Individualism: Deconstructingthe
Goal-Oriented Protagonist

American Individualism: Contradictions and Complexities

Described in scholarly texts as a “quintessentiaefican value¥an “American
Ideology,’ and a “symbol of national identificatiodjhdividualismhas been consistently
defined as a thematic and narrative locus of aeshaational character. Addressed by
figures as diverse as Herbert Hoover, Ralph WaldefSon, and Alexis de Tocquevifle,
individualism constitutes a key term within a plath of socio-cultural and identity
discourses. Indeed, Chuck Kleinhans argues thairthlgous conception of “the success
myth” (based upon a “prevailing ideology of indiualism”) is “so pervasive in U.S. life
that it needs little description.tn similar terms, Julie Levinson suggests thaivildialist
narratives of success and the American Dream #gea teated as a core constituent of
American cultural meaning and national identity; ier, such stories “function allegorically
to fulfil our belief in the promise of America, withe hero’s individual self-making and
accomplishment standing in for national self-deteation and exceptionalism: for the
fundamental essence of America itsélf\evertheless, other theorists suggest that the
prominence of individualism in American culture danexplained through its association
with a range of amorphous and potentially paradoxiteanings. This argument is clearly
demonstrated by Yehoshua Arieli, whose post-ciwt definition of American
individualism encompasses various socio-politicaigious, historical, and economic

factors:

The concept of individualism was closely relatethi® Jeffersonian ideas of self-
government, free society, and the rights of manenttowed democracy with a

philosophic dimension, closely related to religaond to the philosophy of History.

L lrene Taviss ThomsoGulture Wars and Enduring American Dilemn{asin Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 200085.

2 Yehoshua Arielijndividualism and Nationalism in American Ideolggyndon: Oxford University
Press, 1964), 2-4.

3 Steven Lukedndividualism(Oxford: Blackwell, 1973), 38.

4 bid., 37-40.

5 Chuck Kleinhans, “Working-Class Film Heroes: Junlohnson, Evel Knievel and the Film
Audience,” inJump Cut: Hollywood, Politics, and Counter-Cinerad. Peter Steven (Toronto:
Between the Lines, 1985), 66.

6 Julie LevinsonThe American Success Myth on F{lBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 22-
23.
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It was intimately connected with the theory of &z faire and described as well the

patterns of behaviour typical of the American wéjife.’

Rather than endorsing this passage as a coheddvitlumlist definition, Arieli is quoted
here to demonstrate the complexities inherent ynsaundy of American individualism.
Arieli’s use of the term does not simply connotamge of historically-specific values,
charting the development of a single, cogent idRather, individualism is presented
simultaneously as a philosophical premise, a jpalifprinciple, a narrative of social
behaviour, and an economic systeihus, whilst cultural critics have constructecuanber
of discourse or discipline-specific individualiseamings, its use within an American
context opens up a heterogeneous web of culturalatations, associations, and references.
As a result, in approaching individualism as aatare of national identity, it is vital
to establish which discourses such a reading esgages is not to suggest that
individualism can be neatly divided into a numbkdiscrete cultural formulations,
elucidating different areas of cultural knowledBather, it is suggested that scholarly
readings employ the term to rationalise and regudatamorphous network of socio-
political concepts in relation to a fixed centies figure of the individual American
“agent.”® This process is touched upon by James E. Blobksineading of America a&
Nation of Agentsemphasising the importance of liberty and autononthe “American
narrative,” Block asserts that discussions of Agariidentity must be placed within an
overarching “discourse on freedofi.lrene Taviss Thomson adopts a similar attitudehas
positions individualism within contemporary “culéuwar” debates, a dichotomous
discourse that will be returned to throughout thisis; she contends that “in the American
cultural lexicon, individualism is always good,” assumption that explains the term’s
appropriation by a variety of socio-ideological gps*? Thus, whilst individualism appears
to be predicated upon the continuing relevancenagonomous, active American
subjectivity, the manner in which this liberty ebrised varies greatly within critical texts.
Yet, despite these observations, recent scholeagings have drawn distinct dividing lines
between particular manifestations of individualidrherefore, even accounts that highlight
the term’s potentially fluid, diverse connotaticagpear to constitute these meanings as self-

coherent presences. For example, Robert Bellalhsegeegate American individualism into

7 Arieli, Individualism and Nationalism in American Ideolod$2.

8 1bid.

9 Lukes explores individualism within diverse acadedisciplines; Lukesindividualism

10 Arieli, Individualism and Nationalism in American Ideolod®2.

11 James E. BlockA Nation of Agents: The American Path to a Modest &1d SocietylLondon:
Havard University Press, 2002), 1.

2 ThomsonCulture Wars and Enduring American Dilemmas.
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numerous sub-categories, dependent on the coritthe term’s utterance; “mythic”
individualism is contrasted with “bureaucratic,’ bftformist,” and “expressive” uses of the
term?!3 Thus, the conceptualisation of various discretividualisms is reinforced by their
prescription as viable, distinct objects of critiaaalysis.

Consequently, this exploration of individualism esgarily entails a radical
deconstruction of its previous uses, relocatingéne within a Derridean economy of
spatio-temporatlifférance In turn, this strategy fuels this chapter’s pniyntneoretical
objective; the exploration of how cinematic texas challenge individualism as a self-
coherent metaphysical narrative form, drawing upamsiderations of the term in
contemporary film theory. In turn, | explore howvistiparticular manifestation of
individualism thematizeand enacts causal linearity, demonstrating that maxims
“success,™ “upward mobility,”> and the “self-made mat’connote and embody forward
narrative momentum to rationalise a disparate félcultural experiences. Finally, these
theoretical premises are explored in case-studyimga ofWendy and Luc{2008) andSure
Fire (1990) In these, it is argued that both films stratedycal’loke a number of
individualist structural principles, but only asn@ans of demonstrating and dismantling the

concept’s formal reductions and internal contraolics.

Individualism, Cinema, and Cultural Narration

As alluded to above, this chapter observes wipircific case-studies a focused,
cinematic deconstruction of individualism as a farhtultural narration, a socio-cultural
configuration that accommodates disparate expegeand identities into arbitrary,
homogenised cultural schema. Therefore, this observextends beyond a simplistic
prescription of any fixed definitional content #american individualism; rather, the various
manifestations of individualism mentioned above@msidered as complementary narrative
configurations thateinforcethe logocentric repression of cultudifférance Whilst
previous scholarly accounts have been largely coedewith reductive definitional
gestures, a number of sociological studies allodedividualism’s role as a structure of
cultural homogenisation and regulation. For exampieeli briefly considers individualism

as a narrative of American everyday experience:

13 Robert Bellah et alKabits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitmenimerican Life 2" Ed
(London: University of California Press, 1996), 14&4.

¥ rvin G. Wyllie, The Self-Made Man in Ameri¢aondon: Collier-Macmillan, 1966), 3.

15 Jim Cullen,The American Dream: A Short History of an Idea tBhaiped a Natio(Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003), 59-102.

16 Wyllie, The Self-Made Man in Americ8.
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Individualism supplied the nation with a rationalion of its characteristic attitudes,
behaviour patterns and aspirations. It endowegdse the present and the future
with the perspective of unity and progress. It akpd the peculiar social and

political organisation of the nation-unity in spi&heterogeneity’

Thus, whilst Arieli makes this point as a pre-cuigosolidifying individualism as a fixed
object of study, this process of harnessing cultueterogeneity feeds into the reading of
individualism utilised throughout this chapter.

Approaching individualism as a form of cultural rzion necessitates the rejection
of any rigid ontology, as such a project would iplicated in the totalising logic that
sustains previous discursive accounts. Neverthdlessading this chapter’'s case-study
texts as deconstructive interventions into thisaplkysical economy, one must clearly
establish which of the term’s connotations the dilonitique, drawing particular motifs and
formal principles from previous scholarly and cudidiscourses. Therefore, my analyses
are concerned with a limited range of individuadigmifications, exploring a number of
cultural and cinematic discourses relating indigildagency with principles of personal
progress and forward causal momentum. Specificidlly,argued that this particular aspect
of individualism reflexively unveils its role asarrative structure; themes of progress,
upward mobility and the self-made man intractatdyiridividualism to the dynamic (linear)
self-realization of a narrative protagonist. Stanat affinities between individualism and
causal narration can be further explicated in exfee to Jacques Derrida’s deconstructive
critigue of historical linearism. In “Positions, dbrida links the application of causal logic to
metaphysical notions of presence, continuity anthfrasserting that “the word history
doubtless has always been associated with the loogsecution of presenc®.This
critigue appears equally applicable to aforememiibconstructions of causal individualism;
tying events or experiences into a forward-lookthgin of succession, metaphysical
readings of history reaffirm central principlesppbgress, linear motion, and the self-
determining narrative protagonist.

Explicit references to logocentric linearity argitde in various scholarly
constructions of individualism. In his broad themmaind geographical study, Steven Lukes
exemplifies a reading of American individualism t@in notions of wealth accumulation
and personal success: Lukes establishes a numbeltafal connotations, focusing clearly
upon “the belief in free enterprise” and “the Ansan Dream!® In similar fashion, theorists

have drawn direct links between the individualgptiat and certain patterns of socio-

17 Arieli, Individualism and Nationalism in American Ideolp§#5-346.
18 Jacques Derrid#®ositions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 1989), 4
19| ukes,Individualism 37.
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economic behaviour. For example, David Riesmamdsfa foundational American
subjectivity as “inner-directed,” constituting sedfliant, task-based individuals whose social
actions are primarily focused towards the fulfilrhehnarrow, personal objectives: “the
inner-directed person is oriented early in childht@mwards very clear goals in life — it may
be money, fame, power, goodness or a blend of ti&&elinking this character type to the
completion of social tasks, Riesman suggests agpyiself-interest in “their social mobility,
their ambitions.?! Finally, Levinson notes that individualist condeps of the American
character construct a national identity that drapsn a dynamic model of subjectivity: “at
the heart of the American dream and at the ceffiteassic success myth stories lies the
promise of mobility and self-making.... We are actsubjects rather than compliant objects
of our personal destinie$®”

Thus, this narrative of social mobility is encapgedt! in writings on the “self-made
man,” a concept consistently evoked in Americamiitie discourses?® Irvin G. Wyllie
identifies the self-made man as a cultural arclestgpmbolising ideals of equal opportunity
and personal improvement: “the legendary hero oéAca is the self-made man.... He
represents our most cherished conceptions of ssicaed particularly our belief that any
man can achieve fortune through the practice afstigt, frugality, and sobriety’* Here, the
American subject is once again oriented towardsattéevement of personal goals and
material success. Furthermore, figurative evocatafmarrative motion pervade countless
readings of American individualism: to provide loume example, Nathan Glazer identifies
an “age-old individualist thrust in American lifene that has given it so much of its
distinctive quality.?® Thus, individualism is not merely constructed asilural narrative,
but one that collapses any clear distinction betwWieam and content; in narrativising
cultural events and experiences, it self-conscjoatilides to the underlying structural
principle of linear causal momentum.

This reflexive narratology of individualism formasperceptible object of study in
contemporary film theory. A number of critics halrawn parallels between individualism
and “dominant” forms of cinematic narration, argythat normative narrative structures
directly reflect overarching “mythico-realistic’@ylines?® For example, Levinson

acknowledges how individualist tropes of upward itiytand self-reliance engender

20 David Riesman, “From Inner-Direction to Other-Ritien,” in Individualism and Conformity in the
American Charactered. Roger Rapson (Boston: Heath, 1967), 41-43.

21 |bid., 43.

22 | evinson,The American Success Myth on Fild.

ZWyllie, The Self-Made Man in America-7.

24 |bid., 6.

25 Nathan Glazer, “Individualism and Equality in tdeited States,” irfDn the Making of

Americans: Essays in Honor of David Riesmeah Herbert J. Gans (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1979), 138.

26 Susan Haywardzinema Studies: the Key Conce@8é ed (London: Routledge, 2006), 74.

118



specific cultural (and cinematic) narrative struesi “the protagonist’s upward progress
from one social and vocational level to anotheimef the basic plot movement of success
myth stories.?” As a result, “the narrative momentum of such mevieevolves around
individualist yearnings for self-realizatio’Furthermore, in his study dhe American
Dream and Contemporary Hollywood CingndaEmmett Winn notes similar cinematic,
thematic, and cultural correspondences that cligairound the figure of the individualist
protagonist; his study is predicated upon the apsomthat “the pursuit of the American
Dream is a common plotline in Hollywood films,” emsg that a “simple rag-to-riches
storyline is the basic plot for dozens of Hollywdiths.”?° Finally, in their prominent study
of classical Hollywood narration, David Bordwellristen Thompson, and Janet Staiger

note a unique affinity between filmic and cultunakratives:

It is easy to see in the goal-oriented protaganigflection of an ideology of
American individualism and enterprise, but it is ffeculiar accomplishment of the

classical cinema to translate this ideology int@arous chain of cause and effétt.

David Bordwell relates this initial observationdiassical cinema’s “pattern...of forward
momentum,® another factor shared with previous constructmfridividualism.

Bordwell utilises this analysis as a basis forfbisnalist model in which motion
pictures are delineated into a limited number sfrietive cinematic mode¥.Although he
clearly approaches individualism as a socio-cultcmastruction, his tacit acceptance of
essentialist cultural ontologies is demonstratedsgccommodation within reductive
theoretical categorisations. Therefore, whilst Beelil acknowledges the artificial codes that
underlie specific narrative configurations, he gexts to replicate their totalising logic,
grounding a relatively stable set of aesthetianfy and spectatorial norms within fixed
institutional and productive contexts. The metaptalsenor of Bordwell's observations is
explored directly by Peter Brunette and David Witisheir sustained Derridean critique of
formalist film theory; using Bordwell, Thompson,d8taiger’s study of classical
Hollywood as an indicative example, they note thaollywood’ as a category is

essentialized from the very beginning...recoursé¢odea of a self-identical, coherent

27 Levinson,The American Success Myth on Fil2.

28 |bid., 51.

29 J. Emmett WinnThe American Dream and Contemporary Hollywood Caénondon:
Continuum, 2007), 6.

30 David Bordwell, Kristen Thompson, and Janet StaiGéassical Hollywood Cinemdrilm Style
and Mode of Production to 19§Dondon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), 15, 60.

31 David Bordwell,Narration in the Fiction Film(Madison, WI: University of Wisconson Press,
1985), 158.

321bid., 147-155.
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system is frequent, along with a concomitant defsir¢otalization.®® Bordwell’'s
homogenising tendencies are augmented by his simgésat the (totalised) classical mode
acts as the dominant term against which all othresngatic forms are defined. This
metaphysical attitude is encapsulated in his exposdf the “canonic story”: Bordwell
suggests that the classical mode conforms closedyniomogenised narrative structure
“which story-comprehension researchers posit asiabfor our culture® As a result, this
model reaffirms the perceived inherence of indigidsi cultural narratives, positing linear,
goal-oriented structures as a universal norm.

This relationship between cultural narration amgmatic structure has also been
explored by Gilles Deleuze, in his discussion ef ‘thction-image.® In Cinema 1 Deleuze
coins the action-image as a cinematic form, charasetd by a dynamic protagonist who

institutes narrative momentum through the creagiod fulfilment of clear, personal goals:

The milieu and its forces...act on the charackegw him a challenge, and constitute
a situation in which he is caught. The charactactsein his turn...so as to respond
to the situation, to modify the milieu, or his i@ with the milieu, with the

situation, with other characteis.

Thus, in denoting a structure where characterg dya@amically to their surroundings,
modifying their milieu and instituting new situatis, the action-image is founded upon a
linear causal chain, a clear point of comparisaih widividualist narratives. In turn,
Deleuze draws direct parallels between this namdtrm and individualist structures,
engaging with the euphemistic concept of the Anagribream. In the Deleuzian action-
image, the cinematic protagonist symbolises “a pfethis nation who knows how to
respond to the challenges of the milieu as to iffieulties of a situation.®” This
relationship between individualism and the actimge is reaffirmed by David Martin-
Jones, who suggests that “the individualist eti)sekemplified by the action-image (in

which the individual’s ability to alter his or hsituation was beyond doubtj”

33 peter Brunette and David WillScreen/Play: Derrida and Film Theo(@xford: Princeton
University Press, 1989), 41.

% bid.,157.

35 perkins engages with the action-image to readtstir@ma as a reflexive critique of classical
narrative structures. However, her approach diwefigem mine through her Deleuzian focus, and her
conclusions that smart case-studies intensify tiama norms; see Claire Perkifsnerican Smart
Cinema(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012),740-

36 Gilles DeleuzeCinema 1: The Movement-Imagdeans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam
(London: Continuum, 2005), 146.

37 1bid., 148.

38 David Martin-JonesDeleuze, Cinema and National Identity: Narrativen€iin National Contexts
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 22.
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One could easily draw superficial parallels betwBerdwell and Deleuze’s
investigations of individualism and cinematic n&ion. Indeed, Martin-Jones notes several
superficial similarities, suggesting that “to thageware of his philosophical project,
Deleuze’s work undoubtedly smacked of the redudiinary previously proposed by such
works as David Bordwell's ‘Art Cinema as a modd-ofn Practice.” However, rather
than constituting a cohesive cinematic mode, thie@@mage appears as a potential quality
signified from a plethora of interchangeable cingonstyles and aesthetic devices, shorn
from their simplistic association with discrete mawents or national cinem#s.

Additionally, Deleuze does not appear to consttiuetaction-image within a codified
stylistic mode or productive infrastructure, tragtit instead as an elaboration of
metaphysical thought. This is demonstrated in Dedsudiscussion of cinematic naturalism,
in which he identifies the action-image as a “igtaliorm of presence: “When qualities and
powers are apprehended as actualised in statesggt in milieu which are geographically
and historically determinable, we enter into thedmeof the action-image* Thus, taken
alongside aforementioned formal attributes, potérthmparisons between individualism
and the action-image are reaffirmed; akin to aividdalist narrative, it is established as a
causally-coherent configuration of discrete, adteal experiences, a form of cultural
rationalisation. Furthermore, this observationrars Derrida’s aforementioned exploration
of metaphysical history; in considering linear citg as a configuration of presence(s), the
action-image mimics logocentric narratives of hista knowledge, reaffirming its

applicability to individualist discourse.

Individualism and Independent Film

Drawing upon aforementioned developments in fileotty and narratology, this
chapter undertakes a comprehensive readifgesfdy and LucgndSure Fireas
complementary deconstructive representations; wglsming to synthesise linear, causal
structures centred on identifiable individualisbgagonists, the films simultaneously lay
bare textual contradictions and paradoxes thatrdishe unity and closure of the narratives
that they evoke. This reading departs radicallynfrirevious critical discussions of narrative
in independent film, a gesture necessitated byajgction of existing categorical
definitions. As suggested in chapter one, studi@sdependent film frequently utilise
Bordwellian categories, locating independent cin@waarratives in relation to prominent

modes of classical Hollywood and art cinema narmat{>eoff King typifies this trend,

391bid., 7.
40 |phid., 7-8.
41 DeleuzeCinemal, 127.
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analysing independent texts in reference to clab&iorms”: “one of the key identifying
features of many American Independent films isakient to which they depart from the
familiar conventions of the classical Hollywood iedy.”*2 In turn, King suggests that these
narratological deviations often signify an expligfection of the individualist cultural

narratives they purportedly embody:

To portray characters as heroically lifting themasslout of their difficulties,
triumphing through adversity, and so on — is toosga typically American-
capitalist ideological framework, rooted in theinatthat America is a society in

which even those from the lowest reaches can aghievdream of prosperity.

Here, King appears to suggest that independert teikse narrative innovations to
challenge individualist ideologies. However, thiegess does not take the form of a
reflexive narrative critique; rather, he postulaasoppositional rejection of goal-oriented
structures, a logocentric gesture that tacitly céses classical form as a normative standard.
As a result, King ultimately reifies an inhererustural relationship between causal
cinematic narratives and American cultural naregj\Bordwell’s mode of classical
narration is unproblematically endorsed as the elinbent of American individualism,
reinforcing the structural integrity and centralitfithese forms of cinematic and cultural
storytelling.

Thus, whilst King highlights a range of potentiakrative configurations within his
construction of independent film, they are primadlassified within the structural (and
ideological) terms established by Bordwell's diadmabus model. For example, in noting a
trend for “decentred,” “relaxed,” or static narvas, King associates such configurations
with “international ‘art’ cinema* another discrete mode theorised by Bordwell in
opposition to a homogenised “classical” standail. Deidre Pribram also supports this
reading of independent films as a dynamic blenanvdgonistic narrative forms, suggesting
that “a potentially rich means of conceptualizingependent film...is as an undertaking that
modulates the oppositional framings of prevailing alternative narrative practice$.”

Thus, whether viewed as a reinforcement of Holly@voonvention, an elaboration of an
alternative art cinema, or a merging of the twsgcdssions of narrative in independent films

are consistently framed within oppositional forreifnodels.

42 Geoff King,American Independent Cinerflzondon: 1.B. Tauris, 2005), 59.

43 bid., 67.

44 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film205-273.

45 |bid.

46 E. Deidre PribramCinema & Culture: Independent Film in the Unitedt8s, 1980-200{New
York: P. Lang, 2002), 140.
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ReadingWendy and LucgndSure Fireas deconstructive texts, my approach rejects
this interpretative framework, discussing the téxta manner that attempts to dismantle
pervading binary structures. In doing so, thesdyana provide useful textual observations
that diverge sharply from those made by King aridr®m: that which has been previously
assumed as a merging or negotiation of mainstremhmearginal qualities will instead be
treated as a reflexive interrogation of linear edit\s and its relation to previous
constructions of American cultural knowledge. There, these analyses will not consider
the films’ narrative structures as elaborationthefr location within discrete cinematic
modes, drawing arbitrary links between the filmafnational, aesthetic, and contextual
properties. Rather, they will be read simply asgques of metaphysical knowledge-
structures, cultural narratives that both condifutd enact the concept of American

individualism.

“I'm Just Passing Through”: Constructing Wendy and Lucy’dndividualist Narrative

Released in 2008Vendy and Lucprovides a fruitful text within which
individualism can be addressed in a contemporarggan context. To begin, it is prudent
to establish a general outline of the film’'s keg®ts. Importantly, in reading a film as a
piece of narrative cinema one sustains severalmarhistructuring principles, assuming the
primacy of narrative causality and spatio-tempouodierencé’ Nevertheless, this analysis
offers a reflexive displacement of cultural narresi; only by establishing/endy and Lucy
as the product of inter-related cultural and cingerdiscourses can one explore how the text
destabilises and exceeds their structural unity, tiées methodological justification does not
completely ameliorate the problematic endeavoyresenting a subjective interpretation of
the film'’s plot as an objective summary of eveatsara priori source material for close
textual analysis. Therefore, in read@endy and Lucgs a (superficially) individualist
scenario, it is vital to demonstrate the links asdumptions made in constructing the text as
a linear, causal narrative.

Bearing this in mind, the fillegins with a series of static shots of a railway
junction; freight trains slowly move on a varietiydirectional planes, the camera placed at
various disparate angles to the tracks. In theWig sequence, we are presented with a
continuous tracking shot in which Wendy (Michelléll&ms) plays “fetch” with her dog,
Lucy. This sequence intersperses diegetic and regetic sounds; whilst Wendy shouts

instructions at her dog, she simultaneously hutosi@, a motif that repeats throughout the

47 See J.J. Murphyyle and You and Memento and Fargo: How Independenaie8plays Work
(London: Continuum, 2007), 1-23.
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film. Following the titles, Wendy comes across thgang of young people, sat around a
campfire. From her brief conversations, we becowara that they are travellers, resting for
the night. It is also in this scene that the filstadblishes Wendy's hame and purpose; she is
headed to Alaska, seeking temporary cannery wdr&.fdllowing morning Wendy is
awoken by a security guard (Walter Dalton), haxdpgnt the night in her car. Instructed to
move the vehicle from an empty parking lot, shédisea that it has broken down. This is
assumed, in this reading, as a key narrative tgrpoint; as we are already aware of
Wendy’s wider journey, we become conscious of gmeinding barrier to her mobility.
Following this discovery, Wendy attempts to finaddoand a mechanic. A nearby garage
appears closed, but Wendy locates a supermarkag, ltycy to a bike rack outside. Wendy
picks out a selection of foodstuffs and tins of dlmad, placing these in her pockets in a
seemingly surreptitious manner. Wendy leaves the $o talk to Lucy, but is apprehended
by a young employee (John Robinson). She is tHemtto the store’s manager (John
Breen), and the police are informed, despite hetegtations. Wendy is taken away in a
police car; Lucy remains behind. At this point Werglseparated from her dog, providing
another perceived narrative goal: the reunitinthefpair. In jail, the protagonist is forced to
undergo repeated procedural acts before being etldw leave, paying a $50 fine. Here,
Wendy’s forward-mobility is reinforced; she assehigt she is “not from round here,” and is
“just passing through.” Returning to the store, y.ixgone, and any immediate attempt to
ascertain her whereabouts prove fruitless. Wengiy&st to reclaim her dog comprises the
bulk of the film’s remaining scenes. Wendy readeslocal dog pound the following day,
but Lucy is not there. Filling in an administratificegm, we are granted further snippets of
Wendy’s back story; her surname is Carroll, andcgimes from the state of Indiana.
Additionally, we are encouraged to read substade#dil fromabsentinformation; her lack
of a phone number and fixed abode appear to signdyndlessness and isolation.
Following an unsuccessful trip to the pound, Wepdssues further futile attempts
to locate Lucy. In a series of repetitive sequendé=ndy calls for her dog, creates and then
distributes “missing” posters, and checks backiooatly with the pound, using a mobile
phone provided by the security guard. Wendy al$® @gon one piece of the guard’s advice,
as he informs her of a method his father once teséxtate a lost hound. This leads Wendy
to return to the woods, where she scatters henbilgs in the hope that Lucy will return to
their scent. Sleeping the night in a clearing, Weiscawoken by a man who incoherently
and threateningly rants; after an abrupt cut Wemndg to the toilets by a local petrol station,
where she washes and sobs loudly. Although thera@physical signs that suggest a
violent act has occurred, the scene evokes theradth of a traumatic event. Calling the
pound once more, Wendy is informed that her dogoeas located, having been rehomed

on the day of her arrest. Nevertheless, this réeel#s offset by the news that her car is
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severely damaged, requiring repairs that would $2400, far in excess of the vehicle’s
worth. Taking a taxi to an unknown location, wedfthat Wendy is visiting the address
given to her by the pound. Lucy is in the back gardand Wendy begins to play “fetch”
across a mesh fence, an apparent re-inscriptitiedflm’s opening sequence. Wendy soon
breaks down, leaving without Lucy. Having spokeowtther predicament, as well as
complementing Lucy’s new home, one could readdhigsion as a benevolent sacrifice,
made for the good of her canine companion. Progiimeturn, Wendy walks away,
sobbing as she follows the railway line. Hoppingaad a freight train, the film ends with

Wendy humming her recurring tune.

Intertextual Realism

ApproachingWendy and Lucgs a critique of American cultural life isn’t arigonal
critical approach in and of itself. Indeed, filnvimws and scholarly texts often treat the film
as a subversive representation of economic andralitiecay, a realistic exposé of
American social marginalisation and disempowerr#mhis reading of Wendy as a
metonym for a “forgotten Americ& fundamentally re-evaluates ideals of individualist
opportunity; discussed in relation to cycles of by, youthful apathy, and personal loss,
prevailing critical texts place Wendy's experiengestark contrast to narratives of
individual empowerment and social mobility. For exde, King approaches the film as a
direct challenge to individualist ideals; he ndtestWendy & Lucy’sunderlying premise
has been framed by the film’s director as “a fictibtest of one of the most fundamental of
American-capitalist ideologies: the notion thatiitiduals, in whatever difficulty, can pull
themselves up by their own bootstragisThus, whilst King suggests that the film provides
a potentially “radical” challenge to the widespréagith” of the “American Dream,” he
argues that this is achieved through an act of #étierdisplacement; rather than
interrogating the contradictions embedded withghividualist cultural narratives, he argues
thatWendy and Lucghifts focus from myths ohdividual agency to a more accurate

portrayal of “systemic’socialinequalities and impediments.

48 A.O. Scott, Review oWendy & Lucydir. Kelly ReichardtNew York TimesDecember 10, 2008:
http://movies.nytimes.com/2008/12/10/movies/10wbirdl; Michael Atkinson, Review diVendy &
Lucy, dir. Kelly ReichardtSight & SoundlL9, no. 2 (2009): 81.

4% David Jenkins, Review dendy & Lucydir. Kelly Reichardt;Time Out (London)March 5, 2009:
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50 Geoff King,Indie 2.0: Change and Continuity in Contemporaryefican Indie Film(London: I.B.
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Thus, King's account nota&'endy and Lucy'$ealist credentials? arguing that
the film’'s premise can be directly related to “rearld socio-economic event$>1n doing
so, he demonstrates a popular ontological assumiitai pervades existing analyses of the
film; King reifies a dominant reading ®endy and Lucthat centres on the authentic
representation of social experience, suggestingttigpossible to unproblematically depict
contemporary American social reality. This trenty@fied by Michael Atkinson: “this is
the reality of 99 per cent of United States comriesi decaying infrastructure, Wal-Mart
sustenance, gone-to-weed neighbourhoods, lived byl@etty commerce. There’s not a
fake moment or image on the programrtferi turn, these suppositions also inform readings
of Wendy and Lucthat highlight key intertextual links; severaltims compare the film
formally and stylistically with Italian neo-realisra cinematic movement constituted around
perceived aims of documenting life in a minimalistturalistic fashio® Indeed, A.O. Scott
useswWendy and Lucto introduce his prominent notion of “neo-neo igal” a cycle within
contemporary independent film that self-conscioesiykes neo-realist aesthetics and its
thematic preoccupation with social verisimilitudeese films “offer...bracing, poetic views
of real life” through a series of “local, intimatarratives.*® Rather than using these
intertextual markers to establish the text as aroatic construction, reviews enlist such
references in supporting claims for the film’'s indm@ social verisimilitude.

Therefore, whilst many readings treat the filmtesdntinomy of narratives of
individualist social mobility, they do so by consiting a series of alternative truth claims.
In doing so, they reify metaphysical structuresefining, disavowing a multiplicitous
“play of difference®’ in favour of a concrete reading of narrative eselrt this manner,
attempts to view the film as a more realistic @oréd of cultural experience are highly
problematic; the textual strategies that help sustaltural narratives are not dismantled but
re-affirmed, based as they are upon a stable gghifanscendental signification or structure.

This methodological problem extends beyond thepnétation of this particular text, as
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these assumptions pervade critical readings ofigdgent cinema as a whole. For example,
Emmanuel Levy considers the truthful renderinganfial reality as a defining independent
characteristic: “the portrait of America drawn independent film) is both more
idiosyncratic and more realistic than that evidanhainstream Hollywood faré®In turn, a
preoccupation with cinematic and social realismiggnosed (and largely reinforced) in
various studies of independent film, including thark of Michael Z. Newman, Sherry B.

Ortner and, as already demonstrated, Kihg.

Wendy as the Goal-Oriented Protagonist

Conversely, any attempt to redéendy and Lucgs a deconstructive text must
fundamentally reject any pretensions that the Fibtds a privileged relationship to
representing an objective social reality. Instehd film is approached here as a text that
visualises the instability of logocentric narratateuctures associated with individualism.
Thus, this analysis begins by readifgndy and Lucgs the incorporation of various signs,
formal devices, and narrative configurations asgedi with this specific cultural discourse.
In turn, it is then argued that the film challengfes very foundations of the individualist
narrative it evokes, reflexively criticising thenlary formulations and structural assumptions
that ground this account of American identity. V8hdeconstructive methods vary in
relation to the structures they are disruptigndy and Lucy’seflexive criticism will be
achieved through a series of textual shifts, stiligins, repetitions and ellipses.

The most explicit way in whicWendy and Lucgsuperficially) endows its
protagonist with an individualist subjectivity isrough the establishment of a series of goal-
oriented narrative threads. Firstly, the figuraMéndy’s journey appears to place the film’s
events within a broader causal structure: sheadédnetto Ketchikan, Alaska in search of
work. This can be read as the protagonist’s ovanagd(economically-motivated) goal; as
J.J. Murphy suggests, this is cast as the chaimaste long-term aim, one she is “hell-bent”
on achieving® Wendy reinforces this totalising narrative struetthrough her consistent
assertions that she is not staying in Oregon,dtdther just “passing through.”
Furthermore, Wendy's journey appears to symbolath b spatial and socio-economic
ascent; with the events of the film located in @redt can be inferred that she is travelling

north, meeting up with the Pacific West coast befmntinuingupwardsto her eventual

8 Emanuel LevyCinema of Outsiders: The Rise of American Indepeiiéiém (London: New York
University Press, 1999), 52.

%9 See Michael Z. Newmaimdie: An American Film CulturéChichester: Columbia University
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destination. Building upon these thematic and stinat attributes, Paul Cooke and Rob
Stone evoke the character of the travelling “hdifodbcate Wendy directly within
discourses of individualist autonomy; she is castafigure of exclusion and somewhat
self-destructive defiancé¥Finally, whilst composing just one aspect of a ptar, liminal
reading of Wendy as a fatigued, “wearied female(ypgtElena Gorfinkel argues that her
subjectivity is partly constituted by her “desioevirork, the drive to be employed from a
position outside it As a result, she briefly suggests that the filpramise superficially
engenders an individualist scenario, althoughdhervation does not precipitate a
sustained discussion of American cultural narratitre story — which at first appears to be
couched as a road film, a genre of mythic, mastlfmerican mobility and individualist
adventure — stalls, never leaving this unnamed f8#n

In turn, this reading of Wendy’s journey as an wndlialist struggle is emphasised
by the use of transport in the film’'s opening alabing sequences. Firstly, the evocation of
long-distance travel figuratively reinforces a riagion of contingency through the
application of a pre-determined narrative causalitws, in travelling by road to Oregon,
Wendy'’s journey is controlled by a series of exédlgnimposed routes (the surrounding
road network). As such, this provides a metaphbragaresentation of individualist motion;
once a route has been chosen, it must be followéd tausal conclusion (a specific goal),
at which time the next objective must be ascerthinempped, and pursued. This spatial
economy is reinforced by a series of prominentutaltassociations; personal goals are
frequently granted spatio-temporal representatioough the appropriation of a lexicon
derived in travel and movement (a person’s “rotdtedugh life). Additionally, the methods
of transport used in these sections of the filmfogte principles of individualism and self-
determination. Firstly, Wendy arrives by automobiich figures as the most prominent of
her few personal possessions (with the exceptigreopet). Wendy thus enters the film's
diegetic frame under her own volition and agenayjing seemingly driven herself to the
parking lot. In doing so, she embodies a figuraéivecation of individualist agency; as
Levinson argues, “in many quintessentially Ameristories, physical mobility is equated
with individual autonomy ® Furthermore, following the breakdown and unsudoéss
attempts to repair her vehicle, she is forced aodeby hitching a ride from a passing freight

train. This once again locates her actions withiiisaourse of private enterprise; using her
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initiative to overcome her temporary stasis, Wend@gtions are mirrored in her use of non-
public modes of transportation.

Finally, a reading that grants pre-eminence td-ddgen causal structures is
solidified by Wendy’s experiences in the unnameddgon town. Early in the film two
potential goals are established, each relatedetsubcessful continuation of the
protagonist’s journey. Firstly, Wendy discoverstther car will not start, a barrier that must
be overcome if she is to reach Ketchikan. Soom,afer arrest for shoplifting marks her
impending separation from Lucy. These provide tleacaspirations for Wendy, which she
pursues sporadically throughout the film. To furtfenforce this link between cultural and
cinematic narrative structures, these goals appeatricably tied to the importance of
Wendy’s socio-economic ascent. For example, thd teeéx her car is vital to her future
journey, as without a means of transport she apg@aysically trapped in her current
location. Equally, the manner in which she losesylattests to the importance of wider
individualist goals; as her theft appears motivdigahecessity, it is cast as a symptom of the

socio-economic marginalisation she is activelyrafitng to escape.

Linear Frames and Narrative Recurrence

As demonstrated above, it is possible to M&ady and Lucwithin a series of
conceptual frames relating to individualist struggiostulating a dualistic relationship
between individualist narrative themes and cinerrnadirative structure. However, rather
than unproblematically endorsing (or rejectingstheationalisations of cultural experience,
this analysis argues for a complex reconfiguratiod dismantling of these frames
throughout the filmic text. The first of these spaemporal challenges occurs in the film's
reformulation of linear causality, specificallyrielation to the protagonist’'s pursuance of
narrative goals. Aforementioned readings of caysadherent cinematic forms place a
strong emphasis on an irreversible forward motionexample, in utilising this form to
support his classification of “classical narratiddordwell argues that the succession of
related sequences “advance the causal progresaminhstitute a pattern of “forward
momentum.®

In Wendy and Lugyhowever, this sense of linear narrative propualssoundermined
by a variety of narrational, stylistic, and plotskd devices. This is not to say that Wendy is
lacking in goals, or even fundamentally deficienfuilfilling them. Rather, in the act of

pursuing these aims the temporal register of thedghifts from narrative progression to

65 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film 158.
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stasis, or more accurately, recurreffcehis is achieved through a tapestry of interwoven
repetitions and ellipses, occurring on both forarad stylistic levels. As Wendy attempts to
find her dog, it becomes clear that her searchnmiilbe comprised of the consistent
unravelling of a series of causally-related cligsving exhausted her only substantial lead
(that Lucy may have been taken to the pound), Wéntlyrced to wait for further news,
robbing her of productive agency; as a result,isherced to endure what Gorfinkel refers
to as a “desolate stillnes¥. This experience of temporal stasis is reflectetthénfilm’s

formal properties, which have been described asndwamingly “episodic™® once the
central premises of the film are established, scenéold alongside frequent ellipses,
lacking any rigidly defined textual order. Thigasmarily achieved through the operation of
a circular, rather than linear temporality. Forrapée, Wendy continually returns to the
parking lot, where the security guard providesvaign sporadic advice and assistance. This
narrative repetition is reinforced by a numberiobmatographic recurrences. Firstly, as
Wendy returns to this location several times, aedhots are continually recycled. A clear
example of this concerns the security guard, whitaised in a similar manner at different

occasions in the film, looking directly at the camé-igs.1.1-1.3):

%6 Gorfinkel motions towards this complex tempoeiister in her reading of Wendy's fatigue; a
“muted, understated aesthetic of slowness, stdla@sl arrest” directly challenges the film’s “own
explicit narrative drives towards (its) protago(igtemployment as (its) successful goal.” However,
her account does not discuss the overtly Derrideateconstructive potential of this strategy.
Gorfinkel, “Weariness, Waiting,” 324.

67 1bid., 333.

58 Murphy, “A Similar Sense of Time,” 166.
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Figs.1.1-1.3

Whilst this could be read as a reference to theatamous, uneventful nature of the guard’s
profession (protecting a disused parking lot)|dbalraws close attention to the repetitive
nature of Wendy's search; although she utilisesarons strategies in her pro-active search
for Lucy, she is doomed to return to the same sy@tcking on the progression of an
investigation which is ultimately out of her hands.

Further sequence shots highlight a pervading sefinsarrative repetition.
Throughout the film, Wendy is commonly framed ttgbia series of close-ups, the camera
focusing clearly on particular aspects of her fig(usually her faceéf.However, there are
notable occasions in which Wendy is framed nofase-up, but rather through long
tracking shots. These images often coincide wighpitotagonist exploring a new area for

signs of her lost dog, and bear striking compaoséicimilarities (Figs.1.4-1.5):

89 Grey argues that this provides the viewer witlif@ged access to Wendy’s emotional responses.
See lan Grey, Review &¥endy & Lucydir. Kelly ReichardtBaltimore City PaperFebruary 4,
2009: http://mww2.citypaper.com/film/review.asp2ridt402.
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Figs.1.4-1.5

Firstly, these shots can be read as a direct @eocatt one of the film's opening sequences,

an extended tracking shot of Wendy playing “fetalith Lucy (Fig.1.6):

Fig.1.6

As these appear to be the only occasions in whishstylistic device is utilised, one can

draw clear parallels between their applications;l#ter shots are drawn into a discordant
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syntagmatic relationship with representations oh#yés bond with her dog. Importantly,
this reinforces the effect of their later applioatithe repetition of these shots attests to the
stagnation of Wendy's continued attempts to find\.WBy juxtaposing these stylistic
devices with the opening sequence, their positioocanmentaries on the wider search for
Lucy is reaffirmed.

This construction of a predominant narrative dadty is further augmented by a
series of repetitions of content. The first of thase Wendy'’s calls, which punctuate large
sections of the film; following her dog’s disappaace, Wendy continually resorts to calling
her name, using declarative demands in the hop#ratcting her attention. These aural
devices reinforce the aforementioned deconstrudiaausal relations in two ways. Firstly,
they can be viewed as heavily redundant, involardggh degree of internal repetition; each
instance is comprised of a string of related condsashouted in various iterative
reconfigurations (“come Lou,” “Lucy come,” “cometdiucy.”) Secondly, this strategy is
repeated heavily throughout the film’'s remainingregs. Thus, they provide yet another
meta-commentary on Wendy’s search: striving forsLwithout any concrete leads, her
calls come to signify the despairing paradox oéaatrativised, episodic goal-oriented
search. One further aural element elaboréteady & Lucy’ssngagement with narrative
repetition. In the film’s opening tracking shot, wes introduced to a simple tune, hummed
by Wendy. This tune is repeated twice more; firsily a muzak-jingle in the supermarket, as
well as being hummed over the movie’s final shétege elements reinforce this reading of
other aural elements within the text; embracingetitive internal structure as well as a
recurring textual role, the tune provides a furtthestructuring device, drawing attention to a
stasis based in repetition rather than a causai momentum.

Taken together, these stylistic and textual devpreblematize the constitution of
an inherently goal-oriented, causal representatiaultural experience. Destabilising many
of the elements within an overtly individualist prise, the structural unity of this cultural
narrative is fundamentally breached. Through tleeaislliptical cuts, episodic sequences,
and formal and stylistic repetitions, the realsatof Wendy’s goals are rendered
inconsequential: whether achieved or not, theysavered from their role as the pinnacle of
causal structures that are initiated but are tmekem down. This is particularly clear in
reference to the conclusion of the film, when Wefidglly locates Lucy. Whilst Wendy
actively attempts to locate her dog, it appearsttha achievement in born more out of
contingency than causality, as by this point tredeis largely outside of her control. This
represents a distinct rupture between the goahmieprotagonist and the goal itself, as
Wendy no longer plays the role of a chief causahagdrhe final sequences of the film attest
to this narrative reconfiguration. Upon discoveringy, Wendy decides to leave her with

the new foster family, displacing her dog as a titwrent part of her wider journey; it is a

133



“break with...the sense of the film’'s own narrativéve.”’® Therefore, Lucy’s retrieval no
longer centres the meaningful rationalisation effibm’s events. In doing so, this forms a
direct attack on one of individualism’s underlyibigary structures. The discrete, exclusive
division of success and failure is violated asdihecessfutealisation of Wendy’s godils

to provide the reconciliation that is the assumadativetelosembedded within the goal's

pursuance.

The Journey: Erasing Wendy’s Origins

The film’s elaboration of a circular narrative logs further exemplified by the
structure of Wendy’s wider trip. As suggested eaylit is possible to read Wendy’s journey
to Ketchikan, Alaska as a figurative representatibimdividualist upward mobility.
However, if one considers the content of Wendasdt narrative, it can be argued that the
basis of this structure is problematized in a simihanner to her short-term diegetic goals.
For example, whilst the job in Alaska comprisesghieary aim for Wendy’s travails, her
prospective position working at a fishery appeaheiently seasonal. This is reinforced in a
scene early in the film, where Wendy meets a sefiésllow travellers. In conversing with
a number of these, the alignment of Wendy with ingjixeg socio-economic betterment
starts to unravel. To begin, the camera pans tow shoumber of these travellers, each one

represented in an extreme close up (Figs.1.7-1.8):

0 Gorfinkel, “Weariness, Waiting,” 340.
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Figs.1.7-1.8

In doing so, each figure is located as an atomisdigidual, an agent capable of embarking
upon their own narrative journey. Their affinityttviVendy is reinforced through stylistic
mirroring. In a shot directly preceding this seque(split only by the film’s titles), Wendy

is framed in much the same way, in extreme closdaging the camera (Fig.1.9):

Fig.1.9

However, it soon becomes apparent that her engadenith the group facilitates a
dislocation of any individualist potential. Firstiy speaking to another young woman, she
finds that she is travelling in the opposite dir@tt “headed south,” undermining the
geographical alignment of Wendy’s journey with emmic elevation. Secondly, a
conversation with a named traveller, Icky (Will @&in), highlights the transitory nature of
her plans. Icky has also worked in Alaska, and sseoWendy’s decision; recommending
employers and areas with favourable conditionspayg he provides anecdotal evidence for
potential financial rewards in her chosen destimati et, as they talk around an Oregon

campfire, it is clear that the prospect of this kvisronly temporary; like Icky, Wendy will
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return to this spot, undermining any chance ofriggpersonal progression. This sense of a
circular, transitory journey is reinforced by argtlof the film’s recurring motifs, the image
of birds in flight (Fig.1.10):

Fig.1.10

By consistently drawing attention to wildlife in gnatory formations, a clear parallel can be
constructed; as the birds undertake a temporaagosal journey, Wendy's narrative can be
read as a similar repetitive cycfe.

Looking backwards through the architecture of Wesnghyurney provides another
means of deconstructing the closed narrative ieappto embody. This is due to the
importance of an originary point from which the aifie goals of a causal agent can stem;
for the appearance of a unified structure towardsrtin goal, a fixed starting point is
required for progressing aspirations. Whilst tiservation is relevant to any narrative
form, the role of the origin appears particularkplecit in individualist discourse. As
Levinson notes, “success myth” stories rely up@nagagonist that desires to escape their
humble (or even poverty-stricken) beginnings; déswy the (gender-coded) individualist
agent, she asserts that “as he advances to thee@wercomes his origing>1t is argued
here thatWendy and Lucgngages directly with this particular aspect afvidualist form,
explicating the paradoxical status of this culturatrative’s structural opening. Indeed, one
can read Wendy'’s journey as an example of whatidzerefers to as a “decentering,” a
moment “that in which, in the absence of a centarigin, everything became discourgé.”

This is achieved through the ambiguous treatmekitefidy’s own origins. Throughout the

" In contrast, King argues that the repetitive stieeof Wendy's journey signifies a “vicious cycle”
that traps individuals in poverty and deprivatieae King,ndie 2.Q 206.

2 evinson,The American Success Myf?2.

3 Derrida,Writing and Differencg354.
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film there are allusions to the geography of herjey; maps, plans, number plates, and
administrative forms all point to Wendy’s travekginning in Fort Wayne, Indiana. This
fact is highlighted by references to her startioqpfrom other characters; when noticing
the Indiana plates on Wendy’s car, the mechaniarksithat Wendy is “a long way from
home.” Wendy'’s itinerary and an annotated roadsatlearly mark her prospective route,

establishing a fixed point of departure (Figs.11112):

Figs.1.11-1.12

Nevertheless, the precision with which Wendy’s jayr is traced back is seemingly
contradicted by the deferral of the origin’s tatadg role. As the origin (or centre) is
prescribed to “orient, balance and organise” adfigiucture, it is tasked with drawing
together myriad elements into a stable, unifiednireg’ In this case, the origin is vital in
producing a coherent understanding of Wendy’s jeyrthe details, motives, and choices
relating to her travels can only be understooctiation to her own personal context, a start-

point that defines the unfolding of her journeyaasausal structure. Yet, any further details

" Ibid., 352.
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of this contextual origin are elided; besides thegyaphical basis of her journey, we are
provided with minimal details regarding Wendy'’s ishccultural, or economic beginnings.
Other than a quick, dismissive phone call to hetesj we are provided with no information
regarding her educational, social, or family baokmd. In shortWendy and Lucgemains
silent about the varied socio-cultural discourses tould constitute its protagonist’s
subjectivity, rendering her attempts to “overcorhet origin a structural impossibility.
Thus, whilst the film clearly evokes Wendy’s origias an organisational device,
they are demonstrated as ultimately intangibleagpeh to limitless substitution (or freeplay)
with other potential centres of meaning. For exanfridiana clearly acts as a stable
geographical referent, relating to a fixed loclet, we are barred from any of the
connotative values associated with this locatioable to locate the potential role it has
played in Wendy's life (home, community, family) iorprecipitating her journey. Thus,
Wendy and Lucyisualises the contradiction that governs stratton in “classical
thought”; as Derrida suggests, it represents thadoxical notion that “the concept of

centred structure is in fact the concept of a plased on a fundamental grouriél.”

“Two Sides of the Coin: Win, or Lose” -Sure Fire

Every morning | wake up — boom! — shot full of eger.| just can’t wait to get to
work, I'll tell you why, because — boom! — everypjbdo — boom! - wants to get me

on to the next one.

In this quoteSure Fire’sWes (Tom Blair) articulates a similar role as an
individualist“American archetype!” driven by a desire to fulfil pre-planned economic
aims. Through a direct engagement with individualés a goal-orientated narrative, the
film complements the deconstructive theoreticaldseobserved withivendy and Lucy
Thus, rather than problematizing foundationalidtors of the protagonist's origins (as in
Wendy and LugySure Firefocuses more clearly on narrative closure. In gaio, a
number of aforementioned individualist narrativenpiples are reconfigured, undermining
their presumed structural purposes within the cet@niext: the film provides a seemingly

unequivocal conclusion, the murder-suicide of W lais son, Phillip (Phillip R. Brown).

S Murphy also notes that “we know almost nothingutb&'endy”; Murphy, “A Similar Sense of
Time,” 166; Gorfinkel suggests that Wendy has “fawgins and no roots”; Gorfinkel, “Weariness,
Waiting,” 333-334.

76 Derrida,Writing and Differencg352.

7 The Official Site for the Artist Jon Jost, SureeriAccessed April 29, 2011, http://www.jon-
jost.com/work/surefire.html.
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Therefore, the underlying individualist impulserigidly define cultural experience
(expressed by success/failure dichotomies) comttaids own structural principles, abruptly
terminating the plot's cause-effect chain; the fdoncludes with a necessary (but
paradoxicaldestructionof narrative goals, a fatal trajectory that iradig highlights the

film's structuring processes. Additionally, rathkan focusing purely on the reconfiguration
of the protagonist’s narrative asure Firereflexively challenges a variety of formal
attributes and procedures utilised in the raticagion of smaller units of cinematic meaning
(shots, scenes, sequences). Therefore, wistdy and Lucguestions the process within
which individualism narrativises disparate experesi)Sure Fireundermines the initial
establishment of these experiences as discretdlynéernally self-coherent, present, or

actualised.

Wes as the Goal-Oriented Protagonist

As with Wendy and Lucyimited critical readings obure Fireplace the film
closely within individualist socio-cultural discaas. For example, Philip Kemp reads Wes
as an “ideal citizen — supportive husband, solisttather, generous friend and keen
entrepreneur’® Kemp then positions Wes as the product of a numbérational myths”:
“Manifest Destiny, the frontier, go-getting, merdaaman’s world, and so oA”Levy
considers the film within writer-director Jon Jastiider forays into Westerns, a series of
texts that openly explore American individualismotigh a series of iconic and generic
reconfigurations: “Jost examines the inheritorthef mythic cowboys, left adrift after the
closing of the frontier and the demise of the cofleonor, living with false hopes of
expansionism and individualisr®This judgement ties-in with other prominent
constructions of individualism, observable withim@rican studies scholarship. Bellah et al
establish the cowboy as a “mythic individual heob’American life, a heroic outsider
working on behalf of a collective society within iwh he can never fully residéin
contrast, Levy’s reading @&ure Fireappears to locate Wes as a decadent inversitresé t
nostalgic frontier virtues. Expansionism and indialism remain, but are transformed into
selfish impulses that occur to the detriment ofdbemmunal and relational structures that
surround the central charactiThis attitude represents a key deviation from radive

narratives of individualism, upward mobility, arftetself-made man; rather than venerating

8 Philip Kemp, Review oSure Fire dir. Jon JostSight & Sound 3no. 7 (1993): 51-52.
 |bid., 52. Here, Kemp teases out discursive lindsveen individualism and wilderness.
80 | evy, Cinema of Outsiders0.

81 Bellah et alHabits of the Heart145.

82 | evy, Cinema of Outsiders0.
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a moderated economic individualism, it is placethinia discrete oppositional hierarchy, as
a deviation from the selfless ideal of serving eiad'greater good.” Therefore, whilst
Levy's reading notes Wes' role as a negative exangfla rugged individualist, this cultural
trope remains critically untouch&4By considering Wes’ self-reliant individualism ais
antithetical corruption of an idealised, selflesdividualism, the former’s role in structuring
American cultural experience is disavowed rathanttiismantled.

Readings of Wes as a debased former ideal aréepnabzed by the film’s formal
and narrational properties. Rather than being vieagean oppositional portrait of excessive
egoism, one can pla&ure Fire'srepresentation within wider critiques of individisen as a
means of structuring and retelling cultural expare2 Akin to Wendy, Wes is located within
cultural discourses that relate concepts of westttumulation, upward mobility, and self-
determination with principles of narrative linegritorwvard momentum, and causal
coherence. Again, this radical proposition collgpsitrary divisions between content and
form, exploring the ways in which narrational prdpes shape (and subvert) our reception
of the film’s individualist scenario.

To begin, it is important to clarify how the filoan be read as an individualist text.
Unlike Wendy and Lug\Sure Firedoes not appear to be solely structured around the
immediate pursuance of a specific character’s tiaergoals. Whilst Wes displays an
essentially goal-oriented subjectivity, the filngkot is not a single narrative thread that can
be elucidated in the same manneWsendy and Lucy:dnstead, the narrative appears
discordant and fragmentary, drawing together isdlatenes through modest plot and
thematic connections. Thus, interspersed with WWiesis are disjointed depictions of
domestic life; we are provided insights into hierfid Larry’s (Robert Ernst) marital
troubles, the loneliness of Larry and Wes’ wivesig Hager and Kate Dezina), and
overhear seemingly irrelevant conversations ircallooffee house. Therefore, whittire
Fire systematically explores Wes’ individualist subiety, this occurs within a wider
exploration of other community relationships.

Nevertheless, playing the part of a ruthless, isé#frested real-estate agent, Wes’
goal-oriented actions clearly relate to a singtenplex money-making plan, hinging on the
sale of houses in his home state of Utah to ridifd@aians. The majority of Wes’ activities
appear directly connected to this overarching aomhifThe extent to which Wes focuses on
the achievement of this goal dictates a numbeisointerpersonal relationships: he views
his friends as potential investors or employeegdhbis wife with his elaborate plans, and

enlists his son in preparing a house for a viewkdgitionally, Wes is clearly aware that his

8 |bid.

140



ultimate goal rests upon a successful causal cti@rgcheme is meticulously constructed in
advance, demonstrated by Wes’ assertion that‘temésyear ahead of schedule.”

Wes' characterisation as a self-made man is afsdkshed through his lexical
choices in communicating with others. This is epit®ed in one particular scene, a long-

take conversation between Wes and Larry duringyatime drive (Fig.1.13):

Fig.1.13

Utilising both interior monologue and external varbommunication, Wes systematically
extols a personal philosophy that draws clear titterto the role of causal logic in his
actions and conceptualisations of experience. §dtarry’s financial troubles, Wes firmly
places the blame upon his friend’s malaise, adrhardgshim for not replicating his own
forward-thinking mind-set: “You're talking aboutetpast, and I'm talking about the present,
and you have to start thinking about your futu@chversely, in this section’s opening
quote, Wes describes the swift process by whictohapletes a task and moves onto the
next, stating that “every job | do wants to getongo the next one.” This evocation of a
forward momentum that links events or experiensesiirored in the sentence structure that
conveys and constitutes this message: Wes'’ repaatedf the word “boom,” punctuating
the description of his work ethic, comes to sigsiecific moments of causal progression,
tying this description to an explosive motive farEeally, a short soliloquy of Wes’ from

the beginning of the same scene attests to hisammigrof a success/failure binary
opposition that underlies this form of individualiiscourse. As Wes again articulates his
entrepreneurial attitude, he establishes two piaiestitcomes for his travails, “two sides of
the coin™: win, or lose. This discrete dualism éliates the metaphysical tenor of Wes’
thinking: individualism is sustained upon an ab#istufoundational success/failure

dichotomy, a structure Wes uses to make sense afctions and experiences.
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The Figure of the Path

Thus, Wes’ goal-orientated protagonist plagage Firewithin discourses of
individualism as an American cultural narrativellaypsing distinctions between thematic
and formal properties. This heightened reflexiiéa&areness is built upon by a number of
visual motifs, signifying (but then challengingktprinciples that Wes directly espouses.
The most prominent of these is the figure of “théhg’ As highlighted inNendy and Lugy
one can identify the use of spatial metaphors éos@nal advancement and character
causality, drawing upon pop-culture conceptionaroindividual’s “route” or “path”
through life. Nevertheless, this motif is rendenathin the two case studies in very different
fashions. InWendy and Lugythe path eludes literal representation. Wendyge is only
displayed through plans and maps, as signs strippady material significance:
individualismhas no inherent foundation, a route with no .root

In comparisonliteral representations of “the path” are utilightbughoutSure Fire.
This is particularly clear in one extended sequeaneauninterrupted long-take of a highway

journey (Fig.1.14):

Fig.1.14

Travelling through an arid landscape, the shotrisegn a straight road, a linearity
punctuated by continuous road markings that bisecimage. The road then begins to wind
through a mountain pass, oscillating between askgkaring sun and darkened shade. As
the sequence continues to unfold, it is augmenyedl liorizontally scrolling line of

superimposed biblical text (Fig.1.15):
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Fig.1.15

This evocation of the road as “path” draws attemto a constructed linear causality
in a number of ways. Firstly, whilst the road sthets out in front of the spectator (the
possibilities the route represents), the cameaatisally travelling in the opposite direction,
away from the horizon. Thus, whilst the road camlsglically represent an individualist
potential for mobility and forward momentum, theedtion of this motion is reversed. This
individualist image is further problematized by tagout of the route. Whilst the shot
begins with a lengthy period of travel on a straigtad, the way soon begins to wind and
camber, shifting direction in a manner that empdessmooth curves and turns. This creates
a circular, rotational effect, a clear contrastthe path” as a figure for linear causality.

Finally, this interplay of causal linearity anddrative circularity is articulated in
religious subtitles that move across the screea.diiote, taken from the Book of Mormon,

directly references goal-fulfilment and causal dirity:

The works, and the designs, and the purposes of é&amdnot be frustrated, neither
can they come to naught, for God doth not walkrgoked paths; neither doth he
turn to the right hand nor to the left; neitherldbe vary from that which he hath

said; therefore, his paths are straight and hisseoig one eternal round.

Superficially, this line of scripture reinforcesiamber of aforementioned structural
principles. Nevertheless, the final line problemadiindividualist linearity in a manner
complementary to the visual metaphor that it accmes. The quote “his paths are straight
and his course is one eternal round” can be readlasontradictory; although the clauses
that precede this allude to narrow, pre-set goladsnotion of an “eternal round” evokes
repetition and recurrence, an atemporal path thagtantly returns the traveller to its

starting point. As a result, this sequence augnthetsleconstructive repetitions utilised
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throughoutWendy and Lucyseemingly linear, individualist scenarios are eatgd to
diegetic recurrence, denying the progression df gupposed causal chains. In turn, this
problematization of linear succession echoes Degiceconceptualization of metaphysical
history. In exploring the possibility of a “histdrthat eschews logocentric assumptions,

Derrida calls for a “‘monumental, stratified, cadictory’ history, a history that also
implies a new logic of repetition and of the trd&&ln basic terms, this attitude appears to
inform bothWendy and LucgndSure Fire’sdeconstructions of causal narrative. The
interplay of linear succession and circular mogonstructs a paradoxical temporal logic,
embracing principles of recurrence and repetitionugh the interplay of the “straight” and

the “round.”

Deconstructing the Event

Sure Fire’sdeconstructive cultural critique can be extendetth¢ very experiences
individualism links and rationalises, demonstratgdormal and editing choices that
punctuate the film’s representations of persortaraction and domestic space. In recent
analyses oSure Fire formal properties have garnered extensive attentivershadowing
studies of the film's thematic content. King dediésaa sizeable section Afmerican
Independent Cinemathapter on form to the film's director, using sences fronSure
Fire as examples of Jost’s auteurist formal idiosyries®s In his analyses, King notes that
the film consistently fragments on-screen and ddimepace, arguing that “conventional
framing and editing regimes are frequently abandaveundermined® However, in
King's adoption of Bordwellian categories, thesgides are inevitably motivated by
thematic or character-based factors, as a meamgoessing “a pervading sense of
disconnection and alienatiof.”

This scenic fragmentation is reinforced by the nesnm which characters
communicate throughout the film. In a sequencelineg Wes and his wife, the former
explains a plan he has devised to lure Califoroistomers to the area. Throughout the
scene the camera stays rigidly fixed on Wes, outiirg to an image of his wife after he has

finished his extensive soliloquy (Figs.1.16-1.17):

84 Derrida,Positions 50.

85 King, American Independent Cinent39-144.
86 |bid. 140-141.

87 |bid. 139.
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Figs.1.16-1.17

This separation of onscreen space is reinforcetidojack of a clear establishing shot at the
beginning of the interchange; during Wes’ speduh fact that he is addressing his wife can
only be discerned from the content of his instiudi

Importantly, King’s reading of the film’s formal movations relies upon accepting
ana priori set of conventional aesthetic values from whidyttan deviate. Thus,
sequences like the one above can only be reacamtitally-motivated if one accepts a
specific construction of spatio-temporal coheremeeenoting a normative representation of
reality. Therefore, even as he suggestsSa¢ Fireradically departs from classical
norms? their dominant structural role is reaffirmed, pdirg a fixed base from which any
formal innovation derives its meaning. Converstig, formal attributes ddure Firecan
also be read as a further elaboration on the fiemgagement with the narrativisation of
cultural experience; specifically, they call intoegtion the structural coherence of the
scenes they convey, undermining the constitutiotissfrete and actualised events required

to sustain an individualist causal chain. A strikexample of this can be viewed in the

88 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film 157.
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editing of a sequence set in Larry’'s farmhouseuf@ig home, he discusses financial
matters with his wife, who is cooking dinner foetpair. When she reveals that Wes has
been providing financial assistance with their mage payments, an argument ensues, and
Larry is slapped around the face. Superficiallis tan be read as a cogent scenario, in
which Larry appears emasculated by his wife’'s kmolge of Wes’ aid, loses his temper and
is struck when he raises his voice.

Nevertheless, this coherence is undermined by #vener in which the sequence is
assembled, through a series of overtly foregroumaési As the scene unfolds, the narrative
described above is constructed from a range otghat follow Larry around the house.
However, each shot is accompanied by an abrugbduack, being followed eventually by
proceeding action. In a typical neo-formalist tektanalysis, such cuts would primarily be
read as signifying narrative ellipses; in Bordwsethodel of classical narration, the cut to
black would likely represent the occlusion of sijp@us time, uneventful moments that
detract from the construction and reception ofnagterally cogent scerf@ Thus, in this
model the application of such techniques would irequonsistency with an overarching
principle of “continuity editing,* in which an intelligible sequence is formed frdme t
ordering of spatio-temporal fragments.

This role of editing and form in constructing dister narrative events has been
explored by a number of film theorists, a notablaneple being Mary Ann Doane.
Theorising a direct relationship between early filmd the rationalisation of contingency,
Doane stresses cinema’s privileged (indexicaligriahip with the unfolding of events as
“aleatory, stochastic, contingertt Therefore, as with Bordwell’s exploration of “comtity
editing,” the occlusion of what Doane refers tdadead time™?is vital in providing these
experiences with a meaningful structure, as “thedtmn of a conceptualization of the
‘event,” where “time is condensed, and becomesently meaningful * Nevertheless, for
Doane the event is a structure that remains inllgraastable, containing the seeds of its
own destruction: the event is considered “the moatlensed and semantically wealthy unit
of time,” yet remains “the site of intense internahtradictions **

Doane broadens this notion of regulated contingamcyparadox to a wider study
of editing procedures. Although noting that edittggnerates its own anxieties about

discontinuity and absence,” Doane reaffirms thditieg — as the possibility of departure

8 Representations of temporal ellipses are discuissBdrdwell, Thompson and Staig&lassical
Hollywood Cinema44-45.

% |bid. 45.

% Mary Ann DoaneThe Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Comtitay, the Archive
(London: Harvard University Press, 2002), 140.

92 bid. 140-171.

% 1bid., 160.

% bid., 141.
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from temporal and spatial continuity — is consititeperceived as the sine qua non of
cinematic signification® Therefore, editing is portrayed as another forrmefaphysical
structuration. Yet, Doane also suggests that sumtedures contain their own self-
contradictory critique, structuring on-screen agsigvhilst simultaneously fragmenting
them? Despite Doane’s observations being rooted in tihéysof “early actualities?” her
judgements provide useful insights for recent cpheaisations of cinematic structure;
formal and editing procedures are placed on thp otisarrative and contingency, shaping
cinematic meaning whilst simultaneously alludingtsanherent structural instability.

In the textual sample presented above, editingqutares draw close attention to
their structural role, demonstrating an inadequaaonstructing a fully coherent
representation of contingent events. For exampieughout the sequence the cuts to black
do not appear to occlude uneventful narrative imfdron, rather bisecting moments of
narrative importance; in one shot Larry is posiidmy the fridge, and after a cut he is
shown to have walked a small distance, where Ise&ikis wife at the cooker. Thus, Larry
has moved during the interstice, an action thatiecim real time, despite the presence of a
cut. Whilst an image of this movement has been veahothe action unfolds as if the editing
technique had not been employed, with no re-ordesfrdiegetic time. The redundancy of
this cut, in which no real-time information has beecluded, is reinforced by the audio
track for the scene, as it continues uninterruptest the aforementioned rupturing of the
image.

Therefore Sure Fireultimately adopts these structuring processesnasams of
demonstrating the arbitrariness of their functi@ther than producing a classically
consistent representation of domestic life, the toiblack produce a discordance that
prevents the reception of the scene as unifiedternally coherent. As the on-screen
content appears to unfold in real-time, we are igexy with an edited, fragmented image
that nevertheless retains an unedited, continuotegidn. This visualises the very purpose
of event-construction posited by Doane, in whidie“toncept of the event provides a
limit...and reinvests the contingent with significe. The contingent, in effect, is
harnessed® Thus,Sure Fireactively draws attention to the manner in whichtoaious,
contingent experiences are granted significandidiy assimilation into homogeneous,
logocentric structures, be it a single event, na@ative series of events.

Derrida also interrogates the concept of the eweAtchive FeverUsing the

archive as an illustrative example, he draws dtiertb the manner in which events are

% |bid., 185.
% |bid.
7 Ibid., 164.
% |bid.
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formally produced by the act of their representgtiwroviding contingent experiences with

an arbitrary presence:

The technical structure of tlaechivingarchive also determines the structure of the
archivablecontent even in its very coming into existence iarits relationship to

the future. The archivization produces as much eords the evefi.

Thus, the quote above appears particularly releestiidies of both cinema and
individualism; Derrida’s discussion of a temporausturing element (the “relationship to
the future”) acknowledges the necessity of stret@vents in sustaining linear causal logic
or anticipation.

Derrida’s subsequent critique of the metaphyseaht appears to reinforce the
deconstructive editing schema employe®&ure Fire Whilst noting the structural value of
the archive, Derrida consistently articulates acaldinfixity of the event it produces.
Geoffrey Bennington notes that iterability (regetitand re-evaluation) ensures that the
event remains fundamentally contingent, open to amgvunexpected transformations upon

every occasion of its retelling,

dividing its unigueness and giving rise to the pumkty of different versions and
accounts of the ‘same’ event...but iterability adsails alteration and difference, so

that something new, a new event, also takes ptaeeery account of an evelfit.

This structural elusiveness ensures that the eamnhever be grasped as a static, self-
coherent whole, a vital precursor to its incorporatnto causal (and by extension,
individualist) narrative structures. It is thisrisformative potential that is articulated by
Sure Fire the aforementioned scene continually escapeattémpts at rationalisation
implied by foregrounded editing procedures, bridgamd subverting interstitial gaps in
representation.

This provides one final challenge to causal indialtsm: for Derrida, the event is
constantly rewritten by that which follows it, alygopen to re-inscriptiol? Derrida
himself notes the implausibility of a complete aveh(and hence, a totalised representation

of an event):

9 Jacques Derrid@rchive Fever: A Freudian Impressigimans Eric Prenowitz (London: University
of Chicago Press, 1996), 17. Emphasis in original.

100 Geoffrey Bennington, “In the Event,” iDerrida’s Legacies: Literature and Philosopteds.
Robert Eaglestone and Simon Glendinnibgndon: Routledge, 2008), 33.

101 Derrida,Archive Fever68.
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By incorporating the knowledge deployed in refeeetwit, the archive augments
itself, engrosses itself.... But in the same stibl@ses the absolute and meta-textual
authority it might claim to have. One will never &lgle to objectivise it with no
remainder. The archivist produces more archive thatlis why the archive is never

closed. It opens out of the futu®.

By its assimilation into a causal chain, the evemevitably altered and recontextualised by
other events to which it is tied. Thus, whilst tmanifestation of individualism appears
predicated on the successive achievement of ialef fixed goals, the unity of these goals
Is erased the moment they are positioned as eftéetact of their fulfilment) within a

causal relationship with one another.

The End of the Path

This contradictory dynamic of inextricably tyinggether amorphous, fluid events is
reinforced by a wider narrative critique, undertakethe film’s concluding scenes. This
appears as the inverse of the narrative interrogafWendy and Lugyn which the film
problematizes the unity of Wendy’s origins. ConedysSure Fireutilises the film’'s
shocking conclusion as a means of highlightingyadantradiction within individualist
narratives: the very causal structure of goaldfukint must be terminated as a means of
articulating its successful completion. This isufigd literally, as the film concludes with the
suicide of Wes, after he murders his son. Therefdtirough individualism is
conceptualised as a forward-oriented progressiaals and eveni§: the desire to rigidly
demarcate narrative elements evokes an antithet&sis, a temporal contradiction
demonstrated through the concept of narrative ofosu

ThroughoutSure Fire there are references to an upcoming event, witichately
marks the end of the film’s narrative: “the big htiburing the film, references to hunting
are common, both visually (Wes is shown practi¢irggaim on a target) and verbally, in
which Wes uses related terminology in conversaitiith others. Indeed, Wes often employs
these references to articulate his individualistsaiutilising violent hunting metaphors in
explaining his plans to his peers. This is encatedlin the film’s titleSure Firecan refer

to a bullet that flies straight and true (anotlederence to causal linearity). However, the

102 | pid.

103 evinson explores this tension, noting that maopilnplies “perpetual motion and continuous
betterment” that causes a “spiritual motion sicktielsevinson,The American Success Myth on Film
34.
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title also alludes to Wes’ entrepreneurial usehefpgthrase, as he suggests to potential
investors that his plan is a “sure fire winner.”

This reading is reinforced by several sequencasctbnstruct a wider variety of
visual and lexical connections, inextricably tyimgnting to individualism. Firstly, the
importance of targets draws parallels between Weshcial goals and his gun-sight, as
both involve identifying and fulfilling specific ais. This is epitomised by the sequence in
which Wes practices with his rifle. Several gunshae presented in a similar pattern of
camera shots; there is a close-up of Wes'’ fingeheririgger, followed by another of the
target. This basic model is repeated several tingryjng the frequency of trigger and target
shots. After a number of close-ups on Wes' haretgtiis finally a long shot depicting both
Wes and the target (Figs.1.18-1.20):
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Figs.1.18-1.20

Firstly, it is important to note that the act obsking is not framed as one continuous,
totalised movement. Instead, it is constructeduyhoa series of close-ups, emphasising
specific moments in a causal chain: the act ofiqmithe trigger (the cause), and the shot of
the target (the effect). These two moments are wliat® a relationship of temporal
succession, producing a seemingly cogent, causative of action.

This representation of constructed goal-fulfilmesnamplified by the scene’s
repetitive temporality. Although the action seem@iecipitate an unequivocal cause-effect
relationship, it is one that is repeated a numbénes, continuing in a loop as Wes fires
off shot after shot. This constructs a contradictemporal logic akin to the aforementioned
“eternal round”; straight, causal lines are juxtsgmbwith a repetitive circularity.
Additionally, as the sequence continues to repatt cause/effect delineations appear
increasingly blurred; robbed of any structuralselfierence, each shot is rendered a
constituent of a terminal loop, a cyclical eventhano discernible beginning or end.

This complex representational critique is furtekercidated during “the big hunt.”

As the sequence begins, Wes presents his sornpPWillh a new gun, following the gift
with a hunting safety lecture. During this monolegWes draws yet another parallel
between hunting and economic individualism: spagkinhis responsibility to provide a
clean kill, Wes discusses an “implied contract'Wesgtn hunter and prey, adopting
entrepreneurial jargon to make his point. Howeseon after hunt begins, Phillip informs
him that Wes’ wife is considering a move to Califia; and that he intends to go with her.
Once Wes and Phillip are secluded from their hgntmmpanions, Larry and Dennis
(Dennis Brown), two gunshots ring out. From thectiems of Larry and Dennis, it is
assumed that Wes has murdered Phillip, beforengrhie gun on himself. However, the
actual shootings escape direct representatiorguhshots occur off-screen, and when their

companions arrive, only Wes and his son’s legvisible.
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To begin, the apparent cause of Wes'’ actionsréthelation about his wife’s plans
to leave) represents an inversion of Wes’ spadidligoals; whilst he is attempting to attract
rich Californians to move to Utah, she threatenmitwe in the opposite direction. This
appears as a direct challenge to the alignmenisgflans with socio-economic reward and
upward mobility, as the northward geographical nmoeet associated with his scheme is
counteracted by her plans to make this journegwense. Wes' reaction to this challenge
can also be read as a moment in which his indilistuzarrative lapses into internal
contradiction. As suggested above, Wes and hisstedths effectively conclude the film's
plot. In marking the end of the film, it also prdes the epitome of closure, as the causal
chain centred on Wes as a narrative agent is dprapd unequivocally finished. Indeed, the
finality of this event is reinforced by the accompiang death of Wes’ son. Not only has
Wes been rendered terminally static, but Phillipnzat inherit and carry on his father’s
work, stunting any potential patriarchal succession

Therefore, in providing a sudden conclusion to Wesrative, the two deaths seem
to stand in direct opposition to his individuakéins, robbing the protagonist of agency,
abruptly rupturing the cause-effect chain thatauasthis goals. However, it can be argued
that this effect is itself a product of the metagibgl foundations of individualism, the desire
to imbue experience with discrete, fixed meanilerida appears to proscribe a similar
structuring dynamic to death itself, which he didmxs as a marker of an “irreplaceable
singularity.”* Indeed, Nicholas Royle notes that in utilising ibda’s notion of plenitude
(given as “the ‘desire for absolutely actual anglspint intention”), the purest manifestation
of “presence” would indeed be dedthThis “double bind” is clearly demonstrated by
Derrida himself, punning on the word “end”: “plarde is the end (the goal), but were it
attained, it would be the end (deatHjTherefore, whilst death provides a fundamental
rupture, a termination of narrative goals, it gisovides the purest form of presence, a
transcendental unity that underlies and sustamspleration of causal linearitgure Fire
encapsulates this contradictory dynamic withirciesing scenes, and their relation to the
narrative as a whole. Death prevents the fulfilnefiWes’ aims, yet is written into the very
structure of cultural rationalisation that conggtia cogent individualist form. This device
exemplifiesSure Fire'spotential as a deconstructive text: the structioahdations of
individualism are used to communicate the arbiteargt self-contradictory status of its

narrativisation.

104 Jacques Derrid#porias: Dying---Awaiting (One Another at) thkimits of TrutH, trans. Thomas
Dutroit (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993).

105 Nicholas RoyleJacques DerridgdLondon: Routledge, 2003), 67.

106 Jacques Derridaimited Inc, ed. Gerald Graff (Evanston, Ill: Northwesterniwgmsity Press,
1988), 129.

152



Conclusions

As demonstrated through close-textual readiwgsndy and LucgndSure Fire
provide a variety of complementary deconstructiffeats, primarily focused on structural
properties associated with American individuali§rinciples of causal linearity, forward
momentum, and the goal-oriented protagonist aieedgtengaged, comprising the formal
and thematic premises of the two texts. In doingle®two films share a number of vital
commonalities. Firstly, both texts utilise a vayief visual motifs that reinforce their
engagements with linear narratives of cultural elgpee. Thus, the sequence of Wes’
shooting practice and the shots of Oregonian ftdigins embody similar symbolic values:
both provide clear figures of causal narrativedpgivoking complementary values of
cause/effect and linear motion, integral to indingtism as a cultural narrative.

Furthermore, whilst instituting a set of clear a#ikre goals for the two main
protagonists, these texts are primarily cast aE siaepisodic. This contradictory temporal
dynamic, in which character goals are radicalladeéd from the causal momentum they
imply, is achieved primarily through a combinataimarrative ellipsis and formal
repetitions. This is typified bWendy and Lugyin which a number of shots and motifs are
continually recycled throughout the course of flm,fstymieing any sustained causal
progress. Thus, linear progression is fundamentaidtlermined as it is juxtaposed with a
pervasive evocation of narrative recurrence arglsstiihe resultant sense of narrative
circularity also appears to be figuratively repléghin both films, shown in Wendy’s “calls”
and inSure Fire’sevocation of “the path.” As a result, both textadamentally dismantle
any absolute opposition between form and contesuipaersive narrative recurrence is
reflected not only in the ordering of the filmseses, but in their visual and figurative
content. Thus, this appears to reinforce a themlgbroposition suggested in this chapter’s
introduction: namely that individualism self-cormasly elucidates its narrational function,
internalising principles of causal rationalisatigithin its thematic and symbolic content.

Finally, the two films provide complementary exjitions of the limits and bounds
of individualist narratives, problematizing thefssdherence of their protagonist’s story
arcs. Importantly, botlWendy and LucgndSure Fireachieve this through a shared,
paradoxical effect: the incorporation of a seenyrglaseless narrative momentum within a
clearly demarcated, rationalised structuréMendy and Lugythe origins of the protagonist
are problematized and effaced; portrayed only thinaecondary denotations (maps, forms),
Wendy'’s origins are simultaneously foregrounded iamdaterialised, shorn of any wider
significance in informing our reading of her jouypn€onverselySure Firefocuses more

clearly on the issue of narrative closure; mimigkiderrida’'s reading of death as an
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“irreplaceable singularity*®’ the film’s terminal conclusion destroys Wes’ goatsilst
simultaneously replicating the metaphysical lodiself-presence that sustains his goal-
orientation.

Therefore, through close-textual analysis, oneatam®rve inVendy and Lucgnd
Sure Firecomplementary deconstructions of individualist grdt narratives. Undermining a
range of structural principles and oppositions,tthe films elaborate a contradictory
narrative logic: both films provide goal-orientdéidear, causal structures that contain the
seeds of their own destruction. Additionally, treflexive emphasis allows for a more active
form of cinematic reading, noting a clear depengidraween theoretical methodology and
textual content. Thus, this reading forms a dynanigagement with the two texts, teasing
out moments of contradiction that shape the filthematic explorations of individualism as
deconstructive.

Finally, in forwarding this reading of the two fismnumerous concepts (linear
causality, narrative momentum) are severed fronn greminent association with the
“classical mode!©® of Bordwellian film theory, providing a significadeparture from
previous readings of narrative in independent candmdeed, this appears to vindicate the
broader aims of this project in deconstructingdhpositions that constitute contemporary
independent film as a coherent classification. Bathan positioning the films withia
priori cinematic categories or modes, textual and straktjualities are considered in
reference to wider conceptual and theoretical sehatfowing a re-reading of the films in
relation to themes of cultural narration and natladentity. Therefore, a fundamental
critigue of existing formalist definitions is diggled as a vital methodological precursor,

opening up the possibility for diverse (and pregigunhibited) textual engagements.

107 Derrida,Aporias 74.
108 Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film 156.
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Chapter Three — Deconstructing the American Nuclear
Family: Challenging Domestic Whole(some)ness

The American Nuclear Family as Cultural Centre andOrigin

In the previous chapter, critical and textual asa$yfocused upon dislodging an
individualist subject from his purportedly indekbbosition as the heroic protagonist of
American national narrative. Unencumbered by ogivessocial ties, the atomised
individualist figure is embedded within causal a#ikes of upward mobility. However,
further theorisations of American identity havdisgid similar structural tenets to locate the
nation’s cultural centre on a different social sc&ather than focusing specifically upon an
individualised subject, such discourses have arthica coherent national self is
constituted within a self-contained cultural mili¢gkie nuclear family* Thus, in analysing
familial scholarship alongside discussions of ifdlinalism, it is apparent that they utilise
analogous terminology to root a homogeneous ndtaraacter within specific
autonomous structures. Described as a “mythicétlyerita “sacred place’’and a vital
anchor to the American “way of lif¢, tritical discourses continually position the nacle
family as an eminent socio-cultural nexus.

In intractably tying the family to broader constiioos of national identity, scholarly
accounts focus primarily on a specific nuclear idéadith Stacey succinctly summarises
homogenised pop-culture familial representationggssting that in an American context
there exists a “family form that most Americans naamsider to be traditional — an intact
nuclear unit inhabited by a male breadwinner, hilstime homemaker wife, and their
dependent childrer?’Joseph M. Hawes and Elizabeth I. Nybakken prosidamilar outline
of a national nuclear norm, constructing it as &vgsive model to which American families
aspire: “the nuclear family consisting of fathether, and children living together within a

privatized household has often served as the nafdke American family? As a result,

! As Shapiro summarises, “the current proliferatdéfamily values discourses reflects... an attempt
to defend a nationalist narrative of undivided anberent citizen subjectivity.” Michael J. Shapiro,
For Moral Ambiguity: National Culture and the Patis of the FamilyMinneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2001), 125.

2 |bid., 5.

3 Mary Bernstein and Renate Reimann, “Queer Famaligsthe Politics of Visibility,” ilQueer
Families, Queer Politicseds. Mary Bernstein and Renate Reimann (New Yo©dkumbia University
Press, 2001), 2.

4 Emanuel Levy, “The American Dream of Family inrilFrom Decline to ComebackJournal of
Comparative Family Studie2?, no. 2 (1991): 187.

5 Judith Staceyin the Name of the Family: Rethinking Family Valirethe Postmodern Ag&oston:
Beacon Press, 1996), 6, 38.

6 Joseph M. Hawes and Elizabeth I. NybakKeamily and Society in American Histofyrbana:
University of lllinois Press, 2001), 1.
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academic studies reaffirm the predominance of tgpdarimageof the family in American
cultural discourse, a specific value-laden modstdbed as “conjugal, patriarchal (and)
heteronormal.”

Broad readings of the family as a universal sddidegical origin provide a
structural model for more focused theorisationtheffamily’s unique status within
American culturé;Ruth Cavan describes the family as “a deeply wbitstitution in the
United States>Prominent early theorists of American nationahiity (such as Alexis de
Tocqueville) have suggested that “democratic” afspeicthe American character are
microcosmically encapsulated within the structuréhe nuclear family, ensuring a vital
correspondence between domestic and national esitar‘spirit of equality” can be
discerned “around the domestic heatthiri turn, value-judgements regarding the
importance of the family in American life frequegn#ippeal to abstract notions of cultural
suitability: numerous scholars have reinforced mmon-sense discourse that stress a
“goodness of fit*! of the nuclear family to American society, a stanal relationship that
“makes sense” and precipitates a coherent experieeational beiné? In doing so, such
readings typify what Michael J. Shapiro refersg@auniversalizing political discourse that
valorizes the traditional family as a foundatioaatl moral condition of possibility for
national political coherencé?

Readings of the family as a structural foundatimmciultural order are reinforced by
explicit references to its position as a cultueaitce. Brigitte and Peter Berge¥éar over
the Familyanalyses this common structural motif, descrilsiogventional readings of the
American family as an unchanging “intimate cotéBetty G. Farrell espouses a similar
view, which she uses to account for the role offéimeily in a various societal discourses
and issues: “the family in American history hasaa/been at the center of social life and

has served to refract many social conceth&’summarising 1980s “family values”

" Shapiro For Moral Ambiguity 5.

8 For readings of the family as a fundamental artdrahhuman structure, see Betty G. Farrell,
Family: The Making of an Idea, an Institution, am&ontroversy in American Cultu(©xford:
Westview Press, 1999), 7; Diana Gittifitie Family in Question: Changing Households and
Familiar IdeologiegLondon: Macmillan, 1993), 0; Bert N. Adanife American Family: A
Sociological InterpretatiofChicago: Markham Pub. Co., 1971) Jean Bethke Elshtain, “The Heart
of the Matter: The Family as the Site of Fundamidataical Struggle,” ifFamily Transformed:
Religion, Values, and Society in American Léds. Stephen M. Tipton and John Witte (Washington
D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2005), 212; J8injamaki, The American Family in the
Twentieth CenturyCambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953), 4.

9 Ruth Shonle Cavaifhe American FamilgNew York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1970), 1.

10 Alexis De Tocqueville, quoted in Shapifegr Moral Ambiguity 89.

11 Adams,The American Family59.

12 Cavan,The American Familyl5.

13 Shapiro For Moral Ambiguity 53.

14 Brigitte Berger and Peter Berg@he War over the Family: Capturing the Middle Grdun
(London: Penguin, 1984), 3-4.

15 Farrell,Family, 164.
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discourse, Sarah Harwood appends this perceivéal seatrality with a moralistic
dimension: “the family...became the moral centreglitical and cultural rhetoric; a family
which was held as metonymic, explicable and resptnfor the social formatiom toto.”*°
Finally, Jean Bethke Elshtain utilises a bodily ap#tor to communicate the family’s
position as a vital organ in the functioning ofemhhy nation, describing the nuclear
domestic unit simply as the “heart” of AmeriCa.

Discourses of American family centrality do morartsimply reinforce the pre-
eminence of the family in constituting a specifational identity. Rather, the centre also
connotes distinct structural properties, allyinglar discussions of the family
wholesomeness with logocentric conceptions of wieds, order, and presence. As a pre-
cursor to his fundamental displacement of the eentmetaphysical discourse, Jacques
Derrida notes that it is commonly furnished withiadogical attributes of absolute fixity and
self-coherence: its role “was not only to oriergtldmce and organize the structure...but
above all to make sure that the organizing priecgdlthe structure would limit what we
might call theplay of the structure® In making this claim, Derrida establishes the st
specifically logocentric function; in aligning altructures with @elosof absolute self-
identity, it regulates and arrests a dynamic plagpatio-temporatlifférance “it is the point
at which substitution of contents, elements or teismo longer possiblé”However,
Derrida notes that this logocentric economy prodwstructural paradox, a rupture that
fatally compromises the centre’s metaphysical #glifor the centre to be legible it must be
ontologically unigue, and if this is the case,ahnot be assimilated within the structure it

orients:

It has always been thought that the center, whiddyidefinition unique, constituted
that very thing within a structure which while gowimg the structure, escapes
structurality. This is why classical thought comieg structure could say that the

center is, paradoxicallyyithin the structure andutsideit.°

Here, Derrida discerns within Western metaphysiesaessity to think of the centre as both
inside and outside of the structure, a contradidtiat contravenes logocentric principles of

totalised presence and oppositional differences titbncept of centered structure — although

16 Sarah Harwood;amily Fictions: Representations of the Family #80s Hollywood Cinema
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), 3.

17 Elshtain, “The Heart of the Matter,” 223.

18 Jacques Derridd\riting and Differencetrans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 2001), 352.
19 1bid.

20 |bid. Emphasis in original.
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it represents coherence itself...— is contradictardterent.! Thus, in positioning the

family as a national centre-point, the domestiacitire adopts a purportedly essential unity,
fixity, and self-coherence. Yet, this theorisatgmultaneously produces the possibility of
the family’s critical displacement, a deconstruetgesture undertaken by this chapter's
close-textual analysis.

The static coherence of nuclear family form isdibed through the figurative
imagining of the family as an elemental structuosf which a larger societal fabric is
assembled. In propagating this assumption, popudracademic discourses continually
describe the nuclear family as a social unit tlaties a self-identical meaning within a
rigidly bounded structure. John Demos and Arlen8kslnick both utilise architectural
metaphors to demonstrate this relationship betweefamily “unit” and the nation,
describing families as the “building blocks” fronhiwh American society is assembféd.
Images of the nuclear family as an enduring cultiatality or “center of stability®® are
further evidenced in Vivian Sobchack’s study of @stic representations in Hollywood
film; she approaches the nuclear unit as a selfatoed signifying economy, describing the
“American bourgeois family” as “an ideological asliras interpersonal structure
characterized...by its cellular constructicf Finally, it is possible to discern an antonymic
structural opposition within scholarly discoursleattspatialises the family’s totalising
semiotics. Located within oppositional discourskthe public and private, the American
family is presented as a personal realm imperviodsoader social changes, a hermetically-
sealed, static structure opposed to a tumultuobkgoworld 2° Constructions of the nuclear
family as a private entity thematize its formal atdictural properties; described as a
“haven in a heartless worl##’and a “nest of domesticity,"familial definitions reify

connotations of privacy, isolation, reassuringistand totality. Therefore, whilst recent

21 |bid.

22 John Demos, “Images of the Family, Then and NawChanging Images of the Familgds.
Virginia Tufte and Barbara Mayerhoff (London: Y&aiversity Press, 1979), 46-47; Arlene S.
Skolnick,Embattled Paradise: The American Family in an AgB&ucertainty(New York: Basic
Books, 1991), 48.

23 Cavan,The American Family37.

24 Sobchack, “Bringing it all Back Home: Family Econg and Generic Exchange,” American
Horrors, ed. Gregory A. Waller (Urbana: University of fitiis Press, 1986), 176. Also see Lee
Drummond,American Dreamtime: A Cultural Analysis of PopuMovies, and their Implications for
a Science of Humanifyzondon: Littlefields Adams Books, 1996), 257.

25 For privatised readings of the nuclear family, B&htain, “The Heart of the Matter,” 212-3;
Demos, “Images of the American Family, Then and N&@-51, 55; Tamara K. Hareven, “Family
Time and Historical Time,” iThe Family ed. Alice S. Rossi, Jerome Kagan and Tamara kKe\da
(New York: Norton, 1978), 68.

26 Christopher LascHiaven in a Heartless World: The Family Besei@iddw York: Basic Books,
1977), 6.

27 Mark PosterCritical Theory of the FamilyNew York: The Seabury Press, 1978), xii.
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scholarship has attempted to challenge the distantss of these dualistic categorethe
metaphysical structural assumptions associatedpsitatised readings of the nuclear
family still play a vital role in framing its socicultural representation.

Dual images of family wholeness and wholesomefgtiser engender familial self-
presence by representing static, timeless dom&sticture<® Farrell treats these temporal
properties as integral constituents of idealisedilfaimages, arguing that American culture
is dominated by a “romanticized and static imagtheffamily.®® Stacey observes similar
suppositions within recent (polemical) discussiohthe family, suggesting that a “dubious
assumption of the family-values campaign is thanffy) truth is timeless as well as
singular.®® In accordance with this suggestion, Shapiro atgesithat in recent “culture
wars” discourses the family has been approachéd laistorically stable, noncontingent
result of natural inclinations and morally apprapei choices® Finally, Harwood focuses
closely upon temporal stasis in filmic familiessdissing the usually totalised resolution of
familial narratives, she contends that the fansl§imvoked in a bid to fix time and secure
stasis in a period of great fluf¥Thus, Harwood concludes that a central aspectrofiial
discourse is a purported “claim to timelessnesat tiaturalises and universalises specific
models of cultural fixity: “the moment of represatdn — the imaging of the family — was
thus a temporal elision which collapsed past, priesed future into an always-already, has-
been and ever-shall-be, model for social orgamisdtt In treating the American family as a
transcendental signified, these discourses tamithgtruct it as a “natural” configuration; in
turn, this evokes prominent discursive debatesdiatre on whether the nuclear family is
“genetically determined® or a “primary social construct”However, whilst perceptions of

familial naturalness clearly reify its purportedaip-temporal fixity®” antithetical

28 Readings that challenge delineations of privatglipunclude Stephanie CoonfEhe Way We
Never Were: American Families and the NostalgiapT{idew York: Basic Books, 1992)27, 145;
Lynn Spigel,Welcome to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and PasBuaurbgDurham: Duke
University Press, 2001), 31-55; Clifford E. Clafkhe American Family Home, 1800-19@hapel
Hill: University of Carolina Press, 1986), 46; Mak Barrett and Mary Mcintosfthe Anti-Social
Family (London: Verso, 1991), 89.

29 See SkolnickEmbattled Paradise3.

30 Farrell,Family, 14.

31 Stacey)n the Name of the Familp8.

32 Shapiro,For Moral Ambiguity 2.

33 Harwood Family Fictions 2.

341bid., 36, 39.

35 Allan Carlson, “Liberty, Order and the Family,” Tine Family: Is it Just another Lifestyle Choice?
ed. Jon Davies (London: IEA Health and Welfare,3)930.

36 Murray Pomerance, “The Look of Love: Cinema arel Emamaturgy of Kinship,” ilh Family
Affair: Cinema Comes Homed. Murray Pomerance (London: Wallflower, 20@85-296.

37 See Elshtain, “The Heart of the Matter,” 216; Rostritical Theory of the Family79-80. For
“ideological” critiques of this discourse see Ned@vans, “The Family Change Colour: Interracial
Families in Contemporary Hollywood FilmScreem3, no. 3 (2002): 274; Barrett and McIntoShge
Anti-Social Family 35; PosterCritical Theory of the Familyxv.
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perspectives mobilise a similar logocentric rhetamitheir reading of the nuclear family as
essentiallycultural®® Thus, antonymic familial readings grant the nucfaanily with an
inherent cultural meaning, regardless of which Ejgeantology is vehemently espous#d.

In positioning the American family directly withthe closure of metaphysics, it is
cast as a “normative entit{'that disavows differences and regulates diverkarali
experiences and meanings. This process of cuherabgenisation is explicated in more
complex, reflexive scholarly conceptualisationshaf nuclear family. Returning to Shapiro,
he directly attacks representations of the fanslya eternal, hermetically-sealed textual
body; “the ‘family’ is a contingent form of assotian with unstable boundaries and varying
structures* As a result, “conservative appropriations of hist and contemporary family
values” are rendered an oppressive “regulativeofict a “weapon against a politics of
multiplicity.”#? In similar terms, Stacey frames idealised fantilgtoric as a coercive
discursive force, a regulatory form that imposédegeptive unity” upon a “contested
term.™? In contrast to this restrictive representatioraihm Stacey suggests that “like
postmodern culture, contemporary Western familgragements are diverse, fluid and
unresolved.* In doing so, she theorises a “postmodern famitydioon”: stripped of its
regulative narrative status, this family model disi “features of improvisation, ambiguity,
diversity, contradiction, self-reflection and fltie.

This chapter constructively buildgon these recent theoretical critiques, discerning
similar representational challenges to the nudkaily within a specific cinematic case-
study. The rest of this introduction provides dical survey of American familial
discourses, hinging on a reflexive discussion af domestic representations have been
accommodated within rigid dichotomous categoriesflicting images of the American
family frequently oscillate between idealisatiordauilification, utopian and dystopian
poles. Indeed, it is suggested that several restadies have constructed a historically-
specific, oppositional familial discourse, commofrigmed as a partisan “war over the
family.”#¢ Finally, | conclude with an investigation of cinatic family scholarship,

culminating with a specific examination of domest#ttings in independent film. Thus, this

38 For examples of this rhetoric see Evans, “The Ba@hanges Colour,” 274-275; John Demos,
Past, Present, and Personal: The Family and the Ciéurse in American HistoifDxford: Oxford
University Press, 1986), x; Farrdilamily, 3; Coontz,The Way We Never We The Frankfurt
Institute for Social Research, quoted in Barrett Bitintosh,The Anti-Social Family35.

%9 For a brief discussion that superficially questitiis dualistic economy, see Barrett and MclIntosh,
The Anti-Social Family26.

40 Harwood,Family Fictions 9-10.

41 Shapiro,For Moral Ambiguity 2.

42 |bid., 3, 6.

43 Stacey)n the Name of the Famil8.

4 |bid., 7.

45 |bid., 143.

46 See Berger and Bergdihe War over the Family.
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again provides a medium-specific context for theual analysis that follows, allowing a
case-study exploration of deconstructive aesthagit® considered in relation to broader

debates surrounding the family in popular media.

Oppositional Families

As explored above, prominent images of familiale@mce are commonly founded
upon a series of interrelated binary structurelsdpe/public, natural/cultural); in turn, these
dualities furnish the American nuclear family wiéth essential spatio-temporal solidity.
However, recent studies of the family have obsethedbinary logic on both micro- and
macro-structural levels; totalised familial repres¢ions have themselves been divided into
antithetical, value-laden categories, judged dseepositive or negative, idealised or
debased, utopian or dystopian. In broad termsjestuad the family in American culture
have focused on a traditionally dominant imagenhefriuclear household as an idyllic milieu
positioned at the heart of a shared national ckeddescribing the pre-eminence of nuclear
structures in American cultural discourses, Beegat Berger note that these representations
carried near-universally positive connotationse“thken for granted definition of the family
in American culture, of course, was not merely dpsige but charged with positive
value.™’ Similarly, Michele Barrett and Mary Mclintosh argilat normalised familial
representations throughout Western culture areopnethntly idyllic: “the imagery of
idealized family life permeates the fabric of sbeigistence and provides a highly
significant, dominant and unifying, complex of saiegheaning.”® Enlarging upon these
abstract descriptions of familial exceptionalisnarilood provides a detailed taxonomy of
idealised nuclear icons, identifiable (positiveypes observable in Hollywood texts: “These
ideal family types are authentic inheritors and editment of the American Dream — white,
middle-class, affluent, beautiful, mid-Americanfeationate, permanently laughing/happy,
untouched by external events and upwardly mofi€ihally, although the idealised
American family has often been treated as a tilsedesictural form, recent studies have
located contemporary familial representations #sceascious evocations of a specific
socio-historical context, the 1950s. The pervastgsrof idyllic familial images is attributed
to a collective “cultural nostalgigfor a lost origin om priori plenitude against which all

familial representations are negatively judged.

47 Berger and Bergef,he War over the Fami\9.

48 Barrett and MclntoshThe Anti-Social Family29, 77.

4% Harwood,Family Fictions 67-68. Also see Postetritical Theory of the Family140.
%0 Skolnick,Embattled Paradise98.
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In turn, positive familial images can be directbntrasted with a similarly
homogenised counter-view of the American familaaeat of unrealised ideals or inherent
negative value. In many cases, such perspectivimamaforementioned narratives of a lost
“golden age,™ as contemporary social trends are viewed as ax iofifamilial “decline.”
Arguing that such rhetoric has been a stable eleofdamilial discourse throughout
American history, Demos notes that “for at leaséatury now the American family in
particular has been seen as beleaguered, endangedspossibly on the verge of
extinction.”® Bryce J. Christensen, a conservative exponeitisbciological discourse,
delineates a broad range of societal changes assamd symptoms of a breakdown of the
heterosexual, nuclear family ideal; Christenserdeams high divorce rates, falling
marriage rates, single-parent families, and inteegational conflicts, citing these as
determinants and consequences of “grievous teamsrinational social fabric® Whilst
such views approach the American family as a straah material and moral disarray, they
retain a glorified image of the nuclear family gsrivileged cultural foundation. A
dystopian reality is contrasted with a utopian idaad the source of this discrepancy is
located within an external social context; suckviare not considered innate deficiencies
of the nuclear family itself.

Lamentations of familial decline are frequently itioged as a response to
oppositional discourses that approach the fansbffias inherently oppressive. Stephanie
Coontz typifies such attitudes, arguing that “bénele polished facades of many ‘ideal’
families, suburban as well as urban, was violetezegr, or simply grinding misery that only
occasionally came to light* Skolnick suggests that images of a repressivek side of

the family” originated in the context of greatecisd openness in the 1970s:

Formerly taboo topics — from homosexuality to aioorto incest — could now be
openly discussed. Family violence was “discoveredild abuse and wife battering

became important topics for research as well asf&ignt public issue$

Finally, Berger and Berger provide a detailed oetlof shifting familial values in a similar

historical context, charting how perceptions of fdmmily transformed from being inherently

51 Steven Mintz and Susan Kellodgpmestic Revolutions: A Social History of Ameri€amily Life
(London: Collier Macmillan, 1989), 178.

52 Demos, “Images of the American Family, Then anavNal4.

53 Bryce J. Christenseijvided We Fall: Family Discord and the Fracturig America(New
Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2006), 1-9

54 Coontz,The Way We Never WeR5.

55 Skolnick,Embattled Paradisel30. Also see Marilyn Coleman, Lawrence H. Ganand Kelly
Warzinik, Family Life in 20th-Century Ameridgd.ondon: Greenwood Press, 2007), 241-244.
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idyllic to innately destructive or “sick®® Accounts of family dystopia are particularly
prevalent in feminist scholarship, in which domesippression is experienced primarily by
women and is attributed to the nuclear family'sipathal structure. Barrett and Mcintosh
summarise this perspective, contending that “thems liberation movement has drawn
attention to the violence and degradation hiddghiwihe walls of the nuclear household,
and to the broader social and economic inequalitemected with it>” Furthermore, whilst
significant attention has been given to the faraya seat of misogynist violence, others
have focused on a more mundane (but also repregsiage of the family as a stifling,
conformist model. Skolnick elaborates upon thispective, arguing that academics, artists
and social critics constructed a “myth of suburlfadt played a prominent role in shaping
and representing 1950s socio-cultural life; thightmare vision of family life...portrayed
disintegrating families and rotting marriages,” ethe backdrop of ruthless capitalist
competition, domestic loneliness, and social canfy.>®

As demonstrated above, popular ideals of the Azaarnuclear family have been
confronted by pessimistic, dystopian representatitrese relate a range of superficially
antithetical meanings to the family’s inherent dogical properties. However, as has been
implicitly suggested, these contestatory imagedoeie the structural logic of the familial
discourses that they purport to challenge. For @x@naforementioned judgements of “the
decline of the family” simplistically celebrate {nar than critique) the American family as a
nuclear cultural model; although the domestic hisr@ast as a broken, ineffective social
setting, this judgement is only achieved by jux&pg it with a static, homogenised ideal.
Furthermore, narratives of failing families asswartearoader social reality as the origin for
familial strife; the family itself retains a cogesttucture and positive value, properties that
are undermined and dismantledéternalpressures rather than internal incoherences.

Conversely, inherently damning judgements of theeAican family provide (on
face-value) a fundamental challenge to its endwiritural worth and centrality. Yet, such
views again solidify the nuclear family’s logoceatioundations, reinforcing positive
representations as coherent presences against attechative images are hierarchically
defined. For example, negative family portrayatsfaequently discussed as deviations from
normative cultural images, a hidden “dark side’inkd by the degree to which it differs
from a homogeneous and idyllic cultural model; thdealised family images are retained as
a norm against which other representative modesarstructed in standardised opposition.

Furthermore, discrete challenges to familial ideatétly recreate their underlying

56 Berger and Bergef,he War over the Famill6.

57 Barrett and McintoshiThe Anti-Social Family19.

58 Skolnick,Embattled Paradises0, 57-60. Also see Clarkhe American Family Home, 1800-1960
226.
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logocentric properties; value judgements are simglgrsed, as representational alternatives
retain pretensions of structural unity, ontologieelif-identity, and cultural truth. The
metaphysical properties that abet the construatfdhe whole(some) nuclear family are not
dismantled but restated.

These preliminary critical appraisals elucidatiszourse replete with simplified,
dualistic oppositions; a plethora of potential egantations are ghettoized into discrete
positive and negative categories, sustained imgayganistic opposition of self-identical
presences. Demos explicitly observes the operdtcameespondences between seemingly
divergent familial representations, arguing thatifpee ideals are joined by an inverse “anti-
image” of the American family, representations ta “opposite faces of the same cdth.”
In attempting to theorise an effective feminiseiwention into nuclear family debates,
Stacey also notes the simplistic nature of suclosigpnal conflicts: “we cannot counter the
flawed, reductionist logic of family-values ideoigdiowever, unless we resist using knee-
jerk, symmetrical response®.Thus, whilst the family may be perceived as atp@sbr
negative structure, its integrity and centralitg earely challengett.

Finally, the oppositional tenor of familial disceerhas been granted significant
cultural visibility in recent years due to aforertiened theorisations of a “war over the
family.” Contextualised within supposedly divergeeactions to social changes in the 1960s
and 1970s, popular responses to the family haveoptedly crystallized into two specific
camps, commonly cast as “critical” and “neo-tratitilist”; the former hail the breakdown
of the nuclear family’s “nest of oppression andhpltgy,” the latter lament the “erosion” of
the American family as cultural and moral id&dbtacey argues that such formulations
entrench partisan categories within family disceursflected in the antagonistic form of
related popular debate: “outside the embattledeg@i academe, a right-wing profamily
movement rapidly polarized popular discourse onljaochange into feminist vs.
antifeminist, left vs. right, and fundamentalist sscular humanist camp%.Similarly,
Christensen accounts for recent familial discoueses “new kind of civil war,” a cultural
stand-off he claims is “fracturing Americ&."Thus, whilst numerous texts account for a
multiplicity of potential familial perspectives,dbe are frequently accommodated within
readings of the family as a bifurcated “battlegrulbetween self-identical antagonists; in

doing so, they reflect a broader “culture warstohie that dominates discussions of

% Demos, “Images of the American Family, Then anavNi&8.

80 Stacey)n the Name of the Family6.

61 See FarrellFamily, 7.

52 Berger and Bergef,he War over the Family3-23.

63 Stacey)n the Name of the Famil®0.

&4 ChristensenDivided We Fall ix-xii; Skolnick utilises a similar term, see Skizk, Embattled
Paradise 179-197.
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American national identity itsetf. Reading this chapter’s case-study film as a
deconstructive intervention into this conceptuaremny, | demonstrate how textual
representations of the American family interrogatd dismantle these simplistic, arbitrary
structural principles. However, before doing sas iprudent to briefly explore how these
broad cultural trends have shaped studies andsemiations of the family in the mass-

media, and in particular, cinema.

Publicising the Private Family

Sociological and cultural studies scholarship cuardlly reaffirms the significance
of popular media in framing perceptions of bothspeal domestic experiences and the
American family’s socio-cultural centrality. Forample, Barrett and Mcintosh argue that
“the media, advertising and popular entertainmeant”saturated by “familial ideology,”
rendering familism a trope that “pervades virtualery cultural genre®® Furthermore,
such readings stress the pre-eminence of spebjfipasitiveimages as a normative cultural
baselin€®’ historians Stephen Mintz and Susan Kellogg stiessole of cultural artefacts in
shaping idyllic familial perceptions, with partiemlemphasis on the aforementioned
association between nuclear ideals and the 198@sgblden age of the American family, a
reference point against which recent changes inlydifie can be measured?In turn,

Farrell argues that the presence of utopian falnéjaresentations has endured over a broad
range of historical and media contexts, providirghidting but ever-present discourse of
nuclear veneratioff. Finally, the role of myriad popular forms in metitig and structuring
broader cultural experiences is reflected in Slépassertion that “people tend both to live
in a family and to process information about faeslfrom diverse genres — novels,
television dramas and sitcoms, and feature filmsray others™ He concludes that media
families operate as regulataaypriori models, used by Americans to render their own
cultural experiences intelligiblé.

Whilst televisual representations form the cerfwals for studies of the family in

American popular culturé&, significant recent scholarship has analysed citierimaages of

85 ChristensenDivided We Fall 3; Marcia Landy, “Very Far from Heaven: Todd HagnCinematic
Family,” in A Family Affair: Cinema Comes Homed. Murray Pomerance (London: Wallflower,
2008), 205.

56 Barrett and MclntoshHlhe Anti-Social Family31, 130.

67 Coleman, Ganong and Warzinfkamily Life in 20" Century America241.

58 Mintz and KelloggDomestic Revolutiond 78.

8 Farrell, Family, 109.

70 Shapiro,For Moral Ambiguity 5.

" bid.

2 See William Douglas, “Subversion of the Americagiélvision Family,” inTelevision and the
American Familyeds. Jennings Bryant and J. Alison Bryant (Lond@wrence Erlbaum Associates,
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domestic structures. Indeed, several theorists pakadleled the development of cinema’s
narrational, formal, and representational propgmtigh dominant familial paradigms in
Western culture; Nick Browne asserts that the “tgpment of the cinematic language was,
from the very start, linked to a particular subjetter. This subject was the famil§?.”
Robin Wood expands upon this observation in a fipalty American context, positioning
Hollywood representations of the family “as thejpation of a national psyche”: “the
concept of family — a motif that cuts across alirgs in Hollywood cinema, informing and
structuring westerns, musicals, comedies, gan{jbtes, melodramas alike is obviously
basic to American ideology*Murray Pomerance similarly argues that the farsily’
presence in all Hollywood genres indicates its miagc and cultural vitality: “in virtually
every film family makes some sort of appearancegimal or central, stated or implie®”
Finally, Nina C. Leibman notes that the family eff@n enduring theme that has pervaded
American cinema from the coming of sound to thes@né day: “the family and its domestic
anxieties had long been a dominant narrative fémuteature film.”®

In turn, studies of cinematic familial representations ag#iass the role of the
medium in disseminating (and thus perpetuatinglided domestic tropes. Returning to
Pomerance, he notes a tendency for filmic famitidse cast as “a glowing paragon to
behold, an image to which we can in some way aspite broad accordance with this
observation, Harwood intractably links Hollywoodtawal representations with the
perpetuation of certain domestic structures: “rdpoing the ideological form of the nuclear
family always has been the underpinning goal adsitaal Hollywood cinema’® Finally, in
introducing a study of how the horror genre hawsttbd idealised family models, Tony
Williams juxtaposes these generic texts with moidegpread utopian representations; in
Hollywood cinema the family is “generally reveresiaapositive icon of ‘normal’ human

society,” accounting for the presence of “normailised family images in mainstream

2001), 231, 241; Billie J. Wahlstrom, “Images of thamily in the Mass Media: An American
Iconography?” inChanging Images of the Familgds. Virginia Tufte and Barbara Mayerhoff
(London: Yale University Press, 1979), 198-199,;218ontz,The Way We Never Weig 31;
Stacey/n the Name of the Famjlft01-2; Nina C. Leibmarn,iving Room Lectures: The Fifties
Family in Film and TelevisiofAustin: University of Texas Press, 1995), 1, 3612.

3 Nick Browne, “Griffith’s Family Discourse: Griffit and Freud,” irHome is Where the Heart Is:
Studies in Melodrama and the Woman'’s Figd. Christine Gledhill (London: BFI Publishind@8r),
224. Also see Leibmahjving Room Lecture$-6.

7 Robin Wood Personal Views: Explorations in FilnRevised ed. (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 2006), 201.
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76 Leibman,Living Room Lecture§-6.

7 Pomerance, “Introduction,” 7-8

8 Harwood Family Fictions 7.
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American film.””® Nevertheless, Williams ultimately argues that boopens up a
representational space for subversive family pitstran observation that elucidates
countervailing representational trends; in suclistéxe family is not represented as a caring,
supportive milieu, but rather as a “material canfskorrific events.?° Similarly, Pomerance
outlines a series of negative familial depictiomsttinvert normative, nuclear
representations; these range from 1950s imagé=ahiddle-class family as a “seat of
disease and corruption” to more recent challengégteronormative familial structure in
terms of gender and sexualffy.

Aforementioned theorisations of the cinematic fgrag an entity that shifts over a
range of socio-historical contexts forms the basi&manuel Levy’s broad historical study
of the concept in “New American Cinema.” Embeddingeries of distinct familial images
within a dynamic socio-cultural context, Levy delates six discrete cycles, each responding
to “a decisive moment, an ideological shift, in jelood and by implication in American
culture”: these range from “decline of the famitythe late 1960s” to “a return to traditional
family values in the late 1980s,” covering a raneritical (“troubled and tormented”
families) and “alternative” representations in iterim 82 However, in suggesting that
diverse images of the family can be mapped ontad#psocio-historical trends, Levy
groups a plethora of films into a reductive sedaemonolithic, totalising cycles. Rather than
questioning the integrity of fixed familial represations, this approach constructs a
chronological succession of equally homogeneousir@lltruth claims; furthermore, the
very discussion of “alternative” familial imagesfitles them as ontological deviations
within a logocentric opposition with foundationalalear norms, reinforcing the hierarchical
authority of the latter.

Usefully, several scholars have noted that theidzm nuclear family offers a
particularly prominent thematic focus and settirithim recent independent film. For
example, Jeffrey Sconce, Peter Hanson, and Jesgshklé respectively locate the nuclear
family as a central preoccupation of “smart,” “Gextiwn X,” and “post-pop” cinem&;as
demonstrated in chapter one, each of these grasipisgrporates texts that are more
commonly located within independent film definiteortHowever, such texts appear

(superficially, at least) to replicate aforemenédmeadings of the nuclear family as an

7 Tony Williams,Hearths of Darkness: The Family in the AmericantdoFilm (London: Fairleigh
Dickinson University Press, 1996), 13.

80 | bid.

81 pomerance, “Introduction,” 3-4.

82 | evy, “The American Dream of Family in Film,” 190hese mirror a similar taxonomy of familial
images in American popular culture; see Skolnibattled Paradisel87.

83 Jeffrey Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism, and the New Anean ‘Smart’ Film,”Scree43, no. 4 (2002):
358; Peter Hansoihe Cinema of Generation X: a Critical Study ohtsland DirectorgJefferson,
NC: McFarland, 2002), 43; Jesse Fox MayshBdst-Pop Cinema: The Search for Meaning in New
American Film(London: Praeger Publishers, 2007), 9.
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essentially fallen locale; case-study films puredly communicate a “sense of domestic life
as a nexus of abandonment, alienation, and frimtr&t casting the family as “crucible of
miscommunication and emotional dysfunctiéhThus, whilst arguing for heightened levels
of ambiguity, nuance, and irony in their textuglnesentations, prominent analyses of these
themes in independent cinema largely focus upoguivecally negative readings of the
nuclear family as a conflicted, abusive redfm.

Despite the metaphysical tenor of these normathelarly approaches, some
recent critics have focused more sharply on conmexand contradictions embedded
within seemingly cogent family formulatiosIndeed, one recent scholarly work has laid
the foundation for a more complex, deconstructivgagement with the nuclear family in
independent film; Claire Perkins’ nuanced expansiosmart retains Sconce’s
aforementioned focus on American familial repreagons, contextualised within a wider
discussion of suburban life. However, Perkins exb}i argues that smart disrupts dualistic
frameworks that characterise suburban and, by sixtenfamilial discourse: she
understands her case-study films’ aesthetics “ag#ung that in fact overcomes the
representation of suburbia as utopiamystopian.® Mobilising a more reflexive notion of
“anti-utopia” that self-consciously alludes toit®pian opposite, Perkins argues that smart
textual critiques of the nuclear family exceed distig dualistic definitiorf® In doing so,
Perkins attempts a radical challenge to the metdpalogic of suburban family discourse,
a theoretical aim to which this thesis wholehedytadsents.

Nevertheless, Perkins’ mobilisation of the antjpian genre still appears to
ultimately portray the family in aessentiallynegative light; as she suggests, smart texts
invert “ideal utopian solutions into nightmare pbdiies.”®® Indeed, her taxonomic
description of smart suburban representations lzesiisking resemblance to
aforementioned dystopian renderings: “the comfdetadducated life that suburban-
utopianism imagined is represented as stultifying) destructive, leading only to violence,
unhappiness and abuséth doing so, Perkins inaugurates an ontologicadule that denies

her texts overtly deconstructive value, restrairaigeterogeneous, generative play of

84 Mayshark Post-Pop Cinema. For a similar reading, see Hansthe Cinema of Generation X
50.

85 Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism and the New American ‘Sth&ilm,” 358-359.

86 See Sherry B. OrtneNot Hollywood: Independent Film at the Twilighttb& American Dream
(London: Duke University Press, 2013), 128-129.

87 For example, Williams notes that film families aféen cast as “contradictory entities containing
good and bad features”; see Williarhigarths of Darknes4,4, 16.

88 perkins’ scholarly use of “utopia” and “dystopia’address the family diverges from idiomatic
uses discernible in other scholarship in this abe® Claire Perkingymerican Smart Cinema
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 137.
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cultural identities; as she notes, these “broadtis@opian visions” are “negations that
don’t reconstruct.®? Finally, although she argues that anti-utopiangesarefer indirectly to
absent utopian possibilities, she largely ignohesdeconstructive ramifications of this
unsettling co-presence; rather, she appears totlisgphenomenon as a culturally complicit
projection of a utopian image of the “traditionalctear set-up?® Thus, whilst offering an
invaluable critique of dualistic family discoursgstential moments of radical
undecidability are neutralised within a self-come@nd conventionally negative) reading
of the nuclear family*

In contrast, a more sustained deconstructive approan be found in Sobchack’s
study of the child in horror, science-fiction, ameélodrama?® Again, the family is
established as an incoherent, divided milieu: \tiseal siteof horrific attraction and
repulsion, of utopian wonder and dystopian anxes redirected back toward that
domestic structure of social relations — the nudiasily.”®® However, in considering
familial representations in these genres sincd 8&®s, Sobchack demonstrates that
bifurcated domestic oppositions have begun to wirambodied in the figure of the

deconstructive child:

Not only has the bourgeois distinction between kamiembers and alien Others,
between private home and public space, betweeomarsicrocosm and
sociopolitical macrocosm been exposed as a mythalba the family itself has been
exposed as a cultural construction, as a set oifgiag, as well as significant,
practices. The family and its members are seergftbre, as subject to the
frightening, but potentially liberating, semioticogesses of selection and
combination — and their order, meaning, and poweparceived as open to

transformation, dissolution and redefinitityn.

92 perkins explores ho®onnie Darkotranscends the binary logic of suburban discoanseopens

up a transformational Deleuzian difference; howgshke treats this film as an exceptional case in
smart film. Ibid., 139, 149-55.

% lbid., 149.

9 Characterisations of the family as a site thatiated cultural contradiction are more clearly
discernible in studies of melodrama. See Thomaaesker, “Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations
on the Family Melodrama,” ilome is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrame the Woman'’s
Film, ed. Christine Gledhill (London: BFI Publishind87); Christine Gledhill, “The Melodramatic
Field: An Investigation,” irHome is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama e Woman's
Film, ed. Christine Gledhill (London: BFI Publishin@87), 31-33, 37. Finally, Hueng notes a
similar dynamic in her study of the nuclear faniityl980s Hollywood; see Marina Hueng, “Why
E.T. Must Go Home: The New Family in American Cirgefrdournal of Popular Film and Television
11, no. 2 (1983): 79, 82.

% Harwood also treats 1980s film families as “a sitstruggle,” but ultimately accommodates
structural contradictions on a spectrum betweepiatddystopian extremes; see Harwoeadmily
Fictions 6-7, 60-61, 71, 175.

% Sobchack, “Bringing it All Back Home,” 176. Empla original.

% bid., 178-179.
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Sobchack’s generically-specific comments provideseful jumping-off point for a
sustained deconstruction of the cinematic nuclaanilf, an objective realised here through
a case-study analysis ldhppinesg1998). It is important to clarify that such a jext
extends beyond a simplistic overturning of an hoemiged, whole(some) cultural image in
favour of a dystopian alternative, an assumptioxggible in existing critical readings of
the film. Furthermore, such an approach extendsrmegimply defining the family as a
self-contained milieu of contradiction, mixing aise of distinct, antagonistic elements
within a bounded domestic space. Rather, reprasamahoppositions are exposed as
arbitrary forces of cultural regulation, metaphgsitameworks imposed upon a boundless
freeplay of familial images and meanings. In tuhese categorical monoliths are toppled,
as textual ruptures and paradoxes expose theidé&diams as intangible, amorphous, self-

effacing.

Deconstructing theHappinessand Whole(some)ness of the Nuclear Family

“I wish | had your life...Husband, kids, car pool...hd@se aspirational words,
uttered by Helen Jordan (Lara Flynn Boyle) to higtes Trish (Cynthia Stevenson), embody
a familiar familial cliché. However, by the condlus of Happinessthe much-desired
nuclear household has been upturned, displacedjiamdntled. Trish’s husband, Dr. Bill
Maplewood (Dylan Baker), has been exposed as aophéd, precipitating her (and their
children’s) flight from the family “nest.” Itdappinessfinal scene, Helen promises to find
Trish a new man, a matchmaking role she assumedl! foer family (her other sister, Joy
[Jane Adams], is single, and her parents, Monaifleoliasser] and Lenny [Ben Gazzara],
are separated). This “landscape of faillf&ri which stable families appear either
unobtainable or doomed to disaster, has frequéetiy cast in dystopian terms; inverting
the middle-class family’s positive connotatioblgppinesssuperficially represents suburbia
as “a type of peripheral hell, a moral darknestheredge of town?®

However, upon closer analysis, the film’s represtons offer a more complex,
fundamental critique of the American family as #uwal centre or presence. Rather than
simply reversing the family’s conventional utopiamtology,Happinesdeconstructs this
polarising dynamic, subverting the tendency to tawsilial representations as either wholly
idyllic or debased. In doing sblappiness’domestic settings are inhabited by traces of
seemingly contradictory elements, values, and mganthis strategy is embodied within

the head of the superficially idyllic nuclear holgle (Bill), who is simultaneously cast as a

98 Chris Chang, “Cruel to Be Kind: A Brief History @bdd Solondz,Film CommenB4, no. 5
(1998): 73.
9 Xan Brooks, Review dflappinessdir. Todd SolondzSight & Sound, no. 4 (1999): 44.
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loving father and violent paedophile. In this mantiee nuclear family is rendered as an
undecidable milieu of conceptual co-presence, witttiich potentially paradoxical
significances are indiscernibly weaved throughtsusémiotic structure. In doing so, this
Derridean gesture challenges the structural closiuaay totalised, metaphysical reading of

the nuclear family, be it positive or negative.

Retelling Happinessand the Utopian/Dystopian American Family

Described in critical and academic texts as amstelic™ or “ensemble” work%
Happinessharts the experiences and relationships of sedymiigparate New Jersey
residents, signifying a broad variety of interpeaaelationships and familial structures.
Nevertheless, they are drawn together by an ovaray¢amilial commonality; they are all
members, spouses, friends, neighbours, childrerkmates, or pupils of a single family, the
Jordans. Thus, this specific family (parents Mond lbenny and their adult daughters Joy,
Trish and Helen) provides a structural core tofilh@s multiple narrative arcs, a centre that
orients and relates each character with one antfiatilst relying upon a single family as
an ordering nexus, the film unfolds through a seofeseemingly discrete sequences, each
focusing specifically on one or two of the film'smerous figures. Importantly, each
character’s narrative segments are scattered thoatighe film’s broader structure.
Happinessopens with Joy nervily breaking off a short-livediationship with Andy (Jon
Lovitz), who cruelly rescinds a personalised gédthad given her. Soon after, Joy herself is
shown in tears of guilt, as she is told that Andg bommitted suicide. This scene sets the
tone for many of Joy’s later encounters. She dquétstelemarketing job to teach English to
immigrants, where she meets Vlad (Jared Harrisglfaconfessed thief from Russia with
whom she shares a brief sexual liaison. Just agsJailing to achieve a lasting, romantic
relationship, her parents (Mona and Lenny) are neeparated, although neither will
formalise this by filing for divorce. Whilst Monxresses a desire to find someone new at
the film’s conclusion, she lacks confidence in tieances, remarking that she will now
require “another fucking facelift!” Although Lenrappears to have a ready-made partner in

the more stereotypically glamorous Diane (Elizal®hley), he is gripped with malaise and

100 Dean Defino, “Todd Solondz,” iRifty Contemporary Filmmakergd. Yvonne Tasker (London:
Routledge, 2002), 317.

101 Andrew Lewis Conn, “The Bad Review Happiness Desgror: The Tyranny of Critic-Proof
Movies,” Review ofHappinessdir. Todd Solondzrilm Commen85, no. 1 (1999): 72.

102 wilson explores the film’s representation of sbaiterconnections, arguing that this theme
contextualises Bill's child abuse within a widec&d context; Emma WilsorGinema’s Missing
Children (London: Wallflower Press, 2003), 52-53.
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just wants to be left “alone”; although they do éavbrief sexual encounter, Lenny finishes
unsatisfied as he “cannot feel anything.”

Another of their daughters, Helen, is a criticalgelaimed writer who is bored with
her work and the opulent lifestyle that goes witisihe fantasizes about being raped as a
child to provide a real-life justification for henansgressive poetry, which she deems
fraudulent. She lives down the hall from Allan (RhSeymour Hoffman), a sexually-
frustrated IT technician who makes obscene pholtetoarandom women and fantasizes
about subjecting Helen to violent sexual acts. Winefinally locates her in the phone book,
his sexualised threats appear to be the answertmélady, but when he arrives at her door
she is unimpressed with his physical appearanceasks him to leave. Just as Allan lusts
after Helen, he is in turn desired by another sfrf@ighbours, Kristina (Camryn Manheim).
After numerous awkward interactions, they evenyugdi on a clichéd date, slow-dancing in
front of a jukebox and eating at a retro diner. ldger, any potential romance is denied
when Kristina informs Allan of her repulsion to sekintercourse. Kristina attributes this to
a recent traumatic experience, in which she wasd-épher own home by the doorman to
their apartment building; she informs Allan that ¢itoke his neck in self-defence, chopped
up his body, and now has him stored in her freezer.

Whilst these varied narrative threads present segyratomised individuals
incapable of forming coherent domestic groups etlieone further story arc that visualises
a stable, nuclear family unit. Trish is marriedBit), a professional psychiatrist and father of
three (Billy [Rufus Read], Timmy [Justin Elvin], diChloe [Liza Glantzman-Leib]).
Superficially, the nuclear family provides an idyltontrast to the tales of social dislocation
and alienation described above. The film utilises@ety of aesthetic and stylistic devices
to imbue the Maplewood family home with connotasiar positivity and exceptionality,
portraying their suburban house as a vibrant lo¢héeMaplewoods reside in a well-lit,
detached dwelling with a distinct décor of brigbtaurs, replete with signs of familial
activity and childhood play. Additionally, we amrioduced to its constituent members as
they undertake traditional domestic roles, repingathe gendered division of labour
associated with American nuclear norms. Trishti®duced in the kitchen, completing
household tasks; Bill arrives home after fulfillings role as the family’s breadwinner, and is

greeted with a kiss by his appreciative wife (Fif)2
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Fig.2.1

Perceptions of the Maplewood family as a clichéahéstic ideal pervade academic and

critical readings oHappinessFor example, Greg Tuck suggests that:

On the face of it, the Jordans’ oldest daughtashiMaplewood...has the perfect
upper-middle-class existence with her large housigormed maid, three children

and a husband, Bill Maplewood...who is a succeshfrdpist:®®

Thus, as Adam Wadenius summarises, “on the exténeMaplewood’s fit the ideal
patriarchal mould** The individual members of the family have been dbsed in

similarly positive terms; Chris Chang suggests thath is seemingly the perfect
homemaker® a judgement that echoes Xan Brooks’ assertianBifidas “an outwardly
upstanding suburban dat?®Similarly, Mike King judges Trish as the only comnuably
positive character in the piece, describing hehadilm’s “touchstone of ‘normalcy.*®’
However, these idyllic representations are subsetyueroblematized by a series of
thematic inversions. Bill, the father, is secretigked with paedophilic desires; whilst these
are initially channelled into masturbatory fantasiee eventually acts upon them, raping two
of his son’s classmates. Bill is arrested, buth@dore admitting his actions to his son; he
tells him that the experiences were “great,” befitly asks him “would you ever fuck

me?” Bill's response is in the negative: “no, latk off instead.” The final scenes of the

103 Greg Tuck, “Sex, Dialectics and the MiseryHppiness’ Film-Philosophyl5, no. 1 (2011): 35.
104 Adam Wadenius, “The Monstrous Masculine: Abjectiond Todd Solondz’s Happiness,” in
Kidding Around: The Child in Film and Mediads. Alexander N. Howe and Wynn Yarbrough
(London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 36.

105 Chang, “Cruel to Be Kind,” 75.

106 Brooks, Review oHappiness44.

107 Mike King, The American Cinema of Excess: Extremes of theh&tMind on Film(Jefferson,
NC: McFarland, 2009), 105.
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Maplewood family depict Trish and the children dlyifleeing their suburban home; the
house has been defaced with prurient graffiti, tyureading: “SERIAL RAPIST
PERVERT.”

In this context, initially utopian renderings oktMaplewood’s family life can be
read as a “facadé? a pleasant surface that obscures a destructiusiabinterior reality.
Jason Bainbridge readitappinessas an exemplar of this dualistic cultural logic:
“(Happines} presents a veneer of suburban life which it tipees on to soil, particularly
through the Maplewood family (whose story provittes climax for the film).2*° Similarly,
Douglas Muzzio and Thomas Halper treat the filnejsresentation of nuclear family ideals
as a superficial cover, a semiotic cloaking dewlsservable in a range of 1990s American
films: “a serene fagade often conceals human osisliips that fail at everything, except
breeding shame, guilt, pain...and wor$¥.Thus, in the specific case dappinessthe film
follows “the intertwined blighted lives of the meams of a contemporary suburban
family...the film tells sinister stories of alienatiobetrayal, humiliation, and perversion?’
Finally, Jason Lee firmly links Bill's transgressidesires to both the local and national
milieus within which he operates; his abusive teniks are a product of “his position, his
lifestyle, and his peculiarly American culturé?Thus, whilst such images contrast two
potentially polarised interpretations of the familyey tend to settle upon a reading of the
film's family as ultimately dystopian; positive falial images merely conceal a debased,
destructive essence.

In reaching this conclusion, critical readings irt\the polarities of familial
discourse, presenting an unequivocal image of doendsviance; negative portrayals are
raised to a position of ontological superioritygesture that ensures the retention of
bifurcated domestic discourses. Whilst Perkinstaftentioned work on the “suburban
smart film” ostensibly problematizes discrete repraational dualities, she approaches
Happiness'cultural environs as a negative “anti-utopia.” Erédsing the film’'s image of
suburban life as “unflinching,” Perkins contendattHappinesgemains “unambiguously
within” its “nightmare scenario”; as a result, {satirises) the original values of suburbia,

exposing the false assumptions of this specifiadia utopianism*® Robert Beuka self-

108 Douglas Muzzio and Thomas Halper, “Pleasantvilla@ Suburb and Its Representation in
American Movies,'Urban Affairs Reviev@7, no. 4 (2002): 550.

109 Jason Bainbridge, “Soiling Suburbia: Lynch, Solpadd the Power of DirtM/C Journal9, no. 5
(2006): 10, http://journal.media-culture.org.au/0OA1L-bainbridge.php.

110 Muzzio and Halper, “Pleasantville?” 550.

111bid., 551. Also see Casey McKittrick, “I Laughadid Cringed at the Same Time’: Shaping
Pedophilic Discourse aroudnerican BeautgndHappiness The Velvet Light Trap: A Critical
Journal of Film and Televisio#7, no. 2 (2001): 3.

112 Jason LeeCelebrity, Pedophilia, and Ideology in American Dué (Amherst, NY: Cambria
Press, 2009), 147.

113 perkins American Smart Cinema40.
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consciously unpacks the metaphysical underpinrofigsich readings, arguing that negative
suburban representations merely overturn existi@githical binaries. In doing so, he cites
Happinessas an exemplar of this reductive anti-image; gashg a “continued cultural
reliance on a restrictive, binary system in definihe suburban milieu,” Beuka argues that
suburbia tends to be rendered as a “harmoniouslmbdemmunity...or the inversion of
that dream vision as it appears in any one of abeurof recent films set in the suburbs
(Todd Solondz'$Happiness..etc.)* Acts of simplified structural inversion are also
perceptible in interpretations that focus on theégposition of normal and abnormal family
portrayals within the film. To provide one prominexample, Stella Bruzzi argues that
Happinessidepiction of the father relocates the abnormal esltural and textual centre,
inverting the metaphysical role of the idealiseaiifg model: “Happinesoffers little sense
of a normative, safe image of fatherhood. In fattatHappinesgonstructs is a mosaic of
sexual perversity that renders perversity ‘normadimply by virtue of its prevalencé!®

Just as aforementioned conceptualisations of arbah facade engender structural
antinomies and oppositions, certain readings attéongubvert this metaphysical economy
by focusing on the film's perceived representati@mabiguity® as Bruzzi suggests, in
Happinessthere is...a diminished sense of the differencevben good and evilt*’
However, whilst numerous scholars observe countargaendencies within the filmic text
(particularly Bill's rendering as both “monstrousiid sympathetic)t® they commonly cast
these as distinct, definable attributes; in sutdrpretationsHappinesoscillates between
discrete representational polagpriori presences that merge and overlap in a manner that
necessitates their essential theoretical separdti@ontrast, whilst Shapiro also describes
Bill as a morally ambiguous character, he laysftlmdations for a more radical “critical,
semiotic displacement” of “family value$!® Taking as a subject the seemingly paradoxical
position of Bill as a supportive fathend paedophile, Shapiro argues that “it's hard to

dismiss Maplewood as simply a moral monster, bechisspedophilia does not exhaust his

114 Robert BeukaSuburbiaNation: Reading Suburban Landscape in Tie#Century American
Fiction and Film(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 10-11.

115 Stella BruzziBringing Up Daddy: Fatherhood and Masculinity ingtavar HollywoodLondon:
BFI Publishing, 2005)185.

116 Happiness'ambiguity has been cast in numerous ways; for miastems from the presence of
seemingly contradictory textual elements; see Chabigiel to Be Kind,” 75; Brooks, Review of
Happiness44; OrtnerNot Hollywood 127; Muzzio and Halper, “Pleasantville?” 551. Btrers, the
film provokes paradoxical audience responses; sésbEdge, “Soiling Suburbia,” 10-13, 16;
Sconce, “Irony, Nihilism and the New American ‘Sih&ilm,” 361; Wadenius, “The Monstrous
Masculine,” 33.

117 Bruzzi, Bringing Up Daddy 185. Tuck bucks this trend by suggesting thafithereinforces the
heteronormative, Lacanian model of sexual diffeeefiaick, “Sex, Dialectics and the Misery of
Happiness 57.

118 See Wadenius, “The Monstrous Masculine,” 44-46.

119 Shapiro For Moral Ambiguity 9.
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personality. He also shows great caring and seitgitis he speaks to his coming-of-age son
about male sexuality:® This contradictory ontological dynamic is descdliey Shapiro in
explicitly post-structuralist terms, as a shifiaittention “from signified to signifier”:

“because (Solondz) disrupts the inclination to gpplambiguous moral terms to Dr.
Maplewood, he turns attention away from Maplewos@m object of scorn and towards the
discourse of sexual morality? Thus, whilst Shapiro arguably separates Bill'sehédur

into discrete caring and abusive modes, he doesdera useful theoretical elucidation of
Bill's undecidable subjectivity. However, | contetitat this dynamic is not embodied solely
within the figure of the father, but rather candigcerned as a broader textual principle,
governing the film’'s sustained, subversive engagemwéh domestic structures.

Whilst American domesticity is a clear discussiompin critical readings of
Happinessvery few explicitly focus on how the film reflasely interrogates the structural
properties of the nuclear family. Furthermore, thfesv readings that have considered the
Maplewood home in greater detail have tacitly r@ioéd the dualistic underpinnings of
American familial narratives. Emma Wilson provigesare systematic engagement with the
film's representational strategies and how thegrirgne within broader cultural discourses.
Again, Happinesds approached as an ambiguous text; noting theevie uncomfortable
complicity and identification with morally dubiotiehaviour, Wilson argues that the film
“(domesticates) the child molester and show(s)within the range of familiar (and family)
experience. Happinesgakes as its subject the grotesque and pathetitdation of
paedophilia and family dynamic&? However, Wilson shifts focus specifically towards
cinematic ethics and the representation of chiltsabthis is achieved through an analysis of
Happinesshuman “inter-relations” that contextualise paedigkvithin American socio-
cultural life. Furthermore, brief observations netyag the film’s “blurred boundaries” again
signify the encroachment of two countervailing tencies; whilst child abuse and
parenthood may “queasily merge,” to do so they roasty within themselves a discernible
a priori significance®?® This partial retention of reductive binary frane$urther
reinforced by the film’s perceived respect for “trecessive horror of its subjec¢t”
Discerning a textual rejection of “equivocal valliad/ilson argues thatappiness
“represents a more generic suburbia, a filmic dickpresented and a dystopic space of

home, childhood and domesticit}?S ultimately,challengeso fixed familial significances

120 | pid., 8-9.

121 | bid.

122 ilson, Cinema’s Missing Childrer1-42.

123 |bid., 53.

124 | bid.

125 |pid., 42. Niall Richardson also relocates thehat within a “dystopian” family setting;
RichardsonTransgressive Bodies: Representations in Film amplufar Culture(Farnham: Ashgate,
2010), 182.
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are cast as coherently dystopian. The structutakgeof the nuclear family are not
displaced, but rather simplistically reversed, ecthstructive precursor that is never
followed through.

Radicalising these existing readings, | argue Hapinesgrovides a sustained,
destructive engagement with the American nucleailjaand its perceived cultural
centrality. To begin, this analysis demonstrates RHappinesssuperficially figures the
family’s position as a conceptual core, providingoamative model against which other
characters and social arrangements are initialypased. However, the family is
subsequently displaced from this position of tel&mal cultural centrality; it is rendered
simultaneously a kernel of presence and absentjrological paradox abetted by the
film’s simultaneous representation and occlusioaaanes of child rape. Finally, the film
disrupts the simplistic utopian/dystopian binarypogition frequently associated with
cinematic and cultural images of the American fgniather than reading Bill as a figure
who embodies conflicting abusive and caring teneenthese are treated as potential
significances that can be simultaneously attribtieal variety of his actions; this radical
undecidability ruptures existing oppositional franeonstructing the Maplewood father as a
textual fissure who exceeds and destabilises antanstructural totalities. Finally, this
deconstructive aesthetic is discerned in a widgetyaof the film’s familial elements,
demonstrating how the domestic milieu itself suts/ére metaphysical certainties upon

which the nuclear family is founded.

Constructing the Maplewood Family as a Cultural Ceftre

Happiness’engagement with familial discourse can be inifidiscerned by the
pervasive presence of domestic settings througheuext. We are shown a wide variety of
households, a multiplicity of homes for the filntésge ensemble of characters: Bill and
Trish’s suburban nuclear household; Mona and Lenrgtirement condo in Florida; Joy’s
house (belonging to her parents); Christina, Hede, Allan’s apartments; the flat Mona is
shown around by an estate agent; the apartmemidietpto Vlad and his significant other;
the Grasso family home. Each of these settingsaappetractably tied to its inhabitants,
providing a plethora of potential biographical dlstandeed, several of these figures (such
as Lenny, Helen, and Trish) spend the vast majofithieir on-screen time rooted in their
specific household environments. Furthermore, ggested earlier, the use of the Jordan
family as an ordering structure embeds Americarilfaoentrality within the film’s
narrative premise; each character shown on screéeracts (either directly or indirectly)

with at least one member of the Jordan clan.
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Despite the variety of domestic settings listedvabblappinesgeflexively
privileges the nuclear family as an idyllic, aspwaal cultural model against which all other
social forms are defined. This textual hierarchigighlighted by the manner with which
Trish and Bill's familial life is explicitly constrcted as an exemplary social arrangement
against which the other sisters compare their davas lunfavourably. After breaking down
during a conversation about her upsetting persaraimstances, Joy suggests that she is at
her most content when visiting Trish’s domestici@oil “I'm so happy...yeah, | mean, being
around you and the kids.” However, this commenielsed comparative discordance between
Joy’s own arrangements and her sister’s; it is ietplhat she is really lamenting her own
failure to emulate Trish’s model existence. Thisagonistic juxtaposition is reinforced by
the visual representation of the sisters’ kitchenversation. The camera centres on the
table, with the two sisters facing each other;raisible dividing line places Trish, her dog
and child on one side of the frame, all lookinghia same direction, while Joy is isolated on
the other (Fig.2.2):

Fig.2.2

Similarly, in the quote that opened this analysis, Helen Telish over dinner that
she envies her suburban domestic lifestyle, debfgten’s own artistic, financial, and
sexual successes. Trish also narcissistically ast#tther own situation with her siblings’,
lamenting their inability to form their own nuclefamilies; talking to Bill about Joy's
increasingly depressive state, Trish remérks concerned. She’s not like me, she doesn't
have it all.”Finally, when Mona decides to move out of her aadry’s apartment, an
estate agent interrogates her regarding her pdrsiooamstances, unwittingly reciting a
checklist of nuclear family components that shéomger possesses; tellingly, these could
accurately provide a taxonomic description of thephwood family as it is depicted at the

film’s beginnings. Asking whether she will be ligmwith her husband, her kids, or any pets,
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Mona answers each query negatively; the estatd ageoludes by insensitively stating
“just you alone, all by yourself.” The effect ofebe interchanges extends beyond the simple
signification of the family as an idealised culiuraage. In the act of comparison, it is
positioned as an exemplary social model, a statitre against which other domestic forms
are unfavourably defined.

Additionally, aforementioned discussions of thenfg episodic structure establish a
narrative framework that alludes to prominent tedeal representations of nuclear family
life. For Niall Richardsont{appinesss a product of Todd Solondz’s “televisual cinema”
the film evokes medium-specific formal propertiesotgh, amongst other things, “a focus
on domestic settings2® Furthermore, Chang notes the film’'s focus on “sbho angst and
familial pain,” suggesting these provide a thematimespondence with negative family
portrayals in TV sitcom&’ Finally, Wilson suggests thetappinessadopts an unobtrusive
cinematographic style, upbeat music, and suburetiimgs partly as a means of replicating
the stylistic properties of “American sitcoms, a&evisual form she refers to as “an ironic
point of reference’®® Familial pre-eminence is thus reinforced throughed of intertextual
references, replicating formal properties frequeasisociated with more widespread media
representations of the American nuclear household.

FurthermoreHappinesssolidifies images of the family-as-centre by reating
prominent forms of nuclear household representatiohieved through the recurrence of
totalising textual tropes:or exampleHappiness'evocation of nuclear family
whole(some)ness is figured by periodic represematof the familial group at the dining
table. Such images symbolise familial fullness tigtotheir aesthetic composition; these
scenes are initially framed from a medium or lohgtsallowing the family to be established

as both unified and symmetrical (Figs.2.3-2.4):

126 RichardsonTransgressive Bodie481.
127 Chang, “Cruel to Be Kind,” 74.
128 wilson, Cinema’s Missing Childrer5.
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Figs.2.3-2.4

These representational strategies cogently comrateiset of structural assumptions
embedded within normative familial discourses;Meplewoods are shown as an internally-
consistent social unit with static boundaries auodordingly, a fixed, essential meaning.
The dinner table is not the only representatiottatture used to foreground images of the
Maplewoods as a totalised cultural entity. Addititty, Happinessncludes a lingering shot
of a family portrait, an image that is juxtaposethvan act of shocking child abuse; it fills
the screen moments after Bill has drugged Johnugr(Eilverberg), who he proceeds to
rape (Fig.2.5):
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Fig.2.5

Wilson perceptively notes that the presence opti@ograph is mirrored in some of the
film's formal properties. The predominant use ataic camera, “simple cuts” and a
“straightforward” mise-en-scéne can themselvesehd as allusions to “the aesthetic of
family photography”; in turn, the family portrag established as “a space of renegotiation
of family history and of ideals of the family aswstture.*?° As a result, this formal and
thematic correspondence also positions the Amefaaily as a self-contained centre of

cultural orientation. As Wilson concludes:

Solondz’s use and abuse of the structure and intedle literally and in his still
mise-en-scénavork to signal the ways in which the family istml to his analysis
of contemporary interrelations and the ways fraetun the structure of the family

will be figured in the form as well as the contefhis films!°

This observation neatly reinforces earlier allusitmfamilial unity, plenitude, and presence.
Happinessontinually imbues the nuclear household withgraperties of the metaphysical
centre; this illusory self-coherence is then undeeah through deconstructive textual

strategies.
Decentering Nuclear Family Narratives
Just adHappinessntroduces a seemingly self-coherent image of fami

whole(some)ness, the solidity of this idealisedctrral paradigm is fundamentally shaken.

Principally, a deconstructive dynamic can be disedrin the film’s signification (but then

129|bid., 45-46.
130 |bid., 46.
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displacement) of the suburban family as a liteegite toHappinessnarrative events. As
suggested earlier, the film’'s ensemble structupesstates consistent cutting between
different domestic milieus and subjects, constiyith formally episodic text that avoids
focusing on a single protagonist or setting. Yetnerous critics have reaffirmed the
heightened centrality of the Maplewoods to the 'Blmmfolding story, arguing that the
inhabitants of the nuclear family (and specificall) form Happiness'clearest narrative
emphasis; Brooks exemplifies this reading in hged#on that “at the heart of Solondz’s
intersecting train-wreck of lifelines sits psychistt Bill...an outwardly upstanding suburban
dad who masturbates to pre-teen magazines and mffipsdogged pursuit of his son’s
classmates!®! Similarly, King locates Bill as the film's core s#ssion, an observation that
simultaneously ties him to discourses of Ameriaentity and locates him as a monstrous
figure: “the central character bfappinesqBill) is perhaps the sickest product of the
madness of the American mintf?Thus, specific members of the Maplewood clan are
consistently forwarded as the film’s central prataigts, reinforcing the perceived pre-
eminence of the nuclear family unit to which thejydmg.

Furthermore, one of the longest unbroken sequdereatisring a spatio-temporally
contiguous location and cast revolves around taenihg, unfolding, and aftermath of
Johnny’s assault in the Maplewood family home; weesdnown Bill's introduction to Johnny
at a “little league” baseball game, Johnny's sleepavith Billy, Bill's implied assault on
Johnny, Bill and Trish waking up the morning afteshnny’s sickness at the breakfast table,
his journey home, and finally a father-son discursietween Bill and Billy. This whole
sequence lasts over 12 minutes, and concludes taalbway through the film’s total pre-
credit runtime; in this regard, it can be approacae a functional narrative centre-point.
Furthermore, the sequence appears to fulfil thé&resrrole as a node of structural
organisation; the events build upon character bheba@and trends instigated in the film'’s
opening scenes, and initiates a number of intea@laarrative threads that converge at the
text’s conclusion. Firstly, Bill's actions matetisg his previously latent paedophilic desires;
in earlier scenes he is shown masturbating to &lmggazine, and possible abusive
intentions are foreshadowed when he offers to dBidlwhow to do the same. Similarly,
Bill's assault of Johnny directly precipitates hisest and the eventual breakdown of the
family unit; in the film’s final scene he is conspous by his absence at the table, as the
Jordan family eat lunch.

However, the sequence’s role as a fixed narratwvere fractures when put under

close stylistic and aesthetic scrutiny. Whilst Bithssault is undoubtedly positioned as a

131 Brooks, Review oHappiness44. In contrast, Billy is treated as the filmantral character in
Wadenius, “The Monstrous Masculine,” 34.
132King, The American Cinema of Exce8$.
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significant narrative event, it is already inhabitey an elliptical absence. Johnny'’s rape acts
as both an origin and culmination of plotlines westhroughout the broader structure of the
film, yet is signified primarily by textual occlusi. After Bill drugs Johnny (and his own
family) there is a sharp fade to black, a transittat is held for a number of seconds. As a
result, the sexual assault is only heavily impliakl is never directly shown. This erasure of
Johnny’s (and later, Ronald’s) assault has beem@orted on by humerous academic
critics; the viewer is “forced to imagine what happ next,*®® as the act is replaced by an
“ominous fade to black!®* Additionally, the film’'s removal of the abusive ment

becomes a central preoccupation for Wilson; disnggse two instances of paedophilic
assault itHappinessshe suggests that “two fades, or elisions, ntaglpbint of the film’s
refusal to represent® Thus, Wilson positions these aesthetic ruptures@mstituent of

the film’s broader interrogation of child abusespresentational ethics. In leaving the rape
invisible, “the film avoids reproducing images whican themselves be mishandled”;
paedophilic acts are established as “the unseaabdl@nsayable® Yet, later narrative
developments draw attention to that which escajsembrepresentation; “these two
scenarios of abuse are missing from the film vigugkt they structure its affect and
determine its outrag€e?’ Johnny is sick the next morning, and after closedical

inspection is instructed to recount what happeHheds unable to fulfil this request,
answering “no” when asked whether someone hashinartthis response prompts his father
(Dan Moran) to scream “what do you mean no? Yobsen fucking raped!” Furthermore,
Bill eventually discusses his actions with his doythis point he has raped another of his
classmates, an act which is again rendered byligticzll cut. After this, Bill is arrested, an
event that again occurs off-screen; the policeshosvn arriving at the Maplewood home,
before the film cuts to another, unrelated shot.

Wilson reads this process as an occlusion of thathwis repressed and cannot be
“assimilated” into the “surface world of the Mapleads’ family reality.**® Conversely, it
can be argued that the act itself constitutes taabaporia that challenges not only the
representability of sexual abuse, but also therakiytand coherence of the American
family; as the act occurs within the domestic reatns not only the rape that is effaced, but
also the nuclear household within which it is pégied. The act of child sex abuse
positions the family as a significamarrative core, yet it also obliterates the metaphysical

unity of the nuclear household; Trish, Billy, Timpand Chloe are figuratively erased,

133King, The American Cinema of Exce$62.

134 Wadenius, “The Monstrous Masculine,” 37. Also Beezzi, Bringing up Daddy185.
135Wilson, Cinema’s Missing Childrers8.

136 bid., 48-49, 52-53.

137 bid., 49.

138 | bid.
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rendered unconscious by spiked chocolate fudgeassnd hus, the assault of Johnny
embodies an ontological paradox observed by Demididés critique of the metaphysical

centre; it is simultaneously present and absesitlénand outside the structure:

The center is at the center of the totality, arii sieace the center does not belong to
the totality (is not part of the totality), the atity has its center elsewher&he

center is not the cent&®

This epistemological contradiction is replicatedhia aforementioned representation of the
Maplewood and Jordan families at the film’'s conuosset six months later. Here, the
families are shown, but Bill is conspicuous by diisence. Importantly, Bill’'s occlusion
from the family unit amounts to a further act otmicosmic dislocation. As has been
mentioned earlier, critical readings have expljodtablished Bill as an initial centre-point
of the Maplewood family structure; Lee describes Bs “the ultimate patriarchal authority,
a pillar of the community, a PTA man, a father, angsychotherapist* Thus, just as the
nuclear family is displaced as a narrative ceikjs displaced as a patriarchal centre to
the family itself; hisabsencas signified by thgresenceof an empty chair. Whilst this gap
has a narrative motivation (Billy is away from tiable, voyeuristically watching a woman
by the pool), it provides a figurative contrasthe film’s aforementioned use of the full

table setting as a denotation of nuclear family iwhess (Fig.2.6):

Fig.2.6

The displacement of the nuclear family as a nalmgical centre is mirrored by the eventual

occlusion of the family’s own structural centreqpipia missing father who is highlighted in

139 Derrida,Writing and Differencg352.
140 ee,Celebrity, Pedophilia and Ideology in American Qudt, 144.
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the very process of his own omission. Thus, theudteecing of the Maplewood family
precipitates a figurative critique that obliteraties solidity of the nuclear family as a static

centre of American national identit§*

Deconstructing Dualistic Family Images

As suggested in introducing this analysis, oneread Bill as a deconstructive
figure, connoting seemingly contradictory valued areanings from his myriad behaviours.
However, unlike existing readings of the film, | dot treat this tendency as a neat, discrete
splitting of the subject into two conflicting hakjeone monstrous, one fatherly. Rather, the
character’s actions can be simultaneously readmsgcand abusive, deviant and normal.
This conceptual co-presence closely resemblesd2ésraforementioned discussion of
“undecidables,” which he refers to as “unitiesiafidacrum, ‘false’ verbal properties...that
can no longer be included within philosophical éy) opposition, but which, however,
inhabit philosophical opposition, resisting andodignizing it.*42 Thus, the undecidable
inhabits metaphysical dichotomies, yet challenpes bifurcated economy by transgressing
the strict delineation of the two terms that thelgum regulates; it exhibits a radical logic of
“Neither/nor, that isimultaneouslgitheror.”14* Exemplifying this deconstructive concept,
Bill exceeds (and thus) escapes the oppositioabodes of familial discourse as an
undecidable textual fissure, a filmic element #latidates the arbitrary, reductive nature of
this specific binary model. In doing so, Bill tyjgi$ a broader strategy discernible within the
text’s representations of the nuclear family ashale; a variety of familial images, icons,
and elements can be simultaneously read in segympaghdoxical fashions, rejecting
assimilation into utopian/dystopian familial frames

As alluded to by Shapiro, the most prominent exangplthis deconstructive textual
strategy can be discerned in the numerous interecbetween Bill and his eldest son. To
begin, these sequences have frequently been trastal ironic reference to earlier media
portrayals of “father-son talks,” specifically ewo§ 1950s family sitcoms; Brooks casts
them as “a paedophilic pastiche of the father-dmiscin Leave it to Beavet* Established
in their first discussion, Billy’s narrative arcdieses on his growing concerns about sexual
development, centred on his inability to ejacul@g.face value, Bill is reasonably
successful in assuaging his son’s angst; he delRiltiis classmates’ fictitious boasts, and

reassures him that “you’ll come, one day.” Furthemmthe overtly sexualised nature of the

141 perkins provides a counter-argument, suggestiigntspite of Bill's absence, the family’s “blind
and indomitable spirit” remains; see Perkiagjerican Smart Cinema&4.

142 Jacques Derrid#@ositions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 1983), 4

143 |bid.

144 Brooks, Review oHappiness44.
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exchanges does not itself render his behaviouadéevas Wilson points out, they can also
be read as elaborations of a traditional pateial fAnother side of adult/child sexual
negotiations is the parent’s responsibility to oeme reasonable sexual education to the
child.”'*> Furthermore, the manner in which Bill respondBitty’s sexualised questions

does not appeaggressivelypredatory; again, as Wilson notes:

The film avoids any sexualisation of the visualgamtation of the scenes.... Despite
the film’s black humour manifested in the mattefaaft tone of Bill's patient

guestions and answers with Billy, the exchangdisostie his excess sexualit§f

Thus, whilst the initial sequences display a prelestent child in conversation with a sex
offender, they can also be read as an expressiarcafing, fatherly function normalised
within the nuclear family.

However, as these discussions cannot be separatedife paedophilic context
within which Bill is introduced, they also signiparadoxical connotations of danger and
abuse. For example, whilst Bill fulfils a paternalle in divulging sexual information, he
extends his instruction to offers of demonstrasiggual touching. When Billy informs him
that he does not know how to masturbate, Bill aftershow him how; similarly, when Billy
reveals insecurities about the size of his genitalis father asks to measure his penis. As
Wadenius argues, such gestures exceed an acceptiblaic intimacy, as Bill “violates the
borders of responsible fatherinf";these references to sexual abuse are reinforcéteby
pair’s final chat, in which Bill admits to his sd¢imat he raped his two classmates. Thus, the
pair's recurring conversations elude a simplisgéfirdtion as either caring or abusive,
normal or abnormal; furthermore, they do not appeaontain discretely caring and
abusive elements. Rather, these oppositional irg&ions are cast as co-present
possibilities, an undecidable textual logic thaallg compromises any discrete difference
between antonymic familial images.

Corresponding representations of other actionséurtlucidate conflicting
connotations of care and abuse attached to Batisefrly behaviour. For example, after
drugging his family in preparation for Johnny’s eapill carries the comatose Billy up to

his room; here, he tucks his son in, checking ltleais asleep (Fig.2.7):

145 wilson, Cinema’s Missing Childrerb2.
146 1bid.
147 Wadenius, “The Monstrous Masculine,” 40.
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Fig.2.7

Evidently, this action is directly motivated by apiecipitates a deplorable act of abuse.
However, it also visually evokes an idealised imaffatherhood: “tucking in” his son so as
to ensure his comfort as he sleeps, Bill's behavadgp resembles one of the father's most
sentimentalised caring duties. Furthermore, aftatea abusive act, Bill is again shown at
Billy’s bedside, counselling his troubled son; Bil awake, and shares with his father that

he nearly achieved his central narrative goal,utgdion (Fig.2.8):

Fig.2.8

Here, an oppositional difference of caring and aleulsehaviour is rendered structurally
insufficient; Bill's fatherly actions cannot be rtlysaccommodated into this binary structure
as it simultaneously connotes self-contradictolyes

Happinesgeinforces this co-presence of divergent connmtatby signifying a
series of textual repetitions, each presentingeaiip mode of character behaviour or family

icon in both positive and negative lights. To bedfire aforementioned representation of the
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Maplewood family dining table can be read as addaporation of semiotic undecidability.
As demonstrated earlier, the family’s dining roampesrficially operates as a metaphor for
nuclear family wholeness, an assumed structuralitpthat underlies any essentialist
representation. However, in figuring ontologicdidity, it is also rendered a location of
potentially conflicting meanings, as it is depictedoth positive and negative contexts. As
knowledge of Bill's guilt is slowly uncovered, tihepresentation of the family changes from
one of close, communicative intimacy to one ofrilestrangement; each member is
hunched over their meals, eating in silence. WHilstcharacters’ body language conveys
the differing moods of the two scenes (the childrew sit further away from Bill), the
setting is framed in a similar manner, establishddng shot. Thus, whilst the mise-en-
scéne reproduces this setting’s essential strudtura, it is again granted seemingly
opposed significances. Furthermore, the film’'stetyg of showing the same signifier in
positive and negativigghts is figured literally by the shifting ambiencestbé two images;
the former scenes are evenly lit (Fig.2.3-2.4), ke the latter has Bill’s figure casting a

dark shadow over his domestic counterparts (Fip.2.9

Fig.2.9

Finally, a recurring textual undecidability is@smbodied by an edition of “Kool,”
a pre-teen magazine that is presented in twoisglstidifferent contexts. We are first
introduced to the magazine when it is purchaseHilbwat a petrol station; he returns to his
car and uses it as a masturbatory aid. However, ilathe film we are shown the magazine
again, this time in his son Billy’'s bedroom (itusclear whether this is the same artefact or
another copy). Thus, the magazine connotes twoiaggnopposed values; whilst it is a
symbol of impending abuse when placed in Bill'sdgnt also functions as a signifier of
Billy’s childhood innocence (Figs.2.10-2.12):
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Figs.2.10-2.12

Indeed, the fact that this magazine can be synddblicead in different fashions is

reinforced by the conflicting ways in which itligerally read by these two characters. For
Billy, it is an age-specific text providing suitebéntertainment and information. Conversely,
Bill approaches it as an object of desire, a stirmfibr masturbation. Thus, the possibility of

applying different reading strategies to a singhd ts embodied by “Kool's” position as a
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paradoxical cultural form. The conflicting familighlues that can be projected onto the

magazine are mirrored by the different meaningsdharacters inscribe onto its pages.

Conclusions

In the analysis abovéjappinesoffers a sustained textual challenge to the nuclear
family’s assumed role as a self-identical originl @entre of American national culture.
Thus, whilst the film initially signifies a cliché@presentation of familial whole(some)ness,
images of idyllic nuclear norms are confronted veittwofold deconstructive re-imaging.
Firstly, the film provides a critique of the metgpltal centre that operates on numerous
textual and thematic levels; the cultural centyadihd coherence of the nuclear family is
erased as it is cast as an absent centre forlthie fiarrative structure, a process mirrored by
Bill's displacement as the patriarchal centre effdimily itself. Secondly, this implicit
challenge to familial integrity is expanded upondmyundecidable textual logic that calls
into question the solidity of discrete domestic gms The common representational division
of utopian or dystopian families is effaced, aglihegs of the Maplewood family as idealised
and debased, caring and abusive become textudiscirnable.

Therefore, a number of domestic actions, icons,satithgs are imbued with
contradictory significations, disrupting the logatéc status of fixed familial
representations (positive or negative) as welhas positioning as discrete, oppositional
antinomies. To cite a prominent deconstructiveidat@on from Derrida’s own oeuvre, the
radical co-presence of paradoxical connotations tere the status of any binary opposition
as a metaphysical reduction, a process that isntiohrbitrary, and always incomplete; each
one ofHappinessundecidable familial elements “is something whéslcapes these
concepts...” (the “concepts” here being discretetp@sand negative familial
representations) “...and certainly precedes thenobaily as the condition of their
possibility.™“® Representations of the nuclear familyHappinessexceed a strict dualistic
economy of utopia and dystopia, motioning towamls®ginarydifférancethat pre-exists
(and makes possible) these bifurcated presences, ®he cannot theorise the Maplewood’s
domestic realm as a site that accommodates anchtasdaionflicting (yet ontologically
stable) elements and categories. Rather, the eegf raming the American family in
discrete, oppositional terms is called into questany attempt to furnish the nuclear unit (or
any of its constituent elements) with a legiblesegsial significance is undermined by traces

of potentially paradoxical connotations.

148 Derrida,Writing and Differencg358.
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This Derridean logic is demonstrated in one fiiglfative image, returning us to
the site of Johnny’s assault: the nuclear familgnboln his frantic attempts to sedate the
child, Bill laces a tuna sandwich with a date-rdpagy. As the malevolent substance mixes
with the sandwich’s viscous filling, it can no large discerned as separate from the
foodstuff in which it is contained, visualising antamination of paradoxical, co-present
traces; it is rendered simultaneously as susteramt¢hreat, care and abuse, dismantling
the oppositional difference between these categidnedoing so, this object embodies
ontological properties that align it closely witkeBida’s deconstructive interpretation of the
pharmakonwhich he argues imughly analogous to his theorisation of the trdge.
Derrida’s subversive re-reading of Plato estabighepharmakoras an entity that
embodies seemingly paradoxical attributes; it a®f@e medicine and poison...a ‘good’

and ‘bad’drug’; **°in Disseminationhe notes that:

When a word inscribes itself as the citation oftarosense of the same word, when
the textual center-stage of the wagtthrmakon even while it meangemedy cites,
re-cites, and makes legible that whiolthe same wordignifies, in another spot

and on a different level of the stagejson?®!

In the passage above, Derrida demonstrates theidatde logic at work itHappiness’
rendering of the nuclear family. Opposed signifz@sido not coexist discretely alongside
one another but residan“the same word(or element); furthermore, to deny either of thes
paradoxical potentialities amounts to a gestumaetaphysical reduction. Ultimately, this
radical form of conceptual co-presence is evideredde child’s response to the tuna
sandwich; whilst it allows Bill to sexually violatem, Johnny also describes it as “really
good”; similarly, whilst Trish’s drugging is a syngm of an abusive act that will tear her
family to pieces, she (unwittingly) remarks “I hatteslept so well in so long.” Precipitating
the co-presence of a positive reaction and a cafst consequence, this single element
exemplifies an undecidable Derridean economy;dbigeptual logic underligdappiness’

deconstructive engagement with the American nudteaily.

149 Derrida,Positions 40.

150 Simon Morgan WorthanThe Derrida Dictionary(London: Continuum, 2010), 41. Emphasis
added.

151 Jacques Derriddisseminationtrans. Barbara Johnson (London: Continuum, 20020;101.
Emphasis in original.
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Chapter Four — Decentering the Heartland: Revisitilg the
American Small-Town

The Small-Town as a Geographical and Cultural Cent

“The history of a nation is only the history of iilages written large.” Ima
Honaker Herron begins her influential studyltie Small-Towm American Literaturewith
this quote from former US president Woodrow Wilsaho constructs the American small-
town as a socio-cultural microcosrRronouncements like Wilson's demonstrate key
ontological links between national identity and i@y rationalisations of American
existence; local communities (described as smigdis;ivillages, or most commonly, small-
towns} appear intractably tied to broader constructidres shared national character. As a
result, images of the American small-town have hewterstood by scholars as enduring
narrativisations of a shared national culture, agging the small-town’s position as one of
“the most powerful, persistent, and pervasive mgteping many Americans’ sense of their
past and national identity. Thus, whilst representing a limited social sctie,small-town
operates as an index or reflection of broader rallitalues or experiences; it purportedly
encapsulates either a core set of national nornedse typifies a shared American socio-
cultural reality.

These interrelated assumptions are often granspeéific figurative significance
within academic discourse. Although numerous &ititess the heterogeneity of American
towns and their popular representation, such rgaditill return to a foundational
assumption regarding the small-town that vindicétteg continued study. Herron notes in
her account of the literary town that despite gigant regional variations, “all of these
towns are American, bound together by somethiramgly homogenous.Thus, described
as a “truly American place,” the small-town’s hegeneous renderings are not considered a
sign of cultural fragmentation, but rather a sympuf the town’s pervasive relationship
with “so many cogent ideas fundamental in our geltt Just as the small-town assumes a

normalising role in shaping and articulating indival American experiences, it is

! Woodrow Wilson, quoted in Herrofithe Small-town in American Literatyngiii.

2 Ima Honaker HerroriThe Small Town in American Literatufdew York: Haskell House
Publishers, 1971), xiii, 3.

3 Jane Marie PederseBetween Memory and Reality: Family and Communifgunal Wisconsin,
1870-197Q(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 19®)quoted in Lyn Christine MacGregor,
Habits of the Heartland: Small-Town Life in Modeékmerica(lthaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
2010), 6.

4 Herron,The Small-town in American Literatyr@.

5 Ima Honaker Herron, “Changing Images of the An@ri&mall Town - Fair Verna to Peyton
Place,”English Journali7, no. 9 (1958): 538.
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metaphorically positioned as the very locus of@&stl, cohesive national culture. Whether
described as a centre, heartland, or as the residéMiddle Americ&,the small-town’s
dual role as location and cultural narrative ise@d in its conceptual (and geographical)
positioning.

Constructions of the small-town as a cultural eeoain be discerned in countless
sociological, historical, and literary texts. Magrher suggests that the size of the small-
town ensures an inextricable relationship with cengerican values, a reading he bases
upon histories of demographic development: “the Acaa place started with small
population units...traditionally, the small-town Hzeen held to embody the American spirit
better than the larger framéDon Martindale and Russell Galen Hanson identify t
traditional view of small-town pre-eminence witlgarly social science studies of American
community, describing orthodox readings of the lmra“as the permanent and
unchallengeable heart of American lifetlere, Martindale and Hanson make explicit the
key constitutive role played by academic readimgsalidifying images of the small-town as
a cultural core. This trend is exemplified by Rdtzard Helen Lynd’s 1929 study of Muncie,
Indiana; often lauded as the formative sociologibadtration of small-town life, it is
significant that the pseudonym they chose for gtesnent was “Middletown®”

Despite suggestions that small-town centralitywased over time, a more recent
study by Rob Kroes notes persistent perspectivaddbate it at the very core of an
American “sense of self.” Punning on the phrasatideenter” (as an exaahd deceased
locus), Kroes demonstrates a general paradigniafiqer “decentering,”) drawing
scholarly attention away from the town and towdh#sstudy of “borderlands” and “blurred
identities.® Nevertheless, Kroes admits that the town’s wibeio-cultural centrality is
harder to extinguish: “the center refuses to garel so does the small-town. It is always
there, as so many places on the map, as so maeynteened Americas, as so many points
linking Americans to an America as they feel'tA similar understanding of the town as

an ahistorical, transcendental presence is expeg®lucidated in Richard R. Lingeman’s

6 See Rob Kroes, “The Small Town: Between Moderaitg Post-Modernity,” iThe Small Town in
America: A Multidisciplinary Revisieds. (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 19958;
MacGregorHabits of the HeartlandMary HelmsMiddle America: A Cultural History of Heartland
and Frontiers(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1975).

7 Max Lerner,America as Civilization: Life and Thought in Ameri€oday(New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1957148.

8 Don Martindale and Russell Galen Hansemall Town and the Nation: The Conflict of Locatlan
Translocal ForcegWestport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishing Corporati®69), 10.

9 See Robert Lynd and Helen Lyrididdletown, A Study in Contemporary American CiiNew
York: Harcourt, Brace & Co, 1929).

10 See Kroes, “The Small Town,” 7-8. The term “deeeiniy” is also used by Derrida in his
deconstructive engagement with metaphysical “stineét see Jacques Derridalriting and
Difference trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 2001), 354.

1 Kroes, “The Small Town,” 7-8.
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history of the small-town in American culture. Dissing Thornton Wilder’'s pla@ur Town
(1938), Lingeman approaches the text’s “archetijml England small town” setting as a

concrete, static centre, embodying and condensingrisan ideals:

Not only was this little town timeless, a synecdoébr the universal experiences of
mankind; it was also located at the center of blsteosmos, like the ancient

astronomers had located the earth in the centiedfolar systerit.

Thus, positioning the town as a locus of human egpee, Lingeman reifies
aforementioned constructions of American natiodahtity as a metaphysical cultural
nexus. Theorisations of the town as a socio-culfotandation are reiterated by Walter
Holbling in his study of Mid-West settlements in Arican literature; despite regional
variations, the small-town is still treated as “thee base of the great American society,” a
foundation of core beliefs and values upon whitinaader American character is
constructed?® Again, Lingeman argues that it is the small-towaestrality that ensures its
pop-culture persistence; whether it is acceptemlrmsdel for contemporary American
experience, he argues that it still serves a “asleeultural need,” as a durable figurative
anchor that cannot be erased regardless of socimeatc context! Conversely,
sociological studies that perceive a contemporargrgjinalisation” of the small-town base
their conclusions upon the assumption that it @wsestituted an effective cultural centre;
Richard O. Davies’ assertion that the town hasnigdeen “shunted to the margins of
national life” alludes to its originag priori ontology as America’s heartladtThus,
whether endorsing or challenging the pre-emineficeeosmall-town in contemporary
cultural discourse, myriad approaches perpetuafeundational function as a singular heart
of American national culture.

Readings of the small-town as a fixed cultural eepbint tacitly reinforce the
assumed self-coherence and concreteness of thé@ieeand meanings it connotes. As a
result, it can be argued that the small-town failéilructural functions commonly proscribed

to the metaphysical “centre”; these logocentriglaites, and their critique within Derridean

2 Richard R. Lingemarmall Town America: A Narrative History, 1620-The$ent(New

York: Putnam, 1980), 260.

13 Walter Holbling, “From Main Street to Lake Wobegamnd Half-Way Back: The Mid-West Small-
town as a Literary Place in 2@entury U.S. Literature,” ithe Small Town in America: A
Multidisciplinary Revisiteds. Hans Bertens and Theo D’Haen (Amsterdamtyilversity Press,
1995), 99.

¥ Richard R. Lingeman, “The Small-town in AmericdieTRecent Past, the Near Future,Cimange
and Tradition in the American Small Toweds. Robert Craycroft and Michael Fazio (Jackson:
University Press of Mississippi, 1983), 14-15.

15 Richard O. Daviesyiain Street Blues: The Decline of Small-Town Anaef@olumbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1998), 99.
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thought, have already been discussed at lengtieiprievious chapter’s analysis of the
nuclear family. Indeed, the American family and Brttavn’s shared status as a nexus of
national being is reinforced by a series of pefigepdiscursive correspondences. For
example, in D.W Meinig's exploration of “symboliaridscapes” he outlines a series of
positive, wholesome small-town associations thadedly mirror idyllic constructions of the
family, which he subsequently erects as a centda@drican community: “the image of the
New England village is widely assumed to symbolaremany people the best we have
known of an intimate, family-centered, Godfearinmrally conscious, industrious, thrifty,
democraticcommunity’*® Furthermore, in Kenneth MacKinnon’s studyHdllywood’s
Small Townshe notes a tripartite figurative economy thataatably links the two cultural
narratives to broader constructions of Americamonat identity. Thus, the American
family, small-town, and nation are shown to evoikailar collective identities on ever-

increasing conceptual scales:

A similar appeal to an ideal Small Town is mada htgher or wider level in these
melodramas, and, as we shall see, in many othetbasat first glance it could
appear that there might be a case for seeing th# wwn itself as macrocosm
(standing for a still greater macrocosm, the Unéates) to the microcosm of the

small-town family*’

Thus, in treating the nuclear family and small-taagharmonised figurations of national
wholeness, their potential treatment as complemgotatural centres are reinforced,;
furthermore, in basing this equity around logodersttructural principles, their role in
constituting a metaphysics of American identityllisstrated.

In introducing this chapter | argue that treatmearfthe small-town as a fixed, rigid
centre have been used to normalise specific, shkrent constructions of the small-town in
American culture. Most prominently, popular andaaHly accounts of the small-town have
probed links between the location and certain soultural concepts, hypothesising the
universality of specific American virtues: commumitocal democracy, and “face to face
relations.*® For many, the town provides an eternal space withiich core, enduring
national values structure everyday existence, gresential, fixed position within American

culture perfectly realised. Thus, whilst Americagislogists have hypothesised a “decline

16 D.W. Meinig, “Symbolic Landscapes: Some Idealizasi of American Communities,” ifhe
Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes: GeographiEaisaysed. D.W. Meinig (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1979), 165.

17 Kenneth MacKinnoniollywood’s Small Towns: An Introduction to the Aizan Small-Town
Movie (London: Scarecrow Press, 1984), 49.

18 Lerner,America as a Civilisation151.
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of the small-town” in post-war American life, thagly reaffirms the location’s position as
the site of an idyllic cultural uniformit}?. This tension between the ideal and actual, in
which a perfect, homogenised small-town model igrested with a flawed, fallen social
reality still unproblematically grants the townaherent, idyllic significance; the town is
established as a fixed archetype with which motbeatic, debased representations can be
compared. Thus, regardless of historical and ecanshifts, many continue to locate the
unambiguous essence of American identity (wheitenal or metaphoric) within the small-
town’s tree-lined streets.

However, the second section of this introductimeuses more clearly on recent
challenges to the national centrality of a bucsii@all-town model. Numerous
commentators (critical, popular, and artistic) hageounted for conflicting small-town
representations, highlighting the potential forogymic readings of the town as a setting
that is “emotionally stifling, intellectually suféating and sexually repressivi&.The
possibility of paradoxical small-town images istmararly important to recent studies of the
geographical setting within American cinema. Bothaguel Levy and MacKinnon structure
their readings of the cinematic small-town withieegies of binary frames, demonstrating
how screen depictions have oscillated between @ghamlue-laden representational poles.
As a result, whilst demonstrating subtly differérgoretical and conceptual emphases, the
pair elucidate similar ontological judgements; eaitthan simplistically epitomising idyllic
American socio-cultural experiences, the small-t@rovides a venue of “dialecticat”
contestation, crystallising around a number ofreiedy delineated cultural dichotomies.

Nevertheless, these approaches still emphasiaaityeand inherence of key
cultural concepts associated with the small-towathBr than accounting for a
heterogeneous multiplicity of differing culturapresentations and identities, such
methodologies rationalise cultural difference withestrictive interpretative couplets,
treating both positive and negative portrayalsissrete, logocentric presences. In turn, this
process reinforces the hierarchical and concepimainance of prominent small-town
ideals (community, local democracy, pastoralism smdn)?? Typified in Levy and
MacKinnon's structuralist readings, representatiaingersities can only be accounted for as
deviations from a pre-existing dominant term. Thasilst arguing that cinematic small-
towns engender mythic contrasts, this very methagloperpetuates the self-same dominant

meanings and fixed, differential economies theyesfipally seek to problematize.

19 1bid.

20 Emanuel LevySmall-Town America in Film: The Decline and Fall@dmmunityNew York:
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21 1bid., 20.
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Mapping the Small-Town Ideal

In post-war sociological and cultural discoursescuassions of the American small-
town focused largely on the extent to which itifldfl its presumed role as a positive
epitome of core American values. Thus, whilst ajgata of small-town verisimilitude vary,
its socio-cultural importance remains largely ursfiomed?® This is succinctly
demonstrated in Lerner’s reading of the “declinéhef small town”; whilst noting key
economic and demographic challenges to local contraanphe suggests that “the fact that
the small town is dwindling in importance makes Aivens idealize it all the moré?’
Therefore, despite the widespread desire to (uniady) compare small-town life with an
idealized socio-cultural model, this very dynamgerebnstrates the continuing importance of
the town in constructing and narrating Americanamat! identity. The notable veneration of
the small-town in American life is demonstratedtsypervasive presence in myriad
academic and popular discourses. For exampleatitaritics Jean Bethke Elshtain and
Herron describe broadly positive representatioasrdcur within wide historical cycles; the
small-town is approached by both as a “seedbegdira of origin for American
“democracy®® and “the republican spirit and the source of autucal vigor.’® Sociological
readings of the town frequently cast it as the fieatation of an ideal community, a
transcendent structure of ontological wholenesscaiftdral coherence; for example,
Lingeman treats the small-town as a conceptual pkatrarguing that “the small town myth
exists and persists at a deeper stratum of Amedchmre: the small town makes up our
image of community?” The author then quotes James Oliver Robertson reaftirms this
link between community and totality, arguing thapplar images of the small-town are
grounded in socio-cultural uniformity: “the imagesyhomogeneity provides a sense of
secure, unchallenging rootedness in a societyeofifitooted ?® Finally, a number of texts
that provide taxonomic descriptions of small-tovirtues focus on attributes commonly
associated with community forms. Kroes describesdbal town as a “safe haven of social
integration,®® a judgement echoed by Meinig's study of the Newl&nd village’s

“connotations of continuity...of stability, quietgsperity, cohesion and intimacsf.”

23 Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Our Town Reconsidered:eRétins on the Small Town in American
Literature,” inPolitical Mythology and Popular Fictigreds. Ernest J. Yanarella and Lee Sigelman
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1988)7.
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In examining the small-town film as a cinematic iggeMacKinnon also establishes
its central role within American “public sentimentharacterised as a utopian community,
the town encompasses ideals of democracy, “Chmistize,” fairness and kindneds.
Furthermore, MacKinnon notes a continuing concdptaportance for the small-town
divorced from any root within his perception of Amean socio-cultural “reality,”
suggesting that “it is the image of the ideal, eatinan its realization, which ensures the
place of the small town in the American imaginatiéhThis prescription of the town as an
archetypal (and idyllic) cinematic setting is flettdiscussed by Levy, positioning “Small-
Town America” as both an “ideological constructtam“distinctly American” mythology®
Akin to Elshtain’s treatment of literary represéiaas, Levy observes changing small-town
images in different periods of film history, linlgrthese shifts to economic and socio-
cultural factors. Nevertheless, he concludes byahetnating enduring continuities that
form key conceptual links between protagonistsnadistown films and what he coins
“basic American values”: individualism, pragmatissommon sense, resourcefulness, self-
assurance, determination, “control over one’s fated optimisn®* Furthermore, in
introducing his study, Levy demonstrates that netémets of small-town existence
encapsulate an ideal American “way of life”; these demonstrated through dualistic
themes of “work and public life; love and marriagmily and friendship; sex and leisure;
politics and community life3® Thus, commentators from disparate disciplines célyefiote
a potentially shifting correspondence of small-tqwimciples with socio-historical reality;
yet, an intractable structural relationship betwdnsmall-town and a coherent national

identity underpins these seemingly more nuanceigisms.

The Ideal or Actual? Small-Town Binary Oppositions

As suggested above, increased sociological attehas been granted to perceived
disparities between ideals of small-town life apndtcary representations of everyday
experience. This foundationalist, metaphysical e underpins both Levy and
MacKinnon’'s cinematic studies. The pair fundamédytiffer in their characterisations of
the small-town within filmic discourses; MacKinnapproaches the small-town film as a
cogent generic tradition, whilst Levy characteridessmall-town as a recurring setting

perceptible in numerous generic and historical@adst entailing myriad thematic and

31 MacKinnon,Hollywood's Small Town<, 3, 153.
%2 |bid., 3.

33 Levy, Small-Town America on Filn251-252.

34 1bid., 264.

% bid., 15.
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iconographic referencé&Nevertheless, in attempting to read a wider vainétgocio-
cultural representations within specific case-stgagdihe two approaches both stress the
heterogeneity of potential cinematic small-town gas. For example, whilst diagnosing a
“generally favourable attitude of film (and domin&nlture) towards small towns,” Levy
argues that “there have been variability in coneeyt diversity in image. Culturally
conditioned, in each of the six decades under deraiion, small-town films have
embodied different symbols and projected differaptinings.*” Thus, notwithstanding the
problematic project of dividing representation®iatbitrary historical periods, Levy notes a
representational complexity largely absent in dogigal readings. This impulse to explore
a wider diversity of socio-cultural messages alsgeulies MacKinnon’s study. For
example, in discussing the potential pitfalls dirEating a cogent small-town genre,
MacKinnon warns against imposing homogenised regdwithin which thematic or
structural similarities are stressed to the detninod the peculiarities of specific texis.
Thus, superficially at least, both scholars selismously attempt to complexify readings of
the small-town and its cinematic rendering.

However, when the methodological foundations ofyLend MacKinnon’s works
are considered in detail, it is clear that theain & not to study a heterogeneous economy of
singular small-town images; rather, they focustaways in which representations of the
small-town can be rationalised and restricted. Thfsarticularly clear with recourse to the
aforementioned tension between the ideal and thiala@a binary framework central to
MacKinnon’s arguments; mirroring prominent sociatad accounts, representations are
discretely divided into two self-coherent categsrigontrasting a consistent ideal of the
small-town “as Utopia® with a more negative actuality or “reality.” Magcition utilises
this dualistic dynamic to structure his overarchgegeric categorisations: “the principal
antithesis which emerges, more or less overtlgvery small-town movie is that between
ideal and actuality or, perhaps more accuratelyyéen the image of the ideal and a
perception of the actuality® Thus, varied small-town representations are nosicered on
their own terms, but are rather defined by howeallpthey match up to a cogent cultural
ideal. MacKinnon elaborates upon this method, ceéimgm specific model as the centre-

point of small-town discourse: “the small town ilmvies seems forever to be looking
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upwards at some Platonic ideal of itself, congedtng itself on its close approximation to it

in actuality or castigating itself for its failute match practice with inspiratiorf*

“The Bright and Dark Sides”

Oppositional, hierarchical contrasts between diao@ly divergent small-town
representations are explored in greater detaitantplexity in contemporary readings of
American popular culture. Specifically, severalemgichistorical and literary studies have
self-consciously interrogated such binary formwolasi to uncover their discursive
assumptions, challenging the structural coherehegtter an intangible ideal or a flawed
actuality. For example, Elshtain notes a dichotasrlogic that orients explorations of the
small-town in literary representations; the quisggial town “exists in narrative, whether
‘history’ or ‘fiction’, always ‘in contrast to.”? Whilst noting the common interpretative
couplet of real vs. imagined, Elshtain challendresauthenticity of either illustration; rather,
both positive and negative images are treated mtsasting (but equally constructed)
representative poles, performing similar rolesrlitearily rationalising a heterogeneous
matrix of cultural experiences. Conversely, JameBdfker utilises conflicting small-town
representations to diagnose a potential co-presarsremingly contradictory cultural
values. Thus, rather than identifying a range sfidite representational alternatives, Barker

suggests that

a number of us possess a subtle schizophreniammamgehe small town image. We
love it for its picturesque qualities and its seakeommunity, but we hate it for its

narrowness of thought and its slowness to resppotdnge?

Thus, whilst Barker appears to treat such discarslgments as tangible, essential
properties, he theorises a potential challengbdstructural coherence of discretely
opposed representations; whilst positive and negialiements remain ontologically distinct,
their “schizophrenic” coexistence implies a supgafiquestioning of the conceptual

supremacy of either term.

4! |bid., 153. Stein offers an interesting contrastyhich he reads negative representations of the
small-town as “falsehoods.” See B. Stein, “Whatevappened to Small-Town Americ&ublic
Interest no. 44 (1976): 18, 24.

42 Elshtain, “Our Town Reconsidergd 15. For a similar reading of diverse, shiftismall-town
representations, sééngeman, “The Small-town in America,” 3, 5.

43 James F. Barker, “Introduction: Order and Imagth@American Small Town,” i@rder and
Image in the American Small Toweds. Michael W. Fazio and Peggy Whitman Prenglaekson:
University Press of Mississippi, 1981), 4.
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Levy replicates these discursive interrogationsisnconception of the “dark side of
small-towns.** In his reading, a consistent structural featurenedll-town discourse is the
antagonistic contrast of wholesome images with sietbdand purportedly more authentic)
representations of the small-town as “hell,” a bégosetting defined by the absence of
idyllic values. However, Levy does not locate thastagonistic tendencies within discrete
representational ontologies; rather, they are deinated as two complementary (and
interrelated) sides of the town, treated as “thghbrand dark sides”® Thus, as Levy
demonstrates, the desire to juxtapose a darkee reatistic rendering with an idealised
small-town model underlie complementary negatiwet,(gqually constructed) cultural
representations. For example, in readtogy (1936) as an exemplar of this textual strategy,
Levy notes that the film’s “condemning” view of temall-town self-consciously explores
elements disavowed by idyllic small-town represgote: these include “ignorance,
hypocrisy, bigotry, and provincialisni®Thus dealing with the “delicate balance between
the normal and abnormal, order and disorder,” Lagues that several small-town movies
utilise a dialectical approach that treats the fmalrand familiar life...as the starting point
for an understanding of the deviant and unfamiliaithese narratives...use the strategy of
defamiliarization, displacing the commonplace teead submerged patterns of meaning in
life.”*4” As with scholarly readings of the nuclear famggemingly contradictory images are
located within a single setting or text, with thgll read as a superficial cover for a sordid
social reality; elucidating differing layers of socultural meaning, such representations
unveil “dark anxieties operating beneath the serfagister.*

Importantly for Levy, this strategy of stark thematontrast is central not only to
his reading of small-town America, but of populdmfitself. Adopting a structuralist
methodology influenced by the work of Claude LetriaBss and Roland Barthes, Levy
analyses movies “as cultural myths, narrativesrayiom society’s underlying issues and
basic structures...as transformationsadic dilemmasr contradictionsthat in reality
cannot be resolved?As a result, the retention of a binary logic iegral to Levy’'s
equation of popular film with discourses of mytlnelpresence of seemingly contradictory
representations encapsulates his characterisdtgmail-town films as a stage for semiotic
contestation: “the best small-town narratives haasained dialectical conflicts, through

which ideological-mythic resolutions are expliciyovided. Such films have dealt with the

44 Levy, Small-Town America on Filn74.
45 1bid., 75, 77.

46 |bid., 56.

47 1bid., 260.

8 bid., 78.

4% |bid., 20. Emphasis in Original.

201



delicate balance between the normal and abnormusr and disorder®® Thus, whilst
allowing for the potential co-presence of divergeuitural meanings, Levy rationalises
these representations within an oppositiaiter/or structural economy, tacitly retaining
small-town ideals as a comparative centre. Thenpialeerasure of structural boundaries
between discrete representations is underminetdeplication of logocentric formal
assumptions; for conflicting representations tguséaposed, theia priori coherence and
plenitude is vital. Additionally, in suggesting yarg representative layers of superficial
order and hidden disorder, this visualisation selipon treating this discursive veneer as
illusory or intangible; as a result, the imageifef tbeneath the surface register” is granted a
hierarchically superior status of greater (or ewdrerent) authenticity. Thus, whilst
superficially overturning the value-laden dichotesithat favour idealised images of
American small-town life, this line of argument tlamentally reifies the restrictive
presences and dualities that constitute small-tdacourse.

MacKinnon and Levy'’s application of a strict opgmsi between positive and
negative small-town portrayals is replicated ograagmatic register; both writers observe
clusters of conceptual comparison that both unglarid mirror the central opposition of
conflicting small-town significances. As a resalthroad stratum of values, themes and
concepts are accommodated within a further subfdaterpretative oppositions, a trend
observable more broadly in scholarly small-towrcdigses; Levy lists these iaslividual
VS. communitycommunity vs. socigtgature vs. culturestability vs. changentegration vs.
isolation the sacredand theprofane and finally, public vs. privaté! On one level, this
approach is useful in highlighting pervasive forhgliscursive regulation; for example,
Levy and MacKinnon make explicit a number of théugtive methodological assumptions
that have shaped popular and critical small-toveealirses. However, in unproblematically
utilising these oppositional categories to struetineir readings, a number of these
suppositions are replicated and perpetuated; fdaiom#d concepts such as community and
stability are treated once again as self-contaioglities, inherent and self-identical small-
town concepts that assume a position of hierarthigaemacy within the “dialectical
conflicts” they purportedly contest. Finally, scad like Levy and MacKinnon ensure that
the texts and themes that they encounter are tdlgéfomogenised within these restrictive,
cogent classes; their discrete juxtaposition relgan a fundamental definitional coherence,
inhibiting a more radical displacement of theiiatsting boundaries and binary frames. The
difference that MacKinnon attests to in his expioraof the small-town genre can only be

understood within the arbitrary oppositional franoekvhe erects and applies. Thus, critics
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do not trouble the small-town’s fundamental ont@agsolidity; antonymic conceptual
differences continue to regulate the dynamic, logemeouslifférancethat operatewithin
every small-town representation as a conditiorisopossibility.

It is my contention that this theoretical critigofexisting cultural discourses
facilitates an illustrative cinematic deconstruntad the American small-town. In
constructing a case-study readingsgorge Washingto(2000), | argue that the text
fundamentally destabilises structural metaphorshéecrchical oppositions that are
diagnosed in (and reinforced by) critical readingthe small-town. However, this does not
simply take the form of a heightened textual artesentational undecidability, within
which the discrete, artificial difference betweeangpised small-town images is reversed and
then displaced. Indeed, such a process is outéhighgth in the previous chapter of this
thesis, in which a comparable deconstructive methagplied to similarly bifurcated
nuclear family discourses. Rath&egorge Washingtois approached as a text that carries
complementary deconstructive potentials, whichesz# around the sustained decentering
of the small-town as a conceptual and cultural .cbheis, this metaphorical challenge stems
from a filmic fragmentation of small-town spaceaq®#, and architecture, problematizing the
structural integrity of the town as a fixed cultuiatality; this dynamic is reinforced by a
narratological decentering, as key events areeshffom central locations to the town’s
spatial (and conceptual) margins. Th@gsorge Washingtonndermines a figurative
representation of geographical certitude that esudages the small-town’s similar reliance

on rigidly defined, self-coherent cultural meaning.

“It's a Nice Town”: Decentering the Heartland in George Washingtor§2000)

In one ofGeorge Washingtds concluding scenes, we are provided with a
subjective taxonomy of heroic attributes, preseimatie form of a television interview with
one of the film’s central characters, a 12-yeartug named George (Donald Holden).
Adopting a superhero persona, the child revelbérattention given to him following his
successful rescue of a drowning boy. George belibeds a hero because he is “wise,
strong and very talented”: as he summarises, “I'me@® because | like to save people’s
lives.” Yet, George’s self-aggrandizing public pera starkly contrasts with a tragic secret
that forms a central plot-point for the film; anetrchild, Buddy (Curtis Cotton Ill), lies
dead, fished from a nearby river, a victim of aféiead-wound inflicted (accidentally) by
George. Buddy’s death occurs after an ill-advisaehg of “shove” in a disused toilet-block,
one of many activities the film’s youths undertasethey drift from location to location, all

but invisible to the town’s (limited) sources ofnamunity or parental authority.
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Focusing upon the aimless lives of unsuperviseldrmri in a decaying Southern
small-town,George Washingtooonstitutes its setting as a venue of social fragatmn
and structuratlifférance In arguing that the film offers a primarily fiqative challenge to
small-town discourses, this reading deviates shdrpin its limited existing scholarly and
critical discourse. For example, a number of @itiave focused closely upon the film’'s
alleged “realism,” arguing th&eorge Washington'sultural representations embody
heightened values of social authenticity. Indeedustin Horton’s sophisticated scholarly
reading of the film, he establishes a superficiggiglist interpretation, before ultimately

problematizing this simplistic analysis:

On some levelsGeorge Washingtgrsurely fits the customary realist criteria: if so
inclined, a viewer could easily apply the ‘naiveitimgs of Bazin and, by focusing
on the film’s depiction of poverty, location shawi and nonprofessional players,

mount a critique from the familiar and well-beapeth®?

Exemplifying this normative discourse, Edward Lamaen suggests th@&eorge
Washingtomresents an archetypal social realist scenariwgetier, he then clarifies that
these narrative and thematic attributes are notmadtby a complementary aesthetic
verisimilitude>® Nevertheless, other critical commentators constunore explicit link
between the film’'s subject matter and an identifiabalist aesthetic. For example, Armond
White directly matche&eorge Washington'social verisimilitude with realist
cinematography and style, noting both the film'atteentic dailiness” and “poetic
realism.®* Finally, as noted by Horton, A.O. Scott treatsfilme as a pre-cursor to a cycle
of American films influenced by the aestheticstafian neorealism; in doing so, Horton
outlines a series of aesthetic properties thatréiofadly complement the film’s subject
matter: “Green’s film adheres to the customary &hstcof the neorealist inheritance: long
takes, deep-focus cinematography, episodic nae;adicast of nonprofessionals, and so
forth.”>®

Superficially, these pervasive aesthetic and themalgements appear to position
George Washingtowithin a normalised oppositional economy that elterises American

small-town discourse. In establishing the film'sisbrealist ontology, critical readings

52 Justin Horton, “Mental Landscapes: Bazin, Delearel Neorealism (Then and Now{inema
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53 Edward Lawrenson, “Slow Train Cominggight & Sound.1, no. 9 (2001): 10.
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engender an ostensibly authentic critique of idedlicultural representations, achieved
through a textual exposé of small-town decay, disgrand deprivation. However, whilst
some readings of the film reify this discursiveklimany otherslo notconstruct an
essentialist correspondence betwEaorge Washingtonthematic or aesthetic properties
and negative small-town images. Indeed, severahiment reviews argue th@eorge
Washington’sapparently more authentic images of small-towadi€tually reflect or
embody idealised cultural values, identities, amehimunities. Interestingly, such
judgements are frequently framed in response tthanoecent independent text that has
been treated as a more explicitly “nihilistic” aftson small-town cultural narratives:
Gummo(1997). For example, Ben Thompson argues@wsairge Washington'sngagement
with small-town place provides a reassuring palleato Gummo’ssetting of Xenia, Ohio,
described by another critic as a “stretch of hé&ll'in its benign - not to say lyrical -
depiction of the eccentricities of the Americanlagods,George Washingtoseems to be
working to heal the wounds Harmony Korin&smmoinflicted on American ideals of
small-town life.”®” These critical comparisons attest to the difficalt positioningGeorge
Washingtorexclusively within aforementioned dichotomous gatées of ideal or adverse
small-town representations. Whilst other recentisteave been read as an unequivocally
chilling visions of small-town deprivation and persion,George Washingtodraws out
seemingly conflicting critical attitudes that eseajgid bifurcations of idyllic model vs.
fallen reality. For some it constitutes an expdseéi@l poverty and social disorder; for
others, it demonstrates the triumph of small-to@mmunity over socio-economic
depression.

In contrast, Horton's aforementioned analysi&ebrge Washingtoteases out
latent discursive contradictions to disrupt theotodical certitude of existing readings.
Locating the film within Deleuze’s re-reading of tdealism, he argues th@eorge
Washingtorutilises the complex narrational strategies oééfindirect discourse” to
problematize metaphysical divisions of subject/objeeal/imaginary, and actual/virtual; in
doing so, the film exemplifies the Deleuzian notajrthe “time image” and “the powers of
the false” that it embodi€8.Thus, Horton’s “neo-Bazinian” approach repositiGeorge
Washingtorwithin a Neorealist paradigm precisely becausgenfasive textual paradoxes

and narrative ellips€8.Specifically, properties of photographic and sbegisimilitude

%6 Felicia Feaster, Review @fummg dir. Harmony KorineFilm Quarterly52, no. 2 (1998): 41.
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merge with an exploration of character interiodtyd subjective “realism,” in which the
“filmmaker enters into a mimetic relationship witle character’'s way of seeinff.Thus,
noting the “dreamlike quality? of many sequences, Horton argues Gebrge Washington
offers a radical experience of “becoming” that srs/the colonialist division between self
and othef? “the free indirect mode puts the film’'s maker disdsubjects into an oscillation,
one that serves to obliterate the distinction betws&ubjective and objective, for though the
two are distinct, they are indiscernibfE.Horton concludes that this narrational dynamic
inaugurates a “calling into existence” of the maagiidentities of a “‘missing’ people,” a
“collective enunciation” that constitutes the fircharacters beyond constructions of
America as a “white- and male-dominated natitin.”

Shifting focus from the film’'s narrational complégs to its fragmentary mise-en-
scene, | exploit a similar reading of discursivebaguity and socio-cultural rupture to
dismantle the small-town as a logocentric structdreultural presence. Specifically, this
analysis elucidates the film’s interrogative chadje to the small-town’s spatial,
architectural, and structural coherence, visuglasowhich solidify the location as an
ontological and sociological unity. Firstly, witeference t&eorge Washington'spening
sequences, it is argued that the film’'s North Gaiah setting is depicted as a fragmentary
cultural topography, a range of contingent locaiercised from any broader geographical
order. This is understood as a figurative challeighe small-town as a formalised cultural
totality; alack of geographical wholeness symbolises a relatddof conceptual plenitude.
Thus, previous attempts to delineate essentialldovah structures or meanings are
challenged by the absence of a foundational visnidy. This deconstructive attack upon
small-town self-coherence precipitates a fundanelgeentering of the town'’s perceived
exceptional position in articulating American cudtuexperience; specifically, the text
provides a microcosmic shift in representing thenas a conceptual centre to a setting of
architectural ruin and marginalityIn noting that the majority of the film’'s integratenes
unfold in indiscernible, derelict spaces, one daseove a further figuration of conceptual
and structural breakdown articulated through aremeed focus on material detritus,
disorder, and decay. Thus, the narrative ultimadedyvs attention away from town’s centre
to its margins, a move that mirrors a more fundaaiehisplacement of the small-town as a
definitional centre of American national identifyhe final section of this chapter considers

the fleeting moments in whidBeorge Washingtoexplicitly represents the central spaces of
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small-town community, typified by Main Street at@ ocal church. However, the manner
in which these are presented (simultaneously vitaad depressed, full and empty)
provides a bridge to the previous chapter’s analythe undecidability of these socio-
cultural environs is reinforced by their depicti@slocations of paradox, spaces lacking the
distinct structural coherence that their assumatrakity necessitates. Finally, this holistic
challenge to architectural and ontological ceréteticourages expressions of a multifarious
cultural heterogeneity that inaugurates and excedsmall-town and national identities it
solidifies. In doing so, this chapter recasts aidoates Horton’s Deleuzian notion of
George Washington*smissing’ people” as but one manifestation of arfddean cultural
différance focusing more closely upon how a deconstructagling of American (small-

town) identity makes a boundless range of “collec@nunciation(sf® possible.

Community and Conversation

Before exploring these strategies of textual disgaent, it is useful to consider
how these fit withinGeorge Washingtonlsroader narrative structure, and how the film can
be superficially located within small-town discoewrd o begin, whilst the film contains a
seemingly pivotal moment of violent narrative tfmnsation (Buddy’s death), it is
primarily characterised by meditative moments afvasation and personal exploration;
this aspect is directly noted in Martha P. Nochims@assertion thabeorge Washington
“does not focus rigorously on its central storyt tather weaves among the lives of the
people in the town® As a result, the film's brutal centrepiece is suhed within broader
formal strategies (described by Jonathan Rosenbauiepisodic®) that focus upon
character subjectivity (typified by the personaliserration of Nasia [Candace Evanofski]),
and conversational exchange (the myriad bilatasaludsions that provide insights into the
characters’ lives and personalities).

Nasia’'s voiceover consistently relates her obsemaitto friendship or community
groups, extolling the virtues of the town’s cohesadolescent population: “when | look at
my friends, | know there’s goodness.” Additionallige film regularly returns to a range of
different social groupings, represented as comg$dbrums of mundane discussion; several
teenage girls engage in clichéd discussions abeutrale counterparts, and the manual
workers on the railway line converse about heatthdiets over their communal lunch

breaks. Furthermore, previous critical readingsehaghlighted the film's avoidance of

%6 Horton, “Mental Landscapes,” 43.

57 Martha P. Nochimson, Review New York Film Festival 200@iim-Philosophy4, no. 25 (2000):
http://www.film-philosophy.com/vol4-2000/n25nochiors

%8 Jonathan Rosenbaum, ReviewG#orge Washingtqriir. David Gordon Greeifilm Commen86,
no. 5 (2000): 75.
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explicitly highlighting socio-cultural divisions amgst the town’s residents. For example,
the children are predominantly black, apart fromy#o(Rachael Handy), who is white; in
an inversion of this demographic makeup, the gmfuporkmen is predominantly white,
with the notable exception of Damascus (Eddie Rp@eorge’s uncle. However, Philip
Kemp notes a constant deferral of explicit ragalsions: “in general, racial concerns seem
to float smokily around the periphery of the actibat never coalesce into anything
tangible.”®® Perhaps more tellingly, Rosenbaum addresses sh@sa single whole, in spite
of their potentially divergent cultural subjecties: “George Washington boasts...a racially
mixed cast of characters, working-class and sontHéiThus, such comments evoke
homogenising discourses of Americanization andibling pot, key concepts in the
constitution of national togetherness. Althoughingt diverse range of potential identity
forms (race, region and class), these are rendeseghificant by the presence of a structure
of shared national meaning, in this case, the stoath.

Nevertheless, this seemingly clear endorsemem ofganic communal cohesion is
problematized by the complex manner in which the @epicts myriad social relations.
Whilst Nasia’s opening narration highlights heiiréfy with the other local youths, she is
continually seen in conversation with a numberasfti-male girlfriend(s),” harshly
evaluating several of the friends she previoushigad. Indeed, the role of gossip within the
film, a recurring theme within sociological accosiof the small-towr? reaffirms the
perception that social and emotional attachmemtdimited and transient; for example, after
George adopts his superhero persona, he is discossekingly by Sonya and Vernon
(Damian Jewan Lee), two characters with whom h&llyi appeared to share a close social
bond. Furthermore, on the few occasions that ikads are seen “hanging out” they appear
isolated and bored. Sonya, Buddy, Vernon and Gdorge in an “abandoned miniature
golf range”?® Buddy and George glumly discuss the former’s bugakvith Nasia; Vernon
admonishes Sonya for using a stick to write on hwith animal faeces. It is in the next
scene that Buddy meets his violent end, as thepgmave on to a similarly dilapidated toilet
block; he slips on a puddle during a session ab¢ent play-fighting, and cracks his skull on
the floor. The group take Buddy’s body and plade & dilapidated house, his broken head

obscured by a lizard mask. This is the last tingeftiur of them are seen together as a group.

59 Philip Kemp, Review oGeorge Washingtqmlir. David Gordon Greer§ight & SoundL1, no. 10
(2001): 49. Also see Nochimson, ReviewNsw York Film Festival 2000

0 Rosenbaum, Review @eorge Washingtqrvs.

1 1bid.

2 For an analysis of small-town “gossip,” see ArtBuWidich and Joseph Bensm&mall Town in
Mass Society: Class, Power and Religion in a R@@anmunity Revised ed. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1971), 41-45.

3 Cynthia Fuchs, “The Whole Fucking World Warpedwand Me’: Bad Kids and Worse Contexts,”
in Bad: Infamy, Darkness, Evil, and Slime on Screeh Murray Pomerance (Albany: SUNY Press,
2004), 281. Emphasis added.
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The adolescents’ failure to realise idyllic, eridgrcommunal relations is further
reinforced by the film’s prominent depictions ofrpenal conversation. Thus, rather than
focusing on “an interracigroup of 12- to 15-year olds living in rural, underclas$srth
Carolina™ (as Cynthia Fuchs suggests), the film chartsifigdtilateral relationships
between members of that group and with other ressdéndeed, many of our major
character insights stem from the conversations liaeg with others, providing a frank,
personal discourse that is absent from sharedshisms. For example, Buddy and Rico
(Paul Schneider) speak about painful moments ihrpagantic relationships, prompted by
the failure of the former’s relationship with NasBuddy also talks to Euless (Jonathan
Davidson), a health-conscious worker, about hisherd insomnia; later on, Vernon and
Sonya share a self-deprecating conversation abheutgerceived personality flaws. As a
result, the film institutes a fundamental questigndf the presumed opposition between
community and social isolation. On the one hanel téixt relies almost entirely on social
relations to convey its slow-burning story, as jploints and character information can be
primarily discerned from one-on-one conversatitdesia’s reflective voiceover, and
character monologues. Simultaneously, these coatiens undercut readings of a cohesive
community within the film's small-town setting; dudialogues are transitory and fleeting,
as characters operate as temporary sounding bioaurtte discontents and negative self-
perceptions of others.

This dynamic is clearly demonstrated in a partidulprominent conversation
between Vernon and Sonya. Returning to the sceBeddy’s death, Sonya finds Vernon
sat on the floor of the toilet block, and afteruasory interchange, Vernon shows his
frustration at their predicament. The scene is dateid by Vernon's extended soliloguy, a
device used throughout the film's social interaasiosustained, mutual communication is
eschewed in favour of detailed litanies of pers@nevances. In this case, whilst a series of
shot-reverse shots frame the pair within a backfarl conversational dynamic, Vernon
monopolises the interaction. Sonya stands over li8tening silently as he rants about a
series of incoherent, frustrated desires; for exany@ proclaims “| just wish | had my own
tropical island, | wish | was. | wish | could go@hina, | wish | could go to Outer Space
man.” The film’'s use of conversational settingsiasqual venues for personal expression is
also reflected in the fluidity with which these Idigues shift. Individuals are seen
conversing privately with a wide range of characteroughout the film, often discussing
other members of the cast; for example, Rico is seenforting Buddy early in the film
after Nasia turns her romantic attentions to Gedvgelater walks around Main Street,

admiring George’s work directing traffic (he donfiumrescent jacket and helps).@eorge

" Ibid., 274.
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Washingtonthe characters do not appear socially isolatedigver, their diverse and one-
sided interactions call into question the strergjtthe bonds that purport to tie the
characters into coherent, identifiable communitigss reflexive dynamic, in which
characters are both socially active and persomnalgspective, initiates a structural paradox
that disturbs the self-coherence of small-town kg The remainder of the chapter
explores this textual incongruity in referencette town’s spatial representation. However,
it must be noted that the fragmentatiorGaforge Washington'small-town setting does not
figure a simplistic division of a pre-existing comnal presence. Rather, it initiates a
deconstruction of the town itself, visualising adamental, originary difference that
contests the unity of argypriori representation and its oppositional, metaphysical
constitution. Ultimately(eorge Washington'signifies an incoherent setting that is always
already structurally dispersed, where fragmenex@dtence escape reassembly into any

representational whole.

Small-Town Fragmentation

In his discussion of the cinematic small-town, Letsesses the importance of a
film's formative moments in establishing the custumilieu as a coherent setting or theme.
By providing an introductory overview of the towrirdabitants, topography, and
architecture, the small-town can be solidified d®kstic socio-cultural and textual entity.
In such circumstances, the viewer is not only peglian image of the different elements

that form the town’s internal structure, but alestthese fit together:

The typical beginning of a small-town film was atablishing (tracking) shot of the
town, often from the point of view of an outsiderr.aobird’s-eye view....
According to conventions, it became customary @wirba film with a pan across
town (often an aerial shot) or of Main Street, ihoonveyed rapidly the town’s
size, location, territorial boundaries, “naturejldis (lake, river, hill), train station,

and stratification system.

Therefore, we are not provided with a series afrei® images, but rather a continuous
elaboration of a self-coherent small-town spacelsitve are presented with the
peculiarities of a particular setting, these arned by their spatial (and ultimately,
symbolic) ties. Meinig provides a strikingly simildescription of the small-town’s symbolic

landscape; his taxonomy also focuses on spatiahgaridtectural relations, including:

S Levy, Small-Town America on Filn258.
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A courthouse, set apart on its own block, may k#éld, but it is not an essential
element, for the great classical columns fronthmgdtone temple of business
proclaim the bank as the real seat of authoritys TMain Street, and parallel with

it lies Church Street, not ¢iie church, but many churchés.

Thus, in the small-town’s cinematic and culturaddering, diverse architectural forms and
land uses are introduced as constituents of a maow® cultural unity.

Elaborations of small-town wholeness are also pptitde in sociological readings.
For example, Donlyn Lyndon notes that the uniqueratter of the small-town is reflected
in how the varied elements of the location are gdlagithin close geographical proximity,

creating a place that is “distinct,” totalized, quete:

Small towns have the great advantage that themeziés are few, their extent
limited.... In a few minutes you can traverse a cs®gion of the place and its
diversity is readily accessible to view. Being feamd readily grasped, its various

elements make a recognisable pattern, a place offtgistinction?’

Lyndon’s perception of a “recognisable pattern’hivitthe small-town suggests a coherent,
rationalised setting, a conceptual entity that isgsorder upon a diverse and heterogeneous
topographical difference. In turn, physical or natlecohesiveness purportedly reflects a
related socio-cultural plenitude. Drawing direckk between physical and social structure,
Barker suggests that the small-town offers an “dange of order” in “American minds,”
before clarifying that “physical order originatesrh the union of topography, architecture,
social structure, land values, and political decignaking.™ This observation is indicative
of wider readings of small-town structure, in whiysical, social, and conceptual unities
are intractably intertwined.

In contrast to such images of small-town equilibrj the opening sequences of
George Washingtosignify a setting that exists as a series of anedable fragments. In
many ways, it is possible to read the scenes dogupefore the opening titles as a
subversive re-imagining of small-town film’s aforentioned geographical overview.
Accompanied by Nasia’s voiceover, we are provid@d snapshots of the film’'s setting, yet

these are presented with no coherent spatial ordtie connection. This disjointed visual

6 Meinig, “Symbolic Landscapes,” 167.

"7 Donlyn Lyndon, “Order, Investment and Appropriatibin Order and Image in the American
Small Towneds. Michael W. Fazio and Peggy Whitman Prengldaekson: University Press of
Mississippi, 1981), 9-10.

8 Barker, “Introduction,” 3.
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effect is heightened by a variety of aesthetic obgi Firstly, the images shown are tightly
framed; whilst we can discern a number of characed actions, the scenes’

cinematographic qualities effectively excise thogintent from any identifiable context. For
example, the film begins with a shot of a child kirad) along an iron girder, demonstrated

by an extreme close-up on the characters’ feettier details are shown (Fig.3.1):

Fig.3.1

The framing of the film’'s opening image initiatas @esthetic that relies upon the
representation of decontextualized, contingenijrarly details. As this shot fades to black,
we are shown a brief scene in which two of the’6lsentral characters end a relationship;
Nasia breaks up with Buddy, admonishing him fomactlike such a little kid.” Whilst the
characters’ dialogue provides an intelligible nawvieaevent, the location of this scene is
impossible to distinguish; although it appears the may be occurring within a shed or
playhouse, the abrupt cut from the previous imageatg no coherent geographical link
(Fig.3.2):

Fig.3.2
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Furthermore, the tight framing of the scene (eredosithin the walls of the room)

heightens the sense of a self-contained intericised from a wider diegetic universe.
These stylistic strategies are replicated in legpresentations of the small-town,

providing no clear link between the settlement’'saus sights and sites. Superficially, the

viewer is shown a series of features that closstembles the taxonomic small-town

descriptions provided by Levy and Meinig; fast-ghcats provide a stream of typical small-

town landmarks. For example, a shot of a locabfgcis immediately followed by a similar

image of a railroad crossing (Figs.3.3-3.4):

Figs.3.3-3.4

However, the cinematography and editing of thisusege again reaffirms an overriding
logic of fragmentation and spatial ellipses. Battages are tightly framed, ensuring that
neither feature is fully visible (the factory’s fotiations are out of shot, as is the base of the
crossing sign). Consequently, these landmarksraneefd as standalone icons, impossible to
place within an overarching topographical (or cqteal) map. Furthermore, the use of
sudden cuts between the two images introducedentitextual rupture; in turn, this form of
editing undermines any spatial continuity betwdentivo features, as each image is clearly

demarcated.
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Finally, a subtle fragmentation of small-town tgpaphy is even perceptible on the
rare occasions whefeeorge Washingtodepicts spatially-contiguous diegetic locations.
There are two notable examples of this; in the Riso rides his motorbike through town,

held in a medium-length shot as he travels towant®ving camera (Fig.3.5):

Fig.3.5

In the second, George runs along a sidewalk, esgapnews crew who have come to
document a car crash involving Vernon and Sonya, twhto skip town at the film’'s
conclusion (Fig.3.6):

Fig.3.6

In the first example, Rico’s bike is framed heaxljoroviding a detailed image of
the road but with little focus on the surrounditigsts and minimal contextual details.
Furthermore, the editing of the sequence highlightagmentary spatio-temporal logic; a
series of jump-cuts segment the on-screen acti@uring that his journey does not unfold
as a single, continuous movement. In George’s ¢tasepovements are tightly framed,
effectively isolating the figure within a wider ggraphical setting; the shot above provides

even less background information than Rico’s seceiefine absence of any clear
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geographical orientation delivers the illusiontod subject running on the spot; whilst he
covers a lot of ground, it is impossible to deterenivhere he is, where he is going, and what

he has passed on the way.

Which Side of the Tracks?

As has been argued in the two preceding secti®agrge Washingtooan be read
as an interrogative engagement with the small-tasvhoth a unified culturaind spatial
entity. The film’'s problematization of communal esion is mirrored by its geographical
fragmentation, constructing a discursive link tbaitapses clear distinctions between small-
town form and meaning. As a result, this multifadesubversion of small-town certitude
furnishes material disintegration with a figuratsignificance, in the form of an equivalent
denial of socio-cultural uniformity. Thus, any saised challenge to the town as a unified
place evokes the possibility of a more layered gageent with small-town character; a
fragmentary on-screen geography spatialises aesimgttof the internal cohesiveness that
engenders uniform socio-cultural identities.

However, it is important to note that logocenteadings of small-town order do not
necessitate a totalitarian perception of absolotéasuniformity; indeed, in broader critical
discourses on the small-town, it has been arguadithited social divisions are an integral
element in representing this locale as an idealizadmunity. As implicitly suggested
earlier, constructions of the small-town as a cogdrole often rely upon a drawing together
of disparate spaces or identities into a singa@pography or community. Returning directly
to Meinig, his account of Main Street as a symbodintre epitomises this reading of the
town, in which spatio-communal cohesiveness is tedible through a moderated

awareness of socio-cultural difference: there are

no great extremes of wealth or poverty, with sograldations but no rigid layers, a
genuine community but not tightly cohesive; in sizeot so small as to be

stultifying nor so large as to forfeit friendshipdafamiliarity.”

Similarly, Levy argues that cinematic small-towrfiten draw attention to structures of
cultural distinction, such as class, religion, afithicity. Listed amongst the many
identifiable small-town tropes is the settlemefsisatification system,” treated with a

similar importance to other iconic images and limce; for Levy, this aspect of small-town

7 Meinig, “Symbolic Landscapes,” 167.
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discourse pertains to its perceived position agthieodiment of “democratic” valués.
Furthermore, whilst MacKinnon also notes the prenat of “class divisions” within many
cinematic small-towns, these differences are agmianciled; “the lower-middle- and
working-class characters tend to be acquiescedtiaoonfirm the status qué“Thus, the
presence of discrete divisions often reinforcesgmeeived notions of communal plenitude;
a heterogeneous cultural freeplay is fixed withimaby oppositions that are then integrated
and neutralised within a broader geographical amteptual totality. Ultimately, this
process of demarcating and fixing an amorphbfiéranceexemplifies metaphysical
aspirations towards a statelosof coherent cultural being.

Furthermore, discrete divisions are also usedh#wacterise opposed (yet similarly
homogeneous) representations of small-town deolirksunity. For example, such a view
is reinforced by Meinig’s discussion of small-togwocio-cultural exclusion; listing a variety
of cultural groups that deviate from the supposetkgal population of “middle-class White
Anglo-Saxon Protestants,” Meinig argues that “spetple and their habitations and
facilities show up marginally if at all in the sywilr landscape...they certainly are not part
of the idealized community which was consideredeasgntative of basic American
virtues.’®? Figurative representations of rigid social divisaare perceptible within
cinematic portraits of the small-town as a divisigalm, defined by broad inequalities that
stratify the experiences of the setting’s varidthinitants. As MacKinnon notes, these
detachments are often symbolised by physical jarst “the communality of the small-
town...is split by the division between classes,ipaldrly in the sense of rich and poor, a
division often given physical expression by thédroaid tracks.? In explicitly highlighting
factors that inexorably divide small-town inhabtgreritics like MacKinnon cast these
divisions as regulated differences between diseaiétenatives, a prominent example being
the aforementioned binary opposition of rich vsopd@hus, such portraits do not challenge
the essential, logocentric structural unity of $heall-town. Whether presenting a
harmonious, idealized community or a divided loc#ke with jingoism and inequality, such
representations posit the small-town as a selftestieultural concept that carries an
essential significance.

Directly interrogating these bifurcated small-todimisions,George Washington
separates socio-cultural boundaries from theirymesl connotative values. Thus, rather
than presenting the town as a legible (but divideldple, such faultlines are shorn of their

presumed figurative significance; instead, they a@®ate meaningless fragments, operating

80 | evy, Small-Town America on FilnT3, 258.
81 MacKinnon,Hollywood’s Small-townsl62.
82 Meinig, “Symbolic Landscapes,” 178.

83 MacKinnon,Hollywood’s Small-townsl61.
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as empty borders that cannot be located withinoggghical or conceptual totality. In turn,
such divisions are recast as hollow markers obtiositional logic with which the small-
town is constructed. Rather than drawing attertiiciigurative divisions, they highlight the
act of division itself; the small-town’s dichotonm®tationalisation oflifféranceis explicitly
foregrounded and defaced through the close vistedrogation of its conceptual
borderlines. This strategy of semiotic displacengeixemplified in the film’s
representation of an aforementioned small-town }ntbe railroad tracks. IGeorge
Washingtonthe railway forms a recurring location, as mahthe film’'s characters carry
menial jobs on the line. However, the tracks angengiven a definite spatial location;
shown first in an overgrown field, they meandert ffastories and roads with no consistent
direction or clear destination. We first see tlaels in the film’s opening sequence, as a

handheld camera bumpily follows their route towétdstop of the frame (Fig.3.7):

Fig.3.7

In the shot above, the camera examines the routedfacks, closely inspecting this
potential conceptual division. Running verticallydugh the centre of the shot, the tracks
evenly bisect the surrounding area, separating theih diegetic setting and the cinematic
frame. However, whilst this sequence may alludd¢opresence of a potential figurative
border, it is impossible to ascertain that whictlivides. Once again, tight framing excises
the shot from any broader location or context, withy brief glimpses of what exists
beyond the twin rails. Furthermore, whilst the cear®ventually pans up to give a more
privileged view of where the rails are headed, ihisnmediately undermined by an
instantaneous dissolve into the next sequenceyialipinadequate time for spatial

acclimatization (Fig.3.8):
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Fig.3.8

This disorientating effect is further demonstratethe sequence’s editing. As the mobile
camera follows the line of the track, shots ofrdiévay are intercut with images of the tops

of trees, a visual motif that recurs in a brief tegular pattern (Fig.3.9):

Fig.3.9

Again, such parallels are suggestive of a boundhiytime conceptual, reiterating
prominent divisions of nature and culture that regithin (and orientate) American identity
narratives. This shifting focus from cultural taural elements is reinforced by the
accompanying narration; Nasia eulogises the virtdi@siture as the sequence cross-cuts
between images of rails and trees, proclaiming‘thdte to go to beautiful places, where
there are waterfalls and empty fields...placesdhamnice and calm and quiet.” Finally, a
shot from later in the film reinforces this perdgeptof the railway as a potential
nature/culture frontier. As the kids play aimlesatya nearby train station, the line is shown
in a medium-length shot, again at the frame’s eeffrg.10):
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Fig.3.10

This shot of the line differs from those incorpesinto the film’'s opening sequence, as the
frame’s composition allows for some level of spat@ntextualisation; we can see the
track’s limited surroundings. Furthermore, notideatifferences between the two sides of
the track superficially reinforce its potential apigsal as an ontological faultline. To the left
of the frame there are overgrown fields and woadharo the right, the image is dominated
by the architecture of the station, casting a siaaoleer the lines. Thus, the shot
superficially delineates natural and cultural sp#ove differences between the each side of
the track allows their incorporation into appargmipposed categories.

However, upon closer inspection this clear dividiegins to disintegrate. Staying
with the image above, subtle elements of opposkesgpermeate purportedly self-
contained purities. For example, whilst the eleitripylons on the left of the image denote
specific cultural functions, they rise above thesanf greenery, a natural space. In turn, their
appearance problematizes their own position wiglirexclusively cultural visual economy;
the pylons also resemble the tall tree trunks gtagd beside, connoting a specifically
natural form. This undecidable textual economyuighier reinforced by a close examination
of the station building; within the shadows, ona sae bushes and foliage, interrupting the
uniformity of the architectural structure. This aomy of conceptual co-presence
reinscribes the “other” within ostensibly coherspaces, challenging the homogeneity of
each category. This visual device can be furtheratestrated in the aforementioned opening
shots of the railway line at the beginning of the f(Figs.3.7-3.10). Between the track’s
wooden sleepers weeds are sprouting, growing dreerusted and disused girders. The
dynamic merging of natural and cultural spaces @am@rgent, indiscernable formulations is
neatly encapsulated by Lawrenson’s descriptiom@fsequence: “the rusting girders are

wrapped by wiry weeds, as if in the process of peatlaimed by naturéFinally, this

84 Lawrenson, “Slow Train Coming,” 10-11.
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mutual conceptual contamination is noted by Hontamp suggests that the landscape’s
“natural and man-made elements seem to have faugh&nother to a draw”; this
observation is then considered within the contéxhe film’'s “contamination of outside and
inside,” a theoretical insight that calls into qi@s the purity of any metaphysical
presencé® Thus, as the film directly interrogates concephmindaries and theoretical
oppositions, it simultaneously problematizes they dvisions with which they are
commonly aligned within small-town discourses.Histexample, images of the film’s train
tracks symbolise a wholesale deconstruction ofaréitive borderline between nature and
culture; these two values are reinscribed with@rtbpposite, making it unclear which
encroaches upon the other. Therefore, this illtisg&ase demonstrates how geographical
space can be allied with the Derridean concepteftindecidable® transforming the

text’s potential figurative function into a theaoetlly subversive tool.

Dumps, Derelicts, and Marginal Spaces

Briefly reiterating this chapter’s introductorynmarks, one can draw clear
conceptual links between readings of the small-tawa distinct totality and as a cultural
centre; treatments of the small-town as a heartlaméndicative apotheosis (or antithesis) of
American identity encapsulates and engenders ataréomed structural assumptions that
furnish it with a cogent, essential, fixed sigrafice. Interpretations of the small-town as a
centre of national being are in turn solidifiedrhicrocosmic readings of the town’s own
ontological structure. Just as the small-town ¢ated as an identifiable centre of American
cultural life, the town itself is granted a simitawdal point, based on a prominent iconic
location: Main Street. For example, Meinig’s destan of popular Main Street images
positions it directly as a centre of the small-to@rawing clear parallels with its proscribed

role as a point of national orientation:

(Main Street) is ‘middle’ in many connotations:atation — between the frontier to
the west and the cosmopolitan seaports to theiaastpnomy — a commercial
center surrounded by agriculture and augmenteddaf Industry to form a

balanced diversit§’

Thus, in playing a number of seemingly vital soe@mnomic roles, Main Street assumes a

figurative position as the small-town’s heart. Tigading of Main Street is reinforced by

85 Horton, “Mental Landscapes,” 32.
86 See Jacques Derridagsitions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 19874 3.
87 Meinig, “Symbolic Landscapes,” 167.
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Richard V. Francaviglia, who argues that “as bofitage and a concept, Main Street is
ubiquitous and characteristically American”; herthacates this “cherished icon” as the
“heart” of the small-town, incorporating numerowsrenunal and commercial functioffs.
Similarly, Miles Orvell suggests that “Main Strégnot only an actual physical place, but,
more generally, a symbol of core values in Amerisaciety: community, democracy, and
family.”8® This conceptual centrality is then mirrored irpatsal description of Main Street;
returning once more to discourses of Main Street Bgurative heart, Orvell asserts “every
town or settlement has a central artery runningudh it, and in the United States that road

or avenue is known as ‘Main Street’: it is the €

sgeof the small town and synonymous
with it.”®° However, several other readings of small-town oshee posit the Christian
church as an alternative conceptual locus for Acagrimodels of small community (and in
turn, national identity). For example, Page Smithfeiential As a City upon a Hildraws
attention to what he refers to as “the covenanteaneunity”; arguing that popular images
of the small-town found their “original and clas&m in New England,” Smith suggests
that “at the heart of the Puritan community wasdherch covenant, forming it, binding it,
making explicit its hopes and its assumptiotisThus, by positing the New England village
as a foundational small-town archetype, Smith usases the centralising role of religious
doctrine, again adopting a lexicon that locatesctihech as a cultural centre or heart. Again
taking the New England village as an iconic preauts more generalised cultural
representations, MacKinnon also stresses the #itegle of religion in structuring
cinematic images of the town, contending that @bmmunity had at its center the church,”
ensuring that any defiance towards this image aasinount to blaspheniyThus, in
casting both Main Street and the church as (comghéany) small-town cores, scholars
replicate and reify the logocentric functions thatques Derrida attributes to the “center” of
Western metaphysics, a fixed “point of presencat torks to “orient, balance, and
organize” any totalised structute.

As demonstrated above, numerous readings of thik-towa construct a
microcosmic interconnection, in which the town dlit@aeously comprises and contains a
symbolic centre-point. Derrida notes that this rsttactural dynamic is a common attribute

of metaphysical discourse; in discussing how treater” forbids the “permutation or

88 Richard V. Francaviglidylain Street Revisited: Time, Space, and Image Bigiloth Small-Town
America(lowa City: University of lowa Press, 1996), xix.

89 Miles Orvell, “Constructing Main Street: Utopiadchthe Imagined Past,” iRublic Space and the
Ideology of Place in American Cultyreds. Miles Orvell and Jeffrey L. Meikle (New YoiRodopi,
2009), 97.

% |bid.

% Page SmithAs a City upon a Hill: The Town in American Hist¢kyndon: M.I.T. Press, 1973), 3.
92 MacKinnon,Hollywood’s Small-town2
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transformation of elements,” he argues that suchpoments “may of course be structures
enclosed within a structur&¥This observation is particularly pertinent to the
conceptualisation of a fundamental decenteringp@fsimall-town infGeorge Washington
Namely, the text displaces its narrative emphasis fnormative small-town centres (such
as Main Street), as these are depicted sporadmadifleetingly; instead, the film focuses
on derelict, marginal spaces, as ruined housespsluamd boarded-up streets provide the
backdrop for most of the film’s key events and iiat¢éions®® In turn, this textual strategy
actively exploits aforementioned discursive linkimately figuring a wider decentering of
the town itself from its position as a nationaltacal heartland.

These interrelated tendencies are well illustrated sequence that immediately
follows Buddy’s violent death. Here, we are showbriaf three-minute sequence, beginning
with a series of repetitive shots of the town jusnid; bulldozers push pieces of garbage and
architectural waste into amorphous piles. Setrtd & dissonant, dirgeful soundtrack, the
sequence returns frequently to similar shots opb@ad bulldozers, engendering a

seemingly endless loop (Figs.3.11-3.14):

% |bid., 352.

% Horton briefly discusses the film’s rendering cdinginal locations, reading each as a Deleuzian
“any-spaces-whatever: deserted but inhabited, éisusrehouses, waste ground, cities in the course
of demolition and construction.” Gilles Deleuzeptpd in Horton, “Mental Landscapes,” 32.
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Figs.3.11-3.14

Although these shots play no clear narrative pupttey characterise representative
strategies that extend throughout the film. Tha fibsesses over marginal spaces, places
that often remain hidden or repressed in reprasgtitie small-town as a cogent, uniform
totality. There are other clear examples of this;sge George wandering around empty car
parks, we frequently return to the workers on dikvay line, and Buddy’s death, a pivotal
narrative moment, occurs in a disused toilet bld¢lus, the film returns again and again to
these marginal spaces, places where waste is dispobere workers fulfil menial tasks on
the periphery of the community.

The repositioning of narrative events to the magghthe town is reinforced by a
complementary focus on structural dereliction. Tdesice, in which small-town geography
Is characterised by architectural decay, interaalen aforementioned topographical
fragmentation into the very material structureha tocation. Rosenbaum notes this dynamic
in his suggestion th&eorge Washingtois “fascinated by ruins and junkyard$,a reading
that is reinforced by Kemp's assertion that “theega lingers on scenes of industrial
dereliction, finding beauty in junkyards and rugtimachinery.®” George Washington’s
continual meditation upon derelict spaces is ex#diaglby a scene that directly follows the

aforementioned junkyard sequence. Having travddbeak into town by taxi (with Buddy's

% Rosenbaum, Review @eorge WashingtqIv5s.
97 Kemp, Review ofseorge Washingtqm9.
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lifeless body slumped on the backseat), VernonSord/a hide the corpse in a dilapidated
house. The shot begins by tightly framing an exparnarchitectural hole, before zooming

out to reveal a collapsed roof, cutting soon afteBuddy’s corpse (Figs.3.15-3.16):

Figs.3.15-3.16

Whilst the exact location of this makeshift bugabund is again obscured, the ruined house
can be treated as a marginal space as it remageydidden from the town’s residents.
Indeed, the peripheral status of this particulaaas reinforced by Vernon’s parting words

to his dead friend, “ain’t nobody gonna find youdyeBuddy, don’t nobody come here”; this
observation clearly rationalises the choice oftihiégding as an acceptable place to dump a
body. However, the use of this specific derelicgliion does not appear to be motivated
solely by narrative necessity. Instead, it is pnéset as merely one amongst dozens of
equitable sites, as the vast majority of the filstenes play out against similar backdrops of
architectural disassemblage. Returning to the elaoffiseorge Washingtonsyriad one-
to-one interactions, these conversations do natapptrinsically related to the spaces
within which they unfold; nevertheless, they ankédid by their frequently run-down

settings. Thus, dereliction provides an omnipred@yetic backdrop; the broken sleepers

and rusting rails where the young men work (descriy Lawrenson as a “sun-scorched

224



patch of wasteland®; Damascus’ disordered front yard which Georgentdeensafe; the
miniature golf range that Vernon himself commengsn noting its untidiness (“look at this
place...it looks like two tornadoes came through Here

Previous critical readings of the film have treatedh aspects of the mise-en-scene
as exemplars of the film’s engagement with thenfiearal poverty and deprivatiofi.
However, when considered within the contexGeforge Washingtonsroader stylistic and
formal attributes, this strategy takes on a deégerative significance. As part of a general
shifting of the film’s integral scenes from moremtifiable small-town settings to marginal,
indiscernible spaces, it reinforces the film’'s deeeng of the town’s presumed cultural
significance. The constant evocation of ruins amademal decay also strengthens
observations made regarding the town’s representatithe film’'s opening scenes: the
fragmentation of the small-town as a unified camdtis figured both externally (through
elliptical editing) and internally within the vergaterial fabric of the town’s buildings, roofs
and so on. Furthermore, this deconstructive reaglitgeorge Washingtoas a
complementary decentering and dismantling of thallstown is reinforced by theoretical
links between these textual strategies and aforgomed post-structuralist critiques of the
metaphysical centre. Noting its apparently “fundatakimmobility and a reassuring
certitude,” Derrida treats the centre as a logag@estructurepar excellencethe term has
“always designated an invariable preseneddes arche, telos energeiaousia(essence,
existence, substance, subjaittheia transcendentality, consciousness, God, man,@nd s
forth.”1%° As such, clear parallels can again be drawn betilgs reading of metaphysical
structure and the small-town’s common construcsieia definite, anchored centre of
American cultural life.

However, in further exploring the relationship beem centre and structure, Derrida
demonstrates a number of conceptual paradoxesdhatto question the essential
coherence and fixity of the former term. For exampi noting the necessary uniqueness
(and absolute presence) of the centre, Derrida dstrades that whilst playing a distinct
structural role, the centre itself “escapes stmadity”; 1°* as a unique, self-coherent
singularity, it exceeds the structure’s imposediargational edicts. As already noted in the
previous chapter, Derrida views the centre as sanabusly present and absent, “within the
structure and outside it Thus, “the center is at the center of the totakityd yet, since the

center does not belong to the totality (is not pathe totality), the totalityas its center

% Lawrenson, “Slow Train Coming,” 10-11.

% For example, Kemp suggests the film can be reddessheticizing social deprivation...rob(bing)
George Washingtonf@ny political dimension. Kemp, Review George Washingtgril.

100 Derrida,Writing and Differencg352-353.
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elsewherg 1% This aspect of deconstructive thought has betindiy elucidated by Derrida

through the application of architectural metaplhworn allegorical statement that is equally
applicable to the fragmented topography of the ktoaln and the microcosmic disarray of
its buildings, Derrida summarises the enterprisdeaonstruction as the uncovering of

marginal, faulty blocks or pieces that undermiregblidity of any metaphysical structure:

One first locates...in the art of the system, theleeted corners’ and thdéfective
cornerstone,’ that which, from the outset, thresttve coherence and the internal
order of the construction. But it is a cornerstdiés required by the architecture
which it nevertheless, in advance, deconstructs frathin. It assures its cohesion
while situating in advance, in a way that is balible and invisible (that is,

corner), the site that lends itself to a deconsitstndo comet®

| contend that these Derridean notions of “else@hand “neglected corners” encapsulate
George Washington'decentering of the small-town. The film's censeénes paradoxically
unfold in peripheral, indiscernible spaces (“boigible and invisible” to the film's
characters) that nevertheless play key practicadtfons as “cornerstones” to an ordered
small-town existence. Thus, as the film challertesntegrity of small-town structure, the
centre is always already elsewhere; in marginalersrof the map that escape absolute
structuration, in places that belong within the kitwavn yet simultaneously escape its

homogeneous significances and structural impulses.

Erasing the Centre

The film’s relative focus on derelict, marginabsps is only legible insofar that it
also provides fleeting images of traditional cemtwésmall-town life. As has already been
established, it is possible to approach both M&iee® and the church as complementary
community centres, core spaces that structure aedtate myriad small-town discourses.
Importantly, it is these two locations that provitie rare moments in whigkeorge
Washingtorshifts focus back to geographical or conceptualreegrounds. To begin with
Main Street, there are scenes in which it appesssperficially fulfil its idealised function
as a bustling socio-cultural nexus. The most premtinf these depicts thé& 4f July

parade, a commonly cited symbol of small-town dam&esion: as discussed earlier,

103 |pid. Emphasis added.

104 Jacques Derriddemoires: For Paul de Marrans. Cecile Lindsay (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1989), 72; For a discussion efrtie of Architecture in Derridean thought, see
Mark Wigley, The Architecture of Deconstruction: Derrida’s Hayhbndon: M.I.T. Press, 1993).
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Francaviglia notes the “community parad®as one of Main Street’s most prominent
associations, and Esther Romeyn and Jack Kugelnhass this event within the context of

a broader tradition of “small-town pageanttf'In this sequence, Main Street is shown as a
vibrant, communal space; the brightness of the #@isecene reinforces the pervasive sense

of positive communality, as crowds of people watstthe parade passes by (Fig.3.17):

Fig.3.17

Thus, packed with national icons (Uncle Sam, Cowb®&geauty Queens) and contented
families, the street is represented as a venuatadnal (and local) togetherness.
Furthermore, in readings of the symbolic and Mgtireet, the linearity and direction
of the central road is highlighted as an integoaistitutive figure; Meinig argues that “the
basic order is linear: Main Street running eastést, a business thoroughfare aligned with
the axis of national developmenf”Thus, it can be argued that Main Street’s figueatble
as the town’s “central artery” is reliant itselfarpa consistent and contiguous linear
direction, commonly associated with the expanstarasional rhetoric of Manifest Destiny.
The aforementioned scene superficially appearsitwoely this integral compositional
consistency; varied camera angles still providergdly homogeneous directional flow, as
the general orientation of the parade unfolds ftoeright of the frame to the left. However,
the cinematographic rendering of this sequence pigiainst any attempts to establish
absolute spatial continuity. Whilst it is cleartttfze procession is located on a central
avenue, the scene’s editing again separates datkisthe subjects of the parade from this
specific geographical context. Thus, shot primarilyjnedium-length, the sequence

represents the parade not as a continuous movebutras a series of stand-alone icons;

105 FrancavigliaMain Street Revisitedix.

106 Esther Romeyn and Jack Kugelmass, “Community ¥stand the Politics of Memory:
Postmodernity in the American Heartland, Tihe Small Town in America: A Multidisciplinary
Revisit eds. Hans Bertens and Theo D’Haen (AmsterdamtMlversity Press, 1995), 198.
107 Meinig, “Symbolic Landscapes,” 167.
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rather than using a long-take to demonstrate theguge of the parade’s attractions, the film
employs a series of quick cuts, seemingly mimicklmgchanging focus of a single
observer, George. Therefore, Main Street is cootd as an internally paradoxical space;
on the one hand the parade appears to embracgratifig “east to west” movement, whilst
simultaneously being reduced to a chain of discfedetured, disseminative images.

This reading of Main Street as a site of integmaltradiction is reinforced by its
aesthetic rendering throughout the film. Whilst gagade depicts Main Street as a lively,
celebratory locale, other moments of the film repre this space very differently; fleeting
glimpses of the street cast it as materially degg@snd deserted (Fig.3.18):

Fig.3.18

Thus, in this shot from early in the film, Georgelks his dog down the street, passing a
series of boarded-up shops and business premiggsrthntly, this image of Main Street
appears to contradict that which is shown lateh@film. Here the street is robbed of its
perceived communal or structural role, that of eanemic or retail centre; the physical
emptying of this central space figures a semiatiptying of the small-town sign, draining
Main Street of its cultural connotations. As a feseemingly opposed representations of
Main Street are accommodated into a single teig;dimultaneously a socio-cultural hub
and a deserted wasteland. Furthermore, this extemyamd prescribed judgements of good
and bad “sides” of the town that pervade small-taligcourse and are referenced in the text
by Rico: “It's a nice town. | mean, it's like anyher place, | guess. It's got its good parts,
and then, on the other side of the corn, ther¢haréad parts too.Yet, inGeorge
Washingtorthese values are not separated but coexist witleinery fabric of a single

location, Main Street offering a clear example. §,has the centre “is by definition unique,”
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“a point of presence, a fixed origitf® the coexistence of paradoxical images amounts to a
deconstructive attack on Main Street, robbing itlofessential, totalised significance.

Finally, this contradictory visual economy is replied in the film’s representations
of the church. Akin to Main Street, the church e @f the few settings in the film that
appears superficially ordered; we are providedragge of a tidy interior as George and
Buddy chat through a hymn (Fig.3.19):

Fig.3.19

However, this image of a neat, tidy religious stwoe can be contrasted directly with a
strikingly similar scene from earlier in the filim this, Buddy, wearing a Dinosaur mask,
stands on the stage of a similar (but dilapidatddych building, reciting a seemingly

scriptural passage (Fig.3.20):

Fig.3.20

108 Derrida,Writing and Differencg352.
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As can be seen, the two shots share several catiopasisimilarities; both frame the stage
at a perpendicular angle, concentrating on the huigare(s) in the centre of the image.
However, the mise-en-scene of the two buildingseateemely different; whilst the first
(Fig.3.19) is bright and ordered, the second (F&8is marked by signs of abandonment;
graffiti adorns the stage, there are significaesin the walls, and a tree emanates from the
centre of the building. Thus, whilst stylistic atidematographic traits draw the two images
together, the spaces are represented in near tippakterms; bright/dark,
ordered/disordered. Although this contrast caexpained in narrative terms (it is a
different church), these contrasting images stddpice a striking discordance; the provision
of two seemingly oppositional representations withie same conceptual space calls into
direct question the unity or coherence of eithgrict®n. Once again, this observation
evokes Derrida’s critique of the metaphysical cphaé the centre: “the concept of centered
structure — although it represents coherence .itsglfontradictorily coherent® Thus, such
theoretical links dravceorge Washington'sepresentations of centres into broader
strategies that stress the decentering and fragiti@mif the small-town as a cogent cultural

form.

Conclusions

In this chapteriGeorge Washingtohas been approached as a systematic dislocation,
deconstruction, and decentering of the small-tosva grivileged cultural site and narrative
of American national identity. Feeding upon vitigiirative links between architectural,
topographical, and conceptual structures, the diokes small-town space and community
only to cast these as radically disjointed; subwgrkey discursive properties of
geographical and cultural homogeneity, small-towmleness is shattered into a series of
irresolvable textual fragments. Furthermore, notoagimon constructions of the small-town
as a cultural centre, this reading mobilises aifipalty Derridean critique to postulate a
multifaceted structural re-orientation. Thus, iiftelg key narrative events to marginal,
indiscernible, disordered localésgorge Washingtonisualises a microcosmic decentering
of small-town space that figures a broader dislonatf the town itself as a centre of
American cultural life. Finally, whilst tradition&picentres of small-town experience are
occasionally depicted, these are integrated withenfilm’'s broader strategies of textual
fragmentation and conceptual undecidability, cmaglieg their ontological and structural

self-coherence.

19 |bid.
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However,George Washington'sse of architectural and topographical metaphwrs t
posit a radical dismantling of small-town structahmuld not be approached solely as a
destructive act of semiotic sabotage. Instead cthepter's decentering and deconstruction
of the small-town is presented as a precursorrafirmative economy of cultural
différance from the town’s conceptual rubble and figuratiregments, a more fluid,
dynamic and diverse reading of American identity ba assembled. Importantly, such an
act of theoretical production is alluded to by aarin further discussions of deconstruction
through architectural metaphor. Indeed, he arduasdeconstruction operates as a
necessary pre-cursor to any inventive act of cansan, typified by this thesis’ call for a

radical re-inscription of cultural undecidabilty:

Deconstruction does not consist simply of dissawgbr disarticulating or
destroying, but of affirming a certain ‘being toget'...construction is possible only
to the extent that the foundations themselves baee deconstructed.... If the
foundations are assured, there is no construatigither is there any invention.
Invention assumes an undecidability; it assumetsatiha given moment there is
nothing.... Thus deconstruction is the condition afstruction, of true invention, of

a real affirmation that holds something togetheat tonstructs'©

Hence, only by deconstructing and dislocating rédeaconceptualisations of the small-
town as a fixed national centre can a more heteemes, non-proscriptive model of
American cultural experience be erected in itsglattilising George Washingtoas a

textual launching-pad for a radical gesture ofdtal disassemblage, this chapter initiates
a call for new (non-metaphysical) acts of cultw@hstruction that embody this thesis’ more

general theoretical objectives and principles.

110 Jacques Derrida, “The Spatial Arts: An Interviethwlacques Derrida,” iBeconstruction and
the Visual Artseds. Peter Brunette and David Wills (CambridgemBridge University Press, 1994),
27.
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Chapter Five - Denaturalising Nature: Reconsideringhe
American Wilderness

Wilderness and American National Identity

Environmental historiaRoderick Nash positions wilderness at the veryreeoita
developing American character, dating back to tréiest sustained settlement of the New
World in the late 17 century. Introducing the 2001 edition\&ilderness and the American
Mind, Nash contends that “Wilderness was the basiedignt of American culture...with
the idea of wilderness they sought to give thaiilization identity and meaning.'Whilst
following this statement with an exploration of idea’s contestation and transformation
throughout American cultural history, Nash notsseihduring significance to myriad
national identity constructions. Suggesting thae“American attitude toward wilderness is
much older and more complex than we customarilyrass? Nash implies that changing
perspectives on wilderness have actually reaffiriteedultural importance. Simplistically
summarising a perceived shift from treating wild=sas an “adversary” to an “asset,” its
recent appreciation is itself attributed to a heglkd perception that “uncontrolled
nature...had a lot to do with American character taadition.”

Nash'’s influential study of wilderness discoursendastrates a series of intellectual
assumptions that have cemented the concept aatfiigely and culturally significant.
Described as a “the nation’s most sacred mythigfroi# the “breeding grounds of a
particular type of American national characteafid “an article of cultural nationalisrh,”
untamed nature pervades diverse academic engagewigmiAmerican identity. Whether
summarising, reaffirming, or critiquing previousnstructions of nationhood, wilderness
(and its relation to civilisation) is consistentigated as a vital conceptual loctlikis
discursive pre-eminence is supported by more geoetiaal trends that theorisemerican

culture as uniquely and closely related to natDrawing upon readings of the continent as

! Roderick Nashwilderness and the American Mintth ed. (London: Yale University Press, Nota
Bene, 2001), xi.

2 1bid., xiv.

% 1bid.

4 Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, GettiBgck to the Wrong Nature,” idncommon
Ground: Toward Reinventing Natyred. William Cronon (London: W.W. Norton, 1995Y,.7

5> Denis E. Cosgroveseography and Vision: Seeing, Imagining and Repmtisg the WorldLondon:
I.B. Tauris, 2008), 114.

6 Lawrence BuellThe Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Wgt and the Formation of
American CulturgLondon: Belknap, 1995), 14.
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an untouched “virgin land’*arcadia,® or potential “garden?’perceptions of the New
World landscape reinforce the socio-cultural impoce of wilderness terrainspplying a
rhetorical device referred to by Lawrence Bueltths America-as-nature reductiotf,”
numerous popular and theoretical texts reinforcefSomian ideals of America as “nature’s
nation.! Furthermore, Catrin Gersdorf argues that theseeginal links retain their
originary national importance: “the idea of wildess as conceptually definitive in the
formation of an American national identity survivedll into the 26 century”; wilderness
provides “a semiotic frame of reference for definfmerica as a natiort?

Accordingly, the presence of diverse natural disses attests to the function of
wilderness as a cultural narrative, as disparate@ds are rationalised within a series of
totalised conceptual constructs. This narrationatfion is reflected in Leo Braudy’s
assertion that “the implicit but official Americamnew of nature is...a fundamental, even
fundamentalist search for master myths through vhature can be both revealed and
conguered by story:® Furthermore, readings of wilderness as a culnaaiative draw upon
recent scholarship that locates “wild nature” asiaarily socio-cultural construct. William
Cronon provides a radical example of this appraadtis assertion that “far from being the
one place on earth that stands apart from humgmitigerness) is quite profoundly a human
creation — indeed, the creation of very partichiaman cultures at very particular moments
in human history* In turn, he notes that perceptions of wildernesa aatural entity
disguise its status as a cultural product: “Wil@sshhides its unnaturalness behind a mask
that is all the more beguiling because it seemsasaral.*® This view is reinforced by Neil
Evernden, who notes that connotations of “the real'essence” are frequently attached to
the concept of natufé Thus, such observations reinforce the wildernestaphysical
function in an American context; it is renderedracture of semiotic regulation, effacing its

rootedness within specific thought systems andicallcontexts.

7 See Henry Nash Smitljrgin Land: the American West as Symbol and M@#mbridge, Mass:
Harvard University Press, 1970).

8 Leo Marx,The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Raktdeal in America(New York:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 39.

% lbid.

10 Buell, The Environmental Imaginatiois.

11 Leo Braudy, “The Genre of Nature: Ceremonies abbence,” irRefiguring American Film
Genres: History and Theorgd. Nick Browne (Berkeley, CA: University of Clalinia Press, 1998),
280.

12 Catrin GersdorfThe Poetics and Politics of the Desert: Landscape the Construction of
America(New York: Rodopi, 2009), 158.

13 Braudy, “The Genre of Nature,” 280.

14 Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 69.
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16 orne Leslie Neil Everndeif,he Social Creation of Natufgondon: Johns Hopkins University
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Aforementioned scholarly studies chart a rich histd and intellectual tradition of
exploring the significance of wilderness to Amenigational self-coherence. Indeed,
wilderness and the related conception of the feonthderpin notable formative accounts of
the United States’ cultural development; the mostrinent exponent of this intellectual
trend is Frederick Jackson Turner, who directly@lates perceived American values to the
material “wilderness condition” of frontier life dra shared national project of civilising an
alien wild naturé? Furthermore, esteemed®18nd 20' century American writers and
activists (such as Henry Thoreau and John Muirghmeen credited with both transforming
and cementing the prominence of wilderness in Aca@rpopular discoursésin doing so,
conventional historical narratives suggest “transeatalist” or “romantic” figureshifted
the perceived relationship between man and naRather than providing an adversarial
geographical “other” against which to forge natiamaaning, wilderness has also been
theorised as a realm of psychic enrichment and aw&@gnifier of human (and national)
consciousness.

This simplified, foundational summary of Americailderness thought is expanded
upon further in this introductory section. Howeviers important to note the manner in
which these categories structure existing readifigglderness and national identity; in
turn, such observations underlie this chapter’sltast displacement of these self-same
classifications. This economy of two dominant, tielaal paradigms between wilderness and
American identity is neatly summarised by Nash. ig{lsuggesting that “from the raw
materials of the physical wilderness Americansttaugivilization,” he paradoxically notes
that “the roots of the story lie in the fact thatilization created wildernesg?Although
Nash suggests that it is impossible to separaterigais physical and mental relationship
with wilderness, a shift in emphasis between the ftvms of association encapsulates the
differences between existing constructions of Acaariwilderness identity. This
dichotomous logic can be explicated by first retugrto the work of Turner. Whilst the
experience of frontier wilderness is often viewsdi&key constituent of a (dynamic)

American character, for Turner it engendered amdishational ontology by locating

17 Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance offnentier in American History,” ilRereading
Frederick Jackson Turner: “The Significance of #rentier in American History” and Other Essays
ed. John Mack Faragher (New York: Henry Holt, 19®4)60. For discussions of the “frontier
myth,” see Nashyilderness and the American Mjrithh; Richard SlotkinGunfighter Nation: The
Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth-Century Amerigklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press,
1998), 1-26.

18 See Max Oelschlaegérhe Idea of Wilderness: From Prehistory to the AfjEcology(London:
Yale University Press, 1991), 97-204.

19 David Melbye,Landscape Allegory in Cinema: From Wilderness tstéland(Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 35; John R. Shiniagined Country: Environment, Culture and Society
(London: Routledge, 1991), 10.

20 Nash,Wilderness and the American Mind.
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American subjects at “the meeting point betweemgary and civilisation™This perennial
rebirth, this fluidity of American life, this expaion westward with its new opportunities, its
continuous touch with the simplicity of primitivedety, furnish the forces dominating
American character?! Thus, while frontier settlers forged civilisatiomfm wilderness, the
very project of westward expansion provided theeseary material conditions to engender
a uniquely American identity.

Conversely, romantic readings of wilderness plaeatgr emphasis on the
conceptual worth of nature and its relation to harsabjectivity. For example, Max
Oelschlaeger characterises romantic wildernessgemgants as sharing a “poetic view of
nature,” gravitating “towards its wild and mystergoaspects, the felt qualitative rather than
measured quantitative dimensions of experiedt®@/hilst this is attributed to wider
European theological and intellectual trends, chranagttitudes to wild nature are also
discussed in relation to shifting conceptions ofefican identity’® Thus, in postulating the
influence of the romantic “sublime” on American éekrness attitudes, numerous theorists
note that these ideas infiltrated cultural andstictirepresentations of a perceptible national
character. For example, although Cronon postukatamvergence of frontier and sublime
images of the American wilderness, he suggestghisasynergy has encouraged the
“freighting” of wilderness with “cultural symbols]bading wilderness “with some of the
deepest core values of the culture that createddaadized it.2* Furthermore, this shift in
emphasis from a denotative to connotative wildesnig$urther expressed in his assertion
that “the romantic legacy means that wildernessadge a state of mind than a fact of
nature.®®

Thus, wilderness does not merely provide a phy$iasis for forging American
civilisation; it is simultaneously rendered an Iigetual construct and a psychic mirror, an
existential basis for reformulating theistic hunrature relations and American social
ideals. Whilst addressing these aforementioned ¢semith varying degrees of reflexivity,
numerous readings mobilise dualistic formulatianseconcile differing conceptions of
nature and wilderness in an American context; amias of “classical” vs. “romanticz®
“modernist” vs. “romantic¥” and “classical humanist” vs. “progressitfetharacterise this
binary logic. Oppositional framings of discordantderness views are further grounded in

normative historical accounts of their developméstsuggested by Oelschlaeger,
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“romantic” attitudes to the wilderness are freqleobnsidered as a direct critique of
existing views that constructed the American emuinent as an “other” to be overcome and
subjugated?® Nevertheless, certain critical accounts demorestiato-presence of seemingly
antithetical values. For example, Michael L. Jolmgosits a foundational “double attitude”
held by settlers first entering the American westultaneously conceptualising the new
territory as Ederand hell 2° Discussing contemporary cultural perspectives JIRxx@lores a
similar conceptual concurrence: “for more than twe the United States has been at once
a nature-loving and resource-consuming natfihus, whilst American natural discourse
has oscillated between purportedly paradoxicakdsenf wilderness exploitation and
veneration, contemporary critics frequently positsnch views as structurally interrelated
aspects of a shared national narrative.

Evidently, any deconstructive engagement with tidesness necessitates a
fundamental questioning of these reductive, bifisddheoretical frameworks, in which
myriad cultural attitudes are homogenised withitoaymic terms. However, in this critical
overview of American wilderness discourse theseeptual frames are strategically utilised
to structure the following discussion. This doesaunstitute an acceptance of the integrity
of pre-existing representational categories; rathiglly by mobilising normative
classifications can their underlying binary loge ¢haken. In the following analyses |
demonstrate not only the dichotomous relationskigvben differing American conceptions
of wilderness, but also the dualistic foundatiohthe very representations themselves.
Namely, such attitudes tacitly mobilise an ordelirgjc based upon metaphysical
oppositions of nature/culture and wilderness/cgailion, perceptible even in readings that
ostensibly question such dichotomies. Thereforsilai theoretical assumptions can be
observed within seemingly disparate popalad academic responses to the American
environment, accounting for their supposed coemcgen contemporary cultural debates.
Finally, drawing upon recent “ecocritical” scholaifs, | use these discursive analyses as a

basis for textual readings that dismantle pervasireeptual bifurcation®.
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From the “Howling Wilderness” to the “Garden of the World”

Normative accounts of New World settlement thecaiggimarily adversarial
relationship between the human subject and naturdscape. Nash suggests that the
pioneers faced a continent of material and figueatianger; confronted with the “vast
blankness” of a “boundless wilderness,” Euro-Amamig viewed the landscape as a “dark
and sinister symbol,” an acultural realm signifyliagmoral vacuum, a cursed and chaotic
wasteland.*® Subsequent theorists have noted the enduring ismpoetof such attitudes to
prevailing American images of wild nature, arguihgt Americans construct wilderness as
a “negative® or “generic, blank spacé>Such readings endorse a simplistic, totalising
semiotics of American landscape, as it is deemeitafy a lack of cultural meaning itself;
wilderness represents the unrepresentable, an éntpisnan void. In turn, by characterising
the wilderness as essentially acultural, absoldigtinctions are drawn between wilderness
and civilisation.This dualistic gesture is coherently elucidatedviighael Richardson in his
observation that “America’, both as a place anddaa, was founded in an encounter with
what was other to itself,” an “alien” wilderne¥sas Gersdorf cogently summarises,
“wilderness is the metaphoric domain of the otlér.”

Whilst Puritan images of a “howling” nature haveeh linked to pre-existing
cultural and theological discours€syilderness has frequently been considered ash vit
marker of American difference. The sheer scaleeefréngly uncultivated land purportedly
demarcated formative American experiences from jggaa socio-cultural conditions,
confronting settlers with a wilderness that haddemtifiable “old world” equivalent?

Thus, the clear delineation of wild and civilisgzhses is commonly perceived as a
structural foundation for a uniquely expansionigtékican identity. This interplay of
cultural and physical forms is again summarisebysdorf, who argues that: “the
transformation of nature into civilization, landaandscape, landscape into text, and text
into a social and political tool for producing amgbroducing a nation’s cultural identity is a
process foundational for our understanding of Ao®!1® Readings of American cultural

development do not posit a static relationship ketwequitable but opposed values of

33 Nash,Wilderness and the American Mirh.

34 Mark Stoll, “Religion ‘Irradiates’ the Wildernegsn American Wilderness: A New Histosd.
Michael Lewis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 20036.

35 David E. Nye America as Second Creation: Technology and Nareativf New Beginnings
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), 301.

3¢ Michael RichardsorQtherness in Hollywood Cinenfilew York: Continuum, 2010), 18.

37 Gersdorf,The Poetics and Politics of the Deserb9.

3% Nash,Wilderness and the American MjrtB-22, 26; Oelschlaegerhe Idea of Wildernes§8-97
CosgroveGeography and Visiqri06.

39 Gersdorf,The Poetics and Politics of the Desdr-15.

401bid., 13.

237



civilisation and wilderness; rather, their sepamafiacilitates a logocentric, hierarchical
dynamic of subjugation, “a call for expansionisth.”

Narratives of an American identity forged from theilising of wilderness provide
the central thesis for a variety of influentialtbiscal and American studies texts. As
suggested previously, Turner's prominent notioa tirontier thesis” intractably ties the
development of a national character to a contipuatess of westward expansiBms
Henry Nash Smith comments, this conceptualisatiarooveable frontier materialises
ontological divisions; for Turner, “the outer linof agricultural settlement is the boundary
of civilization,” whilst “the wilderness beyond tlieontier” is “the realm of savagery?
Richard Slotkin observes a similar bifurcated econan broader constructions of the
frontier as a “national myth,” positioning wild n&é (and its inhabitants) as the opposite
(and enemy) of American culture: “the moral langecaf the frontier myth is divided by
significant borders, of which the wilderness/cealiion, Indian/White border is the most
basic.”* Thus, expansionist theses of American developmisotreinforce the hierarchical
implications of a foundational nature/culture distion. In characterising the frontiersman
as “the agent of civilization,” Nash notes thawilizing the New World meant enlightening
darkness, ordering chaos, and changing evil intalg®? This argument is replicated in John
R. Short's generalised analysis of New World statestion-building has been intimately
related to conquering the wilderness...the transftonaf the wilderness has a special
place in their national identity*® In turn, Buell claims that nature has been “ottesi in
modern thought’ paradoxically symbolising both empty wildernesd an untapped and
exploitable region of material wealth.

As alluded to previously, historical accountstd tivilising of wilderness
frequently stress theological antecedents. For pigrthe expansionist conception of
Manifest Destiny furnished an overtly nationalisbjpct with religious justification. In such
arguments, holy scripture provides an overarchingfar settlers, a call to continue God’s
work in fashioning Eden from an “unredeemed wagt#laas Short notes, “transforming the
wilderness was a sacred act of redemption as wellsecular act of survival®In drawing
together the theological and national, wildernessaiirse has also been linked with

constructions of American “pastoral ideology” arlde‘ Myth of the Garderr® Whilst
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certain theorists argue that American wild nattseli has been perceived as an earthly
paradise, prominent American discourses veneratedalle landscape” of cultivated
wilderness, “a rural nation exhibiting a happy bakof art and naturé®In turn, American
idealisations of pastoral life are frequently tiedhe cultivation of a singular cultural
identity; Thomas Jefferson attributed America’srfiative democratic ideals of freedom and
individualism to experiences with agrarian langbjfied in his veneration of the “yeoman
farmer.’® Importantly, such an idyll, whilst frequently tted as an implicit critique of
urban civilisatior?? is predicated upon the technological advancesestevn culturé?

Thus, American agrarianism superficially challengeit delineations of cultural
and natural space, positing a civilised wilderresa national “master symbdP.Indeed,
Leo Marx suggests that the “pastoral ideal” engag#s(yet escapes) dualistic
theorisations of nature and culture: “it is locaile@ middle ground somewhere ‘between’,
yet in transcendent relation to, the opposing fwafecivilisation and naturé® However,
the agrarian middle landscape is fundamentallyagusd by the self-same binary structures
that it mediates and (purportedly) eludes. As Ridhahan demonstrates, “Adamic books”
(such as Marx'#achine in the Gardérfupheld a dialectic or binary system of meaning”
that set out a series of dualistic structures leeémdorsing one side of the opposition.
Furthermore, noting the difficulties of definingldeérness and civilisation, Nash argues that
differing subjective images of wilderness shouldapproached as a “spectrum of conditions
or environments ranging from the purely wild on tme end to the purely civilized on the
other — from the primeval to the pavedh suggesting that this model accounts for a
“shading or blending” of natural and cultural lacaiges, Nash locates the agrarian middle
landscape as a centre-point: “in the middle postiofithe spectrum is the rural or pastoral
environment...that represents a balance of the famteature and marf® However, as
suggested in chapter one, continuum models canopdsate if their conceptual endpoints
maintain essentiad priori ontologies that can be subsequently merged onbtatha Thus,
American wilderness thought can be approachedratafuentally logocentric, even in those

cases that it reflexively challenges its dualiftiendations®
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The “Romantic” Wilderness

Whilst the subjugation of wilderness is treated &sundational national pursuit,
scholarly accounts of American identity often pasttomantic” counter-attitude that arose
as its historical antonym. As suggested earliegithat superficially venerate wilderness
landscapes are usually formulated as an antithei®se that treat American nature as a
conquerable acultural other; as Nash argues, teadpf “romantic” aesthetic ideas led to
“a striking change in the concept of wild natunetiich “by the middle decades of the
nineteenth century” had ensured “wilderness wasgeized as a cultural and moral
resource and a basis for national self-esté@iliis statement implies a radical, ongoing
change in American wilderness thought, in whichltigmcentric subjugation of nature
comes under fundamental critique; indeed, as Nagbsan 2001, “American wilderness
appreciation and preservation must be understoogcast, revolutionary and still
incomplete.®

Superficially, a number of prominent ideas assedatith cultural “romanticism”
destabilize the classical delineation of civilisateind wilderness. For example, romanticism
ostensibly stresses the theological interconneetelaf cultural and natural worlds, a moral
imperative calling for direct human experiencetaf wilderness. Whilst Nash claims that
defining romanticism is fraught with difficulty, hetes that the movement engendered a
general “appreciation” of wilderness by intractabsociating nature with a heavenly
creator®® If wilderness now signified God’s work, the deftsovided a unifying structure
that granted humanity and nature the same ontabggsence; “the romantics had a
pantheistic vision, a belief that god was everywti&f Thus, as Oelschlaeger summarises,
“nature was not alien but rather kindred to hunfants' a product of God’s unifying
presence as “first cause of all”; “God was the tidgf mind and nature.® By extension,
any absolute separation of humanity from naturawiie/s their fundamental spiritual
relatedness; the connection between “humans andefias established as vital “to the
Romantics in their critical reaction to Modernisff.”

The romantic association of God with nature iselpsinked to contemporaneous
theorisations of the sublime. Explored by't&ntury philosophers such as Immanuel Kant

and Edmund Burke, experience of the sublime enghed'nature and wilderness began to
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take on meanings of reverence and a¥@yecipitating an aesthetic response of “exultation
awe and delight” at the spectacle of wild nafiifeurthermore, the sublime is posited as the
product of an unmediated experience of the diviiséding in the wilderness; Oelschlaeger
notes that “the feelings of the sublime were, mtifadition of physico-theology,
contemporary evocations of the same feelings humdrékperienced in the prelapsarian
condition when God manifested himself directi/I this sense, the sublime encapsulates
the perceived transformation of wilderness fronegative to “a sacred spacé.lh doing
so, the sublime also appears inextricably tiedinantic theorisations of Man'’s spiritual
connection with wilderness. The sublime experieaatealises attempts “to correlate the
processes of the human mind to the surroundingalatniverse.™

American manifestations of romantic wilderness apation exemplify this
idealised integration of natural and cultural ferc8tressing the experiential connectedness
of nature and the sublime, romantics establishedderness experience that “brought about
not a bewilderment but a renewed contact with depggchological truths and a more
pronounced spiritual awareneg$Typified by Thoreau’s assertion that “in wildnésshe
preservation of the world,” romantic ideals provile apparent source of a prominent
American ecological trope, the “beneficial retreathe wilderness’® Here, the human
subject utilises the seclusion of nature to leamdimental existential truths, a greater
understanding of the human soul or psyche; wildmgprovides “contemplative encounters,
occasions for human beings to reflect on life apghwos, on meaning and significanéglh
positing the potentially enriching power of wildess, such narratives draw upon
“primitivist” discourses typified by the writingd dean-Jacques Rousseau; “wild nature was
idealized as an oasis free of the ills of civiliaat” allowing a potential return to a “natural
existence” that placed humanity in a unmediateatimiship with the environmefitin this
sense, wilderness “became a symbol of an earthfdpse, the place of before the fall where
people lived in close harmony and deep sympathly mature.”®

Finally, romantic ideas of an “intense personabimement with and aesthetic

response to nature” have been read as a reaffomatiwilderness as central component of
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American national identity’ As Nash notes, the supposedly virgin contineripathless
forests and savages” appeared to closely encapsdéstls of mysterious nature engrained
in the “romantic imagination’® Furthermore, the romantic re-inscription of holyderness
is established as an important source of sociasioh and national pride: “if, as many
suspected, wilderness was the medium through whathspoke most clearly, then America
had a distinct moral advantage over Europe, wheméudes of civilization had deposited a
layer of artificiality over His works” This construction of wilderness as a “cultural and
moral resource and a basis for national self-esteleminates discourses on
contemporaneous representations of ndflifgpified by the work of artists like Thomas
Cole, pictorial representations of the Americardioape cemented idealisations of
wilderness as a “source of nationalisththis marked a historical “shift from a primarily
religious to a national, psychological, and litgraignificance of wildernes$? Thus, the
multifaceted romantic discourse of wilderness #tealogical realm, an environment of
human and natural synergy, and a site of natior@d@ionalism are drawn together in the
positioning of wild nature as a centre-point fatesveloping American character.

Whilst romantic views are historicised as an ogétique of existing wilderness
formulations, recent ecocritical work has demortsttdheir shared foundation in
metaphysical binary logic. For example, J. Bairdli@att diagnoses a structural affinity
between seemingly distinct wilderness attitudesciwhe groups under the term “the
received wilderness ide&>Stressing the links between perceptions of wiliirgaand

puritan theology, Callicott argues:

To the first generations of Puritans in Americanmaas created in the image of god
and, if not good, at least the Elect among men aten the service of a good God
to enlighten a benighted, dismal and howling witéess continent. To later
generations of Puritans, the positive and negailes of the dualism were
reversed.... Nature became a foil for man’s sinsdeptavity. It was transformed

into the embodiment of goodné&$s.
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Rather than fundamentally dismantling classicatlerihess narratives, romantic views are
treated as outgrowths of the same philosophicati@mlogical systems. Both attitudes rely
upon a strict, hierarchical opposition between reatund culture; as Evernden notes,
conflicting views of nature as “pure” and “bestiale “flip sides of a semantic coin that was
minted in our distant pas€® Thus, the frequent positioning of romanticism asitique of
cultural modernity structurally reifies a strichlhry opposition between natural and cultural
environments initiated in more adversarial concalations of wildernes$.For example,
although Thoreau theorised “an organic connectetwden Homo sapiens and nature,”
such a correspondence can only be experiencedgthiaouabsolutist rejection of human
civilisation; as Oelschlaeger argues, “Thoreaudvel that the essence of freedom resides
not in culture but in naturé”In this manner, wilderness/civilisation oppositare
retained in a simplistically inverted form; as S€arbitt notes, “the Romantics sang up the
resistance of wilderness to ‘improvement’, reinfogcthe sense that the forests and
mountains were the other of the factories and temésti®®

Finally, the logocentric tenor of these critiqugedurther cemented by addressing
perceived currents of “resourcism” and “preservatim” in contemporary wilderness
thought. Oelschlaeger intractably ties “resouragseovation” with “the intense
homocentrism of Judeo-Christianity and the alchefrylodernism,” echoing foundational
American ideals of nature as an entity that “eg)stplely as means in terms of which
human ends might be fulfilled* Thus, foundational definitions of nature as a huma
resource reaffirm an outlook in which “Human likes place outside of nature, and the
boundaries between wilderness and civilisationdafiite.”® Conversely, preservationism
is perceived as a direct challenge to resouraiss aarguing for the protection of certain
natural areas as dynamic, singular ecosystemg;udiul world under threat from human
intervention. Although environmental preservatippears diametrically opposed to
conservationist aims, they are both predicated tiperclear, modernist delineation of
civilisation and wildernes¥.Noting a dominant premise that “nature, to be radtunust
also be pristine — remote from humanity and unteddby our common past,” Cronon
argues that environmentalist discourse appealwitterness as the standard against which

to measure the failings of our human worl@iThus, in directly opposing debased
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civilisation with pure nature, “wilderness embodiegdualistic vision in which the human is
entirely outside the natural®For Cronon, preservationism reinforces the sarserglist
economy that underlies nature/culture antagonistiri‘@nvironmentally irresponsible
behaviour”: “to the extent that we celebrate wittess as the measure with which we judge
civilization, we reproduce the dualism that setshnity and nature at opposite pol&As

a result, romantic currents in American wildernegsrate within closed systems of
logocentric antinomy, tying them closely to metagbgl meaning-structures and the

specific national identity discourses they sustain.

Cinematic Nature

In relating this chapter’s case-study texts witteaonstructive reading of American
wilderness, this project can be contextualisediwitbcent scholarly attempts to reconsider
the relationship between nature and cinema. Nunsdtmoretical texts have approached the
cinematic representation of wild landscapes asweaviteration of an antagonistic (and
destructively anthropocentric) relationship betwdemarcated cultural and natural spheres.
For example, whilst eventually challenging suclalising assertions, Derek Bousé
ironically inflates common arguments that likenesiratic representations of the
environment to the material exploitation and subjian of wilderness; he bemoans that
wildlife films are often viewed as “attempts to exa sort of god-like control over naturé.”
Such attitudes are critically interrogated in Dalvigram’s more detailed work on
wilderness cinematography. In arguing that a vaéistylistic, aesthetic, and formal
processes have been used to construct naturaigsedts free of human artifice, Ingram notes
that this trend reinforces a hierarchical humanestimatural object division; “the cinematic
construction of natural landscape as pristine &@tan an aesthetics of exclusiéhCiting
ecocritics like Karla Armbruster and Andrew Rosgram then unpacks recent academic
discourses that have intractably related the citierapparatus to a multifaceted domination
of wilderness, enacting a figurative despoilingplekation, and occupation of natural space
and resource¥.Finally, Ingram notes a medium-specific arguméat tinematic
landscapes are often relegated to an auxiliaryatiaerrole, operating as (in Jhan

Hochman'’s words) “a two-dimensional backdrop tohhenan drama®
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However, this seemingly inherent representatisabjugation of landscape has
been questioned in several recent works of filnothelndeed, Ingram ultimately questions
the validity of such readings by noting an “imdifdrmalism” that is “problematic®® Thus,
basing his counter-argument on the premise thatrttbaning of a shot is context-
dependent,” Ingram observes that “there is...notmrgshot of an empty landscape that
inherently signifies the separation of human beings nature, or the desire to master and
exploit nature.* Linking this issue to a specifically American matal context, he then
notes that “images of sublime landscapes in Amenagoular culture have served the
interests of both preservationism and developntEmending on the context of their
reception.®! Similarly, Braudy suggests that “nature films”"riypopular cinema into a
prominent discursive arena within which aforememeit wilderness dualisms can be
critically interrogated: “the nature-culture continm has a major thematic and structural
force in the films, especially in terms of tensidmeween civilization...and primitivisnmt®?

These observations underlie new trends in film Egbhip that account for a greater
variety of cinematic landscape representations.tidiasminently, recent texts theorise a
shift in the significance of environment in relatito the film's narrative protagonists. For
example, several critics have constructed “ecouBrigxtual analyses that treat nature as
the primary repository of cinematic meaning, extagdeyond its assumed role as a
denotative backdrop. For example, Pat Breretorhigpsthesised a growing emphasis on
wilderness in recent Hollywood film, in which subk spectacle elevates the natural world
from a role as setting to one which figures a medtof complex ecological ideas.
Ultimately, Brereton postulates the possibilityaodirect address between landscape and
audience; “raw nature” speaks “unmediated” throsjgctacular visual excess,
“foregrounded” in its own term$? As a result, rather than being defined in relatmon
human or cultural activity, images of sublime nataarry their own appeal and significance,
allowing them to act as potential conduits for ugopecological themes; indeed, Brereton
argues that in many popular films the environmtsglfi determines the actions of the human
protagonist$®*

Conversely, David Melbye approaches the naturar@enment in cinema neither as
background object or foreground subject, but ratisea reflection of “inner subjective states

of the principle character or protagoni¥®Thus, Melbye’s reading problematizes previous
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considerations of environment as pristine and aailltinstead, such an approach alludes to
the interrelations between nature and culture imstracting a “landscape of the mind,” a
process frequently related to broader culturadéeies of constructing meaningful “place”
from natural “space'®® P. Adams Sitney also argues that “the landscajpearmtive

cinema” should not merely be approached as blackdvaps; rather, they “are latent
expressionistic theatres, confronting or echoirgrtinds of the human figures within
them.”%7 Finally, engaging with similar issues in a narro@®uit relevant) corpus, Scott
MacDonald specifically explores the role of culueandscapes in recent American
independent cinema. Whilst MacDonald’s text focuee®st exclusively upon existing
categories of experimental or avant-garde filnonite again demonstrates the pervasiveness
of natural space in recent film criticism. Spegiflg, MacDonald’s study links cinematic
images of nature to prominent constructions of Acaer place, a focus that both informs
and augments the aims of this thé&s.

Yet, whether theoretically privileging the specéaof nature above narrative action,
or locating it as a reflection of personal or nasibsubjectivity, this growing emphasis on
cinematic landscape does not challenge anthropaceedineations. Whilst rejecting the
strict exclusion and subjugation of the environmanpristine, the integrity of nature and
culture as coherent categories is ensured; asrantantic challenges to the classical
wilderness, the conscious foregrounding of natowak cultural content constitutes a
simplistic inversion of bifurcated theoretical fras Similarly, whilst the attribution of
cultural meaning to the natural landscape may stggeinterrelation of natural and cultural
realms, they remain practicably separate. For adtureflect culture both concepts must
remain distinctly definable and self-coherent;aistconception of nature signifies
particular, unified cultural meanings (“allegorizg) the mindset of a particular natioA%)
Nevertheless, such approaches provide a richaridiscourse within which the following
analyses can actively intervene. Rather than rgatlis chapter’s case-study films as further
reformulations of a static relationship betweernureaind culture, they will be approached as
overdue deconstructive engagements with the mesagshgf American wilderness.

The first case-studypead Man(1995), provides a sustained disruption of the
nature/culture dualism that underlies diverse wildgs constructions. Primarily read as an

idiosyncratic western, the film’s relationship wiflimerican cultural narration has been
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contextualised within broader interrogations o$thenre’s attributes, icons, and
oppositions. However, whilst readings of the texaaleconstructive Western are common,
any sustained analysis of the film’'s representationilderness has been largely sidelined.
Thus, refocusing existing generic interpretatiofithe film, this reading suggests tta¢ad
Man elucidates a number of broader theoretical tesdioat precipitate intense debate in
ecocritical discourses. Conceptual couplets ofreatulture and wilderness/civilisation are
radically effaced by a consistent logic of undebility, a Derridean gesture already
established in this thesis’ earlier analyses. Rinatonclude with a close-reading of the
film’s re-mapping of linearity and horizontality lngocentric cinematic and cultural
landscape depictions.

As explored earlier, popular and literary discoarseat the wilderness as a
theoretical and material foundation of Americarntud; however, wild nature is
simultaneously read as a socio-cultural constriahcAmerican national imagination. In
recent critical readings @erry (2002), a similar paradoxical economy is legibkettee
text’'s wilderness setting is interpreted as eittrencultural “other” to the protagonists or as
the product of their shifting and chaotic subjeiti®g. In contrast, | argue that the film
reflexively questions the very project of estaliligrany fixed meaning fronGerry’s
landscape setting. By focusing specifically onftirenal and stylistic rendering of
wilderness terrains, this chapter locates witharry’slandscape(s) a reflexive critique of
normative wilderness cinematography; the film’'sisgtis rendered as a terrain of
ontological undecidability, evidenced by the fraugtiempts of5erry’s protagonists to
interpret and escape the wilderness. TResry’'s wilderness environs evoke a variety of
semiotic and structural processes that motion tdsvélsut ultimately defer) any intelligible

cultural significance, rendering it a heterogendangscape ddifférance

Dead Manand the Western Wilderness

“Look out the window. Doesn't this remind you of ahyou were in the boat, and then later
that night you were lying looking up at the ceilimgnd the water in your head was not
dissimilar from the landscape. And you think to gg&lf, ‘Why is it that the landscape is

moving, but the boat is still?"

The above quote, uttered by a train’s firemangj@n Glover) to William Blake
(Johnny Depp), instituted8ead Man’scentral narrative arc and its consistent engagemen
with wilderness/civilisation antinomies. Leavinghlred his Cleveland home for
accountancy work in the frontier town of Machindgl travels across a transformative

western landscape. On the journey, he is conframyetisparate characters and natural
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vistas, punctuated by foreboding, violent sceneqliserves locals shooting Buffalo
through the windows of the carriage, and is watmethe fireman that he is as likely to
“find his own grave” as he is prosperity.Arriving at the end of the line, Blake steps with
trepidation through the town’s central thoroughfatgrounded by steer skulls and other
signifiers of deatA!! Reaching his prospective employer, Blake is thit he is too late,
and that his job has already been filled. He demamdee the plant’s owner, but upon
entering Mr. Dickinson’s (John Hurt) office he is¢atened with a shotgun and retreats to a
nearby saloon. Outside the tavern Blake meets aamaramed Thel (Mili Avital). Blake
spends the night with her, before their ententetesrupted by Charlie, her ex-boyfriend
(Gabriel Byrne). Aiming a pistol at his rival, Characcidently shoots Thel dead, the bullet
passing through her and into Blake; Blake retaismgkilling Charlie, before escaping on a
stolen horse.

Awaking in the wild garden beyond Machine, Blakal§ he is being treated by a
Native American who goes by the moniker “NobodyaFarmer); he unsuccessfully
attempts to cut the bullet out of Blake’s mortalund. When told that he is talking to
William Blake, Nobody is aghast, confusing the wdeith Easterner with the famous British
poet; he is aware of the writer's work from his Estgeducation, following his capture,
deportation, and exploitation as a circus act. Attsipoint, Nobody assumes an
overarching narrative goal, to guide Blake to thestern shore; Blake’s expiring form will
be set out onto the Pacific Ocean, a spiritualmerg designed to send his soul to “the next
level of the world.” The film’s remaining scene® &tructured around the pair’s travels
across the wilderness, as they are stalked by @ilarahd bounty hunters (Lance Henriksen,
Michael Wincott and Eugene Byrd) eager to cashriewaard for Blake’s capture or death
(offered by Mr. Dickinson, Charlie’s father). Enedering (and extinguishing) these threats,
Blake gradually transforms into a “proficient kill¢"? Blake and Nobody’s journey finally
ends when they reach a Makah settlement on thdwWNest coast; by this point Blake is near

death. In the film’'s final scene, Blake floats tmsea on a canoe; as he looks back at the

119 This chapter avoids analysing this sequence dae fthundance of existing readings. For
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shore for a final time, he sees a gunfight betwdebody and one of the bounty hunters, a
shootout that ends fatally for both participants.

Unsurprisingly, existing readings Biead Mancontextualise the film within generic
discourses of the western. Importantly, the esthbient of landscape as prominent focus in
recent film scholarship appears partially indelitedrominent studies of this genre; as
Cubitt summarises, “the old Western, as myth adiorof the nation-state in the USA, was
characteristically interested in westward expandiothe civilising of the wilderness, and
the preservation of wilderness values into the yamlilised.™*® Addressed explicitly in
structuralist genre studies, a series of binarysjtions have been used to elucidate the
western’s semantic compositidi;these antinomies are cast as mythic contradigtions
mirroring the conceptual tensions embedded withiradder discourses on wilderness and
American national identit}*®> Nevertheless, structuralist approaches reify ta@aphysical
arrangements they interrogate: as demonstratdakiprevious chapter on small-town films,
such approaches solidify the antonymic terms thiggys rationalising a potential
multiplicity of representations into restrictiveraeptual monoliths.

Bearing in mind this discursive context, readinfj®ead Manostensibly redress
the conceptual paradoxes present in foundatiomakbgatudies; in doing so, they forward a
purportedly deconstructive assault upon the wesWiilst an exhaustive survey of these
readings is impossible, it is interesting to ndt&t the film has been universally located
within a series of western sub-categories, eachesiing that the text reconfigures the
foundational attributes of a recognisable cinenfatim; it has been referred to as an “anti-
western,*® a “revisionist western'*” and a “post-westerr® amongst other tags. These
varied interpretative structures tacitly cementftlma’s reception within specific generic
frames, despite ostensibly challenging its tropssiGregg Rickman notes: “evensad
Man erases its genre it confirms its ongoing vitaldgpendent as this very interesting film

is in so many ways on the genre’s form and conwestfor its very existencé®
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Rickman’s observation demonstrates a reflexiveaseareness indicative of his
reading of the film as a “western under erastiféah approach informed by his assertion
that the film's textual properties can be fruitjulllucidated by Derridean theory. Indeed,
Rickman’s analysis sustains an explicitly decordive emphasis upodead Man'’s
“evident hostility to fixed meanings,” renderingetfilm a “nihilist statement of protest?
Thus, utilising a reading of deconstruction as @utdle gesture” of “reversal followed by
displacement,” Rickman argues that the film disswpéstern narratives, tropes, and icons;
generic conventions are “inverted,” whilst the fénmarrative “forms a series of cancelling
operations.*?? Justus Nieland also utilises an explicitly Dergéidemethodology to analyse
how the film reflexively interrogates processesefusion and exclusion implicated in the
construction of popular western narratives. Hisoaot concludes that the film
simultaneously defamiliarizes the genre and renateg marginal perspectives into the
“western archive,” leaving such forms open to fattransformative iteratior€® Themes of
wilderness and national identity are frequentlylioipwithin these post-structuralist
readings; such subjects are discerniblBéad Man’sperceived subversion of westward
expansionist narratives and ethnocentric constmstof a natural or savage Native
American “other.??* Furthermore, in engaging frontier discourses ginere again evokes
an image of a pristine wilderness that is implidatetheorisations of American national
identity; arguing that “it is widely believed thite Myth of the Frontier constitutes the
single most important frame of reference for Am&dcself-understanding,” Melinda
Szaloky suggests that this cultural narrative “dspihe territory lying beyond the frontier as
an abundant and unappropriated land that is sithghe for the taking'#®

However, aforementioned deconstructive scholarfyegches have avoided a
sustained consideration of the film’'s wildernegzesentations; only Nieland and Szaloky
offer brief discussions of the formal and cinemaapdic strategies used in representing the

film's landscapes, analyses accommodated into aderare-inscription of western
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history1? Thus, direct interrogations of the film’s natuealvironment have been frequently
occluded in favour of Blake’s shifting subjectivithe representation of Native Americans,
and other generic themes (such as violence, ma#gutind capitalism). Crucially, the
critical foci of these readings reflects anothentt in western scholarship outlined by
Deborah A. Carmichael, who asserts that “in studfedbe Western, the importance of the
landscape itself, the idyllic or treacherous enwinent negotiated in these films, often
receives supporting-role status, yet without timelJaAmerican national mythmaking
wouldn’t exist."?’

Whilst sidelined in academic readings, antonymanthas of wilderness and
civilisation have received greater prominenc®@&ad Man’spopular and critical reception.
Accordingly, they provide a useful jumping-off ppfrom which to construct a sustained
theoretical challenge to American wilderness naseat For example, Kent Jones’ review
makes general observations regarding the divessitiye film’s landscapes, suggesting that
“the film moves through many types of terrain, fi@ore than in most Westerns....Dead
Man, the disjunction between people and place...bloom{s)full flower.”?® Here, Jones
implicitly engages a number of interesting tensiembedded within wilderness discourse;
whilst he implies thaDead Manconstructs the landscape as vast and acultuisthéen
qualified by the observation that such “wide-oppaces” connote “lonely unease,” ensuring
that there is “no mastery here among the white h&mowever, such comments do not
trigger a more detailed deconstruction of the tewtilderness representations; whilst the
connotations attached to civilising conquest avelited, the adversarial relationship
between nature and culture is retained in repratiens of humanity’s “violently aggressive
dominance” of naturé&®

Dead Man’sthematic interest in wilderness/civilisation opipiosis becomes a more
explicit focus of Jacob Levich’s semi-academic egyias he argues that the film’s setting
“acknowledges no bright line between CivilizatiordawVilderness, but only a continuous
material reality, one in which the substance otiretind the works of man are inextricably
intertwined.™*! Thus, Levich prefigures his discussion with a pt&dly radical
observation: “Jarmusch flatly rejects the bipokanbolism of traditional Westerns, most

obviously where Civilization and Wilderness are @anmed.**? However, Levich again

126 Nieland, “Graphic Violence,” 177-178; Szaloky, 7ale N/nobody Can Tell,” 54.

127 Deborah A. Carmichael, “Introduction,” the Landscape of Hollywood Westerns: Ecocriticism i
an American Film Genteed. Deborah A. Carmichael (Salt Lake City, Utdhiversity of Utah Press,
2006), 1.

128 Kent Jones, Review @ead Man dir. Jim JarmusclGineaste22, no. 2 (1996): 46.

129 |bid.

130 |bid.

131 Jacob Levich, “Western Auguries: Jim Jarmusé&esad Mar”’ Film CommenB2, no. 3 (1996):

41,

132 |bid.

251



sustains an antagonistic, expansionist divisioweeh nature and culture. Specifically, his
assertions reinforce American ideals of Manifesttidg at the same time he purports to
challenge the purity of its underlying conceptsir‘from wallowing in the romantic concept
of ‘virgin territory,’ the film depicts a mid-19tbentury America in which capitalism has
already embraced and transformed the farthest esaafithe continent!®® As a result,

whilst Levich argues for a merging of the civilisadd wild, this mixture resembles a
simplistic reversal of the engineered middle laagscthat stands as the idealisgdsof
expansionist narratives. Furthermore, in readiegitm’s natural setting as polluted with
“the detritus of westward expansion,” the integmatof the two concepts evokes a discrete,
hierachical imposition of “the works of man” upompi@viously pristine wilderness
landscapé3* The pollutive artefacts of civilisation are mgrstattered on the surface of the
wilderness scene, renderibgad Man’slandscapes as the juxtaposition of discrete
substances that carry static, unchanging ontolbgroperties.

In summary, several critics have superficiallyeed inDead Mana reflexive
challenge to wilderness/civilisation dualisms. Heeie these accounts demonstrate
problematic methodological limitations that my aysé attempts to redress. Firstly, Jones
and Rickman only offer limited analysis of the &ttt and formal strategies utilised in
representing wilderness landscape in the texthéunore, whilst Levich does analyse of the
film's natural representations, these are suppouiva totalised interpretation in which
discrete notions of wilderness and civilisation ‘angertwined” rather than deconstructed.
Conversely, this reading &fead Manis inaugurated by an explicitly Derridean desire t

fundamentally rupture this pervasive logocentricrexny.

Destabilising Nature and Culture inDead Man

Returning to this analysis’ open solilogiBead Maninstitutes a problematic
nature/culture economy from its very beginningsiiestrain’s fireman reminds Blake of a
time when “the water in your head was not dissinfilam the landscape,” a clear semiotic
link is constructed between two seemingly antonysuaisstances: the human subject and
natural object. Jonathan Rosenbaooches upon this in his monograph@ead Man for
him, the fireman’s words imply an “inability to disguish between inner consciousness and
external reality,” a theme he discerns throughbetfim.’*®* Rosenbaum diagnoses this
discursive preoccupation throughout director Jinmligch'’s wider oeuvre: “he returns

repeatedly to the notion of looking at the samagtin different ways — or looking at
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different things the same way® Yet, this sequence is equally readable as a direct
interrogation of apecificstructural antinomy, challenging the crystalli@atof nature and
culture as discrete, hierarchical alternativeshinfireman’s monologue this strategy of
collapsing interiority and exteriority is providedspecifically biological figuration; his
words introduce a natural textual motif (“the wateyour head”) that figures their semiotic
fluidity. Rather than postulating a simplistic espondence between two discrete
conceptual elements, this brief remark inauguratesiexive, undecidable dynamic in
which the cultural subject is presented in term#hefnatural object, and vice-versa.

The encounter between Blake and the fireman is1 oéiad as a future echo,
prefiguring Blake’s death at the film’'s conclusiétickman exemplifies this reading of the
film’s “circular” structure, arguing that a serieknarrative allusions and repetitions
imprison the protagonist in an “endlessly repeatipgje.”*” However, the scene does not
simplistically actualise the words uttered in the's opening sequence. Rather, it also re-
signifies the ontological fluidity and indiscerrity those same words connote. In the film’'s
final moments Blake is laid out in a canoe, lookiogzards the heavens in a point-of-view
shot (Figs.4.1-4.2):

136 |phid., 13.
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Figs.4.1-4.2

This particular sequence bears striking similasitigth a particular line of the
aforementioned monologue: “Doesn’t this remind pbwhen you were in the boat, and
then later that night you were lying looking ugts ceiling?” Yet, when visualised in the
film’s final moments, “the ceiling” is the sky itea counterpart to the “mirror of water”
upon which the boat now floats. In figuring two una realms (the sea and the sky) through
cultural metaphor (the mirror and the ceilin@gad Manprovides a further representational
challenge to the self-identity of natural and cidtispaces.

This strategy of contaminating textual elementhwiaces of paradoxical meanings
is replicated in the film’s final shot. Drifting ithe Pacific Ocean, Blake’s canoe is gradually
assimilated into the surrounding waves; it is sufestl by the natural environment it

navigates (Fig.4.3):

Fig.4.3
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Here, the scene is represented through an extremgeshot, a cinematographic choice that
conventionally contextualises the human figure imitnvast, empty landscape. Indeed,
Rosenbaum endorses this normative reading, suggehat “the film ends with a wide
expanse of cavernous sky and ocean conceivedematy stage® However, this
interpretation reinforces aforementioned constomatiof natural purity, ensuring its
continuing perception as profoundly acultural. Altgtively, the apparent integration of the
boat into the landscape suggests a more complexsuactive gesture; as the canoe is no
longer visible upon the sea, the oppositional cptecthese two elements signify are no
longerdivisible. The canoe is simultaneously preserdabsent, drifting in a choppy,
dynamic milieu of fluid conceptual relations.

Another recurring image that collapses a dualistittire/culture economy can be
found throughout the film’'s central journey, as & aliscovers “Wanted” posters
advertising a reward for his death or capture. 8lgst encounters the posters within the
natural landscape itself; he tears down multipeeshwhen he finds them nailed to tree-
trunks (Fig.4.4):

Fig.4.4

Superficially, the presence of these posters cardt as a signifier of nature/culture
antagonism; infiltrating the landscape of Blakessape, the posters demonstrate the
potential reach and power of an omnipresent hurmatuare, free to enter and inscribe the
wilderness at wilt*® Indeed, the presence of the printed word is itsiedn represented as
the apotheosis of civilisation. As a technologyefmounded within the diegesis, it embodies

the destructive being of western civilisation; liketal (typified by knifes, trains, and guns)
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it “leads to alienation and deatf”However, the manner in which the posters are
incorporated into the text suggests a more comgtiectural relationship between
wilderness and civilisation. Specifically, the matent of these posters on trees encourages
us to ruminate on the natural constituents than fabase for this supposed cultural
signifier; just as paper contains traces of wooitsigenetic composition, the cultural status
that the paper connotes is also re-inhabited logsraf its natural “other.” Furthermore, this
formulation invests seemingly natural objects wveitiftural functions; used as a frontier
noticeboard, the trees themselves are grantedafaanpurpose as a civilised medium, a
humanised form that disseminates a universal Isigucode. Thus, trees and posters are
presented as undecidable signifier®ath culture and nature; traces of antithetical termes a
perceptible within the very substance of specéidual elements.

Finally, the dual status of thesebstances within the filis further demonstrated in
the “paper flowers” manufactured by Thel. Obseniieg harassment outside the town’s
saloon, Blake approaches her, ostensibly to hekoler up (and her belongings, a basket
filled with flowers). Upon reaching her, Blake risak that the flowers are artificial, made of
paper. After walking Thel home Blake enters herrbeah, and they discuss the flowers
further; she eventually hopes to replicate the @imvnatural scent by adding perfume to her
creations, which she also intends to make outllobsice she can afford the endeavour. The
artificiality of the flowers has often been integtgd as an example of the frontier town’s
unequivocal status as civilisation’s destructivethposis: as Szaloky remarks, “the only
flowers that grow in the slush and mud of Machireraade of paper* Conversely, for
Rickman this is a sign of Blake's deficient imadioa, a theme used to construct
intertextual links betweeDead Manand William Blake’s poetry; unable to suspend
disbelief, the protagonist cannot look beyond tméase appearance of the synthetic
organism, a fatal character flaw that ensures bistward journey will end in “puzzled
defeat.’2 Building upon this observation, it can be extraped that his discordant response
to the flowers is itself a sign of the impossilyildf accommodating them within existing
logical paradigms. As discussed earlier, the statypsper as an artificial, cultural artefact is
undermined by its clear juxtaposition with a nats@urce. This dynamic is replicated in the
sequence where Blake helps Thel outside the saémmhis further displayed as Blake
escapes her room following the shootings; both secgs include static shots that fixate on

the flowers lying on the surface of mud, as if pdgorotruding from the soil (Figs.4.5-4.6):
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Figs.4.5-4.6

Yet, this image is immediately shattered: as Blatkempts to pass them back to Thel, she
comments that those that have communed with nater&uined.” Furthermore, Thel's
attempts to augment the flowers’ natural verisitmile appeals to the further addition of
synthetic processes; silk and perfume are suggastedprovements to her creations, yet
these reinforce the flowers’ status as productaunfan artifice. Therefore, the flowers
comprise a further destabilising motif, embodyingtate of semiotic flux and alterity.
Whilst accompanying images and dialogue furnisHltheers with either a natural or
cultural status, they are almost instantaneouslyrigen by further textual elements that
stress a diametrically opposed ontology. Thusfltveers are always already inhabited by

traces of meanings that are necessarily disavowednhetaphysical structural violence.

Dead Man Circularity, and Wilderness Geometry

As suggested previously, studies of landscafigeiad Manhave been limited in

comparison to anthropocentric foci; landscape imllg addressed as a brief addendum to
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broader discussions of the film's engagement wighwestern. In turn, when issues of
environmental representation have been discudsey have drawn myriad antithetical
responses. For example, Gino Moliterno draws direaiparisons between the film's
landscape and earlier forms of magisterial landschgpiction, suggesting that the film's
black and white cinematography is “reminiscenthaf hature photographs of Ansel
Adams.™* Conversely, purportedly revisionist readings ssgggatDead Manactively
avoids presenting wilderness as a spectacle, fogusi landscapes that diverge from the
western’s normalised expansive vistas. This inetgpion is typified by Nieland, providing a

rare close-reading of the film’s setting:

Jarmusch radically reframes the natural landsaafering neither the limitless
panoramic shots of natural sublimity that offer ldwed up for colonization and
conquest, penetration and possession, nor theldahksa” shots of the desert, in
which, as Jane Tompkins has observed, the Westre=ta white sheet on which
to trace a figure...on which a man can write, asifthe first time, the story he
wants to live.” Instead, Jarmusch places his ckolraracters always already within
natural scenes, surrounded by fauna that obscdrearfound mastery rather than

confer it

Szaloky forwards a similar (but less complex) ragdif the film's denial of sublime

spectacle, specifically in relation Biead Man’sopening train journey:

Instead of grand vistas of vast and overpoweribglgutiful landscapes in
Technicolor, the film opens with claustrophobic gea in monochrome.... High-

contrast black-and-white cinematography bleachéamyinherent spectact®.

Such observations are useful in locating the filreatly within ecocritical discourses,
demonstrating how the text fruitfully challengesistuctions of natural purity and the
hierarchical oppositions that underlie such repregmns. However, these brief
observations stop short of an extensive, detaigtbeation of the film's formal and stylistic
rendering of wild nature. Conversely, this analglmonstrates that a close-reading of
myriad textual elements can inaugurate a thorougjljue of wilderness and its underlying

topographical precepts. Specifically, certain stidichoices construct motifs of circularity
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and multiplicity within the film, challenging theepvasive horizontality and linearity
frequently associated with metaphysical landscapéction.

In Yi-Fu Tuan’sTopophilig he argues that “modern” perspectives of natuge ar
intractably tied to concepts of scenery and langisckeading to the conflation of the natural
with certain “axial” modes of representatifAs a result, rationalist, metaphysical
constructions of landscape are figuratively assediavith geometric values of horizontality
and linearity. Utilising as a foundation the Newtomprecept of “the straight line as the
natural path of all moving matter,” Tuan conterfu finear conceptions of time contributed
to the replacement of earlier cyclical models aftgptemporal relatiof” Importantly,
wilderness discourses internalise these directivaatls within dominant representational
modes; Tuan notes that American landscape paidingal disseminator of American
cultural narratives) reified horizontal conceptiafsature and landscape, embodying a
perspective that showcases wilderness as a vagitnerealm of “open spacé*® As
established earlier, this aesthetic preferencescechible in Turnerian engagements with
wilderness anthe frontier: American development is explainedtbye existence of an area
of free land, its continuous recession, and theads of American settlement westwat€.”
Thus, Turner mobilises a rigid ontological frameklvtitat antagonistically separates
wilderness from civilisation, a dualistic relatitmiys that is mirrored in the landscape’s rigid
geometrical properties.

Engaging directly with the spatial foundationsadifderness constructionBead
Man provides a reflexive critique that extends beythedsimple occlusion of sublime
natural vistas. Rather, in the act of constructivgfilm’s wilderness setting, the landscape
is framed in a way that downplays linear horizdhtalnstead stressing verticality and
circularity. Thus, rather than absenting the natlaradscape altogether, it is represented as a
deconstructive topography; whilst thematically latde within wilderness debates, it
signifies seemingly antithetical spatial principl&€s begin, the protagonists are shown
entering new terrains and areas in a manner whiaheidiately orients those settings on a
vertical plane. This denial of geographical horiatity is augmented by the use of camera
angles that frame the human figure from eithehslygoelow or slightly above the
perpendicular; this device is discernible in thetwaajority of establishing shots (Figs.4.7-
4.8):

146 Yi-Fu Tuan,Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perceptiortjtdties and ValuegChichester:
Columbia University Press, 1990), 133-148.

147 bid., 148.

148 bid.

9 Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in Aneamn History,” 31.
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Figs.4.7-4.8

As shown in the examples above, the camera shHo®tsuman characters from variable
positions, engendering a spatial relationship betwiggure and frame that stresses vertical
(rather than horizontal) relations.

The geometrical planes upon which the film's chmectravel through the
landscape further problematize perceived assonmbetween wilderness, horizontality and
linearity. As Jones implies, the movement of Blakel Nobody is infrequently presented as
a horizontal journey, from one side of a statictfacking) shot to the other; rather, “the film
is punctuated by twisting journeys on horsebacubh rocky terrain*®° This focus upon
non-linear, rounded movements is produced by batiklm’s cinematography and mise-en-
scene. Firstly, several settings depict windingipapreventing horizontal motion; examples
of this can be discerned in sequences followindg@®knd Nobody, as well as their myriad

pursuers (Fig.4.9):

150 Jones, Review dbead Man 46
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Fig.4.9

Furthermore, the employment of disparate camerkesam=ad shot lengths undermine the
construction of a static, linear, self-coherentisnment. As Nieland notes, the film
frequently uses point-of-view shots stemming fréva $tricken Blake, as he is dragged
through the wilderness atop a hotsgthese are often signified by unsteady, moving
cameras, continually shifting our perspective efskirroundings as Blake moves in his
saddle. A prominent example occurs early in thma,fimmediately after Blake’s first

encounter with Nobody (Fig.4.10)

Fig.4.10

Furthermore, even those fleeting sequences in whielandscape is horizontally

traversed simultaneously signify a conflicting sencompositional verticality. For

151 Nieland, “Graphic Violence,” 182.
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example, as Blake and Nobody ride through a fodestea, the direction of their movement
(perpendicular to a tracking camera) is contrasii¢ial the irregular vertical lines of tall trees
(Fig.4.11):

Fig.4.11

Whilst this sequence ostensibly conforms to metaiglylandscape geometries, elements of
the mise-en-scéne problematize the topographigahes they institute. Here, the role of
perspectival horizontality in constructing wildesseas a wide-open space is not simply
undermined by the cluttered frame; rather, the eb@nd dimensions of the trees establish a
pervasive verticality that discourages the peroepdf landscape as a simplistically
horizontal composition.

Finally, one can also read Blake and Nobody's jeyrais a broader juxtaposition of
the linear and circular. As suggested by variodgsr the pair's quest appears superficially
horizontal in its spatial and geographical orientatthey are headed directly to the western
seaboard, to allow for the mortally-wounded Blakagsemonial return to his spiritual
origins. This reading is legible in Roger Bromlegiscount of the film, as he argues that
Blake is (initially) “rehearsing the archetypal wehiAmerican experience of the Westward
journey.”52Thus, the film’s central trek ostensibly enactga@i@aves of expansionism and
colonization, figuring a linear motion that mirras ever-expanding civilisation headed by
the frontier's westward movement. However, whilsioddy and Blake’s journey can be
interpreted as a typical East to West voyage,ptiblematized by the simultaneous
circularity embedded ddead Man’snharrative form. For example, whilst the journey is
oriented towards a clear location, it is presemted sporadic trek punctuated by repetition

and ellipses; as Rosenbaum observes, “throughaikeBind Nobody's trek through the

152Bromley, ‘Dead ManTells Tale,” 56. Also see Rickman, “The Western einfrasure,” 390.
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wilderness...we see practically every location twfast with them, then with the bounty
hunters or marshals following behind thel#Tn many cases, this narrative doubling is
reinforced by stylistic doubling; in one sequendak® and Nobody are framed in an
extreme high-angle shot, a camera positioningighidentically replicated moments later as
two bounty hunters follow their trail (Figs.4.1213):

Figs.4.12-4.13

As alluded to earlier, a more general structunautarity has also been observed in
a series of narrative foreshadowings. The aforeimeed conversation between Blake and
the fireman evokes Blake’s demise; his final momeme accurately described, rendering
his life journey an “endlessly repeating cycté! Furthermore, narrative mirrorings are
observable in Blake’s experiences of Mobile, arlidier arrival in the Makah village. As

Szaloky notes, Blake’s introduction to the twolsetents are framed in similar ways; the

153 Rosenbaunm)ead Man 76-78.
154 Rickman, “The Western Under Erasure,” 401.
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use of furtive subjective shots in the Indian \gkasignify a “point of view...comparable in
its bleakness to the Main Street in Machitf@.Such correspondences underlie a
deconstructive reading of the western genre’s tdefor origins”: “clearly, the white and
Native-American settlements mirror each other. Thear-isomorphic duplication brings
together the beginning and end of the narrativeredimg the seemingly linear, forward-
directed trajectory of the journey to a circuladiyeven stasist® Szaloky’s insightful
analysis provides an exhaustive challenge to theep@d conventions of western
narratives, locatin@ead Man’sjuxtaposition of linearity and circularity withim specific
generic context. Ultimately, her observations carektrapolated further to initiate a
wholesale critique of nature, landscape, and wildss as metaphysical constructs. The
film’s signification of contradictory geometriese@®not merely disrupt American western
and frontier narratives; it also challenges imagfesilderness as pure, vast, and acultural,

displacing the prominent topographical principlesmwhich they are founded.

Gerry and the Frontier Wilderness

Like Dead Man Gerry begins with a travel sequence; we are presentddani
extended long-take of a car driving down a dedgthviiay. The camera position shifts from
behind the moving vehicle to directly in front gfthefore cutting to a medium-shot of two
young men through a dirty, reflective windshieltheTcamera enters a disorientating spin as
the car pulls into a roadside car park. Exitingvlbicle, the two eponymous protagonists
(Matt Damon and Casey Affleck) embark on a “Wildess Trail”; the aim of their jaunt is
an indiscernible geographical landmark referresinaply as “the thing.” After an energetic
sprint across the flatland terrain the pair dectdesbort their hike, but cannot relocate their
path. The Gerrys quickly become lost as they trutdgeugh a series of arid, inhospitable
landscapes; their attempts to retrace their stepsepltimately fruitless as they unwittingly
travel deeper into the remote desert environmeyenging several nights in the wilderness,
they become exhausted and dehydrated; after arsglgrendless trek across salt-flats they
hallucinate and collapse. Lying on the crystallineund, Damon’s character throttles
Affleck’s, an apparent mercy killing. The survivi@gerry is finally rescued as the film
concludes, picked up by a passing car as he spriemdily stumbles across a desert road.

Aside from its consistent critical positioning withwilderness discourse (a trend
addressed momentarilygerry is frequently cited as a film that abets a muktip} of

potentially divergent textual engagements. Thusmiment critical readings dberry focus

155 Szaloky, “A Tale N/nobody Can Tell,” 64.
156 | bid.
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not only on its prospective meanings, but alsdiffeculty encountered in attributing a
single, fixed significance to the cinematic textprovide one example, Geoff King argues
that “it is possible to read a variety of implicats or ‘meanings’ into the film, but this is not
something it appears overtly designed to encour&gelowever, unlikeDead Man the

film's perceived textual openness has not manifeateexplicitly post-structuralist critical
discourse. As a result, such observations havepawned significant readings Gerry’s
thematic and aesthetic qualities as overtly decociste.

Indeed, statements regarding the film's textuakdpaisually precede attempts to
accommodate the film’s scenic and narrative gealitvithin a single, totalised interpretative
framework. Specifically, readings &ferry’s wild setting oscillate between its positioning as
an acultural “other” to the human protagonists, #smdonstruction as a psychic reflection of
the character’s fraught subjectivities. Importanthese seemingly oppositional
interpretations of the film’'s setting mirror corgtimg classical and romantic theorisations of
wild nature and its specific relationship to Amenccultural identity. Whilst these
aforementioned accounts of the film may appearriggly antithetical, they share a
structural foundation in rigidly discrete naturdfate dichotomies; whether positioned as
humanity’s absence or a reflection of it, the wiltess landscape is necessarily approached
as a discrete entity, a realm that requires a foneddal separation from culture to remain
legible. In this manner, existing readinggG#rry retain an ontological tension that persists
within broader metaphysical constructions of wittess; the film’s natural setting is

positioned as both outside of culture and a prodfiétmerican cultural discourse.

Locating Gerry within American Wilderness Discourse

Before exploring how existing readings have intgatedGerry’s natural setting, it
is vital to clarify how the film superficially evals American wilderness discourses. To
begin, the film's location within such debatestis@ed by explicit references to unspoiled
nature. This textual strategy is exemplified byirdarmation sign shown at the very
beginning of the film, naming the protagonists’tpas a “WILDERNESS TRAIL”
(Fig.4.14):

157 Geoff King, “Following in the Footsteps: Gus Vaars Gerryand Elephanin the American
Independent Field of Cultural ProductioiNéw Review of Film and Television Studieso. 2
(2006): 84. Also see Emanuel Levy, ReviewGary, dir. Gus Van San&creen DailyLast
Modified January 14, 2001, http://www.screendadynégerry/407985.article.; Devin McKinney,
Review ofGerry, dir. Gus Van Sangilm Quarterly57, no. 2 (2003): 43.
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Fig.4.14

In turn, the film’'s varying geological vistas areduently rationalised as a blanket
“wilderness” in critical accounts of the film. Thushilst existing readings frame the film
primarily as a hike across a desert setting, itérenment is referred to as “the wild(sf?
and “an American desert and mountain wildernesssieaipe **° Additionally, the common
constitution of wilderness as the conceptual ogpasicivilisation is signified by the film’s
incorporation of extended images of roads. Progain overtly civilising space, the asphalt
track provides a bookended juxtaposition to thenraimilieu that sustains the majority of
the diegetic action. The role of the film's openary closing sequences (both long-takes of
moving vehicles on a highway) in defining the pgutaist’s objectives is remarked upon by
several commentators; for example, Amy Taubin nttasa return to this seemingly
“uninhabited and undifferentiated” setting has beedhe narrative goal of both Gerrys: the
pair search “with increasing desperation and fgiitrength, for the highway, their car, a
way out.® Thus, the film’s narrative arc is not charactatias a mere escape from
wilderness, but also as a return to civilisationgloking a contrasting signifier of
humanity, the film ostensibly defines its naturetting as specifically “wild.” If treated as
material opposites within the film, the two sitesmequally be located as divergent
conceptual poles, constituting one another withimeaexisting socio-cultural economy of
wilderness vs. civilisation.

The presence of the highway also provides a seniiiok to American frontier
discourses. As noted throughout this chapter,itb@ier provides a prominent historical

narrative that ties the development of a uniquatyefican identity to the subject’s

158 Martin Drenthen, “Fatal Attraction: Wildness in @emporary Film,"Environmental Ethic81,
no.3 (2009): 301; Lee Knuttila, “Where Do We Go fiarblere? Confronting Contingency with
Gerry,” CineAction80 (2010): 38.

159King, “Following in the Footsteps,” 76.

160 Amy Taubin, “First Look at ‘Gerry’, Gus Van Santsatest Film,”Film Commen88, no. 1
(2002): 14.
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experience of wilderness conditions. Like the higigthe frontier embodies a figurative
borderline; expansionist discourses replicate nigtsipal delineations that pervade existing
readings of the film’s landscape setting. Tellinghe frontier itself forms a key focus in
several academic engagements V@trry, for example, Lee Knuttila argues that the
characters’ responses to the “contingent” wildesrresenacts constructions of “hegemonic
masculinity” embedded within “mythic imagined naivas” of western expansidft Thus,
identifying explicit references to the Americanrftier, critical readings oBerry mobilise a
series of foundational conceptual oppositions irgke® popular wilderness discourses.
Furthermore, these interpretative frameworks raifyantagonistic relationship between
nature and culture based upon the film’s perceprethise, the struggle for human survival
in an inhospitable wilderness environm&itindeed, Luis Rocha Antunes bases her
phenomenological reading of the film on this redugtantonymic foundation:Gerry is the

overwhelming experience of man vs. natufé.”

Gerry’s Oppositional Critical Landscapes

As demonstrated abov@gerry’s basic narrative scenario initiates a superficially
oppositional relationship between the human charaetnd natural setting, establishing the
former as a cultural protagonist and the lattesraacultural antagonist. More detailed
analyses ofserry’s setting appear to figure a more complex (yet dguabtaphysical)
evocation of American wilderness discourse. Myriealdings ofserry’s wilderness setting
explicitly approach it as an acultural realm dewdfidhuman signs and meanings. For
example, Martin Drenthen positioferry’s wilderness as a critique of socio-cultural and
moral orders: ‘Gerry) shows the grandeur of wild nature is deeper anc mpmfound than
merely human, although it also stresses that thiess is utterly indifferent towards the
fate of humanity and as such ultimately amot& The trials of the film’s dual protagonists
can thus be accounted for by their “failure to @gpgate the radical otherness and
indifference of wild nature!®® Drenthen’s reading does demonstrate a heightewvet ¢f
ontological self-interrogation, complexifying adsarial “man vs. nature” readings of the
film’s central narrative arc; he explores the sdiniparadoxes of a “wild ethic” that is

fundamentally cultural at the same time that itstorcts wild nature as a transcendent,

161 Knuttila, “Where Do We Go From Here?” 38, 40-41s@dsee King, “Following in the Footsteps,”
84.

162 1bid., 41.

163 uis Rocha Antunes, “The Vestibular in Film: Oriation and Balance in Gus Van Sant’s Cinema
of Walking,” Essays in Philosophy3, no. 2 (2012): 537.

164 Drenthen, “Fatal Attraction,” 301.

165 | bid.
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chaotic absence of cultural valié€sHowever, whilst Drenthen self-consciously notés th
structural contradiction, it is sustained in higsd reading oerry. On one level, his
reading of the film’'s landscape subverts naturédceldualisms; as he concludes, wildness
“conveys an utterly reflexive moral meaning thagéstions morality itself*’ Yet, in the
film's rendering of wildness as a “silent protegtanst the arbitrariness of the modern
human-centered world,” a fundamentally oppositicegaration of nature from culture is
tacitly reaffirmed; as wildness is “ultimately aragf Drenthen argues that its cinematic
depiction critiques its common association withe&l narrative structures and human
perspectives and value¥?As a result, his reading tacitly reinforces trealitional
positioning of wilderness as “the outside or theeotof culture.*®® Finally, Tiago de Luca’s
reading ofGerry explicitly constructs the film’s landscape asrbiely “meaningless”;
noting a “disdain for anthropomorphic dimensiordg’Luca argues th&erry’s “vast
landscapes assume a central importance, calliegtath to their own physicality and asking
to be contemplated for their own saké&”

Conversely, other scholarly readings argue thastiugectivities of the protagonists
and the material conditions of the external wildesshare inextricably linked, casting the
latter as a psychic product of the former. For gxanDevin McKinney understanderry
as a film that sets about “finding human psycholsigyaled in the semiotics of physical
landscape”; he perceives “surfaces and terrainlwhliewed from a certain skeejawed
angle, seem magically molded after the human bodstoically representative of the
obligue mental states being delineated by our a¢térIn such a reading, the wild
environment provides a figurative representatiothefprotagonists’ troubled, changeable
subjectivities, a psychological landscape fashicaratishaped not by natural processes but
cultural forces’? Melbye also read&erry as an attempt to construct a “landscape allegory,”
although he concludes that the film fails in tlegard; it still “demonstrates an ineffective
juxtaposition of psychological struggle with a sicdput inhospitable wasteland’®

Whilst the two interpretative frameworks outlindzbae may appear to constitute
ontological opposites, they share a fundamentafliaphysical basis, a mutual reliance on
rigid definitions of nature and culture. To begaiiegorical readings replicate the absolutist

conception of presence observed in readings dilths wilderness as pristine: whilst a

166 Drenthen concludes th&erry does not construct an “explicit wildernesthic’; Ibid., 299, 315.
167 |bid, 301.

168 | pid.

169 |pbid., 298. A similar tension is perceptible in ia Lefebvre, “On Landscape in Narrative
Cinema,"Canadian Journal of Film Studi&f, no. 1 (2011): 63, 66.

170 Tiago de Luca, “Gus Van Sant's Gerry and VisiorRealism, Cinephile: The University of
British Columbia Film Journa¥, no. 2 (2011): 46-48.

171 McKinney, review ofGerry, 43.

172 bid.
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broad range of cultural connotations can be drawm the natural environment, such
approaches are predicated upon the assumptioaublatmeanings remain coherent and
legible. Furthermore, although scholarly readinggppse an interdependence of natural and
cultural realms, the fixity of these oppositionaihs remains unchallenged. As the
landscape simplistically reflects the protagonisightal states, it is rendered a static
representational canvas; for nature to reflecuceltboth must retain stable discursive
boundaries and an essential conceptual plenitudally; in ostensibly locatinGerry’s

setting as a psychic construct, McKinney perpetuatetaphysical, anthropocentric
privilege; the landscape is only granted valuadrpotential elucidation of character
subjectivity, rendering it the inferior term of igid structural dualism.

Finally, in interpreting the film’'s wild setting asther an exterior acultural “other”
or an interior human construct, prominent readofgSerry can be mapped onto similarly
paradoxical discussions of wilderness and Amerrational identity. As demonstrated
earlier, Nash introduces his study of wildernegk aipair of seemingly antithetical
statements, in which wilderness is treated as éotbppositional source of national self-
definition and an American cultural constrditkin this regard, divergent treatments of
Gerry’slandscape directly mirror Nash's dichotomous disgan of the American landscape
as both a “howling wilderness” and “a state of ndlt¥d Whilst the presence of these
conflicting accounts superficially problematizesatete American wilderness ontologies,
their constitution within the film'’s critical disewses cements their position as a pair of
equally logocentric alternatives. Conversely, thgtrsection of this essay argues Batry
can be read as a radical dismantling of the unitgyl;metaphysics of wilderness,

establishing the film’s setting as a terrain ofadogical undecidability.

Excising the Human from the Natural Environment

As mentioned above, several prominent readingzeofy position the film’s
wilderness as an acultural “other” against whighdponymous protagonists must struggle
to survive and retain their humanity. Whilst thHenfdoes meditate for prolonged periods on
landscapes devoid of human habitatiGerry does so in a way that reflexively highlights
the process of occluding human figures from thenahenvironment. Thus, rather than
reading the film’s wilderness setting as a priste&@m distanced from civilisatioGerry
visualises the logocentric logic that allows thishdtomous formulation to be constructed in

the first place. An indicative example of this exfive aesthetic occurs early in the film's

174 Nash,Wilderness and the American Mind.
175hid., 5.
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narrative frame. Having discovered that they amblato retrace their steps, the
protagonists begin their doomed trudge into thelevitess. The sequence frames the
characters in an extreme-long dolly shot, befoeecdimera zooms out and pans to the left,

revealing more of the landscape whilst removingdaracters from view (Figs.4.15-4.16):

Figs.4.15-4.16

In existing readings, such shots are frequentlg esasimplified expressions of a spectacular
natural sublime. In his exploration of Gus Van Z&fminimalist” films and their appeal to
niche audiences, King argues tlrry’s landscape setting offers a site of visual pleasure
that precedes any figurative or narrative signifi@g indeed, he suggests that the film's
landscapes act as a palliative for “difficult” foatrstrategies: “the potentially alienating
qualities of abstraction might be contained byfdwot that it can be enjoyed to some extent
at the level of pictorial landscape beaut$. This reading, in which the wilderness forms a
pleasurable object of cinematic spectacle, is sigpaly reinforced by the film’s stylistic

regimen, which arguably showcases the desert géttithe detriment of character-based

176 King, “Following in the Footsteps,” 82. Othersalsbserve a focal shift from character to
landscape; see Taubin, “First Look at ‘Gerry’, Man Sant’s Latest Film,” 14; Knuttila, “Where Do
We Go From Here?” 41.
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narrative; the use of extreme long shots, longgagitic cameras, and slow pans encourage
prolonged attention and meditation upon the filenwironmental backdrold’ The
positioning of the wilderness landscape as an dbjeacular pleasure in turn evokes the
“magisterial gaze” commonly associated with Amamit@ndscape painting® The equation
of certain cinematographic devices with anthropti@modes of landscape depiction is
explored by Ingram, who notes that: “the aeriatkinag shot in a film...may be considered
the cinematic equivalent of the elevated viewpoimhany nineteenth-century landscape
paintings.®’® The conceptual ramifications of this observatiomunpacked by Melbye, who
notes that “landscape depiction without human preseefers more directly to a realm of
imagination and mythmaking, which in the case ofefican culture was manifest
destiny.*8 Therefore, Melbye concludes that sublime imagesatiire exclude the human
figure to construct the wilderness as a “realmratharted space” to be subsequently
possessed and tam¥dDe Luca also draws explicit parallels betw&srry’s desert images
and American landscape painting; arguing tlizerry resonates with a landscape painting
tradition,” he contextualises the film within Vaar®’s broader “landscape sensibility,”
which attempts a “foregrounding of the United Stafsic) infinite expanses'® Again, this
American representational mode clearly replicdtesafforementioned cinematic “aesthetics
of exclusion” explored by theorists like Ingrdfyeinforcing the construction and
objectification of nature as a vast, separate realbe either subjugated or venerated.
Nevertheless, the dynamic camera movement thaactesises the aforementioned
long-take undermines simplistic readings of thausege as a showcasing of pristine nature.
Rather than presenting a completely empty terthamshot begins with a (diminished) locus
of human activity; the pair are visible at the boitof the frame, providing a cultural
presence that questions the landscape’s essemtiyl. [5cenes like this are often
approached as establishing shots, formal devicas toslocate the protagonists within a
seemingly endless wilderness, orienting the vieamel communicating the scale and nature
of their surroundings. For example, Sitney’s elatish of cinematic long shots positions

them as a tool to both locate and dwarf charaatenatural landscape settings:

The long shot is long, or distant, in regard todheter of human activity. Thus a

long shot often has an “establishing” function diieg an individual, a group, or

177King, “Following in the Footsteps,” 76-77.

178 Melbye, Landscape Allegory in Cinemag-40.

179 Ingram,Green Screer3.

180 Melbye,Landscape Allegory in Cinema6.
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182 de Luca, “Gus Van Sant's Gerry and Visionary Remli 46.
183 |ngram,Green Screer26.
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even a municipality in a wider landscape. Whileaibh emphasize human

dominance...more frequently it serves to diminishitheman scalé&*

In the case oBerry, Knuttila similarly argues that “by juxtaposingetblethora of long shots
of the Gerrys’ actions with long takes of the emgiyrounding vistas, fauna and clouds, the
film centers on displaying them in a larger sociaitext.”® Finally, de Luca notes that
Gerry’swilderness actively diminishes the importancehef human protagonists, as
“landscapes dwarf human presence to the point wbaneon and Affleck occasionally
appear as insignificant dots within the frame...agllattention, by contrast, to the enormity
of the deserts they traversé®

In noting how this sequence grounds the protagpmsa material environment,
existing readings evoke Ingram’s broader discussgdiwilderness cinematography. For
Ingram, establishing shots can be distinguishea foastine landscape images, yet are
produced by the same metaphysical, hierarchicdistios In doing so, he notes a common
argument pertaining to texts that locate humanggantists within a wild environment,
despite their contrasting geographical scalegn¥itend to subordinate nature to the
centrality of their human dramas, thereby promotingdeology of anthropocentmigastery
and possession of the lait’ Here, Ingram utilises an almost identical phrasmthe one
used earlier in his description of the “magistegate,” a representational device usually
associated with landscapes devoid of human pres&oea similar exploration of the work
of Thomas Cole, Nash notes that he “broke withdaage painting tradition by either
omitting any sign of man and his worisreducing the human figures to ant-like
proportions” communicating the “grandeur” of wild nature asdominated the canvag®®
In doing so, the diminished presence or total atesenthe human form communicates the
massive size of the American continent, a factedus underpin “American nationalism”
as both an expression of a theological sublimezacall for civilising expansiof® Thus,
representations that highlight the diminished ¢geitinuing) presence of human figures in
the realm of wild nature reinforce the same antagierand anthropocentric dichotomies
proposed by those that establish the landscap@stiae vista or a background setting.

In contrast, the dynamic manner in which the segeahifts from inhabited to

uninhabited space can be read as a fluid visualisaf conceptual processes that sustain

184 Sjtney, “Landscape in the Cinema,” 108.

185 Knuttila, “Where Do We Go From Here?” 40.

186 de Luca, “Gus Van SantGerry and Visionary Realism,” 46. Also see Drenthen téFa
Attraction,” 301.

187 Ingram,Green Screer33. Emphasis added.

188 | bid.

189 Nash,wilderness and the American MiriZB. Emphasis added.
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distinct nature/culture oppositions. Here, the @gmovement away from the human
subjects is positioned not as an unproblematidfségrof their separation from an empty
wilderness; rather, it visualises how wildernessoisstructed as pristine, through the active
occlusion of cultural signs (in this case, the ggoiists). This interpretation is sustained by
the cinematographic and formal procedures that csmphis long-take; having shown the
human characters in its opening seconds, the ghldidhts their later absence as it pans
away from them as a constituent of the frame’s@ant~urthermore, the process by which
they are removed from the frame is attributed éodhmera movement itself, a product of
the cinematographic and formal choices enactekisrsequence shot; the protagonists are
not physically removed from the environment they taaversing, but rather the film’s
perspective on the landscape is shifted so to dgolisual signs of their presenéethis
sense, cultural images of pristine wilderness gappsed as heavily mediated, products of

American socio-cultural discourse and (in this g#lse cinematic apparatus.

Assimilating the Human into the Natural Environment

Just asGerry visualises the construction of natural landscagaseaessarily
uninhabited, the environment is simultaneously tethe narrative protagonists through a
series of formal and stylistic devices. In this man the film’s setting is not fundamentally
separated from the characters in a way implied fitexg such as Drenthen; neither is it
simplistically rendered a psychic landscape, as Moy argues. Instead, the film instigates
co-present strategies of reflexive estrangeraadintological assimilation, undermining
the rigid conceptual delineations required to lattie any holistic significance to its
wilderness setting. The aesthetic assimilationumh&n subject and natural object is
exemplified by striking pictorial parallels. In sral scenes human figures appear to merge
into the landscape they traverse, becoming inangsindiscernible from the wilderness
whilst remaining diegetically present. In one of fiim’s many long-takes, the camera
smoothly tracks from left to right (and then, rigbtleft), scanning the terrain as the two
Gerrys come into view sequentially. As the paircgesl a shallow slope in fading light, their
figures are engulfed by the silhouette of the kidstheir shoulders almost perfectly aligned
with the ridge that provides the scene’s distackeop. The protagonists’ heads are framed
directly beside the rocky protrusions of mountasmpeaks, providing clear visual

correspondences between the human figure and heglied (Figs.4.17-4.18):
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Figs.4.17-4.18

Importantly, the human figures are not formally oxed from the scene; rather, they are
collapsed into it. Whilst this could signify thelwindling humanity as they are slowly
devoured by a mountainous landscape, it also pes\adtheoretical complication to earlier
images of wilderness as acultural and empty. Haeeprotagonists become an indiscernable
constituent of the landscape itself, suggestingaustructive re-inscription of the human
within (rather than exclusion from) the purportedlien natural environment. The
characters are thus rendered as undecidable tdigisiales, a formulation that erases
antonymic divisions of nature/culture that sustational (and cinematic) wilderness

narratives.

Gerry’s Transformative Landscape(s)

As suggested throughout the preceding analysigjmgGerry as a deconstructive
text challenges the frequent critical definitiontloé film’s landscape as a static, knowable
entity. Whether replete with subjective meaningiguring an absolute semiotic lack, the
landscape itself is established as a fundamergabpce; the very act of attributing meaning

to the onscreen wilderness implies that its vangmtesentational qualities can be
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accommodated into a coherent cultural narrativavéler, it can equally be argued that the
landscape itGerry foregrounds a transformative discordance, undengia metaphysics of
the film's wilderness setting. This radical geodriapl disunity is again exemplified by a
particular sequence, in which successive shotssphdate geological landscapes construct a
disjointed environment of difference and flux. A two Gerrys trek across the wilderness
landscape, a series of medium and long shots Iticate within several natural scenes.
Unobtrusive editing and geometric commonalitiesimithe mise-en-scene tie these shots
together into a thematically contiguous sequere®; aire shown walking from left to right

in the first shot (Fig.4.19), with this directiohmovement continued into perpendicular

long shots of their continuing journey (Fig.4.2@ldng.4.21):
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Figs.4.19-4.21

However, whilst these shots are sutured togetheugn continuous character movement,
the landscapes they cross differ vastly and chanddenly, undermining diegetic
geographical coherence. In the first image, thegrai framed in a medium shot, walking
across a rocky plateau. In the next shot they eenierg desert environment, negotiating a
tall sand dune. In the final shot of the sequetitsy traverse a prairie, the presence of
vegetation starkly contrasting with the previous seenes’ aridity. Accordingly, any
attempt to establish a fixed landscape meaningdgumined by close analysis of the
geographical variations used within the film; tm¥ieonment cannot be approached as a
single landscape, as it is constructed from a sefieliscordant frames or vistas. Thus,
whilst the wilderness provides a narratalogicatipsistent setting, the film's representation
of natural landscapes itself connotes an econondjffefrence, alterity, and incoherence.

In Martin Lefebvre’s reading derry, one can find a rare theoretical discussion of
the film’'s dynamic and disparate scenery. His apghowhich argues that the film
challenges the subjugation of nature as humamgeti demonstrated in relation@erry’s
diverse vistas, intractably tying the representatibgeographical difference with

ecocentrism:

The landscape formations that succeed one anathiegetic continuity form an
impossible geography. Once noticed, such implagsiétiations in terrain
morphology create a space that defies, resistsoaeels strict diegetic motivation or
subordination as well as real world referentialftg.a result, the narrative function
of settingmay momentarily fade and the depiction of spacgiiaes, in the
spectator’s gaze, the kind of autonomy traditignegiquired by pictorial landscape

imagery*®!

191) efebvre, “On Landscape in Narrative Cinema,” 66.
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Whilst Lefebvre’s reading suggests tkarry challenges the anthropocentric subordination
of place to character, it does so by reinforcirgydbjectification of nature as pristine and
acultural. Critically building upon Lefebvre’s olgation of the film’s “impossible
geography,” it can be argued that geographicahfeagation actuallfigures the very
arbitrariness of granting the film's landscape damtifiable essence or presence. The
unbounded visual heterogeneity@erry’s world signifies a natural space composed of
disparate vistas that undergo a constant procagslefinition and re-presentation, a
dynamic, Derridean landscapedifféranceitself. Thus, not only does the natural
environment embody spatial differences that excestictive nature/culture binaries, but it
also alludes to a (ceaseless) temporal delay ohimgaa key constituent of Jacques
Derrida’s remodelling of textual significatiodifférancecontends that “spacing is
temporization, the detour and postponement by mefwich intuition, perception,
consummation — in a word, the relationship to ttesent, the reference to a present reality,
to abeing— are alwaysleferred”!%? This continual suspension of meaning as it paasiees

a ceaseless chain of signifiers is figured by aeviless in endless flux; a cogent meaning
for the film’s setting can never be stabilisedtas constantly re-determined and revised by
the landscape’s ever-changing properties.

This temporalized process of establishing textuedning is demonstrated further in
properties relating to the film’s form and misesaene. It has been noted that the film
ostensibly downplays the use of static cameraipasiin framing the natural landscape, a
device commonly associated with wilderness cinegraghy due to links with antecedent
photographic and painterly landscape depicti8him contrast, the film relies heavily upon
tracking shots and pans, erecting a stylistic regivithin which landscape is continually
framed through motion: Antunes cogently demonstrdtes point, remarking that the
camera irGerry*“is not merely recording the action, nor is it taling a formal or
established visual practice in cinema. It haswts bfe and is in permanent interaction with
the characters'® Ingram has previously commented on the role ofenmant in cinematic
depictions of nature, describing such examplekimetic landscapes”: “the widespread use
of tracking shots in Hollywood landscape cinemaapgry contributes to an aesthetic
appreciation of nature as movemeti.However, whilst Ingram associates this looselhwit
devices that evoke “consumerist thrills of speedl iammediacy, enacting a vicarious sense

of mastery over the natural environmelf,the use of a moving camera@erry subverts

192 Jacques Derrid#&ositions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 198822. Emphasis in
original

193 See IngramGreen Screeri6.

194 Antunes, “The Vestibular in Film333.

195 Ingram,Green Screergo0.

196 |bid.
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this oppositional economy. Rather than providirkineticised, dominating perspective of
static landscapes, the camera-in-movement repsesatiral scenes in a continual state of
transformative redefinition. As a result, landscagelf is not received as a fixed,
immovable, material object, but rather is represgéats a vista in motion; it frames the
movement of the film’s characters whilst it is sitaneously reframed by the dynamic
camera.

This landscape temporalization is further elu@ddtyGerry’s representation of
weather. Whilst this analysis has focused primanggn physical landscapes, images of the
wilderness environment are frequently juxtaposeti \Waw-angle shots of the sky,

showcasing weather patterns associated @ithry’s desert environs (Fig.4.2%

Fig.4.22

The film’'s formal procedures further impart thebets with a sense of dynamic
changeability; as Ryan Gilbey notes, many of ttstgas are achieved through the use of
time-lapse photography, accelerating the moveniethteoclouds beyond their natural
speeds and pattert8.For Stephen Holden, these shots exemplify thedijpervasive
landscape “discontinuity,” ensuring that “the weatim Gerry is in continual flux.2*® Thus,
meteorological depictions can be accommodated nwithbader strategies that ally the film’'s
natural landscape with spatio-temporal differenu# teansformation. The dynamic elusivity
of meaning is foregrounded by the film's self-canss negotiation of temporal alteration,

typified by the shifting qualities of landscape atidhate.

197 For examples, see Knuttila “Where Do We Go Fromeé40.

198 Ryan Gilbey, Review oBerry, dir. Gus Van SanGight & SoundL3, no. 10 (2003): 50-51.
199 Stephen Holden, “Playing Desert Solitaire withrid,” Review ofGerry, dir. Gus Van Sant,
New York Times-ebruary 14, 2003,
http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9905EED8AB337A25751C0A9659C8B63.
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The Indiscernibility of Wilderness Landscape

Drawing upon this discussion &ferry’s desert environs as a figuration of
geographicatiifférance the final section of this analysis explicates bis reading is
reinforced by the protagonists’ engagement withfith@és setting. Specifically, the
construction of a landscape replete with elusiedeited significances is clearly
demonstrated in the Gerrys’ inability to interpgetd escape their wilderness prison.
Importantly, this ontological undecidability is rattributed to a landscape that is pristine,
inhuman, and culturally empty. Indeed, the filnf-seinsciously evokes a range of potential
signifiers with which the protagonists can ratiosekheir fraught situation. However, no
coherent meaning is signified by these semiotiecnmts; the protagonists’ attempts to read
the landscape are rendered a fatal failure. TBasy visualises the process of attributing
fixed meaning to the natural landscape, a profetis rendered ultimately useless as it
points towards a signified that remains foreveeaband deferred.

The indiscernibility ofGerry’s wilderness is encapsulated in the characters’
overarching aims. For example, the initial objddheir hike is never explicitly defined;
whilst they are clearly searching for a specifiographical location, it is simply referred to
as “the thing,” a label that lacks definitionalritya and stresses indeterminacy. Thus, the
hike itself appears to be directed at a point edgaxical presence and absence; their
geographical goal is emptied of any discerniblaifitcance, as the precise nature of this
destination is never explained. Indeed, it is ewaclear whether the protagonists understand
“the thing”; when they decide to stop searchingifoDamon’s Gerry proclaims: “fuck the
thing. It's just going to be a fucking thing at tived of the trail.” The film’s narrative shift
from leisure hike to survival mission also refleiy underlines the environment’s unsteady
ontological status. The characters’ desire to teadandscape around them is internalised
within their newly-developed narrative goals; timeyst interpret their environment as a
means of plotting their escape. This change inatiag circumstances draws attention to the
potential meaning of the surrounding natural langs¢ and the processes of reading upon
which the two characters now rely. Furthermorahasprotagonists are striving for a return
to civilisation, their attempts can be positionedcaearch for culturgithin the wilderness.
Thus, the aims of their quest render the signittearthey seek as overtly cultural, even as
they inhabit an environment that (superficiallypaprs essentially acultural; the very act of
seeking a fixed meaning within the landscape ifsatl to demonstrate the paradoxical
foundations of wilderness discourse.

Ultimately, as two figures lost in the wildernesgs protagonists’ plight comes to
represent the very unknowability of the world sunding them. The notion of being lost

(that is, an absence of needed information) entagsuthis subtle distinction between
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deferred knowledge and absolute meaninglessnaéssgsumed that there is a potential path
out of the wilderness, yet it is one that neithearacter can clearly discern from a seemingly
infinite range of alternative routes. The statubaihg “lost” forms a key thematic focus of
Knuttila’s reading ofGerry. Whilst his article concentrates on culturally-stiuted (and
mythic) modes of gendered response, the allianteedfilm’s central premise with the
experience of frontier contingency cements a seheavironmental indiscernibility within

the text’s narrative setup: “the process of getlosg is dependent on encountering the
contingent.?% Importantly, this premise is used to stress arg@iemultiplicity of paths and
modes of interaction with the film’s setting, unehéming constructions of wilderness as

fixed or fundamentally knowable: “each moment opena multiplicity of possibilities,” as
“the film stresses the Gerrys facing the unforeseand highlights — through long-takes and
character movement — the rising number of possibleses contingency operf8Y”’

The film’s construction of a multifarious landseaip demonstrable from the very
beginning ofGerry’s narrative arc. As the Gerrys leave their car aggirbtheir journey, it is
provided a clear narrative status through the piesef a way-marker, establishing their
chosen path as a “Wilderness Trail.” However, thigological term exposes the paradoxes
that inhabit bottGerry’s environs and broader constructions of wildernesdlst the word
“wilderness” implies an empty, acultural space,whued “trail” suggests a man-made route
fashioned within the surrounding landscape. Thespath the characters intend to follow
appears simultaneously cultural and acultural cayet of wilderness and a sign of
civilisation. Superficially, this may reinforce Amiean narratives of western conquest; a
wild environment is converted into a useful, nabigacultural form. However, the manner
in which their journey later unfolds demonstratess protagonists’ inability to read this
specific path, questioning its positioning as aldkgcultural signifier. Whilst they soon
become immersed in the wilderness landscape, thaygly depart from the safety of a
man-made route (a clear juxtaposition with therggof the road, present in the preceding
sequence). Upon searching for the original trhé, pair discover that it is no longer visible;
as Gilbey summarises, “they find the path has gisaped beneath their feet®® Thus,
whilst the route to “the thing” appears to be mappeat for them in advance, the characters

are unable to follow it, and are soon strandedhiméeterminate scene.

200 Knutilla, “Where Do We Go From Here?” 38.
201 1pid., 39.
202 Gilbey, Review ofzerry, 50-51.
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Searching for a Sign

Gerry'slandscape of semiotic indiscernibility is furtlteemonstrated in the overt
figuration of “signs” at key narrative moments;tbeare granted a paradoxical materiality in
the presence of way markers, road signs, and ifttomboards. However, drawing upon
post-structuralist critiqgues of the metaphysicghsthe film elucidates a discursive
disruption within which a legible signifier and t@tic signified do not inherently
correspond. Thus, the aforementioned presenceudlese=d signs further constructs the
wilderness as a setting replete with potential mmegthat nevertheless remain
unintelligible. This semiotic emptying of physi@gns is demonstrated explicitly in a vital
sequence taken from the protagonist’s narrativstgidow severely dehydrated and
exhausted, the Gerrys make yet another attempetdaty retrace their steps. In doing so,
their frantic deductions are accompanied by a &gjue representation of a traveller finding
a route, a spatial metaphor for their current maaient; whilst the sequence includes
several extreme close-ups of the two protagoniatgs, these are interspersed with inserts

of fast-motion point-of-view shots of a vehicle aminding road (Figs.4.23-4.24):

Figs.4.23-4.24
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Firstly, the frantic movement of the camera evakegnse of panic and disorientation,
reflecting the characters’ near-delirious statdss 15 also demonstrated in sudden panning
movements of the camera, as it quickly shifts fgide to side, as if uncertain of which
route to take. The scene also makes significanofiszad signs to further demonstrate the
characters’ thought processes; in the cutawaysetbighway that accompany the pair’s
deductions, these guides literadignposttheir discussions. In utilising these pictorial
signifiers, this sequence also mirrors the filnpening long-take, in which the pair arrives

by car, passing many road signs that flank the nomous motorway (Fig.4.25):

Fig.4.25

In the film’'s opening shot, the signs are narrajlally motivated, operating as cultural
signifiers with a seemingly static, legally-detemend meaning. Returning to the later
sequence (Figs.4.23-4.24), the signs are usedupexficially similar fashion, denoting a
fixed, intelligible significance; at moments of ggsed clarity, we are shown a sign (such as
the right-turn [Fig.4.24]) which we assume the pdll follow. However, the sporadic,
changing, arbitrary nature of their deductionsadseimplies that their interpretations of
these signs are open to contestation. This is ¢atefirmed as this scene does not mark a
successful narrative reorientation; rather, thelkviather into a wilderness from which
only one of them will emerge.

Signposts and way markers are not the only demetatements used within the film
to challenge perceptible connections between neerand referent. The film also makes
extensive use of natural symbols and signs, matkatghe characters interpret in their
quest to escape the wilderness landscape. For éxampne sequence the two Gerrys
focus their attention on the potential significanta set of “animal tracks.” In the first
instance, they infer that they lead to water; ihigarticularly important to the pair as they
are significantly dehydrated. However, in workihgaugh a plan to exploit this discovery,

they employ an elaborate logic that depends upemsive, specialist knowledge of both
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their surroundings and the species that residamiitithey discuss migratory and drinking
patterns, mating behaviour, and animal sociabihiigvertheless, the protagonists’
assumptions do not appear to be rooted in relesgrdrience, skills, or understanding; King
refers to this conversation as “nonser®8&Their inability to exploit the imprints is played-
out in the film’'s unfolding narrative; these clussver lead to the successful location of a
water source. This interpretative failure on the pathe protagonists exemplifies the film’s
deconstructive intervention into American wildermegscourses. Any meaning attached to
the landscape is arbitrary and fleeting, a prod@ibinary oppositions that are consistently
destabilised; any discrete or fixed significancetf@ wilderness is unobtainable as it is

continuously transformed and deferred.

Conclusions

In the textual analyses presented above, | havetiemted complementary readings
of cinematic wilderness that systematically unvaierturn, and efface its logocentric
constitution within American cultural discourse Dead Man evocations of the Western
genre allow the film's wilderness landscape to xdieitly tied to prominent narratives of
American national identity. However, this act ohgdc framing simultaneously draws
critical attention away from specific landscape g@sto more anthropocentric foci. As a
result, my reading relocat®ead Man’snatural landscapes as amalytical centre, at the
same time that it disturbs the position of wildestas an Americamational centre. As
numerous textual elements operate as Derridearcigtadides, the film fundamentally
challenges any discrete, essentialist division betwnature and culture; in doing so, it
problematizes a metaphysical dichotomy that oridr@sAmerican wilderness (and more
broadly, national identity). Finally, by analysitige geometric properties of the film’s
natural vistas, | conclude thBead Manreflexively subverts principles of linearity and
horizontality that underlie logocentric construatoof wilderness as a pristine, wide-open
space.

Conversely, this chapter’s reading@érry constructs the film's landscape as a
complementary terrain afifférance This approach begins with a systematic explonatio
existing analyses of the film’s natural environsyiéical endeavour that demonstrates
discursive similarities between specific textualdimgs and superficially opposed classical
and romantic wilderness images. In contrast toithepretative orthodoxy, | argue that
Gerry superficially evokes both forms of landscape démicbefore laying bare their shared

metaphysical assumptions, a gesture that denigstsential ontological fixity. Thus,

203 King, “Following in the Footsteps,” 84.
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whilst the film often depicts its landscape as et empty, it does so through a reflexive
stylistic economy that actually draws attentioth® process of expunging the cultural from
the natural. In turn, the film also foregrounds Wikdlerness’ potential role as the signifier of
diverse cultural meanings; however, these signsireforever unintelligible, demonstrated
by the Gerrys’ inability to interpret and escapeittisurroundings. Thus, the film's landscape
is established as a transformative realrdifiErance an environment within which any
potential significatory endpoint is constantly desel.

However, it is important to note that the textedings of this chapter also stand as
broader observations and conclusions pertaininigischesisas a wholeln deconstructing
logocentric antinomies of wilderness/civilisatiamdanature/culture, these analyses
simultaneously connote a broader opposition betwharacterandplacethat has ordered
this project. In exploring cultural narrativesioflividualism thenuclear family thesmall-
town andwildernessthis thesis’ structure superficially enacts aapéysical continuum of
American national identity; each chapter providesractural opening onto the next as the
thesis addresses oppositions of character and pratereasing conceptual (and
geographical) scales. However, as establisheddmptbject’s introduction, this structure is
strategically evoked as a means of deconstrudiiegpecific narratives in questiand
their reliance upon discrete definitions of Ameniadaracter and place. Just as the totalised
ontologies of each cultural narrative are radicaffaced, their position within a regulatory,
logocentric economy of character and place is égehbken. Thus, this thesis’ overtly
deconstructive structure is rounded-off with a fethematic focus (wilderness) that
stands as its conceptual and cultural apotheokes Derridean disruption of wilderness and
civilisation operates as a microcosmic exemplahisfthesis’ wider disturbance of a

metaphysics of American national identity.
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Conclusion; Culture Wars and Cultural Différance

As detailed in this project’s introduction, my tieekypothesises and enacts a
fruitful practice of Derridean film analysis. Dravg upon a deconstructive re-inscription of
independent film (itself a radical destabilizatmirexisting definitional models), |
demonstrate how cinematic case-studies can be agprd as meta-textual critiques of
specific thematic structures; in this case, a cogfundependent films are approached as
deconstructive renderings of American national itgrHowever, these textual readings
should not merely be treated as exemplars of agdetbgical intervention. Rather, their
challenge to totalised national identity discoursksrs a timely, subversive dialogue with
relevant scholarly and popular debates. Thus, elaapter provides a detailed commentary
upon specific national identity structures andrtieenstitution within previous academic
studies, a gesture that facilitates their subsegiggonstruction. Furthermore, by
challenging the self-presence of American identitye confronts it with an ungrounded
freeplay of subjectivities and experiences; thiiaal economy oflifféranceinitiates a non-
proscriptive discourse that encourages diversil farms of cultural identification. Finally,
the unfolding of these discursive and textual negslidestabilises one final logocentric
ordering structure, the discrete delineation ofaber and place. These reductive
bifurcations are problematized by both the form eodtent of my arguments, as their
undecidable co-presence is discerned in numerdusasty and cinematic texts; this process
reaches its apotheosis in my final chapter's expion of the American wilderness.

The elucidations outlined above are primarily safg| as they provide
deconstructive engagements with a varietgaddemiadiscourses. Yet, the insights offered
by this project’s case-study analyses also prozideeans of intervening directly within
popular socio-political debates. As is increasingtyiceable in this project’s discursive
analyses, numerous critics have detected duatistisions within narratives of American
subjectivity and social experience; exceptionalsexternal, regulated difference is re-
inscribedwithin American culture itself, a move that superficiajlyestions the nation’s
totalized ontology. Yet, these internal divisioms frequently cast as discrete, oppositional
struggles over shared structures of cultural mepanimdeed, one can observe a metaphysical
contestation of distinct presences in many of thtucal discourses that | address and
dismantle; for example, antonymic structures aregible in contrasting idyllic and dark
small-town images, divergent representations ohal@some and debased nuclear family,
and in adversarial and romantic wilderness attgud@us, ruptures in national discourse are

rationalised within a dichotomous “culture war fixxed economy that pervades both
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academic and popular debates over American soditiepblife.! Furthermore, such
approaches often entail the hierarchical juxtaposiof a collective subjectivity with equally
discrete, self-coherent identity sub-categorieawiirg heavily upon discourses of
“multiculturalism.™

This conclusion outlines how the theoretical andual insights of my thesis
provide a challenge to these metaphysical paradidemonstrating the potential impact of
my arguments outside of a specifically scholarlgtest. Having utilised this project’s
earlier textual readings to confront American nagiddentity with a boundless freeplay of
différance this heterogeneous economy is used to challérgarbitrary regulations that
allow culture wars and multiculturalist discourse®peraté.In doing so, the theoretical
innovations of this project are put to work on deseof discursive constructs that orient
popularsocio-cultural debates; self-contained partisasutnational subjectivities are
displaced in favour of the freeplay of identitibattthis project has systematically
unshackled. Finally, this conclusion demonstrétesaorth of this thesis in abetting and
provoking future cultural engagements. In dismagtihmerican identity’s regulatory
structures, | encourage a less restrictive rangingllar cultural gestures. In this regard, my
Derridean approach does not aim towards the tatah#dation of logocentric presence.
Rather, it focuses upon the emergent cultural bgtareity that deconstruction brings to the

surface, a dynamic process that encapsulates tiegagve politics of Derridean theoty.

Culture Wars and American Difference(s)

As alluded to above, critiques of a self-coheratiomal character are often
accommodated within readings of American culturagjinentation, commonly attributed to

the growing prominence of other (sub-national) tdiers®> Samuel P. Huntingdon’s

! For a preliminary discussion of culture wars rhiefcsee James Davison Hunt€ylture Wars: The
Struggle to Define Amerig@New York: Basic Books, 1991), 50.

2 For a discussion of American multiculturalism, Ssemuel P. HuntingdofWho Are We? The
Challenges to America’s National Identi{fjflew York: Simon & Schuster, 2005), 11-13.

3 This thesis’ challenge to American culture warbates is influenced by Bhabha’s critique of
multiculturalism; see Homi K. Bhabha, “DissemiNatidime, Narrative, and the Margins of the
Modern Nation,” inNation and Narrationed. Homi K. Bhabha (London: Routledge, 1990),.314
4 For Derrida’s discussion of this aspect of dequtsion, see Jacques Derrida, quoted in Paul
Bowman,Deconstructing Popular CulturBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 152.

5> Some scholars read assentiadisunity in American culture (and national ideptihore generally);
see Erik Erikson, quoted in Michael G. KammBapple of Paradox: An Inquiry Concerning the
Origins of American CivilizationNew York: Knopf, 1972), 101; Anthony D. SmitRational
Identity (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991), viil 7, Benedict Andersotmagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Sprefaationalism Revised ed. (London: Verso,
2006), 5; Ernest GellneNations and Nationalisp2' ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 53. However,
these are often neutralised or accommodated witted metaphysical oppositions; see Kammen,
People of Paradgx89-92, 107, 280; Sacvan Bercovit@ine American Jeremia@ladison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), 178.
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prominent work in this area is predicated uponabsumption that the United States is
currently undergoing a “Crisis of National Identijtie outlines numerous cultural forces
that have cumulatively “erod(ed)” American cultun@mogeneity: “Globalization,
multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, immigration, saionalism, and anti-nationalisrfhFe
continues by arguing that specific cultural inteigg®ups have succeeded in shifting the
idealtelosof cultural discourse, from an “emphasis on whateticans had in common” to
“the celebration of diversity”"Thus, Huntingdon tacitly positions multiculturalisas the
antithesis of a unified American subjectivity: “thetions of nation, national identity, and
national interest may be losing relevance and Ursess.® In more theoretically nuanced
terms, S.E. Wilmer understands American multicalism as a self-conscious critique of
totalised national meaning: “In the late 1980s 4980s, multiculturalism provided an
answer to the accusations of essentialism embeulitleith identity politics.® Thus, whether
treating such developments as lamentable or libsrascholars have identified a thriving
state of American cultural diversity. However, ngaing that American cultural life has
recently been fractured, they tacitly reinforcadaalised state of national plenitude that
(until recently) governed American experience.

In turn, studies of American cultural fragmentati@ve engendered antagonistic,
binary theorisations of identity discourses; thatethStates is recast as the venue for a
dualistic socio-political culture war, a bifurcatedonomy that forcefully regulates cultural
difference. In such models, American identity isiioned as the object of hostile semiotic
contestation; different cultural attitudes, valuasg experiences are homogenised into two
self-coherent camps, each espousing a distincingadl American national meaning. James
Davison Hunter’s analysis of this cultural confiighphasises its metaphysical structure; his
study is predicated upon the simple premise thvalw@e-laden, discursive battle pervades all
areas of cultural life: “America is in the midstatulture war that has had and will continue
to have reverberations not only within public pplmut within the lives of ordinary
Americans everywheré®However, Hunter clarifies that it is the desire docohesive
national identity that animates this debate. Analys specific interchange over a particular
topic (the issue of abortion), Hunter concludes slugh cultural clashes are indicative of a

deep-rooted antinom§we come to see that the contemporary culture sattimately a

8 Huntingdon,Who Are We2.

" 1bid., 4-5.

81bid., 13, 16. Also see Stanley A. Renshon, “Am@mt a Crossroads: Political Leadership, National
Identity, and the Decline of Common Culture,"@me America? Political Leadership, National
Identity, and the Dilemmas of Diversid. Stanley A. Renshon (Washington D.C.: Geowgeto
University Press, 2001), 7.

9 S.E. Wilmer,Theatre, Society, and the Nation: Staging Americemtities(Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), 14.

10 Hunter,Culture Wars 34.
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struggle over national identityever the meaning of Ameri¢&' Thus, whilst Hunter
delineates a number of specific socio-culturallegtbunds, he ultimately treats the culture
war as an ontological struggle over American ctilecidentity. Similar readings of
contemporary American cultural discourse are pditgiegn a range of other studies.
Stanley A. Renshon describes America as a “lammhaddox,?? before suggesting that a
contemporary culture war is submerging diversetitdegroups and areas of national
discourse: “this conflict’'s primary focus is notilng waged between one section of the
country and another, but ratherdwerysection of the country*® In turn, Renshon assents to
Hunter’'s perception of “a conflict over the viatylof American culture and identity
itself.”'* Thus, culture wars discourses explicitly mediatedent values and perspectives
that crystallize around American national ident#yheterogeneous body of differences are
subsumed into a polemical debate concerning thdityabf specific models of American
cultural togetherness.

On face value, aforementioned commentators diagaasultifaceted conflict
involving myriad cultural antagonists. Much likefi®&hon, Hunter discerns a heterogeneous
range of cultural attitudes within national debatdsough competing moral visions are at
the heart of today’s culture war, these do not ghstake form in coherent, clearly
articulated, sharply differentiated world view8 However, Hunter clarifies that the culture
war amounts to a stand-off of two entrenched “ptdas;” between which stretches a

continuum of values where individual Americans barocated:

These moral visions take expressiomalkarizing impulse®r tendencien
American culture. It is important, in this light, inake a distinction between how
these moral visions are institutionalized in diffietr organizations and in public
rhetoric, and how ordinary Americans relate to thentruth, most Americans

occupy a vast middle ground between the polarizimgulses of American culturé.

Here, Hunter argues that specific individuals dbidentify solely with one attitude or the
other, instead expressing more complex blendsfi@rofig views; however, as has been
demonstrated, continuum models still reify binamysions between self-coherent,

antagonistic extremes that can subsequently bedmigthermore, naming these

11 1bid., 50. Emphasis added.

12 For similar readings, see Kamm@&wgople of Paradgx89-96; BercovitchThe American Jeremiad
178.

13 Renshon, “America at a Crossroads,” 3-4. Empliasisiginal.

14 1bid., 4.

15 Hunter,Culture Wars 43.

16 |bid. Emphasis in original.
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“polarizing impulses” as the “Orthodox” and the tgressive,” they are described as
“formal propertiesof a belief system or world view”Hunter’s detailed taxonomy of the
“Orthodox” perspective, for example, closely migdhe metaphysical yearning for static,
totalized meaning; orthodoxy entails a theologicaimmitment on the part of adherents to
an external, definable, and transcendent authdfityzurthermore, Hunter then argues that
the progressive tendency carries its own transceabigignified, granting the two elements

a shared ontological grounding; a religious destyeiplaced by an equally metaphysical
source of “moral truth”, such as “natural lat¥.Thus, Hunter outlines the shared logocentric

foundations of both “camps,” and how they engersdero-political antinomies:

The orthodox and progressivist impulses in Americalture, as | have
described them, contrast sources of moral truthheyTalso express, somewhat
imperfectly, the opposing social and political @isgpions to which Americans on

opposing sides of the cultural divide are dr&fvn.

In such arguments, the amorphous plaglitierancethat inhabits American identity is
externalised, fixed, and regulated through the ttaason of a culture war, a closed, static
binary economy. As a result, the purported selfecehce of national belonging is protected
and a heterogeneous field of potential culturatiities and experiences is disavowed; this
superficial challenge to national unity actuallifiess its underlying metaphysical logic.

This form of conceptual complicity, in which critigs of cultural homogeneity
reinforce its ontological closure, can be obsemwede broadly in an underlying discursive
assumption; this is the contention that a previptatialised national identity has become
increasingly fragmented due to the rise of multialism. Whilst pluralist models of
demographic diversity superficially problematizemanolithic American identity, they do so
by confronting a cohesive national culture wittaage of totalized identity categories, self-
present contestatory “others.” For example, MicliaeKammen argues that the assimilative
process of Americanization has left legible andimii$ sub-national identity groupings
intact: “as immigrant groups were transformed byedse influences in American society,
they lost many of their original attributes, weeecreated as something new, but still
remained discrete, identifiable grougs.In similar terms, recent studies of American
culture on film have endorsed multiculturalism las basis for analysing cinematic

subversions of a coercively normative national iifgnthis issue has been addressed at

7 |bid., 44.

18 |bid., 43-44. Emphasis in original.
19 1bid., 43, 45.

20 |bid., 45-6.

21 KammenPeople of Paradax294.
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length in chapter one, as identity politics dissagrprovide a near-universal means of
framing independent cinema’s socio-political repreationg? Finally, aforementioned
culture wars approaches directly cite multicultisral as a prominent source of varied
antonymic ruptures within American cultural lifeofFexample, Renshon argues that

antagonistic debates regarding national togethsitheiye upon multicultural difference:

The new danger lies in conflicts between peopldiféérent racial, cultural, and
ethnic heritages, and between those who view theesas socially, culturally,
politically, and economically disadvantaged andstheho are viewed as

privileged??

In this reading, the war over American identity Bmeght on discrete and definable cultural
faultlines; whilst stressing an overarchitggalistic cultural logic, it is played out in a series
of antonymic tussles that reinforce the integritgpecific socio-cultural groupings.

Homi K. Bhabha provides a detailed interrogatibthe metaphysical logic that
structures multiculturalist rhetoric, a set of logatric foundations that prevent the
realisation of radical, liberationist claimisamenting the tendency to “polarize in order to
polemicize,” Bhabha refers to a pervasive cultural binarisrh¢bastructs discrete socio-
political minorities in (a hierarchically-inferiogpposition to an equally homogenised
national norm. This process, by which a fixed aaltwentre is challenged by equally
totalised “minority discourse(s¥?is eloquently described by Peter Brunette: “cutyetoo
many leftists seem to combat the absolute presaricgypressive systems with other
absolute presences which are seen merely as thosites, and therefore involved in the
same constricting economy."Thus, ostensibly liberatory structures are ofteotised in
the image of their subjugators; this tendency resxdach categories complicit with the

metaphysical systems they aim to undermfra.turn, any attempt to subvert the

22 For a broader example, see Burgoyne's study ofrisme cinema and its negotiation of national
identity and “the contradiction posed by race”; BdtBurgoyneFilm Nation: Hollywood Looks at
U.S. History(London: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 3.

23 Renshon, “America at a Crossroads,” 3.

24 Hunter provides a complexification of this modaiyuing that the contemporary culture war “cuts
across the old lines of conflict.” Hunt&ulture Wars 43.

25 Homi K. Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,"Questions of Third Cinemads. Jim Pines and
Paul Willemen (London: BFI Publishing, 1989), 111.

26 Bhabha, “DissemiNation,” 301.

27 peter Brunette, “Toward a Deconstructive Theorfibh,” Studies in the Literary Imaginatick®,
no. 2 (1986): 60.

28 Willemen and Baker provide critiques of multicutilism in relation to national cinema and
American identity, further demonstrating the antmig/construction of self-coherent “others” and
monolithic national cultures; see Paul Willemenh&INational Revisited,” ifheorising National
Cinema eds. Valentina Vitali and Paul Willemen (Lond®&#¥| Publishing, 2006), 31-32; Lee D.
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hierarchical dominance of metaphysical nationahiiies by elevating its minority “others”
leaves this underlying dualistic logic in placeBismbha notes, all this achieves is “the
simple inversion of the relation of oppressor apdressed, margin and periphery, negative
image and positive imagé®In contrast, he calls for a fundamental displacifig binary
cultural logic; this gesture frees cultural diffece from its regulated, metaphysical form,
relocating itwithin the national subject as a heterogeneous agenucfigtal subversion. If
this reorientation of cultural resistance is acedpbne must endorse an identity model that
is “more hybrid in the articulation of cultural tifences and identifications — gender, race
or class — than can be represented in any hiecalabr binary structuring of social
antagonism2 In questioning the bifurcated solidity of logocéntdentity discourses,
Bhabha challenges any attempt to reconceptuaksadtion as an assemblage of discrete,
self-contained groups; this deconstructive re-ipsian of cultural difference exceeds and
overflows the multicultural model of the nation ‘e admixture of pre-given identities or
essences®® In doing so, Bhabha unpacks a hybrid “third spabat inaugurates an
originary “discourse of emergent cultural idenstigvithin anon-pluralisticpolitics of

difference”:*?

For a willingness to descend into that alien teryit..may reveal that the theoretical
recognition of the split-space of enunciation mpgmthe way to conceptualising an
international culture, based not on the exoticism ortiraullturalism of thediversity

of cultures, but on the inscription and articulataf culture’shybridity.>3

Thus, Bhabha demonstrates that many challengestitmal homogeneity replicate its
“totalising Utopian vision of Being and History*;as with national identities, they are
oriented towards an idealised state of metaphysil&lpresence and structural closure. In
turn, these logocentric assumptions can only hglabked by a deconstructive re-orientation
of culturaldifférance a heterogeneous model that ultimately underntimeself-coherence
of national identityandits varied multicultural “others.”

Importantly, American pluralist and culture warsatiurses provide exemplary
case-studies with which to elucidate this Derridiedervention into identity politics. In

these interrelated discursive examples, rupturdsmihe national body are regulated in

Baker, “Introduction: Identity and Everyday Life America,” inLife in America: Identity and
Everyday Experienced. Lee D. Baker (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 3

2 Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,” 111.

30 Bhabha, “DissemiNation,” 292.

%1 bid., 314.

32 |bid., 305. Emphasis added.

33 Bhabha, “The Commitment to Theory,” 131. Emphasisriginal.

3 bid., 111.
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antagonistic, binary forms; a heterogeneous fiéidentities and experiences are
assimilated into a series of self-coherent debnii categories. Thus, whilst the subject
positions implied by multiculturalism superficialisacture the national whole, they instead
function as a range of distinct, denigrated culttothers,” defined against a national mass
culture whose solidity they structurally reinfor€airthermore, attempts to subvert this
hierarchical, dualistic economy are shown to bélgmatic in theory and doomed in
practice; such liberatory political gestures sglly upon logocentric models of presence and
ontological discreteness, perpetuating the immavhabiary architecture that originally
engendered their subservient position. As withetkternalised difference of American
exceptionalism, multicultural models coercivelyutge a freeplay of references and
substitutions. Their illusory coherence can onlybhaken by a radical culturdifférance
explored in this thesis through detailed discursinalyses and put to work in the reading of

cinematic case-studies.

The Politics of Deconstruction

As stated at the beginning of this conclusion Mehdiscussed at length how this
thesis intervenes within and reshapes varied sdidlelds. However, the enduring value of
the project also hinges on its potential to preéatpia practical intervention into American
cultural life. Thus, whilst | have systematicallytlined this thesis’ endorsement of a
Derridean culturatlifférance it is as important to consider how it can chajiepopular
discursive orthodoxies. A tentative example of thioretical model’s potential impact
outside of the academy stems from its aforementi@idity to disrupt the restrictive
conceptual frameworks that shape prominent soelahtds. Importantly, this discussion
brings into clearer focus a key critical chargé thgersistently levelled at Derridean
scholars: that deconstruction is an abstract esetbiat avoids distinct political position-
taking and, at worst, precludes any practical apgibn. Jacques Derrida debates this
common criticism in his discussion différance noting that the concept “has often been
accused of privileging delay, neutralization, surmgien and, consequently, of straying too
far from the urgency of the present, particulatdydthical and political urgency®;this
charge is succinctly summarised in Peter Brunettelzavid Wills’ suggestion that
deconstruction is frequently attacked for beingdlidjzal and ahistorical® Thus, as

Brunette summarises, critiques of deconstructivgigostem from its necessary

3 Jacques Derrida and Bernard Stiegihographies of Television: Filmed Interviewsns.
Jennifer Bajorek (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 1

36 peter Brunette and David WillScreen/Play: Derrida and Film Theo(@xford: Princeton
University Press, 1989), 21.

292



questioning of all social, cultural, philosophieald political discourses: “some on the left
have denounced deconstruction because it tendsl @li¢hinking into question, even that
which presents itself as progressive and liberdt&riginally, at its most extreme, anti-
deconstructionist rhetoric entails accusationsnabral relativism® and nihilism; this is
perceptible in the common assertion (particuladtsime of academia) that deconstruction
deniesany meaning whatsoevét Whilst the precise terms (and vehemence) of these
critiques vary, one can perceive a common scho&artypopular assumption; Derridean
thought is derided as an anathema of political atnar ethical engagement.

Conversely, my thesis is predicated upon the cioie that deconstruction offers a
useful basis for decisive interventions into cudtyolitics. Many Derridean theorists have
convincingly challenged charges of apoliticism,uiing that deconstructionigison d’etre
IS to question the hierarchical inequalities thagrcively regulate all Western structures. To
begin, Derrida continually opposed purported midiregs of his work as essentially
nihilistic; he notes that many activists struggleihderstand that deconstructiompisnarily
political: “on one side and the other, people ggiatient when they see that deconstructive
practices are also and first of all political anstitutional practices?® Thus, Derrida
positions the radical worth of deconstructive thutLig its ability to exceed and challenge
repressive socio-cultural orthodoxies; it amouat&n act of cultural resistance” that
cannot be normalised or neutralisé&imilarly, Brunette argues that deconstruction’s
political function hinges on its disruption of a taghysical discursive system that closes
down debates that arise amongst a plethora ofddaall positions: “Derrida’s writings can
be seen as thoroughly political in nature when #dreyproperly understood as a critique of
the outmoded ‘logocentric’ thinking that has ledhtomerous political impasses in the
past.”? Extrapolating this view to its potential apothepshe political value of
deconstruction could reside in its rejection of &ingd ideological position; Dana Polan
eloquently argues this reading, suggesting tharagressive” politics is abetted by

deconstruction’s refusal to privilege a single, e@mt reading of socio-historical reality:

37 Peter Brunette, “Post-Structuralism and Deconstrog in The Oxford Guide to Film Studiesds.
John Hill and Pamela Church-Gibson (Oxford: Oxfomiversity Press, 1998), 91. Emphasis in
original.

38 For descriptions of these charges, see FrancaisefErench Theory: How Foucault, Derrida,
Deleuze, & Co. Transformed the Intellectual Lifahef United Statedrans. Jeff Fort, Josephine
Berganza, and Marlon Jones (Minneapolis: Universitylinnesota Press, 2008), 121; Lisa Downing
and Libby SaxtonFilm and Ethics: Foreclosed Encountdtondon: Routledge, 2010), 109.

3% For a critical summary of these vehement attasdes,Nicholas Royléfter Derrida(Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1995), 1.

40 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Brunette and Wdltseen/Play27.

41 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Bowma®constructing Popular Culturet7.

42 Brunette, “Post-Structuralism and Deconstructi®1,792.
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Is progressive politics then engagement in and dtmant to a position, based on
the analysis of an ultimately interpretable histakisituation? Or is progressive
politics the refusal to be positioned at all, thalization that a new political
situation demands a new language no longer tietdtoepresentations and old

modes of representatidti?

In such a reading, the radical potential of deaoicsive politics comes from its rejection of
any essential stance, revolutionary or conservasis®errida puts it, deconstruction is
“‘inherently ‘nothing at all.™*

In turn, other critics have located Derridean tly&opolitical function in the
deconstruction of logocentric dualisms. As hasaalyebeen established, Derrida’s reading
of metaphysical binarism perceives a “violent hieng” at work in all oppositional
structures?® Bearing this in mind, the overturning and dispigodf discrepancies in
discursive authority embeds a radical politicalgodial within deconstruction’s underlying
methodological principles. Brunette and Wills ersdothis perspective, drawing upon
Derrida’s own assertion that deconstruction seeksdmprehend...what strategies,
interests, and investments are at work in pfayd’turn, Brunette and Wills elucidate how
deconstruction probes the political hegemoniesagust by Western discourse,

interrogating

the ways in which authority and power constitutentselves through logocentric,
oppositional hierarchies that a deconstructiveegnamay then seek to reverse and
displace. As long as politics has anything to dithvwtructures of power and the

workings of economies, Derrida’s work has been esking political questiorfs.

Thus, Brunette and Wills argue that the expligithfitical themes of Derrida’s later work
(such as South African apartheid) merely foregreana latent radical function that has
always inhabited the act of deconstructive reatfing.

Finally, accusations of nihilism can be countdsgdocusing on the productive

possibilities of Derridean theory. Whilst criticgae that deconstruction aims towards a

43 Dana Polan, “Desire Shifts the Differance’: FiglPoetics and Figural Politics in the Film Theory
of Marie-Claire Ropars,Camera Obscurd 2 (1984): 72.

44 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Patrick Mc@eimema, Theory, and Political Responsibility in
Contemporary CulturéCambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 169

45 Jacques Derridd2ositions trans. Alan Bass (London: Athlone Press, 198Y), 4

46 Jacques Derrida, quoted in Brunette and Wdltseen/Play14.

47 Brunette and WillsScreen/Play23.

48 |bid., 27-28. See Jacques Derrida, “Racism’s Magtd,” trans. Peggy KamuGritical Inquiry 12
(1985): 290-299.
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total obliteration of knowledge or sense, othergehaoted that this critical gesture actually
facilitates a greater diversity of significancesl ameanings. Derrida openly espouses this
view, asserting that “deconstruction is never catietl because it was never nihilistic,
contrary to what they say Mewsweekbut rather affirmative and generativ@ Thus, the
invention of meaning relies upon the deconstruatibrestrictive metaphysical forms; while
logocentric structures continue to regulate thg pfadifférancefrom which all significance
stems, any attempt to construct an original palitiotervention is impossibRé.Barbara
Johnson cogently demonstrates this point, argiiagdeconstruction does not posit the
impossibility of meaning; rather it challenges therarchical pre-eminence specific

meanings to the detriment of a multiplicity of attte

Deconstruction is not a form of textual vandalisesigned to prove that meaning is
impossible.... If anything is destroyed in a decargtve reading, it is not meaning

but the claim to unequivocal domination of one motisignifying over anothet.

Wills uses similar insights to argue that decortdiom calls for constant critical reflection,
an active process that consistently analyses dimsethe ways in which we conduct social,

cultural, and political affairs:

In shaking up our way of thinking, Derrida is, inery real sense trying to save it;
not to save it in any immutable form, but to keiegaing, to keep us thinking...in a
culture that...is rapidly forgetting or repressirgn¢lation to language and to the

word, forgetting how to read, no longer taking tinee to read, perhaps preferring

the passivity of looking.... Derrida forces us topstimok, and read more closéfy.

Wills demonstrates that Derridean theory does psit @ series of abstract strategies that
absolve the critic of political responsibility; hafr it is cast as the potential saviour of critical
thought and, by extension, political action. Impotty, this understanding of deconstruction
as the facilitator of diverse meanings, reading&mterventions exemplifies this thesis’

endorsement of Derridean theory’s political impodg; it also underlies the positive,

49 Jacques Derrida, quoted in BowmBweconstructing Popular Culturel 52.

%0 Derrida elucidates this point fruitfully throughchitectural metaphors already discussed in chapter
three; see Jacques Derrida, “The Spatial Arts:rkarview with Jacques Derrida,” econstruction
and the Visual Artseds. Peter Brunette and David Wills (CambridgemBridge University Press,
1994), 27.

51 Barbara Johnson, “Translator’s Introduction, Disseminationby Jacques Derrida, trans. Barbara
Johnson (London: Continuum, 2004), xv.

52 David Wills, “Jaded in America,” iDeconstruction Is/In America: A New Sense of thiial ,

ed. Anselm Haverkamp (London: New York Universitg$s, 1995), 254.
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practical impact of my research upon popular nafi@rentity debates. Uncovering and
destabilizing forces of cultural homogenisatioris theconstructive intervention opens up an
unbounded and non-totalizing freeplaydifférancewithin American cultural politics. This
Derridean model abets a fundamental reconcepttializaf identity discourses; it
dismantles restrictive metaphysical orthodoxiespldices antagonistic structural
oppositions, and liberates a plethora of singuldtucal gestures. It is this form of dynamic,

continuougolitical intervention that this thesis has attempted tdifats.

296



Bibliography

Aaron, Michele!'New Queer Cinema: An Introduction.” Hew Queer Cinema: A Critical
Reader edited by Michele Aaron, 3-14. Edinburgh: EdirdhutJniversity Press,
2004.

Adams, Bert NThe American Family: A Sociological Interpretatig®hicago: Markham
Pub. Co., 1971.

Aitken, lan.European Film Theory and Cinema: A Critical Intraxion. Bloomington:

Indiana University Press, 2001.

Alemany-Galway, MaryA Postmodern Cinema&he Voice of the Other in Canadian Film

Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2002.

Allen, Michael.Contemporary US Cinem&ondon: Longman, 2003.

Allen, Richard, and Murray Smith. “Introduction:liffi Theory and Philosophy.” IRilm
Theory and Philosophydited by Richard Allen and Murray Smith, 1-3%f@d:
Clarendon, 1997.

Anderson, Benedictmagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 8pdead of

Nationalism Revised Ed. London: Verso, 2006.

Andrew, Geoff.Stranger Than Paradise: Maverick Film-Makers in R&cAmerican

Cinema London: Prion, 1998.

Antunes, Luis Rocha. “The Vestibular in Film: Otiation and Balance in Gus Van Sant’s
Cinema of Walking.'Essays in Philosophi3, no. 2 (2012): 522-549.

Arieli, Yehoshualndividualism and Nationalism in American ldeologgpndon: Oxford

University Press, 1964.

Atkinson, Michael. Review olVendy & Lucydirected by Kelly ReichardSight & Sound
19, no. 2 (2009): 81.

------ . “That's EntertainmentSight & SoundL7, no. 4 (2007): 18-22.

Bachmann, Michael. “Derrida on Film: Staging SpalcBincerity.” InThe Rhetoric of
Sincerity edited by Ernst van Alphen, Mieke Bal, and C&miith, 214-229.

297



Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008.

Bainbridge, Jason. “Soiling Suburbia: Lynch, Solpadd the Power of DirtM/C Journal
9, no. 5 (2006): http://journal.media-culture.org@610/11-bainbridge.php.

Baker, Lee D. “Introduction: Identity and Everydafe in America.” InLife in America:

Identity and Everyday Experiencedited by Lee D. Baker, 1-21. Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 2004.

Barker, James F. “Introduction: Order and Imagéh@American Small Town.” I@rder

and Image in the American Small Towdited by Michael W. Fazio and Peggy
Whitman Prenshaw, 3-7. Jackson: University Preddississippi, 1981.

Barker, Martin. “The Pleasures of Watching an ‘Oat’ Film: The Case of Being John
Malkovich.” Scope: An Online Journal of Film StudiEk (2008):
http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/article.php?isdli&id=1020.

Barrett, Michele, and Mary Mcintosfihe Anti-Social FamilyLondon: Verso, 1991.

Bellah, Robert N., Richard Madsen, William M. Sudin, Ann Swidler and Steven M.

Tipton. Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitmenfimerican Life2"
Ed. London: University of California Press, 1996.

Belton, JohnAmerican Cinema/American Cultur®? Ed. New York: McGraw Hill, 2005.

Bennington, Geoffrey. “In the Event.” Derrida’s Legacies: Literature and Philosophy

edited by Robert Eaglestone and Simon Glendini@6g35.London: Routledge,
2008

. “Postal Politics and the Institution of thiation.” InNation and Narrationedited by
Homi K. Bhabha, 121-137. London: Routledge, 1990.

Bercovitch, SacvarThe American Jeremiadladison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1978.

. “Fusion and Fragmentation: The Americannuly.” In The American ldentity —

Fusion and Fragmentatigredited by Rob Kroes, 19-45. Amsterdam: University
Amsterdam, 1980.

298



Berger, Brigitte and Peter Bergd@ihe War over the Family: Capturing the Middle Grdun
London: Penguin, 1984.

Bernstein, Mary, and Renate Reimann, “Queer Fasréliel the Politics of Visibility.” In
Queer Families, Queer Politicedited by Mary Bernstein and Renate Reimann, 1-
20. New York: Columbia University Press, 2001.

Bernstein, Matthew. “Hollywood’s Semi-Independenddriction.”Cinema JournaB2, no.
3 (1993): 41-54.

Berra, JohnDeclarations of Independence: American Cinema aedRartiality of

Independent Productio®ristol: Intellect, 2008.

Beuka, RobertSuburbiaNation: Reading Suburban Landscape in Tie#mCentury

American Fiction and FilmBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004.

Bhabha, Homi K. “The Commitment to Theory.”Questions of Third Cinemadited by
Jim Pines and Paul Willemen, 111-131. London: BHIRhing, 1989.

------ . “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Mas of the Modern Nation.” INation
and Narration edited by Homi K. Bhabha, 291-322. London: Ralgks 1990.

------ . “Introduction:; Narrating the Nation.” INation and Narrationedited by Homi K.
Bhabha, 1-7. London: Routledge, 1990.

Block, James EA Nation of Agents: The American Path to a Modezth &1d Society

London: Havard University Press, 2002.

Bordwell, David.Narration in the Fiction FilmMadison, WI: University of Wisconson
Press, 1985.

Bordwell, David, Kristen Thompson, and Janet Staigéassical Hollywood Cinemdrilm
Style and Mode of Production to 196@ndon: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985.

Bousé, DerekWildlife Films Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania RBrexD00.

Bowman, PaulDeconstructing Popular CulturdBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.

299



Brannigan, John. “Writing DeTermiNation: Readingdilein(to) Irish National Identity.” In
Applying: To Derrida edited by John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins, and dulia
Wolfreys, 55-70. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996.

Braudy, Leo. “The Genre of Nature: Ceremonies ablrence.” InrRefiguring American
Film Genres: History and Thegredited by Nick Browne, 278-310. Berkeley, CA:

University of California Press, 1998.

Brereton, PatHollywood Utopia: Ecology in Contemporary Americ@mema London:
Intellect Books, 2005.

------ . Smart Cinema, DVD Add-Ons and New Audience PleasBasingstokePalgrave
Macmillan, 2012.

Bromley, Roger. Dead ManTells Tale: Tongues and Guns in Narratives oMrest.”
European Journal of American Cultu2®, no. 1 (2001): 50-64.

Brooks, Xan. Review dflappinessdirected by Todd Solond3ight & Sound®, no. 4
(1999): 44.

Browne, Nick. “Griffith’'s Family Discourse: Griffit and Freud.” IHome is Where the
Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the Woman'’s Fédlited by Christine
Gledhill, 223-234. London: BFI Publishing, 1987.

Brunette, Peter. “Post-Structuralism and Deconstm¢ In The Oxford Guide to Film
Studiesedited by John Hill and Pamela Church-Gibson9910xford: Oxford
University Press, 1998.

------ . “Toward a Deconstructive Theory of FilnBtudies in the Literary Imaginatidl®,
no. 2 (1986): 55-72.

Brunette, Peter, and David WillScreen/Play: Derrida and Film Theor@xford: Princeton

University Press, 1989.

Bruzzi, StellaBringing Up Daddy: Fatherhood and Masculinity ingeavar Hollywood.
London: BFI Publishing, 2005.

Buell, LawrenceThe Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Wgt and the

Formation of American Culturd_ondon: Belknap, 1995.

300



Burchill, Louise. “Jacques Derrida.” Film, Theory and Philosophy: The Key Thinkers
edited by Felicity Colman, 164-178. Durham: Acumze09.

Burgoyne, Robert=ilm Nation: Hollywood Looks at U.S. Historlyondon: University of

Minnesota Press, 1997.

Butler, JudithGender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion oftijer2" Ed. London:
Routledge, 2006.

Callicott, J. Baird. “Contemporary Criticisms oktReceived Wilderness Idea.” Tine
Wilderness DebatRages On: Continuing the Great New Wilderness Bxbat
edited by J. Baird Callicott and Michael P. Nels8B5-377. London: University of
Georgia Press, 2008.

Capino, José B. “Seminal Fantasies: Wakefield Rdtenography, Independent Cinema
and the Avant-Garde.” I@ontemporary American Independent Film: From the
Margins to the Mainstreanedited by Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt, 153-17
London: Routledge, 2004.

Carlson, Allan. “Liberty, Order and the Family.” Tthe Family: Is it Just another Lifestyle
Choice?Edited by Jon Davies, 28-62. London: IEA Healtl &velfare, 1993.

Carmichael, Deborah A. “Introduction.” Ifhe Landscape of Hollywood Westerns:
Ecocriticism in an American Film Genredited by Deborah A. Carmichael, 1-18.
Salt Lake City, Utah: University of Utah Press, @00

Cavan, Ruth Shonl@he American FamilyNew York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1970.

Ceaser, James \Reconstructing America: The Symbol of America in@&io Thought

London: Yale University Press, 1997.

Chang, Chris. “Cruel to Be Kind: A Brief History @bdd Solondz.’Film Commen84, no.
5 (1998): 72-75.

Christensen, Bryce Divided We Fall: Family Discord and the Fracturitng America New

Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2006.

Clark, Clifford E.The American Family Home, 1800-19&hapel Hill: University of
Carolina Press, 1986.

301



Coleman, Marilyn, Lawrence H. Ganong, and Kelly Waik. Family Life in 20th-Century

America London: Greenwood Press, 2007.

Conley, TomFilm Hieroglyphs: Ruptures in Classical Cinen@xford: University of
Minnesota Press, 1991.

Conn, Andrew Lewis. “The Bad Review Happiness Desgror: The Tyranny of Critic-
Proof Movies.” Review oHappinessdirected by Todd Solondgilm Commen85,
no. 1 (1999): 70-72.

Cooke, Paul, and Rob Stone. “Transatlantic Driftbbls, Slackers;laneurs Idiots and
Edukators.” Inmpure Cinemalntermedial and Intercultural Approaches to Fjlm
edited by Lucia Nagib and Anne Jerslev, 82-101.dam |.B. Tauris, 2014.

Coontz, Stephanidhe Way We Never Were: American Families and ttstalidpa Trap
New York: Basic Books, 1992.

Cosgrove, Denis Eseography and Vision: Seeing, Imagining and Repitasg the World
London: I.B. Tauris, 2008.

Crofts, Stephen. “Reconceptualising National Cinsthdn Theorising National Cinema
edited by Valentina Vitali and Paul Willemen, 44-60ndon: BFI Publishing,
2006.

Cronon, William. “The Trouble with Wilderness; @gtting Back to the Wrong Nature.” In
Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nafwedited by William Cronon, 69-90.
London: W.W. Norton, 1995.

Cubitt, SeanEco Media New York: Rodopi, 2005.

Cullen, Jim.The American Dream: A Short History of an Idea tBhaped a Nation.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.

Cusset, Francoigrench TheoryHow Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co. Transformbd t
Intellectual Life of the United StateBranslated by Jeff Fort, Josephine Berganza,
and Marlon Jones. Minneapolis: University of MinosPress, 2008.

Currie, Mark.Difference London: Routledge, 2004.

302



Davies, Richard OMain Street Blues: The Decline of Small-Town Angei@olumbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1998.

Davis, Colin.Haunted Subjects: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysisthe Return of the

Dead Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.

Defino, Dean. “Todd Solondz.” IRifty Contemporary Filmmakergdited by Yvonne
Tasker, 311-318. London: Routledge, 2002.

Deleuze, GillesCinema 1: The Movement-Imageanslated by Hugh Tomlinson and

Barbara Habberjam. London: Continuum, 2005.

Demos, John. “Images of the Family, Then and NdwChanging Images of the Family
edited by Virginia Tufte and Barbara Mayerhoff, @3-London: Yale University
Press, 1979.

------ . Past, Present, and Personal: The Family and the Cidurse in American Histary
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986.

Derrida, Jacque#porias: Dying---Awaiting (One Another at) thieimits of Truth.
Translated by Thomas Dutroit. Stanford: Stanforaversity Press, 1993.

------ . Archive Fever: A Freudian Impressiofnranslated by Eric Prenowitz. London:

University of Chicago Press, 1996.

------ . “As if | were Dead: An Interview with Jacques Derrida.Ajpplying: To Derrida
edited by John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Juliaifrdys, 212-227.

Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996.

------ . DisseminationTranslated by Barbara Johnson. London: Continla@4.

------ . “The Law of Genre.” Translated by Avital Rell. Critical Inquiry 7, no. 1 (1980): 55-
81.

------ . Limited Inc Edited by Gerald Graff. Evanston, Ill: Northwesté&niversity Press,
1988.

------ . Margins of PhilosophyEdited by Alan Bass. London: Harvester WheatsHeg2.

303



. Memoires: For Paul de MarnTranslated by Cecile Lindsay. New York: Columbia

University Press, 1989.

. Negotiations: Interventions and Interviews, 197 D20ranslated and Edited by
Elizabeth Rottenberg. Stanford: Stanford UniverBitgss, 2002.

. Of GrammatologyCorrected Ed. Translated by Gayatri Chakravopty&k. London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997.

. Positions Translated by Alan Bass. London: Athlone PreS8y71

. “Racism’s Last Word.” Translated by Pegggriuf. Critical Inquiry 12 (1985): 290-
299.

. “The Spatial Arts: An Interview with Jacqu®errida.” InDeconstruction and the
Visual Arts edited by Peter Brunette and David Wills, 9-3@nt®ridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994.

. “Videor.” In Resolutions: Contemporary Video Practicedited by Michael Renov
and Erika Suderburg, 72-77. London: University ohivesota Press, 1996.

. Writing and DifferenceTranslated by Alan Bass. London: Routledge, 2001.

Derrida, Jacques, and Bernard Stiedimhographies of Television: Filmed Interviews

Translated by Jennifer Bajorek. Cambridge: PolitysB, 2002.

Dienst, RichardStill Life in Real Time: Theory After Televisidrondon: Duke University

Press, 1994.

Dillon, Sarah. “Time for the Gift of Dance.” IBex, Gender and Time in Literature and

Culture, edited by Ben Davies and Jana Funk, 109-131nBasike: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2011.

Doane, Mary AnnThe Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Corting, the

Archive London: Harvard University Press, 2002.

Donaldson-McHugh, Shannon, and Don Moore. “Film ptdéion, Co-Authorship, and

Hauntology: Gus Van SantRsycho(1998).”Journal of Popular Cultur&9, no. 2
(2006): 225-233.

304



Douglas, William. “Subversion of the American Taken Family.” InTelevision and the
American Familyedited by Jennings Bryant and J. Alison Bryaf§-243.

London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2001.

Downing, Lisa, and Libby Saxtofilm and Ethics: Foreclosed Encountetondon:
Routledge, 2010.

Drenthen, Martin. “Fatal Attraction: Wildness in i@emporary Film."Environmental
Ethics31, no. 3 (2009): 297-315.

Drummond, LeeAmerican Dreamtime: A Cultural Analysis of PopulMovies, and their

Implications for a Science of Humanityondon: Littlefields Adams Books, 1996.

Easthope, Antony. “Derrida and British Film Thedmyn Applying: To Derrida edited by
John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Julian Wolfre$4-194. Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1996.

Elsaesser, Thomas “Tales of Sound and Fury: Obengeon the Family Melodrama.” In
Home is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodranth thie Woman's Filmedited
by Christine Gledhill, 43-69. London: BFI Publisgirl987.

Elshtain, Jean Bethke. “The Heart of the Mattere Hamily as the Site of Fundamental
Ethical Struggle”. IfFamily Transformed: Religion, Values, and Sociaty i
American Life edited by Stephen M. Tipton and John Witte, 234-2Vashington,
D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2005.

------ . “Our Town Reconsidered: Reflections on 8mall Town in American Literature.” In
Political Mythology and Popular Fictigredited by Ernest J. Yanarella and Lee
Sigelman, 115-136. Westport, CT: Greenwood Prég8.1

Evans, Nicola. “The Family Change Colour: Interah€iamilies in Contemporary
Hollywood Film.” Screerd3, no. 3 (2002): 271-292.

Evernden, Lorne Leslie Neilhe Social Creation of Natureondon: Johns Hopkins

University Press, 1992.

Farrell, Betty GFamily: The Making of an ldea, an Institution, am€ontroversy in

American CultureOxford:; Westview Press, 1999.

305



Feaster, Felicia. Review &fummpgo directed by Harmony Korin&ilm Quarterly52, no. 2
(1998): 41-43.

Foundas, Scott. Review @endy & Lucydirected by Kelly ReichardVariety. June 2,
2008. http://www.variety.com/review/VE1117937319Catid=31.

Francaviglia, Richard Wain Street Revisited: Time, Space, and Image Bigiloh Small-

Town Americalowa City: University of lowa Press, 1996.

Fuchs, Cynthia. “The Whole Fucking World Warpedwand Me’: Bad Kids and Worse
Contexts.” InBad: Infamy, Darkness, Evil, and Slime on Screelited by Murray
Pomerance, 273-286. Albany: SUNY Press, 2004.

Gellner, ErnestiNations and Nationalisnm?™ Edition. Oxford: Blackwell, 2006.

Gersdorf, CatrinThe Poetics and Politics of the Desert: Landscape the Construction of
America New York: Rodopi, 2009.

Gilbey, Ryan. Review dBerry, directed by Gus Van Sar®ight & SoundL3, no. 10 (2003):
50-51.

Gittins, Diana.The Family in Question: Changing Households and ikanmdeologies
London: Macmillan, 1993.

Glazer, Nathan. “Individualism and Equality in tHaeited States.” IrOn the Making of
Americans: Essays in Honor of David Riesmedited by Herbert J. Gans, 127-142.

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 9197

Gledhill, Christine. “The Melodramatic Field: AnJestigation.” InHome is Where the
Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the Woman'’s Fédfited by Christine
Gledhill, 5-39. London: BFI Publishing, 1987.

Gorfinkel, Elena. “Weariness, Waiting: EnduratiordaArt Cinema’s Tired Bodies.”
Discourse34, no. 2 (2012): 311-347.

Grey, lan. Review oWendy & Lucydirected by Kelly ReichardBaltimore City Paper
February 4, 2009. http://www?2.citypaper.com/filnviev.asp?rid=14402.

Gurr, Jens Martin. “The Mass-Slaughter of Nativee&ivans in Jim Jarmuschad Man

A Complex Interplay of Word and Image.” Word and Image in Colonial and

306



Postcolonial Literatures and Culturesdited by Michael Meyer, 353-372. New
York: Rodopi, 2009.

Guthrie, Bernadette. “Invoking Derrida: Authorshiggadership, and the Specter of
Presence in Film and PrinfNew Literary History42, no. 3 (2011): 519-536.

Hall, Mary Katherine. “Now You Are a Killer of WhetMen: Jim JarmuschBead Manand
Traditions of Revisionism in the Westerddurnal of Film and Vide®2, no. 4
(2001): 3-14.

Hamelman, Steven. “The Deconstructive Search fot Oterature/Film Quarterly28, no.
4 (2000): 312-319.

Hanson, PeteiThe Cinema of Generation X: a Critical Study oh#sland Directors
Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2002.

Hareven, Tamara K. “Family Time and Historical Tiin@ The Family edited by Alice S.
Rossi, Jerome Kagan and Tamara K. Hareven, 57-¢@.York: Norton, 1978.

Harwood, Saralfamily Fictions: Representations of the Family §8@s Hollywood

Cinema Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997.

Haverkamp, Anselm. “Deconstruction is/as Neopraggn&t Preliminary Remarks on
Deconstruction in America.” IDeconstruction Is/In America: A New Sense of the
Political, edited by Anselm Haverkamp, 1-13. London: Newkvdniversity Press,
1995.

Hawes, Joseph M., and Elizabeth I. Nybakkemily and Society in American History

Urbana: University of lllinois Press, 2001.

Hawkins, Joan. “Dark, Disturbing, Intelligent, Pomative, and Quirky: Avant-Garde
Cinema of the 1980s and 1990s."Gontemporary American Independent Film:
From the Margins to the Mainstreamdited by Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt,
89-106. London: Routledge, 2004.

Hayward, SusarCinema Studies: the Key Concef@$ed. London: Routledge, 2006.

------ . “Framing National Cinemas.” I8inema and Natioredited by Mette Hjort and Scott
MacKenzie 81-94. London: Routledge, 2000.

307



Helms, MaryMiddle America: A Cultural History of Heartland artatontiers.Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1975.

Herron, Ima Honaker. “Changing Images of the Amari€mall Town - Fair Verna to
Peyton Place.English Journald7, no. 9 (1958): 537-548

------ . The Small Town in American Literatufdew York: Haskell House Publishers, 1971.

Higham, JohnHanging Together: Unity and Diversity in Americaoltdre. Edited by Carl

J. Guarneri. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001
Higson, Andrew. “The Concept of National Cinem&creer30, no. 4 (1989): 36-46.

Hillier, Jim. “Introduction.” InAmerican Independent Cinema: A Sight and Soundad&te
edited by Jim Hillier, ix-xvii. London: BFI Publigfg, 2001.

------ . “US Independent Cinema since the 1980sCamtemporary American Cinema
edited by Linda Ruth Williams and Michael HammoBd7-264. London: Open
University Press, 2006.

Hoberman, J. “The Children’s Hour.” Review of Gemiyashington, directed by David
Gordon GreenVillage Voice October 24, 2000. http://www.villagevoice.com/00
10-24/film/the-children-s-hour/.

Hofstede, GeerCulture’s Consequences: International Differenge¥\ork-Related
Values London: SAGE, 1984.

Holbling, Walter. “From Main Street to Lake Wobegamd Half-Way Back: The Mid-West
Small-town as a Literary Place in'2@entury U.S. Literature.” IiThe Small Town
in America: A Multidisciplinary Revisiedited by Hans Bertens and Theo D’Haen,
97-108. Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1995.

Holden, Stephen. “Playing Desert Solitaire withreeird.” Review ofGerry, directed by
Gus Van SantNew York Timed-ebruary 14, 2003.
http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9905EED8AR337A25751C0A9659
C8B63.

308



Holmlund, Chris. “Introduction: From the Marginsttee Mainstream.” '€ontemporary
American Independent Film: From the Margins to khanstream edited by Chris
Holmlund and Justin Wyatt, 1-19. London: Routled2fz)4.

Horton, Justin. “Mental Landscapes: Bazin, Deleang, Neorealism (Then and Now).”
Cinema Journab2, no. 2 (2013): 23-45.

Hueng, Marina. “Why E.T. Must Go Home: The New Hgrm American Cinema.”
Journal of Popular Film and Televisidll, no. 2 (1983): 79-85.

Hunter, James Daviso@ulture Wars: The Struggle to Define Ameribew York: Basic
Books, 1991.

Huntingdon, Samuel RVho Are We? The Challenges to America's Natioreitity. New
York: Simon & Schuster, 2005.

Hutcheon, Linda. “The Power of Postmodern Ironp.Genre, Trope, Gender: Critical
Essays by Northrop Frye, Linda Hutcheon and ShiNeymanedited by Barry
Rutland, 33-50. Ottawa: Carleton University Praé§§2.

Ingram, David Green Screen: Environmentalism and Hollywood Cindaxater:

University of Exeter Press, 2000.

Insdorf, Annette. “Ordinary People, European StgleHow to Spot an Independent
Feature.” InContemporary American Independent Film: From thediss to the
Mainstream edited by Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt, 27{3dndon:
Routledge, 2004.

Isaacs, Bruce. “Non-Linear Narrative.” New Punk Cinemaedited by Nicholas Rombes,
126-138. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,200

James, David E. “Alternative Cinemas."@ontemporary American Independent Film:
From the Margins to the Mainstreamdited by Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt,
59-67. London: Routledge, 2004.

Jehlen, MyraAmerican Incarnation: The Individual, The Natiomdsthe Continent

Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1986.

309



Jenkins, David. Review &endy & Lucydirected by Kelly ReichardT.ime Out (London)
March 5, 2009. http://www.timeout.com/film/revie88019/wendy-and-lucy.html.

Johnson, Barbara. “Translator’s Introduction.'Disseminationby Jacques Derrida, vii-

xxxv. Translated by Barbara Johnson. London: Conitim, 2004.

Johnson, Michael LHunger for the Wild: America’s Obsession with th&tdumed West

Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2007.

Jones, Kent. Review ddead Man directed by Jim JarmusadBineaste22, no. 2 (1996):
45-46.

Kammen, Michael GPeople of Paradox: An Inquiry Concerning the Origof American
Civilization. New York: Knopf, 1972.

Kamuf, PeggyTo Follow: The Wake of Jacques Derridadinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2010.

Kemp, Philip. Review oseorge Washingtgrdirected by David Gordon Gree®ight &
Soundl1, no. 10 (2001): 49.

------ . Review ofSure Fire directed by Jon Jos$ight & Sound 3no. 7 (1993): 51-52.

Kilbourn, Russell J.ACinema, Memory, Modernity: The Representation ahiky from
the Art Film to Transnational Cinemalew York: Routledge, 2010.

Kilpatrick, JacquelynCelluloid Indians Native Americans and Filniincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999.

King, Geoff. American Independent Cinemandon: I.B. Tauris, 2005.

------ . “Following in the Footsteps: Gus Van Sarerryand Elephanin the American
Independent Field of Cultural Productiolléw Review of Film and Television
Studies4, no. 2 (2006): 75-92.

------ . Indie 2.0: Change and Continuity in Contemporaryefican Indie Film London:
[.B. Tauris, 2014.

------ . Indiewood, USA: Where Hollywood Meets Independam¢r@a London: 1.B. Tauris,
2009.

310



------ . “Thriving or in Permanent Crisis? Discoussen the State of Indie Cinema.” In
American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aegdBd edited by Geoff
King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis, 41-52eW York: Routledge, 2013.

King, Geoff, Claire Molloy, and Yannis Tzioumakittroduction.” In American
Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood and Beyeuwlited by Geoff King, Claire
Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis, 1-8. New York: Roultge, 2013.

King, Mike. The American Cinema of Excess: Extremes of thehatMind on Film
Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2009.

Kleinhans, Chuck. “Independent Features: Hopedardms.” InThe New American
Cinema edited by Jon Lewis, 307-327. London: Duke UrsigrPress, 1999.

------ . “Working-Class Film Heroes: Junior Johns&ngl Knievel and the Film Audience.”
In Jump Cut: Hollywood, Politics, and Counter-Cineradited by Peter Steven, 64-
82. Toronto: Between the Lines, 1985.

Knuttila, Lee. “Where Do We Go From Here? ConfrogtContingency witlGerry.”
CineAction80 (2010): 38-43.

Kroes, Rob. “The Small Town: Between Modernity &wabt-Modernity.” InThe Small
Town in America: A Multidisciplinary Revisidited by Hans Bertens and Theo
D’Haen, 7-18. Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1995.

Landesman, Cosmo. Review\fendy & Lucydirected by Kelly Reichardl.he Sunday
Times March 8, 2009.
http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_asmertainment/film/film_reviews
/article5853409.ece.

Landy, Marcia. “Very Far from Heaven: Todd Hayh€mnematic Family.” InA Family
Affair; Cinema Comes Homedited by Murray Pomerance, 205-220. London:
Wallflower, 2008.

Lapsley, Robert and Michael Westlak&m Theory: An Introduction2nd Ed. Manchester:

Manchester University Press, 2006.

Lasch, ChristopheHaven in a Heartless World: The Family Beseidéew York: Basic
Books, 1977.

311



Lawrenson, Edward. “Slow Train Comindsight & Sound.1, no. 9 (2001): 10-11.

Lee, JasorCelebrity, Pedophilia, and Ideology in American @Quk. Amherst, NY:
Cambria Press, 20009.

Lefebvre, Martin. “On Landscape in Narrative Cinéh@anadian Journal of Film Studies
20, no. 1 (2011): 61-78.

Lehan, RichardLiterary Modernism and Beyond: The Extended Visiod the Realms of

the TextBaton Rouge: Louisiana State University Pres$220

Leibman, Nina CLiving Room Lectures: The Fifties Family in Filmdafielevision Austin:

University of Texas Press, 1995.

Lerner, MaxAmerica as Civilization: Life and Thought in Ameritoday New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1957.

Levich, Jacob. “Western Auguries: Jim Jarmus@&ead Man’ Film CommenB82, no. 3
(1996): 39-41.

Levinson, JulieThe American Success Myth on FiBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2012.

Levy, Emanuel. “The American Dream of Family inrilFrom Decline to Comeback.”
Journal of Comparative Family Studig, no. 2 (1991): 187-204.

------ . Cinema of Outsiders: The Rise of American Indepanéiém. London: New York
University Press, 1999.

------ . Review ofGerry, directed by Gus Van Sai8creen DailyLast Modified January 14,
2001. http://www.screendaily.com/gerry/407985.atic

------ . Small-Town America in Film: The Decline and FallGdmmunity New York:
Continuum, 1991.

Lewis, Michael. “American Wilderness: An Introdwati” In American Wilderness: A New
History, edited by Michael Lewis, 3-14. Oxford: Oxford Wersity Press, 2007.

Lingeman, Richard RSmall Town America: A Narrative History, 1620-Thed&nt New
York: Putnam, 1980.

312



------ . “The Small-town in America: The Recent Rdke Near Future.” IChange and
Tradition in the American Small Towedited by Robert Craycroft and Michael
Fazio, 3-16. Jackson: University Press of Missjssip083.

Lippit, Akira Mizuta.Ex-Cinema: From a Theory of Experimental Film anded.

Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012.

------ . Review ofScreen/Play: Derrida and Film Thearlgy Peter Brunette and David Wills.
MLN 105, no. 5 (1990): 1130-1133.

Lipset, Seymour MartinrAmerican Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Swdshdon:
Norton, 1996.

------ . “The Unchanging American Character.”lidividualism and Conformity in the

American Characteredited by Roger Rapson, 83-97. Boston: Heath7.196

Lombardo, Patricia. “Memory and Imagination in Fil@erry andDead Man” Ekphrasis
(2009): 10-22.

de Luca, Tiago. “Gus Van Sant’s Gerry and Visiorfaealism."Cinephile: The University
of British Columbia Film Journal, no. 2 (2011): 43-50.

Luckhurst, Roger. “(Touching on) Tele-Technology’Applying: To Derrida edited by
John Brannigan, Ruth Robbins and Julian Wolfrey4-183. Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1996.

Lukes, Stevenindividualism Oxford: Blackwell, 1973.

Lynd, Robert, and Helen Lyn#liddletown, A Study in Contemporary American Cwtur
New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co, 1929.

Lyndon, Donlyn. “Order, Investment and Appropriatibln Order and Image in the
American Small Towredited by Michael W. Fazio and Peggy Whitman Bhnaw,
8-13. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi,1198

Lyons, Donaldindependent Visions: A Critical Introduction to RatIndependent

American Film New York: Ballantine Books, 1994.

MacDonald, ScottThe Garden in the Machine: A Field Guide to Indefam Films About

Place Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001.

313



MacDowell, James. “Notes on QuirkyMovie: A Journal of Film Criticisni (2010): 1-16,

http://lwww2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/film/movie/comtis/notes_on_quirky.pdf.

------ . “Quirky.” In American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aegdBd edited by
Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis,-63. New York: Routledge,
2013.

Macgregor, Lyn Christine-abits of the Heartland: Small-Town Life in Mod&merica

Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2010.

MacKinnon, KennethHollywood’s Small Towns: An Introduction to the Aiten Small-

Town Movie London: Scarecrow Press, 1984.

Madsen, Deborah l[American ExceptionalisniEdinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1998.

Maltby, RichardHollywood CinemaOxford: Blackwell, 2003.

Mann, DeniseHollywood Independents: The Postwar Talent Takedvarneapolis:

University of Minnesota Press, 2008.

Marchetti, Gina. “Guests dthe Wedding Banquethe Cinema of the Chinese Diaspora and
the Rise of the American Independents.Clontemporary American Independent
Film: From the Margins to the Mainstrearadited by Chris Holmlund and Justin
Wyatt, 211-225. London: Routledge, 2004.

Markus, Gregory B., “American Individualism Recatesied.” InCitizens and Politics:
Perspectives from Political Psycholggdited by James H. Kuklinski, 401-432.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.

Martin, Wallace. “Introduction.” ImThe Yale Critics: Deconstruction in Amerjeadited by
Jonathan Arac, Wlad Godzich, and Wallace Martinxxoevii. Minneapolis:

University of Minnesota Press, 1983.

Martindale, Don, and Russell Galen Hans®mall Town and the Nation: The Conflict of
Local and Translocal Force®Vestport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishing Corporation
1969.

314



Martin-Jones, DavidDeleuze, Cinema and National Identity: Narrativen&iin National
ContextsEdinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006.

Marx, Leo.The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the RPaktdeal in America
New York: Oxford University Press, 2000.

Mauk, David, and John Oaklanéimerican Civilization: An IntroductiarLondon:
Routledge, 2009.

Mayshark, Jesse FoRost-Pop Cinema: The Search for Meaning in New Avaer=ilm.

London: Praeger Publishers, 2007.

McGee, PatrickCinema, Theory, and Political Responsibility in @mnporary Culture
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.

McKinney, Devin. Review oGerry, directed by Gus Van Samtilm Quarterly57, no. 2
(2003): 43-47.

McKittrick, Casey. “I Laughed and Cringed at thange Time’: Shaping Pedophilic
Discourse aroundmerican BeautgndHappiness The Velvet Light Trap: A
Critical Journal of Film and Televisio#7, no. 2 (2001): 3-12.

Meinig, D.W. “Symbolic Landscapes: Some Idealizasiof American Communities.” In
The Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes: GeogliaphEssaysedited by D.W.
Meinig, 164-192. Oxford: Oxford University Pres8,79.

Melbye, David Landscape Allegory in Cinema: From Wilderness tsiéland

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.

Mendik, Xavier, and Steven Jay Schneider. “Explorat Underground: American Film
(Ad)ventures Beneath the Hollywood Radar.'Underground U.S.A.: Filmmaking
Beyond the Hollywood Canpadited by Xavier Mendik and Steven Jay Schneider,
1-12. London: Wallflower Press, 2002.

Merchant, CarolynAmerican Environmental History: An Introductio@hichester:

Columbia University Press, 2007.

Merritt, Greg.Celluloid Mavericks: The History of American Indadent Film New York,
NY: Thunder's Mouth Press, 2000.

315



Mimura, Glen M.Ghostlife of Third Cinema: Asian American Film avidea Minneapolis:

University of Minnesota Press, 2009.

Mintz, Steven, and Susan Kellodgomestic Revolutions: A Social History of American

Family Life London: Collier Macmillan, 1989.

Mitman, GreggReel Nature: America’s Romance with Wildlife omFiCambridge, Mass.:

Harvard University Press, 1999.

Moliterno, Gino. Review obead Man directed by Jim JarmuscBenses of Cineniat

(2001): http://sensesofcinema.com/2001/cteq/dead/.ma

Molloy, Claire. “Introduction.” InAmerican Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood and
Beyond edited by Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannisidamakis, 181-183.
New York: Routledge, 2013.

Murphy, J. JMe and You and Memento and Fargo: How IndependeeeSplays Work

London: Continuum, 2007.

------ . “A Similar Sense of Time: The Collaboratibetween Writer Jon Raymond and
director Kelly Reichardt i®ld JoyandWendy and LucyIn Analysing the
Screenplayedited by Jill Nelmes, 158-174. London: Routled2fel1.

Muzzio, Douglas, and Thomas Halper. “Pleasantvilla@ Suburb and Its Representation in
American Movies.’'Urban Affairs Reviev@7, no. 4 (2002): 543-574.

Nash, RoderickWilderness and the American Mirkth ed. London: Yale University Press,
Nota Bene, 2001.

Neve, Brian. “Independent Cinema and Modern Hollgd:dPluralism in Cultural Politics?”
In American Film and Politics from Reagan to Bushetlited by Philip Davies and
Paul Wells, 123-138. Manchester: Manchester UnityePsess, 2002.

Newman, Michael Zlndie: An American Film CultureChichester: Columbia University
Press, 2011.

------ . “Indie Culture: In Pursuit of the Authentiutonomous Alternative.Cinema Journal
48, no. 3 (2009): 16-34.

316



Nieland, Justus. “Graphic Violence: Native Amerisamd the Western Archive bead
Man.” CR: The New Centennial Reviéwno. 2 (2001): 171-200.

Nochimson, Martha P. Review bew York Film Festival 200@ilm-Philosophy4, no. 25
(2000): http://www.film-philosophy.com/vol4-2000/82ochimson.

Nye, David EAmerica as Second Creation: Technology and Nareatnf New Beginnings
Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003.

Oelschlaeger, Maxihe Idea of Wilderness: From Prehistory to the AfEcology
London: Yale University Press, 1991.

The Official Site for the Artist Jon Jost, SureeFiAccessed April 29, 2011. http://www.jon-

jost.com/work/surefire.html.

Ortner, Sherry BNot Hollywood: Independent Film at the Twilighttbé American Dream
London: Duke University Press, 2013.

Orvell, Miles. “Constructing Main Street: Utopiadathe Imagined Past.” IRublic Space
and the Ideology of Place in American Cultuedited by Miles Orvell and Jeffrey
L. Meikle, 97-110. New York: Rodopi, 2009.

Oswald, Laura R. “Cinema-Graphia: Eisenstein, Dearrand the Sign of the Cinema.” In
Deconstruction and the Visual Arts: Art, Media, Aitecture edited by Peter
Brunette and David Wills, 248-263. Cambridge: Cadde University Press, 1994.

------ . “Semiotics and/or Deconstruction: In QuesCinema.”Semioticet0, nos. 3-4
(1986): 315-341.

Pedersen, Jane Marigetween Memory and Reality: Family and Communifgunal
Wisconsin, 1870-197Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1992.

Perren, Alisa. “A Big Fat Indie Success Story? PRiscourses Surrounding the Making
and Marketing of a ‘Hollywood’ Movie.Journal of Film and Vide&6, no. 2
(2004): 18-31.

Perkins, ClaireAmerican Smart Cinem&dinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012.

Polan, Dana. “Desire Shifts the Differance’: FiglPoetics and Figural Politics in the Film
Theory of Marie-Claire RoparsCamera Obscurd?2 (1984): 67-89.

317



Pomerance, Murray. “Introduction: Family Affairdti A Family Affair: Cinema Comes
Home edited by Murray Pomerance, 1-10. London: Waklfo, 2008.

------ . “The Look of Love: Cinema and the Dramatuaf Kinship.” In A Family Affair:
Cinema Comes Homedited by Murray Pomerance, 293-303. London: Wéaler,
2008.

Poster, MarkCritical Theory of the FamilyNew York: The Seabury Press, 1978.

Potter, David Morris. “The Quest for National Chatea.” In Individualism and Conformity

in the American Characteedited by Roger Rapson, 59-73. Boston: Heath7.196

Pribram, E. DeidreCinema & Culture: Independent Film in the Unitedt8t, 1980-2001
New York: P. Lang, 2002.

Rapson, Roger. “Introduction.” Iimdividualism and Conformity in the American Chaeag

edited by Roger Rapson, v-viii. Boston: Heath, 1967

Renshon, Stanley A. “America at a Crossroads: iPaliteadership, National Identity, and
the Decline of Common Culture.” @ne America? Political Leadership, National
Identity, and the Dilemmas of Diversigdited by Stanley A. Renshon, 3-27.
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2001

Richardson, MichaebDtherness in Hollywood Cinemidew York: Continuum, 2010.

Richardson, NiallTransgressive Bodies: Representations in Film aopluiRar Culture
Farnham: Ashgate, 2010.

Rickman, Gregg. “The Western Under Erasidead Man” In The Western Readezdited
by Jim Kitses and Gregg Rickman, 381-405. New Ybrkielight, 1998.

Riesman, David. “From Inner-Direction to Other-@itien.” In Individualism and
Conformity in the American Charactexdited by Roger Rapson, 41-46. Boston:
Heath, 1967.

Robertson, James Oliveékmerican Myth, American Realitjew York: Hill & Wang, 1980.

Rodowick, David NormanThe Crisis of Political Modernism: Criticism andddlogy in

Contemporary Film TheoryJrbana: University of lllinois Press, 1988.

318



------ . “The Figure and the TextDiacritics 15, no. 1 (1985): 32-50.

Rombes, Nicholas. “Introduction.” INew Punk Cinemaedited by Nicholas Rombes, 1-18.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005.

------ . “Sincerity and Irony.” IlNew Punk Cinemaedited by Nicholas Rombes, 72-85.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005.

Romeyn, Esther, and Jack Kugelmass. “Communityivedstand the Politics of Memory:
Postmodernity in the American Heartland."The Small Town in America: A
Multidisciplinary Revisitedited by Hans Bertens and Theo D’Haen, 197-216.
Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1995.

Ropars-Wuilleumier, Marie-Claire. “The DisembodMdice: India Song’ Yale French
Studies60 (1980): 241-268.

------ . “The Graphic in Film WritingA bout de Souffleor the Erratic AlphabetEnclitic 5-6
(1982): 147-161.

Rosen, Philip. “History, Textuality, Nation: Kraa Burch and Some Problems in the
Study of National Cinemas.” hheorising National Cinemaedited by Valentina
Vitali and Paul Willemen, 17-28. London: BFI Pubiisg, 2006.

------ . “The Palitics of the Sign and Film TheoryOttoberl7 (1981): 5-21.

Rosenbaum, Jonathddead Man London: BFI Publishing, 2000.

------ . Review ofGeorge Washingtomlirected by David Gordon Gredfilm Commen86,
no.5 (2000): 75.

Royle, NicholasAfter Derrida Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995.

------ . “Blind Cinema.” InDerrida: Screenplays and Essays on the Fedited by Kirby
Dick and Amy Ziering Kofman, 10-21. Manchester: Mhaster University Press,
2005.

------ . Jacques DerridalLondon: Routledge, 2003.

319



Salyer, Gregory. “Poetry Written with Blood: CreggiDeath irDead Man” In Imag(in)ing
Otherness: Filmic Visions of Living Togethedited by S. Brent Plate and David
Jasper, 17-36. Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1999.

Schamus, James. “A Rant.” The End of Cinema as we know it;: American Filrthian
Nineties,edited by Jon Lewis, 253-260. London: Pluto Pr2gs2.

------ . “To the Rear of the Back End: the Economaténdependent Cinema” In
Contemporary Hollywood Cinemadited Stephen Neale and Murray Smith, 91-
106. London: Routledge, 1998.

Schatz, Thomas. “Conglomerate Hollywood and Contamy Independent Film.” In
American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aegdBd edited by Geoff
King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis, 127-13&w York: Routledge, 2013.

------ . “New Hollywood, New Millennium.” InFilm Theory and Contemporary Hollywood
Movies edited by Warren Buckland, 19-45. London: Rowged009.

Schreiber, Michele. “Their Own Personal Velocityoklven Directors and Contemporary
Independent Cinema.” lAmerican Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood and
Beyond edited by Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannisidumakis, 96-107. New
York: Routledge, 2013.

Schwartz, Louis-Georges. “Cinema and-the-Meanirgité”.” Discourse28, nos. 2-3
(2006): 7-27.

Sconce, Jeffrey. “Irony, Nihilism, and the New Aigan ‘Smart’ Film.”Screem3, no. 4
(2002): 349-369.

Scott, A.O. “Neo-Neo RealismNew York TimedMarch 17, 2009.
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/22/magazine/22ndisea

t.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.

------ . Review ofWendy & Lucydirected by Kelly ReichardNew York TimedDecember
10, 2008. http://movies.nytimes.com/2008/12/10/restdOwend.html.

Selcer, Richard F. “Home Sweet Movies: From Tar@zcand Home Again.Journal of
Popular Film and Televisioh8, no. 2 (1990): 52-63.

320



Shapiro, Michael JFor Moral Ambiguity: National Culture and the Padtis of the Family

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001.

Shiel, Mark. “Why Call them ‘Cult Movies'? Americdndependent Cinema and the
Counterculture in the 1960sScope: An Online Journal of Film Stud&$2003):
http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/article.php?issnay2003&id=260&section=a
rticle.

Short, John Rimagined Country: Environment, Culture and Societndon: Routledge,
1991.

Sickels, RobertAmerican Film in the Digital AgeSanta Barbara, Calif: Praeger, 2011.

Sirjamaki, JohnThe American Family in the Twentieth Centu@ambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1953.

Sitney, P. Adams. “Landscape in the Cinema: Thelihy of the World and the Camera.”
In Landscape, Natural Beauty and the Agdited by Salim Kemal and Ivan
Gaskell, 103-126. Cambridge: Cambridge UniversigsB, 1993.

Skolnick, Arlene SEmbattled Paradise: The American Family in an AgEcertainty
New York: Basic Books, 1991.

Slotkin, RichardGunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twieth-Century

America Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998.
Smith, Anthony DNational Identity Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991.

Smith, Henry Nashvirgin Land: the American West as Symbol and M@émbridge,

Mass: Harvard University Press, 1970.

Smith, PageAs a City upon a Hill: The Town in American Histokpndon: M.1.T. Press,
1973.

Smith, Robert. “Deconstruction and Film.” Deconstructions. A User’s Guidedited by
Nicholas Royle, 119-136. Basingstoke: Palgrave Méam 2000.

Snyder, Gary. “Is Nature Real?” The Wilderness Debakages On: Continuing the Great
New Wilderness Debatedited by J. Baird Callicott and Michael P. Nels851-
354. London: University of Georgia Press, 2008.

321



Sobchack, Vivian. “Bringing it all Back Home: FagniEconomy and Generic Exchange.” In
American Horrors edited by Gregory A. Waller, 175-194. Urbana: \é@nsity of
lllinois Press, 1986.

Spigel, Lynn.Welcome to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and ParsBuburbs Durham:
Duke University Press, 2001.

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. Preface@b Grammatologyby Jacques Derrida, ix-Ixxxviii.
Corr. ed. Translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivatadon: John Hopkins
University Press, 1997.

Stacey, Judithin the Name of the Family: Rethinking Family Valirethe Postmodern Age

Boston: Beacon Press, 1996.

Staiger, Janet. “Independent of What? Sorting Qffei2nces from Hollywood.” In
American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood aegdBd edited by Geoff
King, Claire Molloy and Yannis Tzioumakis, 15-27eW York: Routledge, 2013.

Stam, Robert, Robert Burgoyne, and Sandy Flitterhewis. New Vocabularies in Film

Semiotics: Structuralism, Poststructuralism and @&l London: Routledge, 2000.

Stein, B. “Whatever Happened to Small-Town Ameti¢tublic Interestno. 44 (1976): 17-
26.

Stoll, Mark. “Religion ‘Irradiates’ the Wilderne&dn American Wilderness: A New History
edited by Michael Lewis, 35-54. Oxford: Oxford Uergity Press, 2007.

Szaloky, Melinda. “A Tale N/nobody Can Tell: Thet&®® of a Repressed Western History
in Jim Jarmusch’®ead Man” In Westerns: Films Through Histgrgdited by Janet
Walker, 47-70. London: Routledge, 2001.

Taubin, Amy. “First Look at ‘Gerry’, Gus Van Sant'atest Film.”Film Commen88, no.1
(2002): 14-15.

------ . “Return of the Real Artforum Internationa#7, no. 3 (2008): 123.

Thompson, Ben. “Neighbourhood Watcitlie IndependenSeptember 7, 2001: 12.

Thomson, Irene Tavis€ulture Wars and Enduring American DilemmaAsn Arbor:

University of Michigan Press, 2000.

322



Thompson, Stacy. “Punk Cinem&inema Journa#3, no. 2 (2004): 47-66.

------ . “Punk Cinema.” IlNew Punk Cinemaedited by Nicholas Rombes, 21-38. Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2005.

de Tocqueville, AlexisDemocracy in America/ol. 2. New York: Schocken, 1961.

Tuan, Yi-Fu.Topophilia: A Study of Environmental PerceptiortjtAties and Values
Chichester: Columbia University Press, 1990.

Tuck, Greg. “Sex, Dialectics and the MiseryHddppiness' Film-Philosophyl5, no. 1
(2011): 33-62.

Turner, Frederick Jackson. “The Significance offhentier in American History.” In
Rereading Frederick Jackson Turner: “The Significarof the Frontier in
American History” and Other Essaysdited by John Mack Faragher, 31-60. New
York: Henry Holt, 1994.

Tzioumakis, Yannis. “Academic Discourses and Anritndependent Cinema: in Search
of a Field of Studies. Part 1: From the Beginnitigthe 1980s.New Review of
Film and Television Studi€s no. 2 (2011): 105-131.

------ . “Academic Discourses and American Independginema: in Search of a Field of
Studies. Part 2: From the 1990s to Dalev Review of Film and Television
Studie9, no. 3 (2011): 311-340.

------ . American Independent Cinema: An IntroductiBdinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2006.

------ . Hollywood'’s Indies: Classics Divisions, Specialgbiels and the American Film
Market.Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011.

------ . “Independent,’ ‘Indie’ and ‘Indiewood’: Twards a Periodisation of Contemporary
(Post-1980) American Independent Cinema.American Independent Cinema:
Indie, Indiewood and Beyonddited by Geoff King, Claire Molloy and Yannis
Tzioumakis, 28-40. New York: Routledge, 2013.

Ulmer, Gregory LApplied Grammatology: Post(e)-Pedagogy From Jacdpersida to
Joseph Beuyd.ondon: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985.

323



------ . Teletheory: Grammatology in the Age of Videew York: Routledge, 1989.

Vidich, Arthur J., and Joseph Bensm&mall Town in Mass Society: Class, Power and
Religion in a Rural Communityrevised ed. Princeton: Princeton University Press
1971.

Wadenius, Adam. “The Monstrous Masculine: Abjecto Todd Solondz’s Happiness.”
In Kidding Around: The Child in Film and Mediadited by Alexander N. Howe
and Wynn Yarbrough, 33-50. London: Bloomsbury, 2014

Wabhlstrom, Billie. J. “Images of the Family in tMeass Media: An American
Iconography?” IlChanging Images of the Familgdited by Virginia Tufte and
Barbara Mayerhoff, 193-227. London: Yale Universitess, 1979.

Wald, Priscilla.Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety and Naivat Form Durham:
Duke University Press, 1995.

Wallin, Jason JA Deleuzian Approach to Curriculum: Essays on ad@gdical Life

London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.

Watson, John Wreford. “The Image of Nature in Aiceer' In The American Environment:
Perceptions and Policiegdited by John Wreford Watson and Timothy O’Rérd
63-75. London: Wiley, 1976.

White, Armond. George Washingtomhese American LivesThe Criterion Collection
Last Modified March 11, 2014. http://www.criterieom/current/posts/189-george-

washington-these-american-lives.

Wigley, Mark.The Architecture of Deconstruction: Derrida’'s Hauhbndon: M.I.T. Press,
1993.

Willemen, Paul. “The National Revisited.” Trheorising National Cinemadited by
Valentina Vitali and Paul Willemen, 29-43. Lond@¥| Publishing, 2006.

Williams, Tony.Hearths of Darkness: The Family in the AmericanrdofFilm. London:

Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1996.

324



Willoguet-Maricondi, Paula. “Introduction: From krary to Cinematic Ecocriticism.” In
Framing the World: Explorations in Ecocriticism aRdm, edited by Paula
Willoguet-Maricondi, 1-22. Charlottesville: Uniwaty of Virginia Press, 2010.

Wills, David. “Derrida, Now and Then, Here and T&émMheory & Evenf, no. 2 (2004),
https://muse.jhu.edu/journals/theory_and_event/iR@wills.html

------ . “Jaded in America.” IlDeconstruction Is/In America: A New Sense of théiPal,
edited by Anselm Haverkamp, 250-262. London: NewkMdniversity Press, 1995.

Wilmer, S. E.Theatre, Society, and the Nation: Staging Ameridantities Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002.

Wilson, EmmagCinema’s Missing ChildrerLondon: Wallflower Press, 2003.

Winn, J. EmmettThe American Dream and Contemporary Hollywood Cedmondon:
Continuum, 2007.

Wollen, PeterReadings and Writings: Semiotic Counter-Stratediesdon: Verso, 1982.

Wood, RobinPersonal Views: Explorations in FilnRevised Ed. Detroit: Wayne State

University Press, 2006.

Wortham, Simon Morgai.he Derrida Dictionary London: Continuum, 2010.

Whyatt, Justin. “The Formation of the ‘major indedent’: Miramax, New Line and the New
Hollywood.” In Contemporary Hollywood Cinemadited Stephen Neale and
Murray Smith, 74-90. London: Routledge, 1998.

------ . “Independents, Packaging and Inflationargd3ure in 1980s Hollywoddn A New
Pot of Gold: Hollywood under the Electronic Rainhd®80-1989¢edited by
Stephen Prince, 142-59. Berkeley: University ofifGatia Press, 2002.

------ . “Marketing Marginalized CultureI’he Weddin@®anquet, Cultural Identities, and
Independent Cinema of the 1990s."Tine End of Cinema as we know it: American
Film in the Ninetiesedited by Jon Lewis, 61-71. London: Pluto Pr288?2.

------ . “Revisiting 1970s’ Independent Distributiamd Marketing Strategies.” In
Contemporary American Independent Film: From thedifas to the Mainstream
edited by Chris Holmlund and Justin Wyatt, 229-24gndon: Routledge, 2004.

325



Wyllie, Irvin G. The Self-Made Man in Americhondon: Collier-Macmillan, 1966.

Zimmerman, Patricia R. “Digital Deployment(s).” Gontemporary American Independent
Film: From the Margins to the Mainstrearadited by Chris Holmlund and Justin
Wyatt, 245-264. London: Routledge, 2004.

326



Filmography

Dead Man directed by Jim Jarmusch. 1995; United Kingdomptium Home
Entertainment, 2008. DVD.

Derrida, directed by Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering Kofman. @®; United Kingdom: ICA
Projects, 2005. DVD.

Derrida’s Elsewhergdirected by Safaa Fathy. 1999; United Statest Run/Icarus Films,
2008. DVD.

George Washingtgrdirected by David Gordon Green. 2000; United Kiovyp: BFI Video,
2002. DVD.

Gerry, directed by Gus Van Sant. 2002; United Kingdomitéd Kingdom: 4dvd, 2009.
DVD.

Ghostdancedirected by Ken McMullen. 1983; United Kingdonor@erstone Media, 2006.
DVD.

Gummag directed by Harmony Korine. 1998; United Statdésw Line Home Entertainment,
2001. DVD.

Happinessdirected by Todd Solondz. 1998; United Kingdomtdgtainment in Video,
2003. DVD.

Sure Fire directed by Jon Jost. 1990; United States: Wartists, 2002. DVD.

Wendy & Lucydirected by Kelly Reichardt. 2008; United KingdoBoda Pictures, 2009.
DVD.

327



