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Introduction: Down on Meth Street
As a place that belongs both to imaginary and physical landscape of Antezica, t
small town seems to garner a socio-political fascination that is disfioade to its size.
Despite the fact that America in terms of population distribution has been ipriarar
urban nation since the early twentieth century, the quaint small town has remained our
collective “home.” The small town is the imaginary repository of all ththgsne,” that
is, where we locate the values of domestic harmony, community, democraioyispat
and numerous others that may somehow seem lacking or degraded in the metropolis. In
Methland,a fascinating examination of the methamphetamine epidemic that hasdnjecte
the small-town back into the socio-cultural discussion, Nic Reding claims:
Rural America remains the cradle of our national creation myth. But it has
become something else, too — something more sinister and difficult to define.
Whether meth changed our perception of the American small town or simply
brought to light the fact that things in small-town America are much changed is
some ways irrelevant. In my telling, meth has always been less an agent of
change and more of a symptom of it. The end of a way of life is the story; the
drug is what signaled to the rest of the nation that the end had come. (183)
While Reding overstates his point regarding the death of the small town, what he does
illustrate in this passage is the significance of the idea of the placedncam history
and, more precisely, American myth. Armageddon has come and gone numerous times
for the American small town since the middle of the nineteenth century, and the small
town lives on even in its process of perpetual decay despite its many deaths. Whil
Reding rightly locates the economic demise of farming and industry in thetewraas
primary causes for the meth epidemic, the demise of the small-town wag, @fslifie

conceives of it, belongs less to the real places of the small town than it does totghat of

ideological position. If Reding means that meth announces the end of a smalf¢own |



dependent upon a dying farming and light industrial economy, then he may be more
historically correct — however, the decline in small farming has beemroug since the
middle 1920s as we will see in Chapter 1 and John SteinbEok'Srapes of Wrathlf,
on the other hand, he means the small-town “way of life” as a certain ideal, hausoni
existence predicated on the safe confines of the familiar burg, then metraisgtieer
variation of a well-worn narrative.

The title of Reding’s bookethland: The Death and Life of an American Small
Townis particularly telling. Like so many other historical developments édéfometh
once again announces the death of the small town while simultaneously providing new
cultural life. The “sinister” and “difficult to define” side of the small towattReding
believes to be relatively new is an important imaginary counterpart to thit@nraas
an ideal place. As Reding indicates in the early chaptéviettfland the fantasy of the
small town’s social idealism is one to which even its inhabitants are not immune. Tim
Gilson, the principal in Oelwein lowa’s high school (Oelwein is the small town upon
which Reding bases his study), implicitly locates the idealistic notion ofrib# town in
how meth enacts a kind of disillusionment, “describing the events leading up to asking
the police to patrol the halls, “On the one hand, | had an obligation to my teachers, who
were frightened of their students. On the other hand, is there anything worsdlthgn ca
the cops on your own children?’ He went on, ‘We’re in lowa, for God’s sake. We don't
dothat™ (Reding 15). For those of us who have grown up in small towns, meth has been
a strange, unsettling wake-up call. Rather than waking up to reality, emalfdlks are
rousing to a nightmare. The nightmare presents a decidedly different kind of fénatas

the one implied by Gilson’s comment, which serves as a monstrous counterpart to a



misperceived innocence. To wake up into reality would be, as Reding does in his
economic groundings for his investigation, to anchor the development of the drug in
certain socio-economic factors emerging in the devolution of the small-town egamom
the last thirty to forty years. However, the drug has not so much shed light on these
circumstances as it has been made to fit into certain ready-madevearbatih in terms
of the “war on drugs” and the small town as a threatening place. What is problemati
about the nightmare is that it is simultaneously invested with a new, darkertmnoélali
fantasy associated with the small town (more on this later) and it conjure®the ti
idealistic image of the small town that once was. Nostalgia for a ramzaalt past or the
ironic distance of jokes regarding “Hillbilly Heroin” or “Redneck Rock” dre primary
means of staving off the traumatic impact that the drug has had on rural life. Thi
ideal/ironic duality is part of the historical process of the small town'sfioamation
from original home for the nation, to the home lost in the urban migration of modernity.
Ultimately, the two seemingly opposed poles of imaginary identificati@blest a
representational duality for the small town. In literature, film, teleniprograms, and
numerous other representational forms that adopt it as their object, the small town is
either an idealized “home” or an obscene place “way out there” where the unspeakabl
can transpire. Meth does not so much announce the death of the small town or its way of
life, as it illustrates the intense generative power the small town has on oatiwelle
imagination. This power emerges from its “loss” as our original home. Thetemals
life, its captivating force as an ideological object, is predicated oruitghe deaths.

While one could chose from a number of “deaths” of the small town to anchor it

historically, the crucial “death” occurs as a result of the shift in the gosindentity



from a primarily rural nation to that of a more urban one. On the heels of increasing
industrialization, this transformation is the result of a population shift atithet the
twentieth century. As Richard Lingeman notes in “The Small Town in Amefica,”
1890, seventy percent of all Americans lived in rural regions or small townsdhbes
2,500 people” by 1920, “a watershed was reached as over half of the American people
were found to be living in urban places” (5). This migration occurred despite arsecrea
in farm commodity prices before and during World War |, and with this increase a
improvement in rural living conditions. The exodus from country to city that many took
led to a growing concern for the fate of the geographically-substantiapartain of the
country. What was most concerning for both those in rural areas and those inithe city
that it was supposedly the best and brightest who were leaving the insuldriigrzality
of the country for the promise of culture and economic opportunity in the thriving
metropolis. InBorn in the Countrypavid Danbom notes this conceris-a-visthe
“Country Life Reformers”:
Country Life reformers recognized that the United States was becamindpan
nation, and they believed that rural-to-urban migration refreshed and improved
cities and the nation as a whole. But they were concerned that so many bright
people were leaving the countryside that it would become blighted, with severe
consequences for the nation. (168)
The Country Life reformers were not concerned farmers and small-towralsffibut,
instead, they were “urban-based educators, religious leaders, swErabss;

philanthropists,” as well as government officials (Danbom 168). Primarily through

introducing more governmental standards in educatibe,Country Lifers changed the

! Country Lifers and the indigenous rural populatitich not see eye to eye on education reform, which
centered primarily on the introduction of certagvgrnmental standards designed to move away froey o
room school houses to larger school systems:



face of rural America. If the most promising small-town youth was lealimglt
hometown for the promise of the big city, then the big city was moving in to change the
social fabric quilting together the old hometown. Despite the changes wrought by the
Country Lifers and a “rural renaissantéi the 1970s, the socio-cultural tide had
irreversibly shifted. The small rural towns that had hitherto been the drdngimee of the
nation no longer carried the same weight, at least in terms of physical niimbers

The migration from country to city is mirrored in a representational shiffta
small town in literature. Richard Adicks, in “The Small Town: Magnet and Istose,”
traces the literary historical development of the small town through four dighinses.
From its early days in American Literature, the town had been inextribablyd to a
notion of nostalgia and comfort for some, and the threatening proximity of some
unsettling neighbor for others. As a wilderness settlement, the small toiatyinit
promises shelter from the threatening uncertainty of untamed nature; &s Aldims,

“As long as there was a frontier, the town was measured against it, and a perdan love

Rural resistance did not stop reform, it only mehat reforms would come more slowly and be
undertaken less voluntarily. Gradually, statexseticular requirements and minimum teacher
qualifications that moved rural schools in the dii@n desired by Country Life reformers. By
providing special financial inducements or by degyaid to schools under a certain size, states
advanced the goal of consolidation. (Danbom172)
As the rural migration was changing the culturatiotation of the nation to a more urban one, urban
influence was transforming the socio-political fadehe rural.

2 Richard Lingeman notes, in his essay “The SmalliTm America,” the signs of this resurgence of the
rural, “The Census Bureau’s preliminary figurestfor 1980 census showed that rural counties has
increased 15.4 percent in population during thed$9Zompared with a 9.1 percent growth for the aitgl
suburban counties” (8). While the city was haiidlganger of losing its stranglehold on population
density, the movement suggests a certain desir fforal lifestyle that had less to do with an
“overwhelming dissatisfaction” that comes with tigiin the city. Instead, as Lingeman notes, rural
migrants expressed a “pull” towards the countryiclwiwas not uncommon for most American citizens at
the time: “Polls have shown as many as eightyqrerof Americans expressing the desire to livemark

in a small town” (11).

% While the tide had begun to incrementally revénséime 1970s, Robert Tournier in “Small Townsha t
Crossroads” illustrates the scope of urban mignaftiom the early twentieth to the late twentiethtcey;
“In 1910, the rural population of our country wamoat thirty-two million; by 1970, it had fallen fast
over nine million” (Tournier 32).



or loathed it according to what he thought of the frontier, the wilderness” (49). Where
some found order in the small town, others found a stifling culture of repression.
Consequently, for the latter group it was the small town, and not the adventurous
potential of the frontier, that proved unsettling. In terms of tracing the smallg
evolution from place to idea, the most significant shifts of Adicks’ four phasessocc

the second and fourth stages. The initial two stages, ranging from eatdy Rwriting

up to the work of Booth Tarkington and Zona Gale in the early twentieth century, involve
the establishment of the small town as a certain institution for Americarrseade
Recognized as either a haven from nature or that which stifles a more nattesdaex

the small town in its early development stands for, as Adicks claims, “sityipli

honesty, neighborliness, and clean living” (50). The crystallization of thi tenva into

a stable institution in Adicks’ second stage establishes certain generiaitonsevith
which the small town in literature, film, and other media will, for better oseydve

bound indefinitely. The small town of the second stage becomes the fodder for parody i
the third stage. Sinclair Lewidain Streeimarks the shift from second to third stage,
and his literary group of “revolutionaries,” with their satiric, unfavorabtmant of the
American small town, unwittingly writes the epitaph for the rural world. No longe
sanctuary from the wild or a viable retreat from the iniquities of the moddropoés,

the small town in the last stage of Adicks’ development is, “an institutingging to

hold its place in a rapidly changing society” (49). Rural migration which ntakesmall
town less formidable as a politico-economic entity emerges in literattine

disintegration of small town values or hope for the future of rural America.t Wha



remains in the fourth stage is an ideological battle for the nebulous, nostalgiptcomce
of the small town as it existed in the second stage.

Whether the generic conventions and stereotypes of the small town are either
nostalgically recalled, such as in Mark Twain’s work in the latter halHehtneteenth
century, or are summoned to be critiqued or lampooned, as in Lewis’ aforementioned
Main Streetthe small town remains formidable as an important “place” in American
culture. What seems to be indispensible in the small town is the sense of “community”
that one romantically conjures or retreats to when the metropolis becomesnatrajie
and consuming. As Park Dixon Goist claim$&nmom Main Street to State Stredor an
important segment of the American imagination ‘the town’ is synonymous with
‘community.” Conversely, ‘the city’ has frequently been the antithesis of contyi
(3). Goist cites George Hillery’s notion of “community” to clarifyitgportance to the
small town. Essential to Hillery’s notion of community is the value of “sdfiesency,”

a common set of “norms,” a sense of “homogeneity,” a shared set of “losistut

(church, the courthouse, the coffee shop, etc.), an emphasis on “localism,” and a sense of
“group uniqueness” (4). Geographical specificity, the emphasis on a partical@ohoc

is critical for Hillery’s definition of community, insofar as the “létes an indispensible
component of a community’s self-identification. However, as Goist points out gilde ra
technological developments of modernity, some of which spur a migration from the
indigenous rural communities to the urban metropolis, threaten the isolatioratkest m

such localism part of community identification. Telephone, radio, train travel, and the
automobile in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century as well asitgieand air

travel later collapse the subjective experience of distance essergedgraphical



specificity of community (Goist 4). The technological collapse of spacérisred by
population migration that shifts the nation’s identity from predominantly rural all sm
town centered to one that is predominantly urban. In other words, the radical cultural
shift that threatens the small town’s ontological foundation is re-doubled in aahateri
sense by a drain in “manpower.” Given the rapid pace of this change it is natiagrpri
that, as Goist claims, “some observers have asked if the ‘quest for commeniity’

really a nostalgic and escapist effort to avoid dealing forthrightly wigipily changing
social reality?” (4). The small town as ideal place comes into exestenyg in the
disintegration of its material counterpart as a means of coping with ayrapatiging
socio-cultural landscape.

Even in the shift from the “institutionalizing” second stage to the satinieabft”
in the third stage, the notion of the small town as a particular place, both in ahzatédri
an abstract sense, maintains a certain connection to its representation. fotioalhis
move from the second to the third stage, the small town as specific, materias plate
foreign to a majority of American citizens; it is still more of agyaphical location than
an abstract concept. Many of those leading the “revolt from the village,” mostynotabl
Sherwood Anderson and Sinclair Lewis, were spinning childhood experience into
representational content. Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, the setting fes’ Man Street
(1920), is a facsimile of the author's own hometown of Sauk Valley, Minnesota.
Likewise, Anderson’s seminal wolkinesburg, Ohias based on his youth in several
small Ohio towns, most notably Clyde. While these authors were certaplynging to
a tone of nostalgia in their literary predecessors that had, as Anthony Hiifeed,

“mythicized out of all reality” the small town, that place was for them dineal



geographical site (4). The development of Adicks’ stages traces both titegieiion
of the material place of the small town, as well as its emergence as agidaladpace
or object that can be mobilized as a multi-purpose symbol. Hilfer sums up the movement
from physical place to ideological objectiihe Revolt From the Village
the sociological cause of the myth is evident enough: the myth of the small town
served as a mental escape from the complexities, insecurities, and continual
changes of a society in rapid transition from a dominantly rural to a dominantly
urban and industrial civilization. The myth was a symptom of immaturity; it was
sentimental, escapist, and simple-minded. (5)
Hilfer here is referring to the benign, nostalgic myth of the small town, wbrafsfan
idyllic vision of what “Americans thought they were, what they sometimdermuted (to
themselves as well as others) they wanted to be” (4). In the latter Hadf tofentieth
century, the American small town would also come to occupy a darker imagisaaive,
where the anxieties and fears of obscene enjoyment as well as nostatgayand
purity come out to play. “Slasher” horror films likéhe Texas Chainsaw Massacre
(1974)andFriday the 13'(1980) stage the idyllic face of the small town alongside a
more sinister, obscene underbelly of the “the country.” While nightmarish side of
rural may initially seem antithetical to a more “Rockwellian” conaaptas | hope to
illustrate in the final chapter, these two poles are much closer and inetrigdan they
appear. This later development is as much a consequence of the small towasngcre
foreignness to urban America as its idealism is an effect of the smalbktsublimated
conception of “home of the nation.” Regardless of its innocence or obscenity, the myth
of the small town takes on heightened significance against the shocks of modernity

which creates a melancholic nostalgia for an idealized place that onlyg aotme

existence in its (mis)perceived disappearance.



Whether you satirized or nostalgically recalled the small town wasdasation
of your enthusiasm for the seismic shifts of modernization. Either yousatbtire
potential inherent in a quicker, urban sensibility or you celebrated the kind éndea
only possibly in the revisionist history of melancholia. Regardless of the siderore ca
down on, the resulting representational consequence for the small town was thé same
became less a material place and more an ideological device. Here we en&diakis’
fourth phase where historical changes force the small town to confront “its sttaggl
hold a place in a rapidly changing society” (54). Adicks use of the term "plabes
claim is fraught with signifying tension considering the distinction thabines
increasingly clear in the early part of the twentieth century betweemtiletewn as an
actual place and the small town as a mythical, ideological “place.” Withear\cl
distinguishing between these two related but distinct “places,” what Adickschtesis
the transformation of the small town from a material site to a symbolic drefotirth
stage announces the death and sublimation of the small town. While | do not intend to
claim that small towns were disappearing as if whole communities pulledkgs and
moved to the city, urban migration transformed the small town economicallycalbfiti
and socially in an irreversible manner. Something substantial was being loghtnyc
folks’ shuffle to the city, and it generated a crisis in national identity.hAsitban
composition of the Country Lifers illustrates, the anxiety of the population draifielta
not only by those in rural America, but those in the city as well.

It has been fashionable to pronounce the death of the small town at different
moments for different reasons throughout the middle and late twentieth century.

However, if we want to pinpoint the symbolic death of the small town, in terms of its

10



numbers both economically and population wise, then it occurs somewhere in the period
between 1890 and 1930; the small town is killed by urban migration. What emerges in
the empty houses and decaying store fronts left on Main Street is the idd@adica
representational “struggle” to discern the “place” of small town @fetaath. Like the
stereotypical country kid who moves to the city to find his success only to long for
home? the country functions as the kind of childhood home of America where social
antagonisms and political dissonance disappear in an organic harmony and s®ffort
innocence. This nostalgia takes on different forms in the years following the fompula
decline of the small town. From lamenting its loss in the years following umiogration

to mobilizing its “homely” qualities for war propaganda, the small town in the/éast

of the Great Depression and World War Il remain a lost home that serves tot@mfor
beleaguered American public. With the emergence of the suburbs in the 1950s and 1960s
the nostalgia for the small town is given new packaging that updates the wés$ wiith

a new consumerism: the small town goes to the big city, or the edge at ledsaspar

all manner of shiny new (particularly domestic) gadgets, but somehow remmils b

the 1970s and into the new millennium, the small town becomes split between (or, more
precisely by) its idealistic surface and its darker, obscene impulsesttitulpa, rural

America with the rise of the methamphetamine epidemic and the populariggio¢is

horror films becomes a strangely sinister place. Ultimately, thé sima becomes an

object of fantasy for Americans, whose different socio-political antagsrasereflected

* In HometowrSherwood Anderson encapsulates this longing icHlasacterization of the metropolis as
merely a collection of small towns (everything ismaall town inHometow), “It is the old hunger for
intimacy. As yet the great majority of Americatyainen come from the small towns. They remember
vividly the intimacy of life in the towns. Many ¢fiem remain, during all the years of their lifecity
men, at heart small-towners” (22).

11



in the representative changes in the original home of the country. Heraaor, vikal or
obscene, the small town has traditionally been an ideologically versgats,alr a
fantasmic stage upon which romantic and unsettling desire plays out at a sesafagly
distance.

Chapter one deals with the socio-historical impact of modernization and the Great
Depression on family life in John Steinbeck and John FdiaésGrapes of Wrathin
The Grapes of Wratthe metaphorical loss of home that occurs in the disintegration of
the small town is literalized by the Joad family’s loss of home and migrtm
Oklahoma territory. Steinbeck’s novel of transition, the move from the farming home
and its way of life to the nomadic existence of his displaced migrant farmeks, ama
epochal shift from home and family as a place of stability and local histarybrld of
perpetual transition and uncertainty. Fighting both the environmental phenomenon of the
“Dust Bow!” and the emergence of calculating and unfeeling corponatenig, the
Joads are forced to pursue a new home in the promise of work in verdant California.
While they do find California to be as lush as they imagined, the verticallyateeg
farms exploit the migrants’ economic misfortune, and the social environmerst dfer
sanctuary. The “little white house” Ma Joad fantasizes about on their arduoge voya
across the arid Southwest is replaced by a seriesatzhomes in “Hoovervilles” and
migrant farm camps. Despite their hardships, the Joads, by and large, managedo s
and carry a sense of home with them, primarily located in the figure of Ma Joad.
Whereas Steinbeck seems to offer compassionate, familial love as a solttien t
struggles of the migrant farmers, Ford’s adaptation endorses broadegapatition;

family is less important than “the people” who make up the nation. Steinbeck’s farmers

12



survive through small-scale solidarity and compassion shared with othentsjgvao
have lost their homes just like the Joad family. Ford invokes the nation as a shared home,
which has the capacity to ameliorate the pain of the migrants. In both casesici@hot
home is a complex and dynamic one that treads the line between home as a specific
material place and home as a disembodied notion of some irrecoverable lost harmony.
Set in the bucolic perfection of a New England village, Orson Welles’ “studio
picture” The Strangeexamines the reverberations of war-time trauma in postwar
America. The Strangetrades on the historical significance of the New England village
as a kind of original home for America. Harkening back to colonial times, the New
England village is the original small town. As an original home, Welledayeilfinds
resonance with war time propaganda, which mobilized a certain small towryfamtas
motivate those on the home front and the battlefield during World War Il. WhEneas
Grapes of Wrathis a story of the loss of “home” as a result of outside forldes,
Strangerillustrates a corruption of home that emerges from within following the return
home from war. Synonymous with small-town nostalgia (hence “capraesqueeil, Fr
Capra’swhy We Fighseries deploys images and rhetoric depicting the idealized small
town to which many soldiers will return to live happily ever after like GeBagkey
(James Stewart) il's a Wonderful Life However, the home promised in this
propaganda is one that proves elusive in the postwar period, or, to put it in té'sia of
Wonderful Life peaceful, picturesque Bedford Falls is more Pottersville than the
idealized image produced by propaganuéhat the romantic conceptions of one’s
“hometown” do not address are how to appropriately situate the visceral horrordepf batt

and, for those welcoming home family members, how to cope with the changes that

13



emerge from these traumatic confrontations. Welles displaces thigegabblem by
playing a Nazi in hiding and not a returning G.l.. Still, this displacementhand t
estrangement of one’s closest family, in the caséhefStrangea husband, illustrates
the transformation of home from an ideal place waiting at the end of battle twea pla
corrupted by lingering echoes of war. What the returning soldier brings barckimit
the traumatic stain of war, estranges both the ideal home town and himself. lishome
lost inThe Grapes of Wratim a literal sense, then home, insofar as it is ideologically
linked to the small town, is lost symbolicallyTine Stranger

Chapter three approaches the issue of religion and its significance to the
conception of small town morality. Like the psychoanalytic notion of fantasgiaeli
becomes a built in narrative that can be either delusive or sustaining; thiggi) iEan
serve as an escape from the horrors of reality or what allows a subject te émeder
horrors. Charles Laughtoni$he Night of the Huntgl955), another story set during the
Great Depression, deals with this double-edged sword of fantasy. Both the Rreacher
Harry Powell (Robert Mitchum) and surrogate parent Rachel (Lillian Gist)
Christianity for their dramatically different purposes in life. Whetgasy’'s specific
religious doctrine (one made exclusively between himself and God, as he icldimne
film) justifies or excuses his criminal enterprises, Rachel'suese to religion is a source
of strength and endurance that she locates in a more benign form in her adopteal childre
The Night of the Huntezxplores two sides of fantasy, idealistic and obscene, frequently
at work in representations of the small town. What the ideal fantasy oftaitgerits
obscene counterpart to work beneath the veil of its acceptable, romanticizeat.exter

Adopting a preacher persona, Powell is permitted, at least in his own mind, togierpet

14



gruesome acts of violence in the name of performing the “Lord’s work.” Agateo
father to John (Billy Chapin) and Pearl Harper (Sally Jane Bruce), Powell pioobesa
menacing patriarch in the child-centered story. Unable to find refuge in thenadial
in their small town, the children are disempowered by their mother's murder and the
young age. The juxtaposition of the ideal veneer and the obscene interior serves as a
reflection of the emergence of suburbia during the 1950s. Designed by developers like
William Levitt to be an embodiment of the ideal small town, the suburbs become a site
for intersection between nostalgia for the “good old days” and more contemporary soci
economic developments. A new child-centered familial norm, new domestic appliance
and cultural, normative disciplining in television programs Gkazie and Harrieexert
pressure on suburban families to live up to a certain “suburban ideal.” Ultimitely, |
Powell’s religious veneer, this ideal surface conceals or contains all nanmesavory
behavior that threatens the perfect suburban family image. Like the suburbathiadm
is both a copy of small town ideals and unrealistic familial “norms,” thelimituation
in which John and Pearl are thrust is a bad copy of their original family, withllPowe
replacing their father. The home that is lostie Grapes of Wratis rediscovered in
The Night of the Huntebut it is a surrogate home, complicated from within by its
obscene double embodied by Powell. If family is what ultimately savesdls h
Steinbeck’sThe Grapes of Wratht is family that poses the gravest threat in Laughton’s
film.

Chapter four examines the correlation between the small town as the mytalologic
origin of the suburb and the generation of myth in John FditesMan Who Shot

Liberty Valance The small town as a nostalgic, imaginary production of memory
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provides a kind of moral and aesthetic paradigm that suburban developers attempted to
capture in postwar housing developments. The small town served as a kind of “ideal
ego” that the suburbs and their residents consciously or unconsciously attempted to
replicate. Consequently, the suburbs became a kind of repressive, “bad” copy of an
unattainable small town ideal; a copy of something that never existed irsti@due.
Similarly, Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart) is compelled to live up to a gedlima
identity, “the man who shot Liberty Valance,” that is ultimately out of hishre@espite
getting the girl, getting the credit for killing the bad guy, and buildisgaessful

political career on his local celebrity, Ransom is indebted to Tom Doniphon (John
Wayne) for the actual killing, or at least that is the case according te-Tawlil argue

that the responsible party is indeterminate. Just as the small town exdut®bgiat

from the suburb that can never live up to its ideal counterpart, Ransom is haunted by his
seemingly unearned, ideal identity. Even if he is the man who shot Libedgpdéal
Ransom envisions himself as a champion of law and order, not vigilante, fronties.justic
Fantasy’s role in the constitution of reality is at the coréhaf Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance best expressed in the infamous line, “when the legend becomes fact, print the
legend.” Ultimately, the impact of the legend of the small town is what Faolrd's f
illustrates; that is, the true history of the small town doesn’t matteryreearhuch as the
ideological force it can exert through its certain nostalgic connotations. Waile

western and the suburb would seem to have little in common, Thiea¥lan Who Shot
Liberty Valancallustrates is that they both acknowledge the small town’s significance a

a locus of American myth.
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Through the dissertation, the psychoanalytic notion of fantasy, particatalys
explored in the work of Slavoj Zizek, will provide a conceptual backbone for tréuing
changing ideological positioning of the small town during the mid-twentiettuge
What will be particularly useful in Zizek’s work on fantasy is its dyafintasy can
function in both an ideal and obscene form to underpin reality. Fantasy works at both the
individual and collective level, which will be evident in the way it plays out both at the
level of character in the texts above and how it emerges within the small town
communities as a narrative resolution to certain shared socio-politidaafimiss. Zizek
addresses the ideological function of fantasyhe Plague of Fantasies

The standard notion of the way fantasy works within ideology is that of a fantasy-

scenario which obfuscates the true horror of a situation: instead of a full

rendering of the antagonisms which traverse our society, we indulge in the notion
of society as an organic Whole, kept together by forces of solidarity and co-

operation. (6)

At its most fundamental level, both collectively and individually, fantasy fonstas a
suture where reality threatens to cease being a meaningful, cohesiveooadsulbject.
Fantasy provides a kind of narrative frame that appropriately situatethaognehich

defies easy signification on the part of the symbolic. What was potentiathfuiar

because it exposed the limitations of our means of making meaning out of the world,
becomes concealed beneath something that is, at least minimally, ide&addsy, in

the psychoanalytical sense, does not designate some wholly unreal indulgence in one’s
work of imagination; | do not imagine myself out of reality with fantasytebu, fantasy

is the work of imagination that compliments the basic symbolic componentsitf teal

sustain its rational, comprehensible order.
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The recto to idealized fantasy’s verso is a kind of obscene double, which is not
necessarily strictly opposed to idealistic fantasy. Instead, more olfaoéssEmic
manifestations are distorted, unsettling forms of idealistic fantasy.obbene double
is an offshoot of the repressive function of idealization, or, as ZiZzek claims:

the relationship between fantasy and the horror of the Real it conceals is much

more ambiguous than it may seem: fantasy conceals this horror, yet at ghe sam

time it creates what it purports to conceal, its ‘repressed’ point of reéefare

not the images of the ultimate horrible Thing, from the gigantic deepys&hts

the ravaging twister, phantasmic creatipas excellence). (TPF 7)

Another way of phrasing this distinction between ideal and obscene is to identifyothe
modes of fantasy as explicit and implicit. The explicit fantasy contslotéhe specific
ideological narrative that structures one’s socio-symbolic network. Waisdend of
fantasy in the language of political campaigns which is riddled by empiisig that
simply stand in for meaning as such. Irrespective of party affiliateterms “hope,”
“democracy,” and “change,” ultimately mean nothing, or are so broad that thely coul
conceivably mean virtually anything. Still, these idealized key terms carsiense of
meaning and, ultimately, persuasiveness on a political platform. Spinningngeamiof
indeterminacy is the “short circuit” work of fantasy. However, fantaapatunveil the
steps in this meaning-making process, hence the notion of a short circuit. Whersit come
to suturing of fantasy, we are never exactly sure why the spark of meaasglffiere
there is ultimately an empty signifier in place, but it does. Herein ligertidematic
nature of pleasure for fantasy, and why a portion of fantasy or its processjdaitand
obscene, must be concealed for it to maintain its efficacy. Fantasy condigons t

unsettling nature of enjoyment: unsettling because we can never fully andeosir

compulsions and would most likely be horrified if we were able to face themlylirect
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Jouissancgthe Lacanian psychoanalytic term of enjoyment as “pleasure in pain,” is
channeled by fantasy, but, like the Real, it refuses easy conditioning. Desgitalthe
channels, and discipline set up for it by fantgegyissancecontinually erupts into reality
threatening its (meaningful) stability. Explicit, more idealiséiothsyappropriately
situategouissancean order for reality to remain a meaningful realm. However, at the
implicit level pleasure takes on a more obscene nature. This obscenity magsmanif
itself in the pleasure we take in that which is socially acceptable, or, in a more
“traditional” sense, it may emerge in the pleasure we derive some act/igjeis
unsavory; in the latter case we might consider drug addiction, sado-mascsexsat
practice, or numerous other garden variety “perversions.” The implreit & fantasy
passes over to the explicit in the “monstrous” manifestations that are tgenieoan the
more repressive work of idealization. The monstrous is the last line of defehse of
implicit level of fantasy where some hidden fornmafissanceassumes a kind of coded
form in the fantasmic beast, which is intended to scare us into retreat from our own
embedded, displaced truth. Incapable of emerging directly without the callieibse
socio-symbolic order, fantasy erupts into reality in some horrifyingiorethat conceals
what is “all too real” about it in its monstrousness.

The juxtaposition between ideal and obscene fantasy is evident in the distinction
between what might be arguably the two most notable small town “developrimetits”
last half century: the construction of “Main Street U.S.A.” at Dismay/ldigure 1) and
the emergence of rampant methamphetamine manufacturing and use inltbaitaca
States. Nowhere is the small town’s ideological significance to a teledmerican

identity clearer than in its romanticized manifestation in Main StreetAU.i®
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Disneyland. This entrance to Walt Disney'’s first theme park, the one henhaick a
prominent hand in developing, was the collaborative development of numerous
“imagineers,” Disney’s team of architects. Grounded as much in Harpgs Gof
experience in Fort Collins, Colorado, at the turn of the twentieth century as ih wa
Disney’s own early childhood home of Marceline, Missouri, the architecturigidet
Main Street U.S.A., as Richard Francaviglia claims, “creates the $siprethat all was
right with the world in the small town at the turn of the century; it implies thranhterce
(and merchants) thrive along Main Street, and that society and communityrknegwo
together in harmony” (156). Patterning the"S&alé Victorian buildings after those
that line so many Midwestern main streets across the country, Disney andigpstdam
created the illusion of harmony between the forces of modernity threateninfgshgdi

of the small town and traces of that lifestyle. As Francaviglia notespéRishose both
horse-drawn streetcar and an omnibus as the main conveyances that would take visit
who preferred not to (or were unable to) walk” (156). Horse and machine co-exist in
Disney'’s fantasy-scape, which arrest the progress and shocks of moderitiitately
announce the “death” of the small-town. Taking artistic liberties with-tifdiain Street
U.S.A. was supposed to be a snapshot of small-town America between 1890-1910 —
Disney, in his “imagineered” environment was able to create “small-towrrigaras it

shouldhave been” (Francaviglia 156). It is worth noting that saloons and funeral parlors

® Main Street U.S.A. was painstakingly designed edited by Disney and his team, with the reducetksca
intended to be more pedestrian-friendly. As Fraigle/notes, “There were few or no open spaces
between buildings; every commercial building wagenar less the same height; the buildings were
approximately five-eights the size of their profmg, and thus seemingly more approachable or less
formidable; streetlamps, trees — everything wasfolly selected” (146). Adding to the artificighture of
Main Street is the fact that many of the buildinggsticularly the intricate Victorian features bét

building tops that would have been stone, werdidated out of fiberglass, a relatively new mateaieihe
time. Duplication of more difficult, time-consungirconstruction technique were made quicker andkeasi
with fiberglass.
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are not a part of Disney’s vision. Down on Main Street U.S.A. one does not require a
chemical coping mechanism for the boredom of the small town and, because time is
frozen, no one dies.

Disneyland opened in 1955 and the impact that Main Street, U.S.A. has had on its
visitors has transformed it into “one of the most sacrosanct places in America”
(Francaviglia 154). Not only does Main Street U.S.A. encapsulate the ideblugfiba
over and with “Main Street,” insofar as it is a physical manifestation dititeof
imaginary investment of values under the name “small-town,” but its purpose and
geography in Disneyland reflect the function of the small town as a factabnact.
Fantasy plays out its narrativizing function in an interstitial space betiedrorror of
some irresolvable antagonism and the comprehensible realm of reality, or,ttmput i
simpler terms, fantasy is the conceptual lens through which we viety is@athat it
maintains meaningful consistency. The layout of Disneyland is such that when one
arrives at Main Street, first entering the town square that is the hub of nd@al!
small towns, he must pass beneath a set of train tracks upon which a late nineteenth

century train sits. After passing through the small town “as it should have been” t

® As Francaviglia points out in the final chapteiM#in Street Revisiteaditing was not necessarily
foreign to small-town engineers, particularly ie fatter half of the 2Dcentury when the restoration of
Main Street became a historico-fantasmatic proj€ste such place was Medina, Ohio, which attemfuted
revitalize its fading downtown economy through thiic” restoration. Urged to paint their buildings
colors more representative of the late nineteeatiiury, merchants were unwittingly compelled toidiy
from historical fact for revisionary purposes. Pmncaviglia explains,
They followed directions, accenting the elaborsta with varied colors. Nevertheless, a careful
look at historic photographs reveals that buildinggeal Main Streets were often pained in fairly
simple color schemes; white, buff, and green beorgmon. Thus, the renovation architects may
have introduced colors more typical of the elab®baty-windowed Victorian ‘painted lady’
townhouse of San Francisco, or Walt Disney’s versiof the small town as seen in the Disney
parks, than what Main Street actually looked like £900. (171)
While an attempt was often made to restore smalfitarchitecture on Main Street, it was often neady
fraught with the idealism that drove Disney in t@screation (or, more appropriately, re-imaginaiohhis
boyhood hometown.

21



visitor arrives at “Sleeping Beauty’s Castle,” which belongs to a re&jmre fantasy.

In its psychoanalytic conception, fantasy is not a total suspension of reality inambde
swept away upon the clouds of imagination. Fantasy works in conjunction with the
meaning-making function of the symbolic to establish a comprehensible realm that
loosely holds together the ontological threads of reality. While Disney’s puspesgs

to be to bring modernity and the nostalgia for a lost home, lost as a consequence of
modernity, into some harmony, the geographical logic of Main Street stilsstiage
antagonism between modernity and the small town. Moving deeper into the parks visitor
are compelled to leave the unsettling train behind to be bewildered and enclyanted b
Main Street. Ultimately, the further into the world of Disney’s Main &tome travels

the closer one comes to losing oneself entirely in the a-temporal, purely amacastle,
and, consequently, the further from the unsettling modern train (and the cars in the
parking lot). Like fantasy in psychoanalysis, the small town occupies a kind of in
between space that harkens back to a place devoid of the antagonisms that threaten t
destabilize our fragile hold on reality, or, as Francaviglia claimsjril8&reet may

appeal to a sense of collective innocence in that our youths are times of relative
simplicity before we experience significant personal, economic, and sexual

responsibility” (154).
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The architectural logic ¢
Disney’s Main Street mirrors tt
transformation of the small town fro
material place to ideological object.

stroll dowvn Main Street leaves behii

modernity for theenchanted cas,
which isinhabited by a figure th:

remains dormant as a result

wicked spell Like the inhabitant c
Disney’s castle, the small town ent

into a prolonged slumber in the ea ‘

part ofthe twentieth century

However, unlike Sleeping Beauty t - eetU.S

small town does not so muclturn to consciousness as it becoraeseam repositon
which the conscious world occasionally channelsparticular signifying purpose To
return to our initiakxample, the castle finds its dark countergpn mettamphetamines
While the castle represents an extreme pole ofirdi®n having passed through t
nostalgic, wholesome Main Street USA where evenghs perfectly revised k
nostalgia, meth is theark fantasy of the small tov—typically embodied in the violenc
and degradation of civilization that is the fodé@rso many horror films set “out in tl
country.”

Where the castle leads us astray in the maidealism of fantas' meth, as what

Reding calls a “socieultural cancer,” brinc us too close to the fantasnunderpinnings
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of the small town. Meth’s draw is not necessarily that it offers an escapdHe stifling

values of the small town, but, instead, the addict or “tweaker” identifiescatliosely

with certain key features of the self-sufficient, small towner. Witthraetall-town

ideals and the biological function of fantasy overlap, as Reding claims:
The real basis of meth’s attractiveness, though, is much simpler: meth make
people feel good. Even as it helps people work hard, whether that means driving
a truck or vacuuming the floor, meth contributes to a feeling that all will be okay,
if not exuberantly so. By the 1980s, thanks to increasingly cheap and powerful
meth, no longer was the theory behind American work ethic strictly theoretical:
there was a basis in one’s very biochemistry, a promise realized ... alhoifet ¢
without any of the side effects which hardworking Americans loathe: sloth,
fatigue, laziness. (47)

Unlike Sleeping Beauty’s castle, which invites us to fall asleep in the giastal

recollection of a home that never really was, meth is the drug thatdimslihe

realization of fantasy for the American small-tdywvhen one takes meth one identifies

" Meth’s chemistry, which seems to be unique froheptrugs in its effect of flushing dopamine out of
neurotransmitters, reflects the psychological fiomcof fantasy, which latches onto a certain indisgible
object around which the entirety of one’s life-wbi$ organized. In other words, fantasy provides a
rationale that sutures together the ruptures ilityamhere language fails to mean with a specigéotgs)
that plug(s) the gap. Typically in this structoree object trumps others, but there can be multipjects
that serve a suturing function. With meth, thiads the case, as Reding’s summary of Neurosctertis
Freese’s explanation indicates:
Meth works on the limbic system of the brain, whiglhe brain’s reward center, as well as on the
prefrontal cortex, where decision making takes@la& meth user’s feelings are reflected in what
are called his executive actions, or what Freelig ‘tés ability to choose between what we all
know to be good and bad.” Freese says that whid émod is tied directly to survival. The
ability to make decisions, therefore, is in somgsweontrolled not by what people want, but by
what they need. Meth, says Freese, ‘hijacks tla¢gioaship’ between what is necessary and what
is desired. ‘The result is that when you take amagh, nothing natural — sex, a glass of water, a
good meal, anything for which we a@pposedo be rewarded feels good. The only thing that
does feel good is more meth.’ (49)
From a psychoanalytic perspective, the distinctietween “necessary” and “desired” is not an opjuosit
particularly when it comes to the issue of tiiiget petit aand its narrative, fantasy. The desired object is
necessary, it holds the subject’s life-world togetim an ontological sense. Without this objefdté
space of negativity in which it stands is openethadiately to the subject, the world disintegrat#s &
nightmarish universe that might resemble addictdxi@g.” In other words, meth by collapsing the
necessary and the desired at a biochemical leviebdims the conceptual function of fantasy, whiabrsh
circuits the distinction between the normal ordeeweryday things (the essential) and the littledlbidesire
that may not seem essential but is that upon wihietsubject’s world tenuously hangs. The diffeeenc
between the “tweaker” and the normally orientedecttof fantasy is that the tweaker’s relationdoip
fantasy is unmediated by the normalizing work & slocial order, which he experiences through the
process of chemical alteration. This kind of diréentification with fantasy at the conceptualdebrings
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directly with the superegoic fantasy at the heart of small-town identéyd Work, self-
sufficiency, and contentment lie at the end of the crank rainbow. Unlike other drugs tha
make one sleepy and lethargic, meth aligns almost seamlessly withuége ebhard-
working small-town America. Ultimately, Main Street U.S.A and “Matllashare the

same fantasy thoroughfare, and, ironically, many of the same values. Onetk&le of
street is the scaled-down idealism of the (“Neverland”) time gone by figtorian

splendor, which is sparkling clean and devoid of the seedier aspects of a small town main
street (taverns, bars, and pool halls). On the other side of the street are-bpastied
fronts, upstairs apartments bearing the blackened facade of an exploded labthend all
detritus of small town decay. These are not distinctly separate placesebntthe

same fantasmic, ideological space that conjures the small-town to astwenenedality

for any number of political, social, or cultural purposes. In both, the small town
continues to live and thrive, even if its life is predicated upon the perpetual
announcement of its death. It is no wonder, then, that so many horror films are set in
small towns. As an ideological object, the small town is either a ghost that haunts us
through its perpetual, nostalgic recollection, or it is the undead zombie, who, despite
limbs that are rotting off and its bizarre, taboo appetites, refuses mallgaisfactorily to

die.

about subjective destitution, which strangely hasagerial counterpart in the meth user, whose body
physically disintegrates under the chemical alienatboils on the skin, tooth loss, rapid weigtgdpetc.).
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Chapter 1: Home in Transition

Combining his literary work with Farm Security Administration photography of
the small town, Sherwood AndersonHometownattempts to reclaim the primacy of
“home” that is grounded in such small burgs across the country. Anderson’s sweeping
generalizations frame a number of photographs that, he claims, ibusteasmall-town
as an unspoiled place of harmony, capable of adapting to a rapidly changing modern
world yet still retaining its comforting familiarity. While the photaghs clearly
document different regions in the United States, Anderson’s approach melts lhe sma
town down into a common, transcendent substance. The insistence on the small town as
the country’s original Edenic garden belies Anderson’s palpable anxattihth
disintegration of this cherished place is either in process or has alaéadypiace.
Despite its idealizing prose, Anderson’s writing is fraught with a conspsctear that
the small town is in a state of disintegration. Whereas the small town on one hand can
adapt and take advantage of modern developments according to Anderson,
industrialization, the socio-historic impact of modernization, and the metscgelithe
implicit villain in Anderson’s text: “That day has passed now. The young mestiied
Oak Hill (a small town in Ohio) is not big enough for the big life he says he feels i
himself” (4). Filled with the “big ideas” that accompany modernity, tgregonnectivity
through technology and the subjugation of the individual to the importance of the mass,
the young man Anderson refers to can no longer abide the constraints of his small tow
Still, Anderson argues that the small town is “home” in a way the big aitpeaer be,
“the city man remembers vividly his small town school teacher, the place idevrigh

the other town boys built a dam in the creek to make a swimming hole ... Sometimes the
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city man, remembering his old hunger, returns to the town of his youth. He walks about

the streets” (20). Despite all the big ideas and the lucrative promises aihmode

urbanization, the small town man cannot escape the gravitational pull of his ohgies; t

is some surplus enjoyment associated with the small town that the big cftylganifer.

This surplus enjoyment is indelibly etched into the small town man’s memory and

compulsively returns when he becomes disenchanted with the teeming modern city.
Unlike the modern metropolises that Anderson believes that lead young small

town men and women astray with “big ideas,” the small town maintains a close

connection with a specific material place. More specifically, the orifnahe” is

grounded in its connection to the land, as Anderson claims, “the small towns areland wil

remain close to the land” (Anderson 142). This connection to the land is, in part, an

indication of the proximity between the small town and the rural farm upon which many

small towns are dependent. Rural areas, the small town and its farms, seempycaocc

certain transcendental space as the original home of America, whiclpdeke® the

origins of the country. Farming, at the dawn of the nation, was considered a superior

occupation to all others, as David Danbom claimBam in the Country“Farmers were

society’s heroes in the early decades of the United States. In the hagdsiaha

thinkers and writers, the farmer was transformed into the purest repriescotdhe

finest people on earth,” (66). The title of Danbom’s rural hisBaosn in the Country

has a two-fold significance. On the one hand, it is the story of common people whose

narrative, as a result of geographically location, is often occluded by eventguxeg fi

who are regarded as more historically significant. More literally, Dartbtithe locates

the origins of the nation in its rural areas. Just as technological developnieasingly
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challenges distinctions between the rural and the urban, innovations on the fatemthrea

the close connection to land for farmers. By the late 1920s and early 1930s maang farm

no longer worked the land by hand. Anderson claims that this shift causes, ilaggrow

realization, in the towns, of the meaning of the land,” but economic realities of

agriculture in the 1920s and 1930s make this a somewhat dubious claim (Anderson 142).
Long before the market collapse of 1929, farmers were dealing withupainf

economic and social changes. As Morris Dickstein claini¥aimcing in the Dark“after

the expansion of acreage and output to meet the enormous demands created during the

First World War, the farm economy had virtually collapsed during the first h#ieof

1920s” (93). Numerous farmers had extended themselves beyond their means expecting

the economic boom of the war years to extend indefinitely. When numerous commaodity

prices were cut nearly in half in the 1920s, they were forced to face ditbcult

impossible debt payments. Then, when the depression hit, they were faced with even

bleaker conditions. During the leanest years of the Great Depression thefdigate-

croppers and tenant farmers, who were the hardest hit by the economic refalitees

market collapse and were adversely affected by the numerous New Deakolic

agricultural relief, became the frequent focus of collaborative works of jaemahd

artistic representation. From the works of writer Erskine Caldwell and plaptogr

Margaret Bourke-White itYou Have Seen Their FadesJames Agee and Walker

Evans’ much-celebratddet us Now Praise Famous Méehe small-farmers who found

little relief from their struggles became the object of fascinatiola faroad American

audience. The Works Progress Administration established a collaborativéefioeen

the United States government and artists, who were commissioned to inform te publi
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about the plight of tenant farmers. The lasting images of Bourke-Whitevams Eboth
of whom worked for the Farm Security Administration as part of the WPA, of the poor,
long-suffering farmers have become iconic representations of the inhuman conditions
wrought by the Great Depression.

Many of the farmers documented by the FSA became the kind of migrant
workers, deprived of their original family home, that John Steinbeck depittein
Grapes of Wrath In The Grapes of Wrath: A Reference GuiBarbara Heavlin argues
that Steinbeck’s novel is “an inescapable part of the American Myth, of thecame
Dream gone awry” (96). Although it is largely a “road stofijhe Grapes of Wrath
opens in Oklahoma in the throes of the “Dust Bowl” and the Great Depression.
Alternating chapters between the specific tale of the Joad family andeagerzeral
description of the woes of migrant farmers during this period, Steinbeck depaistay
in transition. What was once a land grounded in the more organic, harmonious roots of
community and the soil, is rapidly becoming an isolated world of rapacious greed and
self-interest. Unsympathetic to outmoded, sentimental conceptions of comanaity
ownership, corporate farming announces the historical shift that upends the Jopls’ sim
rural world. Far removed from the “Homestead Act” and “Land Run” promise
of the Oklahoma “sooner” generation, the tenant farmefhiefGrapes of Wrattwho
cultivate the land they once owned, face massive property foreclosures inyhe ear

chapters of the novél.Their cherished land is then bought up on the cheap by large

! The Homestead Act of 1862 was an attempt by théediBtates government to open up farming to a
greater number of citizens by offering essentiéflige” 160 acre plots, provided the interested vittlial
could pay the ten dollar filing fee and could affdarming equipment and living expenses until irst f
harvest came (Danbom 112). The Land Run of 1889ameextension of the Homestead Act, when large
portions of Oklahoma were opened up for potendiehing; these were also 160 acre tracts. Howdhver,
Joad family farm is more reminiscent of the Southdomestead Act of 1866, which opened up 40 million
acres to freed slaves following the civil war; thegere distributed in 40 acre tracts often acconegbloy a
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farms that can employ newer technology for higher profits at lower lalsts.cWith
these socio-economic changes, the family loses the deeply personal sessm\ofiay
share with the soil. To put it in Heavlin’s terms, the American Dream of self-
sustainability and financial-social success through hard work, a drealadisat many
west in search of their own piece of land, becomes a cruel joke for Steinbegiessta
Left in the wake of large diesel tractors and whipping dust storms, the $aaneer
unsightly remainders of a dream that is only a possibility for a precious few.

What is lost for the Joad family in pursuit of the cruel American Dream is
precisely what Anderson seems to argue so staunchly fwriretownthat is, an
original home that can never be fully reclaimed. Not unlike Ma Joad’s conception of a
“little white house” in California where “home” can be rediscovered in aidl@alization,
Anderson’sHometownrestablishes an idyllic home that is somehow lost in both the Great
Depression and modernization. Emerging from their struggles, small town folks,
according to Anderson, are realizing the significance of their home, “thalsoi a
growing disillusionment about leaving the towns for the life of the cities” (14B¢ T
FSA'’s iconographic images of the depression and it de-humanizing effececkaimed
and redefined by Anderson to take back something that has been lost in the traumatic
process. If Evans and Bourke-White use the images to inform the American public about
what is being lost in the Great Depression, Anderson deploys the photos to @ltrsitat

what was perceived to be lost has only become strengthened by the process. Tdfe sense

“government” mule to help with cultivation (Danbdh8). The infamous phrase “40 acres and a mule”
emerged from this piece of legislation, and thedJamily farm is akin to those of the Southern Hstrad
Act in that it is 40 acres as well. Later, thed®will face similar discrimination to freed slawgben they
will be ostracized from normal society as “Okieal epithet that seems designed to identify anchdise
a race of people as much as it is a marker of ggbdgg origins.
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“home,” in all its romantic glory, is only intensified by its seeming disiraegn; it only
comes into existence in its very loss. Still, the anxiety in Anderson’s effattsia
insistence remains, and the original photographs bear the traces of some trauma tha
refuses his easy re-signification. Unlike Anderson, Ma Joad will surrend8ittheer

white house” inThe Grapes of Wratto establish a more dynamic, flexible conception of
home that is grounded in her staunch belief in family and the ethics of love, which are

integral components to the small towns that are forced to go out “on the road.”

You Can Never Go Home Again

The world of the Joads’ is in a constant state of transition both literally and
figuratively. They are forced to move from their generation’s old fanuipdato a series
of ersatz homes in “Hoovervilles” and migrant farm camps in pursuit of ever more
elusive work. This constant movement unmoors certain members of the family, who
break off from the larger unit to disappear into the unknown. While Tom leaves with an
expressed purpose, to bring social injustice to light, his brother Noah and broter-in-|
Connie leave out of fatigue or fear. This displacement and disintegration of thgigamil
a consequence of two traumatic forces. The first of these is the dust bowl. rBath a
made, insofar as the lack of crop rotation resulted in massive soil erosion, andik natur
disaster, the dust bowl is pervasive in the opening chapters of Steinbeck’s novel. From
the masks worn by the Caterpillar tractor operators, who move across the Oklahoma
countryside exiling the numerous small farmers, to the description of tiembarr
countryside that opens the novel, Steinbeck inscribes the traumatis effdéoe dust

bowl on both the Oklahoma countryside and its inhabitants. While the dust bowl causes
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the farmers to borrow against their farms, the lean years of cottonagyteeiding to
shortfalls in their already meager incomes, the most ominous threat to cognmine
Grapes of Wraths the disciplined, unsympathetic machine of corporate farming and its
economic engine, the bank. The increasingly bureaucratic economic se#life Great
Depression represent an architectonic shift in conceptions of land ownership, and,
consequently, the deep-seeded sense of rural community grounded in the soil begins to
disintegrate. Whereas the unfeeling, inhuman symbolic forces driving cerpueaests
are incapable of accounting for human attachment to the land, ownership for the farmer
goes beyond official legal statutes outlined in a contract:
‘... it's our land. We measured it and broke it up. We were born on it, and we
got killed on it, died on it. Even if it's no good, it's still ours. That's what makes
it ours — being born on it, working it, dying on it. That makes ownership, not a
paper with numbers on it.’

‘We’re sorry. It's not us. It's the monster. The bank isn’t like a man.’

‘Yes, but the bank is only made of men.’

‘No, you're wrong there — quite wrong there. The bank is something else
than men. It happens that every man in a bank hates what the bank does, and yet
the bank does it. The bank is something more than men, I tell you. It's the
monster. Men made it, but they can’t control it.” (Steinbeck 33)

The term “monster” also emerges in Steinbeck’s numerous descriptions ci¢hanes

that plow under the migrant homesteads, “the man sitting on the iron seat did not look

like a man; gloved, goggled, rubber dust mask over nose and mouth, he was part of the
monster, a robot on the seat” (35). Just like the non-descript men who comprise the bank,
the operator of the bulldozer is no longer in charge of the machine, “he couldn’t control

it” (Steinbeck 35). In his essay “Monopolizing Monsters: Demise of the F&aiin

and the Rise of the Corporate Farming in Steinbeth&s Grapes of WrattRobert

Miltner argues that the corporate monster “eats the land” of tenant saraneralong

32



with eating the land is a consumption of the, “old days’ when, men talked and shook
hands, a bond as good as one’s word, spoken in ways clearly understood by speakers and
shakers. Those printed papers from the bank, on the other hand, gloved in legalese,
shook no hands and were often not as good as the word offered at the time of signing”
(282). The fear of writing, which is referred to frequently in the early pdheohovel, is
coterminous with the fear of the systematic, symbolic force of the monsiieh proves
monolithic to the uneducated tenant farmers. Gone are the days when a handshake and
recognition of the family name held more symbolic value than the deliberately

convoluted and confusing language of the law. With this epochal shift from handshake to
the Letter, the comprehensible life-world of the farmers disintegrates.

With both the banker and the tractor, a mechanistic force emerges that defies the
control of the human hands that are supposed to operate it. These monstrous machines
transform their human operators and creators into instruments, who are, dhespite t
better judgments and natural sympathies, merely along for the ride. Dxtisudgd by
his goggles and mask, the Cat operator like the banker becomes a robotic part of some
seemingly unstoppable machine. Both are cogs in an elaborate symbolic machine tha
works beyond their control. The bankers’ and Cat operators both offer explanations and
justifications for fulfilling their unenviable responsibilities, whichweeto absolve

themselves of culpabilit§. As one tractor operator claims, “Three dollars a day. | got

2 One should not take the banker’s apology at fateey that is, his claim that responsibility isedplwith
that of the disembodied “big Other” for which hemerely an instrument. Both his expression of the
“more” of the bank — the surplus that is beyondrtten who comprise the organization — and the
profession that the bankers “hate” what they basésds an indication that discharging his burediccra
duties is a source gduissanceor him and his colleagues. We encounter in #uekkr inThe Grapes of
Wraththe “pervert of the Law,” that is, unlike the hgtdt or neurotic who fears that the Other somehow
steals the enjoyment sacrificed as integration tikoLaw, the pervert derives pleasure from thdauleius
execution of his duties as defined the Law, from\ary sacrifices demanded. Since he is merely an
instrument of the big Other, carrying out his osdigke a dutiful subject, he is relieved of respbilisy for
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damn sick of creeping for my dinner — and not getting it. | got a wife and kidgowe
to eat. Three dollars a day, and it comes every day” (Steinbeck 37). Despissiaddre
the economic realities of the situation for both the migrants and those in charge of
removing them from their land, these passages also expose what Lacanmmapalysis
would deem the “symbolic Real.” Miltner refers implicitly to this concept & hi
reference to the migrant’s fear of legalese, insofar as the fear efitfdekignates a fear
of language that supersedes the common sense wisdom and customs of the tenant
farmers’ rural community. As that which refuses easy integration intméams of
making meaning, the Real is a force that disrupts the comprehensible flowtpf rea
his workFor They Know Not What They P8lavoj Zizek describes the Real as that
which forces a “perspectival shift,” which in turn distorts reality:

The Real is the appearance as appearance; it not only aptbargppearances,

it is alsonothing butits own appearance — it is simply a cergiimaceof reality,

a certain imperceptible, unfathomable, ultimately illusory feature ttaiLats for

the absolute difference within identity. This Real is not the inaccesslylend

of phenomena, simply their doubling, the gap between two inconsistent

phenomena, a perspective shift (xxvii).
Along with the Imaginary and the Symbofithe Real is part of the Lacanian triumvirate
(IRS) that work in conjunction to create a subject’s stable conception of angiegni
reality. As a traumatic force that both disrupts and actuates the caliabavark of the

imaginary (fantasy) and the symbolic, the Real refuses the process & simpl

signification. Consequently, the Real undermines any attempt to bringuitsatic

his actions, and, consequently, free to enjoy "irgtaking completion of his tasks (and the surplus
associated with the Other). The banker’s hatreusfluties belies his enjoyment in this passag&izek
claims apropos of the horrors indulged by Nazisrduthe Holocaust, “this shame was the unmistakable
sign of the excess ehjoymenthey got from their acts"TPF 57).

% For each of these categories there is a corregpoecr coupling with the Other, that is, therethree
variations of each (e.g. Real-Real, Real-Imaginang Real-Symbolic). For further explanation a$th
segmentation see Zizek's preface to the seconwedif For They Know Not What They Do
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ruptures into some realm of comprehensibility. Still, the Real forces thieadig and the
imaginary into action by spinning out ever new discursive cobwebs to contain its
disruptive force. While it will perpetually refuse the symbolic trappings ieghapon it
to diffuse its traumatic power, the Real is the primary agitation thatsditieeprocess of
symbolization: the more it refuses socio-symbolic integration, the harder aad mor
clever fantasy and the symbolic work to contain it.

In The Grapes of Wratthe traumatic impact of the Real is evident in the
overwhelming power of symbolic organizations that the tenant farmers cannot
understand; language does not clarify the farmers’ situation, it confuses therakeasl m
their world an incomprehensible place. Distance is the source of effmaityd
traumatic disruption associated with corporate farming and banking. Forrierdan
The Grapes of Wrathhe increasingly bureaucratized organizations, their elaborate
symbolic networks that take on a life of their own, introduce a certain distanoceeipetw
the individual agents that carry out the actions of the disembodied entity and the entit
itself, the bank or the company farm. Unlike the period prior to the Great Depressi
which generated a shift in financial philosophy and practice, ownership is no longer a
hard kernel, material connection to the land that is grounded in living and dying on it for
the tenant farmers. Instead, for the banks, ownership is predicated on the forenigdaic s
of letters and numbers that add up to a ruthless desire for profit, which is incapable of
accounting for the human realities of loving and ultimately losing the tleeriamily
ground. The corporate monster cannot understand the human needs of the farmers and
their families; that is, it cannot incorporate farmers’ living realitiés an elaborate

symbolic organization bent on profit. For the displaced families the experience of
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working the land and the customary structure of relations between friends aaduede

are the fundamental means of understanding their situation. If the momstet ca

calculate these factors, the farmers cannot understand the monster inrhixodisd,

symbolic forms. As Steinbeck notes on numerous occasions, the farmers literally do not
know where to aim their guns to take their retribution. The monstrous qualities attribut

to the bank and machinery (the inhuman material counterpart to the bureaucchiimema

for which it is an instrument) speak to its impenetrability as a traumatissiotr of some
“symbolic Real,” that is, there is no clear classification for the intrusidheoinhuman,
capitalist Thing. Both living in their material manifestations and undead in thei

elaborate symbolic framework, the corporate forceBhm Grapes of Wrattlesignate the
perspectival shift that emerges from a historical break associateche/i@réat

Depression. For the blindsided farmers, these developments shake the foundation of the
American dream that is so closely associated with the hard work of individifaelf-
sufficiency and “boot straps” living is a key feature of the American Dyédaan the

impotent banker and Cat operator must seem antithetical to that dream fowatite te

farmer. Not only has the monster eaten the tenant farmers’ livelihood, but itippedst

its subordinates of power; no one is self-sufficient if the monster cannot be tamed.
Bewildered in the face of the bureaucratic monster, the farmers operate anaohot
individuality, one that would tell them where appropriately to “point the gun,” that has
been subsumed by the corporate approach. These monsters erupt on the farms, seeming

to emerge out of nowhere or the “no place” that the farmers cannot reach, and force a

* Citing the responses to Steinbeck’s work by twhisfcontemporary fellow authors, Marshall Harttanf
and Ruth Mitchell, Susan Shillinglaw makes a similaint, “Perhaps at some visceral level, what heit
and Hartranft found most subversive about Steinlsauhvel is that it radically questions the America
faith in the efficacy of work” (194).
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drastic reconsideration of what constitutes community after it has unrave i f
disenfranchised farmers.

John Ford, in his filmic adaptation ®he Grapes of Wraffemphasizes the
fantastical quality of the mechanized monsters. Condensing a number of thaf‘gene
experience” chapters in Steinbeck’s novel, Muley Graves (John Qualenh¢editoty of
losing his family farm. As Muley tells his story, a series of rapid Iogleashots of the
caterpillar tractors appear on the screen, with the superimposition of the teladg
covering the frame. Both the size and the cinematographic trick in this seslest®f
illustrate the fantasy space occupied by the monster. The low angle shotseem@ow
tractors, which dominate not only the land, but, insofar as it the story is told by Muley,
the imaginary psychic space of the farmers and by association us the vigWwers
superimposition of the tractors emphasizes this abstract, psychic domiratisiornming
the machines from material things into a ghostly force, which overwhelmsathe in a
manner similar to the farms and the farmers. Like the Real that appearertie éram
no place in reality, the tractor seems to come out of nowhere onto the familyeiagea, |
the ramshackle house, and then moves back into the nothingness travelling on into the
horizon. Referred to as an “old graveyard ghost” in both the novel and the film, Muley is
closely associated with some transcendent, undead realm. Much like a ghogt, Mule
becomes a trace, albeit a material as opposed to ethereal one, of thelmastisrglowed
beneath the treads of the tractors. Somewhere between the living earth éetrefus
leave and the history that is no longer grounded in that earth, Muley, like Mbke in
Searchersis another of Ford’s great liminal characters. These figures areleaba

seeing more than the “normal” world around them, and often at the expense ofingegra

37



into that normal world. Concerned that the traumatic experience has made lyim craz
Muley expresses concern that he is “touched,” or, to put it in other terms, haasl &ta
the encounter with the Real.

The disjunction between the symbolic form run amok in the development of
corporate farming and the common sense wisdom of the tenant farmers sttieate
distance between the official Law and the unwritten code of norms, customs, and
traditions that underpin the Law. Unwritten rules and norms teach us how to intieepre
sometimes impenetrable formations of the symbolic order. This implicit garoment
to the Law is part of the function of fantasy; as Zizek argues, “fantasyndees
precisely this unwritten framework, which tells us how we are to understaretttreof
the Law ... sometimes the truly subversive thing is not to disregard the ekptiet of
Law on behalf of the underlying fantasies bustick to the letter against the fantasy
which sustains it(TPF 29). Fantasy offers an answer to the indeterminate call of the
Law, that is, the slippage in language always creates the possibility fovdarstanding
(the Law claims x, but what does it really want from nTe®).the place of this uncertain

abyss, fantasy offers an unwritten framework, a code of norms and cuktdrmpsolvides

® It is important to keep in mind here that the jilbitve “No of the Father” is the first line of defise
against the unsettling abyss of the Mother’s deslre put this another way, the” No” does not sachmu
prohibit the original harmonious relationship o tmother child dyad, as it creates that fundamental
illusion of that relationship through its prohileiti. This illusion conceals the confrontation witie
unanswerable question of “what does mother wam finee ?”;
‘father’ is, for Lacan, not the name of a traumatitusion, but thesolutionto the deadlock of
such an intrusion, the answer to the enigma. Tigmea, of course, is the enigma of the
(m)other’s desire (What does she effectively wartv@ and beyonthe since | am obviously not
enough for her?). ‘Father’ is tlamswerto this enigma, theymbolizatiorof this deadlock ...
‘father’ is ... a compromise solution that alleviatle unbearable anxiety of directly confronting
the void of the other’s desire (Ziz8W0O101).
It is no wonder then, after the breakdown in pathal authority, that Ma Joad becomes a figure of
fascination for the entire Joad clan, particuldrym, the “chosen” son, who notes on numerous ogoasi
her change. Once bright and vibrant, Ma Joadsimaltaneously an enigma ithe Grapes of Wratand a
source of strength; her power emanating from hexiprity to drive.
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answers or an interpretation in the face of the monolithic Law. HowevEngitGrapes

of Wrath the intrusion of the “monster” negates the unwritten accompaniment of the
Law, which is grounded in the common sense wisdom and understanding of the farmers.
Herein lies the nature of the historical shift exacerbated by the dust howie Great
Depression, or as Ma Joad claims on numerous occasions, “They’s changes — all over”
(Steinbeck 444). Not only does the heavy machinery plow the family homestead under in
Steinbeck’s novel, but it also undermines the means of understanding the world that is
grounded in the family life on the farm. Ownership and attachment to the land through
personal history is no longer privileged or acceptable in the face of the chaaging L
Whereas the old hometown bank or landlord might have been flexible with a tenant
family due to communal relationships, the “monster” cannot incorporate the human
element into its profit formula. Set apart by the elaborate, indecipherable gymbol
formations behind which its flesh and blood architects and administrators hide, the
monster cannot know the tenant farmers insofar as they cannot be symbolicgitate
into the machine; they are the unsightly leftovers of historic-economiaageh

Previous conceptions of stability, ownership, familial authority, and commusity ar
uprooted like the Joad family. Consequently, these hitherto stable componentk of rura
life are thrown into a state of flux or, perhaps more appropriate in terms of thesnovel’
content, transition. Ultimately, in the face of the unsettling negativitcaded with the
scarred earth where the family home once stood, the Joad family is forced te witstl

a rapidly changing world in which their previous means of understanding are no longe

sufficient.
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‘The Fambly is Breaking Up’

In his essay “The Joads and Other Rural Families in Depression Fiction” Paul
McCarthy argues, “the Joads survive primarily because of a strong fdemiyty and
capable and dedicated parents who ... are always present and neither weakshor selfi
(66). While McCarthy is right to assert that family is the source of dityafor the
Joads in enduring their trials, he does not fully account for the complexity and dynamic
guality of the Joad family identity. Certainly Ma and Pa Joad are tough, enduring
parents, but “family” is a far more complex notionTine Grapes of Wratthan a unit
grounded in blood relationgzamilial relationships are in a constant state of flux
throughoutThe Grapes of WrathThe dramatic change begins early on in their journey
with the death of Grampa Joad, who was the patriarchal connection to the family’s
history, the “titular head” as Steinbeck refers toh{t®1). Grampa Joad is closely tied
to the farm that grounds the family lineage in material terms. Consequerigp&s
death announces the symbolic death of who the Joads were before their trek west. As the
first of many folks who will become an adopted Joad, the family’s former preakme
Casy, gives the eulogy for Grampa when they are forced to bury him etthe&de,

“An’ Grampa didn’ die tonight. He died the minute you took ‘im off the place”
(Steinbeck 146). This physical death stands in as a kind of symbolic erasure of Joa
history, which is metaphorically inscribed earlier as the Joads leavantily farm, “Ma

tried to look back, but the body of the load cut off her view. She straightened her head

® Grampa Joad's character illustrates the impotehcestom in the transitional world @he Grapes of
Wrath as Steinbeck writes, “Grampa was still the titllaad, but he no longer ruled. His position was
honorary and a matter of custom. But he did hbeeaight of first comment, no matter how silly bisl
mind might be” (101). Whereas custom and traditi@me once profound sources of authority for the
tenant farmers, they have withered, like Grampd,Btome impotent in the face of a new, confusing
authority. Not unlike Grampa’s mind, tradition bewes silly and childish in comparison to the cogper
monster and its ruthless efficiency. The unwriiemework of customs and norms is foolish and jop
next to the definitive formulas of the monster.
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and peered straight ahead along the dirt road. And a great weariness way@s'her e
(Steinbeck 114). If we take Casy’s eulogy literally, Grampa is dyildeas being
installed as the new head of the Joad family; that is, Ma assumes respwrisibilit
maintaining a cohesive family unit. From the outset of the journey Ma is the one who
looks forward, cut off from the material tie to the land much like the load cuts off her
view from the home that was the original source of Grampa’s authority antyvitali

Unlike Grampa Joad, who is grounded materially to the land that is inextricable
from his identity, Ma’s identity is not rooted in a specific place. Instead,anasfMa is
the caretaker of the family, her job goes out on the road with the family. As otlmexsfig
break off from the group, Grandma Joad dies, Noah (his Biblical name that connotes
leadership becomes ironic when he leaves the family to be alone) and Connie break
away, Tom is forced into hiding, and Rose of Sharon’s baby is stillborn, Ma perseveres i
her abiding belief in sustaining the family unit: “it ain’'t good for folks to break up”
(Steinbeck 165). Along with the loss of familial history that grounds idertiyetis
constant addition to the family unit that is not predicated on the kinship of blood. A
number of friends and strangers are integrated into the Joad clan. Casy is brought into
the family at the outset of their journey. Even if the men still “hold court” huddled
around the jalopy that will carry them west, Ma ultimately provides the rétidoathe
decision to include Casy: “One more ain’t gonna hurt; an’ a man, strong anyhealth
ain’t never no burden,” (Steinbeck 102). Along the road, the Joads pick up Ivy and Sairy
Wilson, who become part of the family when they help bury Grampa Joad, “Sairy
Wilson he’ped lay Grampa out,” and she [Ma Joad] stopped. The relationship was plain”

(Steinbeck 148). In the latter half of the novel the Wainwrights become part of the Joad
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tribe both in the pending marriage of Aggie Wainwright to Al Joad and with Mrs.
Wainwright's care for Rose of Sharon during and after her ill-fated dglivdltimately,

the Joad name, emptied of its previous signifying content associated with the land,
becomes a kind of ethical charge for Ma to sustain. Turning both inward to the family
and outward to the Hooverville communities that become “small towns,” Ma binds
struggling groups together with a familial sense of sharing common burdendy, Fa
divorced from the connection to the farm so integral to its history, becomes a kind of
practice for Ma Joad that offers stability in Joads’ disjointed world.

While the fundamental values that constitute the previous unwritten framework of
fantasy do not disappear during the Joad family’s trek to California, their locus and
flexibility changes dramatically. Family is the primary locationéducation in terms of
the necessary code of norms, but the nature of familial composition undergoes a
significant re-definition throughout the novel. Closely attached to both its histdrtha
collective labor necessary to maintain the farm, family is an importarg@uoent to rural
life for numerous reasons. From early on in American history, as David Danbora claim
in Born in the Country“it was not simply a convenience to have a family in rural
American a century and a half ago, it was a virtual necessity” (87). edand children
represented a labor force for early farmers, where work and home weteiivedr the
farm family was simultaneously a business and social unit. While the divisidmoof la
within the home was often blurred by necessity, typically wives and daughteisneds
the domestic welfare of the home, as male children were necessary to dlghbes in

the fields. Work often trumped education for children, who rarely left the family
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business as a result. Danbom’s claim holds true up to the twentieth demhewy,the
advent of newer machinery made farming less labor intensive. Family sertles
foundation for a broader conception of community and functions as a metonym for the
small town inThe Grapes of WrathSmall “towns” spring up organically in the
Hoovervilles and camps that the Joads move in and out of throughout thé rfihese
ersatz towns are underpinned by a shared understanding of the migrants’ struggles.
However temporary, the small towns and extended families that form alon@gthareo
underpinned by both the recognition of norms that govern social interaction between
migrants and small acts of kindness that are integral for their survival.

As the Joads move west, the source of authority, composition, and the
conception of family changes with the challenges presented by the wordsifion; a
world where community and, ultimately, family is in a perpetual state ofg@oe and
disintegration. Carroll Britch and ClIiff Lewis, in their essay “Growthhef Family in
The Grapes of Wrathargue that family for the Joads is the locus of an education in
sympathy that is predicated on a subservience of the “I" to the “we.” As they
claim,“when it comes to serving the family unit each Joad, with the exception noted
[Noah], displays a ‘we’ attitude ... Maise-ness seems always to have extended beyond

the immediate family” (99). Itis Ma’s sense of “we-ness” that ailftee very structure of

’| can attest to this from my own family historMy grandfather, one of eight children, graduatenifithe
eighth grade and promptly went to work on the fgrfakm. Only after my great grandfather could edfo
to purchase newer machinery, did he move to adaigeand take an industrial job in the late 1940s
Women and children were an essential componentrtdval in rural areas as cheap laborers.

¥ In one of the “intercalary” chapters Steinbeck addes this temporary familial and community
organization:
In the evening a strange thing happened: twemiylilzss became one family, the children were
the children of all ... Every night a world createdimplete with furniture — friends made and
enemies established; a world complete with braggart with cowards, with quiet men, with
humble men, with kindly men. Every night relatibips that make a world, established; and
every morning that world torn down like a circu9814).
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the Joad family in her argument on behalf of Casy, who hopes to travel west with the
Joads to find out what is happening in California; Casy becomes a kind of labor prophet
in the novel organizing peach-picking migrants into a striking union. Familial custom i
offered as justification by Ma Joad for Casy'’s inclusion:
‘It ain’t kin we? It's will we?’ she said firmly ... ‘An’ as far as ‘will- it's a long
time our folks been here and east before, an’ | never heerd tell of no Joads or
Hazletts, neither, ever refusin’ food an’ shelter or a lift on the road to anybody
that asked. They's been mean Joads, but never that mean.’ ... Pa turned back, and
his spirit was raw from the whipping. (Steinbeck 102)
Pa Joad, faced with the harsh economic realities of travelling acrossyowithttwelve
of his blood kin, is shamed into accepting Casy out of respect for time-honored customs
that are integral to the family identity. Here we see how family is thes lfoe
normalizing discipline, insofar as Pa’s potentially objectionable behavior isHirimig
line by Ma'’s appeal to the ethics of family. As Ma Joad defines it, family dsgated
on an extension of certain values offered by the blood-related group to the stranger in
need, who becomes part of an extended conception of family struggling against a
common problem. After Ma’s argument on his behalf, Casy is included in the group of
men who are charged with the planning of the long voyage across the southwest. Once
he is established as an adopted Joad, Casy becomes a part of the patridatits that
is traditionally charged with thinking through the family’s important decisidffe think
long as you’re goin’ with us, you ought to be over with us, helpin’ to figger’ things out”
(Steinbeck 103). Later along route 66 after the Wilsons become part of the extended
family, the same type of group-decision-making responsibility is exteioddeém as

well. When the Wilsons' car breaks down, the Joads do not leave their “clan” behind,

but, instead, work in conjunction with the Wilsons to solve the problem and continue the
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trek west. It is only when Sairy dies along the way that the Joads splitfeowlilsons.

This split is a result of respecting Ivy’'s wishes to halt his trip westedie is unable to
continue without his wife. Dynamic and flexible, family becomes more a clofste

shared experiences and a mode of being than it is a fixed unit predicated on common
genetics and attachment to a particular plot of land. Unlike family for Jas,bae cat
operator who only looks out for his own folks and in so doing shoves other people off the
land, family for the Joads is an ethical mode of being that recognizes thgglstin

others. That recognition calls upon the Joads, particularly Ma, to extend support to those
enduring the same plight.

The patriarchal authority that Casy is invited to join at the beginning dbtds’
exodus is one that is in a state of disintegration almost as soon as he is brought into its
circle. As Heavlin has noted in her discussion of Ma Jo@dsy and Ma Joad begin the
re-negotiation of gender roles in the family as they prepare for the tsip Walike the
tenant farmers who are too busy trying to survive to think, Casy is a cerebral figur
perpetually contemplating the changes occurring around him. Failing tonraedige
distribution of labor along gender lines, Casy begins to engage in the “women’s work” of
salting down pork for the trip. Initially Ma objects to Casy’s transgressicnsibm, but

acquiesces after Casy replies, “It's all work,” the preacheredpliThey’'s too much of

® My reading in this section is indebted to Heawiatgument iThe Grapes of Wrath: A Reference

Guide “the character of Ma Joad is historically impaotthecause she participates in the breakdown of the
gender roles that typically separate men and wor(@#y. It is important to note that while theretaaly
was a distribution of labor along gender lines amify farms, from early on in American farming life
women did contribute significantly to family incoraed the difficult work of farming. Opposed to rgan

of their urbanite counterparts, 18entury rural women supplemented the family incaita their work.

As Danbom notes, apropos of Margaret Gebby, “Ir818&r butter and egg receipts composed more than
20 percent of the Gebby family income. Clearly tilban cultural hegemony was not so powerful as to
turn the Margaret Gebbys of the world into ruraitétions of contemporary middle-class city women

living in conformity to the ideal of domesticity1%1). Given Danbom’s historical account, the papul
notion of a dominant patriarchy on the family fam@s,opposed to big city progressivism, is a limited
account of the situation.
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it to split up to men’s and women'’s work” (Steinbeck 107). Against the traumatic
intrusion that has thrown their life into upheaval, previous classifications, inages c
gender labor, are no longer applicable. Consequently, in order to fashion a new way of
existing in the world, the family is forced to adopt new roles that allow them to adapt
more effectively to their troubling situation. While Casy opens the way foftarshi
patriarchal authority, Ma Joad enacts that transition of power from therplaatito the
matriarchal figure. This tidal shift occurs about halfway through the naveh the

Joads are faced with the possibility of splitting into two different trawepiarties, a
consequence of the Wilsons’ malfunctioning vehicle. After the male heads haleddec

to split into separate groups, one to stay behind and fix the Wilsons’ vehicle and another,
larger group to go on without the others, Ma Joad flatly refuses to go on without the
family unit intact. Not only offering a resounding “No” to the male decision,) V&
violently threatens them, “Ma stepped to the touring car and reached in on the floor of the
back seat. She brought out a jack handle and balanced it in her hand easily, ‘Il ain’'t a-
gonna go,’ she said” (Steinbeck 168). Here the Lacanian play on the “Name of the
Father,” the “No of the Father” constitutive of the prohibiting Law, become$\ihef

the Ma,” transplanting Pa Joad as the bearer of authority in the Joad clan. A foize tha
consistently cited in the novel as dormant, the masculine violence designedesd tothr
keep an unsettling feminine uncertainty in check is rendered impotent by Ma Joad.
Unable to provide adequately for the family, Pa Joad loses any claim trqieti

authority. At this perilous point in their journey (and history), the Joads need care,
community, and endurance to sustain the family. Consequently, the mantle abandoned

by Pa is taken up by Ma Joad, who assumes control of the family. Whereas on the
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homestead it had been the father who enjoyed the sovereign right of the “No” t prote
his family, Ma takes over this place evacuated by the loss of the land and itsrmeestena
to preserve the familial unit, as she claims; “What we got lef’ in the’?addothin’ but

us. Nothin’ but the folks” (Steinbeck 169).

The shift from the prohibitive “no of the father” that divides [the original no that
separates mother from child] to the “no of the ma” that is cohesive is a mgcessa
response to the Joads’ historical circumstances. Without a definitive way @fgmaki
meaning in this world in transition, a new mode of being must emerge, or, in simpler
terms, a new way of organizing and sustaining life for the family. In the lattefltlae
The Grapes of WratRa Joad frequently reflects on the shift in power within the family,
claiming that it “seems like our life’s over an’ done” (Steinbeck 423). BothHs death
is one that is closely tied to his memory of home, which he realizes he will eever s
again. Ma, taking up her ethical charge of sustaining the family, counters tahsnfa
by explaining the peculiar adaptability of women to socio-historical transi

“It ain’t, Pa. An’ that’s one more thing a woman knows. | noticed that. Man, he

lives in jerks — baby born an’ a man dies, an’ that’s a jerk — gets a farwsas’ |

his farm, an’ that’s a jerk. Woman, it's all one flow, like a stream, littthe=x

little waterfalls, but the river, it goes right on. We ain’t gonna die out. Pepple i

goin’ on — changin’ a little, maybe, but goin’ right on ... Ever'thing we do —

seems to me is aimed right at goin’ on.” (Steinbeck 423)

Ma’s explanation here offers a common-sense distinction between the realm of the
symbolic, closely associated with the paternal function, and that of fantasyg what

is to suture together the symbolic order into some continuous comprehensible narrative.
The temporal “jerks” that she mentions are definitive historical segmmmdatilhe

masculine mode of history breaks up one’s life into classifications and periodsethat a

somehow distinct and separate from each other like a volume of historical texts
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documenting different epochs. Organizing, categorizing, and distinguishing isitke w
of the symbolic, which subjects the world to the discipline of an accounting. With each
“lerk,” interstitial, transitional spaces emerge that the symboliccepable of integrating
into its comprehensible framework. Masculine history, in Ma Joad’s estimation, can
document after the fact but it cannot narrate its moments of change. Conseqgaehtly, e
of these jerks produces separate narratives refusing to be woven into anhovgrarc
master narrative/story. In the intervening periods some o(O)ther for¢eemerge to
weave the jerks together into a more cohesive, meaningful order. As Ma doesl iar

her homespun way, the feminine ability to adapt to the traumatic intrusions th#tehif
socio-historical movements of life allows her to see continuity where theutimes
perspective is unsettled by rupture or death (the end of some symbolic chag). Thi
ability to “go on,” to persist in the face of the horrific Real, is the enduringtyaél

fantasy as a support to reality, which persistently offers a safd-tputite subject by
holding the fraying edges of reality together. Here, fantasy should be divoyoedd
negative connotations, as some hallucinatory function that diverts one’s attention from a

terrifying truth by providing an alternative, illusory realm into which ormeescapée®

19 nitially, Ma is bolstered by the fantasy of a nfamily home in California. As she explains, “Blike
to think how nice it's gonna be, maybe, in CaliiatnNever cold. An’ fruit ever’place, an’ peopiest
bein’ in the nicest places, little white housesimong the orange trees. | wonder — that is, iallvget jobs
an’ all work — maybe we can get one of them littleite houses” (Steinbeck 91). Two things, in aultr,
stand out in this passage. The first is Ma’'s “n&ythbat separates “nice” and “California” in heatstment.
Doubt is already undermining the fantasy that tessyoholds the family together as they set outhmirt
journey; the stain of their traumatic experienc®©kiahoma is already marked on the place where whiky
land. The second notable feature is the “humblellity of Ma’s fantasy. A small house and oranges
enough to sustain the thought of leaving home hadang exodus to California that is fraught with
potential for disaster. One of the key featurefanfasy in its support of reality is that itriet overly-
idealized, but designates a “minimum of idealizatithat places the Real at a distance (ZiZE¥ 66). In
other words, fantasy functions much like the “madybeMa’s statement, intervening to separate realit
(how nice it's gonna be) from the Real (the unknamwalifornia). Deprived of this distance realityns
into a nightmarish landscape, or, to put it termSteinbeck’s novel, it is traversing the distabetween
Oklahoma and California that turns the nice whitege into the ramshackle dwellings of Hoovervitiesl
migrant farm camps.
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Ma Joad’s minimal shred of fantasy, that of preserving familial lifel @bats, is what
allows her to approach the ethical realm of drive. Like woman'’s relationshiatge,
drive refuses the “jerks” of moving from one object to another associated with tae mor
hallucinatory games of (masculine) desire. Ma Joad’s definition of contith&tygoin’
right on,” represents a convergence of fantasy and drive. In the case of ithiadem
relationship to history, fantasy is stripped of all possible diversions of raaktyciated
with desire, the little interruptions that sustain one’s engagement withrHiggheorld

to experience a kind of narrative flow like drive’s endless loop. The collapsevaiyse
ways of being open the empty space around which drive, with its persistent flow,
circulates. The minimal amount of distance constituted by fantasy, the sttty
object, allows her to sustain the “death” that crushes P&*JoBal return to Anderson’s
conception of the small town lHometown Ma does not need the kind of specific place
that Anderson does to accomplish the stable, life-affirming experience of home;
Anderson’s belief in this “place” is a fundamental misperception of the illusain t
trumps any geographical specificity. What Ma realizes that Andersorirsgg does not

is that the home falsely located in the small town is not a specific place, imiaasg

 Family is not unlike the “mote of dust” remaindellowing symbolic suicide that Zizek refers toThe
Fragile Absolute “Here, the subject finds itself totally deprivefihis symbolic identity, thrown into ‘the
night of the world’ in which, it's only correlativis the minimum of an excremental leftover, a piete
trash, a mote of dust in the eye,admost-nothinghat sustains the pure Place-Frame-Void, so &, h
finally, ‘nothing but the place takes place™ (30yhe “almost-nothing” in this passage resonatek tia’s
Joad’s argument for sticking together as a fantiilgf is, the family has nothing but “the folks"tiefter
they leave Oklahoma. In the Joad’s symbolic seicwie encounter the significance of the land amdého
to familial identity for farmers. The symbolic stae associated with symbolic suicide, the sevesfrall
signifying links that anchor a subject’s identitynot wholly grounded in the loss of the familyrfa
Instead, the symbolic erasure is predicated otoggeof the family’s history as it is embodied hg farm
and the material traces Ma will burn (in John Feifilim version) before they leave. Leaving home
designates a kind of symbolic death — the emptgirthe Joad identity that is plowed under by theota
monsters. All that remains is the degraded versfdahe family (minus some key members), which
sustains the “place” or the void around which dgireulates. This little piece left over, whichntmues
to disintegrate as the novel nears closure, conialdoad forward.
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mode of being. Even if is ultimately an illusion, the small town for Anderson, who is
trapped in the funhouse of desire, remains an object anchored somewhere (somewhere we
can never fully reside like Main Street U.S.A). For Ma Joad, home is whatrsies ca

with her in the flow of drive: as she claims, “Woman got all her life in her arms”

(Steinbeck 423).

Familial Love as the Ethical Charge of Drive

The distinction between phallic desire and feminine love is useful in explaining
the ethics of drive that compels Ma Joad in the latter half of Steinbeck’s novele The
“gendered” distinctions are modes of being, and not to be taken as the biological
divisions that Ma Joad argues forTihe Grapes of Wrathln On Belief,Zizek
distinguishes between desire’s perpetual dissatisfaction with its aloj@dove’s
unflagging acceptance, “desire is always caught in the logic of ‘thist ihat,’ it thrives
in the gap that forever separatesdbé&inedsatisfaction from theought-forsatisfaction,
while love FULLY ACCEPTS that * this IS that’ — that the woman with all her
weaknesses and common features IS the Thing | unconditionally love” (90)re Besi
always predicated on some feature or obstacle that precludes the objedttiingrmto
the designated space carved out for it within the symbolic order. Desirecmsns of
classification, with a meticulous fantasmatic-symbolic component that didsthe
boundaries of what the object should be (i.e., the “sought-for” satisfaction). Since no
object can live up to the “dignity” conferred upon it by sublimation, desire veiis
nature is “jerky” in the sense that Ma Joad attributes to masculine histoeydeBiring

subject moves from object to object in jerks when the thing proves to be insufficient.
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Love, on the other hand, does not attempt to compress the object into some pre-existent
fantasy space. Unlike desire, love does not discard the object because it failsipatdive

its place, but, instead, accepts the object for all its shortcomings and flesse

desires on account of something, either filtering out undesirable traitiing skeem up

as obstacles to desire’s full realization — if only she wouldn’t lagtway, or if only he
wouldn’t chew with his mouth open. Love loves in spite of flaws, and, through its own
strange transformational process, love locates in those very flaws the belsa@d per
worthy of this powerful attachment.

This distinction is evident imhe Grapes of Wratim the disjunction between the
romantic love between Connie and Rose of Sharon, and the familial love Ma Joad
provides for her clan. In both cases, these relationships are sustained egrtlhieon b
dream of the “little white house” they will find in California, which will be thevieme
where they can start a new life. Once the Joads arrive in California andabas#id of
the romantic notions they extrapolate from the “yellow handbills” promising plénti
work and high wages, Connie knows that he will never be able to deliver on the “sought-
for” satisfaction that Rose of Sharon demands: “She said fiercely, ‘We gotd@ha
house ‘fore the baby comes. We ain’t gonna have this baby in no tent” (Steinbeck 252).
Facing the collapse of his dream of providing a home for his new family through
correspondence classes, Connie runs away from the Joads leaving his pregnant wife
behind. Ma is forced to confront the implausibility of her fantasy when they amrive
California. While the Joads will later locate the kind of garden paradigedight
when they left Oklahoma, their initial introduction to California portends the unegasine

that they will find in that paradise. Facing the California desert, Tomsg]dthis here’s
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a murder country ... Ma got her heart set on a white house. Get to thinkin’ they ain’'t no
such country” (Steinbeck 204). Even if the Joads eventually find the garden, they are
undesirable plants, or weeds, that are not permitted to take root in it; the arididesert
up the last hope of some idealistic dream of what California might be fomtiilg.faNo
longer able to cling to the last fragment of delusionary fantasy, Ma hasaomlyaf love
remaining to sustain her and her clan against the unexpectedly harsh mignantifa

in California. Ultimately, Ma’s love is not predicated on a “sought-for” fatigon like

that of Connie and Rose of Sharon, but is grounded in a blanket “despite of.” Despite
Tom'’s incarceration, despite Pa’s loss of authority, despite Rose of Sharorssepérsi
worrying, and despite their inability to work enough to procure her little white houwse, M
loves her kin.

The shift from patriarchal to matriarchal authorityfime Grapes of Wratis
grounded in the movement from the jerky structure of desire to the more fluid, connective
function of love. In her essay “From Heroine to Supporting Player: The Diminution of
Ma Joad,” Mimi Gladstein argues that Ma does not grow into the role of the head of the
family, but, instead, “Ma has been the de facto head of the family all along. Her power
does not grow; only the overt expression of it does” (128). While Gladstein argues that
Ma was already the head of the family and that she only becomes more vocal@asethe
proceeds, she underestimates the perspectival shift that allows Ma to becmme m
outspoken in her position of authority. Throughout the novel the potency of men is
placed under scrutiny by their economic circumstances, which is precisebatdmsn Ma
cites as her own emergence as the head of the family:

“You get your stick, Pa,” she said. “Times when they’s food an’ a place to set,
then maybe you can use your stick an’ keep your skin whole. But you ain't a-
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doin’ your job, either a-thinkin’ or a workin’. If you was, why, you could use your
stick, an’ women folks’d sniffley their nose an’ creep-mouse aroun’.”(Stenbe
352)
The inability of men to live up to their role as providers for the family, asddd J
argues, leaves the opening for women to assume the mantle that had been taken from the
men. ltis the unhinging of the previous normal order of things that opens up the way for
a reconsideration of authority. While Gladstein is correct in assertinlylttia power is
always-already there, it is the historical shift that introduces annifhallic control that
allows for it to be explicitly superceded by feminine love. To put this in terms gptite
between desire and love, desire is ultimately phallic in its approach, iasataseeks to
discipline and dominate the object by subjecting it to certain symbolic famsatlesire
seeks to fit the object into the particular mold carved out for it. Love, on the other hand,
seems to belong to the realm of feminjmgissancethe “not-whole” in the symbolic
sense that goes beyond the domination of phallissance As Jacques Lacan claims,
“one can situate oneself on the side of the not-whole. There are men who ar@qust as
as women. It happens. And who feel just fine about it. Despite — | won't say their
phallus — despite what encumbers them that goes by that name, they get thesatesz
that there must be a jouissance that is beyond. Those are the ones we call (Q|stic
76). Casy would fall along the lines of the men that Lacan refers to hereymoeare no
longer encumbered by the “phallus. ” Casy’s entire beifidhanGrapes of Wratis
predicated on “finding out something,” rather than subjecting the world to the knowable
realm of the symbolic order. He recognizes the epochal shift brought on by #ie Gre
Depression, and rather than impose old forms of knowledge on a new situation, he enters

into a mode of perpetual inquiry that is not based on control. The former preacher seeks
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to understand not to know. Consequently, Casy’s endless ruminations on what he can’t
know for certain but continues to contemplate would speak to his move towards a
“mystical” femininejouissance Casy’s persistent “I don’ know” is a recognition of the
“not-whole” that is constitutive of the symbolic order; there is always sonmen@jhat
refuses full integration into the socio-symbolic network. Ma’s refusal bilityato live

in “jerks” like Pa speaks to the flow of the feminijpeissancethejouissancehat

cannot be totalized, and, consequently, escapes the signifying constraintsithiaé |
otherwise phallic world. This continuity is that of love, insofar agdhssancehat
accompanies love is one that escapes the trappings and frustrations abaattiate
desire. Unlike desire, love can navigate the in-between spaces, the ruptuaétyin re
insofar as it belongs to the realm of the “not-whole” that accepts the fiatgsobject.
Consequently, love approaches its reality with enduring compassiorjoui$sancehat
is beyond is the kind that finds enjoyment in the flaws, insufficiencies, and shornsom
of the objects/persons, insofar as it is not subjecting them to the discipline of
categorization. In a historical moment where men were largely rehohepetent by the
loss of work, this mode of enjoyment, grounded in its disavowal of phallic control,
becomes a key component to survival.

Throughout the latter half of the novel Ma Joad'’s love and compassion become
the source of stability for the “small towns” or little communities in which taels
establish their temporary roots. While both Tom and Jim Casy, who is frequently
referred to in the novel by himself and the narrator as a Christ-like figang, & for a
more transcendental notion of community, Ma takes up the work of community building

at a more practical level by holding together both the smallest unit of comyntheit
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family, and extending the integral values of family to those whom they encaloner

the road. From the meager bit of stew she gives to the starving children nstthe fi
Hooverville in Califronia to holing away seven dollars which she gives to Tom slethat
can escape the police after he has killed a strike buster, Ma is consistHlathg $n her
actions. Compassion, as Ma recognizes, is indispensible to the work of survival taken up
collectively by those in her predicament. More so than any other character, Ma
recognizes the solidarity wrought from compassion; as she replies to thelgr&at the
migrant labor camp who gives her a dime for the sugar she can't afford,rfiheall

the time, ever’ day. If you're in trouble or hurt or need — go to poor people. They're th
only ones that’ll help — the only ones” (Steinbeck 376). Here, the compassion that the
corporate monster cannot incorporate into its bureaucratic processes em#ngss i

who have nothing to give to each other but sympathetic understanding. While there is a
great deal of narrative weight in the novel afforded to the anger of men, which is a sign
that they have yet to “break,” it is love, ultimately, that is the source sufoivihe
displaced tenant farmers. The dynamic relationship between love and ahiger in
Grapes of Wraths staged in the struggle between Ma’s love and Tom'’s frustration as
they encounter a gang of vigilantes after leaving the first Hoovenat his boiling

point, Tom is convinced by Ma to “keep clear” of his anger and potential retribation f
the sake of the family, “The fambly’s breakin’ up. You got to keep clear” (Stinbe
279). As Tom reaches for a jack handle to exorcise his anger, Ma “powerfulig’hgsi

arm, staving off the ultimately impotent gesture of attacking the molmBtek 279).

Tom knows very well that he is outnumbered and at a competitive disadvantage in

weaponry; only his pride that pushes him towards violence. In this instance, Ma’s

55



“powerful” love holds him back, forcing him, in spite of his pride, to turn the other cheek
for the sake of holding the family together. Anger may serve to stiffenehé&smesolve

to survive, but, ultimately, it is an impotent force in comparison to love, which binds the
family together against the forces bent on tearing them apart.

Rather than weakening their resolve, the “beating” the poor take at the hands of
the corporate monster creates their strength and compassion; as Ma Joad,explai
“Maybe that makes us tough. Rich fella come up an’ die an’ their kids ain’t no good, an’
they die out. But, Tom, we keep a-comin™ (Steinbeck 280). Nowhere is this powerful
compassion more evident than in the ending of Steinbeck’s novel. Only a shell of the
original family remains. Granma and Granpa Joad die in the trek across cdJoély,
Tom’s younger brother, leaves the family to stay by the Colorado River. Connie runs
away to avoid dealing with his wife, and, most likely, his child’s disappointment., Casy
who organizes a migrant farmer union at a peach farm, is killed by a strédeshrevhich
brings on Tom’s uncontrollable rage inciting him to kill that strike breaker. Bfose
Sharon’s baby is stillborn, and Al remains with the Wainwright family whenaads]set
off to find shelter from the torrential rains. Having left the shelter fadéd boxcar
camp, the diminished Joad family seeks shelter from the winter rains in & baamnb
There they encounter a young boy and his starving father, who is on the verge of death.
Like Ma Joad, who persistently sacrifices for the sake of the family, tther flaas
deprived himself so that his son may eat the last morsel of food available. Sick and
psychologically reeling from the death of her baby, Rose of Sharon is offdeg a
comforter by the young boy to warm her against the harsh weather condittbhera

illness. In the face of the starving man both Pa Joad and Uncle John “helpless]y” stare
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much as they are rendered impotent by their socio-historical circumstafitthis point
Ma Joad shares an understanding gaze with Rose of Sharon. As Steinbeck writes:
Ma’s eyes passed Rose of Sharon’s eyes, and then came back to them.
And the two women looked deep into each other. The girl’'s breath came
short and gasping.
She said “Yes.”
Ma smiled. “I knowed you would. | knowed!” (454)
Rose of Sharon then “gently” cradles the starving man’s head as he stavevatibstar
by being breast fed by the compassionate stranger. The shared look betweaih Rose
Sharon and Ma Joad is one grounded in the understanding of survival, continuity, as Ma
Joad earlier explains to Pa, through love. A condensation of the problems wrought by
their historical circumstances, the starving man is the embodiment ofingther
patriarchal authority amongst the migrant farmers.

Pa and Uncle John are incapable of offering any manner of assistance gethe fa
of this problem; they have nearly reached the state of disintegration of thegstar
stranger. Pa and Uncle John’s impotence is doubly inscribed in this scene, induégr as t
are simultaneously observing their potential future and a symbol of their withered
authority within their world in transition. The most intimate form of familial boggi
the mother-child dyad created through breastfeeding, is the only means of sundyal, a
consequently, can only be provided by maternal love. Like Casy and the Wilsons before
him, the stranger is brought into the Joad family. In her selfless gestsepRSharon
takes up Ma Joad’s ethics of family, insofar as familial love is theifesbf defense
against the horrific repercussions of the symbolic Real that resonatglibudGreat

Depression America. The “mysterious smile” that crosses Rose of Shigperdsthe

end of the novel is a recognition of what Ma exclaims to “know.” This smile is an
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understanding of the continuity, the force of drive, that is constitutive of theisalvif

female love/experience in SteinbecKlse Grapes of Wrath

From Ma to the Ghost of Tom Joad

Deviating significantly from Steinbeck’s novel, John Fortte Grapes of Wrath
locates the force of drive more in the figure of Tom (Henry Fonda), who yaejeds
Ma’s (Jane Darwell) place as the protagonist. Opposed to Steinbeck’s sgertiyas
Ma Joad, Ford’s Ma lacks the same authoritative presence; as Gladstes) ‘dfguis
Ma is sweet, good, and reassuring, but there is little evidence that she undehngiands t
situation, nor is she assertive about her beliefs. She doasthoteffect her values”
(133). As Gladstein indicates, the significance and effectiveness ofifienove is
greatly diminished in the film, sacrificed to a more traditional patraratithority and
will. This distinction is most evident in the dramatically different endiantie film,
which excises Rose of Sharon’s merciful act of charity. While Ford kempsTamous
speech from the novel about his omnipresence with regard to social injustides “I'
ever'where — wherever you look. Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I'
be there,” the narrative import placed on this speech is far greater in thidimm the
novel (Steinbeck 419). Whereas the novel grounds survival in the capacity for
compassion and love — the kind of love demonstrated by Rose of Sharon --, the film
privileges Tom’s idealism, which is derived from Casy’s (John Carradioeg ffnom
philosophical contemplation into political action on behalf of the migrant farmers.
Where gender roles and authority are challenged in the novel, placing Ma Joad as the

steward of the family, Tom Joad in the film re-establishes the primacy @rphai

58



action. If Rose of Sharon, the first daughter, is the practical savior in the novel
emphasizing compassionate acts as the source of survival in harsh times, tham, as
chosen son, becomes a kind of messianic figure in Ford’s film. Rose of Sharon is the
practical, “charity worker” on the ground helping others. Tom’s promise is nebulous
insofar as he is “out there” somewhere supposedly working on behalf of those who are
being neglected! Ma’s speech regarding survival, which is ripped from the middle of
Steinbeck’s novel and placed at the end of Ford’s film, seems to take on a ditfieeent t

In the middle of the novel, this reflection emerges purely from her own thoughts and
ruminations on the Joad'’s struggles. However, at the end of the film these worde seem t
belong less to Ma herself, but, instead, to her deep belief in Tom, who has taken the
weight of “the people” that Ma refers to upon his shoulders. Ultimately, the move away
from Ma Joad as the heroine of the novel to Tom Joad as the hero in Ford’s film, seems
to shift the focus away from compassionate love of the family to a strongeropesials
broader political activism.

While Steinbeck’s writing is undoubtedly intended to spark political debate, its
strength resides more in the moving depictions of endurance in the collective work of the
small communities the Joads fall into. These communities, comprised of §ntkple
struggling against seemingly impossible circumstances, are lessroechedth large

scale politics than with survival, which is made possible by the kind of ethical work i

2 Tom’s messianic association will also pop up latgvopular culture within the politicized music of
Bruce Springsteen, whose song “The Ghost of Tord"Jogther elevates Tom into a transcendental spiri
“I'm sittin’ down here in the campfire light/ witthe ghost of Tom Joad” (Internet). Springsteenisgs
locates a common theme with homelessness in themmaity with the nomadic life of the migrant
farmers. Joad'’s spirit is alive in Springsteegisck in the social injustice perpetrated on thenbtess, and
by the end of the song the speaker conjures tlidttigpo existence. Rage Against the Machine, s#o
songs frequently deal with the injustices of lagpitalism, have covered Springsteen’s original,
transforming the original ballad into a heavilytdited anthem reflecting Tom’s growing anger in the
novel.
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which Ma Joad is perpetually engaged. Steinbeck’s alternating chapters, ratigenar

line dealing specifically with the Joad family and the other being a gesreral outline

of the social impact of the dust bowl and the Great Depression, at the verydasess er
parallel between the large scale socio-political landscape and thailgaréixperience

within that realm. Ford’s film primarily attempts to collapse these tmdagi but

distinct spheres in Steinbeck’s novel, as is most evident in the condensation ofythe earl
“general” chapters into the particular story of Muley Graves. Gone in F@rdjses of
Wrath are the stories of the Wilsons, the Wainwrights, and, most importantly, Rose of
Sharon’s stillborn child. While losing the poignant final scene of the novel is a
significant cut, it is not difficult to see how an audience in the early 1940s would have
found the final image unsettling; the scene would have never made it past the Hays
production code. Each of these cuts from the novel excise a portion of the story that is
integral to the familial theme pervadiiigpe Grapes of WrathFamily is the locus for the
small and large acts of love that sustain a conceptual sense of “home,” even if the
material home is long gone, and community that is threatened at the begihthiag

novel. While some lip service is paid to this idea in the film’'s dialogue, Ford gfefts
ideological center of the story from this dynamic core, grounded in the figura Gbkt,

to a more expansive political message, grounded in Tom.

Nowhere is this shift more evident than in the narrative organization of the film,
which rearranges the latter half of the novel. In Steinbeck’s story the Tastdy at the
government camp at Weedpatch, a socialist utopia cut off from the harsiriGaif
socio-economic atmosphere, is situated before the latter two migrant cawipsh the

Joads briefly live. At the first migrant camp, a peach farm, the Joads ngWyitbecome
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“scabs” breaking the strike organized by Casy; this is where Tom killlkabseaker

who murders Casy. The second camp, a cotton farm, is the penultimate setting in the
book, and where two of the more significant family losses occur: Tom is forced ¢o leav
to spare the family from incrimination and Rose of Sharon’s baby is stillborn. fimthe
“Wheat Patch” is their final stop, following Tom'’s killing of a strikebreakeha peach
farm. The change in the camp’s name announces the more overt politicationerita

the film. The transformation of the potentially negative connotation of “Weedpatch”
becomes a place of positive growth in “Wheat Patch.” While Steinbeck certainly does
not paint a negative picture of the camp, the use of the term “weed” would seemmakio spe
to a certain cultural prejudice directed towards the migrants. In the vieveraige,

gainfully employed Californians, the migrant occupants of the camp were Sivirat
blighted the otherwise green, fertile California landscape: they‘@dies,” regardless

of their origins, and were unwelcome. The distinction between “weed,” a pergpisteint
that is defined, albeit as a nuisance, by its adaptability and toughness, ang”‘whieht

is a source of nourishment, indicates the different purposes for the camp in both texts
Steinbeck makes of the camp a temporary haven that allows for the tough Joadofamily t
gather itself for the even more difficult experiences in the camps ahesadltrdtsforms

the camp intdhe solutionthat restores hope for Joads: for this reason it is the final stop
for the Joads. If for Steinbeck the Joads are “weeds” that, even though they are
“uprooted” refuse to die, then for Ford they are the occasion to offer a sochligirs

the nourishment of “wheat,” to the struggling folk. Ford’s depiction of the Joad family
less about their toughness and resilience and more about illustrating the plight of

migrants, who need a “hand up.”
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In both versions of he Grapes of Wrattlihe government camp is an oasis where
humanity has not disintegrated into poisonous suspicion and prejudice. In other words,
the government camp, much like the original small town or rural area, becomsatan er
home. Weed/Wheat Patch’s tight confines, general lack of privacy, and spirit of
community mirror the small rural towns that many of the migrants left fofoGaa. As
Ma Joad exclaims, “Praise God, we come home to our own people” (Steinbeck 307).
The collective established by the migrants who organize and manage thenanadet of
the camp is an illustration that “things can be better,” that the “Okiesiatrgub-human
by nature, as the California natives tend to believe. In Steinbeck’s novel, the hope
instilled by life in the camp is short-lived, as the most troubling strugglebdaraad
family occur after they have left Weedpatch in search of work. Unliteeatamp where
the burden is shared, the family must draw the strength and persistenceif@ sur
their reliance upon each other and in the compassionate love that emanates from the
familial core. However, in Ford’s film, Wheat Patch is their last Stemd the socialist
utopia they discover there, wrought from New Deal politics (the camp managet (G
Mitchell) looks conspicuously like FDR) is offered as a solution to their situatiozing-a
his imminent incarceration, Tom, at Wheat Patch and not the cotton farm in theisiovel,
elevated into a socio-political messiah. Given the sympathetic depictibe ofigrants,

Steinbeck was no doubt a supporter of such government relief programs like Wheat

13 The film ends with the Joads on the way to théocofarm, refreshed from the experience at Wheat
Patch. If one has not read the novel, then thengnd one that is largely uplifting and positivehich is
evident in Ma’s renewed spirits and her smilingegtance of their circumstances. However, if orge ha
read the novel, then the ending either rings soragWwbllow as to pat a conclusion to the strugdies t
Joads have faced; a dark cloud hangs over thévediahappy ending, insofar as we know that Rose of
Sharon still faces her most traumatic experiendbarstory. The “patch” in the camp’s compound aam
functions in Ford’s film as a kind of fantasmicealogical patch that occludes simultaneously thetmo
disturbing (the stillbirth) and the most upliftipgrtions of the novel (Rose of Sharon’s act of ithpr
Removing this “patch” would challenge the primadyte governmental solution seemingly tacitly
endorsed by Ford.
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Patch, yet it is not the solution or the source of the Joads’ survival Tin@i&rapes of
Wrath Ford’s more overt political approach finds its “home” in the government camp
that restores the family and emboldens their spirit as they leave to find work awittire
farm — a cotton farm being the home they originally left.

The sense of “home” as it is re-discovered in Wheat Patch is reinforckd by t
music as Tom leaves the camp under the veil of darkness. In the early steanes se
Oklahoma, “Red River Valley”’ can be heard in the soundtrack on numerous occasions.
A particularly slow, melancholy version plays as the Joads are driving awayte
family farm. The same tune can be heard after Tom takes his leave from \&tobat P
simultaneously connecting the camp with the original home in Oklahoma and its loss as
he is forced to leave. The crime that compels him to separate from his i&thidysame
as in the novel, but in the film it takes place at the peach camp prior to arrivingeat W
Patch. Rather than simply conjuring the notion of the Joad family’s original home, “R
River Valley” establishes a tripartite connection between home in Sgllgane at
Wheat Patch, and Tom as a kind of spiritual home for the migrant farmers. Insofar as
Tom leaves the family to be “everywhere” where there is social injusigcearries with
him the sense of “home” that he has learned in Wheat Patch. By carrying tihatigpir
him, Tom is the potential healer of the social ruptures that are plaguingsBieprera
America. This unification finds resonance in Ma’s final words in Foftis Grapes of
Wrath, which are uttered as she leaves the camp, “we are the people.” WheirdzecEte
painstakingly separates his migrant farmers from the society thaitpaity disavows
them, Ford explores a more expansive political scope that is condensed in Ma Joad’s fina

speech. Like Tom’s omnipresence in the face of social injustice, Ma’s final appés|
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not only to those engaged in the same struggle as the migrant farmers, bujeo a lar

collective in her veiled reference to the Bill of Righits.

Forever Lost On the Way Home

The two versions of he Grapes of Wratbxpress a pervasive anxiety regarding
the loss of home, be it the small scale loss of one’s family home or a larger national
conception of home; precisely the kind of home associated with the ideological small
town in a broader socio-political sense. Both narratives depict attempts loatisetd
reclaim that conception of a stable place. In her drive to preserve the, fistaiload
expresses her concern about the loss of their home and the loss of origins that are a
consequence of losing both the place and its history. In one of the more intiemse sc
in Ford’s film, we watch as Ma Joad burns the documented history of the Joad family
including postcards, pictures, and press-clippings of Tom’s trial for manslaugihe
melancholy “Red River Valley,” the theme song of hom&he Grapes of Wratiplays
in the soundtrack as a pained Ma Joad tosses objects into the fire stopping only to look
into a mirror holding a cherished pair of earrings up to her ears. At firshgnher
expression quickly changes to one decidedly darker in mood. The music comes to a stop

as she turns away from the mirror to resume her burning before Tom calls hetheut of

1 Ford invokes the collective in the face of so@igstice through cinematography as well. As thads
enter the Hooverville in California, the cameragslkon a first person point-of-view with the viewer
assuming the vantage point of the Joad family eir falopy. Aligned with the Joads, we see théptit
faces of the neglected migrants who stare inte@#imera with hollow eyes as the jalopy moves thrabgh
camp. Here the identification is two-fold. On thee hand, we are placed in the same situatiomeas t
Joads, aligned with their struggle and their bemmes# in the harsh face of their social conditio@ the
other hand, it forces us into the uncomfortablatmrsof being first hand witnesses to the resaftsocio-
political neglect of those in desperate need gb.héh other words, Ford effectively collapses dieance
that separates “us” from “them” by forcing us ith@ same position as the Joads; that is, with $keofi
subjective camera Ford makestismand eradicates any safe distance we can estadilisér through
prejudice or false sympathy, from the plight ofrthe
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home for the last time. Music provides the key to a moment of psychologicaltiealiza
for Ma Joad; that is, in this moment, the transformation in the mirror from positive
recollection to painful recognition, Ma realizes that home is effectivelydosier. As
this psychological transformation takes place, the music fades awaydikades of the
past she tosses into the fire. Ma’s act of burning the family history is a kigchbbbc
suicide, insofar as Ma deliberately severs her connection to a history thdtlvedioo
painful to take along with the family to California. Regarding this symbelatidas a
kind “emotional necessity,” Frank Eugene Cruz rightly argues that,s'lsléions are less
a matter of choice than of emotional necessity. This scene of disassoc@tiahdrpast
does not make the Joads ‘unfeeling;’ instead, this proceisreimembering is a
necessary negation for a character who wishes to avoid the social deatimfatins
Muley into ‘an ol’ graveyard ghos’ (65). Uncoupled from the history that is too
psychologically burdensome to carry with her, Ma’s conception of home goes “out on the
road.” In a state of constant transition, the family takes up residenesvbene between
an unknown future place and the void left in the ashes smoldering in their forsaken home.
This “in-between” quality of home, a cluster of memories and ideas assnbk a
unbreakable, hard materialism of the place, is characteristic of the liqualiy of the
small town/rural area. The small town can be a specific place, a conceptibroadar
ideological context, or both all at once. Cruz argues in his essay “'In Betwseartl
Future Town™: Home and the UnhomelyTime Grapes of Wrathhat the liminality of
Steinbeck’s novel proves to be the source its endurance as a literary clasisiof iBot
time, insofar as the Great Depression created the unhomely (and un-homingreeperi

of transition for so many people, and relevant to modern day conceptions of hybridity, the
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novel as Cruz claims, “highlights the subtleties of an in-between experiénsehe
representation of this experience which continues to resonate with readers andsaccount
(at least in part) for the novel’s persistent presence, relevance, anthpbacgopular
cultural imagination” (55). The in-between quality associated Wi Grapes of Wrath

can be both liberating and anxiety-inducing. In its potential for the proldarat

creative new identities and ways of being, the uncoupling of traditional, neemati
frameworks, allows for new means of understanding one’s life-world like fdaisine
understanding of history, which opposes a more patriarchal conception. Still, this
disintegration of custom generates no small degree of anxiety, insofaleagyitates a

loss of some authentic origins that can never be fully reclaimed — even if the
“authenticity” of those origins is only retroactively created by their, lbessense of

anxiety is no less palpable. lIronically, these two seemingly opposed concepéons
mutually interdependent. The original small town or home, as a purely fantasmic
conception, is both “home” and the ultimately absent place that is the source ofigdentit
associated with the liminal. Sherwood Anderson’s idealistic conception of “hiame”
Hometownwhich is located precisely in the small-town, is coupled with the kind of
hybridity that Cruz locates ihhe Grapes of WratiThen the Italians, Greeks, men of all
Southwest Europe. Mexicans came up into the Southwest, the Asiatics into the Pacific
coast country. The sons and daughters of all these learning to speak Engliag, Ul

in the making of a new language, the American language” (9). For Anderson, the small
town/rural area is simultaneously the place of origin and a dynamic place ityive
capable of incorporating the radically new, heterogeneous influence intwaysal

already existing sense of home; language becomes the collective pf@eativerse
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group that does not disrupt the conception of America. Like the object of desire, the
small town can be plugged into a narrative in order to suture it together to form a
(mis)conception of unity. Consequently, the small town is simultaneously an brigina
edenic place where the social ruptures that threaten the fabric of realitysent, and a
place of plenitude associated with the “in-betweenness” Cruz attributée tGrapes of
Wrath No wonder then that Anderson largely avoids commentary on the distinct
regional differences of the small town photographs that acconkb@amgtown

Anderson’s “small town” has been excised from any socio-cultural particesatihat
would anchor it in some material reality. If regional particularitiesatoecup in his
novel, then they are always in servitude of some idyllic description of thethktce
establishes harmony between disparate identities and cultures. Whilepe ma
different, according to Anderson, in certain trivial ways that ultimatedlyup to naught,

in the final account, the small town makes us all a shining, happy norm. For Anderson,
the small town is a floating signifier that can mean anything (and meaytreng when
necessary) because it is a fantastical concept that can be strteigpklyed to cure all
socio-political ills.

The Grapes of Wrathlustrates the illusory quality of this original home, and
gives body to the anxiety caused by its loss. The opposite side of such an objeceof desi
is not some meaningful plentitude, but the radical negativity that simultaneously
undermines meaning and generates the processes of symbolization intendedalo conce
this negativity. Home, as the original Eden that Anderson envisidftgnetownis
always-already lost insofar as it never really existed in the fiassepl Incidentally, this

“never having existed in the first place” is precisely what genetiagefalse memory of it
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as some harmonious whdfe.Ford’s use of the melancholy “Red River Valley” to

connote home embeds the “always-lost” quality associated with the origioal pla

From this valley they say you are going/ We will miss your bright agdssweet
smile/ For they say you are taking the sunshine/ That has brightened our pathways
awhile

I've been thinking a long time, my darling/ Of the sweet words you never would
say/ Now, alas, must my fond hopes all vanish/ For they say you are going away

Do you think of the valley you're leaving/ O how lonely and how dreary it will be/
And do you think of the kind hearts you're breaking/ And the pain you are causing
to me
They will bury me where you have wandered/Near the hills where the daffodils
grow/ When you're gone from the Red River Valley/ For | can't liveowit you |
know. (Guthrie)
The speaker, in a gesture of pure melancholia, treats his lover as though shkeeadse
gone before she has left the Red River Valley, from where “they sayg@oiag.” Just
as home offers the promise of something it can never fully deliver, the lover withholds
“the sweet words” that would bind the couple into some harmonious whole, stripping
from the place of their existence the delayed “sought-for” satisfactionriviedpf the
supplement of enjoyment provided by the lover, the speaker can no longer survive in his
life-world, or, in other words, the co-ordinates that delineate his realitgfait without

the object that underpins it. Without the lost lover the “Red River Valley” is depoive

the nourishing “sunshine” that emerges from her being. What is lost here is not simply

5 My reading here is indebted to ZiZzek’s definitimfanelancholy and mourning froBid Somebody Say
Totalitarianism? Mourning accomplishes the symbolic act of a teetkilling of the (lost) object,” or, in
other words, of being able to subject the lossafies cherished object/person to the process of mgfmhi
symbolization integrating it into the subject’s raive framework. However, melancholic attachment
refuses such a gesture by sustaining a passiomatection to the lost object, which, “obfuscatess firct
that the object is lacking from the very beginnitigt its emergence coincides with its lack, thi bbject
is nothing butthe positivization of a void/lack, a purely anapiuc entity which does not exist ‘in itself”
(Zizek DSST143).
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the beloved object/person, but the very sense of home that is unsustainable without the
jouissancenterjected by that object/person. Ford’'s use of “Red River Valley” as a
signifier of home is a clever, ironic one. It illustrates that home is alalagady lost,
insofar as it is conceived of as a place of original harmony. Much as thetoveever
have his beloved, home can never be fully occupied with all its fantasmatic furnishings
The only way to possess home as some original ideal is to treat it as ébsatiyough
a melancholy attachment, thus laying claim to the original plenitude that neaigr
existed.

Opposed to this melancholic gesture that sustains the ideal in its suspended
attachment, mourning signifies loss by symbolically closing the door on th&ti¢h we
can no longer claim to be attached. Ma Joad accomplishes the work of mourfingg in
Grapes of Wratlby burning the family history. Ma’s burning kills the traces of home,
enabling her to start life anew on the road; as she claims in Ford’s filloglaathat
does not appear in Steinbeck’s novel), “We’re going to California ain’'t weghAliten,
let's go to California ... Never had to lose everything | had in li@&apes.’® Ma
acknowledges the loss of home and the crippling melancholia of clinging to the lost
place/object, and, in order to start fresh, she erases the traces that cortneaéetthe
lost space in her mind. If the Great Depression signifies a kind of death of home, this

death embodied in the plight of the Joad familf¥ive Grapes of Wratlbrought on by

181t is worth noting here that Ma’s burning doegate place in her family home, but that of Unclero

(Frank Darien). While the material traces of haare important for the family, the mementos that she
burns indicate that the psychological conceptioharhe is far stronger. Memories, embodied in Ma'’s
post-cards and press-clippings, outstrip the agtiaale of home, and they are too painful to carith the

family on the tip to California. Ultimately, theemory of home will haunt Pa Joad lateiTime Grapes of
Wrath it is the thing that he cannot escape from inldtter half of the novel.
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socio-historical circumstances of the late nineteenth and early ttheceietury, the work

of mourning over the next two decades is a slow and incomplete process.
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Chapter 2: A Stranger in the House

Both Ford and Steinbeck in their different version$toé Grapes of Wrath
identify the significance of collective effort for survival againstitnatic historical
change. This solidarity is taken up on a broader national level during the Second World
War. Still reeling from years of financial struggle and socio-politicssension that
followed the market collapse, the strained American society found a commenicéos
mobilization for war. Despite the overwhelming popularity of the war, paatiguhfter
Pearl Harbor, mobilization did not necessarily rise up in an organic maonetife
people who would participate on the frontlines and the home front. Following the horrors
of the “war to end all wars” popular public opinion remained primary isolationist when it
came to international affairs, even as war broke out in Europe in 1939. Part of the
government propaganda campaign, Frank Capra’s documentaryWgagied/e Fight
traces public sentiment regarding war through a clever depiction of numeroug Gall
polls. While the motion picture industry was already moving towards promoting war in

the late 1930s and early 1940s with a number of pro-military fictional filims attack

! The motion picture industry was accused by songraioting war long before America officially

entered, and, incidentally, against the largeljaisonist sentiment of the movie-going public. their

work The Hollywood War Machin€arl Boggs and Tom Pollard cite a senate heagggrding

Hollywood’s “propagandistic” movement as a courdegument to the post-war representation and public

perception of World War Il as the always-alreadyt@ War”:
In September 1941 the debate over military intetiearflared up in the U.S. Senate, provoked by
trends in Hollywood toward antifascism and armedagygment. Democratic senators D. Worth
Clark (Idaho) and Gerald P. Nye (North Dakota) oféivg “isolationism,” convened hearings to
investigate the political influence of “Motion Rite Screen and Radio Propaganda” ... During
the hearings Nye charged that Hollywood films waeeoming overtly pro-war, “what | consider
to be the most vicious propaganda that has ever lndleashed upon a civilized people.” (67)

Nye had compiled a list of twenty films from thédd 930s that he had found to be particularly

objectionable in their overt display of propagafiBaggs and Pollard 68). As Sheri Biesen has dted ¢

in her introduction tdlackout: World War Il and the Origins &ifm noir, radio and comic books like

Orson Welles’s radio broadcast\afar of the Worldand Marvel'sCaptain Americaalso expressed certain

anxieties in the buildup towards the second Worlar W
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on Pearl Harbor in December of 1941 thrust America into the war that the public had
been hesitant to embrace. The close relationship between Hollywood and theafimeri
government helped sell the war with both overt documentary propaganda and an influx of
pro-America fictional war films. Both documentary and fictional films poted the key
themes of war on the front lines and the home front necessary for victory. What was
termed the “people’s war” was a careful construction of the Office ofif@mation
(OWI), a government agency designed to manage the representation of the vgdr throu
numerous media outlets, radio and film being of chief concern. From a vigorous poster
campaign to the review of film scripts dealing with war by the Bureau of Motion
Pictures (BMP), the OWI created an ubiquitous flow of propaganda that emphasized the
sacrifice of selfish interests for the sake of the nation. As John Bodnar afanmss i
essay “Saving Private Ryan and Postwar Memory in America,”
Government leaders such as Franklin D. Roosevelt took pains to make democratic
promises in pronouncements like ‘The Four Freedoms.” And the Office of War
Information (OWI) told Hollywood producers to make films that not only helped
win the conflict but reminded audiences it was “a people’s war,” which would
bring about a future with more social justice and individual freedom. The
democracy for which ‘the people’ fought, in fact, was a cultural blend of several
key ideas: tolerance, individualism, anti-totalitarianism, and econonticgus
The representation of open-mindedness was aimed particularly at reducing ethnic
tensions at home. (806-7)
The collaborative spirit advocated by the OWI on posters and in propaganda films like

Capra’s serie¥Vhy We Fightmobilized people who had hitherto been marginalized due

to race, gender, and ethnicity. However complicated and uncertain the future might be

2 posters were an integral part of getting the irgiwar messages out to the public. From “Rdse t
Riveter” urging women to take up what had hithdréen “men’s” work in the factories to posters’
promoting “hushed lips” on the home front to protidmse abroad, the OWI employed a number of
talented artists that were charged with artistjcedhdering the “ethics” of the war effort at homkames
Rodger Alexander takes an in-depth look at the ahpathis medium in his work “The Art of Making
War: The Political Poster in Global Conflict”.
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the face of battle, the “Four Freedoms” offered a promise that the “peopl&'s/asa
great equalizet.

Still, the “people’s war” collective was predicated on the complicatedegion
of “duration.” To some the OWI propaganda had to sell the “temporariness” of
mobilization, while for others (or, more specifically for the Others) thewearthe first
step in significant and enduring socio-cultural change. Consequently, kieesno&
propaganda had to tread the line between selling a vision of equality on the homs front a
a potential future and simultaneously the belief that when the war was ewsolifd
return to normal for soldiers on the frontline. Consequently, the mobilization for the war
effort introduced a kind a temporal suspension of the normal order of things prior to the
war, which leveled certain class, cultural, racial, and gender distinctiorsttierto
stratified American society. On the home front everyone was needed and heel a pla
designated for each of them within the war plan. This plan included women, who joined
the labor force in staggering numbers to replace the “manpower” deployed in Europe or
the Pacific. If the soldiers worried that “home” would not be the same when they
returned, then those at home who enjoyed new independence and self-sufficiency hoped
that “home”could never be the same. In his bd®@&wer and Paranoi®ana Polan
examines the numerous narrative strategies for framing Americangetito in the war
both on the home front and the frontlines. Identifying the nostalgic deployment of the

past as a promise for the postwar period, Polan identifies the small-town &swdgrbyr

% Frank Capra’s seventh installment of iNay We Fighseries, “War Comes to America,” offers an
idealized portrait of American equality, which gtes over gender and ethnic discrimination to afgue
the foundational principles “of life, liberty, anlde pursuit of happiness.” Erasing class, soarad,
political discriminationWhy We Fighindexes the people who collaborated to “buildriagon,”
including, “of the negro harvesting cotton in thet Bummer sun ... of the Irish, the Slav, and the &en
working side by side.” At the end of this montdlge narrator concludes, “yes, the sweat oftfemof all
nations built America” (my exphasis), creating Bdasense of equality that is intended to mobifiwese
who have hitherto been marginalized.
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useful fantasmic, narratological device for the OWI. Citing an informbnaklet
entitled “Small Town, U.S.A.” depicting Alexandria, Indiana, produced by the OWI,
Polan argues that what makes the small town particularly useful as an iddalegica
is that
small-town American offers the possibility of a system of interchangédtiste
that is, in the wartime narrative, where any element is to be formallyesbwih
some other element, small-town America functions formally as a vasesoiurc
semantic elements, a seemingly endless wealth of semantic bits: hanasiegr
roadsters, family pets, ‘the girl he left behind,” and so on. (48)
These little signifying elements, iconic components of the small-towrchiey with
them a certain signifying weight. Consequently, the wealth of “semaitgicmined
from the generic small town lend a kind of meaningful authenticity to the diseurs
framework in which they are located (including the overarching war narxafiech
like Sherwood Andersonldometownthe OWI booklet that Polan mentions lacks any
definitive narrative trajectory. Instead, it provides a few “snapshots™visuhlly and
figuratively of everyday life in the small town. While the explicit purposthef
invocation of the small town would seem to be to insure the soldiers on the frontline that
the old hometown will still be there in all its nostalgic glory when the waves, the
OWI booklet does contain the egalitarian message pervasive in other waggmoa@a
“few houses stand out among others as indicating either poverty or wealth™ &n Pol
49). Nostalgic recollection erases the socio-cultural reasons for gladitssension and
social stratification. In other words, as an ideological device the smailldoNapses the
past and future into an idealistic a-historical place, which mirrors the tahguspension

of the normal order brought about by the duration of the war. If one suspends or

sacrifices everyday life for the sake of war, then the small town agelkalace is a

74



perpetually suspended place where a romanticized, inclusive normality hanges.
Consequently, the home that the soldier envisions returning to can be both the place of
great equality and the “home” he left because it does not belong to a placesdnchor

the processes of historical change, but, instead, it is the imaginary “homely’is a

source of harmonized plenitude. Unfortunately for those who gained certain socio-
political traction in the “duration” of the war, it is not that original hometown that c

offer political progress. Instead, it is the very “duration” that suspends thelradea

of things that brings about a newfound equality. Unlike the idealized notion of the small
town, the “duration” has an expiration date.

Working in close conjunction with the United States government during the war,
Hollywood helped manage the plurality of narratives deployed for winning the
ideological battle with both the soldier and civilian corps. From Frank Capra’s
propaganda to James Stewart, Hollywood enlisted in the war effort both on theeldttlef
and at home in the theaters. War films of numerous genres offered a seriethsf ‘tmy
frame the horrors and sacrifices required for the collective wart efEmphasizing
solidarity, the “people’s war” ideology spread the burden across many slsotdaeake
these shared hardships more tolerable. Rejecting the criticism that ioion&gliate
confrontation with the carnage of the war was the only “truthful” means of
representation, Frank Wetta and Martin Novelli argue that “despite its camfisen
and easy patriotism, Hollywood provided the American people with a usable myth”
(265). While Novelli and Wetta use the singular term “myth” in this passagealsee
correctly point out that there was no one myth or story sufficient to fully encorfipass

war experience,” “there is more than one way to tell a story and more thamitbne tr
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tell” (265). Consequently, the Hollywood war machine was, in Wetta and Novelli’'s
estimation, a more complex narrative system than simply a sole propagandaemachi
revising the details war to keep a singular, gruesome truth from an ignorait pbli
critique leveled by many film critics, including WWII veteran Paul Flisster the war.
Even if the film production code presented certain limitations to the kind of graphic
realism called for by frontline veterans like Fussell, Wetta and Nauegjlie that the
gentrifying frame of the code and the myth of war perpetuated by Hollywoodtparm
approach to the horrors of war without overwhelming a viewer with traumatic shock.
Myth, in the case of war representation, becomes “usable” insofar as it caacippr

truth, in this case, without traumatizing a subject through direct confrontatiorheith t
horrors of war. Arguing for a more direct confrontation with the gory consequences of
the war in his workWartime: Understanding and Behaviour in the Second World War
Fussell claims that revisionist tendencies have elided the authenticeexgeoi the war

on the frontlines of World War Il in order to promote it as “the great wagt{svand

Novelli 265). As a veteran, Fussell's response is one that is grounded in the traumatic
experience of conflict, as Wetta and Novelli note, his conception and criticisnr of wa
representation is colored by his unforgettable traumatic experience oarttieés.

These critics differ over how to represent the complex and multivalent truth of
war, or, in other words, how to integrate symbolically the disturbing kernel that
perpetually refuses symbolic integration. Despite differing draaibtim their
assessment of Hollywood’s success, they all illustrate the fundamigipatimess of that
truth (as the Real). All three writers locate that “truth” in Hollywood'’s filias, even if

Fussell defines the Real by its omission. As Zizek claims, the Reatjesnas an effect
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of the process of symbolization, “the Real is not the pre-reflexive realayrof
immediate immersion into our life-world, but, precisely, that which gets lastwthich
the subject has to renounce, in order to become immersed into its life-world — and,
consequently, that which returns in the guise of spectral apparitieRKNxvii). To

put Zizek’s definition in simpler terms, there is no Real prior to our assumptsnne
symbolic identity within a social network. The Real emerges as a $ai¢ ef the
process of renunciation or, more appropriately, contraction necessary to assume our
symbolic mandate. As a result of the inability of my assumed identity to enssmya
experience of self fully, certain remainders emerge that cannot be accauritgdife
symbolic coordinates in which | locate my subjectivity. The Real emesges a
consequence of the insufficiency of the symbolic to subject the totality of lived
experience to its meaning-making function; the Real is another naméfutaanental,
perpetual glitch in our socio-symbolic network. In subjecting the world to auatiog

in language, certain experiences escape the boundaries of meaning. Theseopocket
inexplicability, which intersect with my original gesture of subjectivargterupt within
reality in traumatic encounters like war that refuse simple symimégration.

Far from sending the symbolic order into a state of paralysis, the trauoyztice
is fuel for symbolic production. In order to combat the potentially devastatenjsedf
the Real upon reality -- the complete dissolution of one’s comprehensible paespecti
binding the constituent pieces of reality together -- the symbolic fightsibdlk face of
trauma. As Zizek claims, “for humans...the traumatic encounter is a unigersiition,
the intrusion which sets in motion the process of ‘becoming human.” Man is not simply

overwhelmed by the impact of the traumatic encounter — as Hegel put it, but i3 able t
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‘tarry with the negative,’ to counteract its destabilizing impact by spinmirigntricate
symbolic cobwebs’@B 47). Trauma generates the work of the symbolic insofar as it
introduces something incomprehensible that the symbolic must perpetually atempt
contain within some elaborate narrative construction. Left un-sutured tg faste
rupture of trauma threatens to contaminate the socio-symbolic network with its
negativity. Consequently, the symbolic, in collaboration with the myth-making vork o
fantasy, emerges to compose an imperfect barrier around that rupture. While the
collaborative work of the fantasy and the symbolic cannot fully contain the force of
trauma/Real, it can keep that force at bay through the perpetual “spinning” of
symbolization: ever new symbolic “dodges” are designed to avoid the full impact of
trauma. Although the Real can never be brought fully into symbolic parameters of
reality, a glimpse of it is evident in the distortions of those parametere whama has
introduced some rupture. As Zizek claimthie’ Real itself is nothing but a grimace of
reality: something which is nothing but a distorted perspective on reality, something
which only shines through such a distortioRTKN xxvii). Here we can begin to see
how Fussell and Wetta/Novelli are really two sides of the same coin. Fsissell’
experience is defined by his confrontation with the visceral horrors of fightirtige

front lines, and, consequently, this traumatic experience punches a hole in his.identity
As he readily admits, he is never quite the same after the war. Fussefd tefsettle
for the myth-making war films of Hollywood creates a kind of “grimace” taifs that
persists despite the myths meant to contain it. Fussel's war expdrearsewitness to
the singular force of the Real. For Wetta and Novelli, the plurality of waatnees

attest to the impact of the Real of war on symbolic organization in a broader sense. As
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the authors rightly claim, there are numerous war experiences and s$tatiesierge out
of World War 11, insofar as the traumatic intrusion of war onto the normal ordkingfs
forces a radical reformulation of one’s social order. If Fussell'stersis on the
“grimace” within the representation of war perpetually returns to the sitgtire, then
the churning out of myth to combat that wound testifies to some unsettling truth for
which we must account; the myth must situate that grimace in a way that does not
unhinge the meaningful order of reality. While the myth may not tell the wiaslg gt
demarcates the place of some traumatic split, which is both unsettling andtfiagcina
What trauma and myth (or fantasy) share is an experience of “a-terhparah
time that refuses to be brought fully into written history despite the endésgriy.”
Both traumatic experience and the work of fantasy create a kind of perpetual loog forc
an endless return to the site of trauma’s rupture. Citing the strange teprsma of
trauma, Fussell claims, “The Second World War ... has pursued me all my life and has
helped determine my attitudes and behavior. The point is, wars are not easikgifdrgot
(qtd. in Wetta and Novelli 262). Trauma, as Zizek claim@rnBelief “designates a
shocking encounter, which, precisely, DISTURBS this immersion into one\wdiflel, a
violent intrusion of something which doesn’t fit in” (47). Disrupting the otherwise
normal, meaningful flow of a subject’s reality, trauma is an experi¢ratedfuses fully
comprehensible symbolic integration. Insofar as it proves resistant to syatioaljz
trauma returns in the traces that emerge within the co-ordinates of a sugeids
symbolic network. Trauma becomes evident in the glitches in the meaninggmaki
system of the symbolic. Belonging neither wholly to the moment of tracegerience

that refuses full recollection nor to the moment of its re-emergence, theeexpenf

79



trauma takes place outside of the normal flow of measurable time. Consecuamiha
follows its own eternal loop, which may overlap or touch the normal temporal order, but
remains independent of that order. In its relationship with trauma, fantasy is doubly
bound to a kind of “a-temporality.” On the one hand, fantasy emerges at the site of
trauma’s rupture to suture together reality with some comprehensible vearréthen
the symbolic cannot situate a traumatic event or experience within some benygloée
frame, fantasy provides a distracting, meaningful narrative. As a palpepture
caught in the repetitive loop outside of linear time, trauma bears a reseentddhe
psychoanalytic concept of drive with its “eternal return of the same’rpatte
Independent of the subject’s conscious desires and his pathological well-beiags dri
bent on following its own circular course. It is the job of fantasy to re-channel and
harness the energy of drive into some narrative that confuses the cirpel#rare by
fixating upon some object of desireWhile its job is ultimately one of deception, albeit
the very deception that confers meaning and order upon reality, fantasy is theygatewa
between the a-temporal realm of trauma/drive and the temporal underpinnings of the
normal order of things.

While traumatic experience occurs somewhere within historical time, that
encounter establishes a kind of temporal confusion. Upsetting the normal, linear
experience of time, the rupture opens the possibility for the subject to misihtesste

the actual material loss of something in the traumatic experience, asaantemdl

* Here | am drawing upon the relationship betweenafsy, desire, and drive that Zizek explore$tie
Plague of Fantasies
Desire emerges when drive gets caught in the colmfvebw/prohibition, in the vicious cycle in
which jouissancamust be refused, so that it can be reached oim¢ieeted ladder of the law of
desire (Lacan’s definition of castration) — andtéey is the narrative of this primordial loss, sinc
it stages the process of renunciation, the emeegehthe Law. (32)
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absence or what psychoanalysis calls “lack.” While the experience of almeagde
triggered by actual historical events, the perceived absent “thing” belongsdaos
historical” realm. InWriting History, Writing Traumd@ominick LaCapra explores the
careful distinction between loss and absence:

absence at a “foundational”’ level cannot simply be derived from particular

historical losses, however much it may be suggested or its recognition prompted

by their magnitude and the intensity of one’s response to them. When absence is
converted into loss, one increases the likelihood of misplaced nostalgia or utopian

politics in quest of a new totality or fully unified community. (46)

Loss, unlike absence, is predicated upon an actual material connection, or, in other words,
one can really lose something, be it a loved one, a cherished object, or even a place to
which one may never again return. Absence, on the other hand, is aimed at the
fundamental lack intrinsic to being, or, as LaCapra claims, “one may recdlgaizmne

can never lose what one never had” (50). In the true experience of absence, the subje
recognizes absence as something that was never actually possessed, andectins

what is regarded by the subject as her “metaphysical grounds” and tkacalaf the

absolute” (LaCapra 50).

This experience of absence becomes problematic for LaCapra in the short-
circuiting between absence and loss caused by some traumatic ruptiiseemporal
confusion, trauma conflates the historicity of loss and the trans-historioet rodt
absence, or, as LaCapra claims, “in post-traumatic situations in which imes (el acts
out) the past, distinctions tend to collapse, including the crucial distinction betvezen t
and now wherein one is able to remember what happened to one in the past but realizes

one is living in the here and now with future possibilities” (47). The short circuit in

temporal flow that comes from first the traumatic rupture and then the playmgchf
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its flashback, creates confusion between the traumatic loss that is groungedtiouar
historical moment and the experience of absence that emerges in theyit@abitilate
trauma’s rupture symbolically. Something resists this process of nemation, a
surplus that belongs to a realm that is seemingly beyond signification, andjwamtg
is a conduit between the historical ground of loss and the “absolute” constitutive of
absence. Consequently, loss becomes translated into absence through somditantasma
narrative that sutures together the symbolic and temporal disjunction by exgpkhiat
the loss, which opens a hole in the socio-symbolic network, goes beyond simply the lost
thing. For LaCapra, this misconception of absence as loss expresses ftaedpiaced
nostalgia” or “utopian politics,” which bears a stark resemblance to the doutdévea
of war propaganda cited by Polan. Both nostalgia and the utopian politics aim at the
“absence as plenitude.” The misconception of absence becomes attached to the
fundamental fantasy of plenitude/symbolic harmony -- what LaCapra‘abisnce as
the absolute.” Only in its (mis)perceived loss in the traumatic impact, can the
fundamental absolute be possessed as something that had actually exisptacsoanel
somewhere, rather than merely as some elusive, transcendental eleraanta,n its
temporal confusion, and the intervention of myth/fantasy allow for the illusion of
possession of the t(T)hing which can never be fully possessed. Absence, ascthefsour
the utopic Thing, finds resonance in traumatic loss that, in its rupture, opens the way for
myth to conflate absence and loss. Only in treating as lost the thing that wlave
begin with (the utopic Thing, the absolute), do we capture a sliver of possession.

Both Zizek and LaCapra’s conceptions of trauma, loss, and absence shed some

light on the mobilization of the small town by the OWI in war propaganda, insofar as the
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small-town as some original “Home” becomes an important, influential pfabat
propaganda. The period between America’s official declaration of war in lated B41 t
final “V” day in 1945 was fraught with traumatic disruptions of everyday life and
disturbing losses. From the loss of loved ones in combat to the material sacaifiegs c
upon by rationing for the war effort, the reality of living during the war pericgl wa
defined by a certain amount of voluntary and involuntary deprivation. War propaganda
translated this deprivation into sacrifice for a greater good, which mabth®zewar

effort both at home and on the battlefield. To borrow LaCapra’s terms, war propaganda
deftly translated loss in its numerous forms into absence through a process of
idealization. What is lost in the process of the war, the “home” as it vas the

soldiers left, becomes simultaneously a place of “utopian politics” and the mostalg
Home that never actually existed in the first place. While it is one narsitategy

among many in the construction of war propaganda, the small-town story becomes
particularly important as a symbol of the romanticized home to which the saldliers
eventually return. As an idealistic symbol, the small town is defined bgdtaiag “a-
historical” character. Historical change and social progress ayladtararld around the
small town, but it stubbornly remains the same. The small town stands in fotansis

to the corrupting forces of progress, which bring about the loss of the “good old days.”
Be it the perfect suburbs of the 1950s or the quaint New England village at the dawn of
the nation, the various representations of this idealistic place at differemidails

moments reveal certain social antagonisms of their time. Moreover, thieserdif
representations indicate that there is no one “Small Town” outside of hisicly; e

variation, despite how it is distilled and abstracted into the ideological swal] speaks
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to its specific historical moment and geographical location. Still, the numerous

modalities of the small town all share the common theme of “home.” Like trduana t
belongs to the moment of temporal rupture, each variation of home belongs to a nostalgic
past to which one must inevitably return (like trauma). Loss of “home” for the soldier
creates the experience of an absence of “home,” home as it never was or could be. To put
this transformation of loss into absence in more precise terms, war propaggsdaet

real hometown of the soldier of its anchoring in reality to present it as the@teplace

of some past harmony. As the Joads would certainly testify to, the small towtoprior

the war was not a place of social harmony. This nostalgic harkening back runs tmunter
the forward looking propaganda mobilizing the war effort on the home front. Unlike

those on the front lines who need home to be the same (or a version of “sameness” that is
better than the old same) when they return, those on the home front who have hitherto
been marginalized require a vision of home grounded in an egalitarian sonim@c

future. When the “duration” runs out at the end of the war, the home that was sold on the
battle fields collides with that sold to those on the home front, with the integration being
neither utopian nor nostalgic. Ultimately the myth-making, be it nostatgitopian,

during the war cannot account for the reverberations of trauma when the seldiars

Even if “home” is ideal as it was represented to b&/hy We Fightsuch as is initially in

Orson Welles's filmThe Strangerthose returning to that home are no longer the same as
they were before. Home in the small town may be familiar and the soldiez’s fac
recognizable, but the experience of war that escapes the myth in propagandavead pro
films estranges that familiarity in ways that cannot be easily accowntég fdealized

narratives perpetuated in the duration.
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Somewhere Over the Clock Tower

Receiving mixed reviews upon its release in P36l largely disregarded by
scholars ever sindeQrson Welles'silm noir potboiler about the secret Nazi architect of
the Holocaust Franz Kindler (Orson WelleBhe Strangerexplores the postwar traces of
wartime trauma within the confines of the idealistic small town of Hatp@nnecticut.
Kindler, who has taken great pains to erase the traces of his involvement in the Nazi
party, escapes Europe to the small New England village. In Harpesuraessthe
identity of Charles Rankiha history teacher at the local boys’ prep school. Adopting

the “perfect camouflage” of marrying a Supreme Court Justice’s dawgidesettling

®> Sometimes the reviews seemed to be already, allgmixed, like James Agee’s review, which offars
series of back-handed compliments to Welles andilhis
So far as | can make out, Welles never was andrneilede a genius, but he is just as gifted as he
ever was. In this film he is not using the mosteadurous, not to say florid, of his gifts, but
neither is he indulging in any of his weaknessEere is nothing about the picture that even
appears to be “important” or “new,” but there ighing pretentious or arty either, and although |
have occasionally seen atmospheres used in filfa grander poetic context, | don’t think |
have seen them more pleasantly and expertly agpeec{195).
While Agee’s review is overall a positive one sitaialanced by his attempts to demystify the myth of
Welles’s “artistic genius,” which was both a blegsand a curse throughout the filmmaker’s life.

® Of the numerous scholarly books on WellBse Strangeconsistently is given short shrift by film
scholars. Robert Garis he Films of Orson Wellaxfers a couple of paragraphs on the film, andneai
“The Strangehas been generally condescended to, mostly bedaleserves to be” (96). James
Naremore inThe Magic World of Orson Wellesfers to the film as a “silly picture,” and latgeegards it
as a poor rip-off of Hitchcock’s far superiShadow of a Doul{fL48). One of the few exceptions, Clinton
Heylin in Despite the Systerwhile acknowledging the films flaws and the nuoer compromises Welles
was forced to make, regards the film as one of #g&dimore underrated attempts (190).

" Rankin is an edited version of his true name, Ekindler. As Heylin notes, the transformationtiod
name from Franz Kindler to Rankin was intendedegshown, but was ultimately not shot, “the
photographer proceeds to take a paper with Frandl&i's name on it and draw a series of diagonalsli
through the letters F, Z, D, L, E, R until it sgeRankin” (178). The creation of the false idegntihe
fantasmatic construction of Rankin, is simultanépasprocess of omission and inclusion, or, toiput
another way, a process of re-framing what is alyehdre. Trauma refuses simple integration intneo
meaningful symbolic realm; it cannot simply be edpéd away by the work of fantasy. Instead, trauma
leaves a kind of mark on the symbolic constitutidmeality in the way we organize the comprehersibl
coordinates of our life-world. In the case of Ktk transformation, traces of his original nareeain
embedded in the fantasy construction of Rankin¢tioning as a marker or stain of the traumatic paest
he cannot fully erase.
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down in a small town, Kindler cloaks himself in precisely the kind of ideal image of
postwar America sold by wartime propaganda to bolster troop morale. Hidden safely
away in the bucolic perfection of Harper, Kindler finds the home promised to those on
the frontlines during the war. Without an incriminating German accent, Kindfecpg
speaks the language of the idealized small town; as he tells his formeguwellcanrad
Meinike (Konstantin Shayne), “who would suspect the notorious Franz Kindler in the
sacred precincts of the Harper school, surrounded by the sons of Amergtdantiilies”
(The Stranger For Kindler this fantasy veil will allow him to blend into the crowd until
the time will once again emerge for the great “historical necéssitiie Nazi project.
In other words, Kindler recognizes the narrative conventions that Polan identifies in
Power and Paranoiantegral to the small town discourse/representation and is able to
adopt them in order to conceal a horrific, obscene fantasy that has supposedly been
eradicated by the war effort.

Not unlike Kindler who must become conventional to blend in, Welles intended
with The Strangeto prove he could be conventional, efficient, and profitable in making a
film. Dismissing theThe Strangeas an inferior Welles film iThe Films of Orson
Welles Robert Garis paraphrases the director’s thoughts on his most “studio-friendly”
venture, “Welles, perhaps taking his cue from Goetz (producer for Internd@ichales
William Goetz), spoke of it repeatedly as his one solid, reasonable, sane, ordinary,
conventional film, the proof that he could deliver the everyday virtues of moviemaking as
well as the brilliant feats of virtuosity for which he was better known” (98g¢lles’s
more detailed shooting script, as Clinton Heylin notd3aapite the Systerdetails the

more elaborate, artistic vision Welles hadToe Stranger This vision was subjected to
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a thorough editing by the “supercutter” Ernest Nims, who was known for trimming
“artistic fat” for the sake of narrative tightness (Heylin 175). Walgaming of the
project as an example of his ability to be a workman-like director for theostudimore
positive spin that he later undercut, claiming, “I didn’t ¢ Stranggrwith a
completely cynical attitude... Quite the contrary, | tried to do it as weltasld. But
it's the one of my films of which | am least the author” (qtd. in Heylin 174). Theeourc
of critical disdain forThe Strangeseems to emerge from the conventionality of the film.
Both Heylin and Garris frame their readingldfe Strangemore in terms of what it
might have been, than as an examination of the film that was produced. James &laremor
in his work on Welle§'he Magic World of Orson Wellesims uprhe Strangeas, “an
occasionally silly but nonetheless entertaining picture” (148). Wi&Strangemay
lack some of the artistic and aesthetic flair of Welles’s motiealty well-received
pictures, the generic and narrative conventions of the film resonate witertbeay
tropes and narrative conventions of both war propaganda and those of the small town.
Even if it was against his wishes, Welles makes a conventional film thedtsethe small
town setting of Harper, Connecticut. If Welles’s normally baroque filmngp&iyle is
constrained for the sake of story, the conventions of the horror genre and the rétegniza
“tone and mood® of film noir form the backbone dfhe Stranges narrative.

Welles’s conventional approach, particularly in terms of the generic narrative
formula of the horror film, allows for the expression of certain nascent asiatthe
supposedly optimistic postwar period. As R. Barton Palmer claims, “the palifithe

Strangeras its title suggests, involve purification: the identification of evil in the body

8 These are the terms that Paul Schrader uses iinflisntial essay “Notes on Film Noir” to set apéim
noir from film genres, which are defined by certainwamtions (100).
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politic, its subsequent destruction, and the restoration of the generic, the un*f8ange
The Strangeilustrates postwar anxieties about the struggles resuming a normal,
everyday life. Most notable among these anxieties is the concern regardietyithang
soldier, who brings the residue of battle experience home with him. Within the soldier’
war experience lies the strange temporal loop of trauma that threaterievchioh
home. WhileThe Strangers set in and concerned with the immediate postwar period,
the resumption of life as normal in the postwar period is confounded by the residue of
wartime trauma. Returning to the home sold by wartime propaganda proves doubly
difficult. On the hand, the idealized home as it was depicted in propaganda never really
existed in the first place. Even if it were possible to find this ideal place, the hol
punched in time by trauma make it impossible for the returning soldier to sink baek int
linear, temporal flow after battle ends. By projecting the estrandfiect® of trauma
onto the “evil,” foreign Other, who initially resembles “us” but can be identde®ther
and purgedThe Strangeprovides a safe place to work through the anxieties plaguing
postwar America. Although he is identified as the monstrous architect ofrihe “f
solution,” Kindler/Rankin finds himself at the intersection of numerous postwar fears
An American husband, a secret Nazi, a new pillar of Harper and the mosbuefairi
war criminals, Kindler assumes a number identities that make him simultaneous
familiar and estranged, loved and hated; as a Nazi, he represents a stage arthe
war that Harper seems to have somehow avoided.

If The Strangers indeed Welles most conventional film, then it reflects the all-
too-conventional setting of Harper, Connecticut. While more recent histergyrbanded

the authentic roots of America in the typical Midwestern small-town, the Nelauioh
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small-town has been throughout the history of the nation synonymous with the birth of
America. As Richard Lingeman notesSmall Town Americd'the New England town

with its town meeting hall, saltbox houses, green common, and white churches with
jutting spires is stored like a faded postcard in the attic of American memadityese

towns were the cradles of democracy, the mythos has it, the incubators of our
prematurely born liberties, home of the men who fired the first shots in the War for
Independence” (15). Lingeman'’s description of the typical New England towhéame

a surprising resemblance to the opening shot of Harper, and speaks volumes about the
generic quality offhe Stranger’'setting. What is most striking about his description is
the reference to the “faded postcard,” which is a key component to American memory
Ouir first glimpse of Harper in the film is of a postcard photograph of the quevat N
England town; a postcard that may well have resembled those sent to soldierg tighti
the frontlines as a remembrance of home and an expression of love from one’s family or
sweetheart. After being “miraculously” released from prison in Europe sbeltan

lead American G-man Mr. Wilson (Edward G. Robinson) to Franz Kindler, Nazi Konrad
Meinike is given a postcard of Harper by an identity forger in South Amesadprg

an address for the elusive Kindler. The “noirish” seedy, urban underworld of South
America, with its shadows being a secret haven for Nazis, is suddenly illuthinatiee
brightness of the postcard depicting Harper’'s town square complete with a towering
white church illuminated by the bright sun. A quick fade to black envelops the postcard
in the darkness that pervades the South American underworld, while a fade into the
illuminated town square brings Meinike and Wilson’s bus to the ideal little town on the

postcard. As if he were checking off requisite icons on Lingeman’s lste$Wuses a
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crane shot of the Harper town square that moves down and tracks in from its focus on the
church tower and clock to capture the bus as it moves past the “salt box houses” around
the town’s “common green.” Two key cinematographic choices stand out in this brief
sequence depicting Harper’'s homeliness, and, simultaneously, that which in tHatpe

is “unhomely.” Opposed to cutting and repositioning the camera, the continuity of the
crane shot that tracks the arrival of the bus into the town square and moves down and
toward the bus station establishes a kind of hospitality associated with theogma In

one long take, the camera moves to capture the entire town square in order to meet the
bus at the station as if it were welcoming new visitors, or, perhaps, welcomieg hom
returning citizens. This sense of hospitality is reinforced by the fadhdius stops in

front of the social hub of town, Potter's general store where everyone knows everyone
else and is welcomed accordingly. However, this hospitality indicative of itheadr

“home” opens the way for the mass murderer Franz Kindler into its confines. plidee s
between the postcard in South America of Harper and the establishing shot of slarper i
significant in juxtaposing small town hospitality and the threat posed by some urban
underbelly. Unlike the crane shot that creates a hospitable, welcoming dgmirtloin

Harper, the fade to black between the postcard image of the town and its actuedl phys
appearance creates a sense of rupture. Whereas a dissolve from the posteard to t
opening shot would have created a continuous graphic match, the intervening fade casts a
shadow over the town that seems to spread out from the seedy underworld that Meineke
locates in South America. Like the darkness that spreads over the postcard imag
Kindler brings the shadow world to an unwitting Harper. It is no wonder then thaewe se

Meinike flip the postcard over, concealing the opposite side, the address of Frdler Ki
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beneath the idealized image of Harper. Like the opposite side of the postcardr Kindl
conceals himself beneath Harper’s idealized fagade in the identity ob€Rahkin.
Lingeman’s vision of the small town is dated to the early 1700s, after cslonist
had settled in the rough colonial wilderness and started to establish smaibfarmi
communities. Nevertheless, the postcard image he imagines and the opening depictions
of Harper remain remarkably similar, with only the bus carrying thee'litthn” Meinike
identifying Harper as a more modern version of the classic small town. Vdkatrthe
small town useful as a narrative device for both war propaganda and Welles’arpostw
film, is the seemingly timeless quality that it possesses. To borrow L&A€ #&rm, the
small town as it is depicted in Welles’s film is a transhistorical alwsteeonic images
and stereotypical values that “construct” an ideal home unspoiled by the historica
progress around it. This transhistorical quality is rendered quite literalg ifilmn vis-a-
vis Harper’s clock tower, which will be a key component in exposing Kindler as a Nazi
Just as the town is seemingly suspended in an idealized space outside of timekthe cloc
in the church tower has long ago ceased to run. Harper is a place grounded in its
nostalgia for the past, which is evident in the identity that Wilson adopts as muésant
dealer.” Much as Kindler “reads” his surroundings by becoming Rankin, Wilson notices
a sign in Mr. Potter’s (Billy House) store that announces an antiques show,and ret
Harper’'s own message by assuming an identity the town can easily irater@s Potter
replies, “Antique dealer? They all come to Harpditi¢ Stranger The “Early
American” antiques show and the Paul Revere silver Wilson will examinelge J
Longstreet’s (Philip Merivale) home, freezes Harper at its most mdeadent, the birth

of liberty in the United States. Incidentally, Harper, as that birthpladeeafcuntry,

91



perfectly reflects the reasons “why we fought,” insofar as it is tlggnatihome of liberty
and democracy. As the narrator in Capra’s documentary series claimsi¢dhgrew...
the idea that all men are created equal, that all men are entitled to thegklessife,
liberty and the pursuit of happines$¥lly We Fight Frozen at its most ideal moment,
Harper is the womb of the Idea, as the narrator defines it.

While Kindler presumably selects Harper for the a-historical, idehtjpalities
that provide a cloak for him, he conceives of himself as a figure of historiczdsigc
On two separate occasions in the film Kindler predicts another world war that wil
emerge from “the German.” He unwittingly exposes his identity to Wilson isgbend
instance. During a dinner with his new wife’s family and Wilson, Kindlerjisl@a into
giving his views on Germany. Whereas other “tongues” have articulatedithe*
freedom,” the German is by nature waiting for war; as Kindler/Rankiramsl
“mankind is waiting for the messiah, but for the German the messiah is not thegfrince
peace. He’s another Barbarosa, another HitlEne(Stranger Before Kindler
dispatches with Meineke, he implicitly gives credence to the paranoiatthak the
Nazis have gone underground after their surrender to regroup for another effort. For
Kindler, another war is the inevitable consequence of the German'’s rise émsggr
Consequently, Harper is not only the ideal place to hide because it offers the cloak of
idealism — no one would expect a Nazi in Harper! — but also because it offers a respite
from historical progress. In other words, the historical necessity ofdhne flazi plot
can recover “outside of time” in Harper only to re-emerge when the cogs ilothke c
kick back into gear and the hands of time begin to move forward again rather than

spinning forward and backward haphazardly like those of Harper’s clock. To putitin
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terms of tinkering, an obsession of Franz Kindler'$e Strangerthe Nazi's loss of the
Second World War temporarily breaks the clock of historical necessity. Condgguent
the movement must go underground to fix that clock and jumpstart the teleological
progression towards supremadyis Kindler that adopts the task of fixing Harper’s
clock, which his new bride Mary (Loretta Young) jokingly regrets, “shows you tiee ki
of wife I am, | hope he fails. | like Harper just the way it is, even witloekdhat
doesn’'t run” The Stranger Harper’s clock condenses the troubled conception of history
following the war. More specifically, the clock serves to illustrate trésinode in
conflating the temporal distinction between the war and postwar period (mora on thi
later). Ultimately, Kindler will fix the clock, but the re-entrance to histbat comes
with its temporal measuring is an ambivalent development for the citizens arHarp
“Mr. Rankin, | wish you would have left that clock alone, Harper was a nice quiet plac
until it started banginghe Strangex

Harper is precisely the nostalgic place created by the translatiossahto
absence that LaCapra identifiesAfriting History, Writing Traumaor, in other words, it
is the perfect home promised soldiers by the OWI that was (misperceivedastbe)
when they were shipped to Japan or Europe. If a film like William WyldrésBest
Years of Our Live§l946)sought to illustrate that home was not the nostalgic place one
left but a place fraught with its own social, psychological and cultural atpnss

required by both the returning soldiers and their loved dites, Strangetakes the

° Numerous critics have written about Wyler's fils @ depiction of soldier’s readjusting to life fret
small town. However, Boone City in Wyler's film isodeled after Des Moines, IA. In his articlehe
Best Years of Our Livemnd the Cincinnati Story” James Deutsch cites Malely Kantor's, the novel’s
author, boyhood experience in lowa as the souncthéfilm’s setting, “Flying over Boone City, thege
the ‘dome of their state capitol: gold leaf,” whicorresponds to ‘the golden dome’ of the lowaeSta
Capitol in Des Moines ... Boone City’s population, @atng to the novel, was ‘just about/ One hundred
eighty thousand souls.” Not coincidentally, thgpplation of Des Moines in 1940 was 183,973" (218).

93



idealistic fantasy of “Small-town U.S.A.” seriously. Consequently, tihe dieépicts the
small town as the longed-for, original home. The problem within Harper emeithes w
the intrusion of an absolutely evil foreign Other, or, at least on the surface, laesajope
be foreign. Lacking any reference to the war or its aftermath, other thaoutbiate
forces like Meinike and Wilson bring in, Harper is unspoiled by the conflicts ogersea
Cut off from the social impact of historical events, Harper is what it appebesdn the
surface, the same place it has been since time immemohalStrangerthen, offers a
collision between the idealistic fantasy that helped sustain Ameridaefalutration of the
war and the most horrific, traumatic traces of that war, which emergersggmut of
nowhere in the small town. Not only is Harper home in all its nostalgic, smail-tow
perfection, but it is also the haven for a villain that matches the intensity ofitisipur
his corruption. As an embodiment of war time trauma, insofar as he is the architect
Holocaust, Kindler brings the war to a place that was hitherto unspoiled; heds aftra
the horrific acts of the war. For Harper, the Nazi will serve as a traumatision
bringing the war home in a very unsettling manner. While not necessarilyegdlagu
PTSD himself, Kindler, as Rankin the husband and seemingly regular Amerigan guy
embodies the estrangement that the experiences of war can have on an individual; here
the split between before and after is dramatically reversed andziéeralf the

traumatic impact of war splits some returning soldiers, like Fussell, intséparate
before and after identities, then that split is made literal by the distiftm¢tween

Kindler and Rankin. As R. Barton Palmer suggests, the film conflates the loqudeif/a

from “over there” with home: “the film’s international theme assume&merica

While a population of nearly two hundred thousandsinot make a teeming metropolis, it is hardly the
quaint small town of Harper.
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(appropriately indexed by smalltown community life) united in upholding tradltiona
official values, particularly freedom and human dignitihe Stranger'slomestic agenda
however assumes a darker view of contemporary America, a view which must be “put
right” by a process of purification” (8). Palmer argues Tite¢ Strangearticulates a
number of domestic anxieties through the figure of Kindler, who is, “not only a Nazi in
hiding, but (especially played by Welles) an American husband desperate togthser
dark secrets of his past and inner self” (8). If the propaganda battle in thappstiod
shifts focus from mobilization for war on the home-front and the frontlines to winmeng t
“hearts and minds” abrodfithen the war, as Palmer indicates, has come home in the

“estranged” love ones, who must re-adjust to life at home after the war.

When Franzie Comes Marching Home Again

Like the small-town that condenses a certain idealistic conception of home,
Kindler's secret identity as an absolute, inhumanly evil Other allowsriander of
historical anxieties to be condensed and “purified” in his ultimate demisealkeP
argues, Kindler, the monstrous perpetrator of some unspeakable violence, belongs as
much to the genre of the horror film as he does to the harsh, hard-boiled widnd of
noir: “in The Strangethe very threat of the monstrous is its paradoxical invisible
visibility, the fact that it is an element of the everyday world which must be
defamiliarized in order to be contained” (9). Kindler's monstrosity lies hitdé@meath

the carefully constructed normal exterior that he has cultivated, even fauisgrewd

2 wilson brings up this topic in his initial meetimgth Kindler at the Longstreet’s home. When Gemgna
becomes dinner conversation, Wilson asks Kindigpision of the “reforms” taking place abroad.
Kindler's response about the “unreformability” betGerman, who has never expressed a taste for
“liberty” and “equality,” illustrates the textualaterial of these reforms.
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Wilson initially. The detective only becomes suspicious when Rankin, during his
explanation about the German, responds to his brother-in-law’s invocation of Marx’s
profession of a will to freedom with the caveat “Marx wasn’'t a German. Mas»xawa

Jew” (The Stranger The casting of Welles as Kindler is particularly significant imger

of the monster’s invisibility, insofar as Welles’s lack of a German aaraphasizes the
American portion of his fictional character’s dual identity. While we are reddo

doubt that Rankin is indeed Kindler, the fluid, natural American inflection of Welles
identifies Rankin as an “American Husband,” even if he is also a Nazi. Like numerous
other wives in the postwar period, Mary is forced to “re-discover” Rankin asefjndl

who bears an immediate connection to both foreign culture and the traumatic impact of
war. If Mary comes to realize over the course of the film that she hasdarri

“stranger,” then she was certainly not alone in the years immedialiehying World

War Il. Concerns about the strain of great physical distance on fidelity ecash of

hasty marriages during the war, which did little to abate the anxiety sé&ouslity on

the home-front! As Polan notes, “the unity of the couple is assailed not merely by the
fact of physical separation but as much by emotional separation — jealousybut als
alienation (thus, the war encourages sudden marriages, the consequences of which will be
the formation of a couple whose members don't really know each other — in the postwar

period, this will lead to a rise in the divorce rate)” (124). Partners coulldrgers to

1 Sexuality was problematic both overseas and aehduming the war. Deployed soldiers feared thair th
respective girlfriends and wives were being sexuglinpted at home, while they were helpless to do
anything about it. With his broad appeal and \pitghularity, Frank Sinatra condensed these feangén
person. As Dana Polan notes, “Sinatra is repredead a man who makes women scream and cry egen at
distance and can turn them into high-spirited besktwers. For Soldiers away from home, Sinatra will
become a sign of temptation for the home-front wonaecondensation of all the fragility of the male’
imagining of his home life” (124). On the othendathe military was forced to acknowledge poténtia
problems with sexuality abroad, “the very needl#stasoldiers to sexual illnesses also means tidiess’
knowledge will have to be sexualized and that teekual energy must be admitted in and into the
economy of war” (Polan 127).
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each other both before the war, marrying in haste to cling to a last fleatiagce
before shipping out, and after as the soldier traumatized by his war expermuld be
an entirely different person upon his return. Both of these scenarios play out irsWyler
The Best Years of Our Livesthe relationship between Fred Derry (Dana Andrews) and
his wife Marie (Virginia Mayo). Still haunted by his runs in a bomber over Eufapd
has recurring nightmares that compel him to relieve his traumaticiexper Marie’s
overt sexuality and her occupation at a nightclub identify her as the kind of unfaithful
woman who caused many soldiers anxiety during the war. Incapableiofydeith the
changes in Fred, whom she barely knew before he was shipped to Europe, the “fun-
loving” Marie is unsympathetic to his post traumatic stress disorder. Imglioim to
“Just forget about it,” Marie desires the fleeting relationship they shadweing the
courting stage before Fred left for Europe. Not only is Fred a strangersarike that
Marie did not know him all that well to begin with, but his traumatic experiencdswas a
altered his personality to the point that he is not the same person he once was prior to
shipping out.

Along with the changes in the returning soldier himself, the residue ofwearti
mobilization on the home front created an altered social landscape to whicarhedet
If Johnny was not the same as when he came marching home, then home was likewise
not the same place as before. With men away on the frontlines, women enjoyed a
newfound autonomy. As Sheri Biesen notes, “the absence of millions of men serving in
the armed forces shifted demographics as women dominated the domesti¢ (haBet
Not only were women needed to fill the gap in the labor force left by Americatiniig

men, but they were also needed as consumers with newfound, independent income. Even
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Hollywood production changed during the war to account for this shift in demographics,
creating a dual marketing philosophy for the home front and the front lines. As Biesen
notes, “War films, for instance, were directed toward male combat troops ®/evbda
enjoying enormous popularity at home; female-oriented genres like domestidramas
were aimed at women in the home front” (126). Even the image of femininity was
altered by the war effort on the home front, “advertising directed at women took a
significantly different approach during World War Il. With war relateerang,
Fleischmann'’s Yeast featured a military uniformed woman on a motorcytieheibold
caption: ‘This is no time to be FRAIL!" and ‘The dainty days are done for the duration’
(Biesen 126). From taking up work in factories to changing fashion and grooming habits
to reflect the strong, sacrificing home front soldier, women were empowsgtéd lvar

effort in hitherto unthinkable ways — even if it was supposed to be only “for the
duration.” While Mary Longstreet ihhe Strangedoes not appear to be the kind of

woman who took up work in the factory, at different points in the film she does exhibit an
independence in thought that runs counter to that of her new husband. Mary is afforded a
certain significant agency in the narrative insofar as she holds the key askingn

Charles Rankin as Franz Kindler: she is the last person to see Meineke faliee be

Rankin strangles him. However, Mary’s independence and agency within her
relationship undergo a process of disintegration as she learns more about Rankin’s
murderous alter ego. The first moment of tension between Rankin and Mary occurs in
relationship to Mary’s dog, Red, who discovers the burial site of Meinike andethseat
expose Rankin. Just as he attempts to get a “tight hold” on Mary, Rankin locks Red in

the basement after the dog has located the burial site. When Mary hears Rpdrialgim
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she objects to this treatment, to which Rankin replies, “if he is to live with us, he is to be
trained. At night he will sleep in the cellar, and during the day he will be osld lea

(The Stranger Expressing a sense of independent ownership, Mary initially refuses
Rankin’s disciplinary measures, “Charles, | don’t believe in dogs beingdrélae

prisoners. Red’mmydog” (The Stranger Staging and lighting indicate the power

struggle at work in this scene. Rankin stands over Mary, who lies on the bed staring up at
the formidable presence looming over her. Alternating camera angleadr&ankin

from below and Mary from above, indicate the position of dominance that Rankin
assumes. This dominance is not one characterized by the kind of patriarchal benevolence
of pre-war America, however dubious and disenfranchising that force could be for
women. Rankin’s dominance is made menacing by both the shadowy lighting as well a
his initial entrance into the bedroom when he stares down at the vulnerable, sleeping
Mary in an almost threatening manner; he resembles the generic horroritiaiie

preparing to prey on a helpless sleeping victim. Compelled to trust that he “knows best,”
Mary is disempowered and surrenders to Rankin, and, ultimately, she is infantillzed as
tucks her into bed and kisses her forehead. With the camera remaining focused on Mary,
Rankin moves toward the end of the bed. Mary momentarily remains bathed in light, but
is consumed by shadows when her husband blocks its S6udost as it cuts the light

off from Mary’s face, the shadow of Rankin emerges here to stifle herdhnegt

independence. Consequently, he transforms her from a loving partner to an obedient

'21n the opening moments of this scene Mary is awalidrom a nightmare by Rankin. In the dream that
Mary recounts for her husband, the “little manbéing followed through the town square, and, asyMar
explains, “whenever he moved he threw a shadowwhen he moved away, the shadow stayed there and
spread out just like a carpeflt{e Stranggr Much like Rankin’s shadow consumes her, th#iéliman’s”
shadow consumes Harper, and will spread out torepass the town, until the specter or Kindler is
eliminated.
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child. Like Red in the basement whose whimpering is turned up in the soundtrack as the
shadow spreads over her, Mary is pinned down by the constricting force of Rankin’s
darkness.

Not only is Mary forced to surrender some of her independence to a domineering
husband, she is also forced to confront the traumatic repercussions of her husband’s war
experience much like other women whose loved ones returned home scarred from battle.
While Rankin does not necessarily show signs of post traumatic stress dis@rdpht hi
identity belies a troubled past that he desperately hopes to conceal. Fotradlly’s
narrative reflects the loop of trauma, in which some trace or remembuoanes & victim
(in this case a perpetrator) to relive the unsettling experience againssteswit is
important here to emphasize that Kindler is not traumatized. His explanation of the
German as one that is by nature war-like and incapable of experiendingayid seem
to make an experience of wartime trauma impossible for Kindler. It would seem f
Kindler’s description that what would be traumatizing about war for someone like
Fussell, would be the German’s natural state; a state in which he would thrive. Kndler
a kind of stain of traumatic experience, who brings the war back to hitherto
uncontaminated Harper. Trauma, insofar as it refuses simple and complet#icym
integration, erupts against the subject’s volition, and, consequently, it regsiptatto
contain it via the process of meaningful signification. Many returningessitiad hoped
to leave behind the horrific experience of the war to resume their normal éivtaketup
life back “home” in places like Harper. To return to the earlier quotation frain Pa
Fussell, “wars are not easily forgotten. They tend to linger socially aictigdegically.”

As much as a soldier may have wanted to accomplish a kind of split between the subject
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who fought and endured the horrors of the war and the subject who lived a normal life at
home, the traumatic impact of war refused this easy separation. Even ifrisnaidé
traumatized by his war experience, his symbolic split between Kindler andRbaki
compartmentalizes the horrors of war bears a formal similarity to traumgact on a
subject and his socio-symbolic network. Like the fantasmic narrativesteptin out to
conceal some unsettling truth that subject would rather not relive, the construction of
Rankin conceals the disturbing Kindler. Consequently, the closer Harper comes to
uncovering Kindler, the stain of war, the more disruptive it is for the peace of #tle sm
town. Although Mary’s husband is not a returning soldier, he still poses some of the
same problems facing couples in the postwar period. After the body of treerfidti” is
discovered, Rankin is compelled to alter the fictional web he has used to con¢rahthe
from Mary. While he admits the truth that he has killed both Red, who threatened to
expose the body, and the “little man,” who threatens Rankin’s reputation, the truth
remains packaged in the overarching lie that the little man is an embieaaiéRankin’s
past. Still, Rankin does confess to the murder of the “little man,” and, in so doing, he
identifies his hands as instruments of both tenderness and murder, “these haaase the s
hands that have held you close to mEi€ Strangex If The Strangedoes, as Palmer
suggests, express certain anxieties about “unsolved domestic problems” in postwar
America, then the romantic relationship between Mary and Rankin/Kindler istifateve

for that expression. Mary, who will confront the horrible, unfiltered truth shaftgy

this scene, must balance the conception of Rankin as the loving, normal husband, who is
a history teacher and amateur clock repairman, with that of a killer. Mwearasfers

an understandable rationale for killing, Rankin’s explanation displaces tlgiileaf
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the crime onto some enemy other, whose death becomes justifiable, evenldgaignl
the context of the film. Rankin explains to Mary that the little man is ex¢phiim for

the accidental death of the little man’s sister, and when the little matahseVary’s
family, Rankin had no choice but to eliminate the threat. Still, the stain of the event
estranges Rankin, much as the war does for the returning veteran, promptirtg Mary
recoil from Rankin’s embrace after his explanation “as though it wertetich of death”
(The Stranger Following the revelation of the beloved other’s grisly, violent actions,

Mary, like other wives in postwar America, could not recognize her own partner

We're Not in Harper Anymore

Both Harper and Rankin’s lies work as repressive mechanisms of fantasy to
conceal the obscene, traumatic truth of Rankin’s true identity. As the dfigomae,”
Harper functions as a reference to the promised harmony in wartime propaiends,
Harper is the idealized nostalgic place that only exists in a transhiktbaianal realm.
For Kindler, Harper functions as an index of American small town iconograptly, a
Rankin is his construction of the respectable small-town man. As a historyrfeache
Rankin’s symbolic mandate is grounded an interest in the past. Insofar as there is no
reference to the war, its aftermath, or a world outside of Harper by iesngtithe small
Connecticut town appears to be cut off from the corruption of historical events taking
place beyond its comforting confines. Like numerous other small towns, Harpegbel
to a perpetual past, frozen at the moment of its greatest historical sigogjan the
latter half of the twentieth century that metaphorical freeze becomesewidbe decay

of main street storefronts. It is only when the foreigner, who unlike Rankiraigycle
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defined by his accent, arrives in the small town that the idealistic world péHand
Rankin begin to disintegrate. Unlike Kindler, Meinike cannot conceal the trataror s
of history that will ultimately spread out (or more appropriately bleed throoglgver

the idealistic fagcade of Harper and Rankin. Rankin attempts to suture thg edges

of his perfect cover together by concealing the truth of the “little man” in therfice
creates for Mary, that is, the story of the young woman who has accidentallyedrown
a rowing trip with Rankin and the brother (the “little man”) who blackmails Rankin for
his silence. When ruptures begin to open in Rankin’s initial story, he is compelled to
reveal partial truths by “re-framing” his fictional account. In other wondhgn the little
man’s body is discovered, he must confess that he has killed him and not paid him off for
his silence. In each case, Rankin places himself in the position of protectoglicwnce
some uncomfortable truth from Mary for the sake of maintaining theirae&dtip or her
family’s reputation. As Wilson will indicate at the end of the film, Rankiajgessive,
fantasmatic frames “box him in” narrowing down his space until he is only mamgnt
safe in the clock tower.

If trauma enacts a kind of puncturing of reality, with its fantasmic undengani
being rendered at least momentarily inoperative, then the traumatic ddre 8tranger
punctures both the fiction of Rankin’s assumed identity and that of the narrative. This
traumatic rupture of both fictional frames violently reinserts Harperthe
“contaminating” forces of history that it has hitherto disavowed. Whilenldeibrings
the trace of Kindler’s traumatic past to Harper, Wilson brings an autherttci¢as trace
of that past with the actual documentary footage of a Nazi concentration cdrhe tha

screens for Mary. A key momentTilne Strangerthe unsettling footage of an actual
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camp was, as Biesen notes, “the first time many American audiencésese brutal
real-life atrocities outside of newsreels” (203). Amid Welles’s moatentional

potboiler are the shocking images of the real camps after the Nazis had fled. The
shocking jolt, the Real force of these images momentarily dissolves ta@vethat

frames them. While Welles had a much grander and imminently more Wellesian
conception of the filnt? the very conventional quality of the narrative matched by the
conventionality of Harper maximizes the impact of this authentic tracetoirini Unable

to turn away from the horror, Mary is confronted with a disturbing truth about her
husband. Here, documentary truth overlaps with narrative truth, punching a hole in the
fictional constructions of Charles Rankin. The shock of this encounter for Maantya®

its culmination halfway through the screening, when Wilson reveals the naheeroah
responsible for organizing and planning the “final solution.” As Wilson is explaihang t
different images that Mary witnesses on the screen, her face is dimhtlie flickering
images and then is totally concealed in shadow. When Wilson reaches the point in his
story when he must utter the name of the architect, he bumps the projectotccloser
Mary, immediately casting a bright light over the shadows. Mary recoiis the light,

much as the immediate experience of trauma causes one to recoil psychgltgicall
something that cannot be immediately symbolically integrated. In thletlight of the
projector the shadow cast by Rankin in the earlier scene is abruptly liftedsc&ne,

thus, brings into the light the atrocities that her husband has desperatelyedteonpt

3 Heylin's analysis ofrhe Strangemcludes a thorough investigation of the shootiorips that Welles had
carefully designed before filming. While Heylinfeifs a more sympathetic reading of the film thamyna
other critics, the inclusion of the excised malesame of which was never shot and some of whiah w
part of the twenty minutes cut from Welles's dicr@l edit, speaks volumes about the artistic cesioms
the director was forced to make. One of the mafertunate cuts was an extended dream sequence that
would reveal the identity of Kindler to Mary, whietould have furthered the significance of the
subconscious in the film (Heylin 185).
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keep hidden. For the first time, Mary hears the name Franz Kindler. Uphisplint
Mary had remained shaded by the fiction that Rankin had deftly woven for hercédit fa
with the material traces of his other identity playing out in front of her, gbtted into
the light by the horrors of Franz Kindler. Mary, who had been cloaked in the shadow of
Rankin’s lies and Harper’s domestic confines, is suddenly thrust into the lightahis
The confrontation with this documentary evidence proves immediately overwhdbming
her; only later, following the delayed impact of traumatic realizationftimations on a
kind of “playback loop,” will Mary be able to confront what she has seen.

As a mechanism predicated on a process of delay, the film projector works very
much in formal congruity with the experience of trauma. Like the experitat cannot
be “viewed” immediately at the moment of traumatic impact, the cinenmagige is
inscribed on celluloid by letting the “traumatic rupture” of light in throughraeza’s
lens, only to be developed and projected, or re-lived, at a latel*datather words, the
event may be inscribed in the “unconscious” of the camera on the reel of film, &t it ¢
only be re-lived after some delayed period of “development” to be projected by the
“conscious” of the projector on another occasion. To make a feature film, theaferies
images must be edited together into a narrative form to make some sensegistieeed
events. Absent this editing, the images are independent fragments like thenfelyme
memory of some traumatic experience, lacking some comprehensible context
Consequently, the projector sets into motion an excised piece of history, a fragment tha

has been lifted for a specific reason and archived. Atthe same moment Mary is

%1t is worth noting here that the reliving of theeet is framed in a particular way, and only resder
partial experience of the story, much like traun@me can never undergo a full, precise re-living of
trauma, insofar as memory is an imperfect devioaly pieces of the traumatic experience come biheit,
is, fragments emerge from memory like the differgmits in a given sequence, which may vary in kengt
scale and resolution.
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undergoing the traumatic encounter with the truth of her husband’s identity —this
encounter will undergo a certain “incubation” period before she is willing to
acknowledge the truth, Rankin/Kindler is successfully fixing the frozen town clock.
These two mechanisms, the projector and the clock, intersect to thrust Maing aodn
of Harper into a historical context from which it has previously remained kaf@uld
seem that the traumatic rupture introduced by the projector forces thenttmokotion
or, in other words, it jump starts the linear flow of history in Harper. Itis no cl@nce
that Rankin is essentially the generative source of both mechanisms, as’the film
secondary topic and the repairman of the clock. If Harper is precisely ¢lepysNew
England town promised to soldiers fighting on the front lines, the starting of the cloc
forces that idealistic home to confront the socio-cultural changes wraoghttie
traumatic experiences of war. Roused from its “a-historical” slumbepgHar thrust
back into a measure of time. As Kindler claims perched in the tower above,Harpe
“Look, the chimes have awakened Harpditi¢ Stranger The shot here foreshadows
the end of the film when Kindler will fall to his death, with the crowd below trangdrm
from a congratulatory group of citizens to an angry mob of Harperites and the stat
police. The angry mob at the end of the film seeks to reclaim the idealism lost in t
process of history. Not unlike the light from the projector that shocks Maryhiines
jolt Harper from its slumber, and, while its citizens do not yet fully know the meganfi
this disruption, a certain process has been set into motion that will lead backlozkhe c
tower as it spins back to a halt with Kindler's death.

If the projector and the clock chimes shock Harper back into its historical

moment, they also jump start their elements of the film, consequently, anchorfig

106



Strangerin the postwar boom afoir films. More representative of “tone and mood”

rather than a set of generic conventidiis) noir reflected postwar America’s

disillusionment with the kind of idealism and optimism of war-time propaganda. As Paul

Schrader claims:
As soon as the war was over, however, American films became markedly more
sardonic — and there was a boom in the crime film. For fifteen years the psessure
against America’s amelioristic cinema had been building up, and, given the
freedom, audiences and artists were now eager to take a less optimistic view of
things. The disillusionment that many soldiers, small businessman, and
housewife/factory employees felt in returning to a peacetime economy wa
directly mirrored in the sordidness of the urban crime film. (101)

While, as Schrader asseffisn noir may not be recognized as a genre, the emphasis on

“urban” settings and “crime” narratives are particularly important corapts of the

stylistic mode ohoir. The seedy urban settings, shady characters, and rain soaked

streets bathed in streetlight are almost as integral to the “tone and moddirohair as

a horse and six-shooter are to the Western. While the brightly lit town square and

friendly neighbors filing in and out of Potter’s store in Harper would hardly be at lmome i

the hard-boiled nighttime world of the private investigaitwe Strangedoes display

some of the hallmarks @&fm noir. Palmer maintains, “one of the fundamental elements

of noir film is that its narrative works toward the defamiliarization of the ordinary

toward the exposure of an “underside” whose very presence contradicts the “normal”

values of American society” (9). However, if the typinalr film is defined by a certain

“hopelessness,” by an unavoidable, disturbing collapse of one’s life-worldT ligen

Stranger’sadoption of anoir tone purges certain contemporary anxieties from the

idealized small-towr®

15 palmer argues that the horror film convention$tué Strangeemerge to condition the pervasive tone of
fatalism indicative ofilm noir: “The containment ofioir pessimism is achieved in a more interesting
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Following Mary’s screening of the documentary footage of the camps, the fil
defamiliarizes the small town, transforming it into an increasinglyesgue world.
More closely associated with the urban underworld, the contamination explored in noir
films is embodied in the foreign intruder Franz Kindler. The discovery of Megmike’
body in the woods behind the Harper School for Boys is the initial step int@ithe
universe for Harper. At first, this discovery is treated as a kind of genauicler
mystery” that could very well serve as the backbone for a filmptoir Harper’s
citizens are excited by the discovery and, as a result, caught up in this géoteriAs
one citizen tells Wilson, a stranger to Harper as well, “you’re our nuoreesuspect”
(The Stranger Quiet, bright, and hospitable earlier in the film, Harper becomes
increasingly dark, threatening, and unhinged from the usual, slow pace ot@nmalife.
Mary, who bears the psychological burden of knowing the Killer’s true identity,
undergoes the most dramatic transformation. Like Harper Mary is sweet anenhimoc
the opening scenes of the film. However, Mary cracks under the weight of aasidiey
traumatic experience of the documentary works its way from, as Wilson clams
“subconscious” to her conscious mind. If traumatic initial impact of the docurgentar
causes her initially to recoil psychologically, then the truth embedded in tho#i hor

images bubbles to the surface. Mary does not so much deny the truth about her husband,

fashion, largely by juxtaposimpir patterns with ones derived from the horror film).(9he term
“containment” is a significant one for Palmer henspfar as the horror film is typically predicated the
containment and eradication of some unspeakablehor evil. Unlike the typicahoir ending that is
often pre-figured by a flashback narrative and sawer narration, the corrupting force in a hoffion is
typically put to rest at the conclusion of the filand the normal, harmonious order of life resumesen
if it is only momentarily, before the monster op&iseyes or moves his hand. If tigr universe is
irretrievably corrupt, the horror universe oftem édentify the source of its corruption and eratéda
While this source of corruption may be indicatideérderent corruption in the socio-symbolic orderh
which it emerges, the monster condenses this ciorupnd functions as a scapegoat or sacrificikdck
sheep” that takes certain social antagonisms axiétas with him to the grave.
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as she is incapable of processing the horror of the truth. Here, Wilson ig torrec
claiming that the information has to “mature” in her subconscious before it aatered
in the conscious realm of reality; traumatic recollection is a process dnlet w
independent of the subject’s volition. Rankin actuates the final dramatic shift yn bjar
confessing that he had devised a plot to kill her in the church tower, making it appear as
though it were an accident. Mary requires this perspectival change for her t
acknowledge that her husband, Charles Rankin, is actually the mass murderer, Franz
Kindler. To putitin Palmer’s terms, the estrangement of the norm revealsgbtene
underbelly. Mary’s transformation metaphorically flips the postcard at tfiarbeg of
the film back over to conceal the idyllic Harper in the dark world of Kindler dibal i
verso uncovers the obscene recto that locates the source of obscenity in Franz Kindler.
Reflecting this transformation in identity on the part of her husband, Mary lescam
kind of femme fatal€ in the film’s final scene, brandishing a gun and expressing her
desire to kill Kindler even if it costs her own life. Cut off from the fantasyaofiith and
the idealism of Harper, Mary, in the stramg®r version of Harper, expresses the
fatalism of hard-boiled heroes when Kindler explains to her that she is gadngy t“I
don’t mind, as long as | take you with m&hg Strangex

The defamiliarization of Harper that plays out in its noir turn in the fil@et®sd
half, culminates in Kindler's deadly fall from the clock tower. Followingiis circular
pattern, intersecting with reality when something stimulates menmmawma continually
returns to the site of its initial rupture as the place of some encounter wigts re

symbolic integration. What changes in terms of the difference between ihle init

16 Sheri Biesen makes a similar point in her analgsise film, “When Mary realizes Kindler plannem t
murder her, she overcomes her denial and boldfissbi a stronger lethal femme resolute on killivign”
(206).
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encounter and the return is the distance created by time. This distance allaws f
reconsideration of what was hitherto too unsettling to confront. While the traumatic
encounter can never be fully, meaningfully situated within reality, tharnistof time
allows for an attempt on the part of the symbolic and fantasy to frame thatrumptiate

in a way that begins to suture its wound. It is no coincidence that the site of' $larpe
traumatic reinsertion into some semblance of temporal flow — a confrontation wi
historical events it has seemingly disavowed —, is also the site of the closure of the
temporal loop of trauma: the clock tower. The forward turning hands of theeckpai
clock insert Harper into moir realm where certain social anxieties can be momentarily
articulated, projected onto ahdmme fatafeand eliminated during the particular
duration of the temporal loop. From Mary’s transformation infiename fataléo the
chiaroscuro lighting, the final sceneTihe Strangers the most representative of the key
elements ofilm noir, as though the film has been building pressure, like Mary’s growing
anxiety, toward the final moment that bursts. As Wilson explains to Kindlehithat
increasingly shrinking world has confined him to the clock tower, the mounting yarsiet
reflected in the scene by the persistent, “time-bomb” ticking of thé ahoihe

background. The ticking continues steadily until Mary causes the final, explosiueerupt
by inadvertently severing a pulley within the inner-workings of the clock witloa s

from her pistol. While Kindler attempts to dodge his wife’s bullets, the clocis spit of
control until the angel statue (it chases or is chased by a demon) that istpartiotk
stabs him with its sword. Jolted forward into history by the direct confrontaith the
traumatic truth that has hitherto been forsaken or invisible, the clock hands spin rapidly

forward as Kindler falls to his death. Repetition emphasizes the perspshtitthat
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has taken place from the earlier scene in which Harper is “awakened” antbthseéine
that forces a direct confrontation with Kindler as the evil Other. The doubling and
duration, reflected in the clock, proves to be Kindler’s ultimate demise. Whiseatdel
to dodge the demon that circles the clock tower, the increasing velocity obies br
clock mechanism does not afford him the time necessary to dodge the angel bearing the
sword; the angel skewers Kindler precipitating his fall. Like the templetaly of
trauma, the initial impact is “dodged,” insofar as it is not experienced in itsdranye
but returns later to disrupt the subject’s immersion in his life-world, or, in Kisdiase,
to destroy him. One key shot illustrates this transformation in perspectiveshhs
from the temporal delay of trauma; it also shows how repetition in the final scene
represents trauma’s incubation period. After Kindler has been shot and inteetethe
edge of the tower in front of the clock, he looks down at the gathering mob of Harperites.
This high angle shot capturing the crowd below is a mirror image of the shetiately
after Rankin has fixed the clock. In the initial shot, the townspeople come to greet
Rankin and congratulate him. However, in the second shot, the townspeople are no
longer incredulous. As Wilson claims, “they’ve come after you ... you can'tlieoht
anymore” The Stranger Not only has Mary’s perspective shifted, Harper’'s has as well.
The initial impromptu parade for Rankin becomes the angry mob demanding the
Kindler's head.

Ultimately, the Rankin/Kindler split between ideal veneer and repressedr darke
urges illustrates an unsettling truth for Harper itself, particularly in thisvpoperiod.
The disjunction between the parade and the mob illustrates the difficulties esonméng

soldiers had in reintegrating into the social order at home. Rankin’s “paradséaiger
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with the romanticized return following victory, the end of the suspended time of &or th
duration,” and, in this case, the clock takes on further significance; it is the end of
suspended time. However, the angry mob that emerges after a certain incubaithn peri
is an indication of the social order’s unfamiliarity with the returning soldiée Fred
Derry’s boss infhe Best Years of Our Livegke home front, after the initial celebration,
was not always as hospitable or welcoming as may have been promised inevar tim
propaganda. While this reading puts us in the uncomfortable position of reading Kindler
as a surrogate for returning American troops, the difficulties in re-atiagrafter the
parade, the real-life experience of PTSD made “strangers” out of soops.trThe

inability to leave behind or situate one’s war experience, like Paul Fugeltsg

burden, creates a kind of stranger within, one that is most certainly unwelcome to the
soldier and the community to which he returns. Embodying this unwelcome stiranger
the figure of Kindler locates the source of trauma in the indisputable evil ofttigawd,
consequently, his death symbolically purges that stranger. This cathartiogosrgn
attempt to symbolize the last war left to fight: the one within back at hérrseno

wonder then that when Kindler is finally dispatched Wilson claims that it-4ddyin
Harper” (The Stranger Once again Harper is safe, and once again the clock is fittingly

broken.

Urban Nightmares, Suburban Dreams
While The Strangedoes express some of the frustrations and disillusionment
with postwar life, it concentrates them in the figure of Kindler and elimsidiem with

his death much as the horror film does with the monstrous Other. In this respect, the film
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is far more optimistic (or conformist) in its worldview than a more traditibimalnoir.
As Palmer suggestsThe Stranger.. works through a series of recognitions to expose
an evil that ultimately self destructs, thus restoring the undivided moral goodrikes of
community” (7). If the typically more urbdim noir explored, as Paul Schrader claims,
“a predetermined fate, and an all-enveloping hopelessness,” then, p&tmafdranger’s
small-town setting requires more optimism (104). While the city certaiatyneme to
many Americans in the post-war period, there was a great suburban migration that
corresponded to an anti-urban sentiment. Seeking a home that reflected|ttienaddia
Town, U.S.A.” in the OWI pamphlet with the conveniences and culture of the city, many
postwar Americans moved to the suburbs. As Irving Allen claim&im Towns and the
Suburban Dream
It (anti-urbanism) is, rather, a singular and negative valuation of the degree of
loosened social control, sophistication, cosmopolitanism, and pluralism in city life
compared to what is believed to exist in small towns. There is a tendency to react
against city life and a preference, realized by many, for a simple, hoosgen
small community, typified by thersatzsmall towns of suburbia. (6)
Harper is the kind of idealistic model small town upon which suburbia patterns itself, a
which cannot endure the kind of foreign corruption of Franz Kindler. Opposed to the
postwar disillusionment that Schrader cites as the soufdenafoir’s fatalism,The
Strangercan only momentarily indulge in the kind of anxieties that are better off located
in the morally and ideologically ambiguous realm of the metropolis. Insteafinthe
despite acknowledging and exploring the strain of readjusting in the small-t@wvthae
war, is ultimately characterized by a kind of “postwar optimism.” As Babngues,

“holding together this uneasy mixture of political ideas is the ideologicatmeoh

postwar optimism, the desire to win the peace (i.e., restore America’ sfahself)
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now that the war against external enemies has been brought to a succeskfsiocnc
(8). Unlike the urbafilm noir, the ending ofrhe Strangedoes not leave the world in a
fatalistic tangle of uncertainty. Wilson’s claim that Kindler’s deatlmamount to “V-
day in Harper” draws upon the hope and potentiality of those celebrations of victory that
announced the end of the war.

In Blackout Biesen argues that war actually paved the way for noir, “the drive for
patriotic films actually paved the way for an increasing tolerance of weland
heralded a new type of Hollywood film” (8). It might seem strange thaeRigvould
identify the call for patriotic, propagandistic films during the war asvsiéspring of the
fatalisticfilms noir of the postwar period, but these two modalties of fantasmic
representation, one ideal and one obscene, seem to intersect in the suburb. On the one
side, the suburb is built in the image of the safe, comforting surroundings of the domestic
small-town home; that is, the little place that was promised to soldiers Whereuld
resume in all its nostalgic perfection. On the other side, the suburb is situate@ in clos
proximity to the obscene, dark realm of the urban world where certain asxstieell as
desires (particularly sexual desires) can play out separated fragafétg of this
promised, original home. Not quite the city, with all its moral pitfalls and vulgar
temptations, and not quite the country, the suburb is a simulacrum of the small town that
situates itself near the dark heart of the city. Like Harper, whichesal@liminate the
unsettling foreign threat in its midst, the suburb puts a minimal amount of distance
between the fatalism of the naenter and itself. Postwar optimism, “V-day in Harper,”
can sustain postwar disillusionment because it has moved out of the metropolis, and left

the threat behind, or so it would seem.
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Chapter 3: A Change of Scenery

In the years immediately following the “war to end all wars,” a aedeorn for
the small-town rose up in American literary and intellectual circleshaps the most
famous example of this “revolt from the villageSinclair Lewis’ Pulitzer prize-winning
Main Streetsubjected the small-town to a ridiculing critique hitherto unthinkable.
Richard Davies cites Lewis’ novel Main Street Blueas a reflection of the postwar
modernist intellectual atmosphere. No longer ideal or even quaint, the small tewn wa
ripe for an unsympathetic depiction, “finally, someone had dared to challenigadghe
standing myths about the supposed morally superior way of life that existed nic&me
farming communities” (Davies 6). Lewis’s Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, ledasdter his
boyhood home of Sauk Centre, Minnesoata, represents the “ssmcéll town as a place
populated by philistines and petty gossips who are content to be mired in thetynsulari
and mediocrity of their tiny, farming community. However, this period of “de-
mystification” of the small town did not last. The emergence of the metsogiufied
intellectual and cultural interest from the country to the city. The sovai Emerges

again in war propaganda in both its nostalgic recollection and as a modeldeahn i

! This was a phrase used by Carl Van Doren to desthie literary movement, particularly with Sinclai
Lewis and the Chicago Renaissance that emergén ihd20s and was heavily critical of the small town
(Lingeman 367).

2 Lewis’ brief and abstract prologue expresses ms®gly universal quality characteristic of the Shal
Town, U.S.A.:
This is America — a town of a few thousand, ingior of wheat and corn and dairies and little
groves. The town is, in our tale, called “Gophaaife, Minnesota.” But its Main Street is the
continuation of Main Streets everywhere. The stooyld be the same in Ohio or Montana, in
Kansas or Kentucky or lllinois, and not very difatly would it be told Up York State or in the
Carolina hills. Main street is the climax of ciz#tion. (1)
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future. As Davies argues, “the harsh critiques of the small town that béasim@nable

during the 1920s gave way after the Second World War to a gentle nostalgia” (7). While
Davies fails to address the wellspring of this postwar nostalgia, in pastiagbion of the
OWI's wartime propaganda, the critique of the small-town as somehow other tha
idealistic all but disappears both during and following World War 1l. If the tedigm

impact of the first “modern” war, with all its mechanical innovations and devagtati
carnage, leads people away from the country to the modern city, then the thfigfrtha
second war leads them back to their forsaken, greener pastures, at leastotogitae
sense.

Reflected in the great suburban migration after World War 11, the sonall t
becomes a kind of ideal model for the postwar period in America. While the suburb was
not necessarily new in the postwar period, affordable loans and housing particularly f
veterans, coupled with a deep-seeded, historical anti-urbanism, intensified the exodus
from the city’s urban confines to its greener suburban fringes. The garéati these
suburbs was the rural small town; as Irving Allen claims, “the ideal modeibofrbia
has always been that of the small town ... the dream is of a small town, even a rural
flavor of community” (10). At the more agrarian outreaches of the city, the suburb
becomes a variation on the long “sought-for” return to the rural home. Howevernthe ne
“rural” home is connected to the city both in proximity and cultural influence inya wa

previous farming communities never were, while still offering a kind of prizacly

3 As Duany et. al. claim iBuburban Nationof the numerous factors that contributed to suénrb
development and “urban sprawl:
the most significant of these were the Federal khgu&dministration and Veterans
Administration loan programs which, in the year$ofeing the Second World War, provided for
over eleven million new homes. These mortgages;hwypically cost less per month than rent,
were directed at new single-family suburban cormsioa (8).
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independence not immediately evident in the metrofoA$ways lost at some elusive
moment in history, the rural fantasy of home expressed in the suburbs wabesgs Jef
Hadden and Josef Barton claim, “a dream more than a little false, thelaadal

recovered the link between pastoral and family life whose loss Americans hadtbeg
morn in the 1830s” (50). In its war propaganda, the OWI tapped small-town or rural
nostalgia lingering in different forms and modalities for over a hundred. yEaen if

the majority of Americans had been living in the cities since the earhtigtie century,
many, particularly after World War lI, still longed for a home in the cqunis

Stephanie Coontz notes’iine Way We Never Wetbe war designated a shift in the
location of the ideal home from a prewar conception of utopia, grounded in the “urban
elegance” of the “high-rise penthouse apartment” to the postwar utopia in the suburbs
that is, “a more modest vision of utopia: a single-family house and a car” (25).

Both new, insofar as it is a modern development of the unique financial and
historical-political circumstances following World War II, and old, insofait darkens
back or quotes America as a “garden” nation, the suburb is fraught with the pabblem
workings of nostalgic fantasy. Closely associated with the “uncomplicatadf the
1950s, the suburb is the iconic location for the “traditional American familpWweder

historically inaccurate this notion of “traditional” may be, it is often the sadywfamilies

* Jeffrey Hadden and Josef Barton argue that therbalare essentially a solution to two competing

fantasies that represent different modalities ef‘thmerican dream”:
the movement outward of the middle class was moplyi an escape from the city; it was more
importantly an attempt to find a pleasing contexivhich to enjoy the newly discovered pleasures
of family life. These pleasurable haunts of fantilg were continually disturbed, however, by
another myth, that of the self-made, mobile Amaerica creature of nature and custom, so the
parable went, found the rural world restrictive deitl at the first chance for the city. But while
found success and approval, he was haunted by drebpeace and wholeness which must, he
imagined, have been realized somewhere in theopdisé village. So the self-made American
returned to the countryside in the suburb, wheredudd find solace in the delights of family and
in the rhythms of nature. (50)
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of 1950s television such as Ozzie and Harriet Nelson’s that religious and corservati
political figures cite when lamenting contemporary attacks on the fanstiyution.
Primarily white, middle class, and suburban, cultural representations of thg ¢amilg

the 1950s such as the Nelson®irrie and Harrieor the Cleavers iheave it to Beaver
established a repressive cultural homogeneity that exerted presshos®mvho lived in
the “burbs.” Along with certain aesthetic norms both within and around the home,
representations of the suburbs from magazines to television reinforcedttiteititin of
labor according to gender. No longer encouraged to be “Rosie the Riveter,” the suburban
housewife, blessed with innumerable domestic gadgets, was encourdge@#l{/s and
Better Homes and Gardets be “Susie Homemaker.” While the suburban family of the
1950s was often represented as ideal at the time, it was certainly not trcatibeest

not traditional for families of the 1950s. The notion that suburban was traditional is,
much like the perfect small town of days gone by, a product of nostalgia.

Breaking with extended family ties and placing emphasis on the nucleay il
the sight of one’s ultimate “worth” and fulfillment, the family in the 1950s, ashaide
Coontz claims, “was a qualitatively new phenomenon” (25). De-mobilized and
discouraged from labor after the war, women were encouraged to channel their energ
into domestic labor at an unprecedented level: “Nineteenth-century middkevebmen
had cheerfully left housework to servants, yet 1950s women of all classesl create

makework in their homes and felt guilty when did not do everything for themselves”

® Coontz’s introduction tdhe Way We Never Wetraces the different modes and developments hleat t
American family undergoes in the brief history loé ttountry. While the 1950s family mobilized certa
aspects of familial life from earlier historicalnmals, particularly the Victorians penchant for desticity,
its “sublimation” as the “traditional family” beliethe fact that family has been dynamic institytsubject
to historical shifts and changes. There is no“tnaglitional” family.
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(Coontz 27). Despite the numerous time-saving appliances developed and sold in large
numbers in the postwar periods, women spent more time on housework and child-rearing
than before the war. While not primarily confined to the home, men were also
disciplined by the normative structure of the family. Men were coerceddtessional
reasons into marriage and fatherhood, since a, “lack of a suitable wife could mean the
loss of a job or promotion for a middle-class man” (Coontz 32). Grounded in the privacy
of the single family, suburban “ranch home,” the 1950s family aspired, and con$gquent
felt a great deal of anxiety, to live up to domestic perfection; as Elglee May claims,

“it [the 1950s family] was the first wholehearted effort to create a homevthdd fulfill
virtually all its members’ personal needs through an energized and expressoraper

life” (gqtd. in Coontz 27). While this may seem to be more or less the standardiatefini

of family life today, the 1950s family was, as Coontz maintains, “a histdluga, based

on a unique and temporary conjuncture of economic, social, and political factors” (28).

If this 1950s suburban family is the nostalgic traditional model with which we
may compare to a more contemporary mode (to which it can never fully live up), then
these families already felt the same pressure to live up to their own igdalision and
magazine representations of the homogenized perfect family exerted aivepres
normalizing influence on 1950s families. Added to this cultural pressure, were Cpld Wa
fears of communism that created rampant anxiety about deviations from stri
conformity: if Susie Homemaker does not love the fact that her dishwashes &low
more time with company, then she must be a “commie.” In other words, the cultural

atmosphere was one psychologically charged by numerous repressive inflemoes
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to bear at the newly all-important site of the nuclear fafiBgainst the pressures of

these repressive cultural, social, and political forces, some people, as Coontzsaotes, “
the family, in the words of one husband, as the one ‘group that in spite of many
disagreements internally always will face its external enetagether™ (33). If some
escaped the social pressures to marry and have children for professionaboalper
reasons by starting a family, others did not find the family to be a safe. n@uete the
contrary, satisfying appearances necessitated the concealment of raiknedswof

social ills that lurked beneath the ideal, suburban veneer. Citing domestic &ialehc
sexual abuse statistié€oontz argues that, “beneath the polished facades of many ‘ideal’
families, suburban as well as urban, was violence, terror, or simply grindiagyrthat

only occasionally came to light” (35). Nowhere was this demystification ofidz,
suburban family more evident than in the figure of the perfect housewife, who
“subordinated her own dreams and aspirations” in order to create the realm of domestic
perfection upon which the nostalgic fantasy of the family is predicated (C8éntz

Forced back into the home, much against their wishes, and bombarded by coercive
popular culture messages of domestic discipline, women felt increasimgpedran the
suburban home that was supposed to be a little piece of heaven; as Coontz notes, “almost

every major news journal was using the wiseghpedto describe the feelings of the

® The family, particularly the concerned mother, wassidered to be an important component in thet fig
against communism, as Coontz claims:
Cold war anxieties merged with concerns about ¥paeded sexuality of family life and the
commercial world to create what one authority cdiesdomestic version of George F. Kennan’s
containment policy toward the Soviet Union: A “nalfifamily and vigilant mother became the
“front line” of defense against treason; anticomistmlinked deviant family or sexual behavior to
sedition. (33)

" Despite numerous reported cases of spousal alilathise, “the major journal of American family
sociology did not carry a single article on familglence between 1939 and 1969. Wife battering neas
even considered a ‘real’ crime by most people” (@2@5).
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American housewife” (37). In order to maintain the image of domestic perfeation a
thwart political suspicion during the Cold War, children learned to keep political
opinions, marital conflicts, and physical/sexual abuse from leaving the coafities

idyllic ranch home. From the simple misery of unhappy marriages of convetience
alcohol and drug abuse on the part of disillusioned housewives, the “traditional” family
of the 1950s seemed already to feel the repressive weight of idealisntinmei that

would be bestowed upon it by nostalgic recollection later.

Like the 1950s “traditional” suburban family, suburbia’s ideal model, the small
town, is a nostalgic, mythic creation equally indebted to the revisionist tendencies of
memory as it is to any material place or historical moment. The suburbdyigami
pressure to live up to a culturally constructed image of perfection is tieticadly to
the fantasmic re-creation of the small-town in the suburb; that is, as this newomode
family was being established in the postwar period, it was tied to the nostiaigiism
associated with the original, lost “hometown.” If the suburban family is oftemded as
the “traditional” family, then its association with the fundamental Ameriaatasy of
the small town, as it manifests in the suburbs, is an integral part of that midioerce
Both the “traditional” suburban family and the suburb are mythic creations. Tdre latt
mobilizes nostalgia in its embodiment, and the former which establishes arsiioigpos
ideal, only embodied in sitcoms. These sitcoms and other idealistic repliessnathe
burbs, like the small town, will become a source of nostalgia many yearsCitarles

Laughton’sThe Night of the Hunteeleased in the throes of suburbanization in 955,

8 The Night of the Huntewas released one year before the Interstate Higtwaof 1956 would intensify
suburban migration by making commuting easier. &d4i000 miles of roadway, 90 percent of it paid fo
by the federal government, were called for in tbige @onnecting the suburban edges of the citysto it
business and cultural centers (Duany et. al. 8).
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offers a look back at the paradigmatic small-town during a not so ide@ihséic Based

on the best-selling novel by Davis Grubb, the film is set in Cresap’s Landing, tmy
Ohio River Valley town enduring the harsh economic realities of the Gegatssion.
Responding to the increased importance placed upon parenting and children in the 1950s,
the film focuses on two children, Pearl (Sally Jane Bruce) and John Haribher (Bi
Chapin), who endure the dissolution of their family brought about by the actionsrof the
two “unfit” patriarchs. Ben (Peter Graves), the children’s biological fatodapses
beneath the pressure of being the family’s “breadwinner.” His inalolipydvide the
material comforts he believes his family deserves as a consequehealeptession
drives Ben to commit robbery and murder. Ben’s cellmate in prison, “Preachey’ H
Powell (Robert Mitchum) arrives in Cresap’s Landing after Ben's dedtb¢ome the
children’s stepfather. Attempting to discover the location of Ben’s stolen otJohn
and Pearl, Powell, as both preacher and criminal, appears to be like one of tredemiale
patriarchs hiding behind the idealistic veneer of the suburbs. If that so-catlémhal
family conceals all manner of evils (alcoholism, sexual abuse, domestic @plenc
beneath the facade of the domestic perfection display€@¥pie and Harrietthen Harry
Powell conceals his beneath his “collar,” which affords him social currency and
unimpeachable integrity within Cresap’s Landing. While the film is teailyadisplaced
from its particular historical moment, insofar as it is set some tweatss\earlier than its
theatrical release, the child-centered narrative and the overall focasmialfrelations
anchors Laughton’s film in its contemporary social milieu. This spatial (tbmal

small town and not the suburb) and temporal displacement, articulates cert@iasdci

psychological ills plaguing the repressed suburban family. Insofar astithe iad’ he
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Night of the Huntetakes place “out there” in the country, the unsettling depiction of
familial relations can express certain unspoken truths about the suburban erperienc

without hitting too close to home.

A Son of Two Fathers

Two distinctly different fathers emerge in Laughtohtse Night of the Hunter
bringing with them terrifying and destructive consequences for the twoehildlthe
film. As Lacanian pun on the paternal function, the “No-of-the Father,” impiess
their prohibitions and demands that prove to be disturbing for John and Pearl. Unlike Ma
Joad, who is a stabilizing force of loveTihe Grapes of Wratthat shelters the family
against the consequences of the Great Depression, the two patriarbleNight of
Hunterinitiate a dissolution of the family unit. Contrary to Steinbeck’s account of the
Okies, the cause of familial disintegration in Laughton’s film is not so much the
transitory lifestyle brought on by the depression, but the fear of thatditegbans. The
fear of this nomadic existence drives Ben Harper to commit robbery and murter; a
claims, he is “tired of seeing children roaming the woodlands without food, ahildre
roamin’ the highways in this year of depressiadight of the Hunter Harper Kkills two
men in Cresap’s Landing while committing a bank robbery to save his children such a
fate. Hiding the ten thousand dollars of stolen money in Pearl’s doll and demanding both
children to swear to keep the location a secret, Ben is convicted and hanged for his
crimes. His cellmate in Moundsville Penitentiary is Harry Powell, who, tiekjs
persistent inquiries, is incapable of extracting Ben'’s secret befoexécution. When

Powell is released from prison, he moves to Cresap’s Landing, marries\Below,
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Willa (Shelley Winters), and proceeds vigorously and unsuccessfully tooigéger John
about the location of the money. Powell’s discipline, his demand for obedience from
John, directly countermand’s Ben’s; that is, Powell's obedience demands that John do
what was expressly forbidden by Ben. Despite Ben’s intentions, both children end up
parentless and nomadic running from the maniacal preacher, and, consequently,
searching for the home they are deprived of by Ben’s crimes and Pankli'son.
Ultimately, the children find a surrogate home with Rachel Cooper (Liliah)@ivho,
like Ma Joad, is a powerful maternal force that saves John and Pearl from theitezbrr
step-father.

Both figures of interdiction for little John, Powell and Ben, represent two
distinctly different modes of the paternal function.Riead My DesireJoan Copjec,
citing Freud’s account of the “primal father” frohotem and Tabgexamines two
different paternal modalities that set Powell and Ben in direct opposition. ©nehe
hand, there is the primal father, who “kept all the power and enjoyment to Himself
(Copjec 155). The primal father represents excess, or a direct relationghipewi
surpluses ojouissance His interdictions create barriers between the world outside
threatening his excessive enjoyment and his coveted pleasures. Despotifisimdhse
primal father poses a threat to his community insofar gehissancas disturbing or
traumatic. Unlike his “children,” the primal father enjoys unmediated actcess t
jouissancewhich prohibits any stable, meaningful social order. In Freud’s account, the
primal father’s son steps in and slays him, and, consequently, introduces a moge sec
and benign law. Unlike the Primal father’s unmediated relationship to enjoyment, the

ideal father promises to establish the necessary distance between theasubject
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jouissanceor the harmonious functioning of the socio-symbolic network. The ideal
father, thus, subjects the irrationalityjofiissanceo the meaningful order of law

filtering its unsettling impact with discipline. As Copjec claims, “thicBon of excess
pleasure forms the son as an ideal father, ‘mild and provident’ in Tocqueville’s,words
‘kinder and gentler’ in Peggy Noonan’s” (156). As a steward of the law, “the fd&me
the-Father” in Lacanian terms, the ideal father is a subject of knowledgérias he
offers the meaningful realm of the symbolic in place of the traumatic rupture of
jouissancendicative of the primal father. Consequently, the ideal father, a “subject
supposed to know,” is, as Copjec notes, “often imagined under the traits of the educator”
(156). If the primal father is the one who demands pleasure, the ideal fatieeorse
who prohibits or perpetually defers pleasure; his interdictions create dist#nce
between traumatipuissanceand his “children.”

Given his violent nature and crimes, Harry PoweT e Night of the Hunter
would seem to be a primal fathéfrom his animalistic scream on the river bank halfway
through the film as John and Pearl float away from his grasp to the woundedhisgreec
he makes when Rachel Cooper shoots him near the end of the film, Preacher Powell
exhibits the “animality” of the primal father on different occasiongha Night of the
Hunter. However, Powell’s paternal function is much more complicated than Copjec’s
simple binary. Surprisingly, Ben Harper, the children’s real father inlthei§ closer to
Copjec’s primal father than Powell. Insofar as his robbery is commdtdtas John and
Pearl can enjoy his criminal spoils, Harper’s interdictions at the begihifhe Night
of the Hunterare rooted in the imperative to enjoy. The oath that Ben compels John and

Pearl take is grounded in the belief tlratissanceor in this particular case the ten
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thousand dollars their father has stolen, will be theirs when they have reached adulthood
Operating outside of the law, Ben compels enjoyment from his offspring, albeit an
enjoyment that is to be deferred until the children reach an appropriat&/aljee the

lawful, meaningful realm of the ideal father, the primal father’s realane of traumatic
uncertainty. Consequently, Ben Harper’s lone interdiction proves to be traumatic for
both Pearl and John, particularly for John, who demonstrates an awareness of which the
younger Pearl is incapable. It is the excess of pleasure, the ilh-gotteey placed in the
child’s doll (an icon of childish enjoyment), that derails the Harper familygiridéng

with Ben’s incarceration and execution, the Harper family endures ridiadlsuspicion

from the townspeople of Cresap’s Landing, only to be “rescued” from suspicion by the
“legitimacy” of Preacher Harry Powell. Rather than focusing the adwltvin Willa’s
experience of the Harper family’s tridf5The Night of the Huntagrimarily focuses on

the Harper children’s experience. More specifically, the film expldoes’s relationship

to his suddenly hostile small town, which is only made more alienating by thea@toe

of Powell into the community. Following the imperative of his father to keep tha stole

® What is particularly interesting about Ben’s ggfthat it falls along the lines of deferrdiissance
associated with prohibition. While the Law exgligiprohibits direct access to some forbidden pleasat
the implicit level it ensures the very existencehaf prohibited pleasure. Insofar as the Law eseat
distance from the prohibited thing, it establistiest forbidden object/act as accessible; all onstrda is
cross the line or traverse the gap between thelptioim and the interdictepbuissance Ben knows very
well, as do the children, they cannot spend arth@imoney in tiny Cresap’s Landing. To spend aedofn

it would raise suspicion, since, in a small towwergone knows everyone else’s business includiraugh
sketch of their financial situation. The gift tietmoney is akin to the promise of deferred plegshat
sometime down the road the money can be sperdthar words, at some point we can break the lad, an
have what has hitherto been forbidden.

'° Given the complicated representation of sexualitihie film, insofar as sexual pleasure poses paatic
problems for Willa and Powell, it is worth notirigat the primal father is the sexually potent o@g@posed
to his “impotent” ideal counterpart, the primalifet is capable of enjoying. Unlike his cellmatenB
Harper is identified as Willa’s sexually vital paet, whose renounced sexuality becomes a souttoer of
destructive religious fanaticism. Distracting frem her protective maternal function, Willa's seku
energy is turned inward by the ideal father Powedfohibition, transforming an excess of pleasote an
excess of deprivation.
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money a secret, John is forced into a state of hyperawareness and skepticadrie. tdJ
trust either the stranger Powell or his friends, family, and neighbors, John id afldbe
innocence by burden of skepticism.

Despite his nefarious intentions, Powell belongs more on the side of the ideal
father than Ben Harper. While Powell’s religious identification is caraggd by his
seemingly hypocritical criminal activity, we should not mistake our cormepf
hypocrisy as an indication of Powell’s insincerity. As absurd though his respmons
Ben’s question of his denomination, “the religion the Almighty and me worked out
betwixt ourselves,” may seem, Powell’s faith and his belief in himsel as&rument of
God’s will is not a masqueradiight). Even if he does exploit his faith or self-
interested purposes, Powell appears to be deadly sincere in his own belief. Colysequent
Powell in, an albeit twisted manner, is closer to the pedagogical ideal faibeicC
conceives of in her binary opposition, insofar as he is a bearer of knowledge ane a figur
of interdiction that demands the sacrificgafissance Powell’s intentions for Ben’s
money — “with that ill-gotten money | could build a tabernacle to make thatl\vpee
Island tabernacle look like a chickenhouse” — reinforces this move awaydussance
to the pedagogical function of the ideal fatidight). Locating widows from whom to
steal and then murder, Powell's entire criminal enterprise enables himotéortlyand
preach your [God’s] word"Night). Transforming some devious, unsettling pleasure into
a socially acceptable activity, Powell’s work resembles the popular piorcef

Freudian sublimatiof® Like the ill-gotten money that will be transformed into a church,

™ This is the popular conception of Freudian subliom which he explicates in “On Narcissism.” For
Freud, sublimation is a process predicated oncl&le As he claims, “sublimation is a procesg tha
concerns object-libido and consists in the instindirecting itself towards an aim other than, aschote
from, sexual satisfaction; in this process the attals upon the deflection from sexuality” (153 reud’s
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Powell redirects his own sexual energy into the “Lord’s work.” What Powell pespos
for the stolen loot is a kind of “spiritual laundering,” channeling the “cursed, bloody
gold” through an intermediary, the church, so that it is no longer tainted by ithefsta
jouissance

Unlike Ben Harper who is removed from his social order because he poses a
threat to it, Powell emerges as the ideal father to suture symbolicathévghe
fractured Harper family. If Ben’s crimes ostracize his familyntRewell or rather his
“occupation” restores their legitimacy in Cresap’s Landing. To ré&@agfec’s binary in
terms of the small town, what Powell understands and what Ben loses sight of in his
crimes is the power of appearances in the small-town. With all the factsggmbolic
machinations at his disposal, the ideal father is a master of establishilhgsiba of
stability, and, consequently, holding the thregbafssanceat the appropriate arm’s
length. Powell’s ability to establish the appearance of integrity and sagtahizcy
would no doubt have resonated with the 1950s suburban family. Both Powell and the
suburban family understand all too well that appearances are never just alperfici
Quite the contrary, appearances are integral to both the composition of a symbolic
network and the ability of a subject(s) to successfully integrate and mtie that
network. Be it the clerical, white collar or the perfectly manicured suburbem la
appearances are integral to social legitimacy, and their maintenanaakigspathin
tightly knit communities hyper aware of every neighbor’s actions, is integsairvival.

This focus on appearances and the superego compulsion to maintaining them plagued

conception of sublimation then designates a restioe of sexual energy into some other activitygrsas
Powell's redistribution of sexual energy into higvinal transgressions. Freud’s essay offers anmuare
diverse and complex understanding of sublimatidmictvlater psychoanalytic critics, like Alenka
Zuparti¢ in The Shortest Shadowill develop in greater detail.
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families in the 1950s; as Coontz notes, “for many children, however, growing up in the
1950s family was not so much a matter of being protected from the harshgedlitie
outside world as preventing the outside world from learning the harsh seafifemily

life” (34). Not unlike the mores of the abstract, idyllic small-town upon which the suburb
modeled itself, appearances carry the weight of truth in small communitiete ahi
appearance may be patently false, as it is in the case of Harry Powedl assi

benevolent preacher, loving father and husband, its truth is subjected to a scrutinizing
communal review. One’s standing and social mobility in a community such apGresa
Landing is predicated on sustaining an appropriate appearance, that is, in org’oabili
adopt the approved norms and customs underpinning the social fabric. Consequently, it
becomes imperative to satisfy “prying eyes” by concealing unsavbgvhlms behind

closed doors. In both Cresap’s Landing and the 1950s suburb, family must sell the
fantasmic image of happiness to the observing community.

Maintaining the all-important appearance or reputation in the small-town is
predicated upon keeping the excessgewtsanceappropriately contained. As an “ideal
father” figure, albeit one that has fabricated his own horrifically taistégion, Powell
aligns himself with the collaborative process of fantasy and the symbolictbader
redistributes enjoyment according to religious doctrine. In its unfetteredjbuissance
proves to be too traumatic for the maintenance of a direct connection, and, Uitimate
the end of the film the stain @uissanceBen Harper’'s bloody gold, is a burden that

John can no longer cart§. It is also Ben Harper's stolen loot that isolates and ostracizes

2 pearl’s doll, Miss Jenny, is a particularly immort symbol fofThe Night of the Hunteand is an
excellent example of thebjet petit a Selected for its representation of innocenc8éy Harper, the doll
becomes a symbol of the corrupted innocence ofhidren, stuffed full of the ill-gotten money that
young John’s adult burden. In other words, théidddoth a symbol of youthful innocence and itssiothe
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the Harper children in the opening shots of Cresap’s Landing. Belonging to a caynmuni
requires a sacrifice of enjoyment as the price of admission; unmediatesgjnce is
surrendered to the unwritten code of norms and official laws of the community. This
sacrifice is filtered through the Law that underpins the community, and fantasy
relationship to the symbolic provides a narrative translation of sacrificéhiefio In
other words, fantasy couches the sacrifice as a theft by some Other, whosid titge
renouncegouissance My price of admission is appropriated by some Other, who is
allowed to enjoy what | have to give up to be a member of the social order; thigtis w
psychoanalysis calls the “theft of enjoyment.” Harry Powell becanegyent of
“justice” in The Night of the Huntesompelled by the illusion of this “theft of
enjoyment.” Powell’s reason for being is to reclaim the stolen price osadmifor
belonging to a community, or, more precisely, Powell charges himself with thefdut
punishing those who challenge the authority of Law by refusing to havgahissance
mediated by it.

The preacher’s obsession with the Other is evident throughout the film in his
simultaneous attraction to and repulsion from female sexuality. Nowhere isoites m
apparent than in our introduction to the preacher when Powell attends a burlesque show.

As Powell makes his way to the next small town looking for a new widow to exmdoit

psychological weight of it is so heavy that thes§lully unaware Pearl, not John, must carry itisTh
dualistic nature, both the innocence and its lesd the very core of thabjet petit ainsofar as the object
is both one of desire and a symptom of some gré@ema that leaves behind a certain stain. Thmlls
a” is a key feature, that is, “a” designates thaute feature on account of which the object isrdbsk.
This surplus feature — the something more thabtiject has over any other common object — accdants
desire. For John and Pearl, the money becomésriadl a” on account of which the doll becomes the
centrifugal force of the film, identifying both thiapture that tears the Harper family apart andasus
John’s resolve. Only with the traumatic repetitadrihe father’s apprehension, Powell’s arrestsdbe
object shift from thebjet petit aas the elevated gift to the “desublimated” objkat has become a gift of
shit; this transformation is a purely perspectivavement from object to the symptom of some trauma.
The object does not change, only our perceptian of
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engages in a one-way dialogue with “the Lord.” Rationalizing his murders, IPowel
claims, “Not that You mind the killings. Your book is full of killings. But there are
things You do hate, Lord. Perfume-smelling things, lacy things, things withhair”
(Night). After this monologue, the camera cuts to a shot of a burlesque dancer, framed
voyeuristically by lighting that suggests a keyhole through which the audgence
compelled to watch. Powell is seated in a seedy theater observing theigaggest
movements of that dancer. With a sneer on his face, Powell sticks his left hand, the word
“HATE” tattooed on his fingers, into his jacket pocket. When the blade from his switch
blade knife rips through his jacket, Powell's expression turns from straightidisneer

to upturned reverence, as he asserts, “There are too mtmgnofYou can'’t kill a whole
world” (Night). Sexual transgression, emphasized by the voyeuristic implications of the
“keyhole” lighting, and punishment overlap in the scene. Powell’s interest inrtherda

is immediately translated into the desire to punish, or, more specificallp, mghewitch-
blade erupts, his gaze turns towards God; the threat of sexuality is mediatedibyrte
Law. Insofar as he must pay the price of admission to see the show, Powellnsrdeaw
the theater by the temptation of sexgalissance Still, his repulsed expression belies

any kind of “normal” sexual interest in the dancer. Likewise, later in limehie will

refuse Willa’'s sexual advances on their wedding night. Even the “letgt¥hsexual
interaction between husband and wife cannot purify sexuality for Powell, who cnfine
the feminine to motherhood when he forces Willa to examine herself in the, rfiYfoor

see the body of a woman. The temple of creation and motherhood. You see the flesh of
Eve that man since Adam has profanddigpt). His ambivalence toward the sexually

enticing Other is embodied in the phallic knife that he compulsively opens while
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watching the show. Both a symbol of uncontrollable erection and the instrument of
judgment that he uses on his victims, the knife represents a transformgtoissdnce
from the sexual repetition of drive (and hence reproduction) into the death ss$ocia
with desire. Ultimately, the fulfillment Powell's sexual relationshigfsds his partner’s
life, which begins the whole gruesome process anew. The knife is a surrogete obje

propping up his impotence in the face of sexuality.

H-A-T-E, The Hand of Cain

If Powell's ecclesiastical “occupation” illustrates the sigrafice of appearances
within the small town, then Cresap’s Landing reflects this superficiadith at the
narrative level and the set designFrom Spoon'’s Ice Cream Parlor where Willa works
to the generic small-town characters like Uncle Birdie Steptoee@l&teason), whose
alcoholism is tolerated because of his affability, Cresap’s Landimgsseebe an
innocuous and innocent small town ripped off the cover oSdtarday Evening Past
While the opening establishing shot of Cresap’s Landing presents a far mmr&laist
Street than Harper, Connecticut,Tihe Strangerthe dirt streets and simple storefronts
are nostalgic icons of the typical Midwestern small town. If the imageliniseems
somewhat bare and, perhaps, too superficial, it is because it was intended to be. As set

designer Hillyard Brown explains,

3 Here | realize that I'm running the risk of comtigting an earlier claim that Powell is sincerdis faith.
While | would argue that the film presents Powslsincere no matter how hypocritical his actiofis, h
appearance as a Preacher allows for a (mis)pescepitithe nature of his faith. The townsfolk wett®
Powell into their community on the symbolic weiglithis appearance, but do not delve any further fig
doctrine. Powell does not necessarily disabusm thfetheir misperception, and, in fact, takes full
advantage of it. For Powell this is not necesgdypocritical, but, instead, all part of followitigrough
with the Lord’s work. In other words, Powell oper®aas though he has a blank check from the lord.
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Because Laughton said he was approaching the film from the boy’s point of view,
I'd often design and build sets but only put in the things the boy paid attention to.
You know, little boys don’t attend to everything that comes along. They run up
and down the street and they see certain buildings and certain things, and
everything else in-between is a blank. The boy paid attention to the fences along
the street that he could hit with a stick. | decided I'd put a picket fence along
there, and there wouldn’t be any house behind it at all, just a vacant place with a
fence. (Jones 113)
Brown’s design might initially appear to contradict the argument for the immueriaf
appearances in small-towHsinsofar as he leaves gaping holes in the set. However, the
concept behind arranging and constructing the set pieces as a reflection opdoitros
view mirrors the constitution of reality through perception, however distortéuinvei
small community. The construction of Cresap’s Landing reflects John’s percepit,
and, consequently, what piques his interest or captures his gaze. While John will
certainly examine his surroundings with a different set of criteria frm®et of his adult
counterparts, the nature of composing the small town, physically in John’s case and
symbolically for the adults, remains the same. Perception and appearageeiess of
their depth and factuality, underpin the small town.
John’s limited, child-centered perspective is reflected not only in the composit
of the set, but also in the interest the townspeople take in John and Pearl’s family lif
Whereas the limited set may mirror the narrowed focus of a young boy, tie sl
other children in town are narrowly focused on the specific trials of the Hanpéy f

Our initial introduction to the town of Cresap’s Landing takes place on a schoolyard

playground. A sound bridge creates an overlap between the macabre song (“Hmg, Han

14 Responding to Hillyard Brown’s design philosopBgvis Grubb recalls the importance of appearances
Ohio River Valley small towns:
It's funny, there happens to be a town in West Miggthat is kind of down and out economically,
and on their main street they have about five fraffiee-building fronts, like a western movie
set. There’s nothing behind them, they just warbok prosperous. Really, it's true (Jones).
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Hung”) John’s classmates sing, and Ben Harper’s executioner, Bart, in the previous
sequence. Even before we catch a glimpse of Cresap’s Landing’s picturesigie, rus
domesticity, the small town is announced in the children’s voices that differeldtate

and Pearl from the norm. Much as Bart is isolated in the overlapping image, John and
Pearl are ostracized and ridiculed by the children for the crimes ofdkiearf Editing
establishes the social differentiation and isolation that transpires in gfiséguence.

The opening shot frames a line of children who give bodies to the voices haunting the
previous image of Bart. It appears that they are all looking at the sam@doual
presumably the target of their lampoon. The next shot would seem to confirm this, as we
see Pearl and John seemingly staring back at their classmatesg iBolat¢éhe rest of the
group by their separate frame. Only when we see the next shot do we realiohitha

and Pearl are actually outside the playground, on the other side of the fence frash the re
of the children, as one child runs around the fence to draw a chalk stick-figure of a
hanged man on a fence post. While editing creates the illusion of an interactiombetwee
these children, John and Pearl are so estranged from the community that they cannot be
directly addressed by their classmates. The false shot-reactionsttoatés both the
fascination the Harpers generate as well as their isolation. While John ainthiBbtibe

point of focus and fascination for their schoolmates, like the camera insinuages, the
cannot be directly addressed. Instead, the other children turn their backs on the Harpe
children, who are forced into the interstitial space of the road. While the otldreanhil
remain safely within the confines of their schoolyard fence, John and Peanica fo

outside the normalizing discipline of the school.
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Manifesting itself in ridicule amongst the children and pity with the adult
denizens of Cresap’s Landing, the fascination with the Harper family, despitp
ostracized, draws undesirable skepticism. After being mocked by thaimelges John
and Pearl make their way down Main Street, stopping in front a variety storedowvi
shop. lllustrating the power John’s perception has upon the visual composition of the
film, the camera tracks into the window to isolate and emphasize John’s point of focus: a
watch. While the watch will be a key symbol of stability in the film’s conclushere it
designates an unattainable ideal for little John. Simultaneously a reptieseotarder
and reminder of the money the children are not allowed to spend — Pearl ndigely as
“are you gonna buy it, John?” — the watch is serves as a symbol of the time John i
deprived of by Ben’s crimed(ght). A Christmas present from his surrogate mother,
Rachel, the watch John will receive later in the film metaphorically rettvn“time” of
his childhood. Clearly establishing the road as a limit-point dividing John and Pearl from
“normal”’ society, the store’s proprietor, Ms. Cunningham, comes out onto the sidewalk
as much to close off the interior of the store as to greet the Harper chigdesnr the
scene John and Pearl will also be forbidden from entering Spoon’s Ice Cream Yarlor b
their mother. After asking about the children’s “poor, poor mother,” Ms. Cunningham
voices the suspicion pervading the town, “Did they ever find out what your father done
with all thatmoneyhestole?” (Night). While Mrs. Cunningham directly addresses the
children in this scene, they are still identified as stained or marked byatiner's crime,
and, consequently, are forbidden entrance into the store. The inflection in Ms.
Cunningham’s inquiry indicates the town’s morbid curiosity about and guarded gcrutin

of the Harper family. Like in any respectable small Midwestern town, chotbriosity is
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appropriately “laundered” by feigning concern. While Ms. Cunningham does not turn
her back to the Harper children, her inquiries about the money and her position blocking
the entrance to the store indicate the particular symbolic position the Harens/oc

Both outside, insofar as they are tainted by their father’s crime, and insiofay ias they
belong to the community and are notorious within it, the Harpers are caught in a kind of
in-between space within Cresap’s Landing.

A solution to this “inbetween-ness” is posed in the final stop of the children’s trip
down Main Street. After John and Pearl refuse to answer Ms. Cunningham’s question,
the camera follows them further down the street to Spoon’s. Despite the fabetha
children are prohibited from entering, the camera tracks in to pick up a discussion
between Willa and Icey. Unlike John and Pearl’s earlier interactionsltisatate the
consequences of deviating from communal norms, Icey and Willa’s conversation
establishes the path necessary to reclaim respectability. IceypGreaading’s
foremost busybody, lectures Willa on the importance of dual-parenting now that she is
single, “there are certain facts of life that add up as simple as twonausdkes four,
and one of them is this: No woman is able to raise growing youngsters alone. The Lord
meant that job for two"Night). While Willa explains that she is uninterested in a
husband, Icey, following a dissolve edit, explains “It ain’t a question of waatingt
wanting ... It's a man you need in the house, Willa Harpdigitt). This discussion is
intercut with two different shots of a train, presumably traveling to Cretapding and
carrying Harry Powell, which is announced by Walter Schumann’s “Preathen®” in
the soundtrack . The dissolve, which introduces the first shot of the train, indicates that

Icey’s work on behalf of Cresap’s respectable society is persistent, gngauh
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methodical. Despite Willa’s expressed lack of interest, Icey iswith “preach” to her
until she eventually comes around. The opening two scenes illustrate the kind of
ostracizing that occurs when the norms that underpin small-town life are violated, whe
the appearances that hold the community together are not sustained. Consequently, the
final scene with Icey and Willa introduces a solution to the plight of the Heaqely.
By marrying, as Icey suggests, Willa can re-integrate heryamd the socio-symbolic
network of Cresap’s Landing. The distinction Icey makes between “want need™
illustrates the integral relationship between marriage and appearai¢ast” belongs
to the unsettling realm gduissanceas a kind of troubling surplus to the normal order of
things, and “need” in this case is a manifestation of the norm. Need is whatae ¢joéat
dangerous surplus of “want” in an appropriate and contained manner. According to Icey,
Willa “needs” a man to contain the potential dangers of her “wants” — later Willa w
indentify her “wants” of “facepaint” and “perfume,” traces of feminineusdity that
Powell abhors, as the reason for Ben’s crimes in the first place. The seatigiija
and Ben’s relationship is to be tamed by marriage, insofar as the potenaaliagmis
intended to solve the problem of parenting their offspring. With the father as the
guarantor of authority, the family is the key component to appearances and social
legitimacy in the small town. The passenger on the threatening incommuwiita
provide an answer and, consequently, legitimacy to the Harper family that has come
under the perilous shadow of small town suspicion.

Through the shared language of religion, Powell is able to conceal his darker
impulses to establish himself as a husband, father, and citizen of CresapisggLandi

Powell’s initial invitation into the community appropriately takes placgpaton’s Ice
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Cream Parlor; his introduction also marks the first time the Harper chddeeseen
indoors in Cresap’s Landing. Staging identifies the different levelscadlsotegration
in the small town. More specifically, spatial arrangements both within and outside
Spoon’s Ice Cream Parlor illustrate the stolen money’s impact on John’saudtial
familial relationships. Cut off from his people both physically and symbatjcidhn
initially witnesses the preacher’s introduction to the family from outsidehe street.
Immediately suspicious, John watches as Powell easily wins the love olihigeyaister
Pearl, who allows Powell to take her doll and kiss it. Unlike the younger, more innocent
Pearl, John is capable of understanding the seriousness of the oath he swearth@s.his fa
The oath (and the knowledge that comes with it) establishes a distance betweerdJohn a
his community; he is forbidden by Ben from confiding in anyone. Positioning himself to
be their father and Willa’'s husband, Powell draws the children into the communidg just
he draws John into the parlor. Itis no coincidence that John reacts to Powell’s play wit
Miss Jenny. While Powell does not know he holds the desired object in his hand when he
takes Jenny, John is aware, and his vigilance forces him into action; the battte beg
implicitly between John and Powell before Powell can show his hand. Ultimately,
Powell’'s symbolic authority, as the ideal father/benevolent preacher, begmetess
of suturing the family back into normal society at Spoon’s.

Along with Pearl, Powell's charisma immediately wins over both the Spoons,
who seem to be key social stalwarts in Cresap’s Landing. While girlesligtant, Willa
seems taken in as well. John, on the other hand, remains incredulous appearing

intuitively to know that Powell is the shadowy figure that covered him when he told Pearl

138



her bedtime story the previous eventigWhen Powell notices John staring at his
tattooed fingers, he quickly launches into his “love/hate” mini-sermon, which daeges
to swoon, “I never heard it better toldNight). Predicated more on storytelling than
teaching specific doctrine, Powell’s religion is a kind of fantasmicdréonthe preacher.
Gleaned from his own biblical readings seemingly focused on the vengeful Old
Testament God, this frame organizes and structures Powell’s life. Mostamiphgrthe
religion worked out “betwixt” him and the Lord, explains his nefarious, decepiwvesr
as necessary for his work of spreading the gospel. The performatiet alsPewell’s
identity is indicated by framing in the scene. Isolated in a medium shot with two
different audiences, Powell is given his own “pulpit.” Pearl and John are framed in a
separate two-shot with Icey, Walt, and Willa in a three-shot. Interguigtween the
characters depicts a preacher and his impromptu congregation. Only John and Pearl,
framed beneath Powell's menacing hands, momentarily share the frameetonymic
sense with Powell. This brief integration of Powell, John and Pearl foreshadows the
violence to which he will subject them to later on in the film as “Daddy Powell.”
Powell’'s performative storytelling and his repugnance toward sexuetiect the
common social mores and oral history of small towns. Sexuality and stowyigdli

hand-in-hand in the small town, insofar as communal gossip serves as s simulfaneous

5 Two key features of this particular scene startd @n the one hand, Powell’s shadow, which emerges
to cloak John in darkness, bears an uncanny reaeg®to an early scene in Fritz Lanlyls In Lang’s

film, Hans Beckert (Peter Lorre) is a child-murdexho shares similar compulsion with Powell forgiay
insofar as he is ultimately given away by his colsipe whistling of “Peer Gynt”(being a cinephile,
Laughton would have undoubtedly been aware ofdbisection); Powell frequently sings “Leaning oa th
Everlasting Arms.” The other important elementro$ sequence is John'’s storytelling, which tratesia

his situation into the exotic setting of AfricatoB/-telling becomes an integral component of thiddeen’s
attempt to cope with their traumatic circumstanc@&orrowed and invented narratives are used by dbh
different times in an attempt to situate the tratieriatrusion of the “hunter” in some comprehensibl
framework (more on this in the final section of tfepter). Pearl will do something similar as ttrayel
down the river with her song “Pretty Fly.”
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pleasurable and punitive activity. Religion, for Cresap’s Landing and ore angue
the small town in general, is not so much a deep-seeded belief in some set wéldoctri
guidelines. Instead, organized religion is a social institution that signifin its role in
the identity politics of ordering, classifying, and stratifying the comigsu that one
knows clearly where one stands. With religion in the small town, and here | mean som
denominational variety of Christianity, it is not merely a matter of whattothone
attends, but where one sits in that church, with whom one associates, and what one’s
relationship is to the minister locates one in the social hierarchy. The attation of a
community’s social stratification is carried out by figures likeyI&@oon, who ifmThe
Night of the Huntetakes an active role in shaping Willa’s future with Powell. Icey,
incidentally, is the most taken in and seemingly sexually attracted to Pdesléd on
their common discourse of “generalist Christianity,” Powell is immebjiaituated in
Cresap’s Landing social hierarchy, and, consequently, he is provided a wifadpd re
made family through Icey’s “social” work.

Much like the “ranch home” of the 1950s suburban family that conceals a darker
interior, Powell’s fantasmic frame has an obscene recto to the ideatisgix of his
“Love and Hate” performance. Fantasy, in its more socially productive mode, unsderpi
reality by offering some “minimally idealized” narrative that satuthe gaps in the
symbolic order where meaning fails. Re-routing troubjmugssancen a more socially
acceptable manner, fantasy is a narrative supplement to the law. However, the
transgressiv@uissanceloes not simply disappear in this process of re-routing. As the
cost of subjectivization within a given social order, this re-direction geasairplus

jouissancdocated in some “other scene” of fantasy: a shadowy, more disruptive scene,
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the same “shadow” place out of Powell emergéBhia Night of the HunterWhile Zizek
does not directly draw this specific distinction between the two fantasiémiRlague of
Fantasies he does argue for the transgressive nature of fantasy at its implktjt‘le
order to be operative, fantasy has to remain ‘implicit,” it has to maintastande
towards the explicit symbolic texture sustained by it, and to function as itsnbhere
transgression” (18). Here, Zizek and Copjec intersect insofar as thisribher
transgression harkens back to the primal father who is “the principle of jouistamnce
which the ideal father’s law promises protection. The “other scene” of jouissamae
so much eliminated by the law as it is actuated by it; the law gesénatsurplus
jouissanceas a leftover of the process of symbolization that must go sometthasea
set of formal, explicitly stated rules, the law can be housed under any number of
discursive frames. Either religious doctrine, a professional code of condun, or t
juridical law that underpins a given society, the law, in a psychoanalytic sense, ca
assume a number of forms. At its most fundamental level, the law is a symbolic
guideline governing a given social network. At the explicit level, fantage rationale
for desire within the confines of the law’s symbolic parameters. In other wWarndasy
explains why th@bjet petit ais the object elevated to a certain transcendental space.

Disrupting the “illogical” orbit of drive, fantasy is the narrative thdstak why we

% Here | am drawing on Copjec’s argument regardigltaw’s generation of excess pleasure:
For the ideal fathes the father who interdicts jpuissance He is able to shelter and protect only
because he interdicts excess pleasure. AccordiRgeud, it is his interdictions — therefore nat th
other contradictory discourses or subject positiohssinterdictionsthat give the subject a whiff
of hope; it is they that suggest the possibilitgrahsgression. In forbidding excess enjoyment,
they appear to be its only obstadRMD 156).
In other words, in order for the Law to work, t@ate its meaningful parameters, the possibilityafor
excess of pleasure must be announced and prohibiteel illusion of some excessive pleasure, a full
pleasure, unmediated by the law, sustains the dtytlod the law itself, insofar as it promises sdhirg
which can never be delivered nevertheless createg@n hope or belief in its future realizatiofihe law
creates the distance necessary for the fantasniidnvgs of imagination, which misrecognize the lasv a
the obstacle and not generator of (the illusiofuthf jouissance.
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engage in our games of desire and why a certain object is the impetusdor thes
centrifugal games. However, the idealized narrative conceals a much dadedtling
pleasure that must remain unspoken in order to be operative. The moment it emerges at
the explicit level, that is, the moment it is confronted directly, the subjec hise
conception of reality. For Powell, this distinction is akin to one between hisitefight
hand, between love and hate. His belief that love guides him, his love of God, conceals
the vitriolic hate beneath the idealistic veil; the hate of the Other that has stol
enjoyment from him. It is no coincidence that when he is about to kill he entenge tra
like or animalistic state, insofar as he is no longer Harry Powell but anrestt of God,
detached from the dirty little things he is “compelled” to do. When the “Lord’s &’

talkin to Powell, he crosses over into the dark territory of implicit, obscemads.

If Powell is a figure of discipline containing the explosive, unsettlincefof
jouissancehe does so out of a deep-seeded sense of envy. Unable to extricate himself
fully from the entanglements of sexual enjoyment, Powell transformeiob@ciation of
pleasure into the pleasure of renunciation. The Law does not work, in the sense that it
establishes a meaningful and sustainable life-world, without the invigofaticeof
jouissance.As Copjec notes apropos of the ideal father, “the only way to be master of
his desire — which is what the ideal father is supposed to be — is to be either imapotent
dead. The fraternity this father constructs is equally impotent, paralyzée b
interdictions that are required to stave off the conflict between brdofd&s). Without
the life-force ofjouissancethe symbolic order is impotent much like ideal father, who
cannot indulge in desire without violating his own interdictions. Enjoyment regesier

in the social order in the little games of desire, which are primarily ofi@tie nature.
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The obsessive neurotic, what seems to be the normal state of being for thinkers like
Copjec and Zizek, steals little bits of enjoyment from the law or bigr@then it is not
looking” Fantasy offers a rationale for these thefts as merely takingalityf the
renounced pleasure back from the big Other. Ultimately, this petty larcpast isf
power’s effectiveness. As long as the stealing is minor, then it keeps teetsubj
perpetually bound within the matrix of power. The neurotic’s theft simultaneously
acknowledges the big Other’s authority, while (falsely) believing he is omilieg that
authority through minor transgressions — ultimately, the Other factdiese minor
transgressions to keep the whole machine going. Here it is necessary @ make
distinction between the explicit law, the written code which symbolicallyrsraied
structures a given social order, and the “unwritten code” of norms and tradi@ns t
explain how one is to interpret the law. Fantasy is the rationale for these ndiints, w
are integral to small-town life. As Zizek claims,
the paradoxical role of unwritten rules is that with regard to the explicitcpubl
Law, they are simultaneoudisansgressivédthey violate explicit social rulesnd
more coercivgthey are additional rules which restrain the field of choice by
prohibiting the possibilities allowed for — guaranteed, even — by the public Law

... Fantasy designates precisely this unwritten framework which tells usveow
are to understand the letter of the LaWPF 29)

"My conception of the neurotic is drawn from ZiZekxplanation of the neurotic’s petty larcenyltre
Plague of Fantasies
a neurotic has made the sacrificgafissancgwhich is why she is not a psychotic), which
enables her to enter the symbolic order, but shbssssed with the notion that the sacrificed
jouissancethejouissancetaken’ from her, is stored somewhere in the OthiBo is profiting
from it ‘illegitimately’, enjoying in her place -osher strategy consists in getting at least paitt of
back by transgressing the Other’s norms (from nmbating and cheating, up to speeding without
getting a ticket)” (33)
While Powell’s fixation upon the Other as the thi¢his sexual pleasure would seem identify him as
neurotic, his “thefts” are not of the petty, traresgpive nature. Rather than leaving the power mima
intact by taking little things back, like the neticacdoes, Powell establishes a new power dynamichich
the Other, who steajeuissancemust be punished according to his law. In te&pect, he is merely
fulfilling his duty in punishing the Other. Themert is the administrator of justice for the neigd.aw.
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More so than the explicit law (be it religious or juridical), this “unwritten” ceneerges

as a construct of norms and traditions to underpin a given social order, insofar as it
explains how, when, and why it is necessary to transgress the explicit lastain ce
situations. In the earlier example of the neurotic, fantasy is a road mamtor
transgressions, telling him what he can lie about, how fast he can speed withogtagetti
ticket, or what minor items he can “lift” from the office without gettiagced; this
unwritten system of codes and norms is elaborate and often ambiguous. Fantasy also
explains why one cannot transgress the unwritten code and remain in good standing
within a given community. Similar to its role in plugging desire into the gapein t
symbolic, fantasy supplements the law by prohibiting options permitted by law but
unacceptable by way of tradition, as well as opening ways that the law explicitl
prohibits.

In The Night of the HuntdPowell is able to perform an identity that reflects a
keen understanding of the unwritten code of norms and tradition that bind Cresap’s
Landing together. However, Powell is not a neurotic subject, which is ultinvetel he
cannot establish permanent roots in a community. More than a philanderer or a town
drunk, like Birdie Steptoe, Powell commits transgressions that go beyond the pstty one
allowed by the implicit fantasy. Powell transgresses through, as opposed to, digains
law. In his strict administration of his particular religious law, Povsedl pervert in the
strict psychoanalytical definition of the term. While both hysterics andtiesifear the
prospect of being taken advantage of by some other or the big Other, the pervert
specifically seeks to be exploited; as ZiZzek claims, “there is nothing @érvert enjoys

more than being an instrument of the Other, ofdusssancé (TPF 33). Opposed to Ben
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Harper, who in his neurotic desire tries to take something back the Greas&eprstole
from him, Powell follows a greater law to the letter. No matter how twistechamttere
Powell’s religious faith may appear, given his murderous actions, he understasdl him
as a true instrument of the biggest Other, God. Ben and Powell are working within two
different legal orders, and, consequently, Powell’s legal transgressiond bleattictly
opposed to those of his paternal counterpart. Unlike Harper, whose weariness of his
socio-economic conditions compels him to transgress the official law of the @ndll P

is following God’s law and plan for him; there is no legal authority, for Powetl, tha
supersedes God’s. Whether it is stealing or murdering, Powell’s crimeasilafied, or

in more religious terms, forgiven, because they are committed in servideghfea

power. Unlike Ben who is weary of being an instrument of socio-economic conditions
over which he has no control, Powell is the true pervert in his willing acceptance of his
instrumentatioff. In his perversion lies Powell’s complicated relationship to Copjec’s
binary of ideal/primal. The preacher formally appears to be the ideal, fathese
interdictions are intended to dispel enjoyment. From his disgust at the burlesque show
his rebuffing of Willa’s sexual advances on their wedding night, Powell’s aftpare
impotence is directly in line with Copjec’s notion of the ideal father. Powellisepgon
presents wrinkle in Copjec’s binary. With perversion,jthessancdorsaken by the

ideal father is rediscovered within the very implementation of the Law or, more

18 As Zizek claims iDid Somebody Say Totalitarianism?
What we encounter here is the propgdyverseattitude of adopting the position of the pure
instrument of the big Other’'s Will: it's not myggonsibility, it's not | who am actually doing |t,
am merely an instrument of a higher Historical Nis@ty. The obscerjeuissanceof this
situation is generated by the fact that | conceivenyself as exculpated for what | am doing: isn’t
it nice to be able to inflict pain on others inlfalvareness that I'm not responsible for it, thatri
merely an agent of the Other’s will? (112)
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specifically, in the dirty little acts necessary in order to sustairLthvat The preacher’s
God condones his murderous activities. As Powell claims apropos his transgressions,
“not that you mind the killings, your book is full of killingsR{ght). Because he is
merely an instrument of the (ultimately responsible) Other, the pervetiaged to
indulge in the most horrific and disturbing acts serving the greater good.
“The Lord’'s a Talkin’ to Me Now”

What we encounter with Powell is the pervert of thepawexcellencewhose
guilt and culpability for his nefarious deeds are excused by reference torabme t
culpable transcendent thing or idea. This relief from responsibility allowsjayraent
to come back into play in the guise of duty like the proverbial wolf in sheep’s @othin
The pleasure Powell seemingly takes in his nefarious deeds might accouncfarivig
cartoon-like performance in some of the film’s most violent scenes. Be itdesayed
reaction to Rachel Cooper’s shotgun pointed at his nose or the pratfall he takes when
chasing the children up the basement stairs, Mitchum’s exaggerated, cartoonis
performance conjures a sense of childish play in his most villainous momenks. Whi
Powell's obscene pleasure in his work, a substitute for his impotent sexualaytamly
evident in the half snarl, half smile at the burlesque house, a different maiuifesta
this pleasure comes through in the comedic moments in the film. Unexpectedly and
disturbingly humorous, these scenes collapse Powell's perversion and the aadience’
pleasure in watching the film; in a displaced manner we share his perverhisn. T
collapse of Powell and audience is evident in the basement scene when ther frasach
captured John in a lie about the ill-gotten money’s location. Following Willa’s murde

the children are left defenseless in the face of the Preacher’s perarsdecruel
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interrogation. In order to protect Pearl, John tells his surrogate fathanghrabhey is

buried beneath a stone in the basement floor. Here, his father’s initial twos;harge

guard Pearl with his life and remain silent about the money, come into directtconflic
When he digs into the basement floor, Powell discovers, in a moment of pure comedy
made possible by Mitchum’s drawn-out delivery, “this is CONNNCRETREIgky).

John’s lie is the last bit of “impudence” Powell can tolerate. Preparirdg dolsn’s

throat, Powell claims that the Lord is telling him “a liar is an abonondiefore Mine

eyes,” once again grounding his sadistic pleasure in the big Qliggat)( Unable to

watch any longer, Pearl confesses to the money’s loc@ightf. What ensues is a

chase scene reminiscent of the slapstick comedy of “Tom and Jerry"reitoffter

having a shelf of old jars and cans dropped on his head, Powell chases the children up the
basement steps. With his arms stretched rigidly straight forwardanhmera captures the
scene in profile indicating the distance between Powell and the children. The shot
highlights both the suspense, insofar as Powell is closing in on John and Pearl, as well as
the absurdity of Powell’s bodily gesture. From the side Powell looks like diocenol
Frankenstein’s monster fromSzooby Do@pisode. The blend of comedy and suspense
continues at the top of the steps when John slams the preacher’s fingers in the door — the
monster is threatening to emerge from the basement, but he howls in comglally hi

pitched manner belying the threat. Like a child, Powell quickly puts his woundesl digit

in his mouth to sooth the pain. Just as quickly, he transitions back into the cartoon villain

emphasized by his overly dramatic language, “open that door, you spawn of the devil’s

19 Simon Callow in his BFI monograph on the film makesimilar point, “John and Pearl’s desperate
evasion of their step-father is giveam and Jerrylimension: Preacher is humiliated and outwitted”
(71).
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strumpet!” Night). While Powell is certainly the one taking the brunt of punishment in
this sequence, the playful tone of the scene, while downplaying the horror, emgphasize
the perverse sense of enjoyment Powell takes in performing the “Lord’s workthd~0
pervert, it is the component pieces of the game that are as important if not mora so, tha
the actual realization of the “end-game” of desire. In this sense, theciapslity of
the sequence illustrates the pleasure in the steps towards the final outcarheirwhi
truly perverse fashion, is delayed so that the game may continue.

Both Davis Grubb, the novel’s author, and Mitchum expressed reservations about
the comedic tenor of the performance, fearing that it took the edge off ttopaaiE
horror in the scene (Jones 245). Both Grubb and Mitchum miss what Laughton
accomplishes in this sequence. By playing the tension for humor in the basement scene
Laughton transforms the obvious horror in the sequence into a kind of grotesque comedy.
This comedy is a view into the world of the preacher, insofar as our spectatorship
overlaps with his sadistic pleasure where torture and humor intersect. évehefl
content, what takes place on the screen is truly horrific; we watch Powelétthréupoor
children, who have already suffered the loss of both their parents. However, Lasighton’
decision to transform the scene into a cartoonish comedy depicts the strangeiort
between horror and humor in perverse enjoyment. Like the preacher, we haved twist
uncontrollable laugh at something that is not, in terms of content, particularly funny.
Like the Preacher who is unencumbered by the law he serves, the comedic pedormanc
of Mitchum and the slapstick elements of the sequence relieve us of the pressere of t
horror so that we may laugh where it would otherwise be inappropriate or unexpected.

Laughton is way ahead of his time in this technique. Later horror filmswalbt this
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narrative technique as a generic trope, particularly “slasher” hdmsr ¢f the 1970s and
1980s likeA Nightmare on Elm Stre€t984) orThe Texas Chainsaw Massa¢i®©74).
As the film’s producer, Robert Gregory, claimed, the music provided a key to this shor
circuit between horror and comedy, “the music underneath was terrific, itleeug;
and he played the comedy against the frightening music” (Jones 236). Gregdheuses
term “relief” to explain Laughton’s intentions for the sequence. While Gregjory’
invocation of relief is intended as a positive apology for the scene, it is diirettig
with the relief of responsibility Powell experiences as pervert of the irsafar as he is
“relieved” of culpability for his murders. Although the scene is one of frustr&br
him, it's comedic, impish enjoyment for the audience mirrors the secretptéegure he
takes in discovering his widows with a wad of cash in the “sugar bowl,” whom he can
dispatch on account of their abominable sexuéity.

The recurring short circuit between comedy and horrdihie Night of the Hunter
is a reflection of Powell’s estranging function within Cresap’s LandBath preacher
and murderer, Powell twists the social norms of Cresap’s Landing to revekksg da
more sinister side lurking beneath their benign exterior. On the one hand, the peacher i
Ben Harper’'s double as the children’s father, and, unlike Ben, Powell's occupation

identifies him as an ideal father. However, Powell's dogmatism is prediicatthe

% This perverse enjoyment emerges once again ifattee half of the film with the hangman, Bart (Pau
Bryar), who earlier in the film expresses distdstehis job after hanging Ben Harper. Faced wiith t
prospect of hanging Powell, Bart enthusiasticadlgpionds, “this time, it will be a pleasur®light). While
Bart normally feels the psychological weight ansp@nsibility to his duty — he recognizes his
responsibility for executing his task regardlesawthority for which he works —, this burden isdd with
Powell's pending execution. Not unlike Powell, wéerves his own law, Bart is free to enjoy his duty
when he believes the prisoner is deserving of pumésit. Indeed, Bart’s justice is strictly opposethat
of the mob, who demands retribution outside ofappropriate channels of legal sanction. Bart'sglee
in his job, in serving the law, is coded as ligktiited and comedic, thus, lifting the melodramiatiien
of the earlier scene at Bart's home. The mobherother hand, is a vision of unfettejedissancedriven
mad by the unveiling of its own innermost fantasies
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deprivation and eventual death of his children. More sinister on the exterior than the
preacher’s, Ben Harper’s transgressions are opposed to Powell’s imesliotthat they
are designed to provide for John and Pearl: morality is turned on its head in the world of
The Night of the HunterAs Willa’s husband he again doubles Ben, but unlike Ben he
lacks the potency upon which the sexual relationship is predicated. Concealing his
impotency in morality, Powell grounds his explanation for sexual renunciation icdibli
law. The sexual relationship, what Icey Spoon dismisses as “flap doodle,” is
subordinated to the moral duty of raising children. Finally, his role as preacher
establishes the most nefarious of perverse doublings. While his identity as a@uh of
allows for his easy integration into Cresap’s Landing, his form of religiaate an
obscene fantasy already lurking within the small community. The darker sidevefiB
morality is not one that is wholly foreign to the small Ohio River Valley towrterAf
Powell’s crimes have been exposed, the good Christian people who welcomed the
preacher into their community and encouraged his marriage to Willa, turn on him to
demand vigilante justice. The “sword” that supports Powell “through many letme/i

is turned on him by Icey and Walt Spoon (Don Beddoe), who lead an angry mob seeking
retribution for unspeakable transgressions (those exercised through tisitzvi)

Unlike his criminal transgression, Powell’'s community violations cut to the very
fantasmic kernel of Cresap’s Landing, insofar as Powell occupies and sarcgttain
idealized space. If fantasy explains to us what laws we can break abd atiflart of
some order, then it does so by way of the unwritten code of norms and customs that
cannot be transgressed. Powell’s real crime, at least for the citizerrssaipG

Landing, is that he violates this unwritten code, which he exposes a latent pleasure i
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small-town Christianity. In Powell’s ultimate judgments, the murderingex-starved”
widows (and the pleasure he takes in that judgment), the pleasure of petty gossiping a
social discrimination comes into stark relief for the denizens of Cresapting. In the
extreme case of Harry Powell an obscene core appears in the cheristestinahative

of religion. While otherwise supporting a sense of community so integral to #tle sm
town, the fantasy frame of religion also becomes a source of pleasure in judgment, t
pleasure of establishing the discriminatory small town hierarchy predioata shared

set of communal values. Powell’s justified killing is the extreme end of &rgpegc
judgment taken far too literally to be sustained within the norm, with pettieptabte
judgment on the other end located in characters like Icey Spoon or the children that shun
John and Pearl at the beginning of the film. The children’s song is a less macabre
manifestation of Powell’s pleasure in punishing the sexual transgressions ehyom
insofar as their childlike play is predicated upon the moral discrimination of John and
Pearl.

If Powell exposes a latent corruption in small town morality in the case of
Cresap’s Landing, thefihe Night of the Hunteserves a similar function for the suburban
American landscape. Displacing them onto the rural countryside during tae Gre
Depression, the film exposes some of the familial issues that could not be r&tsemtiin
Housekeepingr Father Knows Besthe frustrations and dysfunction lurking behind
closed doors in the suburbs. Insofar as the small town is the paradigm for the suburb in
the 1950s, Cresap’s Landing, safely displaced by time, allowed for the reptieseot
some the unspoken transgressions occurring within the repressed 1950s family without

hitting too close to home. A master of artifice, Powell exploits the power of inoes
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within the small community, and, in so doing, exposes a latent corruption thinly
concealed by the fantasmic frame. Powell estranges the small town dyrpegf or
“appearing” to be a good husband and father, only to negate that appearance by exposing
the latent violence, greed, and sexual deformation that already lurks béecttim t
veneer of the ideal small town. As the “Hing, Hang, Hung” song John and Pearl’'s
classmates sing in the opening scene of Cresap’s Landing indicatdsjrapgeasure in
executing the law is already a part of the community experience. Poerellyrbrings

this perverse pleasure into sharper focus through the execution of his own peawegse g
of enjoyment. While the mob justice is a reflection of Powell’'s own justice,isaadt

by his Lord, it emerges from the good Christians in the town of Cresap’s Lamkdog
have clearly forgotten Rachel’s lesson in the film’s opening scene, “judge iyt les
judged”(Night). It is not that Powell’s violence is wholly foreign to Cresap’s Landing,
but, instead, it is always-already théras the obscene, fantasmic supplement to the
superficial veneer of Christianity. What is so troubling for the Spoons and the other
outraged citizens of Cresap’s Landing is not that Powell is some demonic outsider, w
has invaded and corrupted their community. Quite the contrary; Powell appeakejust li
them on the surface, and the malevolence lurking beneath his collar simultaneously

undermines their superficial community and exposes their own troubling malevolence.

% The inherent violence, a pleasure that alreadssliir the execution of duty, is evident in the dreh’s
song created to torment John and Pearl, “Hing thaumg, see what the hangman donéight). Along
with the children’s rhyme, the morbid fascinatioithithe stolen money pervades the citizens of @resa
Landing. The town oscillates between envying Bangdr's realization of an implicit neurotic fantasy
taking back a certain measure of enjoyment saedfio the big Other, and the unspoken, pervergaggn
of the law’s punishment, which Powell will bring tiee surface. Stuck in the middle of these alt&mga
subject positions, neurotic and pervert, is Johm secomes a hysteric in the process, insofar asies
to distrust authority thoroughly. Indeed, thedattalf of the film at Rachel Cooper’s exploresrsh
recovery from this distrust of authority. Onlythe presence of a strong, skeptical matriarch oan J
reclaim a piece of his innocence.
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Playing on the exposure of the artificial composition of appearances vhghin t
small town, the set construction reflects Powell's exposure of the obscene side of
superficial, small-town mores. In his essay “Text and Texture: A Comparatalysis
of The Night of the Huntgf1955),Cape Fear(1962), andCape Fear(1991)” Harvey
O’Brien identifies Laughton’s deliberate foregrounding ofrhis-en-scénand the
“emphasis on the iconographical” as the source of the film’s ability to skyekat
reality and fantasy fluidly. O’Brien argues that the stark binarieghi@mn establishes
allow for both a sense of hyper realism and nightmarish fantasy at differergntsoim
the film. Forsaking certain classical Hollywood conventions in terms of gta@iBrien
asserts,

Laughton and cinematographer Stanley Cortez presented these scenegas if the

were on a theatrical stage, with the edges visible to the eye. This casis grea

emphasis on the symbolic meaning and the charged sense of space in these
scenes, giving the freedom to foreground its symbolic and thematidahatet

literally clueing the audience in at the same time. (103)

O’Brien is referring to the scenes of Willa’'s murder and the basemam sigoth of

which were clearly announced by their framing as having been shot on a sounchstage; t
edges of the set are evident in both. One could also add the river scene with the fleeing
children, where the blatantly artificial is mixed with the natural, inscfareal animals

are dropped into the setting that is quite obviously a sound stage. Forsaking any
pretenses of verisimilitude, Laughton’s deliberate foregrounding ohih&n-scéne a

formal mirroring of Powell’'s exposure of a fantasy frame through theuéigecof his
perverse duty. The easy identification of the set pieces and sound stage far'she fil

audience is akin to the way the pervert brings the implicit fantasy underpieaility to

the explicit level by closing the gap that separpgessancdrom the law. Powell takes
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his artifice completely seriously, even if he hides it from the citizenseddp’s

Landing; for Powell, his preacher persona is not a fiction and his crimes are not
transgressions in his eyes. Laughton emphasizes the staged quality of tHeofings
what convention otherwise dictates should remain invisible. Laughton violates the
unwritten code of conventional filmmaking or classic Hollywood style. It is no wonder
that the film’s reception was deeply ambivalent, since Laughton, like therjpeoxeell

who reveals too much about the good Christian people of Cresap’s Landing, had the
audacity to reveal too much of his artistic proc@ss.

This intersection between the exposure of the fantasmic and the cinemfdi arti
is evident than in the scene of Willa’s murder. Emphasizing the importance of
appearances for sustaining one’s identity in the small town, Willa’'s murdeessika of
Powell inadvertently revealing his murderous interior. Despite John’'sansesthat his
step-father frequently inquires about the stolen money, Willa, hypnotized by preache
Powell’'s promise of absolution and purity, refuses to believe her son. However,sWilla i
forced to acknowledge the violent “HATE” side of Powell when she overhears him
interrogating Pearl from outside the Harper home after returning frasit avith the
Spoons. The film establishes a binary in this scene between the concealing t‘comfor
inside home that is reserved for the terrorizing patriarchal force anidnitel

perspective of the outside community that is bound by small town decorum to maintain a

22 A common critique oThe Night of the Huntds that it was “too arty” for its audience, as 8imCallow
claims, “the words ‘art’ and ‘arty’, even when usggprovingly, cut no ice with the broader market o
praise a film by saying that it's out of the usHiallywood mould, does it no favours — certainly imothe
50s of Eisenhower’s America” (53). Laughton’s s&flito adhere to common, classical Hollywood
conventions is not wholly unlike the Preacher's@syre of underlying fantasies in Cresap’s Landing.
Like the preacher, who reveals certain things @hatbetter left hid within the small town, Laughigays
with artifice in ways that might have made 1950s8Bhower America” a little uncomfortable and
confused.
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certain respectful distance. Concealed beneath a heavy fog in this scenegltiiewn
mirrors the effects Powell’s artificial appearance have on Crekapting. Up until this
moment in the film, Willa, like the rest of the little town, had been taken in by Pswell
charismatic preacher persona. The town, as Willa is in the opening moment ofrihijs sce
had been enveloped in a heavy fog. Not unlike Powell's preacher exterior, the fog
conceals the Harper home and the Preacher’s nefarious intentions from the cgmmunit
and, consequently, only when Willa approaches the home too closely, traversing the fog
the separates the rest of Cresap’s Landing from her house, is she able tceendoant
has been concealed within.

If “passing through the fog” for Willa signifies an unveiling of the predshe
fantasmic artifice, then the self-conscious staging ofrtise-en-scénie her death
carries that theme over to the formal level. Willa’s murder is one of secersssin
which Powell’'s benevolent, charismatic exterior breaks down to reveal the murderous
intentions beneath, and, in each case, stylized, self-conscious staging annotinces tha
psycho-social disintegration. Drawing upon the conventions of German Expressionism,
the sharp angles of the bedroom ceiling, whose height seems irregular, and the
chiaroscuro lighting create a menacing, nightmarish space; this is na regstar
bedroom. Not hiding the artificial soundstage setting, the camera is placedtanaeli
so that the edges of the set are evident within the frame, even if they remain dark.
Exposed by his conversation with Pearl, Powell is like the artificial studio. tNaw
Willa can see the rough edges of the preacher, Powell can no longer susthisitime
of his idealized appearance as a reality. Both Mitchum’s and Winter&srmpances are

rigidly disciplined in posture and delivery, and, consequently, they take on an unnatural
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guality that explicitly announces their performative nature. Waiting floexecution,

Willa lies on the bed with her arms crossed like a corpse. Aware that shmgslsaty

last prayer, she transposes this knowledge into her newfound religious narrative
incorporating both Ben’s crime and Powell's manipulation into something ultimately
positive and divinely ordained. lllustrating the revisionist power of ideafesti@sy,

Willa whitewashes her dire circumstances in this scene, “You must have knowrtabout
[the money] all along, Harry. But that ain’t the reason you married me. | kradw t
much. Because the Lord just wouldn't let it be. He made you marry me, so you could
show me the way and life and the salvation of my soul. So you might say it was the
money that brung us together. The rest of it don’t matiight). Bathed in a bright
overhead light, Willa speaks in a voice drained of emotion when expressing this peculiar
sincere contentment. Powell, who refuses to acknowledge her questions during the
scene, moves towards the window with his face turned up towards the light shining
through and raises his left hand, the one of HATE, towards the ceiling presumably
towards God. Even as he prepares to kill her, there is no emotional expression in his
face. The exaggerated motions he makes in his move towards Willa with his knife,
lifting his hand high above his head, are accomplished with mechanistic contiai, whi
are similar in grace to a dancer’'s movements. The music that accomparsesrie is

not the harsh strings one might expect in a scene of such horrific content, buigriaa O’
notes, “coupled with a gentle waltz on the soundtrack composed by Walter Schumann,
create a stylized, almost operatic atmosphere,” (103).mi$wen-scenealong with the
music in this sequence, creates an atmosphere of self-consciousnessctisatagjeal

movement, realism, and generic conventions to announce its artifice. Mitchmdn’'s a
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Winter’s precision and discipline in movement and speech is directly akin to trestjser
attention to detail: each action is restrained, disciplined, and methodical. Gtennde
the absolute certainty of his pleasure and the dogmatic approach to executing his
law/desire (these two are the same for the pervert), the pervert pldithbaeil of
fantasy by exposing its component pieces; fantasy only works at a properedigiinc
the pieces coordinated by a narrative into a meaningful harmony. Laughtonjeeen re
the code era horror convention of implying the murder through a shadow representation
on the wall. Consequently, the absence of the final scene of Willa's deathtséhse
precision of the film’s depiction of perversion. The pervert is a figure ofriiefi
approach,” that is, he builds up small tasks or duties on his way to the desired object.
Lest it prove unsatisfactory, the pervert continually puts off the fiealtetwards the
desired object or thin@. The final thrust for the pervert is ultimately the moment of the
collapse of his desire inasmuch as it is the discipline of the game or thHeatave ttruly
enjoys.

The self-conscious staging Tine Night of the Hunteand Powell’s perverse

abuse of his patriarchal authority resonates with the 1950s suburban family.uSioa ill

% Alenka Zupati¢ explores the concept of “infinite approach” in eark Ethics of the Realis-a-vis
Sadean perversion:
The “Sadeian movement” implies that we will appto#tte whole of the object of desid
infinitum. With each step we come closer to it, yet we nesally ‘cover the whole distance’.
Therefore, as Sade puts it in his famous statemenfalways) have before nse more efforto
make. This why the Sadeian ‘paradigm’ is apt tixestus as quite tedious: Sade’s narratives
progress exceedingly slowly, ‘bit by bit’ (as if liles were actually trying to catch up with the
tortoise); they are overloaded with a myriad ofteical details’ and lengthy digressions. (106)
Grubb’s account of the Preacher from his novel baatlose resemblance to Zupigis description of
Sade, “Nothing would ever stop Preacher. Alredgydlitter was back to those hunting eyes; alre¢hdy
guestion was forming again behind those thin, nsl |A feller almost had to hand it to Preaché&g)(
The game between Ben and Preacher in their céthigged out in more meticulous manner in Grubb’s
novel, as the preacher devises ever new technanesuses to trap Ben. His patience, precisiodh, an
persistence make Powell a Sadeian pervert, wheisuzh in love, if not more, with the process thans
with the goal.
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of Harry Powell as the ideal husband and father, in the eyes of Willa and thp’€resa
Landing public, begins to disintegrate the moment Willa passes through tte\iigjle
Powell may still have been sent by God to show Willa “the way and the life,” he is no
longer the ideal husband for whom she strives to be “clean.” Instead, Wikdisdd
resignation transforms Powell into a purely authoritative force, to whdlsghei
unreservedly surrenders as a means to save her soul. If initialyyd/itiquiescence is
an attempt to live up to Powell’s moral purity, on her deathbed she becomes the
masochistic counterpart to Powell’s sadistic pervert. While Powell punishesramds
as an instrument of God'’s will, Willa suffers because ultimately Powaténtions are
superseded by the Lord’s. One is “called” by God to punish, the other “called” ¢o; suff
they are the perfect pair for Lacan’s famous claim that “there isxualselationship.”
Their sado-masochistic games are not only a substitute for their own lactual se
rapport, but also the stifled pleasure of the ultimate ideal father, God. Regafdisss

legitimacy, Powell's patriarchal authority makes him the unquestioeddpsing of

2 Opposed to the unconscious, which uses its manysmaadistortion to ultimately function “like a
language,” to borrow Lacan’s terms, the world fallog a passage through fantasy is one that is
completely out of joint. As Zizek claims:
In ‘traversing the fantasy’ we do not learn to srgour phantasmagorical productions — on the
contrary, we identify with the work of our ‘imagiti@n’ even more radically, in all its
inconsistency — that is to say, prior to its transfation into the phantasmatic frame that
guarantees our access to the reality ... At this “evel’, impossible to endure we have only the
pure void of subjectivity, confronted by a multieudf spectral ‘partial objectsTE51-2).
In other words, traversing the fantasy does nogdease simply a renunciation of hallucination tofront
reality from a more critical, sober point of vievQuite the contrary, traversing the fantasy dedema
passage through the fantasmatic workings of theimasion through a close identification, or through
some traumatic experience, that renders the hittmeetaningful parameters of reality, supported byeso
minimally idealistic frame, null and void. Here whould recall Zizek’s frequent reference to Hegjel
conception of the ‘night of the world,” “in whichkehe shoots a bloody head — there another whitelghas
apparition, suddenly here before it, and just saplpears” (Hegel iRA 102). The close proximity to
fantasy initiates an experience of extreme fragatent. To pass through the work of the imaginatsoto
endure its “inconsistency” and erratic organizagldendencies, which are not predicated on themati
forms of significance indicative of the symbolialer. It is critical to stress that this is not Fdkg world,
but the aftermath of his traumatic intrusion in likes of Pearl and John, more specifically Johcelise

his increasing awareness brought on by being timtsadulthood
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domestic discipline. His otherwise benevolent and charismatic exteries lagtierverse
pleasure in exacting God’s discipline.

This ideal-exterior/obscene-interior split in Powell mirrors a sinsifdit
experienced in the most repressed of suburban homes. While the patriarch’scdomesti
“terror” could manifest itself in sexual molestation, alcoholism, or spousa¢ atines
father was often well-insulated by popular opinion and practicing psychologists from
culpability”. If, as Coontz notes, battered women were considered by some
psychologists to be simply “masochists” and molested children were niamtigsizing
their oedipal desires,” then fathers were protected by the discursiveviak of the
ideal family (35). An important institution in the 1950s, the family, particuigsly
homogenous, suburban manifestation, was too often protected by the intersection of
numerous socio-political discourses and the workings of idealistic fantaksgn W
approached too closely, as Coontz doeEhia Way We Never Wetbe ideal facade
begins to fall apart, revealing the potential harsh realities of living berredtheneer —
of course, this is not to say that all suburban homes were shaped by this type of
dysfunction. The component pieces of the ideal family narrative that rerhaimvcte
seamlessly composed in 1950s popular culture representations, become giardegiy
when we, like Coontz, start to interrogate the fantasy. Much like the coropaditine
set in Willa’'s murder, the edges of that fantasy come into view when Coontz cites the
increase in electro-shock therapy used on women who needed to be coerced into their

roles as housewives (32). These “schizophrenic” women, unlike Willa who accepts her

% Citing a number of different historical sourcetefhanie Coontz claims, “we will probably never wno
how prevalent incest and sexual were in the 195@tswe do know that when girls or women reported
incidents to such abuse to therapists, they wemuntly told that they were ‘fantasizing’ their
unconscious oedipal desires” (35).
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fate, were thought to be deeply emotionally disturbed because they refuseppmgsa
of domestic bliss. When the continuity of the ideal fantasy is broken, like the film’s
break with verisimilitude, the terror and violence that had remained concealad behi
closed doors comes to light.
Opening the way for a more unsettling look at the small town, Powell forces a
traversal of the underlying fantasmatic narratives, both ideal and obscé¢nmdéipin
the small community. Willa’s confrontation with Powell’s darker side begpreeess
of fantasmic dissolution for both Cresap’s Landing and, more importantly, John. For
Willa, Powell’'s dogmatic insistence on the morally appropriate reasomsdrriage
forces a direct confrontation with her “abominable” sexual desire. While thelGes
not dwell on Willa’s sexuality in any great detail, leaving her atwadid Ben Harper
largely at the implicit level, Davis Grubb¥he Night of the Huntesffers a more detailed
view into Willa’s sexual imagination:
When he looked across the room at her hanging her clothes on the chair the record
started playing again: Lucky Lindy up in the air — Lucky Lindy flever there!
And he had stared at her with his gentle, burning eyes and said how beautiful her
breasts were. It was the first time he had seen her naked. Why, sure they are!
She laughed, blushing, eyes flashing, running to him, still giddy from the whiskey
they had drunk. Why, sure! It's the only pretty thing | own — my pretty figure.
(127)
Willa’s figure as the sexual gift is diametrically opposed to Wilf@jare as the maternal
body, which Powell conjures in his rebuke of his new bride’s sexual desire. This direc
confrontation with her sexual desire enacts a kind of subjective destitutionlfar Wi
Deprived of her innermost fantasy, her sexual longing to give her partrfemhepretty

thing,” she is emptied of her subjectifying substance. If her body is het' “onl

possession, the source of her empowerment, Powell negates its force by renibancing
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convincing Willa to renounce its urges as well. Thus, Willa has nothing to give tolPowel
but the perpetual renunciation of her most cherished possession. Following the wedding
night, she is no longer a positive maternal figure for Pearl and John, but, instead, she
becomes a kind of religious automaton for Powell. Willa is the masochistic, pervert
counterpart to Powell’s sadistic pervert, insofar as she only finds pleasuia only
renunciation. Emotionally distant from her children and her community, Willa is brought
to ecstasy in the religious revival overseen by her husband. At the old-faskeoned t
revival, Willa’s re-imagining of Ben'’s crimes, particularly théeafnath when he throws
the money in the river, absolves her of guilt for her husband’s transgressioers. Her
Willa offers an alternative story, built around Powell’s fiction that Ben thiheamoney
in the Ohio River, to her husband’s crimes in which she plays a causal role; healmate
desires were the reason Ben stole and murdered. Willa’s selfish sin of “houBdimg”
for “face-paint” and “perfume” is washed clean in the river when God intertenes
compel Ben to “baptize” the iniquitous, contaminated money. Reserved with Icey and
Walt and virtually emotionless with her children after her marriage to IPada
erupts at the revival, burning with emotion like the torches that frame Wintacg'sif
the scene. She, like Powell, has turned the renunciation of pleasure, into the pleasure of
renunciation.

With Willa’s death, John loses the last trace of his original H3nikthe Joads

in The Grapes of Wratare physically un-homed by the Great Depression, John and Pearl

%% 1f Powell intentionally removes John’s mother asoéistacle to discovering the loot, then he
unintentionally removes John’s remaining, benighdafigure, Birdie Steptoe. For Uncle Birdie,
subjective destitution is an effect of his traumatnfrontation with Willa’s corpse at the bottoffrtlwe
Ohio River. A short circuit of identification takelace for Birdie between Willa and his long-desssh
wife, Bess, whose photo watches over the agindhalao Earlier in the film, Birdie expresses reseant
for Bess’s constant surveillance of him from hatyrie frame in his small wharf boat. The trac8ess,
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Harper are deprived of both their physical home andtitry or symbolic significance of

it by Powell; they lose the fantasmic underpinnings of home. Insofar as he o@ugpies
estranges both their physical home and its symbolic conception, Powell unddnonmes
from within for Pearl and John — the burning that Ma Joad takes on to save her sanity, is
inflicted by Powell upon John and Pearl who can take no ownership in the loss of home
in contrast to Ma JoadAs a result of Powell’s crimes, John loses his mother, first
symbolically, insofar as she becomes so obsessed with her own salvation teatiske

the terror the children undergo at the hands of Powell, and then physically when she is
murdered. These two pillars, the maternal Willa and paternal Uncle Birdeeproves
incompetent, are the remaining foundational blocks upholding John’s increasingly

tenuous conception of home in Cresap’s Landing. Here we enter the night of the hunter

Dream Little One Dream

In her essay “The Failure of Narrative and the Efficacy of Dreanik@Night of
the Hunter” Mary Papke cites the common critical conceptiofiloé Night of the Hunter
as an exploration of the unconscious, “If it is a nightmare, then we should be granted

access to the dreaming child’s unconscious and so should be able to piece out a narrative

the framed photograph that sits next to his rockimgir, becomes a kind of superego supplement
expressing Birdie’s shame in his drinking. Hisiional guilt over Willa’s murder, a belief that hil be
blamed, exposes an obscene desire to kill hisavifecond time (to kill her superego surveilling)ttsat
she stops haunting and rebuking him. This repdefss#asy is evident in his gesture of turning pieture
down before he takes a drink in his initial sceméhe film. In the scene after his encounter Wifitla’s
body, the photograph is placed upright again, predly the encounter has activated Birdie’s irraion
guilt. The more Birdie tries to “kill” her with ebhol, the more condemnatory she is in her retmmatch
over him. Powell unveils Birdie’s underlying faayaby acting it out. By killing his own wife, Pole
does what Birdie wants to but cannot do. As altes this traumatic, direct confrontation withshi
underlying fantasy, Uncle Birdie is rendered impdtnd incoherent. When little John comes to ek
surrogate father’s help, Birdie is incapacitatechtsyalcoholism.
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of the sort constructed in psychoanalytic sessions” (147). Papke’s essagasdne
nightmarish elements and the shortcomings of different storytelling momehts film
that fail fully to address and encompass the children’s experience of tr&litima

Willa’s story about Ben'’s disposal of the stolen money or Uncle Birdie’s targioey of
his guilt, Papke convincingly argues for the failure of different narratteengts to
explain away the traumatic reverberations of Ben Harper’s transgres3ibas
competing narratives emerge in the film, all somehow actuated by Powedl acye=at
deal about the unconscious desires of the characters authoring them. However, an
understanding of he Night of the Huntehat confines itself to the unconscious, fails to
account for the pervert’s relationship to the unconscious. While it may péoeasalk

up the film as a “child’s nightmare,” this reading oversimplifies thma’§lcomplex
depiction of fantasy.The Night of the Huntetoes not simply present us with the fantasy
world of a nightmare, but, instead, it gives us the nightmarish world deprived of its
support in fantasy.

Let us return for a moment to Zizek’s definition of the pervert and his
relationship, or lack thereof, to the unconscious. As Zizek indicates, the peh@i§ w
wholly encompassed within the realm of his law, lacks the necessary doubt intguthori
associated with the unconscious: “the Freudian Unconsciowstise secret
phantasmatic content, but something that intervenbstweenin the process of
translation/transposition of the secret phantasmatic content into the text cfdahe dr
The Unconscious is that which, preciselylguscatedy the phantasmic scenarios the
pervert is acting out™{S247-8). Not the locale for secret, obscene fantasies, the

unconscious introduces doubt into the realm of the symbolic. As a stumbling block that
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intervenes or erupts into the conscious world, the unconscious creates uncertainty about
the claims of authority of the symbolic order — it is the job of the symbolic toindh&a
impish unconscious that erupts in ways that can be embarrassingly rev&dhine.it
may certainly appear as nightmarish, the world Powell creatdsdahildren inThe
Night of the Hunters not a dream-world, wrought from the realm of the unconscious.
Quite the contrary, Powell’s world is that of reality deprived of its idéafiantasmic
support. Powell’s world is the distorted, fantasmic realm of the pervert, who bwitigs
surface that which has hitherto remained implicit. Far from the displatgme
distortions, and condensations associated with the unconscious that put off a
confrontation with some unsettling thing/idea, Powell forces a direct confrmonteith
the obscene work of fanta&y.

As a result of this confrontation, Powell forces a passage through fantaisg fo
children, which tears apart the signifying fabric of reality leaving fnalgmented pieces
deprived of their meaningful context. Through his excess of patriarchal control and the
pleasure that he takes in implementing that control, Powell demystifiesitig &ad its
domestic comfort for Pearl and John. Whereas mothers and fathers ideally aregduppos
to protect and nurture their children, John and Pearl are forced to confront the fact that
home is where the true threat lies. What remains in John and Pearl’s casshsctre
fantasy of Powell, the darker side of the imaginary realm where the itlead &

transformed into the inhuman monster: where the ideal father becomes thkefgiter.

%7 Zizek expands on the pervert’s “acting out” thap@ses certain secret fantasies within the symbolic
order, “the pervert, with his certainty about wheahgs enjoyment, obfuscates the gap, the ‘burning
guestion’, the stumbling block, that ‘is’ the carethe Unconscious. The pervert is thus the ‘ieher
transgressorpar excellencehe brings to light, stages, practices the sdargasies that sustain the
predominant public discourseT$248).
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While Pearl goes along for the ride as the lone familial trace sustéierrgother’s

drive to live?® John is old enough to be aware of his horrific circumstances. Having
passed through the fantasy of family like Willa through the fog, John the exEsridec
kind of symbolic destitution of which Pearl is incapable. Travelling down the Ohio
River, fleeing from Powell, the children experience the kind of nightmarish
fragmentation that is a consequence of traversing the fafitdsgt unlike the scene of
Willa’s murder, the artificial setting of the children’s flight down the @River is made
explicit; the few location shots stick out like a sore thumb against the studsotishbt
comprise the majority of the sequence. From the reduced scale of the river to the
distorted architecture of the barn in which the children take shelter, John ansl Pearl
voyage down the Ohio River is a perpetual confrontation with such “phantasmagorical
productions” that emerge in the dissolution of reality’s fantasmic support. The self
conscious announcement of t&s-en-scene’artificial quality is seemingly catalyzed by

Powell’s transformation from charismatic “preacher” into the “hunterutianeously

% This notion of the trace sustaining the “zero-lewé subjectivity is indebted to Zizek’s conceptiof
symbolic suicide fronThe Fragile Absolute“Here, the subject finds itself totally deprivetlits symbolic
identity, thrown into the ‘night of the world’ inlvich its only correlative is the minimum of an exerental
leftover, a piece of trash, a mote of dust in the, @nalmost-nothinghat sustains the pure Place-Frame-
Void” (30). While Pearl is certainly not aalfnost-nothing' in terms of her childhood lack of awareness,
she is already a kind of Void of subjectivity. $hiouthful blank slate might help explain why sbe s
quickly latches onto “Daddy Powell,” insofar as slam easily and quickly shift from one identitythe

next. In this respect, the “almost-nothing” miget Miss Jenny, Pearl's Doll that sustains Johrss la
connection to his parents as a stable couple.

29 One could argue that the entire film incites uilemntify more directly with our imagination. The
opening frame with the beatific Rachel readinghi® ¢hildren is accompanied by the music which cdsnpe
us to “dream little one, dreamNighf). While | would still argue against the storyrasrely a passage
through the unconscious, this conjuring of the dreerld is not wholly distinct from the identifidgah

with one’s fantasmatic productions. The obvioustyeal quality of the opening frame, which is ctbea
the back end of the film with Rachel breaking therth wall, departs from a hard and fast concepdifon
reality, which is a motif in repeated in the filmigs-en-scéneA more strict psychoanalytic reading would
call for a change to the opening compulsion to &dnéinto “imagine,” but the demand to surrender’'sne
firm grip on reality to identify more closely withis work of imagination remains analogous to bdtht

is, our surrender to the opening request is origrkiies the traversal of one’s fantasy frame,fghssing
through the unsettling realm of unfettered imadorat
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recognizable but unnaturally distorted, this-en-scena the river sequence embodies
the nightmarish world deprived of fantasy, insofar as its distortions reflecloi@e of
distance between the meaningful realm of reality and the traumatiofRealise
established by fantasy. We recognize the objects (the river, the splieghe/éarn, and
the farmhouse), but their distorted scale and proportions make them unnaturattedlist
copies of their “natural” counterparts.

Close-ups emphasize the fragmented experience of the children as they move
down the river. A series of natural objects are framed in close-ups, includogy a fr
rabbit, and a spider web; the spider web is the only artificial object arhesg tlose-
ups3® Not only does the obviously artificial backdrop of the soundstage displace these
natural objects, but the displacement is re-doubled by the cinematographyxtréheee
close ups isolate the animals within the frame in a manner that estrdegesDepriving
the animals of a natural backdrop, the framing creates a distortion of stafeyrthe
animals seem peculiarly large. While studio-shooting would have been a dtandar
practice at the time, particularly for a low budget film [ikge Night of the Huntethe
play on natural and artificial, fantasy and reality (or Reality), inithedives the
alternation between location and studio, real and artificial an increased syméiglit.
Although they are not necessarily nightmarish, the isolated objects in the auerae

not without their unsettling qualities. Both in scale, insofar as they arése®tures

30 While pragmatism can explain the artificial qualiff the spider web, insofar as a natural spidey ise
virtually invisible to the camera, another, morenbplic explanation, might present itself. Unlike tfrog
and the rabbit, small creatures that mirror thédchn, the web designates a natural device foptrap
prey. Pearl's song during this scene about thettypflies,” which mirror's John’s African Princéosy in
intention, aligns the children with the flies thilé web is laid to trap. An overhead shot duriegrPs
song illustrates this comparison, as the child@sseneath the artificial web in their skiff, aqdeg to be
momentarily trapped in the web. The artificial welakin to Powell’s fantasmic machinations, whick
intended to trap the children, the flies, and prpgn them.

166



increased in size by their framing, and in contradiction to the artifidiahsefar as they
are the living things, the animals are doubly “out-of-joint” with their settings Tout-
of-joint” quality attributed to the animals is akin to the “zero-level” of sctbjey for the
children, who, deprived of their “home,” experience the world as a seriegofdras
incapable of being organized into a comprehensible narrative in which they oag sit
themselves. Ultimately, the disjointed animals are simultaneously antiodic&the
frayed edges of the children’s reality, insofar as they are reshdesperoportionate to and
contradict their artificial surroundings, and symbols of their subject positstfar as
they are technically within their natural setting but somehow estrangedtéro
meaningful parameters. Not unlike John and Pearl in Cresap’s Landing before their

escape, the animals are somehow estranged within their “natural” surroutidings.

Symbolic Death and the Resurrection of Story

In Ford’s version ofrhe Grapes of WratiMa Joad burns the material
embodiments of home before they set out on their voyage to California, incinerating the
photographic and written traces of their life in Oklahoma. For Ma this is argest
symbolic erasure, a clearing of the slate so that a new life can come stemegiwhen
they arrive at their destination in California. Ma’s vision of this newidifieot built upon
the painful, melancholy traces of a place and existence that can never agalaibed.

What Ma wills inThe Grapes of Wrattakes place against the wills of John and Pearl in

3L This loss of home, a result of Powell’s intrusi@ngiven historical context when John and Peatlinie

with a number of other children left parentlesghiy Great Depression, seek food from a farm near th
Ohio river. A series of orphaned children are gimeeager sustenance by a nameless farm womanswho i
apparently weary from what seems to be a commourarece telling the children, “oh, go away, go

away” (Night). Cast off, John and Pearl are like numerousrathiédren during the depression, homeless,
parentless, and devoid of any meaningful, signgyioots that ground one’s identity in a narrativéome,
community, and family
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The Night of the HunterThe story of home falls apart for John and Pearl, and it is not
sacrificed for some dreamed-of future. Instead, it is stolen by a traumoggyman who
undermines the imaginary cornerstones of home (both mother and father). Papke
explores the importance of narrative to John’s traumatic experiefi¢eiNight of the
Hunterarguing that John is bombarded by different stories that he struggles to make
cohere in order to form some stable conception of reality. From Willa’séiom about
the money at the tent revival to the bedtime story John makes up for Pearl about the
African king, Papke examines the different modes and purposes of storytelling in the
film, particularly focusing on its potential for healing. While Uncle Birainel Willa’s
self-centered narratives prove to be the undoing of John’s conception of famhyg| Rac
Cooper offers a different set of stories at the end of John and Pearl’s arduous river
voyage. Unlike Birdie’s and Willa’s, Rachel’s stories are not spun to absolveher f
some transgression, but, instead, they are directed at her numerous adopted shildren a
devices of both moral training and psychological healing. In particular, Rachskfoc

on John, who proves to be suspicious of her kindness after his ordeal with Powell and
Willa. Rachel selects biblical narratives that reflect John’s exodus to hey, boen if

he does not know the whole sordid story, and consequently, starts to heal the traumatic
rupture introduced by the preacher. The ability to write oneself into a siory, t
subjectivize oneself in a more precise psychoanalytic sense, is hedesJatyn’s

healing process. As Papke argues, “perhaps the film may be suggestititahé is less
important to create ameliorative fantasies than it is to read originatgtives correctly

and to find the right plot in which to invest oneself, a plotline that will console and

redeem” (152). Papke refers here to Rachel’s two Biblical stories fi@atter half the
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film; the first of these is the story of Moses, and the second is that of the bietsust J

John’s ability to identify in the initial story with Moses, who is found on a riverb&ek |
himself, and the unborn Jesus in the second, whose parents are forced to flee fa their Iif
from tyranny, initiates his emotional convalescence. As Papke claims, “tbees and

the actions that accompany them, such as John'’s tentative caress of Rachelisdwand, s
John’s progressive healing and his seeming acceptance of his hard lot” (15K itunli

the earlier story of the African prince that is interrupted by Powell, John is wetfty

create his own story. Instead, he can insert himself into the details of adhyadsestent
narrative, much like children who enter into symbolic coordinates alreadyigis¢al for

them by a parental unit. The alienation and adulthood thrust upon him by his father,
whose gold he must protect in his African prince narrative, and by his ensalagém

be abandoned to his surrogate mother, who intuitively selects stories that alloov him
situate his tribulations. Unlike Willa, who is taken in by Powell’s religitagcade and all

but abandons her children, Rachel Cooper is simultaneously a strong maternal force and
the source of John’s healing narratives. While it differs from his original home i

Cresap’s Landing, Rachel offers John both a physical and narrative home, in which he
slowly comes to locate his identity.

If the Joads set out in search of the Edenic promise of California, John and Pearl's
guest for home down the river is an open-ended one. Indicative of the “zero-level” of
subjectivity that is a consequence of their traumatic experience withlPaoten’s
escape is a wager or, more appropriately for the endifgeNight of Hunterit is a
leap of faith. Like the Joads, John and Pearl do not find an Eden, but, instead, find a

healing maternal force, whose admiration for children’s ability to “abidecadure”

169



speaks to the “resurrection” of Christianity in the latter half of the filnit.is religion

that is the source of evil in the film, it is also the source of salvation and healirgg in t
end. The juxtaposition of destructive and constructive Christianity is evident in the
standoff between Rachel and Powell the night before he is captured. Both Powell and
Rachel sing the same hymn, “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms,” but a slightiamiin

lyrics illustrates the dramatic difference in their religious apgres. Ultimately, the

shift in religious perspective between Powell and Rachel is the differengedn

Powell's two hands, and, consequently, the Preacher’s earlier claim thaOWE that

won” proves to be prophetic. As Powell sings the refrain, “Leaning, LeaningtieRa
counters with “Lean on Jesus, Leaning on JedNgjhf). Throughout the film, Powell’s
violent retributive justice aligns him with a wrathful, Old Testament God, and, indeed, he
tells Rachel, who threatens him with a shotgun, “the Lord, God Jehovah will protect me”
(Night). “Jehovah” is the proper name of God in the Old Testament. And it is to this
Jehovah that Powell speaks earlier in the film when he claims, “your book is full of
killings” (Night). As a kind of legal precedent for Powell, the divinely sanctioned
violence of the Old Testament is the source of Powell’s perverse religicpmepeve,

and, consequently, functions as his justification for his actions as a chosen son of the
Lord. Rachel, on the other hand, embodies the forgiveness advocated in the New
Testament. Her charity and willful acceptance of duty bear the toadiesg in

“imitatio Christi;” that is, she assumes her burdens, no matter how heavy, like the Christ
she refers to in her version of the hymn. Unlike Powell, who preys upon and punishes
women for their sexuality, Rachel forgives her charge Ruby (Glorial@dsr pursuing

love through sexuality: “you was looking for love in the only foolish way you knew
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how” (Night). Strictly opposed to Powell's wrathful HATE, LOVE is what heal$he
Night of the Hunterand, more precisely, it is the kind of love grounded in its difficult,
painful expression in the New Testamebilike Powell’'s destructive interdictions that
are predicated on his conception of retributive justice, Rachel’s love estalblisbes
home for the children by transforming Powell’s patriarchal Old Testam&n&aimore
matriarchal, loving New Testament. Her (and the children’s) aldifgrgive, endure,
and abide creates a stable home.

Perhaps Rachel’s lesson of love might explain John’s inability or unwillingoess t
identify Powell at the preacher’s trial. Unlike Icey Spoon who, in hysteraaeis an
accusatory finger at Powell, John refuses to “cast the first stongjtele his
monstrous surrogate father has done to him and his sister. The small town of Cresap’s
Landing that Powell leaves in his wake is one locked in the infinite, repetitile afy
transgression and retribution. Consequently, John and Pearl’s former home is teft in ut
disorder. Our last view of the Cresap’s landing community is of an indedijdenass
of hysterical people, unhinged by the vengeful necessity to punish PoweB foires.

Not driven by the blood lust for justice, John has a stable home at the end of the film.
The order and stability stolen by his traumatic experience with Poweltsred to him,
and is embodied in the watch that Rachel gives to him for Christmas. As Mary Papke
claims, the watch allows John to move beyond the zero-level of subjectivity dnd bac
into time: “John is symbolically given back time through the gift of thekyaierhaps
time to enough to heal his wounds” (153). In a scene from James Agee’s original
screenplay, which was mostly scrapped and re-written by Laughton, John’s watch

becomes a source of stability that seemingly replaces the burden okkiigs J ain’'t
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afraid no more! | got a watch that ticks! | got a watch that shines iratk€ in Papke
155). Uncoupled from the cycle of law and punishment, which entraps Icey and leaves
her unhinged from reality in an ecstasy of revenge, John can move forward like the hands

on his new watch.
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Chapter 4: The Small Town’s Infinite Ransom

While the city has at different points in the last one hundred years been regarded
in a more positive light, those upticks are countered by a strain of anti-urbamsnmig
throughout the twentieth century. Grounded in the United States’ agrarianm@ots, t
anti-urbanism manifested in many different forms throughout the centuryhgith t
development of the modern suburb being perhaps the most significant. Physically set
between the rural countryside beyond its parameters and the teeming methgpolis
often serves as an economic base, the suburb is a convenient quasi-ruredoatis f
vice-filled, dangerous city. Not only a physical middle ground, the suburb seraes as
conceptual in-between “space,” insofar as it borrows from the rucafiamticized
narrative tradition. Citing this opposition between the rural and urban, David Thorns
claims, “the earliest attackers of the city and urban life were those whiheaity as the
source of all that was evil and corrupting in life as against the rural lifdhwias the
repository of all virtue” (11). Thorns cites Thomas Jefferson’s writings owittues of
agrarian life to anchor the rural opposition to the city more specificaljang narrative
tradition; in a way, the story of rural virtue is the oldest American storys Aimierican
myth and its evil other, the city, persists in the explosion of suburban life during the pos
war period. For Irving Allen agrarianism and anti-urbanism are not necessarily
synonymous, but he argues anti-urbanism is coterminous with a certain “suburban
ideology”: “he anti-urban ideology has its antithesis in suburban utopia. The pertinence
of anti-urbanism for contemporary new town proposals is best understood in terms of
what is beingsoughtin a social movement, rather than what is being fled. Thus, one can

speak osuburbandeology as synonymous witinti-urbanideology” (6). In order for
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Americans to identify what a “would-be suburbanite” sought, what Allen ¢el%strsatz
small town,” the metropolis had to play the role of nefarious villain. Against the
backdrop of the corrupting vice and moral decay of city, a hot topfdrfes noirin the
late 1940s, one found sanctuary in the virtuous and “homogenous” realm of suburban
utopiat

Allen’s language in the above quotation intersects with the psychoanalytical
notion of desire. The key term in the intersection between Allen’s conception of the
suburb and the concept of desire is “sought.” Here we need to return to the &seker Z
passage i©On Belief regardinglesire, “desire is always caught in the logic of “this is not
that,” it thrives in the gap that forever separatetitainedfrom thesought-for
satisfaction” (ZizekOB 90). Desire is predicated on distance like the charged space
between two magnets whose un-opposing poles continually push each other apart.
Distance can be created by a law, which precludes the object of desimgcaeat
obstacle, or distance can be caused by dissatisfaction with the object, \trecltauses
increased fascination with the frustrating object or pushes one to another obgot. De
has numerous means of misinterpreting its ultimate end for the sake of pelfupéon.
In the case of the suburb, dissatisfaction with the city pushes the suburbanite out of the
metropolis towards the ersatz small-town that promises to be both anti-meteoyubtise

original, lost hometown. The “sought-for” satisfaction in the suburbs is theimdagé

! The real driving force behind the migration to burbs had to do with an illusion of the “postwar
abundance” promised to returning veterans thaetiout be sorely lacking after the war, particylanml
terms of housing. As Rosalyn Baxandall and Eligaltaven illustrate iPicture Windows
Despite the GI Bill and people’s fantasies, liveanditions for many worsened. Millions of
veterans and civilians continued to be ill-houstd1946 Chicago reported 100,000 homeless
veterans. In Atlanta 2,000 people answered anriseent for one vacancy. A classified in an
Omaha newspaper read, ‘Big Ice Box 7 by 17 feetul€Be Fixed Up To Live In.” Senate
investigators found thousands of veterans livingams, garages, and chicken coops. (87-88)
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of the small town, for which the suburb will ultimately be an obvious copy. While
certainly not everyone who lived in the suburbs in the 1950s and 1960s were frustrated,
the numerous frustrations of many illustrate the gap that emerges beéhgesought-for
and the obtained satisfaction of actually living in the “burbs.” To put this in
psychoanalytic terms, the small town for the suburb is the original and illusive, Tieng
place of a perfect harmony where desire finds full satisfaction, arsiitheb is th@bjet
petit g the surrogate object that never quite lives up to the dignified place to which it is
elevated.
While “suburban” has become an almost pejoratigem in contemporary
America, the postwar suburbs were supposed to be ideal places for their resithésts
idealism illustrates an ideological merger of two seemingly hitherto ogjpades. As
both Allen and Bernadette Hanion indicate, the suburb seems to be a place that is most
closely associated with the “American Dream.” Hanion opens her book on the suburb
Once the American Dreamith James Truslow Adams inscription of the now ubiquitous
concept:
the American Dream is that dream of a land in which life should be better and
richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according toyabilit
achievement ... Itis ... a dream of social order in which each man and each
woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately
capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the
fortuitous circumstances of birth or position. (gtd. in Hannion 1)

Building off the Adams quote, Hanion articulates the capitalist, matépalison of the

suburb’s idealism: “the American Dream manifest itself most acutehei American

2 David Thorns sums up the less favorable conceptidhe suburb and the suburbanite as a “destrafyer
the individuality of the population by its insistanupon conformity and the promotion of statusgions,
competition and upward mobility striving. The stimanite is seen as the leading example of the mass-
produced man” (11). The suburb and homogeneitgeeeningly synonyms for many, who see neither
small town nor city in the communities, but, instea place stripped of the particularity of bothd a
characterized by a mind-numbing sameness.
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suburb. Over time, suburbia has evolved to become that imagined land of opportunity,
the place where life is better and richer and fuller, for everyone” (1).uiligeie socio-
economic conditions of post World War Il America made housing relativelyceh
the transformation of wartime industrial innovation and mobilization establishexntea
materialistically driven culture. If the American Dream was onere/people were
“fuller” and “richer,” then the postwar suburban home and its material acowerite
(riding lawn mowers, televisions, automobiles, dishwashers, and innumerable other
gadgets) promised more space than the tenement to store the spoils of thithash.ful
At the core of the American dream were certain attainable (if you wete, whddle
class, and Protestant/Catholic) icons. As Hanion indicates, “a house and an autamobile i
the suburbs were viewed as the as marks of success, achievements of tharAmeric
Dream” (2). Moreover, one’s occupation and social status mattered less in thHessubur
than one’s ability to acquire the material components of the dream. As Rosalyn
Baxandall and Elizabeth Ewen claim, “who cares what Mr. Kilroy did during th2 da
What mattered was that his home bore the trappings of a middle-class lifev-hauss,
a car, new television. It was what one consumed — not what one produced — that was
important” (147). Opposed to a more outmoded notion of class or status as a stratifying
factor, the suburbs offered a baseline, middle class ideal that was presuavaitdyle
to everyone; at least, it was available to everyone who fell under thdictdss of
“normal.”

With the economy primarily being industrial in the 1950s, the kind of material
focus on success required an urban base, which, particularly during the immediate

postwar period would have seemed antithetical to a more traditional notion of the

176



American Dream. When one thought of the American Dream, one rarely envisioned
tenement homes, the smoke stacks of factories, and lascivious nightlife, gnesaity
was given credit for being the site of cultural diversity and quality. Wiislow
Adams coined the term in the 1930s, the America Dream’s deeper ideological roots
belong, as | have noted in previous chapters, to Jeffersonian Agrarianism and its
advocacy for the virtues of clean, country living. Exploiting the image of such \intie
architects of early post-war suburbs deliberately “quoted” the small tovaeimdiesign.
As Rosalyn Baxandall and Elizabeth Ewen claim in their viockure WindowaVilliam
Levitt, the mastermind behind the residential “Model T” of the American postwar
generation, conceived of his suburb as grounded in small-town imagery:
Levittown was designed as the perfect American environment, immune to the
dislocations and discontents of industrial urban life, for people who fit this
description. Cape Cod houses, curvilinear streets called Lanes (with nemes |
Harvest, Normal, Prairie, Cobbler), seven village greens, ten basebatintis,
nine swimming pools, and sixty playgrounds contributed to Levittown’s Norman
Rockwellesque appearance. Levitt felt so strongly about this vision that in 1947
he arrogantly changed the name from Island Trees to Levittown. (143)
Greater in scale than the typical small town and within commuting distarioe to t
financial base of the urban center, the suburb offered the best of the country wih all t
convenience of the city. In other words, what Levittown and many other suburbs were
able to do so ingeniously, was meld the nostalgia (the Norman Rockwellesque
appearance) for an ultimately fictitious lost time and place with a modern@ed m
lucrative mode of being. If Levittown was a “new place” then it was aplage with an

old fantasy adjusted for the purpose of selling the numerous goods of a more modern

lifestyle.
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As much as it was predicated upon its “newness”— a new house, a new car, and a
slew of new material goods to purchase for that home —, the suburb was a nostalgic
of its small-town ancestor. However, this copy was not one predicated upon the small
town of times gone by as they actually existed. Instead, as in the casesofathtown
mobilized for the war effort during World War Il, the suburbs’ organizers, bujldacs
residents aimed to conjure a material counterpart to the ideological small The
suburban rejection of the urban might be regarded as a variation on an old theme. As
Thorns indicates, “this position in American writing on urban life is typified lhgrias
Jefferson, with his infamous view of the city, ‘as pestilential to the moralkh lzewl
liberties of man” (11). Borrowing a new consumerism from the trappings ofrmtyde
that had hitherto been unsettling for the small town, the suburb deploys a centalitym
or virtue identified with rural living that stretches back to the founding@htation (and
beyond). While suburban developers and residents may have forsaken the rustic
simplicity of the village or the small town for the culture and opportunity of theenm
metropolis, they remained concerned with establishing a moral way of betingaha
grounded in the idealism of the small town as the original “repository oif@ié.”
Consequently, the suburbs of the 1950s were a peculiar admixture of nostalgia and the
superego, which demanded a dual fidelity to modern materialistic conditions andlan idea
morality grounded in the ideological small town of a time gone by (that aeteally
existed). One is aware of this in both Levittown, where William Levitt tielhad really
brought the dream of a small-town life within everyone’s reach,” and Dishégin
Street U.S.A., which opened in Disneyland in the middle of the suburban explosion of the

1950s (Baxandall and Ewen 144). While Main Street U.S.A. is explicitly a facade,
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ideologically it is remarkably similar to Levittown. Both seek to imerpn abstraction
of the idealized small town into a hyper-materialistic 1950s America.

Levittown, as a kind of Model T of the suburbs, is a particularly useful example
of the early disciplining normalization created by the myth of suburban utopise Mor
precisely, William Levitt employed a coercive norm to discipline hisusb into the
image of that myth. As Baxandall and Ewen claim, Levitt “hoped that resnentd
learn the ways of middle-class civility and manners once they had moved into nice new
homes,” but was disillusioned when the residents failed to live up to his rigid and subtly
or not-so-subtly enforced standards (144). Levitt used the two local newspapers to
forward certain aesthetic ideals for his suburb, including how his residents shduld par
their cars, how to maintain their flooring, and when the wash could be hanged out
(Baxandall and Ewen 144). Maintenance standards were so important to Levitt that he
would cut the lawns of those residents deemed to be lax in their duty, and then send them
the bill for the service and, undoubtedly, as a partial fine. The planner’s active
intervention by establishing certain core ideals was a reflection of thedgeozing
function of suburban normalization. This myth of homogenization was a fiction both in
its own time and one that persists today as a historical reflection of thikyistylt

“sameness” of suburban lifelf one’s “ego-ideal” could be purchased with a home, a

® Irving Allen addresses the apocryphal belief thatsuburbs were homogenized, mass-produced places,
which engendered residents in its image:
There is evidence ... that people do live somewhé&treintly after moving to a new town, but it is
largely because the new town permits them to realame life style change, which is often the
reason they moved. When middle-class people nmave the city, they bring their life style with
them, and when working-class and ethnic groups reovelog their subcultures largely survive
any influence of the suburban environment. (10)
While televisual and filmic depictions of the subsifrom the late 1950s to our contemporary monend t
to depict the suburbs as a place that is predontynanhite, middle-class and white-collar, as well a
suffocating beneath the conformity, the actual listiwere far more diverse and its people were, lEnA
indicates, “largely satisfied with the suburbs”.(9)
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car, and a television, then the overarching price was that of suffocating cagformi
Although it may have been couched in terms of a happy substitution, as Hanion indicates,
the exchange of material goods for status is one that for workers was ditddhman a
resignation, “for these workers of the postwar era, real advancement through the
production process was unattainable” (2). More a manufactured fantamddoga

developers and moneyed interests, the suburban dream sublimated what was dttainable
a certain ideal status — one could suddenly purchase one’s dream with a decent, middle-
class salary. Consequently, suburbanites were encouraged to trade tchacgkepy t

and significance of wartime mobilization for a new Bufck.

No one felt the pressure of conformity, discipline and idealism quite as much as
the women of the suburbs, who were largely coerced into sacrificing a new found
autonomy during World War Il. Discouraged culturally from a career, suburbaemnvom
became slaves to unrealistic and demanding domestic standards. Quoting a 1948
McCall’s article about Levittowner Helen Eckhoff, Ewen and Baxandall illustrate the
duality of consumption and constriction that was indicative of the suburban housewife’s
life: “despite Helen’s enthusiasm for efficiency, studies suggest tHaralime-saving
devices and practices probably made her spend more time on housework and the

application of more rigorous standards of housekeeping” (151). If one were to step out of

* This is a storyline taken up in WylefThe Best Years of Our Livesore specifically with the character

of Fred Derry (Dana Andrews). As an airplane gunme¢he war, Derry becomes a decorated hero, whose
achievements elevate him from his working-classalsMidwestern city roots to a status that wouldéna
been unthinkable and unattainable in Boone Citywalo When he returns to Boone City following therwa
he first refuses to return to his old place of waska soda jerk in a local drugstore, but is ultiyaforced

to take up his old job when his uncaring, exploiatvife burns through his savings from the wanmc®a
significant figure in the war, Derry is forced tordront a world where his training and skills cahno
possibly help him achieve the same status as dthigngvar. If the battle offered the opportunity to
distinguish oneself through acts and charactestriien the postwar world was more closely tiedrte’s
purchasing power. A well-respected, honored herod the war, Derry is less than average aftersard
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line with the suffocating norm, whether out of circumstance or by choice, the cotymuni
gaze could become harsh and unforgiving. Levittowner Betty Scott, whose divorce
pushed her to the fringes of Levitt's suburban utopia and forced her to accept welfare,
faced the brunt of the community’s disciplining gaze: “generally theydadane. The

men were often hostile. | remember remarks like, ‘You are draining our taxsjevhy

don’t you get a job?”” (Baxandall and Ewen 149). One can imagine the confusion Betty
Scott felt in the face such contradictory influences. On the one hand, women were
discouraged from pursuing a career. On the other, if a woman were suddenly a single
parent who needed governmental support, then she should get a job. The only way to
steer clear of such cultural discrimination was to embody the stultifying fully and
happily. Even if the myth of suburban homogeneity is a historical fiction, the préssure
actualize its utopic underpinnings was felt intensely by the organizerssadents of

these communities. As a result of this pressure, the developers and residents took on the
impossible task of bring to life, in thought and action, the fantasmic foundation of the
suburbs. If there was a homogenous ideal, then it was subtly or overtly enforced by a
myriad of socio-cultural influences (television, magazines, politicianghhers,

spouses, etc.).

Both Levittown, which spun off many copies like factory reproductions of a
prototype, and Main Street U.S.A. were, in part, ideological abstractions. Mdbileot
mean to imply that they were only ideas clearly one can still visit both, ércdthat
they liquefied difference at some level to establish a kind of ideal norm witln wkic
residents and visitors were encouraged to identify and integrate. Like tlhéosyna

whose lasting myth of domestic harmony and virtuous, unspoiled innocence persists
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despite obvious factual discrepancies, the myth of homogeneity remainsitiegdef
characteristic of the 1950s American suburb. While neither myth fullyaespthe
diversity and complexity of the place, they do indicate a certain idealagfluence that
both sustain. The myths illustrate the way the fiction of both have come to havealn act
impact upon the discursive historical narratives of the places and the people that
inhabited or still inhabit those places; to qubkee Man Who Shot Liberty Valance
“when the legend becomes fact, print the legend.” For an American culture thatgplaces
great deal of value on individuality, homogeneity may not seem at first blush to be
synonymous with idealism. However, for the suburbanites of the 1950s aspiration to a
certain sameness promised the realization of the American Dream:
The expansion of the postindustrial economy after World War Il was supposed to
make it possible for second-generation families to realize the dream: wbmen a
home, men at work, children in school. Suburbs in particular became
synonymous with the achievement of this new status. Given this pressure, it is
not surprising that most suburban women did not seek paid work outside the
home until two decades later. (Baxandall and Ewen 149)
As Baxandall and Ewen illustrate, failure to adhere to this shared idegi$stic was not
without consequence: “families who did not fit with the accepted mold were isotated a
ostracized” (149). Whether it emerged from magazine articlek@all’'s, television
commercials peddling the newest domestic gadget, or orders directly\fiiiem Levitt
to his Levittowners, a sense of duty pervaded the suburbs, a superego imperatgve to li
up to the ideal consumer, virtuous small towner, that coalesced in the modern
suburbanite Like the suburban developer that imposes the romantic conception of the
small town on to the suburb, John Ford’s westdra Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

depicts a similar kind of standardization evident in the transition from rough frontie

territory to official, civilized statehood. While suburbia and the westerngdnre seem
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to be antithetical in numerous ways, Ford’s story about the development of the Aimerica
west explores the imposition of an idealistic norm on a frontier ripe with palteinithe
process of “statehood,” the west becomes tamed by rational, legal order, vamubgsr

to bring civilization and all its benefits to a territory terrorized by Wngatattle barons

and their hired hoodlums. If the promises of statehood are more or less delivered, then it
costs the town of Shinbone, the primary setting for the film, its vitality. Aeseihs
melancholic nostalgia pervades the present day (presumably late 1800s)rscenes i
Shinbone, which form the frame for a flashback examination of the pre-statehood
Shinbone. Like the nostalgia for the small town in the suburb, the “present day”
manifestation of Shinbone leaves much to be desired when compared to its more vibrant
predecessor. Ultimately in the discrepancy between past and present, weegrtbeunt
ideological weight the small town carries. For the small town, appearartesyths,
regardless of their basis in verifiable truth, are integral to realitst: nfatters far less

than legend.

How the West Was Lost

The western genre was becoming obsolete in the 1950s and seems as antithetical
to the suburb as the stagecoach would be to a suburban commuter. So, it might seem
strange to begin the discussion of a western with an examination of the development of
suburban America in the 1950s. However, the establishment of a new mode of
community and its normative ethical structure that occurs in places likedvewiis at
the heart of many westerns, particularly those of John Ford. In his ar8tialf'We

Gather at the River?”” Robin Wood, drawing a comparison between Howard Hawks and
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Ford, astutely claims that the latter “is the American cinema’s greappaivilization.

Where Hawks’ world is dominated by the id, Ford’s is dominated by the superego” (31)
Wood is, undoubtedly, correct in his assertion of the superego orientation of Ford’s work.
The director’s cinematic realities often hold duty and law to the highestalrde

importance and, in some instances, seem to advocate the sacrifice of a mupaatppr
course of action, though transgressive, for the uncompromised accomplishment of duty.
Like the suburb’s founding myth of civilization in the small town, Ford’s westerns are
concerned with the establishment of a foundational myth of civilization on the frontie
Ford’s westerns and suburbia share a common interest in “representingtion@da

myths: the small town for the suburb, the myth of the west's development for Fortdd. Be i
in military outposts or small western towns, Ford’s “poetry” is that ofization at its

birth where sacrifice and duty become indispensible virtues to overcome harsh conditions
and thwart self-interested, malevolent villains. While not as romardieizehe belief in

the “garden paradises” of the suburbs, particularly in his westerns of the 194€s, the
remains a latent idealistic belief, for Ford, in the redeeming qualitiesnomunity. His

ideal conception of community wanes from more overt endorsement of collectivity in a
film like The Grapes of Wrat{L940)or Drums Along the Mohaw{d939), to the more
cynical, conflicted view irThe Man Who Shot Liberty Valancé community, as a place

of collective action inspired by empathy for the neighbor, was the answer to thenprobl

of the depression, then in the 1960s the shine of its promise has worn off much as the
newer Shinbone seems a poor, banal copy of old Shinbone. The collective at “Wheat
Patch” inThe Grapes of Wratlooks far more effective and politically significant than

the community organizers in Levittown upholding common landscaping standards.
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Much as the homogeneity of the suburbs is initially perceived of as an ideal only
to be later ridiculed, Ford’s late westerns are darker examples of thetlygntleistrate a
skepticism and deep-seeded ambiValance about the potentiality of comnitretivian
Who Shot Liberty Valanazxplores the same issues of guilt, sacrifice, and duty that are at
work in a film like My Darling Clementingbut offers a critique of idealizing mythology
that seems subdued or absent in his earlier westerns. Ford’s vehicle fotithus @i
Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart) who is an Easterner stranded in the weitd west
territory surrounding the tiny town of Shinbone. Stoddard is making his way west to
establish a life for himself as an advocate of the civilizing effedsmofind order. Like
Wyatt Earp inMy Darling Clementinewho contrary to his initial intentions becomes
marshal in Tombstone, Ranse inadvertently becomes stranded in a smallnstark |
contradistinction to his more refined eastern roots, Ranse is initially shaotted a
befuddled by the strange, tough world of the territory. This “toughness” accounts f
Ranse’s unexpected arrival in Shinbone, insofar as an enouncter with the “second
toughest man north of picketwire,” the criminal Liberty Valance (Lee Marieaves the
lawyer beaten and broken. Unlike other notable Fordian “foreigners” who atempt
integrate into their new communitidRanse is not interested in integrating himself into
the customs and rituals constitutive of Shinbone’s social order. Ranse is notgHuapin

east for the folksier, looser west, but, instead, brings the east with him asespnagr

® Ford provides an alternative vision of social gmgion inThe Quiet Marthrough the figure of Sean
Thornton (John Wayne), an Irish-American that nesuo his boyhood home in Innisfree, Ireland. khnli
Ranse, Thornton is looking to escape his pasttplgiblending into the small Irish community, bliite
Ranse, runs into trouble with one of the town “tesifj who is the brother of the woman he seeks toyma
Ultimately, Thornton is able to integrate into t@mmunity by acquiescing to the cultural norms and
traditions of his community, more specifically ghatriarchal norms that establish male power andifem
submissiveness, rather than changing those traditmsuit his more progressive, American perspecti
If Ranse’s civilizing will be tied to an oppressigailt, Thornton’s operates on the corrective measi
shame, which exerts pressure on his conceptiorastuaiine violence and potency.
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advocate of civilization. From the opening moments of the flashback narrative,iRanse
at odds with the violent individualism of the American West embodied by the good and
evil poles of Tom Doniphon (John Wayne) and Liberty Valance, which, in the final
analysis, are not as distinctive as they may initially appear. Conssgirantke sets
about civilizing the crude social order embodied in the coercive “diplomacy” oftiiber
whip and the vigilante justice of Tom’s gun. As a lawyer, Ranse wields the weapon of
the law, which he continuously attempts to use with little effect throughoutrthtof
bring Liberty Valance to justice. Much less effective in scarifgtty than Tom’s gun,
Ranse’s law books are not a physical match for the man who has beaten him and
terrorized Shinbone and the surrounding areas at the behest of wealthy local lasdowne
Like most other semblances of civilization in the small community, the legatte in
Shinbone is crudely organized and headed by a figure of incompetence, Link Appleyard
(Andy Devine). As impotent as Ranse’s law books, Appleyard is perpetuallynglippi
the backdoor of Ericson’s restaurant whenever Liberty is enteringathie fiDespite
failed attempts to order the community through education, clever use of the local medi
(The Shinbone Stgrand political action, Ranse finally surrenders to the only effective
legal avenue available to the citizens of Shinbone, the gun, killing Libertpd&la a
gunfight.

Framed by a flashback narrative that bookends the violent founding of statehood
for the unknown territory with the more civilized Shinbone of the narrative prddent,
Man Who Shot Liberty Valaneg plagued from the outset by a certain melancholic tone.
Whereas the younger Ransom Stoddard would have found the more sophisticated and

modern Shinbone to be an orderly and, effectively, pleasing place, there seems to be
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something lost in the opening scenes even before the audience learns of Tom Doniphon’s
death and its significance. If, as Robin Wood has noted, there is a certain sense of
nostalgia common to most of Ford’s westerns, the franidnefvian Who Shot Liberty
Valanceis “more than nostalgic: it is overtly elegiac” (24). While the pervasivise of

loss in the film resonates with the sense of discontent with the suburb’s homogegreity
will deal with this later in the chapter), it would be useful here to account for wloat is

in the middle portion of the film. The elusive lost piece of old Shinbone is charadterize
by a more vibrant life, even if that vibrancy is in part predicated upon a looemisg sf
danger posed by Liberty Valance. If, ultimately, Ranse gets everytainguhts from
Shinbone; his wife Hallie (Vera Miles); a political career tBainbone Staeditor,

Maxwell Scott, claims could very well end in the White House; and, most impgrtantl

the civilization of the west, it seems to come at a price that strips his dfethe

idealistic passion that initially spurs him west. Ranse’s story explairiioghiom

Doniphon is will be a variation on “how the west was won.” However, given the “overtly
elegiac” tone and the potentiality embodied in Doniphon, whose coffin cements that
potential’s end, Ranse’s tale is a story of “how the west was lost.”

As the suburb draws upon its own fantasmatic origins of the small town and
certain conventions or stereotypes associated with it to createntsi®dtimage, Ransom
Stoddard embodies the idealism of rational, legal order (deprived of its violent
foundations). Unlike Earp who is able to negotiate between custom and law, as well as
use force when necessary, Ransom’s power (or impotence as it may be) neardes |
unflappable belief in the power of the law as a force of civilization. As SidnegdPea

claims in his article “Why it is Tough to Be the Second-Toughest Guy oughl Town,
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“clearly young Stoddard is one who views law as the very essence of ampatil

worthy of the name. He knows what Machiavelli knew, that the written law otihee

that separates men from beasts. But, unlike Machiavelli, he has forgotten, if he ever
knew, that men also fight outside the law” (174). For Ranse, the law, as articealis
force of civilization, possesses an almost quasi-magical force to conditaansitvho

fall under its juridical boundaries. The violent origins of law, or more spdtyficd the
authority that administers that law, have vanished for the idealistic youggrlaWhile

this may be the case “back east,” Ranse’s overestimation of the law’snddepéorce

is quickly put to test by “western law” when Liberty Valance and his cohatthe
stagecoach that brings Ranse west. Defending a female passenger, whtoHeagdsan
heirloom from her deceased husband, Ranse furiously and incredulously asks, “What
kind of men are you?'MLV). This question appears in variations in other Ford
westerng and here it serves a similar function illustrating Ranse’s unfamiliaiitythe
unsympathetic violence and brutality of the frontier. To the “tenderfoot” Stoddard,
Valance’s character type is clearly alien. Valance meetseRamsestion with a vicious
backhand in response, “this kind, dude,” that knocks the young lawyer to the ground and
replies with the same question, “Now, what kind of man are you, dub&X)( The

casting of the rail thin Jimmy Stewart contributes to Ranse’s physigaliyposing

® Pearson makes this point indicating that it ieati@l question for Ford theuteur
When Liberty Valance asks the same question of &tar$toddard, it is the question Ford has
asked over and over again in his films: Who ar@ wend each time the answer that comes back
is that we are defined by our virtues — couragephdfidelity to our friends, most especially our
comrades in arms, and a stoic sense of humilitiérface of our inescapable trials. (174)
If it is the case that Ford believes we are defimgdur virtues, as Pearson contends, then théypfri
these virtues becomes increasingly suspect foadiveg Ford. While Ranse is not necessarily duplirs
in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valander all his virtue, courage, honor and fidelity is ultimately a
deeply conflicted person at the end of the filmarg Abe Lincoln, and Tom Joad to name just a few
Fordian heroes, despite facing conflict and an tatefuture, demonstrate a sincere hope and
determination is absent in the aging Senator, Wiidhe end of the film, is more playing the rolesehator
than one driven by his ideals.
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appearance; Ranse seems as weak and frail as an aging Jimmy StewaiD éspke
lacking strong physical presence, Ranse is unflappable, responding that he is a
“attorney-at law” that is “duly licensed for the territory” and will éseghem jail” for their
actions MLV). Simultaneously humored and infuriated by the lawyer, Valance digs
through Ranse’s belongings to discover law books. Valance’s ability to detehmine t
subject of Ranse’s books demonstrates an intelligence that makes his presanoerev
menacing. Unlike Ranse, Liberty is capable of both intelligence and physietty, and
while he might “know better,” he is too violent and cruel to care. Disgusted by the
implied civil order of the books, Valance dismisses their authority by ripping payes f
the spine and replacing rational order with the violence of the west, “I'th tgac law,
western law” MLV). Valance, who removes the handkerchief covering his face,
proceeds to beat Ranse viciously with his bullwhip, enacting his interpretation of
“western law”.

For the better part of the film Ranse will hold to the ideals that he estalishe
his initial, unsettling encounter with Liberty Valance. While Ransetscst#s predicated
more upon a sense of baseline civility, for which he is sarcastically deeftagties
man” by Tom’ than legality, this civility is grounded in Ranse’s upright sense of right
and wrong as established by the law. Still, Ranse, who studies his law bookslfor lega

precedent and specific statutes to entrap Liberty Valance, is distnt®pe Lincoln

'Ranse’s incompatibility with the territory is emsied by the numerous nicknames given to him,
particularly by Tom and Liberty. Liberty continatefers to him as “dude” throughout the film,
identifying him as the weak, sophisticated eastetime is too soft and refined for the crude, sstiesice-
living of the west. Tom similarly categorizes Rars “pilgrim,” “tenderfoot,” and “ladies man”
throughout the film, with “pilgrim” being the mosbnsistent term associated with Ranse. Whileténis
is commonly associated with Wayne as a character &bis film is the first time he uses it), itsauiinThe
Man Who Shot Liberty Valanég particularly meaningful, that is, its meaningisnilar to that of “dude”.
A pilgrim is one who is ultimately unprepared fbetharsh conditions in which he finds himself upon
arrival to a new land.
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(Henry Fonda) in Ford’¥oung Mr. Lincolpwhere he interpreBlackstone’s
Commentariegthe law) in a more “aw shucks” fashiofBy Jean, that’s all there is too
it, right and wrong.” The different responses to the same question of beinafenitie
gulf between Ranse’s idealistic belief in the law and Valance’s roughatistt in
“Western Law.” Both times the question is asked in a rhetorically, since laogerRnd
Valance realize that they encounter foreign presences. Still, the quesgtida the core
of both of their identities. Ranse’s response does not ground his defiance in the virtues of
protecting the honor of a lady, but, instead, he establishes his elevateditegatya
While it is fairly obvious that Ranse’s authority is about as formidable as the ook fr
which Valance tears pages, it is also evident that Ranse believes in tzengivil
disciplinary force of the law; his authority is legitimated by the lawi)an his belief,

all that is necessary to contain transgressive forces. Valance’s resptms dark,
practical counterpart to Ranse’s law. Itis no coincidence that the edu¢atance
administers requires no language; the bull whip replaces the law book. Adnorsstra
of “western law” do not research for legal precedent, but, instead, use the mogefie
the whip and the pistol to back their “legal authority” with force. If Rangevsd there
is no distance separating his “ideal ego” (Ransom Stoddard Attorney-atioawdhe
frail easterner signified by his title, then Valance’s removal of mslkexchief
accomplishes a similar identification. When Valance shows his face to Rente
signifying equivalent of Ranse’s response to the question “what kind of man are you,
dude?” as well as his gesture of hanging his “shingle” (Ransom Stoddard p&trne
Law) outside of Peabody’s office. Valance is the violent face of westernwhere

one’s authority is equal to one’s force, will, and weaponry.
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Despite the unmerciful beating, Ranse’s education is a slow one, and what he
lacks in physical force he makes up for in stubbornness. Bent on imprisoning the outlaw,
Ranse establishes roots in Shinbone despite the threat Valence poses. Bidingtbis time
see Liberty in imprisoned, Ranse takes a number of jobs to pay off his debt to Tom and
the Ericsons, who offer food and shelter to the wounded lawyer in their restaurant.
Following his vicious beating, Ranse’s entire reason for existing is prediagpbn
bringing civilization to tiny Shinbone, and that goal is grounded in shackling the
seemingly uncontrollable Liberty Valance. Whether reading his law holoiks
washing dishes at the Ericson’s restaurant or working as a reportiee focal
newspaperThe Shinbone StaRanse, like Earp iMy Darling Clementingslowly
establishes the possibility of rational order in the otherwise uncivilizetbtgrr Unlike
Earp, whose job as town marshal in Tombstone implies the use of force, Ranse’s work is
predicated upon non-violent reason and the ordering force of language. If Tom and
Valance’s authority are underpinned by the weapons on their hips, Ranse establishes a
more subtle authority in Shinbone as its first educator. Recognizing the power of
knowledge, Valance acknowledges the threat Ranse poses when he attemptsyto destro
his law books to effectively “disarm” the stubborn young lawyer. Ranse repairs hi
“weapons,” gluing the pages back into the books, and responds to Liberty’s cragietute
by establishing a more traditional education system in Shinbone.

Establishing a crude one-room school for the children and willing adults of
Shinbone in the back of Dutton S. Peabody’s newspaper office, Ranse designs a
curriculum stretching from the basics of language (the singing of thesAIBC

introductory civics (studying the constitution). The work of civilization, thelistea
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force of the law, and the growing authority of Ranse are all indicatduelnyise-en-

scendn this sequence. Following a traditional classroom arrangement, Ranse sits behind
a desk in front of the diverse student body. Behind Ranse is a picture of George
Washington and a chalkboard with the phrase “Education is the basis of law and order”
written on it MLV). The simple phrase in conjunction with the picture of the founding
father, serve as the ideological foundation for Ranse’s work as an educator. The
inscription of legal, rational authority for which Ranse is an administratdeswor
conjunction with the formal filmic elements in this scene. Following primar8tandard
shot, reverse shot format that first depicts Ranse and then his students, themlatem

the camera for this otherwise standard formula is particularly tellingergpective more
indicative of a stage play than a film, the straight-on shots of Ranse’s studetes cre
three distinct planes within the classroom. The more traditionally cineaggtroach

would have been to present these shots from a slight angle immediately over Ranse’s
shoulder, which would conceal him from the “reaction shot.” In the background are the
students, who listen with rapt attention to Ranse. The lawyer/educator sitsddla mi
ground, framed in his chair from the waist up with Hallie slightly off to histrig’he

third plane is the creation of an implied viewer who watches, straight-on, and is a
creation of the seeming extra space between the camera and Ranse, who \wouigeoth
not be a part of the standard shot reverse shot sequence. The subject for whom this
camera serves as a replacement is what Lacan would have called t©¢hdxig or, in

other words, the third plane that watches over Ranse and the students is the Law as an

ideal authority — it is the spectatorship of Washington and the phrase on thé tioiard.

8 The big Other, like the Lacanian Real, only existis effects on the structure of reality. Ihet words,
the big Other is the product of a collective beéisfablished by our frustrations with the insuéfiaies,
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worth noting that the angle of the camera is placed above the seated educator and his
students, indicating an elevated, authoritative position; the more “straiglctoméra
position is indicative of a subjective point of view. Likewise the reaction shotstfrem
individual student’s perspective indicate a standing, elevated position (the stddent
stand to address Ranse when answering questions). In standing, Ranse’s pupds addres
the dignity and authority of the Law. This elevated framing allows the cameegpture
the “ideal” statement on the board in the top edge of the frame slightly abovetdte sea
Ranse. Literally backed by the law in this sequence, Ranse serves adititerme
between his students and the sense of the big Other he is attempting to instilingducat
and administering it to his students, who submit to both him and broader ideological
concepts.

Despite the deep-staging (multiple planes) shots in the small, makeshift
schoolhouse, the straight-on camera has the effect of flattening the iBlaffeng from
the subjective view of the big Other, the reverse-shot places us in the audiendemifsst
who watch Ranse “perform” his duties as teacher. The emphasis on stagiatesdic

certain performativity and, perhaps, a lack of authenticity. Initially gtage play”

shortcomings, and short circuits in the meaningfuicture of our socio-symbolic reality. Out oéth

ruptures that threaten to destabilize our life-dpthe big Other is “produced” as a guarantor of

significance. As Zizek claims aproposTdfe Matrixin Enjoy Your Symptom!
What, then, iShe Matrix? Simply the Lacanian ‘big Other,’ the virtual dyofic order, the
network that structures for us. This dimensiothef ‘big Other’ is that of the constitutive
alienation of the subject in the symbolic orddre big Other pulls the strings, the subject doesn’t
speak, he ‘is spoken’ by the symbolic structumesHort, this ‘big Other’ is the name for the sbcia
substance, for all that on account of which thgestttnever fully dominates the effects of his acts,
that is on account of which the final outcome & &ctivity is always something else with regard
to what he aimed at or anticipated. (216)

One’s orientation to this Other can be either hétidts unfailing benevolence (like Ranse’s beliethe

Law or one’s faith in God), or a paranoiac positdraid of that Other’s intentions in “pulling tis&rings.”

For Ranse, the pictures of Washington and Lindwéth &dorn the walls of his school are icons of bbiis

Other, who establishes a meaningful realm or frafireference, which seems to be lacking in the

uncultivated west.

193



setting seems to be out of place for the depiction of the fundamental education that
transpires in a one-room schoolhouse — what could be more authentic than the one-room
School from the small town of yesteryear? Ranse’s lesson plan quickly simiftthie
fundamentals of language and the law to “political theater,” with what hetabesthe
“best textbook in the world, an honest newspapet’\{). Using a recent article ifihe
Shinbone Staabout the territory’s battle for statehood between larger cattlestteaind
individual homesteaders, Ranse transforms his desk from the locus of rationatyauthor
to the political pulpit. This pulpit allows him to argue the merits of statehood, the
backbone of law and order, for the homesteaders of Shinbone. If Liberty Vatahce a
Tom Doniphon’s practice of law is tied to the weapons on their hip, Ranse’s more
idealistic notions of law are predicated upon a certain performative politic&keUnl
Valance and Doniphon, Ranse and his boss, Dutton Peabody, “fight” with the weapon of
rhetoric, and, as the staging suggest, there is something staged about Rssse.slh
other words, there is a shift from education to ideology in the sequence; thenfantas
purpose, borrowing its “authenticity,” of the small one-room school confuses the line
between education and politics. Ford’s staging here refuses the disiotegfdtie

illusion, the seamless blending into reality, necessary for ideology todandy
foregrounding the artifice in the schoolroom, the film makes us aware of the
manipulation that transpires in Ranse’s pedagogy. It is no coincidenceatisg’'®R
performance is interrupted by Doniphon, who furiously storms into the classroora after
conflict with Valance. While a more positive force than his villainous countef@an
stands in for the vitality of physical force that is still lacking from R&nsonception of

law; the picture of President Washington does not connote the general in the
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Revolutionary War but the politician who was the Father of the Nation. Not only does
Tom'’s violent intrusion disrupt the class, he brings news of Valance’s new, thieett

will be directed at both Ranse for persisting in the territory as a laamgePeabody,

whose newspaper opposes Valance’s violence with the force of language. Thealhetor
force of the newspaper and Ranse’s political performance remain impoteatfate of

Valance; as Tom claims “votes won't stand up against giiksVj.

Ransom Lane in Stoddardtown

Not unlike the film’s conflation of the iconic one-room school and theater, the
suburb conflates the nostalgia for small town with modern, post-war materialisen
obvious “staging” of the setting and the performative aspect of Ransefsrigas a
reflection of suburbia’s play-acting as a small town. If Ranse is puslatainebd in the
guise of education, then suburban homogeneity is pushing center socio-political ideals
most notably regarding the proper distribution of domestic labor, in the guise oftthe los
good old days. If suburbs were marketed as “garden paradises” in close proxitingy
urban center, then the invocation of nature was misleading at best and, with further
development, a promise of diminishing returns. Early advertisements of suburban
developments often depicted a wealth of space and greenery, as Baxandall and Ewen

explain:

the Levitt ads left out as much as they revealed. The pictures of houses in the ads

were drawings, not photographs. These illustrations depicted the house alone —

no neighbors anywhere — when in reality houses were on top of each other. In the

ads houses were surrounded by lush green when, ‘in actuality,” John Liell noted
disparagingly, ‘Levittown’s trees were saplings, detracting rattear adding to
its appearance.’ (137)
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Given that Levittown’s original name was “Island Trees,” these ggpiirere an apt
indication the degree to which nature was controlled within the suburb and the falseness
of the promise of the natural world in suburbia. Whereas the original small town could
stake some claim to a rural countryside either cultivated for farminglowlitls untamed
forest, the suburbs’ natural setting was a scaled down facsimile of the rura
Consequently, the more developed the suburb the less actual green space existed.
Moreover, the more developed the suburban outskirts became the more the intervening
distances between the city became populated by shopping centers to serve itheddispe
population. In this realm of “contained nature,” the emphasis on outdoor activitydecam
increasingly important. As Tim Miller explains in his essay “The birth of the Patio
Daddy-0O,” “the number of people golfing and bowling increased during the saioé pe
[post-WWII]. Sales of bicycles, cameras, and fishing rods also rose, expesaditur
relating to boating grew by more than half ... Americans were gettingiotifiés, and
hitting the lake, roads, or backyard” (6). Replacing the more formal anddrediparty,

the block barbeque reflected the new interest in one’s small piece of nature: the
backyard. A similar “containment” of nature emerge$hie Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance Distinct from other Ford Westerns, many of which were shot in a stretch of
desert that his films helped to make famous, “Monument VallHyg’Man Who Shot

Liberty Valancewnas shot almost entirely on the studio lot. While the choice to forgo

location filming is believed to be the result of financial constraints imposed hpon t

° Outdoor spaces were integral to Levittown. As Babal and Ewen explain, “Although Levittown lacked
the schools, libraries, movie theaters, meetingn®and community centers that government-sponsored
programs like Greenbelt featured, it was equippid mine public swimming pools, seven commercial
centers or ‘village greens,’ as they were called baseball fields” (131). Moving to the suburls Levitt
claimed, was not simply about buying a place te,liwut “buying a way of life” that included “accdssa
swimming pool or a baseball diamond” (131). Foviheghese outdoor activities were equally as imgiatrt
as “solid walls” or a “strong roof.”

196



aging director, the obvious studio setting highlights the transformation of Shinlbome fr

a vital (yet dangerous) frontier town to a more modernized, civilized sowall, which

loses the traces of its individuality. As Scott Eyman claims in his book on Fé\int

the Legend“The Man Who Shot Liberty Valanisea memory play, from its under-
populated sets to the archetypes of its characters,” (490). If it is indewaheory play,”

then the director of that production is the “performing politician/educatordgéwy

Ransom Stoddard. The “claustrophobic” and obvious studio settings, emerge in place of
the awe-inspiring depictions of the west that characterize other Fordngeste Pearson
indicates, “Every scene fahe Wore a Yellow Ribbgior example, seems suitable for
framing. Here there is no Monument Valley, Rio Grande River, or stagecoach to
Lordsburg to give away the place” (171). Pearson effectively argues tisiothe

studio staging of the film lends itself to a certain lack of geographicafisfigc

characteristic of Shinbone. Unlike Tombstone, Arizona, which has a specific history
(however mythic it may be) and location, Shinbone is an abstraction of so many western
towns. As Pearson claims, “it is a generic West, and unlike Ford’s other gisatng,

this generic west is seen in the dark shadows. This claustrophobic quality fgsmibel

the clarity of the evil, the misplaced idealism, and the misunderstood prudencevihat dri
the story” (172). While Pearson’s argument is a compelling one, it would seem that the
“claustrophobia” that he locatesTine Man Who Shot Liberty Valanisegrounded more

specifically in the mind of Shinbone’s narrator, which tends towards “misplaced

19 As Scott Eyman indicates in his biography on Féxiht the LegendFord westerns were no longer
cheap productions, “foaFhe Man Who Shot Liberty Valand®hn Wayne was getting $750,000 and James
Stewart $300,000, against 7Y percent of the gniesa ... The total budget was $3.2 million, a grestd
for a black and white Western with only a few daj#ocation work” (488). After the commercial faik

of several films, particularlfwo Rode Togethefperhaps Ford'’s bleakest film), Ford’s power in
Hollywood was diminished, which might have conttéxalito the decision to spend on the stars andmot o
location shooting.
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idealism.” Ultimately, we are confined to Ransom Stoddard’s narrative pevepache
film, or, more precisely, the closed set of Shinbone is equivalent to Ranse’s memory.
In the limitations and specificities of Ranse’s perspective we can legaeta
connection betweefhe Man Who Shot Liberty Valanaed the impact of the suburbs on
American culture in the 1950s. If we take the flashback to be tied specifc&lnse’s
memory, then his recollection of Shinbone and its history is similar to Willianttlse
work as a suburban developer. Using a “flashback” technique of his own, Levitt as the
architect of the paradigmatic suburb attempts to embody his idealistic notion of
community (the small town) in Levittown. Like any obsessive creator,tlexatrcised
oppressive control over his project. Insofar as our and “new” Shinbone’s access to the
story of Tom Doniphon must emerge from Ranse, the senator enjoys similar creative
control in his recreation of Shinbone. Ranse possesses a kind of authorial omnipotence
of which Levitt, no doubt, would have been envious. While the lack of the defining
aesthetic characteristics of Fordian westerns can be explained dst imslies with
Paramount, they also point to the limited perspective of the architect ofshbdtk.
Stoddard, unlike Earp who works as a cowboWinDarling Clementinedoes not come
west to make his fame and fortune on the western landscape. If there are noiganoram
shots of Monument Valley, rendered breathtakingly in “Technicolor” like thosben
Searchersthen it is because Ranse simply is incapable of seeing the beauty of the
uncultivated west. His desire to transform the desert into a garden is erarathe
desire to civilize the west, transforming it into a copy of the “fergl@st and, thus,

duplicating his ideal society. Even the choice of black and white, which Ford insisted
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upon despite objections from his cinematographer and the Studitects Ranse’s
tunnel vision, insofar as he is bent on changing the west’'s more amorphous “natural

IaWn 12

into a clearer, black and white, legalistic framework. Even if Ranse’s vsion i
grounded in a certain idealistic belief in legal justice, the omissions of tteupatties
that make the west initially enticing, eventually strip that idealismtafity. Ultimately,
the more entrenched Ranse’s symbolization of the territory becomes, cutgninati
statehood, the more general and stale Shinbone becomes; herein lies the nagare of |
that is evident in the opening and closing frames. If Ranse, as he claimsuistteof
the flashback, follows Horace Greeley’s advice to “go west, young manesgoand
seek fame, fortune, adventure,” then what he ultimately finds is his own “midplace
idealism” MLV). Seeking his fame and fortune, Ranse, in his administration of legal
order, only finds what he had left behind. Consequently, Shinbone trades the specificity
of Hallie’s beloved “cactus rose” for what Ranse calls a “real rose.”

Ranse’s establishment of the “real rose” as a kind of standard impligoyier

to the regional cactus rose, is analogous to Levitt’s ideal model for the suburlingQuot

Y“Eyman notes this iRrint the Legeng“Although Paramount would undoubtedly have preféithatThe
Man Who Shot Liberty Valanige in color, Ford stood firm against everybody ... d@amn it, we're going
to do it black and white; it shouldn’t be in colb(490).

12 pearson makes a similar point in his essay, “Hen(jTrepresents a kind of natural justice, but withe
philosophical sense of the purpose behind thecddatw Stoddard represents: it is the justiceiva and

let live, but don't tread on me”(176). In Tom aRense, Ford separates the young Abe Lincoln fram hi
earlier film, insofar as Lincoln is both a figuréddficial legal justice as well as a formidableysfcal
presence that can “whup any man heM3yng Mr. Lincoli Tom is the physical force of right, who
refuses the official, discursive structure of léiyaimost notably in his refusal of nomination adedegate
for the territory regarding the political discugsiof statehood. Ranse is the official, discurgioetion of
the law, who refuses the physical violence assediatith enforcing the law. Roy Grundman makes this
case in his essay “Populist Motifs in John FordlmB,” “these two eras are split into two separate
characters, Tom Doniphon and Ransom Stoddard” (206¢ two eras Grundman refers to are the
historical moment of the Young Lincoln’s developrmatio lawyer and politician, and the implied latea
that requires a strong, rational mind to hold thgethe union; this is the era Lincoln marches attthe
end ofYoung Mr. Lincoln.
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the romanticized small town, more of myth than history, Levitt designed his suburban
development “Island Trees”to be the realization of a common small town dream: “we
began to dream of a low income community, complete in every phase with shops and
amusements and planned houses and parks and 1,000 other things” (in Baxandall and
Ewen 143). As Baxandall and Ewen indicate, Island Trees was to be the “perfect
American environment” with “Cape Cod houses,” numerous parks, and swimming pools
(143). Despite this enthusiastic idealism, the actual translation of the romaian into
reality quickly shifted into “dulling uniformity,” which was a part of the procesthef
“mass-production” of the suburbs (Baxandall and Ewen 143). Levitt and his sons began
the project with the idea of naming each subdivision within the suburb according to some
theme like “celestial section” or “the homesy set,” but quickly ran out of cideas.
Unable to thinking of something wittier or nostalgic, they then picked letterattawhed
a word according to that letter. In a telling expression of the homogendity a
conformity that emerges in the suburbs, Levittowners, as Baxandall and Ewen point out
“referred to the sections of Levittown by these letters: the T sectiody gection”
(144). What began with the vision to embody the idealism, both aesthetically and
morally, of the small town, ends up becoming an exercise in classification aratadst
that strips away all particularity. Even the empty romanticism of the suilodiviame,
intended to connect some elevated notion to a particular portion of the suburb, is reduced
to a letter, whose empty signification ends up being far more signifyingtthan i
romanticized counterpart.

This signification in the absence of real meaning resonates with Tom Doniphon’s

death, which ultimately means more than his life; loss and negation come to take on
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greater significance with both the suburb ("W’ section) and Tom’s death, iresofaey
designate a failure of an original ideal. Whereas Tom was once impaort@ininbone,
representing the idealistic balance between violence and justice latenirad fzaw,
statehood and its explicit legal order make him obsolete; this is mirrored in his
relationship to Hallie, who chooses Ranse over Tom. In both cases, some potentiality
lost in a process of standardization. Like the ‘W’ section that “castrdieseémaining

letters negating the idealism for which it is meant to stand, the meaning & death is
ultimately negated by Scott, who tosses Ranse’s story into the fire. ltthe settings

of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valanaee a reflection of Ranse’s abstract, legal
perspective that can only see the universal (homogenous) and not the particular, then the
suburbs are a kind of “studio setting” of the small town, which attempts to create an
abstract, universal small town out of the elements common to the small town and “1,000
other things.” This excess, the 1000 things, is the demarcation of a certairs surpl
jouissance This “1000 other things” connects the suburb to the imaginary small town,
insofar as that imaginary place was more than any actually existisgtewn. Born out

of both the frustration with the metropolis and the false belief that he original
“hometown” can be reclaimed, the 1,000 other things indicate the surplus investment of
imagination in that original small town; the suburb’s surplus is the answer to “urban
frustration” and the “lost home.” The actual “small town” manifestation ofubarb,

then, is inevitably unsatisfying also fails to live up to its initial vision. To lpigtib terms

of the film, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valascstrips the traditional western of its
distinguishing features (Monument Valley for Ford fans, the aesthetie@afpon of the

west, and the potentiality of the frontier) to render what is aestheticiidlyy bland copy
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of the genre poured into a studio, just as the small town is homogenized, abstracted, and
pasteurized to be poured into the suburb. The suburb is an elaborate studio set for the

small town that somehow lacks the density of the (fantasmic, non-existentabrigin

Once a Desert

If there is a certain “elegiac” quality about the framd&loé Man Who Shot
Liberty Valancethen it is very much tied to the consequences of Ranse’s success as a
civilizer. The good townsfolk of Shinbone ultimately get what they want, statehood and
the protection of the law. However, as the tone of the opening and closing frames
indicates, they lose, as Roy Grundman claims, “the frontier town as thegkatday
of outlaws like Valance and heroes like Doniphon” (200). Tom Doniphon’s death, as it
would be in the time of Dutton Peabody, is not newd fae Shinbone Stainasmuch as
Doniphon, the figure of natural law, dies symbolically with the progress ofzaitibin.
His death, which draws Ranse and Hallie back from Washington, is the echo of the past
in the burgeoning small town; it is the nostalgic, barely audible lamentation ofsvhat i
sacrificed to the common American Dream. The cactus rose that Hallie putsné T
coffin commemorates Tom and his vivid moment in history, serving as a melancholy
symbol of what is loss through historical progress. Connecting the two historicall
different Shinbones, Tom gives Hallie a cactus rose in the flashback, and sseqgplac

on his coffin in the closing fram@é. In the flashback sequence, set in the Ericson’s

13t is worth noting that the cactus rose is pufienn the burned out home of Tom Doniphon. Follogvin
his decision to Kill Liberty Valance to protect Rarfor Hallie, Tom recognizes that Hallie has miagie
decision between Tom, an outmoded way of life gigaping in the west, and Ranse, the progressive
march of civilization. Without Hallie, as a foroépositive containment, and Liberty Valance, as a
negative force to be opposed, Tom loses his ethicalrings, and goes on a drunken rampage. When he
returns to his home, he burns it down, startindnwhite room addition that he was putting on for Idall
While his physical death comes many years aftsrrininpage, he dies symbolically with the burningief
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kitchen, Tom’s gift to Hallie represents not only his love for her, but also the
geographical specificity of Shinbone; Tom’s gift is one grounded in and limited by its
present place and moment. Admiring the flower, Hallie calls to Ranse tislhe
beauty of the rose: “Isn't it the prettiest thing you ever did see?” Rasmands,
somewhat dismissively: “It's very pretty. Hallie, did you ever semabrose” (MLV).
Presumably having never left the territory, Hallie indicates that sheohasen a “real”
rose, but that “someday, if they ever dam the river, we’ll have lots of waterl &mdsl
of flowers” (MLV). Vera Miles’ acting is crucial in indicating a shift in perspective from
an appreciation of one’s locality to Ranse’s broader ideological vision of the foture
Shinbone. Unlike Tom, Hallie is capable of envisioning more than what already is in
Shinbone, and, unlike Tom, Ranse represents the promise of that future. Initialdy, Mile
plays the scene with a kind of reverence for the cactus rose, with a bearsititptas
bathed in light. When Ranse asks her about the real rose, her demeanor shifts
dramatically to an expression of consternation, but then quickly shifts back to convey the
vibrancy in her vision of the future.
In these subtle changes we can trace the movement of civilization in Shinbone
from the particularity of the territory to the standardization of statehoodhwittimately
does bring “all kinds of flowers” we see in the final scene of the film dgHad Ranse
leave the town behind. As Grundman argues, the rose designates a link to the past:
The cactus rose symbolizes Hallie’s significance for both men and thus links both

phases of civilization. The rose is given to Hallie by Doniphon, but is taken up by
Stoddard. It not only is a classical symbol of chivalry and courtship, but

home and the lost future with Hallie. Hallie extsathe cactus rose from the ashes where the room
addition had once been, resurrecting Tom throughntielancholic gesture of acknowledging what ske al
has lost. For Hallie, only in death and through $hrrogate object, the cactus rose, can she atbagay
and minimally possess the emotional connectiorrsheunced in her (seemingly unhappy) marriage to
Ranse.
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constitutes the entry point into another one of Ford’s mythological circuits, this

one linking civilization to the flow of nature and, more particularly, water. The

cactus rose gets discussed in connection with the irrigation bill and can thus be

compared to the symbolic dimension of the riveYaung Mr. Lincoln Its

changing current correlates with the changing values associatedheviibse.

Both represent transition and continuity, both provide a mythological dimension.

(201)
What Grundman misses is that the rose Doniphon gives to Hallie is not “taken up” by
Stoddard, but subtly demeaned and dismissed by Stoddard. Instead of helping to
cultivate the cactus rose, Stoddard attempts to displace its particulidinithe standard
of a “real” rose, which we can only presume is a red one. The irrigation bill is not
mentioned by Hallie, but, instead, by Ranse at the end of the film as his lastpatiti
before retiring to Shinbone; it is only after he has fully prepared the deseutivation
that he can return to it. Ranse’s real rose embodies the homogenization thattrexluces
territory to a common standard. To put it in Levittowner terms, the “real” sabe i
equivalent to the Cape Cod home on Garden Lane, which is eerily similar to the Cape
Cod home on Harmony Lane — like a “real” rose, perhaps one could request different
colored siding and shutters, if one were so bold. Consequently, the cactus rose is not
precisely a symbol of “transition and continuity,” but, instead, a broken connection in the
chain of historical development that Ranse has initiated. This broken connection is
precisely whyThe Man Who Shot Liberty Valanisenot one of Ford’s stories of the
potentiality of change (unlikéoung Mr. Lincolror My Darling Clementing

The subject of the film’s denouement is precisely the disjunction between the
rose and the garden that Ranse has created. When Hallie asks if Ranse is peud of t

garden he has created in the territory that was “once a wilderness,” hedespth a

qguestion: “Hallie, who put the cactus roses on Tom’s coffiv®’\). It was, of course,
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Hallie, whose melancholy gesture seeks to reclaim (in its loss) #gi®nship with Tom
and the potentialities of the natural law. Along with Link Appleyard the only other
remaining “link” to old Shinboné&’ Hallie makes a special trip “out desert way” to
retrieve the cactus rose from Tom’s burned-out homestead. Even if it is omhpalgy
gesture, both where she retrieves the rose and its personal, historicatangeisubtly
express her discontent with her choice in mate and the inevitable progresszztmmnil
The only time Hallie appears to embody the same vitality of her youth inildhe w
Shinbone is when Ranse expresses an interest in forsaking politics to return to Shinbone
and set up a law practice. This beaming Hallie quickly disappears with’®gnestion
about the cactus rose, reminding her that even if she returns that she caninotweata
she has lost. Like Tom Joad and the Harper childr@&nenGrapes of WratandNight

of the Hunteyr Hallie realizes, in trading a “real” rose for the cactus rose, she can never
really go home again. Ultimately, the copy never quite approximates thenfanta

investment in the originaP

% Link’s name is one of three proper names thaparécularly important in the film, and functions a
connection between Liberty as a criminal and Rassa lawyer. More specifically, Link designates a
failed connection between the two insofar as He faifulfill his duties as marshal for Shinbonés failure
eventually forces the violent confrontation thatrlahes Ransom’s political career. Ultimately, Lislklso
the connection to the past; he is the first petdaltie recognizes on the Stoddard'’s arrival in new
Shinbone. Link’s failure to connect Valance andh$tain a legal sense creates the necessity foratieal
law of Tom, and, consequently, he serves as thedamection to that bygone period. To put it &eot
way, Link’s incompetence creates a “Liberty” in @tinbone that is ultimately “Ransomed” to the tzw
statehood.

15 Another explanation for the studio settingldfe Man Who Shot Liberty Valaniies in the juxtaposition
between the authentic place and its ¢apat is, there is no “original, authentic” place,saich. Even if the
country was once primarily rural and small-towreoted, it was not the small town of our imaginative
investment. It was beset by regional or geograplmarticularities that were characteristic of aaie
specificity that belies the abstract, ideal origicated in the small town. The studio setting &pda the
original place as a fantasmic one, grounded irfruustration with the present that generates anratiere
and when that was not frustrating or unfulfillimghere things were better. For Hallie, this plecelid
Shinbone, but, as we frequently see in her frustnatith its lack of education and agricultural elisity,
she was not content with its limitations. The plaent of the cactus rose on Tom’s coffin is more an
attempt to reclaim an imagined version of Shinbitvae an acknowledgment of its lost authenticity.
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The Infinite Loss of “Liberty”

The last scene ifhe Man Who Shot Liberty Valangarticularly the final lines
of the film, illustrate not only Hallie’s specific loss in the development ofehéory
into a state, but a loss inherent in the process of civilization in a more gensgltbere
is a certain sacrifice that emerges in subjecting oneself to the laiw sacrifice is tied to
the mythic foundations of that law, or, to put it in the film’s terms, the saci#fites
source of the legend that becomes the fact upon which the community is consfrutted.
the ideological object of the small town designates a nodal point of certain fundgmenta
idealistic American myths, theFhe Man Who Shot Liberty Valansages how these
myths are constructed — it does so, not coincidentally, in the small town of Shinbone.
After dropping Hallie back into her melancholia with the question about the caatys ros
Ranse, talking to the porter on the train that is carrying them to a connection back to
Washington, shifts into his bombastic senator persona, performing with calculated,
diplomatic ease. Responding to the special treatment that he receives fraitiabd
workers, who have held the express up for him in the next town, Ranse promises to
bestow his senatorial grace upon the railroad with a letter of appreciationpoifée

responds, “nothing’s too good for the man who shot Liberty ValamdeV]. Like

Shinbone only becomes ideal by the revisionistotdfef passing time, and Hallie’s frustration wtie
path she ultimately chose.

8 Here | am drawing on ZiZek’s conception of theitfmrdial” loss associated with a subject’s social
integration:
Desire emerges when drive gets caught in the colmfvebw/prohibition, in the vicious cycle in
which ‘jouissancemust be refused, so that it can be reached oimvketed ladder of the Law of
desire’ (Lacan’s definition of castration) — andtfsy is the narrative of this primordial losscsin
it stages the process of this renunciation, thergemee of the LawT(PF 32).
While at some level this transformation is happgrior the entirety of Shinbone in the process of
statehood, the most representative case of thidisads Hallie Ericson, who gives up both the ecrose
and Tom for Ranse, the figure of the law.
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Hallie before him, Ranse collapses into a melancholy silence that reatesbatfter his
political grandiloquence; these are the last words of the film and they stop éReatsin

his tracks. If the cactus rose has haunted Hallie as the path not taken, then tlyeaglentit
“the man who shot Liberty Valance,” which runs counter to Ranse’s idealiset ibel

legal order, has equally haunted Ranse. This moniker has plagued Ranse both as a
reminder of his inability to live up to his own ideal belief in law and order, and as the
mythic, ideal-ego imposed upon him. These two failures intersect in the “the man who
shot Liberty Valance”: Ranse’s failure and the (possible) fiction of tha.midallie’s

rose designates the imaginative force of potentiality, bolstered by meliariohging,

and Ranse’s false identity is indicative of the pressure the myth placessipohjéct.

In both cases, the work of fantasy creates a symbolic mandate that is bigptussi

realize, as well as a vision of some socio-symbolic harmony that is naat&ai One can
“never go home again,” and, more specifically for the film, Ranse can nellgr felly

be “the man who shot Liberty Valance,” insofar as it designates an ideadyér
complicated, to which no one can live up. In the case of the porter's (mis)chdiuif,
Ranse’s failure to really be the “man who shot Liberty Valance” maynbeaas of
concealing an inherent failure within his ideal belief in the law.

As Tom informs him at the caucus for statehood, Ranse’s political identity is
misplaced; Tom claims to be the man who really shot Liberty Valance. Tom’s
presumably killed the outlaw for the sake of Hallie, who is torn between her desire for
education and knowledge beyond Shinbone, embodied in Ranse, and her appreciation for
the more natural life in the small western outpost, embodied by both Tom and the cactus

rose. Realizing that Hallie has chosen Ranse, perhaps a suggestion of the ihewitabil
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progress, Tom Kills Liberty seemingly as an act of self-sacrifaseng Ranse and thus
acknowledging Hallie’s desire and his own need to ensure her happiness, even if that
contentment comes at the expense of his Bwdp until his last encounter with Tom,
Ranse “falsely” believes himself to be the man who shot Liberty Valafsea result of
Tom'’s alternative history, Ranse is partially relieved of responsilidityhe killing, but
is left with the new responsibility of bearing the “mythological” idgntite must
shoulder the weight of the hero character in the “printed legend.” Ranse is toemylike
noteworthy public figure, between the identity traded in the socio-symbdioriethat
delineates his place, and the unsettling, if not embarrassing, truth lurkiregho&re
official role however complicated that truth may be. In this split subjectiet
encounter the inevitable superego guilt characteristic of a failedssad
subjectivization, or, as Zizek claims,
the superego emerges as the outcome of the failed interpellatiormghize
myself as Christian, yet deep in my heart | do not really believe intahity,
and this awareness of not fully endorsing my interpellated symbolic identhg as
superego pressure of guilt ... At a “deeper” level, the superego gives®apres
to the guilt, to a betrayal, that pertains to the act of interpellas@such

interpellationqua symbolic identification with the Ego-ideal is as such, in itself, a
compromise, a way of ‘giving up on one’s desireTK Ixxi)

7 Wwhile it would take a ballistics expert fro88Ito determine who precisely shot Liberty Valance, |
contend that the actual shooter may have indeed Raase Stoddard. The three figures involveden th
shooting form a right angle triangle, with Ransamglmost 90 degree angle facing Valance and Donip
to the immediate left of Ranse. When the bullet Wialance he falls directly backward, that isfdiks as

if the bullet that hits him came from immediatatyfiont of him, not from the side. Had Tom Donipho
been the man to shoot Liberty Valance, given thideane was positioned in, the momentum of the bulle
would have carried Valance not backward but inraation slightly back and to Valance’s right, Rdase
left. Of course, the possibility for both bullétaving landed has to be considered, which makes the
determination of the killer a matter for autopsSignificantly, the indeterminacy of the killer offea
distraction from the more disconcerting shortconofithe law; that is, the concern over who actushpt
Liberty Valance conceals the failure of law andesrfibr Ransom. Even if Ranse knows he can never
really live up to myth that will tell “his storythat concern will be a tolerable (if ultimately degsing)
diversion from the more devastating realizatioritinkately, this distraction allows him to continugth

his political career; the an alternative myth Toravides props up failure of juridical action for fi&z.
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What Zizek means here is that the process of subjectivization, indicated hieee by t
Althusserian notion of interpellation, inevitably involves the experience of ypgralt.
Every interpellation is characterized by its inescapable failure anasf no one can live
up to the ego-ideal imposed upon him/her, either by the perception of the other or an
internal pressure self-imposed in the aspiration to that ideal. Consequenidy, part
interpellation, and all interpellation is inevitably partial, createsehsesof guilt that is a
consequence of the inability to realize the ego-ideal completely. Alohghstguilt
from the partial interpellation comes the “deeper” guilt of compromising @esteived
essential kernel of self for the sake of subjectivization. In other words,omibegx a
subject, the person sacrifices some illusive, essential kernel of desicertiaties to
haunt the subject as a consequence of the renunciation; it is the little pieceeothdes
refuses the signification associated with interpellation — for Hallie digsire is
represented by the cactus rose. Whereas in the first case guiltrstentisd inability to
accomplish full interpellation, to live up to perception, in the second, the guilt emerges
from a perceived betrayal of the essential, particular core of self #matisavoidable
consequence of becoming a subject.

Does Ranse not encounter both of these experiences of guilt as a result of Tom
Doniphon’s confession? Regarding the case of the compromise inherent to interpella
Ranse’s initial reservations about building his career on “killing a maat tefthe

principles of law and order that he renounces by aiming his pistol at Ufhétty desire

18 Just as Ranse enters into the violent realm offigtating that governs Liberty Valance’s world, kitty
makes his own incursion into Ranse’s world of lawl arder during the delegate nomination at Shinisone
local bar. While Liberty attempts to stage a Hegstikeover of the proceedings, he does so lathedyigh
the appropriate observance of protocol by havisgchbnies nominate and second the nomination of the
outlaw for one of the two delegate positions. HeevelLiberty is dealt a losing hand in the scesetha

rule of the majority usurps the tyrannical ruletloé outlaw’s violent coercion. Liberty loses tlaér fand
ordered election to Dutton Peabody and Ransom &tdddstill, when the results turn out to be
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to return east “where he belongs,” which he confesses to Tom during the caucus for
statehood, is a retreat from this unsettling renunciation of principles back to the
wellspring from which these indispensable values emerge. As Ramas,cléin going
back eastwhere | belonyy(MLV). All of his idealistic exhortations regarding the
importance of law and order as the foundation of civilization are seemingly voidbd by
shooting, which ironically destroys Ranse’s “liberty,” replacing it whih testrictive
bindings of an implacable guilt: first the guilt of Liberty’s death, then thie @f Tom'’s
“sacrifice.” It is no mistake that Valance’s only connecting shot hits&an his right
arm. To borrow from Preacher Powell's educatioftie Night of the HunteRanse’s
right arm is his “good” one, both in terms of strength but also in metaphorical teasms
moral one. Itis the left hand that is “evil,” the one that Cain used to strike “hisbrothe
low,” and, consequently, it is this neglected hand that Ranse must use for violent action
when his “goodness” (i.e., all legal recourse) has been incapacitatedrefitanciation
of his own ego-ideal, the man of law and order, leads to the creation of a mythiyidentit
as the “man who shot Liberty Valance,” which becomes an ideal-ego imposed @en Rans
from outside. Ironically, this imposed ideal-ego allows him to more effdgtbecome
the man of law and order.

In the case of failed interpellation, Ranse builds his political life on the edgal-
that continually haunts him as “the man who shot Liberty Valance.” The stifugicey
of this notoriety is all too evident in the film’s final line of dialogue. These wivedze
Ranse in the moment before he lights his pipe and cause Hallie to stare abseatly. f

Perpetually following them as the inescapable kernel of Ranse’s publitydtre

unfavorable for Liberty he resorts to the rulersd gun, threatening Ransom and calling for theighnf
that will inevitably result in his death.
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words, “nothing is too good for the man who shot Liberty Valance,” are slap botk Halli
and Ranse into a momentary stupor. Not only does this phrase remind them of the
supposed lie upon which Ranse’s political career is built, it is also a remanddéalfie

of the intensity of Tom’s feelings for her, insofar as Tom supposedly killedtyitoe
protect the man she loves, Ranse. Camera movement intensifies the force of this
statement by tracking in closer to Hallie and Ranse. Ford’s “seldom movedtaa
mirrors a kind of superego scrutiny accompanying the identity imposed upon the
celebrated senator. This camera movement denotes the absent gaze of Tom, who
through his confession perpetually watches and demands that Ranse live up to the
misplaced subjectivity he has afforded the budding politician. The porter’s statem
also triggers the musical motif that accompanies the scenes in the fuartgl p
effectively linking the railroad employee’s identification with the back raomvhich
Tom'’s coffin rests. This music signifies Tom’s “presence in absence,’isyhbleast in
Hallie’s and Ranse’s mindthe manwho shot Liberty Valance. The music is Tom’s
ghost following Ranse like the dark cloud of smoke spewing from the locomotive
carrying the Stoddards to and from Shinbone. Consequently, the music which marks
Tom'’s constant presence and the porter’s enthusiastic claim indicatesutisat<R
privileged treatment in life is inevitably misdirected from the shooteh@person
Ranse is led to believe is the shooter) that “nothing is too good for” to the forever
unworthy Ransom Stoddard. To put this in terms of the superego, the more Ranse
benefits in life from the ideal-ego he believes has no legitimdtetogthe guiltier he is,

insofar as each success, each new and great privilege is a testametdort that Tom
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has over his life. Ultimately, the more he tries to live up to Tom’s injunction to “gwve h

[Hallie] something to read and write about,” the deeper in debt he buries hivik¥lX.

The Legend Becomes Fact

Ranse’s confession to the editorTdfe Shinbone Stathen, is not accomplished
for the sake of “telling the truth,” but, instead, it is a like a religious cowiegstended
to deliver him from the guilt that has plagued his professional life. When MaSoeti
refuses to print the truth, tossing his notes into the fire, he acknowledges the power and
significance of ideological fantasy. Scott’s decision to “print the legend’symbolic
debt owed to the big Other. In other words, fiction, the myth of the man who shot
Liberty Valance, has become “fact,” and, consequently, it is an indispepsitilof the
history of the west; it is the way things are even if they are not reatlwtha Like
Ranse’s debt to Tom Doniphon, Scott acknowledges the symbolic debt owed to
appearances and the ontological weight that hinges upon narrative origins esesgafd|
their basis in historical fact. Nostalgia, in this instance, is not simply rosrzaot
recollection, but the perpetual re-inscription of the symbolic debt one owes to thalorig
myth. Like the debt of the superego, nostalgia retrieves an idealisticioleptthe past
and holds it up as a kind of ethical backdrop that exerts a certain disciplinary @ressur
upon its subjects, who can never really repay that original debt. Acknowledgment of it
“nothing is too good for the man who shot Liberty Valance” — merely testifies ts one’
entrapment in the endless cycle of its repayment. The peculiar thing about tteetdebt
superego is that the more we try to pay for it, the more we seem to owe; in tbé case

nostalgia, the more we try to live up to the ideal past, the more we falil, the Wwartly
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(and so on). For better or for worse, Scott recognizes, seemingly to eveIgloag's,
that the western civilization embodied in Shinbone owes its history to Ransom Stoddard,
even if he is not equal to the fictional foundations of his identity. Both Shinbone and
Stoddard share a common and infinite “ransom.”

If this is a marked change in tone for Ford, who expresses disillusionment with
the idea of community that had been a hallmark of this earlier westerns, thittings
that it emerges as the western began to go out of fashion. It seems appgoerate
Ford’s own ego ideal as “the man who made westé&ttisat The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valancecalls into question the redemptive power of community and the ideals of the
American Dream in a more complex and ambivalent manner than any of hisféarsier
Like Ranse who discovers an opportunity with Maxwell Scott to unburden his tormented
soul, Ford’s last great western presents a more morally ambiguous karlthbse of
the younger, more idealistic director: old Ford takes young Ford to task tozli@kin
the suturing power of community. This shift in Ford is indicative of the Westarnrfil
general. Replaced by interest in urban crime stories of the ganlyste¢hé fascination
with the potentiality of the frontier seemingly faded in the 1950s. The rugged
individualism of the Western, gives to a more consumerist conception of indiwdualit
The gangster film’s exploration of monetary success and the luxury it catmagaris a

reflection of this shift. In a certain sense, the battle, represented ingtexnydor

19 While there are numerous accounts of this statésherigin, Gaylyn Studlar and Matthew Bernstein

offer a succinct version in the introductionJiwhn Ford Made Westems
At a Directors Guild meeting in October 1950, dicecCecil B DeMille led a right-wing faction in
accusing guild president Joseph L. Mankiewicz a@p@ Communist. At one point during the
meeting, a guild member rose from his seat to comtm8ince the proceedings were being
recorded by a court stenographer, the man, in rednglbthes and dark glasses, identified himself
for the record: “My name’s John Ford. | make Wist€' Ford called for a motion demanding
that DeMille and the board of directors resign. thien asked the membership to endorse
Mankiewicz's presidency so they could “all go hoamel get some sleep. We've got some
pictures to make tomorrow.” (2).
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civilization and the creation of self-sustaining community, is one that haslpalbeen
won, or lost depending on how one looks at it. Consequently, the cementation of the
middle-class lifestyle in suburbia replaces an older model of the Améream with a
more contemporary one, one that can be purchased like so many luxury items in a
gangster film. Still, this newer model is predicated on nostalgidéosrmall town that
exerts pressure upon modern, suburban culture. UltimatedyMan Who Shot Liberty
Valanceexpresses the frustration with the homogeneity of the contemporary suburb,
which threatens to collapse diversity and potential into a crushing samé€idss.
Shinbone, with its vitality, geographical particularity, and wellspring s&mlity,
represents the mythic, original small town where right and wrong was oafjgni
balanced between the poles of good (Tom Doniphon) and evil (Liberty Valance).
Consequently, the new Shinbone, one wrought from the image of Ransom Stoddard who
simultaneously stands for and eradicates the natural law in his founding act ofejidenc
a bad copy of the original small town which demands a conformity and idealism that the
suburb can never fully embody — the more it tries, the more it fails, the moes iintthe
endless loop of superego guilt. New Shinbone is dripping with melancholy sadness at the
beginning of the film. Like the subject afflicted with an overactive superegasit
doomed — a bland, disappointing copy of old Shinbone — long before the death of Tom
Doniphon, who dies symbolically long before his actual, physical death.

In his determination to “print the legend,” Scott ultimately illustrates th
ideological life of the small town, which, ironically, emerges in its deathelch
Shinbone dies with Liberty Valance. To put this in terms of suburbia, whether the

original hometown upon which the suburb is based actually ever existed (it never could
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have) is ultimately irrelevant for its real-life impact on the compositiohettburb.
Instead, what matters is the idealistic narrative passed down (througiuieefdm,
television, magazines, and numerous other narrative avenues) that underpinned the
blueprints and organizational rationale for figures like William Lekibrd’s film
illustrates the power of symbolic fictions, even in the face of historical eaderch
function much like a “fetishistic disavowal” in which one fully realizes thas Kat the
case (that is the object is not the original, missing Thing) but, nevertbeles®ntinues
to act as though X is the case. Ultimately incapable of living up to itsstieal
conception, the small town is an “Other not supposed to know,” that is, the Other not
supposed to know that he, or it (Shinbone) in this case, is dead or incompetaningin
in the End Timeg<ZiZzek explains the cultural significance of striking this balance:
One of the most elementary cultural skills is to know when (and how) to pretend
notto know (or notice), how to go on and act as if something which has happened
did not happen ... When parents with a young child have blazing arguments or
illicit affairs, as a rule (assuming they wish to retain a minimum of dggdney
try to prevent the child from noticing, well aware that such knowledge could have
a devastating effect on him. (Of course, in many cases, the child knows very
well, and merely pretends not to notice anything wrong, aware that in thisisva
parents’ life is made a little bit easier). (133)
In both of these cases, either with the parents who attempt to spare the childversace
the accomplishment of the elaborate performance is maintained for the Hag"®tho
demarcates a point of socio-symbolic stability that notes the smooth functioning of
meaning and social exchange — the other stands in for the very possibility afigneani
Consequently, the big Other must be spared certain knowledge which would be
devastating for appearances; as | indicated in the previous chapter appgar@ more

than superficial, they have a dramatic impact upon the composition of readitginkive

can understand why Scott refuses to run Ransom’s story and why the small town, despite
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the urban orientation of the country and the bad copy of the suburb, can never be allowed
to be aware of its death. Both Ranse’s “true” story and the small town, even theygh t
are imaginary, ideological constructions, are absolutely essential tog$eective socio-
historical narratives. Even if the suburb is a bad copy of the small town, even if the
United States is primarily an urban nation in terms of population density, the pérpetu
re-emergence of the nostalgic longing for the small town as the origing indicates a
symbolic debt that refuses full payment. The small town is for Americativdadentity

of “the man who shot Liberty Valance” is for Ranse, a mythic identity, wtan never

be forsaken or fully embodied. Be it idealistic, like Levitt’s vision for his dubmr
unsettling, like the nightmarish, rural world that Preacher Powell cresaiéeiNight of

the Hunter the legend of the small town has outstripped its “true” historical narrative (if
such a thing could be compiled), and it is the legend that continues to be invoked as the

setting for films, novels, and political speeches.

216



Conclusion: Dutiful Monsters and Hard-Working Addicts

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valanisea story about origins, the origins of myth,
and the ways in which myth, particularly the American myth of westward exqpansi
intermingles with history to create an ideological narrative thahately trumps
historical fact. It would seem to be no coincidence that the film is set in btevma)
insofar as the small town could serve as a case study for Ford’s broadeatdse
regarding the importance of legend in the composition of history. In many ways the
historical narrative of the small town resembles that of Ransom Stoddard, which is a
story run through with idealism, hidden violent origins, and endless guilt. Following
rapid technological developments (telephone, cash register, transpowaticacertain
architectural homogeny in the late 1800s, the small town’s iconic Main Sgtdes snto
a norm still recognizable today. As Richard Francaviglia claimsy Eaeet architecture
in the late 1800s “reflect[s] a standardization that became a fact of life lmerican
small town in the latter half of the nineteenth century” (35). For Francavigkastthe
moment Main Street crystallizes into a common image. While certain regloeaficity
emerges in varying forms, ultimately, Main Street becomes a portalégd=al Main
Street that will come to serve as the source of inspiration for nostalglteotions in
television, film, and Disney theme parks. Ultimately, despite dramataricel change
whirling around small towns throughout the twentieth century, Francaviglia ¢ldhmey
seem to be haverfiiom change” (131).

Francaviglia’'s “seem” in the previous quotation indicates the power of
appearances both within the small town, and those of the small town in a broader

ideological context. Within the small town, like its offspring “the suburb,” appeas
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are essential to the composition and understanding of reality. One’s abgity into
practice the unwritten codes of social norms is part of integrating into b smal
community; deviating from those norms is met with harsh recrimination. Alchghe
importance of appearances within the community is the importance of the snmedl tow
appearance in the broader socio-political context. As a repository fonasstamonly
held, American values, the small town’s narrative appearance is essertsial to i
significance as an ideological object. The small town’s importancestvasl
expansion, like Shinbone ithe Man Who Shot Liberty Valan@nd the myth of self-
reliant, rugged individualism that comes with that expansion cannot be understated.
Examining the roots of America’s virtue of “self-reliance” Stephanie Comeitzinks the
myth of the tough, self-sufficient pioneer family that settled the west onlomlswteat of

their collective brow and persistence:

prairie farmers and other pioneer families owed their existence tovedsderal

land grants, government-funded military mobilizations that dispossessed hundreds

of Native American societies and confiscated half of Mexico, and state-spdnsore
economic investment in the new lands. Even ‘volunteers’ expected federal pay:
Much of the West’s historic ‘antigovernment’ sentiment originated in discontent
when settlers did not get such pay or were refused government aid for
unauthorized raids on Native American territory. It would be hard to find a
Western family today or at any time in the past whose land rights, transportat
options, economic existence, and even access to water were not dependent on
federal funds. (74)

Coontz notes that our conception of the mythic, self-reliant pioneer is as muchancreati
of revisionist history of culture like Laura Ingalls Wildel’gtle House on the Prairie
series, edited by her politically conservative daughter in the 1930s, tharstbisdai

fact (73). Not unlike the legend of Ranse Stoddard, the myth of the rugged individual

frontiersperson, an indispensible component of American myth, is a story not born out by

facts. Instead, this mythic frontiersperson is part of a fictional appeathat becomes
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reality through repetition. A similar process of selective memory ditidg takes place
in the preservation of Main Street, particularly when considering the im@ddisney’s
“Main Street U.S.A” had upon the country at large. As Francaviglia claimsiy'ma
Americans returned from Disneyland to their home towns and learned to see them anew.
Disney packaged Main Street as a commercial environment that was pdimstlgcal”
and aesthetic, and helped pave the way for later efforts to revitalize Meat”$1/78).
The quotation marks around historical are indicative of the authorial license Dagkey
in recreating Main Street from an admixture of history and fantasmidgiastaike
Wilder’s daughter, whose revisions came to have an impact on the belief in the self
reliance or pioneers, Disney’s Main Street U.S.A had a profound impact sedintbeting
idealistic appearance of the small town — one might argue that this nostetgaticn
underpinned the association between the small town and certain idealistic asttibsd
to those places.

Instead of a specific material place, the small town, becomes a ‘tappgiof
memory,” which is subject to the whims and nostalgic revisionism of those mgcalli
them (Francaviglia 130). Main street, the title of Sinclair Lewis’ ecalindepiction of the
small town, has not always conjured positive, nurturing conceptions of home. The idea
of Main Street and its small town is plagued by the ambivalence of home as afplace
both comfort and confinement. More conceptual than material, the small town is the
ideological clay for those who seek to mold it into an icon and mobilize its imaginary
force. When it needs to be nostalgic, the small town can be the home we never actually
had in the first place but think of as the home we have already lost. When it needs to

teach us tougher moral lessons, the small town becomes a backward place, Wbere dar
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impulses play out against the relief of bucolic perfectibhe Grapes of Wrathhe small

town films of Frank Capra, and those of David Lynch nostalgically recalhtiaé town

in all its domestic idealism. In Lynch’s case with films IBieie Velveaind the

television serie3win Peaksthe small town’s domestic idealismsisbjected to a critique

by the harsher, more disturbing criminal world lurking barely beneath is ranvameer.
Slasher horror films of the 1970s and 1980s mobilize this nostalgia to explore mate brut
lessons in repression and morality, finding historical intersections withrteegence of

methamphetamine manufacturing and use in the rural United States.

Don’t Open that Door

Before delving more specifically into the relationship between
methamphetamines, the slasher horror film, and the changing ideologicalrposihe
small town in America, it will be necessary to distinguish the psychoanabyiception
of desire from drive. Both the slasher horror film villain and meth addict are&igdr
drive that emerge as darker manifestations of small-town fantasy. Throlggea c
identification with the small town’s idealism, the tweeker and the monster kecom
disturbing realizations of fantasy’s disciplining function. These two figareshe
monstrous culmination of fantasy that moves from desire to drive. As developed in the
earlier chapters, desire is predicated on a more “normal” orientati@rds enjoyment
(jouissancg which is appropriately mediated and situated by fantasy. Drive designates
as Zizek claims, “the domain of the closed circular palpitation which firtdsaszion in
endlessly repeating the same failed gestur@H30). Unlike desire, drive has an

unmediated connection jouissancansofar as it does not require the rationale of fantasy
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to explain its endless circulation. Whereas desire requires an object to pimberést,
drive simply enjoys the perpetual circulation around the empty void where besites

its object; desire’s chief function is to suture this void with the sublimated olijeiste

is the motor propelling desire’s fixation upon a particular object. Needingrtugation

of drive but unable to sustain its unmedigtadssancedesire must somehow disperse
its fixation from the void to some object or series of objects that servaua®gate for

the lost “Thing” the void demarcates. Desire needs drive, but drive does not need desir
In other words, desire is the necessary distortion of drive that allows for the ageropr
mediation of dangerous enjoyment; drive’s relationshjpussancas too direct, too
unsettling to be integrated into the meaningful realm of reality. Fantasygthits
elaborate and clever narrativizing, becomes, as ZiZek claims, “thecregnghat
separates desire from drive: it tells the story which allows the subjeuidpérceive

the void around which drive circulates as the primordial loss constitutive of d&3#€e” (
32). As long as drive is entangled in the symbolic web of fantasy, the subjectes desir
centered, substituting objects that emerge in the gaps in his/her socio-syontdetithat
threaten the stability of meaning.

Ultimately, desire allows us to misperceive the source of our enjoyment; to
misperceive where oyouissanceeally lies within our socio-symbolic network. If drive
is the motor of desirgouissances the fuel that fires that motor. Trhe Plague of
FantasiesSlavoj Zizek claims thgbuissancéconcerns the very fundamentals of what
one is tempted to call psychoanalytic ontology” (48). According to this psychaanalyt
ontology, being at its very core is grounded in a traumatic negativityethses to be

reduced to the workings of the socio-symbolic order and its support in fantasy.
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Jouissances the source of this traumatic kernel, which is simultaneously indispensible
and horrifying. As Zizek illustrates apropos of Lacan, “he [Lacan] linkstenge ... to
jouissanceas that which is properly traumatic — that is, whose existence can never be
fully assumed, and which is thus forever perceived as spectral, pre-ordl¢grF
48). It is important to indicate that tfeuissanceZizek is describing above is one that is
“uncut,” to borrow a drug term, from fantasy; that is, [pisissancen its pure state.
Despite its traumatic impact, which is mediated by fanjasyssancas indispensible to
being:
Jouissances thus the ontological aberration, the disturbed balasticeunen to
use the old philosophical term) which accounts for the passage from Nothing to
Something; it designates the minincahtraction(in Schelling’s sense of the
term) which provides the density of the subject’s reality. Someone can be happily
married, with a good job and many friends, fully satisfied with his life, and yet
absolutely hooked on some specific formation (‘sinthomjpofssanceready to
put everything at risk rather than renoutfeat (drugs, tobacco, drink, a particular
sexual perversion ...). (Zizek 49)
Jouissanceés the necessary quotient of enjoyment injected into the socio-symbolic order
to shift it from a stale, aseptic, meaningless formula to a compreheresbiein which
the subject can locate his identity. Enjoyment is a complicated term in thegisce
insofar agouissancedoes not come without a modicum of pain. More precisely, this
pain makegouissancehe “surplus” of enjoyment that simultaneously sets it apart from
one’s “good life” and allows one to engage with that “good life.” Indeed, the pain
emerges preciselyomthediscrepancybetween the ontological balance of one’s life and
the “aberration,” which runs counter to that existence yet is indispensiblacthbdt
they are antithetical is what simultaneously generates the pleasai@. A friend of

mine who was virtually on his death bed with an indeterminate disease (the scesario w

very much like a formulaic episode ldbusé told me after he had recovered that while
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he had been in the hospital he snuck out to acquire a can of chewing tobacco. This
surreptitious journey for “Skoal” is the pull mfuissance Despite the fear of imminent
death, the fear of living without his “sinthom” of enjoyment was greatee s not

life, not one worth continuing, without his “dip.”

If jouissancas the essential enjoyment that allows the broader social network to
keep spinning the turbines, then it must do so in a mediated form. The flowssiance
has to be appropriately conditioned since it ultimately is an indecipherable, ocablogi
aberration; direct confrontation with oguissancean its immediacy is a traumatic
encounter, insofar as we lack the means of conditioning or appropriately siftiating
Fantasy is the means of tamjogissance Installing a screen between desire, as the
socially acceptable formula fgsuissanceand drive, the strange, unsettling repetition
that undermines the meaning-making flow of the socio-symbolic networksyanta
provides some meaningful co-ordinates for the otherwise indeterminate andttcaum
jouissance.The “objet petit & becomes the site ofduissanceationing.” As Zizek
claims,

It is the famous Lacaniavbjet petit athat mediates between the incompatible

domains of desire arjduissance.. Theobjet petit ais not what we desire, what

we are after, but, rather, that which sets our desire in motion, in the sense of the

formal frame which confers consistency on our desire: desire is, of course

metonymical; it shifts from one object to another; through all these dispacem
however, desire none the less retains a minimum of formal consistency, a set of
phantasmic features which, when they are encountered in a positive object, make

us desire this objectTPF 39)

Fantasy, then, designates a “specific formula which regulates his orckss &0

jouissance( Zizek TPF 39). Unmediated accessjtmissancean existence that would

be grounded more in the experience of drive than desire, would be traumatic and

223



desubjectivizing for the subjettAcknowledging our enjoyment outside the bounds of
fantasy is the endgame for the analytical process, which amounts to the legfrain
reconstitution of subjectivity. Fantasy filtgoaiissanceby providing a certain narrative
that centers upon thabjet petit a which is nothing but a cluster of “fantasmic features”
that form the circuit through whigbuissances channeled. Given the traumatic
potentiality of surplus pleasuead its stubborn persistence, the narrative constitutive of
one’s fantasy is not a simple, linear story. Quite the contrary, fantasy igpéegpm
multivalent narrative system that splits off in numerous different directitampsng
into short circuits ofouissancehat erupt into reality despite the elaborate channels
composed by the socio-symbolic network and fantasy meant to contain it. Consequently
fantasy is an elaborate narrative machine constantly adjusting to upéses, spinning
out new narratives, re-routing the energyoofissancevhere it gets trapped in the
repetitive cycle of drive. According to need and proximitjotoassanceantasy can be
ideal or obscene, as well as repressive or permissive.

Drive, due to its unmediated relationship wadhissanceproves to be dangerous
for the socio-symbolic order; it is disinterested in the socio-cultural toniig that
comes with calculating self-interest according to what is normal. e/l standard

reading of psychoanalytic fantasy is that it functions as a kind of symbolicelos

! The feature on account of which | desire the dhjesignates the point whemiissanceouches or stains
the object. It is this minute detail, the surpdive and beyond what the object is in and offjttwt
simultaneously attracts us and displaces some aginéable feature of our enjoyment; this is why diac
calls this feature “ex-timate” it is that whichirsme that is not me. Addressing a particularly
objectionable advertisement for sun tanning lotishich addresses our “factor” (what sets into motar
enjoyment), Zizek claims, “There is nothing upfiffiabout this our awareness of this ‘factor” such
awareness can never be subjectivized; it is uncarewen horrifying — since it somehow ‘depossetes’
subject, reducing her or him to a puppet-like Iékelyond the dignity of freedom™TPF 8). While

fantasy works to conceal the compulsory naturdisf‘factor,” our enjoyment, as Zizek claims, i no
well-within our control.
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answering the questions emerging from the ontological cracks in reaktyeading
misses the fact that these cracks are generated precisely by fardeser to offer itself
as an answer. In other words, the cracks are far from threatening ruptureditigriret,
instead, perpetually generate the narrative of fantasy maintaininge) @aening for
which fantasy has an endless supply of objects to function as (false) Sukaetasy is
akin to the mother who keeps her child perpetually sick in order to offer hertiadf as
ultimate caretaker or remedy. Drawing upon the Nietszchean concept'efeiral
return of the same,” Zizek claims,
The unbearable aspect of the ‘eternal return of the same’ — the Nietzscmea
for the crucial dimension afrive — is the radicatlosurethis notion implies: to
endorse and fully assume the ‘eternal return of the same’ means thaweae
every opening, every belief in the messianic Otherness ... The point is thus to
oppose the radical closure of the ‘eternal’ drive to the opening involved in the
finitude/temporality of the desiring subjectRF 31)
Within the co-ordinates of reality delineated by the cooperative work of jeatasthe
symbolic order, the desiring subject, spurred on by the false belief in the lost thang (
Messianic Otherness), becomes subject of that order by elevating abjésislace.
This process of substitution underpins one’s social order through its cyclical nature.
When an object no longer proves sufficient, it is scrapped for a new object with fantasy
always mediating the process of selection. To return to the “Munchhausergyamalo
accepting the endless supply of remedies we consistently fail to acknowhedyggins
of our sickness.

Drive, on the other hand, passes beyond the “sick games” of fantasy in its apathy

for the subject’s pathological, “best” interest. Drive is, as Zizek elaideath drive as

2 Here | am borrowing from a series of rhetoricagsfions Zizek poses regarding fantasy’s ultimale
in relation to the “abyss of the Other’s desir&Vhat if it is fantasy itself which, in so far asfiils in the
void of the Other’s desire, sustains the (fals@nipg — the notion that there is some radical Okbes
which makes our universe incompletePP§ 31).
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such,” insofar as it operates in a closed loop, opposing itself to the rationale sy fanta
and to the normal order of thingbRF 31). Refusing the existent means of meaning-
making, drive proves to be ultimately inexplicable according to common serseliayi
(TPF31). As Zizek claims, drive “stands for an unconditional impetus which disregards
the proper needs of the living body and simply battens oRF@1). Drive is not self-
interested in the way that desire is. On the contrary, drive threatens to uredtveni
subject’s place within his socio-symboic order, which is preciselytivayclinamen,”

his little piece ofouissancethreatens his ontological stability. When the subject passes
over the threshold between desire and drive, what Lacan calls “travdrsifanptasy,” he
becomes “desubjectivized.” In other words, the subject of drive is no subjeciat all,
least not in the individualized sense that we might think of a normal subject playing out
his role in the world. The “traversing” subject is not a desiring subject, dedgera
attempting to live up to the cluster of symbolic mandates that are condensed into an
identity/subjectivity. Instead, the being of drive is one that no longer requires the
fantasmatic underpinnings of his socio-symbolic identity, and, moreover, agaimst all
pathological interests, follows the endless loop of drive that is disinteradieel world.

This foray into psychoanalysis provides a frame to examine the extreme
psychological positions of the meth addict and the slasher horror film monstee Thes
figures are more contemporary manifestations of small-town life tpaifysa darker
twist in the small town’s association with virtue. While meth has only beconmea m
prominent story in the last ten years, the socio-economic origins of the metiiegite
rural America overlap with the rise in popularity of the slasher horror fifr€apra’s

films in the 1940s and the development of suburbs of the 1950s are key expressions of
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small-town idealism, then meth and the slasher horror film present this md¢aken to
an extreme level. What will be critical for my reading of the small towiy gtdhe
latter half of the century is to understand that the “tweaker” and the monster are not
simply manifestations of evil or corruption in the small town: they, unlike Framalégi
are not hiding beneath a thin veneer of fantasy. Quite the contrary; the addia and t
monster are the embodiment of idealism taken to its absolute limit. Both figures
represent the virtues of the small town taken thoroughly seriously. The burned-out
“tweaker” and the slasher super villain are characters defined by driveewdal an
unspoken and unsettlinguissancehat is at the core of the small-town fantasy. In this
respect, Harry Powell is their predecessor, which is perhaps another Teasdight of
the Hunterdid not get its due as a film until the 1970s and 1980s; it was too traumatic for
its moment. Before moving closer to reality with the relationship betwetn amd the
small town as an ideological object, we might usefully examine how this relapass
pre-figured in the emergence and popularity of slasher horror films in the 1970s and
1980s.

Most of the popular and lucrative slasher films of the 70s and 80s were set in
small towns, rural areas, or suburbs, trading on their seemingly ideadister as a
setting for unspeakable and unexpected hoiTbie Texas Chainsaw Massacre
Halloween A Nightmare on EIm StreeandFriday the 1% were the four most
significant series to emerge from this era, each set in small townbwibs and each
spinning off numerous, generic sequels with their particular monster returomgtfe
dead to wreak havoc yet again. Small town ideals of sexual innocence, hospitality

domestic harmony are transformed in the slasher film into distorted, darkemmgeof
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these original virtues, and are located in the monster. If there is a certaintaoh

repression necessary in the small town to sustain the ideal image of godliness,
cleanliness, and innocence, then the force of that repression takes on a monstraus face |
the slasher film. This monstrous repression may be a reflection of tmesgfimary
audience: the adolescent male. The combination of sex, violence, and punishment in the
slasher film reflects, albeit it in a distorted and exaggerated fashionptlteof/the

teenage boy. More specifically, the villains, typically deformed andlsoiiapt,

become the vengeance of the socially awkward and outcast on the attractive, (@ogoula
sexually active) “cool kids.” While similar in their indestructibilisach of the villains
addresses a different problem in the small town, and, consequently responds to and
perhaps critiques a different ideal. Before delving more specifically iirttay the 13’
series, | would like to provide a brief overview of these four major slashes sexd their

particular villains.

B |eatherface fronTheTexas Chainsaw Massacseries (three sequels and two
remakes) comes from a family of unemployed slaughterhouse workers. Put
out of business by more humane technological innovations, the family is a
degraded, backwards manifestation of tradition and heritage. They represent a
corruption latent in holding onto a traditional way of life after the normal
world has moved on. If tradition and “the good old days” are a major part of
small-town idealism, themCM illustrates the perversion of convention and
calls into question how good the “old days” really were. The all-male family,

speaking to an overt patriarchy and male violence at the core of the slasher
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film, is rendered impotent by this change in industry where physicality and
stoic brutality were important values to cultivate. The brutal sledgelamsm
privileged by the family over the humane air gun in the practice of
slaughtering cattle. Unable to adapt, the family become cannibals,
slaughtering and eating their victims. The father, who in later installmaihts
lament the plight of the “working-man,” opens a gas station and “BBQ” stand
in their desolate, rural Texas landscape selling human meat to his
unsuspecting customers. Leatherface, who like numerous other super villains
does not talk, is the family butcher, and seems to be the tireless physical
laborer in the films. Hard work, so closely associated with farmers and blue
collar laborers of the small town, becomes corrupted by being inappropriately
channeled into a perverse tradition of patriarchal violence.

B Freddy Krueger (Robert Englund) from tRegghtmare on Elm Streseries
(six sequels, one spinoff, and one remake) is the clownish super villain, who
takes sadistic pleasure in occupying the dreams of his victims and torturing
them to death. Set in what is either a small town or suburblitfemare
series follows a pattern of trauma and resurrection that is a commorvearrat

structure for the slasher film. Fred Krueger was a custodian in anreéeyne

3 Citing interest in the slasher genre from femittistkers, Tony Magistrale iAbject Terrorsaddresses
the overt misogyny in these films: “Many arguetttiespite its reductive plotline and the superhuman
ability of the Killer to survive somehow in orderthe reborn in the invariable sequels, the slafineihas
much to say to us about the proliferation of majgrassion in postmodern society and the emerging
survival skills of postfeminist women” (148). Eashper villain is sexually impotent, or, at leagipears
to sublimate his sexual interest into violence. Megyistrale points out, their weapons become sateg
phalluses, mirroring the Lacanian phallus insofatiey are objects that demarcate power, as wekiag
objects that penetrate. The choice between théytlthllus, which designates union, and the swateg
one, which is a destructive object of power, isrétized inThe Texas Chainsaw Massacrg/Ben the
family father forces Leatherface to choose betvaeammmen to whom he is attracted and his respoitgibil
to the all-male family, “What'’s it gonna be, LeatheSex or the saw?”
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school, who molested and murdered children. When the legal system fails to
punish him appropriately, the parents of the victims, mostly residents of “Elm
Street,” capture and kill Krueger by tossing him into a furnace in the basement
of the local schoolhouse. Freddy returns with a vengeance, taking it out on
the children of EIm Street, who pay for the sins of their parents. Unable to be
fully resurrected like his horror film cohorts, Freddy lives in the unconscious
of his victims emerging only in their dreams: in order to be killed he has to be
pulled by the dreamers into the “real world” and dispatched. Like the
Lacanian Real, which is evident only in its effects on the organization of
reality, Freddy can only Kill his victims in their dreams. Still, when Fyedd
sadistically slaughters the teenagers in their dreams, their deathalare r

within the narrative. Not only do the films speak to the impotence of the
small town or suburban legal system, emphasized by the lead character’s
father who is the chief of police, they illustrate the dark side of sustaining the
nice, hospitable community at all cost. While Freddy is indeed a pedophile
and killer, the nice parents of EIm Street become vigilantes to protect their
children, their town succumbing to “mob justice” like Icey and Walt Spoon.
Freddy's burned face bears the marks of this justice, which is horrific even if
it is justified within the narrative by Freddy’s equally horrific cesn

Community, an important rallying point for the small town, becomes the

source of unspeakable evil.
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B Michael Myersof theHalloweenseries (5 sequels and 2 remakes) is the
product of a dysfunctional, small-town fanfilyAs a child he murders his
teenage sister and is committed to an asylum. Like Leatherface before
and Jason Vorhees, Myers is an inarticulate villain, who, after being
committed, refuses to speak. As an adult, Myers escapes from his mental
hospital to return to his small town, Haddonfield, lllinois. What precisely
draws Myers back to Haddonfield is not initially clear, but he begins stalking
teenager Laurie Strode (Jaime Lee Curtiss). Later in the sexiegllearn
that Laurie, who has been adopted by the local chief of police, is Myers siste
she was an infant when Myers was sent to the asylum. Punishing local
teenage girls for their sexual indiscretions, Myers, like both Freddy and
Leatherface, sublimates his sexuality, substituting violence against women for
sex. Halloween(1978)follows a common trend in the slasher film in
punishing sexually transgressive teenagers, who often neglect theiittinadpys
responsibilities for enjoyment. Not unlike Leatherface, Myers is a profluct o
familial disturbance, and it is unclear until the end of the film if he is stalking

his sister to murder her or to reunite with her. If family is an integrabpart

* My understanding of Myers is culled from both traginal film directed by John Carpenter in 1978 an
from Rob Zombie’s remake in 2007. What is paraciyl interesting about Zombie’s remake is the way h
fills in the gaps left by Carpenter between Mye@arceration at a young age up until the pointtatiwhe
escapes. Zombie also provides a more detailed efdyers’ family, which is one that is corruptey &n
alcoholic, lecherous stepfather. Unlike Carpentéio provides seemingly little motivation for Myérs
murderous insanity, Zombie establishes motivatidrich takes us somewhat outside the realm of drive.
In the remake, Myers is “psychologized” by Zombigo transforms the hollow shell of Myers into a
mentally tortured little boy that grows into a mters Consequently, the adult Myers in Zombie'mfis
more of an obsessional neurotic, taking back thaligtic childhood that was deprived of him by his
familial situation, than a being of drive bent asttuction for the pure repetitive enjoyment of dloé
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community in the ideal conception of the small town, it becomes something
more unsettling and unsafe in the slasher film.

B Jason Vorhees of tHaiday the 1% series (eight sequels, two spinoffs, and
one remake), like both Leatherface and Michael Myers, is inarticulaje and
like both, wears a mask to cover his face; like the others, he is physically
deformed. Predating tidightmareseries and the sequels to b®t®M and
Halloween Jason is the first of these villains to demonstrate supernatural
qualities. While both Halloween addCMwill in the years following the
original Friday the 13' (1980)bring their villains back from the dead, Jason is
the first to transcend death, which he does at the end of the first film. Like
Freddy and Myers, Jason is the product of a traumatic event. Jason drowned
at “Camp Crystal Lake” while negligent counselors were off indulgingye-
marital sex. While in the first film it is Jason’s mother who takesnge®n
the camp’s staff (a different one, but rife with the same iniquities), Jason
returns in all the sequél® do his own dirty work of punishment — he is
always dispatched at the end, and he always comes back for more revenge.
More so than botHalloweenandA Nightmare on Elm StregheFriday the
13" series is about the corrupted innocence of the small town or rural area.
Although the camp setting moves outside the small town to a more rural
setting, the close proximity of the town of Crystal Lake and the association

between rurality and the small town (both signify isolation) mékemy the

> Friday the 18' V does deviate from the supernatural elements byeptieg a “copy cat” killer, who
follows Jason’s killer, Tommy Jarvis (John Shepheta a home for troubled youth; Tommy deviatesrfro
the “final girl” trope inFriday the 18' Part IV. The supernatural angle is substituted by a more
psychological one that is ultimately forsaken ia flixth installment, which returns to the superratu
approach.
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13" a representation that trades on rural values. Upholding a generic trope
that proves to be consistent in the slasher film, Jason is bested in the end by
the “Final Girl,” who, unlike her indulgent counterparts, refuses to succumb
to sexual desire. If each of these slasher films is in some way about the
corrupted promise of the ideal small town, tifeiday the 18 most

specifically links that corruption to sexual indiscretion and general moral
degeneration. Jason, like his villainous cohorts, is a murderous manifestation
of repression, not so much deviating from small town ideals as taking them to

their gruesome limit. He is a stalking embodiment of the superego.

What distinguishes Jason from the other characters is that Jason harkens back to
an innocence that is lost as a result of sexual knowledge. Jason’s death as a child is
caused by the corrupting pull iuissancethat is, the fall of the ideal small town is
simultaneously the generation of its obscene counterpart, the monster. Unlikg Fredd
Leatherface, and Myers, Jason is not somehow inherently corrupt; even as a engd My
is a killer. To put this in terms of the small town, the child Jason is the idealized
innocence associated with the rural area, which can only be protected thraegbkioep
of enjoyment that derails one from doing his duty. All of the other killers are cedrupt
or corrupting forces that are antithetical to the otherwise peacefsltagdahey invade.

EIm Street and Haddonfield are ideal small towns that are terrorized byldine who is

® Citing other critics work on the slasher genre gidtiale arguesvis-a-visCarol Clover):
Her [Clover’s] insistence that the audience’s altias shift when the Final Girl demonstrates her
ability to incorporate gendered masculine survatakills would appear to contradict Crane’s
view that the splatter film parallels the nihilisrthyoung people depressed by their own
helplessness in the face of an uncertain futulevet views the genre much more optimistically,
almost as a fairy-tale paradigm, where survivabengf it is only one girl at the end of the pictur
— is emphasized as a potent counter to the chaa&itér's madness. (151)
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an aberration (Freddy the pedophile and Myers the psychotic) to an otherwise stable
order. While teenage sexuality is undoubtedly punished in the other two series, it is not
the root cause of the villain’s existence as it iBriday the 13th In the figure of Jason
Vorhees, the ideal and the obscene fantasy intersect, insofar as, Jasatesltisat the
repression inherent in sustaining the ideal generates its obscene countergarekAs
claims,

the relationship between fantasy and the horror of the Real it conceals is much

more ambiguous than it may seem: fantasy conceals this horror, yet at ghe sam

time it creates what it purports to conceal, its ‘repressed point of refdaece

not the images of the ultimate horrible Thing, from the gigantic deepys&hts

the ravaging twister phantasmic creatipas excellence).” (TPF 7).
Jason Vorhees, insofar as he is a supernatural force that refuses deatgtisra afr
fantasy born out of the type of repression that sustains the idealism the small town.
However, what exactly he represents is much more nefarious and unsettling than the
sexuality he is seemingly sent to punish. As a kind of eternal return of the agore, J
embodies drivé. Like a true figure of drive, Jason is de-subjectivized. His hockey mask,

which functions as a blank face devoid of individualizing features, and his inability or

refusal to speak, signal Jason’s lack of subjectivity; he is like a cyboigfaed and kill

" Jason’s “eternality” is emphasized across theesehrough the discrepancy that emerges between his
drive to punish and his corporeality. In the latequels, starting with part six, Jason’s bodg that of a
zombie, increasingly decays, and his standard umifmechanic’s overalls and his hockey mask, bagin
fuse with his skin. While this physical degenarattontributes to the horror of his appearanogpiild
seem to hinder his “work.” Quite the contraryJason becomes less human in appearance, he adopts
increasingly supernatural traits. In part six iénpervious to gunfire. In part seven he doesebaith
another ghost conjured by the “Final Girl's” psychiowers. In part eight, after being drowned in a
Manhattan sewer, his body transforms back intmtiggnal child that drowned in Crystal Lake at suarm
camp. These supernatural qualities indicate et quality of drive that refuses the death of
signification, but instead, keeps turning in itsliess repetition around some void. In the finataiment
of the original serieslason Goes to Heldrive is made manifest by the heart of Jasonclvhieats after his
“final” bodily death. The heart compels whoeveldsat to ingest it, and, consequently, the driwedrds
murder that lurked in Jason’s hulking body trarsterthe bearer of his blackened heart. Herellyina
Jason transcends his corporeality to become nothihgrive — the eternally beating heart that refu®
quit.
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sexually active teenagers without deviating from that simple progréite strange
intersection between fantasy and drive lies in the figure of the monsten tke
perspective situated in the meaningful, ontological stable perimetediof,réason

appears to be a kind of unreal bogeyman, culled from our worst possible nightmares.
However, in and of himself, Jason is a manifestation of drive, stripped of all sulbyectivi
and compelled to repeat the same patterns through innumerable sequels. ,Revenge
response that is predicated upon a certain rational balance associated sottidhe
symbolic network (a squaring of accounts), is no longer what motivates Jason;es mot
more or less takes care of revenge in the first film. The repetition cdhe actions, the
same killings for the same reasons, moves beyond the rationale of revenge, drel into t
irrational, destructive loop of drive. At the outskirts of reality, in the horrorvilmere

the ideal setting that seems all too normal is transformed into a nightrodde tive

figure of drive that is removed from the constraints of the socio-symbolic netsvark i
fantasy creation that contains too much (R)eality to confront fully. Unlike a ‘albrm
citizen of the small town, Jason is not concerned with how his actions appear and how
they situate him within some social hierarchy. He is only concerned with dasiigiy

which is purifying Crystal Lake through punishment.

8 Jason X a hybrid horror science fiction film set in thistdnce future when a group of military scientists
seek to regenerate a cryogenically frozen Jasagsplith Jason’s predictability and, hence, drive’s
predictability. Attempting to distract the killewho has run amok on their spaceship lab, the mngi
crew design a holographic program to keep Jasompded. The scene is a generic copy of the earlier
series, with two young women preparing to engagekual activity. Jason emerges in the virtuahsce
and furiously attempts to kill the two women. Hawe the computer program is designed to keep him
entangled, and, consequently, the two virtual caoymselors are incapable of dying. In this sceae w
encounter the difference being perverse desiredemd. For the Sadean pervert, this particulanade
would be ideal; that is, it provides the parameterendless punishment without the finality antinahte
disappointment of an end (death in this case}hércase of drive, death is absolutely necessapfan as
it designates the completion and, thus, the re-bbtite program. The pervert seeks to endlessbydbe
final moment (orgasm, death, etc.), preferringapproach to the end. Drive needs the end bechasnt
is just the completion of a loop that starts ovkagain.
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If Jason is a machine of drive, unaware, disinterested, or incapable of
understanding and articulating his behavior, for us he is a symptom of repression. Just
because Jason does not need to understand his actions does not mean that we cannot
locate some significance in his murderous drive. He is not merely a monsesesqa
unleashed upon purely innocent, unsuspecting victims without reason even if that reason
is not necessarily his own. As Tony Magistrale claims in his vbrykct Terrors

Even more thahainsawor Halloween Friday features teenagers reveling in so

much illicit play — smoking pot, drinking beer, pretending to drown for a lark,

wearing as few clothes as possible, participating in sexual intercangan
attractive young woman hitchhiking alone on strange roads — that Jason’s
rampage cannot be separated from their transgressive behavior. His violent
retribution, in other words, is stimulated by their stupid and self-indulgent actions.

(162)

In Magistrale’s view, Jason is a machine of repression, he is the marofestaitieal
fantasy of small town morality carried to its most gruesome and Ireghzation. We
see a more comedic version of this in the British ContéatyFuzz where the “pillars”
of the idyllic English village kill off fellow citizens whose bad taste #tea the
maintenance of its bucolic perfection — from murdering an actress who mangle
Shakespeare in the local playhouse to slaughtering a gardener who thretdkaer
indispensible horticultural skills to another village. All in the name of “thatgregood,”
the village officials commit a number of gruesome murdérs not simply, then, that
through repression we generate an excess of the very thing we sought wirefires
first place; this is Foucault's point in his volumesTdre History of Sexualitgnd one
that psychoanalysis already accounts for in its theory of repressioex&uple, the

repression of sexuality in the small town does not simply generate “thedReakual

activity indulged in by the teenager counselors at Camp Crystal Lake — thigemwr

236



rules that make up one layer of fantasy allow for this type of transgressionf gwenst
remain unspoken and unacknowleddelllore specifically, the “Real” is not to be
located in the rampant, “transgressive” sexuality that is repressed, beddinste Real
emerges in the figure of Jason, whose transgression lies in the direct indutgence i
jouissanceof the very act of repression itself. As Magistrale’s language indicate
particularly the use of “stupid” and “self-indulgent,” the teenagers whom Jasahpsni
seem to “have it coming to them” for not being able to contain themselves apfaiypri
These teenagers, who “steal” the enjoyment forsaken in order to fit into thalreder
of things, give the audience the occasion to exercise (exorcising) theungéathe
law’s administration. Consequently, Jason is not a murdering degenerated, Instsa
the “square teenager’s” revenge on the “cool kids,” who get to break all tekeandere
often more popular for doing so; he is the renegade hall monitor who takes his jeb a litt
too seriously.

Consequently, what Jason reveals about fantasy and its relationship to the law is
much more unsettling and horrific than the eruption of rampant teenage sexudlity a
indulgence. ZiZek explains this dangerous, unspoken pleastine iRlague of

Fantasies

° Fantasy, at its implicit level, serves as a medristerpreting the explicit law. A modicum of
transgression is built into rational, legal ordehjch ultimately generates both the pleasure ofsigeession
and the necessity of the law in the first placberé is a dynamic, mutually interdependent relatiqm
between law and its transgression, be it verbalimedhs or explicit, juridical law. Fantasy sertes
negotiate how we can transgress and still fit fotwtioning society. As Zizek claims:
Fantasy designates precisely this unwritten framkwdnich tells us how we are to understand the
letter of the Law. And it is easy to observe hoday, in our enlightened era of universal rights,
racism and sexism reproduce themselves mainlyedetrel of the phantasmic unwritten rules
which sustain and quality universal ideologicalglamations. The lesson of that is that —
sometimes, at least — the truly subversive thiagst to disregard the explicit letter of the Lam o
behalf of the underlying fantasies, busstk to the letter against the fantasy which sust#.
(TPF29)
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It is not enough to assert, in a Foucauldian way, that power is inextricably linked
to counter-power, generating it and being itself conditioned by it: in a self-
reflective way, the split is always-already mirrored back into the pediéce
itself, splitting it from within, so that the gesture of self-censorship is
consubstantial with the exercise of power. Furthermore, it is not enough to say
that the ‘repression’ of some libidinal content retroactively eroticlzeséry
gesture of ‘repression’ — the ‘eroticization’ or power is not a secondawt effe
its exertion on its object but its very disavowed foundation, its ‘constitutive
crime’, its founding gesture which has to remain invisible if power is to function
normally. (27)
The prohibition that is the source of repression does not just generate the pédsure
transgression; the split of law and its transgression is not the only libidohalize
relationship of power. Law and its transgression is the simple relationshipebetvee
subject angouissanceonethat is easily mediated by the narrativizing function of
fantasy; it is a mutually interdependent relationship between the two polesdpat ke
jouissancdlowing in a safe, mediated form. What this normal “transgressive”
relationship of power conceals is a deeper-seeded split already within growehe law
itself, which introduces a more fundamental and unsettling enjoyment. Thisingsettl
enjoyment is the very pleasure that emefgas theact of repressiontself. Not simply
a by-product of repression, something we realize after thgdasancas something
that belongs from the beginning to repression in and of itself. Countering Hannah
Arendt’s “banality of evil argument” regarding Nazi death camp guaidek£xplains
this unsettling pleasure that emerges behind the curtain of the law or dutyinfghe
acceptable notion is that even if the actual gesture of compliance was very, weda®
dealing with ‘surplus-obedience’ the moment the gesture of compliance provides the
subject with gouissanceof its own” (TPF 55). The Law, the “neutral” forces of socio-

symbolic organization, is not strippedjotiissancen its administration and mediation of

enjoyment. Quite the contrary, the law is always, already “ereti¢izo borrow Zizek’s
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terms, by its implementation, which is grounded in the original act of violencetish
be forsaken explicitly to sustain its objective distance. Ultimately, inejhression of
pleasure emerges the pleasure of repression itself; this is theolasgsne supplement,
its dirty secret enjoyment that keeps the boilers heated.

Consequently, Jason is not a psychologically twisted serial killer, whose
murderous impulses can be tied to some mental iliness like Buffalo Bill (@add) or
Hannibal Lecter (Anthony Hopkins) ifhe Silence of the Lamb#nstead, Jason is the
“desubjectivized” manifestation of the unsettling enjoymemepression that lurks
beneath the benign face of the law. His utter lack of subjectivity or indivzthali
features illustrates his direct engagement withjthisssancen the law itself. Magistrale
touches on this pleasure in punishment when he claims, “according to the logic of the
juxtaposition thaFriday makes between the teenagers’ conduct and Jason’ compulsive
urge to punish — particularly their acts of sexual expression — the film intipdiethe
killer is meting out a punishment that is somehow ‘deserved” (162). As Mdgistra
notes, Jason never punishes the children who come for summer camp at Crystal Lake,
but, instead, focuses his punishment on the counselors and random townspeople who step
out of line (most notably town alcoholics and drug abusefsiitay the 18" Part 11l and
Part V) (163). Transgression stimulates Jason into action, anduissanceof the law
emerges in his seemingly endless punishment. Unable or unwilling to speak, hiding his
deformed face beneath a hockey mask, and refusing the finality of his numerous deaths
Jason embodies death drive. For viewers, on the other hand, Jason is the last line of
defense for fantasy. As the exaggerated, imaginary monster desiguatiagreturn of

the repressed,” the bogeyman Jason, is the final veil of fantasy that puts @ff direc
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confrontation with one’s unmediat@mliissance.The last step in analysis is defined by
the analysand’s ability to confront his own unsettling enjoyment immediatedy, if it
proves to be monstrous like Jason, and readily admit “| am that Thing.” For the viewer,
Jason threatens to erase the safe distance fantasy establishes betvweeandidave,
which is sustained by the inherently implicit nature of fantasy, to force thi®s that
Thing” moment. In order to remain functional, as Zizek claims, “fantasyohasrain
‘implicit’, it has to maintain a distance towards the explicit symbolitutexsustained by
it, and to function as its inherent transgressidiPK 18). What Jason reveals is not the
obscene pleasure of transgressing norms and laws, but, more specifieainedter
obscenity already lurking within the law itself; the pleasure that funct®assarrogate
for sex for Harry Powell iThe Night of Hunter Obscene pleasure lies not in premarital
sex, drugs, or some other common “transgression,” but, more specifically, theailtima
transgression is in the establishment and administration of th&ttat generates
enjoyment in the first place. Consequently, Jason closes the distance thaiytypical
separatepuissanceand duty by directly locatinguissancen duty itself.

Camp Crystal Lake, then, is a place of reform through rural virtues, o, mor
specifically, it is a place where the vice of the city is subjected to hardicgtion of

“idyllic” country living through the superego figure of Jason. The counselors who come

9 Here | am borrowing from an oft-quoted passagemfBrecht that appears in numerous Zizek texts.
Addressing modern corporate crime, Zizek quotestieBeggar’'s Operalirectly, “What is the robbing
of a bank compared to the founding of a bank®T164). InEnjoy Your Symptorne paraphrases, “What
is a transgression of the law against the transgneshat pertains to the law itself?” (83). White latter
quotation is invoked in a discussion of the “sulsixe¥ness” of morality, the points here are somewhat
similar. The founding of the law is predicated opm an act of violence that is retroactively legéted
by the order it establishes, which makes the astisome violent, taken to sustain its authority als
legitimate. As opposed to one violent, transgkesact that can be adjudicated by the law, theewicg of
the law itself is an elaborate system that erasesadlent origins in a claim to authority. In thase of the
bank, the robbing of a bank pales in comparisaheéaccomplex, legitimated financial practices thalph
create and sustain gross financial inequality.
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to the camp are frequently identified as “city kids,” who take a summer jble aamp or
escape the city to exploit the isolation of “the country” to indulge in sex, drugs and
booze. While the isolation of the rural setting alirislay the 13" with the ideal,

agrarian roots of the small town, it also allows for a “re-education” programtue wirif
overweight children are sent to “fat camp” to lose weight, then the teenagees

Friday the 13" series are forced to go to “virtue camp” to contain their contaminating
jouissance Camp Crystal Lake is the “tough love” version of Disneyland’s Main Street
U.S.A., which offers an ideal vision of small town U.S.A. to its visitors that is
comforting. Integral to this idyllic vision is the revisionist nature thearns us to
childhood; as Francaviglia claims, “Main Street may appeal to a senskectice
innocence in that our youths are times of relative simplicity before weierpe

significant personal, economic, and sexual responsibility” (154). Main Str8ei.l$

lack of saloons and funeral parlors speaks to a kind of omission of those encounters that
spoil innocence; that is, it returns us to that innocent moment by excluding the kinds of
forces that ultimately spoil innocence. Francaviglia’'s invocation of “dexua
responsibility” resonates with a readingrafday the 18, insofar as Jason’s sole purpose
for existence is to create a morally innocent world through purging. In thimgurg
Jason embodies the darker side of Disney, evident in its glaring omissions; hetipeirges
small town, like Disney’s “imagineers,” to restore it to its romangidiform. Out at

Camp Crystal Lake, just a stone’s throw from Main Street, Jason is waslaggraav

sins that threaten the harmony and innocence of the small town. If, as Francaviglia
claims, “Main Street and other idealized place images [like one’s childhomul caay

be points of refuge for Americans who would just as soon turn back the clock if it meant
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recapturing lost innocence and simplifying their lives,” then Jason is thetfatceirns

back the clock one indulgent, corrupted teenager at a time (154).

Beneath the Mask

By threatening to expose a pleasure that must remain implicit, Jason opens the
way for viewers to “traverse their fantasy.” Fantasy establishetigtaance that
separates desire from drive, which is coterminous to the distance that seter&eal
of traumatigouissancdrom the normal, meaningful order of reality. When this distance
is closed or traversed, the separation for meaningful perspective digietegra
transforming the subject’s life-world into some uncanny, nightmarish reaitimg @
common trope in Lynch’s films, Zizek illustrates the consequence of cldsndjstance
created by fantasy. From the appropriate distance the Lynch’s world aroapdaass
to be stable and comprehensible, but when the camera approaches too closely, “an object
turns into the disgusting substance of life”(ZiZ&kF 66). The most notable example of
this is in Lynch’sBlue Velvetwhen the perfectly manicured small town lawn, following
a tracking shot into extreme close up, turns into a disgusting image of insedisgcedl
over each other; this unsettling image serves as a metaphor for what ligh temédeal
veneer of the small town. There a correlation between this sudden shift in appearanc
that is a result of closed distance and the small town in which the horror filin is se
insofar as the idyllic community is transformed by a confrontation into a nigistma
realm with the return of its repressed. This minimal distance that puts off tioe dior
the “disgusting substance of lifgduissanceis also manifest in the killer's mask in

Halloween TCM, andFriday the 13th The mask is the minimal distance from the horror
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of the monster’s face, which interjects an expressionless barrierdvetviet lies
beneath the mask and the idyllic small town or rural area. Freddy Krueger,isdae
lone exception, whose burnt visage demarcates the traumatic, vigilante ustiueh
he was subjected. Leatherface, Michael Myers, and Jason, eventually, @grosees,
which are deformed in such a manner that they resemble the putrefaction Zits#tass
with closing the distance created by fantasy. This physical estnangeeflects the
traumatic impact of (obscene) enjoyment when directly confronted. Ultimtte super
villains face bears the trace of the traumatic impact of unmedaissgance

Both HalloweenandFriday the 18' “traverse the fantasy” for the spectator by
using point of view shots from the killer’s perspective. As Magistrale notes, this
perspective is indebted to the “original” slasher filsychg and the voyeuristic Norman
Bates (Anthony Perkins), who watches Marion Crane (Janet Leigh) in the si&@gr (
In this famous scene the camera adopts Norman'’s point-of-view, a staplehufoditc
films, to place us in the uncomfortable position of the perverse killer. The generic
murder sequence in tieiday the 1% series places us in the viewing position of Jason,
situated somewhere out in the woods watching two camp counselors preparing for sex.
While at some level this point of view shot heightens suspense by postponing the moment
of the monster’s “big reveal” when he will erupt on the post-coital scene, the
establishment of our perspective with that of Jason’s closes the comfortédheelis
between the viewer, who is presumably a normal, desire-oriented subject, and the
monster, who is a being of drive. No longer able to establish a safe distaneerbasv
andIT, and, by association, our own obscene pleasure in punishment, we literally occupy

the space from which he stalks his prey. This forced, point-of-view alignhoagt\aith
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the aestheticization of violence illustrates a kind of “surplus” pleasweadiiurking

within repression itself. The sound of deep breathing, often accentuated in the

soundtrack, speaks to the monster’s arousal at what he (and we watch) from behind his

mask. However, sexual arousal designates a short circuit for the monMegissale

claims, “the male monster in the slasher film is never interested in his aualiseper

se — as arousal serves only to stimulate his compulsion to assault the objeaisif his |

rather than bond with her” (148). Only the “Final Girl” sustains an idealistialmor

position to counter the degeneration of her teenage cohorts and the degeneration of

morality in the super villain. Each film series and each film within theshas a “final

girl.” From Laurie inHalloweento Nancy (Heather Langenkamp)AnNightmare on

Elm Streetthe common generic trope in all four series maintains the connection between

sexual purity and the female character that bests the monster. Withoutustaio &

trace of appropriate symbolic identification, we would totally collapsetirgavorld

behind the mask, indulging in the come-uppance that the hubristic teenagers receive.
Along with these point-of-view shots, the “aestheticization” of violence in the

murder scenes indicates the surplus pleasure in punishment these films depict. As

Magistrale claims regarding the grisly splatter shows in thess,fiime slasher film

emphasizes the open wound of the broken body, the resplendently appointed corpse that

is penetrated in order to open it out, like one of Francis Bacon’s paintings, to display

itself as a visual feast” (148). The need to escalate the sex and violence ig,degjbel

in terms of the graphicness and volume, are indicative of drive’s “more!”; that is,ahor

the same, but still more of it. Along with this escalation is a demand for innovation in the

murder sequences; the killer must invent new, clever, and ever more brutal ways to
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dispatch with his transgressive victifisThe turning “inside out” of the body to be
viewed with morbid curiosity and pleasure is a reflection of what the killertdoes
implicit fantasy. By making the implicit (inside) explicit (outside) Kiger illustrates
the deep-seeded, perverse pleasure in punishment, in the administration of repressive
social norms. The more blood and entrails that are turned out of the body (the exterior in
this case is a metaphor for reality as it is constituted by the coopexatikef fantasy
and the symbolic) and the more elaborate the killing (what weapon, what location, and
what technique) the more it aligns itself with the realrjooissance- that excess
pleasure that exceeds the normal execution of duty/law/repression. Elyimdiat
remains on the inside of fantasy, the inner layers or entrails, must renpéisitjrfolded
in, to be functional. In turning the body inside out the killer brings us far too close to a
pleasure that cannot be squared away with the outer layers of ideal fantasy and it
companion, the socio-symbolic network. The messiness of the broken, brutalized body is
coterminous with the world deprived of fantasy. Such a world lacks the orgamatat
matrix that would appropriately suture everything together.

There is, perhaps, no better definition of the slasher horror film setting than an
‘irreal’ nightmarish universe, which is made all the more nightmarish byhib@ély”

setting that is “unhomed” by the villain. The small town and rural settings s¢ the

M The proliferation of tools and scenarios that aggany the “splatter” scenes in the slasher filrmdbso
much speak to the villain’s pathology as it doethtoviewer’s, insofar as these elaborations fomcés
“surpluses” over and beyond more straightforwareicetion. In his twentieth semin@n Feminine
Sexuality, the Limits of Love and Knowledgacan claims, “Reality is approached with appses of
jouissance” (55). These apparatuses, or “deviassianslator Bruce Fink indicates as an alteraagum,
function to prop up reality insofar as they introduwor facilitate enjoyment. Without these deviczsity
loses some of its “density,” that is, it threatémsinravel. Thériday the 18 franchise in particular is
defined by the increasingly elaborate means andtgins in which Jason dispatches his victims. One
victim meets his demise while walking on his haradgther is punctured with a fencepost while using
outhouse, yet another is beheaded while ridingtabdie, and with numerous sequels, this is justnall
cross section of Jason’s methods. Each differemtierous instrument or unexpected location are new
devices ofouissancehat generate that surplus constitutive of enjoyimen
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slasher films, particularly the bucolic perfection of Crystal Lake, ifietiee horror of

the film, insofar as Jason illustrates an innate corruption lurking in an unexpected pla
Not a foreign presence that comes into the community to terrorize, the source of
corruption comes from with the ideal community. More specifically, the sovaii’s
contamination in the horror film is a manifestation of the repression underpinning that
community’s idealism. If Jason is an example of “the return of the repredseddurce

of that repression is precisely the pleasure taken in the restriction of pléasiir

When we recoil in horror from the monster it is not because of his difference, but,
instead, because he is represents some piece of our own displaced truth, cast away or
silenced to sustain the smooth function of the socio-symbolic network. At the end of
these films, the safety and the harmony of the small town or rural aresstme=d, but it

is not because we have passed through the fantasy to the other side. The end of the
horror film is not coterminous with the ends of analysis because in killing the maester
do not directly occupy his position as our own displaced point of subjectivity.
Ultimately, we can only recoil in horror from the monstrous truth about us that ldne vil
represents in an exaggerated form; we are not encouraged to confront that tctith dire
On the contrary, our retreat from Jason back into the idealism of the rural isssiegr

to a lower order, or “outer veil” of fantasy, which serves to close the trauropture

with idealism. The last barrier of fantasy is not beauty or idealism, butdt$te
monstrous, exaggerated manifestation of our own obscene pleasure in a figursolike Ja
who guards the obscene pleasure in the law through terror. It is no wonder then that the

final shot of numerouBriday the 13 films is of Jason opening his eyes. In retreating
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back into the idyllic countryside, we start the cycle of repression all over,aga

generating our repressed point of pleasure in the monster.

From the Monster to Meth
The rise of methamphetamine use in the United States, particularly in the rura
portion of the country, has coincided historically with the emergence of theéslas
horror film and the popularity of its “gross out” cousin, the zombie film. While tirere a
numerous allegorical connections one can make with the super villains and zombies and
the continuing socio-economic decline of the small town, the intersections behgeen t
physical effects of meth use and the zombie/super villain are strikingng Gitidies
conducted by UCLA doctor Tom Freese, Nick Reding outlines meth’s effects on the
brain:
But meth alone, says Freese, ‘goes inside the presynaptic cells to push dopamine
out.” That, he says, ‘makes for more of a flood if you will.” This ultimatelghmi
begin to account for why some neurological researchers see total depletion of
neurotransmitters in sectors of the brains of chronic meth users. It's perhaps no
wonder, then, that 1950s-era Methedrine and Benzedrine addicts depicted in the
David Lynch movieBlue Velvetire associated with anarchy. Moving through the
world, and the movie, unable to feel anything but rage, they are the embodiment
of late-stage meth addiction, the political expression of the existentiabscand
the ban of the work-based American dream. (48)
While Reding mistakenly locates Lynch'’s film setting in the 1950s, he isai#lynright
to identify in Lynch’s addicts an expression of perpetual rage, incapatadearfal
engagement with the world. Even more so than Lynch’s twisted criminals, thezom
and the super villain are the brain-cooked expressions of pure rage and anarekly locat

by Reding in the late stages of meth use. Like slasher films, zombie filmslewidibn

programs have become wildly popular in the last forty years. From George Remero’
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seminal filmThe Night of the Living Dead 969) to Frank Darabont’s recent television
program based on a comic book sefiae Walking Dea®010), the zombie’s
emergence coincides with that of methamphetamine’s development. Both have been
closely associated with rural America — Romero’s film and Darabontesssane set
primarily in rural locations. The country simultaneously offers sanctuany the

masses of zombies in the urban metropolis and serves as an ideal counterpart to the
strange corrupted nature of the zombie. Zombies create a more nature-orierddayworl
overrunning the sources of modern convenience (electricity, communicatioreseand
commerce), but that natural world is one perverted by their cannibalistictappétike a
plague, zombies seemingly drive people from the city and, consequently, out into safe
haven of rural America.

Unlike the more clever and loquacious Freddy Krueger, Vorhees, Leatherface,
and the zombie are incapable of expressing any fundamentally human emotions.s Vorhee
and Leatherface are distinct from zombies and meth addicts insofar asetignaified
as mentally disabled from birth; Leatherface’s disability is intpl@estem from incest.
Zombies, like late-stage meth addicts, were once human. Not unlike the mannein whic
meth use burns out one’s neurotransmitters, the root cause of “Zombism” is yypicall
virus that manifests in an intense fever swelling and cooking one’s brain (hence the
necessity to destroy the zombie’s brain to ensure full death). For the tptersith
addict, as Reding notes, “nothing natural — sex, a glass of water, a good mealganythin
for which we aresupposedo be rewarded — feels good. The only thing that does feel
good is more meth” (49). Conversely, for the zombie nothing but consumption, primarily

of human flesh, drives him/her. For both the zombie and the meth addict, there is no real
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spark of subjectivity remaining. The self has been burned out by the virus or addiction.
This subjective depletion is the case, as well, for the super villain, but the cause is
different — the super villain is ultimately the manifestation of some traciaettthat
desubjectivizes him. All that remains for each is pure drive, the endlesiaiton

around a certain thing (drugs and human flesh in this case) that no longer requires the
schema of fantasy to explain why the subject is compelled to repeat tiomakatliotic

(and destructive) act. As it is with drive, in late-stage meth use, whatéveata

existed that triggered the initial use (depression, lack of energy, tekKirgy, etc.), fades
into the pure repetitive act of smoking, injecting, or otherwise ingestinggifoetic.

Meth is no longer a supplemengaliissancehat props up the subject’s reality, but,
instead, meth becomes the subject’s only reality.

Like Jason Vorhees, meth operates at the dangerous intersection betwessn fanta
and duty, which makes it precisely the quintessential small-town drug. Mether@gras
unique distortion of certain indispensible virtues associated with the small town as a
ideological object. If the small town is synonymous with hard-working, sk#nt salt
of the earth people that are closer to the agrarian roots of the country than their urban
counterparts, then meth is the contemporary avenue that makes working hard plrssible.
other words, these truckers, farmers, factory workers, and small businepsesiatines
(i.e., meth cooks and dealers) may not need anyone to help support them, but they may
need a little chemical help to bridge the gap between declining wages, increased
overtime, and disintegrating happiness. What makes meth a drug that is simulyjaneous

appealing and deeply unsettling is its obscene reflection of the Americarakultur
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emphasis placed on the virtues of both hard work and self contentment. As Reding

claims,
meth was a highly acceptable drug in America, one of the reasons being that it
helped what Nathan Lein calls ‘the salt of the earth’ — soldiers, truck drivers
slaughterhouse employees, farmers, auto and construction workers, and laborers —
work harder, longer, and more efficiently. It's one thing for a drug to be
associated with sloth, like heroin. But it's wholly another when a formerly legal
and accepted narcotic exists in a one-to-one ratio with the defining ideal of
American culture. (54)

Not only does meth allow one to work longer and harder, but also, in its release of

dopamine? it “contributes to a feeling that all will be okay, if not exuberantly so”

(Reding 47). As a cultural phenomenon, Meth is at the ideological intersection of

numerous American values, which take on mythic context in nostalgic recollechen. T

virtue, or myth, of self-sufficiency, hard-work, and self-contentment, idedtiith the

small town that is the repository of specifically American values, exesspre on the

small-town subject. Of all the surprising and revealing features of Rediayismation

of the small town ilMethland perhaps the most revealing is the small town’s assumption

of its own nostalgic, fantasmic creation as “ideal ego” for the country. FrayoiM

Larry Murphy who attempts to rebuild Oelwein from Main Street out to assitntt

12 Methamphetamines function in a similar fashioselsctive serotonin reuptake inhibitors, like Proaa
Lexapro, which are used to treat depression aneignxFrom its earliest days, developed first by a
Japanese chemist, meth has been used in legaltdrtrgst depression, anxiety, weight gain, the oom
cold, and numerous other ailments. It was widédyridbuted to Japanese and German soldiers in World
War Il to counteract combat anxiety, and abusebtdseball players in the 1960s and 1970s to dehl wit
the fatigue. In other words, meth has servediffardnt times and for different people as a kifidvonder
drug. What is particularly interesting about g$ationship to the contemporary proliferation ofian
depressant and anti-anxiety medication is the compoawpose they serve, with meth ramping up the
intensity. Both are responses to the deep-seamagdudsion and accompanying pressure in moderntyocie
to “be happy.” With the innumerable modern coneenes to reduce domestic labor, the ease of travel,
and the numerous means of communication to keép emtact with friends and family, there seembéo
no good reason why we shouldn’t just be happyableast, this is the subtle, super-ego imperatigéis
transmitted through many cultural channels. M&RBs are slow-release that take nearly a montiai@
an effect, and even then, their effectiveness igjnaranteed; patients may have to try numerousropt
before locating an effective treatment. With metid its unique chemistry, the “feel-good” respotase
the imperative to be happy is instantaneous.
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attorney in Fayette County, lowa, Nathan Lein, who returns to the small town ald sm
thinking he sought to escape in studying enlightenment philosophy and law, thetseside
of Oelwein at different points in Reding’s book become caught up with a nostalgic
conception of what their small town had once b€en.

If the small town is frequently upheld as a paradigm of virtue to which the rest of
the nation should aspire, then that pressure is seemingly redoubled on the small town
itself, which has (impossibly) big shoes to fill. Reding’s narrative folldwesstory of
roughly six characters, each with different relationships to meth use in i@¢clowea (a
town of about six thousand, about the size of my hometown of Shelbyville, lllinois). A
doctor, a lawyer, a mayor, and three addicts or manufacturers of meth, these pe&eple sha
a common relationship to small-town virtues, which intersect at the site of the drug
Meth is ultimately a response to the contemporary explosion of the super-ego, which
makes a duty of enjoyment and compels enjoyment in duty. While the first three
consider meth a scourge that devours what is best about the small town, the éagtter thr
consider meth to be merely a path or solution to the problem of realizing cerédin sm
town, middle-class aspirations. All of them seem to share an implicit betie¢ i
importance of hard work as a virtue, which is an integral part of the backbone of the

small town'’s idealistic image. Roland Jarvis is a small-time cook whom Rediety m

13 This nostalgic recollection includes a romantidizmeemory of the town’s mafia connections. Once
deemed “Little Chicago,” Oelwein, as Reding illasés, is seemingly proud of its connection to oiggth
crime, “It's a piece of the town’s cultural tapgsthat’'s at once as obvious as the cornfields bad t
railroad tracks and as illusory as the fading meesoof the rail workers who once rubbed elbows with
such American luminaries as Bugsy Malone and Jirhloffa” (121). Both small enough to be “off the
grid” and close enough to Chicago to be an eapy@elwein’s nickname indicates the kind of revigsd
work of nostalgia, which transforms certain unsgnemspects into something romanticized. Even ie “th
good old days,” the criminals were more glamordess unsettling, and unobtrusive; they were an
important part of the small town ideal. It is r@ncidence that meth manufacturers often conceive o
themselves as modern day bootleggers or entrepenveliio are simply providing for their families and
taking advantage of a growth industry (Reding 31).
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after Jarvis has blown up his mother’s house and melted most of his face and hands (no

doubt coming to resemble a horror film monster). Jarvis’ story best reprédsents

dynamic relationship between the economic decline of the small town, thegbolitic

indifference to “flyover country,” and the rise of methamphetamines. Jarie

guintessential small-town working man, whose modest desires seem to recall some

authentic “good old days” that are replaced artificially by meth. As Retbscribes

him,
Roland Jarvis used to have a good job at lowa Ham in Oelwein. It was a hard job,
‘throwing’ hundred-pound pans full of hog hocks into a scalding roaster and
pulling them out again, a process he likens to playing hot potato with bags of
sand. But he made eighteen dollars an hour, with full union membership and
benefits. That would be a lot of money today in Fayette County. In 1990, it was
the kind of money about which a high school dropout like Jarvis could only
dream. Jarvis had a girlfriend he wanted to marry, so he took double eight-hour
shifts at lowa Ham, trying to put away as much money as possible. On days he
worked back-to-back shifts, Jarvis had a trick up his sleeve: high on crank [i.e.,
meth], with his central nervous system on overdrive and major systems like his
digestive tract all but shut down, Jarvis could easily go for sixteen hours without
having to eat, drink, use the bathroom, or sleep. (49)

Jarvis’s story seems to belong to a time gone by. It is a nostalgic parabtdlze

virtues of hard work, and the spoils, the sense of self-worth and accomplishment

emerging from toiling away for love that only the truly persistent unaiedst What does

not fit in the story, of course, is the little supplement, the surplus beyond and matithet

to the idealism that sticks out like a sore thumb, methamphetamines. In Jaovis’s st

meth literalizegouissancethe little bit of extra that is the engine driving one’s symbolic

attachments. However, what is distinct in meth’s case is that thislitidus is not

necessarily antithetical to the virtues and humble goals of Roland Jar@s’S\lile the

drug initially seems antithetical to the idealism of the love story, methaikiy does not

threaten Jarvis’s “well-ordered” socio-symbolic network. Instead, it datg an
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intersection between the virtues of that network janssance Crank doesn’t

undermine his ideal, but, instead, it is what makes it possible. It is no wonder then
Reding claims, “meth has been perhaps the only example of a widely consuméd illega
narcotic that might be calladcational as opposed to recreational [my emphasis]” (64).

In Jarvis’s case his “sinthom” is not simply what allows him to sustain hibadian

situation, but it is also what allows him to be upwardly mobile, from high school drop out
to middle class husband.

Jarvis’ story is not unique iMethland and it speaks to the numerous ways in
which meth is situated in terms of idealistic, upward social mobility. As Reditugely
notes, “much of meth’s danger lies in the drug’s long history of usefulness to the
sociocultural and socioeconomic concepts American society holds dear, many of which
stem from the pursuit of wealth through hard work” (178). Ultimately, meth provides an
answer for the unique and insatiable demand of the “super ego,” which seems to exer
increasing pressure on contemporary American society. While the common
understanding of the super ego links it to the restriction of pleasure for thefsake
accomplishing one’s duty, the relationship between pleasure and repression is more
complicated. As Zizek claims:

the very renunciation of pleasures brings about a paradoxical surplus of

enjoyment, an ‘enjoyment in pain,’ in displeasure, baptized by Ljacésance

the ‘impossible’/traumatic/painful enjoyment beyond the pleasure prindiplee

read these two theoretical gestures together, the conclusion which impoges itsel

of course, is that Law, in its most radical dimension, is the ‘superego,’ i.e., an

injunction to enjoyment with which it is impossible to complY§!182)
What the superego demands, then, is not just the sacrifice of pleasure for the sake of

doing one’s duty, which ultimately leads to an endless debt of guilt: the more we

sacrifice, the more we testify to our own guilt, the more we sacrdat@finitum More
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specifically, the superego demands that we also enjoy our duty of satsiife Not

only are we required to surrengeuissanceo the Law, but we are compelled to enjoy

the very process of renunciation and the duty itself. The more normal oriendatemals$

the law is obsessional neurosis. The neurotic steals little hasissancdrom the Law
through minor transgressions outlined within the implicit framework of fantasy; + i.e
speed on the highway, | smoke cigarettes even though my spouse forbids it, or | steel
paper clips from work. In the world of the superego, enjoyment is not spontaneous or a
possible choice on the part of the subject, but, instead, it is compulsory. One encounters
this more and more in our contemporary society in the conflation of work and pleasure;
that is, our leisure activities are increasingly structured like worle eElalating

popularity of endurance sports, particularly the participation in grueling,ub@wénts

that require months of disciplined training like the marathon or Ironman triathlens, ar
indicative of the ever more indeterminate line between pleasure and workovieigrine
proliferation of anti-depressant and anti-anxiety pharmaceuticalsss&s\eresponse to

the “superegoic” demand that wkouldbe happy: happiness is no longer a pursuit by
choice, but, instead, happiness is a sense of duty. An interesting intersectiggsemer
between these two contemporary phenomena insofar as mental health offigiesatiye
“prescribe” exercise before going the pharmaceutical route to tnesseon. Whereas
mental health was once treated with extended “holidays,” work, in the form otleisur
“training,” is prescribed as a response to the ubiquitous demand that we enjoy®at live
all times. What do you need to be happy? More work, but, more specifically, work in

the form of training that is predicated on locating pleasure in pain.
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Meth, in functioning like “Prozac on steroids,” provides a viable response to the
insatiable demands of the superego. Flushing the mind with dopamine, meth answers the
compulsion to be happy with a “shot glass” full of “feel good.” By circumventingethos
things that inhibit work (eating, sleeping, and boredom), crank allows the tweaker to be
productive. Like Jason Vorhees, who exposes a disturbing pleasure in the act of
repression itself, the meth addict comes entirely too close to realizing ettlings
enjoyment directly; meth facilitates timiissancedemanded by the superego to enjoy
our duty. Consequently, meth brings us too close to the idealistic underpinnings of our
society, which transform into some deeply unsettling, perverted form whearthey
directly embodied. Like the monster in the horror film that closes the didteheeen
ideal small town and some obscg¢mgissanceaunderpinning it, the meth addict, when
examined closely like Reding doeshtethland transforms from a simple drug addict to
something much more disturbing. What is so unsettling about the tweaker, driven by the
dual compulsion to work and be happy, is that he is disturbingly familiar; as Reding
claims, “these people are us” (93). Covered in sores from the battery acid t@atig
rotted out of his jaw, and being ultimately incapable of an emotion besides ralg¢ethe
stage meth addict is the “desubjectivized living-dead” specter that has@steed a
kind of traversal of fantasy. More specifically, the meth addict represent®liapse of
jouissancgin duty) and the uniquely American fantasy of the small town. Not unlike
zombies, these monstrous addicts are bodily manifestations of the traumatss mfoce
approaching fantasy too closely. Ultimately, when we come too close to alistide
underpinnings, we arrive at their obscene counterpart, which exposes a deepkr-seede

pleasure that is too unsettling to tolerate. The rotting, living-dead corpsernéthe
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addict is the endgame of the superego’s obscene demand to enjoy one’s dutis S&What
disturbing about the meth addict is not his pleasure in the drug, but, instead, the
realization that he is the ultimate embodiment what the superego demands of us.
Concomitantly, the meth addict is disturbing because he emerges from what €&iding
the “cradle of our national creation myth,” that is, from the ideological sourfemiaisy
for the nation, the small town (183). If we locate our more cherished nationasvirtue
(hard work, self-reliance, and their relationship with happiness) in the small tioewn it

is no mistake that we see the fully realized, thoroughly perverse form efuineges
return in the figure of the tweaker. The meth addict is the embodiment of the @nrall-t
fantasy. Like Jason, the meth addict is the manifestation of the pleasure tkeutyo

its ultimate limits, which unveils a truth in our more “noble” fantasies tleatvauld

rather not acknowledge.

Life in Death
Sun Volt “Methamphetamine”

| took a night shift another nickel on the dime, try to play it straight and make it different
this time, still waiting to meet the next ex-wife

It's either watching these gauges for Monsanto, or a bar-back job for the casino, the
Army won't want me after what this body's been through

Would you take me back North Carolina? Would you take me back Arkansas?
Blissful days still there to remember, methamphetamine was the final straw

| had a killer job in a backup band playin' guitar in Branson

Two shows a night brought the money to chase down sin

Now it's another weekend and I'm lonely at home, late night TV evangelist drone, I'm
healthy now but | really don't know if I'll ever be free

Would you take me back North Carolina? Would you take me back Arkansas?
Blissful days still there to remember, methamphetamine was the final straw
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At different points in time since the transformation of the country from a
primarily rural nation in the early twentieth century to an urban one, the smalktow
ideological purpose has changed. What the proliferation of more unsettling depictions of
the small town, particularly in horror films likeriday the 13 illustrate is a shift in what
is at stake in terms of fantasy and enjoyment in the small town as an idabtogicept.

The overwhelmingly nostalgic tone of earlier representations of the swall tvhere

some semblance of home is lamentably lost in the historical developments of nyodernit
gives way to a new type of nostalgia, which is evident in its embryonic fofinan
StrangerandThe Night of the HunterIn the latter half of the twentieth century, the
“country” becomes a darker place, which ultimately emphasizes the melanchol
conception of what it once was. Reding’s conception of the small town seems to be
indebted to a notion of small town life that was already gone before the econolime dec
of the late 1970s and 1980s that ultimately served athiede gracéor the working-
class backbone of the rural United States. In other whtethland while set in the real
small town of Oelwein, lowa, is as grounded in the nostalgic recollection ahtile s

town as the fictional Crystal Lake, lllinois Friday the 18" the horror of the monster is

in his emergence from within what seem like harmonious, idealistic conditions. heike t
residents of Oelwein themselves who crusaded to salvage a small-townt Meashiaalf-

grounded in childhood recollection and half-grounded in faritaBgding seems to

14" A testament to the power of ideological fantadgyor Larry Murphy’s rehabilitation project in
Oelwein was surprisingly effective, and it is nanmidence that it began with resurrecting indisjigles
iconic Main Street. Reding subtly indicates thagimary’s influence on this project, “shortly after
Christmas 2006, Oelwein’s Main Street looked likm@vie-set version of its former self. Phase Il of
Mayor Murphy’s revitalization was complete. Theest ... was neatly paved ... refurbished streetlamps
were hung with wreaths and wrapped in red velvistyans” (167). Reding paints a picture that coagur
Bedford Falls, New York, the small town settingronk Capra’st's a Wonderful Life Not only was
Murphy able to revitalize Main Street through pahliorks projects, he brought in new business along
Main Street, and was able to pull Oelwein out ef thutually destructive meth and economic tailspin.
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oscillate between the nostalgic conception of the small town and an acknowledgahent
meth is ultimately an indication of a darker heritage of the nation’s ruiad;aae he

notes, “the rural United States has for decades had higher rates of drigpaontabuse
than the nation’s urban areas. If addiction has a face, says Clay (Dr. Hailbsrtile

face of depression” (76). If in the first half of the twentieth century tredl $awn is
recalled as an ideal lost home, as it never really was, then in the lattérabhalbstalgia

is challenged by something Reding calls, “more sinister.” Ironicallysthister
emergence too often works to underpin that nostalgic recollection of the small tow
perhaps even more than did the straight-forward idealization of the place arlthieadf

of the century.

Be it political discourse, television programming, films, or literatume, t
fascination with the small town seems somehow to always be indebted to a furadlament
fantasy grounded out in the country, dating back to Jeffersonian Agrarianism. Ewen if
story ultimately seeks to undermine or depart from that initial ideasisaks to disprove
that “Main Street U.S.A.” is the “Real America,” that idealism isliheeline assumption
that anchors the small town’s relationship to a certain fantasmic space. Ratljhdto
identify the emergence of meth as the quintessential contemporary ewraktory. It is
the newest variation on the old story of the small town’s death, which is ultimately a
testament to how it persists in spite of this death or, more precisely, becassieath.
Unlike other unsavory stories regarding the small town, such as its inherenttypsular

banality or potentially discriminatory politics, meth is unique in the sense that it

What resonates in Reding’s description is the tenmvie-set,” which links the reconstruction of Ol
to a kind of ideal-ego culled from Capra-esquealg&. The point here is not just that the fantafsthe
ideal small town persists despite significant histd, social, political, and economic change, that it has
a profound impact on the constitution of the comgerary small town.
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undermines the small-town fantasy from within. If we frequently turn owe gathe

small town for lessons in hard-work, duty, and community, then the image of meth

functions as the horrific realization of those ideals. Like the monster thatydirec

embodies the unsettling, super-ego pleasure in executing the law, meth isizatioral

of the superego’s unconditional demand that we do our duty and be happy. Meth is the

pathway to unmediatgduissancewhich is evident in its unique ability to flush out all

the “feel good” chemicals in our brain. The lost “home,”jthessancegiven up to be

mediated by fantasy and the symbolic that desire perpetually seeksyirsewegate

object, is rediscovered in meth. Like drive, meth is the motor that propels thetweak

the meth addict is happy and productive, presumably in the initial stages of meth use.

Like any immediate interaction wijbuissancethe result is the transformation from

“subject” to the “desubjectivized living dead, which is evident in how meth replfices a

other “rewards” with a drive for more of the drug. Ultimately, meth abussesaa

rotting from the inside out, with major organs eventually shutting down and the complete

frying of neurotransmitters, leaving the meth addict starkly reminisifea zombie from

one of Romero’s films. The meth addict approaches the drive lurking beneath the ideal

fantasy of the small town too closely (by doing what it demands), and, ultirtiiely

fantasy falls away leaving nothing but the unconditional demand of drive (more!).
Consequently, the most disturbing aspect of meth is not that it contaminates the

ideal small town, but, instead, that meth is the direct manifestation of contaiginati

small-town idealism taken to its extreme limit. In the rotting body of thé addict we

the see the rotting small town of America, our “cradle” of idealism. Hisinggeeth are

the boarded up windows of failed businesses on Main Street; the mom and pop corner
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drugstore replaced by the mom and pop meth lab; his rotting flesh the decayingdactor
vacated farmhouse that once sustained the delicate financial balancsmoath®wn.

And his late stage depression and rage are shared by his fellow citizen®\plagaed

by the same inability to believe no longer in the possibility of meeting tharms of the
superego; be happy, be productive! Once we have passed over into Methland with the
meth addict, like the speaker in the Sun Volt song, we can never “go back” to the
repository of our nostalgia to relive those “blissful days.” However, meth bedbmes

last line of defense for idealism. More specifically, meth gereeateelancholic

longing for the lost home of the small town through its horrifying confrontation with
fantasy taken to its utter limit and then beyond. Trapped between the illusive quality of
desire and the horror of repetitive drive, the speaker in “Methamphetamustiates

the subtle shift in perspective that suddenly unveils fantasy, the result of directly
confronting one’s enjoyment, for what it really is. Wondering if he “will eveirbée,”

the speaker acknowledges what fantasy works overtime to conceal, that we ar
imprisoned by our enjoyment. What better metaphor for this kind of enjoyment, which
both drives and imprisons us, than the ideological and material home of the small town?
In the movement from myth to meth, the small town wears numerous fantasmic,
ideological masks. Only with the tweaker does the distance between the mesdyjfa

and the face collapse to reveal a contamination inherent in romantic notion of the smal
town. Even the monster had the decency to spare the small town from the horror of its

own idealism.
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