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“Quit stalling...!”: Destiny and Destination
on L.A’'s Inner City Roads

By Martin Zeilinger

Abstract

If driving has today reallypecome a Western "metaphor being” (Hutchinson),
then common roadside signs proclaimiRight lane must exit” or "Through traf-

fic merge left”, inventions such asetlautomatic transmission, and the agreeable
straightness of freeways calfi be understood as symptoms of an ongoing socio-
political struggle between the driver agyratic agent, and the state as institu-
tionalized regulatory force. Nowhere issghmore obvious than in the context of
urban traffic, where private motorizedisportation represents both the supreme
(if illusory) expression of personal freedom, and official efforts to channel indivi-
dualism by obliterating its sense of ditiea and ideological divergence. On the
concrete proving grounds of the cloggeder-city freeway, “nomad science” and
“state science” (Deleuze & Guattari) thoscillate between the pseudo-liberatory
expressivity of mainstream car cultumad the self-effacing dromoscopic “amne-
sia of driving” (Baudrillard). Are a city’s multitudes of cars resistant “projectiles”
(Virilio) or, rather, hegemonic “sites aontainment” (Jane Jacobs)? This essay
approaches the complex tensions betwakgitamable” democratic mobility and
state-regulated transit by way of two Hollywood-produced films that focus on
traffic in Los Angeles: irCollateral (2004), a cab driver comes to recognize and
transcend the hopelesslyratitionless circularity diated by his job; irFalling
Down (1993), a frustrated civil servi@mployee abandons his car on a rush-hour
freeway and decides to walk home, for¢edraverse the gposedly unwalkable
city without the “masking screen of thenashield” (Virilio). As they "quit stal-
ling”, both protagonists become dangereasiants of the defiant nomad — one a
driver who remains on the road but gdasder the radar”, the other a transient
pedestrian whose movement becomes aral unpredictable. My analysis of the
films’ metropolitan setting and of theaessant movement that marks both narra-
tives links political and philosophical @@omies of motion, speed, and transit to a
discussion of the varioubandes vagabondag@eleuze & Guattari) that are
formed between city and driver, driver and car, and car and pedestrian. In this
discussion, the inner-city road emerges as a primary site of conflict between civic
rule and individual subject, and the flaf urban traffic come to represent the
tensions generated in spaces where mave is understood as both liberating and
as a form of control.

Keywords: Traffic, Urbanism, Los Angele&alling Down Collateral
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“Quit stalling...!”: Destiny a nd destination on L.A.’s
inner city roads

The time has come, it seems, to face the facts:
revolution is movement, but movement is not a
revolution.

(Virilio 2006:43)

In her 1961 study of the socio-politicargtture and overall livability of Ameri-

can urban centers, Jane Jacobs famaidesigiled how the material circumstances
of our living environments influence socialationships and inform our “sense of
connection to the world” (Jacobs 1961: 19). In this essay, | expand Jacob’s dictum
with the assumption that cars, too, are pathe circle of meerial circumstances
that constitute our homes, and that-cantered politics rad economies of trans-
portation, therefore, stronginfluence our sense of lmmging and situatedness.
By pairing two relatively recent mainstream feature films with prominent com-
mentary on ideological regimes of mobilityy Deleuze, Virilo, and Baudrillard),

I will discuss how driuig serves a double function ofanipulating our interac-
tion with the world around us, and simuléusly of veiling this restrictive me-
diating function. Given the sgifically cinematic contexbf two narratives that
primarily deal with experiences of urban mobility, a further subtext of this essay
will be the implication that an ideologicatitique of the ways in which the wind-
shield frames our percepti of the world might be pductively extended to ci-
nematic experiences in general.

Similar to the collective experienad life in the urban neighborhoods dis-
cussed by Jacobs, the use of cars and our dependence on them shape a strong
sense of our lifeworlds and of our wags interfacing with them. All kinds of
movement — and especially motorized siar may consequently be understood
as multi-faceted metaphors for "being”general. Based on this understanding of
the car and its inhabitants as more or Es®nomous vectors, the sociologist Si-
kivu Hutchinson, for example, has arguedtttthe automobile has not only de-
stroyed meaningful experience with artthehment to "place” in the city, but has
played a big role in effacing its hisydr(Hutchinson 2003: 110). Despite the fact
that they help us traverse space, carsthas effectively blind drivers to the ma-
terial and social realities they movedhgh — a function thdtas a clear political
dimension insofar as it is maintaineddhgh a state-regulatesystem of road-
ways, traffic regulations, and plibtransportation services.

This essay is based on the assumption, then, that an urban population’s interfac-
ing with the realities of its lifeworlds is impacted not only by the parameter of
"location”, but thatit is, furthermore, strongly ftected by the processual cir-
cumstances of how connections between such locations are realized and expe-
rienced. As the most prominent state-colteéd modality of pivate transportation,
driving is, in other words, an ideal siia investigating how the material and po-
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litical realities of contemporary urbalife are generated, manipulated and ob-
scured. In what follows, | thus scruze the tense and precarious relationship
between driving and civic agency in two Hollywood films that focus on the com-
plex struggle between driver and roadgdhat centrally hinge on the suggestion
that the sense of "freedom” that drivingsaid to give us may be a mere simula-
tion — a by-product of a highly efficient sgm of control. In Michael Mann’s
Collateral (2004), a L.A. cab driver (Jamieoxx) comes to recognize and ulti-
mately transcend the hopelessly direcessl circularity dictad by his job; in
Joel SchumacherBalling Down (1993), a frustrated l service employee (Mi-
chael Douglas) abandons his car on a-tpafked L.A. freeway, and decides to
traverse the supposedly unwalkable @ty foot, thereby pushing through what
Paul Virilio calls the masking screentbe windshield (Virilio 1998: 11-22). Both
films are set in Los Angeles, and acknowletlge city as a site that stereotypical-
ly represents both the utopian visiond&@mocratic motorized liberty and its dys-
topic opposite of a smog-poted, four-wheeled abyss thaislaves its inhabitants

in the name of mobility, rather than freeing them. BGthllateral and Falling
Down thus invoke L.A.’s omnipresent web of freeways, on- and off-ramps and
filthy roadsides as major antagonists vigisthe lead actors, and posit driving
and traffic as the primary sites of tideological and socipolitical conflicts
played out in the narratives.

As | will show, both films portray road and car, as well as more abstract notions
of the ordered flow of traffic, gasolirend capital as zones of never-ending con-
flicts between the vague ciphof the state (or law) dnits mobile subjects. On
the road, varied constellatis of a hegemonic powerrstture are constantly be-
ing generated, openly put in questiondaurreptitiously reconfirmed — and both
Falling DownandCollateral are in this sense represéiv@ of the fluid ideologi-
cal constellations that continuously play out in the unceasing, yet always-impeded
flow of traffic. Drivers are thus perpsilly faced with the following problematic:
at what point does a drive to the movies, to the pier, or to the mall cease to
represent a volitional, deliberate actyyiand become, rather, an act of "being-
driven” towards these somewhat disingenuous symbols of democratic liberty? If
driving has truly become a metaphor b&ing, then common roadside signs proc-
laiming "Right lane must exit” or "Through traffic merge lefifiventions such as
the automatic transmission, and the agreesféghtness of freeways can all be
understood as symptomaté ongoing realignments of the power dynamics be-
tween the driver as democratic agent Hrastate as an institutionalized regulato-
ry force. How, then, are the ordered and controlled structures of mobility that
comprise our experience of driving ctihged and deployed? How are they uti-
lized by State apparatuses, and subvelssi@ppropriated by resistant democratic
subjects? Is driving ever "a way out”, are more radical measures required —
perhaps what the A.L.A.R.M.A. group oftatsts and media artists has called the
performance of the unimaginable: walgiin L.A. (Gonzalez, Ramon & Chavoya
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1998: 82)? How, finally, might such a mekter be extended to the experience of
cinema more generally? Arthe Hollywood films discussed herein flattened re-
presentations — like the ragide attraction seen throughwindshield — that invite
or that obstruct "walking in L.A”?

In “Dromoscopy, or The Ecstasy of Enaties”, Paul Virilio reflects on the
spectacle that unfolds before the eyedhaf driver of any automobile, and de-
scribes it as a "dromoscopic simulationas- the projection od plethora of mov-
ing images into the interior of the car, a simulation that creates, for the driver and
passengers (who remain statipna relation to the vekle), the sensation of be-
ing moved® On the screens of windshield,areiew mirror and dashboard, the
observers of this great picture showdoiving — the “voyager-voyeur[s]” (Virilio
1998: 13) — behold the virtual movemendaanimation of the inanimate objects
they are passing by. “So long as the dromoscopic simulation continues”, Virilio
writes, “the comfort of the passengerassured” (1998: 13)Yet this comfort,
founded on the illusion of autonomoovement, actually “depends upon being
immobile while moving”, a state imposed on driver and passengers by the regu-
lated system of transportation (1998: 14).

This state of comfort, of course, is that of utter immobility at the heart of a
moving machine, a fact thdriver and passengers may remain unaware of. Viri-
lio’'s argument thus points the already-mentioned taos between standstill and
motion (or progress) on which bofalling DownandCollateral focus: it implies
that behind every drive we go on, therepresent a concealed ideological force
that creates and perpetually recreatessiectacle of individual freedom that is
embodied in the seemingly unlimited mobility of the passen@aiateral's pro-
tagonist Max, therefore, initially embrackts job as cabdriver as one that gives
him access to the ultimately illusory foeem of always being on the road. The
protagonist ofalling Down, on the other hand, is depei of the safe, manipula-
tive haven of his car’s interior right from the beginning, and as a result is forced
immediately to perceive his surroundinditferently. As will be seen, Virilio’s
arguments throughout “Dromoscopy” thugpemximate the premise of both films
discussed in this paper — namely thevehs’ paradoxical "mobile inertia”, i.e.,
their passivity vis-a-vis the dromoscopimsilation that focuses their attention on
a distant goal, blinds them to their saundings, and strengthetigeir belief in the
inevitability of the modalities of drivingThe fact that this simulation largely goes
unnoticed suggests thas state-controlled staggy contains a mechanism which
enables it to veil itself from the drive view (who will be distracted by traffic
lights, construction sites, and the flowtodffic in general), while the conditions
of the driver's exposure to the spmde are perpetuallyeproduced and main-
tained. Again, this argument tentativelykinthe "projection” of a car’'s exterior
onto the windshield to the viewing of film: as Virilio expands our concept of driv-
ing by describing it as the stationarygeption of "moving” images, so the event
of movie-watching can be compared tiee activity of driving. The cinema-
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machine, it could be argued, imposes +i@s to impose — a set of parameters on
the completeness of the audience’s exgere that is not unlike the range of con-
ceptual and practical limits that govamotorized transit. The implied suggestion
that cinema, whether as ideological ectinical apparatus, veils as much as it il-
luminates is, of course, by noeans new; but in the contexteélling Downand
Collateral, it brings up the interesting questiof how mainstream "driving films”

in general may engage (or ignore) this issue.

Most of Collateral is a literalizationof the above-mentioned comfortable state
of unrecognized immobility, and it is ontgwards the end of the movie that the
cabdriver Max abandons his vehicle anthiss able to break through the surface
of the fraudulent sense of freedom that driving havipusly provided him with.

In Falling Down, on the other hand, the dromosapcreen of the windshield is
removed at the very outset, and the odgthe film is a violent meditation on its
function as a veil covering up the actual and off-road realities outside the car.
But what are the specific political funatis of such an elaborate "spectacle”?
Most literally, it would seem, they resttime fact that movement, as an exertion of
physical force, holds the promise of vioben resistance and chaos. As Gilles De-
leuze and Félix Guattari note M Thousand Plateay# is therefore “a vital con-
cern of every State ... to control mig@ti and ... to establish a zone of rights
over an entire "exterior”, over all tHews traversing the ecumenon” (Deleuze &
Guattari 1987: 385) “Theris”, in other words, “a eed for fixed paths in well-
defined directions, which restrict speedyulkate circulationrelativize movement,
and measure in detail the relativeovements of subjects and objects” (1987:
386).

Beyond the institution of traffic rules, ithcontainment of mobility is also
achieved by Virilio’'s dromoscopic simuian, which he primarily describes in
appropriated aesthetic terms, reminiscitay of the act of interfacing with a
virtual reality. Based on Vilio’s notion that “[tjhe drier’'s seat of machines of-
fers a political image of thiuture” (Virilio 1998: 20),the car becomes — in line
with Deleuze and Guattari’'s argument prasthetic, naturalized (and thus invisi-
ble) extension of contgporary human beings’ sensd their surroundings. In
equating the windshield, rearview mirror¢cetvith screens, Virilio consequently
posits the car as a “machine of surveillance” (1998: 20), rather than as a machine
that subjects its users to state suraeitie. This implied complicity of driver and
passengers again points to the fact thait tontinuous subjection to the spectacle
of driving serves to obscure its owlouble function of creating, on the one hand,
a sense of liberty and mobility, and, on the other hand, of blinding them to the
anti-dynamic and circular nature of thgpectacle” in which they continuously
participate.

Driving the LA freeway system, then, ynavell be a way of performing indi-
vidual, "untamable” democratic mobilitygnd thus of asserting one’s sense of
freedom; but simultaneously, the same aalrofing always feeds the ideological
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machine that continues to direct, cohtend (literally and figuratively) immobil-

ize all drivers. BothFalling Down and Collateral are shot through with implied
references to stereotypically American notions of “Manifest Destiny” and a
“Westward Ho™ mentality that have helpéa purport and consolidate a very par-
ticular set of myths of the limitlesgpportunities a motorized, mobile America
holds in store. But like most road mesithat most prominently engage such
myths, neithefFalling Down nor Collateral formulates a conclusive strategy for
successfully breaking down the windshield-screen, and for the most part, both
films’ protagonists struggles (reflent, again, those commonly picked up in the
popular road movie genre)kawwledge the bounds of the greater regime of auto-
nomous mobility, rathethan conquering them.

Yet since both films are set exclusivalgainst the geographical setting of Los
Angeles’ network of roads and freays — not exactly known to represent
"progress” — the films nevertheless managestrongly (if inconclusively) chal-
lenge the idea that driving embodies ftesn. The road emerges as the most im-
mediate point of contact and conflict betweba state and its subjects. Forced to
engage this conflictCollateral’s protagonist Max thuslowly comes to terms
with the deceptive myth of motorized mobility’s freedom, which he himself per-
petuated by driving his taxi trough the nocturnal city for twelve years. Once he
realizes the extent to which he had falleaypto the illusory spectacle of the free-
dom of mobility, the narrative allowsrito finally transcend what Jean Baudril-
lard, in America has called the state-induced “asia of driving” (Baudrillard
1988: 9). He does so by actiyeksisting the stasis bis immediate environment,
wrecking his car, and, notably, by getting on the subWalling Down as noted,
sets out at a different stage in the posteuggle between lawful road and defiant
driver: here, a former employee of thenitry of Defense abandons his car on a
congested freeway and embarks on a west journey homeon foot. Having
penetrated the ideological facade of gdldly liberatory motorization, the prota-
gonist then performs a series of violenitbursts — fierce acts of resistance di-
rected against the dominant ideologies ttestrict and regulate his movement —
that call to mind the phrase "road ragbut that cannot fithe category simply
because he is no longer driving.

The ideological conflicts that both films locate in the tension between driving
and being-driven also figure importanily Deleuze and Guattari’'s concept of
nomadology. If, as they stati¢,is indeed a “vital concerof every State [to] re-
strict speed, regulate circulation [and] relativize movement”, then the road is, un-
doubtedly, an ideal site fahe deployment of a complex set of organizing and
controlling mechanisms. As an important goof contact between a state’s laws
and surveillance apparatusdaits subjects (citizenshw feel free because they
can drive wherever they choose), theettgrid thus functions to uphold law and
order, since uncontrolled movement woutthstitute the threat of potential resis-
tance. Ideally, Deleuze and &tari point outa state must subordte its subjects
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in ways that make movement manifest itgedfa naturalized law. In an interesting
analogy to the realm of physics, they tlawgue that “it cannot be said that a body
that is dropped has a speed, however fakdllg: rather it has an infinitely de-
creasing slowness in accordance withlgve of falling bodies” (1987: 371). Cars,

in this sense, do not speed along a freeway of the driver’'s own volition. They are,
rather, hurled along by the authorities daydthe rules that regulate direction and
pace of all motorized movement. Vidli accordingly, describes cars as “projec-
tiles” (Virilio 1998: 17), a term that againresses the passivitf all vehicles in
relation to the laws thajovern their movement.

In Collateral, the protagonist for the most part willingly assumes this position
of subordinationFalling Down however, posits an interesting alternative that
works well within the argumentativeaimework proposed by Deleuze and Guatta-
ri as well as by Virilio: once the film'protagonist has abandoned his car, he be-
comes an uncontainable threat to thee&atule of law as embodied by the rules
of the road. By arming himself, he becomes, in fact, the "driving force” of the
movement around him. No longer is lentained in a projectile-car bound by the
naturalized laws of the state; rather,if@ow the commander of his own arsenal
of projectiles (at one poirgven a portable rocketdacher), and thus poses a no-
madic threat to the order he has mard eore disturbed ever since his seemingly
straightforward act of deserting his vehicléis transmutation is also reflected in
the naming of the protagonist: not knoagiwho they are dealing with, the police
identify the man by his car’s license @atvhich, appropriately, spells “D-Fens”.
Throughout much of the film there is, cogsently, a sense that he is a vigilante
actively defending his personal rights in lielithe freedom of all drivers. In an
added twist, it finally emerges that heasformer employee of the Ministry of
Defense, so that the desertion of "D-B€hegins to look even more like a politi-
cally motivated form of resistance. Bypandoning his carnd by repudiating the
dominant deterritorializing strategy thfe never-ending, circular drive (something
that Collaterals Max only achieves towards tlend of his journey), D-Fens is
able to tentatively resist internalizatiby the state order, and to evade its sphere
of control while spatially remaining ithin it. After abamloning his car in the
clogged arteries of L.A.’s freeway systelne, acquires the elusive distinction of a
viral organism on an infectious rampagénfectious but at the same time conta-
minated with the poison of the system he seeks to undermine; a nomad who can
for a limited time freely roam the otherwise clearly regulated strata of Los An-
geles.

Whatever the motivation, D-Fens’s ulyr@and uncontainabl movement, which
becomes possible only once he leaves his car behind, strongly works against the
state’s scheme of what tipelitical scientist James Scott calls "the making legi-
ble” of space (see Scott 1998: xiv, 445 p.). While Scott discusses the project of
"legibilization” (again a control measairdesigned to channel the position and
movement of the public into a manageatider) in primarily static terms (such
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as "forest hygienization” and strategiek restricting the rezoning of urban re-
gions), the concept is relevant alsoténms of a more dynamic mobility, as evi-
denced by Deleuze and Guattari's disocmssf the long history of state-ordained
repression obandes vagabondag€$987: 368) or by Virilio’s extensive discus-
sion of the politics of mobile warfareg@ Virilio 2006: Chapter 2). All ideologi-
cal ordering schemes of making urbamap legible for the state, then, may be
seen to simultaneously serve the functidmendering the socipelitical realities

of the street-grid illegible for its inb#&ants. Arguably, naturalizing particular
modes of transportation such as motoripgtvate transit, which can easily be
bound by constrictive systems of rules aadulations, is very useful for uphold-
ing the integrity of Virilids dromoscopic spectacleshich works to remove the
possibility of friction between subjectdnd indeed, as Hutchinson points out in
Imagining Transitthe propagation of private moltylihas in many contexts elim-
inated the necessity for contact betwegban dwellers, antias erased social
awareness in large parté urban and suburban poptibns (Huthinson 2003:
111). The metal veil of the chassis, Vi windshield-screen, and the appendant
impact that driving has on the humatlties of vision and peripheral perception
thus all prevent passengers from encountering, seeing, feeling, smelling, or touch-
ing the urban "Other”, and may indeskroud all problems related to it.

The spectacle of driving keeps intact, then, an unwittingly selective and yet
whole vision of that whiclies outside the vehicle, and conveniently enables the
mobile population to live, consumend converse on thégurative "diamond
lane” (on North American roads often tbely, reserved lane affording the privi-
lege of speedier transit), rather thacihg exposure to the material and ideologi-
cal reality of urban environments. Yet thgstem may be liable to falter and fail
when drivers break through the dromoscogimulation’s “fourth wall”. In the
first half of Collateral, the critical difference betweedhe car’s interior and exte-
rior is strictly upheld anébregrounded. Early in the film, Max agrees to take on a
single passenger, Vincent, for the entirght. Max’s compliant and even grateful-
ly submissive position vis-a-vis thewaand order of driving quickly becomes
obvious when compared to his passengers’ radically different type of mobility:
Vincent constantly exits and re-enters thg ead is able to conceptualize it as a
quasi-nomadic tool useful in counteringettules of the road (and the rule of law
in general). For Max, on the other hand, ¢habé is a vehicle of complicity. This is
strongly conveyed, for example, on the lesesound: as soon as Max starts his
engine, calm and soothing pop music lisustarts playng in the background,
giving him a feeling of freedom and peadefcontent unity with the streets.
Whenever his car stops, on the othendhahe unwelcome and threatening noise
of the exterior immediatglshatters this harmony dhe seemingly peaceful and
open city that otherwise unfolds upon 8ween of his windshield. Driving, then,
subjects all passengers of a vehicle t@wBaudrillard discusses as a hyperreality
that is manifest, again, in dromoscopimulations. Like Virilio, Baudrillard, too,
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observes that the drivers “have no sensfith$] simulation” (Baudrillard 1988:
28); caught in a self-perpetuating systefrthe observation of channeled move-
ment, “they are themselves simulationit&t most developed state, but have no
language in which to descrilite since they themselvese the model”, and there-
fore constitute part of the model’'srtmuous reproduction garatus (1988: 28).

The way in which the music playing on ks car stereo blends into the extra-
diegetic soundtrack stronggvokes this concealed natwfthe control system of
transit; it emphasizes therfctions of the windshields veiling device, and to-
gether with the observed speed of drivilhgaduces — in Baudrillard’s argument —
a paradoxical immobility of the mind thatn easily be exploited by dominant
ideological forces who have the poweritdluence general experiences of driv-
ing. With the soothing music and the &tite goal of his pesenger’s destination
before him, Max is thus relaxed and amnmtt and filled with the joy of the felt
meaningfulness of driving. Fittgly, it is also at thesemes that he likes to dis-
miss his current job as temporary, as sihing that he is only doing until the rea-
lization of his dream project — a limousicompany. This make-believe company,
appropriately called “Island Limo”, isneisioned as the perfect fulfillment of
Max’s impossible dream of attaining femam by driving though a street-grid of
state-controlled mobility: “You won’t want to get out of the limousine”, he says,
“because the ride is so comfortable”.the imaginary pursuit of this dream, the
real Sisyphean character of Max’s psg®n — as a cabdrivelng is constantly
under way but never arrives at a final desion — is lost on him, and instead he
feels encouraged to recesldl further into the hyperreal simulacrum of a perfect
dromoscopic simulation.

Falling Down on the other hand, abandons thehyf the liberated motorist
from the very beginning. The film opemsth the breakdown othe barrier that
conceals the system of automated movai&hown in what amounts to a power-
fully executed reversal of the soatgiinterior soundscape of Max’s cab.Hall-
ing Down the hero’s car is never seen tove — it is always already stuck in a
traffic jam near a construction site. ickly, the overwhelming heat and dust, a
malfunctioning A/C-system, and a plethoranaihor but obtrusive exterior images
and noises that crowd the immobilized driver’s audiovisual field amalgamate into
a hellish song that raises the protagosisivareness of what Virilio calls the
state’s “vehicular prohibition”, i.e. itprohibition of mobiliyy (Virilio 2006: 51).
Had the deceptive spectacle of drivingeh left intact, D-Fens would not have
noticed any of this. Once he is exposed to the hostile environment of the ob-
structed street, however, he realizes, vatpang, that immobility indeed equals
death, and is prompted to do what Mioes not achieve uhthe climax ofColla-
teral: he quits stalling and sets out on foot.

Streets, roads and freeways bear the institutional mark, then, of the government
agencies that build and maintain themt Bometimes, the private, itinerant mark
of the individuals navigating them may alsscribe itself on them — most likely,
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perhaps, at the accidental sites of tcajims, blown tires, missed turns, or tick-
eted parking. And while large parts thle mobile population are effectively assi-
milated by the self-perpetuating and self-veiling apparatus of private transporta-
tion, occasionally resistantiders (or pedestrians) magdeed be established as
Deleuzian "nomads”, representing a threat to the state power because they contin-
ue to traverse state territory while remagion an ideologically exterior plane of
deterritorialization. As notedsalling Down and Collateral each revolve around
the conflicted relationship between nomaad state, and portray the resistance
against sedentarization in different stagéslevelopment. In both narratives, the
male hero’s story is embded in typical mainstreamarrative conventions (in
Falling Down loss of social and professionaatsts interfere with everyday life;
in Collateral, a happenstance buddy narrativevues the background for an
emerging ’rags-to-riches” story). Yet by way of these conventions, both films
posit the breakdown of the flow of traffés a proto-nomadic moment of crisis.

This reading again brings into play thedated question of how "driving films”,
with their common focus on the uncertain link between mobility and autono-
my/independence, engage their own complicity in a visual regime that dictates
and channels perception as much as the dromoscopic spectacle does. In the cases
of Collateral andFalling Down it must be noted that the films do not challenge
this problematic implication. In fact, ¢hnarrative logic of both films hinges on
the integrity of the system of rules tlwintrols mobility as well as our perception
thereof. InCollateral, this regime is implicitly aamowledged, but not explicitly
defined, and is needed as the backdimpthe protagonist's moral awakening;
similarly, in Falling Down the law of the road servas an abstraction of the pro-
tagonist’s adversaries, so overpowering that his travails take on a noticeably quix-
otic character. Ultimately, both films’ prigonists become aware, to some degree,
of the dromoscopic spectacle’s artificigliHowever, neither of the two manages
to overcome the power that hides behihe screen; Max simply shifts his posi-
tion, and comes to term with the realities of quasi-autonomous mobility by ulti-
mately choosing the subwayver the car, while D-Fengventually, accepts the
powers he provoked by breaking througk thindshield-screen as insurmounta-
ble, the and admits defeat. Both films thus work with the dromoscopic spectacle
as a useful image that becomes, it seems to be assumed, an universally understood
reference point for the wrongs donetteir protagonistsThis does not mean,
however, that awareness of the powerful visual regime that rules over drivers and
passengers is pushed to extenthtoHollywood cinema-machine itself.

Like the resistant drivers @ollateral andFalling Down Deleuze and Guatta-
r's nomads are ideologically positionedthe threshold of the state and pose a
threat to the established order becausg tiave access to a "minor science” — a
nomad science of resistant mobility that must continually be “barred,’” inhibited,
or banned by the demands and conditiohsState science(1987: 362). State
power's aim must be to immobilize, timit, control [and] localize nomad
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science” (1987: 363), so that it canneicbme an alternative model to the state-
regulated mobility that keeps in chettie flows of individual movement while
upholding a vision of democratic fréem. The ideological double function of
controlled movement as a mode that dtameously liberates and controls a sub-
ject is thus realized when the “State slo®t give power, [butinakes [its subject]

a strictly dependent organ with an autoryadimat is only imagined yet is sufficient
to divest those whose jobbecomes simply to reproduce or implement of [sic] all
of their power” (1987: 363). Because “tl#ate never ceases to decompose, re-
compose, and transform mawent, or to regulate spéedn regulating traffic it
therefore manages to reverse and delayfthhmation and realization of (urban)
nomad resistance (Deleu&eGuattari 1987: 386).

How well this scheme works becomes @us in Max’s resistance to giving up
the mind-numbing lure of a sanitized, aestheed driving experience. As it turns
out, his passenger Vincent is a contrattekiand while Max loses himself in the
picture show of the limousine he will likely never be able to afford, Vincent
commits his first murder of the nightand blows apart Max’s dream when the
dead body, hurled out a window, smashes dloé of the cab. This is the decisive
moment that marks, quite literally, thest showing of cracks on the screen on
which Max’s dromoscopic simulation plagst; from now on, Max will be forced
more and more to take on nomadic qualitié® act on his own volition; more and
more, he will have to violate the system of rules and regulations by which he
usually lets himself be guided throughetivell-maintained rtevork of streets,
signs and traffic lights. When the passenger Vincent continues on his mission to
drive through the city and kill a total ofxsstationary victimshe also continues to
repeatedly expose Max’s dream as aatistic and illusory, and, likéalling
Downis D-Fens, the cabdriver is severalyocked by the narrative literalizations
of Virilio’'s dictum that to drive is taemain immobile, and that this immobility
equals death.

Almost exactly halfway tlough the film, Max is finally forced to take a more
active role of resisince vis-a-vis both Vincent aride spectacle of driving. Now,
he is pushed hard to take initiative,ttanscend (speed)limits and to veer off the
orderly straightness of the road — andewlVincent provokingly yells at the cab-
driver to “QUIT STALLING!”, Max finaly embraces the potential of nomadic
mobility. Forced upon the realization that his low-paying and dependent job is
nothing but a perpetual deferral of his atplans, Max recognizes that during the
twelve years of his "temporary” job, he svdriven rather than driving of his free
will; that for him, motion gualed immobility rather thaprogress, speed equaled
deceleration, and even the straightest roads eventually led him back to his starting
point. From this moment onward, Max'driving assumes a more subversive
guality, and when he finally rebels agditise order of the street, he does so by
purposefully crashing his car. While earli his mobility had no direction, his
speed is now no longer decomposed by tae'st regulatory schemes, and he can,
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for once, really be on his way. As the movie’s showdown commences, Max
chooses Los Angeles’ public transit system over the street — a choice that
represents an individual act of defianghich will allow him, within the film’s
diegetic logic, to evade the controllingach of the never-dimg circulatory flow

of steel, capital and timen the inner-city road.

In Speed and PolitigsPaul Virilio, too, outlines the potential of speed and
movement to empower public forces against a dominant ideology that in turn
seeks to contain it, and states thati§tjnasses are not a population, a society, but
a multitude of passersby” (Virilio 2006: 29¥irilio thus defines the road as a
primary site of political onflict, historically usedo forestall unruly and uncon-
trollable mobility. When the state teeds with these schemes of mobility-
management, the opposition ‘@ftasis to circulation”(2006: 31) gains signific-
ance not merely in relation to the praati usefulness of org&ing the flow of
motorized vehicles, but, again, also ifat®n to the containment of all political,
resistant movement. Speed limits (whiaktimately, fail to contain Max’s rebel-
lion) are exemplary for these schemey] eepresent a practical state intervention
designed to limit “the extraordinary powef assault that motorization of the
masses creates” (2006: 51). Ideally, howetrex,control of traffic and of the gen-
eral economic role of motorization turttee democratic “fredom to move” into
an “obligation to mobility”, a forcedral controlled mobility (2006: 53). The road
then ceases to be what Deleuze and Guadkantify as the traditionally proleta-
rian site of traveling laborers and dsahen, and instead turns “every social cate-
gory, without distinction, intaunknown soldiers of the order of speeds — speeds
whose hierarchy is controlled moend more each day by the State” (2006:
136f.). For Virilio, the authorities’ contf@ver the modes and modalities of indi-
vidual movement is hard to reverse — “timere speed increases”, he concludes,
“the faster freedom decreases. The [vie's¢ self-propulsion finally entails the
self-sufficiency of automation” (2006: 158).

A somewhat less negative picture oé trelationship betweecontrolled space
and motorized movement is paintbg Baudrillard, whowhile acknowledging
the positive all-importance of Americgmopular myths of speed, nevertheless
describes the experience of driving inywahat are reminiscent both of Deleuze
and Guattari’'s gravity analogy and ofrNMp’s projectile analogy. Baudrillard’s
view provides, perhaps, the best appmadion of the concepali overlap between
the spectacle of driving and the allusé mainstream cinema, when he states:
“movement which moves through space of its own volition changes into an ab-
sorption by space itself — end of resistn.” (1988: 10). What distinguishes this
account of the politics of driving (and ofetleffects of partaking in the spectacle
of driving) from Virilio’s theory is thahere, the sense of freedom felt when driv-
ing is, by all accounts, taken to be "real” (if deceptive) — and perhaps it is this po-
tentiality of real freedom that accounts for the temporary success$-ahatg
Down's D-Fens has with his quasi-nomadic resistance.
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Ultimately, however, D-Fens must failhroughout his trek on foot, it becomes
obvious that he cannot overcome the pfibbopular American myths of westward
movement, pastoral settlement, and witlial freedom, whictare just as much
part of the dominant ideology as is ttscourse of motorized mobility that he
aims to abandon. While Max the cabdriver @ually realizes thatlriving his taxi
confines him to a never-endimgrcular motion with no way ougalling Dowris
tragic hero arrives at a literal deadd: when the film has him winding up on a
pier out on the Western-most shore of ¢batinent, the protagonist must irrefuta-
bly accept that Los Angeles really is thied of his world. Interestingly, prior to
this tragic climax the defiant act of walking seems no less alien to police and city
authorities than it is to D-Fens hieis Even though notions of “moving on/up”
and of “just passing through” permeate #ntire narrative (and, temporarily, be-
come more plausible because D-Fens Is tlowalk where none else can drive),
the protagonist's nomadic mobility immediely forces him to acknowledge a new
set of emerging obstructions: the dead ewsidutes blocked by construction, of
line-ups at gas statiorend fast food restaurantthe downtown and gangland
frontier of run-down housing projects, dying immigrant businesses, and looming
drug- and poverty-relatediore; and, last but not leaghe suburban frontier of
indifferent employees and alienated custosn D-Fens must navigate them all,
and for a little while, it appears thattiwout the mediating interface of his car, he
now is able to see them in a new light —inufact, it is due to the film’s represen-
tation of walking as abnormal that itspiied critique of the myth of seemingly
liberating motorized mobily is never realized.

The freeway section from which D-Fens escapes cuts through a bad neighbor-
hood, and thus the irritated and baffled mtdan has his fitsviolent encounters
(one with a frustrated, aooperative corner store-owneand one with two gang
members on the prowl). The disputes timatnediately flareup concern territory
and propriety: in a city in which life hasauted to the rule of motorized vehicles,
in which most people try never to stopdan which the relative safety of a car’s
interior has obliterated most residenéstareness of sociagthnic, and political
issues, everything must remain in its tighace and retain its proper pace. Trans-
gression of boundaries will necessarily tesiti seems, in violent conflict. Once
D-Fens is deprived of the protective fraofehis car, the narrative thus constructs
him as being on the brink of realizing tluatly to walk is to see, whereas to drive
is to remain blind to the outside worldet in Hollywood’s exta-diegetic logic,
the critical suggestion that acceptanceméd’s position as a mere viewer (whether
as driver or as moviegoer) means givingdran oppressive_ visual regime is per-
haps too self-critically radical — and the tr@f D-Fens’s existence, in this sense,
seems to fleetingly dawn on him whenampoignant scene, the smoggy cityscape
of L.A. is re-framed yet again, visualbound no longer by the chassis of his car,
but by a hole in the sole of his shoeldhap to the eye in angry disbelief.
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From now on, the protagonist experimewtth what to him appears like a new
kind of mobility; in a carhis navigational, evasiveeven offensive options had
been severely limited. “If everyone just dled my path”, he ddares repeatedly,
“everything would be alright”. But once ondt, D-Fens finds that it is becoming
easier to clear his path, and he begins to do so by force. Paralleling Virilio’s por-
trayal of the car as a useless bulléhea than a gun, D-Fens updates his armory,
acquires a baseball bat, afienian arsenal of semi-aumatic weapons, and finally
a bazooka. Now that he is no longer botm@ projectile but rather commands a
whole arsenal of them himself, this weapoisrsupposed to assihim in the fight
to get ahead. Accordingly, the protagsiig opponents mistake him for a rebel
with a political mission, and ocaot see that D-Fens is meéy a citizen on the de-
fensive, an individual who insists dns right-of-way and who, quite tellingly,
only attacks stationary objecthat block his way. D-Feissrather irrational acts
of resistance culminate in blowing usection of freeway: &r encountering yet
another construction site, lhecalls that the route hdmben perfectly passable the
day before, and confronts a worker. The-&etio’s distrust in the state-controlled
system of organized movement finally eruptsll its force,and before firing his
bazooka, he paranoically accuses the aityhorities of deliberately interfering
with the residents’ choice of wheeto go and of how to get there.

In the film’s safe narrative logic, thief course, is madness, and D-Fens’s fatal
trek ends, accordingly, in Venice Béacone of Los Angeles’ western-most
neighborhoods. Marking the impossibility the popular American theme of per-
petual westward-expansion, for D-Fens fher quite literallyrepresents the end
of the world. But motorized mobility, it is intimated, is not bad per se, and for the
film’s other characters, it is not advisalib follow the protagonist’'s example and
begin traveling on foot. In th sense, D-Fens’s ex-wif¢ghe ultimate goal of his
pursuit) puts herself at high risk whenesivalks out onto the pier and the open
water, entering what in Deuze and Guattari’s philophical model is understood
to represent potentially empowered nahrasistance because water is a sphere
exterior to the state’s ordering reach. cgirthe street-grid of control that is im-
posed onto the city does not reach outflisthe woman is in grave danger — and
to the audience it must be clear tlil@eing her troubled ex-husband in a car
would have been safer, after all.

It is at this moment thdtalling Downis narrative most powerfully squares off
the critical difference between Deleuze and Guattari's “sedentary” and “nomadic”
mobility, which is, by implication, also ¢éhdifference between passive viewing
and empowered, interactive observation. For a moment, it seems that D-Fens has
finally reached a place that might alldwm to transcend the oppressive structure
represented by the urban freeway systenterAthe protagonist’s initial crossing
over from Deleuze and Guattari's “concegdtustate science ahetrical, ordered
movement to the “ambulant” nomad scieadhat choose toope with problems
by way of “real-life operatioris(1987: 374), the former wilian scientist of war-
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fare has ceased to partake in the reprodnaif the abstract organizing scheme of
the road. D-Fens’s pedestriamobility has taken on tharal and rhizomatic quali-
ties of nomad movement, and confronts Hrborescence of sedarized space,
here embodied by the ex-wife’s house wtthlush garden, and by the danger of
stasis that the viewer has begun to asseeidth it. Yet, true to the conventional
narrative arc we have come to expect from films suchadi;ng Down the film
will entertain the possible success of traslical mobility no more than it would
entertain the suggestion that its own stwe of visualizatio supports (or chal-
lenges) such a mobility.

A similar notion is played out iCollateral, where the cabdriver's bedridden
mother is bound to the hospital, grounded and artificially "rooted” by tubes going
in and out of her body, and who thus becormagésne point, an easy victim for the
angered Killer Vincent. But Max, too, iy now understood the passive projec-
tile-nature of his cab; while the assassin passenger assumes that Max is still play-
ing by the state’s rules — which had earlier facilitated his immobility, and which
had veiled his subjection to the routinesaflless, circular driving — the cabdriv-
er is now able to withstand the aggsion of his nomadic passenger by respond-
ing to it from outside of his car. More successfully than D-Fens, Max has thus
broken through the simulacrum of seemynigherating mobiliy, and understands
that cars are machines that may wetider the outside world more beautiful and
easier to cope with, but that also obstrbis view of the exterior, and create a
sealed, fantastic world of deceptive ordexss and visible yeunattainable free-
dom in the interior. No longer, therefordges Max act in favor of “automation”,
which equals “the absolute miniaturizat of the politicalfield” (Virilio 2006:

164); no longer does he unwittingly accept himself as merely a prosthetic exten-
sion of his cab, incapable of criticalinking or individual decisions. Until his
nomadic rebellion, Max’s oglhope of breaking free wag "upgrade” his vehicle

— a superficial change thatould not have constitutedraal change of his life’s
overall direction. It is only now, when loan conceptualize a real, radical change
of his modes of transportation that he &ight the nomadic killer-passenger Vin-
cent and, quasi by the way, changedwn life. Interstingly, howeverCollateral
structures this supposedly life-altering oba as the transferdm car to foot to
subway — and thus posits, at the fillmhappy end, a mode of transportation that
tends to be regarded (nonly in Los Angeles) with mth suspicion, and that is
frequently understood as reserved fuwse who have, thus goes the popular per-
ception, not managed to realize their dreahindependence and liberated mobil-
ity.

In my reading ofCollateral andFalling Down both films speak to an aware-
ness within the sphere of popular culturdre existential colitts that perpetual-
ly erupt on the road, which is treated as a prime site of interaction and conflict
between state and subject. Both filmerttatize the paradoxical tensions generat-
ed in a place where mobility is posited lderating, but wherd is also heavily
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regimented. Incessant movement and itinerancy thus constitute both a tool of con-
trol and a potential tleat. In both films, the ptagonists break through the
“screens” of their windshields, abandore treassuring guidae of their dash-
boards and automatic transmissions, and ultimately flee the drive-in theatre of the
car, which generates Virilio’'s dromoscopic simulation. Transcending their status
of voluntary subordination, Max and D-Febhscome urban nomads, and in the
course of their journeys overcome thamobilizing localization that the state had
heretofore subjected them to. Nomadistance, here, does not emerge on the
never-changing scenario of daily commutest in the singular and extraordinary
event of the faltering of the state-goverrsgbctacle of drivingln both films, as
noted, this event is triggered by thelfmactioning of cars anthe cessation of the
orderly flow of traffic. As a "metaphor fdeing”, driving eventally fails to satis-

fy the two protagonists, and once they modonger locked in the belief that driv-

ing is indeed liberating and an expressibimdividual freedomthey can shed the
blinding mask of the chassis. While at théset, both characters are subject to the
blinding mechanism of orderly mobilitynd the organized "drive to no end” that
prevents them from realizing their submrate position in relation to the state,
ultimately both narratives concern the process and consequences of penetrating
the metal veil of the car.

Yet — both within the diegetic logic @ach film, and in the broader context of
comparing the spectacular visual regimgosed by the windshield-screen with
the one represented by "driving films” more generallZellateral and Falling
Down do not stray too far from the pathattultimately upholds, rather than chal-
lenges, conventional opinion about thdtich can happen when non-participatory
notions of viewing (and dring) are challenged. Ii€ollateral, as noted, Max
claims the freedom of a resistampan nomad by crashing his car; Falling
Down D-Fens’s self-liberating actions are less successful, and finally constitute
an ungraceful fall from the only power thtae former civil servant continues to
recognize, that of American pastoral thy of independent, liberate mobility.
While the fate ofCollateral’s Max remains unclear, and taking a not entirely
unequivocal turn for the better when im@unts the often distrusted public trans-
portation system, D-Fens’s claim of thenmad status ultimately results in abso-
lute alienation, and stigmatizes him asniscreant who in the end can only find
certain death. His resistance is a mengp&imental surge” (Bleuze & Guattari
1987: 367) that fails to ultimately gain autonomy .

As distinct narratives and axamples of films thahematize driving in gener-
al, bothCollateral andFalling Down largely follow the straight road prescribed
by countless other films that take up thigject; they deviate from it only in so
far as they more thoroughly develop (bewer fully realize) the radical potentiali-
ty of nomad mobilities that negate the order of the road and the visual regimes it
imposes. In this sense, both films stay tawéhe implications of their narratives to
the extent that theircularity, open-endedness, andcertainty related to popular
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urban experiences of drivgj posit the conventional happyding as unattainable.

Yet in neither of the two films, this unattainability appears as a success: D-Fens is
killed, and Max’s final subwayide is marked by a new type of uncertainty that is

all the more unsettling because it more strongly communicates itself to the charac-
ter, who still feels unsafe outside of ttsereening room” of his cab’s steel chas-

sis.

While the two films conlade that "going fastércannot be the answer to the
state’s schemes of regimenting movemamd of subjecting drivers to the decep-
tive experience of motorized liberty, thegalimplicitly reinforce the systems that
their protagonists oppose. The anger aglstance of Max and D-Fens is por-
trayed as justified; yet the dubitableceass of the two protagonists’ actions pro-
vides no tangible clues as to how onelmiiirreversibly break through the dro-
moscopic simulation’s "fourth wall”. To Wa in L.A., in other words, remains
"unimaginable” — as Max’s final subwajde and D-Fens’s troubled experiences
as a flaneur imply, a full recovery frometlispectacular form of amnesia” that is
both driving and moviegoing is far less likely than continued complicity in this
limited physical and imaginative mobilityp which “everythng is to be discov-
ered, everything to be oblitged” (Baudrillard 1988: 9).

Martin Zeilinger is a University Lecturer at Victoria College’s Literary Studies
Program in Toronto. He recently compkte PhD at the University of Toronto,
and is currently preparing $dissertation for publicath. His dissert#on project,
entitled “Art and Politics of Appropriain,” is a comparative study of the creative
and critical re-use oélready-authored cultural matta the visual arts, experi-
mental film, sampling music and digital art.

Notes

1 Virilio's dromologyderives its name from the ancient Greek m@mos which signifies a
straight paved avenue, but simultaneously implies acts of lucidly traversing it in a speedy
manner, i.e. of running and looking.
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