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Editorial

Editorial
Pieter-Jan Van Haecke

Cinema is art. It is a visual art that does

not merely aim at satisfying the scopic

drive nor the fantasies of its audience, but

an art that offers a glance of the spectator

as subject and society as Other. There is

cinema that dazzles its spectators - the

wonder of the visual - and cinema that in-

terprets its spectators - the seduction of

the narrative.

With the blossoming of the cine-

matic art, scholars quickly engaged with

the products it produced by interpreting

cinema’s effects on the spectator and ex-

plaining its complex functioning. The

scholars of the so-called Grand Theories,

such as Lacanian psychoanalysis, struc-

turalism, post-structuralism andMarxism,

exploited cinema to simply confirm their

theoretical frameworks (Bordwell & Car-

roll, 1996).

While such top-down approach is of

course highly problematic - we should not

utilize films merely to prove some theo-

retical notion – this does not mean that

we should throw the baby out with the

bathwater. To avoid falling in the trap to

reduce films to mere illustrations, we

should, in truth, aim to becomemore ana-

lytical and approach film as something

that speaks to the subject via its visuals

and signifiers.

The articles from Bethany Morris

and Nigel Mulligan realize this call for a

more analytic approach to film in their

own particular way. By letting Ari Aster’s

Hereditary (2018) speak, Morris argues

how the unfolding of the narrative follows

the logic of a psychotic outbreak. Mulligan

utilizes Richard Linklater’s A Scanner Darkly

(2006) to show how the subjective trajec-

tory of writer Philip K. Dick reflects in his

literary oeuvre in general and in the book

that formed the basis for the film in partic-

ular.

The application of psychoanalytical

theory is, of course, not limited to en-

abling the cinematic art to speak and

teach us. Certain psychoanalytic concepts

can only be used to interpret certain social

events. Laurent Shervington convincingly
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The release of the first issue of Cine-

matheme is a hopeful beginning. Not only

do we hope to prove the value of psycho-

analytic theory for cinema studies, but we

also aim to seduce anyone who loves the

art of cinema into giving a voice to the cin-

ematic work as such.

References

Bordwell, D., & Carroll N. (Eds.) (1996).

Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film
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Editorial

illustrates how the concept of enjoyment

(jouissance) can be utilized to gain a better

understanding of the studio crisis that

plagued Hollywood from the late 1940’s.

To finish the first issue of Cinemath-

eme, we invited Oliver Cutler to shine light

on Freud/Lynch: Behind the Curtain; a soon-

to-be-released book that aims to go be-

yond the dubious cliché of forcing

Freudian answers to Lynchian riddles and

highlight the myriad of affinities and dis-

junctions between David Lynch and Sig-

mund Freud.
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Morris | Psychosis and the Delusional Metaphor in Ari Aster's Hereditary

Ari Aster’s (2018) provocative horror film

Hereditary exemplifies grief and genera-

tional trauma in a compelling and immer-

sive way. The film’s perspective switches

primarily between that of the mother, An-

nie and her son, Peter. However, I would

like to suggest that this perspectival shift

suggests that the film can also be read as

a case study in psychosis from a Lacanian

perspective. While the majority of the film

follows Annie, I suggest that the film ought

to be truly appreciated as a representa-

tion of the lifeworld of Peter, whose latent

psychosis is triggered by a traumatic

event. Through the eyes of Peter, we can

come to understand the ways in which he

negotiated, and then failed to withstand

the Other’s jouissance, the failure of the

paternal metaphor, and the function of

the delusional metaphor.

The film opens with a death, specifi-

cally the death of the matriarch, Annie’s

mother. Annie, a miniature artist, demon-

strates the complicated relationship she

had with her mother via her dioramas.

Psychosis and the Delusional Metaphor in
Ari Aster’s ‘Hereditary’

Bethany Morris

However, the grief is further exacerbated

when Annie’s daughter, Charlie, is grue-

somely killed. Charlie attends a party with

Peter, where she eats a piece of chocolate

cake that she did not know had nuts in it.

Peter attempts to rush her to the hospital

while Charlie goes into anaphylactic shock

in the backseat of the car. She sticks her

head out of the window to get some air,

and fails to see an approaching telephone

pole, which subsequently decapitates her.

Peter, in shock, drives home and goes to

bed, allowing his mother to find the head-

less corpse the next morning. The rest of

the movie follows the family as they at-

tempt to deal with their grief, and the ex-

acerbated divide betweenmother and son

that we learn was already present before

the tragic death. We learn that Annie was

quite ambivalent about having children

and one night while allegedly sleepwalk-

ing, walks into Peter and Charlie’s room

when they were children and douses

them and herself with paint thinner, with

the intent of setting them all on fire. Annie
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attempts to deal with her grief of losing

Charlie by attending grief counseling,

where she meets Joan, a woman who

claims to have just lost her son and grand-

son. Joan tells Annie that she has found a

way to contact the dead via a séance. An-

nie first attempts to conjure Charlie on her

own, and then later includes her family,

seemingly traumatizing Peter further. By

the end of the film, we learn that Annie’s

mother was part of a cult, of which Joan

was involved. The cult’s purpose was to

evoke the daemon-king Paimon and to

find him an adequatemale body. Until this

time, Paimon had been residing in Charlie,

as evidenced in some of her bizarre be-

haviors, such as cutting the heads off

birds and a compulsive tongue clicking be-

havior. Paimon eventually comes to re-

side in Annie after she tries to outsmart it

and accidentally sets her husband on fire.

Annie then terrorizes Peter throughout

the house, as demonstrated in a number

of scenes where we see Annie in the cor-

ners of the ceiling, hovering over him.

Eventually, Paimon inhabits Peter, and he

assumes his new role as the leader of the

cult and the daemon-king.

Lacan’s (1973/1993) understanding

of psychosis rests on the assumption that

the subject is constituted by foreclosure.

In the properly neurotic subject, there is a

signifier repressed which returns to the

subject in the form of a question ad-

dressed to the Other, “Che Vuoi?” The abil-

ity to ask this question suggests that the

neurotic subject has achieved enough

separation from the Other in order to turn

and ask what the Other wants from him.

The perceived answer to that question

comes to inform the subject’s distinct

symptoms. In contrast, the psychotic sub-

ject is much more interwoven with the

Other and has not achieved the same de-

gree of separation from the Other as the

neurotic, meaning that the Name of the

Father has been foreclosed. Fink (2006)

explains that the mOther’s desire is not in-

herently devouring, but that the young

child may perceive it as such, and, there-

fore, in the nuclear family, the Name of

the Father, sometimes also referred to as

the paternal metaphor, may be the literal

father who commands the mOther’s de-

sire elsewhere. The paternal metaphor

serves as an instantiation of the symbolic

order which will provide a buffer against

the real of the mOther’s jouissance. If, in

the case of psychosis, this paternal func-

tion has been foreclosed, then the subject

remains beholden to that jouissance,

making it difficult or impossible to
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separate.

If this understanding of psychosis is

kept in mind, then the changing perspec-

tives in the film become much more eluci-

dating. The shifting perspective between

mother and son, which begins to get con-

fusing for the audience in some scenes,

suggests this lack of adequate separation

evident in psychosis. The majority of the

beginning of the film is viewed through

Annie’s standpoint, with moments of the

other family members’ perspectives. How-

ever, the perspective of the film is gradu-

ally reduced to Peter’s. While we see the

events of the beginning of the film

through the eyes of Annie, Charlie and Pe-

ter respectively, the final thirty or so min-

utes of the film are entirely through the

eyes of Peter, even though Annie is still

alive. Prior to this, the drama of the film

comes to focus more intently on the rela-

tionship between Peter and Annie. Per-

haps one of the most disturbing scenes of

the film occurs during a family dinner fol-

lowing Charlie’s death. Annie is clearly

brooding, and Peter sheepishly tries to

make conversation with her, until he ex-

plodes, demanding that she “say what she

wants to say” and to “just fucking say it.”

Annie erupts with a chilling “Don’t you

curse at me, you little shit. I am your

mother!” This enunciation comes before a

series of a dream within a dream, where

she first dreams that she finds Peter dead

in his bed, with his head covered in bugs,

similar to the way Charlie’s head was

found. In the dream, she “wakes up” and

Peter, still in bed, asks why she is scared of

him, to which she replies, “I never wanted

to be your mother,” explaining that she

tried to have a miscarriage while pregnant

with him. All of a sudden, they are both

covered in paint thinner, with Annie light-

ing a match, reminiscent of the story An-

nie told her friend Joan about sleepwalk-

ing one night and covering Peter and

Charlie in paint thinner with the intent to

set them on fire, but waking up before she

does. Though we see Annie wake up with

a start, the next scene is of her waking up

Peter to apologize for what she said to

him, to which he replies, “I was having a

nightmare,” hinting that the aforemen-

tioned dream could also be Peter’s, fur-

ther weaving together Annie and Peter’s

subjectivity in the minds of the audience.

Despite the fact that the family is grieving

a rather gruesome tragedy, it becomes

clear that Charlie was a necessary buffer

between Annie and Peter, and Peter is left

to navigate Annie’s jouissance as grief.

More importantly, this perspectival
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shift occurs after Steve, the father, bursts

into flames. Following the attempted

séance, Annie seems to realize that her re-

maining family is falling apart. Assuming

Charlie’s journal to be her connection to

Charlie, she attempts to burn it in an effort

to move on. However, Annie’s arm catches

fire as well. Annie begins reading through

some of her mother’s old books and

learns about the demon Paimon, for

whom her mother and a number of other

members of a cult have attempted to find

a male body to inhabit. It is suggested that

Paimon was residing in Charlie. She re-

veals all of this to her husband and begs

him to throw the journal into the fire in or-

der to be rid of Paimon once and for all,

believing that it will mean that she will

likely burn too. Steve is incredulous and

refuses to act on her behalf, so Annie

throws the journal in the fire, only to see

Steve be consumed by the fire. In this mo-

ment, Paimon supposedly enters Annie

and terrorizes Peter, hence why we see

the remainder of the film through Peter’s

eyes. However, it is important to note that

Steve, though present throughout the

film, is more of a background character.

He seems to be able to reach Annie in her

grief, he is frequently in the background

on the phone, and he cannot seem to ad-

dress the tension between Annie and Pe-

ter. It also seems that not only was he un-

able to prevent Annie’s attempted murder

of her children, but he allowed the chil-

dren to remain in the home.

If we assume that the film, especially

the second half, is a glimpse into Peter’s

internal world and understanding of his

family dynamic, then this, in conjunction

with the fact that Steve literally burns

alive, suggests that Peter is psychotically

structured, and the audience has wit-

nessed the complete dissolution of an al-

ready weak paternal metaphor. Steve is

obviously present in his children’s lives

but seems to be unable to address the de-

sire of the matriarchs in the family. First,

we see that he was unable to intervene

between Annie and her mother, as indi-

cated by Annie’s elegy for her mother

where she explains that her mother was

impenetrable, while also identifying with

her and then again later in a miniature

scene Annie creates, in which her mother

is attempting to breastfeed baby Charlie

while Annie is still holding her. We also see

Steve being relatively ineffective to ac-

count for Annie’s grief. In the scene follow-

ing her daughter’s funeral, and Annie is on

the floor making animal-like howls, he

seems almost impotent, left to calmly rub
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her back. We also see him in the back-

ground on the phone attempting to make

sense of something. Later, we learn that

he has been told that the graves of his

mother-in-law and daughter have been

dug up. Steve attempts to engage with An-

nie, but, as the audience knows, Annie is

preoccupied with engaging with Charlie in

the afterlife via a séance. Steve seems

completely unaware of how to handle An-

nie and we can quite literally see her be-

coming more and more abandoned to her

insatiable quest to reconnect with her

daughter.

Jacques Alain-Miller (2008) has sug-

gested that the paternal metaphor in con-

temporary Western societies is experienc-

ing a substantial decline and, thus, ana-

lysts may be more likely to encounter psy-

chotically structured subjects. He suggests

that psychotic subjects are left to find their

own delusional metaphors under which to

operate, but which are weaker than the

paternal metaphor. This means that sub-

jects may appear neurotic, but a crack in

their delusional metaphor may trigger

their psychosis, making them what he re-

ferred to as ordinary psychotics. From the

beginning of the film, we not only witness

Annie’s emotional turmoil as being center

stage in the family, whether it be in her

tenuous relationship with her mother, her

grief at the loss of Charlie, or her ambiva-

lence about Peter, but that this may have

also been the dynamic between her

mother and Annie’s siblings. During a grief

counseling session, Annie lets it be known

that her brother also suffers from psy-

chotic episodes, which she implies has to

do with her mother. The jouissance-laden

early relationship between Peter and An-

nie, combined with Steve’s weak and di-

minishing role in the family, suggests that

Peter may have been operating under an

ordinary psychosis.

The first clue we get that Peter may

be psychotically structured comes shortly

after his sister dies, when he is in class and

looking at his reflection. His reflection

menacingly smiles back at him. This, of

course, suggests that Peter’s problemmay

have originated in the mirror stage,

whereby he would not have formed an

identity distinct from his mother’s. Annie

gives us the reason for this when she dis-

cusses her attempt at miscarriage and

then later when she tried to murder her

children. Peter was arguably never able to

completely separate from her and her de-

sire to consume/destroy him. It seems

that he was able to partially separate

when his sister Charlie was born. Annie
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discusses how she had Charlie for her

mother, whom she felt burdened by and

who would be occupied with baby Charlie.

The scenes Annie depicts via her minia-

tures suggests that Annie’s mother would

breastfeed Charlie, suggesting that Char-

lie became a mediating object between

Annie and her mother. Charlie may have

also been a buffer for Peter and the

women in his family, when it is learned

that Paimon had been inhabiting Charlie

this whole time, waiting for a male body,

which will inevitably be Peter’s body. An-

nie responds to Charlie’s death with a pal-

pable grief and intense emotional dis-

plays. In a truly heart-sickening moment,

we see Annie on her elbows and knees in

her bedroom wailing. Peter no longer has

his buffer and his mother’s emotional dis-

plays are carnal which need to be ex-

plained and rationalized.

This rationalization comes in the

form of witchcraft. We see Annie attend a

séance and then later try to conjure Char-

lie. This is perhaps a less compelling story

line and a bit cliché compared to the in-

tense family drama we have been witness-

ing. However, if we continue to appreciate

the fact that Peter is attempting to make

sense of his relationship with his mother,

as well as maintain some form of separa-

tion, we can see how the witchcraft and

cult explanation function as delusional

metaphors. Annie becomes preoccupied

with conjuring her dead daughter, which

keeps Charlie between himself and his

mother, but never quite rids his family of

the threat of his mother’s jouissance. She

makes them participate in the séance at

home, despite Steve’s protestations and

Peter’s fearful tears.

When Steve inexplicably bursts into

flames, we see a change in Annie. Her face

changes from horror to a cool detached

reaction, followed by her running away.

When we see her later, she is no longer

the Annie we have come to know through-

out the movie, but rather the mother of

the unconscious. She is reintroduced,

pressed against the corner of the ceiling

like a spider, watching Peter sleep, before

she runs along the ceiling to leave. The au-

dience is now witnessing Peter’s psychotic

break, as exemplified through his percep-

tion of his mother. She is no longer able to

speak and chases him around the house

with no clear explanation of what she

wants from him. She has no regard for

herself anymore, as evidenced by repeat-

edly slamming her head off the attic door

and then later when we see her slowly de-

capitating herself. Annie is no longer his
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mother but rather a wrathful presence

and pure jouissance.

The audience is arguably left in

much the same state as Peter. As Peter as-

sumes his role as the demon king Paimon

and the head of a now mostly decapitated

cult, the audience comes to understand

that the cult was the problem the whole

time. Though they did not kill Charlie, it is

hinted that Charlie may have been hous-

ing Paimon in her body while he waited for

a male body. This is illustrated by Peter

now possessing the same auditory tick

that Charlie had before she died. This is

perhaps where some of the dissatisfaction

over the film comes from. Though Heredi-

tary received critical acclaim, a quick pe-

rusal of forums and amateur reviews

demonstrates that many people did not

like the film. Personally, I was disap-

pointed by the ending, which provided an

unsatisfactory explanation. There were

certainly hints throughout the film that

there was a cult influence, but the horrific

scenes were often between Peter and An-

nie, and for that tension to be channeled

into a clichéd cult explanation at the end

felt anti-climactic. It is ultimately unsatisfy-

ing because it does not and cannot ad-

dress the relationship between mother

and son, her ambivalence about being a

mother, or her grief and his responsibility

for her grief, which is ultimately the point

of the delusional metaphor - to get some

space from the jouissance of the Other.

However, if the audience has been

primed to identify with Peter for the sec-

ond half of the film, and Peter is psychoti-

cally structured, then the ending can per-

haps be understood as an attempt to in-

stantiate a delusional metaphor through

which he, and now the audience as well,

can continue to participate in the symbolic

order. That is, the cult becomes a means

through which to articulate the relation-

ship with his mother, while also maintain-

ing distance from her. In doing so, he finds

a place in relation to her. While a demon

king may not be the best delusional

metaphor, strictly because it is unlikely to

help Peter now return to life and cultivate

a sense of well-being, it allows him a

means through which to makemeaning of

his experience of his mother and their re-

lationship. It allows the audience this as

well, where we can achieve some distance

from what we just endured over the past

two hours via a function akin to the cine-

matic device, “it was all just a dream.”

Those psychoanalytically inclined, of

course, know the problem with the use of

the word “just” here.
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Although Philip K. Dick (1928–82) is known

as a science fiction (Sci-Fi) writer, A Scanner

Darkly (1977) is arguably his most realistic

and prophetic writing on the nature and

effect of cyber-surveillance. In the 2006

film based on the novel, directed by

Richard Linklater, themes of paranoia,

conspiracy and surveillance, alongside the

tragic effects of drug addiction, are intri-

cately woven into Dick’s original plot in the

book, which, the author asserted, was mo-

tivated by his own experiential brushes

with drug use, criminality and psychosis

(Sutin, 2006). The psychoanalyst Jacques

Lacan was fascinated with the problem of

psychosis, who used the metaphor of the

Borromean knot to describe the inter-

weaving of the ‘real’, ‘symbolic’ and ‘imagi-

nary’ registers that structure speaking

subjects (RSI) (Lacan, 2002).

Lacan theorized that psychosis can

occur when the ‘name-of-the-father’, the

paternal metaphor that regulates enjoy-

ment by making sense of what a mother

desires, is not properly transmitted to a

child. In Seminar XXIII, Lacan (1975- 1976)

suggested the ‘sinthome’ can be seen as a

fourth ring installed by the subject to su-

ture a structural vulnerability ‘by providing

a unique organisation of jouissance which

the subject identifies with’ (p. 74). In the

same seminar, Lacan further referred to

the Irish author James Joyce, theorising

that Joyce used his own writing as a

sinthome to restore the paternal

metaphor (Dalzell, 2018). For his part, Dick

arguably also experienced a paternal ab-

sence when he became separated from

his father after his parents divorced when

he was just five years old - the same age at

which his obsession with the Sci-Fi genre

began.

The Kindred Spirit of Philip K. Dick

Philip K. Dick was born in 1928 in Chicago,

Illinois. The initial ‘K’ in his name – cush-

ioned between his birth name and his fa-

Mulligan | The Subject of Cyber-Surveillance: The Other's Gaze through 'A Scanner Darkly'

The Subject of Cyber-Surveillance: The
Other’s Gaze through ‘A Scanner Darkly’

Nigel Mulligan
In memory of Samuel Hurley (1952-2022)
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ther’s name – stands for ‘Kindred’. Though

‘Kindred’ is normally a girl’s name, it can

also connote family connectedness (‘kin’)

or be collocated with the word ‘spirit’, as in

‘kindred spirit’. The death of Dick’s frater-

nal twin sister, Jane Charlotte Dick, accord-

ing to Dick, had a profound impact on his

life. She died owing to feeding issues a few

months after their birth and Dick admitted

that ‘he felt guilty – somehow I got all the

milk’ (Sutin, 2006, p. 12). This unresolved

guilt arguably returned as a ghostly spec-

tre that haunted much of his writing, in re-

sponse to which he was constantly trying

to resolve the ‘dualist (twin-poled) dilem-

mas [of] SF/mainstream, real/fake, hu-

man/android’ (Sutin, 2006, p. 12). This is

never more present than in A Scanner

Darkly, in which the protagonist Bob Arc-

tor claims that ‘the most dangerous kind

of person is one who is afraid of his own

shadow’ (Dick, 1977, p. 136). Although the

word ‘shadow’ resonates with the Jungian

concept of the same name, we will further

explore Dick’s residual early trauma

through a Freudian-Lacanian analysis;

first via an examination of Lacan’s topog-

raphy of the mind.

The embryonic formation of a sub-

ject’s identity occurs with the primary sep-

aration from the mother. The ‘real’ loss of

the mother is experienced as a form of

castration, from which the ‘imaginary’ is

established at what Lacan termed the

‘mirror stage’, providing the subject with

an ego that essentially serves as a fiction

to hold the subject together (Lacan,

1966/2006, pp. 75–81). When the child en-

ters language, the ‘imaginary’ is usually

written over by the discourse of the ‘big

Other’, an agency that supplies the ‘sym-

bolic’ coordinates that orientate us in rela-

tionships, organisations and society. How-

ever, if something is too unbearable to be

symbolically captured, a ‘real’ invasive

presence of the lost object can occur.

Freud (1917/2001)) framed this loss as a

sort of melancholic possession of some-

thing that one never had in the first place.

According to Leader (2009), ‘the melan-

cholic may complain of illnesses or bodily

symptoms which turn out to mirror those

of the lost person’ (p. 173). The theme of a

phantom shadow in much of the content

of Dick’s writing could be seen as an imag-

inary embodiment of his not only trying to

identify with his dead sister but also an at-

tempt to symbolically re-cover her and re-

name this real loss.

Much of the concept for andmany of

the characters in A Scanner Darkly were

based on a period of Dick’s life during
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which, he admitted in a letter to a friend,

he descended ‘into the gutter of near-ille-

gal life: narcotics and guns and knives and

oh so many crimes’ (Sutin, 2006, p. 202). In

A Scanner Darkly, we see representations

of the ills of drug addiction, signifying a

notable turn for Dick, who had once per-

sonified the 1960s counter-cultural values

of free love and drug-taking (Rhee, 2017,

p. 134). The cultural landscape in which

the novel was written was that of a world

of heightened secrecy and surveillance in-

tertwined with socio-political paranoia. In

1972, the year that Dick began writing this

work, the Watergate scandal that would

engulf the Nixon administration occurred,

in which men with surveillance equip-

ment, probably CIA, were caught bugging

the offices of political opponents. Given

this context, it is perhaps unsurprising

how ‘the language of bugs, tapes, and

leaks haunts the novel’ (Rhee, 2017, p.

133). Furthermore, in the film’s opening

scene, we see a drug user suffering from a

‘delusional parasitosis’ (a form of psy-

chosis often brought on by chemical prop-

erties in certain drugs) who believes him-

self to be infested with parasites and

bugs. Whether this is real or imaginary, we

are immediately plunged into a Dickian

universe in which the scene could also be

a metaphor for a person being ‘bugged’

and under surveillance.

The Subject of Surveillance

The paranoiac sense of being ‘bugged’ or

the feeling of being under surveillance is

not only a side effect experienced by drug

users in A Scanner Darkly but provides

scope to analyse the subjective structure

of its anti-hero protagonist, Bob Arctor, an

undercover police officer whosemission is

to carry out intrusive high-tech police sur-

veillance and monitor the sale, supply and

consumption of a powerful psychoactive

drug called Substance D, the ‘D’ stands for

‘Death’ in the book and movie. Part of Arc-

tor’s undercover work involves taking this

drug with fellow users, but, when Bob is

working with colleagues at HQ, he uses

the alias ‘Fred’ and dresses in a hi-tech

‘scramble suit’; a faceless piece of technol-

ogy that flickers with multiple images of

different genders and produces com-

puter-generated voice intonation. The plot

becomes more intriguing when we see

Fred carrying out surveillance on himself

and the people he lives with, who are in

turn carrying out counter-surveillance on

the police. Because Substance D suppliers

have apparently infiltrated high up in the
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police force, the scramble suit ensures

anonymity – or so Bob would like to think.

As the plot unfolds, we witness the

struggle between the dual identities of

Bob and Fred. Representing the ‘imagi-

nary’, Bob’s life mirrors his drug-using ac-

quaintances whose relationships are

dominated by deception and double

crossing, while the police officer Fred oc-

cupies a ‘symbolic’ position in which his

role is to oversee the law and uphold cul-

tural order. Our first sense that something

is wrong is when we see Fred being contin-

ually corrected in his earpiece by police

operatives at HQ while he is delivering a

prepared speech to funders of a treat-

ment company called New-Path, an organ-

isation that helps Substance D addicts.

Such a conflict speaks to the very nature

of the Lacanian concern with speech and

subjectivity, in which speech is addressed

to the subject from another scene or psy-

chic locality (Evans, 1996, p. 44). This mon-

itoring of speech can be further compared

to the shadow of the Lacanian ‘big Other’,

the intermittent agency that constantly in-

terferes with and shapes both how we say

things and what we say (Lacan,

1966/2006).

Fred is sent for routine check-ups

with the Police Department scientists,

who carry out regular psychological as-

sessments and have recently observed

abnormal patterns in his speech in their

surveillance of recorded conversations

with his cronies. After performing optical

examinations related to visual perception

and figure tests that suggest that Bob’s

cortical hemispheres are becoming func-

tionally separate, they eventually diag-

nose him with ‘split brain’, a side effect of

taking Substance D. Lacanian psychoana-

lytic theory approaches the subject and

their symptoms using a different diagnos-

tic system. Lacan’s (1966/2006) conceptu-

alisation of the split subject is not based

on the objective biological nosology of

psychiatry but influenced by structural lin-

guistics. According to Lacan (1966/2006),

subjects are split by language in the divi-

sion between signifier and signified and

split again by the lack of language to artic-

ulate desire.

We can use Lacan’s theory of the

speaking subject to consider another

scene in the film when a slip of the tongue

occurs when Bob is with his friends and he

drops into the conversation the phrase

‘posing as a narc’. A Freudian slip is not

only a return of the repressed but Bob’s

slip might indicate he is divided between

contradictory signifiers, in which a Laca-
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nian psychoanalyst working clinically

might attempt to ‘detect clues of assumed

opposition between the structural posi-

tion of the subject and the ideological ar-

ticulation of the structure for his position’

(Pavón-Cuéllar, 2012, p. 257). It is perhaps

revealing that Bob feels he is no longer an

agent ‘posing’ as a drug user but identify-

ing more with his fellow drug users and

only ‘posing as a narc’. In any event, the

slip suggests a conflict in his role as a dou-

ble agent and confirms the coordinates by

which he situates himself are shifting.

For Lacan, the subjects of neurosis

and psychosis are situated differently vis-

à-vis the subject’s relation to the symbolic

Other. In neurosis, castration has oc-

curred and the paternal metaphor is in-

stalled, whereas in psychosis there is a ‘re-

jection of a primordial signifier into the

outer shadows’ and the ‘name-of-the-fa-

ther is missing’ (Lacan, 1973/1993, p. 150).

The paternal metaphor is intimately linked

to the question of meaning, but a weak-

ened separation impacts the subject’s

ability to signify their own existence. In his

Seminar XXII, Lacan (1974–75) claimed

that there can be ‘real’, ‘symbolic’ and

‘imaginary’ names-of-the-father and any

of the three rings in the Borromean knot

may not be firmly knotted to the other

two, creating a disposition to psychosis.

In A Scanner Darkly, events begin to

escalate further for Bob when the charac-

ter of Donna (played by Winona Ryder in

the movie) moves from being not only a

drug dealer whose suppliers Bob wants to

identify but also becomes his love inter-

est. After Bob’s advances to Donna are re-

jected, we see his erratic behaviour inten-

sify when he brings another drug user

home with him for drugs and sex, which

does not go well. In addition to this girl

suggesting to Bob he is gay, issuing a chal-

lenge to his sexual identity, he sees a

flicker of Donna’s face when he is lying be-

side her. Does Bob experience a hallucina-

tion, a symptom of psychosis? According

to Lacan (1973/1993), psychosis comes to

the fore if a person is challenged around

the themes of authority, sexuality, or gen-

der identity, and the imaginary has not

been sufficiently mediated by the sym-

bolic. Vanheule (2011) asserts that in psy-

chosis, a person can struggle to position

themselves with respect to vital questions

pertaining to their own existence (‘Who

am I?’) and the intentionality of the other

(‘What does the other want?’). Hallucina-

tory projections fill in the hole between

the ‘symbolic’ and the ‘imaginary’ by pro-

viding an answer to such questions (Van-
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heule, 2011).

Another symptom of psychosis is

when a person has a rigid perspective on

something or an immovable conviction in

the form of a belief or delusion. In A Scan-

ner Darkly, Bob was convinced he saw

Donna when he was with the other girl.

He returns to HQ in an attempt to confirm

this spectral flicker of her, puts on a

scramble suit and views the surveillance

camera recordings as Fred to ‘look outside

in’, as he puts it (Dick, 1977, p. 47). When

he once again sees Donna’s face flickering

through the scanners, his phenomenolog-

ical experience of the night before is con-

firmed. For Bob, his confusion escalates as

his cybernetic universe is closing in and he

is effectively caught in the cycle of his own

cyber-surveillance. We can see how Bob’s

paranoia begins to dominate as he in-

creasingly suspects someone else is out to

get him as part of a wider surveillance pro-

gramme.

Dick anticipated the negative effects

of our contemporary hyper-mediated on-

line world in which people are captured by

their own ‘imaginary’ image and kept un-

der the gaze of the virtual Other. Espe-

cially in recent years, increased use of

technology has exacerbated experiences

of paranoia for many people. Dick regu-

larly saw a psychiatrist for most of his life

and described himself as ‘schizoid effec-

tive’ and having a ‘pre-schizophrenic per-

sonality’ (Sutin, 2006). In 1974, while

suffering from paranoia, Dick wrote a let-

ter to the FBI to accuse the philosopher

Fredric Jameson of being a foreign agent.

In Lacanian theory, the paranoiac suffers

from a particular type of delusion. Dick’s

paranoia about Jameson was perhaps not

a random accusation but maybe there

was a method in his madness as Jameson

possibly represented and signified some-

thing for Dick. Jameson once described

Dick’s work as literature of the so-called

‘death of the subject’, exhibiting an ‘end to

individualism so absolute as to call into

question the last glimmers of the ego’

(Jameson, 2007, p. 347). So intricately wo-

ven into his subjectivity is Dick’s writing

that an attack on the latter is one that

might be felt by him as attacking his own

person. This resonates with another time

in Dick’s young life where the coordinates

of his existence were challenged. As well

as losing his twin sister early on, he

suffered the bitter break- up of his par-

ents, who divorced when he was about

five, after which he and his biological fa-

ther became estranged. The same year,

Dick became obsessed with science fiction
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magazines, most of whose stories por-

trayed alien invasions of various kinds.

Dick’s attraction to Sci-Fi and in particular

Sci-Fi writing arguably offered him scope

to ‘symbolically’ mediate his ‘imaginary’

fantasies in relation to the social world.

Despite Jameson’s criticisms, however, he

did recognise Dick as a bona fide writer,

solidifying his ‘symbolic’ identity. Jame-

son’s antagonistic comments concerning

the content of what Dick wrote arguably

situated him as the Other of Dick’s imagi-

nary. The symptom of paranoia experi-

enced by Dick could be operating here as

an attempt to install a discourse via ‘the

act of naming something can weaken the

invasive threat’ (Leader, 2012, p. 304).

Death of the Subject

In A Scanner Darkly, Bob is not only para-

noid about the police scientists or if his fel-

low agents are pursuing him, but he also

becomes suspicious that his boss is sur-

veying him. As it turns out, however, he

was not suffering from hallucinations, let

alone psychosis. Instead, we come to re-

alise Donna was his boss all along, work-

ing undercover in a scramble suit and

leading the police operation, luring Bob/

Fred into the next phase of the under-

cover investigation. As Bob says himself,

‘[It’s] strange how paranoia can link up

with reality now and then’ (Dick, 1977, p.

109). Donna needed Bob’s addiction and

mental ill-health to be real in order to ac-

cess the New-Path treatment facility, the

suspected source of production for Sub-

stance D. At this stage, Bob now identifies

by the name ‘Bruce’ but he is still not fully

aware that the next phase of the mission

is to find evidence of New-Path’s role in

cultivating a blue flower called Mors onto-

logica, a Latin name meaning ‘ontological

death’ or ‘the death of being’ and ‘death of

desire’ (Dick, 1977, p. 212). Bruce resem-

bles a robot servant repeating the last in-

struction from the staff. It is as if his desire

has been hijacked – not only by drugs but

the stress and confusion of his previous

roles. A New-Path resident took notice of

Bruce’s state and lamented:

Imagine being sentient but not

alive. Seeing and even know-

ing, but not alive. Just looking

out. Recognizing but not being

alive. A person can die and still

go on. Sometimes what looks

out at you from a person’s eyes

maybe died back in childhood.

What’s dead in there still looks
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out. It’s not just the body look-

ing at you with nothing in it;

there’s still something in there

but it died and just keeps on

looking and looking; it can’t

stop looking. (Dick, 1977, p. 194)

Lacan maintained that the paradox of the

obsessional neurotic involved questioning

whether they were alive or dead (Lacan,

1966/2006). In A Scanner Darkly, Donna

also wonders if there is anything left of

Bruce, if only a flicker of a memory of his

role in keeping the mission alive. In psy-

choanalysis, signifiers can represent

memory traces and constitute a link to the

unconscious. Luckily for the operation,

however, there was something operating,

albeit unconsciously, for Bruce to con-

tinue in his attempt to reveal the truth, a

something that ‘keeps on looking and

looking’ (Dick, 1977, p. 194).

Bruce is ‘promoted’ to the farm sec-

tion in New-Path and assigned by the au-

thorities to horticultural work and to ad-

minister a spray fertiliser. While there, he

suddenly notices and becomes attracted

to the beauty of the blue flower – not for

its chemical property (the key ingredient

in the making of Substance D) but for its

aesthetic appeal – which he picks as a gift

for his friends on Thanksgiving. However,

these ‘friends’, again unbeknownst to

Bruce, are undercover police agents pos-

ing as recovering addicts in the facility.

The flower is the evidence that was origi-

nally sought to convict the New-Path com-

pany of corruption and their involvement

in producing Substance D, the highly ad-

dictive poison for which they claim to offer

a cure. The blue flower is a historically res-

onant metaphor used by Dick, which was

also a symbol of inspiration in the German

Romanticism movement: the ‘blaue

Blume’ that stood for desire, love and

hope. For Bruce, the blue flower as a signi-

fier of the harmful Substance D is re-

pressed but is operating as the signifier

with an itinerary that links him to the sym-

bolic chain. A signifying act that provides a

crucial metaphorisation process that en-

ables Bruce to desire, and to gain access

to existence rather than to the machine-

like system in which he struggles to oper-

ate.

We can see how these themes are

important content for Dick to include in

such a personal novel, who was constantly

attempting both to recover early trauma

and resurrect his subjectivity in his fiction.

For Dick, Sci-Fi writing was arguably an at-

tempt to symbolically capture and repre-
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sent the gaze of the symbolic Other, and

could be considered a form of sinthomatic

knotting akin to James Joyce repairing the

failure of his own father to fulfil his pater-

nal duty, thereby ‘making a name for him-

self’ (Dalzell, 2018). The thematic content

of his work could be interpreted as a sym-

bolic attempt to represent a loss of the

‘imaginary’ spirit of his sister who was

looking out through him, who ‘can’t stop

looking’ out from the real, not only to re-

solve dualistic dilemmas but to preserve

the phantom haunting, to properly re-

member in order to properly forget. At the

end of the book and film, Dick dedicates

and names the numerous people he per-

sonally knew who suffered and died be-

cause of drugs, among whom he named

himself.
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The Hollywood studio system crisis was a

pivotal event that fundamentally changed

the structure of the film industry, both in

the United States, and globally. The first

indications of a crisis came in the late

1940s, when US audiences began to di-

minish. As Gomery (1996) details, by “the

early 1960s they were half what they had

been during the glory days, and thou-

sands of formerly flourishing theatres had

closed forever” (p. 443). From this initial

depletion, events such as the anti-trust in-

terventions of the Supreme Court, the

blacklisting campaign against potential

Communist infiltration of Hollywood, and

the expansion of cinematic technology all

formed as complex symptoms of the cri-

sis. The interpretation that will follow will

frame the economic, cultural and indus-

trial events through the perspective of the

libidinal, following the psychoanalytic the-

sis that enjoyment (jouissance) is the cen-

tral mechanism driving and sustaining the

Hollywood studio crisis. Broadly speaking,

the underlying structural contradiction of

the crisis, as well as perhaps cinema in

general, is the enigmatic desire of the

spectator, which poses the eternal ques-

tion: What does the spectator want? Cer-

tainly, there have been periods in Holly-

wood’s history which have responded well

to such a question, garnering enormous

audience attendance and enthusiasm. In

Adorno and Horkheimer’s (2002) influen-

tial chapter from Dialectic of Enlightenment

“The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as

Mass Deception,” the spectator is con-

structed as a figure at the mercy of the

economic imperatives of the studio sys-

tem. As they propose: “The spectator must

need no thoughts of his own: the product

prescribes each reaction … Any logical

connection presupposing mental capacity

is scrupulously avoided” (p. 109). How-

ever, in paying close attention to the na-

ture of the Hollywood studio crisis, it can

be seen that rather than seamlessly fitting

into the pre-made mould of the studio,

the unpredictable desire of the spectator,

which, is perhaps, most enigmatic to the
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spectator themselves, threatens to un-

leash a spectatorial crisis at any possible

point. In this sense, guessing the audi-

ence’s desire has formed a central art of

the economic and cultural function of film.

As James Monaco (1976) has posed,

“[b]ecause film production involves excep-

tionally high unit costs and is – even un-

der the most favourable of circumstances

– a high-risk venture, film-makers can

rarely afford to give way to their own no-

tions. They must, instead, give play to

what they believe are the shared tastes of

the mass audience” (p.4). Likewise, Peter

Bachlin writes that the “popularity of a

film, indeed the very reason for its exis-

tence, arises on the whole from the adap-

tation of its contents to the dominant

thoughts, conceptions, and instinctual

wishes of contemporary society” (cited in

Monaco, 1976, p.4). While the Hollywood

audience attendance had reached an all-

time high in early 1946, the desires of the

post-war audience could not be re-

sponded to within the studio system; the

constellation of major production and dis-

tribution studios which held a stable dom-

inance over the United States film industry

both economically and aesthetically from

the 1920s to the later 1950s.

The section of film studies which has

historically paid most attention to the de-

sires of the audience has been psychoana-

lytic film theory, which views the motion

picture as analogous to the dream-work.

As Freud (1889/2010) pointed out in The

Interpretation of Dreams, in every dream a

wish inheres (p.145). From this orienta-

tion, Hollywood, the veritable dream fac-

tory, was now losing its grip on its major

capacity to allure. Prior to the 1990s, psy-

choanalytic film theory had emphasised

the spectator’s desire to identify with the

screen image, with film theorists such as

Christian Metz, Jean-Louis Baudry and

Raymond Bellour characterising film as

operating within the imagistic or imagi-

nary realm. Since the 1990s, psychoana-

lytic film theorists have claimed that

rather than identification, it is film’s medi-

ation of the traumatic which is what gar-

ners its fascination and crucially, the spec-

tator’s enjoyment. Such theorists, which

include Joan Copjec, Slavoj Žižek and Todd

McGowan, claim that cinema has a privi-

leged proximity to the domain of enjoy-

ment that runs through the spectator, the

formal qualities of the medium and the

structure of the cinema industry. As Mc-

Gowan (2015) writes:

Enjoyment rules the cinema.
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Though minimalist films that

try to downplay the spectator’s

enjoyment certainly exist, film

is inherently an excessive art. It

aims at bombarding the spec-

tator with more than she or he

can process (p.55).

Recognising film’s integral relationship

with enjoyment allows the crisis of the stu-

dio system to be seen as a crisis of enjoy-

ment.

In the context of the Hollywood stu-

dio system, the crisis was one in which its

once dedicated audience had begun to

wane in the wake of the Second World

War. The early 1940s had seen a period of

relative stability and prosperity for the

film industry, with the initial part of 1946

standing out as the highest point of view-

ership and engagement. One of the most

significant changes of this period in the

United States was the population shift to-

wards the suburbs, which subsequently

saw middle class audiences investing

more time and money in their homes and

living further away from popular film the-

atres. Indeed, such a cultural shift pro-

vides some context for the sudden rise of

the specifically domestic form of enjoy-

ment that was television, which offered its

own novel serial format. Furthermore,

within this conjecture, a growing dissatis-

faction over the totalising dominance of

the major studios grew both within the in-

dustry workforce and the independent

theatre owners outside of it, the latter of

which sought greater ability to exhibit. It

was these two factors which helped to

deepen the structural contradiction within

the studio system: specifically, the fact

that the desire of the cinema spectator

could no longer be consistently captured,

with the advent of the post-war period

provoking a desire for artistic novelty in

both form and content. It was this that

lead to the first indications of the crisis.

Symptoms of the Crisis

Turning towards the specific events which

initiated the crisis and the responses that

followed, it is worth considering Jacques

Lacan’s idea that what characterises a

traumatic event is the inability for it to be

consistently symbolised. Following this

logic, if the crisis of Hollywood was in fact

traumatic, then it cannot be grasped di-

rectly, but only through the symptoms it

produced. In considering the dynamics of

the crisis with particular attention to the

psychic resonance of particular events, it
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is useful to posit a libidinal economy that

underpins the material economy of the in-

dustry. Within such an economy, psychic

investments, prohibitions and displace-

ments mark the movements of the sys-

tem. While the dynamics of the libidinal

system have no inherent tendency or tele-

ology, Hollywood’s response is charac-

terised as one of recuperation, in which

the major studios attempted to somehow

resuscitate the waning enjoyment which it

imagined it once commanded.

i) The Prohibition of Prohibition:

The Demise of the Studio Lords and

the Law of Desire

In the years during and after the Second

World War, the Supreme Court in the

United States would decisively intervene

in the economic and cultural domain of

Hollywood. Such interventions were the

initiating events of the Hollywood crisis

and pushed against the absolute domi-

nance of the studios. These rulings were

made firmly against the oligopolistic struc-

ture of the major studios, following con-

siderable public dissatisfaction about the

level of dominance Paramount, RKO Pic-

tures, MGM-Mayer and Warner Bros had

over multiple levels of the film industry.

The first area of expression was the

legal action taken by actress Olivia de Hav-

illand in 1944, which was hugely conse-

quential for the studio system. Prior to the

decision, major studios were able to exer-

cise almost total control over their acting

staff, being able to force them to only

work within specific studio productions. If

an actor or actress refused to appear in a

certain contract for any reason, the studio

was able to extend their contract, mean-

ing stars were essentially bound to their

studios. The court ruling in the de Havil-

land case prohibited the studios from per-

petually prolonging acting contracts in this

way. Broadly, it worked in the favour of

granting more creative freedom to per-

formers, in turn, marking one of the first

decisive blows in reducing the jurisdiction

of studios.

The ruling that would further this

point would be the 1948 anti-trust deci-

sion against block-booking, known as the

United States v. Paramount Pictures Inc., et

al. Like the de Havilland case, the suit was

first filed much earlier (in 1938) against

the major companies MGM, RKO, Twenti-

eth Century–Fox, Warner Bros. and Para-

mount, but by the later years of the 1940s,

the consent decree that had been settled

was now seen as too lenient, as it allowed
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the studios to merely scale down the

booking practice rather than abolish it. An

industry standard, the practice of block

booking meant a studio wielded the ability

to coerce exhibitors and theatres to take a

studio production company’s full cata-

logue of films, many of which were of a

lesser quality, in order to gain access to

the highly sought after exceptional films.

The result of the decision meant that films

were now individually sold on their own

merits, rather than as a wholesale pack-

age deal. The restriction of such an indus-

try standard pushed the major studios to

place significant limitations on their pro-

duction model, making much fewer films,

but with higher budgets. The main out-

come of these decisions against the major

studios was that they no longer had direct

access to distribution and exhibition and

now had to compete with each other for

the attention of theatres. Around the

same time, the US government filed suits

against the colour process companies Ko-

dak and Technicolor, also in the name of

violating anti-trust laws. In this case, the

charge was that these two companies con-

trolled the production of colour in the film

industry. By the end of 1948, Kodak

agreed to make their patents available to

their competitors, opening up the possi-

bility for producers outside the major stu-

dios to access the use of colour.

Finally, another crucial judicial deci-

sion that was instrumental to the collapse

of the studio system was one related to

the release of Roberto Rossellini’s film

L’Amore (1948), specifically the second sec-

tion of the film titled: “The Miracle.” This

sequence featured a tramp who has a

child with a mentally unwell woman, who

claims it to be the son of God. In response

to the film, the Catholic Church started a

campaign which enlisted New York State

Board of Regents to ban its release in the

United States in December 1950 on the

grounds of sacrilege. Such a reaction was

fiercely opposed by the film’s distributor

in America, leading to the unexpected

Supreme Court decision that the banning

of Rossellini’s film was a violation of the

separation of Church and State. With the

overturning of the film’s ban by the “Mira-

cle” Decision, the Hayes production code,

which had acted as the definitive judge for

what was allowed to play in Hollywood,

began to show signs of impotence.

In this new configuration of the stu-

dio system, the organisations which had

previously held an almost uncontested

dominance over the film industry were

now unravelling. In symbolic terms, the
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capacity for prohibition, specifically, what

content filmmakers and screenwriters

were allowed to put in their productions,

the conditions upon which a studio has

say in which projects actors are allowed to

participate in, and what films exhibitors

are able to accept and screen, was itself

becoming prohibited. Such a dynamic led

to the loosening of several crucial areas of

the market and the growing deficiency of

these once symbolically proficient mark-

ers of authority. A suitable metaphor em-

ployed by Dixon for the decline of the stu-

dio heads is the ‘death of the moguls’,

which goes some way in capturing the sig-

nificance of such decisions. The dissipa-

tion of oligopolistic control caused a kind

of symbolic ‘death’ of figures such as

MGM’s Louis B. Mayer, Paramount’s

Adolph Zukor and Warner Bros’ Jack

Warner¹. By 1948, RKO sold all their the-

atres in anticipation of further govern-

ment action, closely followed by Twentieth

Century Fox, MGM and Warner, marking

the end of the era of vertical integration.

It is often accepted that the Supreme

Court rulings and the subsequent major

studio decisions to sell their theatres

marked the decisive and final events of

the Hollywood studio crisis. However, to

conclude the lineage of the crisis here

would be to miss the way in which subse-

quent responses to the crisis, in fact, form

part of the crisis itself. Such a reading is

predicated upon the idea that the prohibi-

tions laid down by the Supreme Court ac-

tually mandated for further excess to be

sought. Such a reading is shared by the La-

canian thesis that desire and law are anal-

ogous, which pushes against the idea that

the imposition of Law acts purely as an ob-

stacle to desire. Elaborated simply, Lacan

points to the psychoanalytic insight that

the obstacle that stands in the way of de-

sire is in fact crucial to the desiring subjec-

tivity. Specifically, the failed satisfaction of

desire produces a surplus in the form of

enjoyment (jouissance). Reading the ex-

tent of this as part of the broader libidinal

economy of the Hollywood system, this

thesis allows us to understand the reac-

tions to the Supreme Court cases against

the studio system as the emergence of an

excessive enjoyment as inaugurated by

the prohibitions. Such responses were

widely excessive in tone and suffused with

enjoyment, traversing the extra and intra-

cinematic spaces of Hollywood, standing

out as attempts to entice spectators back

to the film theatres.
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ii) The Provocation of Excess:

Blacklisting and Cinematic Excess

The response to the demise of the studio

system can be read as reaction-forma-

tions to the initial prohibitions put in place

by the Supreme Court. The two responses,

namely, the blacklisting campaign against

suspected Communist sympathies with

Hollywood, as well as the influx of cine-

matic technology are both responses to

the supposed deficiency of Hollywood to

provide enjoyment. The blacklisting cam-

paign follows the logic of stolen jouissance

– that a certain figure has taken away the

enjoyment that used to reside with the

studio system, namely, the radical Com-

munist – while the technological advance-

ment can be read as an attempt to recu-

perate and return the ephemeral enjoy-

ment in the form of various new advance-

ments in how cinema can be bodily expe-

rienced.

Blacklisting: The Construction of

the Fantasy Figure

Developing from the events of the Great

Depression, the Second World War, but

given urgency by the emergence of the

Cold War, the House of Un-American Ac-

tivities Committee (HUAC) hearings and

blacklisting campaignmade a huge impact

upon Hollywood, both within the industry

and the films themselves. Blacklisting was

the practice of banning supposed Com-

munist Party USA (CPUSA) members or

sympathisers from employment in the en-

tertainment industry. The HUAC had re-

leased a report in 1938 that Hollywood

was infected by Communism, a declara-

tion which intensified in the early 1940s,

until its peak from 1952-1956. As several

reports indicate, the HUAC hearings in Oc-

tober 1947 were an obscenely excessive

affair, recreating the type of cinematic

spectacle that would draw people away

from television and back into the theatre.

As Doherty (2018) posits, “the hearings

boasted all the trappings of a gala Holly-

wood premiere — glamourous stars, col-

orful moguls, emotional outbursts, and

wide-eyed looky-loos, all recorded under

the hot lights of the newsreel cameras and

broadcast over radio” (p. viii). Likewise, as

Florence S. Lowe (1947) of the Daily Variety

put it, “[e]ven before the gavel of commit-

tee chairman Parnell Thomas gave the sig-

nal for ‘lights, camera, action,’ the big cau-

cus room of the House of Representatives

building took on all the drama and tense-

ness of a studio lot just before shooting”
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(p. 9). Despite the heightened atmosphere

of the hearings, legal convictions of Holly-

wood workers didn’t follow, which frus-

trated the McCarthy and HUAC followers.

Desperate to continue their campaign and

fuelled by enjoyment, their approach be-

came more excessive, demanding more

enjoyment in the form of more names of

the guilty.

Reading the political and libidinal

economies of this period in tandem, the

fantasmatic framing of the figure of the

Communist can be read as an attempt to

satisfy the desire of their diminishing audi-

ence. Like all figures of fantasy, the Com-

munist took on wildly contradictory traits

and sparked heightened paranoia about

their ability to potentially be behind any

production as a screenwriter, actor or di-

rector. In her 1975 memoir Scoundrel

Time, Lillian Hellman, a noted American

playwright and victim of the HUAC hear-

ings, details how the paranoia embedded

itself in the social fabric at the time

through the figure of the radical:

To many intellectuals the radi-

cals had become the chief, per-

haps the only, enemy … Not

alone because the radical’s in-

tellectual reasons were sus-

pect, but because his convic-

tions would lead to a world

that deprived the rest of us

what we had. Very few people

are capable of admitting any-

thing so simple: the radical had

to be made into an immoral

man who justified murder,

prison camps, torture, any

means to an end (pp. 72-73).

Hellman’s testimony points to the sympto-

matic status of the radical, which stood for

the figure who deprived the rest (of Amer-

ican society) of what they thought they

had. This fact of a stolen substance,

namely, enjoyment, is what grounds the

figure of the radical Communist.

With the legitimisation and persis-

tence of the anti-Communist trend until

the 1960s, Hollywood had, in some ways

conscious and in other ways unconscious,

manufactured an excessive enjoyment

that would appeal to the wide public. Cer-

tainly, the HUAC campaign, the subse-

quent blacklistings, and the plethora of

anti-Communist films that emerged show

a subtle shift from the crisis of enjoyment

to the enjoyment of the crisis. Such a shift

is perhaps best captured in the figure of

McCarthy himself, in particular, with re-
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gard to the 1954 Army-McCarthy hearings.

These televised hearings were held to in-

vestigate the accusation that McCarthy

and his chief counsel Roy Cohn had black-

mailed the Army into giving preferred

treatment to a former McCarthey aide.

During the course of the proceedings, Mc-

Carthy countered these claims with multi-

ple accusations that the army was a major

security threat because of their infiltration

by Communists. At certain point, counsel

member Joseph Welch pushed McCarthy

on his relentless attacks on the lawyer

Fred Fisher, proclaiming the famous lines:

“Have you no sense of decency, sir?” This

case would have a highly detrimental im-

pact on McCarthy’s credibility, but despite

this, there are several reports that after

the case had concluded, McCarthy contin-

ued to talk and accuse others, even after

being told to stand down. The image of

the senator in empty Senate rooms, end-

lessly orating elaborate Communist plots

situates him as a Lacanian figure of the

drive, refusing to give up the jouissance he

manufactured from his endless repetitive

tirades against any and all suspects. In this

way he is akin to Žižek’s (2012) characteri-

sation of the figure of the zombie as

“slowly dragging itself around in a cata-

tonic mode but persisting forever” (p.

341). Such a positioning reveals McCarthy

crucially without a fantasy frame, as a fig-

ure of pure repetition without goal. Mc-

Carthy would pass away only a few years

later in 1957, shorn of his ability to drive

public opinion, and crucially, their forms

of enjoyment.

Cinematic Spectacle: The Expansion

of Colour, CinemaScope, 3-D, and

Cinerama

While the Hollywood blacklisting was mak-

ing waves outside the cinema, as well as

the themes explored within it, change was

also taking place in the technology of cin-

ema itself. In effect, what the crisis of en-

joyment faced by Hollywood meant, was

that new technology needed to be imple-

mented in order to sustain the desire for

film in the broader public. Returning to

McGowan’s (2015) thesis that the medium

of cinema is one infused with enjoyment,

he further comments:

We shouldn’t be surprised that

studios and filmmakers con-

stantly seek to make cinema

ever more excessive. They add

sound, color, wide-screen for-

mats, Sensurround, Smell-O-
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Vision, IMAX, THX, 3-D, and so

on. These excesses are not be-

trayals of the cinematic art but

the logical extension of its ex-

cessiveness. The enjoyment

that cinema provides leads to

cinephilia or addiction, just as

heroin or any other substance

that proffers enjoyment (p. 55).

McGowan’s reference to these technical

features of films is central to the current

argument, as during the period of the

1950s, Hollywood studios implemented

some of the most far reaching and experi-

mental techniques in order to prove the

excessive capabilities of cinema, which in-

cluded the nearly complete introduction

of colour in motion pictures and the use of

Cinemascope and Cinerama, techniques

which widened the camera's field of vi-

sion, often provoking physical sensations

of movement. The link between technol-

ogy and enjoyment is clear to see, as the

introduction of physicality was central to

remaking cinema as the medium of jouis-

sance.

Despite its best attempts, the

demise of the vertically integrated studio

system was not overcome, with the 1960s

standing out as a decade in which the con-

sequences of the studio crisis were felt

commercially. As costs were cut across the

board and fewer films were made within

the studios, audiences turned to television

and the emerging new cinema move-

ments as novel forms of spectatorial en-

joyment to partake in. While in the decade

that followed, New Hollywood wouldmark

an artistic return for cinema in the United

States, the Hollywood studio crisis stands

out as a moment in which the implications

of the enigmatic desire of the spectator

were inscribed, making a lasting impact on

the history of cinema. In considering this

particular case study, this article has

pushed back against theoretical writings

which have assigned a kind of primary

passivity to the spectator with regard to

their desiring status. As this crisis reveals,

the enigmatic desire of the spectator

avoids the total trapping of the culture in-

dustry, threatening to provoke a crisis at

seemingly any point.

About the Author

Laurent Shervington is a Lecturer in Film

Studies, Music and Communications at

Notre Dame University and University of

Western Australia. He is also currently a

PhD candidate at the latter institution.

Shervington | A Crisis of Enjoyment: The Libidinal Economy of the Hollywood Studio Decline



Page 34 | Cinematheme Magazine 2022

Laurent's work has appeared in The Philo-

sophical Salon, Liminal Journal and An-

tipodes.

Notes

1. It is worthmaking a passing comparison

between the collapse of the major studios

here and the fall of the feudal lords due to

the enclosure of the commons in Britain in

the 15th and 17th century, if just to high-

light the double entendre of the decline of

the ‘Paramount’ lord in both case (Dixon,

2012).
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What exists ‘behind’ (or, perhaps more ac-

curately, beneath, through or within) the

curtain of the Lynchian oeuvre? If spectat-

ors are to believe the filmmaker’s own

protestations, it is most certainly not any-

thing belonging to the realm of psycho-

analysis. Nevertheless, psychoanalytic in-

terpretative frameworks are among the

most commonly used to analyse the work

of David Lynch. So much so, in fact, that

Freudo-Lacanian perspectives are ubiquit-

ous to the point of sometimes remaining

unnamed when they are employed.

Lynch’s work, so the avowedly or implicitly

psychoanalytic readings would suggest, is

characterised by: dreams and wish fulfil-

ment, perversion, (the separated realms

of) desire and fantasy, the divided subject

etc....the list goes on. For an (academic)

reader acquainted with these interpreta-

tions, what new insights could (yet an-

other) psychoanalytic treatment of

Lynch’s work provide?

As it happens, quite a lot. From the

ten essays in this collection (along with a

transcript of a panel discussion which in-

cluded three of the book’s contributors),

the reader is presented with an assort-

ment of interpretative treatments, ran-

ging from the ambitious and theoretical,

to the recognisably ‘conventional’ (if that is

not too much of a contradiction in terms

given Lynch’s idiosyncratic subject mat-

ter). Indeed, even for those authors whose

essays adopt the latter approach, it is not

so much that their judgments are trite,

more that offering an original take on the

Lynchian-narrative-as-dream method of

analysis is challenging. Moreover, when

an entire hypothesis is predicated on this

premise, the argument can soon unravel if

the reader exhibits their own negative re-

action/resistance to this treatment.

This represents the main problem of

the book. Olga Cox Cameron’s “Dream lo-

gic in Mulholland Drive”, while being the-

oretically coherent and considered,

presents a totalizing, and perhaps slightly

reductive, understanding of Lynch’s work,

which may leave some readers a little
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irked. Cameron’s presentation of the

diegesis as a dream, rather than a correl-

ate of a dream – which can, just as effect-

ively – offer insights into dreams, is prob-

lematic, in spite of a compelling assess-

ment of how the former could be so.

Structured this way, the essay is more use-

ful in explicating the psychoanalytic phe-

nomena than unravelling the layers of

Lynchian narrative. Several of the essays

state that the films exemplify particular

psychoanalytic phenomena; the most suc-

cessful are those that are able to adopt

this approach without being reductive.

Carol Owens, a practising psychoanalyst,

has arguably the most astute method of

manoeuvring around the issue of Lynch’s

personal resistance to psychoanalytic

readings being applied to his work. For

Lynch need not “be a Freudian in order for

the cultural moment that is ‘the Lynchian’

to be so” (p.10).

There are few writers on Lynch more

significant than Chris Rodley (Lynch on

Lynch, 2007) and Todd McGowan (The Im-

possible David Lynch, 2007a; The Real Gaze,

2007b), so it seems appropriate that their

contrasting essays on Lynch’s dreamlike

creative process and ‘the end of fantasy’

should ‘bookend’ the collection. Rodley, a

writer who has observed Lynch up close

and knows him personally, presents a lu-

cid hypothesis as to the disjuncture

between Lynch’s dreamlike imagery and

dialogue and the director’s own reticence

when discussing his work. This, Rodley

suggests, is owing to the director being

the ‘dreamer’ of his own films, whose

dream logic is then transposed into the

manifest content of these artworks. Rod-

ley suggests that Lynch need not trade in

certitude, even in the context of a revival

of ‘intentionality’, whereby directors laxly

open the curtains onto their own work.

Naming Lynch’s unwillingness in this re-

gard a ‘defence mechanism’ is one of only

a few theoretical nods in an accessible

piece.

No stranger to writing about Lynch,

Todd McGowan returns to familiar territ-

ory in his contribution “Waiting for Agent

Cooper: the ends of fantasy in Twin Peaks:

The Return”. McGowan’s (2007b) theory re-

garding the filmic-televisual representa-

tion of the realms of desire and fantasy –

and where the ‘cuts’ between the two in-

tervene – continues to provide a robust

framework for understanding the ‘bizarre

normality’ of Lynch. Like the contributions

from Wild and Martin, McGowan gives

prominence to setting in his piece. For

McGowan, the (almost) complete aban-
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donment of the titular town from series

three of Twin Peaks marks a changed rela-

tionship with fantasy. Lynch’s move here,

McGowan argues, is to situate the spec-

tator away from the comfort and abund-

ance of fantasmatic representations

(which show how desire might be real-

ised). In lieu of fantasy’s warmth, the spec-

tator is offered the needling experience of

continually delayed satisfaction in the

realm of desire. McGowan’s essay is cer-

tainly a standout of the book. His conten-

tions that Lynch emphasises how fantasy’s

pursuance leads to a cul-de-sac and that

Cooper’s (paternalistic) efforts to remove

trauma and negativity only leads to a re-

petition of them are theoretically sound

and elegantly executed.

Stefan Marianski’s “Möbian adven-

tures on the Lost Highway” represents an-

other standout essay in the collection.

Something of an outlier in terms of its the-

oretical complexity, Marianski’s argument

is a judicious appraisal of Lynch, which ad-

opts McGowan’s (2007b) theory of the

Lynchian representation of desire and

fantasy. Marianski’s skilful intervention

comprises an application of later Lacan to

Lost Highway, in order to move analysis of

the film beyond ‘psychogenic fugue’ and

towards an understanding of the failure of

symbolisation in the context of the fissure 

inherent in the sexual non-relationship. 

Marianski’s application of the Lacanian 

theory of the ‘minus-one’, in the context of 

the incompleteness of subjectivity, to the 

highly disturbing exchanges between 

‘Fred’ and the ‘Mystery Man’ in Lost High-

way is an especially precise insight. 

Moreover, the advancement of the 

McGowian understanding of filmic fantasy 

through these structural considerations is 

a highly satisfying development in 

Lacanian readings of Lynch. The theoret-

ical complexity means that this is probably 

best suited to only the moderately-initi-

ated Lacanian, however.

By completing a comparative ana-

lysis in her essay, Jamie Ruers presents a 

sophisticated synthesis of some famed ex-

amples of hysteria from psychoanalysis’ 

dawn, alongside contemporary manifesta-

tions of hysteria in Lynch. However, Ruers 

does more than just tease out the paral-

lels between Dora and Audrey Horne or 

‘The Girl’ from The Alphabet and Charcot’s 

Augustine. Borrowing the Žižekian reading 

of Dorothy Vallens from Blue Velvet as too 

passive (and, therefore, her suffering be-

ing necessary so that she can be shaken 

out of her inertia), Ruers offers a con-

sidered argument of how Lynch hysteri-
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cizes his audience too. Lynch, in Ruers’

contention, exploits the conventional rep-

resentations of ‘Woman’ to subvert spec-

tator assumptions. Moreover, as quintes-

sential examples of subjects positioning

themselves at the site of the Other’s de-

sire, Lynch’s female characters do not

seem to have a firm grip on their own de-

sire. Ruers’ key insight, though, comes via

the assertion that the ambiguity of Lyn-

chian women allows the spectator to pro-

ject their (ambivalent) desires on to them.

In both Mary Wild’s “Lost angels in

Los Angeles: Lynchian psychogenic

fugues” and Richard Martin’s “David Lynch

sprawls”, Lynch’s manipulation of the spa-

tiotemporal is explored. Martin emphas-

ises how the familiar evocation of Twin

Peaks from the original series has been

abandoned in the recent series. Suggest-

ing that The Return is evocative of the con-

cepts of ‘junk-space’ (Koolhaas) and ‘junk-

time’ (Steyerl), Martin explores how Lynch

represents spaces which emphasise the

malaise of the contemporary world. The

Return has none of the warmth of the first

two series; instead, the world is now char-

acterised by the emptiness of spaces; of

discontinuous time; and of cause and

effect as interrupted. The world represen-

ted, in Martin’s contention, is reflective of

the cultural move towards ‘sprawl’, with all

its connotations of lethargy and distrac-

tedness. Nevertheless, The Return requires

our full attention. Lynch’s freedom in ex-

tending the parameters of time and space

mirrors the intertextuality of Lynch’s work

– the developing sense of free association

across his output. But it is also an examin-

ation of control/authority over letting go –

both for the filmmaker and his audience.

Space is similarly explored by Wild,

who reveals the (psychoanalytic) origin of

Lost Highway (1997) in a lucid and enga-

gingly written essay. Like Rodley, Wild is

not preoccupied with complex theoretical

matters, and this does not detract in the

slightest from her argument. Highlighting

Lynch’s affection for Tinseltown, Wild

stresses how the dichotomous ‘psychic

geography’ explored through Lynch’s triad

of LA-based films bespeaks an obsession

with memory and forgetting; glitz and

grime; and spectators’ identification with

illusion. Foremost in her argument, how-

ever, is an insistence on the complement-

arity between the destabilising nature of

scotomization and psychogenic fugue and

the experience of spectatorship, which is

itself a type of forgetting.

Adopting an approach with echoes

of Rodley, Allister Mactaggart’s “’It is an il-
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lusion’: the artful life of David Lynch” fo-

cuses not just on content but on the

process that makes Lynch’s work so

unique. For readers not acquainted with

Lynch’s wider artistic output, Mactaggart’s

examination of the influence of Transcen-

dental Meditation and painterly practices

on Lynch’s film and television work will

prove enlightening. Analysing Lynch’s

work without cognisance of these dimen-

sions to his thought risks rather missing

the point, Mactaggart argues. Taking his

lead from Freud, Mactaggart asserts how

– especially in the context of Lynch’s par-

ticular process as an artist – expecting the

author of the work to fully comprehend

the meaning of their own work is mis-

guided. Notwithstanding, Mactaggart pro-

vides an apposite synthesising of the Laca-

nian development of sublimation and the

(possibly unconscious) representation of

the nuclear age in The Return. In company

with McGowan’s assertion regarding the

risk to subjectivity by attempting to erase

trauma, this is undoubtedly the key politi-

cal reflection in the collection. Reflecting

on Lynch’s environmental awareness rep-

resents a noteworthy broadening of what

can be considered as significant in his

work.

The connection between Lynch and

perversion is nothing new (see, for exam-

ple, Johnson, 2004). Nevertheless, Andrea

Sabbadini illuminates the discussion

through an untangling of the various

modes of perversion that the spectator

observes in Lynch’s characters. As a psy-

choanalyst in professional practice, it is

perhaps unsurprising that Sabbadini

recognises perverse patterns as they

emerge in filmic form. Previous studies of

Lynch have not identified perversions with

such clarity, so this is a valuable develop-

ment. Echoing Baudry’s (1974) contention

that the experience of spectatorship can

activate regression, Sabbadini proposes

an intriguing hypothesis as to the connec-

tion between partial objects (he gives the

example of the severed ear in Blue Velvet)

and castration anxiety. The essay would

have beenmore persuasive, however, had

Sabbadini clearly identified a theory of au-

dience identification, as opposed to leav-

ing this implicit and equating the experi-

ence of the spectator with that of the pro-

tagonist.

By combining the highly theoretical

with the more accessible, the political with

the pop cultural (who knew there was a

connection between the O.J Simpson trial

and Lost Highway?) the editors have as-

sembled a well-chosen selection of es-
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says. Indeed, this collection raises several

important questions, pertinent both to

psychoanalysis and an appreciation of

Lynch.What are the implications of trying to

interrupt trauma? To what extent is Lynch’s

oeuvre an attempt to confront the malevo-

lence of the Other? At what point do hysteric

representations begin to hystericize the spec-

tator? Can the free association of psycho-

analysis be reconciled with the free associa-

tion of transcendental meditation? By ex-

ploring these questions, the reader can

begin to peer behind the Lynchian curtain

and will, most likely, see quite a bit more

than they might have expected to. The col-

lection feels fresh and unquestionably

offers more than just a rehashing of the

popular psychoanalytic readings of Lynch.
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