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Indiana Jones and the Work of Archeology

Bisjeinted Time, Nistory, World
The adventures of doctor Henry Jones junior, alias Indiana Jones,
who is engaged both in an academic career as a university professor
and in field research, cohere around his profession as an archeolo-
gist. In the first film of the trilogy he is introduced as an accom-
plished scholar. As a professor of archeology, expert on the occult
and a collector of rare antiquities he is approached by intelligence
agents who have just traced a German communiqué sent from Cairo
to Berlin. The agents inform doctor Jones that Hitler is obsessed
with the occult and that the Nazis have teams of archeologists all
around the world searching for religious artifacts. They cannot deci-
pher the message, nor can they understand where Hitler’s interest
lies. 1t is only when doctor Jones explains that “the staff of Ra” and
“Tanis,” mentioned in the communiqué, are related to the “Ark” and
that the army which carries the Ark before it is invincible, that the
agents begin to grasp the importance of the message. They want
Indiana Jones to find the Ark before the Nazis do and they are pre-
pared to pay handsomely.

The adventures take place in the mid 1930s, hence that
period of history when the Nazis were actually in power. In the third
film of the trilogy Indiana’s adventures take him to a Nazi rally in
Berlin. It is a scene where book-burning is in process, flags and ban-
ners displaying the swastika are waved euphorically (scene 1). Hitler
is himself present, surrounded by a crowd of children who are push-
ing their autograph books at him in order to obtain his signature.
Having retrieved his father’s Grail diary, Indiana is trying to get away
from the hysteria of the rally. Suddenly, he finds himself face to face
with Hitler (shots 3-12). Hitler mistakes him for one of his followers,
takes the diary, opens it to the first page and signs his autograph.
Here, a layer of history is added to the fabula, whereby reality
becomes entangled with the story. To establish a connection
between the man who signed the Grail diary and Hitler, we have to
rely on extra-textual knowledge. Visual resemblance between the
character in the film and the actual historical figure triggers a name.
The information based on the iconic relation is immediately con-
firmed through the indexical sign - his signature (shot 10). The con-
firmation of identity based on indexicality yields more than just a
further qualification of the character-image, it also helps us to give
meaning to the interaction between Indiana and Hitler. Hitler’s sig-




nature has scarred the Grail diary, just as Hitler himself has corrupt-
ed history. The indexical relation furthers the process of semiosis
and enables us to disclose the symbolic value of the interaction:
Indiana’s repossession of the diary figures as a promise for a future
history. This episode, 1 would suggest, emblematizes the “work of
archeology” in the trilogy. It enables us to conclude that even
though arche is tied to the past it can be reconstructed through the
present of meaning production.

As in Back to the Future, the rescue operation will prove co-
dependent on the re-structuring of the geschiedenis, implying that
the re-vision of the fabula will have an immediate effect on the
telling of history. Unlike Marty McFly, however, or Elliot and ET,
who are interpellated in the process of telling through the structures
of focalization, as well as action, Indiana’s main function is to pro-
pel action. In ET-The Extraterrestrial the character-image is decom-
posed, in Back to the Future it is doubled; in the trilogy, the charac-
ter-image can be defined as an action-image, not so much in the
Deleuzian sense, but rather in the vein of Greimas, hence as an
actantial position.i One of the aspects of understanding the fabula,
according to Greimas, is the subdivision of actors into classes. In this
model the classes of actors are called actants.’ The elements of the
fabula play a crucial role here, or more precisely, the relationship
between the events, the actors and time does. We can trace three
general actants in the trilogy: 1) the good: Indiana Jones as Moses
the son/Short-Round/Indiana Jones as the Arthurian Knight; 2) the
evil: the Nazis/the Egyptians/Kali worshipers/the British colonial
empire; and 3) the object of archeological quest: the Ark/ Indiana as
Moses the father/Sivalinga/Indiana as the father-figure to Short-
Round/Holy Grail/Henry Jones senior.

The actual oppressor from our recent history who functions
as the villain in two films of the trilogy inevitably brings about a

sense of preposterous history.iii More importantly, however, the dis-

tortion of the fictional world is reconfirmed through the preposter-
ously structured relations in the narrative. As in Back to the Future,
the disordered geschiedenis puts pressure on the offspring. The
analysis will show that the rescue remains dependent on the son’s
capacity to re-generate his father. That is, the inversed generational
ordering is required to order the world. In Indiana Jones and the
Last Crusade, for example, Indiana’s structural position as actant is
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dependent precisely on his capacity to exchange positions with the
actant who is at the same time the object of his quest - his father.
In Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, Indiana himself functions
as a father who is brought back to life by the Chinese boy Short-
Round. In Raiders of the Lost Ark as the analysis will show, he func-
tions as “Freud’s Moses” - the Egyptian son who is at the same time
the father of the Jewish race.'¥ When we take into account the rela-
tionship between the actantial positions, we can note that the
accomplishment of the archeological quest is bound up with Indi-
ana’s capacity to function as both the origin and the trace, the son
and the father, the subject and the object of his quest. The
exchangeability of actantial positions makes it possible to set the
temporal sequence in order. Through the process of telling governed
by the structure of différance, the temporal sequence of both the
fabula and history will come into being. The new Hollywood’s
“time-out-of-joint” is not new. We see it in the films’ pre-texts such
as in Philip K.Dick’s novel by the same title published in 1959, not
to mention Shakespeare’s wordplay and structural play from the six-
teenth century which insinuates a similar disruption of orders based
on linearity, sequence and place, most famously expressed in Ham-
let’s words that “time is out of joint.”V Derrida also discusses Ham-
let’s assertion in detail. He relates the dis-jointing of time with his-
tory and the world:

In the “time is out of joint,” time is either le temps itself, the
temporality of time, or else what temporality makes possible
(time as histoire, the way things are at a certain time, the

time that we are living, nowdays, the period) or else, conse-

quently, the monde, the world as it turns, our world today,
currentness itself, current affairs: [...] Time: it is temps, but it
is also I'histoire, and it is le monde, time, history, world. (Der-
rida, 1994: 18-19)

The world and time join in history but also in the fabula; the pre-
posterous world is characterized by a specific temporal structuring
or, more precisely, an (dis)order where the effect precedes the cause.
The analysis of the trilogy will demonstrate that the disjointed time,
world and history ultimately structure our understanding of issues
such as ethnicity and race. 1t is my contention that such positioning
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or ordering of the elements where the preposterously structured
relations between time and the world come to infer a troubled histo-
ry, and by extension a troubled subjectivity, is the most prominent
strategy of the new Hollywood cinema. In ET-The Extraterrestrial the
absence of the father provokes a crisis of Elliot’s subjectivity. In
Back to the Future, the father is elaborated as suffering a crisis of
subjectivity. Moreover, while this father comes to personify the crisis
of the authority which exceeds the fictional world, the son, with his
prospective and retrospective vision personifies the agency who has
the capacity to affect a future history.

With respect to this, | would suggest, Indiana personifies the
urgency to prevent the arche from being snatched, scarred or erased.
Thus he works through his competence as an arche-ologist. This
work of archeology, as | have mentioned earlier, is dependent on the
exchangeability of actantial positions. As in Back to the Future, |
will read the conceptual process reflected in this structure as dif-
férance. 1 will argue that in the case of the trilogy, the insertion of
Indiana into the structure of différance conditions his function as
the son who is also the father of racial, ethnic and religious identity.

The Work of Archeology: Structuring the Narrative
The implied intertwinements between fabula and history as they are
related to the specific work of archeology in the trilogy evoke the
concepts of Michel de Certeau rather than those of Michel
Foucault.Vl The difference between the two concepts of archeology
implies in the first place a distinction between two concepts of his-
tory; history as a series of silenced discourses, and history as a nar-
rative structure.Vil While Foucault is examining the archeology of
discourses, in The Writing of History, de Certeau focuses on the
archeology in a discourse:

Perhaps it is a question of giving a specific content already to
the “archeology” that Michel Foucault has surrounded with
new prestige. For my part, born as a historian within religious
history, and formed by the dialect of that discipline, 1 asked
myself what role religious production and institutions might
have had in the organization of the modern “scriptural” soci-
ety that has replaced them by transforming them. Archeology
was the way by which 1 sought to specify the return of a




repressed, a system of Scriptures which modernity has made
into an absent body, without being able to eliminate it. This
“analysis” allowed me also to recognize in current labors a
“past, accumulated” and still-influential labor. (de Certeau,
1988: 14)

In de Certeau’s view the historian’s discourse is always in fact a pro-
duction of fiction, a fabrication of former interpretations, implying
that ultimately, historiography is dependent on narrative structuring.
According to de Certeau, fiction in any of its modalities - mythic,
literary, scientific, or metaphorical - is a discourse that informs the
real without pretending either to represent it or to credit itself with
the capacity for such a representation.Viii Historiography on the
other hand has the ambition to speak the real and it is this ambition
that “turns into a mythic structure whose opaque presence haunts

our scientific, historical discipline” (de Certeau, l986).ix Hence, de

Certeau’s archeology presupposes that (the writing of) history is
dependent on the modes of telling, and conversely, that the process
of telling can inform us about history.

The recurrence of the Oedipus myth in the new Hollywood
films, or rather the recurrence of a corrupted version of the myth
have come to symbolize a sense of a distorted historical present.
Through our own indexical relation with this cultural myth which
conditions historical coevalness, we can interpret the implied distor-
tion as related to our historical present.X Traditional history, in con-
trast, “thrives on distancing the past from the present in order to
grasp it better” (Bal, 151). In Back to the Future, the preposterous
history is indexed through the preposterously structured relations in
the Oedipal scenario. Similarly, in the Indiana Jones trilogy, particu-
larly in the last film of the sequel, the wrongs of history can be
apprehended through the urgency to reverse the chronological
sequence. But contrary to the Oedipal scenario, the father will be
repaired, rather than killed.

In Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Indiana is invited to
go on a mission to recover the Holy Grail. It appears that the man
who had been engaged in the project has disappeared and Indiana is
asked to take his place. When he mentions that it is his father who
should rather be invited since he is the expert on the subject, Indi-



























































































