UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Subjectivity in the New Hollywood Cinema: Fathers, Sons and Other Ghosts
Vojkovic, S.

Publication date
2001

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Vojkovic, S. (2001). Subjectivity in the New Hollywood Cinema: Fathers, Sons and Other
Ghosts. ASCA Press.

General rights

It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations

If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

UVA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (http
Download date:26 Sep 2021


https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/subjectivity-in-the-new-hollywood-cinema-fathers-sons-and-other-ghosts(c22b446f-d1d4-434d-aaad-90d3e366d726).html

IIWhen Origin Speaks by
ltself: Schindler’s List
and the Return to the

Promised Territory



Redeeming the Face of Nistery
On the basis of my analyses in previous chapters, | have demonstrat-
ed that the process of narration in new Hollywood cinema involves
recognizable structures, including intersubjective exchange, spatial
detours, temporal deferrals, causal reversals, sons generating their
fathers or what 1 have additionally described as “facing the father.”
The operation of “facing” as | have pointed out in chapters three
and four, is dependent on causal reversals and generational reorder-
ing, or rather on repairing the preposterous constructions of history.
“Facing™ can also be understood as citing the term “father” disloyal-
ly, to use Butler’s appropriation of Derrida’s concept. This gives rise
to the future return of the same as different, that is, the improved
version of the same. The discursive dependency between the father
and the son secures the futurity of the signifier of paternity: via the
son the father is restructured and repaired. Setting history in order
implies intervening into the past, but the history that needs ulti-
mately to be set in order is the future history.

1 have suggested that setting things in order is related to a
reinstitutionalization of patriarchal discourses, but paradoxically
enough, this is achieved through the transgression of categories and
boundaries, a decentering of self, a deterritorialization or recoloniz-
ing by the colonized, hence through phenomena which are very
much in keeping with the contemporary epistemological perspectives
and the political realities of the postcolonial world. As a result of
this tendency, the female characters have come to figure as the
“outside” which constitutes the intersubjective exchange between
the male characters. This is especially evident in the examples dis-
cussed in chapter five: the tendency to posit the female characters
in-between an intersubjective exchange, whereby the production of
subjectivity is blocked, can be seen as the converse of decomposition
in the process of narration.

This also implies that the process of storytelling in question
is haunted by a plethora of ghosts who indicate that the play with
decentering of subjectivity which pretends to undermine mythical
discourse actually works toward reinforcing the dominant patriarchal
myths. In the previous chapter | focused on the examples which
bring about women’s existence in a “non-place,” in an “extra-terri-
tory” and | argued that this place of non-existence can be taken as
an exemplary position and constitutes an opening up of possibilities




from which we, women in particular, can envision ourselves within
our cultural present. 1 discussed the discursive potential of this
“extraterritoriality” and 1 emphasized the role of narrative in the
(re)construction of female subjectivity. In relation to this, it is
important to add, that such persistent play with the mechanisms
with which the vision of the world can not only be imposed but also
repaired displays the potentially productive and transformative forces
of popular cinema. While maintaining the focus on the productive
potential of new Hollywood cinema, in this chapter | will shift the
focus from gender to the problem of ethnicity and race, addressing
the issue of extraterritoriality more concretely, in relation to the loss
of a homeland. The existence of in-between territories, in the place
where constitutive outsiders are “housed,” will come to figure as the
“home” of a specific people.

1 will draw on concerns introduced in particularly chapter
three, as well as chapter four. In chapter three, 1 suggested that the
national and implicitly racial-ethnic conflicts in the Indiana Jones
trilogy manifest the displacement and refiguring of historical origins
or a (re)negotiation of history and identity through mythical dis-
course. 1 placed a special emphasis on the connection between nar-
rative, history, myth and transgenerational memory. | discussed the
ways origins are “fathered” through myths and how both filial and

paternal positions are inscribed. My argument in relation to the
Indiana Jones trilogy was that through the specific strategies of
telling, history can be more than just recounted, it can be repaired.

One of the crucial conditions for the restorative function of the
process of telling is precisely mythical discourse. The room for the
other, as the trilogy demonstrates, needs to be marked in mythical
discourse. 1t needs to be fabulated. Only then can it affect history
and accordingly, cultural memory.

While in the Star Wars trilogy, and particularly in the
Indiana Jones trilogy the operation of giving a face to history
remains implicit, Schindler’s List - the example 1 will examine in this
chapter - is a blockbuster film which explicitly engages in facing the
most fraught case of cultural, national and racial conflict and alien-
ation. With the example of this film 1 will take a specific moment in
the history of Jewish people as exemplary of an existence
without/on an impossible territory. Giving a face to this moment in
history involves the myth of exile and return and, as the analysis of
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the film will demonstrate, the structure of this myth governs the
process of fabulation. | will suggest that Schindler’s List is an exam-
ple of the ultimate clash of mythical and historical discourse; this
clash is the result of the recurring concern of the new Hollywood
cinema with redeeming both the fabula and history.

Spielberg’s film stages a redemption in such a way as to
build up an expectation for the arrival of the “Messiah” who is to
save the “chosen people.” The people who are saved and ultimately
led to the “Promised Land,” this analysis will argue, are the people
whose names were on Schindler’s list. This preoccupation with the
“chosen people” is already announced in the film’s title.
Significantly, the original title of Thomas Keneally’s novel Schindler’s
Ark is changed into Schindler’s List. Thereby, the Genesis narrative
gives way to the story of the “chosen people” from Exodus.!
“Noah’s” act of salvation of the species from the collective doom
brought down by the wrath of God, is replaced with “Moses” liberat-
ing the chosen people from slavery and leading them on their pas-
sage towards the Promised Land. The operation of saving in the film
involves the collapse of the miracle of salvation onto the ungras-
pable horror of history. As a result of the process of telling, the
myth of redemption intervenes into the story of countless individual
deaths.

The issue of redemption as it is bound up with history has
profound connections with Walter Benjamin’s philosophico-historical
views. | am alluding in the first place to his notion of the temporal
index of the past by which the past is referred to redemption, imply-
ing conversely that the future does not have a Messianic function
but that it is interwoven into the historical now:

The past carries with it a temporal index by which it is
referred to redemption. There is a secret agreement between
past generations and the present one. Our coming was
expected on earth. Like every generation that preceded us, we
have been endowed with a weak Messianic power, a power to
which the past has a claim. (Benjamin, 1998: 254)

Benjamin’s concept of history sharpens our awareness that dealing
with the past involves indexical mediation. This mediation bears in
particular on exile and return. The movement which binds exile and



return is reflected in the temporal index that structures history
through redemption. This process, whereby history is indexed
through redemption, will prove just as significant for the structuring
of subjectivity. To illuminate the connection between the redemp-
tion myth and the constitution of the Jewish subject, we need to
take into consideration, as Gershom Scholem states, that “the history
of Judaism and its influence has been exercised almost exclusively
under the conditions of the exile as a primary reality of Jewish life
and Jewish history” (Scholem, 1995: 2).ii

In his discussion on the Messianic idea in Judaism, Scholem
explains that within rabbinic Judaism as a social and religious phe-
nomenon there are three forces which need to be taken into
account: conservative, restorative and utopian. The conservative
forces are directed toward preservation of that which was always in
danger in the historical environment of Judaism, and hence toward
the construction and continuing preservation and development of
religious law:

This law determined the nature of the Jew’s life in exile, the
only frame in which life in the light of Sinaitic revelation
seemed possible, and it is not surprising that it drew to itself,
above all, the conservative forces. The restorative forces are
directed to the return and recreation of a past condition
which comes to be felt as ideal. More precisely, they are
directed to a condition pictured by the historical fantasy and
the memory of the nation as circumstances of an ideal past.
Here hope is turned backwards to the re-establishment of an
original state of things and to a “life with the ancestors.”
(Scholem, 1995: 3)

The contiguous relations between exile and return which play a for-
mative role in the history of Judaism, govern the (re)structuring of
history in Schindler’s List. The restorative forces bind the exile to
redemption and bring about the hope of “going back to the future,”
returning as it were, to the lost homeland.iii

There is a simultaneous movement implied which points
both forward and backward. In that sense, and this is of crucial
importance for the concerns of this study, mythical discourse has the
capacity to affect both the present and the future of a specific iden-
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tity. The exile from the Land as a signifier of identity is also an exile
from identity, and the promise to return to this lost origin is thus
conditioned on exile. Drawing on the past, replaying the lost unity,
engenders and encourages hope for the future. In the case of
Schindler’s List, 1 will argue, there is a staging of the possibility of
return, hence of fulfilling the mythical promise of reacquiring the
long lost unity emblematized in the lost territory.

The redemption myth entails the notion of a home as a
memory of the past projected into the future, but also the arrival at
a Promised Land and the reacquisition of a long lost territory.iv On
the one hand then, the film deals with a disastrous period in the
recent history of the Jews. On the other hand, however, this histori-
cal narrative is (re)framed through the redemption myth. As a result
of the process of fabulation, the danger may arise, as Leo Bersani
argues, that we remain oblivious to the actual catastrophe of history
(Bersani, 1990).Y On the basis of my analysis of the film 1 will put
forward a counter argument: | will demonstrate why and how the
process of redeeming history can have a productive function.Vi To
complicate the discourse on the redemptive function of art and the ”
tendency it displays to cover up the disasters of history, 1 will exam-
ine the film according to the “pragmatics of territoriality.” This
implies that the structuring of the narrative and accordingly, the
structuring of subjectivity will be mapped out across specific territo-
ries. The mapping of territories in the film structures our under-
standing of the dependency between the characters and the territory
they inhabit. The fact that the Jews are left without a territory on
which they are permitted to exist, is more than a case of troubled
history. As Schindler’s List has it, it is a catastrophe of history.

The structuring of subjectivity in Schindler’s List, corre-
sponds to the movement of exile and return. This implies that the
relations between characters can be defined in terms of the territo-
ries they (do not) control. There are three lines of action in the film:
the line of Oscar Schindler, the line of the Jews, and the line of the
Nazis. Each of the lines pertaining to an actant is defined by con-
crete territories; while the Nazi aim was to make the deterritorializa-
tion of the Jews final, leaving no possibility for future returns,
Schindler held the promise of the return to the lost “homeland.”

1 will trace the movement of deterritorialization in the film
as it is dependent on the structuring of narrative and subjectivity.




The “pragmatics of territoriality” is based on a specific set of assem-
blages and it can serve as a point of departure for setting up the
relations between the elements in the narrative. It is obvious that
the movement of deterritorialization imposed by the Nazis can be

taken as a manifestation of the despotic regime."ii The progressive

effacement of the territory on which the Jews were allowed to exist
is commensurable with the progressive decimation of the Jewish
population. The historical conditions, then, which brought about the
Holocaust and the systematic annihilation of the Jews exemplify the
ultimate horror of a regime which imposes exile and deterritorializa-
tion.

Apart from the movement forward which presupposes deter-
ritorialization, the structure of exile and return is predicated on a
simultaneous movement backward, that is, reterritorialization. The
joining of two contradictory movements into one, can be referred to
as defre-territorialization. De/re-territorialization, as Schindler’s List
shows, becomes tied to arriving at the territory where life would be
possible. Once this is attained a new set of signs will come into play.
The emerging issue that will need to be addressed is the vision that
exceeds the fictional world of the film. I am referring to the previ-
ously introduced co-dependency between the social and the narrato-
rial agent. The specific ways in which the movement of de/re-territo-
rialization is “told” will ultimately be brought into connection with
Spielberg’s concerns as a social agent.

Mapping the Territery

The film begins in color, with a family during a Sabbath prayer. As
the prayer is ending, the candle is dying out and color is gradually
drained out of the image. The scene ends with a detail of the smoke
emitted from the extinguished candle. With this dissolving smoke
the image fades out and then immediately fades into the bulk of
smoke coming out of a locomotive arriving at the Krakow train sta-
tion. The year is 1939, and the registration of the Jews arriving at
Krakow has begun. They were ordered to leave their homes in the
countryside and relocate to major cities. For the moment, their new
location is unknown. Their Jocus will be determined according to the
list.

In the opening of the film we are at that stage where the
deterritorialization of the Jews has just begun. This is confirmed







through the imposing process of transfer and uprootedness. It is a
time of war; the text superimposed on the images in the train sta-
tion scene informs us that the Polish army was defeated in two
weeks. This implies that Poland as a territory has fallen under
Hitler’s control. From the scenes that follow we realize that the new
conditions have affected all levels of society.

One character who is quick to adapt to the new conditions
is Schindler. The first convincing example of his versatile personality
is the night club scene. Even though in the beginning of the scene
the Nazi officers of the highest rank are undoubtedly the most
prominent guests and Schindler is only an outsider, he manages to
insert himself into this territory and into the company of those who
control it. 1 will argue that his capacity to acquire territorial control
has to do with the ways he is elaborated as a character. The analysis
will show that Schindler is continuously invested with a double-
meaning. As a character who plays a duplicitous role, he can be per-
ceived as the outsider and insider. This capacity to join contradictory
positions will enable him to emerge as a “mediator,” as the one who
will ultimately forge an in-between space, a middle ground on which
twelve hundred people will find safety.

Already in the brief scene of Schindler’s preparation for a
night out, he is presented as a “man in the making.” The scene con-
sists of ten shots, there is no establishing shot, and his body is cut
up (in a double sense) into a series of shots depicting various
details. The “cutting up” of Schindler into details effectuates the
dismemberment of his character-image. The care he takes in select-
ing a suit and accessories, informs us immediately that this man is
busy creating an appealing “look,” and that he wants to approxi-
mate a specific image. This is confirmed in the end of the scene
where the most important details come into play. First, he takes a
stack of money from a drawer. In the shot that follows, there is
another detail of a hand taking out more money. Rather than finally
revealing the face of this man, the scene ends with a detail of his
hand attaching a Nazi pin. He thus literally attaches meaning to the
image that he has constructed. Or rather, he “pins a meaning” to
himself.

There are two conclusions we can draw here, First, the man
in question is evidently framed through a fascist symbol. (At this
point we do not know it is Schindler). Nevertheless, as this is elabo-

























































































































