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Let me indulge the American habit of
quotation.
—Ezra Pound to William Carlos Williams
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PROLOGUE

THE FICTION OF AMERICA—AMERICA AS FICTION

What you have to do is enter the fiction of
America, enter America as fiction. It 1s,
indeed, on this fictive basis that it dominates
the world. Even if every detail of America
were insignificant, America is something
that is beyond us all. . .

—Jean Baudrillard, America 29.



The English translation of America (1988), Jean Baudrillard’s “collection of
traveler’s tales from the land of hyperreality” (America backcover), opens with a
frontispiece by Chris Richardson, which shows a man on a horse, looking at the
screen of a drive-in movie theater that is centered against a mountainous desert
landscape (see figure 1)." On the screen, he sees his postmodern alter ego: a space
explorer, who is on a mission to conquer the final frontier. This frontispiece
depicts something that is easily and unmistakably identifiable as ‘America,” and it
does so by engaging two concepts: performance and the cultural imaginary. It is
by way of performance that a notion of ‘America’—or, more specifically, of
‘Americanness’—is produced which is anchored in the imaginary, in national

fantasies that serve to unite a very diverse body of American citizens.

Fig. 1: Chris Richardson’s frontispiece to Jean Baudrillard’s America

! Richardson’s frontispiece does not appear in the French original Amérigue, and, interestingly
enough, Amérique features completely different pictures than America throughout. While the
pictures in America primarily show highways and desert(ed) landscapes, Amérigue furthermore
contains photographs of graffiti art, storefronts, and billboards. It is also interesting to note that the
graffiti art included in Ameérigue is violent and aggressive, as it shows, for instance, menacing,
masked men shooting their guns. In short, the images in America seem to perpetuate fantasies of
America (wide and open spaces, absolute freedom), whereas the illustrations in Ameérigue ostensibly
contribute to a more critical, nuanced, and ‘realistic’ portrayal of life in the United States.

> Throughout this study, I use ‘America’ when I refer to a cultural concept, that is, to
representations of national fantasies and imaginings, which “provide an alphabet for a collective
consciousness or national subjectivity” (Berlant, Anatomy 20). I will use the term ‘United States’
when I refer to the geographical space on the North American continent and its concrete political,
economic, or social developments. Of course, the terms ‘America’ and ‘United States’ conflate and
determine each other in the daily reality of American citizens and in the perception of the United
States in the rest of the world. For analytical purposes, however, it is important to make this
distinction.



Richardson’s strategy of doubling is as simple as it is effective. He picks specific
items from a pool of cultural concepts, symbols, and myths that are commonly
associated with American culture and doubles them by pairing each of these items
with a counterpart. The cowboy, the embodiment of American masculinity, meets
his alter ego, the astronaut; the ‘original’ frontier, the vast territory of the West,
collides with the ‘final’ frontier, the indefinite reaches of space; the asphalt
highways and (empty) automobiles of a tamed civilization impenetrate the
wilderness of untouched nature in the imaginings of American landscape. In his
frontispiece, Richardson assembles mythical figures and concepts that are deeply
engrained in American culture and that (re-) surface again and again in literature,
film, music, paintings, photography, advertising, and other cultural products,
which lets these notions appear to be ‘truly’ and ‘naturally’ American. However, as
Judith Davidov reminds us, the crucial point here is that “everything—the
landscape before us and the moonscape on the screen, western hero and space
explorer, the artwork itself—is a construction, or what Baudrillard calls a
dimulacrum” (296-297; italics in the original). In other words, the Americanness of
this piece is not intrinsic to the cultural concepts used by Richardson, but is
carefully constructed through a process of performative doubling.

Baudrillard defines the simulacrum as an image that “bears no relation to any
reality whatever” and has become a truth in its own right (Simulacra 6). This
definition can certainly be applied to Richardson’s frontispiece: it depicts a version
of America that does not correlate with the ‘reality’ of American culture. Rather, it
is a representation of a very specific imagining of American culture which is
grounded in an elaborate system of stock concepts and 1mages, whose
manifestations in actual cultural products may vary and are contingent on the
context in which they appear. However, the basic structure of these concepts
essentially remains the same. What is more, it is precisely the transformability of
these images/concepts and their ability to adapt to the course of time which
contributes to their persistence in American culture. Their continued presence is
so strong that it appears as if they indeed reflected ‘reality’ when, in fact, they
represent an imaginary version of ‘America.” Richardson’s method of doubling
visualizes very effectively the many possibilities in which one and the same
concept/image can manifest itself and institutionalize itself, as it were, as part of a

cultural identity or imaginary. Most crucially, it is through performance, through



reiteration, through “a vtylized repetition of acts” (Butler, Gender 179; italics in the
original), that specific stock concepts, such as the individual items depicted in
Richardson'’s frontispiece, come to signify American culture, or Americanness. ’

I think that Richardson’s visual representation of America is an excellent
example to illustrate how the cultural imaginary and performance work together
in constructing Americanness, and how they sustain each other in the process. The
cultural imaginary depends on constant reiteration, otherwise it could not reach a
degree of institutionalization. Any kind of performance, on the other hand, needs
to be embedded in a larger set of established performances, as every replication
must be based on something that had been there before. Americanness emerges in
the interplay of the cultural imaginary and performance, and is instituted through
“acts which are internally discontinuous [and] which the mundane social audience,
including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of
belief” (Butler, Gender 179).

This dissertation investigates how the performance of the cultural imaginary
constructs—and at the same time also always deconstructs —the notion of
Americanness and the illusion of a homogenous American culture. Most crucially,
I look at ‘America’ as a practice, as a concept that is constituted by performative
acts. That is, I understand America as something that is done rather than as
something that just . My analysis juxtaposes ‘classics’ of American literature with

recent films and twentieth-century pop culture phenomena; for instance, I

5 My understanding of the term ‘performativity’ is informed by J.L. Austin’s notion of the
‘performative” and is based on Judith Butler’s usage of the term. For Austin, a performative refers
to cases in which “the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action” (6). A performative
utterance is thus an illocutionary speech act: it is both deed and effect at the same time. ‘I hereby
declare you husband and wife’ would be a prime example of a performative utterance. Utterances
as these are not merely conventional, but, as Austin says, “ritual or ceremonial,” hence repeated in
time and not restricted to the moment of their uttering (19). In her definition of performativity,
then, Butler takes cue from Austin and from Jacques Derrida, who replaced the term ‘ritual’ by
‘iterability” and thus established a structural model of repetition. Derrida sees both world and stage
as characterized by a pervasive theatricality, where individual, collective, and institutional
identities are iteratively constructed through the repetition of complex citational processes (cf.
“Signature” 72). In the first chapter of Gender Trouble, Butler introduces the concept of
performativity when she states that “gender proves to be performative —that is, constituting the
identity it is purported to be. ... There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that
identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (33).
While I do not mean to suggest that ‘gender’ and ‘Americanness’ are constructed or operate in the
same way, | do believe that the notion of performativity can be usefully applied to ‘America/nness.’
I acknowledge the differences between individual and collective identity formation; however, I find
Butler’s definition of gender as “an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior
space through a uvtylized repetition of acts,” immensely useful in thinking about the performative
quality that is common to all constructions of identity (Gender 179; italics in the original). For a
more detailed account of the relation between performativity and America, see the first chapter of
this dissertation.



compare Ralph Waldo Emerson with Disney movies, Herman Melville’s #oby-
Dick (1851) with the blockbuster movie Jaws (1975), or Nathaniel Hawthorne’s
The Scarlet Letter (1850) with Madonna. By bringing these texts into a dialogue, I
aim to show that Americanness is produced through the reiteration of
‘foundational scenarios’ that have come to define a distinctly Amerwcan culture. My
starting point is the American Renaissance, the brief period between 1850 and
1855 in which, as F.O. Matthiessen says, America “came to its first maturity” and
affirmed its “rightful heritage in the whole expanse of literature and culture” (vii).
As Donald Pease and Robyn Wiegman have noted, the institutionalization of an
American literary canon helped to promote an “imaginary homogeneity,” a
powerful ideology which proposed “that every moment of historical time
constituted the occasion for the potential repetition of the sacred time of the
nation’s founding” (16). Although Matthiessen’s position has been scrutinized and
revised in the past decades, the works produced in the American Renaissance are
still generally perceived as the first ‘classics’ of an ‘original’ and markedly American
literature (cf. Pease, “Introduction” vii)." If these works are indeed ‘foundational’
in the sense that they put American literature on the cultural map, then
juxtaposing them with recent texts might enable one to identify the stamp these
works have left on American culture and to discern recurring cultural patterns,
which, borrowing from Diana Taylor, I will call ‘foundational scenarios.”
Foundational scenarios designate patterned performances; that is, they act out
those values, ideals, or characteristics that are, because of their frequent
recurrence up until today, oftentimes regarded to be quintessentially American.
The Emersonian scholar, who understands that one needs to have trust in oneself

and be a nonconformist constitutes such a foundational scenario, which is re-

4 Arguably, the most substantial examination and revision of Matthiessen’s ideological project has
come from a scholarly movement which Frederick Crews called “The New Americanists” in a 1988
essay for the New York Review of Books. The New Americanists, Crews writes, “claim to belong to the
first scholarly cohort that does not consist of ideologues” and the “most familiar issue on [their]
agenda” is, therefore, their preoccupation with the institution of the ideologically charged canon
(68). Crews applies the term “New Americanist” to the authors of the essays in two edited volumes
and of five monographs, which include The American Renaissance Reconsidered, edited b_y Walter Benn
Michaels and Donald E. Pease (1985), Russell S. Reising’s 7The Unusable Past (1986), Donald E.
Pease’s Viwionary Compacts (1986), Jane Tompkins’ Senvational Designs (1985), David S. Reynold’s
Beneath the American Renaissance (1988). Crews believed that the New Americanists would
significantly shape academia in the years to come; however, he had several concerns about the
movement, which led him to dismiss it. In his essay “New Americanists: Revisionist Interventions
into the Canon,” published in a special issue of boundary 2, Donald Pease performed a close reading
of Crew’s article and called into being a critical Americanist project for which he appropriated
Crew’s catchy label.

® For more details on Diana Taylor’s definition and usage of ‘scenario,” see the next chapter.



worked, for instance, in Finding Nemo (2003). Or, the social experiment of self-
sufficiency and self-governing Henry David Thoreau performs in Walden (1854) is
a foundational scenario which one can find in slightly different form in Juraswic
Park (1993). However, foundational scenarios are not merely endless repetitions
that one can stack in an archive of performances. Rather, their reactivation or
reiteration opens up a space that allows for affirmation and consolidation, but also
for parody, reversal, and reconfiguration. In other words, the space opened up in
the reiteration of foundational scenarios always harbors a potential for resignifying
the meanings of ‘Americanness’ and ‘America.’

A juxtaposed reading, I thus want to argue, allows one to see a disruptive
moment in the performance of America, which exposes American culture as highly
ambivalent, paradoxical, and fraught with tension. This disruptive moment
emerges out of a spectral narrative, | suggest, which runs paraﬂel to the dominant
narrative of ‘America,” but has been systematically subdued and pushed to the
background. Haunting American culture since the inception of the United States,
this spectral narrative seeks to break surface and leave an imprint on dominant
notions of ‘America’ and ‘Americanness.” My dissertation zooms in on those
moments in which the spectral narrative moves to the foreground and American
culture is confronted with its inherent contradictions and inconsistencies.

As it turns out, the seemingly coherent Americanness that we find in products
like Richardson’s frontispiece is troubled in its very moment of production. Let us,
for instance, consider the cowboy, who is not only the emblematic representation
of an idealized American masculinity but also embodies values such as unrestricted
freedom and self-reliance, which are central to the dominant American belief-
system (cf. Packard 2). Recently, Annie Proulx’s short story “Brokeback
Mountain” (1997) and its film adaptation have challenged this very straight-
forward image in quite radical fashion by presenting us with two cowboys who fall
in love with each other. Quickly labeled ‘the gay cowboy movie’ (as if it were the
first of its kind) Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain (2005) put something on screen that
had been there for ages, albeit in an oftentimes more subtle way: homosexual
desire, or homoeroticism, between men who seemingly embody everything that
‘America’ stands for. Same-sex desire has always been, in fact, an essential element
of popular representations of cowboys in literature and film, as Chris Packard

notes: “References to lusty passions appear regularly [in Westerns], when the



cowboy is on trail with his partners ... In fact, in the often all-male world of the
literary West, homoerotic affection holds a favored position. A cowboy’s partner,
after all, is his one emotional attachment, aside from his horse...” (3). Packard
shows that in novels by legendary Western writers such as, for instance, James
Fenimore Cooper, Owen Wister, and Mark Twain, homoeroticism was a key
aspect long before Brokeback Mountain entered the scene. The reason why Brokeback
Mountain had such an impact then lies in its explicitness: it dares to articulate that
which has generally been silenced to a large audience.

Brokeback Mountain thus did not so much simply add the dimension of
homosexual desire to the concept of the ‘cowboy’ as it instigated a reevaluation of
previous performances of cowboys, which then appeared in a new light. Although
every reenactment of quintessential Americanness may disrupt the dominant
narrative that persists in American culture, as the example of Brokeback Mountain
shows, it is paradoxically precisely this constant threat of disruption that makes
the performance of the cultural imaginary all the more important for the
constitution of a seemingly unified sense of American culture. This paradox
underlies performative cultures, as Della Pollock asserts: “A performative culture
is immanently on the edge of becoming otherwise. It relies for its vitality on the
variable repetition that threatens its stability and disrupts the authority of
origins—or first stories, foundational premises, original referents” (123). This
premise, however, leads the concept of origination and the notion of origin as
legitimation into crisis. If there is no origin, then a nation’s legitimation becomes
performative and thus contingent (cf. Feldman 4). Yet, the disruption of origins
has a very productive side, because, as Pollock points out, a performance-centered
approach to culture “displaces narrative into practice; defines practice by
repetition; finds in the unstable aesthetics of repetition an ethics and politics of
possibility” (123). Culture is thus shifted from a relatively rigid structure to a
dynamic, indefinable, and endlessly open field of significations.

In her discussion on the construction of gender, Butler mentions parody as
one way of revealing that “the original identity after which gender fashions itself is
an imitation without an origin” (Gender 175). Parody always entails the loss of the
sense of normality and the failure of achieving an ideal. An analysis of parodic
performances might therefore also prove to be useful in exposing Americanness as

a construct, as an imitation without origin. However, I find non-parodic moments



of disruption even more intriguing, because they oftentimes function on a less
overt and less radical level but are nonetheless very effective in destabilizing
signifiers. This study then focuses on non-parodic disruptive moments in which
the smooth surface of Americanness breaks and normative notions of

Americanness are fundamentally challenged.

Inventing America

Performance, as I will argue throughout this study, lies at the heart of American
culture. Even more, | believe that American culture is and always has been
performance. Repetition and reiteration are the foundational principles on which
America was invented in the first place. If we consider American history prior to
the inception of the United States, it seems almost paradoxical to think and speak
of the newly discovered land as the ‘New World.” The continent had long been
invested with European fantasies and expectations, which renders debates over
the ‘first,” ‘original” discovery futile.® “Inaugurated in expectations of replication,”
as Winfried Siemerling reminds us, “the ‘New World" was as much ‘discovered’ as
it was articulated through colonial projection that sought to decipher and
recognize familiar patterns” (4). The assumption of replication of identity and
sameness underlies the first colonial encounters, as well as the whole enterprise of
European settlement, as, for instance, the term ‘colony’ suggests (cf. Siemerling 4).
‘Colony,” derived from the Latin colere (‘to cultivate’) implies the transplantation of
a known order into a new, unfamiliar setting. A colony is, in other words, a
repetition with a difference—or, to use Baudrillard’s terms, it is a perfect
performative, a simulation.

So far, I have used the terms ‘America,” ‘performance,” and ‘performative’ as if
their meanings were clear and stable. In fact, all these terms prove to be highly
contested. ‘America,’ just as its adjective ‘American,” has been subject to constant
negotiation since the inception of the United States in 1776. Already in 1782, only
six years after the United States was founded, J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur
raised the famous question “What is an American?” in Letter 111 of his Letters of an

American Farmer (928).” “The American is a new man,” Crévecoeur answers his

¢ See, for example, Rob Kroes: “[L]et us not forget that it [America] was already invented by the
European imagination before it was actually discovered...” (144).

7 For an excellent analysis of Crévecoeur’s Letters see, for instance, Edward Larkin’s article “The
Cosmopolitan Revolution.” Larkin argues that Letters from an American Farmer has often been
misread as promoting American nationalism and envisioning a specifically American character,



own question, “who acts upon new principles; he must therefore entertain new
ideas, and form new opinions” (931). Very clearly, Crévecoeur emphasizes the
newness of that “race now called Americans” that stands in stark contrast to ‘old’
Europe (929). Crévecoeur’s constant repetition of the terms ‘new’ and ‘newness’
seems almost forced, as if repeating those terms imbued America with some sense
of originality or authenticity and obliterated all traces of European influence. At
the same time, Crévecoeur makes a point of insisting on the new nation’s
European roots: “I could point out to you a family whose grandfather was an
Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whose son married a French woman, and
whose present four sons have now four wives of different nations” (931). What
sets the new nation apart from Europe, according to Crévecoeur, is that here,
“individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men” that has left behind
their “ancient prejudices and manners” and embraces a “new mode of life” (ibid).
To paraphrase Crévecoeur, America is a repetition with a difference, a re-
enactment of its various source cultures within a distinctive framework that is not
so much based on citizenship and nationality, but rather on “new principles,” “new
ideas,” and “new opinions” that supposedly all Americans share. Crévecoeur’s
America is a mythical place, as it were; it is a practice rather than a territory.

As Sacvan Bercovitch reminds us, the roots of the mystification of America are
already to be found in Puritan rhetoric. Puritan New England was knit together
by a cultural ‘errand’ into the wilderness, which the Puritans understood to be
prophetic and of a divine order (cf. Assent 33-35). However, it was only with the
Revolutionary War and the founding of the new nation that “the errand took on a
special, self-enclosed American form” (Aswent 38; italics in the original). Held
together by a rhetoric of consensus and a “coherent system of symbols, values, and
beliefs, and a series of rituals designed to keep the system going,” ‘America’ has,
from its beginnings on, always been a fictional place (Aswent 30). It is a place that
constantly needs to recreate itself in order to generate the illusion of a stable,

unified American culture. In other words, ‘America’ is continuously produced

when, in fact, Crévecoeur was a loyalist and resisted the American Revolution. Larkin suggests
that Crévecoeur was committed to the “ideals of Enlightenment cosmopolitanism” (63) that sought
to reconcile a “distinct American identity within the context of the British Empire” (59). At first
glance, Larkin’s argument seems to contradict my reading of Crévecoeur. However, my primary
concern is not if and why Crévecoeur’s text has been misread as promoting American nationalism.
Also, Crévecoeur’s actual political agenda is not really important to make my point. For the
purpose of this study, I am first and foremost interested in Crévecoeur’s definition of the ‘American
race,” and I find it significant that to Crévecoeur, being an American is related to ‘principles” and
‘ideas,” and not to questions of nationality and citizenship.
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through performative acts that serve to construct precisely that which is generally
perceived to be ‘American.” To be ‘American’ is thus not a static condition but a
process which is achieved through the reiteration of regulatory practices.
However, the mere necessity of reiteration is a sign that ‘American/ness’ is a
regulatory ideal and its materialization never complete (cf. Butler, Bodies 1-2).
Indeed, to borrow from Judith Butler, “it is the instabilities, the possibilities of
rematerialization, opened up by this process [of reiteration] that mark one domain
in which the force of the regulatory law can be turned against itself to spawn
reatriculations that call into question the hegemonic force of that very regulatory
law” (Bodies 2).2

The attempt to consolidate an American culture can be traced throughout
American (cultural) history and permeates all cultural spheres. The “legend of
cultural origins,” as Bercovitch calls it, is a motif that is repeatedly used in political
speeches to conjure up an idealistic version of ‘America’ (Awent 36). In his
inaugural address in 2001, George W. Bush, for instance, expressed his confidence
in the “principles that unite and lead us forward” (n.p.). It is not “blood or birth or
soil” that holds America together, Bush states, but “ideals that move us beyond our
backgrounds, lift us above our interests and teach us what it means to be citizens”
(ibid). Being American, it follows, is not primarily tied to U.S. citizenship, but
rather to an abstract, almost mythical concept of ‘America’ that has been carefully
constructed over time. Unlike European cultures, which are very much held
together by the sense of a shared history, blood-lines, and the concept of the
nation state, the U.S. is rather united by the “idea of America,” as singer Bono Vox
called it in an interview with Oprah Winfrey (n.p.). The question then arises:
Where and what is ‘America?’ Where can we locate it? Where can we find it?

How can we grasp it? What constitutes ‘America’ in literature and culture?

Performing America

“What you have to do,” Baudrillard encourages us, “is enter the fiction of America,
enter America as fiction” (Amercca 29). According to Baudrillard, “it is this fictional

character which is so exciting” (America 95). 1 want to follow Baudrillard’s advice

8 Butler makes these remarks in the context of the materialization of ‘sex,” which is a category that
certainly cannot be equated with ‘American’ or ‘Americanness.” However, if we concede that
‘American/ness’ is performatively constituted, then we also need to acknowledge that its
materiality, that is, its embodied existence, is produced by regulatory practices. I therefore find
Butler’s explanation of materialization processes very useful for my own purposes.
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and, for the purpose of this dissertation, access the illusion and illusiveness of
‘America’ by regarding it as a place in the mind rather than a place on the map. |
will use the term ‘America/n’ as a cultural concept that is not restricted to the
territory and inhabitants of the United States, and certainly does not find its limits
at the nation’s borders.’

This approach to America is by no means new. My study draws on a variety of
works that understand ‘America’ as a concept which, “by definition, creates itself
elsewhere” (Kalfopoulou 48). Taking cue primarily from Winfried Fluck’s notion
of the “cultural imaginary” and Lauren Berlant’s “National Symbolic,” I argue that
America creates itself in the realm of the cultural imaginary, at the intersection of
foundational myths and signs of ‘reality,” of (re-) inscription and displacement, of
authenticity and performativity. America is “everywhere but here,” as Baudrillard
asserts halfway through his traveler’s tales (America 56). Constantly re-inventing
itself, America “anticipates reality by imagining it” (America 95), bearing a
nostalgia for the future that significantly distinguishes it from the “Old World
stasis” (Bercovitch, Jeremiad 23). Its continuous move to recreate and redefine
itself suggests a strong relation between America and performance—a relation,
which this dissertation will scrutinize and trace in American literature and popular
culture."” The role performance plays in and for American culture has been
pointed out in numerous critical works, most notably in the three publications my
own study draws on: Cties of the Dead (1996) by Joseph Roach, The Archive and the
Repertoire (2003) by Diana Taylor, and Performance in America (2005) by David
Romdan. All three studies focus on the contribution of performances, rituals,
ceremonies, and embodied practices in the construction of a culture and of a
cultural collective. Underlying all of them is the basic argument that performance

is memory sedimented in the body and restored in new form. My study certainly

° 1 take cue here from Richard P. Horowitz, who writes that for some scholars, “America is a
symbol, a social contruction that people associate with a geopolitical terrain. ... It is a conocted,
contestable, and mobile entity, more like a set of beliefs or way of life than a tangible or legal
object. ... Its contents can be shaped not only by topography, law, and poer but also word-of-
mouth, ritual, the circulation of goods, arts, amusements, flights of fancy, and acts of will” (xxvii).
' Throughout this study, I will use the term ‘popular culture’ rather than ‘mass culture,” for
primarily two reasons. First, mass culture in the sense of mass-produced artifacts of the culture
industry, as it is described by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, implies that consumers are
passively and uncritically entertained, while popular culture has an active dimension of cultural
appropriation in the sense that its artifacts may function as the source of social and political
empowerment. Second, ‘pop culture’ as a shorthand for popular culture triggers associations to a
Warhol-esque pop aesthetic, that is, the continuous recycling of (commercial) images and the
conflation of art and commercial or mass-produced products (cf. Kooijman 11-12). I will use the
term ‘pop culture’ whenever I want to stress the pop aesthetic of popular culture.
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shares this approach to performance, but seeks to add to the notion of cultural
memory the concept of the imaginary. Institutionalized memory and national
fantasies produce a notion of ‘Americanness’ that often appears to be disembodied,
timeless, and universal. However, as its representations in American culture show,
‘Americanness’ is, of course, very much an embodied and culturally specific
concept. Conceptualized along the unmarked categories ‘white,” ‘straight,” and
‘male,” the cultural imaginary that structures the notion of American culture
privileges an ‘American/ness’ constructed around those categories, while non-
white, non-straight, and non-male voices that make their claim to Americanness
are being systematically silenced."

The lens of performance, I argue throughout this study, enables us to
recognize those silenced voices that haunt American culture and unveils a spectral
narrative which instigates a resignification of what ‘America/n’ might also mean.
Based on the principles of repetition and difference, performance, in other words,
always carries the potential to radicalize well-established, traditional readings and
to resist hegemonic discourses. As Richard Schechner’s often-cited definition of
performance as “restored behaviors” or “twice-behaved behaviors” suggests,
performance is, essentially, a repetition with a difference (28). Performances are
actions that are “not-for-the-first-time,” but repeat, reiterate, or cite something that
had been there before (29). They cannot exist without a frame of reference,
without memories of past performances, without an archive that embeds them in a
larger body of performances. Although performances cite other performances,
Schechner is also quick to point out that “every performance differs from every
other one” and cannot take place twice in one and the same way (30). There is a
gap between past and present performances, we can conclude from Schechner’s

argument, which allows for radicalization, revision, and reconfigura‘cion.12

1 In Playing in the Dark, Toni Morrison makes a similar point when she writes that

“[institutionalized] knowledge assumes that the characteristics of our national literature emanate
from a particular ‘Americanness’ that is separate from and unaccountable to this [African and
African-American] presence. There seems to be a more or less tacit agreement among literary
scholars that, because American literature has been clearly the preserve of white male views,
genius, and power, those views, genius, and power are without relationship to and removed from
the overwhelming presence of black people in the United States” (5).

"2 See also Elin Diamond, who writes that “while a performance embeds traces of other
performances, it also produces experiences whose interpretation only partially depends on previous
experience. This creates the terminology of ‘re’ in discussions of performance, as in reimbody,
reinscribe, reconfigure, resignify. ‘Re’ acknowledges the pre-existing discursive field, the repetition
— and the desire to repeat — within the performative present, while ‘embody,” ‘configure,” ‘inscribe,’
‘signify,” assert the possibility of materializing something that exceeds our knowledge, that alters
the shape of sites and imagines other as yet unsuspected modes of being” (1-2). Discussing the
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In a different context, Judith Butler also refers to this gap that opens up
between performances, which I want to employ to push my own line of reasoning

further. Discussing the constitution of subjectivity, Butler writes that

for Foucault, the subject who is produced through subjection is not produced
in an instant in its totality; it is in the process of being produced, it is
repeatedly produced (which is not the same as being produced anew again
and again). It is precisely the possibility of a repetition which does not
consolidate that dissociated unity, the subject, but which proliferates effects
which undermine the force of normalization. (Butler, Power 93)

Just as subjectivity is, as Butler suggests here, a work-in-progress that essentially
depends on reiteration and the power of performance, I want to propose that
‘America’ is also always “in the process of being produced” and must be repeatedly
produced in order to emerge as a seemingly stable, homogeneous unit.
Paradoxically enough, these processes of normalization also bear the greatest
potential of subverting the very same normalization they seek to purport. The
temporal gap between performances, as Butler claims, “produces the possibility of
a reversal of signification, but also opens the way for an inauguration of signifying
possibilities that exceed those to which the term has previously been bound”
(Power 94)."° Different, non-conformist repetitions that resist normalization open
up the possibility of reconfiguration and offer other visions of ‘America’ that had
previously been excluded from dominant discourse.

Approaching America as a work-in-progress that is continuously re-produced,
I propose that entering America as fiction means entering it as performance. This
is not to suggest that performances of America are fictive in the sense of being ‘not
real.” I rather suggest that they construct a reality which does not necessarily bear
any resemblance to actual political, social, cultural, or economic developments in
the United States. In performance, a fictional reality of America is produced,
which is very real in the sense that it is omni-present and all-pervasive; however, it

is so not necessarily in tangible, material objects but primarily in the form of

physical theater as “the most haunted of human cultural structures,” Marvin Carlson makes a
similar argument when he states that “[t]he present experience is always ghosted by previous
experiences and associations while these ghosts are simultaneously shifted and modified by the
processes of recycling and recollection” (Haunted 2).

"> Butler’s argument recalls Derrida, who states in “Signature Event Context” that “every sign,
linguistic or non-linguistic, spoken or written (in the current sense of this opposition), in a small or
large unit, can be cited, put between quotation marks; in doing so, it can break with every given
context, engendering an infinity of new contexts in a manner which is absolutely illimitable. This
does not mean that the mark is valid outside of a context, but on the contrary that there are only
contexts without any center or absolute anchoring” (185-86).
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symbols, fantasies, and desires, which have come to signify Americanness. If we
recall the frontispiece to Baudrillard’s America and consider, for example, the
space-cowboy, who can be regarded as a repetition with a difference of the
mounted cowboy in the desert landscape, then we have to concede that there is
nothing inherently American in either of the two figures, nor do these
representations correspond to the ‘reality’ of actual (space-) cowboys. However,
endless repetitions of the figure of the cowboy in cultural productions and the
associations he triggers—such as freedom, being an outlaw, individualism, self-
reliance —have created a mythical image of the cowboy that is deeply embedded in
core values that American democracy is based on. The mythical cowboy embodies
America, he performs America, he perpetuates foundational principles and ideals,
and he thus constructs a very specific version of America that, in its existence as a

place in the mind, permeates virtually all spheres of life.

Imagining America

As I have mentioned before, ‘America/n’ and ‘Americanness’ are concepts that are
not so much tied to the United States as a nation than to a set of myths, symbols,
fantasies, ideals, and desires, which I would like to subsume under the term
‘cultural imaginary.” The concept of the ‘imaginary’ has a long tradition in
psychoanalysis and sociology and can most usefully be employed in Cultural
Studies for the analysis of collective identity and collective memory. Indeed, I
regard memory to be closely related to the cultural imaginary, and I understand
the notions of cultural imaginary and cultural memory, by which I mean a
collective memory that is based on cultural phenomena rather than on historical
events, as feeding into each other. As Graham Dawson defines it, the cultural
imaginary refers to “those vast networks of interlinking discursive themes, images,
motifs, and narrative forms that are publicly available within a culture at any one
time, and articulate its psychic and social dimensions” (48). I find Dawson’s
definition particularly useful because it underlines the intersection of the psychic
and the social in the cultural imaginary and points to the complexity of the term.
My understanding of the cultural imaginary relies heavily on Winfried Fluck’s
definition of the term as outlined in his study Dav kulturelle Imagindre [The Cultural
Imaginary] (1997), and on Lauren Berlant’s notion of the “National Symbolic” as
she develops it in Fantasies of National Anatomy (1991) and The Queen of America Goes

to Wavhington City (1997). Both Fluck and Berlant are interested in questions of
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national identity formation, but they approach this issue from different angles.
Fluck’s study is very much indebted to Cornelius Castoriadis’s observations on
collective identity formation and the imaginary. Each and every society, as
Castoriadis points out, needs to define itself as distinct from other societies,
otherwise “there can be no human world, no society, no culture — for everything
would be undifferentiated chaos” (Jnstitution 147). Society thus “defines and
develops an image of the natural world, of the universe in which it lives,”
Castoriadis explains, “attempting in every instance to make of it a signifying
whole, made not only for the natural objects and beings important for the life of
the collectivity, but also for the collectivity itself, establishing, finally, a certain
‘world-order”  (lnstitution 149). Symbols, insignias of existence, and, most
importantly, a collective’s name do not merely denote something, but carry with
them connotations that always refer to an imaginary signified (cf. lnatitution 148).
However, it is this imaginary characteristic—the mystification of a collective
identity —that proves to be the most stable and enduring constituent of national
identity formations. Taking cue from Castoriadis’s argument, Fluck discusses the
nineteenth-century American novel as the primary place in which the cultural
imaginary is continually re-worked and which thus serves as an important site of
articulation of an American national identity (cf. /magindre 23).

In her analysis of ‘citizenship’ as a concept that negotiates the lines between
the promise of America and reality as experienced by U.S. citizens, Lauren
Berlant introduces the term “National Symbolic” to refer to the archive of “official
texts” (the Stars and Stripes, the Pledge of Allegiance, Uncle Sam, etc.) that create
“a national ‘public’ that constantly renounces political knowledge where it exceeds
intimate mythic national codes” (Queen 103)." The texts Berlant mentions are
images that form an essential part of an American cultural imaginary and forge a
sense of unity that is based on fantasy. “America,” she notes, “is an assumed
relation, an explication of ongoing collective practices, and also an occasion for
exploring what it means that national subjects already share not just a history, or a

political allegiance, but a set of forms and the affect that makes these forms

' Berlant’s “National Symbolic” takes cue from what Lisa Lowe calls “the national collective” in
her book Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (1996). American culture, Lowe
suggests, is “broadly cast yet singularly engaging,” thus allowing “diverse individuals to identify
with the national project” (2). Individuals are transformed into American citizens through the
terrain of a national culture and thus become immersed “in the repertoire of American memories,
events, and narratives” (ibid).
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meaningful” (Aratomy 4). Berlant attests nations the inherent drive to “provoke
fantasy,” to challenge individuals in their perception of what it means to be citizens
(Anatomy 1). In the case of the United States, she argues, one can easily see that
the myths of the common, collective culture constantly collide with the reality of
racially, sexually, and culturally diverse citizens, which demonstrates that the
National Symbolic works by principle of exclusion and conceals the heterogeneity
of American culture (cf. Queen 36). “[H]ardly anyone asks critical questions about
[the] representativeness” of the “normal,” unmarked national body, as Berlant
observes (Queen 36). The straight, white, middle-class, male citizen is represented
and recognized as the “modal American,” which automatically attributes inferiority
to those who do not meet these criteria of normality.

This is the level on which my study enters the discussion on American culture
and the cultural imaginary. I, too, am interested in the role the cultural imaginary
plays in the formation of an American national identity. I concur with Berlant that
American national fantasies work by way of exclusionary practices and I agree
with Fluck that this tendency can be most readily be observed in nineteenth-
century literature. However, my study diverges from Berlant and Fluck’s work on
the cultural imaginary in some ways. First of all, I am not only interested in how
nineteenth-century literature has contributed to the formation of a supposedly
specifically American identity, but also in the perpetuation of that Americanness in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Secondly, I do not only want to point
towards processes of national identity formation, but also to their simultaneous
subversion. In other words, I want to shed light on the spectrality that underlies
American culture. And thirdly, I will approach America through the lens of
performance and thus conceive of America as a practice rather than an object of
study. If seen as a practice, it becomes clear that America is always re-created in
the now, in its contemporary performance, and is thus by definition elusive and
open to reconﬁguration and exchange.

My body of primary sources consists of very diverse texts which, at first
glance, do not seem to have much in common. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s relation to
the missing fish in Finding Nemo might seem as obscure as that between Walt
Whitman and Spider-Man. However, a closer look shows that many symbols,
1mages, values, ideals, and myths that were employed by nineteenth-century

writers to establish a distinctly American literary tradition, reappear in adapted
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form in more recent pop culture productions. Juxtaposing Emerson with Disney,
or Whitman with a superhero, is thus not as arbitrary as it first might seem. For
the purpose of this project, | have selected texts which are, for one reason or
another, said to be ‘classics’ of a specifically American literature and I pair them
with pop culture productions which reiterate certain aspects and components of
these ‘classics’ and thus strengthen the impression that a genuine and stable
Americanness really does exist. However, by tracing Americanness from the
American Renaissance, which was institutionalized to describe “an ‘authentic’
beginning for American literary history” (Pease, “Introduction,” vii) and which
was central in the formation of an American literary canon, to pop culture
phenomena like Madonna, I want to bring canonical texts into a dialogue with
popular culture and argue that their relationship is reciprocal. When I read
Emerson’s “The American Scholar” (1837) and “Self-Reliance” (1841) alongside
Finding Nemo, for instance, I want to analyze in how far Emerson’s ideas are
reproduced in the search for a fish and how, simultaneously, the search for a fish
triggers off a reconfiguration of Emerson’s ideas. Approaching these two texts as
sites of enunciation in which Americanness is performed, I want to suggest that
when watching Finding Nemo we can detect an Emersonification of Disney and
when reading Emerson’s essays a Disneyfication of Emerson."

Juxtaposed readings such as the one of Emerson’s essays and Finding Nemo
enable me to point out how Americanness is continuously performed and
reconstructed in literature and culture. As performance is transitory and
momentary, all performances of Americanness take place in the elusive temporal
frame of the contemporary. As a temporality that cannot be adequately captured
and represented, the contemporary transcends the linearity of succession and the
teleology of time, in order to set up a circular model of exchange which is based on
repetition and difference. Finding Nemo, 1 suggest, reenacts Emerson’s conceptions
of self-reliance, originality, and space and time —but it adapts Emerson’s ideas for

a new framework and ‘radicalizes’ them, thus provoking a reconsideration of

'" Here again, I rely on Jean Baudrillard’s notion of simulation, which does not distinguish
between ‘copy’ and ‘original.” A simulation, as I pointed out before, is a replication with a
difference, or a perfect performative. The determination of a chronological ‘first’ is consequently
virtually impossible and rather a matter of ideology than of some inherent quality that distinguishes
the ‘first’ from the ‘second.” In other words, the concept of simulation will allow me to put my
primary texts on the same level, which will—I believe—provide more insights than a one-
dimensional, ‘hierarchical’ reading. See Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation (esp. “The Precession

of Simulacra,” 1-42) and Richard Schechner, Performance Studies (esp. 133-138) for details.
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Emersonian thought as expressions of ‘real’ Americanness. By radicalization |
mean that each of my juxtaposed readings will unveil the spectral narrative of
American culture and recognize its attempt to resignify the meaning of
‘American/ness.’

The moments in which the “modal American,” to quote Berlant once again, is
recognized as an insufficient representation of Americanness and ‘other’
Americans make their claim to adequate representation are moments of disruption
and destabilization. They evoke a sense of oddness and defamiliarization, as they
produce a version of America that goes against the grain and strikes us as unusual.
These moments are moments of spectrality: brief interruptions, in which the
interaction of a specific text with the cultural imaginary generates a different
version of America in performance. I use the term ‘spectrality’ in the sense of
Derrida, who theorized the specter as a disruptive and transient figure that is often
perceived as threatening to hegemonic culture, but that also describes a “condition
of possibility,” because it comes and goes unexpectedly, is not expected to commit
to any social contract or institutional power, and can thus freely transgress the
rules and norms which govern hegemonic culture (Specters 82). The specter is a
marker of ‘otherness’ within hegemonic culture, a “proper body without flesh” that
might be a “self, subject, person, consciousness, [or] spirit” which is always
present in its absence, which always looks at us but is rarely being seen (Specters
6). I suggest that in moments when the spectral disrupts normative culture, the
presence of other, different narratives is recognized as an essential part in the
construction of Americanness and, in consequence of that intervention, “available
symbols are invested with other significations than their ‘normal” or canonical

significations” (Castoriadis, /ndtitution 127).

My point of departure in my ‘search’ for America in literature and popular culture
will be the nation’s fictional origin, namely the city of Philadelphia, or, to be more
precise, Liberty Hall. In “Act I: Setting the Stage,” I analyze the Declaration of
Independence as performative and performance, showing how America, the
cultural imaginary, and performance are entangled. Employing Philadelphia as a
metaphorical and literal stage on which America is repeatedly recreated, I place
performance and the cultural imaginary at the center of my analysis and at the

center of American culture, thus establishing the theoretical framework and
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methodological premises of my study. The aim of this chapter, then, is to examine
how the founding moment of the United States set the stage for the creation of a
mythical America, whose existence crucially depends on the continuous reiteration
of the founding moment. The signing of the Declaration of Independence and the
recreation of that event in American popular culture and political activism is thus
the first foundational scenario I want to analyze. Focusing on three popular films
(Rocky, Natinal Treasure, and Philadelphia) and the activism of the non-profit
organization Declare Yourself on the occasion of the 2008 presidential election, 1
suggest that every reiteration of the founding moment contains a re-birth of
dominant mythical imaginings of America, on the one hand, but also harbors a
possibility for the spectral narrative that yearns for articulation and representation
to find an embodied voice.

“Act II: Will The Real American Please Stand Up!” explores the spectrality
within the works of Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman. All three writers shared a
sense that America had not yet exhausted its full potential and had not yet
established its own, discrete cultural identity. Their attempts to define the meaning
of ‘America’ and to sketch the ideal, ‘real’ American predestined them as the basis
of a rhetoric of American exceptionalism, which Pease describes as a “much-
coveted form of nationality that provided U.S. citizens with a representative form
of self-recognition across the history of the cold war” (Zxceptionalism 7). While the
rhetoric of American exceptionalism has been widely criticized as totalizing and
reductive, the declarations of Americanness that Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman
utter cannot and should not be dismissed. Therefore, I read their writings as
performatives that simultaneously describe and construct an Americanness which
is reiterated in numerous succeeding cultural productions. My readings of
Emerson with Finding Nemo, of Thoreau with Jurassic Park, and of Whitman with
Spider-Man draw attention to the reactivation of foundational scenarios—of
patterned cultural performances—in American popular culture, on the one hand,
and they also demonstrate that the three writers’ articulations of Americanness are
far more complex and ambivalent than their reception by the proponents of an
exceptionalism-rhetoric might suggest. My juxtapositions of Emerson, Thoreau,
and Whitman with pop culture productions explore the fissures in mythical

imaginings of America and unmask the inconsistencies and incoherencies in
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normative constructions of Americanness by giving room to the specters of
American culture.

“Act I1I: American Idols?” continues the project of unmasking commenced in
Act II. The first part of this act, consisting of a juxtaposed reading of Herman
Melville’s monumental novel #Moby-Dick (1851) and Steven Spielberg’s immensely
successful blockbuster Jaws, takes issue with the inscription of the seemingly
original and ‘real’ Americanness declared in the works of Emerson, Thoreau, and
Whitman into the body of #oby-Dick’s narrator Ishmael. Cold war receptions of
Moby-Dick hailed Ishmael as the ideal, prototypical American who embodies the
essence of the American nation and may thus serve as the blueprint of the ‘normal’
American. However, a juxtaposition of #Moby-Dick with Jaws shows that Ishmael’s
supposed normal Americanness is, in fact, highly ambivalent, paradoxical, and
haunted, as it bears ethnic, indigenous traits and displays homoerotic desires. Jaws
can be read as an attempt to reinstitute normalcy by seeing the quest for the
monster through and thus finishing what had been left unfinished in #oby-Dick.
All that Jaws can reinstall, however, are fantasies of normalcy, for, as Ishmael
shows, one always carries the specters of the ‘other’ on and within one’s own body.

In the second part of Act III, I juxtapose Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 7he Scarlet
Letter (1850) with the music videos to Madonna’s singles “Papa Don’t Preach”
(1986) and “Express Yourself” (1989) and her controversial book Sex (1992), in
order to investigate a specter that takes center stage in American culture. As an
adulteress and sexually transgressive woman, Hester Prynne is very much the
embodiment of an ‘otherness’ with no legitimate existence within hegemonic
American culture rather than a representative of ‘normal’ Americanness. While
Hester is being put on the scaffold and publicly shamed for her unseemly behavior
by the Puritan authorities, the Madonna of the mid-1980s and early 1990s seemed
to deliberately put herself on the scaffold in an attempt to defy patricharchal
authority and claim public space and a public voice for women. Their
performances of femininity and sexuality share the vision of a female order that
may supplant patriarchal law, a vision that necessarily remains utopian, as it is
based on unimaginable and unrepresentable cultural structures. The female order
cannot be articulated and, consequently, Hester and Madonna relinquish their
voices to the authorities they had tried to undermine, but their untold narrative

haunts American culture.
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SETTING THE STAGE:

ENCOUNTERING ‘AMERICA’ ON THE STREETS OF PHILADELPHIA

Two hundred and twenty one years ago, in
a hall that still stands across the street, a
group of men gathered and, with these
simple words [“We, the people, in order to
form a more perfect union”], launched
America’s improbable experiment in
democracy. = Farmers and  scholars;
statesmen and patriots who had traveled
across an ocean to escape tyranny and
persecution  finally made real their
declaration  of independence at a
Philadelphia convention that lasted through
the spring of 1787. The document they
produced was eventually signed but
ultimately unfinished.

—Barack Obama, “A More Perfect

Union,” March 18, 2008, Philadelphia.
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The history of Philadelphia is, and always will be, inextricably linked to the origins
of American democracy and the formation of a union that promises life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness to all its citizens. These promises were written into
the nation’s founding document, the Declaration of Independence, and they are
woven into the fabric of American culture. However, America’s promises, as
Barack Obama reminds us in his speech “A More Perfect Union,” were not kept
to everyone. When the nation was founded, slavery, but also the exclusion of
women and non-propertied men from full citizenship, stained the parchment on
which the words “all men are created equal” were put into print.

It might be a coincidence that Barack Obama delivered “A More Perfect
Union,” which has also been dubbed his “Race Speech,” in Philadelphia of all
places. Coincidence or not, Obama’s references to the U.S. Constitution, the
Declaration of Independence, and race issues leave the audience with a feeling of
eeriness and unease. It confronts America with its past, with the specters that still
haunt the nation’s conscience, and with a promise that has not been kept. It
exemplifies the wide gap between the ideals upon which the nation was built and
the reality American citizens are faced with. Obama’s speech shows quite plainly
the cracks in the facade of American culture, the incoherencies and inconsistencies
that are generally glossed over for the sake of the vision of a “more perfect union,”
as it is propagated in the Constitution’s Preamble.

I begin this chapter with Barack Obama because his “Race Speech” is a prime
example of ghostly spectrality, which is, 1 suggest, a key aspect of all performance.
In this chapter, I will trace the spectrality of performance, suggesting that at times
the ghosts that haunt America gain fleshly existence and disrupt hegemonic
American culture. I will provide some theoretical considerations on those moments
of rupture, pointing out the circumstances of their production and the impact they
may have on our understanding of what ‘America’ means. In order to do that, it is
necessary to shed some light on hegemonic ‘Americanness’ first and pinpoint
legitimate (or possible) versions of ‘America,” as produced in the interplay between
performance and the cultural imaginary. In a second, or rather simultaneous move,
I will keep an eye on the glitches and loopholes within the possible narratives of
America, through which impossible narratives break surface and instigate

resignifications of ‘Americanness.’
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I believe that the notion of ‘Americanness’ can be best grasped if one begins
where it all began: in Philadelphia. As the birthplace of the nation and the cradle
of American democracy, Philadelphia takes center-stage in American culture. A
popular act to be performed on that metaphorical stage is the Declaration of
Independence. Signifying America’s birth-certificate, the Declaration of
Independence can be regarded as the ur-American text, which legitimizes the
existence of the United States, on the one hand, and defines the cornerstones of
‘Americanness’ on the other. The latter aspect is, of course, of primary interest to
me. References to the Declaration of Independence abound in American cultural
products, by way of which “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” for
instance, are reinscribed into the fabric of American culture as specifically
‘American’ core values.

As the title of this chapter, “Setting the Stage,” already suggests, the purpose
of the following sections is to prepare the way for the ‘main act’ of this
dissertation, that is, the analysis of my primary texts. However, this chapter will
also illustrate the setting of another stage, namely that of ‘Americanness.” The
Declaration of Independence, 1 argue, organizes some of the foundational
principles of what it means to be ‘American,” but it is also full of shortcomings and
deficiencies, and thus, ironically enough, prepares the way for its own subversion
and deconstruction. Moreover, “setting the stage” also alludes to the awareness
that the nation’s founding moment was a staged, performative act and that
performance lies at the heart of American culture. By highlighting some
appearances of the Declaration of Independence in American films, music, online
videos and advertisements, literary texts, and political speeches, I want to flesh out
the intricate interplay between ‘America,” performance, and the cultural
imaginary. In the manifold re-births of the nation in American cultural products,
the continuous attempt to solidify the notion of ‘Americanness’ and its continuous
failings become apparent, suggesting that ‘America’ has been full of contradictions

and fraught with tension from the moment it was born.

The Scenario of Performance: Processes of Tension and Adjustment

Disentangling a triangular relationship always proves to be a difficult task, for at
which point of the triangle is one to begin? In my attempt of unraveling the
relations between ‘America,” the cultural imaginary, and performance, I choose to

begin at the point of 'performance' because, as | suggested above, it forms the core
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of American culture and it is the guiding principle by which hegemonic notions of
‘Americanness’ can be upheld.

Obviously, the notion of ‘performance’ has a long tradition in theater and film
studies, in that we talk about the performance of an actor or the performance of a
play. ‘Performance,” especially in the latter context, often conflates with
‘production’; it is useful, however, to keep the two apart and, as David Romén
suggests, define performance as “stand[ing] in and of itself as an event” and as
“part of the process of production” (Acts xvii). Roman adds that “[a] performance
is not an entity that exists atemporally for the spectator; rather, the spectator
intersects in a trajectory of continuous production. A production is generally
composed of a series of performances” (ibid). These performances can, of course,
never be exactly the same, but they are nevertheless consciously repeated copies,
and their deviations are simply part of the dynamics of “twice-behaved behavior.”

On a broader cultural level, ‘performance’ has come to be employed as a
“central metaphor and critical tool,” as Marvin Carlson puts it, “for a bewildering
variety of studies, covering almost every aspect of human activity” (Performance ix).
If we move back in history, we notice that already in 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville
observed the significance of performance in American culture in his Democracy in
America (Volume 1I). According to Tocqueville, performance is fostered by
democracy. In a political system which ostensibly creates an equality of
opportunities, the principles by which people are able to distinguish themselves
from others are personal and material success, which again result from one’s
performance at work, for instance, or in the community (cf. 767-769). As
Tocqueville detects in American writers and orators, calling attention to oneself
and presenting oneself assertively to others is another way in which performance
allows people to distinguish themselves (cf. 596-597). Another sense in which
performance is central to American culture is, according to Tocqueville, motivated
by “the confusion of all ranks,” in which “everyone hopes to appear what he is not”
(565). Here, performance conflates with self-fashioning and theatricality, but also
with performativity, as the act of performance is also constitutive of reality.'
Roughly 150 years later, Baudrillard makes similar observations in Amerwca, when

he notes the proliferation of ‘performance’ is especially vivid in an American

' See Tocqueville, Democracy in America Vol.ll, Book I, chapter XI “Of The Spirit in which the
American Cultivate the Arts” and also chapter XIX “Some Observations on the Drama amongst
Democratic Nations” for Tocqueville’s remarks on art, theater, and drama.
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context, because America is “a world of performance” (America 110). Performance
in business, performance and rituals, performance and physical exercise,
performance on- and off-screen —performance seems to be indeed deeply
engrained in American culture.

A focus on performance and performative practices in American Studies takes
the relation between performance and America to yet another level. Not only
interested in performance iz America but also in America as performance, the
union of American and Performance Studies is based on and contributes to a
paradigmatic shift “from the what of culture to the how,” that is, from the mere
accumulation of data to a consideration of how this data operates and performs
within culture (cf. Carlson, Performance ix). From this shift to culture’s “how,”
Carlson extracts the importance of repetition in performance: “its [performance’s]
embodiment of the tenvsion between a given form or content from the past and the
tnevitable adjustments of an ever-changing present make it an operation of particular
interest at a time of widespread interest in cultural negotiations” (Performance ix;
italics mine). I emphasize the words “tension” and “inevitable adjustments,”
because they imply that in the act of performance, past and present engage in a
productive dialogue that entails changes and amendments which are —at least to
some degree —conscious and deliberate.

Let me return to Baudrillard once more, as America contributes to the
continuing significance of performance, because it reenacts, at least implicitly,
Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835). Baudrillard’s dialogue with
Tocqueville exemplifies the dialogue between present and past which is the basis
of all performance. Baudrillard and Tocqueville were both French intellectuals
whose sharp and insightful observations provide their readers with valuable
insights on the New World. However, this is where the obvious parallels between
those two men end. Their lineage is thus rather of an imaginary than a primarily
factual kind; the backcover of America, for instance, features an excerpt from a
New York Times review, which, in stating that “[s]ince de Tocqueville, French
thinkers have been fascinated with America,” suggests that Tocqueville can be
regarded as Baudrillard’s spiritual predecessor. And indeed, Marco Diani points
out, Tocqueville must have left his print on Baudrillard, who shared the former’s
worry about “America as the obvious example of modern society” (563). Both men

examine America “with concern for the future of Europe, the next in line to
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receive what in America has become a fatally barren, self-perpetuating future”
(ibid). They both believed, in other words, that the developments in the United
States would give direction to the way in which Europe was going to develop.

The aspect I find most intriguing in this context, however, is Baudrillard’s self-
fashioning as a modern-day Tocqueville. The principal question underlying
Baudrillard’s endeavor in the second half of his book is as to “what has become of
this paradoxical grandeur, the New World’s original situation as described by
Tocqueville,” and he refers back to Tocqueville’s observations a number of times
in the passages following this question (America 88). Baudrillard revisits
Tocqueville’s analysis of American democracy and, by asking what has become of
the America Tocqueville encountered in 1831, he finds that America is an illusion,
a “transparent landscape where Tocqueville’s most overt concerns disappear”
(Diani 54). Tocqueville’s concerns, Diani argues, “become part of the landscape
Baudrillard uses to explain the literal and figurative character of America” (ibid).
Baudrillard, in other words, does not merely use Tocqueville as a point of
reference, but he ncorporates Tocqueville into his own observations in the truest
sense of the word. If we take the meaning of ‘incorporation’ in its bodily sense,
then Baudrillard revitalizes Tocqueville and brings him to life, as it were, through
his own performance as New-World-observer.

Tocqueville finds expression in Baudrillard, whose re-enactment of
Tocqueville lets the same enter into a dialogue with an America that differs from
the one Tocqueviﬂe had encountered 150 years earlier and has yet stayed the
same. Addressing the founding moment of the new nation, Tocqueville states that
in the United States “society had no infancy, but is born in man’s estate” (365),
attesting the United States a kind of “radical, spontaneous birth” (Diani 57),
which Baudrillard senses, too. Americans “are born modern, [they] do not become
so,” he writes, and he attributes their addiction to simulation to their lack of and
desire for their own history and culture (Baudrillard, America 73). In a way, as
Diani suggests, Baudrillard takes up images of conflict and paradox that
Tocqueville touched upon but did not develop to their full extent, and thus
reintroduces Tocqueville to “the extremities of his own instinct” (Diani 58). The
relation between Tocqueville and Baudrillard is thus marked by processes of
tension and adjustment. Partly implicitly, partly explicitly, Baudrillard refers back

to Tocqueville, ponders upon his observations and insights, and borrows some of



27

his premises —which he immediately adjusts to the particular context in which he
finds himself. Not only does Tocqueville influence and affect Baudrillard
considerably, but Baudrillard’s treatment of Tocqueville also opens up new
perspectives on the latter's observations. The example of Baudrillard and
Tocqueville illustrates that performances are always processes of exchange
between past and present, returns to familiar patterns and their adaptation to a
contemporary framework.

As the dialogue between Baudrillard and Tocqueville shows, Carlson’s insight
that performance does not only recur to the past, but also always appropriates 1t, 1s
crucial. Joseph Roach takes the same line as Carlson when he argues that “[t]o
perform ... means to bring forth, to make manifest, to transmit. To perform also
means, though often more secretly, to retnvent” (Cities xi; italics mine). If contents
of the past are adjusted to the present in performance, then the past 1s not merely
re-enacted but it is rather reinvented, as Roach rightly observes. Schechner’s
notion of “twice-behaved behavior” also draws attention to the revisions that this
behavior is subject to. The terms “reinvention,” “reiteration,” and “revision” all
point out that behavior cannot happen the same way twice, even if in some
situations the “constancy of transmission” over time is “astonishing” (Schechner,
Theater 36).

Schechner, Carlson, and Roach’s definitions all assume that there is something
that preexists performance. Performance, Roach suggests, is thus memory
embodied in a particular time and place. In other words, performances transmit
those memories of a culture that are regarded as worth to be remembered and
reinvented. What is commonly called “culture” therefore is, as Roach suggests, the
result of “social processes of memory and forgetting” (Cities, x1). Both “memory”
and “forgetting” are systematic processes of inclusion and exclusion that work to
establish an institutionalized collective memory, a dominant cultural narrative.” In
Cities of the Dead, Roach explores the three-sided relationship of memory,
performance, and substitution (which results out of reinvention). He argues that

the process by which a culture re-creates itself can be best described by the term

® See also Aleida Assmann, who writes: “When thinking about memory, we must start with
forgetting. ... In order to remember some things, other things must be forgotten. ...[We] can
distinguish between two forms of forgetting, a more active and a more passive one. Active
forgetting is implied in intentional acts such as trashing and destroying. Acts of forgetting are a
necessary and constructive part of internal social formations; they are, however, violently
destructive when directed at an alien culture or a persecuted minority” (97-98).
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“surrogation.” The process of surrogation, he suggests, “does not begin or end but
continues as actual or perceived vacancies occur in the network of relations that
constitutes the social fabric” (Roach, Cities 2). Loss, death, and other forms of
departure leave holes that are attempted to be filled with satisfactory alternates.
This process can never be exact and complete, as collective memory works
“selectively, imaginatively, and often perversely” (ibid). Surrogates may not be
able to fulfill expectations, or they may exceed them; they may polarize and incite
anxlety or even fear; they may provoke emotions ranging from nostalgia to
paranoia; they may alienate and thus deepen social and cultural rifts. Baudrillard
may be perceived as a surrogate for Tocqueville; however, the process of this
surrogation cannot be complete, as Baudrillard and Tocqueville write from
different contexts and with different purposes in mind. At such times of
surrogational processes, Roach claims, “improvised narratives of authenticity and
priority may congeal into full-blown myths of legitimacy and origin,” which is
certainly true in the Baudrillard/Tocqueville case (Cities 3). Tocqueville reaffirms
his ‘original’ status through Baudrillard, who, in turn, legitimized his own
observation by referring back to Tocqueville. Performance, Roach concludes, then
“stands in for an elusive entity that it is not but that it must vainly aspire both to
embody and to replace” (ibid). Arguing that performance stands for an entity that
can always only almost-be, Roach’s conclusion actually describes what I have
termed the ‘spectrality’ of performance.

The notion of ‘spectrality’ may serve as a middle ground in debates over
performance’s ephemerality. Peggy Phelan, a leading scholar in the field and an
ardent Lacanian, delimits the power of performance to the present, arguing that
performance “cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in
the circulation of representations of representation” (Unmarked 146). Schechner,
Carlson, and Roach, as I have pointed out, insist that all performances leave traces
and therefore have a lasting power.5 The notion of spectrality acknowledges
performance’s elusiveness while it also recognizes its constant aspirations to
materialize in embodied form. Spectrality, I suggest, can be said to be something
like the flipside of performativity, or its complement. In a Butlerian sense,

performativity means the process of socialization whereby identities are produced

5 At first glance it may seem that such leading such a debate is splitting hairs. However, Diana
Taylor remarks that “[d]ebates about the ‘ephemerality’ of performance are, of course, profoundly
political. Whose memories, traditions, and claims to history disappear if performance practices lack
the staying power to transmit knowledge?” (Archive 5).
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through normative citational practices; however, reiteration renders the
constructedness of those identities invisible. According to Derrida, the specter
stands for the inherent instability of reality (cf. Jameson, “Letters” 39). In
analogy, I argue that spectrality is the subversive element of performativity which
disrupts the normalization process. It describes the repressed and forgotten
performances that linger at the bottom of American culture and that can only find
their way into the mainstream if their existence is recognized by those who
construct and participate in American culture.’

Performance, I thus argue, must not only be analyzed in terms of temporality
and longevity, but rather in terms of multiple interactions. While these interactions
take place in the moment of the now and are therefore elusive and ephemeral (as
Phelan rightly points out), they may have long-lasting effects as they can serve to
reaffirm or to deconstruct hegemonic notions of Americanness. In this study, I
therefore approach performance as a constant process of tension and adjustment,
as “vital acts of transfer” that transmit “social knowledge, memory, and sense of
identity” (Taylor, D., Archive 2). Transfer, or interaction, takes place on multiple
levels: on a temporal level, between past and present; on a spatial level, between
the events on the ‘stage’ and the re/actions in the ‘auditorium’ (both literally and
metaphorically); on a cultural level, between imaginary and ‘reality.” As the term
‘interaction” already implies, these exchanges are always reciprocal and dynamic.
Obviously, the performance of a play, for instance, will have a certain impact on
the audience; the audience’s reaction will, however, also always affect the
performance on stage. Similarly, literature and films have an effect on their
readers, while they are themselves constantly (re-) interpreted and are thus
different every time they are consumed (even if the consumer remains the same),
because all acts of transfer are dynamic and situational. To stick to Diana Taylor’s

terms, the modes of “storing and transmitting knowledge are many and mixed”

 Defining the term ‘mainstream’ is a difficult undertaking. The formation of a mainstream always
works by principle of exclusion; the mainstream is the unmarked in a given culture, while its
opposite, the margin, is marked as “other,” different, or alternative. In Margins and Mainstreams,
Gary Y. Okihiro explains the need for the formation of a mainstream as follows: “Despite the
historical ebb and flow of competing ideologies about America’s national character ... there is,
wrapped within that exceptionalist longing for a simpler past, a persistent and pervasive notion
about American history and culture: the idea of a unifying mainstream, embraced in the motto ‘Out
of many, one” (149). The mainstream, Okihiro then suggests, “offers movement, vitality, and
clarity, unlike the inert, insipid, and muddy fringes of the margin. The margin, composed of racial
minorities, women, the underclass, gays and lesbians, is exhorted to join the mainstream, composed
of European Americans, men, the ruling class, heterosexuals” (ibid). When I use the term
“mainstream” or speak of “mainstream American culture,” I mean that part of American culture
that is constructed along the categories Okihiro enumerates: white, male, middle-class, straight.
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(Archive 22), and performance allows us to “take seriously the repertoire of
embodied practices as an important system of knowing and transmitting
knowledge” (Archive 26). While the embodied performances of the repertoire “have
often contributed to the maintenance of a repressive social order” (Archive 22), as
Taylor argues, performance studies “offers a way of rethinking the canon” (Archive
27) by shifting the focus of analysis from narrative structures to scenarios as
“meaning-making paradigms that structure social environments, behaviors, and
potential outcomes” (Archive 28).

As Taylor defines it, the scenario, “like performance, is never for the first time”
(ibid). She compares it to Roland Barthes’ mythical speech, which is made of
“material which has already been worked on” (Barthes 110). Its framework is
transferable and “bears the weight of accumulative repeats,” making visible “what
is already there: the ghosts, the images, the stereotypes” (Taylor, D., Archive 28).
The scenario includes features like narrative and plot, which are well theorized in
literary studies, but it also takes into account several aspects which cannot be
reduced to the written word, such as gestures, attitudes, and the milieux (cf. ibid).
Scenarios are both setup and action at the same time, Taylor suggests, because
they “frame and activate social dramas” (ibid). The setup lays out the possibilities
of performance, which are contingent on the very same social, political, and
economic structures that they then reproduce. The meaning of all scenarios is thus
very much tied to the time, place, and circumstances of their production, but it
may pass as universally valid if it fits into a well-established framework (cf. ibid).
The action arising from that setup “might be predictable, a seemingly natural
consequence of the assumptions, values, goals, power relations, presumed
audience, and epistemic grids established by the setup,” but it is ultimately
“flexible and open to change” (Archive 29). Scenarios are performed by social
actors, in other words, who are assigned relatively static roles — ‘relatively,” because
there is still room for cultural agency and critical detachment, which makes an
internal subversion, or resignification, of those roles possible (cf. ibid).

The notion of ‘foundational scenarios’ as I have introduced it in my Prologue,
is based on Taylor’s definition of the scenario. By foundational scenarios I mean
patterns of performance that are deeply engrained in the fabric of American
culture. They are the embodiment of ideals, values, behaviors, and desires that are

commonly perceived as ‘typically’ American. However, it is their constant
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reiteration in American culture that actually produces their Americanness.
Foundational scenarios are, in other words, embodied performative acts that
constitute a reality which they in fact purport to be. They are ‘foundational,” then,
in the sense that they are constituents of a collective American identity and of an
original American culture. To put it differently, foundational scenarios produce
fantasies of national unity and integration, fantasies of an indivisible ‘America.’
The embodiment in foundational scenarios can thus be regarded as pars pro toto, or
metonymic embodiment, as the bodies performing the foundational scenarios are
representative of the whole nation. Foundational scenarios constitute a site of
identification that bridges the gap between individual subjects and the abstract
category of ‘citizen,” by creating a sense of national identity. This sense of national
identity is achieved through the individual subject’s identification with others in
“an ‘Imaginary’ realm of ideality and wholeness, where the subject becomes whole
by being reconstituted as a collective subject, or citizen” (Berlant, Anatomy 24).
Berlant’s usage of ‘Imaginary’ clearly goes back to Jacques Lacan.” The
Lacanian Imaginary is a pre-verbal register whose moment of formation has been
named “mirror stage” and describes the moment between six and eighteen months
in which an infant first recognizes his/her image in the mirror. It designates the
moment, in other words, in which the child is first able to make a connection
between its own motricity and the images moving in the mirror. For Lacan, the
mirror stage describes a fundamental and unbridgeable gap between the subject

and its own self:

But the important point is that this form situates the agency of the ego, before
its social determination, in a fictional direction, which will always remain
irreducible for the individual alone, or rather, which will only rejoin the
coming-into-being (le devenir) of the subject asymptotically, whatever the
success of the dialectical synthesis by which he must resolve as 7 his
discordance with his own reality. (Ferits 2-3)

As Frederic Jameson points out, the words “in a fictional direction” underscore
that narrative and fantasy have an important function in the subject’s attempts to
integrate his/her alienated, fragmented image (cf. “Imaginary” 353). The mirror

stage, Jameson further explains, also opens an “irreducible gap between the infant

® Lacan first introduced the Imaginary in his lecture on “The Mirror Stage as formative of the
function of the / as revealed in psychoanalytic experience,” which he held at the Fourteenth

International Psychoanalytical Congress in Marienbad in 1936 and which was later published in
Eerits (1966).
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and its fellows,” as there does not yet exist “that ego formation which would
permit him to distinguish his own form from that of others” (“Imaginary” 353-54).

Berlant reads, for instance, the Statue of Liberty as a Lacanian mirror that
represents a utopian promise of the nation, a ‘promise of totality’ which, needless
to say, cannot be kept. As Berlant points out, the Statue of Liberty can be invested
with a range of fantasies, desires, and expectations, enabling anyone to participate
in the “perpetuation of a political and cultural collective life,” which overwrites
individual subjectivity and fosters collective identification (Anatomy 25). The same
holds true for other national symbols, such as the Stars and Stripes, or Uncle Sam,
for instance. While I find Berlant’s explanations persuasive, it seems as if her ideas
could only account for the formation of national identity as brought forth through
national symbols or icons. But what about the contribution that literature and
popular culture make to the construction of national identities?

In contrast to Berlant, Fluck’s Dav kulturelle Imagindre focuses on the imaginary
in literature and thus provides some answers to the above question. Fluck explores
the role of the nineteenth-century novel in the formation of an American national
identity, by employing the notion of the “cultural imaginary” to describe the
“Inventory,” as he calls it, of images, affects, and desires that both determines and
challenges one’s perception of reality (cf. Imagindre 21).

Fluck’s understanding of the cultural imaginary is grounded in the work of
Wolfgang Iser and Cornelius Castoriadis, who approach the imaginary from a
slightly different angle than Lacan. In his seminal study Das Fiktive und das
Imaginire [The Fictive and the Imaginary] (1991), Iser seeks to chart literature
anthropologically, by way of which he establishes a triadic model of the real, the
fictive, and the imaginary, which are inextricably intertwined and cannot exist in

isolation.’ Arguing that the opposition between ‘real’ and ‘fictive’ does not hold

¢ As the terms ‘real’ and ‘fictive’ come with a series of (partly ambiguous, partly misleading)
associations, it seems necessary to clarify Iser’s usage of these concepts: “Das Reale ist ... als die
aullertextuelle Welt verstanden, die als Gegebenheit dem Text vorausliegt und dessen Bezugsfelder
bildet. ... Das Fiktive ist hier als intentionaler Akt verstanden, um es in der Betonung des
‘Aktcharakters’ von seinem landldufigen, wenngleich schwer bestimmbaren Seinscharakter zu
entlasten. ... Das Imaginére ist hier als seine vergleichsweise neutrale und daher von traditionellen
Vorstellungen noch weitgehend unbesetzte Bezeichnung eingefiihrt. Deshalb wurde auf Begriffe
wie Einbildungskraft, Imagination und Phantasie verzichtet, die alle eine betrichtliche
Traditionslast mit sich fithren und sehr hiufig als genau bestimmbare menschliche Vermégen
ausgewiesen sind, die von anderen Vermégen oft deutlich abgegrenzt werden” (Iser 20, n. 2-4).
Although such a neat separation of these three concepts cannot hold in practice because of their
porous boundaries, Iser’s differentiation wonderfully demonstrates the advantages of defining the
imaginary as an undefined potential. Such an approach to the imaginary as a program rather than a
human faculty dissociates the imaginary from terms like dream, fantasy, or the unconscious, which
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because these two concepts merge in literary texts, Iser introduces the imaginary
as the link that connects and feeds both ‘real’ and ‘fictive.” A text, Iser argues, can
be neither confined to its fictional features, nor to its elements taken from the
reality it refers to, because such an approach would presuppose that fictional
features are a closed entity characterized by an absence of the ‘real.” A more
differentiated look at literature shows that texts reproduce items of reality, which
again bring forward purposes that are not part of the reality reproduced and are
thus products of a fictionalizing act. This fictionalizing act, in turn, cannot be
deduced from reality. This is where, according to Iser, the imaginary, as a quality
that does not belong to the reproduced reality but that also cannot be separated
from it, comes into play (cf. 18-19).

To try to pin the imaginary down in a concrete form is an impossible task, for
the imaginary “ist in seiner uns durch Erfahrung bekannten Erscheinungsweise
diffus, formlos, unfixiert und ohne Objektreferenz. Es manifestiert sich in
iiberfallartigen und daher willkiirlich erscheinenden Zustinden, die entweder
abbrechen oder sich in ganz anderen Zustindlichkeiten fortsetzen” (Iser 21).
Iser’s definition is indebted to that of Castoriadis, who describes the workings of

the imaginary as follows:

Suffice it to say that here representations (and affects, and intentions or
desires) emerge in an ‘absolutely spontaneous’ way, and even more: we have
intentions (desires, drives) which are creations of this a-causal vis formandi in
their sheer being, their mode of being and their being-thus (Soseiz). And, for
all we know, this stream of representations cum affects cum desires is
absolutely singular for each singular human being. (“Imagination” 143-144;
italics in the original)

have been invested with multiple, sometimes contradictory meanings, and allows for a more neutral
and unbiased evaluation of free associations, images, and desires that overflow and fuel our
perception. See Iser 20, n. 4, and also Fluck, /magcndre 346, n. 28.

7 Iser’s triadic model owes much to Cornelius Castoriadis’s understanding of the imaginary.
Castoriadis refutes Lacan’s definition of the imaginary, “which is obviously only an image of and a
reflected image, in other words a reflection, and in yet other words a byproduct of Platonic ontology
(etdolon) even if those who speak of it are unaware of its origin. The imaginary does not come from
the image in the mirror or from the gaze of the other. Instead, the ‘mirror’ itself and its possibility,
and the other as mirror, are the works of the imaginary, which is a creation ex nibilo” (Inatitution 3;
italics in the original). To define the imaginary as an image of something is, according to
Castoriadis, simplifying matters, because it renders the imaginary a mere reproduction and
disregards its role in the construction of ‘reality.” The imaginary, as Castoriadis has it, “is the
unceasing and essentially wndetermined  (social-historical and psychical) creation of
figures/forms/images, on the basis of which alone there can never be a question of ‘something.’
What we call ‘reality’ and ‘rationality” are its works” (Jnstitution 3; italics in the original). By placing
it at the intersection of real’ and ‘fictive,” Iser clearly follows Castoriadis in his assessment of the
imaginary, ascribing it a central role in our meaning-making of both ‘real’ and ‘fictional” worlds.
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Both Iser and Castoriadis emphasize the diffuse manner and fleeting, spontaneous
impressions in which the imaginary manifests itself. Fiction, then, controls the
diffuseness of the imaginary and brings it into form, providing it with a
determinacy it actually does not possess (cf. Iser 22). Affects, images, and desires
can thus be articulated and, as Winfried Fluck explains, the individual gets

empowered:

Das Imaginidre erhilt eine intentionale Struktur und wird Teil eines
fortlaufenden Prozesses kultureller Selbstverstindigung, durch den eine
Aufwertung (empowerment) des Individuums erfolgt, weil dessen ‘insgeheime’
Vorstellungs- und Gefiihlswelt Gestalt gewinnt und damit ausdrucksfihig
wird. Freilich kann das nur um den Preis einer ‘Sozialisierung’ des
Imaginéren entstehen, denn Bestimmtheit kann nur durch Grenzziehung
entstehen, und jede Verbindung mit dem Realen, die dem Imaginiren
iiberhaupt erst Gestalt gibt, stellt zwangsldufig eine Kompromifibildung dar.
(Umagindre 20)

We thus move from an individual to a cultural imaginary, with the literary text, as
Fluck argues, functioning as both the field of experimentation in the attempt to
bring to bear the imaginary, and as the exemplary site of the diverse
manifestations of the cultural imaginary (cf. Zmagindgre 20).

Fluck concludes his discussion on Iser with the observation that the imaginary
becomes ‘real’ in fiction, but that in the process of becoming real the imaginary
also activates a redefinition of reality.” The imaginary that finds representation in
fiction differs from the one that sought articulation; a new motor for articulation
has to develop out of this non-identity, which lets the cultural imaginary
simultaneously shape and fuel our individual imagination and affects. It is the
indeterminacy, insatiability, and inexhaustibility of the imaginary that, according
to Fluck, becomes the starting point of processes of constant redefinition and

reconfiguration (cf. /magindre 21). As he concludes,

Das kulturelle Imaginire ist dabei beides: Ort imaginierter Bedeutungen, die
zur Artikulation dringen und kulturellen Geltungsanspruch anmelden, und
zugleich Fundus von Bildern, Affekten und Sehnsiichten, die das individuelle
Imagindre neuerlich stimulieren und in diesem Prozess unser
Wirklichkeitsverstindnis fortwiahrend herausfordern (/magendre 21).

8 To support his argument, Fluck quotes Josué V. Harari’s very comprehensible explanation of the
exchange between imaginary and reality: “The imaginary world is always with us, as a parallel to
our world; there is not a single moment of our existence which is not imbued with the imaginary.
... The closest one can get to describing how the imaginary stands in relation to the real is to refer
to the familiar Saussurian image of the sheet of paper whose front cannot be cut without its back
being cut at the same time. In like manner, the real cannot be separated from the imaginary or the
imaginary from the real ...” (Harari 57).
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The definition of the cultural imaginary Fluck provides here recalls Jan
Assmann’s notion of the “cultural sense,” as he sketches it it Dav kulturelle
Gedéiichtnis (1992). Social identity, Assmann argues, is constructed and reproduced
through interaction. What is circulated in this interaction is a “cultural sense”
[kultureller Sinn], which is encoded and articulated in a collective language,
collective knowledge, and collective memory. He defines the cultural sense as “der
Vorrat gemeinsamer Werte, Erfahrungen, Erwartungen und Deutungen, der die
‘symbolische Sinnwelt’” bzw. das “Weltbild’ einer Gesellschaft bildet,” and thus
already introduces the term “inventory” as a collective term under which a variety
of abstract concepts can be subsumed (Gedichtnes 140). In order to create a sense
of community and collective, Assmann argues, the cultural sense needs to be
steadily circulated and reproduced. “Kultureller Sinn zirkuliert und reproduziert
sich nicht von selbst,” he reminds us. “Er muss zirkuliert und inszeniert werden”
(Gedichtnis 143; italics mine). I put special emphasis on “inszeniert” [staged],
because it implies a certain awareness of the constructedness and illusiveness of
the cultural sense, which explains the need for constant reiteration to foster its
institutionalization. Also, it is here that that Assmann makes an implicit claim for
performance. Assmann’s wording suggests that the cultural sense is embodied by
and exchanged through cultural agents, who draw from the inventory at a speciﬁc
time and place, in order to both re-construct and re-affirm their social identity.

As Assmann’s “cultural sense” emerges out of his notion of “cultural memory,”
which constitutes the crucial link between cultural imaginary and performance, it
seems necessary to look at Assmann’s work more closely. Assmann’s
understanding of cultural memory derives from the French sociologist Maurice
Halbwachs, who developed his notion of “mémoire collective” [collective memory]
in the 1920s. Halbwachs’s main thesis is that memory is always relational and
embedded in a social framework. He argues that individual memory can only be
developed and maintained within a collective frame of reference, because “no
memory is possible outside frameworks used by people living in society to
determine and retrieve their recollections” (Memory 43). Each individual’s
memory, it follows, is shaped by a collective memory. Or, to put it differently,
while a collective strictly speaking cannot have a memory as such, it determines
the memories of its individual members, as individual memories are always shaped

in the exchange and interaction with other members of society. Memory is thus a
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product of socialization,” and as such it is always partial, in both senses of the
word: it is selective and ideologically determined as well as fragmented and always
incomplete (cf. Halbwachs, Cadres 103-108).

In his conclusion to Le Cadres Soctaux de la Memoire [The Social Framework of
Memory], Halbwachs makes an important point, which has significantly shaped
later studies on cultural/collective memory. Halbwachs notes that social ideas or
convictions bear a double character, as they are collective traditions or memories,
but at the same time evolve out of a specific present situation. There is no
contemporary social idea, he argues, which is not always part of a collective
memory. However, those remembrances (events, historical facts, etc.) can hardly
ever be recalled in concrete terms. Rather, they enter the collective memory as
symbols and concepts; they are invested with new meanings and become elements
of a society’s ideals and value system. For Halbwachs, this explains the smooth
correlation of traditions and contemporary ideas. Contemporary ideas are always
also traditions, he proposes, which are appropriated to a new framework and thus
receive a timeless character (cf. Cadres 210-211).

Using Halbwachs’s theories as a point of reference, Assmann develops the
concept of “Erinnerungsfiguren” [figures of memory] in Das kulturelle Gediichtnis.
Figures of memory, Assmann explains in a later essay, are “fateful events of the
past, whose memory is maintained through cultural formation (texts, rites,
monuments) and institutionalized communication (recitation, practice,
observance” (“Memory” 129). Assmann’s figures of memory bring Roach’s
definition of culture as the result of social processes of memory and forgetting
back to mind. As Roach argues, it is by means of performance that certain aspects
of the past become institutionalized memory, while others are forgotten.
Assmann’s figures of memory, then, are institutionalized memory embodied. They
are embodied performative acts, tied to a specific time and space related to a
specific collective, and marked by their reconstructivity, as Assmann has it (cf.

Gediichtnis 38). The last of the three, reconstructivity, deserves some more

? See also Paul Connerton, who states that “[it] is an implicit rule that participants in any social
order must presuppose a shared memory” (3). He later adds that “[it] is to our social spaces ... that
we must draw attention, if our memories are to reappear. Our memories are located within the
mental and material spaces of the group. ... If we want to continue to speak, with Halbwachs, of
collective memory, we must acknowledge that much of what is being subsumed under that term
refers, quite simply, to facts of communication between individuals” (37-38).
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attention, as it sheds some light on the workings between memory and
performance.

Reconstructivity, in Assmann’s terms, denotes the ability of collective memory
to reorganize the past and adapt 1t to a contemporary frame of reference. As
Assmann explains, “Sie [die Vergangenheit] vermag sich in ihm [dem Gedichtnis]
nicht als solche zu bewahren. Sie wird fortwihrend von den sich wandelnden
Bezugsrahmen der fortschreitenden Gegenwart her reorganisiert. Auch das Neue
kann immer nur in der Form rekonstruierter Vergangenheit auftreten” (Gedichtnis
41-42). The new/present, to paraphrase Assmann, cannot emerge de novo but it
borrows from the past, which gets reorganized and adapted to a new frame of
reference. Already at the outset of his study, Assmann points out that the past can
always only come into being through being remembered (cf. Gedichtnis 31). In
other words, the past only comes into existence in the present in the form of
memories, by virtue of its reiteration. The recurrence of the present to the past is,
then, a performance in Schechner’s sense. It is a ‘twice-behaved behavior,” because
the past is reproduced in the present, albeit with a difference.

In his discussion on cultural identity, Assmann later adds: “Die Imagination
nationaler Gemeinschaft ist angewiesen auf die Imagination einer in die Tiefe der
Zeit zuriickreichenden Kontinuitit” (Gedichtnes 133). This observation suggests
that the formation of national identity depends on the imagination of an origin, of
continuity, of a past that pre-exists present re-inventions of the nation. This is
achieved through the circulation of the cultural sense or, as I would prefer to call
it, through the performance of the cultural imaginary. In order to be able to
imagine a national community the cultural imaginary has to be constantly and
continuously re-produced. To be sure, the term ‘inventory,” which Assmann and
Fluck use to describe the cultural imaginary, presupposes some sort of
institutionalization or, at the very least, patterned recurrences of the images,
symbols, and affects it contains. These patterns are embodied in foundational
scenarios, which serve as the pillars in the constitution of a collective national
identity and break the boundary between reality and fantasy, past and memory,
authenticity and myth. At the intersection of these concepts, as the nodal point of
this vast network of relations, emerges ‘America’ as an ongoing collective practice

that gives its foundational scenarios form and makes them meaningful.
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Although I argue that foundational scenarios have first been systematically
inscribed into literature and culture in the period of and around the American
Renaissance, they can be traced back to the very beginnings of the United States,
or even further back to the Puritans. Foundational scenarios as I will outline them
in the nineteenth century are thus by no means original; they rely heavily on the
Puritan belief system and rhetoric, for instance. While I acknowledge these
influences, it is beyond the scope of this study to also include them in my analysis
of American culture. It is also important to note that although Puritan belief and
rhetoric were systematically employed to push a certain cause, it was a Puritan
cause they promoted, not an Ameriwcan cause. As I am primarily interested in
American culture in terms of what has generally been perceived as distinctly
American, | will therefore begin with the Declaration of Independence, which I
treat as the fictional origin of both the United States and America. In the following
sections, [ will scrutinize the signing of the Declaration as the most foundational of

foundational scenarios.

Founding the Nation

The Declaration of Independence is an excellent example to illustrate the notion of
“foundational scenarios” and to demonstrate how ‘Americanness’ is produced in
the interplay between performance and cultural imaginary. Often referred to as
the United States’ ‘birth certificate,”'’ it both confirms and legitimizes the existence
of the new nation as in the act of its signing, the idea of an independent United
States was turned into a reality. The United States came into being in a
performative act, in other words, which has been well theorized by, for instance,
Jacques Derrida and Christopher Looby. I propose to look at the Declaration as
performance, which enables one to analyze the act of declaring independence as a
foundational scenario, as a patterned behavior that produces and reaffirms
Americanness.

The interesting thing about the Declaration of Independence is, as Derrida
points out, that one cannot decide “whether independence is stated or produced by
this utterance,” as the thirteen British colonies transformed into free and

independent states precisely in the moment that the Declaration was issued

' Cf. Fliegelman 154-155. In an anecdote that Thomas Jefferson reportedly told a visitor to his
Monticello home, he referred to the Declaration as “the great document which gave birth to an
entire republic” (qtd in Fliegelman 155).
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(“Declarations” 49). Outlining the circumstances and their reasons for
pronouncing themselves independent in a lengthy preamble, the Representatives’

actual declaration “takes a textbook form” (Loxley 101):

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in
General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world
for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the
good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these
United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States
(in Federalist Papers 528)

A declaration such as the Declaration of Independence is a “pure performative,” as
James Loxley explains, a “piece of linguistic magic that conjures up the state of
affairs to which it refers” (101). However, one question arises, and that is who the
“We” that speaks here actually is. Partly, the Declaration itself answers this
question by referring to the “Representatives of the United States” as its signers.
Moreover, these “Representatives” are standing in for, and signing in the name of,
“the good People of these Colonies,” who have “licensed this act, and who are the
ultimate actors behind it” (Loxley 102). The problem, as Loxley states, is that the
declaration suggests “that the People and their authority precede it” (ibid). They
must already exist as a people, as an entity, in order to be able to appoint
representatives and have them sign in their name. In that case, the “People” in the
declaration would be, to use John Searle’s term, an assertive.!' In other words, the
declaration would merely describe an entity that had already existed prior to the

declaration. However, as Derrida explains, exactly the opposite is true:

They [the People] do not exist as an entity, the entity does not exist before this
declaration, nor av such. If it gives birth to itself, as free and independent
subject, as possible signer, this can only hold in the act of signature. The
signature invents the signer.'” (“Declarations” 49; italics in the original)

""" John Searle distinguishes between five “things we do with language: we tell people how things
are, we try to get them to do things, we commit ourselves to doing things, we express our feelings
and attitudes and we bring about changes through our utterances” (Expression 29). The first class,
“how we do things,” he calls “assertives.” Assertives “have the word-to-world direction of fit. In an
assertive illocution the propositional content is expressed as representing an independently existing
state of affairs in the world” (Searle, Foundations 53).

" Derrida’s claim that the “signature invents the signer” is echoed by Judith Butler’s assertion that,
in performative acts, “there need not be ‘a doer behind the deed,” but that the ‘doer’ is variably
constructed in and through the deed” (Gender 195). 1dentity, that is to say, is produced in the act of
performance; the subject not only performs a deed, but it constructs itself at the same time. In this
specific passage, Butler takes cue from Friedrich Nietzsche, who famously argued in his discussion
on the genealogy of morals: “es giebt kein ‘Sein’ hinter dem Thun, Wirken, Werden; ‘der Théter’ ist
zum Thun bloss hinzugedichtet, — das Thun ist Alles.” (279). Our actions define who we are, in
other words, and not nature or some higher power.
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The Declaration does not merely describe a condition, but it produces the people
as an entity. It constitutes a new state of affairs in the very moment of its utterance
and ‘invents’ the American people as a unit. In his seminal study Voicing America
(1996), Christopher Looby establishes a firm connection between performativity
and the self-creation of America in the Early National Period. Looby looks at a
variety of texts of the late eighteenth century, ranging from Benjamin Franklin’s
Autobiography (1793) to Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland (1798), and traces
“various ways in which writers in the early period of the national existence of the
United Sates thought about the self-creation of the new nation as a process
enacted in language” (Looby 1). In accordance with Derrida, Looby argues, in
other words, that the nation needs to be conceptualized as an imaginary entity, as
a “phenomenon of collective consciousness” that enjoys only “fictive status” (ibid).
To Derrida, the inception of the United States is a truly “fabulous event,” in the
sense that it is both extraordinary and a fable, as it bears no pre-existing
materiality: “It [the signature] opens for iself a line of credit, tts own credit, for
itself to itself. The velf rises forth here in all cases ... as soon as the signature gives
or extends credit to itself” (“Declarations” 50; italics in the original). In the case of
the Declaration of Independence, it follows from Derrida’s observations, the
signature invents not only the signer per ve, but also the body of citizens as an
entity and the United States as a nation.

All nations are, Benedict Anderson famously argued, imagined communities,
as “the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-
members” (6). The European nation-state Anderson scrutinizes is, of course,
conceptualized quite differently than the United States. However, Anderson’s
insight that a nation’s citizens can only feel connected with each other on an
imaginary level is crucial to understand that a sense of national identity, unity, and
belonging can exclusively —albeit very effectively—be attained on the level of
representation.”’ The reiteration of the United States’ founding moment in
literature, film, music, art, political speeches, or live reenactments for instance,

then works to confirm an American national identity, by way of which the act of

" I understand the imaginary level on which a nation’s citizen connect to be comparable to Charles
Taylor’s notion of the “social imaginary,” which he defines as follows: “By social imaginary I mean
something much broader and deeper than the intellectual schemes people may entertain when they
think about social reality in a disengaged mode. I am thinking, rather, of the ways people imagine
their social existence, how they fit with others, how things go on between them and their fellows,
the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie
these expectations” (23).



41

declaring independence, I suggest, becomes not only a collective but also an
individual act. The social actors who reiterate the Declaration of Independence
both reaffirm their belonging to a collective of American citizens and individual
existence as self-governing subjects.

Let me illustrate this point with an example: On the occasion of the 2008
presidential election, the non-profit organization Declare Yourself launched an
online campaign with the purpose of encouraging young U.S. American citizens to
register and vote. The campaign’s message—“Only you can silence yourself” —
addresses eligible voters as self-governing individuals, and also the organization’s
name —Declare  YOURvelf—appeals to voters on an individual level. The
individualist aspect of declaring independence is underscored by a series of
controversial advertisements which were published on the official campaign-
website and that show Hollywood actress Jessica Alba Wrapped in black duct tape
and wearing ‘The Muzzler,” a mask that is reminiscent of Hannibal Lecter’s in
Stlence of the Lambos (see fig. 2 and 3). Both ads focus on the (in-)ability to speak, on
the violence of being silenced and the importance of having a public voice.
Furthermore, in both of these ads, the inability to speak goes hand in hand with
bodily restriction. Alba, an expression of distress and fear on her face, is stripped
of her clothes in both pictures and, especially in the duct-tape ad, is limited in her
bodily movements. These ads suggest that speech acts are very much bodily acts,
and also that independence or self-governance are very much bodily concepts.
Declaring independence is, in other words, a bodily act that is not only inscribed
into the collective body of citizens, but into each individual body. In the act of
voting, the Declare Yourself campaign implies, one reenacts the foundational
scenario of the signing of the Declaration and thus ‘voices’ one’s independence as a

self-governing, self-sufficient individual fully in control of oneself.

Fig. 2: Jessica Alba’s duct tape ad for Fig. 3: Jessica Alba’s “Muzzler” ad for Declare
Declare Yourself Yourself
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I believe the Declare Yourself ads work so powerfully because they address the
ability and freedom to speak, which enables one to reaffirm one’s status as an
American citizen and thus lies at the core of American democracy. As the United
States is a nation that was “spoken into being,” as is occasionally claimed (Looby
4), and that grounds its legitimacy solely in an utterance, it does not come as
surprise that Declare Yourself hinged its whole campaign on the importance of the
act of speaking. As Looby points out, vocal utterance “has served, in telling
instances, as a privileged figure for the making of the United States,” most
notably, of course, in the Declaration of Independence (ibid). However, the
“figure of the voiced nation,” Looby remarks as a caveat, “represents both an
aspiration to intentional unity and a recognition of the fragility, temporality, and
intrinsic dissemination of the imagined unity” (56). He echoes Benedict Anderson’s
observation that “there is a special kind of contemporaneous community which
language alone suggests,” namely that of a coherent nation whose members speak
and understand the same language and who all partake of the same cultural system
of communication as simultaneous participants. Anderson proposes that poetry
and songs, especially national anthems, produce such an “experience of
simultaneity,” in which “people living unconnected lives can feel themselves joined
by occupying the same homogenous temporal moment” (Mitchell 14)."
Undoubtedly, the performance of the U.S. American national anthem, “The Star-
Spangled Banner,” on the occasion of big sports events, such as the Super Bowl,
or collective recitals of the Pledge of Allegiance can be said to evoke an experience
of simultaneity, as “people wholly unknown to each other utter the same verses to
the same melody” in unisonance, thus physically realizing and reaffirming their
imagined community (Anderson 145).

In line with “The Star-Spangled Banner” and the Pledge of Allegiance stands

the Declaration of Independence as a text that legitimizes and affirms the

' The concept of “homogenous time” was developed by Henri Bergson in his Fswai sur la données
immediates de la conscience (1889) and further expanded on by Walter Benjamin in “Uber den Begriff
der Geschichte” (1950). Bergson famously argued that, in order to be able to both distinguish
between different moments and establish connections between them, one needs to conceive of time
as a homogenous and indifferent medium, as a chain of successions from which we can derive a
sense of “reality.” The experience of homogenous time thus rests on a spatial expression of
temporality (cf. 68-69). According to Benjamin, the notion of homogenous time is especially
significant with regard to historiography. History, Benjamin explains, tends to be conceived of as a
teleological and linear continuum, whose temporality is marked by emptiness and homogeneity.
However, history is always re-constructed in the now, Benjamin continues, and the thus needs to
be understood as an interpretation of past events that emerges out of the present situation (cf. 276).
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existence of both the United States (as a nation) and America (as a concept). The
Declaration is the point of intersection between political reality and cultural
imaginary, as it established both a new political order and a new imagined
community in a single utterance. As Looby states, the United States is “the first
modern nation deliberately fabricated de nrovo, founded in a self-conscious
performative act of new political creation,” and the Declaration of Independence is
“the paradigm of such self-recognizing acts of nation-making, the autoreferential
rhetoric act that claims to be effectively founding the nation” (3). While it called
the United States into being out of nothing, the Declaration itself did not emerge
out of blank pages, but involved, as Thomas Jefferson conceded, repetition,

recombination, and synopsis of previous writings:

This was the object of the Declaration of Independence. Not to find out new
principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not rnerely to say
things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the
common sense of the subject, In terms so plain and firm as to command their
assent, and to justif:y ourselves in the independent stand we are Compelled to
take. Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied
from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an expression
of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and
spirit called for by the occasion. All its authority rests then on the
harmonizing sentiments of the day, whether expressed in conversation, in
letters, printed essays, or in the elementary books of public right, as Aristotle,
Cicero, Locke, Sidney, &c. The historical documents which you [Henry Lee]
mention as in your possession, ought all to be found, and I am persuaded you
will find, to be corroborative of the facts and principles advanced in that

Declaration. (Writings 1501)

Jefferson’s insistence that the Declaration was neither an original, nor a perfect
copy strongly suggests a reading of this text as performance, as a repetition with a
difference that borrows from previous texts and adapts them to the framework of
“the American mind.” However, the Declaration of Independence also needs to be
understood as performance in the literal sense of the word. As Jay Fliegelman
explains in Declaring Independence, Jefferson was an anxious orator, who lacked
stage presence and dreaded to speak in front of an audience. Much to his regret,
his task as chairman of the drafting committee included the reading of the
Declaration of Independence to the Continental Congress on June 28, 1776.
Whether or not Jefferson rose to the task is not recorded, but the surviving parts
of his rough draft evince that he spent considerable time on preparing his oration
(cf. Fliegelman 4-5). Jefferson’s draft is full of diachronic accents that signal

rhetorical pauses, which “express both text and speaker,” as they “mark sense,
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create rhythm, [and] are accompanied by infinitely various changes in tone”
(Fliegelman 13). As Fliegelman concludes, Jefferson’s “emphatical pauses call
attention to the fact that the Declaration was written to be read aloud” and its
public readings “made the Declaration an event rather than a document” (25). The
orators, who formally and publicly proclaimed independence in the name of all
Americans, gave the Declaration a voice and an embodied presence. It is safe to
assume that the orations’ purpose was to produce an experience of simultaneity
among the audience, who was supposed to declare its own, individual
independence through the body of the orator and thus become American in both
body and mind.

Fliegelman’s assessment of the Declaration of Independence as an event rather
than a document must not be restricted to its first public readings in 1776. I think
that Fliegelman points to an intrinsic quality of the Declaration, which can be
traced in virtually all its reiterations and places performance (as a theoretical
concept and in the form of actual performances) at the center of American culture.
Public recitals of the Declaration of Independence on the occasion of Fourth-of-
July-celebrations, for instance, are good examples of the “eventfulness” of the
Declaration. Very often, such recitals will entail the orator dressing up in
‘authentic’ eighteenth-century garment and reading his words off a piece of
parchment, which adds to the theatricality and staged-ness that dominates these
live reenactments and that is inherent to the Declaration. John Adams, for
instance, complained that the Declaration of Independence did not paint an
authentic picture of the American Revolution but was merely “a theatrical show”
and that “Jefferson ran away with all the stage-effect of that ... and the glory of it
(gtd in Schutz 139)." However, as Looby notes, Adams also acknowledged the
historical efficacy of this “theatrical show” and thus came very close to “identifying
the performative force—the Derridean coup—of rhetorical action” in the
Declaration (25). The terms Adams uses, though, express both contempt and
admiration for Jefferson. “Was there ever a coup de théitre that had so great an
effect as Jefferson’s penmanship of the Declaration of Independence?” Adams
wrote to Benjamin Rush (qtd in Schutz, 43), suggesting that the Declaration’s

words were part of an elaborate stage-act and served a propagandistic, ideological

' See also Fliegelman, 93-94 and Looby, 24-25.
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purpose, that is, the promotion of the idea of a United States and of the idea of
America.

On The Streets of Philadelphia

In John Adams’s statement, performance and performativity conflate; they are
expressive of the tension between theatricality and authenticity, myth and reality
that is inherent in the nation’s founding moment and in all its reiterations. I want
to take Adams’s words literally and highlight selected performances of the
Declaration of Independence on the ‘stage’ of Philadelphia. I concur with Adams’s
assessment that the Declaration has a certain stage-effect, which has been
repeatedly utilized to reinscribe the “unalienable rights” of “life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness” into the fabric of American culture. Consider, for instance,
the “DOI Road Trip” which Declare Yourself founder Norman Lear launched in
2001 and which bears testament to the Declaration’s show-factor. Lear is the
owner of one of the twenty-five surviving Dunlap broadsides of the Declaration of
Independence, which he sent on a road trip through the United States in order to
bring the ideals of American democracy back to people’s consciousness and
encourage them to participate in civic activism, as he explains on the Declare

Yourself website:

When I first looked at the Declaration of Independence, my eyes welled up. I
thought — this is our nation’s birth certificate, the people’s document, and it
should visit Americans, rather than sit somewhere on a wall waiting for
Americans to come to it, as a reminder of the freedoms we all cherish. (Lear,

n.p.)
The DOI Road Trip was not merely an exhibition of the Declaration in the
schools and town halls of small-town America, but rather a series of elaborately
staged performances. As a short documentary of the DOI Road Trip shows, the
Declaration toured the nation in a huge truck, which had a stylized American flag
and an excerpt of the Declaration painted on its bodywork.'® In every town, the
truck was greeted by hundreds, sometimes thousands, of cheering, flag-waving
people, and marching bands were playing as the Declaration was taken out of its
case and put onto display by two guards. Adams’s words resonate in the DOI
Road Trip, which aptly demonstrates the Declaration’s ability to draw masses of

people and captivate Americans across generational, racial, and social lines.

' The full video can be accessed at <www.declareyourself/multimedia/multimedia.html>.
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Similar to public recitals of the Declaration of Independence, the various
appearances of Lear’s broadside in small-town America designate a continuous
symbolic re-birth of the nation in performance. Each unveiling of the Declaration
in front of an audience is a metaphorical re-enactment of the founding moment, a
reiteration of the foundational scenario of declaring independence and establishing
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” as the pillars of American democracy.
Consequently, when I speak of “performances of the Declaration,” I do not only
mean its verbatim recitals, but rather the re-enactment of an idealistic vision of
America. Accordingly, Philadelphia does not only serve as a setting in these
performances, but becomes a trope for the American promise and the site on
which national fantasies are played out.

The bicentennial of the United States in 1976 constituted an especially fertile
ground as far as the promotion of national fantasies and the American promise is
concerned. Quite naturally, that year saw an outpour of cultural products that
dealt with the mythical birth of the United States and the ideals on which the
nation was founded in more or less critical ways. Coming so shortly after the
Vietnam War, the bicentennial furthermore provided an opportunity to renew a
shaken nation’s belief in their country. The recurrence to the origins of the nation,
the recollection of the myths that had held the U.S. together, and the
contemplation of the vision the forefathers had shared, enabled a disillusioned
society to regain their faith in America, into all its ideals and promises.

The feature-film Rocky is a paradigmatic example of this sentiment. Starring
Sylvester Stallone as Rocky Balboa, “an overripe boxer with a heart of gold”
(Shor 1), this movie plays with the myth of the American Dream and the fantasy
of America as the Land of Opportunity. Rocky’s central theme, I suggest, is the
“pursuit of happiness,” one of the three supposedly unalienable rights which
Rocky, as the film’s personification of the American Dream comes to embody. The
film is set in an ethnic, working-class Philadelphia neighborhood where people
lead dead-end lives, with Rocky being representative of the working-class
underdog left behind by U.S. prosperity. Rocky missed his chance to become a
professional boxer and now makes a living by collecting money for the “local loan
shark” (Shor 1). However, at the occasion of the bicentennial celebrations in
Philadelphia, Rocky gets his chance to shine. The heavyweight champion Apollo

Creed (Carl Weathers), whom Ira Shor describes as “a tasteless caricature of
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Muhammad Ali” (ibid),"” and his manager stage a patriotic spectacle as a national
demonstration that even after two-hundred years, America is still the Land of
Opportunity. From a catalogue of semi-professional boxers, Creed picks Rocky
Balboa, the Italian Stallion, because of his colorful name. After some hesitation,
Rocky accepts Creed’s offer, and this is when the movie turns more and more into
a fable and Rocky’s character becomes more and more symbolic. Rocky’s doubts
and anxieties are that of the average working-class man: fear of failure, injured
pride, need for recognition, and the resentment to assign to somebody else’s rules
dominate Rocky’s character. In training for his big fight, however, Rocky rises
above himself, finds his courage and inner strength, and earns dignity and respect.
The film ends with Rocky going the whole distance but ultimately losing the fight
to Creed, whose victory goes unnoticed next to the personal triumph of Rocky,
Philadelphia’s new working-class hero. Rocky realizes his American Dream by
“going from disgrace to dignity in a magical moment” (Shor 1), thus proving to
himself that he is not just “one neighborhood bum.” He may not win the fight
against Creed, but he wins pride, dignity, courage, and —needless to say —the girl,
proving that America is still the Land of Opportunity for those who work hard,
(learn to) believe in themselves, and do not shy away from a challenge.

In Rocky, Philadelphia figures not merely as a setting, but it plays an important
part, as it were, which is laden with symbolism. The first scenes paint a rather
grim picture of Philadelphia. We see Rocky fighting a small-time boxer in a dark
shack; we see him collecting money for the loan shark at the cold harborfront; we
see him walking the streets of Philadelphia at night. The scenery is always dark,
chilly, and unfriendly. Rocky’s life lacks warmth and human interaction; he makes
various attempts at persuading Adrian, his best friend’s sister, to go on a date with
him, but he never succeeds and always ends up home alone, conversing with his
pet turtles. Halfway through the movie, the scenery changes. Rocky accepts
Creed’s offer, Adrian accepts Rocky’s invitation, and Rocky takes up his training

to be fit for both challenges. His fitness program includes a morning run through

' The characterization of Creed is very problematic for primarily two reasons. First, it oscillates
somewhere between the stereotype of the noble savage and the black brute. In contrast to Rocky,
Creed is portrayed as educated, articulate, well-dressed, confident, and financially successful. In
the ring, however, he is a merciless competitor, fierce and determined —the Master of Disaster, as
his nickname suggests. Second, the film completely disregards socioeconomic facts about the life of
African Americans in the United States. All African Americans in Rocky are financially well off and
enjoy the good life, while Rocky and his Italo-American community live in poverty (cf. Martin
129).
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the streets of Philadelphia—out of Rocky’s shabby neighborhood to City Hall and
the Museum of Art. His run up the Museum’s steps at dawn is a powerful
metaphor for the Everyman/underdog rising to the challenge. The iconic shot of
Rocky facing the Philadelphia skyline and lifting his arms in triumph the day
before his big fight marks Rocky’s personal victory (see fig. 4). However, this
iconic shot also reiterates the scenario of the nation’s founding, I suggest. Standing
on top of the stairs in front of the museum and looking down on Philadelphia with
his fists clenched, Rocky makes his claim to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness,” the unalienable rights he was supposedly born with. The break of day
with the sun illuminating the dark city of Philadelphia signifies the beginning of a
new chapter in Rocky’s life, but it also signifies the re-birth of America, as through
Rocky the ideals upon which the nation was founded are imbued with life. The
performative act in which Rocky lifts his arms in triumph and declares himself a
winner can be read as his ‘signature’ on the Declaration of Independence, as it
were. Having gained new faith in the idea of America, in the promise of
opportunity and happiness, Rocky subscribes himself to that idea and re-affirms

his Americanness on top of the steps, overlooking Philadelphia.

Fig. 4: Rocky lifting his arms in triumph Fig. 5: Apollo Creed in his Uncle Sam outfit
(still from Rocky) (still from Rocky)

The sentiment of America’s re-birth is intensified in the final scenes of the
movie, which show the fight between Rocky and Apollo Creed. Creed enters the
ring dressed as George Washington on a wagon that is modeled after the famous
painting of Washington crossing the Delaware by Emanuel Leutze. In the ring,
Creed then takes off his attire only to display an Uncle Sam costume (see fig. 5),
which he was wearing underneath his coat. Against the background of a cheering

audience, he endlessly repeats Uncle Sam’s signature slogan “I want YOU,”
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addressing first the audience and then his competitor, Rocky. The fight we watch
is thus not Rocky versus Apollo Creed, but Everyman versus Uncle Sam —a faux
Uncle Sam, that is, because Creed’s appearance clearly parodies this American
icon. Creed’s Uncle Sam embodies the tension between the myth of equal
opportunity and the reality of ethnic minorities; he stands for the American Dream
deferred, for the American promise unattainable for some, for the disillusionment
that comes with the realization that some people are more equal than others.
Rocky, then, fights to prove that the idea of America is still alive and real."® The
fight ends, as I have mentioned before, in favor of Creed, but Rocky, who has
managed to stay on his feet, is celebrated by the crowd as the champion of hearts.
Exactly three decades after Rocky’s pursuit of happiness, the Hollywood
blockbuster National Treasure (2004), it seems to me, revolved around the right to
“liberty,” which Nicholas Cage embodies in his performance as Benjamin Franklin
Gates. National Treasure plays heavily on the mythical origin of the United States
and re-enacts, as it were, the Revolutionary War and the nation’s founding on a
small scale. The film’s plot is quickly told: as his grandfather and his father before
him, Ben Gates has dedicated all his life to finding a monumental treasure which
the Freemasons smuggled out of Europe and into the new world to protect it from
the hands of greedy kings and tyrants. When the Revolutionary War broke out,
the Masons (who included, for instance, George Washington, Benjamin Franklin,
and Paul Revere) hid the treasure from the British and devised a series of maps
and clues to its location. The first clue to the treasure’s location was passed on to
an ancestor of Ben’s, and the film’s main action sets in with Ben and his search-
team following that clue. Sure enough, the clue they have only leads them to
another clue, which suggests that there is an invisible treasure map on the back of
the Declaration of Independence. Ben’s British search-partner lan (Sean Bean)
proposes that they steal the map, to which Ben vehemently protests. A ﬁght
ensues— lan threatens to kill Ben and his sidekick Riley (Justin Bartha), a
computer-wiz, but has to realize that Ben’s expertise might still come in handy;
thus the race between Ben and lan begins, as lan is determined to steal the
Declaration with the help of his ‘teammates’ (who are all British), while Ben and

Riley are determined to stop them. The person in charge of the Declaration, Dr.

'® Joel W. Martin notes the racism that resonates in the final scenes: “Creed may symbolically
stand for the civil rights movement, a movement that serves in this film as a synecdoche of the
1960s; by beating him, the European American community can ritually exorcise cultural anomie
and displace economic anxieties” (132).
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Abigail Chase (Diane Kruger), unwillingly joins Ben and Riley after a series of
mishaps and complications ensuing the Declaration’s theft.

The parallels between Ben and lan’s race for the treasure and the American
Revolution are almost too obvious and laden with clichés for National Treasure to
be still amusing and enjoyable to watch. The Brits are numerically superior and
better equipped (as regards technology and weapons) than the Americans.
However, the Americans compensate this disadvantage with wit and courage, and
manage to steal the Declaration before the Brits can get their hands on it. It is
interesting to note the double logic on which the film operates here: lan’s plans of
stealing the Declaration are regarded to be criminal and immoral, whereas Ben
has, of course, only the best and noblest intentions. Ben justifies his actions with a
sentence from the Declaration (“But when a long train of abuses and usurpations,
pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under
absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government,
and to provide new Guards for their future security.”), reiterating this sentence as
if he wanted to obtain permission from the Founding Fathers—or from the
Declaration itself —to steal it. Moreover, Ben’s quoting from the Declaration is a
performative act in which Ben, as the representative for all Americans, declares
independence from lan/the British once more. Ben, who firmly believes in the
Declaration’s words, severs his ties with Tan once and for all and takes on the
mission of protecting the Declaration, democracy, and America. Or, as Eric Lott
sarcastically puts it, “a patriot devotes himself, in the name of the holy writ of
American liberty, to the discovery of an originally Middle Eastern treasure lode
with a dogged faith that his personal interests jibe perfectly with those of the
nation, and that those of the nation jibe perfectly with all the globe’s citizens”
(112).

Ben’s mission in the name of American liberty naturally leads him from the
National Archives in Washington to Liberty Hall in Philadelphia, where he
expects to find another clue to the location of the treasure. The moment he unrolls
the Declaration inside Liberty Hall to have a look at the mysterious map on the
back constitutes yet another reiteration of the foundational scenario of declaring
independence. Although lan is close on his heels, Ben pauses for a moment and
states, with pathos resonating in his voice, “The last time it was here...it was being

signed.” By bringing the Declaration back to the place where it was signed and
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actively recalling the original moment of its signing, Ben, who figures as the
representative American and the embodiment of the Founding Fathers at the same
time, revives the spirit of 1776 and symbolically re-signs the Declaration. This
performative re-birth of the nation opens Ben'’s eyes to the real treasure ‘hidden’ in
the Declaration of Independence: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are the
immaterial goods underwriting America’s promise.” Ever the ardent patriot, Ben
sees himself confirmed in his conviction that being an American is the greatest
privilege of all and American democracy is the true treasure he needs to defend
and protect.

Sure enough, Ben succeeds all down the line: he finds the treasure, he gets the
girl (Abigail Chase, that is, whose primary purpose is that of being conquered by
Ben), and he is a celebrated as a national hero because he saved the Declaration
and all its treasures from the hands of the villainous Brits. Liberty has been saved
and restored by and through Benjamin Franklin Gates, in whose body the ghosts
of the Founding Fathers meet the representative Everyman to re-create the modal
American in performance. Metaphorically speaking, the ghosts of the Founding
Fathers also haunt another movie, albeit in a less positive sense. Jonathan
Demme’s drama Philadelphia (1993) grapples with the third supposedly
unalienable right, “life,” but unlike Rocky and Natwnal Treasure it ends on a
disillusioning note that raises the question as to who is granted access to these
rights in the first place.

Set in the ‘City of Brotherly Love’ and the mythic cradle of American
democracy, Philadelphia is precisely about these two things: ‘brotherly love’ (in a
not-so platonic sense) and equal rights. Philadelphia tells the story of Andrew
Beckett (Tom Hanks), a young successful lawyer who is fired from his job because
he is gay and has AIDS. Andy finds a defense counsel in Joe Miller (Denzel
Washington), a personal injury lawyer he knows from a previous case. Andy and
Joe form an odd couple. The former—rich, gay, and white —could not be more
different from the middle-class, conservative, black Miller. The film is not so much

about AIDS and homosexuality, then, as it is about homophobia and the

' Ben’s re-reading of the Declaration as the real national treasure clearly struck a chord with the
American imaginary. The official website of the U.S. National Archives, for instance, features a
section on the Declaration of Independence and treasure hunts since the release of Natwnal
Treasure. In reference to the film, the header to this section reads: “The Declaration of
Independence: Our National Treasure,” which seems to prove that its underlying message was
picked up by the film’s audience. See <http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/charters/treasure/index.html>
for the National Archives section on the Declaration of Independence and National Treasure.



52

discrimination of all minorities. The only thing that connects Joe and Andy is their
experience of being discriminated against because they both belong to a minority.
In the course of the film, Joe, bearing strong homophobic sentiments himself,
comes to realize that there is a difference between equal rights and personal beliefs
and that one’s personal beliefs do not justify discrimination. As he tells the jury in
his final address: “I feel like you do [about homosexuals], but it’s against the law
[to discriminate against them].” Joe’s passionate argumentation convinces the jury
that Andy has been discriminated against because of his sexuality and his disease,
which violates his constitutional rights. However, Andy dies shortly after trial, his
personal tragedy overshadowing his victory at court.

Philadelphia is a very ambivalent movie. It is simple in terms of its plot and the
depth of its characters, but complex in terms of its treatment of homosexuality,
AIDS, and race. Philadelphia was the first major Hollywood movie which dealt
with AIDS and homophobia, and thus can be called nothing short of
groundbreaking and revolutionary. It has been heavily criticized, however, for its
almost clinical portrayal of gay relationships and the ‘straightening’ of Andy’s
character.” Along similar lines, Philadelphia, it is often said, is the “first major non-
action Hollywood movie in which a black man personifies mainstream America”
(Taubin 24) —but then again one is tempted to ask how “mainstream” Joe Miller
really is. Joe’s only motivation for representing Andy in court is his empathy for
people who are discriminated against because of their minority status. Joe, too, is
both clearly marked as ‘other’ in this movie but, at the same time, he is ‘whitened’
(he is a lawyer, middle-class, educated), so that a white audience is able to identify
with him. I find the ambivalence in the two protagonists’ portrayal particularly
interesting because it seems to reflect the ambivalence inherent in America.
American democracy is grounded in the fundamental belief that “all men are

created equal” and that they were endowed by their creator with the “unalienable

2% See Corber, “Normalizing the Gay Body,” for an excellent analysis of the representation of male
homosexuality in Philadelphia. Corber convincingly argues that “for heterosexual spectators to
identify with Andy, he must first be desexualized” (116). As Corber notes, the less Andy
participates in gay subcultural life, the more “normal” and, indeed, fuman he appears to be. A
flashback during the trial indicates that Andy’s infection with the HI-virus comes from an
anonymous sexual encounter at a gay movie theater. The direct link that is established here
between the transmission of HIV and anonymous sex pathologizes homosexuality and gay
subcultures. “Since Andy contracted HIV during his brief participation in gay culture,” Corber
argues, “his illness emerges as symbolic punishment for his deviation from heteronormative values
and expectations” (117). Herein lies the film’s ambivalence as regards homosexuality: while it is
implied that homosexuality in itself is nothing bad, giving in to same-sex desire and living one’s
sexuality may end in painful death.
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rights” to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” However, just as Rocky,
Andy and Joe have to experience that some people are more equal than others,
that their lives are considered to be less valuable than those of straight white men,
and that this devaluation deems their supposedly unalienable rights unattainable.
The predominant battle in Philadelphia is thus, as Richard C. Cante states, “the
narrative quest of the other marked male professional, be he black, gay, or
diseased, to assimilate. In other words, the quilting struggle here becomes the
impossible struggle to legitimately find one's way into the Law of the (Founding)
Fathers, or into the realm of representation itself” (243).

There is indeed not much brotherly love in this Philadelphia—too wide is the
gap between straight and gay, black and white, rich and poor. Already the film’s
very first sequence indicates that there is a vast difference between the ideals upon
which America was imagined and the realities of the lives of many American
citizens. Philadelphia’s opening captures this ambivalence perfectly by taking us on
a trip through the streets of Philadelphia. A helicopter shot of the city lets the
spectator ﬂy toward the downtown skyline and move over the top of Benjamin
Franklin Bridge, City Hall, and the bronze statue of William Penn. What follows
are shots of poor black people in inner Philadelphia, wealthy white suburbanites,
construction sites, and children playing games. The camera’s movement finally
stops when it discovers a homeless person sleeping on a sidewalk, in a pile of
leaves. Philadelphia is thus established as a diverse, multicultural city; here, the
mythical America that National Treasure, for instance, glorifies stands in stark
contrast to the sobering reality one encounters on the camera’s stroll through the
city.

Philadelphia constantly negotiates between American myths and realities; it
seeks to redeem the American ideals of democracy, but it has to concede that this
is impossible. The film constantly and vehemently calls attention to the symbolic
significance of its setting. Recall, for instance, the scene in which Joe answers a
reporter’s question as to whether homosexuals deserve special treatment with a
recourse to the Declaration: “We're standing here in Philadelphia, the City of
Brotherly Love, birthplace of freedom, where the Founding Fathers authored the
Declaration of Independence, and I don’t recall that glorious document saying
anything about all straight men are created equal, but I believe it says all men are

created equal.” Such invocations of America’s utopian promises, Corber explains,
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“exploit gay men’s desire to inhabit an unmarked body, a desire implanted in them
by their lack of unencumbered access to the public sphere” (125). However, the
costs of Andy and Joe’s marked bodies assuming the unmarked identity are
enormous. The generic, abstract citizen constructed by the discourse of US
citizenship as non-corporeal and transcendental is actually white, straight, and
middle-class. Andy’s de-sexualization guarantees him equality and access to
abstract citizenship (and thus to Americanness) for a brief moment. On his dying
bed, however, he is forcibly called into his homosexual identity again. His scant
body, his bald head, and his oxygen mask are signs of Andy’s impending death, a
death caused by AIDS, a death caused by homosexuality. The ending of
Philadelphia leaves a bitter aftertaste: The jury can easily grant Andy the same
rights as straight citizens, it seems, because his sexuality will take its toll anyway.”'
Or, as Charles I. Nero observes, there is “no space for a living gay protagonist. ...
Andy will die at the end, even if he wins the case” (62).

If Andy is denied the right to life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness because of
his sexually deviant body, then the same applies to Joe’s racially marked body. As
I mentioned before, Joe and Andy’s relationship is solely based on Joe's
identification with Andy. Similar to Andy, Joe can only gain access to abstract
citizenship if he renounces his African American heritage and disavows the
specificity of his body. Joe’s status as a national citizen is thus fragile and
precarious, as he lives under the permanent threat of being called into the subject
position of ‘black’ and losing his citizen status. The impossibility of gaining
permanent access to abstract citizenship is reflected in the lyrics to Philadelphia’s
title song. “I walked a thousand miles / Just to slip this skin,” Bruce Springsteen
sings in “Streets of Philadelphia,” alluding to the continuous attempts “flawed
citizens”* like Andy and Joe undertake to assimilate, but which repeatedly fail.

Springsteen’s song underlines this constant tension between the protagonists’
desire to feel connected to Philadelphia, America, and Americanness and the
radical alienation they feel, as if, in fact, they did not exist at all. His lyrics speak

from the position of the marginalized and marked subject, who is not recognized

*! For more on queerness and its relation to death in Philadelphia see Edelman, No Future 18-19.

*? Here, 1 borrow from Ariella Azoulay, who introduces the notion of the “flawed citizen” in her
book 7he Civil Contract of Photography. She defines the flawed citizen as one who who belongs “to a
differential system of citizenship that discriminates...on the basis of differences in religion, gender,
race, class, ethnicity, or language. Flawed citizens are more exposed than proper citizens to
hazards, and risks and their vulnerability is systemic” (36).
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or even apprehended as a proper citizen and thus unable to make sense of his-
/herself: “I was bruised and battered and I couldn’t tell / What I felt / I was
unrecognizable to myself / I saw my reflection in a window / I didn’t know / My
own face.” The first verse closes with an implicit plea for recognition, and an
appeal to also regard the life of the ‘flawed citizen’ a life worth living and worth
saving: “Oh brother are you gonna leave me / Wastin’ away / On the streets of
Philadelphia?” The plea for recognition remains unheard, however. The “1” in this
song can feel him-/herself fading away, probably following the “the voices of
friends vanished and gone” s/he can hear when walking through the city’s
avenues. Flawed citizens like Joe and Andy, Springsteen’s song suggests,
eventually turn into ghosts. As their lives are not worth living or worth protecting,
they are also not worth remembering —and if they are not remembered, did they
ever really exist? Their material bodies vanished, they come back as disembodied
voices to haunt American culture and constitute a spectral narrative that troubles

dominant notions of Americanness.

The Ghost of Barack Obama: Spectrality and Acts of Conjuration

I began this chapter with Barack Obama’s “A More Perfect Union” speech, in
which he quotes from the Preamble of the U.S. Constitution to remind his fellow
citizens that the project which the Founding Fathers inaugurated is still
unfinished. Indeed, the contrast between the ideals propagated in the Preamble
and the picture of America that, for instance, “Streets of Philadelphia” paints for
us could not be more pronounced. The “more perfect union” the Founding Fathers
envisioned is clearly a long way from the isolation, loneliness, and darkness
Springsteen describes in his song. But if the lives of homosexuals, blacks, and
other minorities are not as valuable as those of the generic U.S. citizen, as
Philadelphia seems to suggest, if they are denied access to Americanness, what do
we make of such a prominent public figure as Barack Obama? What happens to
our imaginings of America, once America is represented by a black man?

Barack Obama’s inauguration as 44" president of the United States on
January 21, 2009, was, beyond a doubt, a landmark moment in American history.
The presidency of Barack Obama is a challenge to U.S. identity politics, the
significance of blackness, and the significance of color lines in general (cf.
Hollinger 1033). Already during the election campaign, the press did not grow

tired of depicting Obama as ‘post-ethnic’ or ‘post-racial’—an assessment which
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was primarily based on Obama’s “self-presentation with minimal references to his
color” and on the “willingness of millions of white voters to respond to Obama”
(Hollinger 1033).** To be post-ethnic, according to David Hollinger, is not to be
colorblind or to deny the existence of racism, but to “reject the idea that descent is
destiny” (1034).> To paraphrase, equality for American citizens all across the
color lines can only become a reality if one’s recognition as a citizen is no longer
determined by one’s skin color. Recognition and the definition of ‘proper’ citizens
are undoubtedly the key issues in this context, which I will return to at a later
point in this chapter. Suffice it to say now that the Obama phenomenon signifies a
breakthrough in identity politics in the United States. As the son of a black
immigrant and a white American, Barack Obama “presents a compelling invitation
to explore the limits of blackness ... but also of whiteness,” and destabilizes the
color lines in an unprecedented manner (Hollinger 1037). Whether Obama’s
presidency leads America into a post-ethnic age or not is a question historians and
political scientists will have to answer. My primary interest lies in the ghostly
spectrality of Obama’s speech in Philadelphia, which is also tied to questions of
race and racism but moves into an entirely different direction.

My understanding of ghostly spectrality relies heavily on Derrida’s notion of
the “specter” as it can be found in Specters of Marx. A specter, Derrida suggests, is
“always a revenant. One cannot control its comings and goings because it begins by
coming back” (Specters 11). The revenant is, paradoxically enough, both a repetition
and an original apparition: “he comes back, so to speak, for the first time,” as

Derrida explains (Specters 4). However, he also comes back for the last time, since

* David Hollinger cites Obama’s success in the primary elections and caucuses in Indiana and
Montana, two heavily white states, as examples of Obama’s acceptance among white voters. In the
November 2008 election, Obama carried Florida, North Carolina, and Virginia, which have a
strong Republican tradition (cf. 1033).

*In Postethnic America, Hollinger sketches out the definition of postethnicity in more detail.
“Postethnicity,” he states, “prefers voluntarily to prescribed affiliations, appreciates multiple
identities, pushes for communities of wide scope, recognizes the constructed character of ethno-
racial groups, and accepts the formation of new groups as a part of the normal life of a democratic
society” (116). Identity formation, he forcefully argues, should be self-determined and autonomic:
“Individuals should be allowed to affiliate or disaffiliate with their own communities of descent to
an extent that they choose, while affiliating with whatever nondescent communities are available
and appealing to them” (ibid). In theory, the notion of ‘identity’ would ultimately be replaced by
the notion of ‘affiliation,” which he claims to be more productive and inclusive. Multiculturalism, he
explains, favors the term “identity,” which Hollinger finds to be “more psychological than social”
and thus tends to “hide the extent to which the achievement of an identity is a social process by
which a person becomes affiliated with one or more acculturating cohorts” (6). In contrast to
postethnicity, multiculturalism has, for this reason, “not been ethnic enough” (7). Our age,
Hollinger is convinced, is “an age not of identities but of affiliations,” which is not to say that
people do not have identities, but rather that “the identities people assume are acquired largely
through affiliation, however prescribed or chosen” (ibid).
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“the singularity of any first time makes of it also a last time” (Specters 10). Each and
every appearance of the specter is a repetition yet an original, is a first and a last
appearance at the same time. Signifying an always-already unrealized and
unrealizable ontology, Derrida concludes, the specter represents the inherent
instability of reality and the fleeting modality of materiality. As Frederic Jameson
explains,

Spectrality does not involve the conviction that ghosts exist or that the past

(and maybe even the future they offer to prophesy) is still very much alive

and at work, within the living present: all it says, if it can be thought to speak,

is that the living present is scarcely as self-sufficient as it claims to be; that we

would do well not to count on its density and solidity, which might under
exceptional circumstances betray us. (“Letter” 39)

The specter is a deconstructive figure that is neither absent nor present, neither
dead nor alive. Consequently, the priority of material existence and presence is
supplanted by an existence that is inherently incomplete and indefinable.
Ontology, in other words, is replaced by its quasi-homonym “hauntology,” which
denotes an impossible state of being —impossible, because there is no materiality,
no presence, no tangible proof of actual existence. As Tom Lewis explains, the
specter thus not merely represents the instability of reality, but furthermore
“represents the ghostly embodiment of a fear and panic” that is provoked by
intimations of that impossibility (140). “Recognition of the flawed or incomplete
nature of being,” Lewis continues, “can trigger emotional reactions aimed at
denying or exorcizing such a recognition” (ibid).

Barack Obama’s delivery of the “Race Speech” is a hauntological
performance, as it denotes an instance in which the specters that haunt American
culture find material, embodied existence and trouble dominant notions of
Americanness. Obama explicitly addresses the contradiction inscribed in
American culture, that is, the exclusion of African Americans from a vision of a
more perfect union which promises life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to a/l.
If the systematic silencing of African American voices has rendered them virtually
non-existent as contributors to American culture, and if, in the American
imaginary, the president is constructed as a white man, can Barack Obama then
actually be a ‘real’ American president—or: a real American president? His
seemingly impossible state of existence illustrates in a very poignant manner that

the ideals propagated in the Constitution have never correlated with the realities of
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the daily lives of all U.S. citizens.” In Barack Obama, the specters of American
culture find a manifestation, or material presence; they return for the first time,
their demand for recognition as part of American culture finding a voice. Obama’s
presence forces his audience to acknowledge the systematic exclusion of African
Americans from hegemonic American culture and unearths a subdued, spectral
narrative that had not managed to take material form on such a large scale
before.”® Coming to life in Obama’s performance, these ghosts and specters that

haunt the American consciousness leave a trace and may alter “future phantoms,

» Of course, the discrepancy between the words of the Constitution and the realities of U.S.
citizens has been pointed out by numerous politicians before Barack Obama. Bill Clinton and
George W. Bush, to name only two prominent figures, addressed this problem in various political
speeches. Clinton, for instance, acknowledged in a speech on race relations in 1995 that for “tens of
millions of Americans” being listened to and being heard “has never been a reality,” because black
Americans were not given the same opportunities as white Americans. Clinton encourages his
citizens to clean America of racism and close the gap between black and white that has so long
divided the country. However, Clinton’s sense of history is tainted; treating racial diversity as a
relatively new phenomenon, Clinton contributes to the erasure of African American voices from
the nation’s narrative. “Long before we were so diverse,” he says, “our nation’s motto was ‘E
Pluribus Unum’—out of many, we are one,” which completely ignores the fact that African
Americans have always been a presence in the United States and racial diversity has therefore
always existed. In his speech on the African American History month in 2007, George W. Bush
also called on all citizens to make the promises of equality and opportunity attainable for everyone,
regardless of their skin color. Similar to Clinton, Bush acknowledges the hardships African
Americans had to endure, but his perspective on history is somewhat skewed. In his speech, Bush
subsumes generations of slaves under the label “the children of Africa,” whose “first real hope of
freedom” came when Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. He then skips 100
years of American history and mentions the “heroes of the civil rights movement,” who “continued
the struggle for freedom” and whose courage “opened up the promise for millions of our citizens.” I
find Bush’s choice of words extremely interesting and disturbing at the same time: the phrase
“children of Africa” trivializes the toil of slavery and reaffirms racial stereotypes. Seemingly unable
to help themselves, “Africa’s children” had to wait for a white man to single-handedly save them
from their lot. By the 1960s, Bush’s words suggest, African Americans had found a way to help
themselves and brought forth their own heroes. However, his words further imply that only with
the civil rights movement did African Americans transform from mere inhabitants to citizens of the
United States. While the purpose of Bush’s speech was to honor the achievements of African
Americans, it actually diminishes their accomplishments, contributes to their marginalization, and
denies them a part in the narrative of America.

% To grasp the significance of Obama’s victory, one only needs to consider the first reactions of
African Americans after election night. Many African Americans expressed their pride to be
Americans and stated that they had a new-found trust and belief in the idea of America. The
Newsweek edition published immediately after Obama’s election features a letter of an African
American mother to her little son, which is representative of the meaning that Obama has for black
Americans: “When you are older, we will talk about how African-American children, like their
parents and grandparents, have struggled to overcome the feeling that no matter how hard they
study and work and try, there are barriers —some visible, others hidden but still there —that block
their way. The feeling that we can rise, but only so far. I did not want you to grow up believing
that bitter remnants of the past could hold power over your future. I wanted to be able to tell you
that it wasn’t true —that you could be anything you wanted to be. But I couldn’t quite believe it
myself. Now I do. With Obama’s election, I can mean it when I tell you that the world is available
to you. ... No election can wipe away racism, ... [but] it is easier today than it was yesterday to see
that racism, once a barrier, is now more like a hurdle” (Kelley 33). Film stars and athletes may
have demonstrated that African Americans can be successful and partake of the American Dream,
but only with Obama'’s victory did true racial equality suddenly seem possible.
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future fantasies ... and at times ... cultural repertoires” (Taylor, D., Archive 143).”
Barack Obama’s deliverance of “A More Perfect Union” does precisely that. It
changes the way and the scope in which American presidents will be envisioned
and desired in the future. At the same time, it also alters the cultural repertoire of
America, as the performance of a black president is added as an imaginable and
legitimate enactment of the American president. Through the figure of Barack
Obama, the notion of ‘black president’ is resignified and turned from and
impossible into a possible existence, while the specters become agents, active
participants in American culture.

The relation between spectrality and performance is rather complex and
difficult to pin down. As an apparition that is both a repetition and a singular
event, Derrida’s specter could by all means be regarded as the ‘embodiment’ of
performance, as the specter and performance are both defined along similar lines. I
use ‘embodiment’ for lack of a better word; as the specter is never wholly present,
nor material, it actually cannot be said to embody anything. In fact, the specter
cannot even ‘be’—it can always only ‘almost-be.” The specter, I thus want to
suggest, is not the manifestation of performance, but of ‘almost-performance.’ It is
the manifestation of (seemingly) impossible existences, such as the existence of a
black U.S. president, for instance, or that of a gay cowboy, which demonstrate the
limits and the instability of our constructions of reality. When Morgan Freeman
played president Tim Beck in the Hollywood blockbuster Decp Impact in 1998,
cynics remarked that the somewhat absurd plotline of a meteor destroying Earth
had greater chances of becoming reality than that of a black man serving the
nation’s highest office. Or, put differently: even those viewers who missed the

beginning of the film would have immediately realized that they were only

” Taylor defines the repertoire as follows: “The repertoire ... enacts embodied memory:
performances, gestures, orality, movement, dance, singing —in short, all those acts usually thought
of as ephemeral, nonreproducible knowledge. Repertoire, etymologically ‘a treasury, an inventory,’
also allows for individual agency, referring also to ‘the finder, the discoverer,” and meaning ‘to find
out.” (Archive 20). She identifies four central characteristics that the repertoire bears. First, the
repertoire “requires presence: people participate in the production and reproduction of knowledge
by ‘being there,” being part of the transmission” (ibid). Second, it “both keeps and transforms
choreographies of meaning,” that is, the embodiment of (institutionalized) knowledge changes over
time, but its meaning may remain the same (ibid). Third, the repertoire “allows ... scholars to trace
traditions and influences,” offering “an alternative perspective on historical processes ...” (ibid). As
performances reproduce themselves through their very own patterns and codes, it follows that
fourth, “the repertoire ... is mediated” (Archeve 21). The selection process and transmission takes
place in—and contributes to the constitution of —specific systems of representation. Embodied
acts, Taylor argues, thus “reconstitute themselves, transmitting communal memories, histories, and
values from one group/generation to the next” (ibid).
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watching a movie and tragedy was not really impending when they saw Morgan
Freeman as president on their screen, because the impossibility of a black
president was deeply anchored in people’s minds. A black president is an
impossible existence not because there were no black wo/men who might have
been willing and able to run for office, but rather because there is no black
wo/man on any dollar bill. In other words, in the American cultural imaginary,
African Americans typically do not figure as presidents. Most people will have a
very specific image in their minds of what a president should look like, and they
will probably rather think along the lines of a George Washington than a
Frederick Douglass. Imaginings of Obama as a second, a black George
Washington, as one could find it on the cover of
the inauguration-issue of 7he New Yorker (fig. 6),
illustrate the process of resignification, while they
also make visible the ghosts that haunt American
culture. The Obama-fication of Washington’s
iconic portrait aligns Obama with the first
president, suggesting that Obama is a ‘first,” too:
he is the first black president, but also the first
president of a symbolically re-founded America

and a signifier of change. Moreover, imagining

Fig. 6: The New Yorker cover, 25 ~Obama as a reincarnation of Washington
January, 2009.
contributes to a cultural legitimation of Obama as
president. However, the cover of The New Yorker also leaves us with a feeling of
being haunted by the specter of slavery, by the ghosts of politically and culturally
dispossessed black Americans, and by the lost voices that have been systematically
silenced in narratives of American culture. Barack Obama, then, figures as the
host of America’s specters, as he draws attention to the incompleteness of a
particular construction of ‘reality’ that privileges whiteness as the default racial
category in the American cultural imaginary. In other words, Obama ‘exceeds’ his
own corporeality to provide the specters of America with an embodied existence
that grants them materiality and visibility.
The spectrality of Obama’s performance resides in the singularity of this

particular event. One may compare Obama to a Derridean specter in that he, too,

“comes back for the first time.” Obama ‘comes back,” because, one might say, he is
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the spiritual descendant of great African Americans leaders like Martin Luther
King, Malcolm X, or Jesse Jackson —an impression which is strengthened by his
allusions to the Civil Rights movement. However, Obama comes back “for the first
time,” because he delivered his speech as the first African American to have a real
chance of becoming president, which he then eventually did.”® This historic event
cannot be repeated; to use Derrida’s terms, Obama is both the first and the last
first African American president in U.S. history. The historic quality of Obama’s
election as president, then, is determined precisely by the seeming impossibility of
a black president. Consequently, the moment of impossibility-turned-into-reality
produces chaos, as its imagery cannot be related to anything known and familiar.
This moment produces a different and somewhat odd version of America that
diverges significantly from the common narrative, according to which the
president is supposed to be a white man. | want to stress that this moment of
impossibility-turned-into-reality is a moment of confrontation and recognition, in
the sense that it forces one to face the instability of ‘reality’ and the exclusionary
practices that are at work in the construction of cultural imaginaries. It demands
the acknowledgment of an alternative narrative that does not emerge ex n[/z[lo, but
that has rather always run parallel to the dominant narrative. In instances such as
Obama’s “A More Perfect Union” speech, this subdued, spectral narrative gains
momentum and redefines the hegemonic narrative by investing available symbols
with new significations, thus provoking redefinitions of ‘Americanness.’

I propose to read Obama'’s delivery of “A More Perfect Union” as an instance
of disruptive ghosting, that is, as a manifestation and embodied visualization of
that which has long been kept invisible and whose sudden visibility interrupts
‘normal’ narratives of American culture, provoking reconsiderations and
redefinitions of the meaning of ‘Americanness.” My understanding of performance
is rooted in the principle of ghosting and on the relationship between visibility and
invisibility, appearance and disappearance. In this sense, my view of performance
recalls that of Phelan; however, while Phelan considers the defining feature of all
performance that it is live and unrecordable —hence disappears without a trace —1
concur with Diana Taylor that performance makes visible in the ‘now’ that which

is always already there and has indeed always been there: the scenarios, the

*® Barack Obama was the seventh African American to run for president. He was preceded by
Shirley Chisholm (1972), Jesse Jackson (1984 and 1988), Lenora Fulani (1988 and 1994), Alan
Keyes (1996 and 2000), Al Sharpton (2004), and Carol Moseley Brown (2004).
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patterns and cultural codes that structure dominant imaginings of America, and
the ghosts that haunt these imaginings. “These specters,” Taylor writes, “alter
future phantoms, future fantasies” (Archive 143). Performances do leave a trace as
they reproduce, and at times alter, cultural repertoires through invocational
practice, through making visible “not just the live, but the powerful army of the
always already living” (ibid).

Central to both performance and the notion of spectrality is their situatedness
in the now, their coming to life in an ephemeral instant that we cannot hold on to.
As Taylor argues, the “power of seeing through performance is the recognition
that we've seen it all before —the fantasies that shape our sense of self, of
community, that organize our scenarios of interaction, conflict, and resolution”
(ibid). Put differently, the power of performance lies in its ability to evoke a sense
of déja-vu, a feeling that the present moment has already been seen, experienced,
lived. Performance is always haunted and, just as the Derridean specter, always
begins by coming back. The use of performance as an epistemological tool thus
invites reconsiderations of historiography, sequential time, and the weight of the
past. In Specters of Marx, Derrida asks whether the comings and goings of the
specter are “ordered according to the linear succession of a before and an after,
between a present-past, a present-present, and a present-future, between a ‘real

"

time’ and a ‘deferred time’” (48). If there is something like spectrality and, one
might add, if there is something like performance, the “reassuring order of
presents” and the neat borders between present, actual ‘reality’ of the present, and
absence or non-presence collapse, as the “wpectrality effect,” as Derrida calls it,
undoes the opposition between an effective presence and an absence, between past
present and future present, focusing instead on a politics of conjuration (ibid).

The French noun ‘conjuration’ articulates two seemingly conflicting meanings,
as Derrida points out. It signifies ‘conjuration’ (its English homonym), on the one
hand, and ‘conjurement,” on the other. The English ‘conjuration’ may denote either
“the conspiracy ... of those who promise solemly ... by swearing together an oath
to struggle against a superior power” or the “magical incantation destined to evoke,
to bring forth with the voice, to convoke a charm or spirit” (Specters 50).
‘Conjurement,” by contrast, refers to the “magical exorcism that ... tends to
expulse the evil spirit which would have been called up or evoked” (Specters 58). A

politics of conjuration is thus a process of negotiation between magical
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incantations and a magical exorcism that unfolds through the power of the
performative. Both incantation and exorcism are rhetorically dependent on
declarations, certifications, and authoritative claims, in order to achieve the
desired effect and be in effect. In the very moment of their articulation,
declarations posit truths, that is, they are true for that particular moment ¢ that
particular moment. What makes declarations and certifications particularly
effective is, therefore, their singularity and their situatedness in the now:
declarations put importance on a particular moment which can be reactivated and
reiterated but never repeated n exactly the same way.

We may conceive of Obama’s delivery of “A More Perfect Union” as a
conjuration that evokes the specter of slavery but also exorcises it through a
recourse to the American Dream and mythical imaginings of America. The
invocation of the specter of slavery, which haunts Obama’s performance, conflicts
with normative narratives of American culture and disrupts modern formulations
of ontology, teleology, and epistemology, provoking reconceptualizations of what
constitutes ‘proper’ Americanness. The spectrality effect of this conjuration, the
specter’s presence yet absence, its visibility yet invisibility, lets the comforting
sequential order of present, past, and future crumble and shifts our focus to the
very moment of articulation, to the ephemeral ‘now.” Considering how important
the now is to all performance, it is surprising how seldom it has been theorized and
put at the center of performance studies. David Romén’s study Performance in
America is perhaps the only thorough analysis of a notion which he calls the
“contemporary” and which he understands to be at the guiding principle
performance.

Already at the outset of his book, Romén poses the important question “What
might be gained by placing performance at the center of current national inquires
and debates?” (Performance 1). Romén seeks to answer this question by “thinking
about performance as a practice that both shapes and informs ... the
‘contemporary.” (ibid). Romén defines the contemporary as “a critical temporality
that engages the past without being held captive to it and that instantiates the
present without defining a future” (ibid). The question of the contemporary is
“almost by definition a problem of representation,” because as soon as the present
moment finds representation it is marked by the passage of time (Docherty 50).

According to Romén, discussions on the notion of the contemporary are most
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fruitful when they are connected to the performing arts, as the nowness of
performance is, in fact, a manifestation of the contemporary. Both the
contemporary and performance cannot be pinned down within a space/time
continuum, as they take place in a present moment in time, “in which an audience
imagines itself within a fluid and nearly suspended temporal condition” (Romén,
Performance 11). In other words, the contemporary unhinges teleological time and
establishes a connection between past, present, and future that is dynamic and
open to ‘circular’ forms of exchange.” By ‘circular’ exchange I mean that both the
past and the future are linked to the contemporary and define it, while they are
being defined by it at the same time. Contemporary performances draw from the
past and shape the future without being anchored to it; the exchange that is taking
place among a provisional collective (artists and audience) within a particular
moment and particular space allows for unforeseen revisions of the past as well as
unexpected visions of the future. The significance of contemporary performance,
as Romdn argues, “need not be based in either tradition or futurity,” but lies in its
capacity of marking its own historical moment (Performance 15).

In contrast to Romdn, I am not exclusively interested in the relation between
the contemporary and the performing arts, but I want to focus on processes of
temporal and spatial exchange on a broader level, which includes literary, filmic,
and visual texts. By understanding performance as a genre which “allows for
alternative mappings” that enables scholars of American studies to “rethink [...]
their object of study” (Taylor, D., “Remapping” 1417), it is possible to analyze
texts which are usually perceived as generically different under the same aspects.
Of interest to me are the processes of exchange between text and imaginary in the
moment of the now, the versions of America that are performed and created in
that exchange, and especially the disruptive moments of spectrality that expose
American culture as inherently fraught with tension. ‘Normal’ Americanness is an
ideological construct that has been designed to signify whiteness, maleness,
heterosexuality, middle-class, and Protestantism, and it has been haunted by the

specters which do not fulfill one or more of these criteria; as the following chapters

** Feminist theorists, such as Robyn Wiegman, have already successfully deconstructed the concept
of teleological time, which “covets the ideas of origins and succession” (810). The model of
teleological time builds on the “generational legacy” paradigm (Roof 71), which assumes a
reproductive logic and conceives of the present as permanently indebted to the past. I find these
scholars’ efforts to divest the notion of time from causality and linearity very intriguing because it
establishes the present moment as a time in its own right without falling captive to presentism and
becoming ahistorical.
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will show, however, the cultural works that have been invested with hegemonic
imaginings of ‘normal’ Americanness conjure the very specters that their
ideologically motivated readings relentlessly sought to exorcise. After all, the mere
fact that there is a need for the vehement disarticulation of, for example,
blackness, femininity, and homosexuality from ‘normal’ Americanness indicates
that there are articulations of Americanness that include —or at least bear the
traces of —these disavowed categories.

Performance may enable us to unearth those articulation as, according to
Romdn, the processes of temporal exchange in performance allow new social
formations to emerge —social formations, which “constitute a counterpublic” that
breaks with normative structures of being and belonging (Performance 2).
Performance thus “critically reinvents what is meant by ‘America’ in the moment
of the contemporary, which “both carries and reinvents particular performances
and moments from the past” (ibid). While I agree with Rom4n’s assessment that
performance reinvents our understanding of ‘America,” I do not think that this is
necessarily done by or through a counterpublic. Romaén does not further explain
how he would define a ‘counterpublic.” My understanding of the term is based on
definitions by Nancy Fraser and Michael Warner. Fraser speaks of “subaltern
counterpublics,” by which she means “parallel discursive arenas where members
of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs” (“Public
Sphere” 122-23). Warner adds to Fraser’s definition that “a counterpublic comes
into being through an address to indefinite strangers” (“Public” 86). However,
those strangers are not addressed as “just anybody,” but they are “socially marked
by their participation in this kind of discourse” (ibid).”” In both Fraser and
Warner’s understanding, a subaltern, inferior status is (re-) inscribed into the term
‘counterpublic,” which reinforces the exclusion of subordinated social groups from
mainstream culture. Much more effective than the formation of counterdiscourses
are modifications of mainstream culture by way of which these social groups

become included in American culture on its imaginary level. These modifications

% Warner cites gay and queer counterpublics as examples to illustrate the mechanisms of a
counterpublic. While “ordinary people,” Warner explains, “are presumed to not want to be
mistaken for the kind of person who would want to participate in this [counterpublic] kind of talk
or be present in this [counterpublic] kind of scene,” the counterpublic constitutes a safe space free

from “heteronormative speech protocols” in which individual stigmatization is transposed by a
conflict between “modes of publicness” (“Public” 86-87).
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come down to us in the form of reinvestments of common cultural codes and
symbols with new significations. Through Barack Obama, the notion of
‘president,” for instance, is invested with new meaning, which alters American
culture on a large scale. In the case of Obama, American culture is faced with a
shift in meaning that is too powerful to be ignored or pushed to the margins and
vehemently demands a renegotiation of what ‘America/n’ means—a renegotiation
of whose contributions to American culture are valued, of what constitutes the
‘norm,” and of who is a ‘proper’ and who is a ‘flawed’ American.

To read Barack Obama’s “Race Speech” as a haunted performance and an
instance of conjuration is to draw critical attention to the unsettling moment of
chaos that is produced when Americanness is performed with a difference and
resists patterned forms of interpretation. Such performances run counter to one’s
expectations and disrupt totalizing, restrictive notions of American culture.
However, | want to stress that the disruptions caused by the spectrality effect are
not by definition destructive. On the contrary, 1 propose that, by granting
visibility to the mis- and non-representation of marginalized groups in the
American cultural imaginary, these moments are more often than not productive
and dynamic instances which unearth long silenced voices and send out a plea for
inclusion. This plea can be articulated very vehemently and forcefully, as in the
case of Barack Obama. In other instances, this plea for inclusion may quickly fall
into oblivion. Nevertheless, the conjurations that disrupt hegemonic narratives of
American culture leave their traces just as any other performance and continue to
haunt the American cultural landscape.

All conjurations, and the disruptive spectrality they entail, can only appear
within the temporal frame of the contemporary, as they emerge out of the
dynamics between past and present in the ephemeral act of performance. Since
every contemporary performance is always already embedded in a history of past
performances, the contemporary, as Romdn states, engages in ongoing dialogues
with, for instance, cultural memory, the theatrical past, and literary history (cf.
Performance 12-13). Romdn continues by arguing that he wants to challenge “the
presumption that the contemporary is obligated to recognize the past or gesture to
the future” (Performance 15). Taking cue from queer theory, he proposes a
questioning of all systems of normativity and suggests that the contemporary

“should be evaluated primarily in terms of how it serves its immediate audience”
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(ibid). This is the point where my agenda diverges from Romdn’s in a significant
and crucial way. Similar to Romdn, I am, too, indebted to the critical output of
queer theory and I acknowledge queer theory's endeavor to Inquire all systems of
normativity. However, I hold queer theory’s main venture to be the transcendence
of binary oppositions and categorical thinking, in favor of a thinking in
continuums with smooth, fluent transitions between different states of being.
Accordingly, the radical potential of the contemporary, especially when it
produces a haunting effect, must be in the transcendence of teleological
temporality and the attempt to establish a system of circular temporality that is
characterized by simultaneity rather than linear succession. It is in the fleeting
moment of the now that the past meets the future and, for a split-second, the linear
procession of time is interrupted. As Romédn has so rightly pointed out, all
contemporary performances are rooted in an archive of past performances, but
they would also be impossible without an imaginable future.”’ While 1 agree with
Romén that the contemporary should be understood and analyzed as a temporality
in its own right, I do not believe that evaluating it primarily in terms of its
immediate effect and purpose would do it justice. I think that the power of the
contemporary gets enhanced by its function as the nexus where past, present, and
future merge, as past performances come to life in the form of impulses,
movements, flashes of memory in the contemporary performance which, at the
same time, shows possibilities of future performances. Contemporary
performances thus leave their imprint on the past and the future and give direction

to imaginings of Americanness.

! Roman does not further explain what constitutes the archive, or how he would define this term
in the first place. Taylor, on the other hand, provides a very comprehensive definition of the
archive, which she understands to be the complement of the repertoire. “’Archival’ memory,” she
writes, “exists as documents, maps, literary texts, letters, archaeological remains, bones, videos,
films, CDs, all those items supposedly resistant to change. Archive ... etymologically refers to ‘a
public building,” ‘a place where records are kept.” ... [It] also means a beginning, the first place
[...] We might conclude that the archival, from beginning, sustains power” (Archive 19). Taylor
stresses that the archive is a dynamic process rather than a static site: “[a]rchival memory works
across distance, over time and space [...] What changes over time is the value, relevance, or
meaning of the archive, how the items it contains get interpreted, even embodied. ... Insofar as it
constitutes materials that seem to endure, the archive exceeds the live” (ibid). As archival memory
is institutionalized knowledge, there are, as Taylor points out, several myths attending it: “One is
that it is unmediated, that objects located there might mean something outside the framing of the
archival impetus itself. What makes an object archival is the process whereby it is selected,
classified, and presented for analysis. Another myth is that the archive resists change,
corruptibility, and political manipulation. Individual things ... might mysteriously appear in or
disappear from the archive” (ibid).
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It is important to note at this point that the possible future performances
foreshadowed in the contemporary do not necessarily have to present us with
something fundamentally new, nor do they have to depict idealistic and utopian
futures. But the glimpses at future performances, which the contemporary offers,
always transform the archive they derive from, be it in small or radical ways.
Contemporary performances transcend the linearity of time, because in the
fleeting moment of the now there is a vivid, reciprocal exchange between past and
present, which follows neither the normative principles of legitimated traditions,
nor those of a “reproductive futurism” (Edelman, No Future 2). Rather, this
exchange aims at establishing a dialogue in which past and present are reflected
through one another and, as a consequence, open up a wide variety of possible
readings of a given culture.”? Or, to quote Wendy Brown, such a mode of
temporality “honors and redeems the past without recourse to Gew? (or any other
logic of history) and ... is also responsive to imagined future generations, even
offering them a certain promise and guarantee without pretending that it can
orchestrate their relations” (148). A mode of temporality that privileges the
contemporary demonstrates that culture, and American culture in this particular
case, is always subject to re-definition and re-signification; it demonstrates that the
past is not a static archive we draw from, but that our understanding and
interpretation of the past changes according to our imaginings of the future.

As the specter is both a site of rupture and renewal, moments of spectrality
offer chaos and disruption as much as they offer promise and hope; they expose
dominant discourses of ‘America’ as highly ambivalent and contradictory but they
also offer a glimpse at different, more inclusive imaginings of America. The key,
Derrida suggests according to Brown, is to learn to live with the specters, “with
the things that shape the present, rendering it as always permeated by an

elsewhere but in a fashion that is inconsistent, ephemeral, and hence not fully

52 Connerton sheds some more light on the exchange between past and present, distant and recent
memories: “What binds together recent memories is not the fact that they are contiguous in time
but rather the fact that they form part of a whole ensemble of thoughts common to a group. ...
Exactly the same applies when we want to recall more distant memories. ... There is no difference,
in this respect, between recent and distant memories” (Connerton 37). To speak of associations by
resemblance or of associations by contiguity is thus futile, Connerton argues, because it is primarily
shared interests and thoughts that make retention of memory possible. “It is not because thoughts
are similar that we can evoke them,” he states, “it is rather because the same group is interested in
those memories, and is able to evoke them, that they are assembled together in our minds”
(Connerton 37). It thus seems more apt to speak of collective memories as shared mental maps that
are constructed in the reflection of past and present through one another, in order to promote
specific ideas and interests.
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mappable” (Brown 145). Performances of America that go against the grain and
resist hegemonic protocols of re-enactment conjure the specters of America; they
are not necessarily the product of a counterdiscourse or a counterpublic, but they
rather result out of an attempt to unmask and de-ideologize ‘normal’” Americanness
in order to become a more inclusive, more democratic term. In other words, such
performances let us access the spectral narrative of American culture and let us
perform a re-reading of America, in which we might discover a ‘new’ America that
has, n fact, always been there. Indeed, we have always known of the existence of
its spectral narrative, but it is only through the act of conjuration that the ghosts
finally become visible.

Learning to live with ghosts means learning to live with the in-between, with
the unspecific and incoherent. It means living without rigid systems and
structures, without a sense of absolute completion. Living with ghosts means
“learning to live with this unmasterable, unrecognizable, and irreducible character
of the past’s bearing on the present,” as Brown concludes, “and hence with the
unmasterable and irreducible character of the present as well” (146). To permit
and even exploit ghosts to function as a deconstructive device, she continues,
means “living with the permanent disruption of the usual oppositions that render
our world coherent —between the material and the ideal, the past and the present,
the real and the fictive, the true and the false” (ibid). Ghosts reside in the realm of
the imaginary, at the nexus of myth and ‘reality,” and they come to us in the same
fleeting, unforeseeable manner that characterizes the cultural imaginary, which
may be reshaped and altered by the traces these ghosts leave, by the ways 1n
which “past generations and events occupy the force fields of the present,” by the
ways in which they “claim us, and how they haunt, plague, and inspirit our
imaginations and visions for the future” (Brown 150). In the effect of spectrality,
one thus cannot so much locate tendencies to oppose hegemonic discourses as
tendencies to complement those discourses by revising familiar concepts and
opening them up to resignification, so that the existence of a black president, for
instance, 1s not perceived as ‘odd’ or ‘different’ but as ‘normal’ and ‘ordinary.’
These resignifications, then, take place in the interplay of ‘America,” the cultural

imaginary, and performance.



ACT II

WILL THE REAL AMERICAN PLEASE STAND UP!

AMERICANNESS (DIS)EMBODIED

Listen to the States asserting: “The hour has
struck! Americans shall be American. The
U.S.A. is now grown up artistically. It is
time we ceased to hang on to the skirts of
Europe, or to behave like schoolboys let
loose from European schoolmasters.” All
right, Americans, let’s see you set about it.
... Where w this new bird called the true
American?

—D.H. Lawrence, Studics in Classic

American Literature, n.p.
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Interlude — Pop Goes The Canon

‘Will The Real American Please Stand Up!” is the first of two acts which appeals
to Berlant’s “modal American,” the normal citizen, to show face. In order to
unmask the modal American, I want to approach him from three perspectives, by
putting three foundational scenarios on stage in this first act. In these scenarios,
Ralph W. Emerson, Henry D. Thoreau, and Walt Whitman are brought into
dialogue with Finding Nemo, Jurassic Park, and Spider-Man. These discussions, in
turn, will shed light on the constitution of individualism, citizenship, and
subjectivity as (dis-)embodied in the modal American. The “modal American,”
according to Berlant, is a blueprint, or a norm against which all variations are
measured. The modal American is clearly envisioned as male, white, and
heterosexual, but, as these categories are unmarked, his Americanness is perceived
as universal and disembodied.' “The white, male body is the relay to legitimation,”
Berlant writes, “but even more than that, the power to suppress that body, to
cover its tracks and its traces, is the sign of real authority, according to
constitutional fashion” (“National” 176). However, as my analysis of the three
foundational scenarios will show, the modal American has always been an
imperfect blueprint through which in palimpsestic fashion a spectral Americanness
shines through. Sometimes, in covering his own traces, the traces of repressed
‘others’ are uncovered.

The advantages of using the term ‘scenario’ as a paradigm for understanding
the performative construction of Americanness in literature and culture and for
teasing out its subdued narratives are manifold. Following Diana Taylor, I suggest
that first of all, a ‘scenario’ is always closely related to a ‘scene,” which denotes
intentionality and indicates conscious strategies of display, stylized codes of

behavior, and a certain degree of theatricality. A ‘scenario’ is, in other words, the

" Donna Haraway speaks of the privilege of the Western white man of inhabiting an unmarked
body, while the bodies of others have been ever more precisely marked: “From the eighteenth to
the mid-twentieth centuries, the great historical constructions of gender, race, and class were
embedded in the organically marked bodies of woman, the colonized or enslaved, and worker.
Those inhabiting these marked bodies have been symbolically other to the fictive rational self of
universal, and so unmarked, species man, a coherent subject” (210). Haraway’s argument implies a
connection between the unmarked and the disembodied, and the marked and the embodied. As
Sally Robinson explains, “to be unmarked means to be invisible —not in the sense of ‘hidden from
history’ but, rather, as the self-evident standard against which all differences are measured: hidden
by history” (1).
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theoretical complement of a ‘scene.’ The scene provides the set-up for the scenario;
it is the environment whose boundaries assign the possibilities of the action. The
scene can thus be compared to the archive, while the scenario ﬁgures as the
repertoire, as an embodied performance that might adhere to or subvert the
patterns laid out by the scene/archive.

Second, the scenario “requires us to wrestle with the social construction of
bodies in particular contexts” (Taylor, D., Archive 29). Whether we speak of an act
of performance or of performativity, the term ‘scenario’ subsumes actors assuming
a role and social actors following regulated patterns, pointing towards the tensions
and frictions that emerge between plot, character, and embodiment. Out of these
tensions, Taylor proposes “‘some of the most remarkable instances of parody and
resistance” develop (Archive 30).

Third, scenarios follow fixed frames and are therefore repeatable and
transferable. They even consciously reference each other by the way certain
situations are framed or gestures and words are used. As Taylor points out, "they
are passed on and remain remarkably coherent paradigms of seemingly
unchanging attitudes and values” (Archive 31). At the same time, they always adapt
to current, contemporary conditions and thus refer to rather specific repertoires of
cultural imaginings, rather than to broad social structures.

Fourth, the scenario is not primarily mimetic, but rather works through
reactivation of past situations. It conjures up cultural myths and assumptions and
constitutes once-againness, or twice-behaved behavior, rather than duplication (cf.
Archive 30-32). The consideration of scenarios alongside narratives thus enables us
to “analyze the live and the scripted, the citational practices that characterize both,
how traditions get constituted and contested” (Archive 32-33). Specific practices
can be historicized and scrutinized more thoroughly through scenarios, which let
us recognize the many different ways in which social knowledge is constituted and
transmitted through the archive and the repertoire.

Foundational scenarios, as the following sections will show, allow us to discern
recurring cultural patterns that have come to signify Americanness and that enable
the constitution of something like a ‘modal American’ in the first place. On the
other hand, foundational scenarios also give room to resistance to these patterns,
to reversals and resignifications, seeking to recognize ‘America’ in all its

complexities and contradictions. My attempt to unravel the complexities of
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‘America’ takes issue with a particular tradition in which the works of the writers
of the American Renaissance have been received, but also with the way in which
these writers have stylized themselves. The publication of Matthiessen’s American
Renaissance in 1941 lay foundation to the first clearly identifiable school of
American Studies, generally known as the ‘myth and symbol school.” In the face
of a crisis of American identity that emerged with the nation’s involvement in
World War 11, the myth and symbol school sought to define what was essentially
‘American’ about America and found the alleged essence of Americanness in the
literature of the mid-nineteenth century. Particularly the writings of Emerson,
Thoreau, and Whitman lend themselves to such an undertaking, as all three
writers display a remarkable awareness of the lack of a unified national identity
and a national cultural tradition, on the one hand, and of the foundational role
they could play in changing that situation, on the other.

In the early nineteenth century, when the writers of the American Renaissance
were born, the United States was merely a quarter-century old and “less a ‘nation’
than a project,” as Buell remarks (£merson 11). The union was still very fragile, as
it was confronted with enormous interior political and economical challenges while
1t sought to affirm cultural and intellectual independence from Europe at the same
time. There was, in other words, fertile breeding ground for intellectuals and
writers to develop and partake of a tradition of American thought, but until the
mid-nineteenth century, when the threat of secession became immanent, the
American intelligentsia seemed to lack a clear structure or common agenda.
However, in the years preceding the Civil War, the Revolutionary mythos, which
had produced citizens whose primary dogma was opposition, “was turned into a
means of cultural association, and made it necessary for Americans to reflect upon
cultural principles they could agree upon” (Pease, Compacts x). Additional
developments and movements, such as industrialization, urbanization, rising
immigration, the advance of the Western frontier, and revolutions in
transportation let the “spirit of independence and technological amelioration”
pervade the air (McLoughlin 19).

The writers of the American Renaissance, Pease argues, distanced themselves
from the “Revolutionary mythos” as well as from America’s pre-Revolutionary

past and devised “visionary compacts” in their writings, which “sanctioned terms

? Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land (1950) and “Can American Studies Develop a Method?” are
oftentimes regarded as the first important programmatic statements of the myth and symbol school.
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of agreement from the nation’s past—capable of bringing together the nation’s
citizens in the present” (Pease, Compacts x). These writers wrote in order to
“overcome a division of cultural realms” and “establish an American public sphere
in which all citizens could enter into the decision-making process,” thus
contributing significantly to the formation of a body politic (Compacts 45).° Their
visionary compacts were essentially drafts for a new social compact in America,
which should return the nation to its founding principles and thereby restore it (cf.
Compacts 46-47). Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman shared the sense that
America’s promise had not yet been fulfilled and that America’s true potential had
not yet been discovered. By reiterating and seeking to fulfill these promises in
their writings, they negotiated the meanings of ‘America’ and being ‘an American’
and were later said to have thus declared America’s “literary independence” (Ziff,
Democracy x1).

The past decades have seen enormous revisions of the theories of the myth and

symbol school, as well as revisions of the canon® of American literature that has

5 Emerson’s writings of the late 1830s and the 1840s are especially haunted by the political
situation Emerson observed during the New York elections in 1834. Robert D. Richardson calls
1834 Emerson’s “year of wonders,” as this year marked his growth as a poet, his move to Concord,
and the slow but steady lessening of his problem of vocation (170). This year is also of interest
because it reveals Emerson’s political engagement with Jacksonian America and his considerations
on dynamic cultural resistance, which he developed in his writings (cf. Fuller, Ghosts 7).
Disappointed by the politics of both parties, Emerson saw himself forced to reassess American
politics within his specific, personal framework as intellectual/writer/lecturer. To reach an audience
and advance his transcendental conception of the self, he needed to appropriate the language of
democracy and subvert governmental power by offering an alternative version of society. More
than with political processes, Emerson was thus concerned with the representation of politics and
of political ideas (cf. Fuller, Ghosts 12-13). Giles Gunn described Emerson’s position as a “symbolic
revisioning” of America (Grain 236), in which “to reenvision [sic] America critically is not at all to
remove this process from the realm of symbols but to reconceive the nature of the symbolic realm
itself and of the potentially critical as well as expressive, if not to say ethical, processes that go
inside it” (Grain 221). Sacvan Bercovitch argues along the same lines, noting that “Emerson’s hopes
for the nation were never higher than during the 1830s and 1840s” (Puritan 158) —a hope which is
rooted in the “living, prospective titanic American nature” and “America’s ineffable power” (Porte,
“Problem” 97-98). In 1837, when he composed “The American Scholar” and the nation was faced
with a financial crash, Emerson sought the possibility of progress and national development in the
threatening social rifts and crises. As Fuller notes, Emerson saw the rise of the Democratic party as
“ultimately contributing to an empowering individuality that might one day render political
machinations unnecessary” (Ghosts 19).

“ The term ‘canon’ is a highly problematic term and under permanent scrutiny, as the formation of
any canon necessarily engages practices of exclusion and hierarchization. In his influential study
The Western Canon, Harold Bloom suggests that canonical authors were “authoritative in our
culture” and excelled in “sublimity and their representative nature” (Canon 1-2). The question is,
however: representative of whom? For the longest time the canon was dominated by white male
authors and adequate representations of a nation as diverse as the U.S. were hard —if not
impossible —to come by. The last decades saw wide revisions of the canon, to include more female,
ethnic, or gay and lesbian writers, who have contributed to the rich landscape of American
literature. The Heath Anthology of American Literature, for instance, took on a precursory role in the
collection of texts that had previously been excluded from the canon and in the production of a
more inclusive, pluralistic canon. I emphatically reject conceptions of the canon that perpetuate



75

emerged out of the myth and symbol school. The theories of American culture put
forth by the myth and symbol school have been criticized as “holistic and
totalizing” and suppressing the cultural diversity of the United States
(Fluck/Claviez ix).” Moreover, the “exceptionalist-inspired focus on American
ideals and uniqueness of American identity” essential to their theories ignored
bitter realities such as racism, sexism, or homophobia (ibid). Or, as Leo Marx puts
it, the myth and symbol scholars “helped to establish a new canon of ‘classic’
American literature consisting almost exclusively of the work of dead white
Protestant males” (“Recovering” 121). Furthermore, the search for a “unique
American identity or the meaning of a ‘mythic’ America” reinforces the “artificial
boundaries of the nation-state” (Fluck/Claviez x). A common agenda of all these
revisions is the decentering of white, male, heterosexual, middle-class, Anglo-
Saxon, Protestant experience from American culture —or, the deconstruction of
the modal American.

My dissertation contributes to the revisions of totalizing and singular theories
of American culture by taking issue with the signifier ‘America/n’ and imaginings
of a ‘mythic’ America that have retained their power because of their frequent,
relentless re-enactments in popular cultural productions. The theories of the myth
and symbol school undoubtedly have many shortcomings, but the circulation of
American myths and symbols has far from ceased and being an American is still
very much synonymous with being an unmarked white male (cf. Babb 2). Also,
the notion that the writers of the American Renaissance were the ‘founding
fathers’ of a specifically American literary and cultural tradition continues to be
expressed in contemporary scholarship. In his book 7he Amerwan Classics (2005)

Denis Donoghue, for instance, writes that the “canon of American literature is

hierarchies; in my usage of the term, I share Aleida Assmann’s critical perspective on the canon as
a “small number of normative and formative texts, places, persons, artifacts, and myths which are
meant to be actively circulated and communicated in ever-new presentations and performances”
(100). The process of canonization, according to Assmann, is that of a sanctification: “to endow
texts, persons, artifacts, and monuments with a sanctified status is to set them off from the rest as
charged with the highest meaning and value” (ibid). Elements of the canon, she argues, are
consequently marked by selection, value, and duration. “Selection presupposes decisions and
power struggles,” she writes, “duration in cultural memory is the central aim of the procedure. ...
The canon is not built up anew by each generation; on the contrary, it outlives the generations who
have to encounter and reinterpret it anew according to their time” (ibid). Whenever I use the term
‘canon’ I do so critically, always questioning the ideological mechanisms that are at work in the
formation of a canon.

® See also Leo Marx, who states that the conception and practice of American Studies prior to the
Vietnam War was “an essentially holistic, affirmative, nationalistic project primarily aimed at
identifying and documenting the distinctive features of the culture and society chiefly created by
white European settlers in the territory now comprising the U.S.” (“Recovering” 121).
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Emersonian. If you start with Emerson, you soon come to Thoreau, Whitman, and
Hawthorne. Hawthorne leads to Melville by kinship and difference” (Classics 20).

Donoghue attributes “classic” status to Moby-Dick, The Scarlet Letter, Walden,
Leaves of Grass, and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, because these are works that
“have survived, for more than a hundred years, many dispositions,” among them
“neglect, contempt, indifference, willful readings, excess of praise, hyperbole”
(Donoghue, Classics 10). The same can certainly be said of many other works in
American literature, so why single out these five books? Donoghue’s answer is
simple: “they make available to readers ... a shared cultural experience” (Clavsics
19). The foundation of this allegedly shared cultural experience is, according to
Donoghue, Ralph Waldo Emerson, who may not be a classic writer himself but
who “is most of the context” of the five books Donoghue discusses (Classics 21). It
is “some version of [Emersonian] individualism,” he suggests, that drives the five
works which he defines as classics of American literature and that leads him to
argue that the canon of American literature is Emersonian (Classics 20). The
lineage from Emerson to Melville that Donoghue describes in his book had
already been observed by Matthiessen in American Renatssance, where he wrote that
“Emerson’s theory of expression was that on which Thoreau built, to which
Whitman gave extension, and to which Hawthorne and Melville were indebted by
being forced to react against its philosophical assumptions” (xii). Donoghue does
not stand alone in his reiteration of Matthiessen, which shows that, in spite of all
revisions of the canon, the significant role the Renaissance writers played in the
formation of a national literature and culture is seldom questioned.

Donald Pease sets out to revise Matthiessen’s position on the American
Renaissance by putting Matthiessen into his own cultural context. When Amerccan
Renaissance was published, the U.S. had just entered World War II and needed a
coherent national tradition and self-representation. Matthiessen “hoped to supply
America with a national tradition” and for the sake of cultural consensus he
“silenced not only his own potentially disruptive political opinions but those of the
politicians and orators he simply excluded from the American Renaissance”
(Pease, Compacts 246-247). While Matthiessen’s endeavor has to be viewed
critically, Pease nevertheless stresses the important role Emerson and the other
Renaissance writers had in the creation of a distinctly and discreetly defined

American culture, at a time when the young nation faced the possibility of a civil
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war. The writers of the American Renaissance, Pease writes, “wished to avoid a
civil war by returning America to agreed-upon relations, thereby restoring to
America a common life all Americans could share” (Compacts x).

In my argument, I thus go back to both Matthiessen’s claim that the writers of
the American Renaissance were the first to articulate an ‘original’ Americanness
and to these writers’ own attempts to put American literature on the map by
defining what distinguished America from European cultures. My juxtapositions
of the allegedly ‘original’ Americanness put forward in the writings of Emerson,
Thoreau, and Whitman with three Hollywood blockbusters track the traces of
these writers in contemporary pop culture and demonstrate how imaginings of a
‘mythic’ America are perpetuated by virtue of reiteration. However, my readings
also show that the Americanness articulated by Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman
is far from clear-cut, unfaltering, and unambiguous. The reiterations of the
scenarios of the Emersonian scholar, the Thoreauvian hermit, and the Whitmanian
poet in Finding Nemo, Jurassic Park, and Spider-Man tease out patterned forms of
hegemonic Americanness, which sustains its hegemonic status precisely through
its reiteration. However, the juxtapositions of these texts also make visible the
inherent instability of the signifiers ‘America’ and ‘American.” The repeated
citations of cultural patterns expose precisely what it is excluded from them, gets
repressed, and does not find representation in imaginings of a ‘mythic’ America.’
In other words, the effect of that repeated citation is the displacement of the
supposed origin as origin, without offering an alternative origin or a more
comprehensive image of Americanness. Rather, my juxtaposed readings suggest
that the meaning of ‘America/n’ has always been contested and is inherently
contradictory and ambiguous; it has always been displaced, haunted by repressed
presences, threatened by disintegration but also open to subversion, resistance,

and resignification. America, then, constitutes itself in the realm of the imaginary,

® One might argue that Walt Whitman alone, who is widely acknowledged to have been a
homosexual, troubles constructions of hegemonic Americanness along the unmarked categories of
white, male, and heterosexual. Two points are worth noting in this regard: first of all, the term
‘homosexuality’ as we use it today was only coined in the late 1860s, and was established as the
dominant descriptor for same-sex desire as late as 1914 (cf. Hirschfeld 10). It is therefore very
unlikely that Whitman ever referred to himself as a homosexual, as that self-descriptor would not
have been available to him. In any case, fact is that Leaves of Grass contains several scenes which
describe same-sex desires —desires, which we would now call ‘homosexual’ or at least ‘homoerotic.’
However, as Betsy Erkkila and others have pointed out, in Leaves of Grass Whitman employs
episodes of homoerotic desire primarily as metaphors for the threat of national disintegration,
hence as something potentially dangerous and destructive. His poems thus seem to support rather
than challenge the construction of the ideal American as a white and heterosexual male. See

Erkkila, Whitman 104-108.
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and as the imaginary materializes and becomes ‘real’ in fiction and film, it both

determines and challenges our perceptions of ‘reality.’
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Act II. Scenario 1.

A Fish Called Emerson: The American Scholar and Finding Nemo

What is the aboriginal Self, on which a
universal reliance may be grounded? ... The
inquiry leads us to that source, at once the
essence of genius, of virtue, and of life,
which we call Spontaneity or Instinct.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Self-Reliance”
187

Dory: [snging] Just keep swimming. Just
keep swimming. Just keep swimming,
swimming, swimming. What do we do? We
swim, swim.

Marlin: Dory, no singing.

Dory: [continuing] Ha, ha, ha, ha, ho. I love
to swim. When you want to swim you want
to swim.

—Finding Nemo

Emerson and his writings are quickly associated with the constitution of an
American national identity and an American culture. Lawrence Buell calls
Emerson a “national icon” (Emerson 3) and, alluding to one of his masterpieces,
suggests that Emerson is one of American culture’s most “Representative Men”
(“Introduction” 1). Harold Bloom argues that “[t]he mind of Emerson is the mind
of America” and that his work is the “American Religion” (Agon 145). With
reference to Bloom and Stanley Cavell, Joel Porte writes that Emerson is
America’s “ghostly father” and “philosophical founder,” who cannot be divorced
from the formation of a national identity and the consolidation of an American
culture (“Refounding” 117). Larzer Ziff puts Emerson at the “very center of the
American intellectual tradition,” at the juncture point of “Puritanism and
revolutionary republicanism,” of “idealism and individualism” (“Introduction” 7).
Richard Poirier even claims that “Emerson in many respects & American
literature,” calling him the “storehouse” of the themes and images that recur in
American literature and culture (World 69).

As a national icon, as Buell has it, Emerson would clearly signify
Americanness and his essays, one could infer, would seem to be expressive of a
particularly American mindset. Indeed, as Buell points out, the name ‘Emerson’

has become “a symbol or icon for ‘American’ values,” and it was the persona



30

‘Emerson’ rather than his writing that was canonized (Emerson 9)." Similarly,
Poirier’s description of Emerson as the storehouse of particularly American
themes and images hints at the pivotal position attributed to Emerson within the
American cultural imaginary. Poirier’'s words recall Fluck’s definition of the
cultural imaginary as the “Fundus” [fund, pool] of images, affects, and desires
whose circulation stimulates and fuels our sense of reality. I consequently suggest
that the persona ‘Emerson’ not only is but also produces the storehouse of
Americanness. The distinction between Emerson as philosopher, lecturer, and
writer and ‘Emerson’ as a concept and trademark is an important one to make.
Michel Foucault uses the term “author-function” to describe the two poles
between which the name of an author oscillates: the designation, which refers to
the person, and the description, which refers to the ideas and concepts commonly
associated with the name (cf. Foucault, “Author” 121-123).% It is only because of
the constant circulation of ideas and notions associated with Emerson in American
culture that ‘Emerson’ could achieve and maintain his status as ‘storehouse.” In
other words, there is nothing inherently American in ‘Emerson’ but his
Americanness is rather an effect of frequent recurrences to ‘Emerson’—be they
explicit or subtle—in American cultural productions. At the same time, then, the
persona ‘Emerson’ also defines Americanness and fills the storehouse of
Americanness with the ‘American’ values he is said to be a symbol of.

In order to trace the Americanness in the writings of Emerson, I will discuss
two of his most prominent essays, “The American Scholar” and “Self-Reliance,”
which I will subsequently juxtapose with the animated feature film Finding Nemo
(2003). This juxtaposition will lay bare patterned performances of ‘America’ in
Emerson’s texts and their reactivation in Finding Nemo. Emerson’s essays are
highly performative pieces of writing, which both describe and create the ideal
American individual. This individual finds embodiment in the figure of the scholar,

whose enactment of the typically and distinctly ‘American’ individual, in turn,

"It is necessary to also acknowledge Emerson’s significance in the formation of American (literary)
studies as an academic discipline. As Randall Fuller remarks, “The American Scholar” has been a
“foundational text in American literary studies since the nineteenth century” (Ghoosts, 18), and can
be regarded as the disciplinary ur-text which “has haunted generations of Americanists” (Ghosty,
20). Not only the canon of American literature, but also its scholarship is Emersonian, for Emerson
“emerged as American literary scholarship’s originary figure as well as its chief proponent” (Ghodsty,
162, n.28).

? Designation and description, Foucault argues, “are not isomorphous and do not function in the
same way’ (“Author” 122). The proper name, as a signifier, can have either the signified of the
designation or the signified of the ideas/concepts. In both cases, the relation between signifier and
signified, between the name and what it either designates or describes, is completely arbitrary.
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constitutes a foundational scenario. In Finding Nemo, this foundational scenario is
transferred into a contemporary frame, its reiteration demonstrating the
constitution and contestation of the cultural imaginary. Put differently, Nemo is not
a duplication of Emerson’s essays —rather, it can be read as a repetition of stylized
modes of behavior and codified structures, which reactivate a past performance,
conjure up cultural myths, and thus transmit social knowledge.

As I pointed out in the previous chapter, all (foundational) scenarios are very
much tied to the context of their production and therefore cannot be divorced
from their setups, which determine the possibilities or boundaries within which
the action can develop. In other words, while foundational scenarios produce
national fantasies that endure over time, they also have a localized meaning. This
two-sidedness of the scenario demands a permanent negotiation between the
universal and the specific and bears the potential for internal subversion, as the
localized meaning may not always concur completely with the national fantasy.
The encounter of ‘Emerson” with Finding Nemo is a case in point: although both
follow regulated, patterned performances, their speciﬁc contexts of production do
not correlate, which leads to a moment of disruption in the American cultural
imaginary. This disruptive moment unearths the specters of American
performances, which mark the inherent instability of ‘reality’ and instigate new, or

simply different imaginings of ‘America’ and ‘Americanness.’

Intellectual Independence: “The American Scholar” and “Self-Reliance”

“Where is this new bird called the true American?” D.H. Lawrence asks in the
Foreword to his Studies in Classic American Literature with an unmistakable tone of
mockery (n.p.). Wondering whether the true American even exists, Lawrence
muses that it is “[n]o good chasing him over all the old continents, of course. But
equally no good awerting him merely” (n.p.). Lamenting that the true American is
well-hidden from the “naked European eye,” Lawrence suggests to “look for him
under the American bushes,” that is, in “old American literature” (n.p.). While
Lawrence apparently had to turn every stone twice in order to find the “true
American,” others would readily identify Emerson’s figure of the ‘scholar’ as the

embodiment of the ‘true,” ‘real,” or ‘modal’ American.’

51 use the terms ‘true,’ ‘real,” and ‘modal’ as if they were easily exchangeable, and while they all
point towards the same phenomenon —that of a prototypical American —they do so from different
sites of enunciation, which are important to distinguish. “True’ presupposes some absolute truth, a
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The figure of the scholar runs through Emerson’s essay like a red thread and
was, from the mid-1830s on, also Emerson’s self-descriptor. His definition of the
‘scholar” was remarkably consistent throughout his ceuvre: the scholar was an
independent thinker, a critical thinker and reader, who had the ability to grasp
and articulate the nature and needs of his time, thus exercising his leadership
qualities (cf. Buell, Emerson 40-41). The scholar finds his most prominent
manifestation in Emerson’s famous essay “The American Scholar,” his oration
delivered before the Phi Beta Kappa Society at Harvard in 1837. Emerson’s
contemporary Oliver Wendell Holmes proclaimed that “The American Scholar”
was “our intellectual Declaration of Independence” (115), which suggests that the
nation had arrived at a state of intellectual maturity and had discovered its cultural
identity, of which the scholar is representative.” The intellectual founding of the
nation that Emerson performs in his oration inevitably asserts Emerson’s scholar
as the prototype of the ideal American individual. The question which then arises
is: what is ‘American’ about the American scholar? Emerson does not point out the
uniquely American characteristics of the scholar, which created a tension between
him and some of his contemporaries “who understood the scholar as the American
everyman, fully committed to democratic principles and social justice” (Sacks 30).
Political radical Orestes Brownson, for instance, urged Emerson to emphasize the
scholar’s specifically American qualities, when he wrote that “American scholars
we shall have; but only in proportion as the scholar weds himself to American

principles and becomes the interpreter of American life” (25). But what are

transcendental essence, which is not particularly useful from a constructionist point of view.
‘Modal,” in contrast, shows awareness of the constructedness of /e prototypical American and the
categorical, exclusive reasoning that guides his construction. ‘Real,” then, adds the level of
embodiment and materiality; it points towards the need to anchor abstract categories in live (and
fictional) bodies in order to veil the constructedness of the prototype and arrive at a sense of
apparent ‘naturalness’ and ‘normalcy.” To return to D.H. Lawrence: merely asserting the American
is not enough, but he also needs to find a particular embodied materiality in order to be
recognizable as American. As ‘modal’ and ‘real’ are, from an analytical point of view, more
productive terms than ‘true,” I will henceforth refrain from using the latter in my analysis.

“ In his essay “Emerson’s Problem of Vocation,” Henry Nash Smith notes that it has become
“customary to interpret The American Scholar’ as a statement of literary nationalism” (“Vocation”
63). However, in the context of “Emerson’s prolonged struggle with the problem of vocation,” the
nationalistic aspect of the oration seems of diminished importance, as the “fiction of the Scholar”
was merely a phase in Emerson’s struggle of affirming “the creed of self-reliance” (ibid). In a series
of lecture notes he composed for the Seminar in American Studies at Salzburg years after the
publication of American Renawsance, Matthiessen, on the other hand, suggested: “[Emerson] set
himself to the problem of articulating what it meant to be an American scholar, an American poet.
He set himself to create an American consciousness” (qtd. in Fuller, “Aesthetics” 374). Fairly
recently, Paul Giles also emphasized the national aspect of “The American Scholar” when he
remarked that, put into the context of transnational American Studies, Emerson “chooses to focus
on national characteristics and their implications” in “The American Scholar” and “so many of his

other works” (68).
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American principles? “America,” to Emerson, represented an “ideal polity,” an
“idea” that still lacked concrete form (Porte, “Refounding” 128). Instead of
assuming that the American scholar merely represents a pre-existing
Americanness that can be easily discerned, I therefore suggest to focus on the
Americanness the scholar produces and embodies.

In the right state, Emerson explains, the scholar is “Man Thinking,” in the
degenerate state he is “a mere thinker, or still worse, the parrot of another man’s
thinking” (“Scholar” 85; italics in the original). Emerson’s description of the
scholar as Man Thinking identifies rationality as the most valuable faculty and
emphasizes the importance of intellectual independence. In “The American
Scholar,” Emerson thus presents a plan for individual intellectual transcendence,
implying that Man Thinking is always man disembodied. As Buell notes, Emerson
“constantly imagined [the scholar] as male,” but as the masculine subject is
conceptualized as non-corporeal in modern Western thought, the scholar can
figure as a seemingly disembodied ideal (Emerson 19).° “In any case, no matter
where we turn in Emerson’s world,” Kateb writes, “we find the intellect elevated
above the manual, the physical, the practical, the non-verbal or the mental that
serves any of these” (Self-Reliance 36). Indeed, the physical is not considered in
“The American Scholar”; the body figures merely as a metaphor, which Emerson
draws in order to illustrate the rotten state of society: “The state of society is one in
which the members have suffered amputation from the trunk, and strut about so
many walking monsters, —a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a
man” (“Scholar” 84). Mourning the loss of the primordial state in which all
humans were morally and intellectually fully integrated and lamenting the division
of society into specialized identities (farmer, priest, tradesman, mechanic, etc.),
Emerson calls upon the scholar to restore to the original condition, that is, “Man
Thinking.” In Emersonian diction, “Man” is the ideal form, as Joseph N. Riddel

persuasively argues; he is a hypotyposis, the symbol of God, “the poetic origin

® As Christopher Beach remarks, “Emerson was hardly a spokesman for the direct representation
of the body in literature” (162). One of the most famous representations of the ideal Emersonian
individual, a caricature by Christopher Cranch called “The Transparent Eyeball,” powerfully
underlines Beach’s point. Cranch’s drawing shows a body—definitely male, judging from its
attire —bearing a huge eyeball instead of a head, with no arms or neck but very long legs and bare
feet, gazing into the infinite sky. Cranch’s caricature displays the emphasis Emerson put on
observing and being one with nature. In this drawing, the body is rendered insignificant —lacking
diverse body parts it is incomplete, but that is not important, as it is not necessary to possess a
complete, functioning body in order to experience one’s self as one with God’s creation (cf.
Grossman 156). The issues of universality and (dis-)embodiment will be dealt with in more detail
in “Act I1. Scenario 3: S(w)inging the Self.”
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itself, ... the genetive center, which urges its own elaboration or reading” (Letters
61). The American scholar, the Man Thinking Emerson envisions, thus cannot
verify his own or his nation’s identity, as Brownson would have liked to see, but
he is rather both origin and creator of those identities.

Emerson points out three main influences that determine the American scholar
and that can thus be regarded as the cornerstones of an American national
identity, if one follows the assumption that the scholar becomes symbolic
origin/inventor of Americanness. The first and most important is that of nature,
second is the mind of the past, and third is action turned into insight. By “nature”
Emerson means natural law and its implicit connection to reason: “the ancient
precept, ‘Know thyself,” and the modern precept, ‘Study nature,” become at last
one maxim,” as the truths of nature run parallel to man’s moral sensibilities
(“Scholar” 87). The mind of the Past—be it in the form of literature, art, or
institutions —should inspire the scholar to maintain an “active soul,” as the soul
active “sees absolute truth and utters truth, or creates” (“Scholar” 89). In this
action, Emerson proclaims, “it is genius ... the sound estate of every man” (ibid).
The scholar must not be tied to the past and wallow in nostalgia, but create from
past utterances of genius his own future and be genius. Finally, he should convert
action and experience into thought, in order to gain wisdom and insight into his
own soul. “The world —this shadow of the soul, or other me,” as Emerson states,
“lies wide around. Its attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make
me acquainted with myself” (“Scholar” 92). His words clearly determine action
and experience as essential, but rank thought and personal insight as superior.

Emerson’s seminal essay “Self-Reliance” (1841) can be read as a complement
to “The American Scholar,” as it picks up precisely these themes and develops
them further, leading Emerson to finally establish self-reliance as the scholar’s
most important and valuable character trait.® The first epigraph to “Self-Reliance”
is the Latin proverb “Ne te quaesiveris extra” (“Do not seek yourself outside
yourself”), which is a subsumption of the three influences on the scholar that
Emerson describes in “The American Scholar” and determines the direction into
which the essay’s argument is headed. In “Self-Reliance,” Emerson’s earlier
emphases on reason and insight are transformed into the maxim “Trust thyself,”

arguably the highest principle in Emerson’s ethical thought and “now considered

® See Bottorff, for instance, who states that “The American Scholar” contains “a statement of it
[self-reliance] second in importance only to ‘Self-Reliance’ itself” (207).
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one of the classic formulations of American individualism” (Buell, “Introduction”
1). However, to classify self-reliance as a doctrine of individualism would simplify
Emerson’s essay and understate the depth of his thoughts and considerations on
this matter. As DBuell remarks, Emerson “was forever reopening and
reformulating” his idea of individualism, “looping away and back again, convinced
that the spirit of the idea dictated that no final statement was possible” (Emerson
2).” This observation leads Buell to the conclusion that Emerson “was a kind of
performance artist” who would express himself most authentically by means of
imagination and improvisation (ibid).

To pin down self-reliance proves to be a rather difficult task, but grasping this
concept 1s necessary to fully understand Emersonian thought. George Kateb
provides one of the most condensed and comprehensible descriptions of self-
reliance, which I find to serve well as a working-definition: “[Self-reliance] is the
steady effort of thinking one’s thoughts and thinking them through. It is
intellectual independence, reactive and responsive self-expression. Here, rather
than in worldly appearance or enactment, we find the greater possibility of a more
sustained independence” (Kateb, Self-Reliance 31). While self-reliance thus
certainly appeals to individualism, it should not be equated with selfishness and
egotism, for our individualistic drives are always kept in check by our “moral
sense” and “universal mind.” Drawn to models of conduct that “deemphasized
conscious choice in favor of attention to an inner voice,” Emerson understands
one’s moral sense as a source of creative energy and demands that we “act
according to how the moral law of our being directs us” (Buell, Emerson 73-74).
Kateb calls Emersonian self-reliance a “democratic individuality” which
acknowledges the potential and capacities of all individuals and turns against a
liberal-capitalist, “possessive,” individualism (Ocean 97). A self-reliant individual
enters the commitments of social life on an imaginative level, in other words, and
thus partakes of social relations while retaining his/her independence and
individuality at the same time.

Emerson’s conception of self-reliance interweaves four major influences, Buell
notes, namely Protestant spirituality (the transactions between God and the

individual soul), romanticism (intuitive apprehension of Truth by virtue of higher

” Buell and other Emerson critics have noted that “Self-Reliance” abounds in paradoxes and

seeming contradictions. For a detailed analysis of the art of paradox, or paradox as a rhetorical tool
in “Self-Reliance,” see William K. Bottorff, “Whatever Inly Rejoices Me,” esp. 207-213.
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Reason), the idea of self-culture (moral-spiritual-intellectual-cultural
improvement), and republican-democratic political theory (self-transformative
capacity of the individual).® Self-reliance is not reducible to any of these
dimensions, but points in all of these four directions, which is why it is more
fruitful to think of it as a practice, or way of life, rather than as a character trait.’
“At its best,” Kateb, writes, “self-reliance is nothing but an intellectual method,
a method of truth” (Self-Reliance 4). Truth is the ultimate goal self-reliance points
to, and it can be accessed through personal insight, an active soul, and nature —in
short, through what Emerson defined as the three influences on the scholar’s
mind. Indeed, Emerson seems to suggest that self-reliance is the guiding principle
according to which particularly the scholar should organize his life. The three
influences Emerson elaborated on in “The American Scholar” should enable the
scholar to trust himself, form his own opinions, and follow his own convictions
with “unaffected, unbiased, unbribable, unaffrightened innocence” (“Self-

Reliance” 178). Society, Emerson believes, corrupts and imprisons man:

Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of each and every
one of its members. Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members
agree, for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to surrender
the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most request is conformity.
Self-reliance is its aversion. (ibid)

To Emerson, it is clear that the inevitable consequence of social pressure is one’s
retreat from society, which enables one to disengage from the influence of others’
opinions and save the integrity of one’s mind. “Whoso would be a man, must be a
nonconformist,” he vehemently demands (ibid). Conformity and imitation are
anathema to Emerson, as they inhibit man from performing genuine actions and,
subsequently, from becoming genius. “Imitation is suicide,” Emerson warns his
readers and notes that “we but half express ourselves, and are ashamed of that
divine idea which each of us represents” (“Self-Reliance” 176). To Emerson,
nothing ranks higher than one’s nature —a matter on which he finds very clear,
direct words: “[If] I am the Devil’s child, I will live then from the Devil. No law

can be sacred to me but that of my nature” (“Self-Reliance” 179).

® For more details on the sources of self-reliance theory, see Buell, Zmerson 60-63.

? Cf. Buell, Emerson 63. See also Kateb, Self-Reliance, who states: “Though I believe that self-
reliance in its highest Emersonian form is a method of intellect, it presents itself memorably as a
principle for the conduct of a whole life” (17).
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It proves Emerson’s stalwart self-trust that he regards his natural impulses to
be more sacred than social customs and traditions. “What have I to do with the
sacredness of traditions, if I live wholly from within?” is Emerson’s rhetorical
question which leads him to the observation that “[w]hat I must do is all that
concerns me, not what the people think” (179-180). Emerson identifies one’s past
actions and one’s memory as the two factors that confine the development of self-
reliance. The societal pressure to be consistent in one’s thoughts and actions
induces men to neglect their nature and deny the divine power within themselves.
“But why should you keep your head over your shoulders,” Emerson asks, “Why
drag about this corpse of your memory...?” (“Self-Reliance” 183). Man can find
happiness, strength and fulfillment only when he refrains from worshipping the
past. “[M]an postpones or remembers; he does not live in the present, but with
reverted eye laments the past,” Emerson bemoans the common state of men. “He
cannot be happy and strong until he too lives with nature in the present, above
time,” he emphasizes at his essay’s climactic point (189). Inconsistency, he argues,
is easier to bear than the violation of one’s nature. Men who contradict themselves
might be misunderstood, but at least their actions are honest and natural. “Your
genuine action will explain itself and will explain your other genuine actions. Your
conformity will explain nothing,” Emerson encourages his readers to follow their
individual inclinations (“Self-Reliance” 184). Man has reached the ideal state of
being when he believes his own thought and finds Truth in it: “to believe that what
is true for you in your private heart is true for all men, —that is genius” (“Self-
Reliance” 175)."° As long as individualism is rooted in self-reliance, in other words,
it is to the benefit of society, because the ultimate goal is access to a higher
universal Truth and not the pursuit of personal interests.

Emerson’s conception of the self and the role of the individual are crucial for
understanding his notion of self-reliance and deserve some elaboration. At first
glance, the Emersonian self seems to be a paradox: to be sure, the whole idea of
self-reliance presupposes a preconceived “self” already “there to be relied upon,

already defined by language” (Poirier, Renewal 30); however, at various points in

" Emerson’s words echo Immanuel Kant’s command “handle nach einer Maxime, die zugleich als
allgemeines Gesetz gelten kann” (23). Indeed, the radicalism in Emerson’s beliefs becomes most
obvious when contrasted with Kant’s notion of the categorical imperative. As David Jacobson
points out, “what is peculiar and what is characteristic” about Emerson’s idea of self-reliance 1s “its
claim that radical freedom shall issue of necessity in universal value, that the hyperbolically private
shall issue in a universal sense” (655). For a thorough analysis of the parallels between Emersonian
self-reliance and Kant’s categorical imperative, see Jacobson, esp. 5655-559.
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the essay Emerson unmistakably argues that experience causes one’s self to

change and even to develop into completely new directions:

Suppose you should contradict yourself; what then? ... With consistency a
great soul has simply nothing to do. He may as well concern himself with his
shadow on the wall. Speak what you think now in hard words, and to-
morrow speak what to-morrow thinks in hard words again, though it
contradict every thing you said to-day. (“Self-Reliance” 183)

How can these two conceptions of the self be negotiated? David J. Hodge
suggests that in Emersonian thought, the self is always consubstantial, which
means that one is already one’s self but does not believe that this is the case. Self-
reliance, then, serves as “an oracle of private faith” that repeats the maxim “trust
thyself” like a gospel, until one discovers the self that had always been there
(Hodge 302). I would like to take Hodge’s argument a step further and propose
that the key to resolving Emerson’s seemingly contradictory approaches to the
notion of ‘self’ is performativity, which can account for both the constant
development and the reliability of the self.

As Emerson has it, the self needs to be ﬁrmly rooted in the now and needs to
act according to its momentary inclinations and instincts. It re-consolidates itself
with every action it takes, redefining rather than contradicting its previous state of
being. This is not to say that the self is without substance and not firm enough to
be relied on. It simply means that the self has no singular moment of origination
and, consequently, no self-contained core; the ‘self’ one needs to rely on is thus an
abstract concept, an empty signifier, which constitutes itself and is filled with
meaning through performative acts. Hodge enumerates the inventory of names
Emerson assigns to the thing commonly called ‘self,” wondering whether all these
terms are synonyms of or circumscriptions for ‘self’: character, conscience,
constitution, spontaneous impression, genius, soul, spirit, reason, right, power,
law, original, aboriginal, originality, instinct, intuition, thought, mind, heart, sense,
gleam of light, (human) nature, consciousness, and I (cf. Hodge 309-310). I would
argue that they are neither one nor the other—I suggest that they are all
expressions and constituents of ‘self” and that at times, depending on situation and
circumstance, one of these concepts shifts into focus and ﬁgures as the self that
self-reliance is rooted in. For Emerson, the negotiation of seemingly irreconcilable
subject positions is testament to the power of the individual, who consolidates

his/her subjectivity out of contradiction.
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If the self is constituted performatively and is based on contradiction, then it is
obvious why self-reliance is such a difficult term to pin down. As Buell notes,
Emerson’s unique writing style captures the evolution of self-reliance and, on the

other hand, produces and asserts it:

Emerson believed in principle that writing, listening, reading were key arenas
for developing Self-Reliance, which could not be achieved by remaining at
the level of conventional linear expression. His compressed, metaphorical
prose was intended both to perform self-reliant thinking and provoke it. So
too his fondness for shifts of focus, intuitive leaps, self-corrective

backtracking. (Buell, Emerson 68)"

In other words, Emerson’s prose does not conform to conventions but aims at
mirroring the process of negotiating contradictory subject positions and of
attaining self-reliance. In enacting self-reliance through his writing, Emerson
himself performs the double role of author and scholar; as writer, he describes the
idea(l) of self-reliance, as scholar he practices, performs, and embodies it.
Emerson’s writing is thus an act of performativity, as the figure of the self-reliant
scholar is both created and asserted in Emerson’s essays. Furthermore, Emerson’s
self-fashioning as a scholar can be seen as an act of performance. In the symbolic
persona ‘Emerson,” these different layers of Emerson merge; the ‘Emerson’ that is
reactivated and performed again in American culture is, therefore, a mythical,
idealized, and universalized individual upon which national fantasies can be
projected. Detached from the historical figure of Emerson, the persona ‘Emerson’
as a symbol of the ideal American individual thus becomes a quasi-synonym for
Americanness. The nonconforming scholar, in turn, who declares his (intellectual)
independence and asserts his self-reliance, denotes a foundational scenario which
actually produces and constructs the Americanness that seems to be inherent in
Emerson’s ideal individual.

As repeatable and transferable cultural patterns, foundational scenarios need
to be understood as schemata that are regulated, yet flexible enough to adapt to
many different frameworks. This phenomenon allows Harold Bloom, for instance,
to read John McCain and Barack Obama as two variations of the self-reliant
Emersonian individual. Traces of the scholar can be found in speeches and public

appearances of both McCain and Obama, but each of them foregrounds

"' Cyrus Patell makes a similar point in his essay on Emerson and individualism. “Cultural conflicts
and contradictions,” he explains, “are thus subsumed contained, and resolved by the individual, a
process embodied by Emerson’s essays, which create rhetorical force through the use of
contradiction as style” (459).
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(respectively neglects) different aspects of the Emersonian individual, so that we
are left with two versions of the self-reliant individual which follow the same
pattern but differ in that pattern’s permutation into ‘reality’ (cf. “Out of Panic”).
Bloom’s interpretation of the presidential campaign suggests that foundational
scenarios rest on associations that a particular cultural pattern triggers and on the
ability to establish a relation between two texts (in the broadest sense of the
word). They are quotations and as such inevitably fragments and displacements
which distort and redefine the ‘primary’ utterance by reinscribing it into a

different cultural context.

The American Dilemma

As I mentioned above, “Self-Reliance” and “The American Scholar” complement
one another, as at his best, the scholar is a fully self-reliant individual in the
Emersonian sense of the word. The scholar is synonymous with the intellectually
independent individual, who asserts his independence through self-reliance and
comes to embody an idealistic version of ‘America,” which stands in stark contrast
to the Jacksonian society Emerson lived in (cf. Bercovitch, Awent 319). Emerson’s
oration thus provides an entirely new interpretation of what it means to be an
American scholar: his scholar is a “figure of dissent, the representative/adversarial
American Self” who does not blindly conform to social norms and conventions
(Bercovitch, Aswent 319). The American scholar is always a man in-the-making, an
eternal ideal, who is characterized by fresh insight and constant reinvention of the
self (cf. Sacks 30). Stanley Cavell refers to the American scholar as “Emerson’s
vision of our not yet thinking,” as a man that does not yet exist but is direly
needed” (Etudes 145). 1 readily subscribe to Cavell’s argument, but I also want to
emphasize that Emerson’s vision of the scholar can never find its absolute
completion, as his identity is first and foremost marked by innovation and the
permanent re-definition of his self. The scholar’s duties, Emerson explains, “are
such as become Man Thinking,” which is clearly a task that can never be
completed, but rather a principle that demands continuous renewal (“Scholar” 95).

Underlying the identity of the American scholar is thus a predicament which

Riddel identifies as the fundamental dilemma of all things ‘American’:

American is synonymous with beginner, and a beginner is one who, if he is not
to be condemned to repeat the past, is bound to reinterpret it and thus to
recreate his own time. ... He is committed, that is, to the paradoxical role of
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depriving himself of all his myths in his effort to discover a primary myth —an
idea coincident with things, where his new beginning will not be repetition.

(Riddel, Bell 44)

The particularly ‘American’ problem is, to paraphrase Riddel and to use
Emerson’s terms, to reinstate an “original relation to the universe,” so that the
denominator ‘American’ will denote neither a mere repetition nor a derivation of
an already established tradition. The ‘American’ problem is thus a problem of
beginnings, which “must be begun over and over again, but never in quite the
same way  (Kronick/Bauerlein 1). It then becomes clear that ‘America’ is not
discovered and cannot be adequately described or represented by the ﬁgure of the
scholar; rather, ‘America’ is invented and always in the process of reinventing
itself.”” Indeed, as Kronick and Bauerlein argue, “[as] ‘orphans of the west,’
American writers must invent their origins in an anticipatory gesture of fulfillment,
a gesture that never resolves itself, since it originates in a critical doubling of the
self-identical being of self-reflexive consciousness” (8).

The first step in the formulation of an American ‘origin’ must consequently lie
in a moment of effacement and projection, that is, in the repudiation of all
inherited and imposed structures. America has to detach itself from the traditions
of the Old World, which it achieves through “a certain kind of performance, a
certain kind of thinking against the grain that will be the American signature”
(Riddel, Letters 23). However, American thought cannot and does not merely
emerge from the self-canceling of the structures it rejects, as American thought can
only be recognized as such by virtue of an irreducible ‘other,” which Riddel locates

in quotation —or in performativity, to use a different term:

[The] ‘American’ literature I am talking about is no more than a vaguely
apprehended ‘other,” but a futural other, to which the actual literary text we
have and study are kinds of prefaces or notes toward; prologues written both
after and before the fact, before the letter. They are necessarily written, then,
in the old received letter, in the old words and forms, and are in a sense
quotations of them. But they are no less, by a kind of ironic reinscription,
quotations of the future, of their own potential otherness. (Riddel, Letters 21)

Riddel’s remarks on ‘America’ and ‘American’ literature as yet unrealized ideals

that are performatively constituted, supplement Cavell’s observations on the

"2 As Kronick and Bauerlein point out, Riddel even goes so far to suggest that “the writing that is
‘American’ cannot be ‘literature,” since it is already a translation without an ur-text or original.
There has not yet been an ‘American’ literature” (Kronick/Bauerlein 7). American literature,
according to Riddel, has always been something to come, “a letter never yet written, a metaleptic
letter” (Letters 21).
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American scholar as the vision of an ideal American that does not yet exist. In the
above passage, Riddel points to a major dilemma all American -cultural
productions find themselves in: If all language is quotation, then where is there an
opportunity, a loophole for cultural productions to express originality? Derrida
provides some insights into this matter, when he speaks of the “invention of
oneself as other,” a notion that comes close to Riddel’s “quotation” (Puyche 9).
According to Derrida, invention presupposes “originality, originarity, generation,
engendering, genealogy,” but it also breaks with tradition, brings disorder into
established structures, and “allows the coming of what is new in a ‘first time ever””
(Psyche 5). Similarly, Poirier locates the opportunity for originality precisely in
quotation, when he argues that originality manifests itself “in an instinctive
antagonism to ‘quotation,” in disruption, variation, and tropings of it” (Renewal
141).

Original American cultural production is only possible, in other words, by
virtue of quotation, and both Derrida and Poirier identify the break with already
established structures as a necessary criterion for originality. As I noted before,
Derridean specters produce instances of disruptive ghosting, which haunt and
disturb patterned interpretations. These instances are, then, by definition moments
that produce ‘originality’ in the sense of Derrida and Poirier. Returning to Butler’s
argument that the gap between reiterations opens up the possibility for new
significations that go beyond the term’s usual meanings, I further propose that in
this line of reasoning, the moment of resignification can be regarded as an instance
of absolute originality, as the possibility of resignification always contains a space
for resistance to hegemonic power and a subversive transformation of normative
cultural structures. In Excitable Speech, Butler theorizes the performative moment,
arguing that the performative moment may be characterized by the singularity of
the act, but it can never be a singular moment because it is ritualized. It is thus
rather “condensed historicity,” as it “exceeds itself in past and future directions, an
effect of prior and future invocations that constitute and escape the instance of
utterance” (Speech 3). As the past is a matter of subjective perception and as the
future cannot be narrated with any certainty, the “failure to achieve a totalized
form in any of its given instances” is an integral part of any illocutionary,
performative act (ibid). In the spectrality effect of performance and in acts of

conjuration, that failure which always looms in the background becomes manifest
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and opens the way for a wide array of signifying possibilities. As moments of
performativity that describe disruptive acts of reiteration, the conjurations of
cultural specters alters both past and future invocations, thus instigating a
reinvention, as it were, of the hegemonic narrative out of which they emerge.

I argue that the reactivation of the mythical ‘Emerson’ and his scholar in
Finding Nemo produces a spectrality effect and conjures America’s spectral
narrative. While Nemo reiterates the foundational scenario of the ideal American,
the specificities of its plot and characters, as well as its critical reception, suggest
that Finding Nemo resists and subverts patterned forms of Americanness. The
foundational scenario as it occurs in Finding Nemo is restored behavior, a repetition
with a difference, a quotation that relocates concepts associated with Emerson
within another medium and another cultural context. American literature and
culture, as Riddel argues, is “poised upon that ‘economy’ ... of the transformative
moment when one language is displacing another, a new literature retracing and
rewriting the old” (Letters 120). 1 suggest that Finding Nemo is such a text which
retraces and rewrites the old, attempting to produce its own moment of originality.
Put differently, Finding Nemo reiterates the pattern of idealized Americanness but
quotes it with a difference, reinventing the meaning of ‘America/nness’ in
performance. The agenda of Finding Nemo and Emerson’s American scholar, I
propose, intersects most prominently at three interrelated points, namely the
privileging of the present moment, the development of self-reliance within the
framework of the contemporary, and the problematizing of origins and beginnings.
While Finding Nemo and Emerson’s essays follow the same cultural pattern, they
articulate this pattern from different sites of enunciation, leaving us with two
conflicting variations of the very same foundational scenario. The tension and
frictions that emerge out of the confrontation of these texts create a moment of
chaos in which normative regulatory practices are disrupted and the fragile nature

of ‘America’ becomes apparent.

Originality and Spectrality: ‘Emerson’ Meets NVemo

When Finding Nemo was released in 2003, it was an immediate success. Nemo
superseded 7he Lion King as the Disney’s Company all-time top-grossing film at
the box ofﬁce, received the Academy Award for the best animated feature film of
that year, and received critical attention from scholars in Cultural Studies, Film

Studies, and Gender Studies, probably because of its unusual storyline and its
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intriguing characters. Many of the scholarly discussions of Finding Nemo revolve
around the film’s portrayal of unconventional family/kinship structures and
unconventional ways of perceiving one’s subjectivity and one’s role within social
structures, which are aspects I will also address in my analysis. However, 1 will
devote particular attention to the film’s treatment of memory, forgetting, and
perceptions of time, as these factors seem to be crucial in teasing out the relation
between Finding Nemo and the performance of America.

Finding Nemo is an “odd little feature” which tells the story of a clown-fish
family that is tragically ripped apart by a hungry Barracuda in the first few
minutes of the film (Halberstam, “Boys” 111). The mother fish perishes together
with almost all of her eggs, leaving behind her henceforth very anxious partner,
Marlin, and one offspring, Nemo. The film then cuts to Nemo’s first day at school:
Marlin, still traumatized by the Barracuda-attack, has become an overprotective
father to Nemo. Marlin is paranoid about his son’s safety not only because Nemo
is his only family left, but also because Nemo is slightly disabled (he has a small fin
on one side) and—so Marlin believes—thus cannot take proper care of himself.
Nemo, however, grows tired of his father’s nervous and hysterical attempts to
guard him from all dangers of the ocean and, in a moment of rebellion that should
prove his capability, he swims off into the open sea, only to be caught by a diver
and placed into a fishtank in a dentist’s office. Marlin immediately begins a frantic,
mad search for his missing son, which leads him all the way to Sydney, Australia.
On his way through the ocean, Marlin repeatedly finds himself in dangerous, life-
threatening situations from which he can only escape by overcoming his own fears
and by accepting the help of Dory, a quirky blue fish he crosses paths with shortly
after Nemo’s abduction. Eventually, Nemo can free himself from the dentist’s
fishtank and is reunited with his father, but the dramatic events have, of course,
changed their little family and strengthened the bond between father and son.

Finding Nemo is rich in unusual characters, reaching from vegetarian sharks' to
a fish with germophobia, and a lobster that displays compulsive behavior. Most
critical attention, however, has been devoted to Marlin’s gender identity and

Dory’s short-term memory loss. After his partner is killed, Marlin assumes a role

" In an intertextual reference, the leader of the sharks is a Great White by the name of ‘Bruce.’ In
Steven Spielberg’s Jaws, ‘Bruce’ was the nickname used to refer to the mechanical Great White
shark. Marlin and Dory’s flight scene from the sharks references the final scenes Jaws: in both
films, a tank filled with compressed air causes an explosion, which kills the shark in Jaws and
causes a major confusion in Finding Nemo that lets Marlin and Dory escape.
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that has traditionally been associated with femininity: he becomes a clucking hen,
is overprotective and at times hysteric. “The ocean is not safe,” is Marlin’s mantra,
and he projects his paranoia and deep-seated fear of the open ocean onto his son.
Before they leave the protected environment of their home, we see him and Nemo
perform the ritual of swimming in and out of their anemone several times, in order
to make sure there are no dangerous, preying creatures in the vicinity. This short
scene is indicative of Marlin’s many anxieties which inhibit him, but also his son,
from experiencing the world around him and, ultimately, from experiencing
himself.

Interestingly enough, the lack of a mother —or rather, the lack of mothers in
general —is at no point addressed in the film, and also Marlin’s loss of a female
partner 1s not much of an issue, even though her death means the breakdown of
their family unit. With her death and that of their unborn children, the future —
Marlin’s future and his legacy —momentarily comes to a halt, until he discovers
one egg that has survived. Nemo symbolizes futurity and Marlin’s hope that he
will live on in his son and in his son’s offspring. “The future,” as Lee Edelman has
famously argued, is literally “kid stuff,” as only reproduction, that is, the
production of children, secures the future of mankind (Vo Future 1). The
legitimacy of relationships, but also political and social recognition, is thus tied to
one’s willingness to reproduce, to “fight for the children” and thus for the future
(cf. Edelman, No Future 3). When reproductivity and a traditional family structure
are threatened in Finding Nemo, Marlin adapts to the situation by performing both
the role of a father and a mother, constantly shifting between his two roles as the
situation demands and thus blurring gender boundaries."

The most thorough interpretation of Dory comes from Judith Halberstam,
whose publications on Finding Nemo have set the tone of this film’s critical
reception within the study of popular culture. Because of her short-term memory
loss, Dory has an “odd sense of time,” as Halberstam explains, which “scrambles
all temporal interactions” and adds a layer to the narrative which probably strikes
most viewers as humorous and absurd (“Boys” 112). When she explains her
problem to Marlin, for instance, Dory tells him that short-term memory loss runs
in the family, but then again she comments that she cannot remember her family —

so how can she be sure? Dory is forever “exile[d] in the present tense” (ibid), as

" For more details on Marlin’s gender-bending, see, for instance, Brydon (esp. 138-140).
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her subjectivity does not bear any ties to the past, that is, her familial heritage, and
none of her actions are geared towards the future or towards a goal she wants to
achieve. In other words, Dory breaks with linear time and is located within a
time/space continuum that rather moves in circles, as to her the only valuable and
meaningful moment is the contemporary.'’

Halberstam likens Dory’s situatedness in time to the concept of “queer time”
as it emerged in the 1990s out of the AIDS crisis, which severely diminished the
horizons of possibility for the gay community and placed an emphasis on the here
and now (cf. Halberstam, Queer 2). Queer time has therefore frequently been
aligned with consumption, risk, disease, and death, as opposed to a ‘straight’ time
that is associated with the promise of futurity and longevity.'® There is, however,
another facet of queer time, as Halberstam remarks, which is all too often
overlooked: Queer time is also about “the potentiality of a life unscripted by the
conventions of family, inheritance, and child rearing” (Queer 2). Dory embodies
that potentiality, as her subjectivity and her perception of the world around her
are structured “according to logics that lie outside of those paradigmatic markers
of life experience—namely, birth, marriage, reproduction, and death,” which
generates an alternative temporality that may not be reproductive but is productive
nonetheless (ibid).

In Finding Nemo, Halberstam argues, queer time is encoded in Dory’s
forgetfulness—or, to put it differently, Dory’s forgetfulness allows to explore the
productive potential of a non-linear, presentist conception of time. Dory lacks
memory, knowledge of the past, and an awareness of her embededdness within a
social structure, which usually situate an individual within time and space. Dory’s
situatedness within time and space, in contrast, is determined by her forgetfulness.
As Joseph Roach argues, forgetting is the flipside of memory, because “memory is
a process that depends crucially upon forgetting,” (Citees 2). What is more,
memory is generally aligned with knowledge and power, whereas forgetting is

synonymous with failure and inferiority. While memory is productive, because it
Y Ly ry 18 p

' As Elizabeth Grosz points out, philosophy has so far concentrated on two forms of temporality,
“one linear, progressive, continuing, even, regulated, and teleological (perhaps best represented by
Hegel); the other circular, repetitive, and thus infinite (perhaps best represented by Nietzsche).
The first form is best represented by a line, which can be divided into infinite units...; the second,
by a circle, which is capable of being traversed infinitely, in repetitions that are in some ways
different, and in other ways the same” (Grosz 98). Finding Nemo mirrors a Nietzschean conception
of temporality rather than a Hegelian in what Halberstam terms “queer time.”

' For more details on this point see Leo Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave?” and Lee Edelman, No
Future, esp. 1-31.
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constantly reproduces the past and thus shapes present and future, forgetting
(similar to queer time) symbolizes the death of futurity and is essentially
destructive.

Finding Nemo challenges this conception of the memory/forgetting dyad and
explores the positive potential of forgetting. Forgetting, as Marlin has to concede
towards the end of the ﬁlm, when he believes Nemo to be dead, can indeed be a
blessing. Still haunted by the memories of the deadly Barracuda attack, he cannot
bear the thought of a future without his son. His deep desire to forget in order to
be able to imagine a future recalls Nietzsche’s argument that there can be “kein
Gliick, keine Heiterkeit, keine Hoffnung, [kein] Stolz, keine Gegenwart ... ohne
Vergesslichkeit” (292; italics in the original). Dory, in contrast, is not burdened by
memories or haunted by her past. Past and future are of no relevance to her, as her
existence is firmly rooted in the now and is, in fact, a constant process of re-
negotiating her own identity and her relations with everyone she encounters. Put
differently, time, in its conventional conception, cannot adequately describe
Dory’s specific situatedness. The present is, because of its ephemeral and fleeting
character, essentially a non-time that only exists in passing and seemingly lacks
meaning if severed from past and future, if divorced from origin and telos. Dory’s
“ephemeral sense of knowledge and her continuous sense of a lack of context”
necessitate an investment in the moment and an adaptability to new situations in
order to be able to make meaning (Halberstam, “Boys” 112). A running joke in
Finding Nemo is that Dory cannot remember Nemo’s name and constantly makes
up new names, such as “Fabio,” “Harpo,” or “Elmo,” to refer to Marlin’s son.
Those instances of re-naming Nemo are significant, I propose, because they
illustrate the process of meaning making in Dory’s queer time and space. To Dory,
“Nemo” is an empty signifier, a name that has as much (or little) meaning to her as
“Fabio,” “Harpo,” and “Elmo.” Unlike Marlin, who has past recollections of his
son and imagines that they will share a future, Dory cannot put Nemo into any
context that exceeds the present moment. Whether she is looking for “Harpo” or
“Nemo” does not make any difference to her, if not to say that it is completely
irrelevant. Dory finds herself in a new situation in virtually every moment of every
day, and her subjectivity can therefore ‘only’ be reflective of her momentary state

of being in a specific context. Similarly, all her actions can only be motivated by
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momentary inclinations. When she wants to swim, she swims, but there is no goal
beyond that action which she might seek to achieve.

Finding Nemo makes a point out of portraying Marlin and Dory as polar
opposites as far as their self-perception and their approach to organizing their
respective lives is concerned. Marlin is burdened by his past, his memories of the
Barracuda attack, and cultural norms on which all his decisions are based. Dory,
by contrast, is an unencumbered individual that exists outside of all ‘normal’ social
structures because of her forgetfulness. Dory’s existence is firmly rooted in the
moment of the now, which the film approaches as something positive and
productive. The opposition of Marlin and Dory mirrors Emerson’s argument that
only individuals who live wholly from within lead fulfilled lives, as self-satisfaction
and happiness can only unfold within Marlin when he begins to follow his
instincts and his intuition. Emerson’s call to ever live in a new day thus resonates
strongly in Finding Nemo, whose underlying message is to thoroughly enjoy the
moment and seize the day. Finding Nemo, 1 consequently suggest, explores the
potential of the contemporary —the critical temporality that is inextricably linked
to performance. It is important to distinguish between two different levels of the
contemporary which are at play in Finding Nemo: first, the representation of the
contemporary as a temporal space within the diegetic world; second, the film as a
contemporary performance of Americanness.

As Romén defines the contemporary, its power lies in its immediacy and its
detachment from tradition and futurity, from teleological models of cultural
production that would value the contemporary "only as the product of already
legitimate cultural traditions or as the potential ideal for an imagined future”
(Performance 15). Romdan’s definition of the contemporary bears resemblance to
Halberstam’s remarks on queer time, and indeed, Romén explicitly acknowledges
his indebtedness to queer theory and queer conceptions of time in his theorization
of the contemporary (cf. Performance 15). As 1 pointed out in the previous chapter,
the contemporary can furthermore be linked with Derrida’s conceptions of
spectrality and conjuration, which also privilege the now. Derrida’s discussion of
spectrality revolves very much around a mediation on the putative end of history
and the question as to how a post-progressive historical discourse may look like.
The central inquiry of Derrida’s endeavor, as Brown summarizes it, is “what

discourse of history provides a way of conceiving the relationship between past,
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present, and future without setting its compass points through or against a
discourse of progress” (144). A post-progressive conception of history inevitably
seems to follow the logics of haunting as at the presumed end of history, history
would probably come back in the form of a haunt —and with it all that which was
“confused or misnamed in the past,” which remains “unclear in meaning” (Brown
152). The logics of haunting thus operates on the level of memory and forgetting:
to haunt means to keep something present, to remind of its existence, while to be
haunted means being moved by something one cannot quite recall or has tried to
forget. Whether haunting takes shape in the form of achievement or failure, it
always unsettles the line between past and present, the linear order of temporality,
and sets focus on immediacy, impulses, and an open-endedness of meaning.

Finding Nemo's Dory can be read as Romdn’s theory turned into practice,
guided by the logics of haunting. All of Dory’s actions are motivated by transient
states of being and inclinations, that is, by affects, intuition, spontaneity, or
instinct. Dory constantly adjusts and reformulates her subjectivity according to
her present situation, which makes her identity multi-layered, virtually
indefinable, and solely reflective of her momentary state of being. Dory thus
asserts and embodies a major principle of self-reliance, which, according to Kateb,
“is the idea that a person’s movement through life should be restless, unfixed, an
unceasing creation and abandonment of channels and positions” (Self-Reliance
153). One’s identity, in other words, “should be fluid, not easily defined by others
or by oneself” and one’s life should be one of “perpetual self-finding and self-loss”
(ibid). Dory’s existence is just that: an endless cycle of inventing/finding her self
only to immediately forget/lose herself again. Dory is haunted by herself, as it
were, she continuously begins by coming back and while she has a distinct sense
of a past, she cannot quite grasp 1t, let alone make sense of the impulses that touch
her —on the contrary, they tend to disturb and disorient her.

Through the character of Dory, I argue, Finding Nemo retraces a central quality
of the American scholar, but articulates this quality from a different vantage point
than Emerson did in his essays. As Emerson conceptualizes him, the American
scholar ought to live in the present so that his inner divinity can unfold and is not
inhibited by past actions and experiences. As Kateb points out, Emerson
vehemently seeks to elevate the present moment over past and future and establish

it as the most productive temporal space, in which individuals can fully develop
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themselves. Emerson’s Words, Kateb argues, are “an incitement to seize the day
and to live or act in defiance of the knowledge that time without beginning
precedes one’s existence, and time without end will roll on after one’s death” (Self-
Reliance 27). By living in the now, following his nature, and expressing his true
convictions, man can find happiness and fulfillment, and Emerson encourages his
readers to rather contradict themselves or oppose popular opinion than let
themselves be constrained by consistency and conformity. Dory’s particular
situation of being exiled in the present differs considerably from Emerson’s
situation and reasons for advocating a life firmly tied to the present moment.
However, in its very own way, [Finding Nemo also makes a case for the
contemporary as the temporality in which the individual can express itself most
immediately, most naturally, and most honestly. Emerson’s argument that living
fundamentally in the now, uninhibited by memories and the past, fosters self-
reliance and strengthens self-trust resonates strongly in Finding Nemo. Towards the
end of the film, for instance, when Marlin insists they part ways, Dory remarks
that no one has ever stuck with her as long as Marlin. This somewhat casual
remark points toward a major change in Dory. For her, this is an unusual
statement to make, because normally she is not capable of remembering how long
she has been with anyone. Dory’s certainty that Marlin has stuck with her longer
than anyone else does not stem from memory, I argue, but rather from an absolute
self-trust (which she displays at various points in the film) that makes her certain
without exactly knowing why. Shortly after Marlin has left her, Dory meets
Nemo, who has just escaped from the fishtank and is now looking for his father.
Dory has, of course, long forgotten Marlin and their search for Nemo, but she is
still visibly distressed. She is crying because she feels that she has lost someone,
even though she has no recollection of who that ‘someone’ might be. “I don’t know
where I am! I don’t know what’s going on, I think I lost somebody but I, I can’t
remember,” she explains to Nemo, her statement being based solely on her
instincts or an ‘inner voice.’

Dory displays a similar moment of absolute self-trust in an earlier scene —one
of the film’s key scenes—in which Marlin finally abandons all his fears and

anxieties. In this scene, Marlin and Dory get swallowed by a whale, a
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circumstance which they interpret in two completely different ways.”” While
Marlin is sure that they will end up in the whale’s stomach, Dory is positive that
everything will be fine. Hanging onto the whale’s tongue, Dory, who claims that
she speaks and understands ‘Whale’ language, tells Marlin to let himself fall into
the whale’s throat. “Everything’s gonna be alright,” she exclaims. “How do you
know,” Marlin shouts, to which she happily replies, “I don’t!” Dory does not have
any memories on the basis of which she could make an informed decision on
whether or not she should let herself fall. All she has are her instinct, her intuition,
and her unfailing self-trust. Contrary to his better knowledge but following his
intuition, Marlin lets himself fall into the whale’s throat and, getting spewed right
into the harbor of Sydney, he realizes that he was right to trust in Dory and to rely
on his instincts.

However, the example of Dory also demonstrates what happens when the
contemporary is not only valued as a productive temporal space that enables self-
fulfillment and the development of self-reliance but is, in fact, one’s only accessible
temporal space. Traditional systems of identification and belonging do not apply in
the construction of Dory’s subjectivity, and they certainly do not suffice to
describe her situatedness within (or rather without) social structures, as all
relationships she engages in are only temporary and of significance solely in the
here and now. Dory can in many ways be likened to an orphan, as she has no
recollection of her parents or of her origins, and no sense of a home or of
belonging. Dory is, quite literally, the odd one out: while all other characters are
shown within their respective family units, she is by herself and does not belong
with anybody. Even though she accompanies Marlin on his quest and gets
attached to him, her lack of memory and her constant forgetting who Marlin and
Nemo are hinder her from becoming fully integrated into their family unit.
Through Dory’s “anti-familial” way of being, Halberstam proposes, Finding Nemo
tries to “reinvent kinship, identity, and collectivity” by imagining legitimate and
valuable existences outside traditional social and familial structures (“Boys” 111-
112). Dory is clearly marked as different, but in the film’s general attempt to
sketch a pluralistic society in which difference is perceived as enriching and
inspiring, Dory’s seeming flaws are turned into assets. Dory’s inability to

remember her own origin problematizes the significance of concepts like

' Marlin teasingly calls the whale ‘Moby,” which is, of course, a reference to Herman Melvilles

novel Moby-Dick (1851).
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‘origin/ality’ and ‘beginnings’ in the constitution of individual as well as collective
identities. Questions concerning origin and originality have been especially
pressing in the context of the construction of ‘America,” and both Finding Nemo and
Emerson’s essays constitute attempts to produce original Americanness.

As I pointed out earlier, Joseph Riddel identifies the problem of beginnings
and originality as a particularly ‘American’ problem, because of America’s struggle
to reinstate an origin that is not merely a repetition of Old World structures. To be
an American, Riddel suggests with reference to Wallace Stevens’ considerations
on American poetry, means “to invent and not to discover, to perform and not
imitate, and hence to produce the scene rather than repeat what was ‘in the script”
(Riddel, Zetters 99). To be an American means to be a beginner, to reinterpret the
past, and to invent one’s own origin. ‘America’ and ‘American’ are always
anticipatory ideals, ‘texts’ without an origin, translations or displacements of a past
that is elsewhere and can therefore only be performed and interpreted (cf. Riddel,
Letters 100). As a man who is always in-the-making and always in the process of
re-formulating his self, the Emersonian scholar—the American scholar—is a
‘beginner’ in the Riddelian sense: he is bound to reinterpret and relocate the past
in order to define his own time. In other words, he has to repudiate all ‘old” myths,
so that he can discover a primary myth, that is, his origin and an original America
(cf. Bell 44). The American scholar thus embodies the whole nation metonymically
and functions as a site of projection for “common thoughts, aspirations, and
feelings” (Gunn, Otherness 132). The American scholar is part of a general
tendency in American culture to “conceive of the nation on an analogue of the
individual and therefore to view the expression of the nation’s self-conscious life,
its culture, as a result of a single, or at least uniform, intelligence and will” (ibid).
In order to solidify his fragile status as the mythical origin of Americanness, then,
the American scholar has to become the subject of quotation and reinscription. He
must be detached from the specificities of his own creation and transformed into
an abstract concept, a cultural pattern of idealized Americanness that can be re-
enacted and translated into a new framework.

Emerson, Riddel argues, was aware of the fact that America is always a
quotation and his call for an American originality is haunted by the seeming
impossibility to produce an original American voice. In “Self-Reliance,” Emerson

chastised his contemporaries for worshipping and imitating the past, instead of
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appreciating the riches around them and trying to establish an original

Americanness:

Our houses are built with foreign taste; our shelves are garnished with
foreign ornaments; our opinions, our tastes, our faculties, lean, and follow the
Past and the Distant. ... And why need we copy the Doric or the Gothic
model? Beauty, convenience, grandeur of thought, and quaint expression are
as near to us as to any, and if the American artist will study with hope and
love the precise thing to be done by him, considering the climate, the soil, the
length of the day, the wants of the people, the habit and form of the
government, he will create a house in which all these will find themselves
fitted, and taste and sentiment will be satisfied also. (“Self-Reliance” 198-199)

These words recall his earlier considerations on originality in “Nature,” in which
he lamented the prevailing retrospection in America, but had to concede at the
same time that his own writing could easily fall into the trap of being merely a
retrospective re-writing of past poetic and philosophic thought. Emerson, as any
American writer, finds himself “in a kind of double bind: needing first to invent
that which could then be represented,” that is, an original Americanness (Riddel,
Letters 72). His way out of this dilemma is twofold: first, he places his focus on the
individual rather than on the collective and imagines the American’s original
relation to the universe as a transformational moment, in which man, God, and
nature, are facing one another and are united yet opposed. He returns to the
primordial, to the origin within the individual rather than assuming an ‘external’
origin elsewhere in the past. Second, he observes that an American, upon entering
York Minister or St. Peter’s in Rome, will be surprised “by the feeling that these
structures are imitations also, —faint copies of an invisible archetype” (Emerson,
“Nature” 75). He realizes, in other words, that copy and original are
indistinguishable and that the origin is, in fact, a quotation itself, a non-origin.

In a later essay, “Quotation and Originality” (1859), Emerson finds his
clearest words on the possibilities for original production, which resides in the
interplay between appropriation and misappropriation, a creative quoting that
displaces the past and reinscribes it within a contemporary context. “The profound
apprehension of the Present is Genius, which makes the Past forgotten,” Emerson
emphasizes the significance of a focus on the present in the production of
originality (“Quotation” 201). In order for the “original” or “new” to be
recognizable, the force of creativity or “the divine,” as Emerson calls it, needs to be
posited in a way that “makes the Past forgotten.” Originality does not exist a priort,

but is the product of active forgetting; “[a]ll minds quote” (178), thus “the
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originals are not original” and true Genius is he who forgets that he is quoting,
Emerson proposes (“Quotation” 180).

Originality is produced by the loss of our “sempiternal memory,” which,
Emerson believes, is something we all yearn for. “The one thing which we seek
with insatiable desire is to forget ourselves, to be surprised of our propriety, to lose
our sempiternal memory and to do something without knowing how or why,”
which would allow us to draw a “new circle” in the endless cycle of nature, where
every end is a beginning and every thing repeats itself in different form (Emerson,
“Circles” 238). In Emerson’s vision of the ideal scholar, in “Man Thinking,”
originality finds its most fertile breeding ground. While “imitation is the hallmark
of the degenerate scholar, ... originality, the consciously formulated objective of
Emerson’s ... utterance, is the unmistakable sign of Man Thinking,” who thus
becomes the poetic origin of “Americaness,” as it were (Sealts Jr. 194). However,
if originality presupposes the loss of memory, that is, the loss of something that
pre-existed it, then originality is, more accurately, the appropriation of quotation.
Originality is the act of presenting something av ¢f it were new —an activity that
involves “not only the breaking with the precursor ... but reinscription” (Riddel,
Letters 51)."

Finding Nemo reinscribes the pattern of the ideal American into Dory’s
framework of an eternal present, playing with the scholar’s function as the
mythical origin of Americanness. For Dory, any given moment serves as fictional
origin, because to her, every moment is ‘new’ and a beginning. Dory’s existence, to
put it very bluntly, is a series of beginnings and Dory herself is, in that sense,
always a beginner. It is the notion of anticipation, of an always already displaced
identity, which likens Dory to the scholar and makes her a particularly ‘American’
character: Dory articulates a subjectivity that is always in the making, but never
fully realized. However, while Emerson imagined his scholar to be a figure of
dissent, a man who repudiates the past and dares to walk the untrodden path,
Dory is a figure of difference, an individual whose lack of memory leaves her
virtually no other option but to invent her own origin. This aspect makes Dory’s

reiteration a very peculiar performance of idealized Americanness. As a visibly

'8 See also Gunn, who argues that “writers cannot be said to contribute to the formation of an
American mind simply by adding new contents to it ... [T]o contribute to the formation of the
mind, whether our own individual mind or some larger collective mentality, they must do
something more: they must teach us new ways to think and feel about such material” (Otherness

143-144).
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‘marked’ character performing the pattern of the ideal American, Dory claims
‘normal,” that is, seemingly unmarked, disembodied, and universal Americanness
from a position of ‘otherness’—from a position which actually automatically denies
her access to precisely that ‘normal’ Americanness she claims. By employing
Dory’s forgetfulness as a metaphor for difference and otherness, Finding Nemo thus
draws attention to the exclusionary practices that at work in the construction of
Americanness. It suggests that Americanness is a highly contested term whose
inherent instability allows those who are excluded from its dominant imaginings to
appropriate and redefine it.

In an act of “creative quoting,” to use Riddel’s terms, Finding Nemo not only
reiterates and reinscribes, but also adds a new dimension to the cultural pattern of
the ideal American, thus reinventing the meaning of ‘Americanness’ in
performance. Both Finding Nemo and ‘Emerson’ enact the foundational scenario of
an original Americanness as embodied by a distinctly ‘American’ individual. While
the cultural pattern of the prototypical American individual has been invested with
national fantasies of a shared and common Americanness as embodied by a
normal, modal American, Finding Nemo's performance of the foundational scenario
does not comply with those fantasies. Finding Nemo does not merely reproduce the
cultural pattern of the ideal American, but, proceeding “by a double strategy of
imitation and distortion” which lets this film appear both “conative and
performative, representational and parodic,” it constitutes and contests this pattern
at the same time, shedding light on spectral Americanness that haunts Emerson’s
American scholar (Riddel, Zetters 25).

By performing Americanness from the vantage point of a character visibly
marked as ‘other,” Finding Nemo produces a similar sensation of oddness as Barack
Obama did with his “Race Speech.” As I pointed out in the previous chapter,
Obama’s seemingly impossible state of existence (that of a black American
president) challenges America’s cultural repertoire as in his materiality, the
specters that haunt American culture find material, embodied existence and
trouble dominant notions of Americanness. Similar to Obama, Finding Nemo
troubles the re-affirmation of hegemonic Americanness by claiming and
articulating Americanness from the position of ‘otherness,” thus breaking patterned
interpretations of ‘normal’ Americanness. [Finding Nemo's troubling of

Americanness becomes visible most clearly in the film’s juxtaposition with
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Emerson’s essays. This juxtaposition highlights a moment of ghosting, which
emerges out of the confrontation of two conflicting variations of the very same
foundational scenario. The juxtaposition of ‘Emerson’ and Nemo demonstrates the
failure of ‘Americanness’ to achieve totalized form and maintain a stable meaning,
which opens the way for its resignification. In making the ‘other’ visible and giving
it a voice, the boundaries of legitimate articulations of ‘American/ness’ are
challenged, giving way to a “logic of haunting” in which there is “permanent open-
endedness of meaning and limits of mastery” (Brown 152).

Furthermore, the articulations of Americanness in Finding Nemo and Emerson’s
essays point towards a tension that has always been inherent in the pattern of the
ideal American. While he was envisioned by Emerson to express an original
Americanness and has been repeatedly performed in order to consolidate that
Americanness as normative, Emerson’s scholar also already articulated his
Americanness from a position of difference, as it were. Emerson’s scholar had to
position himself against the traditions of the Old World and mark himself as
different from his European forerunners in order for him to be recognizable as
particularly ‘American.” Any attempt to consolidate a unified Americanness has
therefore been doomed from the start, as the term ‘American’ has always signified
difference and is "always already overtaken by the relays and delays that divert
from its destination,” is always already still to come (Kronick/Bauerlein 2).
‘America’ is affiliated with transformation and displacement, rather than with
totalizing truths and meanings. It is always already overtaken by those marked as
different, who claim ‘Americanness’ as their own, appropriating and redefining it,

condemning ‘America’ to a state of permanent anticipation.
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Act II. Scenario 2.

From Walden Pond to Jurassic Park: The Re(dis)covery of America

I went to the woods because I wished to live
deliberately, to front only the essential facts
of life, and see if I could not learn what it
had to teach, and not, when I came to die,
discover that I had not lived. I did not wish
to live what was not life, living is so dear;
nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless
it was quite necessary. | wanted to live deep

and suck out all the marrow of life...
—Henry D. Thoreau, Walden 135

Malcolm: If there's one thing the history of
evolution has taught us, it's that life will not
be contained. Life breaks free. It expands to
new territories. It crashes through barriers.
Painfully, maybe even dangerously ... life
finds a way.

—Jurassic Park

“No truer American existed than Thoreau,” Emerson said of his friend and
disciple in the eulogy he delivered at Thoreau’s funeral in 1862 (“Thoreau” 398).
Emerson measured Thoreau’s Americanness in his friend’s “preference of his
country and condition” as well as his “aversation from English and European
manners and tastes,” which almost reached contempt (ibid). Thoreau was fatigued
by reports of his contemporaries’ trips to Great Britain and could not relate to
their admiration of Europe. He regarded Great Britain, and Europe in general, to
be cultures of imitation, built upon the ashes of previous civilizations. What
Thoreau sought, Emerson said, “was the most energetic nature,” which could only
be found in New England and the American West, not in London (“Thoreau”
399). “Eastward | go only by force, westward 1 go free,” Thoreau famously
exclaimed in “Walking,” which was first delivered as a lecture in 1851 and
published posthumously in 1862 (“Walking” 1810). Thoreau thought that only in
wildness and nature man can find absolute freedom, and he found it hard to
believe that “fair landscapes or sufficient wildness and freedom” can be discovered
“behind the eastern horizon” (ibid). Mankind has always, “progress[ed] from east

to west,” he argues, which is why the nation’s future is to be found westward, in
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wilderness and wildness (ibid).' It is there that man can establish an original
relation to the universe, as Emerson has it, and be a ‘real’ American.’

Recent criticism on Thoreau has very much focused on his writings on and
relationship with nature, which established Thoreau as an early environmentalist
and eco-critic.” While I am also interested in the role that nature and wilderness
play in Thoreau’s writings, I want to approach these issues from a different
perspective. Rather than evaluate Thoreau’s contribution to the American
conservation movement, | want to explore the intricacies between wilderness as a
cultural concept, individualism, and ‘real’ Americanness in his masterpiece Walden.
My juxtaposition of Walden with Stephen Spielberg’s Jurassic Park” will show that
the ideal American individual as envisioned by Thoreau is always in a limbo-state,
located somewhere in-between nature and culture and haunted by the ghosts it
needs to repress in order to reaffirm its own subjectivity. By reading Jurassw Park
with Walden, 1 aim to show that in the act of “fronting nature,” to use Thoreau’s
terms, original Americanness is simultaneously found and lost, is both affirmed
and undermined, which reveals the fragility and uncertainty inherent in being a
‘real’” American.

As Roderick F. Nash notes, the concept of wilderness made America uniquely

‘American,” because it “had no counterpart in the Old World” and could thus serve

' As Jane Bennett explains, the wildness “of anything consists in its capacity to inspire
extraordinary experience, startling metaphors, unsettling thoughts. ... Wildness is the unexplored,
unexpected, and inexplicably foreign dimension of anything. It is more easily ‘fronted’ out of doors,
but it resides even within the self” (19). The difference between “wildness” and “wilderness” is
simply that “wildness” is a “spiritual state arising from the relationship between a person and
nature,” whereas “wilderness” describes “land or water unused at present by people and thus a
physical state of nature” (Botkin 121). Wildness and wilderness are two distinct concepts, yet they
often conflate. See Laura Dassow Walls’s article “Believing in Nature” for details.

? See also Sherman Paul, who, in discussing Thoreau’s indebtedness to Emerson’s philosophy,
writes: “Interpreting nature, turning into consciousness, this was genius, here was a new frontier
for originality” (7).

% See, for instance, Lawrence Buell’s The Environmental Imagination (1995), Laura Dassow Walls’s
Seeing New Worlds (1995), David Mazel's American Literary Environmentalism (2000), Daniel Botkin’s
No Man's Garden (2001), Andrew McMurry’s Environmental Renaissance (2003), the collections
Thoreaw s Senve of Place (2000), edited by Richard Schneider and HMore Day to Dawn (2007), edited by
Sandra Harbert Petrulionis and Laura Dassow Walls, articles by William Howarth (1994), Philip
Cafaro (2002), and Daniel J. Phillipon (2004), to name only a few publications.

* Spielberg’s Jurassic Park is based on Michael Chrichton’s 1991 bestseller of the same title.
Together with renowned screenwriter David Koepp, Chrichton also co-wrote the film'’s screenplay.
When he began to work on Jurassc Park, Chrichton started out by writing a screenplay, which he
then turned into a novel, only to end up turning it back into a screenplay. In other words, Jurasic
Park was originally intended for the big screen, which is one of the reasons why I choose to work
on the film rather than the book. The second reason is the film’s huge commercial success,
especially within the U.S. More than half of the $600 million the film grossed in the first three
months after its release were made in domestic sales alone, which is truly remarkable and makes
the film “one of the most influential documents of United States popular culture” (DeTora 3). For
more details on Jurassic Park’s commercial success see, for instance, Lauter 108-109.
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as a “cultural and moral resource and a basis for national self-esteem” (67). With
the rise of nationalist thinking and the strong demand for a uniquely American
cultural tradition in the early nineteenth century, he suggests, came the
understanding that “it was in the widness of its nature that [the] country was
unmatched” (Nash 69). Original American thought and behavior could thus be
developed and explored most effectively in the confrontation with the raw,
untouched landscapes of the American continent. In Walden, Thoreau employs this
understanding as a figurative tool to describe American individualism and sketch a
parable of cultural renewal.” Thoreau encouraged his readers to be “the Lewis and
Clark and Frobisher of your own streams and oceans” and to explore their “own
higher latitudes” (Walden 369). Going into wild nature was highly conducive to an
individual’s inward journey but, as Thoreau stressed, the essential frontier was not
so much to be found in a particular location than “wherever man fronts a fact” (A
Week 249).

I suggest that Spielberg’s blockbuster Jurassic Park reiterates the cultural
pattern of fronting nature and, similar to Walden, can be read as a parable on the
renewal of culture. Quoting Thoreau’s Walden, Jurassic Park enacts the
foundational scenario of self-discovery and of the re(dis)covery of America in wild
nature. Wilderness, in Jurassic Park, is located elsewhere, outside of U.S. territory,
as the whole continent has been civilized and primordial, untamed wilderness does
not exist there anymore.” While the Jurassic Park first seems to be a recovered
paradise and perfectly idyllic place, nature there soon turns out to be hostile,
hazardous, and horrid, as the park’s dinosaurs turn against their creators. In
reading Jurassic Park with Thoreau, we can also see, however, that the horrors of
the park are very much an intensification of cultural conflicts and paradoxes one
can already find in Walden. The task of the rediscovery of America, which Thoreau
had set for himself and which is reiterated in Jurassic Park, proves to be a difficult

one: America is and has always been built on shaky grounds, as the consolidation

® As R'W.B. Lewis explains, Thoreau’s trouble with conventions and traditions was that they
stemmed from the “Old Word” and had been superimposed upon the American continent, and wild
nature in particular. These traditions thus “had to be washed away, like sin, so that the natural
could reveal itself again and could be permitted to create its own organic conventions” (22).

¢ 1 regard Jurassic Park better suited for a juxtaposition with Walden than other films that revolve
around the confrontation of man with primordial nature, such as King Kong (1933 and 2005), for
instance, because it seems to be the only film of its kind in which the protagonists, similar to
Walden’s narrator, deliberately seek the recovery of and reconciliation with nature. What
distinguishes Jurassic Park is the artificial creation of a primordial nature and the conscious
intention to technologically recover pure wilderness, while in films such as King Kong the
protagonists encounter a preexisting primordial nature against which they have to persist.
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of ‘real’ Americanness has always depended on practices of exclusion and the
systematic repression of anything ‘other.” However, the specters of the repressed
leave their traces and come back to haunt America—sometimes forcefully, as in

Jurassic Park, sometimes quietly, as in Walden.

Fronting Nature: Thoreau and the American Type

Both intellectually and personally, Thoreau was indebted to Emerson, with whom
he maintained a long and vibrant but also troubled friendship. Just as Emerson, so
was Thoreau educated at Harvard College, from where he graduated in 1837, the
year in which Emerson delivered “The American Scholar” before Harvard’s Phi
Beta Kappa Society.” In that very same year, Thoreau became acquainted with
Emerson and started to keep a journal upon Emerson’s urging, thus “signing the
bond of his apprenticeship” and asserting self-culture as his new vocation (Paul
51). He attended discussions of the Transcendental Club at Emerson’s house in
Concord and after he closed down the private school he had set up with his
brother John, he moved into Emerson’s house, where he worked as a handyman
for two years. In 1843, he moved to Staten Island to tutor the children of
Emerson’s brother, but returned to Concord after only seven months. On July 4,
1845, he moved into a shack beside Walden Pond, which he had built on
Emerson’s land, and stayed there for two years, keeping a journal in which he
recorded the life of nature.

Thoreau, as his two-year hermitage at Walden Pond already suggests, was an
eccentric and difficult character. Emerson was annoyed by his truculence,
complained about his inability to be polite and make conversation, and regarded
him to be “an unambitious fellow, self-indulgent and vain” (Donoghue, America
43). Thoreau, in turn, resented having a master and grew weary of Emerson’s
patronage. As he wrote in his Journal: “Talked, or tried to talk with R-W.E. Lost
my time —nay, almost my identity” (V, 5675). His reputation as Emerson’s young
disciple evidently bothered Thoreau, and he was indeed long read as an extension
of Emersonian thought rather than as an intellectual and philosopher in his own

right. Emerson himself wrote after Thoreau’s death that “[in] reading him, I find

7 Sherman Paul even speculates that Thoreau “had undoubtedly heard among other

commencement week addresses Emerson’s Phi Beta Kappa oration” (1-2). Philip Cafaro, on the
other hand, writes that “Thoreau probably wasn’t there to hear Emerson’s talk. He had attended
the main graduation ceremonies the previous day and even gave a short speech of his own on “The
Commercial Spirit of Modern Times” (9).
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the same thought, the same spirit that is in me, but he takes a step beyond, &
illustrates by excellent images that which I should have conveyed in a sleepy
generality” (Emerson, Journals 264). While Emerson seemed to take pride in his
influence on Thoreau, others evaluated Thoreau’s closeness to Emerson in less
favorable terms. In an essay written in 1887, Henry James interprets Thoreau as
Emersonian ideas turned into practice, arguing that Thoreau “took upon himself to
be, in the concrete, the sort of person that Emerson’s ‘scholar’ was in the abstract”
and that Walden reads “like a translation of Emerson into the sounds of the field
and forest” (Essays 265).° Similarly, James Russell Lowell refers to Thoreau’s
writings as “strawberries” gathered from Emerson’s garden and suggests that
Thoreau’s imagination was receptive rather than active (Lowell 222).

James’s and Lowell’s respective judgments of Thoreau’s work are prime
examples of an often-made attempt to track down Thoreau in his own writings and
the failure to read texts like Walden as pieces of performance. James evidently
confused author and narrating ‘I’ and read Thoreau’s texts as autobiographical
pieces of writing, which makes it difficult, of course, to see more in Thoreau than
merely an extension of Emerson. But especially as regards Walden, a purely
autobiographical reading does not lead far. While Walden is based on the journal
Thoreau kept to document his life in the woods, Thoreau carefully revised his
manuscript in the seven years that lay between his experiment and the publication
of his book, condensed his two-year experience into one year and fashioned the
narrator as an Adamic figure, who “is a witness to a truly new world ... not the
visible world around Walden Pond, but an inner world which the Walden

experience allowed him to explore” (Lewis, R.-W.B. 21).” Walden paints the picture

8 James’s words are echoed by Mark van Doren, who called Thoreau “a specific Emerson,” whose
philosophical position was “almost identical with Emerson’s” (qtd. in Porte, Conflict 4). James’s
appreciation of Thoreau’s work clearly had its limits; in his book on Nathaniel Hawthorne,
published in 1879, James already found quite direct words in passing his judgment on Thoreau,
when he wrote that “[w]hatever question there may be of his talent, there can be none, I think, of
his genius. It was a slim and crooked one; but it was eminently personal. He was imperfect,
unfinished, inartistic; ... [He] must always be mentioned after those Americans— Emerson,
Hawthorne, Longfellow, Lowell, Motley —who have written originally. He was Emerson’s moral
man made flesh...” (James, Hawthorne 76).

? For details on the writing process of Walden, see The Making of Walden by J. Lyndon Shanley. As
Shanley explains, Thoreau started writing Walden in early 1846, by compiling “the material which
lay everywhere in his journals” (19) using entries he had written at various times between 1840 and
1845. For the successive three drafts of his manuscript he returned to his journals and “assembled
notes on a topic by tearing pages out of his journals” (23). Version IV of the Walden manuscript
contains material from his journals for 1850, 1851, and early 1852. The final version of Walden was
sent to the printer in March 1854, after Thoreau had finished his last revisions to the manuscript
(cf. Shanley 32).
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of a man withdrawing from a modernity which he experiences as superficial and
materialistic, entering into a union with nature for an experience of self-discovery.
The withdrawal from society into an idealized landscape is the central motif of the
pastoral, a literary tradition that has been thoroughly studied by Leo Marx in his
seminal work 7The Machine in the Garden. Walden, Marx suggests, may be read as
“the report of an experiment in transcendental pastoralism” (Machine 242). It
consists of twenty chapters “neatly paired in oppositions,” as Nina Baym observes
(3): reading and sounds, solitude and visitors, the bean-field and the village, the
ponds and Baker Farm, higher laws and brute neighbors. The chapters are
arranged in seasonal sequence, beginning with his move to Walden Pond in
summer and ending with the arrival of spring. This pattern, as Baym explains,
“aligned his stay with myths of death and rebirth, allowing him to identify his
narrative ... with a psychic journey from joy (summer) through depression and
despair (winter) into renewal (spring)” (3). The narrating ‘I" in Walden can be
termed a “stylized Thoreau”—a Thoreau who fashions himself as the ideal
American individual —who documents his inward journey and quest for individual
freedom through the metaphor of nature and the cycle of the seasons.

If Emerson’s “The American Scholar” was the nation’s intellectual Declaration
of Independence, then Walden denotes a single man’s individual Declaration of
Independence, his search for ultimate personal, intellectual, and political
emancipation. | read Walden neither as “Thoreau’s” escape from society nor as “a
fable of the renewal of life” (Paul 293), but as a fable of the renewal of culture, as a
negotiation of the meanings of freedom and independence and Thoreau’s attempt
to define “an American type” (Golemba 174), and construct “a program for
Americans” (Ziff, Democracy 197)."° 1 concur with Henry Golemba that Walden is
“a deliberate public act,” a public performance in which Thoreau sets up the
narrating ‘I’ as the prototypical American who “articulates an American
experience” (Golemba 175)."" The supposedly particularly American experience is
the experiment of self-discovery which Thoreau articulates in his dual function as

author and narrator; it is the focus on an individual’s “self-refashioning” and

!9 See also Joan Burbick, for instance, who states that “Walden is more a fable of the renewal of
culture than a ‘fable of the renewal of life”” (61).

"In Conaciousness and Culture, Joel Porte suggests that it is precisely Thoreau’s experiment of self-
discovery that makes Walden “so American a book” (149). For “besides being sociable,” Americans
are also “a withdrawing, self-scrutinizing people,” Porte writes (149). On Walden as a popular
performance act, see also David S. Reynolds, Beneath the American Renatswance, especially pp. 98-100.
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“remaking of origin within [itself],” which serves as metonymy for the “self-re-
originating” of American society and culture and arguably deems Walden a very
‘American’ text (Garber, lnseribing 192-193). As Larzer Ziff points out, however,
Thoreau believed that his writings and the example of his life would serve as a
general lesson on how to keep balance between being part of a community and
pursuing one’s private interests—a lesson, ultimately, on how to make an
American nation (cf. Democracy 197).

As a text that makes a point about the condition of American society by
concentrating on the individual and individualism, Walden stands exemplary of “a
new obsession” one could detect in American culture (Cafaro 179). Individualism
was an entirely new phenomenon, coined by Alexis de Tocqueville in order to
describe “a novel expression, to which a novel idea has given birth” (620). That
novel idea, which Tocqueville witnessed evolve in American culture, was
democracy. Tocqueville predicted that this new social idea would find expression
in literature and the arts: “man himself ... will become the chief, if not the sole,
theme of poetry among these nations” (5695). While Walden is often read as an
individual’s escape from society, I suggest that Thoreau as narrator encounters
society in his solitude and that the book thus documents an ongoing negotiation of
the individual’s position in and relationship to society.

Thoreau moved into his hut at Walden on Independence Day 1845; “by
accident,” as he says, but the symbolism of choosing that particular day cannot be
denied (Walden 128). Why it was “by accident” is not clear. Maybe he wanted to
mock America’s idea of independence—after all, he “did not think much of
America,” as he told Walt Whitman (Correspondence 445) —or maybe he saw his
experiment as an reenactment of the first Puritan settlements rather than a second
Declaration of Independence, and therefore found the Fourth of July the wrong

day to take up the abode (cf. Cavell Senves 8)."” Be that as it may, Thoreau’s choice

"2 See also Bob Pepperman Taylor, who writes that “[t]he Revolution, with its heroes, principles,
noble deeds, and ideals, is the story we like to tell of our founding. But Thoreau floats by the
remains of this event, and ... return[s] to the theme of settlement of New England by Europeans”
(20). Thoreau, Taylor argues, wanted to discover earlier times, “when the fate of the new
civilization was still unsettled, when white settlements were themselves new, untested, and unsure
of their futures” (ibid). By returning to pre-Revolutionary times, to the early Puritan settlements in
Massachusetts, Thoreau hoped to rediscover an original, primordial American spirit. Puritan
conceptions of “wilderness” have, of course, influenced Thoreauvian thought. To the Puritans,
wilderness “suggested danger, but also a culturally, socially, and religiously clean slate” —an
understanding that clearly resonates in Thoreau’s writings (Gersdorf 160). As Perry Miller
outlined in his seminal Errand into the Wilderness (1956), the Puritans conceived of their project in
the New World as an “errand into the wilderness” and believed they could reform Christianity by
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to move to Walden on that particular day bestows his private declaration of
independence with additional symbolic value. While his fellow citizens reminisced
the nation’s original founding, Thoreau moved into the wilderness of New
England in order to symbolically found his self and find the origin within himself,
thus making the case for a different and maybe “more authentic and humanly
satisfying” understanding of independence (Taylor, B. 76). Thoreau thus sets up
his narrator-persona as the archetypal American and mythical origin of
Americanness, locating original ‘Americanness’ in the act of fronting nature.

To Thoreau, “fronting nature” meant “being up at the edge against something”
(Garber, Imagination 46); it refers to the things one did when faced with essential
wildness. As Jane Bennett explains, to front wildness “is not to explore it, for that
implies a relationship of depth,” and even “to confront” is an inappropriate
synonym, “‘not simply because this is too aggressive a stance but because
aggression itself is too engaged, as the con ... suggests” (35). “Fronting” nature is
to be face to face with the frontiers of one’s horizon, one’s body, the limits of one’s

existence:

The frontiers are not east or west, north or south, but wherever a man fronts a
fact, though that fact be his neighbor, there is an unsettled wilderness
between him and Canada, between him and the setting sun, or, further still,
between him and ¢t. (A Week 249; italics in the original)

‘Fronting” is Thoreau’s coping strategy to resolve the tensions between the
individual and society, between its inner nature and the nature of its environment.
It is the primary reason for taking up his experiment of living in solitude and his
sole motivation: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately,” he
writes, “to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what 1
had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived” (Walden
135). By fronting the essential fact of life, Thoreau believed, he could live a
deeper, more meaningful life and integrate his body, mind, and soul to a complete
whole. A life determined by the act of fronting is a life led in the liminal space
between integration and dissolution, coherence and discontinuity, originality and

imitation. The American landscape with its “palpable and immediate presence of

setting up a model of God's kingdom in America. “Wilderness, an edited version of pure nature
from which the Puritan mind erased indigenous as well as colonial inscriptions, was the raw
material out of which as morally just, socially hierarchical community was to be wrought”
(Gersdorf 163). Thoreau’s wilderness was similarly an “edited version” of nature, a slate cleaned
from all European and Native American traces.
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the frontier, of a pervasive wildness whose boundaries a coterminous with our
own,” is the ideal metaphor to express and explore the liminality of such a life
(Garber, Imagination 57).

As Buell has pointed out somewhat ironically in 7he Environmental Imagination,
“Thoreau was not really that interested in nature as such; nature was a screen for
something else” (Environment 11)." Indeed, to Thoreau nature —and particularly
the act of fronting nature —served as the screen for double discovery, that is, the
discovery of his self and the discovery of America—the discovery of his self as an
American self. Any American, Cavell asserts,

is apt to respond to ... the knowledge that America exists only in its discovery
and its discovery was always an accident; and to the obsession with freedom,
and with building new structures and forming new human beings with new
minds to inhabit them; and to the presentiment that this unparalleled
opportunity has been lost forever. (Senses 9)

Has it really been lost forever? Walden is Thoreau’s attempt to excavate America,
to discover it anew and do everything ‘right’ this time around, because he knows
that his personal fate is tied to that of the nation. “If America was found and lost
again once, as most of us believe, then why not twice?” Thoreau writes in the later
Cape Cod (1023). Indeed, why not even three, four, or nth times? Thoreau wants to
“restore the aboriginal and permanent America to America” and, by “rediscovering
it and repossessing it,” explore the full potential of America and of himself as an
American (Paul 354). Thoreau’s act of fronting nature as Walden's narrator
constitutes a foundational scenario, a cultural pattern that has been reiterated both
figuratively and physically ever since the publication of Walden, in order to
rediscover America and to redeem it through its continuous regeneration."

The restoration of America is interwoven with the act of recrafting the self and
both are best expressed in confrontation with nature, as to Thoreau, nature is the
only sphere that ostensibly has not been corrupted by men and the developments
of modernity. In the wildness of American wilderness, a new man—a ‘new
Adam’—can evolve in ways that European men can never evolve, as Thoreau

explains:

" Buell’s argument is a widespread view. Nash, for instance, writes: “The crucial environment was
within. Wilderness was ultimately significant to Thoreau for its beneficial effect on thought. Much
of Thoreau’s writing was only superficially about the natural world. ... [He] turned to it repeatedly
as a figurative tool” (89). See also P.M. Hicks, who said that “his [Thoreau’s] object was never
scientific knowledge, nor, for that matter, was nature his true subject” (72).

' See, for instance, Nina Baym, who writes that “Thoreau’s gesture [of withdrawing from society]
has been imitated by countless thousands across the nation” (“Introduction” 1).
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I believe that adam [sic] in paradise was not so favorably situated on the
whole as is the backwoodsman in America— You all know how miserable the
former turned out —or was turned out —but there is some consolation at least
in the fact that it yet remains to be seen how the western Adam[,] Adam in
the wilderness[,] will turn out — (Journal 11, 182)

By comparing America and the American man with Adam and the ‘founding’ of
mankind, Thoreau associates America with myths of origin and originality. He
thus participates in the formation of an idealized America and in the affirmation of
‘real’ Americanness rather than merely describing a condition, and, as he
acknowledged in his journals and other writings, he was well aware of his
contribution to American myth making (cf. Bennett 115-116).

Thoreau’s recourse to Adam consitutes a symbolical return of the American
man to a state of innocence and yet unexplored potential. Thoreau shakes off the
toils of modernity, industrialization, and rising capitalism, which deny man “to be
anything but a machine” and keep him in chains (Walden 48). Man is his own
slave-driver, Thoreau observes and calls for man’s self-emancipation and a
newfound appreciation of the essential facts of life. Society has been corrupted and
dazzled by the advances of a materialistic, industrial era which has transformed
men into commodities and reduced them in their divinity.” By taking up his
humble abode at Walden Pond, Thoreau turns back the clock and enters a world
that is free of standardization and competition in the marketplace, free of human
exploitation and objectification, free of conformity and submission to institutions.
Thoreau describes a wide range of common activities, such as reading, fishing,
watching the sunset, observing birds, hoeing beans, and laying bricks, which
become charged with possibility and unexplored potential as Thoreau performs
these activities. They connect ‘inside’ with ‘outside’ by forming a path through the
self into nature and, as Cafaro argues, teach Waldens readers to find “the great,
unsuspected possibilities in ordinary life” (Cafaro 23).

The hard facts Thoreau provides his readers with and his account of the
mundane tasks he had to perform create a seemingly realistic setting. However,
myth and ‘reality’ constantly conflate in Walden, and America is thus rediscovered
and constituted along the porous line that separates the two. Marx argues that

Walden is a distinctively American version of the romantic pastoral, as it is set

' R.W.B. Lewis compares Walden to Plato’s cave allegory, suggesting that “Thoreau, in Walden, is a
man who has come back down into the cave to tell the residents there that they are really in chains,
suffering fantastic punishments they have imposed on themselves, seeing by a light that is reflected
and derivative” (21).
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somewhere between Massachusetts and a utopian land of fantasy where myth
blends with reality. Thoreau’s hut stands at the center of that symbolic landscape,
where the village of Concord borders to a truly fabulous wilderness (cf. Marx,
Machine 245). But, as Marx is quick to point out, although the book “resembles the
classic pastoral in form and feeling, its facts and images are drawn from the
circumstances of life in nineteenth-century America” (Machine 246-247). Walden is
written against the backdrop of a cultural malady which Thoreau diagnoses in the
opening chapter “Economy.” Thoreau had the acute sense that he had to “improve
the nick of time” by defying the pointless, routinized existence which the market
mechanisms imposed upon his fellow citizens (Walden 56). He discovered a
“pattern of acquiescence, a dehumanizing reversal of ends and means” in the
behavior of his fellow townsmen, which he locates in their economy —in “a system
within which they work endlessly, not to reach a goal of their personal choosing
but to satisfy the demands of the market mechanism” (Marx, Machine 247).

In “Economy,” Thoreau notes the all-pervasiveness of technology and
industrialization, and he is aware of the fact that capitalism is not merely an
economic system but a mode of perception, a system that renegotiates values and
meanings. Capitalism is a new culture which creates new forms of dependencies

and limits man in his freedom:

Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a true integrity day by day; he
cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor would be
depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine.

(Walden 48).

By taking up his abode at Walden Pond and leading a self-sufficient life, Thoreau
confronts these new developments by distancing himself from society, thus
reclaiming his freedom and independence: “I was more independent than any
farmer in Concord,” he writes, “for I was not anchored to a house or farm, but
could follow the bent of my genius ... every moment” (Walden 99). A look at his
Concord neighbors only shows him that they “have been toiling twenty, thirty, or
forty years, that they may become the real owners of their farms, which commonly
they have inherited with encumbrances, or else bought with hired money ... but
commonly that have not paid for them yet” (Walden 75). Caught in a web of
interdependencies determined by monetary relations, Thoreau’s neighbors are

prone to break down morally, distance themselves from nature, and put



118

convenience and commercial interest above their individuality and their personal
independence.

The greater parts of Walden's subsequent episodes at the pond celebrate self-
sufficiency and the delights of nature. Nature has “a kind of literal authority
precisely because she is not one of men’s institutions,” as Walter Benn Michaels
suggests (138). Nature the capacity to supply “values which are real” and give life
a deeper meaning (ibid), as Thoreau notes one beautiful summer day as he sits
“rapt in a revery, amidst the pines and hickories and sumachs, in undisturbed
solitude and stillness,” happy that, unlike the days of his fellow townsmen in
Concord, his days are not “bearing the stamp of any heathen deity,” that is, the
stamp of money (Walden 157). Thoreau finds amusement and entertainment in
observing nature, in listening to its sounds and learning its language. In these
pastoral interludes, he creates his own culture, as it were, by radically severing his
ties from the materialistic and economic expectations of a capitalist culture.'® In
that way, Thoreau redefines the vision of “the only true America” as “that country
where you are at liberty to pursue such a mode of life as may enable you to do
without these [tea, and coffee, and meat], and where the state does not endeavor
to compel you to sustain the slavery and war and other superﬂuous expenses’
(Walden 252), thus insisting on an alternative understanding of America and of
being an American that is not so much tied to the inhabitation of a geographical
space as it is to a national cultural imaginary that transcends space and time. The
struggle over the parameters that constitute ‘America’ demonstrates that “America
is, above all, a rhetorical figure, defined by its excessive performance, and
constituted by the logic that establishes not only its geographical but its

metaphysical borders” (Wiegman, Anatomies 173).

Killing Time

Similar to Emerson, who pondered over temporality and encouraged his
contemporaries to live wholly in the present, Thoreau takes issue with time and
the temporal order in many of his writings. It was especially his brother’s death in
1842, which made him contemplate the sense of temporal order and led him to ask,

“Why does not God make some mistake to show to us that time is a delusion?”

' Even though Walden constitutes his attempt to counter the dominating principles of nineteenth-
century American culture, Thoreau is all but a counter-cultural hero, as Bennett argues, but rather
“an exemplary embodiment of traditional American values. ... For the idea is that his struggle
against conformity conforms to the noble American spirit of ‘initiative’ and ‘defiance” (83).
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(Journal 1, 105). This question contains the wish to live above time, to kill time and
incorporate it within himself, in order to escape the experience and reality of the
passing of time, as H. Daniel Peck argues. “I am time and the world,” Thoreau
writes, “In me are summer and winter, village life and commercial routine,
pestilence and famine and refreshing breezes, joy and sadness, life and death”
(Journal 1, 105). But at the same time, his question reveals his perplexity at the fact
that, although his world came to a halt, time continues to pass as if nothing had
happened. By killing time, he has to realize, he inevitably kills the self and the
world, for their being and their relation to one another is fundamentally
determined by temporal order (cf. Peck 5-6).

While his journal entry following his brother’s death is characterized by grief
and despair, Thoreau’s considerations on time in Walden are not so much
influenced by the immediacy of loss. Although his wish to transcend time is still
prevalent, it is in this case motivated by a strong desire to preserve the present
moment and create an eternal, perfect ‘now.” Thoreau tries, very consciously, to
craft a picture of the world that will stand the test of time, as he admits in “Where
I Lived.” “It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve a
statue,” he writes, “but it is far more glorious to carve and paint the very
atmosphere of the medium through which we look, which morally we can do”
(Walden 134). If carefully carved and painted, Thoreau’s picture of Walden will
overcome the “corrosion of time,” similar to the Greek classics that he so admires
(Walden 148). True works of art, such as Walden, which preserve the world of
which they are composed, cannot be touched by time, as time “is but the stream I
go a-fishing in,” Thoreau asserts. “I drink it; but while I drink I see the sandy
bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity
remains,” he states with a notably more positive stance towards the temporal order
(Walden 142). In Walden, Thoreau does not mean to kill time by trying to escape it;
rather, he makes an attempt at defying time by leaving a mark and putting down
his experience to work for the benefit of the generations to come.

As Thoreau observes, the nature of time and change is illusionary: to compose
“a perfect work [in which] time does not enter” is an impossible task, because time
always enters at some point. In “Sounds,” Thoreau is “reminded of the lapse of
time” by the whistle of the railroad (Walden 157), which also interrupts the idyll of
“The Ponds” with its “ear-rending neigh” (Walden 240). In “Spring,” the railroad is
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replaced as a timekeeper by nature and the progress of the seasons, which measure
time and change according to a different beat and demonstrate that the passing of
time is always relative and never absolute. Consequently, the present moment is
the temporality that truly matters and needs to be seized, as it is the only time that
can be experienced as ‘real.” The immersion in nature, Thoreau sensed, requires
one to live fundamentally in the present moment —to live deliberately —as natural
time is a metaphysical category, an eternal cycle, which is experienced
immediately and in unmediated form. Echoing Emerson, Thoreau, as Lewis
explains, “prescribes ... the total renunciation of the traditional, the conventional,
the socially acceptable, the well-worn paths of conduct, and the total immersion in
nature” as the path of the visionary hero (21). Quite similar to Emerson, who
encouraged his readers to let go of the corpse that is the past, Thoreau
recommends to burn away all ties to the past and to “cast off [the past] like dead
skin” (ibid). Every night and day, every change from winter to spring, contains a
symbolic death and rebirth; time as measured by nature is thus an endless cycle
with no definite beginning nor end, is both eternal and always only now, the

17
present moment:

Men esteem truth remote, in the outskirts of the system, behind the farthest
star, before Adam and after the last man. In eternity there is indeed
something true and sublime. But all these times and places and occasions are
now and here. God himself culminates in the present moment, and never will

be more divine in the lapse of all the ages. (Walden 141)

Thoreau perceives of time as a circle, which reminds of Emerson’s considerations
of time in his essay “Circles”; unlike the porous Emersonian figures that are ever-
expanding and limitless, however, Thoreau’s circle is unitary and given a
boundary, “one that coincides with consciousness itself” (Peck 46). In Thoreau’s
conceptualization of time, then, “memory and anticipation” become virtually
inseparable as they merge into “a single timeless dimension of experience” (Peck
47). Both memory and anticipation can only exist in the present: memory lets
something become present (again), just as anticipation brings imaginings of the
future into the present. Time, it follows, could only be captured (or killed) if one

lived in an ever-present present and if the experience of that present could be

"7 On this point, see also Alfred I. Tauber, 25-29. Tauber also offers a comparison of Thoreau’s
notion of time with Augustine’s vision of time as he describes it in Confessions, arguing that Thoreau
and Augustine share similar understandings of time’s passing, the illusion of temporality, and the
elusiveness of time.
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arrested, which is, of course, an impossible undertaking. But as “we cannot afford
not to live in the present,” as Thoreau argues in “Walking,” the next-best thing to
arresting experience is the appreciation of and total immersion in nature, where
death is always followed by rebirth, and time, although it cannot be held, can be
re-experienced to some degree, albeit re-experienced with a difference (“Walking”
1823). There is some consolation in such a conception of time, as it seems to
promise that in fronting nature, the past can be restored, re-lived, and (f
necessary) revised, rectifying the maladies of the contemporary state of society
and culture. Thoreau’s awareness of his ‘presentness’ and his wish to live
deliberately, then, revolves around the project to “live fully in the present,” on the
one hand, and “attempt to capture that present in acts of recollection,” on the other
(Tauber 40).

As I briefly mentioned before, Thoreau himself sought to re-live the
experience of early settlers in his experiment at Walden Pond and to restore the
‘original” promises of America by rediscovering and repossessing it. In turn,
Thoreau’s attempt of redeeming America through its regeneration in the act of
fronting nature has been reiterated in American literary and cultural production —
most notably, I suggest, in Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park.'® ‘Nature’ is the key
concept in both Jurassc Park and Walden, but its representation in the two texts
seems to be located on oppositional ends: it seems to be deathly and dangerous in
the former, peaceful and pure in the latter text. However, | argue that Jurassic
Park can be read as an extrapolation of Walden, taking up Thoreau’s considerations
on economy, capitalism, and nature and adapting them to the socio-cultural
situation of its time. In other words, Juraswic Park shows us what has become of the
concerns Thoreau voiced in Walden, which suggests that there is something very

Thoreauvian about this film, if not to say something very ‘American.” Jurassc Park

'8 Thoreau’s considerations on citizenship, individualism, and nature have been adapted and
reworked in a wide variety of cultural productions. To mention but a few examples which have
been read as reworkings of Thoreauvian thought: in Hollywood's Indian, Peter C. Rollins reads
Dances With Wolves with Walden, which strikes him as “a case study of the limits of how far a
Harvard man can ‘go Indian” (156-157). Giinther Beck identifies a strong affinity between
Thoreau and The Stmposons, suggesting that Lisa Simpson is a Thoreauvian individualist, while
Donna M. Campbell calls the Douglas Sirk classic A/l That Heaven Allows a “Walden in the
Suburbs” (29). Thomas Schaub identifies “numerous and specific” echoes of Walden in Ralph
Ellison’s novel Invisible Man (156), and Michael Cowan sees parallels between Holden Caulfield of
Calcher in the Rye and Thoreau’s narrator persona, as going to the woods to live in solitude is one of
Holden’s recurring fantasies. Just why traces of Thoreauvian thought can be found in so many
different cultural texts and contexts is not easy to determine. Bennett suggests that “Thoreau and
Walden have been elevated to the status of floating signifiers, whose possibility of meaning exceeds
any specific referent or singular theme,” and this is a view I wholeheartedly share (84).
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reiterates the foundational scenario of rediscovering America in the act of fronting
nature; it is a parable of cultural renewal and destruction, a metaphor for a

paradise found and lost.

The Dinosaur in the Garden: Jurassic Park and the Re(dis)covery of Nature

Jurassic Park spins a tale of escape from a world pervaded by technology, mass
production, and consumerism. The film is set on Isla Nublar (“cloudy island”), a
small (fictional) island west of Costa Rica, where billionaire and philanthropist
John Hammond (Richard Attenborough) and his team of scientists have built a
nature theme park of cloned dinosaurs. Threatened with legal action over the
accidental death of an employee, Hammond invites paleontologist Alan Grant
(Sam Neill), paleobotanist Ellie Sattler (Laura Dern), and chaos theorist lan
Malcolm (Jeff Goldblum) to inspect the park before its official opening and
confirm that all measures have been taken to ensure the public's safety.
Hammond’s two grandchildren and a corporate lawyer also join the three
scientists on their guided tour through the park. Along the way, their electric tour
cars break down due to sabotage on the park's security system engineered by a
rival company. To make matters even worse, a tropical storm is fast approaching
the island, which makes an immediate evacuation impossible. The dinosaurs,
including dangerous raptors, are set loose and Hammond’s visitors and team need
to escape the island under peril before it’s too late. While most of Hammond'’s
employees are killed by the dinosaurs, Hammond himself, Alan, Ellie, lan, and the
children are rescued by a helicopter after the storm has settled.

At first glance, Juraswic Park seems to be a typical action movie with one-
dimensional characters, a plot bordering to the absurd, and a lot of special effects.
Although all of these stereotypes may certainly apply to Jurassic Park, on a deeper
level this film captures a familiar problem —a ‘Thoreauvian problem,” one might
say. At its heart, Jurassic Park is a film about economy and morality, about the
proliferation of technology, and about a nostalgic attempt to restore a long lost
past and closeness with nature. Jurassic Park, 1 want to suggest, carries on
Thoreau’s legacy of fronting nature, thereby rediscovering America and the ideal
American once more. However, the natural world recovered in Jurassic Park turns
out to be vastly different from the wilderness Thoreau encounters at Walden
Pond, and the version of America thus rediscovered invites reconsiderations on

America as it is rediscovered in Walden.
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Jurassic Park is a film about America, as I argue, but it is notably not set on
U.S. territory. As | mentioned above, Hammond constructed his adventure park
on Isla Nublar just off the Costa Rican coastline, a foreign and exotic place,
where, in contrast to the U.S., primordial encounters with nature are still possible.
Within the national boundaries of the United States, untamed wilderness is hard
to find; the frontier has long been closed, the continent settled and ‘civilized,” and
while Thoreau only had to walk westwards to find absolute freedom and discover
America, in Juraswic Park America can only be discovered by means of
displacement. As Anne Brigham suggests, Jurassc Park combines “a vulnerability
to obsolescence with a fear that we are no longer discoverers, unable to produce
anything new or authentic” (par.10). In an America marked by hyperreality and
simulation, ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ Americanness can only find expression elsewhere.
In other words, new frontiers need to be imagined where, in the confrontation
with absolute wild(er)ness, moments of originality in a Thoreauvian sense can be
produced. As Frederick Garber argues, for American intellectuals like Thoreau,
“the edge where wildness starts was a crucial demarcating principle in their
country’s social and moral geography” and an essential factor in their imaginings
of America (Imagination 59). To define the particularities of the American
experience, Thoreau set West against East, America against Europe, present
against past, interior against exterior, and imagined America as a place where
wildness was proximate, “just below the thin surface of American civilization and
American skins” (/magination 65). In Jurassic Park, wildness is still just below the
skin—it is still a quality that resides within the self, it is still the unexplored,
unexpected, and inexplicably foreign dimension in anything, but it cannot
translate into the American landscape anymore, as in material terms, America lost
that ‘edge’ where civilization ends and wilderness begins. In the imaginary,
however, the frontier still exists and needs to be transposed into other spaces and
places outside U.S. borders—be they ‘real’ or imagined —for wildness to find
embodied presence.

Situating its story in the “third world” and “eliminating the subjects identified
with that space” to follow the adventures of white, upper/middle-class Americans,
Jurassic Park takes us “behind the scenes of Western capitalist production” and
American imperialism (Brigham par.41). The clear segregation between capitalist

production located in the ‘third world” and its consumption by the ‘first world,’
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which the film’s set-up implies, already breaks down in the opening scene, when
we witness the accidental death of a park employee, who is attacked by a dinosaur
in the process of unloading it and putting it into its new enclosure. There is a
systematic crisis within consumption on Isla Nublar, as the consumers are
consumed and the social-economic order is turned topsy-turvy. As a
technologically engineered species, the film’s dinosaurs represent the result of a
“disembodying proliferation of electronic technologies” whose biggest threat is,
ironically enough, the return of a pre-modern, pre-industrial world (Bukatman
62). Their unrestrained presence becomes symbol of a “particularly contemporary
sense of haunting: that provoked by the loss of traditional bodily and locational
references,” which can only be overcome in the restoration of the intact, coherent,
and assertive white male body (Vidler 10).

The vulnerability of body, which is invoked in this initial scene of the
devouring of the park worker, is powerfully contrasted with the representation the
white (male) American body in next sequences, which introduce the main
protagonists and document their encounter with the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park.
Alan Grant and Ellie Settler’s first scene in the movie takes place at an excavation
site in Montana, where they examine dinosaur skeletons, trying to ﬁgure out how
those raptors died. Quite in contrast to the abundant wilderness on Isla Nublar,
wilderness in the sense of untamed nature has ceased to exist on U.S. territory, as
is quickly established. The dinosaur skeleton serves as a metaphor for the loss of
wilderness, I suggest, and for man’s alienation from nature due to the effects of
capitalism, consumerism, and the proliferation of technology—all the factors
which Thoreau had already identified as the maladies of modern societies. Nature
is dead and has become a subject of science, something to be studied and analyzed
rather than experienced, as the first scenes with Alan and Ellie imply. On the
other hand, the environment in Montana is safe, controllable and predictable. The
deserted landscapes of Montana and the dinosaur skeletons do not pose any threat
to the authority and superiority of the white Americans. Alan and Ellie are
portrayed as external to, or above nature; in their actions are order, control, and
structure, because they are carried out rationally, with the aids of technology and
strictly following the logics of a profit-oriented, capitalist system.

The excavation-scene in Montana is powerfully contrasted with the scene of

Alan and Ellie’s arrival on Isla Nublar. The camera follows the helicopter as it
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makes its way through the island’s lush greens to an astounding waterfall, where
Hammond’s helicopter landing platform is the only visible sign of civilization.
Hammond, Alan, and Ellie immediately board two jeeps together with lan
Malcolm and the lawyer of Hammond's investors to take a ride through the park.
The iron security gate they have to pass seems to be the only reminder that this
park is man-made and that the ‘wilderness’ they encounter is facilitated and
controlled by men and machines. As they enter the park, Alan and Ellie are in awe
of the nature that surrounds them: a seemingly very pure, primordial nature has
been restored in Jurassic Park, where extinct animals have been brought back to
life and extinct plants flourish again. In utter disbelief that what they see is indeed
true, Alan and Ellie get out of the jeep to get a closer look at the brachiosaur
crossing their way. This is a significant moment, as it symbolizes Alan and Ellie’s
immersion in nature; they deliberately leave the safe environment of the car, as the
jeep creates an ostensibly unnatural barrier between them and the wilderness, thus
symbolically leaving behind their familiar, mechanical, technology-dominated
world, desiring to experience nature rather than merely sfudy it. By stepping out of
the orderly world of technology and machinery, Alan and Ellie deliberately enter a
world ruled by chaos and chance which threatens to unsettle their very existence.
As chaos becomes the ruling principle, Alan and Ellie find themselves in a
state of uncertainty and unpredictability where their usual logics do not apply,
forcing them to find new means of making meaning of what is happening with
them and around them. Their liminal state of existence within the boundaries of
the park produces a tension, then, or an ambivalence between inside and outside,
their state of being and their environment, ‘first world’” and ‘third world.” In order
to resolve these tensions, Alan and Ellie fall back on a familiar coping strategy, 1
suggest, and that is fronting. Fronting, in its Thoreauvian sense, does not follow
logical patterns or any structural order, but is an act of introspection that one
performs whenever one faces “the elements of essential wildness” (Garber,
Imagination 46). Coming face to face with the outgrowths of capitalism and
technological intervention, Alan and Ellie reach the limits of their horizon and
need to redefine and reassess their culture, questioning the values and principles
according to which they, and society at large, organize their lives. In this sense,

Jurassic Park is also fable of the renewal of culture, as its protagonists attempt to
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restore the aboriginal, primordial, essentially innocent America to America and
thus redeem American culture through its re(dis)covery.

Both Alan and Ellie cite Thoreau’s acts of fronting wildness, but it is
undoubtedly Alan, in particular, who then takes on the part of the Thoreauvian
individual. As the film progresses, Ellie returns to the park’s control room after
having aided a sick dinosaur, where she is later joined by lan, who is sidelined in
the group’s violent encounter with the T-Rex and taken back to the park’s
headquarters. Observing the developments in the park on their monitors,
Hammond, Ellie, lan, and the park’s technicians want to regain control over the
park by trying to restore the security system, thus putting all their hopes into the
power of technology again. Alan, by contrast remains in the park’s wilderness and
is literally face to face with the limits of his own existence, as he has no weapons or
gadgets he can rely on and protect himself with. Beyond a doubt, Alan fronts
nature in ways very different from Thoreau. His is a struggle for survival against
an technologically engineered nature which threatens to devour him, while
Thoreau aims for harmony and balance between his inner nature and his natural
environment. However, through their acts of fronting they both come to embody
traditional American values in rather exemplary ways and thereby restore the
‘American’ spirit of self-reliance, nonconformity, and initiative.

As an “individual standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to
confront whatever await[s] him with the aid of his own unique and inherent
resources,” Alan bears all characteristics that Lewis has identified in the
archetypical figure of the “American Adam” (5). Alan is indeed a classic Adamic
character, who finds himself in a seemingly paradisiacal setting, an ostensibly
perfect and pure wilderness that should restore a primordial state of harmony
between man and nature. He is, in that sense, very similar to Walden's narrator: he
is a witness to a new world, a visionary hero who puts his experiences to the
benefit of mankind. His fight for survival in the park has taught him the dangers
of excessive greed and commercialism. He realizes that nature can never be
contained —“Life finds a way,” as lan puts it—and man’s arrogance and
determination to intervene in and dominate over nature inevitably lead into
disaster. His own actions are putting man at risk, Jurasic Park suggests, and only
when he comes face to face with the threat of his own disintegration, he returns to

trusting his bare instincts and relying on own resources. The fear of disintegration
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is not merely an expression of the fear of being devoured, however, but points to a
deep-seated ontological doubt, to the imminent loss of the “boundariness” which
characterizes “whites and men (especially)” (Dyer, “White” 51)." Reason, order,
and boundedness are, according to Dyer, “white” values that need a contrast—an
awareness of “boundlessness” —as a screen, so as to affirm their moral superiority.
The fear of the inability to control one’s own body and the bodies of those whose
exploitation is fundamental to the functioning of capitalist systems lies at the heart
of the construction of whiteness and permeates Jurassic Park, which reveals the
story of the “hysterical boundedness of the white [and male] body” (“White” 63).
Being devoured by the dinosaurs constitutes the most primal threat to
boundedness, but the intact white male American body, that is, Alan’s body,
reasserts itself as the superior body in control.

Paul Lauter’s reading of Jurassic Park as offering a “paradigm on colonialism”
complements an analysis of the film through the lens of theories on whiteness
(Lauter 106). Lauter takes us back to the beginning of the film, when the white
Americans are taken into the park —land appropriated from its “invisible” native
inhabitants—by a chopper, “that familiar tool of third world repression” (ibid).
They also leave the island the very same way, the helicopter literally rescuing them
from this sinister place, but it is again only the white Americans who are taken out.
The fate of those left behind, the ethnic park workers, genetic engineers, or native
peoples remains unknown and is rendered insignificant. Most likely, Lauter
speculates, they are “little except prey to the dinos,” whose own fate is not less
cruel. All nature in Hammond’s Jurassic Park, including the dinosaurs, is reduced
to a “consumer spectacle,” where science is practiced “according to the principles
of profit rather than knowledge” and nature becomes the product of man-made
technological intervention (Stern 355). The dinosaurs are, as Lauter argues, “the
visible products of technocolonialization,” artificially created monsters formed out

of “banal stuff,” which threaten their creators and consume “the ordinary folk”

' The importance of boundaries and the necessity to draw a line between oneself and others in
order to be able to constitute one’s subjectivity is also briefly addressed in Walden’s chapter on
“Solitude,” where Thoreau writes: “My nearest neighbor is a mile distant, and no house is visible
from any place but the hill-tops within half a mile of my own. I have my horizon bounded by
woods all to myself; a distant view of the railroad where it touches the pond on the one hand, and
of the fence which skirts the woodland on the other. ... I have, as it were, my own sun and moon
and stars, and a little world all to myself” (Walden 175). In the next chapter, “Visitors,” Thoreau
continues: “Individuals, like nations, must have suitable broad and natural boundaries, even a
considerable neutral ground, between them,” because the best in us is “that in each of us which is
without, or above, being spoken to,” and it can be heard only when we keep bodily distance to our

neighbors (Walden 186).
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who helped to make and raise them (Lauter 107). Jurassic Park thus thrives on the
theme of repression on the one hand, and, on a more economic and socio-political
level, it condemns science and technology gotten out of control.

‘Wilderness” in the park is an inherently paradoxical concept, as its very
possibility of existence relies on the very principles that actually run counter to
general conceptions of the ‘wild’: taming and technology. From the very beginning
it is made clear that the park’s nature has its clear physical boundaries, which are
demarcated by iron gates and electric fences. Moreover, everything that lives and
grows within this fenced-in territory has been created by human hands and shaped
by technological equipment. Hammond’s dinosaurs were cloned out of DNA
extracts from dinosaur blood preserved within mosquitoes fossilized in amber and
bred in a laboratory. All dinosaurs are designed to be females, so as to be able to
completely control the population of the park. However, their strands of frog
DNA, which are used to fill the holes in the dinosaur DNA, enable the dinosaurs
to change their gender and procreate.”” Wilderness in Hammond'’s park might thus
be untamable but it is hardly untamed. The question whether or not man can ever
completely control nature is a key issue in Jurassic Park, which it tackles by
engaging in broader debates on ethics, morality, and the intricacies between
science and capitalism. With Jurassic Park, Michael Chrichton explicitly wanted to
warn about the dangers “of the commercialization of genetic engineering” (Shay
4), which is why he decided set the story in a theme park, a place that is by

definition designed in the interest of commercialism. As Chrichton explains, “[t]he

* Quite a lot of critical attention has been devoted to the dinosaurs’ gender and to the film’s
reproduction of stereotypical associations between femininity and monstrosity, horror,
consumption, and castration anxieties. As Brigham, for instance, observes, “these monstrous
females represent consumption” and adopt “practices of insatiable devouring and reproduction in
the wild that thwart the goals of capitalism and patriarchal order” (par.l11). Similarly, DeTora
notes that the monstrous female dinosaurs constantly overpower the men who try to take action
against them, symbolically castrating them (cf. 16). Laurie Briggs and Jodi 1. Kelber-Kaye analyze
Jurassic Park as a cultural depiction of debates about genetic engineering and argue that the film
takes an essentialist and conservative anti-feminist stance, as genetic reproduction is represented as
“unnatural” and dangerous. Jurassic Park, they suggest, calls for a return to natural modes of
mothering, thus valorizing the traditional nuclear family as the only “good” and “safe” form of
reproduction (cf. 94-95). Gordon, Brigham, and DeTora also note the promotion of traditional
family values in Jurassic Park. Gordon notes that like most Spielberg films, Jurassic Park is all about
the contemporary American family and endorses traditional family values, thus diverging
significantly from Chrichton’s novel (208). In a similar vein, Brigham argues that Juravsic Park is a
film about “the crisis and restoration of the nuclear family” and reasserts the “need for a hierarchy
topped by a male (re)producer” (par.3; par.34). DeTora suggests, interestingly enough, that “the
insertion of the nuclear family into the experiential milieu of genetics [is] the original problem that
creates monsters,” as the park is explicitly designed as a family-friendly amusement park (14). As
the film progresses, DeTora argues, it becomes clear that the nuclear family cannot save the park,
but must rather be saved from it.
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fact that these dinosaurs are made for a park, it seemed to me, emphasized rather
nicely the idea that all this amazing technology is being used for essentially
commercial and frivolous purposes” (Shay 4).*' Jurassic Park suggests that in a
capitalist system, virtually anything can be turned into a commodity, which is bad
because it breeds immorality, arrogance, and disaster.

As many critics have observed, Chrichton’s novel is much more pessimistic in
its treatment of commercial greed and capitalism than the movie. In the novel,
John Hammond is the chief villain, an egomaniac who does not have any love for
his grandchildren and only cares for his money. He is killed, in the end, by
ravenous dinosaurs, “an appropriate fate,” as Gordon wittily notes (210). In the
film, his character is softened, and he is changed from a greedy villain into a
“kindly, jolly, grandfatherly eccentric ... He loves his grandchildren and he loves
his dinosaurs so much that he is present at all their births as a sort of male
midwife” (ibid). Spielberg’s Hammond is essentially a good guy —misguided by
his naiveté and overestimation of the latest technological advancements, but not
evil. In the film, the greediness of Chrichton’s Hammond is displaced onto two
characters, the “bloodsucking” corporate lawyer and the filthy computer nerd who
is paid by Hammond’s rivals to sabotage the park. Both of them suffer violent and
humiliating deaths, which are almost poetic justice: the former is devoured by a T-
Rex as he hides in a bathroom, the latter is eaten in his own car, amidst junk food

and garbage, by a cunning dilophosaur. Their deaths are horrible and hilarious

*' As Jurassic Park is itself caught up in commercialism and an elaborate merchandise machinery, its
criticism of capitalism and commercialism appears somewhat ironic, as screenwriter David Koepp
notes: “Here I was writing about those greedy people who are creating a fabulous theme park just
so they can exploit all these dinosaurs and make silly little films and sell stupid plastic plates and
things. And I'm writing for a company that’s eventually going to put this in their theme parks and
make these silly little films and sell stupid plastic plates. I was really chasing my tail there for a
while trying to find out what was virtuous in this whole scenario—and eventually gave up” (Shay
56). See also Philip M. Taylor, who writes that Jurassic Park “had an unprecedented marketing
campaign (including a tie-in with McDonald’s), with more than a thousand products being licensed
officially” (141). Andrew Gordon suggests that Jurassic Park’s critique of the “exploitation of
technology in the interest of commercial greed” is an “uncomfortably self-reflexive and
hypocritical” one (209), while Constance Balides argues that the movie’s presentation of
merchandise displays the “lustre of capital itself” (160). Upon the release of Jurassic Park II: The
Loat World in 1997, Spielberg said self-mockingly, “I liken myself to the hunters that go after the
animals [in The Lost World]. They'll do anything for the money, and so will we” (Biskind 201). It is
also noteworthy that the Universal Studios theme park in Hollywood opened a “Jurassic Park Ride”
in 1996, shortly before the release of The Loat World, in which visitors take a boat tour through the
Park and are eventually ‘attacked’ by dinosaurs. The ride ends right in front of the gift shop filled
with Jurassic Park merchandise, through which all visitors must exit. This stresses the film’s
compliancy with capitalist ideology, but it also testifies to the impression Juraswic Park seems to
have left on the American cultural landscape. In Hollywood, the film is reenacted dozens of times a
day, perpetuating the cultural patterns upon which it relies and re-affirming their central status in
the American imaginary.



130

spectacles at the same time and bear a certain irony, as they are consumed in a
landscape of capitalist consumption by the very creatures that seemed to promise
them a life of riches. “We can charge anything we want,” the lawyer exclaims
when he first sees the dinosaurs, “and people will pay it!” Hammond replies that
he does not want to overcharge, because he wants his park to be accessible to
everyone, but it is made very clear that Hammond'’s noble wish to restore nature
and recover the past is ultimately subject to the structures of capitalism. In other
words, both the creation of the park and its execution are permeated by
commercial interest, the pleasures of consumption, and the principles of profit.

In seeking to recover an idyllic state of nature in a world penetrated by
technology and following the rules of capitalism, Juraswic Park reverts, in many
respects, a common motif which Leo Marx has called “the Machine in the
Garden.” According to Marx, “the Machine in the Garden” describes instances, in
which the appearance of technology disrupts the pastoral and becomes a reminder
of industrialization, the destruction of nature, and the alienation of man from
wilderness. Thoreau’s Walden features several “Machine in the Garden” episodes,
most notably in his chapter on “Sounds.” In this chapter, Thoreau’s efforts to
escape capitalism and industrialization are intermittently interrupted by the “rattle
of railroad cars,” which deliver goods to the neighboring village (Waldern 160). It is
the railroad that keeps Thoreau “related to society,” as he puts it, but it also serves
as his reminder of the dominant position that technology and capital enjoy in his
culture (ibid). The whistle of the locomotive informs him of the “restless city
merchants” and “adventurous country traders” arriving, of the groceries and
portions being delivered and paid for, and of the cotton, cloth, and books that are
being sold to his neighbors (Walden 161). Thoreau is fully aware of the railroad’s
power in restructuring culture and of the historic significance which an extension
of the nation’s railway system might have. Calling the train a “traveling demigod”
and “cloud-compeller” which moves with such velocity and determination that
there is no stopping its triumph, Thoreau’s only modest wish is that men may use
the railroad for noble, heroic, and innocent ends (Walden 161-162).

Thoreau’s wish is, needless to say, as forlorn as Hammond'’s intention to clone
dinosaurs solely for educational purposes. In Jurassic Park, we are confronted with
precisely that version of American culture that Thoreau so dreaded, that is, a

culture dominated by capital, technology, and egotism. Hammond'’s attempt to
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restore a pastoral idyll constitutes an attempt to bring the Garden back into the
Machine. In Jurassic Park, it is not technology that disrupts nature but nature is
rather interspersed into technology; nature is created, maintained, and controlled
through technological intervention. Put differently, the problem is that the Garden
can only be recovered by employing technology, which creates an irresolvable
paradox, as 1ts existence depends on the very means it actually refutes. Thoreau’s
‘fear’ that capitalism was too powerful a system and technological advancements
too lucrative to be kept in check is affirmed in Jurassic Park, which depicts the
excesses of capitalism and commercial interest. As Marx suggests, the image of the

railroad “figures as an ambiguity at the heart of Walden”:

Man-made power, the machine with its fire, smoke and thunder, is
juxtaposed to the waters of Walden, remarkable for their depth and purity
and a matchless, indescribable color—now light blue, now green, almost
always pellucid. The iron horse moves across the surface of the earth; the
pond invites the eye below the surface. The contrast embodies both the hope
and the fear aroused by the impending climax of America’s encounter with

wild nature. (Machine 251)

The sound of the railroad expresses a tension within Thoreau himself. Although he
is aware of the dangers of technological progress and vilifies technology, because it
distracts his attention from his (presumably more important) concerns regarding
nature, the electric atmosphere, the punctuality and precision, and the order and
efficiency of the railroad also elate him. Furthermore, he is impressed by the
adventurousness and confidence of the men who operate the train and venture into
new territories. The railroad symbolizes change and “progress,” it becomes the
“agent and type of an irreversible process,” that is, “the implacable advance of
history,” from which there is no escape (Marx, HMachine 252).

The dinosaurs in Jurassic Park fulfill the same function, 1 propose, as the
railroad in Walden: they symbolize an ambiguity that is at the heart of this film.
The dinosaurs stand for a primordial state of nature and absolute wilderness, on
the one hand. They are an expression of the desire which Thoreau called “killing
time,” that is, to discover America anew and repossess it. On the other hand, the
dinosaurs are also symbols of the excesses of capitalism and a technological
‘progress’ that is irreversible and unstoppable. Moreover, they represent that what
is repressed, what is ‘other’ and boundless, what is not depicted and given room in
the film but haunts it—they hint at “the ghost in the machine,” at those presences

which have been systematically written out of hegemonic culture but have left
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their traces (Lauter 106). In a world governed by chaos, Jurassic Park implies, the
specters of hegemonic culture find articulation; or, to use lan’s words, “life finds a
way.” In a system where order does not apply and conventional logics are
unhinged, the Workings of that system are unpredictable and uncontrollable, and
its initial conditions can never be fully understood. Only the slightest anomalies in
the initial stages can have enormous repercussions, which proves lan’s assumption
that “life will not be contained. Life breaks free. It expands to new territories. It
crashes through barriers.” As DeTora proposes, Jurassic Park “contain[s] monsters
that push the boundaries of identity, shifting shapes seemingly at will and evoking
the threat of universal anomaly/amorphousness” (7). The crashing of barriers and
blurring of boundaries, then, enables the boundless “other” to claim valid existence
and articulate itself as a constitutive element of the hegemonic culture. The
dinosaur, I consequently suggest, figures as an ambiguity that is and has always
been at the heart of American culture: the loss of an innocence that has never
existed in the first place.

In Jurassic Park, the case is pretty clear: the Garden strikes back and devours
the Machine, thus destroying the images of a peaceful and idyllic resort that
Hammond had painted at the outset of the movie. The good and noble Americans
reassert themselves as superior and in control, but their innocence is forever lost.
They flee from Isla Nublar, well aware that the island’s dangerous inhabitants will
continue to kill, continue to procreate, and continue to pose a threat. As not even
their state-of-the-art technology can help them to keep the dinosaurs in check, all
Alan, Ellie, and the others can do is escape and abandon the dinosaurs to their
own fate. They choose repression as the answer to their problem—the film ends
with Alan gazing out of the helicopter, his eyes following a pelican flying
peacefully just above the surface of the ocean, as if to restore our faith in the
existence of a truly innocent nature. However, the presence of the dinosaurs will
continue to haunt them, as a brief shot of Hammond indicates: He turns his
walking stick in his hands, his eyes focused on the fossilized mosquito in its amber
knob, and seems to contemplate the events on the island and his part in them.

Similarly, a second look at Walden reveals that its ostensible peacefulness and
idyll is a product of repression and exclusion. Pastorals such as Walden are, as
Peck notes, "always defined by what they exclude and by the tensions or

‘Interruptions’ they exhibit in the act of excluding” (131-132). The idealization of a
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pure and innocent nature depends upon the disavowal of everything that might
interrupt the ideal, which indeed makes repression a defining generic convention
of the pastoral. The list of tensions and interruptions in Walden is indeed long:
Thoreau’s peacefulness at Walden is threatened by visions of the future (the
railroad), on the one hand, and the specters of the past (Native Americans), on the
other. “So is your pastoral life whirled past and away,” Thoreau concedes as the
presence of the machine forces itself onto the site, and succumbs to the machine:
“But the bell rings and I must go off the track and let the cars go by” (Walden 167).
As he ponders over the changes the railroad brings about, it is clear to Thoreau
that pastoralism, in its literal sense, is doomed, as not even Walden Pond can
provide a refuge anymore. But also in its figurative sense, the pastoral has never
stood a chance. As Louise Westling, for instance, observes, Thoreau’s Walden
Pond “was no wilderness landscape but instead a colonized space from which
Indians and most wildlife had already been removed” (Westling 148). Thoreau
acknowledges the presence of that which has been systematically written out of
the landscape, thus “destabilizing the ideal he seems to present” (ibid). He
indicates that Walden has already been destroyed in his lifetime, as the pond of his
boyhood, which used to be “completely surrounded by thick and lofty pine and
oak woods,” is now circled by cleared shores and is employed as a quarry for ice
and lumber (Walden 239). Walden thus constitutes an attempt to negotiate between
the landscapes of colonial exploitation and an imagined Garden of Eden, between
a state of sinfulness and a state of innocence, between the realities of imperialism
and the myths ofa glorious past.

Thoreau, as Westling suggests, “understood and tried to accept the necessary
violence involved in human survival,” which contradicts, to some degree, the
horror which “our decaying materiality” triggered in him (Westling 149). Thoreau
shows an awareness of the terror which the settling of the continent by white
Americans entailed, but he also makes it a point that, for better or worse, their
collective fates are played out in the context of the nation’s founding, settlement,
and expansion and from that there is no escape. Just as the progress that comes
with industrialization cannot be stopped, Thoreau regarded the claiming of the
continent by white settlers an inevitable development. As Bob Taylor suggests, to
Thoreau, “the future of society in America lies with the white settlers. The native

Indian represents one American life that is no longer realistically available within
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the context of our social and political realities” (47). Thoreau’s ideal America is the
America at the frontier, because is more authentic and less corrupted than the
America of the cities and commercial centers. The frontier symbolizes
independence, simplicity, self-sufficiency, freedom, and naturalness, and to
Thoreau, the white settlers embodied all these values which he so admired.
However, concept of the frontier also problematizes the discrepancy between
American ideals and immediate realities; living on the frontier means living on the
limen, leading “a sort of border life” (“Walking” 1822) where myth collides with
reality most forcefully and the idea of America must be renegotiated at every turn.

In Thoreau’s struggle to navigate between reality, history, and myth, the
American landscape proves to be a very unstable archive of texts, symbols, and
figures as the traces of native presences disrupt all idealized narratives of America.
As Burbick observes, “perception and its concomitant paradoxes, as well as
conflicting stories about the American past, were woven throughout Thoreau’s
writings,” undermining the project of consolidating a collective national identity
(9). Thoreau concerned himself with the Natives most openly and most
thoroughly in A Week, which Taylor reads as a meditation on the realities of the
American founding and its consequences on the white settler and the Indian.*
Thoreau details the violence and hostility between settlers and Natives and,
succumbing to the limitations of human freedom and agency, comes to the
conclusion that their respective forms of life are simply incompatible. Put
differently, the encounter between settlers and Natives need not be consciously
and overtly hostile for the consequences to be harmful. As Thoreau notes, the
white “buys the Indian’s moccasins and baskets, then buys his hunting-grounds,
and at length forgets where he is buried and ploughs up his bones” (A Week 44).
Thoreau acknowledges that the Indians’ entire cultural and social order is
destabilized through its contact with the white settlers’ commercial structures and
notions of property ownership. The inevitable consequence, as Taylor concludes,
is annihilation and, in a second step, the loss of memory: “When the Indians die,
we do not even remember, or care to remember, where they are buried” (Taylor,
B. 21).

Taylor’s observation recalls the argument I have made above on deliberate

acts of forgetting in Jurassc Park. When the film’s protagonists leave the island,

2 See Taylor’s chapter on “Founding” for a detailed reading of A Week as performing America’s

“real” founding (15-34).
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they decide to forget the horrors of the park, which is morally ‘okay,” because, it is
implied, those who are left behind to not matter and we do not have to care about
their fate. The repression of the ‘other’ lies not only at the heart of Jurassic Park
and A Week, however, but also of Walden. In contrast to A Week, in which Thoreau
describes the atrocities of the conflict between settlers and Indians, Natives are
notably absent in Walden, except for a brief encounter with an Indian which

Thoreau recalls in “Economy”:
Ly

Not long since, a strolling Indian went to sell baskets at the house of a well-
known lawyer in my neighborhood. “Do you wish to buy any baskets?” he
asked. “No, we do not want any,” was the reply. “What!” exclaimed the
Indian as he went out the gate, “do you mean to starve us?” Having seen the
industrious white neighbors so well off ... he had said to himself; I will go
into business; I will weave baskets; it is a thing which I can do. ... He had not
discovered that it was necessary for him to make it worth the other’s while to
buy them, or at least make him think that it was so... (Walden 61)

Again, Thoreau diagnoses different understandings of economic transaction as the
problem between the whites and the Natives. He continues by recounting his own
efforts in basket-weaving and doing business, but chooses not to address the
Indian’s fear that the incompatibility of doing business with each other might end
in his starvation and death (and in that of his people). However, in “The Bean-
Field,” the presence of the dead (starved?) Indians comes back to haunt him:
when he hoes his bean-field, it suddenly occurs to him that he “disturbed the ashes
of unchronicled nations who in primeval years lived under these heavens” (Walden
204). It is the ashes of the Indians’ lost culture on which Thoreau cultivates his
beans, but the ruins of their culture are so far removed from him that there is
nothing for his imagination to work with —he cannot reconstruct the long lost past
underneath his feet, so he immediately abandons the thought and returns to
contemplating his present situation.

Thoreau’s Walden is not a new Garden of Eden, nor is it as horrid and
horrifying a place as Hammond'’s Jurassic Park. It is an ambiguous place, which is
located at the intersection of memory and forgetting, myth and reality, authenticity
and reconfiguration. The America which Thoreau discovers in his acts of fronting
emerges at the very same nodal points. Faced with the understanding that America
has not yet been ‘really’ or ‘fully’ discovered, Thoreau anticipates America
sometimes hopefully, sometimes defensively, as he realizes that America is built on

shaky grounds: it is a concept that has not yet consolidated any fixed meaning, but
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whose meaning permanently needs to be renegotiated. The ambiguity of America
is symbolized in the ambiguity of Walden Pond itself, which, Thoreau says, is
located in the liminal space “between the earth and the heavens,” a position that
allows it to oscillate between both qualities (Walden 223). The true mystery of the
pond, however, is its bottom: “There have been many stories told about the
bottom, or rather no bottom, of this pond,” Thoreau writes, “which certainly have
no foundation for themselves” (Walden 333). His own soundings proved that it was
“exactly one hundred and two feet” deep, which is a “remarkable depth,” he
admits and concedes that “[w]hile men believe in the infinite some ponds will be
thought to be bottomless” (Walden 335).” Thoreau is thankful for the pond’s depth
and purity for a symbol, but there is certainly more to Walden Pond’s
bottom(lessness) than its symbolic value, as Walter Benn Michaels explains: “On
the one hand, it isn’t enough that the pond is revealed to have a ‘tight bottom,” or
that it turns out symbolically ‘deep and pure’; it must be imagined as bottomless to
encourage men'’s belief in the ‘infinite” (135). On the other hand, it is only the
pond's imagined, delusory bottomlessness that makes it a good symbol of the
infinite, which renders its exact depth of secondary importance.

To imagine the pond bottomless might also be better than to imagine what lies
at its bottom. Thoreau explains that as legend has it, there used to be a hill at the
pond’s location, on top of which the Indians used to hold their pow-wow.
Allegedly, the Indians used too much profanity and thus the hill shook one day
and suddenly sank, turning into a pond. Only one old squaw survived, and as she
went by the name “Walden,” the pond was named after her (cf. Walden 229). If we
consider the legend of the pond’s genesis, then the question “Walden, is it you?”
which Thoreau poses as he stands at the pond’s shore and looks at what is
reflected on its surface, conveys a sense of ambiguity and oddity. I believe that in
this moment, Thoreau does not merely admire the pond’s purity and serenity, but
tacitly recognizes Walden, the Native woman, as the ‘other’ within himself. He
apprehends that oddly enough, he cannot exist, cannot constitute his self, without

the ‘other.” With imagining the presence of the Natives and their dead bodies,

* For detailed readings of the pond’s symbolism, see “Walden Pond as Symbol” by Melvin E.
Lyon, or the more recent article “Sounding Walden Pond” by Michael Poetzsch.

*In Thoreaw’s Redemptive Imagination, Garber argues that the pond is a mirror of Thoreau’s self,
when he says that in Walden, “the two deep centers are his [Thoreau’s] own and the pond’s. And
though he will sometimes think of himself as an omphalos he is also extremely sensitive to the
multifaceted relationships between his own centered self and the enclosure of water just out there
beyond where he sits. ... To stare into it is also to stare into oneself” (/magination 7).
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which are lost in the pond’s infinite bottom, comes the recognition that America
and Americanness consolidate themselves by means of exclusion and repression.
The ‘real” American, Walden ultimately implies, is he who fronts, but even more he
who forgets; the American is he who sees the muddy bottom, but imagines the

infinite bottomlessness.
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Act II. Scenario 3.

S(w)inging the Self: Whitman, Spider-Man, and the Body Politic

Peter Parker: Who am 1? You sure you
wanna know?

—Spider-Man

You will hardly know who I am or what I
mean

—Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass 86

According to R-W.B. Lewis, Walt Whitman'’s Leaves of Grass can be understood as
a sequel to Thoreau’s Walden. “Leaves of Grass tells us what life was made of, what it
felt like, what it included, and what it lacked for the individual who began at that
moment, so to speak, where the rebirth ritual of Walden leaves off,” Lewis states,
arguing that the “liberated, innocent, solitary, forward-thrusting personality”
Whitman sketches in his poems constitutes the “fullest portrayal of the new
world’s representative man as a new, American Adam” (28). In Leaves of Grass,
Whitman, who called himself a “chanter of Adamic songs” in the 1860 collection
Children of Adam (PP' 264), celebrates novelty in America and tries to find new
ways of articulating new American experiences. His ambition to describe and
create something new has led his friend John Burroughs to state that “Whitman
appears as the Adamic man reborn here in the 19" century” (qtd in Lewis, R.W.B.
41), which clearly locates original Americanness in Whitman.

America/nness and Whitman have often been conflated in the reception of
Whitman’s poetry. In a 1909 essay originally entitled “What I Feel About Walt
Whitman,” Ezra Pound, for instance, says of Whitman, “He i America. His
crudity is an exceeding stench, but it is America” (8).”> Pound’s valuation of
Whitman and America is not necessarily favorable, as he suggests that both the
nation and its poet are somewhat raw and insipid. What is of greater interest to me
than Pound’s opinion on Whitman and America, however, is his proposition that
Whitman i America, that is, that Whitman embodies and incorporates America.

Whitman thus joins the ranks of Emerson and Thoreau who, as I have pointed out

" All references to direct and indirect quotations taken from Whitman'’s collection Poetry and Prose
will be abbreviated to PP.

> Pound’s essay was originally published from manuscript by Herbert Bergman in American
Leterature in 1955. 1 am quoting from a transcription of the manuscript by Roy Harvey Pearce, who
published this essay under the title “Walt Whitman” in his anthology Whitman: A Collection of Critical
Fovays.
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in the previous sections, are oftentimes regarded to embody ‘real” Americanness.
However, Whitman’s embodiment of America is of a different quality than that of
his two contemporaries, I want to suggest. While Emerson and Thoreau
articulated an ostensibly particularly American character and experience through
the figures of the Emersonian scholar and the Thoreauvian hermit, Whitman'’s
embodiment needs to be located quite literally in Whitman'’s body, respectively in
that of his lyrical ‘1.”

When the first edition of Leaves of Grass was published in 1855, the book did
not include the author’s name on the title page, but instead featured an engraving
that showed a man (presumably the poet) in work clothes and a jaunty hat, the left
hand in his pocket and the right on his hip.’ Only halfway through the book'’s first,
longest, and best-known poem, which was later given the title “Song of Myself,”
the author seems to reveal his identity: “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the
roughs, a kosmos” (LG’ 48). In reference to this line, the poem carried the title “A
Poem of Walt Whitman, an American” in the second edition of Leaves of Grass,
published in 1856. Whitman’s curious self-descriptor for his literary persona
suggests that Whitman conceived of the ‘self’ he creates in “Song of Myself” as an
all-encompassing and democratic self that embodies and speaks for all Americans.’
The body takes center stage in this particular poem as it mirrors the consolidation
and developments of the nation, thus serving as a metaphor for American
democracy and for the state of American society.

In a very literal sense, then, America is a body politic, and the figure of the
body is central to our understanding and imaginings of the American nation. But
whose body is the American body? A juxtaposition of Walt Whitman’s “Song of
Myself” with the first part of the Spider-Alan trilogy (2002), the film adaptation of
the enormously successful Spider-dlan comic book series by Marvel Comics, will

shed some light on the (dis)embodiment of the signifier ‘American.” Spider-HMan

5 John Burroughs suggests that in this frontispiece, Whitman resembles the Adamic archetype.
“There was a look about him [Whitman],” he recalled, “hard to describe, and which I have seen in
no other face,—a gray, brooding, elemental look, like the granite rock, something primitive and
Adamic that might have belonged to the first man” (qtd in Lewis 47).

“ All references to direct and indirect quotations from Leaves of Grass (first edition) will be
abbreviated to LG.

® All following remarks on Zeaves of Grass and “Song of Myself” will —unless indicated otherwise —
relate to the first edition of the book. An excellent source for critical readings of Whitman'’s
democratic vision and his treatment of the American experience in a later (the third) edition is, for
instance, Robin P. Hoople’s essay “Chants Democratic and Native American.” Published at the
brink of the Civil War, the 1860 edition, Hoople argues, constantly swings between optimism and
pessimism, features the American poet-hero but also a range of apocalyptic figures, and thus
“reflects the explosive tensions in Whitman'’s political surroundings” (Hoople 195).
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and “Song of Myself” both employ the body as a metaphor for the American
democratic system and locate the rebirth of America not in wilderness but in the
body. In that way, the individual bodies of Whitman’s self and of Spider-Man
become American bodies—become America, even —which claim to be inclusive
and representative of the whole nation. The conflation of the American body
politic with the body personal is where the agenda of Spider-Alan, namely the
localization of Americanness in the individual body and the construction of a
particularly American body, parallels that of Whitman’s “Song of Myself.”

As Harold Aspiz explains, the body politic metaphor “implied that biological
laws were applicable to national development” (“Body Politic” 105). More
speciﬁcally, the body personal was seen as a microcosm that functioned analogous
to the body politic, a concept which “linked man’s view of the state to his most
personal and indestructible source of identity, his body” (Barker-Benfield 208). In
Whitman’s poems, the American body politic really becomes a body, namely the
poet’s body, and his body becomes America. America, the body politic, and the
body conflate in Whitman’s 1860 poem “By Blue Ontario’s Shore,” for instance, in
which he asserts that only by the voices of the “native and grand” bards “can these
States be / fused into the compact organism of a Nation” (PP 474). It is not “by
paper and seal, or by compulsion” that a union is formed, but men are held
together by that which “aggregates all in a living principle, / as the hold of the
limbs of the body or the fibres of plants” (ibid). Whitman’s poetic self is in the
vanguard of the grand American poets who lead the nation into the future, as the
poem makes clear: “O America, because you build for mankind, I build for you ...
I lead them who plan, with decision and science, / Lead the presence with friendly
hand into the future” (ibid). In the poem’s final sections, the bounds between body
and body politic break completely as America and Whitman’s poetic self merge
into one. “America isolated yet embodying all, what is it finally except myself? /
These States, what are they except myself?” (482) Whitman asks and links “his
real body and his mythic body to the collective” (Aspiz, “Body Politic” 114).

In contrast to poems such as “By Blue Ontario’s Shore,” Whitman’s epic
“Song of Myself” is, as Malcolm Cowley states, “hardly at all concerned with
American nationalism, political democracy, [or] contemporary progress” (xiv). |
would like to challenge Cowley’s assertion and argue that “Song of Myself” is very

much concerned with American nationalism and democracy —perhaps on a less
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overt level than some of his other poems, “Song of Myself” is clearly written
against a national crisis, against the threat of secession, and against the failure of
American democracy. It is, then, on the “level of sex and the body that the poem
tests the democratic theory of America,” as Betsy Erkkila explains (Whitman 105),
and it is in the analogy between body and nation that Spider-Man, 1 suggest,

intersects with “Song of Myself.”

Containing Multitudes: Whitman’s Democratic Self

It has been argued that the first edition of Leaves of Grass was composed as an
answer to Emerson’s essay “The Poet” (1845), which expressed the nation’s need
to have its own original and unique poet to write about American virtues and
vices. Matthiessen states in his American Renaissance that “Whitman set out more
deliberately than any of his contemporaries to create the kind of hero whom
Emerson had foreshadowed in his varying guises of the Scholar and the Poet”
(650), and, more recently, David Reynolds has said of Emerson’s famous 1855
congratulatory letter to Whitman that “[i]f Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address remade
America ... Emerson’s letter came close to making Whitman” (America 342). Both
Matthiessen and Reynolds reiterate Emerson’s precedence and primacy: Whitman
follows in Emerson’s footsteps, 1s student to Emerson’s master, 1s not only
influenced but created by Emerson. In an exchange with John Trowbridge,
Whitman tries to distance himself from Emerson’s influence: “I asked him if he
thought he would have come to himself without that [Emerson’s] help,”
Trowbridge recalls, “He said “Yes, but it would have taken longer ... 1 was
simmering, simmering, simmering; Emerson brought me to a boil”” (166).

The degree of Emerson’s influence on Whitman can hardly be measured and
the question as to whether Thoreau or Whitman proves to be the “more
satisfactory revision of Emersonian transcendentalism,” to use Rowe’s words,
cannot be adequately answered (“Body Poetry” 169). Rather than engage in such
discussions, I want to analyze Whitman’s poetry and Whitman’s persona as
standing in line with Emerson and Thoreau’s work in trying to sketch the ideal
American individual and establish an original American cultural tradition. I read
Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman as complementing one another; Emerson’s essay
“The Poet” articulates a lack, namely that of an original American bard, which
Whitman has subsequently compensated by fashioning himself not only as the poet

Emerson had called for, but even more so as a specifically American poet who
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discovers and develops “a native, vernacular poetic idiom congenial to the
liberated self and in accordance with New World realities” (Bauerlein 1). In an
anonymous self-review of Leaves of Grass, Whitman exclaimed, “An American bard
at last!” (“Poems” 205) which is both a response to Emerson’s lament that he was
“look[ing] in vain” for the poet he described in his essay (“The Poet” 281), and a
self-stylization as America’s first original poet, as a source of ‘real’ Americanness.
According to Emerson, the poet is the literary counterpart to the intellectual
scholar. Poets are “liberating gods,” he explains, who “are free and ... make free”
by stimulating new thought and expressing the needs of their time (“The Poet”
277). The poet is representative, Emerson states; he stands for the “complete
man,” is isolated and removed from his contemporaries by his art, but in his art all
men are drawn together (“The Poet” 260). The poet is the inventor and origin of a
culture’s vernacular, as he is the “Namer or Language-maker” and the source of
true expression (“The Poet” 271). While Emerson oftentimes referred to himself as
a ‘scholar,” which suggests that he identified himself at least to some extent with
the figure he had sketched in “The American Scholar,” the embodiment of the
figure of the poet presented a problem to him. “We have yet had no genius in
America,” he says, “which knew the value of our incomparable materials,” arguing
that the “barbarism and materialism” of America rest on the same foundations as

the wonders of ancient Europe and deserve to be immortalized:

Our log-rolling, our stumps and their politics, our fisheries, our Negroes and
Indians, our boats and our repudiations, the wrath of rogues and the
pusillanimity of honest men, the northern trade, the southern planting, the
western clearing, Oregon and Texas, are yet unsung. Yet America is a poem
in our eyes; its ample geography dazzles the imagination, and it will not wait

long for metres. (“The Poet” 281)

Emerson finds himself incapable of “fix[ing] the idea of the poet,” which is why he
calls out to his fellow countrymen to bring forth a poet who can express the nature
of America and who shall, as a reward, find beauty and the “holy ideal” in the
world around him and become the lord of America’s land, air, and sea (“The Poet”
282; 284).

“Doubt not, O poet, but persist,” Emerson appeals to the American bard he
envisions and awaits, “Say ‘It is in me, and shall out” (“The Poet” 283). With
Leaves of Grass, Whitman followed this particular call and let it out—‘it’ being the
American voice that articulates ‘original’ American thought. After all, the “best

way to promulge Native American models and literature,” Whitman notes, “is to
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supply such forcible and superb specimens of the same that they will ... put
foreign models in the second class” (Notebooks 1588). Whitman’s own poetic
project ties into the larger project of establishing an American national literature

that would be different from others. As Whitman formulates it in his notebooks,

American literature must become distinct from all others. — American writers
must become national, idiomatic, free from the genteel laws.— America
herself appears (she does not appear at all hitherto) in the spirit and the form
of her poems, and all other literary works. (Notebooks 1586)

If America can articulate its difference, as Whitman suggests, by declaring itself
“free from genteel laws,” then American poetry would be marked by its “lack of
(high) cultural distinction, and would participate in the idiomatic register of daily
life (the sociolect) rather than the literary register of the educated elite” (Beach 3).
According to Whitman, the aesthetics of American poetry should mirror the
simplicity and groundedness of the common people; it should articulate the life of
the masses.® “America needs her own poems,” he writes, “freer, more muscular,
comprehending more, and unspeakably grander” (Notebooks 1587). Clearly
referring to Emerson, Whitman stated in his introduction to Leaves of Grass that
“the United States are themselves the greatest poem,” suggesting that there is
something profoundly beautiful and true about the nation (LG 5). Whitman
locates the “genius of the United States” not in its institutions, its upper-class elite,
or its nature, but “in the common people” and their attachment to freedom, their
freshness and self-esteem, as well as their elegance of soul and good temper (LG
6). “These [virtues] too,” he makes clear, “are unrhymed poetry. It awaits gigantic
and generous treatment worthy of it” (ibid).

To be sure, Whitman gave these virtues gigantic and generous treatment
which, as Betsy Erkkila remarks, distinguishes him considerably from Emerson
and the Concord circle. Unlike Emerson and Thoreau, Whitman did not retreat
from society and flee into nature, but he lived and worked in New York City, and
it was out of the pulsating life of the city that he emerged as a poet. Whitman's
democratic poetics, “his attempt to crate a democratic language, form, content, and
myth commensurate with the experimental politics of America, to embody in his

poetic persona America’s unique identity, and to engage the reader as an active

¢ See also Andrew Lawson, who writes that Whitman “wants a ‘renovated speech in America,’ a
speech distinct from the ‘etiquette of the saloons,” from occasions which are for ‘a coterie, a bon
soir, or two’” (380).
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participant in the republican politics of his poem” may be better understood in
relation to the “body of political and aesthetic thought” that came out of the
Revolutionary War rather than in relation to Emerson and Transcendentalism
(Erkkila, Whitman 69).” Whitman may have followed Emerson’s call, but his
understanding of a poet’s job and duty clearly differed from that of his master. The
American poets, Whitman says, “are the voice and exposition of liberty. They out
of ages are worthy the grand idea ... to them it is confined and they must sustain
it” (LG 15). They spread the “American lesson” of liberty and equality that was
passed on by the revolutionary fathers and devise an American vernacular® that is
a “language of resistance,” the “dialect of common sense,” “passionate” but at the
same time marked by “composure and goodwill” (LG 23-24).

‘Original’ American art, Whitman suggests in Leaves of Grass, has its roots in
the revolutionary period; by seeking to “reconcile politics and poetry, activism and
art, revolutionary ideology and a revolutionary creation,” Whitman tries to create
a particularly American literature that emerges out of the primary principles and
virtues of the Revolution and the subsequent founding of the United States

(Erkkila, Whitman 71).° The poet, then, becomes the site of this negotiation and

7 Harold Aspiz argues that Leaves of Grass is Whitman'’s “constantly retouched self-portrait,” his
poetic persona being “sometimes ... a plausible extension of Whitman’s flesh-and-blood self,
sometimes a barely recognizable shadow of physical reality, and sometimes the product of pure
invention or the deliberate thwarting of fact” (Body 3).

8 As Jonathan Arac explains, the term “vernacular” was not part of nineteenth-century discussions
of popular language in the United States, nor is it discussed in Matthiessen’s groundbreaking
American Renaissance. “So far as 1 can tell,” Arac writes, “the term begins to play its current role in
the early postwar period, functioning among the founding premises for the insitutionalization of
literary American Studies” (“Vernacular” 44). Together with Mark Twain, Whitman inaugurated
the “Intrusion of the vernacular into consciously literary usage,” as Henry Nash Smith puts it in his
1948 essay “The Widening of Horizons” (650). Leo Marx further developed this claim a decade
later in “The Vernacular Tradition in American Literature.” Matthiessen’s study on the American
Renaissance shifted the focus from a vernacular culture to American Romanticism. Winfried Fluck
offers two possible explanations for this shift: “One [reason] is that the vernacular tradition, in its
often crude irreverence, was not a very sophisticated form of culture and hence ... not very well
suited to counter the reservations of skeptical Ivy League English-departments. ... The American
Renaissance writers, on the other hand, were far better suited to meet the aesthetic criteria derived
from modernism” (“American Culture” 66).

? In his essay “Whitman and the Founding Fathers,” Daniel Aaron examines in detail the influence
of the Revolutionary War and its most significant figures on Whitman’s life and work. According
to Aaron, the Declaration of Independence was to Whitman “the spirit itself, the adhesive that held
together the United States, and it was ‘holy”” (49). The young Whitman, “an ardent Jacksonian
Democrat,” as Aaron notes, “reserved special veneration” for George Washington, whom he
admired for his pure and upright character. Whitman never dedicated a whole poem or prose work
to the Founding Fathers, the Constitution, or the Declaration of Independence, but, Aaron
remarks, he explicitly declares himself the heir of the Founding Fathers in the preface of Leaves of
Grass and justifies his boast by stating that ““Washington made free the body of America. ... Here
comes one who will make free the American soul”” (qtd in Aaron 51). Whitman fashions himself as
one of the Founding Fathers of American literature, with Leaves of Grass being his “Declaration of
Independence and his Emancipation Proclamation all in one” (Aaron 53). See also Erkkila, who
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reconciliation, the embodied voice that forms a direct and unmediated link
between the country and its citizens, between the democratic system and the “soul
of the nation” (LG 24)." For Whitman to record and display a society in all its
variation and heterogeneity, it seems that he must compose a work possessing a
correspondent variation and heterogeneity, wherein each poem represents some
aspect of America, of American culture, and of the American self. Whitman closes
his introduction to Leaves of Grass with the observation that the “proof of a poet is
that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it,” suggesting
that personal and political, individual and collective, private and public conflate in
the poet (ibid). Put differently, Whitman conceives of the American poet not
merely as an artist who expresses his individuality, but as the embodiment of the
masses. That is to say the poet 1s more than just the spokesperson of the common
people, he & the common people —he is, like the Union, e pluribus unum.

I read Leaves of Grass as a work that is engaged in and with the political
dynamics and developments of its time and in which Whitman creates a poetic
persona who is, as Erkkila puts it, “at once a model of democratic character and a
figure of democratic union” (Whitman 93). The task of the poet is to create that
democratic union he represents. The poet should enable every citizen to identify
with the poem that is America and to recognize the United States as the outward
manifestation of his own inner life. Fashioning himself as an orator who speaks
America into existence, the poet encourages all Americans to experience America
as if it were “a manifestation of their shared inner life” and of “the wishes the
people hold in common” (Pease, Compacts 130). In this way, the self and America
become one and the same thing, as Whitman'’s readers identify with the poetic self
and articulate a shared, nationalist identity through him. As Scott MacPhalil states,
the lyric is “the private and individual voice, defined in opposition to an epic of
public and transcendent language, and Whitman’s achievement is the fusion of
these genres” (136). Whitman'’s poetry operates by overlaying generic conventions
of lyrical poetry onto the epic poem, which seeks to reproduce national identities.

The personal connection of the reader with the poet is thus translated —“via the

states that “Whitman early began to develop a sense of identity that was inextricably bound up
with the political identity of America” (“Empire” 55).

' On this point, see also Scott MacPhail, who writes that “the representative authority of the
American nation is guaranteed through the voicing of an identity that is all of us. The cohesive
totality of the nation is effected through Whitman'’s lyric nationalism by equating national identity
with a lyric voice that can be assumed by all Americans” (136).
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generically transformative power of Walt Whitman”—into the realm of a
communal identification which lets the readers find “themselves, and something
called ‘America’” in Whitman’s poems (ibid).

Leaves of Grass gave expression to the contemporary conviction that mankind
was off to a fresh start in America; thus, it is both climax and beginning, or “the
climax of a long effort to begin” (Lewis, R:-W.B. 45). America and the United
States are re-born in Leaves of Grass, as it were, which was written and published
when the state of the nation was fragile and its fate uncertain, as the rift between
North and South became insurmountable. Whitman'’s poet functions as a unifying
figure in which the drama of the nation’s identity is reflected and negotiated and
the self is put at the very center of American myths of origin. The struggle over
identity is most pronounced in “Song of Myself,” which is “rooted in the political
drama of a nation in crisis” (Erkkila, “Empire” 56). The nation’s crisis is the result
of a number of controversies over issues such as wage labor, women'’s rights,
industrialization, immigration, slavery and abolition, Westward expansion, and the
position of the individual in relation to the state. This larger national political
conflict is symbolically enacted, Erkkila explains, in the poet’s conflict “between
pride and sympathy, individualism and equality, nature and the city, the body and
the soul” (“Empire” 56).

“Song of Myself” is a complex poem that oscillates between being a biography,
a sermon, a poetic meditation, and a manifesto. As the other eleven poems in Leaves
of Grass, so does “Song of Myself” defy the rules of rhythm and rhyme, meter, and
stanza division. It breaks down the distinction between poetry and prose, as
Whitman'’s verse rolls freely and irregularly across the page without paying
attention to conventions of meter and rhyme. In both form and content,
Whitman'’s poems thus constitute a literary revolution which, Whitman realized, a
truly democratic American literature would necessarily require. With “Song of
Myself,” Whitman attempts to capture this true spirit of American democracy on
many levels. “Song of Myself” is composed of vignettes that catalogue the
American life and the never-ending search for the boundaries of the self. It
explores the possibilities of communion between individuals and tries to sketch an
individual that both encompasses and is indistinguishable from the universe. The
poetic persona Whitman creates in “Song of Myself” is a heterogeneous self which

gives shape to the spirit of the masses and embodies the equality and liberty that is
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pivotal to American democracy. “Song of Myself” is Whitman'’s celebration of the
masses and of the masses reflected in the individual in particular. Whitman
advocated the intensification of an individual’s impulsive life, because in the
multiple demands incited by one’s inner impulses Whitman located a “potentially
multiple individuality” (Pease, Compacts 110)—a collective or mass within the
individual —which  Whitman later developed into his concept of the “body
electric.”"

The body electric, as Pease explains, “was for Whitman the democratic
equivalent of what Renaissance theorists referred to as the king’s second body”
(Compacts 110). The notion of the king’s two bodies seeks to resolve the paradox of
divine kingship and immortality amid the inevitability of physical death and decay.
As Joseph Roach explains, the king’s two bodies refer to the king's body natural
and his body politic, which “asserts the divinely authorized continuity of human
institutions while recognizing their inherent fragility” (Cities 38). The king’s body
politic incorporates “the virtues of permanence, immutability, and transferability”
which “provided the physical rationale for the institution of kingship” (Compacts
110). Similarly, Whitman’s notion of the body electric forms a physical basis for
associations of and identifications with wurban life while suggesting a
correspondence between individual impulses and the democratic masses. As Pease
explains, “[l]ike the multiple impulses surging up in a person, urban crowds are
transitory sources of energy. For Whitman, crowds extinguish differences among
persons” (ibid).

Whitman'’s poetic persona is, similar to the institution of the king, an effigy in
Roach’s terms. According to Roach, an effigy is inextricably linked to
performance, as it fills the vacancy created by the absence of an original by means
of surrogation, that is, by providing a satisfactory alternate. Effigies can be
fashioned from cloth, wood, or other inanimate material; however, there are also
more elusive effigies made from flesh, which come down to us in performances and
“provide communities with a method of perpetuating themselves through specially
nominated mediums or surrogates” (Roach, Cities 36). The ritualized public
announcement “The King is dead. Long live the king!” is probably one of the most

prominent methods of perpetuation, a “symbolic immutability” which solidifies the

" Whitman anticipates the notion of the “body electric” in the early editions of Leaves of Grass but
does not fully develop it until the editions published after the Civil War. The fifth poem of Leaves of
Grass, “1 Sing the Body Electric,” did not receive its title and its ultimate title line until 1867 (cf.
Loving 202).
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institution of the king by immortalizing the king’s second body, the enduring body
politic (Roach, Cities 38). Other living effigies, who “consist of a set of actions that
hold open a place in memory into which many different people may step” are, for
instance, actors, dancers, orators, celebrities, statesmen, and priests (Roach, Cities
36). Whitman’s poet, | suggest, is also such an effigy which is made by
performance and functions as a surrogate for an absent original, namely for that of
a ‘real’ American. The principle of surrogation operates in Whitman’s poet, I
argue, as his performance in “Song of Myself”—that is, his conscious self-
fashioning as a democratic self —creates a powerful sense of identification and
affiliation.

Whitman himself clearly declares that the poet’s body is a mirror image of the
body of the republic, when he states in the introduction to Leaves of Grass that “a
bard is to be commensurate with a people” (LG 6). To underline this argument,
Whitman conceives of the poet in spatial terms, as the incarnation of the country’s
“geography and natural life and rivers and lakes,” suggesting that the poet, similar
to the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, “stretches ... north to south” and “spans ...
from east to west and reflects what is between them [the oceans]” (LG 7). In the
opening lines of “Song of Myself,” Whitman takes up the notion of the poet
functioning as a symbolic figure that takes in every corner of the country and

embraces all people:

I celebrate myself
And what I assume you shall assume
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you. (LG 25)

Right at the beginning of the poem, the body of Whitman’s poet is declared to be
permeable and infinitely receptive, breaking all physical boundaries and
incorporating his fellow countrymen by literally sharing his body with them.
While the poem’s first line isolates the individual, its second and third line link the
poet/'I" with the reader/'you’ and engage the reader in the action of the poem,
which revolves around the creation of a democratic self/nation (cf. Erkkila,
Whitman 95). The poem continues to oscillate between the two poles of ‘1" and
‘you,” which are “the bounds of an agonistic arena in which the poet commands,
questions, mocks, challenges, Wrestles, fondles, and instructs his reader, ﬁnally
sending him or her back into the world bearing the seeds of democratic potency”

(Erkkila, Whitman 95). With the opening lines, Whitman recovers what Jean-
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Jacques Rousseau termed the “common self” which is constructed through social
relations while at the same time sustaining them. The common self describes that
part of our experience as individuals which at times instigates each of us to
identify ourselves as members of an imagined community that shares an enduring
joint purpose. As Pease states, “[w]e develop this common self in shared
experiences, like national celebrations, where ‘we’ celebrate the power of our
founding principles to continue motivating us. These celebrations make explicit
what is otherwise ‘tacitly held in common’—the motives all of us share” (Compacts
116). Speaking from the platform of the common self, which is grounded in a set
of shared presumptions, Whitman can impersonate “a voice of conviction” in his
poetry, which enables him to insist “that each individual must feel a ‘fusing
relation” with the nation en masse” and allows him to stylize himself as the nation’s
bard (ibid).

The shared presumptions on which Whitman relies relate back to the nation’s
founding and to the values that were inscribed into the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution. The American republic is based on the theory
that all men are created equal, and Leaves of Grass evolves from the assumption that
this is really true. As Daniel Hoffman explains, Whitman’s understanding of
equality goes beyond mere political rights: “Equality is known, is apprehended, is
felt... Completely to know, to believe in, to feel that all persons are equal changes
the way one apprehends reality” (2). The inclusiveness of Whitman's poetic self is
based on this understanding of equality, as his self is “elusive, never stopping for
long in any one guise, always shifting from one shape to another” (Hoffman 5).
Whitman negotiates between individual and collective by constructing a shape-
shifting, universal self that “contain[s] multitudes” and rejoices in its

boundlessness:

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then ... I contradict myself;
I am large ... I contain multitudes. (LG 85)

These lines are a clear reference to Emerson’s preference of self-contradiction over
conformity, which Whitman applies to his democratic, shape-shifting self. He does
not contradict himself because he follows his spontaneity and instinct, but because

his multiplicity makes him virtually ungraspable. He moves through a liminal



150

space in which he touches upon different subject-positions without his identity
ever solidifying; his body is a fluid system, a “kosmos” that cannot be contained.

In “Song of Myself,” the poet’s multiple identities are produced
performatively, through “declarations of the poet’s presence” which “claim to
produce actual presences,” thus fusing word and body (Nathanson 7). The poems
of Leaves of Grass, but “Song of Myself” in particular, abound in declarations
regarding body and soul, materiality and spirituality, the physical and its
transcendence, multiplicity and singularity, myth and reality, spatiality and
fragmentation, which Whitman attempts to reconcile, or rather short-circuit, in the
poet’s presence. In other words, the declarations announcing the poet’s presence
also produce that very presence, as the polarities Whitman negotiates agglomerate
within a space that is defined by and indistinguishable from the poet’s existence
(cf. Nathanson 6-7). When the poet announces, “I celebrate myself,” he speaks
himself into existence and in this declaration performatively produces the self he
intends to celebrate. The poet is thus cosubstantial with language, cannot exist
outside language, and is able to reproduce himself at his own will. The self in the
poem is always “a performer of speech acts, an enunciator” and draws attention to
the “obvious performative dimension of Whitman'’s poetry” and to the importance
of speech acts in the consolidation of individual as well as collective identities
(Durand 168).

Whitman acknowledges the necessity of speech for his project of creating a
democratic self, as language is his only tool for establishing a connection between

himself and the masses of strangers, and for relating their experiences:

My volice goes after what my eyes cannot reach,
With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of worlds.

Speech is the twin of my vision....it is unequal to measure itself. (LG 50)

Here again, body and word conflate, as the voice becomes an extension of the
poet’s body, reaching even those corners which his physical body cannot touch.
Speech, Whitman suggests, is just as good as vision—declarations, acts of
speaking something into existence, construct ‘reality’ as much as apprehension, as
seeing something and taking notice of its existence. Speech, as Durand points out,
is “always in excess,” as it never ends and is always “caught up in the logic of
trace, repetition, and difference” (168-169). Just as his body, so is also the poet’s

voice inclusive and democratic, as it announces a utopian vision, or articulates a
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performative utopia. The poet speaks not only himself into existence but also the
masses he Incorporates, as their presence needs to be apprehended and articulated
in order for them to truly exist within himself. “What is a man anyhow? What am
I? and what are you?” Whitman wonders, pointing towards the mutual
dependence of ‘I" and ‘you,” self and other, which cannot consolidate without one
another (LG 43). “You can do nothing and be nothing but what I will infold you,”
he asserts later in the poem and thus answers, as it were, his previous question
(LG 70). “You,” Whitman states with quite some determination, can only exist
through its apprehension by the poet; indeed, there is no presence of ‘you’ beyond
the presence and outside of the boundaries of ‘I.” In Whitman’s trope of the
American body politic, his real body and his mythic/poetic body are thus linked
“to the collective and individual men and women in America’s evolving future,”
creating a utopian vision of a truly egalitarian body of citizens that is organized
according to the nation’s founding principles (Aspiz, “Body Politic” 114).

If the ‘realness’ of that American nation Whitman sketches lies in the presence
of a unified and unifying self which the lyric voice claims itself to be, then to be
“properly American” is, as Peter Coviello suggests, “to feel oneself related in a
quite intimate way to a world of people not proximate or even known” (87). Put
differently, the ‘proper’ America would be an imaginary construct, a network
made up of imaginary relations, generated by a seemingly authentic national voice
in a seemingly unmediated way. While Whitman generates several different
imaginings of ‘America’ in his poetry and prose, it is the version of the first edition
of Leaves of Grass that has come to be seen as the ‘real’ America and that has
canonized Whitman as the ‘founding father’ of American poetry (cf. MacPhail
137-138). To locate Whitman’s Americanness in his body, respectively in that of
his poetic self, creates a sort of paradox: the location of Americanness in the body
presupposes that the body is somewhat stable, unchangeable, and a self-enclosed
entity. Whitman'’s poetic self, however, claims to be open-ended, multifarious, and
virtually ungraspable, which would suggest that America, too, is open-ended,
multifarious, and virtually ungraspable. This, in turn, would mean that America
cannot be located in a specific body but rather emerges between bodies, at the
nodal points of both real and imaginary relations and the intersection of ‘reality’

and myth.
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“[1]s there a way of employing Whitman ... to effect something other than an
affirmation of a singular, coherent, and unchanging American identity?” MacPhail
asks towards the end of his essay, but leaves this question unanswered (153).
MacPhail is troubled by the paradox that resides in Whitman’s supposed
embodiment of America; his discomfort, however, arises from the presumption
that America is a relatively stable signifier whose meaning can either e affirmed
by Whitman (as the poetic self) or not. Instead of reiterating those binaries and
oppositions, | want to take a step back and return to Whitman’s declaration that
he is the “American bard at last” and “Walt Whitman, an American, a kosmos.” By
referring to himself as a “kosmos,” Whitman conceives of his own body in spatial
and spiritual terms. “Divine am I, inside and out,” he asserts, suggesting that men
are incarnations of gods (LG 49). However, as Lewis points out, many of
Whitman’s “poetic statements are conversions of religious allusion: the new
miracles were acts of the senses” and spiritual phrases were secularized (43). “I
believe in the flesh and the appetites,” Whitman’s poetic self announces the
divinity of the carnal, sexual, and sensual; the aroma of his arm-pits was “finer
than prayer” and the head “more than churches, bibles, and all creeds” (LG 49).

The complete recovery of the nation’s ideal state is thus linked to acts of truly
new, Adamic creation, to the seemingly natural and primordial, that is, to the body
and, more specifically, to Whitman’s body as the common, democratic, all-
encompassing body: “If I worship one thing more than another,” Whitman writes,
“it shall be the spread of my own body” (LG 49). Whitman’s perception of his
body as spread out allows him to stretch into every corner and Incorporate the
entire nation. By understanding his body in spatial terms and imagining it as a live
map of America, his body is not randomly and chaotically connected to others, but
they are joined together in an orderly and organized fashion and figuratively form

one collective body —a body politic.

Space and the City

The constitutive and mutual relation between bodies and space, particularly the
urban space, is a central issue in both Whitman’s poetry and in Spider-Man. The
significance of space in Whitman's work has already been pointed out by Lewis,
who reads Whitman not only as the prototypical American Adam, but also as an
exemplary “hero in space” (49). Lewis’ usage of the term upace is twofold: first, “the

hero seems to take his start outside time, or on the very outer edges of it, so that
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his location is essentially in space alone” and secondly, “his initial habitat is space
as spaciousness, as the unbounded, the area of total possibility” (91). As far as
Whitman’s “Song of Myself” is concerned, I readily subscribe to Lewis’s
understanding of space as an area of total possibility, but I would like to challenge
his notion of space as “the unbounded.” It is not space that is unbounded, I
suggest, but rather the poet’s body, which constantly traverses space and
transgresses boundaries. Space, Whitman’s “grid-like imagining of America”
(MacPhail 133), grounds his otherwise elusive body, and makes it graspable and
representable. Whitman hailed from the urban space,12 wrote from the streets of

Manhattan, and in his poems the city becomes a

conjunction of thoroughfare, promenade, and marketplace: a place of
passage, movement of people, goods, and useful knowledge, and a place of
display and spectacle, of things in the guise of goods in shop windows and of
persons in the guise of exchangeable social identities. (Trachtenberg 163)

The city’s static grid provides a frame in which Whitman'’s body can be situated;
however, his body, as 1t constantly shifts shapes, transforms, and transmutes,
transgresses the strictness of the grid and engages in fluid transactions. Whitman's
city is thus a place of conversion and alteration, an “area of total possibility,” in
which “all forms of distinction —including that between the poet and the masses
who inhabit the city—can be swept away by the poet’s active involvement in the
continual flow of urban life, a flux of social, personal, and physical existence”
(Beach 113). Put differently, the city figures as a site of cultural reflection and well
as of cultural production: it is the expression of the bodies that inhabit them, and it
produces those Very same bodies at the same time.

Grid-like structures, common to U.S.-American cities, are “one of the crucial
factors in the social production of (sexed) corporeality,” as Grosz points out (104).
The city figures as a frame for the body which provides the coordinates for the
body’s social, sexual, representational, and discursive situatedness. Or, as Grosz
puts it, the city “provides the order and organization that automatically links
otherwise unrelated bodies” (ibid). Grosz takes issue with corporeality and the

constitution of ‘real’ individual bodies and subjectivities; however, her

'2 Cf. Beach, who writes that “Walt Whitman is the only major nineteenth-century American poet
whose life and work are commonly associated with the city. ... Whitman'’s relationship to the city
may have been an ambivalent one, but at least he was willing to engage the growing reality of
urban existence, and the corresponding discourse of urbanization, in a way that other American
poets were not” (102-103).
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observations concerning imaginary relations between individuals and collectives
are applicable to both Whitman and Spider-Man. In both cases, the body needs to
be grounded in space and conceived of as a spatial structure in order to enable an
imagining of the body personal as the body politic.

The city, as Grosz explains, is a “complex and interactive network that links
together, often in an unintegrated and ad hoc way, a number of disparate social
activities, processes, relations, with a number of architectural, geographical, civic,
and public relations” (105). The city is a space that is both permanent and ever-
changing; its coordinates remain the same, but it is always in flow, its social
relations always shift, and its face thus never remains the same. The notion of the
body politic, Grosz proposes, establishes a parallelism between body and state, on
the one hand, but also between body and the social order of the city. While the
state, “as a legal entity, raises political questions of sovereignty,” the city is a
“cultural entity” and a “point of transit” that lacks the “stasis and systematicity” of
the state (106-107). The problem with analogies between the body and the state or
the city is, as Grosz explains, the “implicitly masculine coding of the body politic,
which ... uses the male to represent the human” (106). Furthermore, this
conception of the body politic relies on the opposition of nature (coded as passive
and feminine) and culture (coded as productive and male), with the body politic
being “an artificial construct that replaces the primacy of the natural body” (ibid).
Also, such a conception of the body politic justifies form of “ideal” government
through processes of naturalization, which presumes an “organized, cohesive,
integrated body, regulated by reason, as its ideal model” (Grosz 107). Put
differently, the body politic is a normative structure, which ‘punishes’ bodies
outside of its regulations by not apprehending them as ‘proper’ national bodies.
Whitman's presentation of the body of his poetic self as synonymous with the body
politic is consequently problematic, as it assumes the poet’s body as the norm
against which all the citizens he claims to embody are measured.

Whitman’s claim for total embodiment of all citizens is inherently paradoxical,
as his rhetorical incorporation of the masses is crushed by the weight of his white
male body. Whitman'’s poet thus embodies an exclusively white and male America,
and he inscribes whiteness and maleness into ‘real’ Americanness. I read Spider-
Man as a ‘sequel’ to Leaves of Grass, because it is caught up in a similar problem of

aiming at inclusiveness and being faced with the impossibility of achieving this
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aim. If Whitman’s poet is an effigy that functions as a surrogate for an absent
original, ‘real’ American, then Spider-Man, I propose, can be read as a
reincorporation of Whitman’s persona, or as the post-modern successor of the
poet. Just as Whitman’s poet, so does Spider-Man attempt to fill the vacancy
created by the absence of a ‘real’ American but this project is bound to fail as, like
all effigies, he attempts to fill the gap left by an original that has never existed in

the first place.

Hero Without A Face: Spider-Man and the American Body

The 2002 blockbuster Spider-Alan is the first part of a trilogy that is based on the
Marvel comic book series The Amazing Spider-Man."’ As the greater part of the film
tells the genesis of Spider-Man, the story sets in on the day that Peter Parker, the
school-nerd and science-geek, gets bitten by a genetically mutated spider on a
school field trip. When he wakes up the following day, he discovers that he has
superhuman abilities: he is incredibly strong, can cling to surfaces, yarn spider-
webs, and has a “spider-sense” which provides a sort of early warning detection
system linked with his superhuman kinesthetic. Peter, an orphan who grows up
with his aunt and uncle,' is initially overwhelmed by his newly discovered powers,
but quickly puts them to use: he wants to buy a car to impress Mary Jane Watson,
on whom he has a secret crush, and thus signs up for a wrestling match which is
endowed with three-thousand dollars. However, after his uncle is murdered at the
hands of a criminal whom Peter failed to stop, he swears to use his powers to fight
the evil that killed his uncle. At the same time, the scientist and businessman

Norman Osborn develops an alternate personality, the Green Goblin, after he has

15 Spider-Man 2 was released in 2004 and Spider-Man 5 in 2007. All three films were directed by Sam
Raimi and starred Tobey Maguire as Spider-Man/Peter Parker. I focus on the first part of the
trilogy as Spider-Man’s Americanness is most pronounced in the first installment. Spider-Man was
one of the first movies that was released after the attacks on the World Trade Center on September
11, 2001, and, as one of the most immanent reactions to this national crisis, abounds in references
to national myths and symbols. I choose to focus on the Spider-Alan feature film rather than on the
comic book series mostly for simplicity’s sake. The Spider-Alan comics have been published since
1962 and would have confronted me with an unmanageable vastness of material.

"It is noteworthy that the three most famous American superheroes —Superman, Batman, and
Spider-Man —are all orphans and that their stories are very much driven by the loss and lack of
their parents. Evidently, the orphan myth resonates with American culture; as Danny Fingeroth
points out, “the idea, so emphasized and mythologized in American popular culture is: we are all
alone. We fight our own battles, make our own rules, defy those who would destroy us. We are
alone to succeed or fail, to triumph or succumb. We make our own destinies” (70-71). The notion
of Americans as orphans of the West, who must invent their own origins and beginnings, is not
only a very prevalent motif of early American writing but still very prominent in contemporary
American popular culture. See Fingeroth, esp. 63-78 for details on the orphan myth in comic

books.
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been exposed to an experimental nerve gas. After graduating from high school and
moving to New York City, Peter must juggle his new job at a local newspaper, his
battle against the evil Goblin, and his fight against his best friend Harry Osborn,
Norman'’s son, to win the heart of Mary Jane. While Spider-Man triumphs over
the Goblin, Peter has to give up Mary Jane, as he realizes that his secret double
identity inevitably marks him a lonesome hero.

What immediately distinguishes the story of Spider-Alan from that of other
superheroes such as Superman and Batman is its New York City setting. While
Superman and Batman fight criminals in the fictional cities “Metropolis” and
“Gotham City,” which are blends of typical American cities, Spider-Man is
unmistakably set in contemporary Manhattan, which significantly shapes the
story. Various shots of Ground Zero testify to the attacks on the World Trade
Center that had only happened seven months prior to the film’s release.'” In the
film’s final editing after 9/11, director Sam Raimi added scenes that should
demonstrate the city’'s—and by extension the nation’s—unity in the face of this
crisis. In one of the final fights between Spider-Man and the Goblin, feisty New
Yorkers support Spider-Man by tossing objects at the Goblin as he threatens to
kill a cable car full of children and Mary Jane. Raimi wanted to “give something
to the city” (“Spider-Man” n.p.) and pay tribute to its spirit by having one of the
avenging locals declare, “You mess with one of us, you mess with all of us.” This
declaration was bound to resonate with the entire nation, as it captured a
prevalent sentiment of national solidarity and unity at that time. The film ends
with Spider-Man holding on to an unmistakable symbol of patriotism, the Stars
and Stripes, on top of the Empire State Building, which is yet another allusion to
9/11 and underlines the film’s messages on heroism and American values. “There is
a gestalt about New York now,” producer Laura Ziskin explains the film’s ending,
“Ich bin ein New Yorker. This is our nod to that” (“Spider-Man” n.p.).

Spider-Man is an immediate reaction to a nation coping with an unprecedented
crisis and captures the sentiment of a nation at the brink of war. Amidst this
tragedy and turbulence, Spider-Man functions as a unifying figure similar to
Whitman'’s poet. Dressed in a red and blue bodysuit that has white spider-webs

stitched onto it, Spider-Man wears the nation’s colors, which signals that he is a

' The original Spider-Man teaser trailer and poster still featured the World Trade Center. After the
attacks, Sony decided to pull the trailer and recall the posters. The original trailer can be accessed
on YouTube, at <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9-r7qymfa0Q>.
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symbol of Americanness and a markedly American superhero.'® Spider-Man is the
incarnation of the American flag, as it were, and dons the national colors like a
second skin. His body is unmistakably an American body —he is, it is suggested, a
‘real’” American from head to toe. Similar to the poet’s body, his body personal
becomes the body politic, a democratic and inclusive body in which every man and
woman can share. Despite his superhuman powers, he fashions himself as the guy
next door who is just like everybody else in the city by dubbing himself the
“friendly neighborhood Spider-Man”: he clearly perceives himself as part of the
community, as a good neighbor who helps out people in need, and not as someone
who is superior because of his powers. His alter ego Peter Parker enhances and
underlines Spider-Man’s guy-next-door qualities. As Peter, he is indeed an
ordinary, regular college student, who does not attract any attention and blends
well into the masses of New York. He is not wealthy like Batman’s Bruce Wayne,
or somewhat removed from society like Superman’s Clark Kent, but he is an
average young man, who is integrated in his community. Danny Fingeroth points
out that this is the key element of Peter Parker’s character: “we know that, if we
had superpowers, we would probably act like Peter Parker. How /e feels is how we
would feel” (146).

As Spider-Man, Peter becomes representative of the masses he usually blends
into. Spider-Man’s body(suit) not only signifies his Americanness, but also
emphasizes his inclusive and democratic qualities. When Spider-Man first appears
in New York, there is confusion over who and what exactly he might be. In a
mockumentary montage, the citizens of New York voice their opinion on the city’s
new hero: “They think he’s human. They think he’s a man. Could be a woman,” a
female New Yorker speculates, while a man asserts that “this is not a man. My
brother saw him build a nest in the Lincoln Center Fountain.” Spider-Man’s mask
ostensibly hides his race, sex, age, and even his species, which seems to promise
the greatest possible potential for identification—as a hero without a face, Spider-
Man seems to be able to avert Whitman’s dilemma of being unable to escape his

body personal. However, even if we disregard the double identity of Spider-

'® Spider-Man thus stands in contrast to Batman, who is dressed in black to emphasize his
indebtedness to the Gothic tradition, but also to Superman. Although Superman’s red-and-blue
costume is reminiscent of the American flag, his being an alien from the planet Krypton essentially
marks him as different and non-American. Spider-Man'’s alter ego Peter Parker and Batman's alter
ego Bruce Wayne are both regular American men who put their newly discovered powers and
talents to the benefit of society. This fundamentally distinguishes them from Superman, who has
always had superhuman strength and x-ray sight, normal powers for a Kryptonian.
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Man/Peter Parker, which already precludes any
potential reading of Spider-Man as non-white or non-
male, his maleness is certainly difficult to transcend, as
not only his name but also his physique suggest that
Spider-Man is indeed a man. His whiteness can easily
be decoded, too, as the predominance of white
characters in the film implies Spider-Man’s own

whiteness. Black, Latino/a, and Asian American

characters only appear in supporting or cameo roles
Fig. 7: Still from Spider-dlan which have no impact on the development of the plot.
In other words, Spider-Man moves within an exclusively white milieu, which
automatically renders him white, too. Other clear hints at Spider-Man’s race are
the romantic scenes between him and Mary Jane, whose own visible whiteness
strongly suggests the whiteness of her love interest.'” To the viewer, finally, the
repeated scenes of Spider-Man’s unmasking as he transforms into his alter ego
forcefully inscribe whiteness and maleness onto the ‘American’ body (see fig. 7).
In these scenes, the national colors merge with whiteness and maleness, signaling
that the ‘proper citizen” body is that of a young and able white man. In aligning the
national colors with a white, male body, Spider-Man reaffirms “the implicit
whiteness and maleness of the original American citizen” which is “protected by
national identity” (Berlant, “National” 176).

In the disguise of Spider-Man, Peter Parker’s normal white and male body
personal becomes the body politic, the representative body of the nation. Similar
to Whitman'’s poet, Spider-Man assumes his representativeness by celebrating “the
spread of [his] own body” and thus connecting himself to his fellow citizens. The
film features several scenes in which Spider-Man swings himself from skyscraper
to skyscraper, claiming the space below him by unsettling its rules. Just as
Whitman'’s body constantly transgresses the grid of the city, so does Spider-Man
traverse its rigid structures and claim it as an area of passage and possibility. As

Kenneth M. Price points out, “fluidity and receptiveness were requirements of

"7 Interracial on-screen relationships may have received more visibility in Hollywood, but they still
tend to cause controversy as they break with Hollywood conventions. As Susan Courtney explains,
interracial relationships threaten the boundaries of race and culture and destabilize hierarchies that
depend upon those boundaries. In mainstream blockbusters such as Spider-Man, one can therefore
expect that on-screen couples would be of similar racial and ethnic backgrounds. See Courtney,

esp. 142-190, for details.
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national realization” for Whitman,'® which he tried to achieve through the
defamiliarization and unsettling of existing cultural patterns (30). The city’s grid
functions as a point of reference, as a frame within which the body can safely
move, but it ultimately needs to be resisted to. The grid promotes uniformity and
conformity, while its resistance promises individuality and self-expression. Both
the Whitmanian poet and Spider-Man cannot be divorced from their location in
(the urban) space, which links them to the otherwise unrelated bodies of the
masses, but they both constitute themselves in the traversing of space.

Whitman's body politic emerges at the interface of the poet’s body personal
and his spatial position, which has its beginning in the “ward and city I live in,” as
Whitman puts it (LG 28), from where it reaches across the entire nation and
traverses the structured grid of the city. It is in these transgressions that the ‘real’
American, or Adamic hero as Lewis has it, forms himself. As Lewis suggests
quoting from Whitman, the American Adam is discovered in “surrounded,
detached, in measureless oceans of space” (91), which invests his spatial position
with sadness and loneliness, with a ceaseless yearning, venturing, and seeking that
characterizes a wide range of fictional American heroes.” The position of the
American Adam is a liminal and transgressive one, as “measureless oceans of
space” provide no fixed point of reference to which he can relate, yet his
detachment presupposes a prior attachment that has been dissolved. The simple,
elemental loneliness of the American Adam which, as Lewis claims, Whitman
captures perfectly in Leaves of Grass, radiates the innocence of a self-made man,
who creates not only a new world but also a new self and realizes that he is fully
responsible for his own being and doing. “Solitary in a wide, flat space ... without
a friend or lover near,” this is how the Adamic hero begins to make himself,
isolated and confronted with emptiness (Whitman, PP 250). As Lewis observes,
Whitman finds a revealing parallel in the hero in space and the behavior of a

“noiseless, patient spider”:

A noiseless, patient spider
I mark’d where, on a little promontory, it stood out, isolated,

'® See also Michael Moon, who notes that fluidity is central to Whitman's understanding of the
body. The “kosmos,” Moon writes, is Whitman’s “idealized version of the (male) body as a
potentially thoroughly ‘fluid’ system” (16).

" Lewis reads Natty Bumppo from James Fenimore Cooper’s The Deerslayer (1841) as the first
“hero in space.” In The American Adam, he further discusses Robert Montgomery Bird’s Nick of the
Woods (1837) and Charles Brockden Brown’s Arthur Mervyn (1799) as Cooper’s forerunners that
anticipate the “hero in space” motif. See Lewis 90-109.
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Mark’d how, to explore the vacant, vast surrounding,
It launched forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,
Ever unreeling them —ever tirelessly speeding them. (PP 564)

“Out of itself” the spider spans a void with a silken thread and creates its ‘home,’
just as the Adamic hero needs to start from himself to create a new world and a
home: “The given individual experience was no longer a complex of human, racial,
and familial relationships; it was a self in a vacant, vast surrounding. Each simple
separate person must forge his own framework anew” (Lewis, R.-W.B. 50). Similar
to a spider, which, when its web is destroyed, has no primary conditions to go
back to but always starts anew and spans yet another void, so is the American
Adam always going forth, creating the world he inhabits as he is moving forward.
Going forth and starting over again, always beginning anew and creating a
new world —these are not only the driving forces of Whitman'’s poetic self, but also
those of Spider-Man, whose relentless belief in a better and brighter tomorrow
helps him overcome all setbacks (cf. Fingeroth 149). Moreover, elemental
loneliness and isolation are central to Spider-Man’s character; indeed, towards the
end of the film he realizes that he can only be Spider-Man if he is and stays
alone.” Any loving or romantic relationships would put his loved ones into danger,
but they would also put emphasis on his individuality and make him less of a
universal symbol of Americanness. Spider-Man only works as an inclusive and
integrating figure if he remains as abstract and ‘faceless’ as possible. Any
particularities of his character only make him “[gain] an identity at the cost of
ceasing to be universally representative” (Cowley xxxiii), whereas solitude and
isolation keep his character on an abstract and indefinite level, enabling seemingly
boundless identification with him and the projection of one’s desires onto him. The
story of Spider-Man/Peter Parker is essentially that of a young man coming of age
and taking responsibility for his actions. Peter’s process of understanding that he
alone is fully responsible for the choices he makes forms the film’s moralizing arch:
“With great power comes great responsibility,” his uncle tells him shortly before
he dies, and this piece of wisdom is henceforth Peter’s guiding principle which he

attempts to live up to. Even though he may be lonely and isolated, Peter/Spider-

? As Donald Palumbo puts it, “a crushing, encyclopedic alienation” is Spider-Man’s “most
prominent trait” and the driving force of his story (68). His superpowers make him an outcast and
a loner and force him to keep his double identity a secret, which constantly collides with the
‘normal’ needs and desires he displays as Peter Parker. Palumbo reads Spider-Man as an
existentialist hero, who realizes that the only way to make meaning of his situation is to both accept
and combat the absurdity he encounters.
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Man 1s not detached from the world around him, as his moral conscience and his
sense of responsibility make him “bother,” as he puts it, about the “teeming
masses” in the city. Or, as Fingeroth puts it, in Spider-Man “it’s all about values”
(154).

“We are who we choose to be,” the Goblin reminds Spider-Man at the film’s
climactic point as to emphasize one’s agency in the constitution of one’s self.
Whitman'’s analogy between the Adamic hero and the noiseless, patient spider thus
finds an interesting incarnation in Spider-Man, who literally constitutes himself in
the void, in the non-spaces within which he fills by flinging his threads and
building bridges between previously unrelated fixtures. He spans these voids out
of himself in acts of self-exploration, out of which he creates a new world and a
new self —a heroic and fundamentally good self, that is. The flipside of the coin is,
of course, that we are also who we are apprehended to be. In Leaves of Grass and in
Spider-Man the individual self is used to discuss and create a collective, but without
that collective the individual would cease to exist. Price cites the “perhaps shortest
poem in the English language,” composed by boxer Muhammad Alj, to illustrate
the double bind between individual and collective: “Me we” (Price 36). The one
only makes sense in its relation to the other, which yet again undermines
Whitman'’s assertion that he can “comprehensively and unproblematically be the
nation’s body” (ibid).

Whitman’s counter-strategy to this fundamental dilemma is laid out in the very
first line of “Song of Myself,” in the poet’s announcement that “what I shall
assume you shall assume” (LG 25). This declaration has a “commanding and
imperial” tone, as Erkkila remarks, which seems more like an order than a friendly
invitation:

like the American republic in its expansion westward, what the American
poet represents and assumes vhall represent the assumptions and perspective

of everybody. The poet really does speak for everybody, and, in his speech,
nobody else gets heard. (“Empire” 62)

It is a matter of interpretation whether Whitman’s poet is a democratic or
totalitarian self or perhaps even both. In his attempt to embody everyone as an
individual, the poet is pluralistic yet singular, open-ended yet closed, disembodied
yet embodied. He certainly is a breaker of bounds, the poet of men and women,
farmers and factory workers, prostitutes and slaves, rich and poor. As Price

suggests, Whitman'’s poetics “relied heavily on passing,” that is, on the creation of
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a “shape-changing, identity-shifting, gender-crossing protean self” in Leaves of
Grass (Price 5). Whitman's passing can be understood in both racial and sexual
terms as ‘performative transformations” in which an identity or narrative is
consciously enacted (Price 90). Passing, as Price points out, involves claiming and
appropriating cultural space and creating an identity, but it also entails leaving a
cultural space and discarding another identity (cf. Price 90-91). The self swings
between subject positions and becomes unreadable, as it were: “To be in any form,
what is that?” Whitman asks (LG 53). As soon as a subject position is assumed, it
is already discarded in favor of yet another subject position. The poet’s body is
thus fundamentally fragmented, incomplete, and elusive; it is neither integral nor
proper as it is constantly traversed and cannot serve as a stable basis of identity.”'
“Is this a touch? .... quivering me into a new identity” Whitman muses as he
describes the sensation of shifting shapes and becoming one with the masses: “My
flesh and body playing out lightning, to strike what is hardly different from
myself” (ibid).

Peter/Spider-Man’s most obvious act of shape-shifting is his transformation
from Peter into Spider-Man and vice versa. However, similar to Whitman's poet,
he, too, is a breaker of bounds. Although he does not rhetorically declare himself
to be the embodiment of the masses as Whitman does, Spider-Man'’s all-American
attire and his self-perception as one of the masses render his body an all-
encompassing and democratic one, as I argued earlier. His breaking of bounds and
his transgressive qualities are visualized in his traversing of the grid of New York
City. Holding on to his web as if it were a rope or a liana, Spider-Man swings
himself from skyscraper to skyscraper, his movements completely dissolved from
the clear-cut structures below him. Just as Whitman defies the strict rules of
rhythm and meter by writing in free verse and thus setting up his own rules of
poetry, Spider-Man sets up his own rules of moving around by defying the rules of
the city’s grid. Cars and pedestrians follow the strict layout of the grid as they
move along, but Spider-Man criss-crosses the grid as he pleases, thus figuratively
covering the city with his web and claiming its space. He becomes one with the
city and its people, while his body, at the same time, remains elusive and

ungraspable. As he moves above the predictable and safe structure of the grid,

?! For more details on the traversing of the body and its internal fragmentation, see Nathanson, esp.

92-95.



163

literally caught between earth and sky, Spider-Man’s body is permanently in a
state of liminality, just as is the poet’s body in Leaves of Graso.

As representations of the body politic, the liminality and fluidity of both the
poet’s and Spider-Man’s body personal connect American democracy to notions of
transgression and transformation. In the case of Whitman’s poet the body politic,
or American democracy, is equated with conceptions of sexual and racial passing.
Particularly with the analogy between sexual liberation and democracy Whitman
put his finger on a deep-seated fear of democracy in America, namely “that in its
purest form, democracy would lead to a blurring of sexual bounds and thus the
breakdown of social and bourgeois economy based on the management of the
body and the polarization of male and female spheres” (Erkkila, “Introduction” 7-
8). The sexually unruly body was perceived as a threat to the republic and scenes
of masturbation or homosexual passion were indicative of the breakdown of the
established order.” “If the individual were not capable of self-mastery,” Erkkila
explains, “and if the storms of (homo)sexual passion could usurp the constitution
of the body and body politic, then the theory of America would be cankered at its
source” (Whitman 105). Masturbation becomes Whitman’s most prominent trope
for disorder in the political sphere and the ground on which he can test the
democratic theory of America. By demonstrating that the bodily balance can be
restored after masturbation, which takes democracy to “the verge of the limit”
(Whitman, Forces 10), Whitman “enacts poetically the principle of regulation in
individual and cosmos that is at the base of his democratic faith” (Erkkila,
Whitman 106). However, the unruly body remains a source of anxiety and
disturbance; the body turns out to be the ideal site to naturalize the order of the
republic and locate the ostensibly self-evident truths the founding fathers agreed
on, but it proves to be a very unreliable site at that. The success of American
democracy and of being a ‘real’ American citizen thus very much depend —quite
literally—on the control over and mastery of one’s body.

Control over and mastery of the body, respectively the loss thereof, are also
central issues in Spider-Man. Although Spider-Man’s body is not sexually unruly,
loss of control and the vulnerability of the body are an important motif in all three

Spider-Man installments. In the final showdown with the Goblin, Spider-Man is

* Much criticism on Whitman'’s poetry has focused on his own sexuality. One of the most thorough

studies of Whitman’s sexual politics and poetics is Vivian R. Pollak’s study The Erotic Whitman
(2000).



164

taken to “the verge of the limit” as he is faced with death and the volatility of his
body (Erkkila, Whitman 106). Spider-Man’s beaten and bloody body displays the
fears of American democracy post-9/11: Spider-Man’s body is a body under
threat, a vulnerable and perishable body, a body that—despite its superhuman
powers—is in crisis. As Sally Robinson points out, “wounded white male bodies
signal a crisis elsewhere, and one that is simultaneously caused and managed by
narratives of crisis and the wounded bodies displayed within those narratives” (9).
The type of hero that Peter Parker/Spider-Man is, mirrors in many ways the state
of the nation right after the terrorist attacks and, at the same time, contributes to
the articulation of a ‘new,” post-9/11 masculinity. The pictures of policemen and
firefighters trying to unearth the dead bodies buried underneath the rubble that
circulated after the attacks pinpoint a conflicting notion of masculinity: traditional
masculine notions of strength and toughness collide with pain, suffering, and
emotionality. As Brenton J. Malin notes, “the September 11 hero is ... profoundly
conflicted, eminently heroic and eminently vulnerable” and as such very well
emulated by the figure of Spider-Man (146). The broken and defeated bodies of
firefighters and policemen, who are commonly regarded as ‘hypermasculine’ men,
stand as proof of the American nation’s vulnerability, while their heroic actions
seem to point towards a strong and intact national unity. In addition to the scale of
the attack, the feelings of shock and powerlessness felt by those who witnessed it
came perhaps from the familiar location of the destruction. “The crimes of
September 11th are indeed a historic turning point, but not because of its scale,
rather because of the choice of target,” as Noam Chomsky notes (68). This was
not some distant, foreign city under attack —this was New York City, the
probably most iconic American city.

The attacks of September 11 and their aftermath resonate in the figure of
Spider-Man, in whom ideal Americanness clashes with the threat of disintegration.
The scenes of Spider-Man'’s final showdown with the Goblin and the shots of his
wounded body display a loss of control that is different yet similar to the episodes
of masturbation and sexual liberation in “Song of Myself.” The poet’s body is a
sexually unruly body that gives in to pleasure, while Spider-Man’s body is
physically tortured. However, although the overall tone of “Song of Myself” is
optimistic and celebratory, the poet finds himself “somehow ... stunned” (LG 68),

at times, by moments of terror and anxiety and images of violence and death,
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which haunt him and remind him of his own vulnerability: “The real or fancied
indifference of some man or woman I love / The sickness of one of my folks —or of
myself .... Or ill-doing ... / They come to me in days and nights and go from me
again” (LG 28). He can detach himself from these experiences of destruction
(“they are not the Me myself” [LG 28)], but he cannot completely free himself
from them: “I am the man .... I suffered ... | was there,” he says as he enters a
lengthy sequence of violence and war that lead to another crisis of self-mastery
which is triggered by human suffering and a temporary loss of his self in the
empathy for others (LG 62). He feels the “dull intermitted pain” (LG 67) of those
who suffer in a sequence that is “laced with the sense of a self and of a nation
besieged by its internal contradiction (Erkkila, Whitman 108). Whitman’s attempt
to come to terms with the loss of self-mastery and the forces of empathy climaxes,
then, in “The Sleepers.” In this poem, the ‘I’ moves through nightmare-episodes
and, believing that his possessed by Lucifer, faces murderous desires which may
trigger his existential anxieties and feelings of sexual guilt. While he still
confidently announced in “Song of Myself” that he was “deathless” (LG 43), he
has to concede in “The Sleepers,” “my tap is death” (LG 111).

The pleasure of sexual unruliness, the images of death and destruction, and the
pain of torture that Whitman’s poet and Spider-Man experience, all articulate
moments of crisis, that is, the threat of the nation’s disintegration and the possible
breakdown of the political and social order. Both experience moments of triumph
but also have to face moments of injustice, suffering and pain. Implicit in the
articulation of these moments of crisis is always another, more specific crisis, as
Robinson suggests, namely “the forced visbility of the white and male norm, as
white men experience the ‘marking’ that endangers their position as unmarked,
and universalizing, norm” (565). The display of wounded white male bodies
materializes the crisis of white masculinity and undermines the status of the white
male body as normal and universal. Through its wounding, white masculinity
becomes marked and fully embodied, which exposes the “lie of disembodied
normativity so often attached to white masculinity” and renders the white, male
body an unreliable signifier for ‘real’ Americanness (Robinson 9).

Whitman's poetic self and Spider-Man both function as effigies for an
ideal(ized) Americanness, as | have argued, who hold open the place of the ‘real’

and ‘original’ American. In that place that is being held open—in the state of
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substitution —is a “breeding ground of anxieties and uncertainties about what the
community should be,” Roach explains (Citzes 39). The threat of disintegration (or,
in positive terms, the potential for reinvention) is, in other words, essential to the
construction of an imagined community and a collective/national identity. The
performance of Americanness in Leaves of Grass and Spider-Man thus makes visible
the “existence of social boundaries” and the “contingency of those boundaries on
fictions of identity, their shoddy construction out of inchoate otherness, and,
consequently, their anxiety-inducing instability” (Roach, Cities 39). In both texts,
America is found(ed) directly on the surface of the body, where transfigured
images of a deathless and superhuman body forcefully clash with an unruly,
uncontrollable, vulnerable, angst-ridden body aware of its own precariousness.
Out of this confrontation emerges America: a transfigured cultural space

struggling with its own incompleteness, displacement, and fragmentation.



ACT I11

AMERICAN IDOLS

THE ANATOMY OF RACE AND GENDER

Race, exactly like sex, is taken as an
“Immediate given,” a “sensible given,”
“physical features” belonging to a natural
order. But what we believe to be a physical
and direct perception is only a sophisticated
and mythic construction, an “imaginary
formation,” which reinterprets physical
features (in themselves neutral but marked
by the social system) through a network of
relationships in which they are perceived.
(They are seen as black, therefore they are
black; they are seen as women, therefore,
the_y are women. But before being seen that
way, they first had to be made that way.)

— Monique Wittig, The Straight Mind and

Other Essays, 11-12.
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Interlude — Romancing the Ghost

In this act, I propose to approach Moby-Dicks Ishmael and The Scarlet Letters
Hester Prynne as American idols, as cultural projection-screens and archetypes,
whose gestures and speech have continuously been emulated, adapted, and
translated into new contexts. As idols, Ishmael and Hester are emptied of their
specificities and divorced from the particular circumstances of their production,
and they become cultural types which fulfill ideological purposes. Interpretations
in the tradition of F.O. Matthiessen have long hailed Ishmael as a ‘truly’ American
hero and embodied essence of Americanness, which endowed Ishmael with
cultural significance and established him as a cultural stock-figure. These
reductive readings of Moby-Dick are for the most part grounded in the contrasting
of Ishmael with the mad, tyrannical Captain Ahab and Queequeg, a humble noble
pagan and marked outcast on land and sea. Hester, herself a stigmatized social
outcast, projects American culture in all its ambivalences and contradictions
through her body, her gender, and her sexuality. In the two scenarios of this act, 1
read Herman Melville's Moby-Dick with and against Steven Spielberg’s Jaws and 1
juxtapose Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter with the Madonna of Papa Don’t
Preach, Express Yourself, and Sex in order to investigate the struggle over the
inscription of race and gender into the body of the modal, ‘normal’ American.

This chapter, then, seeks to chart the anatomy of race and gender in the
American cultural imaginary by tracing the ambivalence of ‘idolatrous’
performances of Americanness. | do not use the term ‘idol’ in its religious sense, as
a symbol or an object of worship, but I rather take the term to describe an ideal
form that transmits knowledge, that is, an appearance without substance that
appears to purport ‘authenticity’ and to reveal seemingly unquestionable ‘truths’ of
American culture. In her historicization of performance, Diana Taylor explains
that in the age of colonialism in the Americas, two contradictory yet sustaining
discourses on performance prevailed: first of all, performance was dismissed as an
episteme and, secondly, indigenous religious belief was dismissed as idolatry.
While the dismissal of performance suggests that performance was considered to
be inept for the creation and transmission of knowledge, the second discourse

conceded that knowledge t in fact transmitted through performance, but as that
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knowledge was considered idolatrous and was inaccessible to the colonizers,
performance itself had to be eradicated (cf. Taylor, D., Archive 33-34). ‘American
Idols” 1s, of course, neither concerned with colonial encounters nor with
performances in the form of rites and rituals. I rather want to scrutinize two
literary characters that have, in abstracted form, become fixtures in American
cultural productions. I suggest that ‘Ishmael’ and ‘Hester Prynne’ have become
cultural stock ﬁgures; however, as repeatable cultural types, the Ishmaelite and the
Hesteresque figure are flat, one-dimensional, and complicit with hegemonic
narratives of American culture. I aim at a more differentiated reading of Ishmael
and Hester, in order to show that these two ﬁgures have actually always carried a
lot of subversive potential which troubles any normative, coherent cultural
narrative.

As ‘Act II" has shown, ‘America’ is a precarious construct which is threatened
by displacement and disintegration, built upon exclusion and repression, and
condemned to a state of permanent anticipation, but which also bears the potential
for unlimited reinvention and resignification. These ambivalent versions of
America manifest themselves in the scenarios of the Emersonian scholar, the
Thoreauvian hermit, and the Whitmanian poet, that is, in the disembodied
embodiment of allegedly ‘real’ Americanness. The optimism and hopefulness with
which Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman undertake their respective projects of an
originally American expression and artistic creation find a direct, considerably
more gloomy and brooding response in Herman Melville’s monumental novel
Moby-Dick and Nathaniel Hawthorne's gripping masterpiece The Scarlet Letter.'

In her brilliant analysis of the Africanist presence in the works of Edgar Allan
Poe, Toni Morrison writes that the formative literature of the nation seemed
“unable to extricate itself” from the “dark and abiding presence” looming in its

texts, which suggests the “complicated and contradictory situation in which

! See, for instance, Fluck, Das kulturelle Imaginire, where he writes: “Das transzendentalistische
Denken leitete eine intellektuelle Reorientierung ein, die die Voraussetzung fiir einen
Funktionswandel des amerikanischen Romans war, aber es beeinfluf3te diese Romane weder
direkt, noch diente es ithnen als Vorbild. Die klassischen Texte des Transzendentalismus von
Emerson, Thoreau und Whitman sind solche einer tendenziell grenzenlosen Selbstermichtigung
des Individuums, das sich im Prozef} der imaginiren Aneignung von Welt selbst zelebriert. Einem
derartigen Monolog leistet der inhirent ‘dialogische’” Roman auch in seiner romatischen Version
schon deshalb Widerstand, weil ein Handlungs- oder Wertekonflikt nur dann entstehen kann,
wenn der Position und Perspektive verschiedener Charaktere Rechnung getragen wird. Der
romantische Roman der American Renaissance kann somit gewil nicht als transzendentalisches
Genre gelten. Vielmehr l4f3t sich sagen, daf} die Gattung in einer Phase kultureller Reorientierung
gerade fiir diejenigen interessant wurde, die eine gewisse Distanz zum Transzendentalismus
suchten” (177).



170

American writers found themselves” (Morrison 33). The hopes, dreams, fears, and
forces with which the young nation struggled are inscribed into the body of
literature produced at that time. As Morrison states, “it is striking how dour, how
troubled, how frightened and haunted our early and founding literature truly is”
(Morrison 35). The nation’s literature, Morrison points out, forms and informs
cultural identities and constructs imaginary ideals of Americanness, and the early
literature of the United States was obviously involved in the “self-conscious but
highly problematic construction” of the ideal American as “a new white man”
(Morrison 39). Morrison reads Emerson’s “The American Scholar” as the
strongest indicator for the deliberateness of this construction, which was
inevitably grounded in and erected on racial and sexual difference. However, it is
the gothic romance —but also the American romance in general —in which she sees
the construction of the new white man as a strategy to counter the contradictions,
anxieties, and complications the nation was faced with develop its full force.
Romance, she points out, was the ideal fictional form for American writers,
because “it had everything: nature as a subject matter, a system of symbolism, a
thematics of the search for self-valorization and validation —above all, the
opportunity to conquer fear imaginatively and to quiet deep insecurities”
(Morrison 37).

Nina Baym has argued that the romance was perhaps the most powerful and
influential concept in modern American literary history and criticism. “It
[romance] has been a concept indispensable for constructing a canon of major
works,” she writes, and a “significant criterion for inclusion or exclusion” in the
literary canon was, therefore, “membership in the romance category” (“Romance”
426). As Hawthorne and Melville are generally heralded as the two flag bearers of
the American romance,” a few words on the concept and tradition of the ‘romance’
are due. The invention of the concept of ‘American romance’ dates back to the
establishment of American Studies as a separate discipline. As I briefly outlined in
the previous chapter, in the post-World War 11 period, the search for a specifically
and uniquely American literary tradition resulted in the formation of the myth and
symbol school and the institutionalization of a literary canon that was fuelled by
the rhetoric of American exceptionalism and centered around the works of white

male authors. In other words, these approaches to and Interpretations of American

? See, for instance, Fluck, who calls Melville and Hawthorne the “most important flagbearers” of
the romance tradition (cf. /magindre 191).
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culture were either regionally or historically restrictive, or encompassed a very
limited circle of writers. The concept of the American romance “solved this
impasse in matters of cultural self-definition” and served as the foundation and
justification of the study of American literature as a separate field (Fluck,
“American Romance” 415). As Fluck points out, this solution to the search for a
uniquely American tradition was, ironically enough, developed in an essay that
lamented the shortcomings of American literature in comparison to the English
novel, Lionel Trilling’s essay “Manners, Morals, and the Novel.” In this essay,
Trilling defined the novel as a “perpetual quest for reality, the field of its research
being always the social world” and found in nineteenth-century European realism
a model of what the novel should ideally be (212).° In contrast to European
novelists, American writers, Trilling diagnosed with regret, do not depict social
reality and the complexities of social life.

Trilling’s colleague Richard Chase turned precisely these shortcomings into
the strengths and defining features of American literature. He vehemently
challenges Trilling’s position by arguing that “it is not necessarily true that in so
far as a novel departs from realism it is obscurantist and disqualified to make
moral comments on the world” (xi). Quite to the contrary, the best American

writers, he believes,

have found uses for romance far beyond the escapism, fantasy, and
sentimentality often associated with it. They have found that in the very
freedom of romance from the conditions of actuality there are certain
potential virtues of the mind, which may be suggested by such words as
rapidity, irony, abstraction, profundity. These qualities have made romance a
suitable, ... an inevitable, vehicle for the intellectual and moral ideas of the
American novelists. (Chase x)*

5 Phillip Rahv shared Trilling’s view on the ideal novel, arguing that the authority of the novel
depended upon “the principle of realism” which had taught writers of fiction “how to grasp and
and encompass the ordinary facts of existence” (138). According to Trilling, the problem with
American literature was that “American writers of genius have not turned their minds to society”
(212). To both Rahv and Trilling, Henry James was the only American writer who came close to
that standard and could match himself with European novelists.

“ Chase distinguishes between the ‘romance’ and the ‘novel” as follows: “The novel renders reality
closely and in comprehensive detail. It takes a group of people and sets them going about the
business of life. We come to see these people in their real complexity of temperament and motive.
They are in explicable relation to nature, to each other, to their social class, to their own past. ...
The events that occur will usually be plausible... Historically, as it has often been said, the novel
has served the interests and aspirations of an insurgent middle class. By contrast the romance ...
feels free to render reality in less volume and detail. It tends to prefer action to character, and
action will be freer in a romance than in a novel, encountering, as it were, less resistance from
reality. ... The romance can flourish without providing much intricacy of relation. ... Character
itself becomes, then, somewhat abstract and ideal, ... the plot we may expect to be highly colored.
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The literature thus created is, according to Chase, “brilliant and original, if often
unstable and fragmentary," and the usual depreciation of the romance therefore
not always justifiable and reasonable (x).° Chase’s claim of a unique American
literary tradition furthered the institutionalization and legitimation of American
literary studies, but this breakthrough had also its drawbacks, as Fluck explains.
The representativeness of the romance for American literary history as a whole
was limited and the intense focus on the romance-theory in the 1950s and 1960s
led to an exclusion of other literary and cultural voices from the canon of
American literature and from scholarship, which resulted in growing criticism and
rejection of the concept of the American romance because of its ideological taints.’

Despite the many shortcomings and inadequacies of the romance as a critical
term, as a genre the romance still holds “a special potential of fiction” worth of
critical attention (Fluck, “American Romance” 421). Following Evan Carton, I
suggest to reconceive the romance “as a specific and urgent kind of rhetorical
performance, a self-consciously dialectical enactment of critical and philosophical
concerns about the relation of words to things and the nature of the self” that
“convert[s] limitation into power, or at least into potential” (1). Carton establishes
a crucial link between the American romance and the American nation, a link
which I will follow up in this chapter. Both the romance and America are fictions,
inventions, performances, which move beyond ‘reality’ and call on our

imagination —indeed, without the imaginary element both would not function. The

Astonishing events may occur, and these are likely to have a symbolic or ideological, rather than a
realistic, plausibility” (12-13).

® As Fluck summarizes Chase’s attitude towards the romance, for Chase it is the romance's
“characteristic reliance on unrealistic representational modes of excess and melodrama, its willful
disregard for consistency in characterization and plotting, and its direct, forceful expression of
imaginary desire which captures the conflicts —and thus the ‘realities’—of American society much
more accurately than the smoothly controlled surface of the novel of manners and its realistic mode
of representation. ... Chase converted the seemingly puerile into the culturally profound, a lack of
formal unity into the bold expression of a vibrant, non-bourgeois culture of contradictions, and a
lack of realism into a radical resistance to the middle way...” (“American Romance” 416). Fluck
notes that Chase preferred to speak of the “romance-novel” rather than the romance pure, which
emphasizes “a tendency of the romance to reconstitute itself through the novel, so that constant
hybridization and a continuous mixture of forms are an essential part of his theory” (“American
Romance” 422).

¢ For details on the academic debates over the romance-theory and over the usefulness of the
concept of romance in literary criticism, see Fluck, “American Romance” 416-418. For critical
discussions and revisions of literary theory centered around the concept of American romance, see,
for instance, Robert Merrill, “Another Look at the American Romance” (1981); William C.
Spengemann, A Mirror For Americanists (1989); Nina Baym, “Melodramas of Beset Manhood”
(1981); Evan Carton, The Rhetoric of American Romance (1985); George Dekker, “The Genealogy of
American Romance” (1989); William Ellis, The Theory of American Romance (1989); Robert S.
Levine, Conupiracy and Romance (1989); John McWilliams, “The Rationale for “The American
Romance” (1990); Emily Miller Budick, Engendering Romance (1994).
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urgent need to convert limitation into power is inherent to the American nation
just as it is to the romance. The anxiety that the nation was formed ‘merely’
through a performative act and constituted itself in the realm of the imaginary
needed to be transformed into its greatest potential: by imagining the ideal reality
and willing that reality into being in daily action, that is, by reiterating
‘Americanness,” America’s fragile and precarious existence could be strengthened.”
Similarly, the ideal romance was, according to Henry James, informed by the
desire to attain “the dream of an intenser experience” and stood for the things
“that can reach us only through the beautiful circuit and subterfuge of thought and

»

desire” (James, “Preface” 32). Quite clearly, James’s words refer to the
imaginary, the agglomerate of diffuse and untranslatable images, associations, and
feelings which needs fiction to be expressed coherently and comprehensibly. In
other words, the imaginary is the component which turns limitation into potential;
it is the part of romance which can never be fully known and articulated as it can
manifest itself in virtually unlimited form.

As Iser has persuasively argued, fiction is the medium that provides the
imaginary with a tangible, comprehensible gestalt and is thus the intermediate
between the imaginary and the ‘real.’” The interplay between fictional and
imaginary is crucial to an understanding of how cultural reality is shaped and
perpetuated. “In its boundary-crossing capacity,” Iser explains, “fictionality is first
and foremost an extension of humankind which, like all operations of
consciousness, is nothing but a pointer toward something other than itself”
(Prospecting 283). In other words, fictionality is empty, “void of any content,” and
needs to be filled with meaning (ibid). This void becomes the playground of the
imaginary, because what is unspeakable and ungraspable can only become
manifest through ideation. “Without the imaginary, fictionality remains empty, and
without fictionality, the imaginary would remain diffuse,” Iser summarizes the
interdependency of the two terms and concludes that “[o]ut of their interplay
emerges the staging of what is unavailable to us” (ibid).

Iser suggests that this staging might be a necessary alternative to what we are,
which leads to the question why, despite our awareness of their illusionary
character, we cannot and do not cease to create cultural images and imaginary

worlds. He proposes that “the staging itself must not lead to closure, but must

7 On this point, see also Robert S. Levine, Conspiracy and Romance 2-4.
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remain open-ended, if its spell is not to be broken” (Prospecting 284). Put
differently, these stagings are possibilities of cultural self-definition and cultural
articulation in which the boundaries between the ‘real’ and fantasy, or
‘authenticity’ and myth, are at best porous and vague. As a genre in which, as
Fluck puts it, “an ‘other world’ of desires and imaginary self-empowerment”
constantly clashes with “the commonplace world of actuality,” the romance is
particularly suited as a stage on which national fantasies can be played out
(“American Romance” 422). The romance can take many forms—gothic,
metaphysical, heroic, historical —but it is always preoccupied with the search for
something desirable, however not yet accessible. As Gillian Beer puts it, the
romance ‘“gives repetitive form to the particular desire of a community, and
especially to those desires which cannot find controlled expression within society”
(13).

In this chapter, I am not so much interested in the aesthetics of the American
romance or in its generic attributes, but rather in its capacity as a stage on which
national fantasies can be articulated and dramas of cultural self-definition can be
performed. In the following sections, I regard Ishmael’s participation in the hunt
for the white whale and Hester Prynne’s ostracization from the Puritan
community as foundational scenarios that express the anxieties of the young
nation in a controlled and comprehensible manner. The abstraction of ‘Ishmael’
and ‘Hester Prynne’ into American idols and the reiteration of these two cultural
types in Jaws and Madonna’s music videos adds new configurations to
conversations on national/cultural identity and opens a productive, open-ended
dialogue on the meanings of ‘America,” in which the past comes to meet with the
present, the idols with their opaque shadows, and America with its ghosts. Ghosts
are reminders that past and present are never discrete and separable; they belong
to the domain of legitimacy, (mis-)recognition, and cultural (non-)representation.
Put differently, the ghostly is always linked to something inaccessible that seeks
articulation, as Derrida explains with the metaphor of the crypt as “the vault of
desire” and occupies the middle ground between past and present, fictive and real,
authentic and mythical (“Fors” xvii). Above all, then, ghosts express a demand —

they come back to haunt a culture because something has been left unfinished.
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Act III. Scenario 1.

The Shark Has Pretty Teeth: Straight White Masculinity and
Ethnic Ventriloquism in Moby-Dick and Jaws

What'’s your name again?
—Jawds, opening line

Call me Ishmael.
—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, first sentence

If one were to trust D.H. Lawrence, Herman Melville was “a modern Viking”
(139). Unable to accept or belong to humanity, Melville escaped to the sea,
Lawrence muses, and became its “greatest seer and poet” (ibid). Lawrence’s
assessment of Melville’s work, in particular regarding Aoby-Dick, oscillates
between contempt and admiration: one the one hand, he asserts that nobody “can
be more clownish, more clumsy, and more sententiously in bad taste, than Herman
Melville, even in a great book like #oby-Dick” (1563-154). Lawrence calls Melville a
“rather tiresome New Englander” without a sense of humor, jokingly lamenting
that Melville is “so hopelessly au grand sérceux, you feel like saying: Good God,
what does it matter? If life is a tragedy, or a farce, or a disaster, or anything else,
what do I care!” (ibid) On the other hand, Lawrence praises Melville as “a deep,
great artist” and a “real American,” in the sense that he always “felt his audience in
front of him” and wrote for a particularly American readership (ibid).

Clearly affected by the works of Emerson and Thoreau, Melville reflected on
the role of