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Abstract
The late 1960s and early 1970s saw the emergence and continued growth of cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations. This emergence coincided with changes to both
the regulatory environment in which film operated and societal problematics around adultchild sexual relations. How has film treated this new subject matter?
A common-sense assumption is that film contributes to dominant ideologies, such as
discourses of childhood innocence. James Kincaid, for instance, has theorised that through a
convergence between cultural discourses of childhood and sexual innocence, children are
paradoxically constructed as erotically appealing and erotically vacant. For him, film
contributes to this construction of childhood. This thesis will argue that cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations provide a more nuanced perspective.
Drawing on formalist and genre analysis, I will examine two cycles that have predominated
the cinematic representation of adult-child sexual relations. The first cycle, which peaked
between 1967 and 1988, has been labeled the coming-of-age narrative in film studies,
medico-psychological and feminist literature. This narrative features sexually agentic
children. These children are complex characters but so too are the adults they interact with. In
this cycle, childhood is not necessarily more or less innocent than adulthood. The second
cycle, which peaked between 1985 and 2006, comprises films involving the witnessing of
adult-child sexual relations. Both adults and children are witnesses. These witnesses are also
complex characters, who, in this cycle, are torn between innocence and complicity. This cycle
does not advocate adult-child sexual relations, but, again, childhood is not necessarily more or
less innocent than adulthood.
I will argue that film cannot be seen as a simple vehicle for dominant ideologies. One
explanation for the shift between these two cycles is the rise of the broad social concern over
child sexual abuse. Through historically contextualising this shift, however, I will suggest that
the relationship between discourses of child sexual abuse and cinematic representations of
adult-child sexual relations is complex. Film is a commercial medium that is principally in
competition with television as well as emerging media such as videogames and the internet.
During the mid-1980s, the television industry within the US underwent profound structural
changes, which, in part, contributed to made-for-TV movies depicting child sexual abuse that
privileged parenthood. I will suggest that cinema responded by privileging the non-parent.
In sum, the original contribution of this thesis is not an argument of how film supports
hegemonic discourses of childhood innocence, but how film, as a commercial medium that
targets distinct audience groups—in particular youth—within a competitive mediascape,
complicates these discourses of childhood innocence. Of course, film is not alone in this
regard. Popular music, the music video, videogames and YouTube may provide other sites of
nuance. In conclusion, I will suggest that further research should be directed at the latter
because it has the potential of contributing to new audiences and cultural discourses of adultchild sexual relations.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Introduction
This thesis engages with the current academic problematisation of hegemonic discourses of
childhood innocence. Unlike current work, however, this thesis will not seek to argue
whether or not children are represented as innocent in popular culture. Rather, it will engage
with a more pressing question, to do with the representation of adult-child sexual relations:
aren’t adults also represented as innocent in relation to their limited knowledge and moral
grasp of such matters? In answering this question, I will not claim the constructions of
childhood innocence and adulthood innocence are the same. My goal is simply to gain an
understanding of hitherto unacknowledged discourses of adulthood innocence, and to garner
the impact of child sexual abuse on the construction of this innocence.
My lack of concern over childhood and childhood innocence may be oppositional to
researchers working within the field of childhood sexuality. At the same time, I am not
working against contemporary researchers. Rather, I am merely attempting to reconfigure the
terms of the debate. I hope in recognising the challenges to our conceptions of adulthood
which cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations and childhood sexualities
present, the debate can move forward in new directions. In doing so, I will offer a more
nuanced view of discourses of innocence, which may in turn inform both the discussion and
critique of childhood innocence.
This chapter will frame my thesis in two steps. Firstly, I will review the literature on
childhood innocence and sexuality as it currently stands. The purpose of this review is to gain
an understanding of the construction and contemporary problematisation of innocence in the
context of child sexual abuse. Second, I will contrast this review against Bad education (La
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mala educación, 2004). On the one hand, this film does construct adult-child sexual relations
as child sexual abuse. On the other hand, this is not the central problematic of the film.
Rather, the film focuses on an adult’s knowledge that his older brother was sexually abused
as a child. It is the knowledge and moral agency of an adult that drives the narrative. The
discrepancy between contemporary literature and Bad education will provide the initial
platform to this thesis. It may be the case that Bad education is an aberration and the creative
work of one individual. I will argue otherwise.
I will argue that the constructions of adulthood and adulthood innocence in motion pictures
shifted with the rise of child sexual abuse as a social concern between 1985 and 1995. It
would be incorrect to suggest, however, that, firstly, this shifting construction is wholly
attributable to the contemporaneous concern around child sexual abuse and, secondly, that the
change was permanent. From 1985 to 2006, the most prominent mode for cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations was not been based on childhood innocence
and child sexual abuse per se. Rather, a key concern of high profile films with themes of
adult-child sexual relations during this period is a phenomenon that I will term ‘witnessing’. I
will define witnessing as any situation in which a third party is witness to an adult-child
sexual relation. This is a problem that impacts on adults and adulthood innocence. The
phenomenon of witnessing, however, is not limited to adults. Film has also presented child
witnesses. It is through this convergence that I will contribute to the debate around
hegemonic discourses of childhood innocence. A key part of my argument will be that the
cinema of this period invariably makes a correlation between witnessing and complicity:
often, though not always, it is the problematic innocence of the adult witness that is central to
the artwork.

2

1.2 The theoretical context: childhood studies
This study will contribute to the field of childhood studies. This field theorises that the child
and the adult/child opposition are not natural and essentialist categories. Jenks (2005) in his
book Childhood has outlined the field of childhood studies. For him, this field is a
specialisation within the discipline of sociology, which attempts ‘to realise the child as
constituted socially, as a status of person which is comprised through a series of, often
heterogeneous, images, representations, codes and constructs’ (p.29). This field emerged
during the late-1980s and early-1990s and it is ‘an increasingly popular perspective’ (p.29).
This perspective of childhood studies is distinct from two preceding paradigms, which
dominated the enquiry into childhood. The first was based on socialisation theory and the
second was based developmental psychology. For Jenks, socialisation theory has roots in
Freudian theory and, in sociology, was most influential in the work of Parsons. This
paradigm assumes that the child is ‘an un-socialised state’ and ‘proto-adult’, which ‘threatens
to bring down social worlds’ through its profanity and deviance (p.19). Socialisation theory
looks at how children are socialised through ‘the lodging of the [social] system’s basic
instrumental and expressive drives into the structure of individual personalities’ (p.17). In
contrast, developmental psychology posits the theory of ‘maturation’ and constructs the child
in terms of ‘biological and cognitive development’ (p.7). For Jenks, this paradigm follows a
Kantian tradition and is influential in the work of Piaget. It is concerned with the
development and structuring of rational thought. Within this paradigm, children initially lack
cognitive capabilities and experience but gradually them acquire along ‘inevitable and clearly
defined stages of intellectual growth’ (pp.21-22). This allows childhood to be anchored to ‘a
specific “schema” or well-defined pattern and sequence of physical and mental actions
governing the child’s orientation to the world’ (p.22). In sum, while socialisation theory
diminishes the experience of childhood as a social practice and development psychology
3

presents childhood as an ontological category, childhood studies attempts to repudiate these
perspectives through exploring childhood from social constructionist perspectives.
Childhood studies emerged from the discipline of sociology. One aim of this discipline is to
provide a critique of social hierarchies and reveal naturalised forms of knowledge within
society. That is, it is partially directed at showing how seemingly natural social relations and
behaviours are in fact outcomes of cultural constructions. In this regard, sociology was
widening its critique of naturalised hierarchies embedded in Western societies:
The history of the social sciences has attested to a sequential critical address and debunking of the
dominant ideologies of capitalism in relation to social class, colonialism in relation to race, and
patriarchy in relation to gender (Jenks, 2005, p.4).

Along this line of critique, during the 1990s, Jenks has suggested that childhood emerged as
another political entity hidden within dominant ideologies, which had yet to be explored
(p.4). Thus, childhood studies emerged as a broadening of the sociological aperture of
enquiry. This expansion, however, did not only come from within sociology. In fact,
childhood studies is multidisciplinary. Nevertheless, at its inception, it also drew upon
historical perspectives of childhood. In particular, Ariès’ (1962) seminal book, Centuries of
childhood, was a contributing force for the emergence of childhood studies. Ariès has shown
that childhood is a historical construction and, for Jenks, ‘his ideas provide a focus for much
subsequent theorising about the child’ (p.55).
1.2.1 The emergence of childhood
Ariès has argued that preceding the seventeenth century and the emergence of the middle
class, childhood referred to a state of dependence within feudal discourses rather than a
physiological stage of life:
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The long duration of childhood as it appeared in the common idiom was due to the indifference
with which strictly biological phenomena were regarded at the time: nobody would have thought
of seeing the end of childhood in puberty. The idea of childhood was bound up with the idea of
dependence: the words ‘sons’, ‘varlets’ and ‘boys’ were also words in the vocabulary of feudal
subordination. One could leave childhood only by leaving the state of dependence, or at least the
lower levels of dependence (p.24).

In this passage, Ariès has identified a transition from the concept of childhood contextualised
through the power of a sovereign based on subordination to a concept organised around an
individual’s physiology. Ariès (1962) has also identified that the construction of the child was
also influenced by the practice of organising schooling into classes based on homogenised
ages of students. Preceding the sixteenth century, classes were organised around a student’s
aptitude. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and crystallising in the eighteenth
century, however, there was a ‘realisation of the special nature of childhood or youth and of
the idea that within that childhood or youth a variety of categories existed’ (Ariès, 1962,
p.182, pp.229-230).
While Jenks has suggested that Ariès provides the principal model for theorising childhood, I
suggest that Foucault also provides a theoretical bridge. The influence of Foucault on
childhood studies is not lost on Jenks. He has argued that Foucault has offered ‘a series of
archaeologies of the strategies of control and oppression that have been exercised within
modern Western culture’ (p.42). In fact, Foucault has offered the theory of ‘bio-power’,
which was first published in The history of sexuality: volume I (1976). This theory supports
the findings of Ariès and places them within a broader framework. Within his Society must be
defended (1997) lectures at The Collège de France 1975-1976, Foucault has argued that
sovereignty lost its dominance as a formulation of power during the demographic growth and
industrialisation of western Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As a
consequence, power was reorganised in two waves. The first wave, occurring at around the
5

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, shifted the mechanisms of power towards ‘bodies
and what they do rather than to the land and what it produces’ (Foucault, 1997, pp.35-36).
The second wave, occurring around the middle of the eighteenth century, was concerned with
the ‘phenomena of population, to the biological or biosociological processes characteristic of
human masses’ (Foucault, 1997, pp.249-250). Together, these two new mechanisms of
power—the first, the mechanism of discipline and the second the mechanism of security and
governmentality—form Foucault’s concept of bio-power. Foucault is relevant here for a
second reason. For him, the mechanisms of bio-power created new ways of seeing. Within
Discipline and punish (1975), he has described this relationship between knowledge and
power:
Power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The
individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production (Foucault,
1975, p.194).

In this sense, bio-power—the concern around the physiology of individuals in isolation and in
mass—contributed to the construction of the child as a physiological phenomenon, influenced
pedagogy and shaped the perceived cognitive capabilities of children. Thus, Foucauldian
theory offers a way for understanding how subjects, such as the child and the paedophile, are
constructed through discourse.
1.2.2 The emergence of discourses of innocence
The child is not simply a physio-cognitive construct of bio-power and the industrial
revolution. It also emerged as a phenomenon that challenged modernity and rationality. For
Ariès (1962), the child has also been constructed in terms of a threatened sensibility within
Christian discourses. Between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries in France, the child
did not have a high cultural significance. High mortality rates meant that ‘one had several
children in order to keep just a few’ and the deceased child was ‘not worthy of remembrance’
6

(Ariès, 1962, p.37). However, during this period the ‘growing influence of Christianity’
started to attribute the child with a soul and personality, creating ‘a new sensibility’ for
children as ‘fragile, threatened creatures’ (Ariès, 1962, p.41). With this new awareness of
childhood during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, ‘the child, on account of his
sweetness, simplicity and drollery, became a source of amusement and relaxation for the
adult’ (Ariès, 1962, p.126). The child was constructed as an angelic, but vulnerable, other.
For Kincaid (1998), Romantic poets of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries constructed
the modern child as a political weapon against the Enlightenment:
The child packaged a whole host of qualities that could be made into a poetics and a politics: the
child was everything the sophisticated adult was not, everything the rational man of the
Enlightenment was not. The child was gifted with spontaneity, imaginative quickness, and
closeness to God; but that’s as far as its positive attributes went. More prominent were the
negatives, the things not there. The child was figured as free of adult corruptions; not yet burdened
with the weight of responsibility, mortality, and sexuality; liberated from ‘the light of common
day’ (p.15, original emphasis).

Thus, although the Enlightenment constructed the child through the mechanisms of biopower, this artistic movement used this construction to challenge and question the progress of
society. The premise of this challenge was childhood innocence. The problem for Kincaid is
that, during the post-Romantic nineteenth century, innocence also became attached to
sexuality and sexual behaviours. Sexual innocence, in terms of purity, was anchored to a
reward, which ‘came to you in heaven or in marriage’ (p.15). This led to the eroticisation of
women in terms of purity and emptiness (p.16). For Kincaid (2004), innocence became the
underlining structure of sexual desire:
Throughout the nineteenth century, [innocence and purity] became more and more firmly attached
to what was characterised as sexually desirable, innocence in particular becoming a fulcrum for
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the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ ambiguous construction of sexuality and sexual behaviour
(p.10).

While ambiguous, this eroticisation of innocence as a sexually desirable attribute was not
necessarily aimed at children. Rather, it was an attribute of women. This attribute was
principally virginity and it was configured to privilege marriage (p.51).
1.2.3 The convergence of childhood innocence and sexual innocence
Childhood innocence and sexual innocence converged during the mid-nineteenth and earlytwentieth centuries, through the ‘Othering’ of child sexuality. Egan and Hawkes (2007), in
their article ‘Producing the prurient through the pedagogy of purity: childhood sexuality and
the social purity movement’ in the Journal of Historical Sociology, have looked at purity
campaigns to counter childhood masturbation and the social anxieties over urbanisation,
which provoked these campaigns. They have theorised that the paradoxical convergence of
childhood innocence and sexual innocence was achieved through purity discourses, which
constructed a twin to accompany the innocent child: the ‘corrupt companion’ (p.453). This
corrupt companion operated as a scapegoat. Childhood sexual innocence was possible
because ‘the child who masturbated was an other child’ (p.456, original emphasis). The
sexual child was also a threat to the innocent child because he or she spread knowledge:
The perilous quality of the corrupt companion was their knowledge of sex and their ability as
pedagogues to effectively transmit their knowingness to others. Corrupt children taught the idea of
sex – rather than sex itself – providing a warped form of sex education which triggered the body
and its instincts (p.455, original emphasis).

Jackson (2000) in her feminist history of Victorian discourses on adult-child sexual relations,
Child sexual abuse in Victorian England, has made a similar argument in relation to the
construction of the female child in terms of sexual innocence during the mid-nineteenth to
early-twentieth centuries:
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The construction of childhood in terms of sexual innocence was dependent on the association of
adulthood with knowledge and experience. Girls who lost their innocence could no longer be
deemed ‘children’ and, instead, became social misfits who needed retraining and reforming in a
specialist institution. In terms of age, body and appearance they were still children but, in terms of
mentality and morality, they were seen as ‘unnatural’ beings, premature adults who had not had
the benefits of a ‘healthy’, ‘normal’ development (pp.6-7).

This passage suggests that childhood sexuality and sexual violence towards female children
were problematic for the Victorians. Adult-child sexual relations were a crime against the
child in terms of their physiological immaturity. Yet, through this crime and the acquisition
of sexual knowledge, the female child was corrupted and a threat to society and other
children. They could no longer hold a harmonious position within these overlapping fields of
innocence. Nevertheless, this corrupting child also reinforced the innocent child through
providing its antithesis. It provided a scapegoat through which normative childhood sexuality
could be vacated.
Jackson (2000) sees a splintering of discursive fields after World War I. Freudian theory
shifted the emphasis from ‘moral damage’ toward ‘psychological trauma’ (p.153). Jackson
has highlighted that Freudian theories did not replace moralistic discourses. In fact, up to the
1940s, the impact of these theories ‘seems to be minimal’ and then, in the mid twentieth
century, they were deployed to ‘ignore or “explain away” complaints of incest and sexual
abuse’ (p.154). Similarly, Robinson (2005) has also argued that Freudian theory created a
delinquent twin underlined by the ‘“seductive child” and childhood fantasy’ to accompany
and oppose the ‘Madonna’ of moralistic discourses. This delinquent ‘whore’ operated to
remove adult responsibility for adult-child sexual relations because the child was constructed
as the seducer (p.68). That is, Freudian theory reinforced the innocent/delinquent dichotomy.
In contrast, Kelleher (2004) has argued that Freudian theory provided support for the
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construction of childhood sexual innocence through constructing childhood as a fluid process
of becoming that is not-yet perverted.
Kelleher (2004) in his article ‘How to do things with perversion: psychoanalysis and the
“child in danger”’ in the book Curiouser: on the queerness of children has traced the linking
of the child and the pervert in Freudian psychoanalytic theory, in particular in Freud’s Three
essays on the theory of sexuality. Within these theories ‘one is not born, but rather, becomes
normal’ (pp.154-155, original emphasis). For Kelleher (2004), Freudian theory creates a
‘pervert-child-normal adult’ triangulation (pp.157-158). Within this triangulation, childhood
is the intermediate zone in which perverse ‘nature’ and heteronormative ‘culture’ battle for
dominance (p.159). In contrast, Kincaid (1998) has argued that while Freudian theory
sexualised the infant, it also establishes sexual innocence through constructing childhood
sexuality in terms of latency. For Kincaid, this constructs the child as even more vacant
because in doing so ‘the latent child, empty of the sexuality by which he had earlier been
defined, is haunted by an absence’ (pp.15-16).
While there was a movement of childhood innocence towards sexual innocence, in terms of
sexual absence and purity, Kincaid has argued that there has also been a movement of sexual
innocence, in terms of its constructions of erotic desirability, towards childhood innocence:
We see children as, among other things, sweet, innocent, vacant, smooth-skinned, spontaneous,
and mischievous. We construct the desirable as, among other things, sweet, innocent, vacant,
smooth-skinned, spontaneous, and mischievous. There’s more to how we see the child, and more
to how we construct what is sexually desirable—but not much more (2004, p.14).

For Kincaid (1998), this movement of sexual innocence has been, in part, instigated by
cinema, which from Shirley Temple through to Macaulay Culkin and beyond has deployed
childhood features to elicit sexual desire, or at least signify the sexually desirable:
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Baby-smooth skin is capable of inciting desire; unsmooth, or contoured skin is not: is that because
flatness is innately more titillating than texture, or because flatness signifies nothing at all and
thus doesn’t interfere with our projections? In the same way, desirable faces must be blank,
drained of color [sic]; big eyes round and expressionless; hair blonde or colorless [sic]; waists,
hips, feet, and minds small. The physical makeup of the child has been translated into mainstream
images of the sexually and materially alluring (pp.17-18).

Thus, with the convergence of discourses of childhood and sexual innocence, a conflict has
emerged. On the one hand, from the movement of childhood innocence towards sexual
innocence, the child is socially constructed as asexual and a no-go zone. On the other hand,
from the movement of sexual innocence towards childhood innocence, the child signifies a
series of vacancies that are sexually desirable. This ‘doublespeak’ forms Kincaid’s theory of
‘erotic innocence’. He first raised the contemporary issue of doublespeak around eroticism
and childhood innocence, particularly within popular media forms such as comic strips and
motion pictures, in his book Child-loving: the erotic child and Victorian culture. He furthered
his argument in his subsequent book Erotic innocence: the culture of child molesting.
Kincaid (2004) has summarised his argument in his chapter ‘Producing erotic children’ in the
book Curiouser: on the queerness of children. At its most basic level, the movement of
sexual innocence towards childhood innocence is possible because childhood innocence has
constructed the child as a ‘blank page’ on which adult sexual desires can be projected (2004,
p.10).
Kincaid offers a salient and canonical theory. A number of studies have engaged with and
supported his theory, which demonstrates his influence on the field of childhood studies.
Hanson (2004), who has provided a queer reading of the film The exorcist in ‘Knowing
children: desire and interpretation in The exorcist’, has argued that ‘the modern child is an
erotically appealing blank’ and ‘a blank screen ideal for projections of innocence and
fantasies of corruption’ (p.134). Robinson (2005) has taken up this theme of corruption. She
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has argued that innocence eroticises the child as ‘forbidden fruit’ (p.68). In the context of
activist literature from within the paedophilic movement supporting adult-child sexual
relations, Yuill and Durber (2008) have found that corruption is not necessarily the driving
force in the eroticisation of innocence. Rather, innocence is eroticised through ‘Othering’:
Essentialist and naturalistic understandings are often appropriated to define an essence of
boyishness as opposed to manliness. By identifying these as binary opposites, man-boy sexual
relationships become characterised not by their social erotic equality but ones where boys are
consciously eroticised as ‘other’ (p.266).

Adler (2001), in her article ‘The perverse law of child pornography’ in Columbia Law Review
has supported the argument that children are eroticised through innocence. She has performed
a Foucauldian discourse analysis of legislative prohibitions against adult-child sexual
relations and in it she has argued that many paedophiles consume and are aroused by
photographs that depict significations of innocence that are socially attached to the child,
rather than child nudity or provocative poses. In this case, the representation of childhood
innocence is not necessarily intrusive to the child. It does not necessarily incite adult-child
sexual relations. In fact, Kincaid (1998) has argued that ‘desire desires desire, not fulfilment’
(p.144). Erotic innocence, however, does pose a number of issues.
1.2.4 The contemporary problematic of erotic innocence
The cutting edge of childhood studies has taken the construction of innocence as a point of
critique. This is, in part, a response to the intensification of the discussion of childhood
innocence due to the broad social concern over child sexual abuse during the mid-1980s and
1990s. While acknowledging a general level of benevolence towards children, Kincaid
(1998) has argued that the stories we tell around child molesting involve an element of
voyeurism:
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Of course we all are concerned with the way our children are being abused. I think, though, that
this concern for our children has to do battle with the way we tell about our concern, the way we
give form to the popular story of ‘the child’. Our storytelling has become so formulaic and so
‘natural’ that it channels far too much of our concern into self-gratification. In the case of child
molesting and its culturally approved narratives, we have stories that allow us a hard-core
righteous prurience; it’s a scapegoating exercise we have come to depend on. Through these
stories of what monsters are doing to children, we find ourselves forced (permitted) to speak of
just what it is they are doing; we take a good, long look at what they are doing (p.7).

In contrast, Angelides (2004c) in his article ‘Historicising affect, psychoanalysing history:
paedophilia and the discourse of child sexuality’ in the Journal of Homosexuality does not
see the moral panic around child sexual abuse in terms of erotic desire for children. Rather,
he sees it as protecting adults from the repressed infantile incestuous desires:
Often … panic responses and the rhetoric of ‘child protection’ function less as a way of protecting
children from the world of adult knowledge, experience, and deviance, than as a way of protecting
adults from the more deep-seated anxieties about childhood sexuality we are loathe to revisit
(p.101, original emphasis).

While Kincaid and Angelides differ over whether or not the protection of childhood
innocence eroticises the child, they both have suggested that the concern over child sexual
abuse is not necessarily focused on the welfare of children. Firstly, it serves adult interests
and, secondly, it is an evacuation of childhood sexuality. That is, implicit within Kincaid’s
theory of the ‘scapegoating exercise’ is that it is not only adult desire for childhood innocence
that is denied and projected on to the ‘paedophile’, but also childhood desire.
Kincaid and Angelides are not alone. In general, childhood studies literature has argued that
the scapegoating of desire and the protection of childhood innocence do not produce
favourable outcomes for children and non-heteronormative groups. In particular, literature
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has argued that it removes agency from children and facilitates homophobia. I will now look
at these consequences in detail.
1.2.4.1 Removal of childhood agency
A consequence of discourses of childhood innocence is the removal of agency from children.
Agency is removed in three ways. First, discourses that construct childhood sexual innocence
in terms of asexuality do not recognise that sexuality is an element of identity. Second,
dominant constructions of childhood do not recognise how children’s material conditions
may inform their sexual identities and experiences. Finally, the sexualities of children are
limited through restrictions placed on knowledge. These three consequences are not simply
oppressive to the formation of childhood subjectivities. Kincaid (1998) has argued that this
removal of agency, when combined with the eroticisation of innocence, also feeds sexual
frustrations in adults, which manifest as a resentment of children. This resentment is
conducive to expressions of violence and cruelty towards children (pp.140-141).
A strain of childhood studies literature has suggested that constructions of childhood sexual
innocence in terms of asexuality and the lack of sexual practices have denied the recognition
that children also have sexual identities. Robinson (2008, p.116) and Robinson and Davies
(2008b, p.225) have argued that constructions of sexuality based on narrow definitions of
physiological acts hide that sexuality is an element of subjectivity and identity. For them,
identity is ‘constantly reviewed and renegotiated’ (Robinson, 2008, p.116) throughout an
individual’s life, including during childhood and, as such, ‘this construction of subjectivity,
which includes sexuality, is also relevant to children’ (Robinson and Davies, 2008b, p.225).
The reification of childhood into a singular and uniform experience has also contributed to
the denial of child sexuality by ignoring material conditions which influence sexual identities
and inform sexual experiences (Angelides, 2008, p.367; Kincaid, 1998, p.20; Lehr, 2008,
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pp.207-208; Robinson & Davies, 2008a, p.344, 2008b, p.116). This is the second
consequence of discourses of innocence on children. Both Kincaid (1998) and Robinson and
Davies (2008a, 2008b) have argued that childhood innocence erases class-based experiences
of children, which inform the construction of sexuality, in favour of promoting middle-class
values. Robinson and Davies (2008a), in their article ‘“She’s kickin’ ass, that’s what she’s
doing!”: deconstructing childhood “innocence” in media representations’ in Australian
Feminist Studies, have further added that these values also disguise ‘the instability,
multiplicity and fluidity of childhood across a broad range of socio-cultural, gendered,
sexualised, classed, racialised and historical contexts’ (p.344). Angelides (2008) in his article
‘Sexual offences against “children” and the question of judicial gender bias’ in Australian
Feminist Studies has focused on how gender differences impact on child’s interpretations of
their sexual experiences. For him, a ‘victim’s’ gender ‘adds an important dimension to the
meaning, experience, and effect of the offences in question’ (p.361). While adolescent
females commonly have ‘a sense of ambivalence and uncertainty’ around their sexuality and
changing bodies, which may lead to negative appraisals of cross-generational sexual
relations, for him, adolescent males ‘emerge from puberty with an enhanced sense of agency
and control’ (Angelides, 2008, p.365). Within this rubric, males’ sexual subjectivity may be
strengthened from cross-generational sexual relations. Thus, Angelides (2008) has argued
that the category of child-victim should not be considered in terms of gender-neutrality
(p.367).
A third consequence of discourses of innocence is that they regulate sexual knowledge into
proper and improper forms. This also has the impact of removing the sexual agency of
children (Egan & Hawkes, 2008a, p.299; Hawkes & Egan, 2008, p.199; Robinson & Davies,
2008b, p.223). For Egan and Hawkes (2008a, 2008b), children—in particular, female
children—are constructed through developmental psychology as passive receivers of sexual
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knowledge within contemporary morality literature concerned with the sexualisation of
children. That is, childhood sexuality is uniformly influenced by external forces, which ignite
passive sexualities, under a hypodermic model of cause and effect. This reinforces the
adult/child opposition through subjugating children to adults ‘in a hierarchy of cognition’
(Egan and Hawkes, 2008a, p.299). Although concerned with the contrast between adulthood
and ‘adultescence’, Crawford (2006), in her book Adult themes: rewriting the rules of
adulthood, has highlighted that such practices do not simply remove sexual agency, but
agency altogether:
By denigrating one group as insufficiently adult, they are discounted as participants in the big
issues: social, political and economic. They are not seen as making valid life choices or as
contributing to the development of social values, so they have no right to contribute to ethical
debates (Crawford, 2006, pp.257-258).

This hierarchy of cognition has the further impact of removing the recognition that children
may have the capacity to interpret and give consent to their own sexual experiences
(Angelides, 2008, p.364; Egan & Hawkes, 2008b, p.317; Hawkes and Egan, 2008, p.197).
For Egan and Hawkes (2008b), in their article ‘Girls, sexuality and the strange carnalities of
advertisements: deconstructing the discourse of corporate paedophilia’ in Australian Feminist
Studies, this ignoring of ‘the voices and experiences of material children’ reinforces their
abstraction and reification (p.317). Similarly, feminist and sexual theorist, Rubin (1984) has
argued that childhood sexuality is denied through the construction of sexuality in terms of
consent (p.290). In this schema, children’s ‘sexual speech is forced into reticence,
euphemism, and indirection’ (p.289) and the legal apparatus practices ‘sexual apartheid’
(p.291). Angelides (2004b), in his article ‘Sex and the child’ in the journal Meanjin, has
argued that this disempowering of children and denial of child sexuality, which is evident
within contemporary therapeutic practices, risks causing more psychological harm to children
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than child sexual abuse. For Angelides (2004b), therapeutic practices cast children as
powerless and attempt to correct children’s thoughts and feelings that conflict with this
powerlessness. This has the consequence of reinforcing guilt and trauma because ‘sexual
desires, sexual arousal, sexual fantasies and a sense of sexual power are at the heart of a
person’s sense of self’ (pp.34-35).
Another perspective for childhood studies literature is that the removal of agency also flows
from the support between, firstly, proper forms of knowledge that enforce compulsory
heterosexuality and, secondly, the assumption children are asexual but progressing toward
heterosexual outcomes. Robinson and Davies (2005, 2008a, 2008b) have argued that
heterosexuality is entrenched through restrictions placed on the access to knowledge. For
them, the adult/child opposition creates a dichotomy based on innocence, which constructs
non-heteronormative knowledge as inappropriate for children (2008a, p.343). They argue that
this is evident in school curricula:
Official educational documents consistently construct children as heteronormative subjects with
heterosexual futures, even when sexual knowledge is absent in the curricula (Robinson & Davies,
2008b, p.222).

Robinson and Davies (2005) have also argued that the restrictions on knowledge are
destructive to gay and lesbian children through diminishing their self-esteem and constructing
a culture in which these children frequently struggle to make sense of their sexual identities
alone (pp.73-74). This oppression of homosexual children may not simply operate through
the economies of knowledge. For Lehr (2008), in her article ‘Developing sexual agency:
rethinking late nineteenth and early twentieth century theories for the twenty-first century’ in
Sexuality & Culture, heterosexuality is economically prescribed through the financial
dependence of youth on their parents. Lehr has argued that children face parental rejection
and financial oppression when they do not fit within heteronormative patterns (p.208).
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Restrictions placed on knowledge do not only threaten homosexual children. Robinson
(2005) sees the regulation of sexual knowledge as contributing to all children’s vulnerability
to sexual abuse because through it, ‘children are denied language, knowledge, choice and,
ultimately, power within these contexts’ (p.73). Robinson (2008) has argued that the
regulation of knowledge intensifies the vulnerability of children:
In the name of protection of children (including the protection of childhood innocence) …
children’s vulnerability and exploitation is actually intensified. This occurs … through denying
children knowledge of sexuality that has become signified as ‘adult’s only’ information, which
hinders children becoming aware and competent beings (pp.116-117).

Levine (2002), in her book Harmful to minors: the perils of protecting children from sex, also
sees sexual education programs as well as the dichotomy of proper and improper knowledge
as harmful to all children. She has critiqued the politics of child protectionism with the
argument that ‘the sexual politics of fear is harmful to minors’ (xxi). The sexual politics of
fear neutralise child sexuality and youthful sex through constructing it in terms of coercion
and abuse (p.137). Levine (2002) has argued that the contemporary politics around childhood
sexuality are harmful in a number of ways. Firstly, the politics are harmful to children’s selfesteem by attaching negative associations to child sexuality (p.137). Secondly, abstinence
education has not addressed safe sex and has put children at risk of sexually transmitted
diseases and pregnancy (p.102). Thirdly, child sexual abuse prevention programs encourage
children ‘to look for sexual malevolence in every adult touch’ and ‘raise general levels of
anxiety, particularly in young children’ (p.182). For Levine (2002), this generation of
suspicion has prevented children from learning to love with both ‘trust and discrimination’,
leaving children ‘more vulnerable both at home and in the world’ (p.44).
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1.2.4.2 Homophobia
The second point of critique within childhood studies literature is that the construction of the
paedophile, as the violator of childhood innocence, provides a mechanism for homophobia
and the normalisation of heterosexuality. This mechanism is one of scapegoating in which the
paedophile facilitates in the disidentification from homosexual desires, the subversion of
homosexual equity and the eroticisation of childhood innocence. For Ohi (2004), in
‘Narrating the child’s queerness in What Maisie Knew’, childhood innocence provides a basis
for the disidentification from past homosexual desires in heteronormative men and women:
Panics about childhood sexuality concern above all the adult’s fears about his or her own desire,
the threat posed by the sexual child to the serenity of adult self-understanding. At stake, in other
words, is the possibility of self-recognitions. … Innocence is the term through which …
disidentification is achieved, the term … is deployed to contain the queerness of the child (p.82).

Bruhm and Hurley (2004) in their chapter ‘Curiouser: on the queerness of children’ in the
book of the same name have also argued that the construction of the child as a utopian vision
of future heterosexuality breeds homophobia and panic when children do not conform to ‘the
supposedly blissful promises of adult heterosexuality’ (Bruhm & Hurley, 2004, p.ix). For
them, however, childhood innocence also presents a safety valve in which childhood
homosexuality can be excused ‘as a series of mistakes or misplaced desires’ (Bruhm &
Hurley, 2004, p.xiv).
Childhood studies literature has argued that this construction of proto-heterosexual childhood
drives a wider political strategy for the normalisation of heterosexuality. Robinson and
Davies (2008b) see the school curricula on sexual education as a form of social engineering,
which normalises the sexuality of children and maintains the ‘heteronormative status quo’
(p.234). They have argued that this naturalisation of heteronormativity facilitates homophobia
in the wider society:
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The official silence that exists around non-heteronormative sexual knowledge reinforces and
condones homophobic and heterosexist values and practices, whilst maintaining heterosexual
privilege (Robinson and Davies, 2008b, p.237).

The paedophile does not just scapegoat childhood desires. Angelides (2005), in his article
‘The emergence of the paedophile in the late twentieth century’ in the histories of sexuality
special issue of Australia Historical Studies, has argued that the paedophile functions to
deflect the acknowledgement that adult-child sexual relations are ‘inherent to dominant and
not marginal forms of masculinity and male sexuality’ (p.295). A year earlier, Mohr (2004)
also argued that the insistence that perversions flow from the mind of the paedophile is an
avoidance and reflection that innocence and purity are sexually desirable to all members of
society (pp.28-29). Robinson (2008) has agreed:
The discursive construction of the sexual predator as ‘the homosexual Other’, provides a critical
foundation on which moral panic can be fostered, operating to render invisible the practices of
real sexual predators, that is, the ‘ordinary’ man or woman living in the sacrosanct heterosexual
nuclear family (pp.116-117).

Angelides (2005) has also outlined that the condemnation of the paedophile also functioned
to ‘halt the advancing campaigns for homosexual equality’ (p.295). The paedophile not only
masked deficiencies within heterosexuality, but he was also deployed to strengthen it.
1.2.5 The Gothic narrative
For Kincaid (1998), these consequences of erotic innocence are, in part, possible because the
social problem of child sexual abuse is cast as a ‘Gothic narrative’, which ‘assumes and
creates a terror so urgent it excuses the most brutal appeals’ (p.11). Kincaid has suggested
that this Gothic narrative is a horror script revolving around victims and monsters:
Those inside are enmeshed in a script with nothing but bad parts, a contest-story in which
everyone loses, the accused and the accusers. There are two main roles, monster and victim—both
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unrewarding—along with supporting parts for police, judges, juries, therapists, parents, friends,
journalists, and lawyers (p.30).

This script is self-perpetuating. It does not provide a solution. The paedophile cannot be
located or eradicated because they are always the Other: ‘the Gothic draws our attention to
the personal and psychological away from structural social problems’. At the same time, the
narrative gains cultural support through providing the panacea for explaining an individual’s
problems while absolving them of responsibility. Individuals are able to Other their pain. It is
self-gratifying (pp.12-13).
Finally, the script is omnipotent. For Kincaid, actors within society are ‘caged by their parts
and denied any view outside them: the scripts constitute total reality’ (p.30). This is not to say
that, for him, that the Gothic narrative and its audience are singular. Rather, the Gothic
narrative is composed of fragmentary discourses and audiences. He refers to the fragmentary
audiences that contribute to the Gothic narrative as ‘we’:
‘We’ is both variable and relatively free. There are within the community a variety of views, so
that sometimes my ‘we’ may not include you (or me) but may refer only to a particularly potent or
vocal (or even loony) subset of the majority view. ‘We’ may sometimes translate as ‘men’ or ‘old
men’ or ‘white men’ or ‘heterosexuals’ or ‘Christians’ or ‘middle-class sorts’ (p.5).

The Gothic narrative forms within a constellation of discourses and audience groups. Thus,
Kincaid’s Gothic narrative aligns with Foucault’s (1976) theory of power. For Foucault:
Power is not something that is acquired, seized, or shared, something that one holds on to or
allows to slip away; power is exercised from innumerable points, in the interplay of nonegalitarian
and mobile relations (p.94).

Foucault goes on to propose that power is produced by and runs back through ‘divisions,
inequalities, and disequilibriums’ produced by forces such as ‘economic processes,
knowledge relationships, sexual relations’. In this sense, there is a two way street between
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discursive and non-discursive forces, each informing the other and interacting in complex
ways. In this way, Foucault rejects the perspective of a hierarchy of power. For him, power is
non-subjective (pp.94-95). In passing, a weakness of Kincaid’s theory of the Gothic narrative
when it is held up against Foucault’s theory of power is that Kincaid tends to minimalise the
impact of non-discursive factors. Nevertheless, there is a final aspect of Foucault’s theory of
power, which is concerned with resistance:
Where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never
in a position of exteriority in relation to power. … Points of resistance are present everywhere in
the power network. Hence there is no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt, source of all
rebellions, or pure law of the revolutionary. … Just as the network of power relations ends by
forming a dense web that passes through apparatuses and institutions, without being exactly
localised in them, so too the swarm of points of resistance traverses social stratifications and
individual unities (pp.95-96).

Kincaid really seems to have tapped into this aspect of resistance by highlighting that the
Romantic poets were engaging with the discourses of the Enlightenment through subverting
the categories that it created. Their resistance was, in part, based on the blurring of social
stratifications in terms of progress. In contrast, he does not endow contemporary media with
the role. Film, in particular, in his argument, contributes to erotic innocence through its
presentation of vacated children. The broader implication is that unlike the Romantic poets,
the creative arts no longer engage in the critique of society. They simply engage in formulaic
representations of childhood sexuality and child sexual abuse based on entrenched discourses
of innocence.

1.3 My problematic
Kincaid’s theory of erotic innocence and its underlying Gothic narrative is persuasive.
Literature supports it. In fact, one could almost point to a Kincaidian trend in childhood
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studies literature. At the same time, I detect a greater complexity to the artistic community’s
relation to erotic innocence and the Gothic narrative than his argument will allow. Kincaid
has argued that Romantic poets attached innocence to childhood as a critique of modernity.
The child was a political weapon, but over and beyond this, the creative arts were engaged in
debunking and complicating the discourses of Enlightenment. In contrast, Kincaid constructs
the contemporary arts as unagentic, unaware and inert. For Kincaid, we are stuck in a Gothic
narrative. But what if the creative arts still perform in a way similar to the Romantic poets,
and not in the narrow sense of challenging modernity by attaching innocence to the child, but
in the broader sense of challenging social discourses? I will argue over the course of this
thesis that cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations do just this.
My thesis is that such films do not focus on childhood innocence. I do not claim that
childhood studies literature is wrong in problematising child innocence as the hegemonic
discourse of the child. Rather, I will argue that cinematic output is a commercial activity
within a competitive mediasphere. Within this mediasphere, film’s dominance has been
challenged by the emergence and growth of television. Film is not the dominant medium.
Rather, it targets specific market segments or audiences. In doing so, it privileges particular
perspectives, which challenge and complicate the Gothic narrative, childhood innocence and
adulthood innocence.
1.3.1 Bad education (La mala educación, 2004)
Bad education is told through the blending of saturated colours and low-key lighting. The
saturated colours highlight the eccentricities of the characters, while the low-key lighting is
used to reinforce the complexities and hidden motives, not only of the characters, but also the
story in general. In some ways, Bad education supports Kincaid’s Gothic narrative because it
does involve a victim/monster dichotomy. The monster in this film, however, is not the
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paedophile. Rather, the film opens up to a third position. This position involves witnessing. In
this case, the witness is both monstrous and innocent.
It needs to be said at the outset that Bad education is a highly complex and in many ways
deliberately confusing film. For the sake of analytic clarity I will first outline the story prior
to discussing how its plotting serves to undermine the hegemonic Gothic narrative. The story
can be broken down into five parts. The first part is concerned with an emerging relationship
between two males, Ignacio and Enrique, who are on the cusp of prepubescence and
adolescence. These two males attend the same Catholic boarding school. This part ends when
a priest, who is sexually abusing Ignacio, discovers the budding peer-based romance and
expels Enrique out of jealousy. The second part presents Ignacio and his younger brother,
Juan, living together as adults. Ignacio, a drug addict, is attempting to bribe the priest from
his childhood so that he can undergo a gender reassignment. He has also written a screenplay
detailing his experiences at the boarding school. Juan is studying to become an actor. During
this part, Juan commences an affair with the priest and they plot to murder Ignacio. This part
ends with Ignacio’s murder. The third part depicts Juan giving the screenplay to Ignacio’s
childhood love interest, Enrique, who, as an adult, is a film director. Juan’s goal is to star in
this film. The fourth part presents the adaption of the script as a film-within-the-film. This
film-within-the-film provides a fictional representation of Ignacio as an adult. This fictional
character is named Zahara. Zahara is a transsexual who is attempting to bribe a priest. The
bribe is based on the priest perpetrating child sexual abuse against Zahara during childhood.
The final part presents the priest from Ignacio’s childhood visiting the set of the film-withinthe-film. He informs Enrique of his and Juan’s involvement in Ignacio’s murder. These parts
are not plotted linearly within the film. Rather, the film progresses from part three, to one, to
four, to five, to two. I will now discuss it in that order, and with an eye to where it leaves the
Gothic narrative.
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The least one can say about the convoluted way this story is plotted in the film is that it
avoids simplification. As the film opens Juan, a young adult, is an aspiring actor. He has in
his possession a screenplay that his brother, Ignacio, has written. This screenplay details
Ignacio’s non-consensual adult-child sexual relations with a priest while he was a school
student on the cusp between prepubescence and adolescence. The details of the screenplay
are presented in a flashback. As a child, Ignacio was not innocent in terms of sexual
disinterest. He had a budding romance with another peer-aged student, Enrique. He was not
necessarily homosexual either. While watching a film in a cinema, Ignacio and Enrique
admire, idealise and mutually masturbate to the beauty of a female actor. It is hard to pin
down Ignacio’s sexuality. Later that night, Enrique discloses his guilt to Ignacio. For him,
their mutual masturbation was a sin before God and, as such, he has an awareness of
morality. More than that, his disclosure presents a conflict between Enrique’s sexual and
religious identities. Ignacio replies that he does not believe in God. Rather, he states that he is
a hedonist. This is not to say that Ignacio is less conflicted than Enrique.
Ignacio is involved in a sexual relationship with a priest. Although non-consensual, he
tolerates this relationship because through it he has continuing contact with Enrique, who also
attends the same school. This is the basis of Ignacio’s conflict. The adult-child sexual
relations are both with and without desire. When the priest, out of his jealousy, expels
Enrique for his burgeoning relationship with Ignacio, Ignacio is torn and traumatised. The
adult-child sexual relationship, in itself, is not necessarily the only source of Ignacio’s
trauma. It is not his sexual innocence that is violated. Rather, the violation is the suspension
of his sexual agency.
Ignacio, however, is not the central character. The film is not centred on his child sexual
abuse per se. It is concerned with how Juan, armed with this knowledge of his brother’s
childhood, attempts to take advantage of it. He impersonates Ignacio’s identity and he gives
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the script to Enrique, who, as an adult, is a film director. Enrique subsequently adopts the
script and directs a film-within-the-film. The script is divided into two parts. The first
concerns the childhood of Ignacio, which I have described in the preceding paragraphs. The
second half is a fictional presentation of Ignacio as an adult. In this fictional universe, Ignacio
is a transvestite named Zahara, who is attempting to bribe the priest for a million dollars.
Juan’s goal is to star in the leading part and further his career under his stage name of
‘Angel’. To secure this part, however, Juan—who is revealed to be heterosexual in the nondiegetic post-script of the film—engages in a sexual relationship with Enrique. It is not
necessarily Enrique who corrupts Juan. Rather, he is corrupted by his own desire for success,
which transcends the sexual relationship. As such, paralleling the experience of Ignacio
during his childhood, Juan’s sexual relationship with Enrique is both with and without desire.
Nevertheless, the crux of the film is whether Juan will achieve his goal of stardom or whether
his true identity will be realised, exposing his amoral opportunism. While Juan was not
involved in his brother’s childhood sexual abuse, his opportunism constructs his innocence as
ambiguous. In a sense, his knowledge of this brother’s childhood sexual abuse has corrupted
him. It may have been a factor in his eventual involvement in Ignacio’s murder, which is
revealed later in the film. At the same time, no one forced this corruption upon him. There
were also other factors contributing to his involvement in Ignacio’s murder. In particular,
Ignacio had stolen money from their mother. Ignacio was not necessarily an innocent victim.
Innocence is, of course, defined in various ways. The OED Online gives four relevant
meanings:
1. ‘Freedom from sin, guilt, or moral wrong in general; the state of being untainted with,
or unacquainted with, evil; moral purity.’
2. ‘Freedom from specific guilt; the fact of not being guilty of that with which one is
charged; guiltlessness.’
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3. ‘Freedom from cunning or artifice; guilelessness, artlessness, simplicity; hence, want
of knowledge or sense, ignorance, silliness.’
4. ‘Of things: Harmlessness, innocuousness.’
In relation to his murder, Ignacio is only innocent according to the third definition. His theft
of money from his mother and his drug use are in conflict with the first two definitions as
well as the fourth. In contrast, he injected heroin not suspecting that Juan and the priest had
given him a lethal dose. He was naïve and ‘innocent’ of their animosity towards him.
Bad education is about Ignacio and his experiences of adult-child sexual relations with a
priest. The film, however, is not centred on him. The film is centred on Juan, his knowledge
of these relations and his manipulation of this knowledge for personal gain. Juan is a witness
to the adult-child sexual relations of his brother. In relation to this abuse, and in contrast to
Ignacio, he is innocent in relation to the first, second and fourth definitions of innocence, but
not the third one. The adult-child sexual relations are an object of knowledge with ultimate
currency. In fact, his knowledge, gained through a film script, dictates and shapes his future
actions. To a lesser but still major degree, Enrique is also a witness. In fact, he is driven to
turn the script into a film. This suggests that the script and the knowledge associated with it
also had a profound effect on him.
The fluidity of adulthood in Bad education reinforces the shifting nature of knowledge.
Adults change names—Juan to Angel—careers—from priest to publisher—sexualities—from
heterosexual to homosexual—and even genders—from male to female. Juan’s profession also
supports this fluidity. As an actor, he is constantly required to change roles. This fluidity
suggests a crisis in the construction of adulthood. At the same time, childhood does not
provide an answer. In this film, it is also fluid and conflicted.
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While problematising a non-consensual adult-child sexual relation, Bad education seems to
be antithetical to the problems put forward by childhood studies literature. Childhood
sexuality is present and the film is not necessarily homophobic. In terms of the former,
childhood sexuality and agency are not just present but also nuanced. There are no clear
boundaries between homosexuality and heterosexuality. The boys, while presented as young
lovers, also mutually masturbate to an image of a female. Further, they express differing
interpretations of this event based on their previous experiences. Enrique draws upon his
religious beliefs and expresses guilt. In contrast, Ignacio draws upon his knowledge of
hedonism to express indifference. Childhood is not reified into a single experience. What’s
more, the oppressive nature of their society does not hinder them from finding discourses—
from the religious to the hedonistic—in which to articulate their sexual experiences.
The lack of clear boundaries between homosexuality and heterosexuality is not confined to
children in the film. Juan adopts his brother’s identity so he can commence his career as a
movie star. As part of this identity, Juan engages in homosexual intercourse with Enrique
because he was Ignacio’s childhood love interest and is currently a movie director. Ignacio
was not necessarily homosexual. Rather, he was gender dysphoric and, during adulthood was
undergoing surgery for a gender reassignment. Further, Enrique did not have sexual relations
with Juan because he necessarily desired him. Rather, upon discovering Juan’s true identity,
he wanted to know how far he would go to further his career. In this context, all sexuality, not
just homosexuality, is undermined as a mono-focal desire. In relation to Juan and Enrique, it
is also a guise to exploit each other. At the same time, this clouding of homosexual and
heterosexual identities could be interpreted as homophobic, as well as heterophobic, if one
asserts a perspective based upon reified sexual identities.
Bad education problematises child studies literature. This raises the question whether this
film is the work of a single auteur, who is working outside the bounds of Hollywood
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hegemonies. I will suggest that Bad education is actually surprisingly representative of other
films. These other films are less complex in plot and Almodóvar is more extreme than most
in his subversion of the Gothic narrative, but similar traits mark the highest US domestic box
office grossing films in my archive. The prevalence of cinema’s subversion of the Gothic
narrative has escaped critical notice to this point.
1.3.2 Structure of this research
I will trace my argument in three stages:
1. I will demonstrate that films released between 1967 and 1988 focused on agentic
children and were, in part, evidence of the recognition of emerging affluent youth as a
target market for cinematic output. A key claim I will make throughout the thesis will
be that film cannot be abstracted from its own historical and commercial influences.
These influences contribute to the complication of hegemonic discourses of innocence
in cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations.
2. I will argue that although the broad social concern over child sexual abuse, which
emerged during the mid-1980s, was centred on child molesting and adult-child sexual
relations, it was framed within broader socio-cultural strains. Cinematic output,
however, was not the dominant force that capitalised on this link. Rather, the madefor-TV movie provided a mechanism for the uptake of child sexual abuse.
3. I will show that films released between 1985 and 2006 can be aligned with a trend
based on witnessing.
Through progressing my argument through these three stages, I will demonstrate how film
provides a more nuanced and complex picture of discourses of innocence.
The second chapter will outline my method. This method will include a sampling strategy
and a strategy for analysis. The sampling strategy will be based on referrals. These referrals
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will be drawn from both academic and popular sources. The strategy for analysis will be
primarily based on a formal analysis of films within a genre or narrative trend. This approach
looks at the particular elements of narrative form and film style that unite a film into a
patterned and formal whole.
The third chapter will begin to trace some of the historical forces that led to cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations. In this chapter, I will review general industrybased circumstances that foreshadowed these representations. I will outline changes to the
regulative framework in which films are produced. I will demonstrate that preceding 1967,
themes such as incest, suicide and adult-child sexual relations were highly regulated and
discouraged. After 1967, however, a number of industry trends facilitated the emergence of
these themes. These trends include the growing opposition to restrictions on content from
filmmakers, the introduction of television as a competing media form and changes to the
regulative environment. I will suggest that these changes can be deciphered within a narrative
cycle focused on the ‘coming of age’ of a male through a sexual initiation. This cycle
dominated films with themes of adult-child sexual relations involving males during the period
from 1967 to 1988.
The dominance of the coming-of-age narrative is not a new discovery. Studies of cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations have not, however, placed this discovery within
its historical context. Equally, research has yet to comprehensively assess the role of
witnessing and innocence within these films. In chapter three, I will perform both these tasks
in respect to:
The graduate (1967)
Murmur of the heart (Le soufflé an cœur, 1971)
The last picture show (1971)
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The tin drum (Die blechtrommel, 1979)
Private lessons (1981)
My tutor (1983)
Big (1988)
In doing so, I will support the first stage of my argument. That is, I will demonstrate that
films released between 1967 and 1988 privileged the perspectives of children involved in
adult-child sexual relations. These films cannot be aligned with a Gothic narrative. The
children are agentic with active sexual identities and the adults are not necessarily monsters.
In fact, adult-child sexual relations are not overwhelming problematised during this period. I
will also suggest that while these films are not necessarily homophobic, they do police the
boundaries between intimate male-based friendships and homosexuality.
In terms of a historical context, I will suggest that this narrative trend was influenced, in part,
by the recognition of the emerging affluent youth as a target market for cinematic output.
While these films can be grouped in terms of their target audience, I will show that their
treatment of innocence is not uniform. Nevertheless, this narrative reflects a period of cinema
when sexual stories were being told to children, or at least adolescents. The child was a
consumer rather than simply the object of representation.
In the fourth chapter, I will explore the second and third stages of my argument. First, I will
trace the emergence of ‘child sexual abuse’ as a broad social concern. I will also outline
socio-economic factors that not only contributed to the uptake of this concern, but also
impacted on the production of film and its competing media. Second, I will outline the
emergence of a new dominant cinematic trend, which focuses on witnessing. The
phenomenon of witnessing is not necessarily a new discovery either. No studies, however,
have looked at how the representation of witnessing has played out across a period of time or
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considered it a trend, which is linked to broader historical trends and audience groups.
Rather, previous studies have simply observed the phenomenon in individual films. In
contrast, I will analyse the phenomenon in relation to:
Back to the future (1985)
The Prince of Tides (1991)
Sleepers (1996)
The war zone (1999)
The butterfly effect (2004)
Mysterious skin (2004)
Notes on a scandal (2006)
I will suggest that Bad education is consistent with this period of cinema. Bad education has
presented the knowledge of an adult-child sexual relation as a complication of innocence.
Witnessing is constructed as an act of agency rather than passivity, which has the effect of
embroiling Juan in the relation even though he did not participate in it. He becomes complicit
through his witnessing. Other films also present this complicity. Further, Bad education is
consistent with the witness in Notes on a scandal, who uses her position as a witness for
personal gain. In addition, I will suggest that the witness, like the Romantic child in Kincaid’s
analyses, has a political function. The witness is the ‘non-parent’ who challenges parenthood.
In the final chapter, I will engage with Kincaid in relation to his call for new stories for the
presentation of childhood sexuality. I will suggest that the targeted audience of a story, in
part, dictates the story’s content and form. Changing a story is as much about addressing and
thereby constituting another audience, as altering its content. In this vein, I will suggest that
the internet, and in particular YouTube, presents an arena in which new audiences and new
stories are emerging.
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Chapter 2: Methodology
2.1 Introduction
This chapter will outline the sampling design and analysis strategies for this study. The
sampling design is based on a referral-based approach, which will involve compiling an
archive from existing sources and querying an online movie database. In contrast, a formal
analysis will be the primary method for the analysis of film. This analysis, however, will be
prefaced by grouping films into categories based on an engagement with previous literature
and identifying cinematic trends that support or usurp these categories. In doing so, I will
suggest a shift in the dominant method for representing adult-child sexual relations in film.
My method will also historically contextualise this shift.

2.2 Sampling strategy
A referral-based sampling design will be deployed in this study. This design is based on four
steps. First, films will be drawn from previous academic studies of cinematic representations
of adult-child sexual relations. The second step will involve identifying plot keywords and
querying an online film database with these keywords. Thirdly, exclusion criteria will be
applied to the films netted from the first two steps. Finally, the films will be validated through
viewing them. This validation will ensure that a sexual relation involving at least one child
and one adult is a major theme within each film.
The first step in compiling my archive involved identifying films from existing literature. The
keywords ‘incest’, ‘child sexual abuse’ and ‘motion picture’, as well as individual film titles
were used to query two academic databases: Academic Search Premier and JSTOR. The
bibliographies of articles identified in these searches were scanned to pinpoint similar studies
that this literature had cited. Google Scholar was also queried to uncover further studies that
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had cited the literature that I had found. Two restrictions were placed on the literature. NonEnglish literature was excluded, as was literature that did not refer to specific films.
In total, I found 25 articles and three books that have studied films with themes of adult-child
sexual relations. Using this strategy, 118 films were identified. These films included adultchild sexual relations involving both male and female children.
Films identified from previous literature on cinematic representations of child sexual abuse
and incest were entered into the Internet Movie Database, a free online film database, in
order to identify plot keywords. These keywords were then queried within this database to
identify further films. This was the second step of my sampling design. The following
keywords were used within keyword searches on the Internet Movie Database:
‘Sex with minor’ (58 results)
‘Sex with child’ (5 results)
‘Sexual child abuse’ (2 results)
‘Molestation’ (18 results)
‘Child molestation’ (50 results)
‘Child molester’ (18 results)
‘Child molestation institute’ (1 result)
‘Killing of child molester’ (6 results)
‘Pedophile’ (65 results)
‘Pedophilia’ (59 results)
‘Man boy love’ (5 results)
‘Rape’ limited to ‘child abuse’ (30 results)
‘Rape’ limited to ‘boy’ (18 results)
‘Raped’ limited to ‘girl’ (16 results)
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‘Incest rape’ (3 results)
‘Child rape’ (12 results)
‘Incest’ (427 results)
‘Child prostitution’ (30 results)
‘Child pornography’ (14 results)
‘Child abuse’ limited to ‘sexual abuse’ (19 results)
‘Older man younger man’ (36 results)
‘Older woman younger man’ (98 results)
‘Lolita’ (69 results)
These results were supplemented with films garnered from (now defunct) online lists of
‘pedophilia and child sexual abuse in films’
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Films_with_a_pedophile_theme, accessed 1 July 2007, deleted
10 February 2010) and ‘pederasty’ (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pederastic_filmography,
accessed 1 July 2007, deleted 13 February 2010) on the Wikipedia website. The public
contribute to both the Internet Movie Database and Wikipedia websites, which has the
advantage of not limiting the shortlist of films to academic definitions of child sexual abuse.
This will facilitate the identification of discourses that are specific to cinema.
My search suggested that 1151 audio-visual artefacts had themes of child sexual abuse and
incest. This archive was too large for the study. The application of exclusion criteria was the
third step within my sampling design. Short films, documentaries, television series and
videogames were immediately excluded. These exclusions refined the shortlist to feature
films, made-for-television movies and straight-to-video releases. The archive was further
limited to representations of adult-child sexual relations involving male children and
adolescents for two reasons. Firstly, in comparison to girlhood sexual abuse and incest
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between adults, this category was the most manageable because it netted the smallest subset
of films. Secondly, cinematic representations of boyhood sexual abuse are an interesting topic
in itself, which may shed light on the cultural coding of contemporary masculinity. Search
queries for ‘Lolita’ and ‘“rape” limited to “girl”’ were used to cross-reference and further
refine the shortlist through the elimination of these results. The Wikipedia pages on
paedophilia and child sexual abuse within film also categorised films by the gender of the
child, as did previous academic studies. This facilitated in refining the archive to films that
only depicted adult-child sexual relations involving male children. Plot summaries on the
Internet Movie Database for the remaining films were reviewed in order to exclude films that
were concerned with themes of peer-based incestuous sexual relations and adult-child sexual
relations involving female children.
A number of films challenged gender oppositions. Sleepaway camp (1983) and Terror firmer
(1999) blurred the distinction between male and female children preceding adult-child sexual
encounters through representing transsexuality and intersexuality. Sleepaway camp (1983)
presents a male prepubescent who is forced to dress as a female prepubescent by his adoptive
mother and Terror firmer (1999) presents paternal incest involving an intersexual child.
Conversely, Transfixed (2001) and Bad education (2004) position this blurring of gender as a
possible consequence of the adult-child sexual relations experienced during childhood.
During adulthood, the males with histories of childhood sexual abuse within these films adopt
transsexual personas. Traversing both of these poles, The Night Listener (2006) constructs
boyhood sexual abuse and its medico-psychological sequelae during adulthood as the fantasy
of an adult female who is performing the role of a fictional adult male with a boyhood history
of adult-child sexual relations. That is, the history of child sexual abuse was all in her head.
These films have been included within this study because they may give a further insight into
coding of masculinity within contemporary culture.
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Films that have not been released in Australia were also excluded in order to ensure that the
size of the archive was manageable. The Australian Office for Film and Literature
Classification (OFLC) classification database was queried for each film in the shortlist. This
database lists the classification for films that have been approved for public exhibition within
cinemas and airplanes, as well as for sale and hire within Australian video and DVD markets.
The database does not contain classifications for films that have only been exhibited on freeto-air or pay television. When a film was not recorded within the OFLC classification
database, the film was cross-referenced within the Internet Movie Database to query whether
the film had a television rating within Australia. Films that did not have a classification
recorded on either the OFLC classification database or the Internet Movie Database were
removed from the shortlist. There was one exemption to this rule. The film Transfixed (2001)
was included in the sample because the Internet Movie Database indicated that the film had
been exhibited at both the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras and the Melbourne Queer
Film Festivals in 2004 despite lacking a reported classification.
Two weaknesses are inherent in this approach. First, this approach may have missed films
that have had a presence in Australia but are not recorded on the OFLC database. Second, this
approach may have created an Australian focus, in which the films studied are not
representative of films released in other countries. In relation to the first weakness, the OFLC
database provides an incomplete record of classifications for films ranging from 1970 to
1995. This is due to the commencement of electronic classification records in 1995 and an
incomplete transition of older classifications records into the electronic format. Therefore, the
oldest classification date relating to the shortlist of films within the OFLC classification
database was 1988 and the inclusion of films released preceding this date depended on the rerelease of these films in video or DVD format for the rental and retail markets. Further,
classification rating on the Internet Movie Database may also be incomplete. In turn, my
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sampling strategy has potentially excluded films that have had a presence within Australia
but have not been recorded on either the OFLC classification database or the Internet Movie
Database.
I suggest that the second weakness in relation to the Australian focus is partially a misnomer.
Films available in Australia are representative of films available in other advanced
economies, each of which will have their own inclusions and exclusions according the
vagaries of classification systems and other factors. No one, however, views cinematic
products outside of such a national filter which is why to attempt to produce an archive of
everything would skew the sample away from actual experience. Moreover, these films
reflect a pan-Euro-American regime. Hollywood is a major international diffusion point for
narrative realism: the mode of cinematic representation under consideration within this study.
Moretti (2001) has demonstrated the global distribution of this mode of representation.
Although excluding India, Moretti (2001) has charted the global distribution of the five most
successful US films, in terms of box office success, between the years of 1986 and 1995. Out
of the 46 countries within Moretti’s study, the proportion of US films that where ranked
within the top five in terms of box office success in 37 countries was over 75 per cent.
Moretti (2001) also notes that the four non-US films that achieved the same measures of
international success within this period—Crocodile Dundee (1986), The last emperor (1987),
A fish called Wanda (1988) and Four weddings and a funeral (1994)—were based on the
Hollywood formula. In contrast, Moretti (2001) charted the low diffusion of US films to
countries that he believes have strong regional identities such as the Scandinavian countries,
France and Eastern Europe, as well as to Asian countries where, firstly, language acts as a
barrier to market penetration and, secondly, action and adventure genres dominate. While the
penetration of Hollywood film is not globally universal, it is a dominant force. Not only is it a
point of dispersion but it also an influence on modes of representation in other countries.
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Hollywood’s influence is not necessarily unidirectional or total. This is evident with the
‘French New Wave’ film movement, which started to emerge in France during the mid-1950s
and crystallised between the 1959 and 1964. This movement, in turn, influenced ‘New Wave’
movements in Britain, Germany, Poland and Hollywood. That is, the films and directors of
the French New Wave film movement had a direct influence on films that I will analyse in
chapter three.
The New Wave movements cannot be abstracted from their techno-cultural context.
Foremost, these movements reflected a shift in society as a consequence of World War II.
The New Wave movements consisted of young men who were born before the Second War
World but had ‘grown to adulthood in the postwar era of reconstruction and rising prosperity’
(Bordwell & Thompson, 2010, p.475). The war, obviously, changed the demographic
composition of European countries, including France, which may have contributed to the
influence of this emerging group of adult males and their ability to raise funds for
filmmaking. Another influence was the growth of auteur film theory in France. This theory,
firstly, accentuated the artistic qualities that Hollywood directors achieved despite studio
constrains and, secondly, facilitated an appreciation for commercial US films. According to
Bordwell and Thompson (2010), this appreciation resulted in a critique of established French
filmmakers and a rejection of their techniques. Along with this rejection came references and
homages to films directed by admired auteurs. This appreciation for Hollywood output,
however, did not result in its exact replication. A third influence was technological
innovation and, in particular, the advent of the lightweight handheld camera. This facilitated a
shift away from studio production towards realism. Filming was taken to the streets and
apartments of Paris. The shift towards realism was not only an element of film style. It was
also incorporated into the narrative form. The films tended to ‘lack goal-oriented
protagonists’ and have ambiguous open endings (Bordwell & Thompson, 2010, pp.475-477).
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In this regard, classical Hollywood films were not the only influence on the French New
Wave movement. They also drew upon Italian Neorealism (Bordwell & Thompson, 2010,
p.474). This movement, which peaked between 1942 and 1951, was also filmed in streets and
buildings. In addition, this movement ‘avoided the three-point lighting system of
Hollywood’. Although this movement was generally concerned with ‘the goal of revealing
contemporary social conditions’, their films were also fragmentary and their endings
inconclusive. They rejected the narrative coherence and closure of Hollywood cinema
(pp.473-474). While opposed to Hollywood cinema, Italian Neorealism also referenced it
through this opposition.
The French New Wave movement, and the influences contributing to it, fed back into
Hollywood output (Shiel, 2006, pp.24-25). A new generation of directors emerged in
Hollywood during the late 1960s and 1970s. Like their French constituents a decade earlier,
these directors had a new appreciation for film aesthetics. This generation did not rise
through the studio system. Rather, they developed their craft at university film schools. They
were versed in theory and practice, as well as European cinema (Bordwell & Thompson,
2010, pp.478-479). Shiel (2006) has also highlighted that technological innovations in terms
of handheld cameras, improved film stock and lighting equipment also furthered the
influence of French New Wave cinema on new Hollywood output because the French had set
the benchmark for methods of naturalistic lighting using this equipment (p.25). The influence
of the French New Wave movement on new Hollywood output, however, should not be
overemphasised. Bordwell and Thompson have pointed out that these emerging directors
admired the ‘classical Hollywood tradition’ and had ‘encyclopaedic knowledge of great
movies and directors’ (p.478). Nevertheless, the distinction between European and
Hollywood cinema, between 1967 and 2006, is not overwhelming. Films available in
Australia reflect developments within this pan-Euro-American regime.
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The querying of the OFLC classification database revealed a judicial consideration. The
OFLC has the power to refuse the classification of films, rendering them as ‘objectionable
goods’ under the Customs (Prohibited Imports) Regulations 1956. Under these regulations, it
is prohibited to import, purchase or hire objectionable goods. From my shortlist, three films
have been refused classification:
Salò, or The 120 days of Sodom (1975)
In a glass cage (Tras el cristal, 1987)
Ken Park (2002)
The Classification Review Board report for Ken Park was obtained. This report, however, did
not detail how the narrative form and film style united the film as a system of meaning.
Rather, the report itemised objectionable material in this film. My interest is not necessarily
concerned with this objectionable material unless it functions as a formal device that is
working in contribution with other elements of narrative form and film style. As Altman
(1999) has pointed out in relation to the ‘video nasty’, to accept the evaluations of censors is
‘to abandon both textual and cultural analysis as a means of establishing … [each] film’s
broader meaning’ (p.95). Closer scrutiny of the Regulations revealed that they are primarily
concerned with the trade of objectionable material and it is not necessarily prohibited to view
these films through emerging internet-based distribution channels. Despite being
‘objectionable’, these films do not necessarily provide extra-generic and ahistorical
representations of adult-child sexual relations. In fact, none of these films glamorise adultchild sexual relations. Nevertheless, I will only refer to Salò, or the 120 days of Sodom, In a
glass cage and Ken Park in passing as further evidence of cultural trends because other films,
which I will analysis in greater depth, share similar formal elements and have greater
availability.
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A shortlist of 184 movies was complied. Copies of all the classified films identified were
acquired.
Verification and validation constituted the fourth stage of my sampling design. The films
were viewed and a further 39 films were excluded because the adult-child sexual relations
were presented as only minor themes. For instance, in Kika (1993), a program on a television
within the mise-en-scène presented a news report on the prostitution of three to six year old
children at a kindergarten. While this news reports contributed to the tone of the film, the
narrative was not linked to it. The remaining films formed the archive for my study. In total,
this archive consists of 145 movies, including 127 cinematically released films, 16 made-forTV movies and two straight-to-video releases. This archive is not a complete census of
cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations during the years 1967-2006. As I
have discussed, incomplete historical data on classifications may have limited the inclusion
of films. That is, films classified before the calendar year of 1995 may be under-represented
within this archive. Films not released in Australia were also excluded. In addition, referrals
are dependent on the existence of communities to recognise adult-child sexual relations in
films. These communities and the phenomena that they recognise as adult-child sexual
relations are not stable. Plummer (1995) has argued that sexual stories told within society are
evolving:
The meanings of stories are never fixed but emerge out of a ceaselessly changing stream of
interaction between producers and readers in shifting contexts (p.22, original emphasis).

From this perspective, the intelligibility of stories change with shifting social configurations.
This opens up the possibility of pre-existing films espousing narratives of adult-child sexual
relations that have yet to find communities to recognise and propagate them.
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Films were included in the archive, through the Internet Movie Database, if the films
matched the identified keywords and described a male child or son within the plot summary.
These two fields need not overlap and, consequently, my archive includes films in which
male children may not directly participate in the sexual relations identified through the
keyword searches. The keyword searches also did not specify the particular scenes that are
associated with the sexual relations. There is the possibility that I am attributing sexual
relations to males who do not correspond to the plot keywords. As such, this study also
introduces an element of arbitrariness and it relies heavily on interpretation. This brings me to
the second stage of my methodology.

2.3 Strategy for the analysis of film
The strategy of analysis for this study will involve five steps. First, I will survey previous
studies of narrative formulations for the cinematic representation of adult-child sexual
relations in order to draw out rudimentary criteria to group films into genres or narratives for
representing adult-child sexual relations. These studies were identified as part of the sampling
design. The second step for the analysis will be to apply criteria identified from the previous
step to the archive. Emphasis will be placed on the identification of trends and films that
cannot be grouped within the established genres and narratives for the representation of adultchild sexual relations. The third step is aimed at gaining further clarification of cinematic
trends. It acknowledges that film is a commercial medium and that highly successful films
may present the catalyst for cinematic trends. As such, I will rank films by their US domestic
box office earnings. These earnings will be garnered from an online database and will be
inflation adjusted. The fourth stage of my analysis will historically situate dominant trends
for the representation of adult-child sexual relations. This step acknowledges that film is not
produced in an isolated and abstract environment. Finally, I will perform a formal analysis on
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a selection of films from the dominant trends and compare the results of the formal analysis
to existing literature on hegemonic representations of childhood innocence and sexuality.
2.3.1 Review of categories in existing literature
The first stage of my analysis will involve establishing criteria to group films into categories.
Watson (2003) has defined genre as ‘a system for organising production as well as groupings
of individual films which have collective and singular significance’ (p.153). He has also
identified the ‘taxonomic view’ of genre analysis as a method for grouping and organising
texts based on their internal structures (p.154). Similarly, Phillips (2000) has argued that
genres exploit pre-existing conventions and storytelling forms that package significant plot
events (p.23). Turning to existing academic literature, a number of previous studies have
performed longitudinal surveys of films and organised these films into groups based on how
they have represented adult-child sexual relations.
Trivelpiece (1990) in his chapter ‘Adjusting the frame: cinematic treatment of sexual abuse
and rape of men and boys’ in The sexually abused man has focused on whether films
representing adult-child sexual relations have, firstly, validated the emotional reactions of
males who have experienced rape and childhood sexual abuse, and secondly, presented
models for recovering from sexual victimisation. He has grouped films from 1965 to 1988
into categories based on the nature of the sexual relation and the level of consent. The
categories include:
Incest,
Molestation,
Rape, and
Sexual initiation.
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He has compared these categories to a fifth group of films that feature ‘female survivors’. For
him, films in this fifth group present processes for recovery from adult-child sexual relations.
Gartner (1999a), who draws heavily on Trivelpiece, in his article ‘Cinematic depictions of
boyhood sexual victimization’ in Gender and Psychoanalysis has investigated how the
gender of the adult involved in an adult-child sexual relation has affected expressions of pain
and anger from the child across a range of films depicting boyhood sexual abuse. He has
grouped films from 1956 to 1998 into seven categories. These categories include:
Sexual initiation by women,
Maternal incest,
Sexual humiliation by men,
Rape by men,
Institutionalised sexual abuse by men,
Father-son incest, and
Sexual initiation by men.
These categories not only accentuate the gender of the adult involved in the relations but also
the socio-institutional environment the relations took place. Gartner’s categories present a
nuanced picture of rape incorporating lines of authority, rather than simply force.
Bufkin and Eschholz (2000) and Projansky (2001) have also examined rape across a range of
films. Bufkin and Eschholz in Violence Against Women have performed a content analysis of
cinematic representations of rape within the 50 top US domestic grossing films of 1996.
While their study is based on rape in general, five of six of the rapes they analysed involved
children. In particular, they have examined the gender, race, occupation, physical attributes,
relationship between victim and offender, location of the crime, character, and moral
attributes of both the victim and the perpetrator. Despite looking at a broader range of criteria
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than Trivelpiece and Gartner, Bufkin and Eschholz (2000) found that all rapists in their study
were presented as sadistic, pathological, disturbed, and dysfunctional, taking ‘pleasure in the
cruelty and violence of their offences’ (p.1332) and unable to control their impulses (p.1337).
Thus, supporting Kincaid’s theory of a Gothic narrative structuring representations of adultchild sexual relations, the sexual offenders in these films were monsters.
This finding may reflect their sampling design. They identified all sex scenes within the 50
films in their sample and then these sex scenes were scenes of rape if they presented ‘forced
vaginal or anal penetration or forced oral sex’ (Bufkin & Eschholz, 2000, p.1329). Force was
defined as ‘physical and verbal threats’ or ‘the inability on the part of the victim to give
consent because of alcohol or drug intoxication, unconsciousness, sleep, or youth’ (Bufkin &
Eschholz, 2000, p.1329). Primal fear (1996) entered their sampling frame. This film,
however, escaped analysis despite its plot featuring a disclosure that implied a nonconsensual childhood experience of paternal incest and a disclosure of coerced rape involving
a highly-esteemed priest as an authority figure. That is, their emphasis on the depiction of
‘force’, rather than a disclosure of rape or the exploitation of authority, may have biased their
findings. In chapter four, however, I will suggest that this is not necessarily the case. In terms
of cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations, 1996 also coincided with the
consolidation of a cinematic trend, which will both support and challenge their study.
Stepping outside of adult-child sexual relations, Projansky (2001) in her article ‘The
elusive/ubiquitous representation of rape: a historical survey of rape in U.S. film, 1903-1972’
in Cinema Journal has also looked at qualities of rape scenes. She has analysed
representations of rape in terms of gender, class, race and nationality. Unlike, Bufkin and
Eschholz, however, Projansky has viewed these rapes as a formal element that supports the
narratives of film. In particular, she has broadly placed films depicting rape into two
categories. The first category is based on the extent to which film has supported proper
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coupling through the deployment of rape as a form of punishment for the transgression of
crossing race, nationality, and class boundaries (p.66). The second category is based on
affirming the heterosexual family or romantic couple as a protective safe haven against rape
and sexual violence (p.70).
Lynch (2002) in the Journal of Film and Video has focused on eleven films depicting incest
released between 1962 and 1998. Her aim is to assess the extent to which films empower
both males and females with childhood histories of incestuous relations based on whose point
of view incest is presented from and whether incest is accompanied by expressions of pain
and anger. Based on these two criteria, she has grouped films into four narrative structures:
Nymphet,
Coming-of-age,
Investigative, and
Speaking out narratives.
Coming-of-age and speaking out narratives provide perspectives of adult-child sexual
relations from the point of view of the child, while nymphet and investigative narrative
feature adult perspectives. The investigative narrative structure, however, does not provide
the perspective of the adult involved in the adult-child sexual relations. Rather, it centres on a
‘lawyer or psychiatrist’ who seeks to explain the reasons behind antisocial behaviour (p.47).
For her, this narrative supports the medicalisation of incest. Continuing with her matrix for
the representation of incest, investigative and speaking out narratives provide expressions of
pain and anger, while the nymphet and coming-of-age narrative deemphasise emotional
tension and construct the child as complicit within the incestuous relations.
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Karlyn (2004) and Yoakam (2001) draw support for existence of the nymphet narrative.
Karlyn in Cinema Journal, however, has only drawn upon one film: American beauty (1999).
For her, the structure of this film naturalises incest through displacement:
Incest drives American Beauty in ways that are typical of contemporary cinema: by using
character types that create the incest dynamic and by employing the mechanism of displacement
to conceal that dynamic’s more disturbing implications (Karlyn, 2004, p.78).

Drawing on second-wave feminism and psychoanalysis, her study has looked at how this
displaced Oedipal structure maintains male privilege by constructing the father as a victim to
a manipulative daughter and vengeful wife.
Yoakam (2001) in Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services has examined whether or not
portrayals of intergenerational relationships between older gay men and younger males
perpetuate cultural ageism and homophobia. This study was performed in two steps. Firstly,
he studied three films, one of which, Death in Venice (1970), presents an older man attracted
to a fourteen-year-old adolescent male. The other two films are concerned with
intergenerational sexual relationships between adults. Of particular concern was whether the
older male is portrayed as love starved and eager to recapture lost youth, and whether the
younger male is exploitative of the older partner’s wealth and status. Secondly, he compared
these depictions to information garnered from interviews with intergenerational couples. He
found that the films in his study focused on a younger male exploiting the wealth and status
of a vulnerable older male who is represented in terms of lack: lacking love and motivated by
the desire to recapture his youth (p.66). These relationships are resolved by the frustration,
death, or unrequited love of the older man, rather than by the consummation of the sexual
tension (p.79). He also found that these representations did not reflect the experiences of the
men that he interviewed. For Yoakam (2001), films place restraints on how audiences
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imagine these relationships evolve over time and continue to stigmatise intergenerational
relationships.
A number of studies on individual films lend support to the investigative narrative structure,
which privileges the medicalisation of incest and adult-child sexual relations. Linderman
(1981) in the journal Enclitic has approached Chinatown (1975) from the perspective that it is
structured by the incest prohibition. She introduces her article as ‘an effort in a textual
typology. Its purpose is to define what is loosely called “the classical text” as one that both
represents and is structured by an Oedipal ideology’ (p.190). Through engaging with French
feminism, she is interested in how this Oedipal ideology has been combined with the genre of
film noir to present a dysfunctional family and the abuse of power in a way that does not
challenge patriarchy based on masculine forms of knowledge and power. For her, this is
achieved through an investigative structure, which is headed by a man and which constructs a
female with a history of incest as a femme fatale (p.109). Curtis-Webber (1995) in the
Journal of Popular Culture has examined whether the cinematic representation of a credible
testimony of father-daughter incest in Final analysis (1992) has led to the empowerment of
women or whether the testimony in this film is neutralised by centring the narrative on a
psychiatrist, which presents negative medico-psychological sequelae from incest in the form
of monstrous and unnatural violence. Macfarlane (2004) in Australasian Psychiatry has
studied how Antwone Fisher (2002) has depicted psychotherapy. His interest is in whether
film idealises the therapeutic process or promotes the acceptability of boundary violations.
For him, the film centres on the representation of a psychiatrist who assists his male patient to
uncover and come to terms with a childhood history of non-consensual sexual relations with
his foster mother. The psychiatrist also cures the patient of his violent outbursts.
Two key features of the investigative narrative structure are, firstly, it is concerned with the
medicalisation of an individual with a childhood history of adult-child sexual relations, and,
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secondly, the narrative is centred on the investigator. Bennett (2006) in Jump Cut: A Review
of Contemporary Media has looked at how The woodsman (2004) has presented the
rehabilitation of a paedophile. Rather than studying a particular professional involved in the
therapeutic process, he has looked for multiple and overlapping factors that contribute
towards and against rehabilitation. For Bennett (2006), The woodsman has placed the
paedophile as the central character within this poly-directional system of support and
treatment. In particular, he has argued that, in this film, law enforcement agencies and coworkers were hostile towards the released paedophile. The paedophile, however, was able to
draw support from other interpersonal relationships such as his brother-in-law, employer,
counsellor and girlfriend (p.7). Thus, based on this research, it is difficult to place this film
into Lynch’s investigative narrative structures. Although this film provides a therapeutic
perspective of adult-child sexual relations, it is based on a constellation of supportive
characters, grouped around a paedophile, rather than a central supportive character.
Freeman and Valentine (2002, 2004) have also provided two studies that partially usurp
Lynch’s narrative classifications and, in particular, the investigative narrative formulation.
They have performed content analyses of films representing child welfare workers within a
sample of films that included representations of incest and adult-child sexual relations. Their
studies do not necessarily point to antagonistic individuals with histories of childhood
histories of incest and adult-child sexual relations. Freeman and Valentine (2004) in Social
Work found two configurations for the representation of social workers based on their roles
and characterological attributes (p.153). In the first configuration, social workers were
portrayed as heroes and protagonists against an antagonistic, rigid, and unsympathetic social
welfare bureaucracy (p.158). This configuration generally places social welfare services in an
antagonistic role, while the protagonist social worker operates as a rogue agent outside of the
social welfare system and in cooperation with the family. In contrast, the second
50

configuration, social workers played the role of protagonist alongside clients and social
welfare organisations (p.158). Freeman and Valentine (2002) in Child and Adolescent Social
Work Journal have also identified a real world model of child welfare based on children
protecting themselves or social workers providing resources to the children so that the
children can resolve their own issues. This model was not found within films that depicted
adult-child sexual relations and child welfare workers (p.462). As such, films depicting social
workers also partially support Lynch’s investigative structure through constructing the
individual with a history of adult-child sexual relations as lacking constructive agency and
advocating the professional intervention into adult-child sexual relations.
Krzywinska (2006) has identified four narrative formulations for representing sexual relations
in general. Three of her formulations generally support previously listed categories.
Supporting Trivelpiece, Gartner and Lynch, she has also identified the ‘sexual initiation and
self-discovery’ narrative. This narrative structure is focused on the personal self-discovery of
the individual as well as transformations of role and identity, which is achieved through a
sexual initiation (Krzywinska, 2006, p.63). Her second narrative structure is ‘the return of the
repressed’, which shares similarities with Lynch’s ‘investigative’ structure. For Krzywinska,
the return of the repressed narrative is focused on the ‘effects of that which has been
“repressed” by an individual or the social order’. These effects surface in the form of
contamination, corruption and pathology (p.69). This narrative structure necessitates
problematic behaviour to drive the investigation and the resolution is the reinstatement of
social norms (Krzywinska, 2006, p.70).
Krzywinska’s third formation is the proper/improper couple narrative. This narrative is based
on the contrast between a proper couple and an improper couple. Improper coupling is
constructed in terms of ‘class or social status, age, moral and physical’ inequalities between a
prospective couple (Krzywinska, 2006, p.54), as well as differences in sexual experience and
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race (Krzywinska, 2006, p.51). This narrative formula uses a stalling strategy to delay sexual
consummation, foregrounding sexual tension to drive the narrative. This tension is resolved
when the inequalities are overcome and the couple achieve the status of a proper couple
(Krzywinska, 2006, p.54). While no previous studies of cinematic representations of adultchild sexual relations and incest have identified this formulation, Krzywinska (2006) has
identified the ‘fallen woman’ and ‘duped male’ narratives as variations of this
proper/improper couple formula. These variations are based on the sexual consummation
between an unequal and improper couple, resulting in the punishment of the naïve woman or
the manipulated man. This variation supports Projansky’s category based on the punishment
of transgressing racial, national or class-based boundaries, as well as Lynch’s nymphet
category.
Finally, the ‘circuits of desire’ narrative structure is focused on sexual desire within a
‘circular daisy chain’ of casual sexual relations (Krzywinska, 2006, p.57). In this structure,
sexual transgressions are neither recognised nor punished. Rather, sexual relations are solely
framed in terms of sexual gratification and pleasure without repercussions or consequences
(Krzywinska, 2006, p.58). While sexual acts are not given moral meaning, sexual desire is
constructed as ‘convoluted, mysterious, endless and endlessly deferred’ (Krzywinska, 2006,
p.62). Thus, the central theme within this narrative structure is the inability to satisfy sexual
desire. In terms of representations of adult-child sexual relations, Krzywinska (2006) has
identified this narrative structure within Arabian nights (1974) (p.59). Fulwood (2003) in his
survey of 100 cinematic sex scenes also has identified this episode-based structure towards
sexual relations within Fellini – Satyricon (1969) (p.96). For Fulwood (2003), Fellini –
Satyricon (1969) is also centred on the ‘unresolved nature of the characters’ sexuality’ and
the depersonalised approach to sex, which is devoid of ‘the concepts of love and intimacy’
(p.97).
52

Despite a radical argument and approach to cinematic representations of adult-child sexual
relations, Lee (2005) in his book Pervasive perversion has converged with other authors in
relation to his grouping of films. Drawing on Freudian and Marxist theories to analyse media,
with a specific interest in films released since the 1960s, he was concerned with the extent to
which the uncanny and capitalism have provoked the concern over child sexual abuse. Of
particular interest to him is capitalism’s genitialisation of sexuality which ‘leaves the rest of
the body free to be used as an instrument for labour’ (p.vii). His hypothesis is threefold.
Firstly, the concern over child sexual abuse is a manifestation of the uncanny desire ‘to return
to the state of “polymormous perversity”’ that the child represents (p.vii). Secondly, the
paedophile is constructed as a techno-capitalist machine which threatens the sacrosanctity of
childhood (p.iv). Thirdly, the concern represents a crisis in male sexuality. To test this
hypothesis, he has looked at cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations in terms
of gender, race, agency and point-of-view, familial context, and moral and psychological
consequences.
Davies (2007) in his article ‘Imagining intergenerationality: representation and rhetoric in the
paedophile movie’ in GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies has provided a formal
analysis of six films released during 2004. In this study, the coming-of-age film has been
jettisoned, which is surprising because it is a reoccurring narrative that previous studies have
identified. Rather, Davies asserts that ‘child abuse’ is the most prevalent method for
representing intergenerational sexual encounters (p.370). This is not to devalue his work
because although he has not considered the coming-of-age narrative, to a degree, his work
affirms elements of it. He has identified a tension running through his selection of films. On
the one hand, his six films openly discuss paedophilia, but on the other hand, they are not
able to directly represent it. That is, for him, there is a tension between revelation and
concealment. In this vein, Davies has sought to assess the extent the films within his study
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obstruct perspectives of intergenerational sex through representing it in terms of trauma or
open it up to scrutiny through privileging and centring on the ‘perverse’ visions, subjectivities
and fantasies of children.
This review of existing literature on cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations
has considered the dimensions through which these studies have grouped and analysed films.
The studies, themselves, are diverse. They adopt medico-psychological, feminist, queer,
Marxist and psychoanalytical perspectives. Despite this diversity, there are strong parallels
between the dimensions used to categorise films representing adult-child sexual relations. In
particular, these dimensions include whether the main protagonist was an adult or child,
whether this protagonist was a participant or an investigator, whether the relation was
consensual, and whether the relation was traumatic or beneficial for the participant. In the
next section, I will use these dimensions to group my archive into preliminary categories. I
also note, in passing, that none of these studies privilege the grouping of films based on their
primary target audience. The importance of the commercial context of film will be clarified
in subsequent sections of this chapter and the rest of this thesis. For now, however, I simply
want to suggest that film may privilege particular demographic and psychographic groups
much more than particular ways of depicting adult-child sexual relations. For instance, a
‘coming-of-age’ film targeted at ‘adolescents’ may be very different to one targeted at
‘adults’ or ‘parents’.
2.3.2 Application of categories from existing literature
Based on the literature from the previous section, I have composed five broad narrative types:
coming-of-age, faunlet, investigative, trauma and circuits of desire. Drawing on Lynch,
Karlyn and Yoakam, the faunlet narrative represents a male version of the nymphet narrative
in which an adult male or female is manipulated to their detriment by a male child. The
trauma narrative recognises children experiencing negative assessments or consequences
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after a non-consensual adult-child sexual relation. This was a broad category to capture
Lynch’s ‘speaking out’ narrative, Krzywinska’s ‘return of the repressed’ narrative and the
rape narratives of Trivelpiece, Gartner and Projansky. The coming-of-age, investigative and
circuits of desire narratives are the same as those outlined in the previous section.
The purpose of the five broad narrative types was to gain a crude, high level feel for the
archive as well as to identify any possible disparities between existing literature and the
archive, which may point to emerging cinematic trends. Four questions were asked of each
film:
1. Was the main protagonist an adult or a child at the time of the sexual relation?
2. What was the role of the main protagonist relative to the sexual relation?
3. From the perspective of the main protagonist, was the sexual relation consensual?
4. From the perspective of the main protagonist, was the outcome of the sexual relation
assessed to be positive, neutral or negative?
When films represented more than one adult-child sexual relation and these relations were in
conflict, an arbitrary decision was made to place the film into the most pertinent narrative
category based on the tone of entire film. Similarly, when a film could be placed into multiple
narrative categories, the narrative type with the strongest resonance was assigned. The results
of this grouping of films are shown in table 2.1 below.
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Table 2.1: Narrative structures based on existing literature
Narrative type

Protagonist

Role

Consent

Outcome

Total

Coming-of-age

Child

Participant

Consensual

Positive or
mixed

39

Faunlet

Adult

Participant

Consensual

Negative or
mixed

6

Investigative

Adult

Investigator

Non-consensual

Negative

7

Trauma

Child

Participant

Non-consensual

Negative

25

Circuits of desire

Adult or
child

Participant

Consensual

Neutral

11

Total

88

The absence of 57 movies, which do not fit into this schema, suggests that there is a gap in
the existing literature. In 42 of these 57 films, the protagonist performs the role of a witness
to the sexual relation. This category consists of 31 cinema-released titles and eleven madefor-TV movies. Table 2.2 presents an additional row for the trend of witnessing. Further, the
reapplication of the ‘witnessing’ role to other films revealed that a number of films from each
of the other narrative types also included this role. These films are indicated in brackets in the
total column of Table 2.2. As such, a total of 58 films had witnessing themes.
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Table 2.2: Narrative structures including witnessing
Narrative type

Protagonist

Role

Consent

Outcome

Total

Coming-of-age

Child

Participant

Consensual

Positive or
mixed

39 (5)

Faunlet

Adult

Participant

Consensual

Negative or
mixed

6 (1)

Investigative

Adult

Investigator

Non-consensual

Negative

7 (1)

Trauma

Child

Participant

Non-consensual

Negative

25 (6)

Circuits of desire

Adult or
child

Participant

Consensual

Neutral

11 (3)

Witnessing

Adult or
child

Witness

Consensual or
non-consensual

Negative

Total

42
130

2.3.3 Identification of peak films and cultural trends
I suggest that film does not simply mirror or replicate external discourses of adult-child
sexual relations. In terms of adult-child sexual relations, I will argue that it is caught up in its
own historic processes. As such, it cannot be assumed that a filmic representation of an adultchild sexual relation mirrors discourses of innocence. Rather, I suggest that to be open to the
unique contributions of film, one must contextualise it as a commercial medium that is
subject to evolving socio-economic, regulatory and technological forces.
To gauge this commercial nature, I queried an online database, boxofficemojo.com, to gather
data on the commercial success of each film in my archive in terms of its gross US domestic
box office earnings. These earnings were adjusted for inflation using an online inflation
calculator, usinflationcalculator.com, so that films could be compared. There were four
drawbacks from this approach. Firstly, foreign and independent film releases were deemphasised. Both these forms of releases may be successful in terms of their primary target
57

market niches, which may not necessarily be the general US public. Secondly, commercial
success was measured in gross receipts rather than in the ratio between profit and costs. That
is, this approach does not measure commercial success in terms of return on investment. A
successful film in terms of box office receipts may be unprofitable. Thirdly, this approach
does not consider other revenue streams, such as revenue garnered from television
distribution, DVD sales and rentals, and box office earnings in foreign cinemas. Finally, it
assumes box office earnings, even inflation-adjusted earnings, are comparable across forty
years of cinematic exhibition. Similar levels of receipts may not reflect similar volumes of
audiences. Nevertheless, this approach is still useful in identifying broad trends, which will
be later qualified in detail. It will show whether demand for films with themes of adult-child
sexual relations is constant across films and narrative formulations, or whether particular
films and narrative formulations dominated at points in time.
When the box office receipts for the 127 films, which the Internet Movie Database indicates
have been cinematically released, are mapped out, there are two peak films: The graduate
(1967) and Back to the future (1985). These two films also bracket two periods of
commercial dominance for narrative formulations. Between 1967 and 1988, the coming-ofage film gained the most US domestic box office receipts. In passing, two of the highest
grossing coming-of-age films from the late-1980s and early-1990s, Big (1988) and The
lawnmower man (1992), challenge the category of childhood. Big is a fantasy-comedy in
which the mind of a twelve-year-old boy is placed into the body of a 30-year-old male adult,
while The lawnmower man reverses this phenomenon. The sexual initiation involves a male
adult with the intellectual capacity of a six year old. The cognitive capabilities of the male,
however, are fluid. The film is concerned with improving intelligence through virtual reality.
In contrast, from the mid-1980s, films incorporating a trend of witnessing emerged as the
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most commercially successful films. Table 2.3 lists the twenty most commercially successful
films in terms of inflation-adjusted box office receipts.
Table 2.3: Top twenty commercially successful films

Rank

Film

Narrative formulation

Inflation-adjusted
US domestic box
office receipts

1

The graduate (1967)

Coming-of-age

$695,081,469

2

Back to the future (1985)

Coming-of-age (witnessing)

$433,176,912

3

Midnight cowboy (1969)

Trauma

$270,063,632

4

Porky's (1982)

Coming-of-age

$241,931,978

5

Big (1988)

Coming-of-age

$215,077,129

6

American beauty (1999)

Witnessing

$172,818,419

7

The last picture show (1971)

Coming-of-age

$159,194,940

8

Risky business (1983)

Coming-of-age

$141,188,424

9

Tommy (1975)

Trauma

$140,895,367

10

Summer of '42 (1971)

Coming-of-age

$136,610,493

11

American pie (1999)

Coming-of-age (witnessing)

$136,240,535

12

The Prince of Tides (1991)

Trauma (witnessing)

$121,521,062

13

All that jazz (1979)

Coming-of-age

$115,299,172

14

Mystic river (2003)

Trauma (witnessing)

$108,411,570

15

Primal fear (1996)

Investigative (witnessing)

$79,152,430

16

Sleepers (1996)

Trauma (witnessing)

$75,201,736

17

The butterfly effect (2004)

Witnessing

$67,879,058

18

Private lessons (1981)

Coming-of-age

$63,979,969

19

About a boy (2002)

Witnessing

$50,911,253

20

The lawnmower man (1992)

Coming-of-age

$50,635,776
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In passing, the total inflation-adjusted box office receipts for films that have depicted adultchild sexual relations as a major theme is US$4,183,749,460. The top twenty films account
for 83 per cent of inflation-adjusted box office revenue (US$3,475,271,324). Further, in
terms of the number of films released, the representation of adult-child sexual relations was a
persistent and growing phenomenon within cinema between the years 1967 and 2006.
2.3.4 Historical contextualisation of trends
Table 2.3 indicates that there are two distinct trends within the twenty most commercially
successful films, which can be plotted across an historical timeline. The first trend forms
around the coming-of-age film. Overall, this is the most successful genre, accounting for 61%
per cent of total inflation-adjusted box office revenue. A disruption of this genre, however, is
hinted at within the table between the late-1960s and mid-1970s. Two films, Midnight
cowboy (1969) and Tommy (1975), associate adult-child sexual relations with trauma. These
films, however, present complex characters in which adult-child sexual relations are not the
only source of trauma. The second trend emerging during the mid-1980s is based on the
witnessing of a sexual relation. This witnessing may be real or imagined. The witness may be
a child or an adult. Further, this trend appears alongside a second disruption in the coming-ofage narrative involving the films Big and The lawnmower man. As I mentioned in the
previous section, in these two films, it is hard to pin down whether the main protagonist is a
child or an adult. This blurring of adulthood and childhood is also present in Tommy. This
film features an adult in his early twenties who is deaf, blind and dumb. His physical
disabilities render him less able than a child despite his age.
The fourth stage of my method is to draw upon existing literature to historically place the two
trends and the disruptions into regulatory, socio-economic, commercial and technological
contexts. In particular, I will survey and outline the regulatory and commercial factors that
influenced the emergence of the coming-of-age narrative and the identification of youths as a
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target market for cinema. In relation to the emergence of the witnessing trend, I will survey
further literature on changes to the regulatory, socio-economic, commercial and technological
environments in which film is produced and consumed. I will place emphasis on the
emergence of child sexual abuse as a broad social concern during the mid-1980s as well as
socio-economic factors that contributed to this concern.
2.3.5 Formal analysis of selected films
The final stage of my method involves a formal analysis of a selection of films from the
coming-of-age and witnessing narrative trends. The selection of films for this analysis will be
predominantly drawn from the twenty most commercially successful films. I will, however,
select films from across a range of release dates and each film will contribute a new
perspective to its respective genre or narrative trend. That is, I am not primarily concerned
with how a film replicates the rules of a genre. Rather, I am concerned with the development
of the coming-of-age and witnessing narrative trends.
A formal analysis is based on how two filmic elements—film style and narrative form—
combine and support each other to shape a unified system based on patterns. Film style refers
to the technical and symbolic elements of Hollywood cinematic codes and conventions,
which provide an audio-visual language. Hansen, Cottle, Negrine & Newbold (1998) have
defined the technical elements as ‘camera angles, camera movement, shot duration, lighting,
depth of field, editing, sound, sound effects, music, special effects, framing, and so on’. In
contrast, the symbolic elements include ‘costume, objects, stars, performance, setting,
location and so on’ (p.132).
Narratives are a form of constructed knowledge. Hansen et al. (1998) have highlighted that
narratives are not ‘accidental or natural’. Rather, each narrative is ‘the result of information
being manipulated, edited and released for specific purposes’ (p.155). Four elements of
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narrative underlie Hollywood cinema. Firstly, a narrative is concerned with the linear or
chronological ordering of events within a period of time. That is, narrative is experienced as a
linear chain of events that move from the past to the present to the future (Hansen et al.,
1998, p.143; Phillips, 2000, p.17). Phillips (2000), however, has highlighted that the
chronological ordering of events merely creates a ‘list of events’, a narrative ‘needs a
“because” as well’ (p.20). This causality is the second element of a narrative. For some,
causality links the events into a coherent whole. Events progress based on causes and effects
(Hansen et al., 1998, p.143; Phillips, 2000, p.17; Rowe & Wells, 2003, p.80). For Phillips
(2000), causality is the integral element of narrative because this is the element that the
audience engages with through the creation of ‘the desire for knowledge’ and playing on their
‘natural curiosity’ (p.20). If a narrative is understood as a cause-and-effect chain of events
then it is the characters’ actions and decisions that progress this chain of causality. Phillips
(2000) points out that narratives are centred on characters (p.57). Characters are ‘the “agents”
of the story’ (p.21). Thirdly, a narrative grounds this chain of events within a space or locality
(Hansen et al., 1998, p.143; Phillips, 2000, p.17). Finally, Hansen et al. (1998) have argued
that the chain of events centre on the resolution of a ‘central enigma’ (p.145). This central
enigma is the general theme or pattern that is underlying the narrative. This mode of narrative
has been termed ‘the institutional mode of representation’, ‘classic realist text’ and the
‘standard Hollywood narrative’ (Hansen et al., 1998, p.144; Phillips, 2000, p.20; Rowe &
Wells, 2003, p.79).
I do not necessarily believe that causality is the only mechanism that unites events into a
coherent whole. Rather, I speculate that audiences also desire the comfort of patterns.
Drawing heavily on structuralist film theories and methods of Bordwell and Thompson
(2010), I will analyse patterns that unite narrative form and film style using the principles of
‘function, similarity and repetition, difference and variation, development, and unity/disunity’
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(p.67). For Bordwell and Thompson, function refers to the role an element plays in unifying a
film. Similarity and repetition are principles for identifying reoccurring elements within a
film. A repetition is a duplication of an element, which when significant to the overall form is
called a ‘motif’. In contrast, a similarity is more like a rhyme between distinct elements.
Their closeness invites the comparison. When these similarities significantly contribute to the
overall form, they are termed ‘parallelisms’ (pp.67-68).
The third set of principles for unpacking patterns within a film is difference and variation.
This principle is related to the principle of similarity and repetition. It looks at how contrasts
and changes are made through motifs and parallelisms. That is, the relationship between
repetition and variation form a key point of analysis (pp.70-72). Stepping outside of Bordwell
and Thompson, an alternative approach for establishing patterns of difference and variation is
the paradigmatic approach for textual analysis. This approach provides a tool for establishing
patterns of oppositions between characters, settings, and actions (Hansen et al., 1998, p.152).
Under this approach, characters, settings and actions are contrasted against other characters,
settings and actions in order to construct categorises of binary oppositions that are not
confined to the linear development of the narrative (Hansen et al., 1998, p.152; Polkinghorne,
1988, p.35).
The paradigmatic approach analyses and contrasts the relationships between underlying
meanings, beliefs and values within narratives. The process of the paradigmatic approach
involves the breaking down, rearranging and grouping of the content of the story into two
homogenous categories of binary oppositions (Alasuutari, 1998, p.116). The first group acts
to organise relationships between dominant and positive representations within the narrative,
whilst the second group is concerned with the subordinate and negative representations.
There is, however, a disadvantage of this method. The application of binary oppositions as
textual evidence for the underlying ideologies is based on a generalised and fragmented
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reading of meaning structures within texts. As a consequence, complex and contradictory
representations that unify the narrative as a composite are simplified within this binary
schema (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1992, p.33). As a result, broader oppositions revealed by
this approach will only be included when they support the overall form of a film.
Returning to Bordwell and Thompson, their fourth principle for a formal analysis is
development. This principle looks at how changes between elements progress the film and
provide linkages between scenes or segments (p.72). Narrative analysis provides an approach
for the study of development in terms of the sequential cause-and-effect events and
relationships that unify the narrative (Hansen et al., 1998, p.143; Hill Bailey, 1996, pp.186187; Rowe & Wells, 2003, p.80; Stokes, 2003, pp.67-68). Under this approach, film style is
viewed in light of its contribution to drawing attention to events that structure the narrative
(Rowe & Wells, 2003, p.80). In passing, the relationship between film style and narrative
form, in this study, will also work the other way. Developments in the narrative will also be
viewed in the light of how they draw attention to elements of film style.
The ‘equilibrium formula’ provides a methodological tool for identifying and analysing
narrative structure. Under this formula, narratives commence with an initial state of
equilibrium and stability. An event or force of disruption causes this stability to fall into a
state of disequilibrium or disruption. Consequently, the narrative focuses on actions that are
directed at restoring the initial equilibrium. However, while stability is reattained, the
processes of disruption and restoration render a new equilibrium that is different from the
initial equilibrium (Alasuutari, 1998, p.118; Hansen et al., 1998, p.148; Rowe & Wells, 2003,
p.80). For Rowe & Wells (2003), the process of restoration of the equilibrium is the
‘narrative drive of the movie’ (p.82). Under this approach, each of the three phases in the
structure of the narrative is identified, and significance is attributed to the individual events
and actions that contribute to these phases, and influence other events and actions, as well as,
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the overall development of the narrative (Hansen et al., 1998, pp.144-145). The purpose of
this ordering process is to achieve an understanding into the significance and impact of
individual events across the temporal timeline of the narrative and their relationship to other
events (Polkinghorne, 1988, p.18). This allows the ability to uncover the ideological content
through teasing out the underlying belief systems and meanings of narratives gained by
observing the relationships between individual events that destabilise or restore narrative
order (Hansen et al., 1998, pp.147-148). While this approach will be incorporated into my
analysis, I will also pay particular attention to how individual scenes are interconnected so
that my analysis will not downplay parallelisms and contrasts that are woven throughout each
film.
The final set of principles outlined by Bordwell and Thompson are unity and disunity. For
them, unity refers to the extent to which formal elements are uniformly woven together and to
which the film provides a closed ending. In contrast, disunity refers to the extent to which
elements provide formal aberrations and the openness of the climax (p.74). I am going to add
another dimension to unity and disunity. I will engage with academic literature on discourses
of childhood innocence and sexuality. This literature has identified different strands of
innocence that other discourses attach to the child. These strands include physical and
emotional immaturity, lack of knowledge, vulnerability, heterosexuality and lack of agency.
Firstly, I will apply these strands to the representations of children and adults in film.
Secondly, I will examine points where these strands converge and diverge. Finally, I will
explore phenomena that do not comply with these categories. In doing so, I will consider the
unique contribution of film to discourses of innocence.
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2.4 Conclusion
I have now outlined the two steps of my method. The first step is concerned with my
sampling strategy, while the second step is concerned with the analysis of the archive. In
terms of the sampling strategy, I have outlined a referral-based approach. Referrals have been
drawn from previous academic literature on cinematic representations on adult-child sexual
relations, as well as from an internet-based film database and an internet-based catalogue of
films on adult-child sexual relations.
The second step of my method is focused on analysing film’s contribution to discourses on
adult-child sexual relations. The approach is based on organising films into cinematic trends,
historically contextualising these trends and then performing a formal analysis of individual
films in these trends. Chapters three and four will each focus on the formal analysis of films,
which fall within one of two historically significant cultural trends. Chapter three will look at
the coming-of-age film, as well as the historical forces that converged around its formation.
In contrast, chapter four will examine the witnessing film and the historical processes
surrounding it.
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Chapter 3: Coming of age (1967-1988)
3.1 Introduction
This chapter will begin to trace some of the historical forces that led to cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations. I will review general industry-based
circumstances that foreshadowed these representations. I will outline changes to the
regulative framework in which films are produced. I will demonstrate that preceding 1967,
themes such as incest, suicide and adult-child sexual relations were highly regulated and
discouraged. After 1967, however, a number of industry trends facilitated the emergence of
these themes. These trends include the growing opposition to constrains on cinematic content
from filmmakers, the introduction of television as a competing media form and changes to
the regulative environment. The late 1960s seems to reflect a more liberal period of cinematic
production: a period in which film was given more latitude. I will suggest that these changes
are evident in a generic cycle focused on the ‘coming of age’ of a male through a sexual
initiation. This cycle dominated films with themes of adult-child sexual relations involving
males during the period from 1967 to 1988. Eighteen coming-of-age films were released
during this period out of a total 45 movies, including two made-for-TV movies. While this
dominance is not convincing in terms of the quantity of movies released (40%), the comingof-age narrative accounts for almost 82% of recorded inflation-adjusted US box office
receipts for the films in my archive that were released during this period. In terms of the
cinematic output that audiences were consuming, the coming-of-age narrative dominated.
The dominance of the coming-of-age narrative is not a new discovery. Gartner (1999a), for
instance, has argued that ‘film, like all popular literature, is replete with examples of socalled coming-of-age stories in which boys are introduced to sexuality by older women’
(n.p.). Similarly, Trivelpiece (1990) has suggested that ‘films that portray the sexual initiation
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of a young man by an older woman’ are the ‘most popular’ mode for representing adult-child
sexual relations involving male children (p.56). Studies of cinematic representations of adultchild sexual relations have not, however, placed this discovery within its historical context.
Equally, research has yet to comprehensively assess the role of witnessing and innocence
within these narratives. In this chapter, I will do both these things in respect to:
The graduate (1967)
Murmur of the heart (Le soufflé an cœur, 1971)
The last picture show (1971)
The tin drum (Die blechtrommel, 1979)
Private lessons (1981)
My tutor (1983)
Big (1988)
A full list of the coming-of-age films in my archive is provided in the appendix.

3.2 Previous literature on the coming-of-age film
In the previous chapter, I reviewed a number of previous studies that have performed surveys
of films predominantly released during the second half of the twentieth century. These studies
organised films into ‘genres’ and narrative formulations for the presentation of adult-child
sexual relations. A reoccurring narrative formulation that emerged from this review was the
‘coming-of-age’ or ‘sexual initiation’ narrative. I will provide a brief comment on this
literature and then turn to the historical context of this narrative trend, which previous
literature largely fails to address.
Previous literature has suggested that the ‘coming-of-age’ narrative is focused on an older
woman sexually initiating an undesirable, sexually inexperienced or socially inept male.
These encounters are portrayed in a positive light with males gaining social recognition and
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acceptance, as well as increased self-confidence and self-awareness (Gartner, 1999a, para.11;
Krzywinska, 2006, p.64; Lynch, 2002, p.45; Trivelpiece, 1990, p.59). Both Lynch (2002,
p.45) and Gartner (1999a, para.11) have further highlighted that, within this narrative
structure, males are constructed as impervious to damage or long-term negative sequelae as a
result of these sexual encounters. Rather, the narrative tension within this structure revolves
around ‘psychological, physical and social barriers’ to personal agency (Lynch, 2002, p.64).
Sex is positioned as an essential ingredient to satisfying this agency. Beyond promoting sex,
Krzywinska (2006) also has argued that sexual relations within this narrative structure also
challenge monogamy and are not exclusively heterosexual (p.69).
With the exception of Krzywinska (2006), who has surveyed cinematic representations of
sexual relations in general, a problem with this literature is that there is no formal or
historical context. Firstly, adult-child sexual relations are taken as the starting point for
analysis. There is little consideration of how the formal elements of film style, which I
outlined in the previous chapter, unite each film and inform the adult-child sexual relations.
Nor do these studies look at how these films establish and subvert the coming-of-age cycle
and audience expectations. As such, my analysis will look at the formal and generic attributes
of these films. Secondly, there is no indication why sexual initiation themes are absent in film
before this period. This historical abstraction allows researchers to assess the films in terms
of whether they subvert feminist, medico-psychological and queer paradigms of adult-child
sexual relations. In contrast, drawing on studies of cinematic history, including Krzywinska’s
study, I will suggest that the emergence of adult-child sexual relations as a theme within film
was only partially influenced by these paradigms. Film was not necessarily subverting them.
Film has its own rich history and ahistorical comparisons cannot be drawn.
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3.3 Film censorship and regulation
In this discussion, I will position cinema as a commercial activity that is also shaped through
government- and industry-based regulation. These are not the only forces that have shaped
the development of cinematic products. Other influences include high barriers to entry; the
formation of the studio system; the dominance of the US as a point of reception, production
and distribution; competition with other media forms; as well as cultural disruptions such as
the world wars and the Great Depression during the first half of the twentieth century. Over
and beyond these other influences, I will show that changes to the regulative environment had
a profound influence on how children and sexual relationships were represented in film.
The development of cinema in the US during the first half of the twentieth century was
shaped by tides of government- and industry-based regulation. This regulation is not simply a
tug-of-war between government and industry over cinematic content. Methods of regulation
have also evolved with the development of cinema and other media during the twentieth
century. These methods have included censorship and guidelines on how risqué content
should be represented, classification based on the segmentation of audiences into age groups,
and more recently, legislation aimed at the child actors within cinematic products. I will now
outline and discuss the evolution of regulatory frameworks up until 1968 and their influence
on cinematic representations. US legislation concerning child pornography, which was
introduced in 1996, will be discussed in chapter four because it did not affect the initial
releases of the films that I will discuss in this chapter.
3.3.1 The pre-Production and Production Code eras
At its inception, cinema was caught up in a growing concern over the morality of working
class families and the increased role of the state in managing morality. This is because the
working class were its most prevalent consumers (Phillips, 2003, p.100). Consequently,

70

cinema was embroiled within the debate concerning morality because it was ‘feared that
without proper regulation [film] could have a serious detrimental impact on public morality’
(Phillips, 2003, p.100). One possible reason for the concern over cinema’s impact on morality
has been suggested in the hypothesis that used properly cinema could propagate the values of
the bourgeois to the working class. These values extended to ‘representations of sex,
sexuality and desire’ (Krzywinska, 2006, p.82). It is hard to believe that this idealisation of
cinema was uniformly felt across society, within the film industry and between the consumers
of cinematic output. The working class, for instance, may not necessarily have seen their
values as corrupt or inferior to bourgeois values. Phillips (2003) has argued that another
reason for this concern around morality derived from cinema’s status as a commercial
activity. Studios were motivated to improve the social image of films in order to attract
bourgeois cinema consumers and, thereby, increase the market for and profitability of film
(pp.100-101).
For the first half of the twentieth century, censorship was a practice deployed within the US,
firstly, to respond to the perceived crisis in public morality and, secondly, to broaden the
social appeal and profitability of cinema. Krzywinska (2006) has identified two forms of
censorship that operated during this period: direct censorship and indirect censorship. Direct
censorship stemmed from the government and was enforced against the exhibition of a
completed film (Krzywinska, 2006, p.85). In contrast, indirect censorship affected the
processes of production and distribution. This came from both outside and inside the
cinematic industry. Forms of indirect censorship that came from outside the cinematic
industry involved restrictions placed on financial support from government or commercial
sources. Industry-based indirect censorship included the editing or re-shooting of risqué
scenes, and the withholding of films from commercial exhibition by production companies or
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distributors (Krzywinska, 2006, p.87). These two forms of censorship were not simultaneous
with the invention of cinema. Rather, they were gradual responses to cinematic products.
The initial impetus for film censorship came from the state. This began at the local level in
1907. Permits had to be granted from local police authorities in order to screen individual
films (Krzywinska, 2006, p.87). From 1907, regulatory bodies proliferated across the US.
These regulatory bodies operated as autonomous units that were isolated from one another
(Krzywinska, 2006, p.88). Perhaps in an attempt to reduce the commercial risk of
inconsistent regulation of film posed by these autonomous bodies, self-regulatory review
boards were established in the US in 1909 and the United Kingdom (UK) in 1912. Despite
the introduction of this self-regulation, state-based regulatory bodies, within the US, began to
‘regulate cinema’s content over and above the National Board of Review’. This movement
towards state-based intervention was cemented by the 1915 US Supreme Court decision,
which stipulated that cinema did not qualify under the first amendment’s provisions of free
speech because of its ‘commercial status and mass appeal’ (Krzywinska, 2006, p.82).
During the 1920s, there was a swing towards self-regulation. This was, in part, due to the film
industry’s fear of increased state intervention. Kochberg (2003) has argued that the
Hollywood film industry was faced with a poor public image as a result of ‘a series of very
public Hollywood scandals’ and it was threatened by a ‘backlash from state censors’ (p.42).
To rectify this situation, an industry lobby group, the Motion Picture Producers and
Distributors of American (MPPDA), was established in 1922. For Kochberg, the appointment
of Will Hays as the president of the MPPDA was key to this response. Hays, previously a
senior Republican politician who maintained strong ties to the Republican party, was charged
with improving the public image of Hollywood and protecting the interests of the Hollywood
film industry from legislators in Washington (Kochberg, 2003, p.42). Hays’ approach was
two-pronged. He engaged in government lobbying and industry-based regulation. Hays
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campaigned against state censorship boards on the grounds that they violated principles of
free speech. Conversely, he published content guidelines and principles for filmmakers in
1924 and 1927, which functioned to place restrictions on cinematic content (Kochberg, 2003,
p.42; Krzywinska, 2006, p.89). Krzywinska (2006) has also stated that Hays campaigned for
morality clauses within actors’ contracts in order to curb Hollywood scandals (p.89).
Prompted by the introduction of sound within films, the guidelines and principles for the
content of films were formalised in 1930 and they were known as the Hays Code or the
Production Code. Kochberg (2003) has argued that, up to 1934, major production companies
did not adhere to the Code due to the Depression and falling box office receipts. Rather,
filmmakers resorted to sex and violence in order to drive demand for films. This resistance to
the Code changed in 1934. The film industry faced strong opposition from ‘state censors,
women’s groups, education groups and religious groups’ culminating in the threat of a mass
boycott of Hollywood films (Kochberg, 2003, pp.42-43). Within this climate, the MPPDA
gained support from the industry and the Code became officially enforceable on June 13,
1934 through the self-regulating Production Code Administration (PCA), under the
leadership of Joseph Breen. Films were not exhibited or distributed unless they had gained
approval from the PCA (Kochberg, 2003, pp.42-43; Krzywinska, 2006, p.95; Projansky,
2001, p.64).
In passing, another speculative but plausible explanation for the initial resistance and later
acceptance of the Code may be attributable to the development of the studio system and its
commercial strategy of vertical integration. This strategy involved acquiring businesses
separating the production of film and its final consumption, such as cinemas and film
distributors. Although Neale (2000) has highlighted that this strategy began in the late 1910s
with a ‘wave of theatre acquisitions and mergers’, he has also pointed out that this strategy
continued during the 1920s (p.233). This strategy not only concentrated ownership of
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distribution channels of cinematic product, but it also concentrated the number of production
companies down to eight main studios who through ownership or agreements could exhibit
their output through these channels. An oligopoly was established, which according to Neale
was further stabilised by the US National Recovery Act. In this context, production
companies may not have adhered to the Code prior to 1934 because their main commercial
strategy for increasing profitability was gaining control over distribution channels rather than
product realignment. Nevertheless, when this strategy of vertical integration reached a point
of ownership saturation, studios were ‘forced to economise’ in the mid-1930s (Neale, 2000,
p.233). It is possible that in this milieu of profit stagnation, the studios may have been more
receptive to special interest groups and consumer demands. Despite this receptivity, the Code
may have not gained complete support from the studios. Rather, the economics of oligopolies
may have forced the studios to move as one. That is, the studios may have been reacting to
each other as much as to the consumer environment, which the Code represented. In this
context, the acceptance of the Code is also a manifestation of the oligopoly. Its continued
existence depended upon the continuation of this industry structure, as well as the
intelligibility of audience groups in terms of class-based divisions.
The Code did not simply function to prohibit and censor, although this function is undeniable.
The clauses of the Code prohibited the depiction of morally unacceptable subjects such as
sexual perversion and vulgarity. This included a prohibition against the depiction of cruelty to
children (Projansky, 2001, p.64). The Code also prohibited depictions that instructed how to
commit a crime, depictions of explicit sex scenes and adult nudity, and, in order to reconcile
the disharmony between the film industry and religious groups, no priest could be depicted as
a villain (Kochberg, 2003, p.43). Krzywinska (2006), however, has highlighted that the role
of the PCA was also to specify how narrative content should be portrayed in terms of
providing moral compensation so that films could not be construed as immoral (p.89). This
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acted to remove moral ambiguity from Hollywood films, enforcing a polarisation of ‘good’
and ‘evil’. ‘Evil’ had to ‘be compensated by “sufficient good”’ (Krzywinska, 2006, p.95).
The Code did not only restrict content, it also regularised how content should be presented.
A final dimension of the Code was that the audience was configured as an age-based
composite. That is not to say that the child was an unrecognisable figure within this audience.
The success of Disney testifies to the recognition of this figure. Rather, the concern over
immorality did not distinguish between transgressive themes and movies, on the one hand,
and audiences composed of age-based divisions, on the other hand. Krzywinska (2006) has
identified that this lack of distinction between audience segments in terms of age categories
created a historical bias towards a psychological approach for the representation of sexual
themes:
Unlike Britain, America did not have a ratings system; as a result … films could be seen
potentially by any age group. … The films had to handle their relatively risqué themes in a
carefully choreographed manner, therefore. As such, a psychological line of approach to sex was
taken that was couched within the established and industrially legitimated language of
melodrama, providing thereby a convenient way of dealing with sexual themes in a visually nonexplicit way (p.14).

A legacy of this period of cinema is that the concern over immorality contributed to driving
indirectly represented sexual themes into the genetic makeup of Hollywood cinema. The
implicit representation of sexual themes became imprinted into the semiotics of dialogue and
mise-en-scène. This phenomenon may not be simply limited to Hollywood output. As I have
discussed, the French New Wave movement, which has specific links to the films that I will
analyse later in this chapter, was interested in how US auteurs were ‘transcending the
constraints of Hollywood’s standardised system’ (Bordwell & Thompson, 2010, p.475). The
French New Wave movement, in turn, influenced other European New Wave movements as
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well as Hollywood output. A pan-Euro-American regime was developing. At the same time,
explicit sexual themes were also entrenched as narrative devices, such as through the
punishment of sexual transgressions. Based on this notion, Projansky (2001) has argued that
rape is central to cinema itself: ‘although not all films include rape, an overwhelming number
not only include but depend on rape to generate narrative action’ (pp.82-83, original
emphasis). This statement is too strong, as this chapter will demonstrate. Even in films based
on adult-child sexual relations, themes of consent are present.
The regulative developments of the first 50 years of the twentieth century provide a context
for the lack of films presenting themes focusing on adult-child sexual relations. I have only
been able to identify one film that deals with the theme of child sexual abuse within the first
half of the twentieth century: M (1931), originating from Germany and directed by Fritz
Lang. The presence of this theme in the cinema of another country reinforces the impact of
the US regulative environment. Serial child rape and murder was a concern in the US during
the 1930s as it was in Germany. According to Freedman (1987, p.92) and Gordon (1988,
pp.58-59), child molestation and rape was a repetitious and sensationalised issue within US
newspaper articles from 1937 to 1940 and from 1949 to 1955. Further, in 1937, J. Edgar
Hoover, director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, declared a ‘War on the Sex Criminal’
(Freedman, 1987, p.94; Gordon, 1988, p.59). I suggest that social concerns are not simply
incorporated into cinematic output. Rather, I have outlined that film emerged as a commercial
activity that was aimed at two markets. The first market consisted of the working class, who
were being subjected to increasing levels of moral scrutiny. Through appealing to this
market, the film industry was caught up in the governance of the working class. In contrast,
the second market was made up of the middle class. To attract this market, the film industry
minimised risqué content because it was perceived that this content was incongruent with
their tastes. As such, the lack of representations of adult-child sexual relations can be
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attributed to a class-based categorisation of cinematic audiences. Another set of historical
forces intervened, however, during the second half of the twentieth century, which not only
altered the regulative environment, but also how cinema configured its target markets for its
output.
3.3.2 Classification and the Motion Pictures Association of America (MPAA) ratings
system
During the second half of the twentieth century, the US saw the transition away from the
Production Code based on censorship towards a system based on classification, a system that
had operated in various phases of development within the UK since 1912. Despite a revision
and strengthening of the Production Code in 1951, compliance with the Code waned in the
early 1950s due to filmmakers’ growing opposition to it and, in 1952, the US Supreme Court
included film as a form of free speech under the first amendment of the US constitution
(Kochberg, 2003, p.41; Krzywinska, 2006, p.101; Projansky, 2001, p.64).
A number of interweaving factors, which provide a historical disruption, further fuelled this
opposition to the Code. Firstly, US government legislation to dismantle the vertical
integration of cinematic production and exhibition in 1948, as well as the 1949 Paramount
anti-trust case, challenged the structure and stability of the film industry. Secondly, the
emergence of television prompted the film industry to differentiate its output. Thirdly,
growing youth affluence reconfigured the target market of cinema.
In the previous section, I suggested that the oligopoly underlining the structure of the film
industry was integral for the continuing support for the Production Code. This oligopoly was
challenged during the middle of the twentieth century. According to Neale (2000), between
the mid-1920s and 1948, eight companies colluded to form an oligopoly. To varying degrees,
companies within this oligopoly had vertically integrated the production, distribution and
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exhibition of films. The advantage of this oligopoly for the companies involved was that their
films were guaranteed exhibition in the cinemas that five of the companies owned. In 1948,
however, the US government enforced legislation that declared cross-ownership of theatres,
on the one hand, and production and distribution interests, on the other hand, illegal (p.232).
The five companies that had vertically integrated into theatre ownership had to sell those
exhibition houses (p.242). Coupled with this loss of guaranteed income was a shrinking
audience base. Within the cinematic exhibition space, the introduction of multiplex cinemas,
during the 1960s, had the effect of delivering smaller, demographically segmented audiences
(Kochberg, 2003, p.18), but more generally the introduction of television resulted in a decline
in overall cinema attendance (Neale, 2000, p.242). As I will discuss below, this decline was
not proportional for all demographical groups. In this sense, the decline in cinema attendance
also corresponded to a concentration of particular demographic groups consuming cinematic
output.
The emergence and growth of television as a family-orientated and competing medium
during the 1950s drove a need for cinema to differentiate itself within the media marketplace.
Not only in the US, but the adoption of television in France contributed to the uptake of New
Wave filmmaking (Bordwell & Thompson, 2010, p.477). In the US, however, this
differentiation focused on the targeting of films towards adult audiences through the
increased representation of sex and sexuality (Krzywinska, 2006, p.14). Moretti (2001) has
supported this shift in attention. He has highlighted the lack of children’s films between 1955
and 1957: ‘In the mid-fifties, not a single film for children made Variety’s top twenty for the
year’ (p.96, original emphasis). This finding is surprising because Around the world in eighty
days premiered in 1956 and, in terms of inflation-adjusted box office receipts, this is the 46th
most successful film of all time in terms of US domestic earnings (boxofficemojo.com). Lady
and the tramp (1955) is also in position 68 in terms of inflation-adjusted receipts. Further,
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with the releases of Ben Hur (1959) and 101 dalmatians (1961), it is hard to believe that the
film industry totally abandoned the child and family markets. Both of these films were also
commercially successful, ranking 13th and 11th in terms of inflation-adjusted box office
receipts of all time. This is not to fault Moretti. Rather, the inconsistency may reflect different
methods of cinematic exhibition. Neale (2000) has highlighted that unusual, spectacular and
exceptional productions were exhibited on a road-show basis (pp.86, 92). This could account
for their lack of representation within Variety’s figures.
The need for differentiation was not only directed against television output. The development
of television also presented a catalyst for film to differentiate its contemporary output from its
historical output. Television was not simply a competing medium. Gomery (1983) in his
chapter ‘Television, Hollywood, and the development of movies made-for-television’ in
Regarding television: critical approaches—an anthology has provided an historical analysis
of the industrial developments that lead to the emergence of made-for-television movies. He
has pointed out that the film industry saw television as a distribution channel and attempts
were made to vertically integrate television stations into the cinematic industry. Gomery has
stated that, although there were exceptions, these attempts were generally hampered on three
fronts. Firstly, film executives invested in subscription and large-screen theatre television,
rather than broadcast television. Secondly, newspaper and radio stations were also attempting
to acquire television stations. They had greater community and political influence, which
facilitated Federal Communications Commission (FCC) approval. Finally, the Paramount
anti-trust case (1949) also dissuaded the FCC from granting television licenses to film
producers (p.121). In the fallout, the revenues of the film industry fell by one-third to onehalf during the period 1945 to 1955. This decline cannot wholly be attributed to the
introduction of television. The changes to the system of distribution after the Paramount case
and the suburbanisation of cities also contributed to the decline (p.122). Nevertheless,
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between 1955 and 1957 major film studios identified television as a revenue stream for their
back catalogue. They leased or sold pre-1948 films to local television stations and distributors
(pp.122-124). According to Gomery, this was ‘the first time in American film history a
sizable audience could re-view a broad cross section of Hollywood sound film production’
(p.123). I speculate that the other side of the coin was that the film industry placed its back
catalogue in competition with its contemporary releases. As such, the contemporary output
needed to differentiate itself from traditional fare. This may have also facilitated the influence
of the French New Wave movement on Hollywood output.
I have gestured to the concentration of cinematic attendance. Neale (2000) has outlined the
growth of youth affluence during the 1950s. The proportion of youth as a segment of the
population was also growing, creating ‘an expanding sector of the market for services and
goods’ (p.119). The recognition of this emerging market was paired with audience research,
initially conducted during the late 1940s, which identified that that age presented the highest
correlation for cinema attendance. Youths were the most prevalent movie-goers and
attendance declined sharply with age (Neale, 2000, p.119). For Neale (2000), this awareness
spawned the ‘teenpic’ genre, which targeted youth through presenting teenage culture and
themes that appealed to this market. I speculate that an additional appeal of this demographic
group was that it was not the primary target market of the family-centred televisual medium.
These changes did not necessarily lessen the regulative environment. Rather, the changes
excited censorship. Censorship boards began to view censorship in terms of the age
categories of viewers. US states were given the legal powers to censor adult material, and in
1968, the legal right of states and municipalities within the US to classify material for the
protection of children was confirmed by the US Supreme Court (Kochberg, 2003, p.41). To
lessen the threat of censorship, the Production Code was officially abandoned in 1967 in
favour of the Motion Pictures Association of America (MPAA) ratings system. The MPAA
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ratings system functioned to classify potentially offensive material and came into effect on 1
November 1968 (Projansky, 2001, p.64). This was a system of voluntary self-regulation and
Kochberg (2003) has suggested that the motivation behind it was ‘an attempt by the film
industry to offset the extended powers of state and municipal censors’ (p.41). Kochberg
(2003) has argued that this system amounts to censorship. Filmmakers are ‘contractually
obliged to deliver films to distributors that do not exceed an R rating’ (p.41). Likewise,
Krzywinska (2006) has pointed out that this concern over ratings is important because cinema
is a commercial medium and geared towards attracting the largest possible audience (pp.1213). While this may be true, the introduction of video in the 1970s also saw a movement
towards niche marketing and a greater flexibility in the presentation of sexual themes. In
particular, Krzywinska (2006) has argued that sexual initiation themes and soft-core
pornographic cinema can be traced to the introduction of video as an alternative distribution
channel for cinematic products (p.16). Equally, ratings build creditability within the youth
market. For Altman (1999):
Studios have gone out of their way to avoid the very ratings (G, PG and PG-13) that apparently
open film viewing to a wider range of spectators, because they have learnt that the most soughtafter demographic group (viewers between 15 and 25) avoid films that are so rated. Recognising
the usefulness of addressing the youth audience rather than their parents, producers have routinely
added to films just enough violence, nudity or strong language to ensure an R rating (pp.110-111).

The ratings system not only supports the targeting of the youth market, but in an ironic
repetition of the effects of the Production Code, it also specifies a range of content and
themes that may appeal to this market.

3.4 Cinematic explorations of coming of age
The previous section has identified two main sets of forces that contributed to the coming-ofage film. The first set of forces feed into the recognition of youths as the primary target

81

audience of cinematic output. The second group of forces lead to the formation of the
classification system. Together, they supported each other. The division of audiences into
age-based segments reinforced the classification of films for those segments, while the
classification of age-based segments created themes and content that appealed to those target
audiences. This support, however, also created a conflict. ‘Adult’ material was being
marketed to and desired by ‘adolescents’. The films were intergenerational and their target
audiences seem to have tended towards anti-establishmentarianism. It is in this context that
The graduate (1967) emerged. This film was both a commercial and critical success. In terms
of its commercial success, the film grossed over US$100 million at the box office during its
release. This is over US$685 million when receipts are adjusted for inflation and it is the
nineteenth most successful domestic film in the US of all time. The graduate also won an
Oscar for Best Director and was nominated for another six Academy Awards. I will now look
at this film in depth.
3.4.1 The graduate (1967)
The graduate (1967) is not a ‘musical’ in the typical sense of the genre. The characters do not
sing. They do not dance. Music, however, is central to this film. Williams (2006) in her
vignette on The graduate in her co-edited book Contemporary American cinema does not
agree:
The graduate’s seminal pop soundtrack by Simon and Garfunkel … seems to speak to its
movement in a ‘Zeitgeist’ fashion, though filmically there is no necessary correlation between
score and action (the song ‘Mrs Robinson’ is the only one that actually has any diegetic
connection to the film) (p.102).

In contrast, I will suggest that songs from within the soundtrack repeat throughout the film,
providing aural motifs that link visual and narrative elements together. This tension between
the centrality of music, on the one hand, and its diegetic abstraction, on the other hand,
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function to reinforce the abjection of the main character, Ben. He has just completed his
university studies and the film follows his uncertainty as he transitions into ‘adulthood’. In
following this transition, I will suggest that this film raises a number of ambiguities that
challenge the polarisation of childhood and adulthood. Ben is an adult in terms of age and
physical development, but the film also constructs him as a child in terms of his subjection to
parental authority.
The film begins with Ben arriving home to Los Angeles on an airplane from the east coast of
the US. Ben’s ambivalence over arriving home is presented aurally through the diegetic and
non-diegetic soundtrack of the next scene. As the titles appear on the screen, Ben is standing
on a moving sidewalk at the airport. The non-diegetic song, The sound of silence, plays in the
background. This melancholic song begins with the line ‘Hello darkness, my old friend’ and
presents the themes of abjection and loneliness. Beneath this song, a diegetic recording
broadcasts etiquette for travelling on the moving sidewalk: standing passengers should hold
onto the handrail to the right, while walking passengers should pass on the left. When
considered alongside the mise-en-scène, this recording reinforces the non-diegetic song and
helps frame Ben’s state of mind. Not only is he standing and holding onto the handrail,
suggesting that he is in no hurry to return home, but the moving sidewalk also is transporting
Ben from the right of the screen to the left. This may suggest that he feels his return home is a
regression, which is out of his control. It gestures towards Ben’s loss of agency.
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Vignette 3.1: The graduate (0:00:48) – Ben on the moving sidewalk during the opening
titles
Ben’s lack of agency is confirmed when he returns to his childhood home. His parents want
to put him on display. In his bedroom, Ben is presented in a medium close-up in front of a
fish tank. His father enters the frame and he encourages Ben to go downstairs for a
homecoming party. Ben’s friends, however, are not present at this party. Rather, friends of
his parents are in attendance. Ben has won a prize while studying at university and his
parents, in turn, want to display Ben as their prize. In response, Ben informs his father that he
wants to be alone because he feels overwhelmed about his future.

Vignette 3.2: The graduate (0:03:04) – Ben framed in front of a fish tank
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Ben’s appeal to be left alone is unsuccessful. His father and mother escort him to the party
downstairs. Therein, Ben attempts to escape the crowd, but he attracts attention everywhere
he turns, reinforcing his claustrophobia. Eventually, he finds his way back to his bedroom. He
looks out his window and observes his parent’s friends and then turns his gaze to his fish
tank. This time the camera is positioned on the other side of the tank, framing Ben in another
medium close-up inside the tank. This, again, reinforces Ben’s feelings of being trapped and
put on display. He has been subjectified as an Other: the child of his parents.

Vignette 3.3: The graduate (0:06:50) – Ben framed inside a fish tank
The wife of his father’s business partner, Mrs Robinson, has followed Ben up to his room.
She ignites a cigarette in his room and asks if he has an ashtray, but then she realises her
error. She remembers that Ben does not smoke because he was athlete during his studies. Ben
appeals to be left alone, but his appeal is also lost on Mrs Robinson. He might as well be
talking under water. She asks Ben to drive her home. Despite his attempts to decline her
request, Mrs Robinson is persistent and eventually Ben obliges. Ben is constructed as a
puppet not only of his parents, but also of other adults. This further excludes him from the
subject position of adult.

85

The manipulation of Ben continues at Mrs Robinson’s home. She lures him into her house,
citing her fear for her safety. Therein, Ben informs Mrs Robinson that he would like to leave
because his anxieties over his future are consuming him. Mrs Robinson is insistent, however,
that he stays for a drink. He is accommodating of her anxieties but she is deaf to his. During
this drink, she turns on Latin music and informs Ben has she is neurotic and was previously
an alcoholic. This disclosure could suggest that Mrs Robinson also feels trapped in a state
lacking agency. Her authority, however, is asserted when Ben interprets this personal
storytelling paired with the Latin music as an attempt to seduce him. He confronts her, during
which Mrs Robinson lifts her leg up onto a chair next to her. Paralleling the framing of Ben
in the fish tank, at the climax of Ben’s confrontation, he is framed, in a shot/reverse-shot,
between Mrs Robinson’s legs. She also desires him as a prize: a sexual trophy. Ben is not
necessarily naïve but he is uncertain of her intentions.
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Vignette 3.4: The graduate (0:11:20-0:12:08) – Ben framed between Mrs Robinson’s legs
Mrs Robinson denies the accusation. Ben, in turn, is overcome with guilt and he admits to his
confusion. To calm Ben down, Mrs Robinson invites Ben upstairs to view a painting of her
daughter, Elaine. Ben obliges and he comments that he thinks Elaine is an attractive peer.
While upstairs, however, Mrs Robinson begins to undress. Ben attempts to flee again, but
through a series of manipulations in which she repeatedly asserts her authority over him, she
locks herself and Ben in her daughter’s bedroom. Her nudity is revealed in full in the
reflection of the glass covering the painting of Elaine.

Vignette 3.5: The graduate (0:15:25) – Mrs Robinson’s nude body reflecting off a
painting of her daughter, Elaine
She propositions Ben, but he resists. Acknowledging this resistance, she informs Ben that she
is sexually available for him if he changes his mind. The sounds of screeching tires and a car
door slamming outside provide Ben with a reprieve. Mr Robinson has arrived home. Ben
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pushes Mrs Robinson aside and he runs downstairs. Noticing that Ben is rattled, Mr Robinson
asks Ben if he is alright. Ben discloses that he is worried about his future. Rather than
listening to Ben, Mr Robinson instead offers Ben advice. According to Mr Robinson, Ben
should relax over the summer and ‘sow his wild oats’. In this same lecture, he suggests that
Ben is like a son and that Ben should take his daughter, Elaine, out on a date.

Vignette 3.6: The graduate (0:18:56) – Mr Robinson offering Ben advice
The fishbowl surrounding Ben is reinforced again on his twenty-first birthday. His parents
have arranged a party for him but, again, his peers are not in attendance. Only his parents’
friends are there. Ben is also put on display again. His parents have given him a scuba suit as
a present and, at this party, his father coerces Ben to demonstrate this gift in their backyard
swimming pool. Ben’s objections to the demonstration are ignored. The camera adopts Ben’s
point of view as he hesitantly steps into the pool to demonstrate the suit. This point-of-view
shot, however, signals a reversal. The shot is framed inside the scuba mask. Ben’s parents are
shown frantically yelling and gesturing instructions to Ben, but their voices are muted.
Rather, only the breathing apparatus makes a sound. That is, while previously Ben’s parents,
as well as Mr and Mrs Robinson, did not explore his concerns, Ben is now deaf to his parents.
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Vignette 3.7: The graduate (0:21:46) – Ben’s parents framed from within a scuba mask
This reversal also opens the door to an affair with Mrs Robinson. After the party, he invites
her to a sexual rendezvous at a local hotel. She obliges and will be at the hotel in an hour.
Ben waits in the bar. Paralleling the nudity during Mrs Robinson’s initial proposition, the
affair is also initially presented with a reflection. When Mrs Robinson arrives at the hotel, she
is not directly presented in the frame. Rather she is shown through her reflection on a coffee
table. This reflection also reveals that Ben has taken up smoking. A number of cigarette butts
are presented in an ashtray on the table in front of him. Ben attempts to engage in small talk
but Mrs Robinson is not interested. Instead, she sends Ben to get a room.

Vignette 3.8: The graduate (0:27:23) – Mrs Robinson’s reflection on a table
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After Ben obtains a room, the mediated nature of their sexual interactions is reinforced. A
waiter hands Mrs Robinson, who has been waiting in the bar, a telephone. It is Ben on the
other end of the line and she is confused. Ben instructs her to look through a glass panel. He
is on a phone in the foyer. He discloses his fear that the concierge is acting suspiciously
towards him. To alleviate Ben’s fears, Mrs Robinson agrees to meet Ben in the room. Once in
the room, Ben’s fears continue. He discloses his fear of moral condemnation if his parents
were to find out about the impending affair. Mrs Robinson responds through suggesting that
Ben is a virgin and that he may feel inadequate. Ben is challenged and torn. His moral
superiority suggests his sexual inferiority. To overcome this tension, he is determined to
prove his adequacy to Mrs Robinson.
At the same time, Ben’s moral dilemma presents a point of disunity. I have suggested that the
scuba suit scene prompted a reversal. Ben stopped listening to his parents, he took up
smoking and he initiated an affair with Mrs Robinson. It is verisimilitudinous that Ben’s
moral conflict is a manipulation of Mrs Robinson, which is a reversal of her earlier
manipulation. As I have discussed, Ben confronted Mrs Robinson over what he saw was her
attempt to seduce him in this earlier scene at her home. He came off second best in that
exchange. Mrs Robinson denied the accusation and suggested that the accusation was a
projection of his sexual desires. She asked ‘Would you like me to seduce you? … Is that what
you’re saying?’ For Gartner (1999a), this questioning is an attempt to blame the seduction on
Ben. Returning to the current scene, while inarticulate, Ben is no simpleton. He won the
‘Helpingham Award’ for his scholarly achievements. It is possible that Ben’s moral objection
to the affair is an attempt to lure Mrs Robinson into presenting the tension. This opens up two
interpretations. First, Ben desired to be ‘complicated’ rather than simply ‘seduced’. Second, it
may have been a successful attempt to ‘blame’ the affair on her and undo his humiliation
from the previous encounter. In this context, the sexual relation is meaningless: Mrs
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Robinson’s accusation of Ben’s inadequacy has proved his adequacy. Whether or not this
sexual relation is a manipulation of Ben or Mrs Robinson, the two are not equals. Mrs
Robinson maintains the authority to judge Ben as sexually inexperienced. Conversely, Ben
not only lacks the authority to judge Mrs Robinson but he also lacks the authority to judge
himself. His moral ambivalence towards the affair is based on imagining the moral reactions
of his parents.
The screen fades to black and The sound of silence plays again. During this song, a montage
is presented oscillating between Ben sunbaking on an inflatable mattress in his family’s
backyard swimming pool—with sunlight reflecting off the water emphasised within the
cinematography—and Ben’s continuing affair with Mrs Robinson. At the end of this
montage, Ben closes a door that separates him from a room in which his parents are eating.
After this act, a second non-diegetic song, April come she will, is played over a montage that
parallels the first. This song concerned with the passage of time and falling out of love
emphasises Ben’s growing dissatisfaction with the affair and his life of leisure. Ben is not
alone in his dissatisfaction over his life. The montage ends with Ben’s father confronting him
over spending his days in the pool. In the next scene, his mother confronts him over being out
all night. Despite his antagonism toward his parents, he finds himself aligned with them. This
fuels his dissatisfaction.
Ben expresses his dissatisfaction to Mrs Robinson. For him, their relationship only manifests
physically and they do not talk. Mrs Robinson humours Ben, but their conversation also
parallels the reflection motif. Mrs Robinson discloses that she and her husband do not share
the same bedroom. She is in a loveless marriage and the only reason she got married in the
first place was because she fell pregnant to Mr Robinson during her university studies. Ben
probes further into where Mr and Mrs Robinson had intercourse to which Mrs Robinson
discloses that they had sex in Mr Robinson’s Ford. Ben, however, is not necessarily
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interested in Mrs Robinson’s sexual history. Rather, he receives gratification from learning
that Elaine, Mrs Robinson’s daughter, was conceived in a car. That is, Mrs Robinson is a
surface through which Ben examines Elaine’s life history. Mrs Robinson is not blind to this
and she orders Ben to never engage in the courtship of her daughter. Ben questions Mrs
Robinson’s request and an argument ensues. They agree not to talk any further.

Vignette 3.9: The graduate (0:49:27) – Ben and Mrs Robinson fighting over Elaine
While Ben makes a promise to Mrs Robinson that he will not go on a date with Elaine, Ben is
conflicted because his parents are pressuring him to do the opposite. In order to expedite the
courtship, his parents invite Elaine and her family over to their place for dinner. Ben does not
believe that he will be able to cope with this situation. Instead, he agrees to go on a date with
Elaine to appease his parents. His intentions, however, are not to woo Elaine. Rather, his plan
is to treat her poorly and scare her off. On the date, Ben shows little regard for Elaine’s safety
or feelings. He drives recklessly in his car, he gives closed one word answers to her questions
and he takes her to a burlesque show, wherein a female performer waves nipple tassels above
her head. When Elaine bursts into tears, humiliated, Ben has a change of heart. He pushes the
performer away from Elaine. Perhaps, his empathy indicates the humiliation he feels in
relation to his affair with Elaine’s mother or his parents interfering with his life. He may see
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himself as a prop for their entertainment. Outside, he explains that he felt that his parents had
forced him to go on the date. They start talking over hamburgers and for the first time, within
the film, Ben finds someone listening to his concerns. He discloses to Elaine that she is the
first person whose company he appreciates. They organise a second date for the next day.

Vignette 3.10: The graduate (0:58:11-0:58:27) – Ben and Elaine at a burlesque show
While Ben is driving to pick Elaine up for their next date, the iconic whistle from Mrs
Robinson plays softly. In contrast to The sound of silence and April come she will, this third
song is upbeat. I suggest that this song does not represent Mrs Robinson senior. Rather, the
song signifies Elaine. Elaine provides an alternative model of adulthood. This interpretation
is reinforced when Mrs Robinson senior gets into Ben’s car: the music stops. She demands
that Ben stop pursuing her daughter or else she will inform Elaine of their affair. Ben decides
to pre-empt Mrs Robinson and he tells Elaine of the affair himself. Elaine rejects Ben and
demands that he leave her house.
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After this rejection, a fourth song, Scarborough Fair/Canticle, is introduced. This song,
based on memories of an unrequited love, echoes Ben’s heartache as he mourns the loss of
Elaine. While stalking Elaine, Ben observes that she has left her parent’s house to go back to
university in Berkeley. In response, Ben concocts a plan to marry Elaine. In this plan, he will
move to Berkeley and win Elaine back. Scarborough Fair/Canticle plays again as Ben drives
up to Berkeley and there he finds accommodation in a boarding house. Scarborough
Fair/Canticle plays a third time, this time as an instrumental, as Ben stalks Elaine on campus
and on the streets of Berkeley. Eventually he corners Elaine on a bus and he follows her to
the zoo where she has a date. Elaine meets up with her date, Carl, and Scarborough
Fair/Canticle plays for a fourth time as Ben is left behind. He slumps over, heartbroken.

Vignette 3.11: The graduate (1:17:24) – Ben broken hearted after Elaine leaves him for
her date, Carl
Ben’s presence in Berkeley is too much for Elaine. She bursts into his room, which he is
renting in the boarding house, and confronts him. Ben declares his love to Elaine. She, in
turn, accuses him of raping her mother. Ben attempts to present his side of the story but she
does not want to hear it. Instead she screams, which attracts the attention of Ben’s
neighbours. Ben is able to calm their concerns and show the neighbours that Elaine is all
right. Defeated, Ben discloses to Elaine that he is going to leave Berkeley. Elaine replies that
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she does not want Ben to leave. They recommence their courtship, with Ben pressuring
Elaine to marry him. Elaine, however, is hesitant and unsure. Eventually she discloses that
part of this hesitation is because she is already engaged to Carl.
As Elaine warms up to the idea of marriage, Mrs Robinson plays again on the non-diegetic
soundtrack and Ben buys an engagement ring. This song is cut short before the chorus again.
When Ben returns home from the jewellery story, there is a silhouetted figure in his room. It
is Elaine’s father, Mr Robinson. He confronts Ben, labelling him as ‘filth’, ‘scum’ and
‘degenerate’. While a sexual relation with Elaine would have cemented a male-based
relationship between Ben and Mr Robinson, having sexual relations with the same woman—
Mrs Robinson—has the opposite effect. I suggest that it threatens to expose homosexual
undertones within male-based homosocial relations. In fact, earlier in the film, Mrs Robinson
told Ben that she and Mr Robinson did not share the same bedroom and he was not sexually
interested in her. Mr Robinson may be inclined towards homosexuality. In this sense, the
problem, for Mr Robinson, is not so much that an intergenerational sexual relations between
an adult female and a younger male, whether or not that younger male is a child. Rather, the
problem, for Mr Robinson, may be that the affair threatens to expose his homosexual desire
for Ben through their converging sexual history. The repulsion expressed at Ben may be an
attempt to deflect this desire.
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Vignette 3.12: The graduate (1:27:10) – Mr Robinson confronting Ben
Mr Robinson also informs Ben that he is to have no further contact with Elaine. Distraught,
Ben attempts to find Elaine, but he discovers that she has left school to appease her father.
Nonetheless, Ben is determined to find Elaine and he drives to her parent’s house, his passion
reinforced with an instrumental version of Mrs Robinson. There he confronts Mrs Robinson
senior who informs Ben that Elaine is marrying Carl. Ben drives back to Berkeley looking for
Carl. This time a full rendition of Mrs Robinson mirrors Ben’s growing passion and
determination. Ben does not find Carl but his housemates in his fraternity house inform Ben
that Carl is getting married in Santa Barbara. Ben hits the road again. Mrs Robinson also
plays again but this time as only an instrumental, perhaps suggesting that time is running out
for Ben. This reading is reinforced as the instrumental slows down and becomes erratic as
Ben’s car runs out of petrol a number of blocks before the church. Ben is forced to run the
rest of the way without a theme song. Finally, upon arriving at the church, Ben discovers that
he is too late. Carl is kissing the bride, Elaine: the ceremony is at its conclusion. Ben cries out
frantically, which draws Elaine’s attention.
Paralleling the scuba suit scene, Elaine becomes deaf to the curses of her parents and Carl.
Rather, all she can hear is Ben’s cries. Finally, she cries out his name and, after Ben struggles
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with Mr Robinson and Carl, Elaine and Ben escape the church together. Outside the church,
they jump on a passing bus. At first, the two gleam with smiles as the bus leaves the church
behind. Their smiles, however, wash off their faces and The sound of silence plays again. Ben
and Elaine appear to have nothing to say to one another. Their futures are uncertain. The bus
drives off into the distance leaving the viewer behind and the screen fades to black.

Vignette 3.13: The graduate (1:40:06-1:40:56) – Ben and Elaine escaping on a bus
The graduate charts Ben’s resistance against parental authority. Not just against his parents,
but also against the authority of his girlfriend’s parents. While Ben may have been in a sexual
relationship with Mrs Robinson before commencing a relationship with Elaine, Mrs Robinson
was presented as his displaced desire for Elaine. Nevertheless, Ben’s resistance was
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warranted because adults do not listen. Unfortunately, this film does not present a happy
outcome. Rather, the solution is to follow your own path and shut your parents out. Ben and
Elaine are set to make the same mistakes as their parents. They stop listening to each other
and the cycle continues.
I argue that The graduate presents complex characters, who exhibit a high degree of moral
ambiguity. As part of this complexity, it is difficult to pin the label of ‘childhood’ to Ben. In
terms of age and physical development, he is not a child, but in terms of parental authority,
and his resistance against it, he is a child. Gartner (1999a) has honed in on the latter. For him,
the film constructs Ben as a child through focusing on the intergenerational sexual
relationship between Ben and the wife of his father’s business partner, Mrs Robinson. For
him, the affair is characterised by her manipulation and dominant position as a ‘more
powerful mother-substitute’, which is reinforced by Ben calling her ‘Mrs Robinson’
throughout the film. He argues that the affair and Mrs Robinson’s sexual exploitation has a
negative emotional impact on Ben and the film’s open ending does not give an indication of a
way forward for him. In this sense, Gartner implies that the film constructs Ben as a victim.
Not all literature has viewed The graduate in terms of abuse and victimhood. Rather, other
literature has analysed the film in terms of its resistance to hegemonic discourses of
adulthood and the agency of Ben. Williams has argued that the film has adopted formalist
strategies of European New Wave movements, which contribute to its ‘counter-cultural
subjects’ (p.102). As such, this iconic American film is not unwaveringly American in its
influences. Bapis (2008), in her book Camera and action: American film as agent of social
change, 1965-1975, has read this film as a counter-cultural critique of American
consumerism and materialism. Her analysis is formalist, drawing on elements of music,
casting, mise-en-scène and narrative. While Bapis does point out the film was experimental,
she has not drawn out its connections with the European New Wave movements. Rather, for
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her, the film reflected the growing US concern over the ‘generation gap’, which was being
circulated in the popular press.
Bapis avoids simply labelling the generation gap as a conflict between adults and children.
Rather, for her, age was deployed to mark out an ‘under thirty’ discourse, which could be
adopted to debate conflicting constructions of adulthood:
Using thirty as the separating mark enabled the most affluent generation to date to adopt a sense
of powerlessness. Thinking of a younger generation as ‘unique’ meant claiming psychological
oppression and correlating it to the effects of materialism. This discourse allowed young adults to
understand themselves as revolutionaries whose role was to re-fashion society (p.45).

In this vein, Ben is not a child. He is a youth or young adult. For Bapis, The graduate is not a
rites-of-passage film. Rather, it is a film that cemented ‘a specific generational identity’
(p.49). Ben was not transitioning into an established construction of adulthood, which his
parents shared. This nullification of childhood was supported through the casting of Dustin
Hoffman as Ben. He provided a level of ethnicity, which opposed the ‘vanilla features’ that
Hollywood used to represent young people a decade earlier (p.49). As the same time, Ben is a
child. Ben is subject to the authority of ‘parent society’. He is coming of age in the sense of
adopting a political identity: Ben ‘redefines himself as a representative of the younger
generation, not as a victim of an older one’ (p.56).
In addition to opening up ambiguities between the constructions of adulthood and childhood,
this film also opens up an interesting conflict around the construction of innocence in relation
to two seductions between Ben and Mrs Robinson. The first seduction was initiated by Mrs
Robinson, the second by Ben. One seduction is unsuccessful, the other is successful. One is
marked by the lack of consent, the other is consensual. In both, however, the seducer attempts
to lure the other into an affair by projecting their desires. In the case of the seduction
instigated by Mrs Robinson, Ben is not necessarily naïve. He suspects her intentions but he
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lacks certainty. Mrs Robinson is aggressive in her sexual pursuit of Ben and he repeatedly
asserts that, for him, the affair is not appropriate. In contrast, the question of consent is not so
clear cut in the seduction instigated by Ben. Both parties agentically pursue the affair in this
seduction and no party entered the affair through coercion or force. A question, however, is
raised around knowledge. Mrs Robinson had certainty around her knowledge but she was
naïve. Ben lured her into presenting him a tension, which gave her the appearance of power
and an illusionary opportunity to corrupt him. The illusion of power is later repeated when
Ben promises that he will not pursue Mrs Robinson’s daughter, Elaine.
When this illusion of power is revealed to be false, through Ben pursuing Elaine, Mrs
Robinson’s innocence and naivety are exposed. She can claim that Ben raped her. Her
knowledge of the affair is not stable. At the same time, Ben is innocent of this rape. His
disclosure of moral ambivalence did not prompt Mrs Robinson into the affair. The affair was
already consensual and imminent. Rather, it simply gave her the illusion of power over him
within the affair. The shifting sands of consent and knowledge are not confined to Mrs
Robinson. She disclosed her rape to Elaine. While the details of this disclosure are not
presented, Elaine is a witness to the rape. She is innocent of any involvement in the affair.
When Ben attempts to present his side of the affair, however, it is traumatic for her. She
screams. Her innocence is challenged because she has attributed too much culpability to Ben.
Elaine, in turn, accepts responsibility for Ben. She ends up estranged from her family and her
fiancé for Ben, a suitor who she has only ever been on one date with before accepting this
responsibility and who she did not necessarily victimise. Ben was stalking her. In this
context, the lack of closure at the end of the film may suggest that Elaine’s knowledge is still
fluid.
The graduate does not provide a simple Gothic narrative based on innocent victims and
monstrous perpetrators. The characters are complex. They are all victims and victimisers of
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sexual naivety, which questions whether this is a phenomenon that is exclusive to childhood.
Further, while both Ben and Elaine provide alternative models of adulthood and are adults in
terms of age, they are also represented as children who are subjected to the authority of their
parents. The film introduces a range of ambiguities, which I will suggest foreshadow the
emergence of the Gothic narrative during the 1980s.
3.4.2 Murmur of the heart (Le soufflé an cœur, 1971)
The lack of closure in The graduate may also reflect the influence of French New Wave
cinema on Hollywood output. The French New Wave auteur Louis Malle has also presented
an adult-child sexual relation in Murmur of the heart (1971). This film is also concerned with
moral ambiguity and parent-child relationships. In contrast to The graduate, however, this
film demonstrates an aberrant outcome of intergenerational empathy.
Murmur of the heart presents a contrast between interior and exterior scenes. The main
character, Laurent Chevalier, a fourteen-year-old male, features in both sets of scenes. The
interior scenes focus on his relationships with his dysfunctional family as well as his
developing sexuality. These scenes, however, present mayhem, which lack narrative tension
and cohesion. Rather, the narrative conflict that drives the film is presented in the sun-blessed
exterior scenes. Laurent repeatedly witnesses his mother having an extra-marital affair during
these scenes. This witnessing provides a motif that ties together both the film and the
mayhem presented in the interior scenes.
The film begins with an exterior scene that features Laurent and a peer, dressed in school
uniforms, collecting money in the street for the wounded soldiers in Indochina. A nondiegetic title overlaid on the screen indicates that the action is taking place in Dijon, France
during the spring of 1954. Hamer (2002) has pointed out that this date is significant because
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it is the moment of the battle of Dien Bien Phu, in which the Vietnamese were fighting for their
independence from France, which had been ruling Vietnam as a French colony under its own
name for it of Indochine (p.47).

She goes on to add that the city of Dijon, itself, was under the occupation of the Germans
during the 1940s (p.48). These military conflicts suggest the tension and suffering that is
experienced when interior and exterior forces come together. They help frame the film.

Vignette 3.14: Murmur of the heart (0:00:36) – Laurent collecting money
In this initial sequence, Laurent is not necessarily an angel. After a number of pedestrians
refuse to donate change, he refers to them as ‘tightwads’. Sharing a similarity with The
graduate, music also features in this sequence. At the same time, it differs in three respects.
First, the non-diegetic soundtrack does not feature contemporary music. Rather, instrumental
jazz music, circa the early- to mid-1950s, is played. Second, the seemingly improvised nature
of jazz music contrasts with the structured pop music of Simon and Garfunkel. This
randomness foreshadows the mayhem to come. Finally, Laurent and his peer share an
awareness of this music. They do not hear the music played during this sequence, but they
talk about jazz music as it is played. This discussion takes them to their local music store, in
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which Laurent’s lack of innocence is reinforced. He steals a Charlie Parker album. On the
way home from the store, Laurent comments to his friend that the ‘madhouse’ made Parker
better. This reference to the madhouse frames Laurent’s environment at home.

Vignette 3.15: Murmur of the heart (0:03:08) – Laurent stealing an album
Expectations for Laurent’s environment at home are, at first, set high. A plaque on the gate
shows that his father is a medical doctor specialising in gynaecology. There is a luxury car in
the driveway, a high stone and iron fence around the property, and the garden is
immaculately presented. To compliment this exterior, the foyer of the house has an antique
table with a vase of fresh flowers, a landscape painting hangs on a wall and a large chandelier
hangs from the dining room ceiling in the background. Laurent does not get past the foyer
before this bourgeois perfection is disrupted. His father, Charles, begins yelling at his
secretary from another room, asserting that she is incompetent. Next, the maid, Augusta, is
introduced, and she immediately begins yelling at Laurent. Laurent, however, is unfazed and
he walks into his mother’s room without responding to Augusta’s antagonisms. In this room
Laurent’s mother, Clara, and his two older brothers, Thomas and Marc, are also arguing.
Clara is attempting to convince Thomas to study for his university entrance examination. This
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argument is suspended when Laurent enters the room and gives his mother a hug. With his
mother’s attention diverted, Marc begins urinating in his mother’s bathroom sink, which
causes another outburst from Clara. Thomas and Marc, however, have not finished
tormenting their mother. Thomas removes money from her purse and Clara chases the older
brothers around her bedroom as she tries to retrieve the money from them. Finally, Laurent
assists his mother and grabs the money from Thomas’s gasp. Nevertheless, Clara relents and
she gives the money back to Thomas so that he can go to a bar.
The chaos within the Chevalier family continues throughout the film. Thomas cross-dresses
in Clara’s clothes and attempts to mother Laurent. Thomas and Marc chase Augusta around
Laurent’s room with their penises out. The older brothers replace a million dollar painting in
their parent’s living room with a forgery while their parents are away attending a conference.
Later in the film when Thomas passes his university entrance examination, he slashes the
forgery with a letter opener in front of his parents, which causes them to panic. Charles and
Clara are not the only targets of Thomas and Marc’s pranks. Laurent is also a target. The two
brothers take Laurent to a brothel so that Laurent can lose his virginity. During intercourse,
however, Thomas and Marc enter the room and drag Laurent off the prostitute, humiliating
him. Nor are the brothers necessarily sociopathic. The day after Laurent’s humiliation,
Thomas apologises to Laurent and promises to pair him up with one of his female friends.
Equally, Laurent is not simply a victim within this environment. After a disagreement with
his family’s cook, Laurent causes a bottle of milk to shatter and he unapologetically instructs
her to clean the mess. This dysfunctional family, however, and their behaviours are not the
problematic of the film. The narrative is not concerned with resolving their problematic
behaviours. Rather, the suffocating and claustrophobia relationships, filmed predominantly in
medium shots and medium close-ups, provide the point of contrast for the action that occurs
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outdoors and Laurent’s feelings of abjection. In fact, Thomas and Marc are absent from the
central problematic.
While truanting from school with a peer, Laurent witnesses his mother running down the
street. She climbs into a car and kisses the driver. A close-up reveals that the male driver is
not Laurent’s father. This close-up, however, is an exception. The emphasis on long and
medium long shots in this scene could symbolise Laurent’s abjection. This interpretation is
reinforced with Laurent’s immediate animosity towards his friend and carelessness as he
crosses the street to return home. A car almost runs him down. At home, Laurent attempts to
disclose the affair to his father but he is dismissed without being given the opportunity to
express his suspicions. Overcome with anger, Laurent rips up his mother’s clothes and then
he retires to his room to masturbate. Thomas attempts to enter Laurent’s room but his door is
locked. Instead, Thomas yells of the dangers of masturbation through the door. Laurent
laughs these dangers off. Later that night when his mother returns home, Laurent’s initial
affection towards his mother from earlier in the film is reversed. He refuses to kiss Clara.

105

Vignette 3.16: Murmur of the heart (0:18:02-0:18:22) – Laurent witnessing his mother
with her lover
Laurent’s torment and abjection are reinforced in the next scene. At school, he is instructed to
have a personal confession with a priest. I note in passing that clergy abuse (the sexual abuse
of children by priests) is hinted at in this film. A fellow pupil tells Laurent to watch his
‘bum’. Clergy abuse, however, is not presented as a central narrative device. Rather, it is used
to support and frame Laurent’s emotional turmoil. His position as a witness is not disclosed
in his confession. The act of witnessing does not fit the mould of confession. In relation to his
mother’s infidelity, Laurent had not sinned. As the previous scene depicted, however, his
knowledge of the affair has weighed on his mind. Rather, under the priest’s direction, the
confession collapses into whether Laurent masturbated since his last confession. When
Laurent confesses to masturbation, the priest lectures him on its dangers: not only to him
through God’s rejection, but also to the harm he will cause to his future wife, because she
would expect the same level of purity from him as he would expect of her.
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The repetition of masturbation and marriage within these two sequences opens up a few
interpretations. First, through his masturbation, Laurent could be acting out against his
mother’s lack of purity. Second, he could be excusing his mother’s infidelity through
modelling her level of purity. A third interpretation is that there were no ulterior motivations
behind his masturbation. Rather, this scene may contribute to the representation of Laurent’s
broken trust, abjection and isolation after witnessing his mother’s affair. The priest uses the
discussion of masturbation as an excuse to wrap his hands around Laurent’s thigh and
comment on his developing physique. This act causes Laurent discomfort and he asks if he
can go back to class. The priest relents, but only after assigning Laurent a heavy penance for
his sins. This penance, which follows a failed sexual encounter, can be seen as supporting
Kincaid’s (1998) thesis that the prohibited desire for erotic innocence manifests as the
resentment of children:
The dark side of our desire is projected outward onto the demon child, who occupies a variety of
figures ranging from naughty to satanic, all of them alien to us, resistant, disobedient. This child is
always running away from us, forcing us into a chase at least as alluring as the stasis offered by
the perfectly adorable child (pp.140-141).

For Kincaid, resentment is an erotic activity. Through Othering the child as disobedient, an
opportunity is opened to ‘idealise, beat, and generally mould’ children. The continual
resistance of children is necessary, however, because ‘desire desires desire, not fulfilment’
(p.144). While this scene supports Kincaid’s argument, it is not a dominating point in the
film. Rather, it offers a point of contrast. Laurent’s troubles do not come from an adult’s
ambivalent desire for him. They come from his knowledge of his mother’s affair.
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Vignette 3.17: Murmur of the heart (0:26:31) – Laurent confessing to a priest
Another outside scene, following Laurent’s interaction with the priest, informs his state of
mind. Laurent and a peer walk the streets of Dijon after school. They stop and watch a group
of protesters, who are objecting to the war in Indochina. A middle-aged woman, who is
potentially the peer’s mother, pulls Laurent’s friend aside and asks him what his father would
think if he saw him supporting the protesters. Laurent intervenes and asserts that his friend
has the right to have his own opinions. Finally, Laurent drags his friend away from the
woman. This exchange could reflect Laurent’s ambivalence and indecision over his own
parents. He is not willing to support his father, and if the woman is a proxy for his mother,
then he also rejecting her.
Laurent gets a reprieve from his family. First his parents attend a conference and then, after
their return, he attends a Scout camp. As an outdoor event, in the context of this film, the
camp also functions to progress the narrative. By a campfire, Laurent leads in a skit with five
other boys as entertainment for other youths in his troop. This skit presents a father who fails
to listen to his son’s concerns and, as a consequence, the son dies. The skit could represent
Laurent’s feelings of animosity toward his father for not listening to him when he wanted to
disclose his mother’s affair. At the same time, Laurent plays the role of the father. In this
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way, he could be attempting to come to terms with his father’s actions. The camp is
significant for a second reason. During the camp, Laurent contracts scarlet fever and he
breaks out in a cold sweat. This illness, which complicates into a heart murmur, functions to
progress the narrative forward.

Vignette 3.18: Murmur of the heart (0:47:39) – Laurent performing a skit at Scout camp
As treatment for his heart murmur, Laurent is ordered to undergo bed rest for a month, ice
over his heart and doses of Salicylate, as well as a stay at a health spa. Trapped indoors,
Laurent appears to bond with his mother again. The peace, however, is placed in jeopardy.
After his mother rushes out of the house in a hurry, Laurent looks out the window and
observes his mother entering the car from the earlier scene. The long shot of his mother
suggests the further abjection of Laurent, but this time he is not alone. Augusta appears
beside Laurent at the window. Life drains from her previously animated face. Augusta’s
reaction is further presented in the next interaction between Laurent and his mother. Augusta
enters Laurent’s bedroom as Clara is playing him a song on the guitar. Augusta intervenes
because Clara is displaying a lack of concern over Laurent’s health. He is sitting up in his bed
and clapping enthusiastically to the song. Clara and Augusta have an argument in Italian,
which is not translated in this French film, and Augusta declares that she is moving back to
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Italy. Laurent empathises with Augusta. He discloses to his mother his wish that he could run
away with her and Augusta. This could suggest his desire to shut out the outside world, which
threatens to dispossess him of his mother, as well as the mayhem of his familial life.

Vignette 3.19: Murmur of the heart (0:52:17) – Augusta and Laurent witnessing Clara
with her lover
Laurent’s wish is partly granted. He attends the health spa alone with his mother. This
reprieve, however, is not permanent. His forthcoming inner conflict is signalled through jazz
music aurally overlaying the drive to the health spa. There, he is alone with his mother but
her tendency towards infidelity does not change. While playing tennis with his mother,
outside, Laurent’s family comes under threat from another outsider. Laurent’s peer from the
health spa, Hubert, begins to flirt with Clara. Laurent objects when his mother accepts a game
of tennis with Hubert and after a further encounter between the pair, Laurent vents at his
mother. She labels him her jealous husband. To overcome his emotional turmoil, Laurent
begins to pursue a female age peer, Hélène. This attempt at reversing his emotional turmoil is
reinforced when, after witnessing Hubert and Clara play tennis, Laurent invites Hélène up to
his room. Laurent attempts to engage in a sexual relation with her but she resists. She is
postponing her first sexual encounter until she falls in love. Hélène provides a contrast to
Clara, thus reinforcing Laurent’s turmoil.
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Vignette 3.20: Murmur of the heart (1:10:35) – Laurent watching Clara and Hubert play
tennis
The next day, Laurent is scheduled to partake in a sightseeing trip with age peers but he stays
behind and instead stays on the grounds of the health spa. Suspense grows because following
the motifs of the film, it is expected that Laurent will discover his mother with another man.
This does not eventuate and Laurent returns to the room he is sharing with his mother. There
he discovers his mother with her lover from Dijon. Fearing Laurent’s knowledge of the affair,
his mother flees and runs off with her lover. That night, mourning her loss, Laurent dresses
up in her clothes, puts on her make-up and re-enacts the conversation he overheard between
Clara and her lover. Thus, paralleling the skit from the Scout camp, through acting out what
he sees as her perversity, Laurent may be attempting to come to terms with it.
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Vignette 3.21: Murmur of the heart (1:26:44) – Laurent dressing up as his mother
When Clara returns the next day, she is heartbroken. She discloses to Laurent that her lover
had asked her to leave her family and when she refused, he ended their affair. Laurent
comforts his mother. A reversal takes place. Outside scenes, previously shot in long and
medium long shots, are now shot in medium shots and medium close-ups. Laurent now gains
the full attention of his mother and when Hubert attempts to flirt with her, she gives him the
cold shoulder. Laurent is rewarded for showing his mother compassion.

Vignette 3.22: Murmur of the heart (1:36:07) – Clara ignoring Hubert
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Murmur of the heart could end here, but it does not. The twist in this film is that Laurent’s
successful attempt at overcoming his mother’s aberrations leads to a further aberration.
Laurent loses his interest in Hélène and during Bastille Day celebrations Clara gets drunk.
During this outdoor festival, a number of men solicit Clara, but, instead of accepting their
propositions, she asks Laurent to escort her back to her room. There, Clara proclaims that she
is too drunk to get undressed. Laurent assists her but it does not stop there. They have sexual
intercourse. Afterwards, Clara discloses that the relation had special significance for her, but
she also asserts that there are to be no witnesses. She swears Laurent to secrecy.
Once Clara is asleep, Laurent leaves the room and solicits two peer-age girls. The first is his
former romantic interest, Hélène, but she rejects him. However, the second girl, Daphnée,
accepts his sexual invitation. This could be interpreted a number of ways. Laurent could be
overcoming the trauma of incest through asserting his sexuality. This is Gartner’s (1999a)
argument:
Laurent’s instantly leaving Clara after the incest to spend the night with a young girl is not proof
that he has been freed of his obsession with his mother. Rather, it serves to distract him from his
deed and may set the stage of his resorting to sexually compulsive behaviour to soothe anxiety in
the future. … The night with the young girl constitutes Laurent’s attempt to cleanse himself and
perhaps even to reassure himself that he still has a penis and has not been castrated by the incest
(n.p.).

Alternatively, Laurent may have been liberated from the trauma associated with witnessing.
His perverse activity with his mother resolved his tension. This is not necessarily a happy
outcome for Laurent but it does reunite him with his family. The next day, when he returns to
his room, his father and brothers are in the room waiting for him. For the first time in the
movie, his father shows Laurent approval. Laurent learns that family is not about appreciating
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each other’s virtues but accepting their flaws. The film ends with the family laughing
together and jazz music playing over the top.

Vignette 3.23: Murmur of the heart (1:52:50) – Laurent’s family laughing together
Murmur of the heart presents familial chaos as the norm. Attempts to alter this chaos result in
further perversity and turmoil for its members. This may have been a political strategy from
Malle. Lathrop (2006) has provided a review of Frey’s book on Louis Malle, the director of
Murmur of the heart. For Frey, the film is a reflection of Malle’s political shift from the Right
to the Left, which was prompted by the events of May 1968 in France. For him, the film
presents a questioning and confrontation of bourgeois social norms and taboos (p.60). As
such, the bourgeois norms are broken beyond repair and, as a consequence, they need to be
rejected in their totality. I suggest that this is a subplot within Murmur of the heart. Rather, I
will suggest that Laurent’s witnessing of his mother’s infidelity is presented as an agentic act
that is akin to a sexual relation within itself.
Other literature has concentrated on the sexual relations involving Laurent. Hamer (2002) in
her book Incest: a new perspective has provided a feminist reading of the film based on the
abjection of emotional ties, which are enforced through male-based systems of education. She
has contrasted three scenes. The first scene involves an attempted adult-child sexual relation
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involving Laurent and the priest. According to Hamer, the priest is starved of intimacy and
tenderness. For her, the priest does not desire adolescent males. Rather, this encounter is a
consequence of the clerical prohibition against the desire for women, which links his twisted
desire with humiliation. She does not see this attempted encounter as traumatic for the
adolescent male but it does demonstrate the maladaptive nature of male-based Catholicism on
adult males (p.47). The second encounter involves the sexual initiation of Laurent. His two
older brothers take him to a brothel. For Hamer, the prostitute ‘behaves gently and
sensitively’ towards the adolescent male. His brothers, however, break into the room and
charge this experience of intimacy with ‘shame and humiliation’ (p.49). The final sexual
encounter which Hamer has discussed involves Laurent and his mother. She makes the point
that Clara lacks formal education, which allows her to reject ‘attitudes that would make her as
a woman vulnerable to humiliation’ (p.51). For her, this relation is removed from shame and
punishment, through which abuse is transmitted within the patriarchal order. The film
establishes a progressive form of intimacy that preserves emotional integrity as well as
highlights ‘other forms of damage’ that are ‘systematically induced in men’ (p.53). Lynch
(2002), also a feminist, has an oppositional reading of the maternal incest involving Laurent,
which she has looked at in isolation from other sexual relations represented in the film, as
well as from the overall form of the film. For her, the film constructs a male who is
impervious to damage, which downplays and subverts the recognition of the traumatic impact
of incest (p.45).
Opposing both Hamer and Lynch, Gartner (1999a) has performed a psychoanalytic reading of
Murmur of the heart. Like Lynch, he has focused on the maternal incest rather than drawing
parallels and contrasts between sexual relations within the film. He has argued that the
adolescent male is traumatised by being the Oedipal winner. Gartner, however, does not see
incest as the core of the problem. Rather, for him, the film presents a dysfunctional family,
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which is denying its problems and lack of limits. I have also identified this familial
dysfunction, but I do not see it as the core aspect of the film. Trivelpiece (1990) has also
adopted a medico-psychological perspective and he has read the scene of incest in isolation.
He foreshadows the findings of Lynch. For him, the maternal incest is treated lightly and
there is no recognition that the incest is abusive or traumatic. For him, the film subverts the
experiences of males with childhood histories of maternal incest.
I do not see maternal incest as the central phenomenon in this film. It is an important aspect
of the film, but I suggest that it plays a supportive role in relation to Laurent’s witnessing of
his mother’s infidelity. This witnessing is the central phenomenon of the film. In relation to
this extramarital affair, Laurent is both innocent and complicit. He is innocent because he has
not participated in the affair and none of his actions contributed to it. The affair was in
motion before his knowledge of it. Laurent is in a position of exteriority to this sexual
relationship. At the same time, knowledge of the affair consumes Laurent and he cannot
separate himself from it. This tension between exteriority and interiority weighs heavily on
Laurent. He expresses anger, confusion and abjection. These feelings manifest as carelessness
while crossing a road, ripping up the clothes of his mother and rudeness towards an adult
female who was potentially his friend’s mother. At the same time, the witnessing did not
cause Laurent to lose his innocence. Preceding his initial act of witnessing, he had stolen a
record from a music store, displayed knowledge of mental illness and shown disrespect
towards individuals who did not donate to his cause. Laurent was already a complex
character upon which the turmoil of witnessing was placed. Equally, Clara is innocent in
relation to Laurent’s emotional turmoil. She lacks knowledge of his witnessing. When she
does become aware of it, in her rush to respond, she runs away.
The maternal incest may have been an attempt by Laurent to resolve his conflict. It nullified
his position of exteriority. In this way, the maternal incest may have been incited by what
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Laurent saw as his mother’s perversity, but he was also agentic in this situation. First, he
could recognise his mother’s affair as perverse. Laurent had knowledge of what he
considered normative sexual mores. Second, Laurent actively engaged in the incest to
overcome the tension which witnessing provoked. Laurent is not simply an innocent victim.
Thus, agreeing with Hamer, incest may not be the greatest evil in this film. Disagreeing with
her, however, gender-based systems of education may not be the primary problem either.
Rather, I have argued that the problem rests with Laurent’s relationship with witnessing. In
this relationship, it is not so much innocence that is highlighted. Rather, it is his complicity.
Murmur of the heart also fails to polarise its characters into the roles of victim and
perpetrator, which underpin the Gothic narrative. Rather, character complexity is accentuated
through the phenomenon of witnessing and an adult-child sexual relation is, in part, a
consequence of this complexity. That is, the incestuous relation between Laurent and his
mother does not provide a panacea for explaining his woes. His abjection precedes the
relation. At the same time, it is hard to pin down who is responsible for Laurent’s abjection.
Laurent contributes to it through his moral agency but he is not responsible for the affair
between his mother and her lover. Similarly, Clara is naïve to Laurent’s knowledge of the
affair and at no point does she act out against him. In comparison to Laurent’s other family
members, she offers him the most support. It is levels of complicity, rather than the
dichotomy of innocence and guilt, that are drawn out in this film.
3.4.3 The last picture show (1971)
Murmur of the heart is set during a period twenty years preceding its release. This opens a
question around the target audience for this film. As a coming-of-age film, it may have
appealed to France’s youth. The period of action, however, also suggests that the film would
have appealed to an older generation’s sense of nostalgia. This twin appeal also is presented
in US films released during the same year: The last picture show (1971) and Summer of ’42
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(1971). Even if these films were only targeted at youth, they infer that the preceding
generation faced similar problems as the generation consuming these films. While The
graduate is concerned with generational resistance, its open ending suggests that Ben is set to
follow the same path as his parents. The cycle will continue. Previous generations are no
more or less innocent that the current one. I will suggest that The last picture show
contributes to this cycle through exploring inter- and intra-generational bonds between males.
Paralleling previous coming-of-age films that I have discussed so far, music also features in
and unites The last picture show. The deployment of this music in this film, however, is more
subtle than in The graduate and Murmur of the heart. It never overwhelms the diegetic frame.
In contrast to The graduate and Murmur of the heart, the absence of music during the
opening titles is overwhelming, but neither silence nor dialogue confronts the viewer in its
place. Rather, the eerie whistle of wind fills the soundtrack as the camera pans around to
reveal the vacant main street of a dilapidated town. The wind and rundown buildings suggest
that the town is a ghost town, but as the pan comes to an end, a ute is revealed in a long shot
driving towards the camera. A cut to inside the vehicle introduces Sonny, the main character
of the film, in a medium close-up. He is an adolescent male, approximately sixteen to
eighteen years of age (calculating by the fact that he is in his final year of high school). This
cut also introduces the genre of music framing this film. On the radio, a country and western
song is playing. This genre, which features on radios and jukeboxes throughout the film,
provides a melancholy aural backdrop. The music not only supports the tone of The last
picture show, it also geographically and historically contextualises the film. The songs, from
the early 1950s, reinforce other visual cues, which ties the action to a year commencing from
November 1951, while the genre places this movie in a small rural town.
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Vignette 3.24: The last picture show (0:00:23-0:00:58) – Opening pan
While music contextualises the film in terms of its period, location and tone, it is not the most
obvious formal component. The film is shot on black and white stock. The contrast between
black and white accentuates a number of binary oppositions between characters within the
film in terms of generation, gender and class. Weaving together both the soundtrack and the
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stock, the central problem of the film is small town life, while the narrative drive is built
around how characters cope with their boredom and claustrophobia.
Returning to the interior of the ute, Sonny’s station in life is signified in a number of ways.
He is frantically adjusting the choke, which could signify that he, like a cold engine, is only
starting out in life. The forward and backward motions that Sonny makes with the nob could
have a phallic significance, reinforcing his gender. Other signifiers suggest that Sonny is
without love. He blows on his hands, which suggests that he is cold, and he turns up the
radio, which accentuates the line ‘I ain’t had no loving, like a hugging and a kissing, in a
long, long while’. His loneliness and abjection are implied. Finally, the fondling of the choke
could also point to Sonny’s financial position. His vehicle is old and rundown. Not only is it
mechanically unsound, but the glass windows are also cracked. Sonny is poor. Despite his
station in life, Sonny is not necessarily jaded or hostile towards the world. He spots a younger
peer in the middle of the windblown street, sweeping the dust off the road with a broom.
Sonny invites the boy, Billy, into his ute. Once inside the vehicle, Sonny removes Billy’s cap
and places it back on Billy’s head back to front. This puts a smile on the face of Billy, who is
mute and appears to have a form of autism.

Vignette 3.25: The last picture show (0:01:45) – Billy and Sonny
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Sonny takes Billy to the local pool hall, wherein Sam is introduced. Sam is an older adult,
approximately in his mid-50s to mid-60s. He is also a father figure to many of the town’s
residents: both adolescent and adult. After a long pause, Sam finally talks, establishing an
initial opposition between himself and Sonny. While Sonny accumulated Billy on the way to
the pool hall, Sam is fixated on Sonny’s football team losing their game the night before. He
instructs Sonny that he should learn to tackle. Sam’s loss is compounded when Abilene, an
adult male, enters the pool hall to collect on a bet over the same game. Abilene asks Sonny if
he has heard of tackling. In fact, almost every adult male Sonny encounters during the initial
scenes refer to his inability to tackle. Sonny, however, is deaf to this repeating reference to
tackling, which in the film also comes to stand for holding on and preventing loss.
Nevertheless, Billy’s dumbness provides a parallelism for Sonny’s deafness. The parallelism
also unites them as a homosocial couple.

Vignette 3.26: The last picture show (0:04:21) – Abilene collecting bet from Sam
Sonny’s lack of concern for loss is reinforced later that night. He attends a film at the local
cinema, wherein he meets up with his girlfriend, Charlene. She informs him that that night is
the one-year anniversary of their courtship. Sonny is apathetic. He is more intent gazing at an
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actress within the film-within-the-film and then at his best friend, Duane, kissing his
attractive girlfriend, Jacy.

Vignette 3.27: The last picture show (0:09:44-0:10:09) – Sonny watching Duane and Jacy
kiss
After the film, Sonny and Charlene drive out to a lake and they engage in rudimentary sexual
behaviours, which involve partial nudity and kissing. When Charlene accuses Sonny of acting
bored, he places his hand between Charlene’s thighs in an attempt to up the ante. Charlene
objects out of her fear that she will fall pregnant. She is not necessarily naïve. Rather, she is
anxious that it would set off a chain of events leading to her pregnancy. In the argument that
follows, the pair break-up. Neither Sonny nor Charlene expresses misery in relation to the
ending of their relationship. News of the break-up, however, travels fast. Genevieve, the
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waitress at the local café, comforts Sonny because, to her, he appears blue. Sonny asserts that
he is not upset about his estrangement from Charlene. Rather, his abjection is in relation to
the lack of single female peers within the town. For him, there is only one attractive local girl
but she is his best friend’s girlfriend. His bond with his best friend both outweighs and
conflicts with his heterosexual desires.

Vignette 3.28: The last picture show (0:11:46) – Sonny disinterested in Charlene
Although he is unaware of it, Sonny’s romantic prospects are about the change. At school, the
coach pulls Sonny aside after gym class and asks if he could take his wife to the doctors for
him. Sonny agrees to perform the favour. This scene is also pivotal for another reason.
During his class, the coach had the adolescent males running around a basketball court. As
the boys walk off the court after their exercise, the coach fondles one of the males on the
bottom. The receiver of this touch looks around and gives the coach a coy, but knowing,
smile. This opens up a couple of interpretations. Its meaning could be insignificant. The
coach may have simply been giving one adolescent encouragement. Alternatively, the coach
may be inclined towards paederasty. I side with the latter. Leading up to this scene, the film
has privileged male-based homosocial bonds and I will suggest that The last picture show
polices the boundaries between homosociality and homosexuality. In fact, this touch can be
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read in combination with Genevieve’s knowledge from the previous scene. News travels fast
in this small town and the coach may also be aware of Sonny’s newfound relationship status
as a bachelor and the events leading up to it, including his lack of interest in Charlene’s body.
In this context, the coach may be working through his own conflict between homosociality
and homosexuality.

Vignette 3.29: The last picture show (0:16:31-0:16:36) – The coach patting a boy on the
bottom
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The coach’s marriage may be an attempt to conceal his homosexual inclinations. Goffman
(1963) in his book Stigma: notes on the management of spoiled identity has explored stigma
as a phenomenon that maintains social norms. For him, stigma is the disgrace that is attached
to an attribute of a person (p.11). This attribute has a negative value that discredits the person
in their entirely. The stigma constructs them as inferior to the societal norms, which positions
them as a bad, dangerous or weak link within that society (p.12). Despite their alienation
from these norms, the individual with a stigma holds on to the societal norms because they
long for acceptance and equality (p. 17). In turn, the stigmatised individual may attempt to
conceal information relating to their deviance from social norms when this deviance is not
apparent (p.57). At the same time, the coach’s exchange of his wife may also be an attempt to
displace his homosexuality within the rubric of homosociality. Lévi-Strauss (1969) in his
book The elementary structures of kinship, has provided a perspective on homosociality
based on the exchange of women:
Sexual relations between man and woman are an aspect of the total presentations of which
marriage provides both an example and the occasion. … [T]hese total presentations have to do
with material goods, social values such as privileges, rights and obligations, and women. The total
relationship of exchange which constitutes marriage is not established between a man and a
woman, where each owes and receives something, but between two groups of men, and the
woman figures only as one of the objects in the exchange, not as one of the partners between
whom the exchange takes place (p.115)

For Lévi-Strauss, this exchange of women, which he sees as the function of the incest
prohibition and cross-cousin marriage in primal societies, is comparable to language (p.493).
Shared language and the exchange of women are parallel solutions for the formation of
alliances: ‘the emergence of symbolic thought must have required that women, like words,
should be things that were exchanged’ (p.496). He goes on to say that women and language,
which is wholly made up of signs, are only comparable and not the same phenomenon
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because women have ‘a particular value arising from her talent’: they are at once ‘a sign and
a value’ (p.496). Nevertheless, this exchange of the wife in The last picture show establishes
a sexually ambiguous homosocial relationship between Sonny and his coach.
Sonny’s acceptance of the coach’s offer of exchange also opens the question of whether
Sonny too is attempting to pass his homosexuality. He displayed a lack of interest when
engaging in sexual relations with his former girlfriend. Equally, this exchange could inform
Sonny’s relationship with Duane, his best friend. That is, not only is he torn between his
friendship with Duane and his erotic attraction to Jacy, Sonny may be erotically attracted to
Duane. That is, the erotically attraction of Jacy may not be based on her aesthetic beauty.
Rather, she may be attractive to Sonny because of her relationship history with Duane. Sonny
may not have been watching Duane kiss Jacy in the cinema. Rather, he may have been
watching Jacy kiss Duane. Nevertheless, the coach promises that if Sonny performs the
favour then he will get Sonny out of Civics class. This promise hints at the hidden immorality
and stigma within the coach’s request.
Before performing this favour, Lois, Jacy’s mother, is introduced. While Sonny, Duane and
Jacy causally eat at a roadside café, Lois and her husband pull up in their car. She is cold and
straight to the point, informing Jacy that she is required to be home in fifteen minutes for
dinner. She acknowledges neither Sonny nor Duane, suggesting her lack of approval of her
daughter’s company. This lack of approval is confirmed in the next scene. Lois enters Jacy’s
bedroom, glass of bourbon in hand, and has a girl-to-girl talk with her daughter. During this
conversation, Lois expresses her frustration at Jacy’s idealised innocence, which, for her,
threatens Jacy’s future. She encourages Jacy to consider birth control and engage in sexual
intercourse so that it loses its mysticism. Lois wishes for Jacy to have a nuanced and fulfilling
life. Jacy, however, sees this conversation as an attack on her values and she fails to
recognise that Lois is simply reflecting on the boredom within her marriage.
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Jacy’s narcissism is contrasted against Sonny’s empathy, which is expressed in his dealings
with the coach’s wife, Ruth. While Sonny is driving Ruth home from the doctors, Ruth
begins to cry. Despite his discomfort with the situation, upon arriving back at Ruth’s house,
Sonny enquires into her welfare and he sits with her while she comes to terms with her grief.
She states the coach will never be able to forgive her for what she has done. He displays
empathy, but this is not centred on her actions. Sonny does not ask what she has done.
Rather, his empathy is focused on the coach’s actions. Sonny states that he imagines that
Ruth will be pleased when basketball and football seasons are over because then the coach
will be home more often. Ruth’s grief turns to shock and disbelief. It seems that in this small
town there is one person who does not know about her relationship with her husband. She
states ‘My God. You don’t know a thing about it, do you?’ No further information is
provided and one can only speculate. Ruth simply instructs Sonny to go back to school,
which reinforces Sonny’s naivety. At the same time, Ruth’s lack of disclosure also
emphasises her exclusion from the homosocial. Through Sonny’s disinterest in her actions,
she lacks the agency to tell her story. Despite possessing the power and authority to tell
Sonny to go back to school, she is vacated and positioned as an Other.
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Vignette 3.30: The last picture show (0:26:04-0:27:04) – Sonny sitting with Ruth as she
grieves
The town’s Christmas dance reunites Ruth and Sonny. Jacy and Lois are also at his dance,
each providing points of contrast. Jacy is torn between a party invitation, which will involve
naked swimming with other middle-class adolescents from the country club, and spending
time with her boyfriend Duane at the dance. Either way, her innocence is challenged. If she
stays with Duane then she is risking a lifetime of self-imposed hardship and misery. The
relationship could be harmful to her middle-class values. Alternatively, if she goes to the
party then she is being unfaithful to Duane. In the end, she goes to the party but this may also
be an act of resistance against her mother. Lois, Jacy’s mother, observes her extramarital
lover, Abilene, at the dance with a date. Lois, with drink in hand, gives Abilene a prolonged
kiss on the lips in front of his date and when the date objects, Lois drags Abilene away for a
dance. As such, Jacy may be reacting to her mother’s behaviour. Sharing a similarity with
Laurent in Murmur of the heart, Jacy is witnessing her mother’s infidelity. At the same time,
Jacy may not want to flaunt her interest in lower-class males. This is reinforced when she
asks Duane to go outside once her mother begins to dominate the dance floor and draw an
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audience. Once outside, Duane gives Jacy a Christmas present and Jacy gives Duane the bad
news: she cannot stay with him tonight because of the party. Duane is furious, but Jacy is
able to calm him down by kissing him and placing his hand between her thighs. While Jacy is
innocent in resisting her mother’s misgivings, she has also discovered the power of her
sexuality.
Jacy and Lois are self-serving, divisive and individualistic. They have sexual power and
agency but, in contrast to Sonny’s homosociality, which unites males, the sexuality of Jacy
and Lois presents a weakness. The complexities of this homosociality, however, are explored
through male-female sexual relations in the next two scenes. Firstly, at the dance, Ruth asks
for Sonny’s help in taking out the garbage. He obliges. Once outside, he and Ruth kiss. Her
wedding ring is prominently displayed in the frame during this kiss. The ring provides a
reminder that it is not so much the kiss but Sonny’s homosocial bonds, and in particular his
relationship with coach, that is uniting them. Or perhaps more precisely, the kiss unites
Sonny with the coach. Ruth invites him to drive her to the clinic again and when he agrees,
she goes back inside reinvigorated.

Vignette 3.31: The last picture show (0:35:29) – Sonny kissing Ruth
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The evacuation of Ruth as simply a mechanism of exchange is reinforced in the second scene
in this sequence. After this kiss, Sonny discovers Duane upset following the departure of
Jacy. A group of male peers have tried to cheer him up by sharing a bottle of alcohol, which
they have stolen from a car. One of the adolescents suggests that they get Duane a prostitute
but he is not interested. Rather, he suggests that they procure a prostitute for Billy, Sonny’s
mute friend, so that they can all watch him loss his virginity. Sonny is torn. On the one hand,
he wants to see Duane happy. On the other hand, he believes that hiring a prostitute for Billy
is inappropriate. He may also feel jealous that Duane’s gaze is focused on another male. In
the end, the group overrule him. Sonny’s fears are realised when the prostitute gives Billy a
bloody nose for having a premature ejaculation. When Sam discovers Billy with a bloody
nose, he expresses his disapproval, banning the adolescents from his pool hall, café and
cinema. Faced with this disapproval, Sonny is almost brought to tears: his voice quivering as
he attempts to justify his actions to Sam. This emotional reaction contrasts with his apathy
when his former girlfriend proposed their estrangement. Sonny is cast as innocent of the
transgression involving Billy through his objections but he is also complicit because he was
present to witness Billy’s sexual relation with the prostitute.

Vignette 3.32: The last picture show (0:41:43) – Adolescent males witnessing Billy’s
sexual initiation
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Excluded from his homosocial network, Sonny finds acceptance through Ruth. They
commence a sexual relationship. Formal elements of the film representing this relationship,
however, reinforce his rejection from the homosocial. Their haphazard undressing, presented
through a medium long shot, suggests their lack of intimacy. A series of shot/reverse shot
close-ups of their faces during intercourse also accentuate the disconnection between Ruth
and Sonny as they look away from each other. Eventually, Ruth breaks down into tears.
Sonny attempts to establish eye contact with her, but she embraces him so that he cannot look
at her. As Sonny rolls off Ruth, a look of dejection crosses his face. Ruth soothes him by
disclosing her depression. They kiss in a medium close-up but this does not fulfil Sonny. In
the next scene, his abjection is presented when he drives past the buildings that Sam has
barred him from. With nowhere else to go, he drives up to a hill overlooking the town. He
crawls out of the ute, slumps onto the ground and, in an extreme long shot, he looks back on
the lights of the town.
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Vignette 3.33: The last picture show (0:44:35-0:46:47) – Sonny and Ruth’s first sexual
relation
A long slow fade to Sonny walking down the main street suggests the passage of weeks.
Sheepishly pausing at the door of the café, Sonny tries his luck re-establishing contact with
Genevieve, the waitress at the café. While expressing her disappointment over the incident
involving Billy, she is happy to see him and she makes him a cheeseburger. Small town
claustrophobia is also reinforced with Genevieve suggests through innuendo that she had
heard of Sonny’s affair with Ruth. Sonny, however, does not understand her insinuations.
Rather, Genevieve is simply presented as a conduit for Sonny’s homosociality because, while
in the café, Sonny is reunited with Sam and Billy. All is forgiven.
Another slow transition reveals Ruth’s bedroom. Her bed is empty and made. As the camera
pans around the room, Ruth can be heard asking Sonny if he would like more milk and
cookies. The camera continues to pan, revealing Ruth sitting on a quilt placed on the floor,
brushing Sonny’s hair. Sonny is licking the cream off a biscuit. She is wearing only a long
sleeve flannelette shirt while Sonny is only in his white underpants. While Sonny and Ruth
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may have just had sexual intercourse on the floor, this could also be the scene of a mother
and her small child. She asks Sonny for his favourite colour and with his answer, blue, she
indicates that she is going to paint the room that colour. Sonny, however, is not necessarily
play-acting. He asks Ruth a series of questions around her marriage to the coach, but after
each question, Ruth attempts to change the subject. It is unclear whether Sonny is gaining
pleasure from satisfying her delusion and her failure to engage with his homosociality.

Vignette 3.34: The last picture show (0:52:23-0:52:44) – Ruth mothering Sonny
While they are on a fishing trip, Sam, sensing Sonny’s ambivalence toward his relationship
with Ruth, provides him with a story of his own involvement in an intergenerational
relationship. In a medium close-up, suggesting the personal significance of the story, he
reveals that after his now deceased wife had lost her mind and his son had died, he was
involved in a sexual relationship with Lois when she was an adolescent. The moral of the
story that he passes onto Sonny is that the right women are the ones who you are crazy about,
not the ones who are crazy. Nevertheless, the story involving Lois functions to bond the
males together. Perhaps seeking his own stories to tell, Sonny later agrees to go down to
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Mexico with Duane. Before they leave town they run into Sam. He hints at the sexual nature
of this jaunt when he warns them about catching gonorrhoea.

Vignette 3.35: The last picture show (0:54:41) – Sam disclosing his experiences within
intergenerational relationship to Sonny
When the boys return, they discover that Sam has died in their absence. His death, however,
does not cement his words of advice. Sonny continues to see Ruth. This reinforces the
purpose of Sam’s story in terms of its homosocial function rather than its moral content. At
the same time, it is unclear whether Sonny and Ruth are continuing to have sexual
intercourse. They kiss and hold hands, but there are no further bedroom scenes and the pair is
presented fully clothed after Sonny’s graduation. This could suggest that Ruth and Sonny, or
perhaps more accurately, the coach and Sonny have drifted apart since he has completed high
school. The coach’s relevance, and through him, Ruth’s relevance, have diminished.
Graduation also presents a turning point in Duane and Jacy’s relationship. They break up and
Duane moves away to work in the oil fields. In this context, Sam’s words take hold. Sonny is
free to pursue the girl who he is crazy about: Lois’ daughter, Jacy. This may also be an
attempt to maintain his bond with Duane and Sam. Unfortunately, for Sonny, Jacy is not
sincere in her relationship with him. She is starved for attention after a series of relationship
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failures. She has heard about Sonny and Ruth’s affair and she is out to regain her confidence
through winning Sonny’s affection. Sonny’s life cannot mirror Sam’s and, in the end, Sonny
loses Jacy without sexually consummating their relationship and through it, a pseudohomosexual relationship with Duane. In passing, the potential union between Sonny and Jacy
is too confronting for Duane. After hearing of their courtship, Duane drives back into town
and breaks a glass bottle on Sonny’s head. This act of violence can be understood in terms of
Duane’s homosexual desire. As Kincaid (1998) has argued, ‘desire desires desire, not
fulfilment’. If Sonny and Jacy consummated their relationship then potentially his
homosexual desire for Sonny may be fulfilled through it. In addition, through his courtship
with Jacy, Sonny also loses contact with Ruth. For Sonny, these losses compound the loss of
Sam.
With Sonny’s new appreciation of loss, the film completes its cycle of a year. Sonny is now a
year older and a spectator for his old school’s football team. Another spectator comments that
Sonny’s team never learnt the fundaments like blocking and tackling. The town’s obsession
with tackling at the start of the film now makes sense. They are metaphors for preventing
losses that are all too familiar within Sonny’s new vision of adulthood. This knowledge does
not prevent Sonny from experiencing further loss. Duane leaves to fight in the Korean War,
then on the same morning Billy dies when a truck hits him while he is sweeping the street.
These losses avoid ambiguity. Loss is not associated with the loss of women. Rather, it is
associated with the male homosocial team. Sonny jumps in his car and begins to flee, driving
past the city limits, but he turns back, perhaps accepting his vision of adulthood. Back in
town, he arrives at Ruth’s house. She confronts him over his treatment of her, but then she
realises that Sonny is beyond reproach. Instead, she offers Sonny sympathy and holds his
hand as he comes to terms with his grief. In comparison to his love for Duane and Billy, she,
like Charlene earlier in the film, is insignificant.
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Vignette 3.36: The last picture show (1:57:35) – Ruth comforting Sonny
I suggest that The last picture show presents a shift from a linear and hierarchical—
patriarchal—masculinity to a lateral and decentred—homosocial—masculinity. In doing so, it
polices the boundaries between homosociality and homosexuality. The ambiguities prompt
this policing because Sonny’s gayness mirrors the childness of Ben in The graduate. Ben was
not a child when he had an affair with Mrs Robinson. At the crudest level, he was twenty one
during the relationship. At the same time, he was a child to his parents and his connection to
Mrs Robinson is founded on this parent-child relationship: she was the wife of his father’s
business partner. In a similar way, Sonny is not homosexual. He is involved in a sexual
relationship with a female and at no point is he physically sexual with another male. Sonny’s
heterosexual identity, however, is framed within a system of homosociality. His sexual
desires for and practices with women draws him closer to other males. I do not suggest that
Sonny is a repressed homosexual. Nor is Ben a repressed child. Rather, these films show that
homosexuality and heterosexuality, as well as adulthood and childhood, are not stable and
separate states. They are composed of a series of relationships, which are embedded in
discourse, that are knotted together. Of course, this argument is not new. Sedgwick (1985),
for instance, has argued that homosexuality and homosociality exist on a continuum (p.1).
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Nevertheless, Sonny is not necessarily ‘queer’. His sexuality is a heteronormative
constellation of homosexual and heterosexual elements.
In contrast, Holmes, Zonn and Cravey (2004) have placed the conflict between masculinity
and femininity rather than between homosociality and homosexuality. They have argued that
the film presents masculinity lost. In their article ‘Placing man in the New West:
masculinities of The last picture show’ in GeoJournal, they have performed a persuasive
formalist reading of The last pictures show based on its representation of geographic spaces
within the context of a decline of a small town and the mythology of the ‘Old West’. Their
interest is in how spaces are gendered and how these spaces are affected by a crisis in
masculinity. They focus on three spaces. The first is a cinema, which presents a mixed space
for both males and females in terms of audience, but a masculinised space in terms of the
films exhibited. Western films are the most prevalent films shown in this cinema. The second
space is a pool hall, which is reserved for only males. Finally, a café presents another mixed
space, but it is represented as a ‘feminine and nurturing’ place (pp.284-285).
For Holmes, Zonn and Cravey, the crisis in masculinity is symbolised in two ways. Firstly, it
is symbolised through the death of the town’s patriarch and father-figure: Sam the lion. Sam
owned the pool hall, dinner and cinema. After his death, a female enters the pool hall for the
first time, the dinner remains a maternal space and the cinema closes down. It is overtaken by
television, which Holmes, Zonn and Cravey argue is presented as a feminised medium
(p.282). Further, there are no role models presented in the film to replace Sam. Secondly, the
film represents sexually and financially aggressive women. These women have agency over
their sexual relations: they ‘decide if and when they will have sex with the young adult’. In
contrast, the males are either impotent or ‘merely [going] along with their whims’ (p.283).
Holmes, Zonn and Cravey also argue that the adult-child sexual relationship in this film is not
abusive. It is ‘maternal’. Rather, they suggest that it is a peer-aged female, Jacy, who engages
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in manipulative sexual relationships with the young men in the town (pp.283-284). In
passing, The last picture show has also caught the attention of Gartner (1999a) in his study,
which has assessed the alignment between medico-psychological and cinematic discourses of
adult-child sexual relations. For him, although the middle-aged woman involved in the
intergenerational sexual relationship can be seen as ‘satisfying [her] own needs without a
considered regard for the possible negative impact of [her] actions’, this film does not
provide a model for a male child who does not welcome such a relationship.
Holmes, Zonn and Cravey suggest that while this film constructs new places for women, it
does not empower them. Rather, their rise is dependent on the decline of masculinity. The last
picture show presents a patriarchal society that remains male-defined despite the decline of
masculinity. It is nostalgia for masculinity lost (pp.286-287). There is, however, a weakness
within their reading. They have not compared The last picture show to other films within its
generic cycle. Rather, they simply aligned it as a ‘postregion’ Western: a generic cycle of the
Western that ‘is explicitly concerned with the dramatic social and geographic changes that
characterise the Post WWII West in general, and with changing gender identities more
specifically’ (p.281). Another ‘postregion’ Western concerned with a crisis in masculinity
and a theme of an adult-child sexual relationship is Midnight cowboy (1969). In terms of my
archive, this film, released three years earlier, achieved the third highest level of inflationadjust US domestic box office receipts.
Midnight cowboy is not a coming-of-age film. Rather, it features an adult male who identifies
as a male prostitute and who is haunted by flashbacks of maternal incest involving his
grandmother. These flashbacks, which tend to imply a mental illness such as schizophrenia,
also reveal that he has raped an adult female. As such, this film highlights trauma flowing
from incest. Midnight cowboy is also a ‘buddy film’. This is a generic cycle that features
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‘close friends of the same sex’, which during the ‘era of gay liberation’ became associated
with queer themes (Altman, 1999, p.93).
The queerness in Midnight cowboy is presented both explicitly and implicitly. Explicitly, the
main protagonist in Midnight cowboy, Joe Buck, engages in prostitution with males, as well
as females. For Dean (2007), in his article ‘Gays and queers: from the centering [sic] to the
decentering [sic] of homosexuality in American films’ in Sexualities, Midnight cowboy has
presented an example of fluid and decentred—queer—sexual practices (p.379). Equally,
Bapis (2008) has highlighted that the director of this film, John Schlesinger, was resisting the
representation of homosexual identity and ‘collapsing personal experience into yet another
commodified identity’ (p.110). Dean, however, has also argued that Midnight cowboy and
other films, which feature male prostitutes, reinforce heteronormativity through their
representation of these males as deviant (p.379). Likewise, Sonnekus (2009) in his article
‘Macho men and the queer imaginary: a critique of selected gay “colonial” representations of
homomasculinity’ in de arte has also pitched Midnight cowboy in terms of ‘its main
character’s tragic descent into prostitution’ (p.37). Generally, they believe that this film has
presented a negative perspective of homosexuality.
Midnight cowboy’s contribution to the crisis in masculinity is not simply presented as explicit
homosexual prostitution. Rather, Bapis has described this film as a ‘love story’ (p.105). This
is not a hetero- or homosexual love story. Rather, it is a homosocial love story between two
males, Joe and Enrico Rizzo. The two develop an emotionally intimate, but physically nonsexual, relationship in which, first, Enrico takes Joe under his wing when Joe finds himself
homeless and, second, Joe cares for Enrico as his health fails. For Bapis, the contrast between
prostitution and this love story provides a critique of the Western and masculinity in ‘the
wake of civil rights strife, antiwar demonstrations, and the counterculture’s rejection of
consumer society’ (p.106). The Western as a ‘source of knowledge about masculinity’ failed
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Joe. Rather, for Bapis, the film is progressive through its presentation of two men engaged in
‘an emotional exchange’, which ‘lifted … [them] out of their squalid environment’ (p.109).
Midnight cowboy presents a configuration of homosociality based on an emotional exchange
between two males. Bapis has pointed out that, in doing so, the film ‘questions the place of
women’ (p.106).
I have suggested that in The last picture show women are constructed as units of exchange
within homosocial networks. In this regard, the virginity of females is problematic because it
depreciates their value. Shary (2010) in his chapter ‘Virgin Springs: a survey of teen films’
quest for sexcess’ in the book Virgin territory: representing sexual inexperience in film, has
assessed how virginity has been represented during the 1970s and 1980s. For him, virginity
was not a point narrative tension during 1970s:
Teen films of the 1970s dealing with the loss of virginity are … rather few and inconsequential.
When sex did happen for teens in 1970s films, the characters were often assumed to be sexually
experienced before the start of the story (p.57).

He goes on to briefly outline the subplot involving Jacy, Duane’s girlfriend and Sonny’s
object of desire, from The last picture show as an exception to the rule:
One of the plotlines features a teenage girl pursuing a wealthy boy who does not want her until
after she loses her virginity. She is then disappointed when her current boyfriend will not have sex
with her but nonetheless proclaims her deflowering to her friends as if to finally alleviate the
liability of her condition (p.57, original emphasis).

While this passage hints at Duane’s possible homosexuality, The last picture show does not
centre on Jacy. Rather, I have suggested that the film centres on Sonny and his involvement
in homosocial relationships. I suggest that the demand that Jacy lose her virginity should be
understood in this context. The homosocial relationships in this film border on homosexuality
and, in this sense, ‘virginity’ between males, in this film, is not a liability. Homosexuality is
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not explicit in these relationships but a tension between homosociality and heterosexuality is
exposed when Duane discovers that Sonny is courting Jacy. I have discussed that if Sonny
sexually consummates his relationship with Jacy then through her there is a risk that Sonny
and Duane will also homosexualise their friendship. Duane reacts by breaking a glass bottle
on Sonny’s head. In this way, the romantic triangle involving Sonny, Ruth and the coach is
not problematic. I have suggested that the coach is homosexual. The last picture show is not
necessarily homophobic, but it does police this tension.
Sonny’s relationships and triangles inform the demand that Jacy lose her virginity. The
demand cannot be taken in isolation. The wealthy boy, Bobby, and Jacy first meet at his pool
party. A condition of entry is that newcomers must perform a striptease on the springboard of
his backyard swimming pool. Both male and female adolescents watch with interest as Jacy
performs her striptease. Jacy’s suitor at this party also reveals that he had to strip at a
previous party. Presumably, both male and female adolescents watched his striptease too.
The striptease provides a means for the adolescents to explore their homosexual desires in a
similar way that watching Sonny’s autistic friend, Billy, having sex with a female prostitute
provided a way for Duane to potentially explore his homosexuality after Jacy’s heterosexual
rejection of him. The two scenes are presented side-by-side. In this context, the demand of
Bobby, from the pool party, that Jacy lose her virginity had little to do with its stigma.
Rather, it provides another socially accepted avenue for Bobby to explore his homosexuality.
That is, he can gain the experience of having sex with males through having intercourse with
her. Jacy’s lack of recognition of this element of homosociality functions to reinforce her
self-obsession, which opposes Sonny’s homosocial relationships. Nevertheless, the liability
of Jacy’s virginity further demonstrates that innocence is not the central issue in The last
picture show. Rather, I have argued that the film is principally concerned with the homosocial
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bonds of males and how those bonds are maintained, as well as complicated, through
relations with females.
In fact, through this homosocial narrative, divisions based on states of innocence, which
underline the Gothic narrative, are challenged. It is not a youth who is hurt and emotionally
devastated as a result of an adult-child sexual relation. It is an adult: Ruth. This is not to say
that the youth, Sonny, is emotionally invincible. He is emotionally manipulated and
victimised while he is in a relationship. This relationship, however, involved his age peer,
Jacy. Through these two relationships, which are embedded within the broader framework of
homosociality, both adults and adolescents are constructed as vulnerable. One is not
necessarily more innocent than the other. Yet, despite this vulnerability, they also have the
capacity to inflict harm.
3.4.4 The tin drum (Die blechtrommel, 1979)
Eight years separate the release of The last picture show and The tin drum (1979). While
other coming-of-age films were released in 1971, namely Harold and Maude and Summer of
’42, these eight years present a disruption in the cycle. As I have discussed, Midnight cowboy
(1969) presents trauma associated with maternal incest experienced during childhood as well
as the torment of self-witnessing a rape perpetrated in the past. These themes of sexual
trauma and rape may have influenced Deliverance (1972). In this re-coming-of-age film, four
adult males go on a rafting adventure down a river that is about to be dammed. During this
adventure, one of the males is raped by a pair of ‘hillbillies’. Another male from the rafting
party witnesses this rape and, in his rush to respond, he murders one of the rapists. Similar
themes are also presented in The candy snatchers (1973) and ‘Gator bait (1974). They
feature the emotional turmoil of male children witnessing the violent rapes of adolescent
females. In both films, the witnessing youths murder the rapists. Three films released during
1975 continued the theme of sexual exploitation. Firstly, Salò, or the 120 days of Sodom
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(1975) presents the kidnap, rape and torture of adolescents by a group of fascists. Witnessing
also features in this film. The fascist captors witness one of the male adolescents having a
sexual relation with a female of African descent. They are both murdered for this consensual
affair. Their death is swift, however, and, in the context of this film, they are fortunate. The
captors also witness and keep a list of ‘transgressions’ that other youths have perpetrated.
These transgressing youths are given slow and brutal deaths during the closing scenes of the
film. While this film provides the point of view of the fascists, their brutality and inhumanity
insists upon an oppositional reading of the film. Secondly, Tommy (1975) presents the trauma
associated with the molestation of a deaf, blind and dumb male in his early- to mid-twenties
by his uncle. Finally, the Australian film, Tim (1975) has provided a nuanced perspective of
sexual exploitation, as well as generational disparities between how adult-child sexual
relations are conceptualised, which may provide an insight into this disruption in terms of
emerging audience attitudes.
Tim presents a male, Tim, aged twenty four, who has a cognitive disability. A middle-aged
woman, Mary, befriends Tim. In the main, she establishes a mentoring role in his life, but she
is also attracted to his physique. She does not, however, act on her desire. Eventually, it is
Tim who pursues an affair with her and, even then, she does not have sexual intercourse with
him until they are married. The tension is not between Tim and Mary. Rather, the
relationships of antagonism are between Tim’s sister and his parents, as well as between his
sister and Mary. Tim’s parents are accepting of the affair. They are elderly and worried that
no one will care for Tim after their deaths. In contrast, Tim’s sister is a ‘progressive’ female
in her early-twenties. She sees the affair between Tim and Mary as nothing other than
exploitative. As such, with the exception of Salò, or the 120 days of Sodom and Deliverance,
a common thread running through many of these films released during the disruption to the
coming-of-age narrative is that it is youth who experience—through witnessing or practice—
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sexual relationships as exploitative. These youth have moral agency but it manifests in brutal
violence or familial division. In the case of The candy snatchers, this violence is carried over
into the family. The child who witnesses the rape of a sixteen-year-old female also murders
his mother.
This change in the representation of adult-child sexual relations could reflect emerging social
changes in how audiences understood these relations. As such, despite a resurgence of
coming-of-age films in the late seventies, with In praise of older women (1978) and All that
jazz (1979), the release of The tin drum coincided with controversy. Harkness (1980) in his
article ‘Drumming up a storm: censorship and “The tin drum”’ in Cinema Canada has
outlined the difficulties the film experienced in gaining censorship approval from the Ontario
Board of Censors. At this point in time, Ontario did not have a classification system. The
board initially demanded that four scenes were to be cut from the film because, for them,
these sequences were presentations of child pornography. Harkness has also asserted that
there was a similar wave of concern in Great Brittan, which did have a classification system.
Twenty-three seconds were to be cut from the film for it to comply with the UK Protection of
Children Act (1978). The controversy was not necessarily felt around the world. Not only did
it win the Academy Award for Best Foreign Film in 1980, but it also won a Los Angeles
Film Critics Association Award for Best Foreign Film in 1980 and jointly won the Palme
d’Or (Golden Palm) at the Cannes Film Festival in 1979. It shared this latter award for best
film with Apocalypse now.
Although there is one scene in which a wife discloses her belief that her husband is interested
in male youths, the film does not dwell on the concern over adult-child sexual relations. The
knowledge of adult-child sexual relations is not especially problematised. As I will discuss
below, after the wife expresses her belief, she has a sexual relation with a prepubescent male
child. As such, the film has been criticised on another front. Adopting a Marxist ‘feminist
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framework’, Burstyn (1981, p.26) in her article ‘Women, sexuality and the commercial
cinema: the seductive illusion, part II’ in Canadian Women’s Studies is unconcerned with the
adult-child sexual relations in this film. Rather, her concern is focused on its traditional
construction of women as sexual objects. Her arguments are not necessarily misplaced. The
director of The tin drum, Volker Schlöndorff, has stated in an interview in Film Quarterly
that the ‘most important trait’ of the main protagonist, Oskar, a child, ‘is his regressive
attitude towards women’ (Schlöndorff in Hughes, 1981, p.5). Although Burstyn does not
refer to this character, she has discussed a parallel to this attitude. For her, women in this film
are ‘defined by patriarchy as cunt-mother’ (p.27). That is, adult men do not solely dominate
women within patriarchy. Rather, children, presumably male children, also dominate their
mothers. Children, presumably male children, are not innocent within her field of power
relations.
Like the French New Wave auteurs, the director of The tin drum, Schlöndorff, who was born
in 1939, was too young to remember specific details of, let alone fight in, WWII, but he did
grow up in its wake in Germany. He has revealed in an interview that the war accentuated a
generation divide in which children of his generation were sceptical of their fathers’
involvement in Nazism and the populist movement (Schlöndorff in Hughes, 1981, p.3). In
this vein, like in the US, there were social forces constructing the ‘generation gap’ in
Germany. In the same interview, Schlöndorff has disclosed that he was at the forefront of the
French New Wave movement. He was living in France from 1954 and was attempting to
forget his German heritage. He recalls that German films were not shown in France. Rather,
he was drawn to US films. In terms of filmmaking experience, however, French auteurs
presented his ‘major frame of reference’. He had contact with François Truffaut, a central
French New Wave auteur, and also worked with Louis Malle and Jean-Pierre Melville, who
were associated with the movement (pp.3-4). At the same time, Schlöndorff discusses that he
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was later influenced by German expressionist Fritz Lang and realist Georg Wilhelm Pabst
(p.4). Thus, he draws upon a synthesis of classic Hollywood, French New Wave and German
influences.
Turning to the film itself, The tin drum is unified through its symbolisation. Tin drums are
presented in almost all scenes and it would be hard not to attribute meaning to them. Other
visual props, such as potatoes, provide reoccurring motifs throughout the film. Their simple
repetition suggests that they have additional meanings. Through these symbolisations, the
film provides a social commentary. The director, Schlöndorff, has stated that he was
especially attracted to the symbolism of the main protagonist, Oskar:
I was especially interested in the character of the boy. … I began to see Oskar as a very wideranging metaphor. I saw him as a prophetic image of the entire post-1968 youth. … Oskar is
obviously an ancestor of the post-’68 drop-out generation. The screaming of protests combined
with the refusal to provide a realist framework for change (Schlöndorff in Hughes, 1981, p.5).

Although Schlöndorff refers to ‘youth’, his concern is not necessarily around ‘children’.
Rather, his concern is around adulthood. For him, the ‘post-1968’ generation did not provide
an appropriate model for adulthood. They were disconnected, hysterical and impotent. His
child, Oskar, was deployed to critique this emerging form of adulthood. As such, this
coming-of-age film is not targeted at adolescents. Rather, it is targeted at an older critical
audience of adults. This may explain a younger protagonist, who is represented as a threeyear-old male. The younger generation are not just young, but very young and immature.
Schlöndorff, however, goes on to state that he did not see Oskar, and, by proxy, the ‘post1968’ adults, as monstrous:
I was convinced that I had to show how very normal he is—neither good nor bad, and certainly
not more monstrous than the so-called normal people around him. I didn’t want to emphasise his
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abnormality. I wanted to show the monstrous things hiding inside ‘normal’ ones (Schlöndorff in
Hughes, 1981, p.5, original emphasis).

Normality and perversion are linked. I refer to perversion in the broad sense of ‘the diversion
of something from its original and proper course, state, or meaning’ rather than in the sexual
sense of a ‘sexual behaviour or preference that is different from the norm’ (OED Online,
2011). Schlöndorff has suggested how they are linked. He states that the emerging form of
adulthood parallels the attitudes adults held in the 1930s. The adulthood of his parents’
generation was also corrupt. As such, innocence and perversion are inherited generationally. I
will suggest that this is the underlying message within The tin drum. The film traces four
generations of a family and the circumstances surrounding conception provide a core link
directing the development of each subsequent generation. As outlined above, the central
character is Oskar. He is active in his resistance to the corruptions and perversions of the
adult generation who preceded him, and in particular, the aberrations of his mother. At the
same time, I will suggest that the mother is no less innocent or corrupt than her child. She,
too, is actively resisting the corruptions of her preceding generation. That is, through the
film’s motifs, we can also garner how innocence and perversions traverses generations.
The tin drum is set at the frontier of Poland and Germany, in the new free state of Danzig,
during the first half of the twentieth century. At its broadest level, the film can be broken
down into three periods. The first period traces the conception and birth of Oskar’s mother,
Agnes, her adolescence and courtship with two suitors, and the eventual birth of Oskar. The
second period is concerned with Oskar’s life as a child, his opposition to the adult world and
the growth of Nazism. This period ends with the death of Agnes. The final period presents
Oskar as an adolescent, his involvement in two romantic relationships and his participation in
the World War II. This period ends with the conclusion of the war.
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The film begins in 1899 with Oskar, the main protagonist, narrating, in a voiceover, the
events leading up to the conception of his mother. His grandmother, who at this point in time
was a young adult, was sitting in a field of potatoes when an unknown adult male, who was
being pursued by soldiers, sought refuge under her skirt in order to escape capture. Oskar’s
grandmother obliges and, while hiding, the male impregnates her. This scene introduces the
motif of conception, which is repeated throughout the film. In this case, Oskar’s grandmother
did not consent to her sexual relation. This, however, is not presented as rape and the
grandmother was not involved in a crime, even as a victim. The grandmother is unknowing
and naïve.
While the grandmother continues her relationship with Oskar’s grandfather, it is short-lived.
After a year, the military track down and corner the grandfather. Again reinforcing the
naivety of the grandmother, his fate is not confirmed. He either drowned in a river avoiding a
shootout with the military or escaped to the US, where he became a millionaire selling
matchsticks and fire insurance. This alternative fate with its emphasis on manufacture and
financial systems provides a contrast to the peasantry of the potato field. Nevertheless, as a
single parent, the grandmother was driven to the city, selling produce on the street.
Oskar’s narration skips over a number of years to his own conception, which coincides with
WWI. I will suggest that unknowingness also surrounds this conception, but this is not
configured around a lack of agency or lack of sexual literacy. Rather, uncertainty is attributed
to the sexual agency of Oskar’s mother, Agnes. Oskar was conceived within a love triangle
involving his mother and two or three males. Two males within Oskar’s narration, but as I
will discuss later, three males if one considers plot elements outside of his knowledge.
Nevertheless, the paternity of Oskar remains uncertain.
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In his voiceover, Oskar informs us that his mother had two suitors. The first was her Polish
cousin Jan, who was avoiding being drafted for the war. The second, Alfred, was a German
cook for the military. Despite the differences in ethnicity and bravado, Jan and Alfred were
united over their joint affection for Agnes and they became friends. While she eventually
married Alfred, Alfred is accepting of Jan’s continuing affection towards his wife. Thus, a
degree of homosociality is also presented in this film.

Vignette 3.37: The tin drum (0:10:29) – Agnes, Alfred and Jan walking away from the
camera holding hands
Oskar’s mother provides a direct contrast with his grandmother. While the grandmother is
introduced in the rural countryside, the mother grew up in a city. While the grandmother lost
her lover, the mother accumulates her lovers. While the grandmother had an initial sexual
relationship with a male unknown to her, the mother has a sexual relationship with her
cousin. In this set of binary oppositions between mother and child, Agnes is not necessarily
perverse. She is innocent of her mother’s misgivings through her attempts at avoiding and
reversing them in her life.
The final part of Oskar’s voiceover narration begins with his birth. The steady sound of the
heartbeat of Oskar’s mother accompanies images of a motionless Oskar in the womb. The
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womb is not necessarily peaceful. Nor is it aesthetically pleasing. It consists of mono-tonal
fragments of flesh. Nevertheless, the solitary heartbeat and mono-tonal colouring unify the
experience and provide a contrast to which to compare the outside world. When born, the
camera adopts Oskar’s subjective point of view. Movement within the frame is frantic and,
when Oskar is shown to his father, the camera is upside-down. Importantly, both Alfred and
Jan are in the frame at this point. Dialogue also supports this chaos with Alfred, Jan and
Agnes talking over one another. Oskar, in the voiceover, discloses his desire to return to the
womb. This disclosure is accompanied with footage of Oskar crying. Both Alfred and Jan
watch on, linking them to Oskar’s turmoil. Oskar’s discomfort, however, is smoothed when
his mother promises to give him a tin drum for his third birthday. Significantly, there are two
elements to this promise. The first is the tin drum and the second is the accumulation of three
years.

Vignette 3.38: The tin drum (0:11:48) – Oskar being presented to his father(s)
For Oskar, the prospective beat of the promised drum could parallel the beat of the heart,
which he had heard in the womb. This may suggest that the promised drum is a replacement
for the womb: an aural reminder of the unity he once experienced in the womb, which would
allow him the possibility of escaping the disunity of the outside world. This, however, does
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not fully account for the two elements of the promise. Firstly, the promised drum is tin and it
would not necessarily make a sound akin to a heartbeat. Secondly, it does not explain the
significance of the three year wait. Rather, we are also confronted with a few other
interpretations. I propose that the promise has little to do with Oskar’s sense of disunity.
Agnes initiated the promise and she has no way of knowing Oskar’s sense of disunity.
Considering Agnes lost her father at three months of age and she does not have a conscious
memory of him, it is doubtful she would perceive two father figures as a site of disunity. As
such, the drum could also be an isomorphic symbolisation for all of Oskar’s parents. In
addition to the drum symbolising the mother’s heartbeat, tin, a soft metal, reflects Jan whose
cowardliness prevented him from fighting in the war, while the drum as a device for ensuring
soldiers march in time, reflects Alfred, the disciplined military cook who was ancillary to the
war. I will suggest that there is a third father, who escapes Oskar’s knowledge. Oskar’s
narration cannot be trusted as a complete or unbiased truth. His partial knowledge, however,
is critical for establishing parent-child relationships as a central theme. It also shows that
sexual knowledge, presented through conflicts over Oskar’s parentage, is not stable. I will
show that a continuing motif involving the presentation of the drum as a gift symbolises the
fluidity of sexual knowledge, which is always uncertain and incomplete. Nevertheless, the
missing father from Oskar’s backstory both explains the significance of the three year lapse
and provides a reversal from mother to Oskar.
The contrast between mother and daughter in the opening scenes of The tin drum provides a
template for understanding subsequent events within the film. The cycle of parent-child
reversals continues with Oskar attempting to overcome what he sees as his mother’s
perversions. Two factors, however, complicate this cycle. First, in an attempt to escape the
adult world, Oskar stunts his physiological development. This places him outside of nature.
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The second complication of the cycle is Nazism, as a militaristic civilisation, which colonises
the frontier during WWII. I will discuss each in turn.
Oskar’s family structure is more complicated than that of his mother, who only faced the
corruptions of Oskar’s grandmother. As such, Oskar does not only resist what he sees as the
moral perversions of his mother, but all adults. At his third birthday party, Oskar scans the
room and sees the adults in his life engaging in drunken debauchery. He attempts to seek
cover under his grandmother’s skirt, but she turns him away citing the incident with his
grandfather. Instead, Oskar crawls under the table wherein he witnesses an incestuous
relation between his mother and her cousin Jan involving foot play. Disgusted, Oskar puts his
drum aside, rejecting his parents, and he throws himself down the cellar stairs in an attempt to
stunt his physical development and escape the adult world. Despite this act, Oskar is not
necessarily innocent in terms of a lack of knowledge. He is able to recognise the moral
corruptions that surround him. His knowledge is not stunted.
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Vignette 3.39: The tin drum (0:13:53-0:15:24) – Oskar witnessing drunken debauchery
While Oskar distances himself from his parents, his resistance also attaches him to them. I
have suggested that the tin drum represents his parents. It also symbolises his resistance. This
tension between attachment and resistance is demonstrated on three occasions when attempts
are made to dispossess Oskar of his drum. In the first attempt, his parents attempt to remove
the drum. In the second attempt, a school teacher attempts to remove it. Finally, a doctor
attempts to remove the drum. Each time, Oskar emits a glass-shattering scream. The scream
has a function in his maintenance of childhood. He shatters his teacher’s glasses—her
windows to knowledge—and then in the doctor’s surgery, he shatters a glass container
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holding a foetus, which could represent the professional knowledge about the child. Oskar is
attempting to subvert knowledge but not necessarily his own knowledge.
Oskar’s resistance is subverted on two fronts. First, he becomes an object of knowledge. The
doctor writes an article on him in a medical journal. In it, his scream is attributed to the
development of his vocal chords. Second, Oskar discovers that it is not just the adult world
that is perverse. Children are also perverse. A group of children force feed Oskar ‘soup’,
which includes a toad and another child’s urine as stock. Childhood is not necessarily
synonymous with an absence of perversity. It is not necessarily a state of innocence that is
oppositional to adulthood.

Vignette 3.40: The tin drum (0:30:54) – Oskar being force fed ‘soup’
After the forced feeding, we are first introduced to Sigismund Markus, a recently baptised
Jew and owner of a toy store, which sells the tin drums. Oskar is accompanied by his mother
to the toy store and inside the store Markus invites Oskar to select a tin drum from a shelf.
While Oskar is selecting his drum, Markus offers to sell Oskar’s mother silk stockings, which
he had imported for her. Oskar’s mother stresses that she cannot afford the stockings but
Markus offers her a discount. He seems intent that she receives them. In the end, Oskar’s
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mother asks Markus to look after Oskar while she runs some errands. Markus agrees saying
that he will look after Oskar ‘like he is the apple of my eye’.
This scene and the scene involving the birth of Oskar suggest that Agnes and Markus have
had an ongoing social relationship. This is presented at three levels. First, her knowledge of
the tin drum immediately following the birth of her first child suggests that she had been in
the toy shop prior to his birth. Second, the stockings are a cover, and when placed side-byside with the giving of the drum, they suggest that the drum has an additional layer, which is
outside Oskar’s knowledge. Finally, his sexual interest in Agnes is presented not only
through the discounted silk stockings that he ordered especially for her, but also through his
display of jealousy and contempt when she refuses the stockings and asks him to mind Oskar
while she runs her errands. Markus appears to have knowledge of the forthcoming scene. Or
more precisely, he has knowledge of a repeating pattern, which is not presented in Oskar’s
narration. He knows the errands, which she runs every Tuesday, are really an affair with Jan.
At the end of the scene, Markus’ gaze follows Agnes as she leaves the store. His body
language suggests his heartbreak and disappointment. In a later scene, Markus explicitly asks
Agnes to escape to London with him but she refuses. Nevertheless, returning to the current
scene, Oskar’s gaze follows Markus’ and then he follows his mother as she runs her errands.

Vignette 3.41: The tin drum (0:35:36) – Markus lusting over Agnes
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Oskar’s mother meets up with Jan at a cheap motel, illuminated with a red neon sign,
suggesting that it is in fact a brothel. They have sexual intercourse. The screams of ecstasy
from Agnes can be heard on the street where Oskar is waiting. With the knowledge of this
affair, the perversity becomes part of Oskar. Yet, he is also innocent because he has resisted
what he sees as perversity through ceasing his physiological development and he has not
participated in the affair. He is caught in-between. He climbs a clock tower, again pointing to
the passage of time, and in providing an opposition to his mother’s screams of ecstasy, Oskar
screams out in pain and shatters the windows on a building across town. While his mother
embraces pleasure, Oskar futilely attempts to shatter knowledge.
The prior forced feeding of Oskar in the earlier ‘soup’ scene provides a motif that is repeated
over the next couple of scenes. Agnes falls pregnant. The first sign of this pregnancy is when
she displays morning sickness while Alfred is removing eels from a horse’s head pulled from
the sea. In the following scene, Agnes refuses to eat the eels that Alfred has prepared. A fight
breaks out and she retires to her bedroom crying. Jan follows her, pacifying her through
sexually stimulating her crotch with his hand. The use of his hand in private, in opposition to
his foot in public within an earlier scene, signals a reversal. Oskar’s mother has betrayed
herself. She knows that Jan is the father of her unborn child. As a consequence of her guilt,
Agnes forces herself to eat the eels and then, throughout the next couple of scenes, she
continues to force herself to eat raw fish, perhaps also reversing the fate of her father, who
was potentially eaten by fish.
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Vignette 3.42: The tin drum (1:09:46) – Agnes force feeding herself fish
Oskar’s grandmother reinforces the link to his grandfather. She confronts Agnes over her
eating disorder and pregnancy, citing the difficulties she experienced after the departure of
her former partner. At the same time, this confrontation also constructs Agnes as a child of
her mother, despite her age. Trapped in this space in-between childhood and adulthood, and
failing to maintain her ideal of innocence, Agnes seeks refuge in her bathroom. The events in
the bathroom are not presented. Outside, Alfred asserts, to Oskar’s grandmother, his lack of
knowledge over her pregnancy and his lack of concern over who has fathered the baby.
Oskar, in contrast, screams out to his mother through the bathroom door. The next scene
presents her funeral and, as such, it is implied that she committed suicide in the bathroom.
Her funeral reinforces her relationship with the Jewish toy merchant, Markus. He attempts to
attend the funeral, but other mourners turn him away. Nevertheless, outside the cemetery, he
invites Oskar to his store so that Oskar can replace his drum, which had broken since his
mother’s death. As such, the broken drum could symbolise the death of his mother and the
offer of a new drum could suggest that the toy merchant is Oskar’s third father.
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Vignette 3.43: The tin drum (1:14:37) – Markus offering to replace Oskar’s drum
I have suggested that Oskar is not alone in the practice of resisting the perversions of the
preceding generation. His mother is also caught up in this resistance. She resists what she
sees as her mother’s perversions. Agnes’ resistance in terms of maintaining contact with her
lovers and engaging in incest, which she practices during adulthood, provides manifestations
of innocence. From Oskar’s point of view, however, her manifestations of innocence are
perversions. Ultimately Agnes fails her own construction of innocence and her pain is
projected inward: she takes her own life. The suicide of Agnes also sets in motion a chain of
deaths, which coincide with the Nazi invasion of Danzig. This invasion, however, is not
instantaneous. Rather, the invasion partly brews from within Danzig, through its German
residents, and as such, the coming of this ‘cultural’ uprising also interweaves with Oskar’s
resistance against his parents’ perversions.
The interweaving storylines are first illustrated soon after Oskar halts his growth. Oskar and
his drum lead a group of children in a march through the streets on Danzig. This marching
troop intersects the path of another marching troop composed of Hitler Youth. In a following
scene, the potato is deployed to convey and reinforce the introduction of this culture. Oskar’s
adult neighbour and family friend, wearing a Nazi uniform, attempts to hawk potatoes on the
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street and refers to them as ‘chaste’. His potatoes can be opposed to the dirty ones within the
opening scene. Dirty, not only in the sense that they were unwashed and straight from the
ground, but also because these potatoes were associated with a sexual relation between
Oskar’s grandmother and grandfather. In a later scene, the neighbour’s wife tells Oskar that
her husband does not give her enough affection. He is too interested in the adolescent boys of
his Hitler Youth troop. This may suggest pederasty or his lack of sexual interest. I would side
with the latter. Not only does his potato comment provide a parallelism for interpreting his
association with the youth but I would suggest that it is the mind of the wife that is perverse.
She invites Oskar into bed and a sexual relation is implied: he climbs into bed with her fully
clothed but just before the cut, Oskar’s hand cups her breast through her clothes.
Nevertheless, she has read her husband’s actions through her own desires. At the same time,
she can justify and purify her own sexual perversions—heterosexual attraction to a
prepubescent boy—through opposing them to her husband’s homosexual attraction. Given
her actions, it is not necessarily attraction to children that is the problem. Rather, her
resistance is constructed around same-sex attraction.

Vignette 3.44: The tin drum (1:49:27) – Oskar’s neighbour inviting him into bed
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The neighbour is not alone in his support for the incoming tide of Nazism. In an earlier scene,
Alfred unveils a radio and he takes a print of Beethoven off the wall in order to replace it
with a photograph of Hitler. Technology and Hitler do not simply displace Beethoven as
cultural symbols. They supersede him. This scene, however, falls between the affair between
Jan and Agnes and her suicide. It provides another perspective on Alfred’s loss of control and
agency. Not only does he lose the affection of his wife and lack knowledge of her pregnancy,
he also becomes subservient to a sovereign. He is cast into the position of the child.

Vignette 3.45: The tin drum (0:48:13) – Alfred replacing a print of Beethoven with a
photograph of Hitler
Despite his opposition to the aberrations and corruptions of Danzig, Oskar initially has an
antagonistic relationship with the incoming culture of Nazism. At the age of fourteen, he is
first made aware of the imminent impact of Nazism by a circus performer, who also halted
his growth. The circus performer informs Oskar that Nazis are would-be colonisers who
would attempt to control and repress people like them. Drawing on this conversation, Oskar
begins to resist Alfred and Nazism. Alfred dressed up in his Nazi uniform, resembling a
school child or Boy Scout and reinforcing his infantilisation, attends a Nazi ceremony at the
fairground. Oskar hears the event on the radio and also heads down to the fairground. He
enters the fairground through the back entrance and sneaks under the stage. As the band
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begins to play to welcome the main dignitary, Oskar plays his drum and disrupts their
melody. Eventually the music is distorted into a waltz and the audience organically erupt into
dance: a rain dance. The event is washed out. Nature and traditionalism prevails over
technology and the racist eugenics of Nazism.
Oskar’s protest does not stop the war or the emerging racial tension within Danzig. After his
mother’s death, Oskar seeks out the toy merchant for a new drum. This, again, reinforces the
merchant as potentially his genetic father and his lack of sexual knowledge. Unfortunately,
Oskar is unable to claim a drum or parental figure. The toy merchant has committed suicide.
His store has been vandalised and ransacked. This motif of death and suicide further aligns
the store owner with Oskar’s mother. This may suggest a paradox. In turning to the toy
merchant, Oskar may, at some level, have knowledge over his own conception, but through
Markus’ death, this is not confirmed. Instead, Oskar turns to Jan.
Jan presents Oskar with his next drum and, in a voiceover, Oskar discloses that he presumes
that Jan is his father. Jan, however, is unable to maintain this position. On a trip into town,
Oskar defies an embargo and runs into the Polish post office. Jan chases after him. This
defiance of the embargo results in a siege with Oskar and Jan trapped inside the post office.
The post office can be seen as reflecting traditional forms of communication, which are
contrasted against the advanced war machines of Germany. Those within the post office do
not stand a chance as the German soldiers shell the post office with machine guns. As the
post office is being shelled, Jan cowers in a corner. In contrast, Oskar, who has lost his drum,
notices another tin drum sitting on top of a case of shelves. He appeals to Jan to retrieve the
drum but Jan remains unmoved. His cowardliness at once constructs him as innocent of the
hostilities of the siege and as a danger to Oskar, who attempts to retrieve the drum himself.
Sensing Oskar’s endangerment, another male attempts to retrieve the drum but he is killed in
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the process. Jan, in contrast, cannot live up to adulthood or fatherhood. This is made absolute
when he eventually dies as a consequence of the siege. The Germans storm the post office
and all the surviving adult males are lined up against a wall. Their fate is not directly
presented, but an undertaker later discloses that these Polish males faced a firing squad and
were buried in a mass grave. The only evidence of which was a single shell casing that the
Germans left behind.
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Vignette 3.46: The tin drum (1:23:44-1:26:09) – Jan’s failure to live up to fatherhood
Oskar’s next drum is of unknown origin. It may be a gift from Alfred, who is now Oskar’s
only parent. But at the same time, Alfred may simply be acting as a proxy for the German
army who have taken over Danzig. This is reinforced when Oskar is shown playing his drum
beside Alfred as the troops march through their town. This transference from parental
childhood to sovereign subjection frees Oskar from his parental resistance. In its void, he is
able to find a love interest.
In order to replace his lost wife, Alfred takes in a new boarder and employee: Maria, a
sixteen-year-old female. Oskar falls in love with Maria, but the relationship between Oskar
and Maria reflects a tension between physiology and sexuality. For Maria, Oskar is a three
year old. She consents to Oskar’s advances when they do not involve their genital regions.
She giggles when Oskar eats sherbet out of her hand and when they swap saliva. In contrast,
when Oskar attempts to perform cunnilingus on Maria in a changing room, she is horrified
and she pushes him away. It is not Oskar’s innocence that is threatened by the act, but hers.
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In addition to a mismatch between genital development and physical strength, which
constructs the relationship as inappropriate, Oskar was forcing himself on to her.

Vignette 3.47: The tin drum (1:38:47-1:39:40) – Oskar’s attempt to perform oral sex on
Maria
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Despite his rejection, Oskar does not give up his infatuation with Maria. He reveals to her
that they are same age. It is unclear whether Maria believes Oskar. Initially she dismisses this
disclosure but later she does not resist when Oskar has sexual intercourse with her. Yet, this
intercourse does not unite Oskar and Maria. Rather, her ambivalence and mixed feelings may
be reflected in a subsequent sexual relation that she has with Alfred. She consents to the
intercourse but throughout the relation she repeatedly tells Alfred to ‘be careful’. This may
refer to Alfred’s rough style of intercourse or it may reflect her concern that he may ejaculate
inside her and impregnate her. In the end, Alfred does ejaculate inside Maria. The relation is
both consented and not consented. This paradoxical nature is further highlighted when Oskar
intervenes into the relation just before Alfred ejaculates. Oskar jumps onto Alfred’s back in
an attempt to stop the relation. Oskar may be innocent in terms of being a victim of what he
sees as Maria’s infidelity. At the same time, his futile invention also draws him in as a
participant of the sexual relation. This participation cannot be contextualised through consent.
He is neither willing nor without agency. Oskar is caught in-between.

Vignette 3.48: The tin drum (1:43:27) – Oskar attempting to intervene into a sexual
relation between Alfred and Maria
Sexual knowledge is subverted again. Maria falls pregnant but it is unclear who has fathered
the child. Oskar believes he has, but Maria accepts Alfred as the father. In fall out, Oskar
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aligns himself with the Nazis. In this sense, he opposes Jan, who not only died at the hands of
the Nazis but also maintained a relationship with Oskar’s mother after she committed to
Alfred. Oskar reconnects with the circus performer who he first met in an earlier scene and
joins the German army as a performer. All are equal in the army and Oskar is able to have a
relationship with a female midget named Roswitha. When Roswitha is killed during the war,
Oskar returns home for the third birthday of his son, Kurt. He presents Kurt with a tin drum.
Kurt, however, is not provided a voice in the film and he shows no interest in the drum. This
may be a continuation of generational innocence and perversion. That is, Kurt’s silence may
be oppositional to Oskar’s narcissistic narration. Kurt may see Oskar’s self-righteousness as a
perversion.
Oskar’s return also coincides with the end of the war. The Soviets enter Danzig to liberate it
from the Germans. During this liberation, the final motif involving potatoes occurs. Oskar,
Alfred, Maria, Kurt and their neighbours hide in their basement while the Soviets reclaim
Danzig. A neighbour notices that Alfred is still wearing his Nazi collar pin and suggests that
he hide it in a pile of potatoes before the Soviets find them. Instead he throws it on the ground
and Oskar retrieves it. When the Soviets storm the basement, Oskar hands the pin back to
Alfred. Alfred swallows it in an attempt to hide it. The pin gets caught it his throat and Alfred
dies. The pin, however, does not kill Alfred. Rather, the Soviets shoot him for his erratic
behaviour while choking. The shooting deaths of Jan and Alfred provide an opposition to the
suicides of Oskar’s mother and Markus. Thus, the cause of death provides linkages and
parallelisms that further the ambiguities around Oskar’s parentage.
Oskar is now an orphan with his mother and three fathers deceased. At Alfred’s funeral,
Oskar reflects on being an orphan in a voiceover. He decides to bury his drum with Alfred
and restart his growth. At the same time, Kurt throws a rock at Oskar and hits him in the
head. While Kurt does not have a voice, drawing on the motifs of the film, it can be assumed
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that he is reacting to what he sees as Oskar’s perversions. Thus, the film in its entirety
undermines the assumption that children do not see and react to the mistakes of adults. It does
not only challenge childhood innocence through endowing Oskar with moral agency and
perversity, but it challenges adulthood innocence. Oskar has moral agency because all adults
are perverse. In particular, from Oskar’s perspective, Agnes practiced incest and infidelity,
Jan was a coward and failed to move on after Agnes married Alfred, Alfred tolerated the
infidelity of his wife and was infantilised by Nazism, and Markus was impotent.

Vignette 3.49: The tin drum (2:10:26) – Kurt throwing a rock at Oskar’s head
I suggest that all characters in The tin drum are perverse. In contrast, I have outlined that
Burstyn has argued that Agnes is, in part, a victim of her son. Another feminist, Morag
(2006) in her article ‘Not a dirty secret: on some cases of bulimia in cinema’ in Camera
Obscura has read the representation of bulimia in The tin drum as Oskar’s mother’s protest
and resistance against ‘erotic-exploitative, emotional-exploitative, and sexual elements
surrounding the female body’ (p.152). For Morag, this is Oskar’s mother’s only avenue of
agency. At the same time, Morag argues that this film disguises and naturalises bulimia, as
well as diminishes the agency of women, in two ways. Firstly, bulimia is made invisible
through associating it with ‘the normative behaviour of a pregnant woman’. Further, she
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suggests that this pregnancy is a consequence of sexual exploitation (p.152). Secondly, by not
directly representing Oskar’s mother vomiting, the film provides ‘a separation between the
body that arouses desires and the disorder that induces revulsion’ (p.154). For her, Oskar and
his drum provide a parallelism to his mother and her bulimia. Both the drum and the vomiting
provide substitutes and extensions for the empowerment of bodies. While Oskar’s ‘distorted
body’ of childhood is presented and visible, his mother’s bulimic body is invisible. In this
way, her body remains available for ‘voyeuristic fetishism’, in which her son participates
(p.154). Thus, for Morag, Oskar’s mother is also a victim of her son. I suggest that the
readings of Burstyn and Morag miss the point. No one is an innocent victim in this film.
The tin drum disrupts the Gothic narrative through constructing both children and adults as
perverse. Children are also given moral agency to challenge the perversity of their parents,
but these challenges lead to outcomes that are equally perverse. In this way, the film links
innocence with perversity. In contrast to the Gothic narrative that reifies these two states into
the innocent child victim and the perverse adult monster, The tin drum shows that innocence
and perversity are shared by all.
3.4.5 Private lessons (1981)
I have suggested that the early- to mid-1970s saw a disruption in the representation of adultchild sexual relations. The tin drum presents a return to the coming-of-age narrative but it is
also consistent with the films released during the disruption. It presents a male child with
moral agency who witnesses perversion and corruption. This agency, however, manifests in
perversity and corruption. This film is also distinct from the previous coming-of-age films
that I have outlined because it is targeted at adults, not adolescents. At the same time, it is
consistent with the previous films because it shows that perversion traverses generations.
Hollywood also saw a return to the coming-of-age narrative during the 1980s. This return has
been charted by Shary (2010). In his chapter ‘Virgin Springs: a survey of teen films’ quest for
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sexcess’ in the book Virgin territory: representing sexual inexperience in film, Shary has
argued that the 1980s was paired with ‘the repressive mentality of the Reagan era and the
desperation of Hollywood movie studios’. For him, within this political and economic
environment:
Many teen films suddenly featured depictions and discussions of teenage premarital sexual
intercourse and on-screen youth going to great lengths to alleviate their carnal longs (p.57).

He discusses that the central narrative tension in many male-based teen films released
between 1980 and 1986, which includes Private lessons, was the stigmatisation of virginity;
plots revolved around ‘the quest of teens to lose their virginity’. Supporting this perspective
on Private lessons, Gartner (1999a) has referred to this film as ‘basically a soft-core porn
movie’ (n.p). Trivelpiece (1990) has also gestured in this direction. For him, the film is
targeted at the ‘teenage market’ and is ‘filled with titillating language, double entendres, and
sadomasochistic themes’ (pp.57-58). As such, the child—or adolescent—remained
Hollywood’s focus during this return of the coming-of-age narrative.
While acknowledging this trend towards the stigmatisation of virginity, I will also identify
two other factors underlying Private lessons. First, I will suggest that Private lessons
provides a continuation of the cinematic trend based on homosociality. It explores the tension
between homosociality and heterosexuality. It contributes to this tension through its
construction of sexuality, and in particular childhood sexuality, as discursive practice.
Second, I will suggest that another subjectivity is emerging in post-1980 films based on a
splintering of adulthood into the parent and its Other. This Other is distinct from the child.
Private lessons (1981) presents fifteen-year-old Phillip, who is left in the care of his
housekeeper, Nicole, and chauffeur, Lester, while his wealthy father is away on a business
trip. The chauffeur has a plan for extorting money from Phillip. In this plan, Nicole will
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seduce Phillip, have sexual intercourse with him, and then fake her death. This fake death
will be attributable to Phillip and then Lester will be able to blackmail him for money.
Whether intentional or not, actor performance unites this over-the-top plot. A character’s
state of morality is indicated through their performance: the more ‘wooden’ and kitsch the
performance, the lower the character’s morality.
The film begins with Phillip and his overweight friend, Sherman, spying on a party that is
being held by Sherman’s older sister, Joyce. Numerous older adolescences are in attendance.
While some of the youths are wearing revealing clothing, they are hardly out of control.
There is no alcohol—in fact, two youths toast with tea—and there is no contact between the
youths when they dance. It is only when the two boys gain a vantage point on the roof of
Sherman’s house, to spy on the party, that any sexual promiscuity can be witnessed. A couple
kiss and fall into the pool, revealing the girl’s breasts under her wet shirt. When the couple
continue to kiss after climbing out of the pool, a female in her late twenties intervenes. This
female, a teacher at Phillip’s school, does not tell the couple to stop kissing. Rather, she asks
them to show their affection in private. The couple oblige and leave the party. For the boys,
the teacher is a prude. They, however, will not be outdone. They race to a window of the
house and jostle for position so they can each spy on the girl as she changes her clothes.

Vignette 3.50: Private lessons (0:03:47) – Phillip and Sherman attempting to voyeur on a
naked adolescent female
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The boys’ euphoria is short lived. The teacher from the party interrupts this act of voyeurism.
After Sherman runs off, Phillip receives a lecture from her. She is sincere and assures him
that it is normal for a boy of his age to be curious about the other sex. His voyeurism is not an
aberration, but she does qualify her assurance. His goal should be to find an age-appropriate
female. She invites him to the party so that he can dance with a peer-aged girl. The film
presents no such girl. In fact, to present such a girl would necessitate the comparison between
the developed breasts of the adolescent inside the house and the lack of breasts on a younger
female. Rather, the film constructs a more nuanced picture of childhood sexuality. It does this
through pairing Phillip with his housekeeper, who is in her late twenties to early thirties. In
doing so, this film presents differing perspectives on childhood and adulthood sexuality.
Lester facilitates this pairing. Sharing a similarity with the coach in The last picture show, it
is implied that he is homosexual. He has an inflatable male sex doll in his closet. Using the
threat that he will expose Nicole’s illegal immigration status to authorities, Lester has coerced
her into seducing Phillip. She is caught in-between guilt and innocence. She is guilty of being
a foreign worker but she is also innocent of desire for Phillip and a victim of circumstances.
In contrast, Phillip is eager to explore his sexuality, but he does not necessarily want to have
sexual intercourse with Nicole. Sexual intercourse is not central to his sexuality. As such, the
film draws its comedy from Nicole’s failed attempts to seduce Phillip with sexual intercourse.
Thus, opposing the trend observed by Shary, this film does not necessarily present virginity
in terms of stigma. Rather, it questions the foundations of virginity through constructing
sexuality as discursive practice, which is not necessarily based on sexual intercourse.
Voyeurism is a central component of Phillip’s sexuality. While this voyeurism is focused on
females, it is also homosocial in the sense that it is shared with Sherman. When Nicole
catches Phillip spying on her, she invites him inside for a striptease. Phillip has no objections
to watching the striptease. Throughout it, he is overwhelmed with anticipation. However,
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once Nicole is completely naked, he attempts to leave the room. Nicole asks him if he would
like to stay, but Phillip declines the offer. Nicole rolls her eyes in frustration. For her, the
striptease was foreplay. In contrast, for Phillip, the striptease presents one shareable package
of events and he races over to Sherman’s house to tell him the news. Reinforcing the
homosocial element of his sexuality, Phillip has to hold his tongue when he arrives at
Sherman’s house. Sherman’s sister and her female friend are in the same room. Once they
leave, however, Phillip is free to tell his story.

Vignette 3.51: Private lessons (0:26:28) – Sherman listening to Phillip’s sexual
experience
Sherman gains voyeuristic pleasure from witnessing Phillip’s story. He is hungry for more,
which sets up the challenge for Phillip to further his sexual exploits with Nicole and in this
sense his sexual inexperience is constructed as a liability. Sherman’s expectations for the next
story are set the next day. While playing tennis, Sherman uses tennis balls to teach Phillip
how to play with Nicole’s breasts. At the end of this lesson, Sherman asserts that he expects
Phillip to update him on his progress. Later that night, Phillip gets a chance to put Sherman’s
knowledge to the test. Nicole invites Phillip to wash her back while she is in the bath. He
obliges and while doing so, Nicole manoeuvres his hand over one of her breasts. A close-up
on Phillip’s face shows his eyes widening and a smile crossing his face. His enthusiasm,
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however, is replaced with hesitation when Nicole asks him to get into the bath with her. His
concern revolves around his own nudity, which in the context of his storytelling with
Sherman may threaten to expose the homosexual element of their homosociality. In such a
story, Sherman’s witnessing and voyeuristic pleasure would revolve around Phillip’s nudity.
This concern also points to Phillip’s self-witnessing. He could be filtering the current
situation through how he would recall it later to Sherman. In this sense, Sherman also has a
presence in this interaction. As such, Phillip agrees to get in the bath on the proviso that he
can wear his bathing trunks.
Once in the bath together, Nicole pushes Phillip again. They kiss and a close-up of Phillip
suggests that he is receptive to this form of affection. She leverages this to entice Phillip to
take off his trunks. He agrees on the condition that the lights are turned off. Nicole agrees.
This condition may be an attempt to subvert his self-witnessing and, through it, Sherman’s
voyeuristic witnessing. Phillip turns off the light and, when he returns to the bath, Nicole
slides off his pants. It is too much for Phillip, however, when Nicole caresses an unspecified
part of his body, presumably his penis. Horrified shock crosses his face in a close-up and he
makes a yelp. Panicked, he jumps out of the bath, grabs his clothes and runs out of the room.
Confusion crosses Nicole’s face, she chases after him and apologises.

Vignette 3.52: Private lessons (0:33:11) – Phillip’s reaction to Nicole touching his penis
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Nicole fails to understand her violation of Phillip’s sexuality, which at this point is
constructed in terms of his sexual storytelling that he shares with Sherman. She asks him to
sleep with her. Phillip declines, citing that when he was at summer camp, he once shared a
bunk and he knows two people cannot get a good night’s sleep in the same bed. While this
points to Phillip’s naivety, it also reinforces the homosocial influence on his sexuality. To
compound Nicole’s lack of understanding, she asks Phillip to kiss her good night. He pecks
her on the cheek. Nicole is not satisfied. She provides Phillip with her version of a kiss. This
is an open mouth kiss and it also involves her hand caressing his body. A close-up on
Phillip’s face shows another panicked expression. Overwhelmed, he runs away from Nicole.

Vignette 3.53: Private lessons (0:34:24) – Phillip’s discomfort with Nicole’s kiss
The negative effect of this encounter on Phillip is hinted at when he debriefs with Sherman
the next day. While he discloses that he had a bath with Nicole, he denies that he touched her
breasts with his hands when Sherman asks. Rather, he insists that touched her breasts with his
elbows. This could suggest feelings of shame. Further, he does not disclose the kiss or the
caress in the bath, compounding the sexual excess of Nicole in his mind. Equally, when
Sherman asks further questions, Phillip dismisses them and turns on the radio. The chorus ‘I
need a lover that won’t drive me crazy’ from John ‘Cougar’ Mellencamp’s I need a lover is
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played, reinforcing Phillip’s emotional turmoil. This turmoil is not only based on shame.
Rather, it is underlined by a conflict. When Sherman suggests that Nicole is a prostitute,
Phillip goes on the defensive, asserting that she is not. He also has positive feelings for her.
While Sherman does not pick up on Phillip’s guilt and shame, he does pick up on Phillip’s
affections towards Nicole and he states that Phillip is ‘falling for her’. Nevertheless, Phillip
finds a loophole to excuse the sexual excess from the previous night. According to Sherman,
touching a female’s breast does not count as ‘second base’ unless it occurs on a date. Further
sexual exploits confined to a date may rewrite the initial sexual excess.
On their date, Phillip takes Nicole to a movie. Phillip’s emotional conflict is established
again. As the camera tracks laterally across the audience, they are laughing at the film-withinthe-film. Phillip, in contrast, is expressionless, slowly chewing popcorn, which could signify
the tension turning over in his mind. Hesitantly, he moves his arm around Nicole and places
his hand on her opposing shoulder. When she does not object, a relieved smile crosses
Phillip’s face in a medium shot, which binds him with Nicole. This smile is only temporary.
Nicole shifts his hand from her shoulder to her breast. A close-up first accentuates his
disbelief and shock. Again his storytelling agency is subverted. Disunity, however, is
presented. Unexpectedly, Phillip looks into the camera and smiles. Off screen, a female can
be heard squeezing down the aisle, saying ‘excuse me, excuse me’. The close-up on Phillip
has obscured the identity of this female. A cut to a medium shot reveals that the female is
Joyce, Sherman’s sister. Panicked, Phillip quickly removes his hand from Nicole’s breast but
when Joyce begins to discuss this with her suitor and she does not react adversely, Phillip is
able to express a vindicated smile.
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Vignette 3.54: Private lessons (0:36:14-0:37:03) – Phillip becoming an object of Joyce’s
storytelling
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The witnessing of Joyce also signals a reversal. Discussions of sex shift from an exchange
between Phillip and Sherman to an exchange between Phillip and Nicole. After their date,
Phillip and Nicole retire to Nicole’s bedroom and sexual intercourse is imminent. Phillip
discloses to Nicole his intent to marry her. Phillip’s expression conflicts with Nicole’s values.
Marriage and love are serious for her, but they are not necessarily tied up with sexual
intercourse. She discloses that, for her, marriage is tied up with love, co-habitation and
raising a family. With his offer of marriage turned down, Phillip feels rejected and he storms
out of the room. Their sexual relationship is not consummated.
A montage of Phillip ignoring Nicole is presented, suggesting the passage of time, but
eventually, Phillip apologises for being juvenile and Nicole suggests that they ‘go steady’ for
a while. Phillip overcomes his juvenility by estranging himself from Sherman. In contrast,
Nicole stops trying to seduce Phillip at the level of sexual practices. Rather, she places an
emphasis on courtship, which then is presented in the film as a linear progression of sexual
practices from kissing, to fondling, to the expression of love and, eventually, to sexual
intercourse. During intercourse, however, Nicole feigns her death with a heart attack.
With Phillip hysterical, the plot is set for Lester to extort Phillip. Lester comes to the rescue
and he agrees to cover up her death. They bury the body in the backyard but it goes missing
the next day. The gardener delivers a note, which he found in the grounds, blackmailing
Phillip for $10,000. Phillip cracks his father’s safe and leaves the money as demanded. There
is a hole, however, in Lester’s plan. Nicole’s does not want Phillip to feel guilty. She
confronts Lester but he threatens to expose not only her status as an illegal immigrant but also
as a child sexual offender. Despite this threat, Nicole reveals to Phillip that she is still alive.
She also confesses her role in the extortion. Phillip states that he does not want her to be
arrested; he just wants the money back. Nicole agrees to help him retrieve the money.
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In the end, they retrieve the money but Lester is not imprisoned. Rather, he is trapped in the
permanent employ of Phillip’s father as a chauffeur driver. Nicole resigns her position
because she believes that Phillip’s father would fire her is he found out about the affair.
Before she leaves, however, she has a final sexual relation with Phillip. Finally, the film
presents an uncertain future for Phillip. On the one hand, back at school, he is presented with
increased self-esteem. On the other hand, he attempts to seduce the female teacher from the
party at the start of the film. She comments on how much he has changed. The absence of
Sherman in this back-to-school scene suggests that in terms of his homosociality, Phillip has
changed. At the same time, his sexual relationship with Nicole is a product of her pandering
to his sexuality. The likelihood of his continued sexual success and confidence is open to
question. The relinquishment of his homosociality also leaves him alone in the world, but
unlike Sonny in The last picture show, Phillip is naïve to his newfound isolation.

Vignette 3.55: Private lessons (1:14:49) – Phillip propositioning his teacher
The relinquishment of Phillip’s homosociality is not necessarily cast in negative light. The
brotherhood places restrictions on Phillip’s sexuality. I have suggested that Private lessons
explores the relationship between homosociality and heterosexuality. Phillip’s heterosexual
explorations provide an opportunity to cement his homosocial bond with Sherman through
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his storytelling. Tension arises, however, when this storytelling centres on Phillip. It threatens
to homosexualise the stories because Sherman gains voyeuristic pleasure from them. It is not
his interactions with Nicole that threatens his innocence, but his storytelling with Sherman.
To overcome this tension, Phillip monitors his sexuality. In this way, Phillip engages with
Foucault’s panopticism. Within Discipline and punish, Foucault (1975) has outlined the
Panopticon—an architectural design for a prison based on a guard tower centred within a
peripheral ring of backlit cells—as a theoretical model for the operation of hierarchicalised
communities. Foucault’s principal interest in this model was based on surveillance and the
subscription of individuals to power relations. According to Foucault (1975), through the
interplay of visibility and invisibility, individuals within this model would become masters of
their own subjection because they could not tell if they were the object of surveillance at a
particular point in time (pp.202-203). Further, the cell functions to isolate the individual, in
which an individual ‘is the object of information, never a subject in communication’ (p.200).
Panopticism is not a like-for-like metaphor for Phillip’s self-witnessing. There is no
ambiguity around Sherman’s visibility and invisibility. He is not in a concealed guard tower
and Phillip is not in a backlit cell. Rather, I am drawing a similarity between the tension of
visibility and invisibility in the case of the Panopticon and the tension between what
sexualities male storytelling facilitates and represses. In both cases, tension and paranoia
construct a self-awareness which facilitates one’s own subjection. At the same time, there is a
key difference between Foucault’s configuration of panopticism and homosociality
represented in Private lessons. Phillip is trapped because he is the subject of stories he is
reluctantly compelled tell. In contrast, he is liberated when he becomes an object of
information through Joyce’s discovery of the relationship. This finding that surveillance and
Panopticism can be liberating is not new. Dubrofsky (2007) in her article ‘Therapeutics of
the self: surveillance in the service of the therapeutic’ in Television & New Media has found
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that reality television shows such as The bachelor and The bachelorette affirm the
subjectivities of participants and subvert therapeutic impetus for personal change (p.279). For
her, such television shows privilege the verification of an ‘authentic’ self that remains the
same, no matter how ‘good’ or ‘bad’ that self is, ‘across disparate social spaces’ (p.278).
Unlike The last picture show, females in Private lessons are not simply sexual objects of
exchange. Phillip’s tension is resolved because Joyce and Nicole are given a voice. Through
Joyce’s storytelling, Phillip is able to relinquish his burden of self-witnessing. As a male
object in her female storytelling, which she shares with her boyfriend, both heterosexuality
and homosociality are restored without causing Phillip homosexual tension. Further, Nicole’s
voice is not subsumed into Phillip’s voice. She disagrees with him over her construction of
the relationship between marriage and sexual intercourse. Ultimately, it is Phillip who is
transformed through this disagreement. Through this transformation, the adult is vindicated
as the arbitrator of proper sexual knowledge. This adult, however, is not the parent. Phillip’s
father is absent and his mother is non-existent. With the exception of The graduate, which
ultimately advocates a peer-age relationship and the lack of change between generations,
previous coming-of-age films that I have discussed set the action in the past, predominantly
during the 1950s. While these films, with the exception of The tin drum, are targeted at youth,
they do not necessarily alienate older adults who were in fact coming of age during that
period. In contrast, Private lessons does alienate parents through privileging, but not
necessarily targeting, a competing form of adulthood, which is, in part, characterised by
childlessness. Nicole is not necessarily innocent. While she is naïve to Phillip’s homosocial
tensions, this naivety also causes Phillip emotional turmoil. She is also an illegal immigrant.
Nevertheless, through Nicole’s naivety, it is not so much adult-child sexual relations that are
problematised, but the bonds between males, which both solicit and refuse homosexuality.
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Rather than presenting a story that is centred on the corruption of innocence, Private lessons
focuses on homosociality as a social structure and how this structure is complicated through
the introduction of females with sexual agency. These females do not necessarily threaten to
corrupt homosocial networks. In this film, they expose constraints on masculine sexualities
that stem from homosociality. That is, it is sexuality, its nuances and its conflicts that are
problematised.
3.4.6 My tutor (1983)
The year 1983 saw the release of three coming-of-age films in the US. In addition to My tutor
(March 4, 1983), Class (July 22, 1983) presents an adolescent who is sexual initiated by the
mother of his college roommate and Risky business (August 5, 1983) features the sexual
initiation of an adolescent by a prostitute. Risky business, starring Tom Cruise, was by far the
most successful of the three. It grossed over US$140 million at the box office in inflationadjusted terms, which places it as the tenth most successful film of that year and the eighth
most successful film in my archive. In passing, the fourth most successful film in my archive,
Porky’s (1982), was released the year before. This film, which in inflation-adjusted terms
grossed over US$240 million at the box office, is also concerned with a group of adolescents
attempting to lose their virginity. The glut of coming-of-age films seems to support Shary’s
argument that cinema was capitalising on political and sexual conservatism through its
resistance to it. Another explanation feeding into this glut of films is evident when the top
grossing film for 1983 is considered. In many ways, Return of the Jedi (May 25, 1983),
which made US$252 million (US$560 inflation-adjusted) is also a coming-of-age film rife
with a father-son conflict and themes of brother-sister incest. The Star wars saga, however, is
a generic hybrid. In fact, Altman (1999) and Neale (2000) have shown that most Hollywood
hits engage in generic hybridity. For Altman (1999), it is a commercial strategy to reduce risk
and increase the audience size for Hollywood output. It worked: the saga has a lifetime gross
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of approximately US$3 billion. Nevertheless, Darth Vader’s iconic line in The Empire strikes
back (1980), ‘I am your father’ and the anticipation of the third film in the Star wars saga
may be partly attributable to the glut of coming-of-age releases during 1983. The saga seems
to have incited narratives concerned with parent-child conflict.
Nineteen-eighty-three is not only interesting for its concentration of releases. It also marks a
ten-year decline in films presenting intergenerational sexual initiations. In 1984, the sexual
initiation of an adolescent male by an adult prostitute is a minor theme in The Hotel New
Hampshire. In 1985, resistance to an adult-child sexual relation marks coming-of-age in Back
to the future. I will discuss this film in the next chapter. Finally, in 1988, Big, which I will
discuss as the last film in this chapter, disguises an intergenerational sexual relationship with
the representation of a transformative body. This drop-off is attributable to many factors,
which I will discuss in the next chapter. Perhaps anticipating this decline, My tutor pays
homage to The graduate through a seemingly forced and improvised scene during the fiftyeighth minute of the film. The main protagonist, Bobby, is at his birthday party. Unlike the
parties in The graduate, both Bobby’s peers and his parent’s friends are in attendance. An
adult male, however, pulls Bobby away from his friend. First, he asks Bobby how long he has
been business partners with Bobby’s father. Mr Robinson asked Ben the same question in
The graduate. Second, paralleling an encounter Ben has with an adult male at his
homecoming partying, the adult male in My tutor says to Bobby ‘I want to say one word to
you, just one word: computer chips’. In The graduate, the line is ‘I want to say one word to
you, just one word: plastics’. At a broad level, a father-son conflict bookends the plot of My
tutor and this scene, positioned half way through the film, functions to remind the viewer of
this conflict.
The film centres on Bobby, an adolescent male who has just finished high school. His
wealthy father, Mr Chrystal, wants Bobby to go to Yale University and study international
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law. Mr Chrystal studied the same course at Yale and he sees Bobby following in his
footsteps. Unfortunately, Bobby has failed his final French examination. His university place
at Yale is in jeopardy. Mr Chrystal, however, has pulled some strings. Bobby may retake the
test and if he achieves a score above 85 per cent then he will secure his position at Yale. To
prepare Bobby for the test, his father has hired him an attractive twenty-nine-year-old female
French tutor, Terry, for the duration of the summer.
Bobby does not want to go to Yale. He wants to study astronomy at UCLA. To get into this
university, he still needs to pass his French exam. Bobby is upset that he does not get to
experience his summer holidays, but there is no tension between father and son while Bobby
prepares to retake the exam. They both have the same immediate goal. It is only at the end of
the film that their visions of the future come directly into conflict when Bobby, predictably,
asserts that he is going to attend UCLA. Bobby gives Mr Chrystal no other option than to
accept his wishes.
Between these bookends the film at times lacks narrative cohesion. For instance, a motif of
an all-female aerobics class is repeatedly presented. In this class, the females are presented
performing sexually provocative movements. This motif could be a series of non-diegetic
inserts, which suggest the sexual tension of Bobby. At the same time, the aerobics classes are
also a diegetic element of the film. Terry, Bobby’s tutor, is one of the females in the class and
Bobby waits outside one of the classes because he has agreed to give Terry a ride home. This
is not to say that the aerobics classes do not serve a formal function. The aerobics classes are
not presented after Terry consummates and continues to have a sexual relationship with
Bobby, but it is implied that Terry continues to attend her classes nonetheless. The motif
unites My tutor as soft-core porn. It allows sexual titillation to be presented at constant
intervals throughout the film.
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Vignette 3.56: My tutor (0:03:14) – Aerobics class
Sexual titillation is also presented through two story arcs that present Bobby’s sexual
initiation. The first is instigated by Billy, the older brother of his best friend Don. The second,
as indicated above, involves his French tutor, Terry. These arcs do not necessarily present a
tension. The immediate goal of Bobby in both arcs is to gain sexual experience. At the same
time, I will suggest that through privileging the story arc involving Terry, this film vindicates
adult authority.
The first story arc focuses on three characters, Bobby, his best friend Don and Don’s older
brother Billy. In this story arc, virginity presents the narrative tension. Providing a solution to
this tension, it is the mission of Billy to help Bobby and Don gain sexual experience. In this
context, sexual experience is reduced to sexual intercourse. Virginity can only be overcome
through this means. Their attempts at resolving this tension, however, are farcical and, in
part, question narrow constructions of sexual experience. On the night of their last day at
school, Don hires Bobby and Billy prostitutes at a local brothel. During his encounter, Bobby
is so intoxicated that he simply passes out on top of a large breasted prostitute. In contrast,
rather than a sexual initiation, Billy receives an ‘S&M’ routine. After this failure, Don sets
Bobby up with a waitress who performs sexual favours in the car park of her restaurant. This
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waitress, however, gains sexual gratification from making her boyfriend jealous. Half way
through the encounter, the boyfriend arrives at the restaurant and, when he discovers that she
is not inside, he begins searching the car park. The waitress informs Bobby that the last male
her boyfriend found her with was dragged behind his motorcycle in chains. Bobby is forced
to run for his life. Finally, at a female mudwrestling event, Billy and Don jump into the ring,
which results in them being ejected from the premises. They decide to wait outside because
they are convinced the mud wrestlers were attracted to them. When they encounter the
females, their boyfriends threaten to beat them. Bobby is forced to save Billy and Don. These
experiences are humiliating for the adolescent males and they are unable to help themselves.
In the end, with all other avenues exhausted, Billy takes Don to Mexico. They require outside
help.

Vignette 3.57: My tutor (0:12:36) – A prostitute with a whip during Don’s sexual
initiation
In contrast, the story arc involving Terry presents tension around sexual knowledge. In this
arc, Bobby is subjected to Terry’s knowledge, judgement and correction. Bobby discovers
that Terry swims naked every night in his backyard swimming pool. He begins the habit of
watching her swim naked and then following her to her room so he can watch her change.
Terry cottons on to Bobby’s voyeurism and one night she doubles back in order to confront
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him over his voyeurism. In her confrontation with Bobby, she asserts that voyeurism is not
fair to the person who is spied upon. Equally, when Bobby obtains a manual on sexual
positions after they have consummated their sexual relation and attempts to perform these
positions with Terry, she asserts that his negotiation of sexuality is aberrant. She informs him
that sexual practices are concerned with feelings and affection, rather than physiological acts.

Vignette 3.58: My tutor (0:42:39) – Terry confronting Bobby over his voyeurism
Even though this story arc centres on the experience of an adolescent, the emphasis is on an
adult’s interpretations of these experiences. In doing so, the child is constructed as lacking
sexual knowledge despite possessing sexual desire. This functions to reinforce adulthood as a
position of authority. At the same time, this film does not vindicate all adults. Bobby’s
mother is represented as an absent-minded alcoholic, his father as a corrupt philander. Both
parents are racists and materialistically excessive. They own a mansion on an estate, which
includes an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Terry’s corporate Porsche-driving ex-boyfriend is
also an arrogant and materialistic philander. In contrast, Terry has no permanent job, no
husband, no home and no children. She is represented in terms of a vacated innocence. When
she receives a $10,000 bonus for ensuring Bobby passes his French examination, which is
likely an intertextual reference to Lester’s attempt to extort $10,000 from Phillip in Private
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lessons, she uses the money to go travelling. Terry presents another model of adulthood that
resists the corruptions of parenthood and business. In this regard, she is also agentic. Again,
we do not see childhood innocence as the central phenomenon. Rather, the film is concerned
with a conflict between two models of adulthood. One of these models is innocent but it
cannot be subsumed into the Gothic narrative.
Parents are not necessarily constructed as monsters who threaten the innocence of children
and the adult Other. The aberrations of parents present the opportunity for moral agency.
Rather than attempting to fix parental values onto children and ensure the longevity of these
values, My tutor and other films I have discussed call for change and challenge the status quo.
They are progressive. In this way, these films do provide a similar function that the Romantic
poets performed.
3.4.7 Big (1988)
During the fiftieth minute of Big, a woman, Susan aged approximately 30, approaches a peeraged male, Josh, at a black tie function with the intention of seducing him. Josh does not
quite fit in. In contrast to the conservative black tuxedos and bow ties of the other male guests
at the party, Josh is wearing a white tuxedo with long tails at the back, sequins on the lapels
and shoulders, and shiny gold buttons decorating the front. Nevertheless, pinkish red hues of
a sunrise and a bouquet of flowers behind Susan’s head accentuate the forthcoming romance
between the pair. She delivers the line:
All the same people, having all the same discussion. It’s like they cloned some party in 1983 and
kept spinning it out, again and again and again. I loved your ideas on the Squeezy Doll line.
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Vignette 3.59: Big (0:49:47) – Susan attempting to seduce Josh
Big introduces new ideas into the coming-of-age narrative. At the same time, this film is a
commercial and historical anomaly. Released during the height of the concern over child
sexual abuse, it presents a thirty-year-old woman seducing a twelve-year-old boy as a central
theme. It grossed almost US$125 million at the box office (US$215 inflation adjusted)
making it the fourth most successful film of 1988 and the fifth most successful in my archive.
In terms of the concern over adult-child sexual relations, however, it has slipped under the
radar. In terms of classification ratings, it received a ‘PG’ from MPAA, in the US, and
OFLC, in Australia. It also went unnoticed in academic literature on cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations, although Kincaid (1998) has briefly mentioned
it in connection with the deployment of the Romantic child as escapist nostalgia within his
work on erotic innocence. For him:
This [Romantic] child rechurns our cultural curds, innocence and purity, in a modern snack food
we can ingest and use to nourish, excuse, and explain ourselves. This is the child whose identity
we steal and then ‘find’ and use to create the happy time we deserved all along (p.70).

In Big, however, this innocent and pure child is exactly the same child who has a sexual
relationship with a 30-year-old woman. Even Kincaid seems blind to the representation of
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childhood sexuality in this film. In passing, Kinder (1989) in her article ‘Back to the future in
the 80s with fathers & sons, supermen & PeeWees, gorillas & toons’ in Film Quarterly has
discussed Big in terms of its presentation of the Oedipal complex, which has been ‘displaced
from the family to business’ (p.6). She has argued that Big is consistent with a subset of
films, which also includes Back to the future, that blur the boundaries between father and son
to reinstate patriarchy during a period of economic, familial and political uncertainty. She has
identified the adult-child sexual relation but she is interested in it as a passing Oedipal phase
involving a ‘manchild’ and a nurturing, maternal woman (p.6).
I will suggest that, to a degree, this film reverses the tropes of Private lessons and My tutor
through constructing a world in which a child is an authority figure. This is achieved in two
ways. Firstly, it situates the action within a toy business, which sets the tone for adults’ lack
of understanding of children. That is, the film showcases adult naivety. Second, it presents
children as mediators of each other’s behaviour. However, like My tutor, Big also usurps the
adult/child opposition through the representation of two models of adulthood: the parent and
the childless professional adult. The empowering of childhood, in this context, does not
function to validate itself but to render one of these models of adulthood inferior. As such, the
narrative tension in this film is not whether Josh will come of age but rather which model of
adulthood he will align himself with.
The film begins with the imposition of parenthood on childhood. Josh, a twelve-year-old
male is playing a video game on his computer. The game is a problem-solving fantasy
adventure in which the player is required to solve puzzles through typing in a variety of
commands. In this case, an evil wizard is standing on a pile of ice. Josh has a plan to melt the
ice and bring down the wizard but before he can, his mother orders him to take out the
garbage. When Josh responds that he will do it in his own time, his father, who is otherwise
absent from the film, intervenes and reinforces the words of his mother. Unfortunately, for
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Josh, his parents distract him for too long, which causes him to lose the game. The wizard
freezes his avatar in a block of ice. The subtitles in the game, which Josh reads alone and
aloud—‘with luck, he [his avatar] will thaw in a few million years’—could mirror his sense
of feeling trapped within the bounds of parental authority.
Contrasted against this first scene is Josh’s interaction with his best friend, Billy. The two
play a game involving a ball and a bat in their schoolyard. Josh’s commentary suggests that
they are mimicking baseball. This is a televised American sport played between two teams,
which may provide a metaphor for polarised divisions between two reified entities, such as
parenthood and childhood. In this division, however, childhood is represented as an arena of
peer review. Billy rolls his eyes and shakes his head at Josh when his commentary becomes
tiring. After their game, the two engage in homosocial discussion of how they can view a
teacher’s breasts when she bends over as well as Josh’s attraction to a female age peer.

Vignette 3.60: Big (0:01:45) – Billy rolling his eyes at Josh’s commentary
Big, however, does not necessarily celebrate childhood. This is revealed when Josh attends a
carnival. Bright saturated colours of amusement rides and sideshow alley suggest that this is a
festival of childhood, but Josh’s attempts at participating in this carnival demonstrate the
converse. First, he attempts to play a game involving hitting a sensor with a hammer, which
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measures the participant’s strength. Josh achieves the status of ‘wimpy’. An adult male
participating after Josh achieves the highest possible status. Second, Josh attempts to ride a
rollercoaster. Despite his mother’s dissuasions that the ride looks too ‘scary’, Josh persists
but the adult attendant ultimately dismisses him because he is too short. Dejected, Josh finds
a wishing machine and he pledges his desire to be ‘big’. Significantly, he does not wish to be
an adult. In this film, two visions of being ‘big’ are presented. One is of the parent, while the
other is of the childless adult: the barren ‘yuppie’ (young urban professional). Nevertheless,
his wish is granted and the next morning he wakes up in the body of a thirty year old.

Vignette 3.61: Big (0:06:39) – A rollercoaster attendant rejecting Josh
Josh does not simply wake up. He is woken by his mother who calls out that it is 7:30. Her
knowledge is one that is based on routine and reified categories. For her childhood is a
physiological state and when Josh encounters her, she does not recognise him. Rather, she
believes that he is an intruder who has abducted her son. Faced with parental rejection, Josh
recruits Billy by demonstrating their shared knowledge. For them, childhood is not simply a
physiological state. It is also a state with its own unique codes and conventions. In turn, the
rejection of Josh by his mother reinforces the differing constructions of knowledge between
parenthood and childhood. She is blind to the codes of childhood. Conversely, cast into the
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world, Josh lacks the security of parental knowledge and as a result he feels scared. His fear
is reinforced when Billy takes him into New York to lay low while they search for the
wishing machine. During his first night in the city, he pushes a cabinet in front of his hotel
room door and cries himself to sleep.

Vignette 3.62: Big (0:22:15) – Josh crying himself to sleep
The next day, Josh and Billy look for the wishing machine. Unable to find it for themselves,
they ask the Department of Consumer Affairs to locate it for them. They are informed that it
will take six weeks for the department to process the paperwork and mail their findings. To
survive, Josh gains a job at a toy corporation, MacMillan Toys, as a computer operator. In
this corporation, Josh finds himself in the world of the yuppie. This world is both different to
his world of childhood and his mother’s world of parenthood. This difference is revealed
when Mr MacMillan, the owner of the corporation, walks down the hall of the head office
with two of his vice presidents trailing him. The hall is painted white without any
distinguishing features other than columns, which may signify status. His associates, Susan
and Paul, reflect this status. Both are wearing dark suits. Mr MacMillan, however, is wearing
a cardigan, his tie is loose around his neck and the top button on his shirt is undone. He is
fighting with his associates, who are asserting their arguments based on market research. In
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contrast, Mr MacMillan is pointing out that this research is not capturing the preferences of
children. Their adult knowledge is incongruent with childhood knowledge.

Vignette 3.63: Big (0:29:24) – Susan, Mr MacMillan and Paul
This loss of childhood knowledge within the bounds of adulthood is reinforced in the next
scene. Josh rings his mother, under the guise of being his kidnapper, to let her know that he is
all right. In order to prove that he is still alive, he asks his mother to ask him a question. The
question she asks, however, is out of touch with Josh’s reality. She asks him about a song
from his early childhood, Way we were by Barbara Streisand, and he struggles to remember
the lyrics. While parenthood knowledge is focused on children, it is also out of touch due to
its nostalgic nature. There is a second difference between Josh’s mother and MacMillan’s
yuppies. Josh’s mother is aware of her loss. During Josh’s rendition of the song, she breaks
down in tears. In contrast, MacMillan’s yuppies are naïve to their disconnection from
childhood.
Josh’s knowledge of and enthusiasm for toys leads to a series of quick promotions. After one
week, he finds himself as vice president of product development. His impact is felt straight
away. In a meeting, Paul pitches a toy that transforms from a building into a robot. Josh,
however, questions the utility of the toy. While Paul points to the marketing research, Josh
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points out that a building is not fun. Instead of a building, Josh suggests that the robot turns
into a prehistoric insect so that children get two toys in one. His suggestion is positively
received from other executives as well as Mr MacMillan. Josh’s success in the adult world is
further confirmed when he, first, rents a luxury apartment and, second, begins a romance with
Susan.
The affair changes both Susan and Josh. Susan finds herself becoming carefree: less
concerned with career development and status. She does not necessarily find her ‘inner
child’. Rather, she is potentially being drawn into parenthood. This is suggested at a dinner
party, with Susan’s friends. The child of the hosts asks his parents for help in regard to his
algebra homework. His father dismisses him. Josh comes to the child’s rescue and he shows
the child how to complete his homework. The mother of the child and Susan watch with awe
as Josh relates to the child. The mother comments to Susan that Josh ‘is wonderful’. Josh, in
contrast, falls into the yuppie world. He begins to dress in business attire and take his job
seriously.

Vignette 3.64: Big (1:12:36) – Susan and friend admiring Josh as a potential father
Josh’s transition into the world of the yuppie does not go unnoticed. He begins to ignore Billy
and takes no notice when Billy states that he has found the wishing machine. Once again, the
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authority of childhood is vindicated: Billy gives Josh a lecture on their shared experiences
and, after this lecture, a montage of Josh watching children reveals him reflecting on his
station in life. He comes to a decision. He misses his family and wants to go home. He
locates the machine and wishes to be a ‘kid’ again. Susan, chasing after Josh, discovers him
just after he completes his wish and she drives him back to his house. Outside his house,
autumn leaves line the street and an orange hue illuminates both Josh and Susan as they say
their farewells in her car, suggesting the sunset of their relationship. Once out of the car, Josh
transforms back into the body of a twelve year old. In his house, he tells his mother how
much he missed her, restoring the parent to its ‘rightful’ place. This, however, is not the last
scene. The final scene shows Billy and Josh walking down the street, with the credits rolling
over the top of them. They are referring to baseball, which they were playing at the start of
the movie. Reified categories of childhood and adulthood are restored. Parenthood, in this
film, is validated as the true form of adulthood. Further, it is the agentic child who validates
this position. In this context, the adult-child sexual relationship presented in this film is not
aberrant. Josh is innocent because he made the ‘right’ choice. This may suggest that the
social concern over child sexual abuse was a metaphor for expressing broader social
anxieties, which this film alleviates despite its representation of adult-child sexual relations.
Big is consistent with the other films that I have discussed in this chapter. It represents
children who are embedded within a homosocial network. In this network, these children
have both sexuality and moral agency. In particular, this moral agency is focused on
questioning and resisting the prevailing values and aberrations of the preceding generation.
That is, unlike the Gothic narrative, which functions to fix prevailing ideologies through its
presentation of an omnipresent and self-perpetuating problem without a solution, which
paradoxically provides explanations that absolve the drive for social change, Big presents a
comparative critique of two competing forms of adulthood. This film, however, is distinct
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from films such as Private lessons and My tutor. Rather than privileging an emerging,
alternative, configuration of adulthood, Big favours parenthood as the preferred
configuration. This could suggest that parenthood was coming under increasing stress as the
dominant hegemony of adulthood. In the next chapter, I will argue that it is within this
shifting discursive economy that the Gothic narrative took hold.

3.5 Discussion
The conclusion to be drawn from this survey is that innocence is not a unifying factor within
this subset of films. First of all, it is hard to pin down whether the younger males in these
films are adults or children. Often they are on the cusp of both and, at other times, they
provide juxtapositions of both states. Second, the younger party in these films are presented
in conflicting constructions of innocence. Ben, in The graduate, is naïve in terms of sexual
knowledge, which leads to his manipulation, but he does not lack sexual desire. I have
suggested that a motif of reflecting surfaces on which Mrs Robinson is presented could
indicate that she is a screen on which he is projecting his desire for her daughter. Further, Ben
is hardly a child by any measure. The initial encounter with Mrs Robinson occurred one week
before his twenty-first birthday. This suggests that sexual naivety is not limited to children.
The representation of Phillip and Nicole in Private lessons also places a question around
sexual naivety as a phenomenon limited to childhood. In this film, adulthood and childhood
sexuality are presented as two distinct phenomena. Narrative tension forms around each
character’s lack of understanding of the other’s sexuality. Despite possessing a sexual
identity, Phillip is innocent in terms of his emotional vulnerability. The last picture show
demonstrates that this vulnerability is not limited to children. Ruth is emotionally devastated
when Sonny leaves for Jacy without giving her an explanation. Sonny, however, is also a
victim of his own naivety in this situation. He is unaware of the need to hold on to a good
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thing. In this regard, he lacks moral agency, but he does not lack this agency altogether.
Throughout the film, he is presented as helping others as well as standing up, albeit
unsuccessfully, for his friend Billy when he felt that others were proposing an injustice.
Moral agency is also presented in The tin drum, but this agency is futile. Attempts at
overcoming the aberrations of others result in further aberrations. In addition, this resistance
is not limited to Oskar. His mother also attempts to overcome the aberrations of her mother.
The mother in Murmur of the heart is also caught up in a conflict. Her conflict is between her
family and her desire for her extramarital lover. She chooses her family, but this leads to an
incestuous encounter with son. Given these conflicting constructions of innocence, it is hard
to say that innocence eroticises children in these films. They are complex characters, each
with their own flaws and virtues. Further, given that innocence is shared between adults and
children, it is also hard to say that innocence makes these children more vulnerable than the
adults they share their relationships with.
Perhaps a unifying feature in the adult-child sexual relations represented in the films
discussed in this chapter is that they are all heterosexual relations. At the same time,
homosexual undertones run through a number of films. The brothers of Laurent, in Murmur
of the heart, not only pay for his sexual initiation with a prostitute, but they also watch and
intervene into the relation. The brothers compare penis size in front of Laurent and get him to
measure them with a ruler. Finally, when Laurent masturbates, one of his brothers knocks at
his bedroom door and harasses him. I have also suggested that there are homosexual
undertones in The last picture show. A latent homosexual attraction to Duane could explain
Sonny’s interest in Jacy. Equally, the group of males witness their peer attempting to loss his
virginity to a prostitute. It is the male peer who is the object of their voyeurism and not the
female prostitute. Other films such as Private lessons, My tutor and Big present
homosociality. In these films, male children share their sexual stories and theories with each
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other. Childhood sexuality and homosociality are closely linked in many of these films. Thus,
although explicit homosexual practices are not presented, the films do not construct the male
child as unambiguously heterosexual. At the same time, some of the films have an
uncomfortable relationship with homosexuality. They are not necessarily homophobic but
they do police the boundaries between homosociality and homosexuality. I have suggested
Duane breaks a glass bottle on Sonny’s head in The last picture show when this boundary is
crossed. Equally, the homosocial relationship between Phillip and Sherman in Private lessons
places restrictions on Phillip’s sexuality. Homosociality is not without its problems.
While there is a level of ambivalence towards homosexuality, these films and literature on
erotic innocence seem to live in different worlds. Adult attraction to adolescents is not
denied. Children are represented as agentic. They have sexualities and sexual desires.
Disidentification from homosexual desires is represented through sexual experience, not
sexual innocence. The closest one of these films comes to a Gothic narrative is in the
narrative of Private lessons. In this film, an adult homosexual ‘monster’ (Lester) does attempt
to exploit the naïve ‘innocent’ child (Phillip). The film even points out the criminal
prohibition against adult-child sexual relations. At the same time, Private lessons presents
may points of dissimilarity. Rather than inciting fear, the camp and kitsch nature of this film
attempts to elicit laughter. Any potential incitement of fear in audiences is further
minimalised through the representation of affluence. Phillip lives in a mansion and he has a
personal chauffeur and housemaid. The $10,000 which Lester seeks to extort from Phillip
seems insignificant in relation to his family’s wealth. This blackmailing attempt offers a
second point of disparity. In Kincaid’s theory of the Gothic narrative, an adult-child sexual
relation in popular discourse represents a threat to childhood innocence. In contrast, in
Private lessons, an adult-child sexual relation is simply a means to an end. Phillip’s
innocence is not corrupted through the relation. He remains naïve and Lester is still able to
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exploit this naivety. A third disparity is that the monster does not participate in the adult-child
sexual relation. In this sense, he is external to it. At the same time, Lester has coerced an
adult female into the relationship. He is complicit. Despite this complicity, a final point of
disparity is Lester’s punishment is far from brutal. In fact, beyond a level of humiliation—his
homosexuality is exposed, but, over and above this, he is retained as the chauffer driver as the
ultimate act of humiliation—he receives no punishment at all. The film does not construct
him as a future threat and his sexuality is inconsequential.
If the coming-of-age narrative is taken as the antithesis to the Gothic narrative than childhood
studies literature appears to be correct in regard to its critique of discourses of childhood
innocence and the Gothic narrative. At the same time, the coming-of-age narrative should not
be subject to nostalgia. It is the outcome of a constellation of factors, which constructed
youths as a target market of cinema. The youth market remains a point of intelligibility.
Twenty two coming-of-age films have been released between 1985 and 2006. This is more
than between 1967 and 1988. A total of 111 films that meet my sampling criteria, however,
were released between 1985 and 2006. This is more than double the total number of films
released during the previous period. The dominance of the coming-of-age narrative in terms
of the quantity of films released (20%) and US inflation-adjusted box office receipts (45%)
has diminished considerably. In terms of formulations for representing adult-child sexual
relations, some of these coming-of age films, such as Back to the future, which accounts for
nearly 22% of the total reported US box office revenue during this period, are narrative
hybrids.
The constellation of factors that privilege audiences is not stable. In particular, during the
mid-1980s a broad social concern over child sexual abuse emerged. With this concern, the
coming-of-age narrative became less prominent as a mechanism for delivering narratives
focused on adult-child sexual relations. Another generic cycle has emerged as the most
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predominant mode for representing child sexual abuse. This mode focuses on neither the
child nor adult involved in the sexual relation; it focuses on the witness. When Back to the
future and other narrative hybrids are included in this trend, it accounts for nearly 45% of
movies (41% of films, excluding made-for-TV movies) released and 73% of total reported
US box office receipts during the period 1985 between 2006. I will discuss witnessing, the
historical processes contributing to this mode of representation, and the audiences it
privileges in the next chapter.
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Chapter 4: Witnessing (1985-2006)
4.1 Introduction
This chapter will explore the second and third stages of my argument. First, I will trace the
emergence of ‘child sexual abuse’ as a broad social concern. I will reveal that a possible
explanation for this concern centres on the rise of second wave feminism, which
problematised adult-child sexual relations as a form of sexual violence. While the impact of
the second wave of feminism is important, I will also trace the emergence of a therapeutic
culture and the pro-paedophilic movement as well as socio-economic factors that contributed
to the uptake of this concern. I will suggest that these socio-economic factors also impacted
on the production of film and its competing media. Second, I will analyse the emergence of a
new dominant narrative trend, which focuses on witnessing. This trend emerged in two
phases and in two forms. The first phase of witnessing appeared within made-for-TV movies.
The second phase occurred within cinematic output. I will suggest that these two narrative
trends are connected. I will also seek to show that the factors influencing the emergence of
such narratives in film are commercial as much as cultural in nature. In studies on cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations, film has been analysed in isolation from the
commercial processes that have facilitated its making. In contrast, I will suggest that film is
commercial activity, which seeks to differentiate itself within a competitive mediasphere that
is consumed by distinct audience groups. In terms of this commercial competition, cinematic
representations of adult-child sexual relations during the broader social concern over child
sexual abuse needs to be placed in the context of the made-for-TV movie.

4.2 Cycles of ‘child sexual abuse’
A number of authors have pointed to cycles of concern over adult-child sexual relations and
childhood sexuality, more generally, throughout the past 250 years. For some writers in both
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the feminist and medico-psychological fields, these cycles are attributable to the domination
of particular discourses that facilitate or suppress knowledge of adult-child sexual relations.
A strain of second wave feminist literature has attributed psychoanalysis—and in particular
Freud’s abandonment of the seduction theory and the subsequent elaboration of the incest
prohibition through the Oedipal complex during the cusp of the twentieth century—to the
denial and suppression of the occurrence of incest (Fischer, 2003, p.96; MacLeod & Saraga,
1988, p.29; Naples, 2003, p.1159). This critique of Freudian psychoanalysis has drawn on the
work of Masson (1984). Masson (1984) in his book Freud: the assault on truth: Freud’s
suppression of the seduction theory has performed a historical analysis of the development of
Freud’s psychoanalytic theories. He has argued that Freud was exposed to the phenomena of
sexual violence towards children during his time spent at the Paris Morgue. Freud had
attended presentations and autopsies performed by Brouardel, who was concerned with
cruelty and sexual violence enacted upon children. Despite this exposure and his collection of
books on the topic, Freud reconfigured his psychoanalytic theory so that it ‘posed no threat to
the existing social order’ and supported ‘the views of his peers’ (pp.xxii-xxiii). Olafson,
Corwin and Summit (1993) in their article ‘Modern history of child sexual abuse awareness:
cycles of discovery and suppression’ in Child Abuse & Neglect have also deployed a
historical analysis of cycles of discovery and suppression within broader medicopsychological and sexology knowledge frameworks from the mid-nineteenth to twentieth
centuries. Myers, Diedrick, Lee, McClanahan Fincher and Stern (1999) in their article
‘Professional writing on child sexual abuse from 1900 to 1975: dominant themes and impact
on prosecution’ in Child Maltreatment have traced discourses within medico-psychological
and legal literature that impacted on criminal prosecutions of adult-child sexual relations.
Finally, Smart (2000) in her article ‘Reconsidering the recent history of child sexual abuse,
1910-1960’ in the Journal of Social Policy has pulled away from the dominant discourse
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perspective. Rather, she has looked at how knowledge of adult-child sexual relations was
contested within medical, political, legal and psychoanalytic discourses between 1910 and
1960, which created waves of concern. While denying that that there was a suppression of
adult-child sexual relations as a social issue, she has identified troughs of concern during the
war years and in the 1950s, while peaks of concern occurred during in the 1920s and 1930s
(p.68).
More generally, Egan and Hawkes (2010) in their book Theorising the sexual child in
modernity have mapped out the constellation of discourses around childhood sexuality that
have emerged in the Anglophone West between approximately 1740 and 1940 from a
childhood studies perspective. For them, the child is ‘a metaphorical repository for the
expression of wider social anxieties’ (p.151), which they argue have the effect of diminishing
the sexual subjectivity and agency of children. Jenkins (1998) in his book Moral panic:
changing concepts of the child molester in modern America has traced the groups and
ideological strands that have established adult-child sexual relations as social problems
during particular historical moments but not at others. In contrast to Egan and Hawkes, he has
identified demographic factors, such as immigration, birth rates and wars, which contribute to
the receptivity of discourses around adult-child sexual relations. For him, the contemporary
concern over child sexual abuse is unique. It has provided a historical discontinuity in that it
has continued unabated since the mid-1980s:
To speak of waves of cycles of American concern about sex crime implies a regular and even
predictable process, and at first glance this model seems to work well. Peaks of interest appear to
occur about every thirty-five years: the demand for legislation to control or punish molesters and
perverts is most evident in roughly 1915, 1950, and 1985; troughs of interest follow in the late
1920s and again in the early 1960s. But there the pattern breaks down. Far from marking a new
era of indifference, the year 1995 was characterised by the furore over sex predator statutes and
the fear of cyberstalkers. The cycle has been broken in the modern era, when child abuse has
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become part of our enduring cultural landscape, a metanarrative with the potential for explaining
all social and personal ills (p.232).

There appears to be a conflict between Smart and Jenkins over the timing of peaks and
troughs. While Smart is looking at a broader range of discourses and Jenkins simply at the
demand for legislation, their findings differ for the 1920s and 1950s. This could suggest that
a concern over adult-child sexual relations has never totally faded from the radar over the
past century.
From my perspective, writing from Australia in 2011, it seems hard to assert that the cycle is
still at its peak. ‘Climate change’ and ‘global warming’, interweaved with concerns over ‘gay
marriage’ and ‘illegal refuges’, seem to be anxiety-based social issues that dominate the
Australian cultural landscape. In 2007, the Australian federal government under John Howard
did enact the ‘Northern Territory National Emergency Response’ after allegations of child
sexual abuse in Aboriginal communities. Even this concern may indicate the depreciation of
child sexual abuse as a political topic, and the appreciation of the ‘climate change’, because
John Howard lost the election in that year. In contrast, the then opposition leader, Kevin
Rudd, forwarded ‘the environment’ as an election issue. I do not suggest that the Australian
federal election result of 2007 can be reduced to a polarisation of two social issues. Nor do I
suggest that the Northern Territory National Emergency Response is the only reference to
child sexual abuse within the immediate cultural landscape of Australia. Nevertheless, the
concern over child sexual abuse seems patchy at best for at least the last five years. Even if,
the concern is at heighten levels in other geographical locations, its ubiquity no longer seems
to unite the Anglophone West.
Whether or not the cycle of concern over adult-child sexual relations has entered a trough, the
contemporary concern over child sexual abuse is significant because of its longevity. To
further understand this longevity, I will review literature that has traced the emergence of this
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concern. I will do this in four steps. First, I will review a perspective that has focused on
second wave feminism. From this perspective, the concern over child sexual abuse spread out
from communities of second wave feminists. Second, I will outline the emergence of a
therapeutic culture within middle-class communities, which coalesced around the treatment
of individuals with childhood histories of adult-child sexual relations. Thirdly, I will trace the
development of the paedophile rights movement and the immediate opposition to this
movement. Finally, I will summarise factors associated with familial disruption and
economic decline within the US, which seem to have increased the general receptivity to the
concern over child sexual abuse because it acted as a metaphor for broader socio-economic
anxieties.
4.2.1 Second wave feminism
A number of writers have argued that the emergence of the broad social concern over child
sexual abuse and incest is attributable to the second wave of feminism. During the late 1960s
and early 1970s, the second wave of feminism facilitated the formation of grassroots
organisations and consciousness-raising groups, which provided women with a forum to
publicly discuss their experiences of rape and physical abuse. Initially, these groups were
concerned with rape and the mechanisms of patriarchy that served to perpetuate it. In the
mid- to late-1970s, however, adult-child sexual relations involving girls emerged as part of
the overall concern regarding the sexual victimisation of women by men (Armstrong, 1994,
p.11; Curtis-Webber, 1995, p. 37; Davies, 1995, p.3; Kaye, 2005, p.147; MacLeod & Saraga,
1988, p.39; Naples, 2003, p.1154; Nathan & Snedeker, 1995, p.11). Alcoff and Gray (1993)
have also argued that the second wave feminist movement created forums in ‘magazines,
newsletters, journals, support groups, and demonstrations’ to facilitate public disclosures of
childhood experiences of adult-child sexual relations, known within feminism as ‘speaking
out’ (p.268). Other writers have highlighted that second wave feminist initiatives such as
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battered women’s refuges, rape crisis centres and counselling services also raised the
awareness of childhood sexual abuse, as did the presentation of academic papers on the
sexual abuse of girls at feminist conferences and the publication of autobiographies
concerning the childhood sexual abuse of women during the late 1970s and early 1980s
(Davies, 1995, p.3; Kitzinger, 2001, p.91; Kitzinger, 2004, p.45).
The practice of speaking out functioned to develop a ‘collective consciousness’ (Davies,
1995, p.3; McCaffrey, 1998, p.275). This should not be seen as a unified consciousness. The
communities, coinciding with the second wave of feminism, provided a forum that served
two functions. Firstly, they allowed one’s experiences to be contrasted against the
expressions of others in order to analyse and theorise how personal experiences were
organised through heteronormative familial power relations (Champagne, 1994, p.134;
Naples, 2003, p.1176). Secondly, they facilitated the self-definition of individuals with
histories of child sexual abuse. This enabled women to claim ownership over their bodies and
prevented the interpretations of their sexual abuse from becoming attached to monolithic and
totalising discourses (Davies, 1995, p.3; Naples, 2003, pp.1177-1178). Although these
communities were all heading towards a critique of heteronormativity, they did not
necessarily produce a unified stance on adult-child sexual relations.
Personal empowerment was not the only product of these communities. Second wave
feminist literature has argued that speaking out was crucial in instigating social changes to
counter the occurrence of child sexual abuse and incest. For Alcoff and Gray (1993),
speaking out had an educational role, aimed at informing society about ‘sexual violence and
misogyny, [and functioned] to reposition the problem from the individual psyche to the social
sphere’ (pp.261-262). Naples (2003) has argued that second wave feminist activities also led
to the changes within the US judicial system, including expanding the limitations on time
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frames for prosecution against childhood offences (pp.1154-1155). These communities also
had a political function.
According to second wave feminists, the mass media has had a conflicting role in relation to
these communities. On the one hand, it has been seen as contributing to increasing the public
concern and debate over child sexual abuse. Kitzinger (2004) has argued that the idea of
father-daughter incest as an act of sexual violence and exploitation gained support from the
mass media between the mid-1980s and 1990s (p.35-36). From this perspective, the concern
over child sexual abuse dispersed over society through the mass media. The mass media
included ‘tabloid news, TV discussion shows and live audience discussion programmes’,
such as ‘Oprah’, as well as ‘drama series’, ‘made-for-TV drama’ movies and ‘soap operas’
(Kitzinger, 2004, p.36). On the other hand, Alcoff and Gray (1993) provide a more
pessimistic view of the representation of child sexual abuse within fictional and non-fictional
media formats during this same period. For them, the individual with a history of childhood
sexual abuse was sensationalised and reduced to spectacle in order to provide shock value,
sadistic voyeurism and titillation for the public (Alcoff & Gray, 1993, p.262). This conflict
could suggest that the mass media did not present adult-child sexual relations uniformly.
Alternatively, this conflict could suggest that second wave feminist perspectives on child
sexual abuse are contested by feminists themselves.
4.2.2 Therapeutic culture
A second factor contributing to the concern over child sexual abuse was the growth of a
therapeutic culture. Evidence of the therapeutic movement can be traced in feminist literature,
general histories of the emergence of the concern over child sexual abuse and sexual
storytelling, and in the increase of medico-psychological literature concerned with adult-child
sexual relations.
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A number of second wave feminist histories have tracked the therapeutic response to child
sexual abuse during the 1980s and 1990s, which has predominantly problematised adult-child
sexual relations in terms of negative psychological consequences. For Naples (2003), in her
article ‘Deconstructing and locating survivor discourse: dynamics of narrative,
empowerment, and resistance for survivors of childhood sexual abuse’ in Signs: Journal of
Women in Culture and Society, the growing public attention towards incest created an incest
recovery industry (p.1166). Armstrong (1994), in her book Rocking the cradle of sexual
politics: what happened when women said incest, agrees. For her, the 1980s represented the
‘Decade of Disorders’ and this period gave rise to the addiction/recovery movement. This
movement was based on an authoritative medical discourse of treatment and counselling,
which according to Armstrong (1994) positioned child sexual abuse as a personal issue rather
than a societal one (p.52). In support, both Kitzinger (1992, p.406) and Davies (1995, p.5)
have also identified a consolidation towards themes of healing and therapy in autobiographies
and self-help manuals during the 1980s.
From a general historical point of view, Jenkins (1998) has found four main forces
contributing to the historical discontinuity around the concern over child sexual abuse. Two
of these factors are not necessarily related to the emergence of medico-psychological
discourses of child sexual abuse. Firstly, there was an increase in the number of women
entering the workforce and political domain since the 1970s and, secondly, child protection
was institutionalised (pp.232-233). The other two factors, however, are related to the
solidification of a therapeutic culture. He has argued that the expansion of the health care
industry resulted in the ‘democratisation of therapy’ because therapy became more available
to the middle class. With this democratisation, ‘moral issues have been medicalised and
institutionalised’ (p.233). From a broader perspective of tracing the raise of sexual
storytelling, Plummer has also identified the ‘expansion of a therapeutic culture’ from the
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1960s, which provided an environment for individuals to articulate and refine sexual selfnarratives (Plummer, 1995, pp.124-125). Like Jenkins (1998), however, he does not see this
as the only factor contributing to a historical phenomenon. He also sees three other factors
contributing to the raise of sexual storytelling. Firstly, from the turn of the twentieth century,
the mass media destabilised traditional linear forms of communication, allowing
a string of important narrative tales around the intimate [to] pile up in the latter part of the
twentieth century, each one making it more and more plausible for others to emerge (Plummer,
1995, p.124).

Secondly, the growth of consumerism following WWII emphasised sex as a means to
increase consumption. Finally, the ability to tell sexual stories was facilitated by ‘a new
infrastructure of “cultural intermediaries” … concerned with the production and selling of
“symbolic goods”’ such as talk-show hosts, which emerged during the 1950s (Plummer,
1995, pp.123-124).
Access to therapy within itself did not necessarily contribute to the concern over adult-child
sexual relations. Jenkins has outlined that a therapeutic approach towards sexual offenders
was the dominant manifestation of the concern over child sexual abuse during the period
between 1958 and 1976 (p.16). For him, this period corresponded to a trough of concern.
Rather, a second factor contributing to the concern over child sexual abuse within the
therapeutic movement was that sexual victimhood became a subjectivity for selfidentification. For Jenkins (1998), the movement was ‘the first to emphasise the experience
of [child sexual abuse] victims’ (p.234).
Although the emergence of a therapeutic culture and feminism both raised concern over
adult-child sexual relations, they were not harmonious movements. Generally, second wave
feminist histories are critical of the therapeutic movement and medico-psychological theories
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of child sexual abuse on three fronts. Firstly, therapy diverts attention away from the sociopolitical issues that explain the causes of child sexual abuse. Rather, it creates the categories
of survivorship and victimhood, which emphasise the pathology and harm inflicted onto the
individual (Armstrong, 1994, p.206; Champagne, 1994, p.134; Lynch, 2002, pp.43-44;
Kitzinger; 1992, p.401; Kitzinger, 2004, p.47). Secondly, the therapeutic model of discourse
fragments and isolates the experiences of individuals with histories of adult-child sexual
relations. The attention of the individual is drawn inward with the promise of healing and
treatment (Armstrong, 1994, p.3; Kitzinger, 1992, p. 413). Finally, Bell (1993) has argued
that medico-psychological theories individualise the behaviour of the perpetrator as asocial
and abnormal (p.114). Without a social context, the recovery movement has acted to
reinforce the status quo by placing an emphasis on the adaptation and adjustment of
individuals to an oppressive social environment rather than challenging societal and gender
inequalities, and promoting activism (Armstrong, 1994, p.214; Kitzinger, 1992, p. 411).
A third source pointing to the emergence of the therapeutic culture comes from medicopsychological literature. This literature on adult-child sexual relations began to consolidate
during the mid-1980s with literature reviews. These reviews not only considered the effects
of child sexual abuse but also how child sexual abuse was defined. This provoked debate
within this literature and generated further discourse. Kilpatrick (1987), in The Journal of Sex
Research, has reviewed the definitions of child sexual abuse and incest in literature from
1934 to 1986 dealing with long-term sequelae resulting from childhood sexual experiences
(pp.180-182). Peters, Wyatt and Finkelhor (1986), in a chapter of A sourcebook on child
sexual abuse, have reviewed the definition of child sexual abuse within prevalence studies
from Kinsey’s Sexual behaviour in the human female (1953) to studies conducted up until
1985 (p.24). Gelles and Conte (1990), in the Journal of Marriage and the Family, have
reviewed the definition of child sexual abuse within literature published during the 1980s
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(p.1050). In a meta-analysis of child sexual abuse within college samples, Rind, Tromovitch
and Bauserman (1998), in Psychological Bulletin, have provided a review of definitions of
child sexual abuse within studies from 1956 to 1995. Rind and Tromovitch (1997), in The
Journal of Sex Research, also have reviewed the definitions of child sexual abuse within
seven studies on psychological correlates of child sexual abuse within national samples from
1984 to 1995 (p.242). Holmes and Slap (1998), in JAMA: The Journal of the American
Medical Association, have reviewed the definition of child sexual abuse within 149 studies on
the boyhood sexual abuse from 1985 to 1997 (p.1855-1856). Walker, Carey, Mohr, Stein and
Seedat (2004), in the Archives of Women’s Mental Health, have reviewed the definition of
child sexual abuse within literature, focused on how gender differences affect the
development of post-traumatic stress disorder within children and adolescents with histories
of child sexual abuse, up to the end of 2002 (p.111).
Drawing a parallel with the second wave of feminist, medico-psychological theories have not
provided a unified perspective on adult-child sexual relations. There are three principle
debates within this literature. The first debate has pointed out that sexual victimisation is not
limited to intergenerational relations. The second site of tension has to do with the frequent
disjuncture between the chronological categories of childhood and the physiological onset of
puberty. The final debate has questioned whether adult-child sexual relations are universally
harmful to children.
The first tension is based on the exclusion of non-consensual sexual activity between peers,
such as date rape, from definitions of child sexual abuse (Finkelhor, 1986, p.201; National
Child Protection Clearinghouse, 2004, p.2). Finkelhor (1986), in a chapter of The sourcebook
on child sexual abuse, has argued that there is ‘no strong rationale’ for limiting definitions of
‘sexual abuse’ to acts committed by individuals who are older than the child. Rather, for him,
two factors have contributed to the exclusion of peer abuse from definitions of child sexual
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abuse. Firstly, welfare agencies are not immediately concerned with peer-based sexual
relations. Secondly, peer-based sexual relations usurp the common traits of adult-child sexual
relations, which have assisted in analysing and theorising the phenomena (Finkelhor, 1986,
p.201). Moncrieff and Farmer (1998), in Alcohol & Alcoholism, have expressed a similar
view. In a review of literature on the relationship between sexual abuse and subsequent
alcohol abuse, they have argued that child sexual abuse and sexual assault should be
collapsed into a single category because the distinction between childhood and adulthood
sexual victimisation is problematic and arbitrary (Moncrief & Farmer, 1998, p.592).
A second arena of debate has focused on the overlap between categories of childhood and the
onset of puberty. Rind et al. (1998) have argued that definitions need to distinguish between
the terms ‘child’ and ‘adolescent’. For Rind et al. (1998), adolescents are more likely to have
a greater interest in sexual relations, as well as have an increased capacity to provide consent
and resist unwanted sexual encounters. They argue that adult-adolescent sexual relations also
fall within the norm of cross-cultural and historical human sexual behaviours. As such, Rind
et al. (1998) have proposed that adolescents need to be excluded from definitions and theories
of child sexual abuse. For them, sexual encounters between an adult and an adolescent that
involve a lack of consent or negative reaction need to be placed within a new category of
adolescent sexual abuse (Rind et al., 1998, p.46).
Rind et al. (1998) also have questioned whether child sexual abuse causes ‘intense harm’.
This is the third field of tension in medico-psychological literature. Their meta-analysis found
that childhood experiences of adult-child sexual abuse had ‘no inbuilt or inevitable outcome
or set of emotional reactions’ (p.46). They did, however, find a relationship between
‘problematic home environments’ and psychological sequelae (p.39). These findings support
transactional theories for consequences of child sexual abuse. Transactional theories have
proposed risk and protective factors, which either contribute to or defend against child sexual
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abuse sequelae. In particular, Spaccarelli (1994) in Psychological Bulletin has argued that
children do not live within universal environments. He has drawn upon transactional theory
to model healthy psychological outcomes that result from the relationship between the
individual with a history of childhood sexual abuse and their environment (p.343). Within
this model, intra-personal and environmental factors mediate the causal chain from child
sexual abuse to psychopathology (Spaccarelli, 1994, p.344).
While the second wave of feminism opposed itself to medico-psychological discourses based
on therapy, medico-psychological discourses are not opposed to feminism. They do not
engage in a critique of feminism, second wave or otherwise. Medico-psychological
discourses are detached from the feminism agenda. Further, the upsurge and growth of
medico-psychological discourses is attributable to internal tension within this field. There
were multiple discursive strands contributing to the peak of concern over child sexual abuse.
4.2.3 Gay and paedophilic rights movements
The tension and debate within medico-psychological discourses did not necessarily occur
within an isolated bubble. Angelides (2005), in his article ‘The emergence of the paedophile
in the late twentieth century’ in Australian Historical Studies, has traced the discourses that
lead to the construction and stigmatisation of the paedophile as a sexual category—a
‘totalising identity category’—in the late twentieth century. In terms of the ‘paedophile’, he
has argued that:
The invention of psycho-medical identity concepts usually requires the active participation of
individuals (or, a reverse discourse) in order for them to become culturally salient and enduring
categories (p.276).

That is, categories established through medico-psychological discourses also require an
opposing discourse. As such, Angelides has suggested that one of the reasons contributing to
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the trough of concern over adult-child sexual relations preceding the 1980s was the lack of a
paedophile community:
Throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, homosexuality had frequently been the
basis for self-identification and the site of decriminalisation and equal rights campaigns.
Homosexuality was thus a site, or subject position, upon which individual and collective identities
and communities were erected. Paedophilia, on the other hand, was not that around which
individual and collective identity and community building took place (p.276).

In this sense, the formation of the paedophilic rights movement was also instrumental in
building the concern over child sexual abuse. There were also multiple forces contributing to
the inception and development of this movement.
The sexual liberation during the 1960s and 1970s may have been advantageous to the middle
class, especially middle-class women, but the sexual revolution did not come to all. This
contributed to the formation of gay rights movements, beginning in the US with the
Stonewall riots in 1969. Thorstad (1991), in his chapter ‘Man/boy love and the American gay
movement’ in the book Male intergenerational intimacy: historical, socio-psychological and
legal perspectives, has outlined the development of the paedophilic movement in the
aftermath of these riots. For him, these riots were not the point of genesis for a distinct
paedophilic movement. Rather, advocacy for adult-child relations intersected with broader
gay concerns and the gay movement initially tolerated ‘boy-lovers’. As part of this tolerance
and intersection of interests, the New York’s Gay Activists Alliance (GAA), which formed in
1969, ‘opposed legal restrictions on sex based on age’. This activist organisation also
organised a forum on ‘man/boy love’ in 1976 (p.252). Thorstad has also highlighted that the
GAA was not the only gay activist association tolerant of paedophiles:
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The Canadian Lesbian and Gay Rights Coalition, a cross-Canada group, also favoured abolishing
the age of consent. Many activists shared the view that the state had no business regulating sex
between consenting partners, whatever the age (p.253).

The gay rights movement pursued an agenda that was congruent with the sexual politics of
paedophiles. Angelides (2005) has hinted that the splintering of the paedophilic and gay
movements was an act of agency. Gay members modelled the paedophilic movement on the
gay rights movement and constructed paedophilia as a self-affirming personal and political
identity category during the late 1970s and early 1980s:
Many of them [employed] the idiom of early gay liberation in calling for the abolition of the
nuclear family, the sexual liberation of children and for the lowering if not complete elimination
of age of consent laws. … These men strove to position themselves as an oppressed minority akin
to that of homosexuals (p.280)

While agreeing with these political aims of the paedophilic movement, Thorstad has
suggested that, in the US, the splintering was more a case of exile than modelling. He has
argued that the support within the gay movement for paedophiles eroded on three fronts,
which, in passing, will also show that, like the second wave feminist and therapeutic
movements, the gay movement is not a unified body. First, in 1977, Anita Bryant mounted a
conservative backlash against the gay movement. She argued that gay men were seducing
male children and converting them into homosexuals. Thorstad has argued that in response
the gay rights movement distanced itself from adult-child sexual relations and advocated the
protection of children (pp.253-254). Second, he has outlined that, from 1977, feminist
influences and wings within the gay rights movement, such as the Lesbian Feminist
Liberation (LFL), opposed adult-child sexual relations. From 1979, feminist groups within
the gay movement began boycotting demonstrations and presentations involving paedophile
marchers, banners and speakers (pp.258-260). Finally, from 1983, Catholic groups within the
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gay movement also adopted a stance that was oppositional to adult-child sexual relations
(p.263).
The gay movement’s internalisation of ‘straight society’s stereotype of pederasty’ (Thorstad,
1991, p.254) was not the only contributing factor to the formation of the paedophilic rights
movement. Thorstad has also outlined that its genesis was also informed by constabulary
action against paedophiles. Twenty-four men were arrested for ‘consensual sex with boys
(mostly teenagers)’ in Massachusetts during December 1977. In the wake of these arrests, the
Boston-Boise Committee was established as an advocacy group to ‘educate the media and
public about the issues involved’ (p.254). A year later, in 1978, this committee organised a
conference on ‘man/boy love’, which attracted 150 attendees, including ‘several participants
… prominent in the gay and progressive movements’ (pp.254-255). The ostracism of
paedophiles within the gay movement may not have been ubiquitous. Or perhaps, support for
paedophilia at this conference was not ubiquitous. Out of the 150 participants at the
conference, 30 went on to form the North American Man-Boy Love Association
(NAMBLA). This organisation was a paedophilic activist organisation, which sought to
extend the sexual liberation to young people and children (p.255). In passing, paedophilic
rights movements were not only forming in the US. In 1974, the Paedophile Information
Exchange (PIE) formed in Britain and Fraser (2004), in an article for the University of Otago
student magazine, has highlighted the historical presence of a now defunct Australasian ManBoy Love Association (AMBLA).
While NAMBLA still has a presence, at least on the internet (www.nambla.org), Thorstad
has argued that during the mid-to-late-1980s, the organisation experienced a high degree of
ambivalence within the gay community: experiencing both support and resistance. Outside of
the gay rights movement, however, NAMBLA simply faced resistance. The organisation
became a target of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and police. Police raids attracted
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media attention and the media connected the group’s activities to the production and
distribution of child pornography (pp.261-262). He has also argued that the movement has
been hampered by the ‘hysteria about “child sexual abuse”’, which ‘has heightened the fears
of an uninformed public’ (p.267). In the next section, I will question whether the public was
simply ‘uninformed’ and reacting to sexual vice. Drawing on literature, I will suggest that the
public concern over child sexual abuse provided a metaphor for coming to terms with border
socio-economic disruptions.
4.2.4 Socio-economic disruptions
Sexual liberation was paired with another key historical influence: economic decline. Nathan
and Snedeker (1995) have argued that, from 1972, ‘America entered an economic watershed
as its standard of living began a long, steady decline’ (pp.13-14). The trend towards women
regulating their fertility, placing their children in childcare and entering the workforce, was
not necessarily wholly attributable to the sexual revolution or the second wave of feminism.
It was also economically driven:
Much of the increase in women holding jobs came from married mothers, but contrary to the
expectations of upper-middle-class feminists, many of these women did not feel liberated by their
new jobs. They went to work because they had to, in order to keep their families afloat
economically. Between 1973 and 1990, the median income of young families with a head younger
than age thirty plummeted by almost a third, and even when wives went to work, family income
hardly rose (Nathan & Snedeker, 1995, p.34).

In a broader economic context, disposable personal income per capita in the United States
rose by 25.27% during this period between 1973 and 1990 when adjusted for inflation. When
inflation is removed, this increase was 268.76%. In contrast, between 1955 and 1972, there
was greater parity between inflation-adjusted and raw increases in disposable person income
per capita, 55.05% and 141.83% respectively (US Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2011). This

217

comparison shows that not only was inflation-adjusted disposable income growth slowing but
the cost of living was also rising.
The sexual revolution did not necessarily liberate an entire gender. Women, as well as men,
from lower socio-economic groups suffered from increased economic hardship. The sexual
revolution and the second wave of feminism had not delivered improved standards of living
for all. For women, however, there was the complicating factor of shifting gender roles.
Jenkins (1998) has argued that the increased professional and political participation of
women caused conflicts between traditional and emerging gender roles: ‘if children were
being exposed to abuse, this implied that women had failed in their responsibilities and
should move proactively to defend their young’ (p.228). In this sense, the concern over child
sexual abuse was a metaphor for expressing anxieties over changes within familial structures
and the gender roles of women. Another consequence of this protracted economic decline
was religious fundamentalism:
As the 1970s unfolded, poverty spread in the cities and suburbs, along with massive changes in
relations between men and women, parents and children. These changes unsettled people across
the economic spectrum, and fundamentalist Christian churches reaped the benefits. As their
membership exploded, the churches established an economic and political power base, acquiring
radio and television networks and broadcasting their beliefs nationally (Nathan & Snedeker, 1995,
p.35).

The second wave of feminism may not have been the only movement contributing to the
uptake of child sexual abuse in the mass media. The emerging profile of religious groups may
have facilitated their recognition from television networks as a target audience group. This
may have contributed to the differing representations of child sexual abuse in the mass media,
which second wave feminists have observed. At the same time, Nathan and Snedeker’s claim
that religious organisations acquired television networks is dubious. While the three major
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networks were sold during the mid-1980s, religious organisations did not necessarily gain
control of these television networks. Rather Capital Cities, Loews Corp and General Electric
gained majority ownership of each of the three networks. News Corp also consolidated the
Multimedia chain of television stations with Twentieth Century Fox Studios during this
period to establish the Fox network (Raphael, 1997, n.p.).
Religious groups also marked the return of moral campaigning, which included concerns over
child sexuality and sex education in schools. Harwood (1997) in her book Family Fictions:
representations of the family in 1980s Hollywood cinema has highlighted that the 1980s
coincided with ‘political, social and cultural’ turmoil and, during this period, ‘the family was
explicitly constructed as a moral domain’ (p.5). Anxieties within this domain privileged the
child. The child signified the future and concerns over the child functioned to fix the future to
the morals of the present (Harwood, 1997, p.9). Others have also highlighted the influence of
the religious Right and rights movements. Kitzinger (2004) has acknowledged that activities
from the Christian rights movement contributed to the recognition of child sexual abuse as a
social problem (p.44). Levine (2002) has argued that the religious Right was instrumental in
shaping adult-child sexual relations as a social issue (p.xxiii). Although not necessarily tying
the wave of moralism to religious groups, Jenkins (1998) has highlighted that moral
conservatives were campaigning against paedophiles and sex offenders in terms of their
threat to heterosexuality and alleged alliance with homosexuality during the mid-1970s to
mid-1980s (p.17).
In sum, the second wave of feminism was not alone in constructing adult-child sexual
relations as a social problem during the 1980s. Other political movements, such as the gay,
paedophilic and religious rights movements, as well as the democratisation of therapy,
contributed to the concern. This concern also emerged for lower socio-economic groups as a
metaphor to express their anxieties over social and economic disruptions during this period.
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There was a tension, however, between second wave feminists and some gay liberationists,
on the one hand, and lower socio-economic groups and the religious Right, on the other hand.
The former deployed the concern over child sexual abuse to critique the heteronormative
family while the latter deployed this concern to express their anxieties over the threat to the
family. The concern over child sexual abuse provided a mechanism to debate
heteronormativity.

4.3 Contemporary constructions of childhood innocence
In the previous section, I have traced how the broad concern over child sexual abuse was not
united by a central discourse. Rather, it formed as a discursive constellation, which was made
up of fragmented and conflicting movements. One outcome of this discursive constellation
was that the concern over child sexual abuse provided a metaphor to debate the virtues of the
family and heteronormativity. I will now briefly return to a review of childhood studies
research because it suggests another outcome of this discursive constellation. This literature
has indicated that childhood innocence is solidified at the intersection of discourses
constructing the concern over child sexual abuse. Discourses of innocence within this
intersection are not uniform. They can manifest in a variety of ways. As previous literature
has identified, however, a common thread in these manifestations is that innocence is
constructed in terms of lack: a lack of sexual physiology, a lack of emotional maturity, a lack
of power and a lack of knowledge. According to childhood studies literature, this allows
discourses of innocence to become anchored to the child and provides a mechanism to
differentiate and ‘Other’ children from adults.
A strain of childhood studies literature has argued that there is an overlap between
physiological constructions of the child and sexuality, which symbiotically construct the child
as innocent in terms of sexual immaturity. Robinson (2008), in her article ‘In the name of
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“childhood innocence”: a discursive exploration of the moral panic associated with childhood
and sexuality’ in Cultural Studies Review, has examined the relationships between moral
panics over exposing pre-school aged children to alternative sexualities. In this article, she
has argued that morality and medico-psychological discourses converge through constructing
childhood and sexuality in terms of physiological development:
In terms of hegemonic discourses of sexuality, physiological sexual maturity is constructed as a
distinguishing point between adulthood and childhood. Sexuality is generally represented as
beginning at puberty and maturing in adulthood, correlating with developmentalist theories of the
human, which reinforce biologically determined understandings of childhood and sexuality.
Children’s sexuality within this discourse is read as non-existent or immature at the most. Thus,
sexual immaturity is equated with ‘innocence’—considered inherent in the child. Consequently,
sexuality becomes the exclusive realm of adults; a space in which children are constructed as the
asexual, naïve and innocent ‘other’ and perceived to be vulnerable and in need of protection
(p.116).

Robinson and Davies (2008b), in their article ‘Docile bodies and heteronormative moral
subjects: constructing the child and sexual knowledge in schooling’ in Sexuality & Culture,
have made a similar argument. In their discourse analysis of how the New South Wales
primary school sexual education curricula has constructed childhood and sexuality in the
second half of the twentieth century, they have pointed to the reinforcing constructions of
sexuality and physiological maturity underlining the adult/child opposition (pp.224-225).
Discourses of innocence based on immaturity are not necessarily exclusive to morality and
medico-psychological literature. Yuill and Durber (2008), in their article ‘“Querying” the
limits of queering boys through the contested discourses on sexuality’ in Sexuality & Culture,
have compared two discourses on adult-child sexual relations involving males. Supporting
the claims of Robinson and Davies, they also found a physiological link between the
constructions of sexuality and child development in medico-psychological literature,
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featuring male ‘survivors’ of sexual abuse (p.269). However, Yuill and Durber also found
‘essentialist and naturalistic understandings… of boyhood’ in discourses from the ‘boylover’
activist movements, which were supportive of man-boy sexual relations (p.266). Thus,
literature from the paedophilic movement also converges with these discourses of innocence.
Immaturity is not necessarily the only phenomenon associated with physiology. Robinson
(2005), in her chapter ‘Childhood and sexuality: adult constructions and silenced children’ in
the book Children taken seriously, has examined discourses concerning childhood and
sexuality, which are reflected in early-childhood educators’ attitudes towards children. In it,
she has highlighted that children are constructed as emotionally—in addition to
physiologically—under-developed within medico-psychological discourses:
Children’s sexuality within this discourse is considered to be immature or non-existent, with
children being perceived as emotionally and physically under-developed and incapable of
understanding or dealing with ‘adult’ concepts such as sexuality and desire (p.68).

In passing, this construction of innocence in terms of emotional immaturity is reflected in a
strain of medico-psychological literature. Gartner (1999a) has explicitly drawn on this
perspective:
Children do not have the capacity to give informed consent to sexual activities with adults. A
child is not developmentally capable of considering or comprehending the emotional implications
of sexual behaviour with an adult (p.8).

This lack of emotional capacity does not necessarily nullify child sexuality. Rather, it frees
sexuality from physiological restrictions. As a consequence, traces of sexuality that are
understood as an element of subjectivity emerge from this literature. For Gartner, the
adult/child opposition is justified by differences in desired sexual outcomes. While children
may appear to consent to, incite, or participate in sexual activity, the underlying motive of the
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child is an exploration of sexuality, through flirtatious behaviour, rather than actual sexual
activity (Gartner, 1999b, pp.8-9). To a degree, Private lessons, which I analysed in the
previous chapter, supports this perspective. At the same time, it complicates it by juxtaposing
this exploration of sexuality with homosociality.
Returning to childhood studies literature, discourses of development are not alone in the
construction of innocence. Another discursive thread contributing to the construction of
innocence is based on the opposition between power and powerlessness. Angelides (2004a),
in his article ‘Feminism, child sexual abuse, and the erasure of child sexuality’ in GLQ: A
Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, has challenged radical feminism to incorporate child
sexuality into theories of child sexual abuse. For him, feminism has engaged with discourses
of innocence without relying on discourses of development. Their erasure of child sexuality
and reinforcement of the adult/child opposition is achieved through the radical feminist
analysis of child sexual abuse based on the dynamics of power. For Angelides, this analysis
has reduced child sexuality to sex play and experimentation:
With regard to the recasting of childhood sexual behaviours as ‘play’ and ‘experimentation’, it is
certainly evident in the feminist discourse of child sexual abuse that such formulations naturalise
childhood innocence and asexuality and, in so doing, reinscribe the adult-child opposition as a
hierarchy and binary dynamic of mutually exclusive terms (Angelides, 2004a, p.166).

That is, for him, it creates a binary opposition between the ‘sexual’ adult and the innocent
‘child’. The analysis of power also constructs children as innocent through their inability to
give consent and their vulnerability to coercion. Childhood studies theorist, Stockton (2004),
in her chapter ‘Growing sideways, or versions of the queer child: the ghost, the homosexual,
the Freudian, the innocent, and the interval of animal’ in the book Curiouser: on the
queerness of children, has charted four versions of the queer child within film and literature.
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She has argued that discourses of power serve to endow the sexually experienced child with
innocence. For Stockton (2004):
Experience is still hard to square with innocence, making depictions of streetwise children (who
are often neither white nor middle-class) hard to square with ‘children’. The ingenious solution to
this problem (of children lacking the privilege of both weakness and innocence) is to endow these
children with abuse. For as odd as it may seem, suffering certain kinds of abuse, from which they
need protection and to which they don’t consent, working-class children or children of colour may
come to seem more ‘innocent’ (p.298).

Another way the child is constructed as innocent is through their vulnerability to ‘improper’
forms of knowledge, sexual perversions and social corruptions. Hawkes and Egan (2008)
have identified this construction of childhood innocence in contemporary morality literature.
In their article, ‘Landscapes of erotophobia: the sexual[ized] child in the postmodern
Anglophone West’ in Sexuality & Culture, they have identified naturalised assumptions
within the concern over the sexualisation of children through mass media advertising in the
Anglophone West. Morality literature has termed this sexualisation of children ‘corporate
paedophilia’. For Hawkes and Egan, an assumption in this discourse is based on the
distinction between proper and improper sexualisation. Proper sexualisation is based on ‘the
staged transmission of approved knowledge from adult to child’ (p.193). In contrast,
improper sexualisation is the unregulated transmission of knowledge:
‘Improper sexualisation’ occurs randomly, derives from unsanctioned sources, or, worse, from
within the imagination or experience of the young (Hawkes & Egan, 2008, p.199).

Within these discourses of child sexualisation, the child is not necessarily initially sexual, but
prematurely sexualised through knowledge. Nevertheless, this discourse constructs the
opposition between the knowledgeable adult and the naïve child.
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I have now surveyed the discursive threads woven into the construction of childhood
innocence. Childhood innocence unites the concern over adult-child sexual relations, but they
do not have a single source or manifestation. For Foucault (1976), this is the ‘rule of the
tactical polyvalence of discourses’:
We must conceive discourses as a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is
neither uniform nor stable. To be more precise, we must not imagine a world of discourse divided
between accepted discourse and excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the
dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can into play in various strategies
(p.100).

Childhood innocence forms at the nexus of multiple competing, interweaving and supporting
discourses. It is a product of a constellation of discourses. It would be incorrect, however, to
simply apply these constructions of childhood innocence to film. Such an approach would
introduce a methodological flaw in which the application of these discourses of innocence to
film would abstract cinema from its commercial and competitive context. That is, such an
analysis would construct and privilege discursive threads of innocence a priori to the historic
and economic context of film. I have suggested that the emergence of child sexual abuse as a
social concern was influenced by socio-economic factors. These factors may also inform the
commercial context of film, either directly or indirectly through its impact on competing
media such as television. Over and beyond this, I have argued that film is a marketing-based
commercial medium. At its inception, cinematic output was influenced by a dichotomy
between proletariat and bourgeois markets. Cinema attempted to appeal to both these
markets. During the middle of the twentieth century a number of factors, including
diminishing profitability, led to a reconfiguration of market sectors. A dichotomy between
youths and adults emerged. Previous literature has suggested that rather than trying to balance
the interests of these two markets, the film industry targeted the youth market. Thus, the mid-
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twentieth century also presents a shift in commercial strategy. I suggest that the concern over
child sexual abuse represents a third age of audience segmentation. The discursive
constellation contributing to the contemporary discourses of innocence also contributed to, or
perhaps reflected, a new emerging polarity. I have identified a conflict over the advocacy and
critique of heteronormativity within the discursive threads contributing to the concern over
child sexual abuse. I will suggest that this conflict facilitated the reconfiguration of the
audience in terms of the heteronormative parent and the non-parent. Faced with a decline in
profitability, I will argue that television adopted the commercial strategy of cinema from the
mid-twentieth century and was the first to capitalise on this new emerging stratification of the
audience. It targeted the parent.

4.4 Child sexual abuse and television
Literature has argued that economic decline and shifting gender roles during the 1970s and
1980s triggered concerns within lower socio-economic groups over the status of the family.
These anxieties were conducive to the uptake of the concern over child sexual abuse as a
metaphor for these broader socio-economic disruptions. The televisual medium was
conducive to the concerns of families over child sexual abuse. Not only did television target
the family, but I will outline that it already had a generic device for the exploration of social
issues. This device was the made-for-TV movie and, in particular, the docudrama, which
emerged during the 1970s. Using the docudrama, television producers targeted the concerns
over the stability of the family and the threat of child sexual abuse for a ten year period from
the mid-1980s. This is not to say that cinematic producers failed to represent the social issue
of child sexual abuse, but the quantity of made-for-TV movies that centre on this theme
significantly overshadows the cinematic output. These movies include:
Kids don’t tell (1985)
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Child’s cry (1986)
Do you know the muffin man? (1989)
I know my first name is Steven (1989)
Unspeakable acts (1990)
Judgment (1990)
Bump in the night (1991)
The boys of St. Vincent (1992)
Liar, liar (1993)
Touch of truth (1994)
Indictment: the McMartin trial (1995)
This explosion of movies does not testify only to the concern over child sexual abuse, but to
the convergence between this concern and a generic format that privileged it. The emergence
of the made-for-TV movie as a generic form can be attributed to a number of institutional
factors during the 1970s. The factors that I will outline include the lack of cinematic
inventories, rising supply costs and the desire for TV aesthetics to be incorporated into
movies for television. I will suggest, however, that it was not the emergence of the made-forTV movie that facilitated the televisual representation of child sexual abuse, but the decline
of this genre.
4.4.1 The emergence of the made-for-TV movie
In chapter three, I outlined that film studios leased or sold their pre-1948 back catalogues to
television stations during the mid- to late-1950s. According to Gomery (1983), these films
became the backbone of content on these stations. He has also identified that, in 1961, the
three major television networks began broadcasting post-1948 Hollywood movies as a tool
for increasing the ratings of local stations. The drive towards the programming of feature
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films continued during the 1960s and, in 1968, a Hollywood feature film was presented each
night of the week on the three US networks. The consequence of this saturation of the
televisual mediasphere with Hollywood content was that inventories of unscreened movies
dried up. Demand outstripped supply (pp.124-125). Further, between 1970 and 1975, 35-40
per cent of Hollywood films were awarded an MPAA rating of R or X. They could not be
shown on television (Edgerton, 1991, n.p.).
A second factor contributing to the emergence of the made-for-TV movie is related to the
lack of supply of Hollywood content. Hollywood studios seized on the market disequilibrium
which resulted in price inelasticity: they could escalate the price for the rights to screen
movies without adversely affecting the demand for those films. Networks also contributed to
the escalation of fees and price inelasticity. They were attempting to outbid one another for
the rights to broadcast popular films. The outcome was that profits from screening
Hollywood content began to diminish (Edgerton, 1991, n.p.; Gomery, 1983, p.125). In this
context, made-for-TV movies alleviated the competition for popular feature films. In terms of
consumer demand, made-for-TV movies attracted audiences that, at times, were larger than
those for popular mainstream Hollywood films (Edgerton, 1991, n.p.; Gomery, 1983, p.126).
Gomery has also pointed out that this televisual form also gained support from filmmakers
because these movies were cheaper to produce than the average feature film. They cost
between one-half to one-third as much to produce and ‘profits grew larger than anyone had
anticipated’ (p.126).
Another force fuelling the development of the made-for-TV movie had to do with style and
content restrictions that the televisual medium imposed. Edgerton (1991) has highlighted that
the 25 inch screen with its lower definition and smaller aspect ratio, as well as the dispersion
of advertisements within primetime content created opportunities for movies specifically
targeted at television. These movies differed in style and form from their cinematic
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counterparts. Medium shots and closes ups placed an emphasis on conversation and facial
performance, while physical action and setting were scaled back. Plot structure was also
simplified, such as through a reduction in the number of characters presented, in order to
reduce the length of these movies and facilitate the insertion of commercial breaks. In terms
of content, the made-for-TV movie de-emphasised the cinematic trend towards sexual
explicitness and violence during the late 1960s and 1970s. Thus, television fostered its own
movie genre (n.p.). In passing, this movement away from sexual explicitness and violence
can be seen as discouraging themes such as child sexual abuse during the inception of the
made-for-TV movie.
Made-for-television movies faced one challenge that their cinematic counterparts did not.
While consumer demand for cinematic features could be spread through word-of-mouth, this
form of promotion was not available for made-for-TV movies (Edgerton, 1991, n.p.).
Equally, Schulze (1986) has pointed out that made-for-TV movies could not self-promote and
build an audience like television series (p.37). They had only one shot at attracting an
audience. Edgerton (1991) has outlined that the initial strategy was to promote made-for-TV
movies as ‘world premieres’. Between 1971 and 1973, however, the US network ABC
devised the ‘docudrama’ as an alternative strategy for the promotion of made-for-TV movies.
The docudrama provided fictional representations of present-day stories and social
controversies that were presented in news media. In this way, the docudrama synthesised fact
and fiction.
Docudramas do not simply reference banal factual events. Schulze (1986) and Waller (1987)
have argued that the docudrama presents points of socio-cultural strain through its
engagement with social controversies. In particular, Schulze (1986) has argued that, through
this engagement, docudramas admit competing ideologies into their narratives (p.36). For
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Waller (1987), the conflicting strains provide narratives that facilitate socio-political critiques
of normality:
In the social problem telefilm, it is precisely the problem… that generates the narrative, disrupting
what is implicitly offered as the familiar, desirable, normal equilibrium of family life, the home,
social relations, and well-adjusted individuality. The ‘discourses and discursive categories’
employed in this genre… are predominantly sociological, concerned with the relationship between
normality and the problem, and with the ways we have of understanding legal, medical and
governmental institutions, the social self, and the victim’s available avenues of recourse, cure and
solution (p.5).

In contrast, Carveth (1993) and Sloniowski (1996) have argued that docudramas focus on
individuals and avoid socio-political forces that explain social disruptions. Similarly, Kilborn
(1994b) has argued that made-for-TV movies explore ‘emotional and psychological drives
that determine human action’ (n.p.). For Carveth (1993), the docudrama works to restore the
social status quo rather than motivating social change. This is achieved through tying the
chaos driving the social disruption to an individual or group of individuals, while another
individual or group of individuals representing normality and familiarity work to restore
order, through either tales of adversity or tales of crime. Schulze (1986) has indicated that
this normality and familiarity is based on privileging heterosexual romance and the family
(p.42). Thus, the made-for-TV movie privileges the concern over the family and
heteronormativity.
This ‘normality’ and ‘familiarity’ may not necessarily be grounded in the empirical world.
Rather, Schulze (1986) has highlighted that normality and familiarity are drawn from
advertising materials. Normality is based on what is selling soap (p.37). Similarly, Waller
(1987) has positioned the made-for-TV movies as a mechanism for dispersing
advertisements. For him, normality is not necessarily solely restored through the narrative of
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made-for-TV movies: ‘commercial interludes… in themselves effect the restoration of
normality and substituted easily solvable dilemmas for the dramatic problem’ (Waller, 1987,
p.6). That is, drawing together Schulze and Waller, advertising provided models of normality
through the solutions and characters that it presents.
The dispersion of advertisements within the made-for-TV movies gives it a commercial
imperative. This commercial imperative also has helped shape the problems presented in
made-for-TV movies. Edgerton (1991) has argued that the core audience for made-for-TV
movies is women aged between eighteen and forty-nine. This audience is distinct from the
target audience of cinema, who are younger, between twelve and twenty-nine, and
predominantly male. As such, the disruptions and themes represented within docudramas
reflect the concerns of this more mature and feminised target audience. Schulze (1986),
however, has disagreed. For her, the made-for-TV movie has a normalising function that
opposes the interests of women:
Narratives that take up a female character as the central character almost always turn to the
romance to tell her story. The hierarchy of gender in the romance insists that a woman’s place is
defined by male prerogatives. The family melodrama traditionally positions its female characters
as self-sacrificing, their ‘natural’ function to pleasure and care for others (p.42).

For me, this passage is too black and white. Given the commercial context of the made-forTV movie and its female target audience, I suspect that these movies do not simply enforce
male prerogatives onto women. The commercial risk of alienating the audience would have
been too high. Rather, the films appealed to a subset of the women, who may have their own
prerogatives and anxieties. For instance, some women may have seen traditional femininity
as an active construction of their identity, which was under attack from economic change and
the growth of some radical feminist ideologies.
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In sum, I have suggested that a number of factors that have contributed to the emergence of
the made-for-TV movie. These factors included the lack of cinematic inventories, rising
supply costs and the desire for TV aesthetics to be incorporated into movies for television. I
have also outlined that these movies also faced a challenge in terms of driving demand. To
overcome this challenge, made-for-TV movies focused on the representation of contemporary
social issues and controversies.
4.4.2 The decline of the made-for-TV genre
It would be wrong to say that the historical trajectory, which resulted in the docudrama of the
1970s, provides a complete context for the representation of child sexual abuse in made-forTV movies between 1985 and 1995. While the genre privileged heteronormativity, it also
discouraged themes involving sexual explicitness and violence. Rather, I will suggest that the
period between 1985 and 1995 marks the beginning of the end of docudrama’s dominance.
The representation of child sexual abuse in this genre needs to be placed in the context of
generic decline.
I will suggest that the emergence of themes of child sexual abuse amounts to an attempt to
prolong the commercial success of the genre. Producers, however, were not simply turning to
sexually explicit themes to attract mainstream audiences. Rather, institutional forces such as
the fragmentation of audiences, increased competition, the relaxation of televisual censorship
standards and technological advances contributed to both the uptake of child sexual abuse as
a theme and the decline of the genre.
The decline in the dominance of docudrama came from at least four fronts. Firstly, between
1973 and 1984, major TV production studios moved toward the production of syndicated
sitcoms and one-hour series because of the limited profitability of the docudrama. They had a
life of only six months to a year and they performed poorly in syndication. The stagnation of
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revenues of made-for-TV movies was not the only crippling blow affecting profitability.
Production budgets for made-for-TV movies also tripled after 1977 (Edgerton, 1991, n.p.).
Perren (2009), in her chapter ‘Whatever happened to the movie-of-the-week?: the shocking
true story of how made-for-TV movies disappeared from the broadcast networks’ in
Convergence media history, has traced the key factors influencing the near absence of madefor-TV movies broadcast on network television during the mid-2000s. She was also identified
that broadcast networks began shifting away from direct investment in made-for-TV movies
during the 1980s because of their lack of profitability. This was not, however, the death of the
made-for-TV movie. Independent producers devised a business model based on the receipt of
advertising revenues during the initial run of these movies (p.166). For Perren (2009), this
model was acceptable to television networks because, during the 1990s and early 2000s,
made-for-TV movies were justified as loss leaders. Despite lacking profitability, they
attracted large audiences and the networks could promote other programs at audiences during
the broadcast of made-for-TV movies. This marketing strategy diminished as networks
discovered that packaging regular programming into special event episodes attracted large
audiences while also strengthening franchises in which they had directly invested (p.166).
The second trend affecting the decline of the made-for-TV movie was related to increased
competition within the mediasphere, which caused TV networks to shift their target
audiences during the late 1980s. Raphael (1997) has highlighted that during this period, TV
networks faced increased competition from the growth of cable television, the penetration of
VCRs into homes and the emergence of Fox as the fourth television network. This increased
competition fragmented audiences and diluted advertising revenues as advertisers utilised
audience measurement techniques to target narrower niche markets. In this context, I
speculate that statistics for the general prevalence of child sexual abuse, such as commonly
heard claims that one-in-four females and one-in-six males have histories of adult-child
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sexual relations, as well as parental anxieties incited by those statistics, may have contributed
to the recognition of a sizable niche market for made-for-TV movies with themes of child
sexual abuse. While Perren (2009) has also outlined the trend toward network television
attracting niche audiences, she has highlighted that this shift changed how the networks
related to their audiences. For her, the penetration of the internet created opportunities for
media convergence in which producers and consumers could build relationships through
engaging in a ‘creative interchange’. In contrast, the one-off and limited-run nature of the
made-for-TV movie is not conducive to this trend (p.167).
Thirdly, the TV networks themselves underwent economic restructuring during the late
1980s. The sale of the three major networks during the mid-1980s resulted in high levels of
corporate debt for the companies that acquired them. In response, television networks were
forced to cut costs. License fees for programs were reduced and below-the-line and
administrative staff were retrenched: ‘even network standards and practices departments,
much-derided self-censors of the broadcasting industry, faced the axe’ (Raphael, 1997, n.p.).
This removal of self-censorship may have been paired with the targeting of niche audiences.
Perren (2009) has argued that after CBS’s move into crime series, there was a movement
toward the representation of adult themes:
Programming continued to test the boundaries of acceptability in terms of sex, violence, language
and the FCC’s indecency regulations. The networks began pushing the decency envelope in an
effort to stem the tide of viewer erosion and to stand out amidst an ever-more crowded mediasphere (p.164).

This pushing of the envelope may have contributed to the representation of child sexual abuse
within the made-for-TV movie. I am not certain, however, that this drive towards the
representation of adult content can be reduced to solely an attempt to maintain demand from
mainstream audiences. It seems too crude and I have already speculated that themes of child
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sexual abuse may have reflected the recognition of a sizable niche audience. In the previous
chapter, I drew on literature that debunked the assertion that cinema simply moved to the
representation of adult content during the 1960s as a way of maintaining audience levels
when faced with television as a competitive medium that attracted ‘family’ audiences. Rather,
I have suggested that the relationship between the classification system and the recognition of
youth as the main audience of cinematic output, in part, influenced the production of ‘adult’
content. The content was a result of a regulatory-marketing relationship. In the case of
television, I will suggest that the shift is, in part, the outcome of a technology-marketing
relationship. Changes to technology also present a fourth factor contributing to the decline of
the made-for-TV movie and the emergence of child sexual abuse as a theme.
Technological advances, such as the mass commercialisation and miniaturisation of
lightweight handheld cameras as well as the proliferation of surveillance cameras, facilitated
a shift towards the programming of ‘reality TV’ from 1987 and contributed to the decline of
the made-for-TV movie (Raphael, 1997, n.p.; Kilborn, 1994a, p.427). In the wake of the
economic restructuring of the television industry during the 1980s, shows such as Cops,
Candid Camera and Funniest Home Videos were economically appealing. They significantly
reduced costs associated with stars, union talent and production (Raphael, 1997, n.p.).
Kilborn (1994a) has highlighted that reality TV also delivered large audiences (p.426). This,
however, was not necessarily a death blow for the made-to-TV movie. Kilborn (1994b, n.p.)
has argued that while technological advances allowed documentary crews to enter new
spaces, there were also spaces in which filming was prohibited, such as crime scenes and
courtrooms. This reinforced the role of docudrama as a mechanism for representing these
forbidden spaces. In this sense, the emergence of reality TV also highlighted a content niche,
which made-for-TV movies with themes of child sexual abuse may have filled. At the same
time, the proliferation of crime/court series, such as Law & Order, which premiered in 1990,
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also filled this space, creating increased competition. The result was that the made-for-TV
movie was pushed out of network television. This is not to say that the made-for-TV movie is
absent from the mediasphere. According to Perren (2009), there has not been a reduction in
the number of made-for-TV movies screened each year. Approximately one hundred are
shown each year in the US. Their presence, however, has moved to the even more fragmented
market of cable television (p.169).
The history of boyhood sexual abuse in the made-for-TV movie cannot simply be viewed in
terms of the concern over child sexual abuse. Granted, child sexual abuse was a social
controversy, otherwise it would not have been a theme adopted by this genre. At the same
time, the glut of movies depicting this theme within a ten year period does not necessarily
point to the strength and persistence of this controversy in itself. Rather, the proliferation of
made-for-TV movies with themes of boyhood sexual abuse also needs to be understood in
terms of a frenzied and reactive last stand of a genre that ultimately failed to innovate and
find its niche on network television. The decline in the genre was brought on by economic
restructuring within the TV industry, increase competition and technological change. I am
unsure whether the near absence of the child sexual abuse made-for-TV movie after this glut
indicates a decline in the concern over child sexual abuse. On the one hand, it may indicate
the concern over child sexual abuse lost its broad appeal. On the other hand, it may indicate
that TV shows such as Law & Order: Special Victims Unit, which premiered in 1999,
cannibalised the market. I lean towards the former: a continuing concern does not necessarily
mean a continuation of widespread and omnipresent concern. It just means that it is there for
those who want to see it. Nevertheless, the genre supported the concern of lower socioeconomic classes over the family through its support for heteronormativity. In order to show
this support, I will now briefly outline the movies from this period. These televisual movies
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provide a commercial and competitive context from which a new trend for the cinematic
representation of adult-child sexual relations emerged.
4.4.3 Child sexual abuse in made-for-TV movies
The period 1985 to 1995 corresponded to a glut of made-for-TV movies featuring boyhood
sexual abuse. These movies immediately stand out from the coming-of-age films that I
discussed in the previous chapter in terms of the age of the child. In the coming-of-age films,
the child’s age was often ambiguous. In many cases, the child was an adolescent on the cusp
of adulthood. When the child was younger, the adult/child opposition was blurred by putting
an adult’s mind in a child’s body (The tin drum) or a child’s mind in an adult’s body (Big). In
contrast, there is no ambiguity in made-for-TV movies. Most often, the children are
prepubescents, but sometimes they are infants. There is a second overwhelming trend in this
set of films. Child sexual abuse is only a superficial problem. Rather, in many of these
movies, familial dysfunction is the central problem and often child sexual abuse is the
catalyst that brings families back together. In a way, an encounter with child sexual abuse is
the answer to familial dysfunction. At the same time, the central characters in these movies
are often not the children involved in the sexual relations. The stories predominantly focus on
their parents.
The impact of child sexual abuse, involving male children, on the family was first presented
in Kids don’t tell (1985). This movie focuses on John, a documentary filmmaker who is
worried about his mortgage on his new home. He is married with two female children. The
narrative progresses when a colleague engages him to make a documentary on child sexual
abuse. This film-within-the-film features both males and females with histories of adult-child
sexual relations, male perpetrators of child sexual abuse, as well as a number of conflicting
perspectives on child sexual abuse. This is not the central problem of the film, however, and
the film-within-the-film does not necessarily privilege one perspective on child sexual abuse
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over others. Rather, John finds that his exposure to the concern over child sexual abuse is
making him over-protective towards his own children and his wife is becoming emotionally
distant. It appears that his family and marriage are falling apart. His family is restored when
his wife reveals she has a childhood history of incest involving her father.
In Kids don’t tell, the witnessing of the concern over child sexual abuse had a negative
impact on a family. In contrast, the extra-familial abuse of one’s own child in Child’s cry
(1986) has a positive effect. This film features a single-parent father, Matt, who is suspected
of sexually abusing his son, Eric, after the police find Eric sleeping on a park bench in a zoo.
Leading the investigation into Matt is Joanne, a female social worker with no romantic
attachments or children of her own. She does, however, have a strained relationship with her
father, who she believes can only talk about baseball and who accuses her of treason for
driving a foreign-made car. He worked in the car industry for over thirty years. His plant
closed down and his co-workers are now unemployed. This may be an indication of broader
economic decline in the US.
Joanne’s investigation reveals that Eric has been sexually abused but not by his father. Matt is
only guilty of not paying enough attention to his son. The revelation of child sexual abuse,
however, forces Matt to re-evaluate his priorities. He becomes a more aware and thoughtful
parent. Joanne’s knowledge of baseball also contributes to the conviction of the perpetrator of
Eric’s sexual abuse, which allows her to gain a new appreciation of her father. The revelation
of child sexual abuse also ultimately delivers a beneficial outcome to Eric. Through the
investigation of his father and the prosecution of his assailant, Eric gains Joanne as a motherfigure, reinstalling his heteronormative family.
Baseball is also featured in the opening scenes of the Emmy nominated Do you know the
muffin man? This baseball match sets the scene for familial dysfunction. While a blissful
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married couple, Roger and Kendra, both employed as police officers, watch their preschoolaged son, Teddy, play the game, their adolescent son, Sandy, is in the car park smoking a
cigarette. All is not as blissful as it seems.
This family is torn apart when allegations of child sexual abuse are directed at teachers from
Teddy’s preschool. Kendra’s anxieties consume her. She becomes blinded to her impact on
others. In one instance, she wakes Teddy up in the middle of the night in order to interrogate
him over the allegations. When Teddy does confess to his knowledge of and involvement in
the adult-child sexual relations, his father temporarily abandons his family in order to track
down one of the accused who evaded arrest. In the court case that follows, it does not get any
better for Teddy. The defence lawyer for the accused is verbally aggressive towards the
children and labels Teddy a liar. Other parents withdraw their children from the case and all
seems lost. Sandy, however, has a revelation. He too was sexually abused at the same
preschool when he was Teddy’s age. Through his confession, the family is able to regroup.
Sandy testifies in court and confirms his brother’s testimony but the result of the court case is
left open. Rather, the film ends with the family waiting at the bus stop for Teddy’s first day of
school. Together, this family have achieved a greater state of unity through their encounter
with child sexual abuse than the bliss presented at the start of the film.
Although more nuanced, I know my first name is Steven (1989), an Emmy and Golden Globe
nominee, also presents the themes of parental transformation and economic hardship. This
movie, however, predominantly focuses on the child’s perspective. In it, a family with five
children has been forced to move into a smaller house and new neighbourhood because of
financial problems. The maternal grandfather of the main protagonist, Steven, tells Steven’s
parents that they would find it easier to survive if they had less children. The parents are
disgusted by this comment but the movie plays out this scenario: Steven is kidnapped for
seven years.
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The family does financially survive during these seven years. Steven’s parents, however, are
devastated and it is later revealed that the other children in this family faced emotional
neglect because their parents were consumed with grief. In terms of Steven’s father, this
devastation can be seen in a positive light. Upon Steven’s return home, his older brother
reveals to Steven that before he was kidnapped, their father showed no emotion but after he
was kidnapped, their father grieved and cried night-after-night. He was connected with his
emotions, which also allows him to adjust to Steven’s return more quickly than his wife.
Although child sexual abuse has some benefits for this family, it never fully recovers from
Steven’s abduction and molestation. This ambivalence is repeated in terms of the
consequences of the molestation on Steven. The movie constructs a number of negative
effects. He smokes and drinks. He is irresponsible: he drives a car while under the influence
of alcohol, truants school and impregnates his girlfriend. He is also ashamed of his adultchild sexual relations. At the same time, he is not morally ruined. He saves another child
from molestation and he expresses his intention to marry his girlfriend in the wake of her
pregnancy.
In a way, Unspeakable acts (1990) breaks the family-centric mould of this televisual cycle.
Rather than focusing on a family, this made-for-TV movie focuses on a disconnected uppermiddle-class community of heteronormative parents. This community is drawn together
through allegations of child sexual abuse committed by a babysitter and her husband, and
then through the ensuring trial. In the fallout of the allegations, the parents reveal different
aspects of the crime and they become socially engaged. While each couple is faced with
coming to terms with their failure at protecting their children individually, collectively their
community is vindicated. Sitting together in the theatre of the courtroom, the parents
collectively express satisfaction and relief as the jury reads out each guilty verdict. While the
closing scene presents audio grabs from within the movie, which assert that the case was
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about the children and the validation of their knowledge, the non-diegetic titles inform the
viewer that this film was based on the first conviction for mass child sexual abuse charges. It
is the validation of a community’s truth, which is only composed of perspectives of
heteronormative couples. In fact, the children’s reactions to the verdicts are not depicted at
all. Their truth is not the concern.
Judgment (1990) is also concerned with a group of parents. A number of families, each
struggling financially, are attempting to convict a priest who sexually molested their sons.
The church offers the families a monetary settlement on the proviso that the families do not
pursue criminal charges against the priest. The church is not necessarily trying to ‘cover-up’
the abuse. Rather, the church is captive to their insurance providers who threaten not to cover
any insurance claims if the church accepts responsibility. Nevertheless, the community is
ripped apart when one family refuses the deal. They want the priest expelled from the church.
In the fallout, the father in this family acquires an insight into his own behaviour. Frustrated
with his son’s behaviour, he attempts to discipline him through hitting him on the bottom
with his belt. Before he strikes his son, however, he sees the fear on the boy’s face. He is able
to identify his own behaviour as abusive and he corrects it accordingly.
If parental correction can be dismissed as only a minor theme in Judgment then Bump in the
night (1991) escalates it as a central theme. In this movie, a paedophile abducts a
prepubescent male child and that child’s estranged parents come together to rescue him. First,
however, these parents need to overcome their own flaws. The father, a novelist, needs to
overcome his jealousy of his wife’s talent and learn to be more supportive of her. Similarly,
the mother, a former award-winning investigative journalist, needs to overcome her alcohol
dependency. In the end, they not only overcome their vices and rescue their son but they also
rekindle their marriage.
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The boys of St. Vincent provides another disruption within the cycle of televisual
representations of child sexual abuse. It shares two main similarities with the other made-forTV child sexual abuse movies. First, it is concerned with non-consensual adult-child sexual
relations involving prepubescent children. Second, and like every film in the cycle other than
Kids don’t tell (1985), Judgment (1990) and Bump in the night (1991), it situates part of its
drama in a courtroom. At the same time, there are three points of differentiation. First, it is
rhetorically and stylistically different. Sloniowski (1996), in her article ‘Violations: The boys
of St. Vincent’ in the Canadian Journal of Communication, has analysed how this Canadian
movie based on clergy abuse usurps the conventions of United States made-for-TV movies,
which facilitates its critique of the relationship between church and state. For her, this movie
emphasises large empty spaces, the juxtaposition of silence and echoing loud sounds, a
sympathetic presentation of a paedophilic priest, a lack of a hero, and a lack of a closed and
happy ending. Ohi (2000), in his article ‘Molestation 101: child abuse, homophobia, and The
boys of St. Vincent’ in the journal GLQ, has examined how The boys of St. Vincent
manipulates ‘the erotic allure of a blank innocence’ in order to confirm and subvert
homophobic ideologies. While he has found that the movie confirms heteronormativity, he
has also argued that the film complicates a straightforward moralistic reading. Its subversion
of homophobic ideologies is, in part, achieved through stylistically eliciting paedophilic
desire through baiting ‘its viewers with eroticised images of boys’ (p.232). In this way, this
particular movie solicits paedophilic desire while the narrative generally condemns it.
The second difference between this movie and other made-for-TV movies is that references
to the family are nearly absent from this movie. The children are orphans, and while two of
these children are brothers, their relationship is underscored by betrayal and abandonment.
The older brother promises his younger brother that he will come back for him when he is
released from the orphanage and financially stable, but he fails to fulfil this promise. Finally,
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this movie presents the long-term consequences of adult-child sexual relations. While the
other made-for-TV movies that I have discussed present immediate effects, such as
nightmares leading up to court cases, bedwetting and childhood masturbation, this movie
separates the initial abuse and the court case by fifteen years. As adults, two of the central
characters with histories of adult-child sexual relations do not have families of their own. One
is a loner, while the other is a drug-dependant prostitute who services men. This absence of
the family does not necessarily make this movie a generic aberration. Rather, this absence
sets the tone for the dangers and brutality faced by children when they are abstracted from the
familial system. In this respect, The boys of St. Vincent can be likened to previous films
within this generic cycle.
The family is approached from a different angle again in Liar, liar (1993). This film focuses
on familial dysfunction in terms of tensions between siblings. Two prepubescent siblings, a
boy and a girl, as well as their older married sister have histories of non-consensual incest
with their unemployed father. The prepubescent girl, Kelly, attempts to convict her father but
her success is, in part, hampered by her older sister, Chrissy, who does not believe Kelly’s
allegations. Kelly’s younger brother, Patrick, believes the allegations but Kelly has an
antagonistic relationship with him and she dismisses his assistance. When Chrissy garners
that Patrick is being abused, the three siblings come together in alliance to prosecute their
father.
Like The boys of St. Vincent, Touch of truth (1994) also deals with anxieties around the
institutionalisation of children but this time parenthood is not absented. In this movie, a
hyper-vigilant mother, Karen, who is separated from her husband, institutionalises her autistic
child, Michael, because she has hit a brick wall in his development. While institutionalised,
Michael learns to ‘talk’ to his female teacher, Terry, through ‘facilitated communication’: a
process in which Terry supports the arm of Michael so he can type messages on a computer.
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Despite the progress Terry makes with Michael, she and Karen develop an antagonistic
relationship. For Terry, Karen’s constant contact with Michael is slowing his learning down.
Karen is a distraction. For Karen, Terry is inhibiting her contact with her son. These two
women, however, overcome their differences when Michael reveals he is being sexually
molested by an orderly. They come together to prosecute this orderly.
Superficially, Indictment: the McMartin trial (1995) provides a reversal of Do you know the
muffin man? and Unspeakable acts. This Emmy and Golden Globe winning movie provides a
representation of a preschool child sexual abuse court case from the perspective of the
defendant, Ray Buckey, and his family. An aspect of this movie focuses on his family and
how they pull together during this trial. These themes tie this movie to the made-for-TV
movies that preceded it in this cycle. Like, I know my first name is Steven, this family does
not emerge from this encounter unscathed. The family lose their reputations and their
business. To compound this familial disruption, Ray’s mother also develops an anxiety
disorder. In passing, allegations of adult-child sexual relations also provide a minor theme in
A streetcar named Desire (1995). In this made-for-TV movie, a middle-aged woman,
Blanche, is united with her sister after Blanche has been driven out of her hometown because
of allegations she had a sexual relationship with a seventeen-year-old male.
My lack of engagement with the formal elements of these films hides the fact that they have a
high degree of emotional impact. Close-ups on emotional characters draw the viewer’s
sympathy. The viewer is invited to share their tears of despair when all seems lost and be
lifted by their cheers of jubilation when their pain is resolved. Despair is connected to the
adult-child sexual relations rather than the initial familial dysfunction or financial hardship,
which are the norm. At the same time, child sexual abuse is narratively framed inside this
norm. As such, despair performs two functions. First, it positions adult-child sexual relations
as a moral corruption. Second, it allows the grieving of wider concerns such as economic
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distress and relationship breakdowns. This is one way that these movies provoke and incite
the concern over child sexual abuse as a metaphor for broader social disruptions. That is, it is
a mechanism for coming to terms with one’s situation. While an incitement, this is not
necessarily an advocation. The characters and viewer would not need child sexual abuse if
there were no pre-existing problems. We would not need to come to terms. There is,
however, another level of incitement, which my simple synopsises bring to the fore, but is
also supported formalistically through the characters’ jubilation and relief when order is set to
an improved equilibrium. In many of these movies, child sexual abuse leads to an improved
familial milieu. It is a panacea. Here lies the ambiguity: the panacea may be child sexual
abuse or it may be the process of coming to terms, which can be achieved through witnessing
child sexual abuse.
This ambiguity, in which a level of pleasure is gained from witnessing child sexual abuse,
clearly relates to the work of Mohr and Kincaid. Mohr (2004) in his chapter ‘The paedophilia
of everyday life’ in the book Curiouser: on the queerness of children has explored Foucault’s
concept of ‘perverse implantations’ in relation to paedophilia and print advertisements. For
him, perverse implantations are cultural mechanisms that incite particular sexual desires and
ideas while at the same time condemning these desires and ideas (p.20). He has argued that
print advertisements, which deploy youthfulness to sexualise images within a society that
condemns adult-child sexual relations, are an illustration of perverse implantations (p.20). As
such, Mohr has argued that the hysteria over paedophilia is a product of a failure to admit to
and recognise this erotic attachment to the child:
Today’s hysteria springs mainly from adults’ fear of themselves, but this fear issues from their
half recognition that to admit explicitly, as pornography does, that children are sexy would mean
that virtually everyone is a paedophile. In light of the current cultural view that sexual interest in
children flows only from, is contingent solely on, the mind of the paedophile, for anyone to admit
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that he or she has any frisson at all from looking at children is necessarily to be branded as
deviant. Were society to all itself to articulate that it does have sexual interests in children—little
adults are not sexy, but innocence and purity are—society would have met the enemy and seen
that he is us (pp.28-29).

While Mohr has a point in relation to The boys of St. Vincent, I do not believe that his
analysis can be extended to cover the rest of these films. They do not predominantly engage
with sexual desire. Rather, they engage with hope and despair. This is not to say that these
films do not tend towards sadism. Hope is achieved through the pain and suffering of
children. In this way, these movies confirm Kincaid’s (1998) argument that child sexual
abuse is a scapegoating exercise, which ‘explains everything’ (pp.11-12). At the same time, I
do not necessarily see the latent sadism in these films exclusively in terms of Kincaid’s dark
side of the desire, which is a spin off from erotic innocence. The children are not overly
mischievous. Rather, it is the innocence and sanctity of the family that is privileged. The
movies undoubtedly support his theory of the Gothic narrative but, as a collective, they are
stories about parents, targeted as parents. As I will discuss in the conclusion of this chapter,
they do not only deny childhood sexuality, but they also deny childhood homosociality,
which was prevalent in the coming-of-age narrative. Nevertheless, I partially agree with
Mohr on the issue of child pornography. It may force an explicit confrontation with the level
of sadistic pleasure that is gained from witnessing child sexual abuse.

4.5 Regulatory changes: US Child Pornography Prevention Act 1996
The concern over child pornography prompted legislative change, which has also impacted
upon film. The shift from censorship to classification in the late 1960s marked a dramatic
shift in the regulative environment in which film is produced and consumed. It is important to
emphasise that the regulative regime during the period under investigation is not stable.
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Evidence of the shifting sands of regulation can be detected within legislation during the
1990s aimed at prohibiting child pornography.
The emergence of new technologies and the ongoing concern over child sexual abuse
prompted a new regulative development in the mid-1990s, which affected film. Through the
US Child Pornography Prevention Act 1996, a concern intensified around the protection of
children from participation in both amateur and professional pornography. Of particular
concern to Hollywood was the stipulation that any representation that ‘appears to be of a
minor engaging in sexually explicit conduct’ was prohibited as an act of pornography
(Leondard, 1997, p.12). A number of articles have highlighted the inability of Adrian Lyne’s
Lolita (1997) to gain a distributor within the US in the wake of this legislation (Alder, 2001,
p.242; Gates & Brown, 1996, p.70; Leondard, 1997, p.12; Power, 1999, p.101). Bowman
(1998) has highlighted that it was not until the film was booked to appear on cable television,
over a year after production had finished, that it gained cinematic distribution (p.50). Even so,
Gates and Brown (1996) have highlighted that the film was internally subjected to legal
scrutiny and edits preceding its final release (p.70). Alder (2001) has also pointed out that the
Act influenced the distribution of previously available titles. For instance, a video shop in
Oklahoma was prosecuted under the Act, albeit unsuccessfully, for renting The tin drum
(1979) (Alder, 2001, p.242).
The Act also reflected a concern in the production of film. While the Act demonstrates an
increased awareness of the sexual representation of the child from the judicial system,
filmmakers are also concerned over the treatment of the child during production. To an
extent, Lolita (1997) pre-empted the Act. Kaye (1997) has reported that during the production
of Lolita, ‘Dominique was not permitted to sit on Iron’s lap unless a cushion was placed
between them’ and a nineteen-year-old body double was used to replace the fourteen-year-old
actor in nude and sexual scenes (p.58). Concern over child actors is not limited to the remake
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of Lolita. An interview with director Greg Araki has also demonstrated this concern over the
exposure of children to child sexual abuse during production. Commenting on the
cinematography of Mysterious skin (2004), Araki stated:
I wanted to shoot the film so the eight-year-old boys could be protected from what the movie was
about. … I figured out a way I could get the boys to do exactly what I needed the boys to do in a
way they could be kept in the dark about what the actual subject was about. I didn’t want to make
a movie about childhood trauma and traumatise two children in the process of making it (Esther,
2005, p.44).

This concern of Araki shows that the concern over adult-child sexual relations is not only
reflected within cinematic content, but it has also influenced cinematic techniques and
practices. Despite this concern, thus far there has been no broad industry-based response to
the Act. Films with themes of adult-child sexual relations have continued to be released and
the regulative system for the classification of films remains intact.

4.6 Cinematic representations of child sexual abuse
In chapter three, I identified the regulatory environment as a key source of influence for
cinematic product. The US Child Pornography Prevention Act 1996, which I have just
discussed, however, may be incidental to a broader trend in film. I will suggest that a concern
over witnessing and the witness has become a core cinematic trope during the period between
1985 and 2006. I will demonstrate this through the following films:
Back to the future (1985)
The Prince of Tides (1991)
Sleepers (1996)
The war zone (1999)
The butterfly effect (2004)
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Mysterious skin (2004)
Notes on a scandal (2006)
I will suggest that Bad education is consistent with this period of cinema. This film focuses
on a character’s knowledge of child sexual abuse, which was experienced by his brother,
rather than child sexual abuse within itself. Further, it is consistent with the witness in Notes
on a scandal, who uses her position as witnesses for personal gain. Bad education is not
extraordinary. Further, this chapter will lend support to my argument that for the past twentyone years, cinema has not been focused on childhood innocence or the denial of childhood
sexuality. Rather, it has been concerned with questioning the innocence of witnesses. That is,
there is another dimension contributing to the Gothic narrative which the field of childhood
studies has not yet considered.
4.6.1 Back to the future (1985)
Back to the future (1985) was the most commercially successful film in the US in 1985. It is
also the second most commercially successful film in my archive. The film grossed over
US$210 million at the box office. In terms of inflation-adjusted earnings, it was not as
successful as The graduate (1967), earning approximately two-thirds as much when box
office figures are normalised.
As a blockbuster, this film is poly-generic and its meaning is hard to pin down. The film,
which centres on Marty, a seventeen-year-old male, can be broken down into three parts. The
first part is situated in 1985. It introduces Marty as well as his relationships with his
girlfriend, family and elderly mentor: Dr Brown. This part ends with the revelation that Dr
Brown has invented a time machine as well as Dr Brown’s death and Marty’s transversal in
time back to 1955. The second part is concerned with Marty’s attempts to enlist the help of
Dr Brown so that he can return to 1985, his mother’s sexual attraction towards him and his
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attempts to instate his father as his mother’s object of desire. The final part of the film
presents Marty’s return to 1985, where Marty’s manipulations of the past have prevented the
death of Dr Brown and delivered an improved familial milieu.
Gordon (1987) in his article ‘Back to the future: Oedipus as time traveller’ in Science Fiction
Studies has pointed out that Back to the future is part of a time-travel cycle, which has
proliferated since 1979. The main protagonist, Marty, travels thirty years into the past in a
time machine to the year 1955. Gordon’s main concern is with how the film downplays incest
and constructs Marty as innocent. For him, this is partially achieved through placing the film
within a ‘sitcom framework’. He has argued that the sitcom genre, from 1970s television,
provided ‘a liberal forum for dealing with controversial social and political issues with a
humorous touch’. It did so through providing audiences with familiarity and reassurance. To
this end, Back to the future borrowed its stereotypical characters, stock premise and even its
main actor, Michael J. Fox from this televisual genre (p.374). In passing, Gordon has also
argued that Back to the future also engages with classic Hollywood and the fantasy genre
through sharing similarities with The Wizard of Oz (p.378).
Perhaps capitalising on the success of the Star wars saga during the late 1970s and early
1980s, Back to the future also engages with the science fiction genre. At one point, it even
refers to the Star wars character ‘Darth Vader’. Through this engagement with science
fiction, we can see how this genre collapses categories. In 1955, Marty is the same age as his
mother and father. They are both his parents and his peers, complicating his position as a
child. In passing, this blurring is not limited to the science fiction genre. For instance, the
fantasy genre, which is broadly deployed within The tin drum (1979) and Big (1988), also
engages in this blurring. At the same time, the capacity of the science fiction genre to present
mythic imaginings in a contemporary idiom allows the genre to naturalise other moral
categories. In both the Star wars saga and Back to the future, the incest prohibition is
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essentialised as a mythical and unexplainable ‘force’ of nature. In Back to the future, when
Marty and his peer-aged mother, Lorraine, kiss, she has no knowledge that Marty is her son
but afterwards she says:
This is all wrong. I don't know what it is, but when I'm kissing you, it's like I'm kissing… my
brother. I guess that's doesn't make any sense.

Wittenberg (2006), who is concerned with the subjectivity, in his article ‘Oedipus multiplex,
or, the subject as a time travel film: two reading of Back to the future’ in Discourse, has
attributed another significance to this line. For him, this line provides an intertextual
reference to Alex P. Keaton from the US sitcom Family ties. The actor Michael J. Fox plays
both Marty in Back to the future and Alex, the brother and central character in the familybased sitcom. For Wittenberg, Lorraine’s line is an engagement in intextuality and it reflects
the typecasting of Fox:
Post-Alex Keaton, he may be understood as a generic brother-at-large, a desexualised yet still
amply erotic avatar of Reagan-era corporate media and advertising culture itself (p.63).

For Wittenberg, this scene provides one instance in which Back to the future is more subject
than object. It does not simply provide ideological representations, rather it engages in ‘the
construction, dismantling, and reconstruction of Hollywood genre and marketing strategy’
(p.58) and it is ‘more viewer than viewed thing’ (p.64). In turn, Wittenberg has argued that
Marty is an avatar for the film itself. Through his time travelling, he too has ‘seen the film’
(p.70). Marty has seen the events within the film unfold and he is a self-reflexive witness. As
such, Wittenberg has argued that it is this act of witnessing that needs to be engaged within
this film:
It is not representation, per se, but rather the viewing of representation, or even the viewing of the
production of representation, that the theorist must observe in order fully to comprehend the
significance of the film’s ideological encounter with its mainstream audience (p.63).
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I agree. In fact, throughout this chapter I will suggest that Back to the future is not alone in
this regard. It reflects a turn in the dominant mode for the representation of adult-child sexual
relations. Not all films in this chapter feature time travel. Time travel is one of three
manifestations of a phenomenon based on witnessing. The second manifestation is based on
the witnessing of memories. In a way, this is like time travel. These witnesses wish to change
their current circumstances through altering their relationship with their memories of the past.
That is, unlike Midnight cowboy, memories do not simply frame the character. Rather, an
engagement with memories has become an element of narrative. The third manifestation
forms around the witnessing of adult-child sexual relations that are ‘Other’ to character’s
desire and participation. This manifestation is not necessarily a new development — it can be
observed in Murmur of the heart and The tin drum. Post-1985, however, this witnessing is
not caught up in the progression of the character. Rather, the witnessed event becomes a site
of continual review. It also reflects anxieties over the present and the future.
Returning to Back to the future, the time travel from 1985 to 1955 is significant for three
reasons. Firstly, it sets up a generation divide. Secondly, it taps into anxieties over the
present. Finally, it provides an intertextual reference to coming-of-age films. For Helphand
(1988) in his article ‘McUrbia: the 1950s and the birth of the contemporary American
landscape’ in Places, cultures inherit their physical and social environments because
‘landscapes are the products of the aspirations of previous generations’ (p.10). For him, Back
to the future presents a historical moment—the mid-1950s—in which a generation gave birth
to the contemporary American landscape, which the following generation inherited. Thus,
drawing on Helphand, the film constructs generational divisions not only in terms of an age
divide, but also in terms of a geographical space through which aspirations can take hold and
manifest. It sets up a generational polarity in terms of time-space. This polarity provides an
opposition to explore anxieties around the present. For Gordon:
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The majority of recent time-travel films do not, in fact, concern the future at all (Back to the future
does not, despite its title) but deal instead with an escape into an idealised past in a desperate
attempt to alter the present and the future. They reflect a growing dissatisfaction with a present
that is sensed as dehumanised, diseased, out of control, and perhaps doomed. Somewhere along
the line, the unspoken feeling goes, something went drastically wrong; if we could only return to
the appropriate crossroads in the past and correct things, we could mend history and return to a
revised glorious present or future, the timeline we truly deserve (p.373).

For Gordon, Marty’s dystopia in the present in 1985 is underlined by aberrant Oedipal
complex. He has an overpowering mother and his father is split into three figures, all of
which are sexually impotent. First, George, his genetic father is a ‘wimp’ who is unable to
‘dominate [Marty’s] threatening mother’. Second, Biff, his father’s supervisor at work,
desires Lorraine but in her absence, he dominates George. Finally, Dr Brown, the inventor of
the time machine, is asexual (p.379). Thus, for Gordon, the film presents a therapeutic
comedy concerned with the reinstatement the Oedipal fantasy. Kinder (1989) has also read
Back to the future as a reworking of the Oedipal narrative. Her interest is in how the film
reinstates patriarchy through the interchangeability of father and son. Unlike Gordon, she has
argued that Marty’s problems in 1985 are threats of ‘financial, emotional, and moral ruin’
which are primarily caused by ‘the weakness of the father’ (p.5).
The 1950s also helps to frame Back to the future as a coming-of-age film akin to Murmur of
the heart and The last picture show. While the thirty-year interval supports this framing, Back
to the future is not simply a nostalgia film. The majority of parents with children attending
this film would not have been adolescents during the mid-1950s. Rather, they would have
been adolescents during the mid-1960s to mid-1970s. It could be that this film was also
appealing to the grandparent market, but I will suggest Back to the future provides an
intertextual reference to coming-of-age films released during the late-1960s and early-1970s.
That is, supporting Wittenberg, I suggest that this film is not necessarily only concerned with
253

representation of the 1950s, but with the self-reflexive engagement with films that have
represented the 1950s.
Like the films of the late 1960s and early 1970s, music plays a pivotal role in Back to the
future. This was critically recognised: it was nominated for an Academy Award in the
category of Best Music. Like The graduate, this film features contemporary music, which is
replayed to provide aural motifs. In fact, paralleling the upbeat Mrs Robinson in The
graduate, Back to the future deploys Huey Lewis and the News’ power ballad The power of
love to emphasis a normative relationship. It is played three times. The first time accompanies
Marty skateboarding to school, where he meets up with his peer-aged girlfriend, Jennifer.
This parallel also creates a contrast between The graduate and Back to the future. While Ben
drives a new Alfa Romeo convertible to rendezvous with Elaine, Marty tows himself behind
cars: pseudo-hitchhiking. This opposition could point to the real or perceived economic
decline between the two periods. In passing, the reference to economic decline is supported
through the make of the time machine. It is based on a DeLorean DMC-12, a car that was
manufactured for the US market between 1981 and 1982. This limited production run was
caused by the bankruptcy of the DeLorean Motor Company in 1982, which may, in part, be
attributable to the economic recessions of the early-1980s. The second rendition of The power
of love is performed by Marty himself. He plays the song at a school music audition with
Jennifer in attendance. This provides a second divergence from The graduate. The song is
diegetic. This diegesis, however, supports the emphasis on intertextuality. While performing
their song, a judge on the audition panel instructs Marty’s band to stop performing during the
middle of their song. He informs Marty that their band is ‘just too darn loud’. This judge is
played by the lead singer of Huey Lewis and the News in a cameo performance. The third
rendition of The power of love occurs after school that day. Jennifer and Marty are sitting in a
park, discussing their plans to go camping in two night’s time. A sexual relation is implied as
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part of this camping trip. After this discussion, they try to kiss a number of times, but they are
twice interrupted. The first time a lobbyist collecting money interrupts their kiss. To quickly
dismiss her, Marty donates to her cause and she gives him a flier in return. When they
attempt to kiss for a second time, a car horn interrupts them. It is Jennifer’s father picking her
up. As Jennifer runs off, Marty yells out that he will call her that night, but Jennifer responds
that she will be at her grandmother’s house. The power of love fades in and Jennifer rushes
back to Marty to write her grandmother’s phone number, as well as the message ‘I love you’,
on the back of the flier that he has acquired moments earlier.
Collectively, The power of love aural motif provides one further contrast with the aural motif
involving Mrs Robinson in The graduate. While the motif is concentrated towards the end of
The graduate, the motif in Back to the future is placed at the start. This sets up a general
subversion of the coming-of-age narrative. Marty does not require a sexual initiation with an
older woman. He is in a stable relationship with a peer-aged female and their lack of
awkwardness in discussing their camping trip could suggest that they are already sexually
active. She is also not threatened when Marty voyeurs on a couple of females in leotards in
front of her leading up to their discussion. She quickly recaptures his attention, which
suggests that she is both sexually secure and competent. Even if Marty and Jennifer are not in
an existing sexual relationship, a sexual relation is imminent between them. There is an
equilibrium in terms of sexual supply and demand. When this equilibrium is upset through
Marty’s time travel into the past, it is not from over-demand, but, from his perspective, sexual
over-supply: Marty receives unwanted sexual attention from his mother.
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Vignette 4.1: Back to the future (0:08:57) – Jennifer asserting her sexual competence
This difference of sexual supply and demand between the two periods could be a metaphor
expressing anxieties over the status of the US economy in the 1980s. It, in contrast, is also
presented in a more sinister—xenophobic—way. Product placement features heavily in Back
to the future and this too contributes to the story. Wittenberg (2006) has also noted the use of
product placement. In 1985, product placement is used to foreground the dominance of
Japanese brand names over US ones. While in the park, Marty discloses his desire of owning
a Toyota ute to Jennifer. This ute is displayed in a medium shot, suggesting that it is out of
Marty’s financial reach. Later when he meets with Dr Emmett Brown, the inventor of the
time machine, close ups on Marty reveal that he is filming Dr Brown with a Japanese JVC
video camera. In the background, an illuminated sign for JCPenney features in long shots.
This could suggest that interest for American concerns have faded into the distance and they
are crying out for attention. JCPenney, an US retailer, could be a signifier of American
integrity. Conversely, 1955 presents a period preceding foreign—Japanese—penetration. The
initial scenes feature US brand names such as Miller on the side of a beer truck and a Texaco
sign on a petrol station.
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Vignette 4.2: Back to the future (0:09:24-0:34:30) – Product placement during the
opening scenes
Nineteen fifty-five, however, is not safe from Marty. His contamination of the past is
presented with further brand name references. In a café, he asks for a Tab and when the
waiter gives him a confused response, he replaces his request with a Pepsi Free. Both Tab
and Pepsi Free are sugar-free carbonated beverages, suggesting Marty’s lack of sweetness
and, thus, lack of innocence is his new environment. This is confirmed when Marty
introduces two foreign brand names to the 1950s. First, he plays the tape from the JVC video
camera to Dr Brown in order to help explain his situation. When Dr Brown is alone with the
video camera, he plays more of the tape and he gains knowledge of his future death. He self-
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witnesses. Second, Marty uses his Japanese AIWA portable cassette player to fool and
manipulate his peer-aged father.
Marty introduces a third artefact into the 1950s. He possesses a photograph of himself and his
two other siblings, which he keeps in his wallet. When Marty seeks shelter with Dr Brown,
Dr Brown does not initially believe that Marty is from the future. In 1955, he is yet to invent
a time machine and, up until this point, all his inventions have been failures. As part of his
argument to convince Dr Brown that he is from the future, Marty shows him his family
photograph because his sister is wearing a jumper that has a future date on it. Dr Brown
notices that his brother’s head is partially missing. At first nothing is made of this. Dr Brown
believes the photograph is a fake while Marty is focused on persuading Dr Brown of his
temporal origin. Marty is, however, able to persuade Dr Brown of his identity through
retelling a story that Dr Brown had told him. The story involved Dr Brown’s discovery of the
key component of time travel, which he had only visualised the night before. The story is
successful in gaining Dr Brown’s support and, in the ensuing events, he asks to re-examine
the photograph. This time his brother’s whole head is missing.
In an earlier encounter with his father and mother in 1955, before seeking shelter with Dr
Brown, Marty has altered the chain of events that led his parents into a relationship. Marty
was observing his father, George, in a tree watching his mother, Loraine, change clothes
through her bedroom window. George falls out of the tree, onto the road below, and into the
path of an oncoming car. Marty attempts to save his father by pushing him out the way. He,
however, is hit by the car instead of his father and knocked unconscious. The driver of the car
is Loraine’s father, who takes Marty back to his home. There, his mother cares for him while
he is unconscious and, in doing so, he has become her object of desire. The doctor theorises
that because Marty has displaced his mother’s desires, his brother is being erased from
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existence. Marty must reinstate his father as his mother’s object of desire or else he will also
be erased from existence.
A number of previous studies have provided psychoanalytic readings of this problematic.
Gordon has assessed this as an Oedipal fantasy in terms of Marty’s innocence. For him,
Marty is a ‘reluctant Oedipus, an innocent and blameless’. At the same time, he sees that the
film hazes adulthood and childhood, as well as innocence and power: ‘Marty is both a child
overpowered by his mother and, paradoxically, an omnipotent adult who can become the
parent to his own parents’ (p.377). Similarly Kinder has highlighted the power of the son who
‘can arouse the erotic desire of his mother and successfully displace it onto the young father,
who now, through the counsel and intervention of the wise son, becomes worthy of her love’
(p.5).
As I have previously outlined, Gordon is interested in how the film downplays incest. For
him, Marty’s intervention, based on reuniting his parents, works in conjunction with
witnessing. It has the function ‘of displacing our interest from the overt incest of the plot to
the sublimated incest of spying on the parent’ (p.381). That is, it becomes subsumed within
Freud’s ‘primal scene’ in which Marty witnesses his own conception, which, for Gordon, is
signified by his parent’s first kiss. Penley (1990) in her article ‘Time travel, primal scene and
the critical dystopia’ in Alien zone: cultural theory and contemporary science fiction cinema
has also assessed Marty’s intervention in terms of a primal scene fantasy. Marty does not
simply observe his conception. He participates in it through pairing his parents. The film
hints at the possibility of Marty giving birth to himself. For her, this is a vulgar version of The
terminator (1984) in which an adult male gives another adult male a photograph of his
mother and sends him back in time to impregnate her (p.120). Gordon has also referenced
this ‘time travel [romance] involving sublimated incest’ in The terminator (p.376).
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In contrast, Wittenberg has proposed another primal scene in Back to the future, which is not
based on Marty’s interactions with his parents. I have highlighted the value of Wittenberg’s
analysis of the film in relation to witnessing above. He traces a scene in which Marty selfwitnesses when two versions of himself occupying the same time-space. Marty traverses
forward in time to a point when he witnesses himself going back in time to the 1950s. In
doing so, Marty recognises himself through the ‘multiplex act of viewing’. Marty becomes
self-reflexive and continually caught up in the process of becoming:
The subject is that (future anterior) reshaping, in which it both distinguishes and interrelates its
multiplex selves through the mechanism of a narrative, re-spatialising and re-synchronising
diachronic differences in the form of particular points of view: there is what I shall have been,
here is what I am in the process of becoming (p.70, emphasis in original).

The broader implication is that through witnessing and self-reflexivity, adulthood can be
questioned as an essential and stable state. At the same time, this analysis is concerned with
Marty, an adolescent. Through attaching this analysis to Marty, it is the child who is
constructed as fluid, not the adult. Further, Marty is able to manipulate the subjectivities of
his parents because they too are adolescents. In contrast, I will add another layer onto
Wittenberg’s analysis. I will now consider a second witness, an adult witness. This witness is
the inventor of the time machine, which has taken Marty back to 1955: Dr Brown.
To return to the scene when Dr Brown inspects Marty’s family photography, it is not Marty
who is called to action. While Marty earlier displays discomfort at his mother’s infatuation
and solicitations, his response is to run away from the situation rather than correct it. Marty
literally runs out the front door of Lorraine’s house when she asks her mother if Marty can
sleep in her room while squeezing his leg. In contrast, after Dr Brown learns of Marty’s
interaction with his parents and re-examines the photograph, life drains from his previously
animated face and he theories the ramifications. His witnessing and knowledge of Lorraine’s
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attraction to her son has a greater impact on him then Marty’s experience of this attraction.
Marty is naïve to the consequences of his actions and his mother’s altered desires.

Vignette 4.3: Back to the future (0:53:30) – Dr Brown’s reaction to discovering the
displaced desires of Marty’s mother
Dr Brown is called to action. The next day, he escorts Marty to George and Lorraine’s high
school. The plan is for Marty to introduce George to Lorraine and instate him as her love
interest. This plan to correct Lorraine’s desires is a failure. Her desire cannot be altered and
the interaction reinforces her infatuation for Marty. Rather, it is only when another plan based
on a faux rape backfires and Lorraine kisses Marty—fulfilling her desire while at the same
time establishing the incest prohibition as a natural phenomenon—can a response be
actioned. She is punished. A peer-aged witness, Biff, rips Marty out of the car and attempts to
rape Lorraine. Biff, however, is unaware of the sexual perversion he has witnessed. Rather,
he is responding to his own jealousy and desire for Lorraine. This sets up another level of
witnessing.
George witnesses Biff’s attempted rape of Lorraine. She pleads for George to help her.
George intervenes. He makes the mistake, however, of hesitantly throwing a punch at Biff’s
stomach. Biff grabs his arm and twists it behind George’s back. George does not make this
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mistake a second time. With his free hand, George throws a punch with all this might at
Biff’s face. The impact sends Biff spinning and it knocks him out cold. George is rewarded
with Lorraine’s desire. In fact, as a consequence of George’s newfound confidence after
standing up for his beliefs and punching out Biff, Marty’s family is presented as more
functional, outgoing and affluent when he returns to 1985. US integrity is also reinstalled
with a sign for Bank of America featuring prominently upon Marty’s return.

Vignette 4.4: Back to the future (1:38:32) – Product placement during the closing scenes
While Back to the future may not be the most complex film in my archive, there is a lot going
on in it. I suggest that its layers of witnessing have pre-empted a trend for the representation
of adult-child sexual relations. This trend has dominated the next twenty-one years of cinema
on the topic. This is not to say that witnessing was not a central theme within the coming-ofage narrative. I have identified a number of films that construct witnessing in terms of
voyeurism from which witnesses gain sexual pleasure. In contrast, witnessing in Back to the
future is not a source of pleasure. I have also outlined that The tin drum presents a child who
witnesses his parents’ sexual transgressions. In The tin drum, however, Oskar’s response to
his parents’ transgressions is internalised. Further, a general difference with the coming-ofage narrative and the films that follow is that while the coming-of-age film privileges the
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perspective of the child or adolescent in a sexual relation, the following films privilege the
perspective of witnesses. This perspective can be child, adolescent or adult. It transcends
these categories. Both Marty and Dr Brown are witnesses. At the same time, Back to the
future is also distinct from the made-for-TV movies. While the made-for-TV movies also
featured witnesses, these witnesses were predominantly parents. The narrative predominantly
privileged their anxieties and strongly correlated with the Gothic narrative that Kincaid has
identified, albeit with innocence configured around the family. In contrast, Back to the future
does not privilege the parenthood. The authority of the parent is, in part, subverted by
representing parents as age-peers of an adolescent and constructing them as dependent on this
adolescent’s help. In doing so, this film presents perspectives of the non-parent. It presents
different political realities.
I do not doubt that there was a heightened social concern over adult-child sexual relations
during the mid-1980s. At the same time, the commercially successful releases of both Back to
the future and Big suggest that this concern was not ubiquitous. Cinema seems to have
provided an accepted outlet for erotic innocence. Nevertheless, there was a rupture between
US and European output during the mid- to late-1980s, which I suggest reinforces the
influence of the made-for-TV movie on cinematic output in the US. I will conclude this
section with a discussion of films which reflect this rupture before proceeding to the next film
in my cycle.
Films from abroad were not blasé in relation to the representations of child sexual abuse.
They did, however, also take up the theme of witnessing. The Tunisian film Man of ashes
(Rih essed, 1986) features an adult male who is haunted by memories and flashbacks of
witnessing his friend’s non-consensual involvement in adult-child sexual relations during
their childhood. Similarly, the Spanish In a glass cage (Tras el cristal, 1987) presents a young
adult male who is a serial killer preying on male children. During his own childhood, he
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witnessed a former Nazi doctor molest, torture and murder a prepubescent male. He also
acquired the doctor’s diary, which detailed more crimes committed against children.
The trauma of witnessing is not totally absent from US film during the mid- to late-1980s.
Henry: portrait of a serial killer (1986) presents an adult male, Henry, who discloses to his
female romantic interest that his mother was a prostitute who forced him, under the threat of
violence, to watch her commercial relations. As an adult, Henry is a serial killer. In contrast,
Henry’s romantic interest discloses to him that her father engaged in non-consensual sexual
relations with her from the age of thirteen. Compared to the trauma of witnessing for Henry,
the consequences of this incest on her are relatively minor. She married an abusive husband
to escape from her father and she became an erotic dancer. This film, however, was not
commercially successful. It grossed only approximately US$600,000 ($1 million inflation
adjusted) at the US domestic box office. Like In a glass cage, this film was refused
classification in Australia, but this decision was reversed when five minutes of footage was
removed from the film.
Darkroom (1988) and Society (1989) were also US productions released during this period.
Darkroom presents an adult male serial killer who believes he witnessed incest between two
adult cousins while he was a child. In contrast, Society features the emotional turmoil of an
adolescent male who believes he has witnessed incest between his former girlfriend and her
parents. In both cases, the witnessed events are misrecognitions. In Darkroom, the witness
has mistaken a photographic shoot between two cousins as incest, while in Society, the
witness has mistaken a cultural ritual between extra-terrestrial aliens as incest.
Three commonalities run through these films. Firstly, with the exception of Man of ashes,
these films reflect a horror cycle. This cycle could reflect the entrenchment of broader social
anxieties. For instance, Nathan and Snedeker (1995) have argued that ‘devil-child’ films, a
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subset of films within the horror cycle, were a reflection of social anxieties over the
asymmetrical involvement of women in domestic duties in the face of their increased
participation in the workforce during the late 1960s and early 1970s. For them, such movies
allowed women to vent their tensions and frustrations onto the demonic child (p.34). Second,
in these films, the witnessing of a morally perverse sexual relation has a greater impact on the
witness than on its participants, even when a participant does not consent to the sexual
relation. Finally, with the exception of Society, these films present the negative long term
consequences of witnessing. These last two trends may have influenced The Prince of Tides
(1991).
4.6.2 The Prince of Tides (1991)
The Prince of Tides (1991) is not a horror film but it does, in part, conform to Kincaid’s
argument that a Gothic narrative structures stories of adult-child sexual relations. At the same
time, I will suggest that it usurps this narrative through privileging the phenomenon of
witnessing, presenting complex characters who are both innocence and complicit, and
emphasising multiple sources of trauma. This film was nominated for seven Academy
Awards, including Best Picture. At the box office, it was the sixteenth most successful film of
1991, grossing almost US$75 million (US$121 million, inflation adjusted). It is also the
twelfth most successful film in my archive.
The film begins with Tom narrating, in a voiceover, his childhood. He highlights the
strengths and weaknesses of his parents’ characters, as well as his relationship with his older
brother Luke and twin sister Savannah. At the end of this sequence, Tom discloses a tactic he
and his siblings developed to escape the fighting between their parents. The children would
jump off their jetty into the river bounding their property. Under the water, the three children
would join hands and form a circle. They would stay underwater, finding peace of mind, until
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they could no longer hold their breath and were forced to return to the chaos above the
surface of the water.

Vignette 4.5: The Prince of Tides (0:03:47) – Tom and his siblings forming a circle under
water
After the initial flashback, the opening scenes are set in a beach house in the American south.
There, the scenery is tranquil. Tom’s family have the beach to themselves. The sound of
waves lapping on the shore is soothing and Tom’s three girls are cheerful and joyful. Below
the surface, however, Tom’s life is falling apart. We learn through dialogue and arguments
inside Tom’s home that his wife—who is a medical doctor—wants a separation, he is an
unemployed school football coach and he hates his mother. Upon his mother’s arrival at the
beach house, Tom is informed that his sister, Savannah, who is a writer and poet, has just
unsuccessfully attempted suicide. His mother has volunteered him to travel to New York to
assist Savannah’s therapist, Susan.
New York provides a contrast to the initial beach scene. The first glimpse of New York is of
a traffic jam. The street is crowded and noisy: drivers are honking their horns and yelling at
each other. Tom exits his taxi and finds his way to Susan’s office. Her office presents a third
space and the bulk of the film takes place there. The office lacks both the tranquillity of the
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ocean and the chaos of the city. Ambient sound is minimalized as is the light. The office is
dark and dingy, the lighting often simulating internal lighting sources. This is despite a large
window in the office, which continually shows that it is daylight outside. Dialogue
throughout the film suggests that the meetings between Tom and Susan occur at night.
Perhaps the daylight out the window is a reminder that New York is a ‘city that never sleeps’.
Her office could present a shield from the chaos outside. As such, it also could present a
parallel to the water that Tom and his two siblings used to jump into as children when their
parents were fighting. The window is synonymous with the surface of the water. The lake
was not necessarily a place of permanent refuge. In the initial flashback scenes, Tom
disclosed that the desire for peace was in competition with his need to breathe. In the same
way, Tom also finds his experiences in Susan’s office a struggle. He initially has an
antagonistic relationship with Susan. He is reluctant to disclose his childhood to her. In a
sense, he holds his breath. His yelling blocks out her thoughts.

Vignette 4.6: The Prince of Tides (0:27:01) – Tom in Susan’s office
If we accept the parallelism between the lake and Susan’s office then two discontinuities
become pivotal. Both Tom’s siblings, Savannah and Luke, are absent. Savannah’s absence
accounts for Tom’s presence. She attempted suicide and is in hospital, heavily medicated and
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strapped to a bed. She is still a threat to herself. Not only is she unable to speak for herself in
the present, but Susan discloses that Savannah also struggled against her in therapy and held
her breath. During their initial sessions, Savannah falsely presented herself, under an assumed
name, as a child of two parents who survived the holocaust. Susan also reports to Tom that
Savannah had blocked out her memories from her childhood. Thus, Tom is required to be her
memory. He is a witness to her childhood.
Savannah is totally evacuated. She has no presence, voice, identity or memory. It is not only
the child who is erased. The mentally ill are also vacated. Her innocence, however, is
complicated. Savannah is without agency. We later learn she was raped as a thirteen year old
and memories of this assault triggered her suicide attempt. This connection is made because
she uttered the name of the gaol in which the perpetrators of the rape had escaped from when
she came out of her coma, but the incidents which triggered the memory in the first place are
not discussed. At the same time, Savannah is a danger to herself. Both Tom and Susan
discuss that this is not her first suicide attempt. For them, her suicidality is deviant and
erroneous.
Luke is also absent from the Susan’s office. More absent than Savannah, he is deceased.
While flashbacks from Tom reveal Luke as a child and adolescent, no footage of him as an
adult is presented. He is more ethereal as an adult than as a child. Luke’s fate is presented
through a conversation between Tom and Susan. Tom discloses that Luke had a connection to
the island which they grew up on as children. When their parents divorced, their mother
received the land as part of her settlement. She then sold the land to an electrical company,
who planned to build a power plant there. Luke, at the time a Vietnam veteran, would not be
displaced. He blew up the construction site for the power plant and then ‘the government’
killed him. One interpretation of this disclosure is that Luke also suffered from a mental
illness: his involvement in the Vietnam War could suggest he acquired a post-traumatic stress
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disorder. Through delusion, or otherwise, he was protecting what he saw as his land. Unlike
Savannah, however, Luke was a threat to others, which resulted in his death. Luke’s illness in
this regard was more extreme than Savannah’s. This is pivotal because Luke was also a
witness to Savannah’s rape. The negative effects of the rape were more extreme for this
witness than the victim.
After a brief visit home for his youngest daughter’s birthday, Tom retraces for Susan the
sexual trauma that he, his mother and his sister experienced during his childhood. He had
held back this information of the sexual trauma because, as a child, he had promised his
mother to keep it a secret. In a flashback overlaid with a voiceover from Tom, Tom and his
sister are being taught how to dance by their mother. The doorbell rings and three escaped
prisoners enter their home. The prisoners rape Tom, his mother and his sister. In addition, to
experiencing his own rape, which he did not think could happen to a male, Tom witnesses the
rape of his mother and sister. Tom also witnesses another phenomenon. He sees his older
brother, Luke, witnessing his rape through the window. Tom witnesses himself being
witnessed. Despite Tom’s gesture that Luke does not become involved, Luke storms into the
house with a double barrelled shotgun. He shoots and kills two of the prisoners. His mother
stabs the third in the back while Luke is reloading the shotgun.
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Vignette 4.7: The Prince of Tides (1:24:58) – Luke witnessing the rape of his mother and
two siblings
In this scenario, Luke’s innocence is complex. While he did not necessarily save his mother
and siblings from harm or prevent their rapes, he is not complicit or responsible. At the same
time, he has caused harm. He has murdered two individuals. To save and protect, he has
harmed and maimed. They are two sides of the same coin. Equally, Luke’s intervention
entangles him in the rapes. This intervention opposes the passive response of their mother.
She denies the rapes and forces her children to promise not to disclose or acknowledge them.
This denial produces guilt. The children cannot eradicate their knowledge. As such, the
psychological consequences are not solely attributable to the rapes. Rather, their mother’s
response is also a contributing factor to the consequences.
After this disclosure, Susan experiences the dynamics of witnessing, even though the rapes
occurred approximately 30 years in the past. Her patient is Savannah, not Tom. As such, her
knowledge of Tom’s rape blurs her professional boundaries. She takes it upon herself to save
him. Although there is sexual tension between Tom and Susan preceding the disclosure, the
disclosure progresses their relationship into a sexual one. This relationship allows Tom to
reconnect with his feelings. Drawing upon these newfound feelings, he is able to reconcile
and reunite with wife. An improved familial outcome is produced. Tom even finds
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employment. In contrast, Susan’s innocence within this scenario does not necessarily go
untarnished. She is punished with the estrangement from her husband. This punishment,
however, is superficial. She was in an unhappy marriage. In this sense, her estrangement is an
act of agency, not punishment.
The Prince of Tides has attracted the medico-psychological attention of Gartner (1999a). He
has referred to it in his survey of films involving adult-child sexual relations. In relation to
this film, he has compared the non-consensual nature of the adult-child sexual relation and
the emotional consequences of the relation. For him, the film provides a representation of
non-consensual adult-child sexual relations in which the pain of the experience is internalised
as ‘unexpressed rage’, stunting the life of a middle-aged male, Tom. In contrast, I suggest
that witnessing in The Prince of Tides is presented as more problematic than the actual
experience of rape.
The actual experience of rape is not downplayed. Savannah is suicidal and Tom’s life has lost
direction. At the same time, I suggest that Savannah and Tom have been able to channel their
pain into constructive pursuits. Savannah is a successful poet and author. She is able to
deploy her experiences, however negative, constructively. Equally, Tom’s past successes are
signified through his ownership of a house on the beach and his marriage. He may be
unemployed but his wife is a medical doctor and they have three prepubescent children. It is
possible that he was a stay-at-home father while his wife furthered her career. That is, it is
possible that he was also deploying his childhood experiences constructively. Unlike his
father, he is supportive of his wife and, unlike his mother, he has a benevolent relationship
with his children. In fact, it is questionable whether Tom’s indirection is attributable to his
childhood experience of rape. To Gartner’s credit, he does not simply limit Tom’s problems
during adulthood to his childhood rape: Tom’s ‘stalemate as an adult has multiple sources’
(n.p.). He does, however, link all Tom’s traumas to his childhood. An alternate explanation is
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that his youngest daughter is almost school aged. This is emphasised when the film presents
her birthday. Tom’s material conditions as an adult are changing. Nevertheless, Savannah and
Tom are not simply innocent victims who lack agency during adulthood. They are complex
characters, despite Savannah’s near absence from the film.
The witnesses to the rape, in contrast, are unable to deploy their knowledge constructively.
Susan’s response to her knowledge parallels Laurent’s response to his knowledge of his
mother’s infidelity in Murmur of the heart. In both cases, these characters may have been
attempting to overcome and neutralise their complicity, which the knowledge of sexual vice
had presented. At the same time, her affair with Tom allows Susan to ‘destroy’ her marriage.
This destruction can be seen as paralleling Luke’s destruction of the escaped prisoners upon
witnessing them rape his mother and siblings. Luke’s destruction does not stop there. He
fought in the Vietnam War and he blew up a construction site. No positive outcome is
presented for him. Rather, he was killed at a consequence of his act of terrorism. The victims
of the rape, who are ruined, are the witnesses. Yet, their victim status is produced through
their intervention. Susan and Luke are not innocent victims, they are complicit.
The Prince of Tides also challenges the Gothic narrative through its representation of
perspectives that do not privilege parenthood. This is done in two ways. First, it represents
the reactions of siblings to childhood sexual trauma. Tom is recruited to present his sister’s
childhood. Even though Tom, himself, was raped, his story is, in part, mediated through his
brother’s reaction to the rapes. Secondly, the rapes are not constructed as the only source of
trauma. Rather, Tom discloses interactions with his parents, and mother in particular, which
were also traumatic. In doing so, The Prince of Tides questions the status of parenthood.
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4.6.3 Sleepers (1996)
There is little disagreement within academic literature that Sleepers provides a stereotypical
representation of child sexual abuse. It has received a lot of attention, which, to a degree, is
out of balance with its commercial success. In the US, it grossed approximately US$50
million ($75 million when adjusted for inflation) at the box office, which places it as the
sixteenth most successful film in my archive and only two places up from Private lessons.
The story is simple. The film is centres on four males: Michael, Shakes, Tommy and John.
We are introduced to these males while they are on the cusp between prepubescence and
adolescence during 1967. These children are not necessarily presented in terms of pure
innocence. They are exposed to the domestic violence of their parents, corruption through a
part-time job delivering bribes for a local gangster and, as altar boys, they are experiencing
the Vietnam War through its funeral services. Within this environment, the narrator, Shakes,
discloses that, retrospectively, he felt safe. Nevertheless, the boys are mischievous. They
tease a group of nuns with a ‘clacker’, which communicates whether their students should
stand, knee or sit in church. The boys also sneak into a confession booth and hold a
confessional, in which an adult woman discloses her infidelities. Finally, they steal hot dogs
from a local street vendor. This last prank, however, goes wrong and the boys accidentally
harm a man when the hot dog cart slips from their grasp and falls down a set of stairs into the
subway below.
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Vignette 4.8: Sleepers (0:24:04-0:24:36) – The hotdog cart slipping from the boys’ grasp
The boys pay a high price for this accident. They are sent to the Wilkinson School for Boys: a
juvenile correctional facility. While in this facility, four prison guards rape and torture the
boys. They witness each other’s sexual victimisation either directly through incidents of
group rape or indirectly through hearing cries and screams from adjacent cells. Out of shame
and fear of reprisal from the guards, the boys promise to tell no one of their maltreatment.
Thirteen years after their release from the juvenile facility, the boys are now grown men. Two
have legitimate occupations, two are criminals. The two who are criminals, Tommy and John,
chance upon the chief antagonist from their time in the juvenile facility: a former guard
named Nokes. They confront the former guard. Nokes attempts to justify his actions in terms
of nurturing. He was attempting to harden the boys for life inside the facility. Tommy and
John are unconvinced. They murder him with numerous shots from their handguns, beginning
with his groin and ending with a single shot in his head. Michael, now an assistant district
attorney, springs into action. He volunteers to prosecute the case. He does not want to convict
his childhood friends. Rather, he has a plan to acquit them. He recruits Shakes, now a desk
clerk at a newspaper, as a go-between so that no one will suspect a miscarriage of justice. In
sum, Michael has rigged the trail.
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Vignette 4.9: Sleepers (1:04:34) – Tommy and John murdering Nokes
Michael also has a plan to enact revenge on the other three guards from his childhood. He has
been planning revenge for a long time, compiling their life histories and their indiscretions.
One former guard is put on the stand during the trial as a character witness for the murdered
Nokes. While on the stand, he reveals his knowledge and involvement in the rape and torture
of adolescent males while he was a guard. After his testimony, the judge implies that he is
likely to face criminal prosecution. Using Shakes as a mediator, Michael provides evidence to
the internal affairs department of his local police force, which reveals that a second guard,
now a police officer, is corrupt. This guard has been involved in the drug trade and he has
even murdered a vendor of illegal narcotics. A third guard has a gambling debt. This debt is
transferred to an underworld figure along with the knowledge that this guard was involved in
the murder of the underworld figure’s younger brother while he was institutionalised in the
juvenile facility. This guard is given an execution style death. Although all four former
guards committed the same crime, the film plots different outcomes for them. Two are
murdered, two have impending gaol sentences. Thus, the film does not simply mandate a
violent retribution. The meaning of this differing treatment of the former guards, however, is
left open.
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Key to acquitting Tommy and John of Nokes’ murder is the testimony of a priest who is
prepared to perjure himself to provide them an alibi. This priest, Father Bobby, has known
these males all their lives. They were his altar boys. He does not, however, simply desire to
have John and Tommy acquitted because they are his flock. In an earlier scene before the
boys’ imprisonment at the juvenile facility, Shakes expresses his fear of going to gaol to
Father Bobby. The boy states that he could run but Father Bobby informs the boy that he
should accept the responsibility of his actions or he will be running for the rest of his life. In
another scene, Father Bobby reveals to Shakes that his best friend is in gaol for murder and
he too served time in a juvenile facility. He is not necessarily opposed to the correctional
system or the imprisonment of Tommy and John. Rather, I will suggest that his testimony,
which will acquit them, is based on his position as a witness to the child sexual abuse.
In order to coax Father Bobby into giving a testimony, Shakes tells Bobby of the incidents at
the juvenile facility. During the disclosure, Father Bobby is presented in a medium close-up
but his facial expression is near motionless as if he, too, is experiencing the trauma, his
consciousness fading away. Even though this witnessing and knowledge of the child sexual
abuse has an effect on Father Bobby, his decision to testify is not instantaneous. Rather, his
agonises over his decision until the day before he is scheduled to appear.
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Vignette 4.10: Sleepers (1:30:47) – Father Bobby listening to Shakes’ disclosure of
experiencing childhood sexual abuse
I suggest that Father Bobby’s testimony is a symbol of the corruption of his innocence, which
is a consequence of his witnessing and advice to Shakes that he should not to run away from
his responsibilities. While Father Bobby did not molest the children, he did sense Shakes’
emotional disturbance while he was at juvenile facility. In an earlier scene, the same one in
which Father Bobby revealed his incarceration at the juvenile facility, he asks Shakes
whether everything was all right. He takes a long, suspicious stare into Shakes eyes while
Shakes diverts the question. Father Bobby, however, does not pursue his suspicions. His
eventual testimony suggests that he may feel complicit not only in the sexual abuse of the
boys but also the eventual murder of Nokes. His perjury was not necessarily to save the John
and Tommy, but to come to terms with his complicity. He may also feel responsible for their
sexual victimisation. Like Laurent’s involvement in incest in Murmur of the heart, Father
Bobby may be attempting to remove his tension between innocence and complicity through
purposefully engaging in a morally aberrant activity. Nevertheless, largely due to this false
testimony from Father Bobby, Tommy and John are acquitted. The film concludes with a
celebratory dinner during which the four males sing a barbershop quartet together.
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Vignette 4.11: Sleepers (2:14:08) – The four males performing a barbershop quartet
For Kincaid (1998), Sleepers provides an illustration of a ‘subversion myth’. It is a film that
teases the viewer with pederastic desire but alleviates the tension around this desire through
constructing the paedophile as a monster, who poses a greater threat to children. He reads the
film through his theory of ‘erotic innocence’: the film features four boys who are ‘pretty’,
have ‘sweet faces’, do not swear and lack sexual experience. That is, they are vacated. At the
same time, for him, they also appear to the dark side of our desire: they are ‘little rascals’.
Combining both, they have ‘no more than mischief on their minds’. He outlines that when
this mischief goes too far, the boys are punished and sent to a juvenile correction facility. In
it, they are raped, beaten and tortured. At the same time, the boys are innocent of malice. The
punishment is unjustified and actioned by a monstrous paedophile. Nevertheless, as a
consequence of their rapes, the original vacancy is replaced with sexual trauma. In turn,
sadistic desire for the torment of the boys is displaced onto the brutal murder of the
paedophile (pp.188-189). In an endnote to his article on The boys of St. Vincent, Ohi (2000)
has also looked at the violent retribution against the paedophile in Sleepers. For him, the
retribution constructs homophobia because the more violent the punishment, the more the
original act becomes endowed as ‘a violent breach of the penetrated partner’s subjectivity’

278

(p.246). In passing, I suggest that this reading is too strong. As I have outlined, a violent
retribution is not enacted against all paedophiles in this film. Two face custodial sentences.
Other literature has also generally supported Kincaid’s argument through drawing attention to
the act of rape or the deployment of child sexual abuse stereotypes within the film. Niec,
Brestan and Valle (2008) in their chapter ‘Violence on the screen: psychological perspectives
on child abuse in American popular film 1992-2001’ in the book Violence: ‘mercurial
gestalt’ have surveyed the five top US domestic grossing films depicting child maltreatment,
but excluding psychological abuse, over a ten year period from 1992 to 2001. Their goal is to
assess the extent to which film reproduces medico-psychological knowledge on child
maltreatment. This knowledge is framed in terms of the prevalence of different types of
maltreatment, as well as, firstly, whether individuals with histories of childhood maltreatment
exhibited violent sequelae, secondly, whether children encouraged their maltreatment and,
finally, whether the perpetrator exhibited risk factors. They found that in relation to medicopsychological knowledge, the films in their survey, including Sleepers, presented
oversimplified and distorted stereotypes of child maltreatment, which validated cultural
myths.
As I have outlined in chapter two, Bufkin and Eschholz (2000) in their article ‘Images of sex
and rape: a content analysis of popular film’ in the journal Violence Against Women have
surveyed the top 50 US domestic grossing films from 1996 in order to compare their
compliance to a feminist knowledge framework on rape. For them, films from 1996, which
included Sleepers, presented a ‘patriarchal vision of sex and rape’, which was
‘unidimensional’ and ignored ‘the reality of most real life rapes’. Their study directly
supports Kincaid’s argument of a Gothic narrative. Rape was perpetrated by monstrous—
‘sadistic, disturbed, lower-class’—individuals against innocents—‘children and the
vulnerable’ (p.1317). This study is supported by two content analyses have been performed
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by Freeman and Valentine (2002, 2004), which were also reviewed in chapter two. In relation
to Sleepers, they found that it demonises social workers in which ‘children are sexual abused
by agents of the child welfare system’ (2002, p.461). Finally, Gartner (1999a) has also looked
at the film in terms of rape, but he views it in terms of its lack of disclosure, as well as the
negative emotional and behavioural consequences that result from the victim’s silence.
Returning to Kincaid and Ohi, they are not wrong about this film. It provides an illustration
of the subversion myth. At the same time, however, it undermines this myth. Foremost, the
males—Michael, Shakes, Tommy and John—cannot be trusted. Two are criminals:
murderers and drug addicts. There is no ambiguity around their murder of Nokes. Another
male, Michael, is a lawyer, who has taken the case to lose and subvert it. He is hardly a pillar
of integrity. The final male, Shakes is the narrator of the film and a journalist. He is not really
a journalist, however: he simply writes announcements for a newspaper and it is not until the
end of the film that he discloses that he received a promotion as a trainee reporter in the wake
of the trial. In other words, the film undermines his authority. Although Shakes, in a
voiceover, asserts that the story is true, non-diegetic titles at the end of the film stress that no
public records can verify his story. Further, a peripheral character, simply known as ‘fat man’
delivers a monologue to the camera during the 82nd minute, which reminds the viewer of the
corruption that they are seeing:
You want a Rolls-Royce? You don’t come here. You go to England or wherever the fuck they
make it. You want champagne, you go to France. If you need money, you find a Jew. But if you
want dirt or scum buried under a rock somewhere,… or some secret nobody should know,…
there’s only one place to go: right here – Hell’s Kitchen. It is the lost and found of shit. They lose
it and we find it. Forget about it, man.
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The ‘fat man’ throughout the film offers the characters moral advice. He is a father-figure. In
this case, the advice is not offered to another character. Rather, it is offered to the viewer,
warning them to keep their distance.

Vignette 4.12: Sleepers (1:21:22) – The ‘fat man’ warning the viewer
The professions of the four males also offer a second factor that undermines their credibility.
Their story stresses that one event—their sexual and physical abuse at the juvenile facility—
determined the outcomes of their lives. It provides an explanation for all of their miseries.
The males, however, did not end up all the same. They are not all criminals, not all lawyers,
not all journalists. Other factors intervened. Some of these factors are revealed but they are
only shown from the narrator’s—Shakes—point of view. His father was domestically violent
towards his mother, he was an altar boy for Father Bobby and a teacher at the juvenile facility
took an interest in his academic abilities. The teacher gave Shakes a copy of The Count of
Monte Cristo to encourage him. Shakes’ life had both positive and negative influences, which
cannot be reduced to the abuse he experienced at the juvenile facility. Conversely, the act of
rewriting their childhood experiences through revenge does not solve their problems. Tommy
and John continued to be gangsters. They are both deceased before their thirtieth birthdays.
Equally, Michael became introverted, moved to England and never married. The position put
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forward by Sleepers is that changing one event does not change one’s life in its entirety or
even partially. Their revenge is hollow.
The hollowness of their revenge is reinforced through the testimony of Ralph Ferguson, the
character witness for Nokes and a former guard at the juvenile facility. The purpose of this
testimony is to entrap Ferguson into admitting his involvement in the adult-child sexual
relations. His testimony, however, also presents a more nuanced picture of both Nokes and
himself. He has maintained his friendship with Nokes for over fifteen years and he is also a
Sunday school teacher. He describes Nokes as a good friend with whom he shared all his
weekends and holidays. For him, Nokes had no enemies.
During the cross-examination from the defence, Ferguson is cast as a witness to the abuse.
The defence lawyer asks Ferguson a range of questions relating to the abuse. Ferguson has a
flashback. The flashback is presented as a black and blue duotone, suggesting the violence of
the act. One of the boys is crying, begging for Ferguson to stop. Ferguson asserts: ‘I though
you boys liked this’. He is self-witnessing his own actions. Ferguson begins to cry and
perspire; he fondles the crucifix around his neck. The flashback is replayed, this time the
young Shakes replies: ‘we don’t like it’. His own knowledge is uncertain, changing.

Vignette 4.13: Sleepers (1:55:18) – Ferguson confessing to the rapes of male children
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After a number of further incoherent flashbacks are presented, overlayed with muffled
questions from the defence lawyer, Ferguson confesses that he observed Nokes and other
guards having sexual experiences with boys as the juvenile facility. Despite the revelation of
torture and rape within the home, Ferguson maintains the integrity of Nokes: ‘he was my
friend’. Finally, at the end of the cross-examination, Ferguson cries out in tears ‘I want this to
be over’ twice. Ferguson is no monster. He is a haunted witness, drowning in his fluid
knowledge. He is overcome with guilt and remorse. A final outcome is not presented for
Ferguson, but the judge suggests that he may face criminal prosecution. This trial could
provide him with an opportunity to gain closure.
At one level, Sleepers offers an illustration of Kincaid’s subversion myth, which can also be
applied to The Prince of Tides. In both films, the children are presented as innocents who are
violated by monsters who are threats to society. In both films, the children are consumed by
trauma as adults. In both films, the violent murders of the sexual victimisers are justified and
glorified. In both films, however, events are a bit more complex.
During childhood, Tom in The Prince of Tides is a witness to domestic violence. The trauma
of this witnessing is suggested through Tom and his siblings developing a strategy to escape
and cope with their situation: they would jump into the lake and hold hands. In addition, it is
hard to pin down whether Tom’s trauma was a consequence of his rape, this witnessing of his
mother’s and sister’s rapes, or his mother’s demand that he never disclose the rapes. It is also
hard to pin down the ‘monster’ in the film. It could be the escaped prisoners or it could be
Tom’s mother. He refers to her as a vampire at one point, which suggests that, in his mind, it
is not clear who victimised him. To emphasise this complexity, Tom has one flashback to
when his mother took him to her future husband’s house so that the future husband could
unjustly physically punish him. Tom’s trauma is not limited to his sexual victimisation.
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The film Sleepers builds upon the complexities of The Prince of Tides. Like Tom, Shakes is a
witness to domestic violence. In another scene, a couple of adult males attempt to rob Shakes
with a handgun while he is delivering bribes for a local mobster. That is, other events may
have contributed to his trauma in addition to his sexual victimisation. Nevertheless, the film
humours the idea that the sexual victimisation shared by the four males is the single cause of
their problems during adulthood. They rewrite their victimisation through getting revenge.
This revenge, however, is hollow. It does not change their circumstances. In fact, Shakes’
trauma could be seen as persisting through his need to tell and narrate the story. Sleepers does
not negate the impact of child sexual abuse, but the film does suggest it should not obscure all
other events in one’s life. Shakes also had supportive relationships with adults, such as with
Father Bobby and the teacher at the juvenile facility. Shakes is a complex character who
cannot be reduced to his childhood experiences of non-consensual adult-child sexual
relations. That is, these films do not just introduce the phenomenon of witnessing. They also
feature complex characters.
In opposition to the Gothic narrative, which I have suggested deploys the concern over child
sexual abuse as a metaphor that reduces broader social anxieties to a single phenomenon,
Sleepers shows that the experience of child sexual abuse does not account for all of one’s ills.
Further, for the non-parent, resolving one’s relationship with childhood sexual trauma does
not resolve other hardships in one’s life. Unlike many of the made-for-TV movies, Sleepers
does not necessarily incite child sexual abuse as a solution for one’s woes.
4.6.4 The war zone (1999)
The war zone is referred to in an endnote in Lynch’s (2002) article ‘Incest discourse and
cinematic representation’ in the Journal of Film and Video. In her study, she has grouped
films into archetypes based on whether they support a second wave feminist knowledge
framework. Two dimensions characterise her archetypes. The first is whether a film
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encourages the second wave feminist practice of ‘speaking out’ through presenting the point
of view of the individual with a history of childhood incest. The second is whether it
constructs incest in a positive or negative light. In her endnote, she writes:
Due to considerations of length, I will not deal with every incest film made since the 1970s. The
topic is a complex one and there are many categories in addition to the ones I am describing. For
example, films such as The Sweet Hereafter (1997) and The War Zone (1999) are ambiguous in
relation to the incest victim (p.55ff).

Lynch does not indicate how many incest films have been released since the 1970s. Overall,
my original search on the Internet Movie Database (imdb.com) revealed 427 movies have
contained plots involving incest. In contrast, she has considered eleven films in depth and
referred to a twelfth in passing. Despite indicating that cinematic representations of incest are
‘complex’ and films extend upon her categories, she concludes:
Since the late 1970s, when the incest recovery movement gained strength from the women’s
movement and spoke out against incest as a crime of domestic abuse, there has been a media
backlash, an attempt to silence this outcry by recuperating it back into the dominant discourse,
primarily through the proliferation of a therapeutic ideology that defuses political content. In
cinema this backlash was constructed to foreground the role of the woman, particularly those
conceptualisations of the impact of sexual violence that emphasised damage (p.54).

In terms of the broader concern of adult-child sexual relations, her argument is not
necessarily misplaced. Sexual trauma is presented in the last two films that I have looked at:
The Prince of Tides and Sleepers. At the same time, there is an ambiguity in these films. In
both cases, boys witnessed the rape of others in conjunction with their own rapes and sexual
victimisation is not necessarily the only source of their trauma. While Gartner links these
films through sexual trauma that is caused by a lack of disclosure, I suggest that these films
form part of a trend based on witnessing and the ambiguities surrounding it.
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I would make the same claim in relation two prominent films released during 1999, the same
year as The war zone. The first is American beauty. This film grossed over US$130 million
(US$172 million inflation adjusted) at the US domestic box office in 1999 and it is the sixth
most successful film in my archive. It won five Oscar awards including Best Actor in a
Leading Role, Best Cinematography, Best Director, Best Picture and Best Writing,
Screenplay Written Directly for the Screen. It was also nominated for another three Oscar
awards. In it, a middle-aged male murders his next door neighbour because he believes he
witnessed him engaged in an adult-child sexual relationship with his son. His witnessing,
however, was an optical illusion. There was no adult-child sexual relationship. The second
film is American pie. This coming-of-age film grossed over US$100 million (US$136million
inflation adjusted) at the US domestic box office. It ranks eleventh in my archive. This film,
concerned with the sexual initiation of four adolescent males, pays homage to, rewrites and
parodies The graduate. In a reversal of initial seduction scene between Ben and Mrs
Robinson, one of the boys, Paul Finch, attempts to seduce his friend’s mother, Mrs Stilfer.
She asks ‘Mr Finch, are you trying to seduce me?’ He answers in the affirmative and Simon
and Garfunkel’s Mrs Robinson is played non-dietetically. They have a sexual relation. This is
a rewriting of The graduate because, in it, Bens asks Mrs Robinson if she is trying to seduce
him and the song Mrs Robinson is not actually associated with Mrs Robinson. Rather, I have
suggested that the song is about her daughter, Elaine. Nevertheless, the next morning when
Mrs Stilfer’s son checks on his mother and witnesses the remnants of the relation, he faints.
This parody suggests that, by 1999, witnessing was just as clichéd as the coming-of-age
sexual initiation with an older women.
The war zone also features a witness who does not directly participate in a sexual relation.
This British film was nowhere near as successful at the box office as American beauty or
American pie. It only grossed approximately US$250 000 at the US domestic box office.
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Nevertheless, I will focus on this film for three reasons. Firstly, Lynch described it as
‘ambiguous’. In this sense, it is worthy of further study. Second, it canvases similar issues as
American beauty through separating the witness from the sexual relation and charting the
emotional turmoil of this witness. Finally, it deploys the naked body of an adolescent and a
sexual relation involving this adolescent as a formal element. In this regard, it is
formalistically similar to the ‘banned’ film Ken Park (2002). I will suggest that Ken Park is
generically similar to both American beauty and The war zone.
Long lingering takes, deep shadows, a desolate setting and a de-saturated blue-grey hue
characterise The war zone. This film centres on the emotional turmoil and familial abjection
of Tom, an acne-faced adolescent male. Tom is the younger of two children. His mother,
however, is heavily pregnant and soon he will be the middle child. Tom is withdrawn, but it
is not necessarily the impending change to the family structure that is affecting him. Rather,
this family has just moved to rural Devon from London. He has no friends and he is socially
isolated. His isolation and misery are mirrored in the family home. Although the house is an
inconspicuous white two-story home, it is located on a property without another house in
sight. Trees are sparse. Cliffs and wild surf border one side of the property, potentially
representing Tom’s inability to escape. Further, it appears to rain non-stop and the wind is
constantly whistling throughout the soundtrack.

Vignette 4.14: The war zone (0:02:25) – Tom’s isolated house
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Tom’s remoteness is reinforced after his mother’s water breaks. His family are forced to
drive along poorly lit dirt roads to their local hospital. During this trip, they have a car
accident and the car rolls off the side of the road. The camera lingers awkwardly on the
flipped car. They suffer only minor injuries and the baby is delivered safely on the side of the
road, but mother and baby have a prolonged stay in hospital after the accident. After his
mother’s return home, Tom witnesses a suspicious act involving his father and eighteen-yearold sister, Jessie, in the bathroom. The act in the bathroom is not shown. Rather, the film
focuses on Tom’s immediate emotional reaction. He drops the groceries that he was carrying
past the bathroom window and stands motionless in the pouring rain.

Vignette 4.15: The war zone (0:21:58) – Tom’s reaction to witnessing
Tom is unsure of the act he witnessed. Later that night, he confronts his sister, who is topless
on her bed. Neither sibling seems to be concerned about the nudity. Jessie denies that she and
her father were engaged in incest. Rather, she asserts that their father was simply getting out
of the bath and she was getting in. Tom, however, is unconvinced. He walks out on Jessie as
she tries to comfort him. The camera lingers again. Jessie lights up a cigarette and the viewer
is presented with a medium close-up of her upper chest and face. Her complexion is fair and
without blemishes. Her frame is slender and her voice soft. At the same time, her smoking
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places a question over her pureness. The medium close-up and lingering editing also
questions the viewer’s pureness. Her firm youthful breasts, which were shown during the
medium shots within this scene, are cropped from the frame, awkwardly teasing the viewer.
Jessie exhales smoke downwards, potentially pulling the viewers’ gaze down with it.

Vignette 4.16: The war zone (0:24:45) – Jessie after Tom’s confrontation
Tom confronts Jessie again. This confrontation occurs after a night-time visit to the beach.
Jessie has abandoned Tom so she could have a sexual relation with a peer-age male. During
the confrontation, Tom asserts that he knows he saw an incestuous relation between Jessie
and their father. Jessie denies the relation again. Furious, Tom labels Jessie a liar. He wrestles
her to the ground, pulls her hair and repeatedly bangs her head on the grass. They stop
fighting with Tom straddled on top of his sister. This position of Tom straddling his sister
awkwardly lingers before Jessie reaches up and gives Tom a cuddle. Tom reciprocates,
muttering that he is sorry. It is unclear whether Tom is sorry for his incorrect knowledge or
for the fight.
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Vignette 4.17: The war zone (0:31:06) – Tom attacking Jessie
Tom’s uncertainty continues to gnarl away at him. While in his sister’s room, he picks up a
pack of her cigarettes, reinforcing the question around her purity after their first
confrontation. Tom riffles through her possessions and discovers a number of Polaroid
photographs. These are naked photographs of Jessie and another female naked. Tom flips
through the photographs until he finds one of Jessie and their father. In the photograph, his
father has one of her breasts cupped in his hand. Dejected, Tom lights a cigarette and smokes
it on his bed back in his bedroom. His smoking could suggest his complicity and loss of
innocence after the confirmation of his knowledge of incestuous relations between his father
and sister.
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Vignette 4.18: The war zone (0:36:53-0:37:29) – Tom discovering evidence of fatherdaughter incest
The evidence of the incestuous relations prompts another confrontation with Jessie. At night,
Tom shoves the photograph into Jessie’s face while she is asleep, waking her up. Tom is
visually upset. A tear is running down his face. Even with this photograph, Tom’s knowledge
is uncertain. For Tom, Jessie is the instigator of the incest. It is an attack on him and their
family that she would engage in incest with their father. Jessie, however, denies that she is
the instigator. She asks Tom why she would choose to sleep with her father, who in her eyes
is ‘old’, when she could have sexual relations with an age-peer. Tom remains unconvinced.

Vignette 4.19: The war zone (0:37:54) – Tom confronting Jessie after gaining his proof
of incest
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An extreme long shot of Tom standing at the water’s end marks his dejection. He is both
distant and trapped. Tom hears yelling behind him, he turns. A reverse shot, also an extreme
long shot, show two unidentified people entering an old military barracks. A straight cut to a
medium close-up of Tom emphasises his curiosity, then another reverse shot, a long shot,
reveals Jessie and her peer-aged lover entering the barracks. Before Jessie enters, she turns,
and a medium shot lingers upon her. She calls out ‘Tom’. Perhaps she is attempting to lure
Tom so that she can prove her attraction to her age-peer lover. Her call does lure Tom, but he
does not gaze into the barracks. Rather, he goes home and retrieves a video camera. He
returns to the fort and hides the camera under rocks at its base.

Vignette 4.20: The war zone (0:42:01-0:43:25) – Jessie attempting to lure Tom into the
barracks
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Back at home, Tom’s suspicions are raised as he detachedly watches his parents from another
room. The telephone rings three times and then the caller hangs up. His father then informs
Tom’s mother that he is going for a run. He is overweight, which raises questions about his
reasons for leaving the house. He also puts on a jacket, further suggesting that he is not going
jogging. Tom rushes upstairs, grabs the battery for the video camera and a jacket, and returns
to the barracks. For Tom, the phone call was potentially a signal from his sister to his father.
Tom’s suspicions are confirmed. In an extreme long short, in which the fort dwarfs Tom, he
hesitantly walks up to the fort and peers through one of the holes. His point of view is not yet
presented, but he slumps to the ground regardless. Tom recovers the video camera from the
base of the barracks and assumes a position to film the relation. Tom’s point of view is finally
presented. Jessie is lying on the ground; her father folding up her blouse. He fondles her
breasts. Jessie is crying. Next, her father pulls down her pants. A straight cut to Tom and he
rises to get a better view over the camera. Another reverse shot focuses back on Jessie and
their father. He asks her repeatedly to turn from her back over to her knees. Through her
tears, Jessie asks her father ‘why don’t you do it like you do with mum?’ From Tom’s
restricted perspective, Jessie could be interpreted as pleading for vaginal intercourse. Her
father gives her a muffled reply. He then asks her to turn over again. Outside the barracks,
Tom turns away. He composes himself before looking through the window again. As he
moves toward the window, in a long shot, it appears that he is being sucked through the
window, perhaps prefacing his complicity in the act he is about to witness: Tom’s father pulls
down his pants and has anal intercourse with his daughter. Jessie cries out that it hurts but her
cries are not met with mercy. Presumably after he has orgasmed, Jessie’s father showers her
back with kisses and he tells her that he loves her. The camera lingers over a medium closeup of Jessie crying.
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Vignette 4.21: The war zone (0:49:49-0:54:49) – Tom witnessing his father rape Jessie
Tom is standing up above his camera and its medium close-up of Jessie. This could suggest
that he does not identify with Jessie. He may have another perspective, one that delivers a
blank and withdrawn expression to his face. He sinks down beneath the window, grabs his
camera and, in a long shot, he throws it off the cliff into the ocean below. Upon returning
home, Tom barricades himself in his room. It appears he is no closer to the truth. For him,
Jessie may have arranged the affair. She rang her father and they met in a location in which
she had previously had a sexual relation. From Tom’s restricted knowledge, Jessie even
requested vaginal intercourse. At the same time, she was crying throughout and it did not
appear to be a pleasurable experience for her.
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At a later date, Tom confronts his sister again. He asserts his knowledge of the incest and his
belief that Jessie has lied to him. He reveals he knows of the relation in the fort. He expresses
his hate towards her. Shame and guilt are expressed across Jessie’s face. She burns herself on
her breast with her cigarette lighter. She asks if Tom wants to hurt her. Tom obliges. He holds
the lighter over her breasts in a long take that lingers for approximately 35 seconds.
Repeating the anal intercourse scene, Jessie cries throughout. For Tom, this confirms Jessie’s
responsibility and consent. He tells her the affair must stop. Tom’s complicity is not only
demonstrated through his repetition of harm, but also through his erroneous attribution of
responsibility. Jessie reflects his lack of sexual knowledge. She invites him to London with
her because she may be able to get him ‘laid’.

Vignette 4.22: The war zone (1:00:39) – Tom burning Jessie with a cigarette lighter
In London, the witnessing roles between Jessie and Tom are reversed. Jessie arranges for a
sexual relation between Tom and one of her friends. She intervenes, however, and the
relation is not consummated in terms of sexual intercourse. This signals a broader reversal in
the film. Back in Devon, Tom’s mother wakes him up in the middle of the night. The baby is
ill and they need to take her to the hospital. After admitting the baby, Jessie and Tom drive
home while their parents stay at the hospital with the baby. Jessie appears to have knowledge
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of the circumstances leading to the baby’s hospitalisation. Her eyes fill with tears. Tom,
however, is naïve. He continues to confront and harass her. He labels her ‘sick’. When Tom
later visits his mother in hospital, he discovers bleeding from his newborn sister’s anus. Tom
transfers his anger towards his father. The newborn sister cannot consent to the sexual
relations. He tells his mother not to trust his father.
Tom returns home. His sister is sobbing and shaking uncontrollably at the table. His father is
on the telephone, pleading to speak to his wife. Once he is off the phone, he confronts Tom.
Tom reveals his knowledge of the incest between his father and older sister. It is no longer
Jessie whom he hates and thinks is ‘sick’. It is his father. This disclosure, however, is met by
repeated denials. His father repeatedly slaps him across the head but, during the struggle,
Tom escapes to his room. His father yells out to him, accusing Tom of exposing his sister to
perversity and breaking their family up. After a brief respite, Tom confronts his father again.
This time he is armed with a knife. His father continues to deny the incestuous relations.
Close-ups of Tom’s face reveal he is emotionless. Jessie joins Tom’s side, tears filling her
eyes, lower lip quivering. She confirms his story. Their father accuses Tom of perverting the
mind of his sister. He has put his story in her head. Without saying a word, Tom stabs his
father with the kitchen knife. A close-up of Jessie shows a tear running down her cheek:
release. Their father moans on the ground in a foetal position. Still emotionless, Tom flees.
No final outcome is presented. Rather, in the final scene, Jessie comforts Tom, who is finally
crying, in the barracks. The fate of their father, mother and baby sister is not resolved. The
future of the siblings is uncertain.
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Vignette 4.23: The war zone (1:28:34) – Jessie comforting Tom
Lee (2005) has provided a reading of the film drawing on Žižek’s work on the films of
Krystof Kieślowski. He has also analysed the film in terms of the emotional turmoil and
dejection of Tom based on his witnessing of his sister and father engaged in an incestuous
relation. At the same time, he attempts to frame this witnessing in terms of a desire for sibling
incest. In this way, the witnessing becomes voyeurism:
Tom is the typical voyeur, but this is hardly a form of sadistic voyeurism, more masochistic. Tom
is the outsider with the status of the observer and it is because Tom is detached that he eventually
cannot allow events to continue (p.65).

For Lee, Tom is linked to the incest through his incestuous desire for his sister but excluded
through his position as an observer. I did not pick up on this incestuous desire between
siblings. Rather, I suggest an alliance between father and son rather than incestuous desire
between brother and sister. Tom repeatedly sides with his father by not questioning his
involvement. For Tom, his father is innocent and not agentic. In contrast, his sister is
perverse. Through this alliance with his father, Tom’s innocence is complicated. He is
innocent in the sense of his exclusion from the affair. He does not participate in it and none of
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his action provoked it. At the same time, he is complicit through his misplaced accusations
that his sister is the instigator of this incest.
Having now discussed four films from the trend of witnessing, I am now going to start
elucidating some of the commonalities. I will draw in American beauty (1999) and Ken Park
(2002) to help me do so. I will suggest that even though The war zone is extreme, it’s actually
representative of other films in the trend.
While Tom is not a likeable character, he is complex. Complex adolescent characters also
form the backbone of Ken Park (2002). This film focuses on four adolescents, three male—
Shawn, Claude and Tate—and one female—Peaches. Their stories are bookended by a fifth
adolescent—Ken Park—who commits suicide in the opening sequence and, in the closing
sequence, the motive for this suicide is revealed. He impregnated his girlfriend. Like
American beauty, this film is set in suburbia and it is concerned with banality. No event or
problem progresses the narrative. Rather, the film is concerned with the interaction of
complex characters: the central four adolescents, their families and their sexual partners. At
the same time, the lives of the four adolescents do not intersect. They know each other—each
of the four adolescents is introduced in a voiceover by one of the other adolescents—but in
the story they do not interact. Rather, each of their lives is compartmentalised within the
narrative. This emphasises the material differences that each character faces.
In addition to character complexity, Ken Park shares two other similarities with The war
zone. Firstly, the film deploys long lingering and explicit takes of sexual relations involving
adolescents. While the long lingering take of rape is used to emphasise the impact of
witnessing on Tom’s subjectivity in The war zone, these takes in Ken Park emphasis that
sexuality is an element of these adolescents’ identities. A non-diegetic insert of Shawn,
Claude and Peaches having a sexual relation during the penultimate scene reinforces that
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sexuality is shared between these characters. Their sexual identities, however, are diverse.
The sexual practices and desires of one adolescent cannot be applied to another adolescent.
These practices—including oral sex, bondage and auto-erotic asphyxiation—are anchored to
their individual material conditions. Secondly, dejection associated with witnessing is
presented. Unlike The war zone, this dejection is experienced by adults witnessing the
adolescents’ sexuality.
Despite the diversity of sexual practices, the four adolescents are united through their
involvement in various adult-child sexual relations. These relations are also complex and the
adults are treated sympathetically. Two are relevant to the phenomenon of witnessing. In the
first instance, this witnessing, however, is not necessarily associated with the witnessing of
sexual relations. It involves Claude’s father. He is not a likeable character. He is unemployed,
overweight, an alcoholic as well as physically and psychologically abusive toward Claude. At
the same time, he desires a traditional father-son relationship with his son, based on activities
such as ‘throwing balling’ (i.e. playing backyard gridiron) and weightlifting together. For
him, this is not possible because Claude is effeminate. Not only does he look like his mother
but Claude does not participate in—homosocial—team sports. Rather, he rides his skateboard
alone. Thus, for Claude’s father, sexuality is not simply tied to sexual practices, but it is
reflected in all of Claude’s activities. While Claude’s father watches Claude perform a variety
of skateboard manoeuvres in the backyard, his dejection grows. Out of frustration, he walks
over and stomps on the skateboard. It snaps in half. In the end, he attempts to establish
intimacy with Claude the way he does with his wife: through a sexual relation. This
attempted relation is treated with tenderness rather than brutality. Claude, however, rejects
him and he moves out of home.
The second relationship involves Peaches and her father. In contrast to Claude’s father,
Peaches’ father is initially likeable. He was in love with his wife but she is now dead. He has
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filled the void by devoting himself to Christianity. He hopes to be reunited with his wife in
the afterlife. His love for his wife is also transferred on to Peaches as a form of idealisation
because she looks just like his wife. When Peaches’ father witnesses her engaged in a peerbased sexual relation with her boyfriend, he intervenes. He throws Peaches to the floor and
repeatedly punches the male, who is tied to the bed, in the head. For him, Peaches’ innocence
is paramount because he wishes Peaches will join him and his wife in the afterlife. In the
aftermath, in private, he marries Peaches to himself in a home ceremony. For Peaches, this
experience is traumatic. She is in tears from the initial intervention through to the wedding.
American beauty, The war zone and Ken Park differ from the previous films that I have
discussed in relation to the cultural trend of witnessing. They focus on the immediate
emotional turmoil of witnesses rather than long term sequelae. There is, however, not a total
break. These witnesses either resemble Susan from The Prince of Tides or Father Bobby from
Sleepers. At times, both these characters. In relation to The Prince of Tides, I have discussed
that Susan potentially engages in a sexual relationship with Tom as a way of offsetting her
position as a witness. A similar phenomenon can be observed in American beauty and Ken
Park. In American beauty, the witness does not immediately murder his neighbour. Rather,
he first attempts to engage in a sexual relationship with him. The neighbour rejects these
advances. Equally, in Ken Park, Claude’s father attempts to engage in a sexual relation with
his son as a way of overcoming his abjection from what he sees as Claude’s deviant and
feminine sexuality, which precludes a homosocial relationship with his son.
In contrast, Father Bobby from Sleepers advocates a violent retribution as a means to escape
and come to terms with the complicity associated with his witnessing. He does not act out the
violence. Rather, he justifies it through providing a false testimony and an alibi for two males
who did enact it. Violent retributions are present throughout these films. The witness in
American beauty shoots his neighbour in the head. In The war zone, Tom stabs his father.
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Finally, in Ken Park, violence is enacted after witnessing adolescent sexuality. Claude’s
father breaks his son’s skateboard in half. Peaches father also resembles both Father Bobby
and Susan. He brutalises Peaches’ defenceless boyfriend before marrying her.
These characters, however, are not mere copies of Susan and Father Bobby. They are more
complex. While Kincaid points out that Father Bobby ‘agonises off-screen’ (p.189) in
Sleepers, these films focus on the on-screen emotional turmoil of their characters. In doing
so, Ken Park provides representations of incestuous parents who are not monsters. In no way
are the incestuous relations advocated but, at the same time, these relations are perverse
outcomes of the character’s positive attributes: Claude’s father desires an improved fatherson relationship, while Peaches’ father desires the whole family to be reunited in the afterlife.
Conversely, Tom in The war zone is not simply an innocent and vacant child. His witnessing
reveals the cruelty that children, as well as adults, can exhibit. He compounds his sister’s
victimisation. Through his position as a witness, Tom is able to make the same mistakes as an
adult. His inaccurate attribution of agency parallels the witness in American beauty who
inaccurately attributes a sexual relationship between his son and neighbour. In these films,
the witnessing trend collapses the adult/child opposition.
Complex characters complicate the Gothic narrative and parental discourses embedded in
made-for-TV movies. They prevent the reification of categories into strict dichotomies of
binary oppositions, such as parent and child, victim and perpetrator. In doing so, they allow
other perspectives to emerge, such as Tom, a sibling, who is both innocent and monstrous.
Erotic innocence cannot be attached to him. Further, through concentrating on the emotional
turmoil of Tom, The war zone challenges the sadistic pleasure that is entrenched in the
incitement of the concern over child sexual abuse. The concern does not present any positive
outcome for Tom. The lack of closure at the end of the film could suggest his eternal
suffering. The film exposes the shortcomings of the Gothic narrative.
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4.6.5 The butterfly effect (2004)
Kaye (2010) in his article ‘Challenging certainty: the utility and history of counterfactualism’
has argued that Back to the future (1985) and The butterfly effect (2004) are linked through
their representations of the ‘democratisation of individual agency’. That is, the shared belief
that one person or one event, rather than ‘great men’, can change the course of history (p.47),
which, from hereafter, I will refer to this concept more generally as the liberal idea of the
self-determining subject. At the same time, if Back to the future presents a utopian vision of
time travel and witnessing, then The butterfly effect presents a dystopian vision. In fact, I will
suggest that The butterfly effect challenges the liberal idea of the self-determining subject by
showing that any outcome is a consequence of a multitude of events.
Cinematography and costume design feature highly within The butterfly effect (2004). It is
gritty. Desaturated greens and blues are emphasised, along with shadows. The characters
wear clothes of lower socio-economic groups and minorities. It is a film from the wrong side
of the tracks. A film where nothing is ever fully illuminated: a film about the fluid and partial
nature of knowledge, in which knowledge is a poor predictor of outcomes. In it, the central
character, Evan, played by Ashton Kutcher, has the supernatural power to travel back in time
to points where he had memory blackouts during childhood. Time travel aligns this film with
Back to the future, while blackouts provide a loose parallel with The Prince of Tides. Evan
discovers that each blackout coincides with a life-changing event. While appearing as a child,
he draws on his experiences and memories from adulthood. Further, Evan discovers that he
can change the future by drawing on and applying his adult knowledge during these
blackouts. Each time he changes the future, however, it is changed for the worse. These
dystopias motivate further jumps into the past. One blackout involves an incident in which he
was sexually abused as a child. Evan and his peer-aged female friend, Kayleigh, were
videotaped by Kayleigh’s father in a non-consensual sexual relation with each other. Evan,
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however, does not experience this sexual relation as a child because he has a memory
blackout. Rather, he twice experiences it as an adult, albeit whilst appearing as a child. Even
then, he does not experience it because he prevents it from occurring on both occasions. I
suggest that Evan enters the dynamics of witnessing. He is external to the sexual relations due
to his lack of memory but, at the same time, he is internal to them through his intervention.
The act of witnessing is an active intervention into the sexual relation, which at the same time
is akin to the sexual relation itself. Even though he does not experience it, he cannot separate
himself from it.
The film opens with a dishevelled young male in a dressing gown kicking down a door and
breaking into an office. Shadows and darkness overwhelm the frame; it is night time, the only
light from within the story world is coming from flashlights in the corridors outside of the
office. The young adult male pushes a lounge up against the door to barricade himself in the
office. The non-diegetic music, which began with synthesised screaks, has progressed into
high tempo bongo beats. The mood is tense. Voices off screen are frantically yelling as they
attempt to pursue the male. The male grabs a box of possessions, a pen and a pad of paper.
He climbs under a desk and frantically writes a letter, the camera zooming in over his last
words ‘save her’. No indication is given as to the identity of the female he wishes to rescue.
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Vignette 4.24: The butterfly effect (0:01:11) – An adult male writing a letter in the
middle of an escape
Even without any story, the innocence of the male is suspect. Presumably, the owners of the
voices and flashlights are guards. The male’s clothing suggests that this scene is not set in a
gaol. Rather the dressing gown places the scene in a hospital; the couch suggests a psychiatric
hospital. Within the context, the male does not appear to be falsely imprisoned. His actions
are frenzied. His letter writing in the middle of a pursuit seems irrational. In a similar vein to
The Prince of Tides, mental illness presents an interesting perspective on innocence. If the
male is irrational then this immediately raises the question over whether the female he refers
to can be saved or even needs to be saved. This mentally ill male may present a danger to
himself or others. He may be a rescuer, but he may also be menace.
From this scene we are taken back to a time thirteen years earlier. It is day time, the sun is
out, the sky is blue and the grass is green. Children are riding their bikes down the street and
another child is playing with his dog. All is not pristine. The camera pans around to an old
car. Its hood is up and a female figure in overalls is fixing the engine. She calls her
prepubescent son, Evan, who is playing with his dog, up to the car. Evan complains to his
mother that he will be late for school. Evan explains that he wants to draw a family portrait
for the family day at school and he asks if his father is going to ‘get out’ for the show. It is
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later revealed that Evan’s father is institutionalised in a psychiatric hospital. Nevertheless,
Evan is told that his father cannot attend because ‘it is too dangerous for him’. His father is
vulnerable but it is not clear whether this danger is intrinsic or extrinsic to his father’s self.

Vignette 4.25: The butterfly effect (0:02:23) – Evan playing with his dog
When Evan’s mother drops Evan off at school, she is confronted by a teacher. The teacher
wants to show Evan’s mother a drawing Evan completed on the topic of what he wants to be
when he grows up. The low-key lighting provides an emphasis for the forthcoming
opposition between darkness and light. An opposition between the skin tones of the teacher
and Evan’s mother complements this lighting. The teacher is of African descent, with dark
skin, while Evan’s mother is of European descent, with pale skin. Another opposition lies in
the differences between their pitch of voice. Evan’s mother has a high pitched voice, while
the teacher has a flat, low pitched voice. Finally, the drawing is revealed. Evan, the child who
plays with his dog and longs for his whole family to attend school festivities, has drawn a
murder scene. An adult male stands on the carcasses of two other adult males, with a knife in
his hand. Blood drips from the knife and one of the carcasses has puncture marks in his
abdomen and chest. It is not just the content of the drawing which is disturbing but also the
style. It is cubist. Shapes are angular and its use of lighting is also in the low-key style. This
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suggests that the aforementioned cinematic styles are not haphazard. Rather, they preface the
drawing, which in its cubist style may suggest that any phenomenon has multiple points of
perspective. Nevertheless, the teacher tells Evan’s mother that when she confronted Evan
over the drawing, he said he did not remember drawing it. He experienced memory loss.
Worried, Evan’s mother takes him to his father’s doctor. Medical imaging scans of Evan’s
head indicate that he does not have the same condition as his father. The doctor, however,
suggests that Evan keeps a journal to assist in recalling his memories.

Vignette 4.26: The butterfly effect (0:04:02) – Evan’s drawing of his future aspirations
The film depicts five more events in which Evan blacks out. The first one is provided from
his mother’s point-of-view. She is preparing to take Evan to his friend’s house. She walks out
of a room to fetch her handbag and, upon her returning, Evan is standing in the doorway with
a knife. A non-diegetic shrill sounds and Evan’s mother stiffens, fists clinched. In a low
calming voice, she calls out to her son, who is unresponsive. Eventually, Evan drops the knife
and asks his mother what happened.
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Vignette 4.27: The butterfly effect (0:05:40) – Evan experiencing a blackout from his
mother’s perspective
The other four blackouts are provided from Evan’s subjective position. The second occurs at
his friends’ house. His friends are sister and brother: Kayleigh and Tommy. Upon arriving at
Kayleigh and Tommy’s house, their father informs Evan that they are making a film about
Robin Hood. Before filming begins, however, Kayleigh and Tommy’s father makes Evan
promise that the film will be their secret. Upon accepting the promise, there is a white flash
of light and noise that lasts for a fraction of a second. In its wake, the light of a video camera
is presented. A reverse shot reveals Evan and Kayleigh naked in a basement. Their bodies are
presented in low-key lighting, reflecting the single light source of the camera. Evan is
disorientated. Camera angles reflect this disorientation, breaking the 180 degree rule (i.e. the
classic approach to editing and cinematography, which ‘dictates that the camera should stay
on one side of the action to ensure consistent left-right spatial relations between elements
from shot to shot’ (Bordwell and Thompson 2010, p.493)).
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Vignette 4.28: The butterfly effect (0:07:18-0:07:45) – Evan coming out of a blackout in
his friends’ father’s basement
Kayleigh is motionless, with tears welling in her eyes. She is unresponsive to Evan when he
calls her name. Slowly the camera shifts its focus to the background. Tommy is sitting in the
dark on the stairs, slowing twisting a head of a doll past its natural rotation. This rotation
resembles the shifting camera position. Yet while the shifting camera position reflects Evan’s
confusion and his failure to make sense out of the situation, for Tommy the camera is still and
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composed. The increasing focus upon Tommy reinforces this composure. Rather, Tommy’s
facial expression and the cinematography indicate the ignition of his anger and hatred.

Vignette 4.29: The butterfly effect (0:07:49-0:07:56) – The camera focusing on Tommy
Evan’s third blackout occurs during his first visit to his father. During the visit, low-key
lighting is presented again. Evan’s father, Jason, is in shackles and unshaven. Evan, dressed
in a collared shirt and V-neck sweater, appears nervous, grabbing the arms of a chair.
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Suddenly, there is a white flash of light and noise, and Evan is on the ground, grimacing. His
father’s hands are around his neck. Jason is trying to strangle him. The guards enter the room,
there is a struggle and Evan witnesses one of the guards kill his father. Jason is hit on the
back of the head with a baton. The blackouts do not necessarily protect Evan from a
traumatic experience. He still experienced his father attempting to murder him as well as his
father’s death. This grasp of the events is reinforced by the adherence to the 180 degree rule
during this sequence. The blackout simply masks the knowledge over the details that
provoked the attack.

Vignette 4.30: The butterfly effect (0:09:54) – Jason attempting the strangle Evan
Six years separate the third and fourth blackouts. Heavy metal music accompanies Evan,
Tommy, Kayleigh and another friend, Lenny, in the basement of Kayleigh and Tommy’s
house. The children are now thirteen-year-old adolescents. They are smoking. Evan is
drawing a sketch of Kayleigh, his burgeoning romantic interest. This drawing opposes his
initial drawing of the murder scene, which he completed at school. The sketch of Kayleigh is
a flat line drawing, which captures her from a single angle.

310

Vignette 4.31: The butterfly effect (0:11:07) – Evan’s drawing of Kayleigh
Tommy discovers a stick of dynamite in his father’s basement and they head off to ‘blow the
shit out of something’. Their target is a letterbox in middle-class suburbia. The letterbox,
revealed as a close-up, is a detailed model home. As the camera tracks backwards, it is
revealed that the letterbox is a scale model of the home it accompanies. While waiting for the
explosive to detonate, Evan places his hands over Kayleigh’s ears. She smiles and places her
left hand over his left hand. A long shot reveals Evan, Kayleigh, Lenny and Tommy standing
side-by-side. The lighting over the group is not uniform. High-key lighting illuminates Evan
and Kayleigh. The contrast between shadow and highlight on their faces are minimalised.
The hands over the ears and the lighting suggest that their burgeoning relationship is pure and
without doubt. In contrast, Lenny and Tommy are illuminated with low-key lighting. Lenny
is stiff and unanimated, suggesting his anxiety. Tommy looks over at Evan and Kayleigh. His
facial expression is filled with disgust. Whether he is aware of it or not, he may be rewitnessing the sexual relation he witnessed as a child.
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Vignette 4.32: The butterfly effect (0:12:41-0:12:48) – Tommy re-witnessing his
childhood trauma
The camera, then slowing, tracks towards the mailbox. This tracking is interspersed with cuts
of a medium close-up of Evan and Kayleigh. Kayleigh is frozen with her eyes are wide open
and her mouth ajar. Evan draws back on his cigarette and exhales a stream of smoke.
Emptiness does not mark their purity. Rather, anticipation marks it. The slow tapping of
piano keys in the non-diegetic music reinforces this anticipation. Finally, as the camera
reaches an extreme close-up on the letterbox, there is a white flash of light and noise.

Vignette 4.33: The butterfly effect (0:12:53-0:12:56) – Evan and Kayleigh’s anticipation
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Evan’s anticipation is robbed of its release. He is now in a dark forest. Kayleigh is not
initially in the frame. Rather, Evan and Tommy are carrying Lenny, who is catatonic. They
drop him to the ground. Tommy pulls away horrified and then attempts to pick Lenny up
again. Kayleigh appears in the background, her face totally steeped in shadow. Evan is
disorientated. The camera position, again, breaks the 180 degree rule. Eventually, Evan
assists Tommy in picking up Lenny and they drag him out of the forest.
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Vignette 4.34: The butterfly effect (0:12:57-0:13:18) – Evan coming out of a blackout in a
forest with Tommy, Kayleigh and a catatonic Lenny
In the wake of the letterbox incident, Evan, Kayleigh and Tommy attend a film at their local
cinema. Inside the cinema, low-key lighting illuminates the faces of the children. Kayleigh is
withdrawn, walking with her eyes to the ground. Evan is deep in thought, stroking his chin.
During the film-within-the-film, Kayleigh storms out of the theatre and Evan follows her.
Kayleigh tells Evan that he is ‘so lucky’ that he does not remember the incident involving the
mailbox: her tears in her eyes glistening under the low-key lighting. They kiss, but Tommy,
yelling an expletive, interrupts them. The contrast between the shadows and highlights on
Evan and Kayleigh’s faces reduce. They become oppositional to Tommy, who is cast in lowkey lighting, and proceeds to attack a bystander who made fun at his expletive. Guards drag
Tommy out of the cinema. In a close-up, Tommy expresses a sinister smile towards Evan.
Tommy and Kayleigh look on horrified. In the fallout, Evan’s mother informs him that they
are moving to another town.

314

Vignette 4.35: The butterfly effect (0:19:59-0:20:45) – Tommy re-witnessing his
childhood trauma
Evan’s final memory blackout occurs on the cusp of moving away from Kayleigh, Tommy
and Lenny. Evan and Kayleigh visit Lenny, who had just been released from the psychiatric
hospital after recovering from his catatonia. They go for a walk through an old junk yard and
they notice smoke. Upon closer examination, they discover Tommy preparing to burn Evan’s
pet dog. In the struggle that follows, Evan blacks out. He wakes to find Kayleigh crying and a
smouldering sack, which previously held his dog.
Seven years pass and Evan is now in college. It has also been seven years since his last
blackout. Evan and his college roommate go out to celebrate. While out, Evan meets a peeraged female and they go back to his room for a sexual relation. She discovers the notebooks
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in which he transcribed his memory blackouts as a child under his bed. Evan begins to read
the events around the death of his dog to her but, in the process, he experiences a flashback to
the point in time when he experienced the blackout. He watches Tommy burn his dog.
Later, when alone, Evan returns to his journals. It is not the basement video incident he is
most curious about. Rather, he starts reading his memoirs of the letterbox incident. He flashes
back. The lighting in the scene has changed. All the adolescents are illuminated by high-key
lighting, which could reflect Evan’s belief that this was the moment that he lost his
innocence. The children watch as the owner of the letterbox, an adult female, arrives home.
She carries her baby up to the letterbox and, as they open it, the dynamite explodes. During
the incident, Evan drops his cigarette onto his shirt, which eventually burns his skin. When he
returns from his flashback, he has a scar on his stomach from the burn, which did not exist
before the flashback.

Vignette 4.36: The butterfly effect (0:36:11) – Evan witnessing the letterbox incident
Later, Evan attempts to recall the basement video incident but his roommate intervenes,
saying that he could wake up psychologically disturbed. He takes this advice on board.
Instead of trying to recall the incident, he drives back to his hometown and visits Kayleigh.
When he arrives, the sun is setting, again maximising contrasts. He finds Kayleigh working
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in a café. After her shift, Evan confronts her. He attempts to discuss the video incident with
her, but Kayleigh breaks down into tears and expresses her failure to move forward from it.
This, however, is not the only site of her trauma. She also expresses that she feels betrayed
that Evan did not come back for her. On Evan’s return to college, he listens to an answering
machine message from Tommy. Kayleigh committed suicide after their confrontation. Evan
is not responsible for Kayleigh’s suicide, but, through his confrontation with her, he is
complicit.

Vignette 4.37: The butterfly effect (0:46:31) – Kayleigh breaking into tears in response to
Evan’s confrontation
Reflecting, in his diary, on the scar on his stomach and his involvement in Kayleigh’s suicide,
Evan writes ‘if I can make scars, do I have the power to heal them?’ While he may be
referring to the scar on his stomach, he may also be considering the possibility that he has
experienced all of his childhood blackouts as an adult. That is, his future self may have
molested Kayleigh. Alone, he reads his journal entry on the basement video incident. Evan is
transported back in time, assuming his childhood body but maintaining his adulthood
memories and cognitive capabilities. There, his suspicions are confirmed, Kayleigh’s father
was making a child porn film starring himself and Kayleigh. This scene differs from the
previous basement scene in three ways. To reflect Evan’s lucidity, the camera observes the
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180 degree rule. Evan confronts Kayleigh’s father. Evan informs Kayleigh’s father that the
video will have permanent psychological repercussions on his daughter and eventually lead to
her suicide. This moment of psychological transition is supported by the lighting of the scene.
This is the second difference. Initially, Kayleigh and Evan are presented in high-key lighting.
Their faces are flat and shadows are filled. This could signify their lack of burden. As adult
Evan presents himself, however, he moves forward, towards the camera of Kayleigh’s father,
and his face becomes more and more illuminated in low-key lighting. Preventing the
experience of his childhood sexual abuse does not remove his knowledge of it or his
knowledge of his complicity in Kayleigh’s suicide. As a witness, his knowledge is akin to
experience regardless of whether or not the experience actually occurred. The third difference
revolves around editing. Evan asserts that Kayleigh’s father should discipline his son. While
the earlier version of this scene used a long take in which a change in camera focus was used
to show the impact of the incident on Tommy, this version uses a cut. Tommy’s response
with the doll is repeated. He twists the doll’s head past its natural rotation, signalling the
ignition of his rage. It is not necessarily the witnessing of an adult-child sexual relation that
ignited his rage. From his point of view, he has not witnessed his father filming Evan and
Kayleigh in a sexual relation. It is possible that the sexual relation still occurred within his
mind. Alternatively, it is possible that his rage has more than one source.
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Vignette 4.38: The butterfly effect (0:50:36-0:52:18) – Evan confronting Kayleigh and
Tommy’s father
Evan wakes in a strange room. New memories flash into his head. These memories are of an
alternative reality in which his romantic interest in Kayleigh is consummated and they are
attending university together. Generally, this reality is presented in high-key lighting. Evan
and Kayleigh also dress in brightly saturated clothes. This new reality, however, has not
replaced his old reality. Evan maintains his old childhood and adulthood memories. Evan is
awkward in this new reality despite its perfection. Low-key lighting is used to present Evan’s
confusion. Kayleigh also notes changes in Evan’s behaviour. According to her, he has learnt
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new tricks during sexual intercourse and he walks differently. Ultimately, this reality is
revealed not to be perfect. Tommy is still psychologically disturbed. He has just been
released from gaol and he has vandalised Evan’s car.

Vignette 4.39: The butterfly effect (0:55:02) – Evan and Kayleigh in brightly saturated
clothes
Tommy eventually confronts Evan as Evan and Kayleigh walk through a dark park. Tommy
beats Evan with a metal baton. Evan responds by spraying mace on Tommy face. He then
grabs the baton and beats Tommy to death. For Tommy’s murder, Evan is then sent to gaol,
and there he is raped. This dystopia triggers a number of flashbacks, which do not simply
involve the basement video incident. In each of these flashbacks, Evan exercises his power to
change the past. Yet each time Evan attempts to change the future, it is changed for the
worse. Kayleigh becomes a prostitute in one reality. She dies as a child in another. In a third
reality, she is in a relationship with Lenny, Tommy is a born-again Christian, but Evan’s
mother has lung cancer. These dystopias motivate further jumps into the past. Ultimately, the
film returns full circle. Evan is placed in a psychiatric hospital. He is the escaped male from
the first scene. After writing the letter, he traverses back to a pre-historical state as a foetus.
He strangles himself with his umbilical cord in order to nullify his impact on the future and
remove himself as a witness. His mother has a miscarriage, but the film suggests that this
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action is futile. Earlier, Evan’s mother stated that she had two miscarriages before giving
birth to Evan: he was her miracle baby. It is possible that his mother will have another
miracle baby.

Vignette 4.40: The butterfly effect (1:47:11) – Evan committing suicide
The implicit meaning of Sleepers is explicit in The butterfly effect. Changing one event in the
past does not overcome adversities in the present. Adversities arise from a number of sources.
Changing the impact of one of these sources simply reconfigures the adversity into a new
form, which in this film is often worse than the preceding configuration of adversity. In this
sense, although The butterfly effect shares a number of similarities with Back to the future and
The Prince of Tides, it presents a rebuttal of these two films. Foremost, an adult-child sexual
relation is not presented as the central source of trauma. Granted, it is not necessarily the
central source of trauma in The Prince of Tides either, but in that film, the sources of Tom’s
trauma are interrelated and tightly tied together. In contrast, in The butterfly effect, the
sources of Evan’s adversities are only loosely connected and are, at times, seemingly
inconsequential. For instance, no indication is given as to the events leading to Evan’s first
two blackouts: at school and in the kitchen of his home. Knowledge remains partial.
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Nevertheless, the representation of multiple events shaping any adversity contributes to
character complexity. Evan’s station in life cannot be reduced to any one event.
Again, we see that through appealing to an audience of non-parents and privileging a male
college-aged protagonist, film has provided a perspective on adult-child sexual relations that
complicates the straight application of the Gothic narrative. The butterfly effect shows that
emotional turmoil is not necessarily linked to experience or knowledge. Rather, it is linked to
uncertainty and the inability to predict outcomes due to multiple influences affecting any one
event. The concern over childhood sexual abuse is dismissed as a phenomenon that explains
all social and personal hardships.
4.6.6 Mysterious skin (2004)
Sharing a similarity with The butterfly effect, Mysterious skin also challenges the literal idea
of the self-defining subject by showing that one event does not inform an outcome. In fact,
this is the perspective adopted by Tziallas (2008) in his article ‘Looking beneath the skin:
reconfiguring trauma and sexuality’ in Stream: Culture/Politics/Technology. He has
performed a reading of Mysterious skin based on its blurring of sexuality in terms of gender,
gender performativity, personal history and geographical location. For Tziallas, Mysterious
skin is not about child molestation. Rather, he has argued that this film is about sexuality and
inability to define it or its point of genesis (pp.27-28). Key for him is that New Queer Cinema
aims to present a range of complex queer characters, each with a range of positive and
negative aspects (p.26). Tziallas’ reading is persuasive and in many ways my reading will
converge with his, but at the same time, I believe he stereotypes Hollywood cinema. I have
shown that, in relation to cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations involving
witnessing, there has been a movement in Hollywood output toward character complexity.
Further, I will suggest that Mysterious skin cannot be abstracted from the pan-Euro-American
trend towards the representation of adult-child sexual relations. In fact, in terms of its
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challenge to the idea of the self-defining subject, it sits on equal footing with The butterfly
effect as well as the British Notes on a scandal (2006), which I will discuss as the final film in
this chapter.
Mysterious skin (2004) presents a coming-of-age narrative with a difference. Firstly, whilst
numerous films present and celebrate the passage into adulthood through a sexual initiation,
this film demarcates the passage into adulthood through coming to terms with trauma and the
loss of childhood. In the process, it questions whether childhood can ever even be lost. The
film focuses on the lives of two males: Neil and Brian. They are neither children nor adults,
but caught between these two states. The film draws upon three periods in their lives. The
first period coincides with the adult-child sexual relations they both experienced as eight year
olds. The second period is situated two years later. The third period presents the males on the
cusp of adulthood. Through editing, the experiences of each male are presented side-by-side
as they move through each of these periods. Parallels and contrasts between each male’s life
experiences, as well as how these experiences are represented formalistically, inform the life
experience of the other male. In addition to editing, another level of parallelisms and
contrasts are presented through the voiceovers from coming-of-age Neil and Brian, which
overlay footage from their respective childhood experiences. In the case of Neil, his
voiceover narration of events and the representation of those events are often in conflict.
Neil undermines his creditability as a witness. This is crucial to this film. Although the
experiences of Neil are privileged and he is the central character, he does not drive the
narrative. Rather, Brian is the narrative catalyst. In fact, the film begins with a voiceover and
narration from coming-of-age Brian. He discloses that he experienced a blackout in his
memory as an eight-year-old while playing baseball:
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Last thing I remember I was sitting on the bench at my Little League game. It started to rain. What
happened after that remains a pitch black void.

This blackout ended with him curled up in the dark basement of his home with a bleeding
nose. Brian goes on to describe the consequences of this unknown incident. He experienced
nightmares, bedwetting and fainting spells—these are depicted over a series of short takes.
The rapid succession of the shots could suggest that Brian felt these events were out of his
control. In the days after the incident, Brian, his mother and his sister witness a ‘UFO’
travelling over their home, illuminating both them and their house in blue light. Drawing on
this shared familial experience and, from this moment on, eight-year-old Brian believes his
memory blackout was caused by an alien abduction.

Vignette 4.41: Mysterious skin (0:05:45) – Brian and his family depicted from the
perspective of a UFO
Shot duration is not necessarily longer during Neil’s opening narration of his experiences as
an eight year old. Short takes are also presented in rapid succession. There are three contrasts,
however, in Neil’s opening narration. Firstly, point-of-view shots dominate his opening
scenes. Secondly, Neil’s narration focuses on his desire and his actions rather than events that
happened to him. He discloses in a voiceover that he has self-identified as a homosexual
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since he was a child. For him, this self-identification preceded his involvement in adult-child
sexual relations. Thirdly, his presentation of events is non-linear. He reconstructs his
experiences to confirm his homosexual identity. These contrasts construct him as agentic and
reinforce Brian’s lack of control over his environment.

Vignette 4.42: Mysterious skin (0:06:34) – Neil’s point-of-view shot of his baseball coach
during his opening narration
Neil cannot be trusted as a narrator. The footage that accompanies his narration often
undermines it. First, Neil discloses in a voiceover that the first time he saw his baseball coach
he was overcome with desire. The coach looked like all the males in his mother’s Playgirl
magazines, which he had found under her bed. In contrast, the footage that follows this
disclosure depicts a nonchalant eight-year-old Neil being introduced to his coach by his
mother, who is openly flirting. It is the mother, rather than the child, who is displaying sexual
desire. Second, a couple of scenes present Neil at the coach’s house after his games of
baseball. Eight-year-old Neil expresses confusion when his coach makes a request to record
his voice and take Polaroid photographs of him pulling faces. When eight-year-old Neil sees
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the photographs, he expresses his discomfort over one which features the coach’s fingers in
his mouth. The lack of voiceover within these scenes could suggest that coming-of-age Neil
is unable to incorporate them into his narrative. Finally, when Neil discloses his first sexual
relation with the coach in a voiceover, he absolves the coach of responsibility. He says ‘it just
happened’ and his narration turns to his sensory perceptions. He could see the mess on the
floor, where the encounter had just happened, and he could taste the coach in his mouth.
These perceptions are not described in a positive light. While they can point to the emotional
torment of Neil, his sensory evaluation of the situation gives him agency. He sees and he
tastes his extra-subjective environment. His own emotions are jettisoned. The footage vividly
disputes this narration and represents Neil’s powerlessness. Close-ups on his face leading up
to the relation depict a scared child who is whimpering as the coach lowers him to the floor
and leans over to kiss him. After the encounter, eight-year-old Neil has his head bowed,
staring at the ground in shame. His eyes are red and he is also fighting back tears as the coach
asserts he liked their sexual relation. In a way, despite his self-assurance and attempts to
assert his agency over events in his life, Neil has also experienced a blackout. He can recall
the events, but his emotional connection to them is blacked out. Davies (2007), in his article
‘Imagining intergenerationality: representation and rhetoric in the paedophile movie’ in GLQ:
A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, has also identified this parallelism of a blackout,
which is shared between Brian and Neil. For him, it emphasises the traumatic aspects of
intergenerational sex.
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Vignette 4.43: Mysterious skin (0:13:25-0:15:12) – Neil’s initial sexual relation with his
baseball coach
Neil’s fantasy casts a shadow over Brian’s narration. If Neil is replacing his emotional
helplessness with sensory agency then Brian could also be replacing one scenario with
another. That is, he is replacing his experience of an adult-child sexual relation with his
encounter with a UFO. These fantasies are further explored two years later. This time Neil’s
voiceover is presented first. It is Halloween and ten-year-old Neil is participating in a
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neighbourhood fancy-dress festival with a peer-aged female. They are dressed in matching
costumes, featuring webs, and they each have eight plastic eyes stuck to their face, suggesting
that they are spiders. Other children are wearing costumes that reflect an underworld or
horror theme, but their costumes are highly individualised. As such Neil and his friend stand
out as a pair, or perhaps, a couple. In a voiceover, Neil introduces the female as Wendy, who
is one year older than him and one year ahead of him at school. He goes on to say that if he
had not identified as a homosexual, Wendy would have become his sexual partner. Instead
she became his ‘soul mate’.

Vignette 4.44: Mysterious skin (0:15:55) – Ten-year-old Neil with his ‘soul mate,’ Wendy
Brian’s narration is interspersed within Neil’s narration. He is at the same neighbourhood
festival. They pass each other. As ten-year-old Brian, dressed as a devil, and his sister,
dressed as a witch, are entering a house, Neil and Wendy are exiting. Brian pauses. After the
footage of his ten-year-old self coming face-to-face with Neil, coming-of-age Brian discloses
in a voiceover that he had a feeling that an untoward event was going to happen that night.
Events lead to Brian becoming lost in a forest near his home. There he encounters his former
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baseball coach, who is silhouetted in the blue light that accompanied the UFO. While this
could be interpreted as a fantasy, as with the initial witnessing of the UFO, it is real to Brian.
Defenceless, Brian faints. Encountering the coach again provides a disruption to his alien
abduction scenario. It is an unstable memory that threatens to unravel. At the same time, this
excites his curiosity. In the voiceover, coming-of-age Brian discloses his desire to unravel the
memory.

Vignette 4.45: Mysterious skin (0:17:31-0:17:51) – Brian re-experiencing his UFO
abduction fantasy
On the cusp of adulthood, Neil is a juvenile prostitute servicing older men. His sexuality and
experiences of adult-child sexual relations form a core point of reference for his identity. His
first sexual relation as a prostitute both reinforces and conflicts with his emotional
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withdrawal. On the one hand, he has a no emotional investment with the man in this sexual
relation. On the other hand, this relation features warm and saturated colours, which contrast
with the desaturated treatment of Neil leading up to it. During the encounter, Neil has a
flashback to his initial relation with the coach when he was an eight year old. This flashback
reveals a close-up of eight-year-old Neil smiling, immediately preceding the sexual relation
with the coach. In contrast, coming-of-age Neil, also in a close-up, is lying on the bed
inverted within the frame and his face is reflecting bodily sensations as his client performs
oral sex on him. The meaning of the warm, saturated colour palette and the flashback,
however, are left open. There is no voiceover and Neil does not comment on the experience,
other than to inform Wendy that he has become a prostitute. Nevertheless, the openness could
be a parallel to Brian’s desire to unravel his memory. That is, Neil could be driven to further
prostitution in order to breakdown his emotional apathy through re-experiencing and
witnessing his initial intergenerational sexual relation.
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Vignette 4.46: Mysterious skin (0:22:34-0:23:41) – Neil re-experiencing his childhood
sexual experience
Coming-of-age Brian’s desire to know is further sparked when he views a TV documentary
on alien abduction. Providing a parallel with Neil’s first act of prostitution, Brian is also
presented in warm saturated colour while watching the documentary, perhaps reinforcing
both his and Neil’s desire to overcome their respective blackouts. In the following scenes,
Brian talks to another alien abductee, writes down his dreams in a journal and engages in
creative improvisation. In doing so, Brian slowly connects the memory blackout to an
unknown incident that occurred with his baseball teammate, Neil. The memories remain
vague and, at this stage, he is unable to recall the sexual abuse, but his dreams centre more
and more on Neil. He attempts to track Neil down in order to uncover the answers behind his
abduction. Brian finds Neil’s house but he is out of luck, Neil has just moved from Kansas to
New York.
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Vignette 4.47: Mysterious skin (0:28:11) – Brian watching a documentary on UFO
abductions
Despite lacking a specific memory, Brian is not emotionally estranged. He is angry. This
anger, however, is not directed at Neil or the coach. It cannot be. He does not know of their
involvement in his life. Rather, his anger is directed at his father. For the coming-of-age
Brian, his blackout was a consequence of his father’s lack of emotional and material support
within his nuclear family. His father was complicit through his absence and apathy. He
confronts his father but the confrontation is futile. His father cannot give him any answers.
His desire to know remains unresolved.
In New York, Neil’s acts of prostitution gradually lose their warmth and saturation. I suggest
that this is a parallel to Brian’s gradual loss of belief in the UFO abduction scenario. Neil has
also been informed by his friend, Eric, that Brian has been looking for him. Whether it is this
knowledge that Brian is looking for him or his further encounters as a prostitute, Neil draws
closer to an emotional awakening. During a relation involving massage with a male who has
skin blemishes, which are implied to be a consequence of AIDS, Neil looks up at a painting
on the wall. It is a close-up of a woman’s face, painted in saturated orange tones. Afterward,
Neil runs to his New York unit, which he shares with Wendy. Illuminated in a mixture of red
and blue light, Neil’s emotional discomfort is further accentuated through low-key lighting
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when he discloses his experience to Wendy. He is ill at ease with his newfound emotional
awareness. He reveals his vulnerability, affirming to Wendy that she is the only person that
he has told of his childhood sexual experiences with the coach. This vulnerability is
underlined by a tension. Neil discloses to Wendy that his experiences are also a part of him.
They made him feel special. For him, he was the coach’s prize. As such, in Neil’s eyes, his
adult-child sexual relationship with the coach is hard to pin down as a traumatic or beneficial
experience.

Vignette 4.48: Mysterious skin (1:08:13) – Neil confessing his childhood experiences to
Wendy
Neil’s life begins to transform with his emotional awakening. Wendy finds him employment
at a sandwich chain. Neil is interested in the opportunity. After his first shift, however, he is
solicited on the street and he accepts the offer. During the encounter, Neil is humiliated,
raped and beaten by the client. Upon returning home, he strips naked, which could signify his
vulnerability, and curls up into the foetal position. Neil begins to cry. Potentially, he can now
see his childhood experiences as a form of rape, which parallels his current experience.
Through his current experiences, he could be witnessing his childhood experiences. Although
the trip was arranged in advance, Neil returns home the next day.
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Vignette 4.49: Mysterious skin (1:22:15) – Neil reinterpreting his childhood sexual
experiences
On Christmas Eve, Brian is finally reunited with Neil. During this reunion, Neil takes Brian
to the coach’s old house. Brian is informed that he was abducted and molested by his coach.
Both Neil and Brian contribute to interpreting the event. Although Neil dominates the telling
of the adult-child sexual relation, each male recalls different aspects of the event, acting as
witnesses for each other. Neil, however, discloses another level of complicity. He assisted in
the priming and molestation of other male children. He told the other children that the sexual
relations were fun and he engaged in these relations with them. Neil was both victim and
perpetrator, complicating both categories. While both Brian and Neil gain awareness over
their childhood experience, ultimately, no resolution is provided. Rather, the film closes with
a melancholic voiceover from the now remorseful and empathetic Neil:
I wanted to tell Brian that it was over now and that everything would be okay. But that was a lie,
plus I couldn’t speak anyway. I wish there was some way to go back and undo the past. But there
wasn't. There was nothing we could do. So I just stayed silent and tried to telepathically
communicate how sorry I was about what happened. And I thought of all the grief and suffering
and fucked up stuff in the world, and it made me want to escape. I wished with all my heart we
could just leave this world behind. Rise like two angels in the night and magically disappear.
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Vignette 4.50: Mysterious skin (1:36:46) – Neil comforting Brian
In Mysterious skin, Neil and Brian draw upon a multitude of divergent experiences to
interpret their respective experiences of adult-child sexual relations. The experiences and
interpretations of one child cannot be reduced to those of the other. Further, for each male,
their meaning of their childhood experiences and the source of their trauma is hard to pin
down. For Brian, it is unclear whether the source of his trauma is the sexual relation or his
inability to remember it. His father’s lack of support and empathy also contribute to his
trauma. At the same time, even if he did not experience the adult-child sexual relation or the
blackouts, he still would have experienced his father’s lack of empathy. This was not related
to his childhood sexual abuse. He may have experienced a traumatic childhood regardless of
his experience with the coach and Neil. Childhood sexual abuse does not explain all of his
problems.
Neil is just as complicated as Brian. His complexities, however, are different. In particular,
for him, it is hard to pin down whether the relations with the coach were consensual or nonconsensual, beneficial or traumatic. In addition, he is unsure whether he is a victim or
perpetrator.
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Both Neil and Brian are complex characters. By presenting two characters side-by-side, who
share the same experience but who attach different meanings to these experiences,
Mysterious skin complicates the Gothic narrative. The films show that the experience of child
sexual abuse, no matter how traumatic, cannot be reduced to a single narrative. Rather, in any
society, there are a number of political perspectives.
4.6.7 Notes on a scandal (2006)
The blurring of the perpetrator and the victim is also presented in Notes on a scandal (2006).
In this film, a witness exploits an adult who is involved in an adult-child sexual relationship.
It is predominantly presented in four colours: red, orange, green and blue. These colours are
used to tell the story and emotional states of Barbara, an elderly female teacher on the cusp of
retirement, and Sheba, a younger female in her first year of teaching. The two quickly
become friends. This friendship, however, is placed into jeopardy when Sheba commences an
affair with her fifteen-year-old male student. Barbara is not the tortured witness in this
scenario. Rather, she uses her knowledge of the affair to exploit her friendship with Sheba.
A de-saturated hue of blue-green is deployed to introduce Barbara as she sits alone on a park
bench overlooking a city shrouded in fog. Families and couples surround her. The drab colour
scheme continues as Barbara sits alone in her classroom. A close-up of the clock on the wall
suggests that she is early. She turns to the window and watches her pupils arrive. Her
voiceover expresses pessimism over the nation’s future. Barbara is a lonely and jaded
woman. The colour scheme, however, gradually brightens as we are introduced to a new
teacher: Sheba. In her voiceover, Barbara romanticises over the pure voice, blonde hair and
fair complexion, and naïve idealism of Sheba. For Barbara, Sheba is innocence personified.
She is a direct contrast to her aberrant lower-class students.
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Vignette 4.51: Notes on a scandal (0:08:40) – Barbara romanticising over Sheba
Sheba is inexperienced and she has trouble controlling her students. A fight between students
breaks out in one of Sheba’s classes and Barbara intervenes. Sheba is thankful and they begin
a friendship. The tones shift to a blue hue. This wave of colour gradually fades away over a
number of numbers of scenes while their friendship grows. Finally, in neutral white light,
Sheba asks Barbara to her house for lunch on the weekend.

Vignette 4.52: Notes on a scandal (0:10:37) – Sheba inviting Barbara to lunch
At lunch, Barbara is shocked by Sheba’s familial dystopia. Her husband is twenty years older
than her, her daughter is a grumpy adolescent and her son has Down syndrome. She recalls
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her shock in a voiceover, which overlays images of Sheba’s family laughing and enjoying
each other’s company. Barbara appears blind to their harmony. Nevertheless, the lighting
seems to reflect the joviality of the occasion, with the underlying hues shifting to a warm
orange. These tones are interrupted, however, when Sheba takes Barbara into her art studio,
situated in her backyard. By Sheba’s admission, it is more a refuge than a studio. In it, Sheba
confesses to Barbara her struggles with her family and as a teacher. Barbara is intrigued and
refrains from immediate judgements. For Barbara, the day is a triumph. Back at her place, she
writes in her diary that it was a ‘gold star day’. During this scene, her skin is illuminated with
red hues.

Vignette 4.53: Notes on a scandal (0:13:41-0:18:28) – Barbara’s visit to Sheba’s house
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Barbara’s attachment does not go undisturbed. At a school musical, she saves a seat for
Sheba under the orange glow of stage lights. Sheba, however, does not turn up. Curious,
Barbara goes looking for Sheba in her classroom. She peers through a crack in the door
wherein she discovers Sheba partially naked, performing fellatio on a male student. The
orange hue continues, illuminating both Barbara’s eyes in an extreme close-up and the action
inside the classroom. A straight cut back to the school musical has the audience standing and
applauding, again cast in the orange light. The film cuts back to the warm colours of the
classroom and then to Barbara. She is no longer illuminated in an orange hue. She has a
shocked and confused expression on her face, and a green hue predominates. This green is
replaced with a blue hue in the next scene, as Barbara sits alone, stunned, in her home.

Vignette 4.54: Notes on a scandal (0:19:33-0:21:39) – Barbara witnessing Sheba
involved in a sexual relation with a student
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Barbara confronts Sheba about her affair. They meet at a table outside of a bar. For Sheba,
the male student was the sexual aggressor. He persistently approached her even after she
refused his advances. She succumbed, however, when the male disclosed the domestic
violence that his father was perpetrating against him. In this story, the boy did not want to tell
his mother because she was ill. Sheba felt responsible. She was a witness. Barbara at first
condemns Sheba because the male was only fifteen years of age, then she expresses her
feelings of betrayal that Sheba did not confess the relationship to her. Finally, in a voiceover,
Barbara identifies an opportunity to exploit Sheba. They relocate to the bar. Barbara discloses
that she will support and help Sheba rather than report her to the authorities. Barbara also
asserts that the affair must end. Sheba agrees.

Vignette 4.55: Notes on a scandal (0:32:10) – Barbara recognising an opportunity to
exercise power over Sheba
At Christmas, Barbara and Sheba spend time with their respective families. When Sheba
takes the garbage out to the bin, her younger partner presents himself. He gives her a
Christmas gift: a fake gold chain. Sheba, however, has bad news. She tells the younger male
that the affair is over. He does not accept her rejection. Rather than leaving, the male kisses
Sheba. She reciprocates the kiss. Sheba’s defiance of Barbara is set in place.
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Sheba and the male continue their affair. It is exposed, however, when Barbara visits Sheba’s
home unannounced. Barbara’s cat has been given a few weeks to live. Barbara confesses her
pain and she strokes Sheba on the arms in order emotionally to restore herself, claiming that
it is a ‘wonderful sensation’ and ‘incredibly relaxing for the giver and receiver’. Sheba is
uncomfortable with this arm stroking. She could be interpreting it as a sexual relation. In turn,
she attempts to escort Barbara out of her home but, in the process, Barbara notices that a male
is in Sheba’s backyard. Sheba’s mobile phone rings and Barbara answers it. Barbara
discovers that the caller is Sheba’s student. The continuing affair is revealed and Barbara is
outraged.

Vignette 4.56: Notes on a scandal (0:47:42) – Barbara expressing betrayal
After Sheba chooses to attend her son’s play over comforting Barbara when her cat is put
down, Barbara outs the sexual affair between the Sheba and the adolescent to a male coworker. The co-worker subsequently reports the affair to the authorities. The first round of
persecution comes from the student’s mother. She bursts into Sheba and her husband’s home
and physically strikes Sheba a number of times. Sheba also faces criminal, media and familial
persecution.
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Vignette 4.57: Notes on a scandal (1:04:35) – The student’s mother striking Sheba
Notes on a scandal challenges the Gothic narrative through exposing the complicity of a
witness. At one level, Barbara is separate from the sexual relation that she witnessed between
Sheba and the adolescent. At another level, she is complicit. Although she demands Sheba
end the affair, Barbara uses her knowledge of the affair to gain a sense of power. This
implicates her in it. Unlike the parents of the made-for-TV movies, however, ultimately,
Barbara is also punished for this role as an accomplice. The school headmaster coerces
Barbara into taking an immediate retirement. Thus, her actions are also penalised.
Nevertheless, her innocence is complex. Her witnessing is equated with intervention, agency
and complicity. Throughout this period, cinematic representations of child sexual abuse have
aligned the witnessing of sexual relations with a sexual relation in its own right.

4.7 Discussion
I suggest that the witnessing trend is recognising a political tension facing the non-parent.
Earlier in this chapter, I outlined a glut of made-for-TV movies produced between the mid1980s and mid-1990s. I have identified that a number of commonalities ran through these
films. Many of the films were framed within economic hardship or marital breakdown.
Economic decline was expressed through references to concerns over mortgage payments, the
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closing down of heavy industry such as ship yards and car manufacturing plants,
unemployment, downsizing of homes, and explicit disclosures of economic hardship. At the
same time, Unspeakable acts presents a number of middle-class families in a closed
community. Economic hardship, in terms of financial capital, is not a concern in this film.
Rather, these families lack social capital. The families are isolated within their community.
The film Unspeakable acts is not unique in terms of the presentation of social poverty. I will
suggest that it is implicit in all the made-for-TV movies in my archive.
The representation of the concern over marital breakdown also recurs in these movies. In two
of them, Bump in the night and Touch of truth, parents were estranged but not divorced. That
is, the relationship breakdown of parents was in progress but not complete. In Bump in the
night, it could be reversed. The parents rekindled their marriage. Child’s cry was more
ambiguous. A father’s wife had run out on him and his son, leaving only a note. He was not
divorced but it was implied that his wife would not return and he was able to replace her with
a female social worker. Kids don’t tell and Do you know the muffin man? present the
commencement of relationship breakdown as well as its reconciliation. Finally, relationship
breakdown is implicit in The boys of St. Vincent. This movie presents children in an
orphanage: they do not have families.
Many of these movies privileged the heteronormative family. In opposition to the coming-ofage narrative, which predominantly focused on a range of homosocial relationships from the
perspective of an adolescent, the made-for-TV movies predominantly presented the
perspective of parents. In addition to the broader concerns of economic hardship and
relationship breakdown, the movies represent the need of parents to respond to and come to
terms with the sexual abuse of their children. It is a parental trauma. In contrast, I know my
first name is Steven presents a child’s emotional turmoil over informing his parents that he
was sexually abused. In this film, however, the disclosure of childhood sexual abuse is taken
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out of the hands of the child. The police inform the parents of the abuse. The emotional
turmoil of the parents is presented beside the turmoil of the child.
The peer-based relationships between children are de-emphasised through the privileging of
parents. Many of these movies do not explore how children cope with non-consensual sexual
trauma within their circle of friends. In the main, the children are not represented as having
any close friendships with other children. In contrast, Liar, liar and I know my first name is
Steven do present peer-based reactions to child sexual abuse. In both cases, the child receives
little support from their peers. In Liar, liar, a prepubescent female with a history of paternal
incest is branded a liar by her best friend. This friend subsequently ostracises her. Similarly,
in I know my first name is Steven, an adolescent male is branded as a homosexual by
acquaintances at his high school for his involvement in an adult-child sexual relation. At the
same time, this adolescent male is able to form an alliance with an adolescent female. These
two films hint that childhood is a complex minefield of peer-aged politics. Children are not to
show weakness to their peers under the threat of persecution and harassment. This, however,
is not an ongoing focus in these films. In I know my first name is Steven, the alliance between
the adolescent male and female becomes the basis for a heteronormative relationship, which
becomes a prospective family in its own right. The male impregnates the female. It functions
to shore up the family unit.
Peer-based friendships between adults do not fill this void. They do not have social networks
to cope with their grief. In Bump in the night, a friend is depicted for the mother of a child
who has been abducted but this friend is an alcoholic and apathetic to the mother’s concerns.
The social isolation of parents offers them one advantage. The parents are not persecuted or
blamed for their children’s sexual abuse. In some movies, they are able to draw support from
other parents who are also experiencing the discovery that their children have been sexually
abused. Many made-for-TV movies also privilege the legal prosecution of offenders. That is,
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they establish a judicio-familial relationship as a means of supporting families and resolving
the trauma of parents. Implicit in most films, but explicit in Judgment, is that damages
awarded from the judicial process will resolve financial concerns. In this way, the made-forTV movies explore a tension between financial and social poverty. The judicial solution,
however, furthers the social isolation of parents. At the same time, it compensates this with a
recuperated familial unit.
A final commonality within many made-for-TV movies is that child sexual abuse is a site of
conflict. On the one hand, child sexual abuse is a horror that families face. Formal elements
of the movies emphasis the emotional pain these families experience. In some cases, it
threatens to rip families apart. Children also experience sequelae, such as nightmares, but
sequelae often manifests after parents gain knowledge of the abuse, which reinforces the
focus on the turmoil of parents. On the other hand, in most cases, beneficial consequences for
parents flow from a confrontation with child sexual abuse. Further, due to framing the
concern over child sexual abuse within broader interpersonal and socio-economic distress
faced by families, it provides a mechanism to come to terms with and grieve these broader
phenomena. In this way, I have suggested that these movies incite a concern over child sexual
abuse by presenting it, however unintentionally, as a potential solution. The resolution of one
trauma functions to resolve all other traumas and concerns.
Cinematic representations of child sexual abuse are distinct from these made-for-TV movies.
They are not, however, totally distinct. The most prominent mode for cinematic
representations from 1985 was also concerned with knowledge of adult-child sexual relations
rather than simply the experience of them. That is, in both films and made-for-TV movies
third parties to a sexual relation, or ‘witnesses’, are the focus of the narratives. Nevertheless,
there are three main points of distinction between cinematic representations and made-for-TV
representations of child sexual abuse.
345

Foremost among these is the fact that the cinematic representations do not privilege the
parent, or more precisely, the role of the parent. Nor do they privilege the child or an adult
involved in an adult-child sexual relationship. While The Prince of Tides, Sleepers and
Mysterious skin do place the central character or characters in an adult-child sexual
relationship, the characters are also external to these relations because, firstly, they are rapes
in which the child did not consent and, secondly, these rapes also involved other victims.
That is, over and beyond the central characters self-witnessing their own trauma, they were
also witnessing the victimisation of others. As such, I have suggested that the most prominent
cinematic cultural trend for the representation of adult-child sexual relations from 1985 has
privileged the witness. This witness can be either an adult or a child.
Secondly, although made-for-TV movies present the emotional turmoil of parents, they do
not linger on it. Instead, drama is centred on the solution, which in most cases is presented as
parental transformation and the judicial prosecution of the offenders. In contrast, of the films
I have discussed, only one, Sleepers, involves judicial prosecution. Even in this film, judicial
prosecution does not involve prosecuting the offender of childhood sexual abuse. In contrast,
I suggest that cinematic representations of adult-child sexual relations within the witnessing
trend have focused on the emotional turmoil of witnesses, much more than on the idea of
familial strain. As this trend progresses over the years from 1985, such emotional turmoil
serves to emphasise the complexities of characters.
A final point of distinction is that the witnessing cultural trend has pointed to multiple
sources of trauma. Child sexual abuse is not the only source of trauma and its resolution is
not the panacea for coming to terms with the realities of life. In The Prince of Tides, it is hard
to pin down whether the source of trauma for an adult male was his childhood rape, the
witnessing of the rape of his mother and sister, his mother’s prohibition upon disclosing that
rape, the domestic violence between his mother and father, or other transgressions his mother
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enacted against him. While the childhood rape of his sister by escaped prisoners is
constructed as the source of her suicidality and mental illness, Tom’s brother also had a death
wish and may have had a mental illness. The brother was not raped. In Sleepers, the film’s
narrator reveals that he had a number of positive and negative influences on his life. The rape
experienced during his childhood was only one negative influence and rewriting this
influence does not transform his life or the lives of other males, whose rapes he witnessed.
Multiple sources of trauma are also a theme in The butterfly effect and Mysterious skin. In
The butterfly effect, an adult male with the ability to travel in time attempts to alter traumatic
events from his past. While preventing an experience of childhood sexual abuse does resolve
many of his issues, it does not resolve all of them. It does not present a utopia and his
childhood has many sites of trauma. As such, his alternative reality without an experience of
childhood sexual abuse develops into a dystopia in which he is sent to gaol for murder and
raped as an adult. In Mysterious skin, it is hard to pin down not only the site of trauma but the
site of sexuality. Both are presented as emanating from multiple sources.
I suggest that the distinctions between the made-for-TV movies and the cinematic trend of
witnessing are related to their respective target audiences. The made-for-TV movies were
targeted at parents. These movies privilege this audience. Not only through presenting parents
as the central characters, but also through privileging their concerns. Earlier in this chapter, I
outlined disruptions that were impacting on families from lower socio-economic groups.
These disruptions involved the perception of economic decline and a shift in gender roles as
females moved into employment due to economic necessity. As such, these movies provided
a stress valve to release broader interpersonal and socio-economic anxieties. That is, the
concern over child sexual abuse provided a metaphor to come to terms with broader
anxieties. In this sense, the concern over child sexual abuse was incited. At the same time, an
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ambiguity was introduced around whether it was child sexual abuse or coming to terms that
was incited.
For the non-parent who does not experience interpersonal and socio-economic distress, the
made-for-TV movie and its incitement of the concern over child sexual abuse may have not
appealed. I suggest that the witnessing trend within cinema was a response to the made-forTV movie. I do not suggest that it was simply responding to the ideologies put forward by the
made-for-TV movie. Rather, it was also responding to and capitalising on a market niche,
which the made-for-TV movie and the Gothic narrative it embodies have carved out. That is,
through targeting the ‘parent’ market, the made-for-TV movie exposed the ‘non-parent’ as its
‘Other’. It is in this context that film adopted a range of perspectives from children to adults
to the elderly who were not parents. The films show the diversity of political positions in
society. Further, the trend of witnessing has challenged the made-for-TV movie in three
ways. Firstly, film has constructed witnessing as an agentic act of an individual. This act also
introduces adversity in terms of emotional turmoil and complicity. As such, the narratives
focus on witnesses attempting to overcome their own adversities. Secondly, film has deemphasised child sexual abuse as the sole cause of trauma. This functions to remove the
sadistic pleasure produced by the incitement of the concern over child sexual abuse. Finally,
films such as American beauty and Ken Park have problematised parental concern over
childhood sexuality. In these films fathers have over-reacted to childhood sexuality and
create more harm than the witnessed activity. An overreacting father is also presented in A
good lawyer’s wife (2003). To an extent, this is also true of The Prince of Tides, where a
mother attempts to cover up the rapes of herself and her children by escaped prisoners. This
cover up becomes one site of the children’s trauma during adulthood. Mothers overreacting to
consensual adult-child sexual relationships or non-existent adult-child sexual relations are
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also presented in Men don’t leave (1990), The man without a face (1993), Hearts in Atlantis
(2001), About a boy (2002) and Hell (L’enfer, 2005).
Overreactions are also presented from adults working in positions of child protection. In The
history boys (2006), a complaint from an adult female ‘lollypop lady’, which involves her
reporting that a teacher was fondling his late-adolescent pupil’s genitals while they were on a
motorcycle together, and the headmaster’s subsequent demand that the teacher retire are
depicted as an overreaction. The overreaction of a child welfare agency is presented in
Freddy got fingered (2001). In this film, a twenty-five-year old male is institutionalised after
his older brother falsely accused his father of child molestation. In Reflecting skin (1990), the
police falsely accuse a father of abducting prepubescent children because he had a criminal
history of kissing a seventeen-year-old male. After this accusation, the father commits
suicide. Finally, Mystic river (2003) presents the overreaction of a whole community. A
community suspects that an adult male, Dave, with a childhood history of non-consensual
adult-child sexual relations, is responsible for the murder of a nineteen-year-old female. After
members of this community, including the father of the female, murder Dave, they discover
that he was not perpetrator. The community was overreacting based on their knowledge of
Dave’s childhood. In sum, I suggest that post-1985 films are critical of the Gothic narrative.
In fact, films within the trend of witnessing are not primarily focused on childhood innocence
or the construction of the paedophilic monster. While these themes are present to a degree,
overall, film presents a more complex perspective on adult-child sexual relations.
The trend of witnessing, however, has ideological implications, which support the Gothic
narrative. In chapter one, I reviewed two issues that have been associated with erotic
innocence, the denial of childhood sexuality and the imposition of childhood innocence. The
first issue concerns the removal of childhood agency, which includes the subjectification of
female children. The second issue concerns the promotion of homophobia. I have argued that
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trend of witnessing is not necessarily concerned with childhood innocence or the denial of
childhood sexuality. In film, the witness may be an adult or a child. The concern is over
knowledge of aberrant sexual relations and this concern is not necessarily linked to the denial
of childhood sexuality or adult-child sexual relations. In The Prince of Tides, the witnessing
of a male child included the rape of his adult mother. In addition, Burning secret (1988)
features the emotional turmoil of a child who witnesses his mother’s infidelity and Happiness
(1998) presents a melancholic confrontation between a child and his father after his father
had been correctly accused of perpetrating rapes against the boy’s friends. In both these films,
the children were on the cusp between prepubescence and adolescence. If Murmur of the
heart is considered a precursor to the witnessing trend then this film has also presents the
emotional turmoil of a male child who witnesses his mother’s infidelity. A similar
phenomenon can be observed within The tin drum. A child experienced emotional turmoil
after witnessing an incestuous relation between his mother and her cousin. Children
throughout the period from 1967 to 2006 have an understanding of normative and aberrant
sexual relations. To do so, they have sexual knowledge and identities. The trend of
witnessing undermines erotic innocence. Not only do the children have sexual knowledge and
identities but throughout this chapter I have argued that these children are presented as
complex characters. When the films released between 1985 and 2006, including Bad
education, are drawn together, however, the issues of the removal of agency and misogyny
surface.
The removal of agency in film is not the same as the removal of agency through discourses of
erotic innocence. A strain of childhood studies literature, which I reviewed in chapter one,
has suggested that the denial of childhood sexuality subverts the ability of children to
construct identities, in particular sexual identities. In contrast, in post-1985 films, I have
identified a trend that challenges the liberal idea of the self-determining subject. That is, a
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trend in these films is to challenge the ability to effect change. This trend has taken two
forms. In the first form, multiple influences are seen to contribute to any single outcome. In
the second form, changing or rewriting a single influence does not alter an outcome. The first
form is presented in The Prince of Tides, Sleepers, Bad education, The butterfly effect and
Mysterious skin. I have discussed that in all of these films many potential sources contribute
to experience of trauma. In relation to The Prince of Tides, this is not a new discovery.
Gartner (1999a) has also made the same finding. The film Sleepers has also presented factors
that minimise the experience of trauma. The narrator, Shakes, had both positive and negative
experiences during his childhood. Supporting Tziallas (2008), I have found that there are
multiple influences contributing to the sexuality of one of the main protagonists in
Mysterious skin as well.
Cinema’s presentation of multiple influences contributing to any single outcome is congruent
with arguments put forward by childhood studies literature. For instance, Robinson (2008)
has argued that ‘children encounter knowledge about sexuality in their everyday lives through
the media and interaction with peers, and some through queer family members and friends’
(p.121). The sources of knowledge on sexuality are not singular. I have also identified a strain
of childhood studies that has pointed out that the material conditions of children, which
includes dimensions such as class and gender, influence how they interpret sexual
experiences. The witnessing trend in film seems to be heading in the same direction as
childhood studies literature. Childhood sexuality and adult-child sexual relations in
themselves are not necessarily a source of trauma. This is not to say that they cannot be a
source of trauma. Rather, adult-child sexual relations occur within a constellation of forces,
which film has endowed with positive, negative, neutral or even mixed meanings.
This constellation is not necessarily stable. The story of Neil in Mysterious skin has shown
how events experienced on the cusp of adulthood have resulted in his reinterpreting his
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childhood sexual experiences with an adult. No one event contributed to this reinterpretation.
Rather, the knowledge that Brian, a male age-peer whom he coaxed into an adult-child sexual
relation as a child, was looking for him, an encounter with another male who was potentially
infected with AIDS and the experience of a rape all fed back into the meaning of his
childhood experiences. The story of Tom in The Prince of Tides also explores his shifting
relationship with his childhood sexual abuse. It is not his childhood rape, however, which is
reinterpreted, but the silence surrounding the rape. This reinterpretation is in part driven by
his sister’s suicide attempt and his interactions with her psychiatrist. In both Mysterious skin
and The Prince of Tides, the reinterpretation is driven by factors outside the control of the
protagonist. Further, despite these reinterpretations, the predicaments of Tom and Neil cannot
be reduced to childhood sexual abuse. They both had complex childhoods. Nevertheless, the
presentation of adulthood as a site of continual negotiation and fluidity is also congruent with
childhood studies perspectives. For instance, Robinson and Davies (2008a) have hinted that
adult knowledge of sexuality may not be absolute and complete. That is, while economies of
knowledge construct the adult/child opposition, this knowledge is far from black and white:
Childhood ‘innocence’ is a part of the construction of childhood more broadly, and is a critical
political site at which the adult-child power relationship, and the mutually exclusive ‘world of
adults’ and the ‘world of the child’ is maintained. Such knowledge … can be viewed as difficult
knowledge sites in which many adults experience great discomfort in dealing with their own
understandings, values, prejudices and fears; they are points at which the discursive locations of
subjects can become challenged and troubled (p.345).

That is, we are not so much talking about the regulation of knowledge as the regulation of
uncertainty. This regulation creates the appearance of knowledge but this is an illusion.
Likewise, Lehr (2008) has debunked the idea that adolescence is a ‘process of becoming’ that
is in opposition to the adult status of being:
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To suggest that youth are in a state of becoming is to implicitly conclude that adults, at least
ideally, have become, or that they have stable identities. In an era when much of becoming a
white, middle class adult was about establishing an identity as a person who either had an identity
as a labourer/wage-earner or as a mother, this could appear true. To assert, however, that young
people today are establishing a core identity that will serve throughout adulthood is to deny the
complex identities that both young people and adults need to be prepared to negotiate and
renegotiate (p.207).

Crawford (2006) has also questioned adulthood as a stable state based on a linear progression
from childhood. She has argued that significant cultural and economic shifts have changed
tangible post-war goals of adulthood based on ‘the traditions of a stable career, buying a
home, getting married and raising kids’ (pp.36-37). She has examined these changes in
relation to work, marriage, childbearing, home ownership, cultural consumerism and political
involvement (p.40). For Crawford (2006) adulthood is fluid. It evolves and adjusts to cultural
and economic changes (p.281).
The second way film has challenged the idea of the self-determining subject is through
showing that outcomes are not altered by changing a single influence. This challenge is
presented in Sleepers and The butterfly effect. Drawing on Sleepers, I have discussed that the
act of rewriting childhood experiences of victimisation through enacting revenge has little
impact on the lives of four males. In fact, they end up worse off. Two are murdered before
their thirtieth birthdays, one becomes a recluse and the fourth is drawn into retelling the story,
which could suggest his lack of closure. In The butterfly effect, changing the outcome of a
single event in the past through time travel does deliver an altered reality. Like Sleepers,
however, this rewriting of the past does not deliver an improved outcome. In The butterfly
effect, each altered reality is a dystopia. In this film, it is not possible for the main protagonist
to improve upon his initial predicament. In both these films, this lack of agency is
experienced by adults.
353

Although the cinematic witnessing trend presents a nuanced perspective on adult-child sexual
relations through the challenge to the liberal idea of the self-determining subject, I will
suggest that this trend supports heteronormativity through nesting this challenge with the
construction of misogyny. That is, the cinematic trend, which is largely oppositional to the
discourses on childhood innocence, nonetheless embodies the problems that childhood
studies literature has associated with erotic innocence.
Misogyny is presented in The Prince of Tides, Sleepers and Notes on a scandal. The Prince of
Tides presents an adult female therapist, Susan, who on her own could not help her patient,
Savannah. While under Susan’s therapy, Savannah attempts suicide. Not only is Susan
incompetent and powerless, but Savannah is unable to cope with her life. She is emotionally
unstable. Further, it is revealed that Savannah’s mother partially contributed to her problems
through coercing her into secrecy. The mother also does not volunteer to aid in Savannah’s
therapy. Rather, the solution is to recruit Savannah’s brother, Tom. Even though his life is not
perfect, he holds the key to Savannah’s secrets. When he does reveal those secrets, Susan is
reduced to a sexual object. She and Tom have a sexual relationship, which further empowers
Tom. Tom’s wife garners knowledge of the affair and this reinstates her desire for him. Tom
is able to discard Susan and return to his family. In contrast, Susan’s marriage is ruined. This
is justified, however, because, firstly, she lacked the agency to find a suitable, fulfilling,
husband and, secondly, she lacked gumption to maintain her professional ethics after Tom
revealed his sexual trauma. The lead female character in Sleepers is also a sexual object. She
is a homosocial device, who has had sexual relations with three of the central four males.
This is reinforced when the narrator discloses in the final scene that she named her only son
after all three males. The narrator also discloses that she nicknamed the son after him, which
may suggest that he had a relation with her after the trial.
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A contrast between two women adds to the misogyny in Notes on a scandal. Sheba lacks
agency while Barbara possesses it. This discrepancy is reinforced through narrative privilege.
The narrative focuses on both women, but Barbara is given the authority of a voiceover. In
terms of Sheba, she lacks control over her pupils, she feels trapped in her familial milieu due
to her son’s Down syndrome, and she lacks control over her sexual affair with a fifteen-yearold male, Steven. She attempts to end the affair with Steven but he persists. Her will is
weaker than his. Sheba is not constructed as a monster but she is not absolved of
responsibility either. She discloses to Barbara that Steven pursued her but she knew the affair
was ‘wrong and immoral’. The affair was a consequence of her weakness of character.
Sheba’s tension between her morality and her inability to fulfil her moral ideals, however, is
not the focus of the film. They are not privileged. She is vacated through constructing a
tension between Barbara’s morality and her exploitation of Sheba. Barbara does not lack
agency. She self-identifies as a ‘battle axe’ and, unlike Sheba, she has the respect of her
pupils. At the same time, Barbara recognises Sheba’s actions as moral aberrations but she
uses her knowledge of Sheba’s actions for personal gain. When she discovers that the affair
has continued without her knowledge, her outrage is not directed at the affair itself as a moral
aberration but at her sense of betrayal. Sheba has broken a promise, which threatens her
agency and power. She ultimately reports Sheba to a co-worker but this is not morally driven.
Rather she is reinstating her power. Although unlikable, Barbara is not a monster. Rather, as
a witness, she is allowed to be complex.
Another way misogyny is imprinted into the witnessing trend is through the comparative
punishment of males and females. The post-1995 made-for-TV movie, Judgement day: the
Ellie Nesler story (1999) presents a mother, who out of her own emotional turmoil shoots and
murders the perpetrator of her son’s alleged child sexual abuse. For this act, the mother
receives judicial and divine punishment. She is sentenced to gaol for the murder and she
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acquires breast cancer. In Firecracker (2005), a mother murdered her oldest son, aged in his
mid-twenties to mid-thirties, during his rape of her youngest son, aged in his late-teens. Not
only is she punished—it is implied she is psychiatrically institutionalised—but her youngest
son is also sentenced to life imprisonment because he confessed to the murder in an attempt
to save his mother. These punishments can be contrasted with the fates of adult males who
perform similar retributions in other films. In Sleepers, two males go unpunished. A similar
theme is also presented in Primal Fear (1996). A nineteen-year-old male murdered a priest
who had been filming him and two youths having sexual relations over a two year period.
This male, who also had a childhood history of paternal incest, is acquitted. Equally, an adult
male, Walter, who was formerly convicted of paedophilia in The woodsman (2004), is
harassed by a police officer upon his release from gaol. Walter, however, gains a reprieve
from the police officer when this law enforcement officer discovers that Walter has
physically attacked another adult male who was grooming prepubescent male children. That
is, Walter is rewarded. In The weather man (2005), a father, David, receives the praises of his
father and son after he physically assaults an adult male who attempted to molest his son. The
male was his son’s rehabilitation counsellor. Through this attack, not only does David escape
criminal prosecution, but his son, who had been accused of stealing the rehabilitation
counsellor’s wallet after resisting his sexual advances, also avoids criminal prosecution.
The Prince of Tides, Sleepers and Notes on a scandal do not converge with a feminist
perspective on child sexual abuse. Beyond the general misogyny, the heteronormative family
is not the cause of child sexual abuse. While Sheba is unhappy with her familial life in Notes
on a scandal, the adult-child sexual relationship is at least as much the outcome of the sexual
agency of a fifteen-year-old male. In The Prince of Tides and Sleepers, as well as Mysterious
skin, the heteronormative families of the respective children did not provoke the adult-child
sexual relations. While speaking out could be read into The Prince of Tides, Tom’s disclosure
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occurs within the confines of a therapeutic relationship. In contrast, strains of second wave
feminism have been critical of therapeutic responses to adult-child sexual relations. It should
be pointed out that not every film I have examined is subversive of feminist perspective on
adult-child sexual relations.
The war zone is congruent with second wave feminist perspectives on child sexual abuse. In
it, the family is positioned as the site of child sexual abuse and the voice of children are
subjected to the authority of the patriarchal father. Further, the film depicts a system of
patriarchy in which a female adolescent, Jessie, is not only dominated by her father through
incest, but also by her brother through allegations that she was inciting the incest. Her
perspective is not only denied by her father, who rapes her against her consent, but by her
brother, Tom. Tom even harms Jessie with a cigarette lighter. Tom is no monster, however,
and to a degree, this film also usurps feminism. The film cannot be broken down into the
victim/perpetrator dichotomy. Rather, as I have discussed, the film privileges Tom as a
witness to the incest. His treatment of his sister does not make him a likable character,
especially in relation to how he treats his sister after he witnesses her anal rape, but it is his
abjection that drives the film and, ultimately, his knowledge that halts the father-daughter
incest. The agency of Jessie, in contrast, is evacuated. She simply suffers. Finally, while this
film may engage in a critique of the family, no alternative is proposed. The film is openended and without resolution.
I do not contend that film is intentionally ideological or actively engaged in the subversion of
the discourses of the second wave feminism. The discourses contributing to the broad
concern over child sexual abuse do have an influence on film. At the same time, institutional
factors also affect cinematic output. Discursive and institutional influences interact in
complex ways. In the case of film, they construct audiences.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
5.1 Introduction
In his concluding chapter of Erotic innocence, Kincaid (1998) has argued the need for new
stories. Based on my research, I, in part, disagree. Stories have a complex relationship with
audiences. If there is a problem with the story then it is not so much the story that is aberrant.
We need new audiences. The problem, however, is not the audience per se. This is not an
attack on the ‘parent’. Rather, the problem is with the intelligibility of particular audience
groups and the privileging of one audience group over another. I will conclude this thesis in
three steps. First, I will outline Kincaid’s argument in relation to the development of new
stories. Second, through synthesising my research, I will engage with this argument. Finally, I
will suggest that the year 2006 coincides with a new epoch. This is the year that Google
acquired YouTube, an internet-based exhibition space for video. This space has the potential
of contributing to a new configuration of audience groups. At the same time, this new
medium has its own opportunities and restrictions that will pose new political problems. I
will suggest that this is where further research should be directed.

5.2 New stories
For Kincaid (1998), the problem underlying contemporary storytelling of child sexual abuse
is the denial that children are eroticised and the scapegoating of erotic desire for children onto
the paedophilic and monstrous ‘Other’. For him, this storytelling is based on a selfperpetuating Gothic narrative and it creates a cultural atmosphere in which resources and
investments that could improve the material welfare of children are diverted:
This disproportionate energy, money, and concern we load on sexual abuse is ridiculous, draining
what is needed for the much larger issues of physical and emotional abuse of children, neglect,
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poverty. The attention lavished on stranger abductions is criminal self-indulgence because it
clearly serves not the children but the prurient interests of the general public (p.292).

He is not suggesting that sexual abuse can be untangled from physical and emotional abuse of
children. Nor is Kincaid suggesting that adult-child sexual relations are unwaveringly
harmless. Rather, he is suggesting that child sexual abuse has consumed these other concerns
in terms of financial and psychological expenditure.
Kincaid, however, sees a positive within the contemporary storytelling of child sexual abuse
based on the Gothic narrative: ‘down deep, it wants to do right by the child’ (p.281). For him,
culture’s rush to respond to the Gothic narrative is a Romantic legacy of aligning childhood
with happiness. It is indicative that the happy child is ‘the child that defines so much of our
culture’s ideology and so much of what we all are’ (p.281). The problem, for him, is that
erotic innocence and the denial of child sexuality have been focused on the risk to and
protection of the happy child. It has transformed the ‘laughing child’ into the ‘anxious,
fretting child’ (p.283).
Nostalgia for the ‘happy child’ is central to Kincaid’s proposal for new stories. That is, he
does not wish to jettison the ‘happy child’. Rather, he seeks to leverage the happy child into a
new form of storytelling:
Our new maps and new stories need not be all that different from the old ones. It’s not
transformation that we need but jiggling. The old story… of innocent (erotic) children and
fabulous (but ubiquitous) monsters… has its heart in the right place (pp.280-281).

There are a number of principles that Kincaid proposes for the development of new stories.
Foremost, he argues the new stories should accept that children are eroticised with a blasé
attitude (p.286). In addition, he also argues that new stories should admit a number of aspects
of both child and adult sexuality. They should admit that child sexuality does exist, accept the
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sexual activity is common in children, acknowledge that eroticism runs through every
cultural artefact and subject to a ‘matter of degree’, admire the child as an erotic aesthetic that
is but one of many erotic forms, and recognise that children are not as interested in adults as
adults are in them (pp.287-289). Finally, in relation to the contemporary Gothic narrative,
Kincaid urges that the new story of child sexuality will abandon ‘protective defensiveness’
(p.287). For Kincaid, such storytelling—or discourse—would generate new realities and
subjectivities:
We need new stories because they will create a way of imagining new actions and new beings.
Inside a different set of narratives, we will see and plot differently. I think the conditions for
rethinking laws, families, orphanages, welfare, discipline, and sexuality can be made available to
us only through what I have been calling stories. With these stories will come the opportunity to
conceive the child and its welfare, its body and its feelings, in ways that will be unusual and can
hardly fail to be more productive and happy than those we have managed with our current
melodramas (p.290).

This perspective is very focused on the content of stories rather than on modes of production
and consumption. Based on my research, I am not so sure that discursive content is
omnipotent. I have traced three periods of cinema, three periods of discourse: 1907-1968,
1967-1988 and 1985-2006. All three periods correspond to complex interactions between
discursive content, on the hand, and modes of production and consumption, on the other
hand. I suggest that this interaction has created audiences from which stories on adult-child
sexual relations emerge. These stories henceforth flow back into and reinforce audiences. The
first period coincided with the introduction of cinema and its regulation. This period did not
prevalently represent adult-child sexual relations. I suggest that this was in part a
consequence of the film industry viewing its audiences in terms of class. The second period
coincided with The graduate in the late-1960s, which predominantly adopted a coming-ofage discourse. This film may have influenced subsequent films, but the film, itself, was an
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outcome of a constellation of factors, which constructed, or more accurately, emphasised,
categories primarily based on age. The third period coincided with Back to the future and a
cluster of made-for-TV movies from the mid-1980s. This time categories emerged around the
parent and its Other.
During these periods, cinematic discourses of adult-child sexual relations were tied up with
the intelligibility of particular audiences. To change a discourse, in terms of storytelling
content, necessitates changing an audience. This is where the challenge of the liberal idea of
the self-determining subject, which cinema has represented, becomes insightful. It is doubtful
that changing one event will produce the desired outcome or even alter the outcome.
Counterfactualism also provides an insight. It is hard to pin down the root factor contributing
to the shift from a class-based perspective to an age-based perspective toward audiences
during the late 1960s. In chapter three, I identified a number of factors contributing to the
shift including studio divestment, the emergence of cinema multiplexes, the emergence of
television, regulatory reform, growing consumer affluence and the suburbanisation of cities.
No one factor caused to the shift in how the audience was viewed. I suggest that removing
any one of the factors would not have affected the outcome. For instance, if there had not
been a shift from the Production Code to a classification system during the late 1960s then I
do not see a radically different outcome. Studios still would have identified that young males
were their main source of revenues from research conducted from the 1940s, studios still
would have been forced to divest from their distribution and exhibition businesses from the
1940s, multiplexes still would have contributed to audience fragmentation from the 1960s,
and the emergence of television and the trend towards suburbanisation still would have
accentuated the ‘family’. Further, as I have suggested in chapter three, following Krzywinska,
the Production Code contributed to driving sexual themes into the genetic mark up of cinema.
That was its legacy. At the same time, the adoption of the Code is also underlined by a
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constellation of factors. To say that William Hays was responsible for the Production Code is
to say he is responsible for the studio-based oligopoly that underlined the Hollywood film
industry.
The second shift which embodies the concern over child sexual abuse and the Gothic
narrative also has a number of sources. While the emergence of the broad concern over child
sexual abuse has been attributed to the second wave of feminism, I suggest that if the second
wave of feminism had not happened, the broad concern would have still emerged during the
mid-1980s. The splintering and formation of the paedophilic movement from the gay rights
movement would still have occurred. It is not wholly attributable to feminist opposition to
paedophilia within the gay movement. The gay rights movement was also under attack from
moral conservatives, which prompted opposition to paedophilia from ‘mainstream’
homosexuals. The emergence of the paedophilia movement garnered opposition from
medico-psychological discourses, which had gained discursive influence through the
democratisation of therapy. Economic decline also contributed to the concern, both in terms
of general receptivity and representation. I am not dismissing the impact of the second wave
of feminism. I am merely suggesting that no one factor caused the concern. For instance, the
impact of medico-psychological discourses, in terms of child sexual abuse aftereffects, seems
to be minimal within made-for-TV representations. Each factor simply shaped the concern—
and the categories embedded within that concern—to varying degrees.
The power of the Gothic narrative is that it unites an audience. The formation of an audience,
however, is much more complex that simply storytelling. Further, the stories we tell also flow
from the existence of audiences. In this vein, Plummer (1995) has pointed out that discourses
do not exist within a vacuum. Rather, discourses are dependent upon communities:
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For narratives to flourish there must be a community to hear; that for communities to hear, there
must be stories which weave together their history, their identity, their politics. The one –
community – feeds upon and into the other – story (Plummer, 1995, p.87).

Rather than attempting to change the discourses of existing audiences, I suggest another
perspective is to look for emerging audiences and decipher stories to unite those audiences.

5.3 New audiences
Throughout this thesis, I have argued that cinema needs to be contextualised as a commercial
medium that is in competition with other media. In particular, I have opposed it to television.
In chapter three, I attributed the coming-of-age narrative, in part, to the emergence of
television. Equally, in chapter four, I associated the witnessing trend in cinema with a niche
carved out by the emergence of representations of adult-child sexual relations in made-forTV movies, which privileged the parent and conservative politics.
The mediascape is not stable. Since 2006, there was been a growth in internet-based social
media. Of these media, and as a free online database of archived video files, which allows
users to upload, search and share videos, YouTube has the greatest potential impact on
cinema. In fact, it presents a direct commercial threat to the both film and television markets
because a significant proportion of archived material is pirated productions. In addition to this
pirated material, there appears to be two major genres of content. The first genre is based on
amateur productions. These videos predominantly follow the ‘reality TV’ generic model from
television, although fictional videos are also present. Most of these videos are short, running
up to fifteen minutes. The second genre is music video clips. These are professional
productions, which mirror music videos on television. There are also minor genres. Examples
include détournements and parodies of televisual media as well as special events, such as the
royal wedding between Prince William of the House of Windsor and Catherine Middleton.
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YouTube has a commercial prerogative. It generates income from three forms of advertising.
Firstly, an animated ‘banner ad’ is displayed to the right of the video panel, secondly a static
‘banner ad’ overlays the bottom of the video panel, and finally a high quality video
advertisement is inserted before the requested video. The user has the ability to hide the static
‘banner ad’ and skip the video advertisement. Not all videos are prefaced by a video
advertisement. Advertisements are personalised to the user and based upon previously viewed
videos.
Throughout this thesis, I have been arguing that no one single factor can account for any
historical development. In particular, I have outlined a number of factors contributing to the
emergence of the coming-of-age film and the broad concern over child sexual abuse. The
emergence of YouTube is no exception. The internet, itself, on which YouTube is based, is a
convergence of computer and telephony technologies, which conceptually was, in part, born
out of concerns over a nuclear war between the US and the Soviet Union during the 1950s
and 1960s (Slevin, 2000, p.28). The internet has hardly developed through a series of uniform
steps: it is characterised by a number of ‘browser wars’. In 2011, the emerging browser war
seems to be focused on mobile telephony and wireless handheld devices. I will suggest that
YouTube, which Google acquired in 2006, is a strategic asset in this war. Both the Apple
iPhone and mobile devices running on the Google’s Android operating system were first
released in 2007. There is a shift in how people are accessing the internet. Advances in
wireless data transfer have facilitated this shift. At the same time, a slower rate of battery
advancement has placed limitations on this shift. There is a technical restriction influencing
this shift. The impact of this technical restriction is observable through the decision of Apple
not to support the Adobe Flash plugin on their iPhone, iPod and iPad devices, in part, due to
its power requirements (Jobs, 2010). The Flash plugin previously allowed the near
ubiquitous playback of video over the internet on desktop and laptop computers. In its place,
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mobile devices and recent desktop browsers play video natively through one of three formats,
which are supported by ‘HTML5’ (a web standard due for official release in 2014). Microsoft
and Apple, as well as Blu-Ray and mobile phone manufacturers, own patents in one format
(H.264), while Google is a licensee to this format (MPEG LA, 2009a, b). In contrast Google
owns a second format (VP8). Thus, another consideration within the contemporary browser
war is a commercial imperative. In January 2011, Google announced its intention to drop
support for the H.264 format from its Chrome browser (Jazayeri, 2011). YouTube, which
again Google owns, still supports the H.264 format. This support may be, in part, influenced
by the recognition that many content suppliers sell their content through Apple’s iTunes store.
While there is a browser war between Apple and Google, there is also, to a degree, a cooperative duopoly beneath the surface. Nonetheless, from a corporate perspective, a number
of factors have contributed to the positioning of YouTube as both a strategic defensive and
offensive asset. Over and above this perspective, audiences have also been receptive to
reality-TV style productions for almost twenty years.
The most viewed video on YouTube as of April 2011 is a music video clip of Justin Bieber’s
Baby ft. Ludacris. This video has attracted over 525 million views. According to the statistics
for the video on the YouTube site, the video is most popular with both male and female
audiences aged between thirteen and seventeen, as well as males aged between thirty-five and
forty-four (JustinBieberVEVO, 2010). Geographically, the video is most popular in North
and South America, Western Europe excluding France, India, South-East Asia and
Australasia. The video clip is about a young adolescent male stalking and harassing a young
adolescent female who repeatedly rejects his solicitations. A group of male adults urge the
adolescent male to persist in his pursuit of the female. As part of this encouragement, an adult
male in his mid-thirties discloses his experience of first love when he thirteen years old.
Eventually, the adolescent girl gives into the adolescent boy’s persistence and they perform a
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dance routine together. This dancing includes sexual innuendo. The film clip is about
adolescent sexuality and it is targeted at adolescents. This music clip is similar to many music
clips that have been shown on television. The representation of adolescent sexuality is not
necessarily absent from mainstream television. As the same time, contemporary ‘alternative’
music aimed at adolescents is not necessarily free of the Gothic narrative. Janie’s got a gun
(1984) by Aerosmith, for instance, is about an adolescent girl who murders her father.
Similarly Korn’s Daddy (1994) provides a first-person perspective of paternal incest. The
song details how the experience of childhood rape still cause the lead singer emotional
suffering. Music and music videos are a complex phenomenon within themselves.

Vignette 5.1: Adolescent sexuality in Justin Bieber’s Baby
A prominent YouTube channel is RayWilliamJohnson. This channel has over 3.4 million
subscribers and 190 videos, each attracting approximately 5 million viewers and each running
for approximately 5 minutes. Twice a week, Ray William Johnson, an adult male in his latetwenties to early-thirties, reviews three videos with comic commentary. The videos are
predominantly videos found on YouTube but he occasionally reviews videos that have been
sent to him privately. Nevertheless, he usually reviews one obscure video, one of medium
popularity, and one that has gone ‘viral’ with over one million viewers in a short space of
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time. Occasionally, he will engage in moralising. For example, he will criticise parents who
encourage and persuade their children to exhibit hatred towards others. He also does not
review videos involving fighting or pornography, although, in his comic commentary on the
videos, he often presents himself as a champion for homophobia, misogyny and domestic
violence.
Johnson participates in the Gothic narrative, albeit partially parodying it. One of the most
viewed episodes on RayWilliamJohnson is titled Demon pizza! (October 1, 2010). This
episode attracted almost eight million viewers. In it, he features a music video for the song
Gimme pizza performed by the Olsen Twins. The music video had been slowed down, which
emphasises its erotic representation of prepubescent females. For Johnson, the video is an
artefact to both laugh and squirm at. To a degree, he resolves his ambivalence through
labelling the clip as demonic. He denies his erotic investment in the video. At the same time,
he sees through this demonic scapegoating and taps into his engagement with the video. For
him, each shot lingers on for too long. With this acknowledgement, he is able to laugh at the
clip and its most sexually charged moment. He comments: ‘seriously guys, the internet was
invented for that one moment when that androgynous kid goes: “whipped cream poured like
waterfalls”’. To compliment this line, he shows footage of a girl in a close-up squirting
whipped cream from an aerosol can. Overall, however, he is unable to resolve his
ambivalence. For him, to think about the clip too much risks turning it into a nightmare.
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Vignette 5.2: Ray William Johnson’s demonic child
A third video on YouTube is High five for first kiss (original) (May 4, 2011). This is an
amateur video that follows the ‘reality TV’ generic model. According to the statistics for the
clip, it has attracted in excess of twelve million views, over two million of which are from
mobile devices. The video is most popular with males aged between eighteen and twenty-four
as well as females aged between thirteen and twenty-four. Geographically, it is most widely
viewed in North America, Europe and Australasia excluding Papua New Guinea, as well as
the individual countries of Russia, India and Brazil.
The video presents two prepubescent children, a boy and a girl. They are aged approximately
between five and seven years. The boy’s name is Elliot, the girl’s Bowie. They are framed in
a medium close-up; soothing lullaby music plays in the background. Offscreen sound
suggests that the children are at a picnic with their parents. Onscreen, Bowie leans over and
kisses Elliot on the cheek. In the non-diegetic comments section below the video, the author
has written ‘This was captured by accident, in its most innocent form’. The video, however,
appears staged. Not only are the children framed in a medium close-up, but just before the
kiss, an adult female, offscreen, can be heard saying ‘go on kiss him’. Further, Elliot’s
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immediate reaction to the kiss is omitted in a cut and the camera moves to another position.
The children remain framed in a medium close-up.
Elliot asks Bowie why she kissed him. She replies that she likes him. He discloses that he
desires to kiss her because he also likes her. After a couple of aborted attempts, they finally
embrace and lock lips. Elliot’s mother, who is the camera operator, is called to action. From
outside the frame she demands that they stop kissing. She does not, however, stop filming.
The video seems to demonstrate Kincaid’s theory of erotic innocence. At once these children
are eroticised for an adult’s entertainment and their sexuality is denied.

Vignette 5.3: Elliot and Bowie kissing
Elliot’s mother loses control of the situation. Not only do Elliot and Bowie demonstrate that
they have sexual knowledge and sexuality, but Elliot also does not accept his mother’s
narrative. He boasts to other adults, offscreen, at the picnic that he just kissed Bowie on the
lips. They cheer him on and he asks one of them to give him a ‘high five’, which is
reciprocated. In contrast, Bowie seems to partially accept the Gothic narrative of Elliot’s
mother. After Elliot pecks her again, she copies, perhaps parodies, Elliot’s mother’s repeated
assertion of ‘no more’ in a low voice. Despite this, they kiss one more time and she is even
left with her lips pursed after Elliot loses interest. Finally, Bowie softly says to herself ‘she
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[Bowie’s mother] said “no more”’ before drinking from a bottle of water. The video ends
with a montage of Elliot and Bowie, including a still frame of them walking away holding
hands.
Moving forward, the underlying questions for future research should be concerned with how
the communities and audiences of new media, such as YouTube, are being bound together
through discourse. Like the witnessing cultural trend, which, in part, spawned from the madefor-TV movies, I suggest that the problems and solutions constructed within the YouTube
community may also create tensions that other media seize upon. The cycle of the concern
over adult-child sexual relations is destined to continue, but its form and constructions of
innocence will evolve. The made-for-TV movie, for instance, is now an artefact of the past.

370

References
Academic literature
Adler, A. (2001). The perverse law of child pornography. Columbia Law Review, 101(2):
209-272.
Alasuutari, P. (1998). An invitation to social research. London, England: Sage.
Alcoff, L. & Gray, L. (1993). Survivor discourse: transgression or recuperation? Signs:
Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 18(2): 260-290.
Altman. R. (1999). Film/genre. London, England: British Film Institute.
Angelides, S. (2004a). Feminism, child sexual abuse, and the erasure of child sexuality. GLQ:
A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 10(2): 141-177.
-- -- (2004b). Sex and the child. Meanjin, 63(4): 28-36.
-- -- (2004c). Historicizing affect, psychoanalyzing history. Journal of Homosexuality, 46(1):
79-109.
-- -- (2005). The emergence of the paedophile in the late twentieth century. Histories of
Sexuality, 37(126): 272-295.
-- -- (2008). Sexual offences against ‘children’ and the question of judicial gender bias.
Australian Feminist Studies, 23(57): 359-373.
Ariès, P. (1962). Centuries of childhood. R. Baldick (Trans.). London, England: Cape.
Armstrong, L. (1994). Rocking the cradle of sexual politics: what happened when women said
incest. London, UK: The Women's Press.

371

Bapis, E.M. (2008). Camera and action: American film as agent of social change, 1965-1975.
Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland.
Bell, V. (1993). Interrogating incest: feminism, Foucault and the law. London, UK:
Routledge.
Bennett, J. (2006). The Woodsman: saying the unsayable. Jump Cut: A Review of
Contemporary Media 48. Retrieved January 6, 2009 from
http://www.ejumpcut.org/currentissue/Woodsman/text.html.
Bobier, C. & Warwick, M. (2005). Factors associated with readmission to adolescent
psychiatric care. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 39(7): 600-606.
Bordwell, D. & Thompson, K. (2010). Film art: an introduction. New York: N.Y.: McGrawHill.
Bowman, J. (1998). Girl crazy. Entertainment Review, 50(15): 50-51.
Bruhm, S. & Hurley, N. (2004). Curiouser: on the queerness of children. In S. Bruhm & N.
Hurley (Eds.), Curiouser: on the queerness of children (pp.ix-xxxviii). Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota Press.
Bufkin, J. & Eschholz, S. (2000). Images of sex and rape: a content analysis of popular film.
Violence Against Women, 6(2): 1317-1344.
Burstyn, V. (1981). Women, sexuality and the commercial cinema: the seductive illusion, part
II. Canadian Woman Studies, 3(2): 26-28.
Carveth, R. (1993). Amy Fisher and the ethics of ‘headline’ docudramas. Journal of Popular
Film & Television, 21(3): 121-127.

372

Champagne, R. (1994). Oprah Winfrey’s Scared silent and the spectatorship of incest.
Discourse, 17(2): 123-138.
Crawford, K. (2006). Adult themes: rewriting the rules of adulthood. Sydney, Australia:
Macmillan.
Curtis-Webber, A.J. (1995). Not just another pretty victim: the incest survivor and the media.
Journal of Popular Culture, 28(4), 37-47.
Davies, M.L. (1995). Childhood sexual abuse and the construction of identity: Healing
Sylvia. London, UK: Taylor & Francis.
Davies, J. (2007). Imagining intergenerationality: representation and rhetoric in the pedophile
movie. GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 13(2-3): 369-385.
Dean, J.J. (2007). Gays and queers: from the centering to the decentering of homosexuality in
American films. Sexualities, 10(3): 363-386.
Dubrofsky, R.E. (2007). Therapeutics of the self: surveillance in the service of the
therapeutic. Television & New Media, 8(4): 263-284.
Egan, R.D. & Hawkes, G. (2007). Producing the prurient through the pedagogy of purity:
childhood sexuality and the social purity movement. Journal of Historical Sociology, 20(4):
443-461.
-- -- (2008a). Endangered girls and incendiary objects: unpacking the discourse on
sexualisation. Sexuality & Culture, 12(4): 291-311.
-- -- (2008b). Girls, sexuality and the strange carnalities of advertisements: deconstructing the
discourse of corporate paedophilia. Australia Feminist Studies, 23(57): 307-322.
-- -- (2010). Theorizing the sexual child in modernity. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillian.
373

Edgerton, G. (1991). High concept small screen. Journal of Popular Film & Television, 19(3):
114-127.
Esther, J. (2005). Gregg Araki: tackling the tough ones on film. The Gay & Lesbian Review,
12(5): 44-45.
Finkelhor, D. (1986). Designing new studies. In D. Finkelhor (Ed.), A sourcebook on child
sexual abuse (pp.199-223). London, England: Sage.
Fischer, N.L. (2003). Oedipus wrecked? The moral boundaries of incest. Gender & Society,
17(1):92-110.
Foucault, M. (1975). Discipline and punish: the birth of the prison [Surveiller et punir:
naissance de la prison] (A. Lane Trans.). London, England: Penguin Books.
-- -- (1976). The history of sexuality: volume 1 - the will to knowledge [La volontè de savoir]
(R. Hurley Trans.). London, UK: Penguin Books.
-- -- (1997). Society must be defended: lectures at the Collège de France, 1975-76 (D. Macey
Trans.). London, England: Penguin Books.
Fraser, D. (2004). About a boy. Critic. Retrieved August 15, 2006, from
http://www.critic.co.nz/showfeature.php?id=714.
Freedman E.B. (1987). ‘Uncontrolled desires’: the responses to the sexual psychopath, 19201960. The Journal of American History, 74(1): 83-106.
Freeman, M.L. & Valentine, D.P. (2004). Through the eyes of Hollywood: images of social
workers in film. Social Work, 49(2): 151-161.
Fulwood, N. (2003). One hundred sex scenes that changed cinema. London, UK: B.T.
Batsford.
374

Gates, D. & Brown, C. (1996). Waiting for Humbert. Newsweek, 128(25): 70.
Gartner, R.B. (1999a). Cinematic depictions of boyhood sexual victimization. Gender and
Psychoanalysis [Online] 4: 253-289. Retrieved April 18, 2006 from
http://www.malesurvivor.org/Professionals/Articles/gartner1.htm 18/4/2006
-- -- (1999b). Sexual victimization of boys by men: meanings and consequences. Journal of
Gay & Lesbian Psychotherapy, 3(2): 1-33.
Gomery, D. (1983). Television, Hollywood, and the development of movies made-fortelevision. In E. Ann Kaplan (Ed.), Regarding television: critical approaches—an anthology
(pp.120-129). Frederick, MD: University Publications of America.
Gordon, A. (1987). Back to the future: Oedipus as time traveller. Science Fiction Studies,
14(2): 372-385.
Gordon, L. (1988). The politics of child sexual abuse: notes from American history. Feminist
Review, 28(January): 56-64.
Gelles, R.J. & Conte, J.R. (1990). Domestic violence and sexual abuse of children: a review
of research in the eighties. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 52(4): 1045-1058.
Hamer, M. (2002). Incest: a new perspective. Cambridge, UK: Polity.
Hansen, A., Cottle, S., Negrine, R. & Newbold, C. (1998). Mass communication research
methods. Hampshire, England: Macmillan Press.
Hanson, E. (2004). Knowing children: desire and interpretation in The exorcist. In S. Bruhm
& N. Hurley (Eds.), Curiouser: on the queerness of children (pp.107-136). Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota Press.
Harkness, J. (1980). Drumming up a storm. Cinema Canada, 67: 14-18.
375

Harwood, S. (1997). Family fictions: representations of the family in 1980s Hollywood
cinema. London, England: Macmillan.
Hawkes, G. & Egan, R.D. (2008). Landscapes of erotophobia: the sexual(ized) child in the
postmodern Anglophone West. Sexuality & Culture, 12(4):193-203.
Helphand, K.I. (1988). McUrbia: the 1950s and the birth of the contemporary American
landscape. Places, 5(2): 40-49.
Hill Bailey, P. (1996). Assuring quality in narrative analysis. Western Journal of Nursing
Research, 18(2), pp. 186-194.
Hirschman, E.C. and Holbrook, M.B. (1992). Postmodern consumer research: the study of
consumption as text. Newbury Park, United States of America: Sage.
Holmes, W.C. & Slap, G.B. (1998). Sexual abuse of boys: definition, prevalence, correlates,
sequelae, and management. JAMA: The Journal of the American Medical Association,
280(21): 1855-1862.
Holmes, G., Zonn, L. & Cravey, A.J. (2004). Placing man in the New West: masculinities of
The last picture show. GeoJournal, 59(4): 277-288.
Hughes, J. (1981). The tin drum: Volker Schlöndorff’s ‘dream of childhood’. Film Quarterly,
34(3): 2-10.
Jackson, L.A. (2000). Child sexual abuse in Victorian England. London, UK: Routledge.
Jenkins, P. (1998). Moral panic: changing concepts of the child molester in modern America.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Jenks, C. (2005). Childhood (2nd Ed.). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

376

Karlyn, K.R. (2004). ‘Too close for comfort’: American beauty and the incest motif. Cinema
Journal, 44(1): 69-93.
Kaye, E. (1997). Lolita comes again. Esquire, 127(2): 50-58.
Kaye, K. (2005). Sexual abuse victims and the wholesome family: feminist, psychological,
and state discourses. In E. Bernstein & L. Schaffner (Eds.), Regulating sex: the politics of
intimacy and identity (pp.143-166). London, UK: Routledge.
Kaye, S.T. (2010). Challenging certainty: the utility and history of counterfactualism. History
and Theory, 49(1): 38-57.
Kelleher, P. (2004). How to do things with perversion: psychoanalysis and the ‘child in
danger’. In S. Bruhm & N. Hurley (Eds.), Curiouser: on the queerness of children (pp.151171). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
Kilborn, R. (1994a). ‘How real can you get?’: recent developments in ‘reality’ television.
European Journal of Communication, 9 (4): 421-439.
-- -- (1994b). ‘Drama over Lockerbie’: a new look at television drama-documentaries.
Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television, 14(1): 59-77.
Kilpatrick, A.C. (1987). Childhood sexual experiences: problems and issues in studying longrange effects. The Journal of Sex Research, 23(2): 173-196.
Kincaid, J.R. (1992). Child-loving: the erotic child and Victorian culture. London, England:
Routledge.
-- -- (1998). Erotic innocence: the culture of child molesting. London, UK: Duke University
Press.

377

-- -- (2004). Producing erotic children. In S. Bruhm & N. Hurley (Eds.), Curiouser: on the
queerness of children (pp.3-16). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
Kinder, M. (1989). Back to the future in the 80s with fathers & sons, supermen & PeeWees,
gorillas & toons. Film Quarterly, 42(4): 2-11.
Kitzinger, J. (1992). Sexual violence and compulsory heterosexuality. Feminism &
Psychology, 2(3): 399-418.
-- -- (2001). Transformations of public and private knowledge: audience reception, feminism
and the experience of childhood sexual abuse. Feminist Media Studies, 1(1): 91-104.
-- -- (2004). Framing abuse: media influence and public understanding of sexual violence
against children. London, UK: Pluto Press.
Kochberg, S. (2003). Cinema as institution. In An introduction to film studies (3rd Ed. J.
Nelmes Ed.) (pp.3-50). London, UK: Routledge.
Krzywinska, T. (2006). Sex and the cinema. London, UK: Wallflower Press.
Lathrop, E.A. (2006). Louis Malle [Review of the book Louis Malle]. Film Quarterly, 59(4):
59-61.
Lee, C.J.P. (2005). Pervasive perversions: paedophilia and child sexual abuse in
media/culture. London, UK: Free Association Books.
Lehr, V.D. (2008). Developing sexual agency: rethinking late nineteenth and early twentieth
century theories for the twenty-first century. Sexuality & Culture, 12(4): 204-220.
Leondard, J. (1997). The new puritanism. Nation, 265(17): 11-15.

378

Levine, J. (2002). Harmful to minors: the perils of protecting children from sex. Minneapolis,
USA: University of Minnesota Press.
Lévi-Strauss, C. (1969). The elementary structures of kinship (J.H. Bell Trans. and John
Richard von Strumer & Rodney Needham Eds.). London, England: Eyre & Spottiswoode.
Linderman, D. (1982). Oedipus in Chinatown. Enclitic, 5-6: 190-203.
Lynch, J.D. (2002). Incest discourse and cinematic representation. Journal of Film and Video,
54(2-3): 43-55.
Macfarlane, S. (2004). Antwone Fisher: how dangerous is ‘Dr Wonderful’? Australasian
Psychiatry, 12(2): 176-178.
MacLeod, M. & Saraga, E. (1988). Challenging the orthodoxy: towards a feminist theory and
practice. Feminist Review, 28(January): 16-55.
Masson, J.M. (1984). Freud, the assault on truth: Freud's suppression of the seduction
theory. London England: Faber.
McCaffrey, D. (1998). Victim feminism/victim activism. Sociological Spectrum, 18(3): 263284.
Mohr, R.D. (2004). The pedophilia of everyday life. In S. Bruhm & N. Hurley (Eds.),
Curiouser: on the queerness of children (pp.17-30). Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press.
Moncrieff, J. & Farmer, R. (1998). Sexual abuse and the subsequent development of alcohol
problems. Alcohol & Alcoholism, 33(6): 592-601.
Morag, R. (2006). Not a dirty secret: on some cases of bulimia in cinema. Camera Obscura,
21(1): 147-182.
379

Moretti, F. (2001). Planet Hollywood. New Left Review, 9(May-June): 90-101.
Myers, J.E.B., Diedrick, S., Lee, D., McClanahan Fincher, K. & Stern, R. (1999).
Professional writing on child sexual abuse from 1900 to 1975: dominant themes and impact
on prosecution. Child Maltreatment, 4(3): 201-216.
Naples, N.A. (2003). Deconstructing and locating survivor discourse: dynamics of narrative,
empowerment, and resistance for survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Signs: Journal of
Women in Culture and Society, 28(4): 1151-1185.
Nathan, D. & Snedeker, M. (1995). Satan's silence: ritual abuse and the making of a modern
American witch hunt. New York, USA: Basic Books.
National Child Protection Clearinghouse. (2004). Child abuse prevention resource sheet: no.
6. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies.
Neale, S. (2000). Genre and Hollywood. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Niec, L. N., Brestan, E. V., & Valle, L. A. (2008). Violence on the screen: psychological
perspectives on child abuse in American popular film 1992-2001. In R. Fisher & N. Billias
(Series Eds.) and T. Levin (Vol. Ed.), Violence: ‘mercurial gestalt' (pp.91-110). Amsterdam:
Rodopi B. V. Press.
Ohi, K. (2000). Molestation 101: child abuse, homophobia, and The boys of St. Vincent. GLQ:
A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 6(2): 195-248.
-- -- (2004). Narrating the child’s queerness in What Maisie knew. In S. Bruhm & N. Hurley
(Eds.), Curiouser: on the queerness of children (pp.81-106). Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press.

380

Olafson, E., Corwin, D.L. & Summit, R.C. (1993). Modern history of child sexual abuse
awareness: cycles of discovery and suppression. Child Abuse & Neglect, 17(1): 7-24.
Perren, A. (2009). Whatever happened to the movie-of-the-week? The shocking true story of
how made-for-TV movies disappeared from the broadcast networks. In J. Staiger & S. Hake
(Eds.), Convergence media history (pp.161-170). New York, NY: Rutledge.
Penley, C. (1990). Time travel, primal scene and the critical dystopia. In A. Kuhn (Ed.), Alien
zone: cultural theory and contemporary science fiction cinema (pp.116-126). London,
England: Verso.
Peters, S.D., Wyatt, G.E. & Finkelhor, D. (1986). In D. Finkelhor (Ed.), A sourcebook on
child sexual abuse (pp.15-59). London, England: Sage.
Phillips, P. (2000). Understand film texts: meaning and experience. London, UK: British Film
Institute Publishing.
-- -- (2003). Spectator, audience and response. In An introduction to film studies (3rd Ed. J.
Nelmes Ed.) (pp.91-128). London, UK: Routledge.
Plummer, K. (1995). Telling sexual stories: power, change and social worlds. London, UK:
Routledge.
Polkinghorne, D.E. (1988). Narrative knowing and the human sciences. Albany, United States
of America: States University of New York Press.
Power, E. (1999). The cinematic art of nympholepsy: movie star culture as loser culture in
Nabokov’s Lolita. Criticism, 41(1): 101-118.
Projansky, S. (2001). The elusive/ubiquitous representation of rape: a historical survey of rape
in U.S. film, 1903-1972. Cinema Journal, 41(1): 63-90.

381

Raphael, C. (1997). Political economy of reali-TV. Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary
Media, 41(May): 102-109.
Rind, B. & Tromovitch, P. (1997). A meta-analytic review of findings from national samples
on psychological correlates of child sexual abuse. The Journal of Sex Research, 34(3): 237255.
Rind, B., Tromovitch, P. & Bauserman, R. (1998). A meta-analytic examination of assumed
properties of child sexual abuse using college samples. Psychological Bulletin, 124(1): 22-53.
Robinson, K.H. (2005). Childhood and sexuality: adult constructions and silenced children. In
J. Mason & T. Fattore (Eds.) Children taken seriously in theory, policy and practice (pp.6678). London, England: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
-- -- (2008). In the name of ‘childhood innocence’: a discursive exploration of the moral panic
associated with childhood and sexuality. Cultural Studies Review, 14(2): 113-129.
Robinson, K.H. & Davies, C. (2008a). ‘She’s kickin’ ass, that’s what she’s doing!’
Deconstructing childhood ‘innocence’ in media representations. Australian Feminist Studies,
23(57): 343-358.
-- -- (2008b). Docile bodies and heteronormative moral subjects: constructing the child and
sexual knowledge in schooling. Sexuality & Culture, 12(4): 221-239.
Rowe, A. & Wells, P. (2003). Film form and narrative. In An introduction to film studies (3rd
Ed. J. Nelmes Ed.) (pp.53-90). London, UK: Routledge.
Rubin, G. (1984). Thinking sex: notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality. In C.S.
Vance (Ed.), Pleasure and danger: exploring female sexuality (pp.267-319). Boston, MA:
Routledge & Kegan Paul.

382

Schulze, L.J. (1986). Getting physical: text/context/reading and the made-for-television
movie. Cinema Journal, 25(2): 35-50.
Sedgwick, E. K. (1985). Between men: English literature and male homosocial desire. New
York, NY: Columbia University Press.
Shary, T. (2010). Virgin Springs: a survey of teen films’ quest for sexcess. In T.J. McDonald
(Ed.), Virgin territory: representing sexual inexperience in film (pp.53-67). Detroit, MI:
Wayne State University Press.
Shiel, M. (2006). American cinema, 1965-70. In L.R. Williams & M. Hammond (Eds.),
Contemporary American cinema (pp.12-40). Berkshire, England: Open University Press.
Slevin, J. (2000). The internet and society. Cambridge, UK: Polity.
Sonnekus, T. (2009). Macho men and the queer imaginary: a critique of selected gay
‘colonial’ representations of homomasculinity. de arte, 80: 37-53.
Smart, C. (2000). Reconsidering the recent history of child sexual abuse, 1910-1960. Journal
of Social Policy 29(1): 55-71.
Spaccarelli, S. (1994). Stress, appraisal, and coping in child sexual abuse: a theoretical and
empirical review. Psychological Bulletin, 116(2): 340-362.
Sloniowski, J. (1996). Violations: The boys of St. Vincent. Canadian Journal of
Communication, 21(3): 365-379.
Stockton, K.B. (2004). Growing sideways, or versions of the queer child: the ghost, the
homosexual, the Freudian, the innocent, and the interval of animal. In S. Bruhm & N. Hurley
(Eds.), Curiouser: on the queerness of children (pp.277-315). Minneapolis, MN: University
of Minnesota Press.

383

Stokes, J. (2003). How to do media & cultural studies. London, England: Sage Publications.
Thorstad, D. (1991). Man/boy love and the American gay movement. In T. Sandfort, E.
Brongersma and A. van Naerssen (Eds.), Male intergenerational intimacy: historical, sociopsychological, and legal perspectives (pp.251-274). Binghamton, NY: Harrington Park Press.
Trivelpiece, J.W. (1990). Adjusting the frame: cinematic treatment of sexual abuse and rape
of men and boys. In M. Hunter (Ed.), The sexually abused male, vol. 1 (pp.47-85). Lexington,
US: Lexington Books.
Tziallas, E. (2008). Looking beneath the skin: reconfiguring trauma and sexuality. Stream:
Culture/Politics/Technology, 1(1): 22-39.
US Bureau of Economic Analysis (2011). GDP and personal Income of the U.S. (annual)
[Online]. Google. Available:
http://www.google.com/publicdata/explore?ds=a7jenngfc4um7_&ctype=l&strail=false&nsel
m=h&met_y=per_capita_disposable_personal_income&hl=en&dl=en#ctype=l&strail=false&
nselm=h&met_y=per_capita_disposable_personal_income&scale_y=lin&ind_y=false&rdim=
region&tdim=true&hl=en&dl=en [12 March 2011].
Valentine, D.P. & Freeman, M. (2002). Film portrayals of social workers doing child welfare
work. Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal, 19(6): 455-471.
Walker, J.L., Carey, P.D., Mohr, N., Stein, D.J. & Seedat, S. (2004). Gender differences in the
prevalence of childhood sexual abuse and in the development of pediatric PTSD. Archives of
Women’s Mental Health 7: 111-121.
Waller, G.A. (1987). Re-placing The day after. Cinema Journal, 26(3): 3-20.

384

Watson, P. (2003). Critical approaches to Hollywood cinema: authorship, genre and stars. In
An introduction to film studies (3rd Ed. J. Nelmes Ed.) (pp.129-183). London, UK: Routledge.
Williams, L.R. (2006). The graduate. In L.R. Williams & M. Hammond (Eds.),
Contemporary American cinema (pp.101-103). Berkshire, England: Open University Press.
Wittenberg, D. (2006). Oedipus multiplex, or, the subject as a time travel film: two readings
of Back to the future. Discourse, 23(2-3): 51-77.
Yoakam, J.R. (2001). Gods or monsters: a critique of representations in film and literature of
relationships between older gay men and younger men. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social
Services, 13(4): 65-80.
Yuill, R. & Durber, D. (2008). ‘Querying’ the limits of queering boys through the contested
discourses on sexuality. Sexuality & Culture, 12(4): 257-274.

385

Filmography
Note: cited films are indicated in bold.
Alexanian, A., Hall, D., Winick, G. (Producers), & Winick, G. (Director). (2002). Tadpole
[Motion Picture]. USA: Buena Vista Home Entertainment.
Almodóvar, A., Almodóvar, P. (Producers), & Almodóvar, P. (Director). (2004). Bad
education (La mala educación) [Motion Picture]. Spain: Roadshow
Entertainment.
Amati, E. (Producer), & Martino, A. D. (Director). (1974). Blasphemy (L'anticristo) [Motion
Picture]. Italy: Anchor Bay Entertainment.
Anderson, C. (Producer), & Arthur, K. (Director). (1991). Bump in the night [Motion
Picture]. USA: Satellite Entertainment.
Araki, G., Levy-Hinte, J., Ritter, H. C., Skalski, M. J., Zeman, J. (Producers), & Araki,
G. (Director). (2004). Mysterious skin [Motion Picture]. USA/Netherlands:
Roadshow Entertainment.
Arnal, S., Benjo, C., Hamilton, J., Lonergan, V., Reckziegel, D., Scotta, C. (Producers), &
Cantet, L. (Director). (2005). Heading south [Motion Picture]. France/Canada: Soda
Pictures Ltd.
Aufiero, D., Bernstein, A., Collins, D., Gerald, M., Naughton, M., Williams, M. (Producers),
& Bernstein, A. (Director). (1997). Six ways to Sunday [Motion Picture]. USA: Force
Entertainment.
Aurthur, R. A. (Producer), & Fosse, B. (Director). (1979). All that jazz [Motion Picture].
USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment South Pacific Pty Ltd.

386

Avnet, J., Tisch, S. (Producers), & Brickman, P. (Director). (1983). Risky business
[Motion Picture]. USA: Warner Home Video Pty Ltd.
Avnet, J. (Producer), & Brickman, P. (Director). (1990). Men don't leave [Motion
Picture]. USA: Warner Home Video Inc.
Balderson, C., Balderson, S., Dreiling, J., Holmgren, D., Magana, J. P. (Producers), &
Balderson, S. (Director). (2005). Firecracker [Motion Picture]. USA: Shock DVD.
Ball, A., Cohen, B., Jinks, D., Wlodkowski, S. (Producers), & Mendes, S. (Director).
(1999). American beauty [Motion Picture]. USA: Universal Pictures International
Limited.
Balsan, H. (Producer), & Girod, F. (Director). (2001). Transfixed (Mauvais genres)
[Motion Picture]. France/Belgium: Picture This! Home Video.
Barendrecht, W., Footlick, J., Hart, J., Kessel, R., Sharp, J., Werner, M. J. (Producers),
& Stettner, P. (Director). (2006). The night listener [Motion Picture]. USA: Echo
Bridge Home Entertainment.
Barnett, J. (Producer), & Otto, L. (Director). (1990). Unspeakable acts [Motion Picture].
USA: Braveworld Limited.
Barnes, N. K., Bevan, T., Chasin, L., Niro, R. D., Epstein, B., Fellner, E., et al.
(Producers), Weitz, C., & Weitz, P. (Directors). (2002). About a boy [Motion
Picture]. UK/USA/France/Germany: Universal Pictures (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Baschet, M., Hänsel, M., Kolar, C., Sadai, Y., Seregni, R. (Producers), & Tanovic, D.
(Director). (2005). Hell (L'enfer) [Motion Picture]. France/Italy/Belgium/Japan :
Universal Pictures (Australasia) Pty Ltd.

387

Belling, D., Parsons, C. (Producers), & Clarke, A. (Director). (1979). Scum [Motion Picture].
UK: Umberra Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Bender, C., Dix, A., Rhulen, A., Spink, J. (Producers), Bress, E., & Gruber, J. M.
(Directors). (2004). The butterfly effect [Motion Picture]. USA/Canada: Warner
Home Video Pty Ltd.
Bender, C., Friedman, L. G., Moore, C., Perry, C., Weitz, C., Zide, W. (Producers), &
Weitz, P. (Director). (1999). American pie [Motion Picture]. USA: Universal
Pictures (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Bennett, B., Cluff, J., Soeterboek, C. (Producers), & Bennett, B. (Director). (1997). Kiss or
kill [Motion Picture]. Australia: Roadshow Entertainment.
Berger, A., Field, T., Yerxa, R. (Producers), & Field, T. (Director). (2006). Little children
[Motion Picture]. USA: Roadshow Entertainment.
Bernasconi, C., Weinstein, H. (Producers), & Tornatore, G. (Director). (2000). Malèna
[Motion Picture]. Italy/USA: Miramax Home Entertainment.
Berry, T., Campbell, A., Hastings, M., Reynolds, K. F., Wodoslawsky, S. (Producers), &
McLoughlin, T. (Director). (2001). The unsaid [Motion Picture]. Canada/USA:
Universal Pictures (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Bittmann, N., Greene, C. L., Heyman, N., Junkersdorf, E. (Producers), & Birkin, A.
(Director). (1988). Burning secret [Motion Picture]. UK/West Germany: Vestron
Video International.

388

Black, T., Blumenthal, J., Conrad, S., Tisch, S. (Producers), & Verbinski, G. (Director).
(2005). The weather man [Motion Picture]. USA/Germany: Paramount Home
Entertainment (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Black, T., Haines, R., Washington, D. (Producers), & Washington, D. (Director). (2002).
Antwone Fisher [Motion Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment
South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Bolognini, M., Rossellini, F. (Producers), & Pasolini, P. P. (Director). (1968). Teorema
(Theorem) [Motion Picture]. Italy: Koch Lorber Films.
Boorman, J. (Producer), & Boorman, J. (Director). (1972). Deliverance [Motion Picture].
USA: Warner Home Video Pty Ltd.
Bouzid, N. (Director). (1986). Man of ashes (Rih essed) [Motion Picture]. Tunisia: Arab
Film Distribution.
Branco, P., Lévy, B.-H. (Producers), & Honoré, C. (Director). (2004). My mother (Ma mère)
[Motion Picture]. France/Portugal/Austria/Spain: The AV Channel Pty Ltd.
Brezner, L., Fischer, M. S., Lapides, H., Lloyd, L. (Producers), & Green, T. (Director).
(2001). Freddy got fingered [Motion Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home
Entertainment South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Brooks, J. L., Greenhut, R., Ross, G., Spielberg, A. (Producers), & Marshall, P.
(Director). (1988). Big [Motion Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home
Entertainment South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Brooks, P., Cage, N., Golightly, N. (Producers), & Cage, N. (Director). (2002). Sonny
[Motion Picture]. USA: 21st Century Pictures Pty Ltd.

389

Canton, N., Gale, B. (Producers), & Zemeckis, R. (Director). (1985). Back to the future
[Motion Picture]. USA: Universal Pictures (Australasian) Pty Ltd.
Carey, A., Corrente, M., Hope, T., Polvino, M. (Producers), & Williams, T. (Director).
(2004). The door in the floor [Motion Picture]. USA: Magna Pacific Pty Ltd.
Carcaterra, L., Golin, S., Levinson, B. (Producers), & Levinson, B. (Director). (1996).
Sleepers [Motion Picture]. USA: Universal Pictures (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Carmody, D., Clark, B. (Producers), & Clark, B. (Director). (1982). Porky's [Motion
Picture]. Canada/USA: JL.
Carroll, M., Northam, Z. (Producers), & Duncan, P. (Director). (1999). Passion [Motion
Picture]. Australia: Magna Pacific Pty Ltd.
Clermont, N. (Producer), & Jackson, D. (Director). (1997). Natural enemy [Motion Picture].
Canada/USA: Ninth Dimension Home Entertainment.
Cohen, D., Davey, B. (Producers), & Gibson, M. (Director). (1993). The man without a
face [Motion Picture]. USA: Warner Home Video Inc.
Corley, A., Potter, B., Rosenblatt, B., Walsh, E. B. (Producers), & Rosenfeld, S. Z. (Director).
(1997). A brother's kiss [Motion Picture]. USA: First Look Home Entertainment.
Cortes, L., Daniels, L., Hoffman, V., Robinson, D. (Producers), & Kassell, N. (Director).
(2004). The woodsman [Motion Picture]. USA: Paramount Home Entertainment
(Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Cosgrove, J., Deutchman, I., Dyer, S., Dunn Meurer, T. (Producers), & Wexler, T. (Director).
(2001). Relative evil [Motion Picture]. USA: 21st Century Pictures Pty Ltd.

390

Cowan, R., Winkler, I. (Producers), & Winkler, I. (Director). (2001). Life as a house [Motion
Picture]. USA: Reel.
Cuarón, A., Vergara, J. (Producers), & Cuarón, A. (Director). (2001). And your mother too!
(Y tu mamá también) [Motion Picture]. Mexico: Magna Pacific Pty Ltd.
Cunningham, S., Lantos, R., Musselman, M., Rosenberg, J. (Producers), & Szabó, I.
(Director). (2004). Being Julia [Motion Picture]. Canada/USA/Hungary/UK: Sony
Pictures Home Entertainment.
Cusack, P., Hytner, N., Jones, D., Loader, K. (Producers), & Hytner, N. (Director).
(2006). The history boys [Motion Picture]. UK: Twentieth Century Fox Home
Entertainment South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Daubeney, D. (Producer), & Larraz, J. R. (Director). (1973). The house that vanished [Motion
Picture]. UK: Media Home Entertainment.
Day, E., Thomas, L. (Producers), & McKay, J. (Director). (2001). Crush [Motion Picture].
UK/Germany: Magna Pacific Pty Ltd.
de Brabant, J., Kasander, K., Pakleppa, M. (Producers), & Greenaway, P. (Director). (1999). 8
1/2 women [Motion Picture]. UK/Netherlands/Luxembourg/Germany: Paramount
Home Entertainment (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Dedmond, L., Jones, S. A., McNaughton, J. (Producers), & McNaughton, J. (Director).
(1986). Henry: portrait of a serial killer [Motion Picture]. USA: Paramount Home
Entertainment (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
de Heer, R., Draskovic, G., Procacci, D. (Producers), & de Heer, R. (Director). (1993). Bad
boy Bubby [Motion Picture]. Australia/Italy: Umbrella Entertainment Pty Ltd.

391

Delbosc, O., Missonnier, M. (Producers), & Ozon, F. (Director). (1998). Sitcom [Motion
Picture]. France: World Cinema.
Delbosc, O., Missonnier, M. (Producers), & Ozon, F. (Director). (1999). Criminal lovers (Les
amants criminels) [Motion Picture]. France: Accent Film Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Delbosc, O., Gozlan, C., Horikoshi, K., Missonnier, M., Sarde, A. (Producers), & Ozon, F.
(Director). (2000). Water drops on burning rocks (Gouttes d'eau sur pierres
brûlantes) [Motion Picture]. France: Accent Film Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Doumanian, J., Jackman, M. (Producers), & Alexander, J. (Director). (1999). Just looking
[Motion Picture]. USA: Columbia TriStar Home Entertainment.
Eastwood, C., Johnson, M., Valdes, D. (Producers), & Eastwood, C. (Director). (1993). A
perfect world [Motion Picture]. USA: Warner Home Video Pty Ltd.
Eastwood, C., Hoyt, J., Lorenz, R. (Producers), & Eastwood, C. (Director). (2003).
Mystic river [Motion Picture]. USA/Australia: Roadshow Entertainment.
Efraim, R. B. (Producer), & Myerson, A. (Director). (1981). Private lessons [Motion
Picture]. USA: Umbrella Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Ehrenberg, M., Ibarra, E., Payán, C., Payán, I., Valdelièvre, C. (Producers), & Serrano, A.
(Director). (2003). Lucía, Lucía (La hija del caníbal) [Motion Picture]. Mexico/Spain:
Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Enrich, T. (Producer), & Villaronga, A. (Director). (1987). In a glass cage (Tras el
cristal) [Motion Picture]. Spain.
Everett, G., Subotsky, M. (Producers), & Leonard, B. (Director). (1992). The lawnmower
man [Motion Picture]. UK/USA/Japan: Force Entertainment.

392

Ezralow, M., Franklin, B., Krevoy, B., Stabler, S., Thomas, B. (Producers), & Kelley, J. P.
(Director). (1997). The locusts [Motion Picture]. USA: MGM Home Entertainment.
Fox, R., Rudin, S. (Producers), & Eyre, R. (Director). (2006). Notes on a scandal [Motion
Picture]. UK: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment South Pacific Pty
Ltd.
Frank, I., Sager, R., Simpson, P. R. (Producers), & Till, E. (Director). (1992). Oh, what a
night [Motion Picture]. Canada/USA: Home Cinema Group Pty Ltd.
Frappier, R., Sussman, P. (Producers), & Arcand, D. (Director). (1993). Love and human
remains [Motion Picture]. Canada: Arrow Films.
Freedman, J. E., Herskovic, P., Williams, W. S. (Producers), & Simoneau, Y. (Director).
(1994). Mother's boys [Motion Picture]. USA: Lions Gate Films.
Freudenberger, D. (Producer), & Cates, G. (Director). (1989). Do you know the muffin
man? [Motion Picture]. USA: Infinity Media Holdings Ltd.
Fried, R. N., Zinman, R. J. (Producers), & Leddy, B. (Director). (1995). My teacher's wife
[Motion Picture]. USA: Rainbow Products Limited.
Friedman, S. J. (Producer), & Bogdanovich, P. (Director). (1971). The last picture show
[Motion Picture]. USA: Sony Pictures Home Entertainment Australia.
Friese, K. C. (Producer), & Elikann, L. (Director). (1989). I know my first name is Steven
[Motion Picture]. USA: Odyssey Video.
Gannon, B., Gibbs, B. (Producers), & Jenkins, M. (Director). (1993). The heartbreak kid
[Motion Picture]. Australia: Reel.

393

Gillespie, J., Goncalves, H., Grant, J. (Producers), & Grant, J. (Director). (1996). Electra
[Motion Picture]. USA: 9th Dimension Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Gillilan, S. (Producer), & Gillilan, S. (Director). (2005). The fall before paradise [Motion
Picture]. USA: York Entertainment.
Glasser, S., Greenfield, M., Kwon, G. (Producers), & Arteta, M. (Director). (2002). The good
girl [Motion Picture]. USA/Germany/Netherlands: Twentieth Century Fox Home
Entertainment South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Gower, L., Morris, N., Piel, J.-L. (Producers), & Glazer, J. (Director). (2004). Birth [Motion
Picture]. USA/Germany: Roadshow Entertainment.
Grais, M., Stenta, R., Victor, M., Zahid, N. (Producers), & Garris, M. (Director). (1992).
Sleepwalkers [Motion Picture]. USA: Columbia TriStar Home Video Australia.
Grana, S., Luca, C. (Producers), & Smith, J. N. (Director). (1992). The boys of St.
Vincent [Motion Picture]. Canada: New Yorker Video.
Greenfield, B. (Producer), & O'Steen, S. (Director). (1985). Kids don't tell [Motion
Picture]. USA: Polygram Video.
Grimaldi, A. (Producer), & Fellini, F. (Director). (1969). Fellini – Satyricon [Motion Picture].
Italy: MGM Home Entertainment.
Grimaldi, A. (Producer), & Pasolini, P. P. (Director). (1974). Arabian nights (Il fiore delle
mille e una notte) [Motion Picture]. Italy/France: Image Entertainment.
Gindoff, B. (Producer), & Trueblood, G. (Director). (1973). The candy snatchers [Motion
Picture]. USA: Subversive Cinema.

394

Hadzihalilovic, L., Noé, G. (Producers), & Noé, G. (Director). (1998). I stand alone (Seul
contre tous) [Motion Picture]. France: Accent Film Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Hald, B. (Producer), & Vinterberg, T. (Director). (1998). The celebration (Festen) [Motion
Picture]. Denmark/Sweden: Umbrella Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Harris, B. (Producer), & Lumet, S. (Director). (1982). Deathtrap [Motion Picture]. USA:
Warner Home Video Pty Ltd.
Hartley, N., Kroonenburg, P., Patterson, D. J. (Producers), & Richardson, T. (Director).
(1984). The Hotel New Hampshire [Motion Picture]. UK/Canada/USA: Magna
Pacific Pty Ltd.
Hellman, J. (Producer), & Schlesinger, J. (Director). (1969). Midnight cowboy [Motion
Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment South Pacific Pty
Ltd.
Héroux, C., Lantos, R. (Producers), & Kaczender, G. (Director). (1978). In praise of
older women [Motion Picture]. Canada: Platinum Disc Corporation.
Hershman, R., Klune, D. C., Wigutow, D. (Producers), & Topor, T. (Director). (1990).
Judgment [Motion Picture]. USA: Warner Home Video (UK) Limited.
Herz, M., Kaufman, L., Merkensteijn, E. v. (Producers), & Kaufman, L. (Director).
(1998). Terror firmer [Motion Picture]. USA: Stomp Pty Ltd.
Heysen, K. (Producer), & Hicks, S. (Director). (2001). Hearts in Atlantis [Motion
Picture]. USA/Australia: Reel.

395

Higgins, C., Mulvehill, C. (Producers), & Ashby, H. (Director). (1971). Harold and
Maude [Motion Picture]. USA: Paramount Home Entertainment (Australasia)
Pty Ltd.
Hinchcliffe, P., Ramsay-Levi, J.-P., Villiers, C. (Producers), & Holland, A. (Director). (1995).
Total eclipse [Motion Picture]. UK/France/Belgium: Gala kolokcja.
Holst, P. (Producer), & Widerberg, B. (Director). (1995). All things fair (Lust och fägring
stor) [Motion Picture]. Sweden/Denmark: Home Vision Entertainment.
Hope, T., Vachon, C. (Producers), & Solondz, T. (Director). (1998). Happiness [Motion
Picture]. USA: Magna Pacific Pty Ltd.
Jackson, K., Pledger, C. (Producers), & Cates, G. (Director). (1986). Child's cry [Motion
Picture]. USA: Infinity Media Holdings Ltd.
Jedele, H. (Producer), & Skolimowski, J. (Director). (1970). Deep end [Motion Picture]. West
Germany/UK: Annie's DVDs.
Jenkel, B., Katagas, A., Todd, J., Todd, S. (Producers), & Younger, B. (Director). (2005).
Prime [Motion Picture].
Jones, G. (Producer), & Wicks, G. (Director). (2001). Endgame [Motion Picture]. UK: TLA
Releasing.
Jordan, G., Steinhauer, R. B. (Producers), & Jordan, G. (Director). (1995). A streetcar
named Desire [Motion Picture]. USA: Warner Bros Entertainment Australia Pty
Ltd.

396

Karsch, A. S., Schrager, S., Streisand, B. (Producers), & Streisand, B. (Director). (1991).
The Prince of Tides [Motion Picture]. USA: Columbia TriStar HOme
Entertainment Australia.
Kasander, K., Piel, J.-L. (Producers), Clark, L., & Lachman, E. (Directors). (2002). Ken
Park [Motion Picture]. USA/Netherlands/France.
Kennedy, K., Marshall, F. (Producers), & Benjamin, R. (Director). (1994). Milk money
[Motion Picture]. USA: Paramount Home Entertainment (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Kent, L. L. (Producer), & Switzer, M. (Director). (1994). Touch of truth [Motion
Picture]. USA: Roadshow Entertainment.
Koffler, P., Vachon, C., Wlodkowski, S. (Producers), & Romanek, M. (Director). (2002). One
hour photo [Motion Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment
South Pacific Pty Ltd.
Laurentiis, D. D., Greenwald, S. R., Smith, I. N. (Producers), & Damiani, D. (Director).
(1982). Amityville II: the possession [Motion Picture]. Mexico/USA: Force
Entertainment.
Lee, S., Pierce, M. A., Ratner, B., Thompson, K. V., Williams, M. (Producers), & Kramer, W.
(Director). (2006). Running scared [Motion Picture]. Germany/USA: New Line Home
Entertainment.
Linder, D., Radclyffe, S. (Producers), & Roth, T. (Director). (1999). The war zone
[Motion Picture]. Italy/UK: Siren Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Lindley, D. A., Murdoch, S. (Producers), & Tolkin, S. (Director). (1999). Judgment day:
the Ellie Nesler story [Motion Picture]. USA: Rainbow Products Limited.

397

Lodi-Fe, M. (Producer), & Bertolucci, B. (Director). (1970). The conformist (Il conformista)
[Motion Picture]. Italy/France/West Germany: Paramount Pictures.
Lucchesi, G., McMinn, R. (Producers), & Hoblit, G. (Director). (1996). Primal fear
[Motion Picture]. USA: Paramount Home Entertainment (Australasian) Pty Ltd.
Maher, C. (Producer), & O'Hara, T. (Director). (1988). Darkroom [Motion Picture].
USA: Simitar Entertainment.
Malle, V., Nedjar, C. (Producers), & Malle, L. (Director). (1971). Murmur of the heart
(Le soufflé an cœur) [Motion Picture]. France/Italy/West Germany: The AV
Channel Pty Ltd.
Marcus, P. (Producer), & Drury, D. (Director). (1993). Prime suspect 3 [Motion Picture]. UK:
Shock Records Pty Ltd.
McMahon, J. J. (Producer), & Curtis, D. (Director). (2005). Our fathers [Motion Picture].
USA: Showtime Entertainment.
Ménégoz, M., Schroeder, B. (Producers), & Schroeder, B. (Director). (2000). Our lady of the
assassins (La virgen de los sicarios) [Motion Picture]. Spain/France/Colombia:
Paramount Classics.
Minervini, G. (Producer), & Capuano, A. (Director). (1996). Sacred silence (Pianese Nunzio,
14 anni a maggio) [Motion Picture]. Italy: Picture This! Home Video.
Morris, B., Smith, J., Spacey, K., West, P. (Producers), & Hoge, M. R. (Director). (2003). The
United States of Leland [Motion Picture]. USA: Paramount Home Entertainment
(Australasia) Pty Ltd.

398

Parker, L. (Producer), & Sant, G. V. (Director). (1991). My own private Idaho [Motion
Picture]. USA: New Line Home Entertainment.
Pate, M. (Producer), & Pate, M. (Director). (1979). Tim [Motion Picture]. Australia:
Magna Pacific Pty Ltd.
Pokorny, D. (Producer), & Jackson, M. (Director). (1995). Indictment: the McMartin trial
[Motion Picture]. USA: Nomad Distribution.
Pons, V. (Producer), & Pons, V. (Director). (2002). Food of love [Motion Picture].
Spain/Germany: TLA Releasing.
Prescher, H., Seitz, F. (Producers), & Schlöndorff, V. (Director). (1979). The tin drum
[Motion Picture]. West Germany/France/Poland/Yugoslavia: Siren
Entertainment.
Radclyffe, S. (Producer), & Jarman, D. (Director). (1986). Caravaggio [Motion Picture]. UK:
Connoisseur Video.
Ransohoff, M. (Producer), & Carlino, L. J. (Director). (1983). Class [Motion Picture].
USA: MGM Home Entertainment.
Rattner, L., Swain, T. (Producers), & Saunders, C. (Director). (2003). Gacy [Motion Picture].
USA: Blockbuster.
Roth, R. A. (Producer), & Mulligan, R. (Director). (1971). Summer of '42 [Motion
Picture]. USA: Warner Home Video.
Russell, K., Stigwood, R. (Producers), & Russell, K. (Director). (1975). Tommy [Motion
Picture]. UK: Umbrella Entertainment Pty Ltd.

399

Savath, P. (Producer), & Montesi, J. (Director). (1992). Liar, liar [Motion Picture].
Canada: Odyssey Video.
Sebastian, B., Sebastian, F. (Producers), Sebastian, B., & Sebastian, F. (Directors).
(1974). 'Gator bait [Motion Picture]. USA: Home Video Hellas.
Shin, B.-k., Shin, C., Sim, J. M. (Producers), & Im, S.-s. (Director). (2003). A good
lawyer's wife (Baramnan gajok) [Motion Picture]. South Korea: Winson
Entertainment Distribution Ltd.
Silva, J., Tatosian, M. (Producers), & Hiltzik, R. (Director). (1983). Sleepaway camp [Motion
Picture]. USA: Legacy Entertainment.
Silvers, D. (Producer), & Russell, D. O. (Director). (1994). Spanking the monkey [Motion
Picture]. USA: Image Entertainment.
Stefanis, A. D., Girasante, A., Grimaldi, A. (Producers), & Pasolini, P. P. (Director).
(1975). Salò, or the 120 days of Sodom (Salò o le 120 giornate di Sodoma) [Motion
Picture]. Italy/France .
Tenser, M. J. (Producer), & Bowers, G. (Director). (1983). My tutor [Motion Picture].
USA: BCI Eclipse Company.
Thornhill, M. (Producer), & Thornhill, M. (Director). (1988). The everlasting secret family
[Motion Picture]. Australia: Sweat.
Turman, L. (Producer), & Nichols, M. (Director). (1967). The graduate [Motion Picture].
USA: Universal Pictures (Australasia) Pty Ltd.
Ursini, A. (Producer), & Tibaldi, A. (Director). (1997). Little boy blue [Motion Picture].
USA: Warner Home Video.

400

van Heijningen, M. (Producer), & Kerbosch, R. (Director). (1992). For a lost soldier (Voor
een verloren soldaat) [Motion Picture]. Netherlands: Strand Releasing Home Video.
Visconti, L. (Producer), & Visconti, L. (Director). (1971). Death in Venice (Morte a Venezia)
[Motion Picture]. Italy/France: Warner Home Video Pty Ltd.
Walley, K. (Producer), & Yuzna, B. (Director). (1989). Society [Motion Picture]. USA:
Umbrella Entertainment Pty Ltd.
Waters, J. (Producer), & Waters, J. (Director). (1972). Pink flamingos [Motion Picture]. USA:
Unknown distributor (Version viewed has an OFLC rating of 'R'. NewVision Film
Distributors Pty Ltd have released an 'X' rated version of the movie).

401

Other films cited
Almodóvar, A. (Producer), & Almodóvar, P. (Director). (1993). Kika [Motion Picture].
Spain/France: Roadshow Entertainment.
Harris, J. B. (Producer), & Kubrick, S. (Director). (1962). Lolita [Motion Picture]. UK/USA:
Warner Home Video Pty Ltd.
Kassar, M., Michaels, J. B. (Producers), & Lyne, A. (Director). (1997). Lolita [Motion
Picture]. USA/France: Madman Entertainment.
Kazanjian, H. G. (Producer), & Marquand, R. (Director). (1983). Star wars-episode VI: return
of the Jedi [Motion Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment.
Kurtz, G. (Producer), & Kershner, I. (Director). (1980). Star wars: episode V - the Empire
strikes back [Motion Picture]. USA: Twentieth Century Fox Home Entertainment .
Nebenzal, S. (Producer), & Lang, F. (Director). (1931). M [Motion Picture]. Germany: Accent
Film Entertainment.

402

Websites cited
heyharmony (2011). High five for first kiss (original) [Online]. YouTube. Available:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEN-kHe5o_Y [31 May 2011].
Jazayeri, M. (2011). HTML Video Codec Support in Chrome [Online]. The Chromium blog.
Available: http://blog.chromium.org/2011/01/html-video-codec-support-in-chrome.html [28
May 2011].
Jobs, S. (2010). Thoughts on Flash [Online]. Apple. Available:
http://www.apple.com/hotnews/thoughts-on-flash/ [28 May 2011].
JustinBieberVEVO (2010). Justin Bieber - Baby ft. Ludacris [Online]. YouTube. Available:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kffacxfA7G4 [27 May 2011].
"innocence, n.". OED Online [Online]. March 2011. Oxford University Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/96292?redirectedFrom=innocence [May 31, 2011].
MPEG LA (2009a). AVC/H.264 Licensors [Online]. Available:
http://www.mpegla.com/main/programs/AVC/Pages/Licensors.aspx [28 May 2011].
MPEG LA (2009b). AVC/H.264 Licensees [Online]. Available:
http://www.mpegla.com/main/programs/AVC/Pages/Licensees.aspx [28 May 2011].
"perversion, n.". OED Online [Online]. March 2011. Oxford University Press. Available:
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/141678?redirectedFrom=perversion [May 29, 2011].
RayWilliamJohnson (2010). Demon pizza! [Online]. YouTube. Available:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F0y99RXuivA [27 May 2011].

403

Appendix
Note: asterisk (*) denotes that a film has witnessing themes.

List of circuits of desire films
Theorem (1968)
Fellini – Satyricon (1969)
Pink flamingos (1972)
Arabian nights (1974)
Salò, or the 120 days of Sodom (1975)*
Caravaggio (1986)
Sitcom (1998)
8 1/2 women (1999)
And your mother too! (2001)
Ken Park (2002)*
The history boys (2006)*

List of coming-of-age films
The graduate (1967)
Deep end (1970)
The last picture show (1971)
Summer of '42 (1971)
Murmur of the heart (1971)*
Harold and Maude (1971)
In praise of older women (1978)
All that jazz (1979)
The tin drum (1979)*
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Tim (1979)*
Private lessons (1981)
Porky's (1982)
Risky business (1983)
My tutor (1983)
Class (1983)
The Hotel New Hampshire (1984)
Back to the future (1985)*
Big (1988)
My own private Idaho (1991)
The lawnmower man (1992)
For a lost soldier (1992)
Oh, what a night (1992)
Bad boy Bubby (1993)
The heartbreak kid (1993)
Milk money (1994)
Spanking the monkey (1994)
Total eclipse (1995)
All things fair (1995)
My teacher's wife (1995)
Sacred silence (1996)
American pie (1999)*
Just looking (1999)
Malèna (2000)
Our lady of the assassins (2000)
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Life as a house (2001)
Tadpole (2002)
Food of love (2002)
The door in the floor (2004)
My mother (2004)

List of faunlet films
Death in Venice (1971)
Deathtrap (1982)
Mother's boys (1994)
The good girl (2002)
A good lawyer's wife (2003)*
Being Julia (2004)

List of investigative films
The house that vanished (1973)
Prime suspect 3 (1993)
Primal fear (1996)*
The locusts (1997)
The lost son (1999)
The unsaid (2001)
Antwone Fisher (2002)
The United States of Leland (2003)
The night listener (2006)
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List of trauma films
Midnight cowboy (1969)
The conformist (1970)
Tommy (1975)
Scum (1979)
Amityville II: the possession (1982)
Sleepaway camp (1983)
The everlasting secret family (1988)
I know my first name is Steven (1989)*
The Prince of Tides (1991)*
The boys of St. Vincent (1992)
Liar, liar (1992)*
Sleepers (1996)*
Electra (1996)
Six ways to Sunday (1997)
Little boy blue (1997)
Natural enemy (1997)
The celebration (1998)
I stand alone (1998)
Terror firmer (1998)
Transfixed (2001)
Endgame (2001)
One hour photo (2002)
Sonny (2002)
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Mystic river (2003)*
Mysterious skin (2004)*

List of witnessing films
Deliverance (1972)
The candy snatchers (1973)
‘Gator bait (1974)
Kids don't tell (1985)
Henry: portrait of a serial killer (1986)
Child's cry (1986)
Man of ashes (1986)
In a glass cage (1987)
Darkroom (1988)
Burning secret (1988)
Society (1989)
Do you know the muffin man? (1989)
Men don't leave (1990)
The reflecting skin (1990)
Unspeakable acts (1990)
Judgment (1990)
Bump in the night (1991)
A perfect world (1993)
The man without a face (1993)
Touch of truth (1994)
A streetcar named Desire (1995)
Indictment: the McMartin trial (1995)
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Kiss or kill (1997)
A brother's kiss (1997)
Happiness (1998)
American beauty (1999)
The war zone (1999)
Judgment day: the Ellie Nesler story (1999)
Hearts in Atlantis (2001)
Freddy got fingered (2001)
About a boy (2002)
The butterfly effect (2004)
Bad education (2004)
The woodsman (2004)
The weather man (2005)
Firecracker (2005)
The fall before paradise (2005)
Our fathers (2005)
Hell (2005)
Notes on a scandal (2006)
Running scared (2006)
Little children (2006)

List of films not categorised
Blasphemy (1974)
Sleepwalkers (1992)
Love and human remains (1993)
Criminal lovers (1999)
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Passion (1999)
Water drops on burning rocks (2000)
Crush (2001)
Relative evil (2001)
Lucía, Lucía (2003)
Gacy (2003)
Birth (2004)
Prime (2005)
Heading south (2005)
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