
Schwazenegger, Derrida, & the impossibility of Junior
                         I
What deconstruction is not? everything of course!

What is deconstruction? nothing of course!
What is Junior? It is a rather strange film. In many ways it buys into the whole language of Hollywood cliches. On the other hand these cliches are juxtaposed against an apparent content which seems to lie outside Hollywood norms. Already, it might be objected that Junior is not so remarkable -‘Some Like it Hot’, ‘Tootsie’, ‘The Nutty Professor’, ‘Frankenstein’, ’48 Hours’, ‘Little Shop of Horrors’- all these films bear elements that can also be found in it. But Junior is fundamentally different to all these films. Is it science fiction? romantic comedy? buddy movie? camp comedy? -No. Whereas the films mentioned above would fit into one or more of these categories, Junior fits into none. That is not to say it fits into all. It fits into none: it exceeds the limits of these categories. Junior reaches a level of ambiguity not attained by these other films. To answer the question concerning what Junior is about with -‘It’s about a man who makes himself pregnant’- just seems to open up more questions than it answers. Why is this so? It is because there is no protocol or cinematic language that fits with the central premise of the film. That premise is unthinkable, too contradictory, inconsistent with all we hold true. For this reason Junior is forced to construct its reality using bits and pieces of a cinematic language seemingly unsuitable for the purpose. But is there ever really any choice other than that of bricolage -to use what we are given? The primary argument of this essay is that Junior embodies certain insights of Jacques Derrida regarding his critique of semiotics in that the film exceeds the language available to it, whilst at the same time being confined by that language. 

                                                                  II
 But each time I do,

 just the thought of you,

 makes me stop, 

 just before I begin.

‘Cause I’ve got you,

 under my skin.
In his Course in General Linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure famously argued for the arbitrary nature of the sign. In analyzing the sign in terms of the signified (concept) and signifier (sound/image), he showed that ‘in language there are only differences’. Now, although Saussure thought there was no inherent/natural bond between signifier and signified, and that the value of any sign is constituted by its differential relationship to other signs in the linguistic system, he also thought that this system served as an effective link  ‘between the phonic and psychological elements within each sign’. Moreover, he thought that this link constituted a ‘positive fact’ indeed ‘the sole type of facts that language has’. Therefore, despite all his emphasis on difference, there is indeed a ‘fact’ of the matter with  regard to semiotics, and that fact is the internal unity of each sign, which each owes to it place in the system as a whole.

It is precisely this unity that Derrida takes issue with in notions such as the ‘trace’ and ‘differance’. On the subject of Suassure’s theory Derrida writes,

The first consequence to be drawn from this is that the signified concept is never present in itself, in an adequate presence that would refer only to itself. Every concept is necessarily and essentially inscribed in a chain or a system, within which it refers to another and to other concepts, by the systematic play of differences. Such a play, then-differance- is no longer simply a concept, but the possibility of conceptuality, of the conceptual system and process in general. [my emphasis]
There is no unity within the sign because its signified concept is reliant on the general process of difference (i.e. differance). The belief that the system of differences constitutes the sign as a positive fact overlooks the notion that the concept of the system itself is based on the movement of differance. For Saussure the unity of image and concept was taken, in the final analysis, as a given. Derrida threatens this unity arguing that no concept is self-identical, present in itself; and this goes for concepts of identity and presence themselves. Although the notion of the self-evident authenticity of presence has structured the concept of Being throughout the history of metaphysics. But now Derrida asserts that ‘Being must be conceived as presence or absence on the basis of the possibility of play and not the other way around.’ 

Contra Saussure’s claim that the sign is the irreducible unit of signification, Derrida proposes the ‘trace’ which describes how all signs are dependent on others, which are in turn dependent on others and so on. There is no sign nor concept identical to itself, all are partly determined by what is missing, from what is conspicuous by its absence. The ‘trace’ describes the play of presence and absence, the mark of the sign’s creation which stays within the sign after it has been constituted. Coming both before and after the sign, the ‘trace’ is unthinkable to the concepts of metaphysics. However it is the condition of the possibility of conceptual relations per se. It opens up ‘the enigmatic relationship of ... an inside to an outside.’ 

It is under the skin of meaning. It also stops before it begins (as in order to stop, one must have already started. This phrase therefore implies a beginning before the beginning): 

The trace is not only the disappearance of origin- within the discourse that we sustain and according to the path that we follow it means that the origin did not even disappear, that it was never constituted except reciprocally by a non-origin, the trace, which thus becomes the origin of origin.
If signs are not self-contained units they therefore draw in elements from beyond ‘themselves’, thus from other signs. The sign reaches out, drawing in what is external to it. The line between what is internal and external to the sign is ambiguous, and thus so too is its meaning.

Now let’s, thankfully, return to the question at hand: Junior. Let us also for ease and clarity resort to Saussure’s basic schema of sign, signified, signifier in attempting to describe the main characters of the film. The portrayed characters of the film can be thought of as complete signs: the signifiers being the actors; signified being the concept of the ‘characters’ as they exist in the script. Let’s take Schwazenegger’s character Hess as our main example. In thinking about the signifier (Schwazenegger) we must remind ourselves that the elements within the sign are not irreducible. We must therefore consider that this signifier also as a sign. What does ‘Arnie’ represent? Because before we get to the person we must confront the cultural phenomenon of ‘Arnie’. ‘Arnie’ represents many things, mostly defined negatively : non-actor, non-human (terminator), non-american, not serious, not sensitive etc. Now considering the historical person himself: Austrian, austere, seriousness, lack of humour, formality, coldness, ‘old’ Europe, fascism. These are some of the things that perhaps are intertextualy woven by the ‘trace’ with regard to ‘Arnie’. 

The casting of ‘Arnie’ as ‘Hess’ causes rupture within the complete sign of the on screen character. If we consider the cliched (Hollywood) language of the ‘scientist’ : Einstein, Frankenstein, the outsider, the visionary, genius, crazed, intellectual, educated. ‘Arnie’ is, on the whole opposed to these concepts. There are of course elements of ‘Arnie’ that do coincide with ‘Hess’. For example, his coldness, his un-humanity symbolised by the ongoing joke of his polyester shirt. ‘Im not well liked’ he ironically confides in Arbogast. But these features do not bring ‘Hess’ in line with the norm, they mark the opposition of him to the norm. Junior is not about a crazed scientific genius’s slow subsumation into science. It is about the deliverance into humanity via motherhood of a hapless science hack caught in the academic profession with no funding. ‘Hess’, to the extent that he represents science, represents a particular vision of science as slightly repressed and limiting. (Derrida argues that metaphysics acquires meaning by repressing differance and the ‘trace’ and thereby limiting discourse to the presence of Being.)

On the surface, then, Hess chimes with Derrida’s characterization of metaphysics.  However, my argument goes further than this. The conflict caused by juxtapositioning of signifier and signified draws emphasis to what we expect to find in each because we find it missing. Whereas the sign of Hess could appear unified such as Lawrence of Arabia, or Indiana Jones, it is ruptured from within due to the opposition of ‘Arnie’ and ‘scientist’. In drawing attention to themselves signifier and signified also draw attention to what constitutes them as signs. Thus the sign of Hess reaches out beyond itself: into the cultural phenomena of ‘Arnie’, the historical person of Schwazenegger, the portrayal of science etc. But once the play of the ‘trace’ has begun we have no reason to stop it so we might go on- for example: European migration to America, academic verses popular culture, etc.

It seems that Hess exemplifies Derrida’s understanding of signification, in particular the ‘trace’ and the process of difference as the condition of meaning. What’s more it seems that this is ‘self-conscious’, at least to the extent that the joining of ‘Arnie’ and ‘Hess’ creates tension within the character and that this opens new possibilities for hollywood ‘signs’. Signs that are partly constituted by their lack of unity and internal conflict. 

And the idea is not confined to Hess. Diana Reddin has similar internal tension: a woman amongst men, she is nonetheless the most successful academic of all, however she is not comfortable with her womanhood, and her intellectual success is in contradiction to her disfunctional slapstick exploits. Notwithstanding her brains ‘Its a wonder she’s still alive’ as Aborgast comments. Again this character contrasts with the persona of its actor, Emma Thompson, who is associated with the Cambridge players, Shakespeare and Kenneth Brannah. To lesser extent Larry Arbogast displays similar traits. Devito is the wise cracking everyman playing the respectable doctor. But Devito (and therefore Arbogast) is most clearly defined in contradiction to Schwazenegger. This is yet another example of self-conscious intertextuality, as the relation that Devito and Schwazenegger as opposites was forged in the film ‘Twins’. 

 III
Nothing is inconceivable
So much for the fabric of the film, but what about the ‘content’. In order to offer an interpretation of the ‘content’ we must continue our reading along the chain of signs. In terms of the general Barthian schema this means to allow a reading at the level of of ‘myth’. In general terms what does the ‘Arnie’/’Hess’ sign signify? This means reading the whole character and taking into account their movement within the ‘story’. Taking the  ‘Arnie’/’Hess’ sign as a signifier at the level of myth, what is its signified? We answered this in the second section. Hess represents a certain view of science as cold and repressive. Diana is the other side of this coin. Rather than the scientist awaiting humanity, she represses her humanity in order to conform to science.

The theme that the development of science marks humanity’s transgression from Nature is a thread with runs throughout Rousseau’s discourse. In the Social Contract the ‘General Will’ of the citizen body is opposed to its representation by way of the beaurocrats. Emile contrasts the true teacher of mother nature to the human mother who stands in as Natures representative. In the Essay on the Origin of Languages the opposition is drawn in terms of languages from the South and North. The Southern being closer to nature by virtue of their being expressive and accentuated; the North being articulated, grammatical, over complicated. Those of the South are thus thought to be close to nature due to their being closer to the authentic self-presence of the voice. The languages of the North are cold, algebraic, further from Nature and towards pure representation.

Lets us then draw an analogy between the relation of Hess and Diana to Rousseau’s North and South respectively. Keeping this in mind we turn now to Derrida’s deconstruction of the relation of North and South in Of Grammatology. In this text Derrida seeks to show that Rousseau’s distinction is untenable. To this affect he highlights tensions and inconsistencies that suggest that North and South are not opposed at all. In fact they each rely on the other, they inhabit eachother. The distinction relies on a concept of Nature as ‘presence without difference’. The fundamental part of Rousseau’s narrative of transgression from Nature is the notion of the ‘dangerous supplement’. In Rousseau’s  logic the supplement adds itself to an innocent, pure Nature, and gradually perverts it further and further away from its original self-identical state by way of representation. The representational modes of Art, Writing, Science, the State are the outcomes and near conclusions of this process. Derrida argues that the Supplement is always already at work in Rousseau’s concept of Nature. Thus the distinction between Nature and supplement breaks down. Although Rousseau ‘declares’ the distinction, the tensions within his text undermines the assumption of a natural order from which modes of representation are thought to transgress. Rousseau’s text and his declared position are at odds. As with the ‘trace’ with regard to language, the logic of the Supplement is incomprehensible. And it is always at work in, and is the precondition of culture and society. This means that modes of representation do not transgress anything at all. Representation is nature. The Arts and Science give birth to themselves. For Rousseau, as for anyone else who holds to the idea of a ‘natural order’, this conclusion is intolerable. And that it is a consequence of his own thought must surely be a nightmare, (in the Confessions Rousseau is haunted by his desire for masturbation, considering it an auto representation of natural love). A self-inflicted dissolution of one’s grasp of value and meaning in the world, replaced by confusion and disorientation. This sense of the collapse of meaning and perversion are captured perfectly in the incident of Hess’s nightmare in which he gives birth to himself, and his subsequent attempt to terminate the trial. However, his mind is quickly changed as he begins to smell the roses and recognize the joys of humanity. -’Life!’- this seems to be the word about to come from Hess when asked by Bains what the good news is before Arbogast interjects.

The two extremes of self-present Nature verses pure representation are false. The work of the supplement is to provide what was lacking in what proceeded it. It unites the urge of identity to that of representation,of presence to absence. The origin of the supplement is a supplement (thus, nothing is inconceivable). The uniting of Hess and Diana clearly bears this structure. When they kiss for the fist time, Hess has the calm clarity of intent, the verbal language but his body language is cold. Diana lacks this calmness, verbal coherence, but her body language is expressive, natural, ‘Southern’. Diana and Hess are supplements to each other. They respectively provide what is lacking in the other. But they also already inhabit each other, they are both scientists, both human. Together though they form a comprehensive picture of how these competing oppositions (science;nature, presence;representation) find a deeper understanding of their meaning though the acknowledgment of the necessity of their mutual relationship and counter balancing, i.e. through ‘deconstruction’.

Diana: I was trying to work out if we knew each other.

Hess: We do know each other.

Diana: No, from before.

The trace is under the skin of language, the supplement is under the skin of society, and Hess under the skin of Diana. And it is whilst dancing to the tune of this song that they first are introduced to the pre-determined necessity of their relationship.  

 IV
Then we will fight for your right to have babies
We saw in the last section how the two lead characters are, at the level of ‘myth’, relate to each other as to the movement of supplementarity. But what of Arbogast and Bains? Let’s approach this question from behind and ask instead, what is ‘deconstruction’?

Derrida has continuously stressed in interviews, et-cetera, that deconstruction is not merely a process or operation. He describes it as a gesture. This gesture consists partly in assuming the responsibility to make explicit the problems of attempting to criticise discourse from within. Despite help from a few quasi-concepts which point towards an ambiguous realm outside metaphysics and Being as presence, we are left confined to metaphysical concepts even when attempting to criticise those concepts. Deconstruction involves  being aware of the necessity, as well as the limitations, of discourse. Any particular discourse will happen to be structured; however, the structure is never final or complete. If deconstruction is possible at all it is because the sign is already dis-unified, and therefore, in a certain light, already deconstructed (as Derrida puts it- the concept in question deconstructs itself). 

Two things follow from this. Firstly, if we are to see through and thereby reach a better understanding of metaphysical concepts such as ‘Truth’ we need deconstruction. Second, deconstruction is not a tool one can apply to X, Y or Z. It is not the operation of subject on an object. It is more akin to a discovery. Deconstruction as a free-floating concept is impotent. Deconstruction always relates to something.

Arbogast represents the spirit of deconstruction. He takes the responsibility to exist outside the normal structure of discourse with which he is involved. For example, at the funding meeting he speaks out of turn considering the context. Using all to human values rather than academic ones he is reprimanded and told he is not at a telethon. His departure from the norm places him in a new, unexplored discourse beyond his control whereby he can only discover the outcome. But he deals with these new possibilities with bravery and humour: 

Arbogast: Is everything normal? The father’s also the mother, what am talkin’ about is everything normal.
Like deconstruction he is dependent on a something to deconstruct. His subject is Hess, as he tells him on the plane as Hess prepares to close himself off in the detached world of science ‘we need each other’. Yes, deconstruction and metaphysics rely on each other in an uneasy relationship. Arbogast is impotent like deconstruction, but manages to create new possibilities regarding Hess, as deconstruction does regarding metaphysics. 

In contrast Bains ignores his intellectual responsibilities taking discourse at face value, seeing it as something that must be contained within a strict protocol. He attempts to own it and treat it as a commodity. In commodifying discourse he also seeks to own philosophy in every sense of the word. The history of metaphysics is thus bound with the history of society. The limiting of metaphysical discourse in turn limits concepts relating to political possibilities. The grounding of metaphysics in Nature as ‘presence without difference’ allows the grounding of politics in notions of Natural Law, Rights, Good and Evil. The myth  of Being as presence is the implicit ideology within all political ideologies. As Arbogast repeatedly warns Hess: Bains! He’s trouble! 

It is because of this that Derridean deconstruction is naturally of the left, it is inherently revolutionary. However, it also moves beyond Marxism. At least to the extent that Marxism is prescriptive of a Communism -that is opposed to, and therefore works within the same logic as, Capitalism- and will one day come and mark the ‘End of History’. Hence, it is interesting that Junior was made shortly after the fall of the Soviet Union at a time when it was widely thought that the end of history had come and its character was liberal capitalism. Junior points towards a political culture beyond the opposition of left/right. A post-modern political discourse where the new and unexpected is always possible. Who in 1994 would have thought the Labour party would become the Tories, that Thomas Beatie, an american married man, would fall pregnant, that Arnold Schwazenegger would be governor of California? 

V

                     ‘Mama’, who already signified the 

                       disappearance of the true mother and 

                       has substituted herself in the 

                       well-known ambiguous manner
If in the postmodern ‘era’ we are brought beyond good and evil, then all the more we are brought beyond notions of good and bad art, high art and low art, the elite verses popular culture. All these distinctions rely upon the illusion of an irreducible value to be found in ‘Nature without difference’ . However, as I have already stressed, Derrida acknowledges unreservedly that we a tied to the metaphysical concepts we are given. The trick is to undermine the tool whilst using it, to split the wood with the nail. Beyond good and evil has never meant without moral responsibility of a sought. Likewise the deconstruction of high/low does not destroy value in art (unless one already assumes that the distinction high/low constitutes the possibility of art!) It is important to remember that in taking something apart one can also learn how it is built: that post-structuralism extends from Structuralism. Under what terms might we venture to say that Junior is the best film ever?

I earlier related the ‘content’ of the film to the ‘content’ of Rousseau’s Essay. Crucially, this is one of potentially many possible substitutions. Junior and the Essay are analogous because they are both analogous to the movement of supplementarity that undermines presence. In Of Grammatology Derrida illustrates his point using the Essay, he might as well have used Junior. Might as well but for the possibility that Junior unlike the essay ‘knows’ how to deconstruct itself. Where there is the discord between what Rousseau says and does there is no such tension in Junior. Rousseau ‘says without saying, sees without seeing’; but Junior sees what it says. We have seen that Junior does not suppress differance, the ‘trace’ or supplementarity, it thrives on them. Rather than the privilege of presence over absence leading to the hierarchical ordering of binary oppositions, the world of Junior is swings and roundabouts: as the tidy symmetry between the couples at the end of the film testifies to so clearly. In Junior the hierarchical orderings, particularly of male/female; mother/farther; nature/culture, are deconstructed knowingly.

Whether or not the film recognises itself as this name ‘deconstruction’ is irrelevant to its embodying these principles. “Deconstruction takes place, it is an event that does not await  deliberation, consciousness”. It is Junior’s ability to go unnoticed that testifies to its being deconstructing, to its having broken free of ‘criticism’ and its being ‘critical’. In contrast to Woody Allen’s Deconstructing Harry, Junior is not a film about deconstruction. It simply is an instance of deconstruction. Deconstruction is everywhere, Derrida tells us, but each event is unique. Junior is not an important film in itself. But its lack of self-importance, ambiguity, identity are to be expected if it is to take part in the ‘gesture’ of ‘deconstruction’. We see here a similar relation as to the particular and universal in ‘The painter of Modern Life’. Junior is the best film ever because it does not allow itself to be confined, determined by the illusion of its self-presence. But it also remains a particular and transient event which nevertheless extends far beyond itself. It seems ambiguous because it works in a space beyond metaphysics: it is an impossibly good film in every inconceivable way. 


