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Contemporary Hollywood masculinity and the double-protagonist
film

David Greven

In Hollywood films from Bush to Bush—the late 1980s to the present—an unnamed
genre exists. To give this new genre a name, 1 will call it the double-protagonist ( F )
film. The central conflict is a complex negotiation for power between two protagonists,
each played by a star, both of whom lay legitimate claim to narrative dominance. Bush-to-
Bush Hollywood films suggest that manhood’s center cannot hold, that manhood is split,
that the warring elements of manhood spill (% #}) out beyond the individual subjectivity of
the star—protagonist, and that the burden of male representation must be carried by two
stars rather than one. This masculine split can be understood as a division or conflict
between a narcissistic ( H R ) and a masochistic (5% € 1)) mode of masculine identity.
The most obvious precursor (4G3K) to the double-protagonist film genre is the buddy (%F
/) film genre. Though related to the buddy film, the double-protagonist film differs from
it in several key respects. The other antecedents of the double-protagonist film are the
western, the noir (MA {8 H ), the Hitchcockian psychosexual thriller (f54# H), and its
imitators of the 1970s and the 1980s. The overlaps between the new double-protagonist
film and these other, influencing genres as well as their differences will be considered in
this essay.

The double-protagonist film has profound implications for both the cinematic
construction of American masculinity generally and for the historical development of
representations of queer sexuality. They signal several important shifts: in the
construction of the essentially isolate male protagonist; in the construction of the
heterosexual couple, the focal point and the achieved goal of traditional film narrative; and
in the construction of cinematic male-male relations. With the rise of the double-
protagonist film, Classic Hollywood isolate manhood is transformed into dyadic ( = A& &
#J) manhood. Dyadic manhood threatens to topple (i &) the reign (4 &) of the
heterosexual relationship presumably central to Hollywood film; and male-male relations of
all kinds must now account for, contend with, and orient themselves around a central,
often contentious (5| & 4+ i B ), always complex relationship between two male
protagonists played by two male stars of commensurate (FFK #J) stature (B #f), who
therefore demand equal attention and narrative importance.

To understand how the double-protagonist film differs from its cinematic antecedents,

we should contextualize it by contrasting it to other films that make male-male relations

® A XYk H:Greven D. Contemporary Hollywood Masculinity and the Double-Protagonist Film [J]. Cinema
Journal, 2009, 4(48): 22-43,
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central: noir, westerns. the psychosexual thriller, and buddy films.

Doubles redoubled: doubles in noir and westerns

Noir films present us with masculine heroes in whom divided natures wage war; the
masculine split of the noir is primarily psychic, internal, and embodied not by double male
protagonists but by female characters who represent competing points of identifications or
narrative possibilities for the tortuously split noir hero. “Although in [noir] films like Out
of the Past the woman may represent a disturbance of the hero’s attempt to achieve a
position of mastery and knowledge, and a concomitant (f£ffifj) disruption of the linear,
investigative narrative,” writes Frank Krutnik, *the cause of this disturbance and
disruption lies. .. in the ‘nature’ of masculinity itself. Masculine identity and sexuality are
never stable and unified but rather are in flux (Jfii #1) between conflicting positions of
desire; masculinity is hegemonic rather than homogeneous. ” Noirs, then. do not simply
reiterate (i H1) notions of coherent masculinity but, instead, “negotiate conflicting and
contradictory positionings of male desire, identity, and sexuality, [ and | consolidate
masculinity as unified. ” In his famous essay “Notes on Film Noir,” Paul Schrader wrote
that noir reflected the postwar disillusionment experienced by those returning home after
WWII. “The disillusionment (%] K ) many soldiers, small businessmen and housewife/
factory employees felt in returning to a peacetime economy was directly mirrored in the
sordidness (JJ{HE) of the urban crime film.” One of the sources of the pain and conflict in
noir manhood is repressed wartime trauma and the situational development of feelings of
intense male-male intimacy, homosocial bonds that had to be suppressed in the postwar

social order. Many film noirs. Steven Cohan points out. “recount (FE4HAA) a veteran’s

]

successful transition from male bonding to heterosexual romance.” But not without
considerable difficulty: as demonstrated in Dead Reckoning (John Cromwell, 1947), Rip
Murdoch is overtly (BH i) misogynistic (K 2 5E #))... and covertly Ay iy £ 5 #h)
homosexual.

Though the theme of doubling is crucial to the noir film, noir’s filmic world chiefly
evokes the hero’s essential isolation and alienation. Noir films emphasize the impossibility
of authentic male-male bonds. the inherent impasse ({8 J5) between men and women in
patriarchy, and the barren aloneness and heightened vulnerability of the postwar urban
American male.

If noirs emphasize the loneliness and isolation of their protagonists, the western is the
genre most likely to feature a double-protagonist relationship. Laura Mulvey discusses the
“common splitting of the Western hero into two (1946),” a deviation (% #iif) from the
patterns revolving around conflict between hero and villain. In the split-hero western, the
“issue at stake is no longer how the villain will be defeated. but how the villain's defeat
will be inscribed (Z|%5) in history. whether the upholder of the law as a symbolic system

will be seen to be victorious or the personification of the law in a more primitive
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manifestation, closer to the good or the right. ” “This narrative structure,” writes Mulvey,
“is based on opposition between two irreconcilables (¥ A% 37.). The two paths cannot
cross. ” For Mulvey, manhood in the western—which 1 view as a template (#4%) for more
recent double-protagonist films—is represented. then, by two diverging styles of
masculinity, the narcissistic and anachronistic (A & B ‘H #) social outsider ( Tom
Doniphon, the personification of the law) and the figure (Ransom Stoddard, the upholder
of the law) who attempts to civilize him and represents the social order, chiefly symbolized
by marriage. The “rejection of marriage,” Mulvey writes, “personifies a nostalgic ({fIH
1) celebration of phallic (FH 4 4% F£ 1), narcissistic omnipotence (4 fE ).” This
rejection reverses the resolution of the Proppian folk tale, which culminates (F|3ATi &) in
marriage, and the proper resolution of the Freudian Oedipus complex, which integrates the
subject into the symbolic. The split hero in the western, then, represents “a tension
between two points of attraction, the symbolic (social integration and marriage) and

“

nostalgic narcissism,” which Mulvey associates with a “phase of play and fantasy difficult

”»

to integrate into the Oedipal trajectory.” Marriage, then, emerges as “repression of
narcissistic sexuality. ”

Using Bush-to-Bush double-protagonist films, I argue for a different way of thinking
about split masculinity than Mulvey’s. While the alternate star does often represent
civilization—the social order, marriage, responsibility, all those things Leslie Fiedler
argued that American men always attempt to escape, through homoerotic C[a] ¥4 % 1))
interracial fraternity ( %,5/4>) —that is not his consistent function. Rather, his function is
to react to and register the overpowering and seductive (5| /) appeal of the main star. If
the alternate protagonist’s tie to the law leads him to attempt to impose the law on the
lawless lead, that attempt to capture the lead only allegorizes (# 5 k) the desiring male’s
efforts to ensnare his beloved. The attempt to capture the main protagonist outside the law
principally functions as a metaphor for the lover’s erotic designs on the beloved, who most
often mightily resists the lover’s advances, in an aching realization of Carson McCullers’s
memorable observation in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe: “The state of being beloved is

y

intolerable to many.’

Masculinity and the buddy film

The so-called buddy film has been the most widely discussed example of cinematic
male-male relations. But the double-protagonist films cannot be called buddy films: the
men in them are not, for the most part, buddies. In his characteristically incisive (4248 1#)
essay “From Buddies to Lovers,” Robin Wood discusses the buddy films of the 1970s and
their concomitant problems with both misogyny (JK Z %) —in that the films were often
hostile reactions to feminism—and homophobia—in that the possibility that homosocial
bonds might include homosexuality had to be rigorously and violently denied. To a certain

extent, Wood attempts to recuperate ($k &) these films, without losing sight of their
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ideological difficulties and limitations. He locates the central problem in them not as the
“presence of the male relationship but as the absence of home. ” By “home,” Wood refers
not only to a physical location but to the home as both a “state of mind and an ideological
construct, above all as ideological security. Ultimately, home is America. . .. [The 70s
buddy] films are the direct product of the crisis in ideological confidence generated by
Vietnam and subsequently by Watergate. ”

Given that the films suggest but can never allow the consummation ([&{#) of male-
male relationships, “the films are guilty of the duplicitous teasing of which they have often
been accused, continually suggesting a homosexual relationship while emphatically (5% i
#1) disowning (% iKk) it.” Wood theorizes that the popularity of the buddy film genre
“testifies, no doubt, to the contemporary ‘heterosexual’ male audience’s need to denigrate
(JKE%) and marginalize women, but also, positively, to its unconscious but immensely
powerful need to validate love between men.” The “strategies of disownment” are
necessary to appease (% ) the panic of the heterosexual male spectator and ensure his
satisfaction.

Robert Kolker writes of 1980s action films that an oft-repeated convention in them is
to provide the hero with a “buddy”. The “buddy” is an extension of the cultural cliché of
“male bonding,” a situation in which men can fantasize (X)) about being released from
the repressions (JE#Jl) imposed by the company of women. In film, the “buddy” allows
adventure, joking, safe community, marginalization of women, and an apparent absence of
sexuality., The “buddy” complex views sexuality as an obstacle to manly acts. But this
denial of sexuality carries a covert admission of the possibilities of homosexuality, which,
of course, is inadmissible. To play it safe, one of the buddies has an accommodating wife
or girlfriend largely rendered invisible. Men engage in rigorous activity together; the
sexual tensions between them are never stated.

The buddy film of the 1980s looks remarkably, then, like its 1970s incarnation (Rij
E), albeit now in a culture of what Susan Jeffords has described as the hard-body
hypermasculinization of the Reagan era. For Jeffords, the principal difference between
1970s manhood and its 1980s version lies in each decade’s representation of manhood in the
context of the social order. To take Eastwood’s iconic psycho-cop Dirty Harry as an
example, the institutions that enable the activities of the criminals Harry kills off retain
their power, resulting in a nihilism (g JCF ¥ ) “that cannot reassure the audience that any
of [Harry’'s] actions have mattered or have changed the social order in any way. ”

The buddy film inherits and mobilizes the tensions inherent in a homosocialized and
homosocializing society that depends on bonds between members of the same sex but also
rigorously polices against any erotic dimension to those bonds. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
explains the matter this way in Between Men: “In any male-dominated society, there is a
special relationship between male homosocial (including homosexual ) desire and the

structures for maintaining and transmitting patriarchal power: a relationship founded on an
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inherent and potentially active structural congruence.”

In the 1990s and beyond, the much more publicly acknowledged reality of
homosexuality —figured in the rise of the queer movement—radically transforms the
paradigms of repressed homosexuality of the earlier buddy film of the 1970s and 1980s.
This is not to suggest in any way that the double-protagonist film of the Bush-to-Bush era
represents anything like a progressive movement in the cinema. What's key about its
development is that it simultancously literalizes (#1)J8 T 57 1) the metaphorical split within
the tortured psyche of the divided. lonely noir protagonist and reimagines the male-male
relationships of the western and the later buddy film genres, representing not so much a
response to feminism and queer sexuality as the next stage in cinematic manhood after
those challenges were raised.

If, as 1 am suggesting, Hollywood manhood since the late 1980s constructs a split
image of manhood, and this split is literalized in the creation of the alternate protagonist,
there nevertheless remains one star who is the dominant one, and another star who
threatens his dominance. As such, the alternate star—Jake Gyllenhaal in Brokeback—is in
an essentially secondary position, one that chafes (%% %) against the major star’s
dominance. The alternate protagonist falls somewhere between double and co-star,
between female-lead stand-in and buddy-film buddy. Given that, in film theory discourse
generally, the subjectivity of the cinematic male protagonist has been described as
narcissistic, this secondary male lead can be seen as being in an essentially echoistic relation
to the narcissistic male-—a male-male version, in other words, of the famous and infinitely

suggestive Ovidian myth of Narcissus and Echo.

Narcissistic beauty and the masochistic male gaze

One of the most interesting consequences of the double-protagonist split is the
positioning of one apparently normative male character as a diegetic (|5 1)) spectator of
male beauty who, as the audience surrogate (f{;#). is also a symbolic spectator. The
alternate protagonist—in his pining (%) for the main protagonist and in the manner in
which he chafes against male dominion, often figured as the main protagonist’s heady
display of narcissistic omnipotence and concomitant ({} [ifi i) efforts to maintain this
reign—occupies the position of repressed homosexual voyeur (HiiE3E).

As Freud brilliantly theorized it, voyeurism (&iFH%E) is sadism (i JEFF) in the form
of the look, a desire to dominate others through the eyes. But repressed homosexual
voyeurism——as a category of looking relations that someone, live or fictional, may occupy,
or be made to occupy. regardless of sexual orientation—which implies a desire that is not
so much “active” as it is concealed. while not exactly being “passive” (since it does seek
out an object rather than waiting to be rendered one) is not sadistic looking but rather
anguished G H) « embattled (52 B #Y) » maimed (3K 1)), obscured, thwarted (2%
i), deflected (ffi &5 ), barred (P& #i#)) ., prohibited looking. As such, it can only be
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described, given the narrow range of options between active/passive. sadism/masochism,
as masochistic; therefore, the alternate star's gaze is masochistic.

The masochistic gaze has powerful implications for this study as a way of thinking
about straight masculinity and about how straight masculinity thinks about itself. As I
have been suggesting, the scopophilic (BIF#ER) category of repressed homosexual voyeur
is occupied principally by straight fictional characters in the mainstream films under
discussion here, who are at least straight in that they are not figured explicitly as queer.
There are, though. queer characters who wield (jfifili) the masochistic gaze in several
important films, such as Brokeback Mountain, and one can argue that a film like Auro
Focus demonstrates a collapse between straight and queer characters figured as a collapse of
the gaze. Regardless of the apparent sexuality of the male characters in the films, the
occupation of the subject of the masochistic gaze is an inherently queer position.

As an inherently queer position, the masochistic gaze performed by a normative male
star/protagonist revises straight masculinity, makes straight masculinity a kind of
disavowal (% &) of kinship with heterosexuality while also the double of homosexual
masculinity., The straight male subject of the masochistic gaze. therefore. liminally stands
between normative heterosexual manhood and abjected queer manhood. representing
alternately a fusion of both modes and an inability fully to embody either, while ostensibly
(M _E M) maintaining a tie to straight manhood that comes increasingly to seem like an
odd parody—and sometimes also a stringent (™ Jij fj) critique-—of that normative

gendered, raced, and classed subject position.

Rejecting narcissus

Double-protagonist films from the late 1980s to the present reject narcissus in favor of
embracing masochistic manhood. They display a new sexual openness. the chief sign of
which is a new eroticization of the male body, one not without its deep complications
(especially for race). But although this new openness exists, the reactionary quality that
inheres in the films lies in their determination to redress (¥f 1FF) narcissism, to check the
overly brazen display of male confidence. beauty, and desire, These qualities draw in the
spectator as much as the echoistic alternate protagonist and supporting characters, but the
films appear to insist on portraying all narcissism as negative narcissism, a crushing
insistence on obeisance (H{#& ) to a monstrous male ego run amok (GRS %), rather than
exploring the liberating and potentially radical possibilities of male narcissism. What we
have, then, in the double-protagonist film, is an opportunity to compare one powerful
style of masculine performance to another. Narcissism and masochism emerge as competing
modes of masculinity locked in bitter contest. Given that the victor of this cinematic agon
is most often the masochist, we must consider whether or not American masculinity can

really be truthfully described as self-loving.
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Gender in Hollywood's Orient

Ella Shohat

From its very beginning, Western cinema has been fascinated with the mystique of the
Orient. Whether in the form of pseudo-Egyptian movie palaces, Biblical spectaculars, or
the fondness for “Oriental” settings, Western cinema has returned time and again to the
scene of the Orient. Generally these films superimposed (¥ ill) the visual traces of
civilizations as diverse as Arab, Persian, Chinese and Indian into a single portrayal (i)
of the exotic Orient, treating cultural plurality as if it were a monolith (2 —3#). The
Arabic language, in most of these films, exists as an indecipherable (ME#¥IA#J) murmur,
while the “real” language is European: the French of Jean Gabin in Pepe le Moko or the
English of Bogart and Bergman in Casablanca.

Although Hollywood’s view of the Orient has been discussed in terms of “the Arab
image,” there has been little discussion concerning the intersection of imperial and gender
discourses. Hollywood's view of the Orient is not simply symptomatic (£ «=++++ FEARB)) of
colonialist imagination but also a product of the (Western) male gaze. Sexual difference
has been a key component in the construction of the East as Other and the West as (Ideal)
Ego.

Consider the Western rescue fantasy, which metaphorically renders the Orient as a
female saved from her own destructiveness, while also projecting a narrative of the rescue
of Arab and Western women from Arab men. Such an indirect apologia (%¥ f# () for
colonial domination also carries religious overtones (5§ #F 2Z &) of the inferiority of the
polygamous Islamic world to the Christian world as encapsulated (#f &) by the
monogamous couple. The contrast of Oriental “backwardness,” and “irrationality” with

”

Occidental “modernity” and “rationality,” the hierarchy of identification with Western
versus Arab perspective and character, and the structuring of the key menacing figure of
the Arab assassin and rapist—these images, taken together, subliminally (F & i3 #)
enlist spectators for the West's “civilizing mission. ” All function as part of a cultural and
geographical reductionism ({1 3 X ) whose subtext is a rationale for the subordination of
the East.

Gender and sexuality are significant in colonial discourse. The recurrent figure of the
veiled woman in films such as Thief in Damascus (1952) and Ishtar (1987) can be seen as
a metaphor for the mystery of the Orient itself, which requires a process of Western
unveiling for comprehension. Veiled women in Orientalist films, paintings and
photographs ironically expose more flesh than they conceal. This process of exposing the

female other, of denuding her literally, comes to allegorize (& 5 {k) the power of Western
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man to possess her. She, as a metaphor for her land, becomes available for Western
penetration and domination. While the Arab is associated with images of underdevelopment
and backwardness (the visual motif () of the desert serves as essential decor of Arab
history) the colonizer, whether Lawrence of Arabia or Indiana Jones, appears as an active,
productive and creative pioneer, a masculine redeemer (it ¥) who conquers the feminine
wilderness.

In these films, the writer-soldier T. E. Lawrence or the scientist-archaeologist Dr.
Jones rescues the Orient from its own obscurantism (B R B % ). Colonized people, like
women, here require the guidance and protection of the colonial patriarchal figure. The
madonna/whore dichotomy, applied within a colonial context, distinguishes submissive

”

“natives” who are “warm,” “giving,” “noble savages” from the rebellious “barbarians”

dangerous to civilization and themselves, yesterday's “assassins” (Hf % #) and today’s
“terrorists. ”

The Manichaean allegory (8 &) of Hollywood’s cinematic Orient, in other words,
does not simply depict all Arabs as “bad.” Rather, it divides them according to a
metaphysical clash of good and evil, depending on their historical positioning vis-a-vis the
West., The threatening political assertiveness of the colonized people provokes the
discourse of the dangerous, instinctual (A§Ef¥)) Third World, “non-civilized” elements to

be eliminated by the end of the film.
Initiation

Orientalist films claim to initiate the Western spectator into Arab society. Western
historiography (7 ¥ %i £ 2#) narrates European heroic penetration into the Third World
through the figure of the “discoverer. ” The spectator, identified with the gaze of the West
(whether embodied by a Western character or by a Western actor masquerading as an
Oriental), comes to master, in a remarkably telescoped (&) period of time, the codes
of a foreign culture shown as simple, stable, unselfconscious and susceptible to facile
apprehension (32 ¥ f#). Any possibility of dialogue and of a dialectical representation
of the East/West relation is excluded from the outset. The Orient, rendered as devoid (it
/) of any active historical or narrative role. becomes—in the tradition of the distancing
male regard toward women—the object of spectacle for the Western voyeuristic gaze.

In most Western films about the Orient, we accompany. quite literally, the
perspective of the “discoverer”—and it is precisely this point of view that defines his
historical position. A simple shift in perspective to that of the “natives” would suggest the
intrusive nature of the “discovery. ” In such films as Lawrence of Arabia and Raiders of
the Lost Ark, the camera relays the hero’s dynamic movement across a passive, static
space, gradually stripping the land of its enigma (ig), as the spectator wins visual access
to Oriental treasures through the eyes of the discoverer-protagonist.

In Raiders of the Lost Ark, the full significance of ancient archaeological objects is



