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American Beauty: Study Guide





Before re-viewing the film, reread the online guide "How to Read a Film," as well as the assigned reading for class on Oct. 24.  





American Beauty was hailed by many critics as a dark comedy that satirized and challenged many conventions of middle-class American life.  The online review from the Christian Century argues that the film is both "disturbing" and yet able "to find beauty in America." Most viewers who enjoyed the film seem to identify Lester as a rebel and a hero.  On the other hand, some critics, including the reviewer from the New Statesman (a British publication), see the film as all show and no substance, playing at being "dangerous" but actually delivering safe, satisfying entertainment—albeit entertainment that makes the audience think they've experienced something outside the mainstream.  In terms of the online readings of cultural theory terms, the New Statesman reviewer sees the film as enacting interpellation while other films (he notes Welcome to the Dollhouse and Magnolia as two examples) create more of an effect of distanciation. 





I have assigned this film for our module on the new upper-class because of my view that American Beauty perfectly expresses the Bobo ideology described by Brooks.  Those holding a positive view of the film view Lester as a non-conformist, anti-materialist, ironic and wise, honest, and an individualist—all perfect Bobo values.  At the same time, the film appears to attack bourgeois values that bohemians have typically lampooned.  From this perspective, Ricky and Janey are viewed as the new generation of young outlaw rebels who escape the confines of middle-class America.  Yet those who are critical of the film see it as an apology for the bourgeois values of America, with Lester viewed as narcissistic, materialist, insensitive, sexist, and infantile.  In this view, Ricky and Janey are damaged kids from a dangerously dysfunctional household who are headed nowhere.  





Brooks, in his final chapter, argues that Bobos seek to restore order and control in small ways, to reject rebellion and dissent in favor of rational consensus building.  Most importantly, Brooks sees Bobos desiring acceptance of the contradictions of their lives, incorporating the feel-good aspects of bohemianism (about being an individual, rejecting consumerism, challenging authority) with the material benefits of upper-class life—and little of the responsibility (as Paul Krugman claims).  Thomas Frank, in his article, argues that this process of commodifying dissent makes actual dissent against dominant institutions, groups, and discourses extremely difficult.  Thus Frank and Brooks seem to be in agreement about the process, but not about whether it has a positive or negative effect on American culture and politics.





For your take-home exam question on American Beauty, you will be asked to assess whether American Beauty is a film that dissents against a particular mainstream discourse, supports the discourse, or is ambivalent about it, and whether you view this perspective as a positive or negative thing.   Your final assessment will have to do with whether you agree with Brooks about the desirability of pretending to dissent without actually challenging the system in significant ways, or you agree with Frank that dissent against mainstream discourses and the institutions that support them is critically important.





When viewing the film, pay attention to the following areas:


What are the cues that cause the intended audience to relate to a character in a positive or negative way?  What are the cues that cause the intended audience to expect a particular resolution and be satisfied with the outcome.  (For example, why would the audience be satisfied with Lester’s purchase of the sports car.)


What are the causes for each of Lester’s step towards rebellion, and what are the specific effects?  (For example, Lester is caught masturbating while fantasizing about Janey’s teenage friend.  This causes him to castigate Carolyn about their sexual relations and to claim a certain automony.  The voice-over narration than makes clear that small rebellion leads to the next “surprising” step, which is to start working out and running in order to be able to seduce Janey’s teenage friend.)


Do a semiotic analysis of key signs in the film (the various cars, the couch, the video equipment, etc.).  What are their connotations and ideological purpose within the narrative.


Characterize the film’s message at the end of the film, especially as reflected in Lester’s last speech and the final montage.  How does this relate to dissent?


What choices are the filmmakers making to support their overall message?  Do they provide a fair amount of ambiguity and make the audience uncomfortable, or do they provide a coherent set of cues and expectations in terms of character and narrative choices.





Whenever possible, try to notice the audio and visual components of the film listed on the “How to Read a Film” guide.  We will go over these more in class.  


