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For John, who knows more about movies 
than anyone I’ve ever met.
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INTRODUCTION

“if it was anybody else, i’d say what was going to happen 

to you would be a lesson to you. Only you’re going to need 

more than one lesson. And you’re going to get more than 

one lesson.”

—Boss Jim Gettys to Charles Foster Kane, Citizen Kane





xiii

How resourcefully pessimistic would you need to 
have been to have predicted in 2007 that as early 

as 2017, George W. Bush’s administration would appear 
benign by comparison with an administration headed 
by Donald Trump? Nearly everything about that Bush 
administration represented for American politics and 
the American people what Charles Foster Kane might 
have called “a new low—have you got that, Jedediah? A 
new low”—and all of it portended a disastrous direc-
tion that the American ship of state was headed. But 
who could have imagined that our democracy would 
be tipping off the edge of Victoria Falls this quickly? 

In 2003 Dave Eggers wrote me to say he was start-
ing a monthly magazine, The Believer, which would 
feature long book reviews, articles, and interviews, as 
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well as a lot of political writing, especially concerning 
anti-war efforts. He wanted to know if I would consid-
er contributing to it regularly, writing about movies. 
He’d heard about my film teaching from some of my 
former students who were now working with him, and 
he’d heard about the way I incorporated movies into 
my talks about literature. When I got back in touch 
with him I told him I wasn’t interested in being a mov-
ie reviewer, and he made it clear that that wasn’t what 
he’d had in mind, and eventually we settled on the idea 
of essays about the ways in which mostly American 
movies from various periods illuminated current po-
litical concerns. I started with Badlands, a movie that 
had always seemed to me to get at something essential 
about how truly and lethally weird Americans really 
are, and from there I was off and running. Did any-
thing capture the high-spirited glee of American ruth-
lessness better than GoodFellas? Was there anywhere 
a more accurate portrait of the lunatic serenity of our 
leaders’ conviction—in the face of all evidence and 
their own lack of knowledge—than could be found in 
Lawrence of Arabia? For about four years, I had a lot 
of fun writing those essays and got a lot of gratifying 
feedback on them, my favorite probably being a post-
card the editors forwarded to me from Kurt Vonnegut 
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on which he had written only God bless Jim Shepard! 
Then a few years ago, while we stood around at the 
Tin House Workshop sloshing drinks on one another, 
editor Tony Perez broached the idea of assembling 
all the essays into one collection. They certainly still 
seemed timely, given that, even after two terms of a 
Democratic administration, nearly all of the critiques 
still felt painfully relevant. Sure, I told him: if you guys 
are okay with doing all of this work and not making 
any money, so am I.

As anyone doing cultural criticism these days might 
have predicted, these essays are mostly about the power 
and resilience of the lies we tell ourselves as a collective.  
Movie genres emerged as a kind of implicit ongoing 
conversation between audiences voting with their feet 
and moviemakers doing what they could to standard-
ize expectations and build on past successes. As those 
conversations became more refined, film genres began 
to appeal less to our experience of reality and more to 
the rules of the genres themselves; in other words, they 
created their own fields of reference.  

And is it possible to imagine an administration 
that would foreground that issue more spectacularly 
and urgently than our current one? We now con-
front a regime that presents as its public face hacks 
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and sociopaths who have no trace of shame about ly-
ing directly in the face of contradictory evidence. Of 
course, in many ways the veteran political scientist’s 
response to that would be: So what’s new about that? 
Americans have been covertly demanding this for 
years, but recently a large percentage of us have come 
very close to just telling our leaders and media: don’t 
tell me the truth anymore, and if you do, I’m going to get 
enraged. And now that’s earned us a government that 
has openly declared war on the free transfer of infor-
mation and has set about punishing any allegiance to 
what it considers unpleasant truths. This is what em-
pires do at the end: they refuse to face the facts that the 
world is changing and they no longer have unlimited 
hegemonic power. And of course citizens are encour-
aged to refuse to face those facts by their leaders, who 
find denying the truth infinitely easier than answering 
questions about why they can’t change it. 

The models on display in these movies—the senti-
mental sociopath, suffused with self-pity; the feckless 
cipher bereft of any inner life who defines himself, then, 
by aggressive action; the isolated narcissist who imag-
ines himself as a Hero in Disguise and takes as a matter 
of course his primacy over others; the movers and shak-
ers who are now open and ebullient in their rapacity 
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and ruthlessness; the megalomaniacs whose monstrous 
assurance steamrolls any doubt generated by the world 
of contradictory facts; the willed innocents who wreak 
havoc obliviously, with an outraged sense of their own 
virtue; and the ideologues who’ve been proven wrong 
time and time again but have reassured their supporters 
precisely by their inability to learn, by their insistence 
that they’re no wafflers—at this point they’re all mostly 
governing us, in both senses of the word. 

Looking at these movies and what they’re selling 
us is a little bit of help, in other words, when it comes 
to figuring out how we got here. And where are we 
now, and where are we headed? In one sense, there’s 
never been greater uncertainty as to what lies ahead 
or what we can predict. Eight years of this president 
seems as likely or unlikely as his impeachment in year 
one. Are we really going to attack Iran? Start a war 
with China over some islands in the South China Sea? 
Register all Muslims? Outlaw protest? Bomb back 
to the Stone Age any spot in the Middle East where 
three guys from ISIS pop up in a truck? But in another 
sense, it’s all too clear what’s coming. The Republican 
elite has already abandoned what tiny vestigial traces 
of integrity it might have had remaining—think of 
John McCain, who likes to tell himself over and over 
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again that the one thing he won’t countenance is tor-
ture, having buttoned up his lip and gone along for 
the ride with Mike Pompeo as head of the CIA; or 
Lindsey Graham, that old Cold Warrior, now sitting 
on his hands when faced with the real possibility that 
the leader of his party is Vladimir Putin’s puppet—
which now means that all three branches of the gov-
ernment will be acting with full vigor to undermine, 
if not destroy, American democracy, American con-
stitutional rights, and the physical American land-
scape. The Republicans have also long understood 
their own minority position, so, given that agenda, 
we can expect much more rigorous attempts at ger-
rymandering and voter suppression. With political 
change then foreclosed, that leaves the shutting down 
of information. We’re already facing an unprecedent-
ed assault on investigative journalism, and this new 
administration’s choice to head the FCC has already 
announced his determination to do what he can to 
stamp out the freedoms of the internet. Just four days 
after the new administration took power it instructed 
federal employees to cease communicating with the 
public through news releases, official social media ac-
counts, and correspondence. Somebody’s been study-
ing up on their authoritarian regimes: if step one is 
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to refuse the press access in all but the most tightly 
controlled ways, step two is to shut down the leaks. 

The Republican Party has for decades claimed that 
the American government is the implacable enemy of 
the American people. This administration is working 
to make that statement true for the first time for a very 
large majority of citizens. 

That leaves the streets, and we can already see 
what’s in store for us there. The militarization of the 
police over the last forty years, begun with the war on 
drugs and amped up a thousandfold by the war on 
terror, was never really about threats from without 
and has always been about anticipating threats from 
within: as in, What happens when economic inequal-
ity and political irrelevance become so grotesque that 
they lead to civic unrest? The solution to that problem, 
for the Republicans and the corporate Democrats who 
have held power, has never been, So I guess we should 
do something to alleviate economic inequality. It’s al-
ways been, When the have-nots have nothing left but 
the streets, we need to be ready to take the streets away 
as well. And of course the exponential growth of the 
surveillance state will help with that. Hence our lead-
ers’ seeming lack of concern over the last decade or 
so about all the metadata about US citizens—citizens 
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who haven’t been suspected of a crime—that’s being 
hoovered up.  

And so, even before our forty-fifth president as-
sumed office, one of his party’s minions, Washington 
state senator Doug Ericksen, an early outspoken sup-
porter of the current president, proposed a bill that 
would allow authorities to charge protesters with 
“economic terrorism,” with violators facing up to five 
years in prison. There will be a lot more of those kinds 
of bills. Already North Dakota state representative 
Keith Kempenich—whose name deserves to be re-
corded here as yet another nominee for the American 
Shit Weasel Hall of Fame—has introduced an even 
more ethically repulsive bill that would allow motor-
ists to run over and kill any protester obstructing a 
highway, as long as they did so “accidentally.” And we 
note that those 230 protesters—along with, as of this 
point, six journalists—who were arrested during the 
inauguration protests have been charged with felony 
rioting, which carries a maximum sentence of ten (!) 
years. The coming unrest, mostly in the cities, will 
be portrayed in the heartland by Fox News and our 
president’s tweets as more proof of the unmotivated 
lawlessness that should terrify the country and that 
justifies the further erosion, if not the elimination, of 
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our civil liberties. And the balkanization of our infor-
mation sources will ensure that Americans can never 
really negotiate their differences in any adequate way, 
because they no longer share not only a world view 
but also basic facts. 

I teach at a liberal arts institution—Williams 
College—and found myself facing two different class-
rooms full of devastated students the morning after 
the 2016 election. I told them that it was hard, at that 
point, as an educator—by then I’d been teaching for 
thirty-six years—not to feel like part of a massive 
failure. I told them that they were all going to be fac-
ing some very difficult decisions much sooner than I 
would have guessed they would be. I told them that 
our government was in the process of morphing into 
something that was going to further exalt and pursue 
many of our worst instincts as individuals and as a 
collective. And that that government had already be-
gun the process of accruing unto itself the power to 
make things extremely unpleasant for everyone who 
decided that, in all good conscience, they were going 
to have to resist that agenda. 

So I told them to start considering even then which 
actions their government might take that would cause 
them to say, This I will not stand by and let happen. And 
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to start considering as well, in those cases, just how 
much of their own comfort and safety they were going 
to be willing to risk, or to forfeit, to assert those values. 

As to which American movies have been the most 
prescient about our current moment—whether it’s Chi-
natown, ending with its police lieutenant shouting, after 
everything has gone so grotesquely wrong for its hero, 
“Get off the streets! Get off the streets!” or Apocalypse 
Now, with its protagonist’s “Who’s the commanding of-
ficer here?” being answered with, “Ain’t you?” or Night 
of the Living Dead, with its sheriff, heading the posse 
that just shot the movie’s hero in the head, pronouncing 
“Okay, he’s dead. Let’s go get him. That’s another one for 
the fire”—we’re about to find out. 

But here we are again, where the movies always leave 
us: trying to have it both ways and flopping around in 
the middle of both reality and escape. Another iconic 
moment in American film history that would seem to 
apply to where we are now is Bette Davis’s famous warn-
ing from All About Eve: “Fasten your seatbelts. It’s going 
to be a bumpy night.” Except we can no longer settle for 
buckling in at this point, since it’s been our passivity—a 
collective trait that the movies, whatever their educative 
value, mostly enhance—that has enabled this state of 
affairs to begin with. 



BADLANDS AND THE “INNOCENCE” 
OF AMERICAN INNOCENCE

 laconic : a. Short, pithy, curt, epigrammatic, terse. 

taciturn: a. Habitually silent; not apt to talk.

sociopathic: a. From the noun: a psychopathic personality 

whose behavior is aggressively antisocial. 
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A few moments after it opens, Badlands locates its 
hero, Kit—Martin Sheen, twenty-six years before 

he became our Wednesday night president—standing 
over a dead dog and not reacting the way we would 
hope. His opening lines have to be some of the most 
idiosyncratic any hero’s ever uttered in a Hollywood 
movie. He says to a fellow garbageman, “Give you a 
dollar to eat this collie.” He sounds serious. And it’s a 
measure of the kind of world we’re in that the garbage-
man answers that it would take more than a dollar. 
And that that isn’t a collie, anyway.

Until his recent uptick, Terrence Malick hadn’t 
made many movies—only four in the first thirty-
some years of his career. Mostly because Badlands—
which he wrote, produced, and directed in 1973—was 
his first, he always remained a cult figure.
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The story is based on the Starkweather-Fugate kill-
ing spree in the midwest in the late ’50s. Most of the 
movie’s details are taken from that dismal saga of two 
sociopathic dimwits—Charles Starkweather and Caril 
Ann Fugate—who killed eleven people for no good 
reason before being caught. And Badlands wants to 
suggest that there was something peculiarly American 
about their dimwittedness and the particularly lethal 
forms it took. Badlands was the first movie to really 
taxonomize a particularly American species, a species 
which right about now could use some taxonomizing: 
the sentimental sociopath. 

For decades there’d been movies about young peo-
ple in love and on the run, living off their guns, but 
they’d all had one thing in common: the couple had 
always been forced into violence by accident or cir-
cumstance. You know the drill: they just wanted to 
rob a store or bank, sometimes for kicks, sometimes 
to eat, but some unpleasant establishment type tried 
to take them out, and next thing they knew, they’d 
killed somebody. They’d never meant to hurt any-
body. Now they had to keep killing. In other words, 
they were killers you could root for. 

Kit and Holly—a teenage Sissy Spacek in a role 
that mobilized all of her girl-next-door spaciness in 
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the most unsettling ways—are not. They’re not forced 
to kill and they’re not fazed by killing. Mostly they 
feel bad for themselves. As far as they’re concerned, 
they’re the most admirable people they know. And 
that’s because they never think about anybody else. 

Badlands was—and still is—amazing for its insight 
into the ways in which a kind of hopelessly shallow 
romanticism, leached down from pop culture, inter-
sects sinisterly with—and in fact, may even help en-
able—sociopathic behavior. “He wanted to die with 
me, and I dreamed of being lost forever in his arms,” 
Holly tells us in her voice-over, and we transition from 
that to her killing a pet catfish for no apparent reason 
by pitching it outside. (“The whole time the only thing 
I did wrong was throwing out my fish,” she adds, and 
we watch it gasping and struggling in a melon patch.) 
“I didn’t mind telling Kit about stuff like this, ’cause 
strange things happened in his life, too,” she confides, 
and we see Kit standing (!), experimentally, off and on 
a sick cow lying on its side. “And as he lay in bed, in 
the middle of the night, he always heard a noise, like 
somebody was holding a seashell against his ear. And 
sometimes, he’d see me coming toward him in beauti-
ful white robes, and I’d put my cold hand on his fore-
head,” she adds, but what we’re looking at is Kit on his 
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bed giving off the blankest of blank stares—something 
in the lobotomized range. That gives way to their first 
sexual encounter, a disappointment to them both. And 
yet, Kit knows that such encounters are supposed to be 
memorialized. And how would he like to memorial-
ize it? “We should crunch our hands with this stone,” 
he tells her. “That way we’d never forget what hap-
pened today.” To which Holly replies, maybe a little too 
matter-of-factly, “But it would hurt.” “That’s the point, 
stupid,” he tells her. And she takes issue not with his 
suggestion, but with having been called stupid. So he 
decides to memorialize the moment by keeping the 
rock with which he would’ve crushed her hand. Except 
that it’s too big. So he keeps a different one.

“What’s gonna happen to Jack and me?” one of their 
victims, a girl exactly Holly’s age, asks her, as she’s 
heading off toward her doom. The boys walk ahead: 
just two couples, kickin’ stones and makin’ small talk. 
Holly answers that she’ll have to ask Kit, and asks if 
the girl loves her boy. Then she remarks, “I gotta stick 
by Kit. He feels trapped.” “I can imagine,” the girl an-
swers, and we get a sense of just how understated this 
movie’s black humor can be. But Holly doesn’t register 
the irony. In fact, her response makes clear just how 
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far from normal human empathy she resides: “Well, 
I’ve felt that way. Haven’t you?” 

Building a mainstream Hollywood movie around 
that kind of stunted, bonsai version of affect was nervy 
and memorable enough to have spawned a whole ge-
nealogy of imitators. It’s a subgenre we all might have 
been better off without, but, either way, all of those 
blank-eyed and sociopathic teens we’ve watched take 
in horrors without batting an eye, from River’s Edge 
to Natural Born Killers to Kids, are variations on Kit 
and Holly. 

But there were other aspects of our pop culture with 
which Badlands had issues. In 1973 the Hollywood 
Western was already seventy years old, having begun 
in the Roosevelt administration with The Great Train 
Robbery in 1903. Some part of its longevity has had to 
do with its usefulness in interrogating a particular set 
of incoherencies and paradoxes residing within our na-
tional self-image. Real Americans, Americans believe, 
are all about cooperation and teamwork; real Ameri-
cans are rugged individualists. Real Americans are law-
abiding, and real Americans occasionally feel the need 
to take the law into their own hands. Real Americans 
fight to make communities safe for habitation, and then 
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real Americans seem to get pretty antsy at the notion of 
settling down in one of those communities. 

All of that sounds mighty familiar to marginal 
characters like Kit. They’re the same incoherencies 
that he’s been flummoxed by in his own way. 

The Western hero is fundamentally antisocial. 
That’s why we love him. He makes his own rules. 
That’s why we love him. But those are also, we notice, 
characteristics of villains and sociopaths. The West-
ern hero doesn’t think; he just acts. That’s why we love 
him. Kit tells Holly when he first meets her and he’s 
trying to explain why he’s special, “I’ve got some stuff 
to say. Guess I’m lucky that way.” But he doesn’t re-
ally mean that he has stuff to say. He gets a chance to 
speak, later, to provide his version of things on one of 
those do-it-yourself records, and he finds that he can’t 
even fill up a minute’s worth of time. If he intends to 
get noticed, he realizes, he needs to have stuff to do. 

At one point well into their killing spree, Holly tells 
us in voice-over that they lived in utter loneliness, but 
that Kit informed her that solitude was a better expres-
sion for what she wanted to say. The distinction’s not a 
minor one, for Kit: solitude, he registers, is less needy 
than loneliness; solitude grants isolation its dignity by 
leaving open the possibility that it was a choice.
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The Western hero is someone who owns almost 
nothing but his one set of clothes and his gun; some-
one for whom the terms poverty, or rootlessness, don’t 
seem to apply as pejoratives. He is not shiftless. He is 
not a failure. He’s outside social hierarchies. An ap-
pealing prospect if, like Kit, your alternative seems to 
be garbageman. 

“Well, I know what my daddy’s gonna say,” Holly 
tells him soon after they meet when he asks if he can 
see her again. “What?” he asks. “That I shouldn’t be 
seen with anybody that collects garbage,” she tells him. 

Fifty years ago in an essay called “Movie Chronicle: 
The Westerner,” a critic named Robert Warshow put 
his finger dead on the center of what’s most bizarre, 
and for Americans, mesmerizing, about the figure of 
the Western hero. 

As he saw it, what the Western hero fought for, in 
the final analysis, was the purity of his own image: his 
honor. When the gangster was killed, Warshow wrote, 
his whole life was shown to have been a mistake, but 
the image the Western hero sought to maintain could 
be presented as clearly in defeat as in victory; he fought 
mostly to assert what he was, and he had to live in a 
world that permitted that statement. What was corner-
turning about Warshow’s essay was the way it explained 
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what was persistently elegiac about the form, since in 
his formulation the hero was fighting not to extend his 
dominion but to assert his personal value, and his trag-
edy lay in the fact that even that circumscribed demand 
could not be fully realized. Warshow reminded us, in 
other words, about just how monomaniacally the genre 
was concerned with style. It wasn’t violence at all that 
was the point, but a certain image, a style, which ex-
pressed itself most clearly in violence. 

Part of the resilient appeal of John Wayne in Stage-
coach, Alan Ladd in Shane, or Henry Fonda in My 
Darling Clementine is the appeal of the paradox of the 
affable man with the gun. The affable man with the 
gun: that’s a prototype to which Kit is trying to aspire.

But the aspect of the Western hero that may hold 
the most appeal for Kit, and for America, may be his es-
sential inarticulateness. The Western hero doesn’t trust 
words. What’s he say when asked why he does what 
he does? That a man has to do what a man has to do. 
Well, thanks. John Wayne’s character in Stagecoach, the 
Ringo Kid, is an outlaw. How’d that happen, anyway, to 
such an apparently decent guy? Well, here’s his expla-
nation for it: “Well, I used to be a good cowhand,” he 
explains to Dallas, the fallen woman who thinks he’s 
swell, “but . . . things happen.” “Yeah,” Dallas agrees, by 
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all appearances thinking about her own apparently in-
explicable situation. “That’s it. Things happen.” 

For how many years now in our national conscious-
ness has John Wayne been pretty much the gold standard 
when it comes to images of easygoing and self-assured 
masculinity? And what was he selling, exactly? 

Partly, at least, the way real men turn can’t explain 
into won’t explain. The way real men disdain explana-
tions. Explanations are for schoolteachers, shopkeep-
ers, the emasculated. Consider Donald Rumsfeld’s 
face, in any of his press conferences, when he was 
asked to pursue the logic of one of his statements.

Kit’s justification for quitting his job is “Just seemed 
like the right move.” “How’s he doing?” Holly asks him 
after he has shot his best—and maybe only—friend, 
and he answers, “Got him in the stomach.” 

America’s always been full of guys who feel like 
they’ve been shown their whole lives that they’re outsid-
ers; who know they’re anachronisms; who know that the 
only real choice they probably have before them is how to 
get swept aside. Kit goes from garbageman to cowhand, 
and doesn’t catch on at that, and when he’s asked at the 
unemployment agency what kind of work he thinks he’s 
qualified for, he has to say, “Can’t think of anything at 
the moment.” His first act of rugged individualism in the 



JIM SHEPARD

12

movie is to wander off his job with the garbage truck. 
Which he explains immediately to Holly: “Quit my job. 
Well, I’m going to work as a cowboy, now.”

If that’s what he wants, in the American Western, 
even more than he needs a horse, and certainly more 
than he needs a cow, he needs a gun. 

His and Holly’s killing spree opens with his visit 
to Holly’s house, and his confrontation with Holly’s 
father, played by the dimly sour and crankily suspi-
cious Warren Oates, back in action just four years after 
his own memorable performance as a sociopath—the 
pea-brained Lyle Gorch—in Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild 
Bunch. Holly and her father return to their house to 
find Kit wandering through the upstairs. He’s started 
to pack her things. 

Holly’s father asks a reasonable question: “What’re 
you doing?” Kit’s answer is, “Got a gun here, sir. It’s 
always a good idea to have one around.” 

He’s trying out roles, whether it’s the hero who 
saves the princess in the tower, or the Western hero. 
“Suppose I shot you?” he asks Holly’s father. “How’d 
that be? Huh?” And we understand, as an increasingly 
frightened Holly’s father understands, that Kit really 
doesn’t know. “Want to hear what it sounds like?” he 
asks, and the weird, hollowed-out metallic ring of the 
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gunshot in the enclosed space of the staircase jolts us 
as much as them. 

Holly’s father attempts a sort of dignified run for it, 
to get help. Kit shoots him. He dies there in the living 
room, Holly’s hands on his cheeks. 

Which brings us to this essay’s opening defini-
tions. The first two—laconic and taciturn—are adjec-
tives wearyingly applied to Western heroes. The third, 
sociopathic, is the word often chosen to describe serial 
murderers. When you make a movie about a misfit 
wanderer who shoots people when he feels emotion-
ally stymied—like, say, Billy the Kid—that’s precisely 
the line you’re straddling. As far as Kit can tell, West-
ern heroes don’t talk much, can’t really express them-
selves, kill people periodically, and can’t always fully 
articulate why. Now there’s a career path in which he 
can imagine himself. 

In the sequence following the shooting of Holly’s 
father we trail Kit across that spectrum of adjectives, 
all the way to the dysfunctional. First he’s taciturn, and 
doesn’t say much at all. He walks back and forth, puts 
an unlit cigarette in his mouth, exercises his shoulders. 
He and Holly find themselves in the kitchen. “How 
bad off is he?” Holly asks him. “I can look and see,” Kit 
answers. Going out for a walk, he offers her something 
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laconic in the face of possibly dire consequences: “You 
want to call the police,” he tells her, “that’s fine. Just 
won’t be so hot for me.” And then, having dragged her 
father’s body into the cellar, he returns, having moved 
beyond what would go under the heading of mascu-
line understatement: “I found a toaster,” he tells her, 
setting it on the counter. 

After the killing, neither he nor Holly know quite 
what to do with themselves. Which is not the same as 
saying they’re anguished, or even particularly uncom-
fortable about what they’ve done. There’s then a fade 
to black, and a cut to the outside of the house, now 
in twilight, that’s quietly stunning, as we’re forced to 
understand that that’s it, in terms of notable reactions. 
Time passed. The shooting took place mid-afternoon. 
Apparently nothing of significance happened—in 
terms of thoughts, speech, or actions—for the next 
three or four hours. 

As the rest of the world has discovered to its distress 
since the end of the Cold War, it’s a cherished Ameri-
can notion that American idiosyncrasy needs to be 
indulged. It takes all kinds to make a world. Especially 
an American world. As Holly’s father says to Kit when 
Kit comes to talk to him the first time, and when Kit 
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refuses to accept that he can’t see Holly, “You’re some-
thing.” To which Kit replies, “Takes all kinds, sir.” 

At the very end, having given himself up, Kit asks 
the state policeman guarding him in the airplane that’s 
transporting him to death row where he might be able 
to get a hat like the state policeman has. The state po-
liceman echoes the sentiment Kit has been trying to 
create wherever he’s gone, by whatever means neces-
sary: “You’re quite an individual, Kit.” And Kit says 
back, “Think they’ll take that into consideration?” It’s 
not just a wiseassed question. Because Kit has already 
intuited that when it comes to our Western heroes, we 
do. We have. 

Comparing Badlands to another young-killers-on-a-
spree movie made just six years earlier—Arthur Penn’s 
Bonnie and Clyde, considered fearlessly controversial 
on its release—makes clear just how much before 
Badlands the genre relied on making its protagonists’ 
internal lives open to the viewer, and intensely sym-
pathetic besides. Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty as 
Bonnie and Clyde simply will not stop flirting, with 
each other or with us. They’re adorable; what’s stressed 
throughout the movie are the sexual thrills and high-
spirited hijinks and excitement that lie ahead, all 
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embodied nicely in the uptempo banjo riffs that score 
their various getaway scenes.

Badlands certainly glamorizes the real Stark-
weather and Fugate to some extent—the genuine 
articles were, after all, so demoralizingly depress-
ing—but mostly it’s interested in deflating those sorts 
of pleasures described above, or satirizing them. In 
scene after scene, Kit and Holly seem to prefer each 
other’s company to lying alone in a ditch, or being 
dead, but it looks like the decision could have gone ei-
ther way. There are no high spirits. There is instead a 
glum sense of things having gone wrong, and a listless 
sense of not knowing how—or not caring enough—
to fix them.

“At this moment I didn’t feel shame or fear,” Holly 
tells us in voice-over, right after their eighth murder, 
while we watch them drive, each gazing out their side 
of the car, “but just kinda blah, like when you’re sit-
ting there and all the water’s run out of the bathtub.” 
Holly’s simile, like so much of her voice-over, is equal 
parts appalling and flatly comic for what it refuses to 
register. The image at that moment is equally desul-
tory: a two shot of their inexpressive faces, just driving 
and staring. Equally comic, in an equally dismal way, 
is the scene preceding that one, in which we see Kit 
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off behind a boxcar gesticulating to himself his frus-
tration with his own actions after having killed the 
young couple so like them. We want, in characters like 
that, Bonnie and Clyde’s rebellious sense of their own 
agency—why can’t we do what we wish? Why can’t we 
break the rules?—so we can live vicariously through 
them. But Kit and Holly seem to treat what they do 
as bad breaks, as though they have no more agency in 
their actions than they would in the weather. 

Halfway through we’re given, in sepia tones intend-
ed to evoke the feel of retrieved documentary footage, 
a montage of the forces of order gearing up to stop 
them: a standard part of this kind of movie. Except 
those forces of order are here mercilessly satirized. We 
get images of tiny schoolchildren escorted by heavily 
armed guards; a special detective brought in, appar-
ently in order to point on camera toward the burned-
out hulk of Holly’s old sofa; American Gothic types 
posing with their rifles in their new roles as sheriffs of 
Tombstone; truckloads of trigger-happy Oklahomans 
cruising around and just itching to let fly. 

In fact, one of the movie’s more disturbing aspects is 
how little Kit and Holly stand out in their world. Almost 
no one in the movie seems to express any more emo-
tion than they do, or seems surprised at what they’re 
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doing. Kit’s best friend seems unsurprised at being shot 
by Kit, and willing to chat about his pet spider after-
ward, while he bleeds to death. The young couple who 
become the next victims are taken aback, but not much 
more, at being held at gunpoint. When Kit says to the 
boy “You expect me to believe that?” about staying put 
in a storm cellar while Kit and Holly try to get away—a 
question that has life or death significance for the boy—
the boy answers, “Yeah.” No one seems to have much 
of an understanding of their own emotions. During a 
picnic Kit’s best friend laughs uproariously at a joke that 
doesn’t seem to be funny, and then, when Kit asks him, 
“Isn’t that funny?” he sobers up, and says, as though 
he’s not qualified to answer: “I guess.” And it seems as 
though Kit’s not the only one who has strange ideas 
about when the use of violence is appropriate. When 
her father discovered their relationship, Holly informs 
us in voice-over, “As punishment for deceiving him, he 
went and shot my dog.” And we watch Oates drawing 
down on a hapless mutt in the weeds, the poor mutt’s 
ear flapping over in trepidation. 

And then there’s the inspired touch of having the 
deputy who actually apprehends Kit—the younger of 
two policemen—turning out to be a mirror image. He 
not only resembles Kit (“Hell, he ain’t no bigger than I 
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am,” he tells his partner with satisfaction) but, trailing 
behind as they take him away, the deputy takes aim 
and fires off into the landscape, absorbed in his own 
private Weltschmerz. A hero is someone who looks 
like a hero. 

The movie’s entire visual style reinforces that sense 
that affect is something happening very far away. (One 
of the perverse aspects of this essay so far has been 
how little it’s dwelt on the visual, since probably more 
than any director alive, Malick’s thrown in his lot with 
the visual.) Throughout the movie the cinematogra-
phy matches the characters’ inability to keep their fo-
cus on the human. We’re given lots of Big Sky long 
shots; we’re given lots of oddly inconsequential back-
water bits of nature: a beetle on a stem; muddy water 
rilling past a sandbar. The effect is the creation of a 
perceiving sensibility that seems interested in every-
thing and affected by nothing. 

But what made Badlands truly startling in 1973 was 
the amount of dissonance it was interested in generat-
ing between what we were seeing and what we were 
hearing. (That dissonance has become more and more 
overbearing in Malick’s later movies, many of which—
like Days of Heaven and The Thin Red Line—are even 
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more spectacularly beautiful in terms of their cinema-
tography, and feature voice-overs that begin weirdly 
and then go downhill, ending up vacillating between 
the tendentious, the pretentious, and the gnomic. In 
fact, the standard joke in Hollywood about Malick 
has been that if you’re deaf, you think he’s the world’s 
greatest filmmaker, and if you’re blind, you think he’s 
the worst.) But in Badlands, that disconnect between 
image and sound is always doing intelligent work. 
Early on in their courtship, such as it is, we cut from 
a date in town—Kit asking “Can I come around and 
see you tomorrow?” and Holly answering “Okay”—to 
a cow’s head, its eye goggling out at us. And as her 
voice-over picks up the narration of their progressing 
relationship—“Little by little we fell in love,” etc.—we 
see Kit’s job in the feed lot: the violence and invasive-
ness of the work of trapping cattle and forcing their 
supplements on them. We stay with those images while 
Holly continues her narrative: “He said that I was 
grand, though,” she tells us, while we see him kicking 
a cow’s head during feeding. “He said he’d never met 
a 15-year-old girl who behaved more like a grown-up 
and wasn’t all giggly,” she continues, while the camera 
lingers over a sick cow that’s moaning and lying on 
its side. These are juxtapositions hard to categorize as 
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simple irony. This is a use of sound, and editing, to 
reinforce what the cinematography is up to: the estab-
lishment of an agenda that doesn’t seem to prioritize 
human beings. 

The dissonance that people remember the most viv-
idly from the movie, though, involves Carl Orff ’s 
music, the eloquent use of which has been ripped off 
pretty much continuously since, most egregiously in 
Tony Scott’s True Romance, yet another kids-on-the-
run saga. There’s a reason it’s been poached so many 
times. The main piece, entitled “Musica Poetica,” has a 
headlong simplicity to its xylophone runs that beauti-
fully evokes a pastoral innocence and childlike play. 
All of which is incongruous, to say the least, with the 
general mayhem.

And speaking of innocence: Badlands as it pro-
ceeds becomes more and more interested in another 
of our preoccupations, in terms of our self-image as 
Americans: our insistence upon our essential inno-
cence. Part of the reason we’ve been willing to accept 
being stereotyped as not very sophisticated is because 
of the way unsophisticated nestles right up against in-
nocence. Think about our conception of ourselves, in 
terms of our foreign policy: we may screw up, we may 
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blunder about, but we always mean well. Any harm 
done to others is either unforeseen or couldn’t have 
been avoided. Our hearts are in the right place, even if 
we act as though they aren’t. That’s quite a claim, when 
you think about it: our hearts are in the right place, 
even if we act as though they aren’t. 

And one of the smartest and subtlest aspects of 
Badlands is just how slyly Holly’s voice-over through-
out the movie plays to that desire we have for ourselves. 

As she narrates her travels across the upper mid-
west with Kit, her voice-over begins to become quietly 
and unobtrusively exculpatory. We slowly realize that 
there’s another reason her voice-over is seeming disso-
nant from what we’re seeing: she’s constructing a story 
that will serve to distance her from her beloved Kit, for 
purposes of punishment. 

Which is exactly what happens. She begins the 
movie by asserting her own childlike innocence—
there I was, just a girl playing with my dog—and her 
family’s history of emotional deprivation: How’d I 
end up in this spot? Well, I came from a sad family 
background. And then, a surprising number of times, 
she returns to the assertion that she did relatively lit-
tle (“The whole time the only thing I did wrong was 
throwing out my fish.”) She stages little moments of 
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epiphany—of dawning understanding—well into 
their trip. (After Kit has killed his seventh, eighth, and 
ninth victims, she announces, with a kind of stagy rec-
titude, in voice-over, “Suddenly I was thrown into a 
state of shock. Kit was the most trigger-happy person 
I’d ever met.” She turns out to be directly unreliable 
multiple times, and that unreliability always has to do 
with issues that might exonerate her or their behavior. 
She tells us Kit had heard the bounty hunters that he 
ambushed whispering about the reward money, and 
that otherwise he never would have shot them, assum-
ing them to be lawmen. But we were with Kit during 
that scene and heard no such thing. Later, for a day or 
two, they appropriate a rich man’s house to hide out in 
relative comfort, and Holly leaves Kit there, to take a 
walk. She tells us, while we see her walking farther and 
farther from the house, “The day was quiet and serene, 
but I didn’t notice, for I was deep in thought, and not 
even thinking about how to slip off.” Thereby raising 
and answering—seemingly innocently—the question 
that the law would be most likely to ask: Why didn’t 
you run away when you had the chance? 

She’s also careful to play up the innocents-who’ve-
lit-out-for-the-territory angle. While they’re out in 
the wilderness, we’re struck by the continual choice of 
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visual subjects—close-ups of leaves or bugs, etc.—that 
seem to constitute a five-year-old’s view of nature. We 
watch all sorts of Swiss Family Robinson–type projects 
underway and hear from her about all sorts of childish 
plans: building tunnels, adopting passwords. We see 
them do shy little parallel dances to Mickey & Sylvia’s 
“Love Is Strange.” We finally tilt down across a shot of 
them asleep in their tree house, the camera movement 
ending once we’ve been reminded that these innocent 
children still have big guns. And then we’re given one 
more image of their childhood play turning lethal, as 
we see Kit testing a basketball-sized swinging booby 
trap studded with sharpened stakes. Love Is Strange, 
all right. 

Holly’s self-presentation works, it turns out. At the 
end of the movie we’re told that unlike Kit, who got 
the death penalty, she got off “with probation and a 
lot of nasty looks.” And there’s the persistent hint that 
that’s not just the way things worked out; that some of 
it might have been engineered. She also mentions that, 
oh, by the way, she ended up marrying the son of the 
lawyer who defended her. 

Her self-consciousness as author of her own story 
is made explicit when she pokes through her dad’s ste-
reopticon images while out in the wilderness. “It hit 



THE TUNNEL AT THE END OF THE LIGHT

25

me that I was just this little girl,” she tells us, and goes 
on to add that “it sent a chill down my spine, and I 
thought: Where would I be this very moment if Kit 
had never met me? Or killed anybody?” 

She’s not only musing about the way she can re-
vise her life; she’s musing about the way she will revise 
it. “What’s the man I’ll marry going to look like?” she 
goes on to speculate. Because she’s already got a new 
life in mind. One that’s going to restore a different 
Holly altogether. 

It makes perfect sense that, in an interview after 
the movie’s release, Malick listed as his literary inspi-
rations for her voice-over the Nancy Drew mysteries, 
Huckleberry Finn, and The Swiss Family Robinson. 

It’s as if at such moments we’re in the presence of a 
satiric vision that’s oddly sympathetic with the myths 
it’s exploding. Part of the reason for that comes from 
the triangulation formed between the voice-over and 
the images and us. We have to put the two together. 
We’re conscious of the work of doing so. The third 
point of the triangle becomes our evolving idea of the 
movie’s position. The visuals alone wouldn’t provide 
that position, and neither would the voice-over. 

She helps exaggerate the notoriety they achieve, a 
kind of listless and amoral celebrityhood of the sort 
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we all recognize but that in the early ’70s was just 
emerging in force. “The whole country was out look-
ing for us, for who knew where Kit would strike next,” 
she announces, already at work on the legend. And 
Kit becomes that legend while we watch: hundreds 
come out to see him, once apprehended, at the air-
port, and police and bystanders alike seem willing to 
collect souvenirs he tosses. A father points him out 
to his little boy. Kit even is granted the satisfaction of 
hearing the deputy announce that he’s a dead ringer 
for James Dean. 

But Holly’s story doesn’t end with Kit. It’s chron-
icling something else, as well. It turns out that she’s 
working in another American genre that goes back 
even further than the Western: the captivity narrative. 
I have come through the fire—I have come through my 
harrowing trials—and have emerged at the end, saved. 
Captivity narratives, to remind those not as conver-
sant with American colonial literature as they’d like 
to be, were narratives written by colonists—usually 
women—spirited away from their homes by savages, 
women who survived, living among the savages, and 
then finally were returned to civilization, usually by 
a raid that killed the savages. Such characters usu-
ally had one crucial question to address, implicitly or 
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explicitly: So just how did you survive all this time, 
exactly? The answer, more often than not, was: I sur-
vived because I endured suffering without complaint. 
I survived because I had an innocence they could 
not touch. I survived because I was—am—one of the 
Chosen. 

What’s initially memorable about Badlands’ final se-
quence is Kit’s final question—“Think they’ll take that 
into consideration?”—and the unreassuring image 
that follows of the vast expanse of the sky with its set-
ting sun, as viewed from above the clouds. But what’s 
striking about the sequence if you see it a second time 
is how absorbed it is with Holly’s reactions. 

“You’re quite an individual, Kit,” the policeman 
says, and we get Holly’s reaction shot, in close-up, 
to that comment. And her face isn’t blank; in fact, it 
looks quietly accused. Kit then makes his comeback—
“Think they’ll take that into consideration?” and, 
having said that, looks at her (she’s facing him in the 
plane) and we get her reaction shot to that. She looks 
back at him, with a slight, reassuring smile, and then 
averts her eyes and gazes out the window. And we 
can see in her expression—in Spacek’s performance—
traces of both her sadness and guilt. 
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And then we see what she’s looking at: that cloud 
vista: one last instance in the movie of the sort of lyri-
cal beauty rendered in gorgeous long shot that, like all 
those Big Sky Country shots that have come before, 
has an unadorned neutrality to it, partially because of 
its emptiness and non-human scale. 

We expect a final comment, a final voice-over, 
while we take that in. But we don’t get one. Instead, we 
get silence. And then a slightly overly sweet music box 
lullaby, which winds down as the image fades to black. 

Leaving us having been shifted, quietly, from a 
consideration of Kit to a consideration of Holly. And a 
consideration of how Holly, in ways we’d prefer not to 
really examine, has been standing in for us. 


