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Analysis of “Alienation” in Paul Thomas Anderson’s
Cinema with focus on Jacques Lacan’s Ideas
Abstract Received: 27 Feb 2024

The concept of alienation has been extensively discussed in
the history of modern thought, emphasizing the estrangement
of individuals from intrinsic elements of their environments.
This concept has been expressed in various forms by prominent
Western philosophers. Those of them who have spoken about
alienation do not agree on the nature of human essence. For
example, Saint Augustine considered alienation as the separation
of humans from the kingdom of God and saw the way back to
it in obeying the commandments of the Church, while thinkers
such as Feuerbach or Nietzsche saw Christian doctrine as the
cause of human alienation from their own presence or nature.
Nevertheless, all these philosophers agree on the point that
humans have an essence and have fallen away from that essence.
Jacques Lacan considered alienation as a necessary condition
for the subject's entry into symbolic order. According to Lacan,
Cartesian duality cannot reveal all that the subject is, because the
Descartes skeptic, who realizes his own existence through his
thinking, only informs about a conscious subject, while Lacan
considers the nature of the subject to be unconscious and made by
language. Lacan, in his psychoanalytical perspective, posited that
individuals become alienated from themselves upon acquiring the
ability to speak, allowing others to confine their desires within
the bounds of signification through language. While the Other’s
desire is manifested in language, Lacan believes that man's desire
is the desire of the Other. This study focuses on the manifestation
of alienation in the films of contemporary American director Paul
Thomas Anderson by employing an interdisciplinary approach,
encompassing cinema, psychoanalysis and philosophy. Using
a descriptive analytical method, this research aims to prove the
hypothesis that the concept of alienation is the main theme in
Andersen's cinema, which is manifested as a leitmotif in all of his
films. Throughout Anderson's films, the protagonist resembles
a Lacanian alienated subject compelled to embrace the Other’s
language in the pursuit of meaning. The big Other in Anderson's
films is a metaphor of capitalism that presents American cultures
and subcultures through surrogate relationships. The "surrogate
family" and at the head of it the surrogate father turns Andersen's
characters into subjects who renounce freedom in the dangerous
world of The Real in favor of escaping loneliness and finding
identity in the symbolic world. In this symbolic world, Andersen's
heroes are in a situation similar to the situation of the unconscious
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subject described by Lacan. The protagonists in Anderson's
works are intricately bound to the signifiers established within
these surrogate relationships. Ultimately, this study reveals
that Anderson's primary preoccupation in his films is human
identity, one whose desires are limited within the framework
set by paternal law. As Lacan considers the neurotic as the
most common position of the subject, Andersen's characters are
generally Neurotics who accept the Other’s rules. However, the
hysteric subject in The Master, the psychotic character in Inherent
Vice, and the pervert subject in Phantom Thread define the
different position of the subject in the face of the Other.
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16. Other.
17. Correspondence Theory of Language.
18. Referent.

19. Représentantes de la Représentation.

15. Narcissism.

20. Anchoring Points/ Points de Caption.
21. Linguistricks. 22. Agancy.
24. Other.

26. Existence.

23. mOther Tongue.
25. Being—in-Itself.

27. Ex-sists. 28. Trauma.

besdsis
2. Leitmotif.
4. University of East Anglia.
6. Kingdom of God.
7. Isolation. 8. Otherness.
9. Ideal Ego. 10. Ego Ideal.
11. Imago-Gestalt. 12.1.
13. Extimate. 14. Self.

1. Surrogate Family.
3. Existentialism.
5. Saint Augustine.



v

TSI ) 2 auSTBL il sl B slodrms 3 SSlKom pogie

RSt RRAERN SRR L  IRUIUIONTS

CYAE) 6 ilys Gz dez 55 il 75 () AFD) Wl o,
Slgpahlacsl ol es

el Jsbo 1 asgld Ll s S\Samaim ISY (1 AAY) (g5l S
o LD 55V YAS)

Gheme gl a5 oSty Sdgy & SN (Y0P (edlul S
g (50,150 )8 155 1l (VY YAB)

(st 2025 ol o () e (S (g LV AAD) (g o Sid
UL')"““ :Q‘)'?; (VYY) oob >

oz Fiamplianiod ) qias sl aandd i 5 ((VAPY) S 0,8 pginlS
(b sale il 103 VYA (98 Sl

«SSIls (Gln a3 55 (S g (S5 (VAR (gl ccisligllS
Sy g ke LT 13 O YAY) Slay S e a5

Sy Lo daz 5 ()Y S Nirans « faisl C1AVY) STy o lS)
RRCRRCACARRL ERANEREL LIS

Gz edemme 4o 5 mad Bugs s (Y20 V) 0l ()65 S
Sy s 13 1 TAD)

(P 105 S-02932 (698 gy (Slee LVTA) sl ¢ Mg

9o gy 4oz 5 1 Dlhans Glasnms LT+ V) (WS iz S llie
IS8 0 125 e (1 FA9)

U8 1555 A g maiands adie ot (1 FAV) sells o

Sezre S g (6 ha Jedesme daz SIS SK AV 1+ 0) (gl (pe9n
o a1 05 (1 ¥48) Sl pal

Congdon, Dylan (2012). Reconsidering Apocalyptic Cinema:
Pauline Apocalyptic and Paul Thomas Anderson. Journal of
Religion and Popular Culture. (24)3, 405-418. DOI:10.1353/rpc.
2012.0043

Evans, Dylan (2006). An Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian
Psychoanalysis. Routledge.

Fink, Bruce (1999). A Clinical Introduction to Lacanian
Psychoanalysis: Theory and Technique. Cambridge, Massachus-
etts, Harvard University Press.

Flisfeder, Mathew (2010). Between the Symbolic and the
Sublime-Slavoj Zizek in Film Studies and Out. [dissertation]
Toronto, Ontario, Canada. DOI: 10.3138/cjfs.20.2.75

Flisfeder, Mathew (2012). The Symbolic, the Sublime, and
Slavoj Zizek's Theory of Film. London: Palgrave McMillan Press.
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137110749

Ketchum, Dan (2012). Dismantling the American Dominant
Ideology: Anderson’s “There Will Be Blood”’. Cinesthesia (1)1,
4.

Lacan, Jacques (1959). The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book
VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis. Edited by Jacques Alain
miller. Translated by Dennis Porter (1992), New York: W. W.
Norton.

Lacan, Jacques (1964). The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book
Xl, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis. Edited
by Jacques Alain miller. Translated by Alan Sheridan (1973).
Paris: Editions du Seuil.

Lacan, Jacques (1966). Ecrits. Paris: Seuil.

Neil, Calum (2013). Breaking the Text: An Introduction to

29. Fixation.
31. Subject of Enunciation.
32. Subject of Statement.

30. Caput mortuum.

33. Cogito. 34. 1L

35. Me. 36. Shifter.
37. Being Itself. 38. Either/or.

39. Signifier. 40. Ontic.
41. Barred Subject. 42. Lack.

43. Manque a etre. 44. Qui manqué a sa place.

45. Neurosis. 46. Human Being.
47. Psychosis. 48. Need.

49. Demand. 50. mOther.

51. Le désir de I'nomme c'est le désir de l'autre.
52. The Name-of-Father/ Le nom du pére.

53. Le non de pere. 54. Separation.
56. Objet (petit) a.

58. Jouissance.

55. Désir de la mere.
57. Fantasy.

59. Thanatos.

61. Freeze-Frame Shot.

60. Perversion.

62. Object Cause of Desire.
64. Castration.

66. Real Phallus.

68. Symbolic Phallus.

69. There’s No Such Thing as a Sexual Relationship.

63. Metonymic.
65. Phallus.
67. Imaginary Phallus.

70. Foreclosure. 71. Ex-sist.

72. Ex-sistence. 73. Other Jouissance.

74. Intersubjectivity. 75. Event.

76. Retroactive. 77. Context.

78. Studio City. 79. San Fernando Valley.
80. Ernie Anderson. 81. Loneliness.

82. Hard Eight. 83. Jump Cut.

84. The Lady Vanishes. 85. Boogie Nights.

86. Persona. 87. Magnolia.

88. Self-Loating. 89. Interface.

90. Fantasy Object. 91. Objectively Subjective.
92. Invisible. 93. Visible.

94. Point-of-view Shot. 95. Punch Drunk Love.
96. There Will Be Blood.  97. Little Boston.

98. Low Angle. 99. I’m Finished.

100. George Walker Bush.

101. The Master. 102. Thanatos.

103. Eros.

105. Processing.
107. Doris Day.
109. Aletheia.
111. Hippie.
112. Counterculture of the 1960s.

114. Unreliable Narrator.
116. Phantom Thread.
118. Sadomasochism.

104. Dionysus.

106. The Cause.

108. Landless Latitude.
110. Inherent Vice.

113. Hallucination.
115. Golden Fang.
117. Dominance.

Sl i
(SO Ao doz )5 ¢y ol  SISdes ) (Y AB) ity 13 ualeisly



dern Media Culture and the Films of Paul Thomas Anderson.
Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press.

Toles, George (2016). Paul Thomas Anderson. Champaign:
University of Illinois Press.

Vanheule, Stjin, Hook, Derek, and Neill, Calum (2019). Re-
ading Lacan’s Ecrits: from ‘Signification of the Phallus’ to
‘Metaphor of the Subject. Routledge.

Verhaeghe, Paul (2019). Lacan’s Answer to Alienation:
Separation, Crisis and Critique. (6)1, 364-388.

White, Colin (2011). There Was Blood: Lacan and Murder
in The Film There Will Be Blood. Free Associations: Psychoa-
nalysis and Culture, Media, Groups Politics. (61). 83-84. https://
doi.org/10.1234/fa.v0i61.37

o g5 pST0l3 0 ff

VF Y Gl (Vo )lats (YR 0,50 0 Jiinwge 5 duled (slo yid il § slo yib &1 i

Lacanian Discourse Analysis. Sagejournals, (23)3, Edinburgh
Napier University. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354312473520

Nobus, Dany (1998). Key Concepts of Lacanian Psychoanalys-
is. New York: Other Press.

Reynolds, Toby Nicholas (2018). Starving Sons and Hungry
Daughters, A Post-Jungian Analysis of Cinema. [doctoral disser-
tation] University of East Anglia Press.

Rossio, Jordan (2013). God Only Know: Family in the Films
of Paul Thomas Anderson. [dissertation] Western Michigan
University.

Schroeder, Jeanne Lorraine (2008). The Four Lacanian Dis-
courses. Birkbeck Law Press. https://doi.org/10.4324/97802
03893654

Sperb, Jeanne Lorraine (2013). Blossoms and Blood: Postmo-



