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‘Desire. Ambition. Faith… Without them, life is so simple’ 
Invasion of the bodysnatchers (1956)
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(figure Zero: The struggle between forces of Normality and Deviance – ‘Normal’ Dr Bennell in conflict with the ‘Deviant’ power state of the Pod people. 
(Invasion of the bodysnatchers (1956))
        The construct of language to define and limit our view of the world is a central theme of structuralism. The linguistics study of the structure of language forms the basis of structuralist thought and methods of analysis. According to structuralist and linguistic thought it is the binary opposition which forms the basis of our understanding. The concept of binary opposition is deeply embedded into western thought, as can be seen in Aristotle’s logic of identity, written around 300 BC, which states: 

A) Whatever is is 

B) Nothing can both be and not be 

C) Everything must either be or not be. 

(Aristotle.(cited in Lechte, John. 1994 P106 ))

It is this underlying logic of either/ or, which underpins structuralism and has created an enduring invisible ideology which can claim objectivity and scientific truth, but as we with see, only as long as the power superstructure is there to validate these claims. 
        Saussure in his course in general linguistics suggested that all language was composed of signs, that is, a signifier and the signified, which indicate meaning, through a relational system of signs, which we know as language. Saussure called attention to the importance of the structure of language and suggested that the form signifiers take are arbitrary and meaningless, existing only in view of their contrast and relationship to other signifiers within the overall structure of the language. (Chandler, Daniel. 1995) according to Saussure the most visible and enduring relationship is the binary opposition, i.e. hot/cold, light/dark, as each signifier occupies the furthest distance in meaning when compared to its binary, or polar opposite. This is reinforced by Saussure’s theory that the ‘very terms of the system are the product of difference’ and that ‘In language there is only difference’ (Lechte, John. 1994. P150). Saussure uses the analogy of the chess game to illustrate this, in that, the ‘meaning’ of each chess piece is in relation to the similarities and contrasts of the positions occupied by the other pieces (Lechte, John. 1994. P150-152). The opposing player’s pieces, which represent the most important relational objects, can be seen as symbolising the binary oppositions, particular in relation to the rules and characteristics of the language of chess. The study of the structure of the power points, caused by opposing forces, in any fragment of time during a game of chess, can also lead to a ‘total knowledge’ of the game, independently from an knowledge of the process of history which describes how each piece came to its relative position (‘what is is’- see Aristotle’s law of logic above). This implies that ‘language exists as a kind of totality, or not at all’ (Lechte, John. 1994. P150-151), given that meaning of individual signifiers is derived in relation to all aspects of the language. 

         The totality of film language takes into account genre, production ideology and social/historical context in addition to a collective or subjective experience of what film is. This acts as a ‘ground’ or reference point for the transmission or reception of meaning. In a Structuralist semiotic film analysis, signifiers within the film, which may be made up from a series of elements such as lighting, camera angles, framing of subject, editing techniques, and sound and narrative, are built into a relational system of conventions and codes.  Charles Sanders Peirce stated that ‘Nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign’ (Peirce, Charles Sanders (1931-58): Collected Writings (cited in Chandler, Daniel. 1995), equally these elements, in isolation, are devoid of meaning until the audience uses an, often unconscious, accumulated knowledge of film language to read significance into the codes. Peirce put forth the proposition that as a species 'we think only in signs' (cited in Chandler, Daniel. 1995) Our understanding of film is likewise mediated through the signs and signifiers which our contextual knowledge deems we recognise as important.
         An examination into the production context of the film Invasion of the body snatchers (1956), reveals the basic characteristics and rules of its language. In the time period that the film was made, the cold war era, two world superpowers, Russia and America were locked in an ideological conflict. (Briley, Ronald. 1994) This was manifested in America through an almost ‘epidemic mass hysteria’ (Dr. Dan Kaufman, Invasion of the body snatchers (1956)) based on the fear of communist infiltration and the reduction of the American capitalist way of life to what was, as seen by some, a lifeless zombie-like existence under communist rule (to use the generic imagery of the 1950’s science fiction / horror genre). In addition to this terror there was also the fear amongst American liberals that the reactionary response to the communist threat was itself a life-blood-sucking-vampire, particularly where its policy intersected with the creative arts. Senator Joe McCarthy, (ironically the leading role in Body Snatchers was played by actor Kevin McCarthy) led the so-called ‘witch hunts’ and compiled ‘Black lists’ of directors and artists who were then refused work within the Hollywood system on the basis of suspected ideological deviance (Nilan, Jack. 2006). Working within the Genre of ‘B’ grade science fiction / Horror, the director of Body Snatchers, Don Siegel, who also directed mainstream films such as Dirty Harry (1971)( Internet Movie Database. 2006), was able to produce an ambiguous allegory, which can be seen as a critique for all inhumane totalising meta narratives.
       In a paradigmatic analysis the narrative of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956. Dir Don Siegel) can be reduced to a series of binary oppositions. This form of analysis can be related to the work of anthropologist Levi-Strauss, who was later criticised for his lack of field work and his inappropriate projection of western values systems. Stauss was influenced by Saussure’s observation on the ‘dynamic relationship between components of every linguistic sign’, (Kurzweil, Edith.1980. P15-19) and adopted a structuralist formula to examine the binary oppositions, for example the conflict between good and evil, white magic / black magic etc, that he discovered within folk stories and mythologies around the world.  Within the narrative of Body Snatchers the twin poles of ‘Normality and Deviance’ appear as a recurring theme to which the relationships of component binary oppositions can be attached. For example, (see figure one below) the opening scene of Body Snatchers uses characters and situations which symbolise the forces which define Normality and Deviance. 
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Figure One: Opening scene of Invasion of the

body snatchers showing binary oppositions
(Snake-Beings. 2006)




Dr Bennell is seen in conflict with the combined forces of the state, symbolised by the police, used to physically restrain him, and the opinions of Dr Harvey Bassett and Dr Hill, both from the state mental hospital, symbolic of the power to imprison those whose ontological beliefs are seen as ‘deviant’.  These power structures have placed Dr Bennell in opposition with the characteristics of normality and sanity, as judged in the ‘outside world’, due to his seemingly deviant viewpoint that alien ‘Pod People’ are attempting to take over Santa Mira. Dr Bennel’s insistence ‘I’m not insane, I am a doctor too’ (Body Snatchers), reveals the recurring thematic motif of normality, conformity and the familiar in contrast to deviance, insanity and the alien, as symbolised by the Pod People. Within the former Santa Mira Dr Bennel existed as a defining force of normality, possessing the power to diagnose the health and sanity of the population. 
         Paradigmatic Analysis is the study of the process in which a series of binary oppositions combine to create a meaningful conceptual framework comprised of relationships between underlying thematic paradigms (Chandler, Daniel. 1995).  The underlying theme in body snatchers is the gradual transgression, from normality to deviance, of the power structures which control the parameters of conformity within the small 1950’s era town of Santa Mira. The filmic reality of Dr Bennell’s Santa Mira can be described by the keywords of ‘Desire, Ambition and Faith’ which, according to expositional dialogue in the scene where Dr Bennell and Becky Driscoll are captured by the Pod People, are the exact elements which the aliens lack. As the Pod Person Dr. Kauffman explains “Tomorrow you'll be one of us...There's no need for love...Love, Desire, Ambition, Faith, Without them, life is so simple, believe me.” (body snatchers 1956). Desire, or love, can be seen symbolised by the love interest relationship between Dr Bennell and Becky Driscoll, this is contrasted by the complete lack of emotions in the Pod People (see figure two below). Ambition is symbolised by the capitalist practices of Santa Mira’s bourgeoisie, evident in Dr Bennell’s early diagnosis of Wally Everhard selling insurance, as seen from the commanding view from his doctor’s office “Nothing wrong with him”.
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The transgression of the capitalist structure, signified by Bourgeoisie, to the side of deviance is shown in the closing of Jimie Grimaldie’s family vegetable shop even though it “was the busiest stall two weeks before” (Dr Bennell in Invasion of the Body Snatchers) and in the lack of customers at the expensive restaurant, showing that the middle classes are abnormally abandoning their ‘middle-classing’. In an early scene, the breakdown of the family structure is symbolised through the insistence of young Jimmy Grimaldi that his mother is not his mother but has changed in some way. This motif is repeated in the form of Wilma Lentz who is also suffering from delusions that her Uncle Ira is an impostor and has been replaced. (see figure two above) Dr Bennel’s diagnosis that “the trouble is within you” reveals his position of power. The thematic motif of ‘Faith’ is signified by ‘family’ due to its symbolic importance to Christian morality, evident in Santa Mira, whose power relies on the observance of ‘Family values’. The gradual transgression of these power structures from the social norm, are leading to a paradigm shift of which only Dr Bennell will remain behind.
     Foucault in his study of the prison system described the use of surveillance as being central to the latent power of the state structure. In his work Disciplin and Punish, Foucault described the construction of a Panopticon tower which was built in the centre of a circular prison and allowed guards an unrestricted view into every cell. Foucault described this hidden power which lay in the surveillance system as being centred around the potential ability to see everything rather than its actuality (McHoul, A and Grace, W (eds) 1993. P66-71). A similar situation is present in the contemporary growth of CCTV, particularly in urban Britain where the quantity of surveillance cameras are estimated to actually out number the population. The first major paradigm shift occurs when the central Panopticon position held by the telephone system falls prey to the Pod People, meaning that all communication from Santa Mira (ironically Mirar is Spanish for ‘to watch’), as well as physical body location of ‘Non-Pod People’ is now under surveillance. (see figure three below) This, followed by the realisation that the police network and the town’s psychiatrist, Dr. Kauffman, have also transgressed to the side of ‘Pod-People’, creates a paradigm shift as the forces which govern the definition of ‘Normality’ and ‘Deviance’; the state power super-structure has been occupied by the Pods who are now the defining force of a new paradigm. 
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      In this new paradigm Dr Bennell and Becky, who are now themselves the ‘deviants’, escape to his office which commands a Panopticon view of the main square of Santa Mira. From this overlooking position they observe the town folk, who are grasped by a simultaneous and abnormal urge to abandon their business and gather in a large communal crowd in the town square (see figure four below: Commune of the Pod People). The view of police forces directing the arrival of farmers, with trucks filled with Pods, further solidify the paradigm shift. The complete over view of the paradigmatic analysis can be seen in figure five (located at end of essay), which shows the progression and sequence of paradigm shifts throughout the film’s structure, as one by one the controlling forces of the super-structure transgress to the side of deviance.
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Figure Four: Moment of perceived Paradigm Shift
as seen from Dr Bennell's ‘Panopticon’ view point
(Invasion of the body snatchers. 1956)




       Structural linguistic analysis can also take into account the syntagmatic, which is more concerned with the positioning and sequencing of signifiers.  Christian Metz identified eight filmic syntagms which describe the temporal and spatial positioning of relationships between signifiers. For example, a bracketing syntagm is a ‘montage of brief shots’ (Chandler, Daniel. 1995. and Lechte, John. 1994. P79), similar in construction to a single line of poetry which is comprised of keywords, or impressions, which build up a sense of overall meaning. A key scene of body snatchers is where Dr Bennel and Becky recognise that the Pod People have taken over the town and that the paradigm shift is almost complete (illustrated in figure four). This scene represents a descriptive syntagm, which is a sequence which describes one moment in time, as there is no temporal shift. However, within this scene there is an alternating syntagm, which incorporates the inter-cutting of the characters in the Doctor’s office with the chain of events occurring outside in the town below (see figure six below). 
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The alternating syntagm can be seen in the above diagram as a regular cutting sequence between the internal Doctor’s office, of which there are two types of shot, mid-shot and close up, and the external shots which are comprised of three different shot angles: the high angle, the low angle and the ‘EXT other’ which is a separate camera angle located in the town square. The external high angle shots represent a point of view shot as seen by Dr Bennell and Becky. Shot thirteen and shot fifteen are significant in that they show the commune of the Pod People in the main square of Santa Mira, representing a real threat to the dominant position held by Dr Bennell, watching powerlessly from the high angle view point of his previous Panopticon. The significance of these shots are signalled through the silencing of the combined sound track of incessant phone ringing and the howl of the police siren, which occurs in the previous shot, leaving a ghostly silence. There is also a recognisable deviance to the syntagm pattern which occurs in shot twelve where the usual close up of Dr Bennell and Becky is substituted with a mid-shot, which is otherwise only used at the intro and outro of the scene. This draws the audience’s identification away from the character‘s plight, towards the shifting reality of the world outside. The duration of each shot is also of importance within the structuring of the scene, for example shot thirteen, showing the commune of the Pod People is twenty seconds long, whilst internal shots twenty three and twenty five are of two seconds duration. The average take length of the thirty two shots within the three minutes and nine seconds scene is approximately six seconds. The shortness of shots twenty three and twenty five precede Dr Bennell’s diagnosis of the events as ‘a malignant disease spreading across the country’ (Invasion of the Body Snatchers).

           Just as structuralism is based on the premise of relationships which are found within the ‘totality of language’, it can be presumed that the limitation and constriction of language will have a vast effect on the number of potential forms that structuralism can describe. The acceptance and incorporation of the concept of the ‘totality of language’ into structuralist philosophy is perhaps one of the factors which disguise subjective view points as an objective truth. Structuralism, akin to all meta-narratives, perhaps fails in its universality through denial that language, similarly to ideology, is ‘fashioned consciously by intellectual elites’. (Gramsci, A. cited in Freeden, M 1996). Despite attempts to disguise structuralism as an invisible ideology, through claims of universality from, for example Levi-Strauss, there is a high probability that societies immersed in different principles to those of western competitive capitalism, or Aristotle’s logic of identity, would not recognise interpellation from signs and structures centred around binary opposition. The logic of either/or, as seen in Aristotle’s logic of identity in 300 BC, forms the basis of western thought of which structuralism can be seen as a symptom of. The naturalisation of western logic, when applied to anthropology, cultural sciences and media studies, becomes an invisible ideology which detracts from the questioning of definitions which the super-structure creates and maintains. The supposed binary opposition of ‘Normality’ and ‘Deviance’ is a great example, as the definition of these terms depend on the power structure which enforces and controls the language, be it the intellectual elite or the emotionless logic of the Pod People. 
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Figure Five: Paradigmatic Analysis of Invasion of the Body Snatchers. (Snake-Beings. 2006)
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