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Compare and contrast two ‘road movies’, at least ONE of which must be a module text, giving
emphasis to their respective ideological positions


The road movie whilst creating a narrative of travel from one place to another often positions itself to observe and sympathize with an emotional transition or upheaval of its protagonists. The plot, often character based, uses the road to metaphorically define this journey to self discovery. More often than not this is set to a tune of lawlessness and escape, in coherence with its tendencies to encapsulate societies tensions and anxieties. An example of this is Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde (1967) which gave an anti-establishmentarianism ideal released in a period in America with many peace rallies against the Vietnam war and the rise of the civil rights movement. The road movie genres popularity in America can be widely attributed to , in the words of Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark, ‘romanticizing alienation’ and ’problematizing the uniform identity of the nations culture’ (The Road Movie Book, 2002). In relation to their ideological perspectives, I will be analyzing Ridley Scott’s Thelma and Louise (1991) and Frank Capra’s romance/road movie It happened one night (1934)

It happened one night is described by the Guardian in 2010 ‘As buoyant and elegant as bubbles in a glass of champagne, it survives triumphantly because of its wit, charm, romantic idealism and its shrewd sketch of married life.’ While It happened on night is often described as timeless piece, cemented in and inspiring still the romance genre. It is with no doubt, still one of Hollywood’s inaugural road movies, with more contemporary road movies paying tribute such as Jonathan Demme’s Something Wild (1986). Whilst the movie in many ways still encapsulates the oppression of women through hegemonic values there is a sense of pushing away from that ideal. Similar to many screwball romantic comedies of the 1940’s, It happened on night questions marriage using the wealthy or spoiled heiress narrative to portray a more modern romance. Other examples of this include My man, Godfrey ( Gregory La Cava, 1936) and The Footloose Heiress(William Clemens, 1937). Ellie Andrews (Claudette Colbert), our protagonist, is first introduced via her father (Walter Connolly) complaining of her ‘hunger strike,’ showing that she has a strong willed and stubborn character before we’ve even seen on screen. This shows us a sense of choice on her part but more so when she jumps into the sea and swims with desperation for her independence. Similarly to many contemporary road movies, Ellie is from this point, on the run from police officers and the main source of law in her life, her father. The bus then, in this instance is symbolic of her path to having her own choices. While she is often described as bratty and spoilt, Ellie takes her life into her own hands despite the men her life telling her to do the opposite which I view as a step in the right direction for how women are represented on screen. Ultimately her father, originally the source of her worry, allows her to create her own decisions. This in concept is wonderful but in practice all Ellie’s father gave her a choice of was running into the arms of one of two men. While this does allow a sense of independence to an extent, becoming a wife and slotting into the hegemonic ideal was never up for discussion.

The love interest of Ellie, Peter Warne ( Clark Gable), is presented as a witty, newspaper man with all the answers. The mismatched couple’s first meeting shows an interesting dynamic between the two. Peter manages to outwit the driver who is the main source of authority on the bus over some seating, the whole bus laughs along with his witty remarks to the driver and so Peter has been established as well-liked and intelligent from the opening. With this is mind, Ellie sitting in ‘his’ seats and her subsequent remark ‘Are these seats reserved?’ show how Ellie is stubborn and happy to stand up for herself. Peter continues to patronize her, telling her he’ll put the bag away if she asks him ‘real nice’. Ellie puts the bag away herself showing how she doesn’t need a man to protect her or do simple tasks for her, she is strong-willed. Later on however, Ellie is presented as slightly pretentious with a false sense of courage. After they have left the second bus, it is made clear that without Peter, Ellie cannot sustain herself. She is almost presented in a child like manner, while he is the hero that holds her hand without asking for anything in return. When Peter leaves to get carrots for her, she becomes hysterical with the idea that she has been left without him, showing that this idea of fleeing for herself isn't even a notion to be considered at the time. This, with regards to the road movie, would in my opinion, show Ellie’s transition to be from a women with her own opinions and courage to do things for herself in a time that these opportunities weren’t as available for women to a woman who has been caught by an unconventional man and will follow his lead rather than her own, this all being presented in its positive and screwball-like manner. 

The issues for the representation of gender in It happened one night come to light even more when looked at for what it has adapted from, the short story Night Bus (Hopkins Adams, 1933). Elspeth is unique to the era’s fiction for her sexual aggression and independent will. In Adams story, she uses her powers of persuasion to barter for food, Elspeth wants Peter and makes her advances to him very clear and confident. Capra’s adaptation of Elspeth’s character while being interesting in that it does show some element of independence in her womanhood, simply doesn’t hold a candle to the original. Ellie’s confession of love, while I agree it shows a sense of her own initiative, is done so with tears and on her knees begging him for his favour. The hitchhiking scene, while showing Ellie can have her own power in the real world, is presenting this in a notion that her sexual appeal and beauty are the assets that will put her on the same playing field as Peter. This to not even mention the fact that Peter, essentially kindly kidnaps her. In the words of A.L.Beneteau on IMDB, ’Actually, Warne doesn't give her any choice: either she sticks with him until he gets her back to her husband, or he'll blow the whistle on Ellie to her father. Either way, Peter gets what (he thinks!) he wants .... a really juicy newspaper story.’ Which in terms of ideological perspective, shows me that her independence is presented as the problem that has been resolved by the end of the film. 

I chose to compare It happened one night with Thelma and Louise because of the level of romantic idealism that Capra’s movie puts across and how Scott tackles this idealist version of romance in his character Thelma . Thelma ( Geena Davis) and Louise (Susan Sarandon) are running away from their crimes but in that, there is duality that they are also running away from the male world and patriarchy. Both characters are dissatisfied with their home lives of domestic servitude and economic dependence, so much so that they start this trip. David Laderman when describing Scott’s piece explains that ’Thelma and Louise forcefully fuses classic road movie narrative with feminist social critique jump starting the genre into the 1990s.’(Driving Visions: Exploring the Road Movie). The ideological perspective of the film is a feminist one, approaching womanhood in the face of a male led world.
To look at the representation of Thelma to begin, she transitions from a women who is completely controlled by the men in her life, appeasing men who look at for her beauty only, to blowing up a mans truck for his distasteful remarks on the road. I see Thelma as a bird freeing herself from the cage of patriarchy and her transition into her own version of womanhood and power, the beginning of the film she’s wearing a pretty white dress believing she is fully prepared for any situation packing a gas lamp to wearing denim jeans and having no money lining her pockets. This symbolic of her transition from an innocent and controlled housewife to her own independent person, the trousers are more practical, she seems less ‘prettied up’ and she is letting go of material possession. Similarly to Ellie, Thelma's catalyst for changing her life is leaving the authoritarian figure that hangs over her. In her case her husband, the only extension of sexual love she has ever known. Thelma's idealistic view of men and love can arguably be where the cause of many of the pairs problems come from. Her trust in male characters like Harlan and J.D in comparison to Louise's guarded and level headed approach is how Thelma is often manipulated and exposed for her vulnerabilities. Where as Ellie's romance with Peter propels her through her narrative and leaves her in a more than ideal situation. Scott often critiques the idealist look at romanticism, which is most poignant during the motel scene, which is where Thelma becomes a stronger women pulled away from the rose- tinted look on love she had had previously. 

At their respective rooms, Thelma and Louise deal with the romantic interests in their life in very different ways. Louise refuses her boyfriends ring. This is a symbol of holding her down which he believes is what she wants. He uses the idea of marriage to keep her, he tricks her so that he can have the opportunity to see her despite her instructions. This is reminiscent of Peter Warne except this romantic gesture isn’t enough to change Louise’s mind. Louise calls him out for this and the two agree, despite his outburst, that he will leave the next morning, showing a level of equal footing in their relationship. This is juxtaposed with Thelma’s interaction with J.D which is heavily romanticized with dark lighting and pretty camera work. The scene is filled with sex scene cliches played through many times in the romance genre. With regards to the next morning where J.D has stolen the money Thelma was entrusted with, the ideological position of the film is to show that romance doesn’t always fix a woman's problems. It ridicules the romantic genres tendency to forget about the women’s choice, the ‘sweep her off her feet’ ideal is cut short by Louise who has her own opinions and realizes romance and marriage isn't the only place a women can flourish and Thelma’s idealism toward J.D leaves them penniless and subsequently Thelma’s character completely changes from this point. 

Thelma seems to turn into J.D, she is transitioning into a more masculine character. The police officers watch back in awe from the CCTV as Thelma uses J.D’s method and steals from the gas station. This is subversive and looks at how an audience would view Thelma taking control as a spectacle and against the norm. While Thelma has transitioned into a more masculine character so has Louise, as she looks in the mirror to apply her lipstick she throws it away representing a fear of feminine beauty as it leads to the male gaze but also letting go of that less obvious feminine side. Similarly to this, Louise exchanges her jewellery for a mans hat, this seems to be a nod to the western that the genre has evolved from and is also posing Louise in a character that has only ever been played by men - the cowboy. This transition for the girls symbolizes how it is deemed only appropriate that a women can be on her own when she embodies the spirit of man. I think this a critique of society showing us that in a male run world you can only get your way when you act like the men. As described in Violent Woman, The: Femininity, Narrative, and Violence in Contemporary American Cinema ’Thelma and Louise provides a narrative which depicts Thelma and Louise as liberated from their domestic and feminine restrictions’ (Neroni, 2012).

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion in terms of ideological perspective and representation of women, both films I have discussed have some positive aspects to how their female characters are presented on screen. Ellie Andrews had some independence, she has independence with male supervision. She also learned about her privilege and become a more grounded character as a result. While this has allowed for a more empowered women on screen, it is still presented as an empowered women under that male dominance. I see the journey Thelma and Louise go on as one to have that independence without supervision. The ending scene of Thelma and Louise while its impact is up for interpretation, I believe poses to us a question. Thelma and Louise never do truly get away from their crimes nor are they able to settle in female led sense of independence (at least not in this film world). The film asks when will this change? When can a women be believed? Is the world that we live in suffocating the road to independence for women? As writer of the screenplay for Thelma and Louise, Callie Khouri explains of the final scene, ‘They flew away, out of this world and into the mass unconscious. Women who are completely free from all the shackles that restrain them have no place in this world.’ (Khouri, 1996)
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