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Introduction: A Southern State of Exception

Oliver C. Speck

Django Unchained has been widely seen as a companion to Tarantino’s 2009 film Inglourious Basterds. Again, references to Germany and German culture abound and the role of the “übercultured German” is played by Christoph Waltz, with similar panache. While both films share stylistic and thematic similarities with other films by Tarantino, they belong to a unique genre that this American auteur himself has invented, the historical revenge fantasy. Indeed, most assessments critical of Tarantino’s two most recent films take offense with the basic plot idea of pairing a tired Hollywood cliché, the vigilante taking revenge, with a historical crime.

There are, of course, countless films that are set in the past and that take liberties with historical accuracy. Gone with the Wind (1939), for example, famously shows an idyllic American South before the Civil War, and many World War II films feature a wish fulfillment in the form of ultimate justice dealt to heel-clicking Nazis. However, only Django Unchained and Inglourious Basterds allow to imagine the revenge of the tortured—the Jews, the slaves—on the leader of the oppressive regime—Hitler, the slaveholder.

It is my contention that Tarantino’s provocative shift from films that deal with race and violence (e.g. Pulp Fiction [1994], or Jackie Brown [1997]), but are set in a never–never land of an unspecified presence, to films that deal with slavery and the Holocaust is a move to be taken seriously as a real auteur. Further, this seriousness stems from a political/critical impetus. Indeed, some of the most shocking attributes of Django Unchained are the implicit political assumptions about slavery and race that carry this film and that have not been explored by critics: slavery in Django Unchained is linked to capitalism and, in turn, the absolute ownership of slaves is on a par with fascism and the Holocaust. In other words, Django Unchained seals the political turn the work of Quentin Tarantino has taken.

In Tarantino’s film, the slave appears as a shadowy companion to the homo sacer. The homo sacer,1 the figure at the heart of the philosophical project of the Italian political philosopher Giorgio Agamben, appears to exist in a paradoxical state. Banned from the community, he lives in a permanent State of Exception. Having lost all intrinsic value, he can thus not be sacrificed. Indeed, literally an outlaw, he does not enjoy any legal protection and can therefore be killed without impunity. According to Agamben, a concentration camp inmate—stripped of all political rights—has nothing more than his life as sheer biological existence. As personal property, the slave appears to have value. However, this value is purely an exchange value and is not reflected in the monetary gain that could be derived from exploiting his labor, a point that the film stresses on several occasions. Here, Django Unchained shows an astute awareness of the mechanisms of biopolitics.2 In one memorable scene, a fugitive slave is torn apart by dogs. While his owner watches his investment being torn to pieces, the titular hero uses the bloody spectacle to gain symbolic value in the eyes of the slave owner. The only loss appears to be the miserable and valueless life of the slave.

This introductory chapter will frame the South in Django Unchained as a State of Exception. As I argue, Tarantino represents slavery and racism as a proto-fascist function of capitalism. In this “Southern State of Exception,” Stephen, the house slave who seems to be the manipulative mastermind behind the workings of the Candie plantation, is the key figure. As portrayed by Samuel L. Jackson in “Uncle Ben” attire, Stephen is paradoxically the homo sacer who embraces his position to the point where he becomes the leader.

The homo sacer

That Giorgio Agamben’s project is based on the decisive insight of a Nazi philosopher is not as surprising as it might at first appear. Carl Schmitt’s definition is formidable in its simplicity: “Sovereign is he who decides on the exception.”3 Declaring a state of emergency puts the persons in power as well as their subjects in a paradoxical space, a legal gray zone, where any act against the sovereign can be met with lethal power. In other words, a slave owner is at once inside the law, as well as outside of it—on his land, he can do whatever he wants, to whomever, because he is the law. As Agamben explains, such a suspension of the law should not be confused with anomie, on the contrary: the partial or complete abrogation of the law in a state of emergency, such as the right to protect your own property, serves exactly to stave off a lawless state of nature. In times of crisis—be it natural disasters or wars—the authorities can temporarily commandeer housing and transportation in order to help those in need and prevent civil unrest. Here, Agamben points to the often forgotten historical fact that during the fascist rule the Weimar constitution was never really abolished, but rather suspended.4

While the German philosopher of law directs his attention to the person or institution in power, the political philosopher Agamben is interested in what happens to the other people when such a State of Exception is declared, that is when all laws are suspended. The figure that comes into existence when the leader declares a state of exception, as mentioned earlier, is the homo sacer. Once martial law is declared, a group of people can be stripped of all their political rights. For the sake of simplicity, we can say here that the slave or the concentration camp inmate is the material expression of the homo sacer as Agamben describes him. The use of force is crucial to an understanding of this mechanism: if there is no law to protect life and limb of a person, by definition, no use of force can ever be unlawful. The German soldier who methodically kills completely innocent civilians in Roman Polanski’s The Pianist (2002), to refer to another harrowing filmic example, does not break any law because the life of a person in the Jewish ghetto is, as Agamben calls it, a “bare life,” a life that enjoys absolutely no protection.5

What does enjoy protection—and Django Unchained leaves no doubt about that—are the rights of an owner who can dispose of or sell his own property, count on help from the authorities when this property is stolen, and sell or even destroy it. Dr. Schultz has clearly understood the importance of this mechanism. When he encounters Django at the beginning of the film, he takes pains to ensure that all the paperwork is in order, even if that means signing the bill of sale himself and paying the former owner who is pinned under a horse and who will certainly be dead in the near future. This farcical insistence to follow the letter of the law provides an important insight. When all human rights are stripped away, the law that now remains is an empty shell, a hollowed-out form without content.

To paint Quentin Tarantino now only as an avid reader of Agamben would not do the political analysis of the film, or the filmmaker, justice. Indeed, as the film stresses, in regard to private property, the hollowing-out of the law leaves the question of value intact; it even allows the complete uncoupling of exchange value from use value. As many scholars—also in this book—have pointed out, so-called “Mandingo fights”6 to the death probably did not happen. However, Tarantino’s point is that the betting on such fights is akin to enticing pit bulls to fight each other—the chance of a monetary gain and the added entertainment value justify the potential loss of a fighter. Morality is not an issue, only value counts.

Keeping in mind Candie’s perverted sexuality (including the incestuous relationship with his Southern Belle sister), the actual role of Sheba, the attractive and well-dressed slave girl at his side, is not quite clear. As sexual commodity, however, she makes perfect sense, since she provides her master with the necessary value, being a high-class prostitute from his own establishment. Further, Django Unchained contains an entire sequence that is dedicated to the careful planning of the charade concerning the purchase of Broomhilda—of course, any interest in her as an object of value would immediately raise the price. This potential surplus value is only bound to the body, dead or alive. In the words of Dr. Schultz, “the way the slave trade deals in human lives for cash, a bounty hunter deals in corpses.”

Django Unchained features many scenes that allude to the relative monetary value of a homo sacer. The mauling of a dispensable fugitive slave, as mentioned earlier, serves to terrorize the other slaves and invests Django with a symbolic value. Here, the film offers another insight into the precarious bare life of the homo sacer: without the proper papers, Django can lose the status of a freeman immediately. After he is caught by the white posse, Django can be sold to be worked to death in the mines without any legal issues resulting. Again, the thousands of concentration camp inmates who were worked to death in Nazi-Germany in so-called “labor camps,” such as the underground factory of the infamous V2 rockets, come to mind. The recent adaptation of the eponymous slave narrative, 12 Years a Slave, makes a similar point. Once the free African American is transported over the state line, his rights are lost and he becomes a commodifiable object that can be traded or sold. In other words, in a State of Exception, anyone can potentially become a homo sacer.

Genre as palimpsest

The generic roots of Django Unchained, which have been mentioned in nearly every review of the film, but never analyzed in depth, are worth considering. The lack of critical interest is due to these genres’ status as not being serious. Here, the commonly used monikers for these popular genres, “Spaghetti Western” and “Blaxploitation,” already hint at cheap entertainment without any artistic value. Certainly, Tarantino’s overabundant use of reference to generic tropes, for example, in Kill Bill, Vols. 1 & 2 (2003 and 2004), has resulted in considering all allusions to prior films as mere postmodern in-jokes. However, if we treat the many references in Django Unchained not as a simple nod to fan expectations but as real intertexts, a political dimension is opened.

The European Spaghetti Western understands that the American Western was never about the creation myth of a new nation or even the dialectics of nature versus culture. As in many American Sur-Westerns7 of the 1950s, such as Rancho Notorious (Fritz Lang, 1952), Shane (George Stevens, 1953), Johnny Guitar (Nicholas Ray, 1954), and The Searchers (John Ford, 1956), most Spaghetti Westerns feature a barren landscape, a veritable existentialist hell, in which the dust-covered characters engage in their life or death struggles. Men and women are reduced to the base motives that drive them—lust, greed, revenge. Often, the hero, or, rather, antihero, is a bounty hunter as in Sergio Leone’s famous “Man with No Name—Trilogy,” Per un pugno di dollari/A Fistful of Dollars (1964), Per qualche dollaro in più/For a Few Dollars More (1965), and Il buono, il brutto, il cattivo/The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966). The setting and the archetypal characters of these tales reflect the allegorical element of a State of Exception in which everybody is potentially an executioner or a homo sacer.

Such a State of Exception should not be confused with the Hobbesian State of Nature that can be found in lesser Westerns. In the latter, the Marshall, the Sheriff, or whoever represents the Law is also the incarnation of order that tames the uncivilized nature of the frontier town. In a Sur-or a Spaghetti Western, there is no threat of anomie because the law is always already suspended. A look at the last entry in Sergio Leone’s above-mentioned trilogy can quickly explain this decisive difference. The film—greatly admired by Tarantino, as is well known8—is nominally set during the American Civil War, but is clearly allegorizing this conflict as prototype of the mass-slaughters of the twentieth century. Two of the most memorable scenes in The Good, the Bad and the Ugly refer directly to the martial law that suspends all humanitarian norms. First, a brutal torture scene in a POW camp for Confederate soldiers is clearly designed to remind the viewer of a concentration camp—the prisoners can be killed or tortured without any interference. Then, later in the film, a bridge located in the no-man’s-land between the Confederate and Union armies symbolizes the brutal nature of the static warfare of World War I, as well as the meaningless death modern warfare causes. The crucial difference between a State of Nature, where only the fittest survive, and a State of Exception is that a split second can decide who lives and who dies, or, in other words, who may become a homo sacer and who has the power to exterminate others.

Another memorable example for an intertextual dialogue would be Il Grande Silenzio/The Great Silence (1968) by Sergio Corbucci, a film set in a snow-covered no-man’s-land where the sadistic bounty hunter is able to kill the hero, a hired killer who still has a quantum of feelings left.9 Notably, the first bounty for Django and Schultz is the Sheriff of a small town. Only the German’s sangfroid and a hidden Derringer can win the duel with this elected lawman who has a price on his head. To repeat what was said above, in this zone of indistinction, anybody can become a leader or a homo sacer.

The most obvious cinematic intertext to Tarantino’s film is Django (1966), also by the above-mentioned Sergio Corbucci. The Italian film’s music is even played over the credits of Django Unchained. Django is an inspired remake of Yojimbo by Akira Kurosawa (1961), as is Leone’s first installment of the “Man with No Name—Trilogy,” Per un pugno di dollari/A Fistful of Dollars. In all these films, and, of course, in the literary source, the short pulp novel “Red Harvest” from 1929 by Dashiell Hammett, the ruthless (and nameless) antihero arrives in a dusty town and plays two equally matched gangs against each other. The bounty hunter’s almost mystical mastery over his weapon, be it sword, six-shooter, or machine gun, breaks the equilibrium and results in a bloody spectacle of annihilation: the sovereign can be judge, jury, and executioner at once. Remarkably, Django Unchained transfers three decisive characteristic of the nameless killer onto Dr. Schultz. Not only is this jovial German bounty hunter an ethical person who always keeps his word, he is certainly a crack shot and also has a soft spot for true love.

There is an interesting precedent to the genre mash up of Django Unchained that has barely been mentioned in any review and that serves clearly as model:10 the 1975 Blaxploitation Western Boss Nigger written by Fred Williamson, who also plays the lead. This last installment of a trilogy (with The Legend of Nigger Charley [1972] and The Soul of Nigger Charley [1973]) features a couple of black bounty hunters who end up as sheriffs of a white town. As the effective sovereigns of this isolated community, they can make up any laws they want.

The Fred Williamson trilogy and the story of “Red Harvest” provide a link to Blaxploitation cinema, the other genre to which Django Unchained pays homage. Here, a look at Tarantino’s 1997 Jackie Brown, an ode to Pam Grier and the character she portrays in the films where she is featured, can help to understand the complexities that are involved. Quentin Tarantino does not just simply fashion Jackie Brown after Foxy Brown, a lurid tale of revenge from 1974 by the white director Jack Hill, or other films of the genre, such as the famous Shaft (1971) by the African American Gordon Parks, which inspired the name of Broomhilda von Shaft. Tarantino understands that the basic premise for these films is that the law does not provide justice for black people. It is instead up to the ethical hero to provide justice, often by playing one faction against another. In order to prevent a race-war, Shaft drives the Italian mob out of Harlem with the help of black militants. But he is still making sure that the black crime lord pays the bills, and he certainly does not feel much solidarity for the black gangsters or even the militants just because of the color of their skin. Indeed, the best Blaxploitation films are always neo-noir films, where the ethical hero disregards prevalent morality and, in the absence of a functioning legal framework, only follows his professional duty. In this context, it is telling that Django does not free the other slaves, or become the leader of a slave revolt, even after he frees Broomhilda and kills his actual adversary, Stephen, revealed as the slave-turned-secret-master, and blows up the oppressor’s mansion.

Schultz arguably sacrifices himself for Django and Broomhilda. However, what costs him his life is actually his steadfast refusal to shake hands with Candie after he has been forced to pay an extraordinary amount of money for Broomhilda’s freedom. Choosing death before dishonoring his own beliefs is a perfect example of what Slavoj Žižek calls the beau geste: “One sacriﬁces oneself [ … ] to maintain the appearance of the Other’s honor.”11 For this ethical hero, a simple handshake is a gesture of commitment that appears to be almost sacred. From this perspective, finally, Tarantino appears as a hopeless romantic. Just as the film noir detective obeys only his professional code of conduct, Schultz is the sovereign who sacrifices himself to end the State of Exception.

The politics of provocation

At the time of this writing, Django Unchained has made more than 425 million dollars worldwide, according to boxofficemojo.com, a website that tracks the domestic and international gross income of movies. This is significantly more than Tarantino’s second to last film, Inglourious Basterds, but certainly pales against, for example, Skyfall (2013), which was released around the same time and made over 1 billion dollars. Still, a year after its initial release, the film continues to cause controversy. For example, at the 2013 conference of the National Communication Association, no less than three panels were dedicated to the film, with often heated arguments concerning the merits or flaws of the film following the presentations.12

12 Years a Slave and Lincoln, two films that were widely seen as a timely comment on the first African American president, might be historically more accurate, and they might have a strong cathartic effect on the viewer, but Django Unchained does not aim at a representation of race, as these films do, but rather provides a meta-commentary on the politics of racial representation. The complexity of this subject is clearly expressed by the chapters in this book. Indeed, many contributions are themselves the result of a discussion between two or even three scholars. All contributors bring their own scholarly expertise to their respective close readings of Django Unchained, but, without doubt, they also bring a definite passion to unraveling elements of this fascinating film.

The first part of this book explores the intertextual dialogues with Europe and the United States. Robert von Dassanowsky examines the character of Dr. “King” Schultz, who fled his native Germany after the failed 1848 revolution. As von Dassanowsky argues, Tarantino does not repeat the allohistorical mode of Inglourious Basterds, but suggests how (fictional) personal history is lost in the fiction of a dominant “official history.” While not as polyglot as Inglourious Basterds, Django Unchained features many references to language. Here, Margaret Ozierski analyzes the notable instances where the French language and phenomena of French culture make a programmatic appearance in the film. Her chapter understands the ideal of liberation as it is developed in the film by locating it within the speaker, the user of language in a minor register who accedes to the status of (liberated) subjecthood. These chapters help to understand Django’s breaking through the chains of linguistic enslavement to become a new speaking subject.

Dana Weber explores the German cultural subtext: the medieval Nibelungenlied and its retellings in Richard Wagner’s Ring cycle and Fritz Lang’s Nibelungen (1924). As it becomes apparent, it is not coincidental that the film brings forth a powerful political statement when it (controversially) associates American slavery with the Holocaust by drawing precisely from these German cultural models.

Gregory L. Kaster’s contribution compares Quentin Tarantino’s Django Unchained and Steven Spielberg’s Lincoln. Especially when viewed historically from the standpoint of American slavery and abolition in Abraham Lincoln’s day, the two films offer complementary perspectives and lessons on these and related topics. Both movies tackle questions of means and ends, as well as agency, in the context of struggle against antebellum slavery.

The second part of this book, “Philosophy Unchained: Ethics, Body Space, and Evil,” is dedicated to another meta-cinematic perspective: Alexander D. Ornella underlines in his chapter that skin and skin colors are markers of difference as well as surfaces that are subject to identity politics. Skin color grants a body access to or prohibits this body from inhabiting certain spaces. If bodies violate these ascribed spaces, social actors have measures in place to express this dislocation and restore the boundaries.

Django Unchained and Inglourious Basterds depict two notorious events in history, the American slave trade and the Holocaust of World War II, respectively, and are certainly presenting a revised version of history. Still, according to Kate E. Temoney, Tarantino’s stylistic choices lend themselves to human rights discourse in an unexpected, inventive, and albeit most likely unintended manner, by providing an artistic and bearable space for confronting and grappling with the complex, incongruous, and seemingly inscrutable phenomena of human atrocities depicted in these two films. Manufacturing the intensity of these conditions for the viewer tempered by a jocularity and historical redemption permits the viewer to directly attend to the real horrors of human rights abuses.

Dara Waldron asserts that Tarantino’s film, by taking issue with the problem of radical evil, is a purposeful attempt to explore the relationship between evil and slavery. He then explores the relevance of the character of King Schultz to this debate, addressing his character as exemplar of the moral concerns in the film. In Waldron’s view, Schultz’s purpose is to make the revenge narrative—in which revenge is normally considered an expression of premodern archaism—a more complex, more modern moral activity.

William Brown states that complications in Django Unchained are a result of a distinctly capitalist logic whereby if one does not make maximum profit based upon the perceived value of the product being bought (in this case, a human being), then somehow one has failed. Django Unchained offers a critique of the way in which the relative concept of value (this is valuable to me, but not necessarily to you) breeds greed, which in turn breeds violence and destruction.

After these detailed analyses, Part III, “Questions of Race and Representation,” asks the pertinent question: What is a “Black Film”? The first chapter in this section is by Heather Ashley Hayes and Gilbert B. Rodman and takes up some of the major historical, cultural, and political issues with which the film presents us. This discussion of the complex problems of representation and authenticity provides a framework for the following chapters, each of which critique aspects of the film. The archetypal figure of the Frontier Hero is at the center of Samuel P. Perry’s contribution. Tarantino’s whitewashing of violence and the history of slavery in Django Unchained, as Perry argues, results in a loss of historical contextualization.

Reynaldo Anderson, D. L. Stephenson, and Chante Anderson discuss problematic aspects of the aesthetic choices in the film. For them, the film ultimately fails because it falls back on stereotypical representations of race, gender, and class. Ryan J. Weaver and Nichole K. Kathol argue that Tarantino’s Django Unchained offers mainstream, that is, white audiences, redemption from the sins of the past. Like Samuel Perry, the co-authors criticize the use of cinematic stereotypes. In their reading, the clichés of the “cowboy” and the “Magical Negro” still wield rhetorical power even though the attributes are reversed in the film.

This book ends with a provocative critique of this controversial film. David J. Leonard focuses particularly on the themes of white redemption and its white-centered narrative. He argues that Django Unchained is a story of whiteness (and white masculinity) and a movie that lifts Tarantino himself to the status of great white savior.

Notes

1  According to Giorgio Agamben, the homo sacer is “an obscure figure of archaic Roman law,” Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1998), 8.

2  Michel Foucault defines “biopolitics” as a form of government control, whose emergence is linked to modernity here: “biological existence was reflected in political existence; the fact of living was no longer an inaccessible substrate that only emerged from time to time, amid the randomness of death and its fatality; part of it passed into knowledge’s field of control and power’s sphere of intervention”—Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality—Vol. 1: An Introduction (New York: Vintage, 1990), 142. See also my chapter in Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds: A Manipulation of Metacinema, ed. Robert von Dassanowsky (New York/London: Continuum, 2012), 193–213.

3  Homo Sacer, 11.

4  See here, esp., Homo Sacer, 168–170. Agamben describes the declaration of a state of emergency that suspended the constitution and the construction of concentration camps.

5  A plantation and a concentration camp do not hold prisoners who are still protected by the penal code, but rather objects who have nothing but their “bare life” (Homo Sacer, 20).

6  The term “Mandingo fighting” refers to the 1975 film Mandingo by Richard Fleischer, where slave owners organize bare knuckle fights.

7  A concept coined by André Bazin. Hillier translates this as “Super Western” in his introduction—Jim Hillier, ed. Cahiers Du Cinéma, The 1950s: Neo-realism, Hollywood, New Wave (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1985), 82.

8  2012 Greatest Film Poll Sight & Sound, http://explore.bfi.org.uk/sightandsoundpolls/2012/voter/1134 n.d. (accessed November 20, 2013). See also Geoffrey Macnab, “Quentin Tarantino—The Good, the Bad and the Movie Geek,” where Quentin Tarantino is quoted, commenting on the film: “I think a case can even be made that with Leone and [Ennio] Morricone that they are the best director-composer team in the history of film.” http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/features/quentin-tarantino--the-good-the-bad-and-the-movie-geek-2283148.html, Friday May 13, 2011 (accessed November 20, 2013).

9  We can safely assume that Quentin Tarantino is familiar with the film. The winter scenes in Django Unchained could be seen as homage to this famous Spaghetti Western.

10  Aisha Harris, “When Blaxploitation Went West: Django Unchained Seems Tame by Comparison,” Slate, December 25, 2012, http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2012/12/django_unchained_tarantino_s_movie_seems_tame_compared_with_the_blaxploitation.html (accessed November 20, 2013).

11  “Death’s
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