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abstract
In this article, I argue that Doomed (2007), a ten-minute montage of appropriated disas-
ter footage by Australian artist Tracey Moffatt, offers a unique response to the War on 
Terror. I compare Moffatt’s piece to the traditional critical readings attributed to artistic 
deployment of found footage, and consider Doomed in relation to art historian Rosalyn 
Deutsche’s enquiry into what artists can offer in a time of war. Deutsche uses feminist 
psychoanalysis to champion Silvia Kolbowski’s video After Hiroshima Mon Amour 
(2008) as an attempt to destabilize the ‘us versus them’ thinking that perpetuates war. 
In contrast, I focus on how Moffatt turns to Hollywood-produced action scenes as a way 
to highlight societal and individual compulsions toward repetition and urges to displace 
internal anxieties and fears onto others. By appropriating disaster footage, Moffatt 
creates an opportunity for viewers to consider the repeating patterns of this filmic collec-
tive unconscious and the futility of our historic attempts to fully repress the drives it satis-
fies. Doomed suggests that, rather than finding a way out of binary thinking, video art 
can highlight the fallacy of cinematic catharsis as a way of ‘working through’ these issues.  
Acknowledging that we may never be able to rid ourselves of aggressive impulses or fear of 
the other, Moffatt’s video encourages societal self-reflection and renewed awareness that 
these psychic forces may be at work when next we find ourselves on the brink of war.

In the development of Freudian psychology, moral behaviour was originally conceived 
of as the triumph of civilizing forces over the infantile aggressive urges of the psyche 
(Freud [1930] 1961). However, if the cause of violence is not the unruly impulses of the 
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unconscious but ‘the ruthlessness of our attempts to be rid of it’, as suggested by art 
historian Rosalyn Deutsche in a 2010 article in October, moral behaviour would result 
not from repressing but rather from acknowledging those aspects of one’s psyche most 
unacceptable within traditional moral parameters (2010: 7). It is in this light that I 
would like to consider the way Doomed (2007), a ten-minute montage of appropriated 
disaster footage by Australian artist Tracey Moffatt, offers a unique response to the 
War on Terror. Addressing this Freudian understanding of morality, Moffatt uses her 
editing techniques and Hollywood’s shared bank of movie memories to speak about 
the compulsion towards repetition, the insistent displacement of anxiety and fantasy, 
and the inadequacy of the idea that catharsis can be used to ‘work through’ destruc-
tive desires and fears. Moffatt’s extensive appropriation of big-budget disaster footage 
functions not just as a critique of media violence, but rather serves as an invitation 
to sit down for a focused, extended viewing of the repeating patterns of this filmic 
collective unconscious and to consider the failure of our attempts to tame the drives it 
satisfies. In this way, Doomed proposes that the most moral behaviour will come not 
from perfecting the self, but from developing and acting from a self-awareness of the 
impossibility of such perfection.

In her October article on this topic Deutsche posed the question: ‘What can art offer 
in the current situation of war?’ In seeking an answer, she pointedly positioned war not 
just as a singular event, arising out of a historical moment, but as what psychoanalyst 
Franco Fornari termed an enduring ‘specific social institution’ (quoted in Deutsche 
2010: 8). After reviewing the work of a range of feminist psychoanalysts, including 
Jacqueline Rose, Hanna Segal and Melanie Klein, Deutsche concluded that what 
artists in particular can offer is insight, or even intervention, into the psychological 
formations that predispose us – as individuals and societies – to aggression, violence 
and destruction. Using this framework, Deutsche considered how video artist Silvia 
Kolbowski referenced and appropriated footage from the renowned film Hiroshima 
mon amour/Hiroshima My Love (Resnais, 1959) in an attempt to destabilize individ-
ual viewers’ subjectivity, as I will discuss in due course. My own approach will be to 
focus on how Moffatt engages with sociocultural psychic formations and specifically  
to address the ways unconscious impulses are both evidenced and reinforced through 
the popular medium of film. Speaking to her audience using a shared repertoire of 
filmic references and tropes, genres, actors and even camera angles, Moffatt fore-
grounds the cinematic framing of violence in western society – a framing that has 
become so ubiquitous that even the events of 11 September 2001 can hardly be experi-
enced without previously viewed disaster movies structuring its perception. Further, 
I will argue that Moffatt’s video goes beyond displaying a generalized postmodern 
interest in what Noël Carroll refers to as ‘allusionism’ (1982), to structurally mirror 
and even enact precise psychic processes associated with trauma, such as repetition, 
displacement, anxiety and fantasy. Moffatt’s work highlights the dangers of avoiding a 
frank consideration of both individual psychology and the psychic formations encour-
aged and encoded within modern civilization that promote violence and that repeat 
themselves ad nauseam in mainstream film. In particular, I will argue that Doomed 
addresses the pronounced tendency towards unexamined militarism and masculinism 
in US culture, which has been the lead producer and exporter of both blockbuster films 
(Cowen 2004) and overseas military operations since 1945 (Wiist et al. 2014: e34). 

Doomed

I think all my imagery comes from my subconscious, from dreams. I am not 
talking about when I dream at night (these are far too weird and sick) but the 
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dreams I have when I am awake. We can dream with our eyes open. 
Tracey Moffatt (quoted in Summerhayes 2007: 256)

In a darkened gallery, the word Doomed in angular crackled typeface on a sickly green 
background is projected across the entire surface of one wall. The institutional fram-
ing of the video within a contemporary art gallery prepares the savvy spectator for 
unravelling whatever oblique offering or recondite meditation is likely to come. But 
then the first words are spoken, and the sense of déjà vu is immediate: is that Marlon 
Brando in a glowing spacesuit intoning that his planet will explode in 30 days, ‘if not 
sooner’? Where have I seen this before? Just as the viewer begins to identify Brando 
in the role of Superman’s father in Superman (Donner, 1978), Moffatt cuts to a black-
and-white clip of an expressionistic set with a large conference table and blinking, 
electronic world maps. Here is the president from Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to 
Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (Kubrick, 1964), being informed of the Doomsday 
machine, ‘a device that will destroy all human and animal life on earth’. As the video 
jump-cuts to the psychedelic outer space set of Barbarella (Vadim, 1968), the point 
is made crystal clear: ‘We are doomed. Doooooomed’, says the film’s raven-haired 
temptress, as overdramatic orchestral music underscores her pronouncement with 
a clichéd ‘dun-dun dun’. Then Moffatt cuts to a room that starts to shake around a 
middle-aged 1970s couple; then to a wobbling ballroom filled with elegant evening-
gowned ladies and gents from San Francisco (Van Dyke, 1936). Soon the walls are 
crumbling around a Caucasian actress dressed like Pocahontas, and then scientists 
and bureaucrats from When Worlds Collide (Maté, 1951) are similarly threatened. 
Scenes of man-made, alien-devised and naturally occurring destruction continue for 
the next nine action-packed minutes. Houses, windows, chandeliers and mirrors from 
innumerable films all crack and crash as the rumbling builds, and a tense snare drum 
on the soundtrack leads into the unremitting electronic keyboard, string and tribal 
drum refrain that drives the pace. The music and editing create a pattern of frenetic, 
quick segments set to techno music that gets the heart racing as we watch innocent 
victims flee in all directions. These high-octane sequences are broken by dramatic 
pauses, extended shots in which the viewer can reflect on the graceful beauty of fire-
men flying through the air in slow motion or the CGI-artistry of an exploding White 
House, accompanied by orchestral music. Next comes a flurry of strings culminating 
in a single, sustained high note creating tense anticipation as a car launches through a 
building or over a cliff and we wait to see which monument will be destroyed next. The 
thud of the car landing or the impact of flying debris is timed perfectly to the release of 
that single note, and the music now launches full-force into the beginning of the next 
cycle, with drums pounding and people fleeing in crisis all over again. The video ends 
with gigantic tidal waves from The Day After Tomorrow (Emmerich, 2004) and Deep 
Impact (Leder, 1998) flooding into New York City, with water gushing through the 
streets, driving civilians out of the World Trade Center. In a panic, they seek refuge in 
the Schwartzman Library in Bryant Park, and dive through the collapsing triumphal 
arch in Washington Square Park. Importantly, this final sequence is abruptly stopped 
with no conclusion, and the music, at the height of its most intense passage, stops 
mid-refrain, unceremoniously, creating the sense that this cycle of images and music 
could go on forever. This impression is reinforced when the video, set on a constant 
loop, restarts immediately after a single frame of credits, with Marlon Brando warning 
us, once again, of the planet’s imminent demise.  

What are we, the viewers, to make of this work and our experience of it? The first 
thing that struck me was the degree to which the video retained the impact of the 
original Hollywood material. It took full advantage of the popularity of the referenced 
sources to draw the viewer in, making the work immediately familiar, approachable 
and engaging. Doomed functions simultaneously as a non-narrative artist’s video and 
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just as well as the material for a film trivia game night. While the ultimate message 
might require unravelling, the language Moffatt uses is completely populist. At the 
same time, while the obsessive focus of the source films strongly suggests that she wants 
to comment on issues raised by the disaster genre, Moffatt does not create the expected 
critical distance from which to calmly contemplate this phenomenon. The pacing, the 
music, the editing are all designed to amplify and intensify the adrenaline-pumping, 
heart-racing, viscerally charged viewing experience that makes these films so popular 
with American, and increasingly, with international audiences (Cowen 2004).

In his article on allusionism, film theorist Noël Carroll points out that while refer-
ences to other movies in contemporary Hollywood productions tend to be positive, 
fan-driven homages, this same trend within the art world tends to ‘operate on a one-
tiered system of recondite meaning’ committed to ‘the esoteric dialectics and unflinch-
ing reflexivity of modernism’ (Carroll 1982: 70). Carroll’s viewpoint has been the 
dominant critical reading of artistic uses of appropriated footage, from Bruce Conner’s 
incisively edited 1958 film A Movie (Cutler 2010) to the pioneering TV sampling in 
the 1980s of Dara Birnbaum in the United States and Scratch video artists including 
the Duvet Brothers and Gorilla Tapes in the United Kingdom (Elwes 2015: 228–29). 
Indeed, Moffatt herself has used tightly edited, appropriated sequences to encourage 
critical examination of narrative tropes and stereotypes, such as the ‘crazy genius’ artist 
in Artist (2000), the sassy black maid in Lip (1999) or the constructed expectations of 
romance, from the perfect kiss to spousal abuse in Love (2003). These earlier collation 
projects by Moffatt and her editor, Gary Hillberg, while humorously constructed and 
set to popular music, retain little of their original films’ intentions, as all the sequences 
are recoded to become wry commentaries on the single subject of their title. However, 
Carroll’s dichotomy does not seem to be applicable in Doomed, because the emotional 
affectivity and immediacy of the sequences in conjunction with the disaster movie-
style score invite a pleasurable and, on one level, uncomplicated filmic experience that 
is legible to almost any movie-going audience. I would argue that the video’s second 
level of meaning, its criticality, is based on recognizing that its affectivity is not simply 
limited to less sophisticated audiences, and understanding that these films’ popularity 
signifies something shared and persistent that can speak to collective ideologies and 
urges at work within contemporary society. If we consider this shared ‘something’ 
in relation to theories of the unconscious, as this article proposes, we can begin to 
unpack the commentary and critical insight proposed by Moffatt’s video. 

Violence, film and feminist psychoanalysis

Listen to me. I know something else. It will begin again. Two hundred thou-
sand dead and eighty thousand wounded in nine seconds. Those are the official 
figures. It will begin again. It will be ten thousand degrees on the earth. Ten 
thousand suns, people will say. The asphalt will burn. Chaos will prevail. An 
entire city will be lifted off the ground, then fall back to earth in ashes.

‘She’, Hiroshima mon amour (Resnais, 1959)

Deutsche’s generative October essay makes the case for the necessity of thinking about 
the relationship of psychoanalysis, violence and art by tracing a continuum between 
Hiroshima and the invasion of Iraq and between individual psychology and societal 
prejudices and behaviours. Following a theoretical model based on Jacqueline Rose’s 
psychoanalytic feminism, Deutsche pointedly critiques the dominant social forces that 
have promoted the War on Terror and facilitated the invasion of Iraq. She also berates 
sectors of the Left that would use this moment of crisis to attempt the reinstatement 
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of an idealized, traditional era of Leftist politics when all social struggles were subor-
dinated to ‘a totalizing political analysis’ (Deutsche 2010: 5), that is, Marxism before 
feminism, postmodernism and postcolonialism. The goal of this ‘leftist melancholy’, as 
she calls it, is to reseparate the personal and the need to account for multiple modes of 
identity and psychological subjectivity from what it sees as the more legitimately polit-
ical. For Deutsche, this tendency is evidence of a ‘regression to heroic masculinism’, 
which she defines as ‘an orientation towards ideals of wholeness that disavow vulner-
ability’ (2010: 5–6). It is precisely the attempt to maintain such a fantasy of wholeness 
and invulnerability that produces the kind of binary, warlike ‘us versus them’ mentality 
that in turn ensures the continuance of social conflict. Deutsche revisits Freud’s obser-
vation that war encourages two types of regression. On the one hand, war destroys the 
illusion that we as individuals or societies have rid ourselves of the earlier stages of 
psychic development in which aggressive impulses were given free reign. Instead, war 
reminds us that these urges remain just under the surface and can break through the 
forces of civilization and the laws of the community. When that community decides to 
legitimize a space for violence, even brutality, we regress and discover our still-existent 
capacity for what would be, in other situations, unthinkable behaviour. On the other 
hand, war reconnects us to fantasies of invincibility, ‘impulsive heroism’, based on an 
unconscious belief that ‘Nothing can happen to me’ (Deutsche 2010: 5–6, original 
emphasis).

Deutsche goes on to elaborate more recent thinking on the possible psychologi-
cal causes of war. Quoting art historian Mignon Nixon and Kleinian analysts Roger 
Money-Kyrle, W. R. Bion and Hanna Segal, Deutsche highlights their consensus on 
the existence of psychic forces of aggression and destruction at work in the uncon-
scious. The psychoanalysts argue that we should acknowledge and take responsibility 
for these impulses, and they warn of the dangers of not doing so. For example, in 
response to the abuses uncovered at Abu Ghraib prison, Rose wrote:

It is a central tenet in psychoanalysis that if we can tolerate what is most disori-
enting – disillusioning – about our own unconscious, we are less likely to act on 
it, less inclined to strike out in a desperate attempt to assign the horrors of the 
world to someone, or somewhere, else. It is not […] the impulse that is danger-
ous but the ruthlessness of our attempts to be rid of it. (Deutsche 2010: 7)

When society focuses only on the conscious rationalization of a given war, its econom-
ic, political or ideological justifications, it fails to acknowledge how these arguments 
are rooted in unconscious psychological formations – including the disavowal of one’s 
own aggressive impulses – that structure how one sees the world. This causes us to act 
in ways that might be considered, from another point of view, irrational. Jumping to 
the conditions of the present moment, Deutsche uses this argument to explain how 
the nuclear threat has been used to promote the ‘pre-emptive’ invasion of Iraq. Despite 
being the only country on earth to have used a nuclear bomb in war, and not just to 
have used it, but to have strategically targeted it on a civilian population, the United 
States continually projects this potential for the evil misuse of a nuclear weapon against 
the innocent onto what it perceives as its enemies. Having never taken full responsibil-
ity for this act, the United States continues to repress knowledge of its own potential 
for violence and cruelty, disavowing the truth of the circumstances surrounding the 
dropping of the bomb and assigning it to someone else, somewhere else, who will ‘do 
the same to us’. Following Kleinian theorists, Deutsche sees this persecutory anxiety in 
turn justifying ‘increasingly psychotic modes of defense’ (2010: 7) in the atomic age:

The existence of atomic weapons actualized the world of the schizophrenic, in 
which boundaries between reality and fantasy are obliterated. With the bomb, 
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fantasies of omnipotent destruction became real […] [The infantile ego] rids 
itself of its fear of the destructiveness within by projecting danger outwards, 
splitting in fantasy its external world into good and bad objects. In relation to 
its bad objects, the infant suffers persecutory anxiety, which it denies through 
fantasies of omnipotence that annihilate the persecutory object. (2010: 19)

This splitting, projection and fantasy of omnipotence is further exacerbated in groups, 
particularly national groups that form their identities in contrast to ‘the Other’ posi-
tioned outside and against the community. In the case of war, individual psychology 
drives a nationalistic group psychology that, in Freud’s opinion, was even more prone 
to regression and irrational behaviour (Deutsche 2010: 19–20).   

With this framework, it becomes useful to consider how the poetic work of 
the artist can intercede. As noted, Deutsche takes After Hiroshima Mon Amour 
(Kolbowski, 2008) as her principle example of a project that, by attempting to destabi-
lize individual identities and group affiliations, undermines the logic that perpetuates 
war. Kolbowski’s choice of source material supports this project well, as the original 
film by Alain Resnais features unnamed lovers, a French woman (She) and Japanese 
man (He), who wrestle with the meaning of World War II, the legacy of Hiroshima 
and the slipperiness of truth and memory in light of highly personal yet nationally- 
determined experiences. Resnais’s film was lauded for its interjection of flashbacks and 
documentary footage that evoked the non-linearity of memory as well as its increasing 
infiltration by media-produced imagery (Anderst 2011). Kolbowski expands upon this 
ambiguous terrain, interspersing reperformed dialogue from Hiroshima mon amour 
with Internet footage from post-invasion Iraq and post-Katrina New Orleans. Her 
aim is to highlight the relationship between past and present wars and the racism 
that underpins them. Deutsche focuses her analysis on Kolbowski’s filmic techniques 
such as acousmatic sound, diegetic silence-overs and her treatment of footage sources 
with computer-generated colour filters and various digital distortions (2010: 10–12). 
In particular, Deutsche highlights Kolbowski’s deployment of nine actors of uncer-
tain ethnicities to play, in different configurations, the same two lovers as a strategic 
attempt to unfix clear identification and disidentification:

As the races, nationalities, and ethnicities in Kolbowski’s video proliferate so 
that the couple forfeits any central identity, as the asymmetry between actors 
and characters compounds the asynchronies between text and image and 
sound and image, identity is struck with doubt […] And insofar as Kolbowski’s 
video raises questions about individuals as members of ethnicities, races, and 
nations, it broaches the topic of war’s relation to group psychology. (2010: 22) 

By disrupting the viewer’s identification process, which in mainstream cinema is 
premised not only on stable character traits for each actor but also on emotional 
attachment and personal projection onto protagonists and against their enemies, 
Kobolwski’s decentring of the subject can, Deutsche hopes, ‘promote less rigid projec-
tions’ and ‘unsettle the binary logic of nationalism and racism’ (2010: 21–22). While 
the stakes and psychoanalytic premise of Deutsche’s argument are deeply compel-
ling, I cannot help but wonder whether the particular artistic interventions she points 
to in her prime example remain as critically potent as they once were, and whether 
they produced the kind of decentering Deutsche describes. In the first decade of the 
twenty-first century, viewers may be presumed to have decades of exposure to MTV, 
music videos and art-house cinema – all platforms that experiment with asynchro-
nous sound and image and in many ways reappropriate the critical techniques of 
Conner, Birnbaum and Scratch video artists to commercial ends. In addition, most 
people in the western world are familiar with and even have direct access to, video 

MIRAJ_4.1&2_Grayson_78-89.indd   85 2/1/16   2:22:28 PM



86

Saisha Grayson

making and editing tools that encourage them to remix their own lives and materials. 
To such audiences, the disruption of traditional cinematic expectations in Kolbowski’s 
work seems less likely to significantly destabilize a contemporary viewer in contrast 
to her equivalent in the 1970s and 1980s when psychoanalytically driven feminist film 
theory first gained traction (see Mulvey 1975). Moffatt’s Doomed tackles a different, 
but equally critical concern that emerges in Deutsche’s analysis: how the fantastical 
and fearful projective work of the individual ego, left unrecognized or unaccounted 
for, is harnessed in group psychology to justify war. Rather than attempting to undo 
the binary logic of ‘us versus them’ as Kolbowski’s video suggests, in Doomed Moffatt 
encourages viewers to come face to face with, and take responsibility for the uncon-
scious production of binaries, with its attendant fantasies of omnipotence, heroism and 
invincibility, as well as the fears of death and annihilation that are stoked and soothed 
by this popular movie genre. It asks that we acknowledge impulses and desires at work 
in our psyches that do not align with the Enlightenment ideal of ourselves as rational, 
moral subjects. If we can do this, perhaps we, as individuals and societies, can begin 
to operate in the world with the humility born from seeing this imperfectability of the 
human subject as what unites rather than divides us. 

Dreams of disaster

Doomed was released in 2007, four years into the Iraq War and three years after the 
re-election of George W. Bush, the unflappably confident US Commander in Chief 
who stated in 2002 that he had firm intelligence confirming the West’s suspicion that 
the Iraqi government possessed weapons of mass destruction. In 2003, he pronounced 
victory in front of the ‘Mission Accomplished’ banner. In the aftermath of September 
11, an event that punctured American fantasies of omnipotence and invincibility along 
with the glass façade of the Twin Towers, many Americans embraced Bush’s cowboy 
confidence and good-versus-evil rhetoric. After years of bluster and bad news, however, 
the hubris of the Bush administration was increasingly the subject of criticism from 
within the United States and from frustrated international observers, especially those 
in countries such as the United Kingdom and Australia who felt their governments 
had been duped into joining the dubiously named ‘Coalition of the Willing’ (Isikoff 
and Corn 2007). At this moment, reflection on the psychology behind such a quick 
mobilization to war and such an easy regression into the most basic of binary thinking 
seemed both necessary and possible. For, while the human psyche is argued to exist 
universally, analysts from Freud onwards note that its manifestations and the manage-
ment of its urges are historically and socially determined (Easthope 2003: 135–38). 
Echoing the analysts and theorists cited above, and their concern about the unrecog-
nized unconscious projections that might be driving US-Iraqi policy, a recent paper 
in the American Journal of Public Health identified the naturalization of a militaristic 
ideology in American culture as a key cause of armed conflict around the globe:

Without the acknowledgment of [America’s] hidden and pervasive militarism 
and action to address it, the elimination of weapons, and a reduction in the 
willingness of individuals to go to war, violent conflict will always be a ready 
option for resolving disagreements. (Wiist et al. 2014: e37)

Movies, particularly big-budget, blockbuster disaster movies, are one of the most visi-
ble cultural engines driving both this naturalization of militarism, which demands a 
heroic response to catastrophic danger, and the construction of particular narratives 
in which projected annihilation always requires extraordinary defensive measures. It 
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seems no coincidence that the cast of action movies, and their traditional audiences, 
are as male-dominated as the make-up of the political and military leadership that 
still steer the nation’s foreign policy and set the tone of our ideological rhetoric on 
an international stage (Kord and Krimmer 2013: 1–10). Like the heroic masculinism 
Deutsch identifies, this orientation is not limited to one gender but it privileges the 
qualities most associated with proving one’s manliness in American culture: competi-
tiveness, the righteous application of violence and an unwavering belief in exceptional 
individuality. 

Moffatt’s insistent highlighting of the symbolic spaces so repetitively destroyed 
in these films forces audiences to consider the singularity of the western, masculin-
ist, capitalist position being imaginarily attacked and defended in these screenplays. 
The choice of closing shots in Doomed, which move from the flooded grand staircase 
of the research library to the exploding World Trade Center to Washington Square 
Park’s triumphal arch, imply that humanity’s hopes for the future are located very 
specifically within the First World and its representative capital, New York City. Any 
threat to its triumphal arches or towers of commerce must therefore be met with a 
heroic, triumphalist, omnipotent discourse, as was the case in the real-life response to 
September 11 that resulted in the initiation of the War on Terror. In this light, Moffatt’s 
proposition that Hollywood disaster films are critical to understanding American 
fantasies and phantasmagoric projections aligns her project with much of the intro-
spection and many of the questions raised almost immediately after September 11 by 
media theorist and philosopher Slavoj Žižek. In his controversial book, Welcome to 
the Desert of the Real (2001), Žižek reflected on the lessons that could be learned, if 
we dared, from September 11. He wrote that for a citizenry ‘corrupted by Hollywood, 
[…] the landscape and shots of the collapsing towers could not but be reminiscent 
of the most breathtaking scenes in big catastrophe productions’ (2001: 15). As some-
one who watched in person while the Twin Towers collapsed and had to convince 
herself repeatedly that it was not a scene from a summer blockbuster projected onto a 
giant drive-in movie screen, I can attest to the veracity of this claim. Moffatt’s Doomed, 
with its obsessive collection of disaster scenes that range from early, rudimentary 
special effects in black-and-white to contemporary Hollywood’s frighteningly beauti-
ful computer-generated images of destruction, offer an answer to Žižek’s provocative 
question, ‘Where have we already seen the same thing over and over again?’ (2001: 17). 
As noted earlier, Moffatt uses found footage not only to emphasize the prevalence of 
this imagery but also to viscerally underscore the sameness, the ‘over and over’ quality 
of this cinematic formation. By structuring her film as an endlessly repeating pattern 
of surging crescendos with no ultimate climax, she engages with the psychoanalytic 
issues of trauma, repression, repetition, fantasy and identification, raised by both 
Deutsche and Žižek. In order to determine what fantasy Doomed reveals with such 
striking clarity, we must return to Žižek: 

The fact that the September 11 attacks were the stuff of popular fantasies long 
before they actually took place provides yet another case of the twisted logic 
of dreams: it is easy to account for the fact that poor people around the world 
dream about becoming Americans – so what do the well-to-do Americans, 
immobilized in their well-being dream about? About global catastrophe that 
would shatter their lives – why? This is what psychoanalysis is about, to explain 
why in the midst of well-being, we are haunted by nightmarish visions of catas-
trophe. (2001: 17)

Disaster movies, in their typical incarnation, are designed to couch these fantasies in 
narrative devices of varying plausibility. What they share, in terms of offering safely 
managed brushes with death, vicarious identification with a triumphant hero, and 
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a projected vision of a life less ordinary, is given the illusion of difference by varia-
tions in the plot details, mise-en-scène, cast, etc. Spread across a media landscape, the 
entrenched power of these fantasies can be ignored. Such disaster films supposedly 
produce a cathartic experience, and are said to explore audiences’ deepest fears, anxi-
eties and destructive urges in order to provide comforting closure through the restora-
tion of some form of normalcy and the assured survival of the main protagonists at the 
end of the story (Sontag [1966] 1996: 212–15). In contrast, Doomed presents a counter-
argument by showing the persistence of these repressed, yet never resolved, tenden-
cies. The video’s encyclopaedic montage strategy calls into question any belief that the 
films successfully rid us of these latent forces. If the films ‘worked’ to allay our fears 
and cure our urges, Hollywood would not need to continue producing disaster movie 
after disaster movie, nor would audiences return by the millions season after season 
to support this industry of imagined doom. What the films do instead, as cultural 
critic Susan Sontag wrote over 40 years ago, is make it possible to cope with existential 
concerns in ways that are not always positive:

We live under continual threat of two equally fearful but seemingly opposite 
destinies: unremitting banality and inconceivable terror. It is fantasy, served out 
in large rations by the popular arts, which allows most people to cope with these 
twin specters. For one job that fantasy can do is to lift us out of the unbearably 
humdrum and to distract us from terrors – real or anticipated – by an escape 
into exotic, dangerous situations, which have last-minute happy ending. But 
another of the things that fantasy can do is to normalize what is psychologically 
unbearable, thereby inuring us to it. In one case, fantasy beautifies the world. In 
the other, it neutralizes it. ([1966] 1996: 224)

Sontag goes on to argue that disaster films therefore produce a ‘strange apathy’ and 
an ‘inadequate response’ to the dire and specific historical conditions that underlie 
the shift from a universal fear of individual death to a worldwide anxiety over human 
annihilation, brought on by the invention of nuclear arms, mounting environmental 
degradation and the dehumanizing effects of late capitalist society. I would add that 
this neutralization, which encourages apathy regarding the sociopolitical conditions 
of our own increasingly interconnected world, also promotes a failure to take owner-
ship of the psychological states that these movies evidence. The sort of pop psychol-
ogy, which suggests that movies are an emotional release and safe space for fantasy 
fulfilment, is actually a major obstacle to getting people to grasp the degree to which 
the unconscious operates, invisibly, regardless of civilizing forces and psycho-social 
management strategies. Similarly, it ignores the ways in which the repetition of partic-
ular formulations of these fantasies direct where we project and displace them in ‘real’ 
life. If social commentators lead audiences to believe that they have worked through 
their anxieties and triumphalist fantasies while watching Independence Day, they are 
less apt to see how these impulses might be shaping their reaction to the anthrax scare 
or news of Iraq developing weapons of mass destruction outside the multiplex.  

In its use of excessive, seemingly infinite repeatability, Doomed critiques this idea 
of ridding oneself of fantasy and follows a more Lacanian psychoanalytic approach 
in which the goal is not to pretend one can somehow work through and beyond the 
unconscious. As Žižek noted, ‘in our daily existence, we are immersed in “reality” 
(structured and supported by the fantasy) and this immersion is disturbed by symp-
toms, which bear witness to the fact that another, repressed, level of our psyche resists 
this immersion’ (2001: 17). Doomed identifies the traumatic repetition evidenced in 
the disaster film genre as a symptom of that which resists immersion and is guided 
by fantasies – fantasies that are shaped into particular forms – to which we need to be 
attentive. So rather than believing that psychoanalysis or art can (or should) help one 
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work through our unconscious impulses to ultimately achieve a complete mastery of 
a totalizing and bounded subjectivity, Moffatt’s video can be aligned with the notion 
that ‘working through fear’ and ‘finding closure’ are themselves fantasies that keep us 
from acknowledging the deep, essential nature of these psychic drives within us all. In 
this view, it is the cathartic model that is the most dangerous, because it implies that 
we can enact and then resolve these volatile fantasies through a two-hour trip to the 
movies. Moffatt’s video asks us to pause to consider not only ‘where have we seen this 
before?’ but also ‘why do we see the same thing over and over again?’ What Doomed’s 
structure suggests is that the omnipresence of disaster films should be understood as 
a helpful symptomatic reminder of this repressed level of the psyche that is always at 
work. The cyclical, non-narrative, repeating formula of Doomed assures us that the 
repressed will always return, whether as aliens, or floods, or Russians, or terrorists; the 
work draws us towards a realization that we are being revisited each time by the same 
symptom. By bringing this knowledge with us when we leave the theatre, we have a 
better chance of questioning the rush to war, the easy assignment of blame, the assur-
ance of heroic behaviour, the invincibility and the ultimate success of ‘the righteous’ 
that these films reinforce within America’s cultural and collective unconscious. 
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