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Subjectivity, Desire, and the Impossibility of Neutrality in Adaptation (2002)

Jack Finucane and Laurent Shervington

The University of Western Australia

Adaptation (2002) is a film directed by Spike Jonze and written by Charlie Kaufman, 
chronicling a part-real, part-fiction retelling of Kaufman’s own experience adapting Susan 
Orlean’s The Orchid Thief (1998). Jonze and Kaufman’s film is told in a multi-layered and 
almost surrealist style, prompting film critic Roger Ebert to posit that ‘to watch the film is 
to be actively involved in the challenge of its creation.’1 Due to its highly fragmented and 
metanarrative structure, the film appears replete with philosophical significance, provoking 
several studies on the film’s engagement with postmodernism2, metafiction3 and the process 
of adaptation4. While these elements form a major part of the film’s narrative and subtextual 
composition, another seemingly uncommented upon tendency is the critique the film levels 
at the concept of neutrality. In the context of this article, neutrality is defined as a certain 
orientation that involves the erasure of bias or desire, along with a simultaneous investment 
in an ideal of objectivity. Such a concern forms a major part of the character Charlie’s (based 
upon Kaufman himself) struggle, with his own aspirations towards remaining separated and 
distanced from his creative work also framing his relationships with other characters.5 What 
is at stake within this meditation on neutrality is the status of subjectivity, that is to say, the 
imprint of one’s own desires upon the world around them. 

 From one reading of the film, by Messier, the status of subjectivity (although 
not mentioned by name) is present in the film through the process of disappearance, as 
Charlie’s final revelation involves the dual gesture of ‘writing himself and his desires 
onto the screenplay before eventually vanishing himself in the film’s final scene.’6 
While Messier is correct to assert the film’s interest in deconstructing various binaries 
of authority, his emphasis on erasure (of the screenwriter as reader and writer) does not 
follow. Rather, as this article will contend, it is precisely the emergence of Kaufman’s 
subjectivity, as concrete remainder, from the veil of neutrality which constitutes 
the drama of the film. In this sense, Adaptation’s engagement with neutrality isn’t 
merely a minor aspect of the narrative, but pivotal to the unraveling of a fundamental 
dialectic in the text. As this dialectic develops, the film culminates into a confident 
statement about the impossibility of erasing subjectivity, an insight that resonates in 
the character of Charlie. If it is true, following Jacques Lacan, that the subject isn’t 
simply a correlate of the conscious agency of the ego, but rather, the subject of the 
unconscious, Adaptation can be read as a cinematic text that dramatises the encounter 
and reconciliation with the stain of one’s subjectivity.  

1  Roger Ebert, ‘Adaptation’ Roger Ebert (20 Dec 2002), www.rogerebert.com/reviews/
adaptation-2002, accessed 13th Nov 2021.
2  Barbara Simerka and Christopher B. Weimer, ‘Duplicitous Diegesis: "Don Quijote" and 
Charlie Kaufman’s "Adaptation".’ Hispania, 88/1 (2005), 91–100. 
3  Victoria de Zwaan, ‘Fidelity, Adaptation, and Meta-Commentary: The Case of Susan 
Orlean’s The Orchid Thief and Spike Jonze’s Adaptation,’ Anafora, 4/2, (2017), 267–91. 
4  Vartan Messier, ‘Desire and the "Deconstructionist": Adaptation as Writerly Praxis.’ 
Journal of Adaptation in Film & Performance, 7/1, (2013), 65–82. 
5  For the sake of clarity, this article will refer to Charlie Kaufman, the screenwriter, as 
‘Kaufman’, and Charlie Kaufman, the character, as ‘Charlie’.
6  Messier, 68.
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The Normative Ideal of Objectivity in Science and Journalism 

 
This article argues that Adaptation puts forward a refined critique of neutrality. Before 
turning to a closer textual analysis, the location of such a critique can be philosophically 
scaffolded through an exploration of two domains which elevate the concept of 
objectivity to the status of an ideal: science and journalism.7 Despite the difference in 
their object of inquiry, these domains are analogous in the practitioners’ presumed 
detachment and distance from their work. On the side of journalism, the elevation 
of objectivity and impartiality is seen by many as a necessary ideal for a fair and just 
reportage of information. As far as this line of thinking goes, the impurity of bias or 
personal opinion has little to no place in the exchange of information. In his elaboration 
of the major four global news agencies (Agence France-Presse, Associated Press, 
Reuters and Agencia EFE), Jonathan Fenby describes the philosophical underpinnings 
of such a notion of journalistic objectivity: 

To achieve such wide acceptability, the agencies avoid overt partiality. The 
demonstrably correct information is their stock-in-trade. Traditionally, they 
report at a reduced level of responsibility, attributing their information to a 
spokesman, the press, or other sources. They avoid making judgments and 
steer clear of doubt and ambiguity. Though their founders did not use the 
word, objectivity is the philosophical basis for their enterprises – or failing that, 
widely acceptable neutrality.8

Likewise, in a critical introduction to journalism studies, Calcutt and Hammond 
delineate the concept of journalistic objectivity into three interrelated concepts: 
truthfulness, neutrality and detachment. In theory, ‘journalists are dispassionate and 
neutral so as not to let their own emotional responses and political allegiances get in 
the way of reporting truthfully.’9 Therefore, at least on the theoretical level, the domain 
of journalism depends upon the ideal of objectivity.

 Turning to science, a similar lineage presents itself. In their book length study 
of the general topic, Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison chronicle the emergence of 
objectivity in science in the late 19th century, referring to British statistician Karl 
Pearson’s call for enlightened citizens to put to one side their ‘own feelings and 
emotions’ for the good of all, following the model of the scientist who ‘has above all 
things to aim at self-elimination in his judgements, to provide an argument which 
is as true for each individual mind as for his own.’10 For Daston and Galison, in ‘the 
making of images, the taking of measurements, the tracing of curves, and many other 
scientific practices of the latter half of the nineteenth century, self-elimination became 
an imperative.’11 Critiques of the ideal of objectivity have largely aimed at this self-
erasure proposed in the domain of science, seeing this turn not as a desirable feature, 
but one that reveals a certain epistemological hubris. In Critique of Dialectical Reason, 
Jean-Paul Sartre depicts the figure of the scientist as desituated from their mode of 
7  Within these domains, the status of these normative ideals are the subject of constant 
debate, critique and revision. Recently, the work of Liam Kofi Bright has pursued a critical 
but reparative approach to the doctrine of science, asking questions about how intellectual 
communities communicate and publish knowledge. See: Liam Kofi Bright, 'Why Do Scientists 
Lie?' Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement, 89 (2021), 117–29. Haixin Dang and Liam Kofi 
Bright. 'Scientific Conclusions Need Not Be Accurate, Justified, or Believed by Their Authors.' 
Synthese (Dordrecht, 2021). It is not our intention to claim that members of these fields uphold 
the ideal of objectivity without suspicion or scepticism, but rather, that this ideal does constitute 
a certain tendency within the discipline. Such a norm should be understood to, paraphrasing 
Marx, weigh like a nightmare on the brains of their practitioners. 
8  Jonathan Fenby, The International News Services, (New York: Schocken Books, 1986), 25. 
9  Andrew Calcutt and Philip Hammond, Journalism Studies: A Critical Introduction,(New 
York: Routledge, 2011), 98.
10  Karl Pearson, The Grammar of Science (London: Scott, 1892), 6-8.
11  Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity, (New York: Zone Books, 2007), 196-197.
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enquiry, unable to see how their intervention is constructed socially and historically 
as a process:

The stance of the desituated experimenter …  tends to perpetuate analytical 
Reason as the model of intelligibility; the scientist’s passivity of the system 
in relation to himself. The dialectic reveals itself only to an observer situated 
in interiority, that is to say, to an investigator who lives his investigation 
both as a possible contribution to the ideology of the entire epoch and as 
the particular praxis of an individual defined by his historical and personal 
career within the wider history which conditions it.12

For Sartre, the scientist’s adherence to the limited form of analytical Reason prevents 
them from seeing their subjective impact, as constructive of, and constructed by, the 
wider social processes around them. 

 Such a position is shared by Jacques Lacan, who posits that science relies on 
the repression of subjectivity. Speaking on the figure of the scientist, Lacan posits, the 
‘man of science could be approached in his style, his morals, his mode of discourse, in 
the way in which, through a series of precautions, he protects himself from a number 
of questions concerning the very status of the science from which he is the servant.’13 
Following Lacan, the substance of objectivity can be seen less as a positive feature 
than the absence of a certain type of feature: namely, the desires, preconceptions, 
biases and personality, that is, the subjectivity of the interpreter. It is for this reason 
that contemporary theorist Samo Tomšič claims that modern science, and as we have 
posited, journalism, ‘does not speak of the subject; on the contrary it constitutes itself 
on its foreclosure.’14 Following Tomšič, the formula of objectivity, in both science 
and journalism, relies on the foreclosure of subjectivity, as to retain this element is to 
eliminate the measured distance sought by the ideal interpreter. This ideal interpreter, 
as one who possesses and lives up to the normative ideal of objectivity, makes a crucial 
impression upon the character of Charlie Kaufman in Adaptation. For Charlie, despite 
his more creative occupation as a screenwriter, the pursuit of objectivity emerges in his 
attempts to adapt Susan Orlean’s book of literary journalism, The Orchid Thief. While 
Charlie is not restricted by the institutional demands of science or journalism, his 
pursuit of the normative ideal appears to come from within himself, as he expects to 
be able to adapt the text from novel to film without enforcing his own desires upon it. 
Charlie’s struggle to meet this self-imposed ideal is reflected in several early scenes of 
the film, in particular his conversations with his agent Valerie Thomas (Tilda Swinton) 
and his brother Donald (Nicholas Cage). Thomas and Donald both provokes doubt in 
Charlie’s approach, to which he responds with further verbal fidelity to the ideal of 
adaptation. In this respect, he associates the task of adaptation with the adoption of a 
neutral position, despite the impossibility of such a stance. This impossibility imprints 
itself as a self-imposed demand to live up to the normative ideal of neutrality. 

Kaufman’s Own Private Ignorance

Charlie’s desire for neutrality comes through most prominently in his insistence that 
The Orchid Thief reflects life as it is, free of the drama portrayed in Hollywood cinema. 
Sitting opposite agent Valerie Thomas, discussing the possible adaptation of Orlean’s 
novel, Kaufman persists in his conviction that he would rather allow a film to exist 
independently of any artificial plot that might be unduly injected into it. One may 
ask, as Valerie Thomas asks, what might that mean? Kaufman does not know what he 
means either, but he does offer a criterion by which one might introduce Hollywood 

12 Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, tr. A. Sheridan-Smith (London: NLB, 
1976), 38.
13 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XI: The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psychoanalysis, tr. Alan Sheridan (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1998), 264.
14   Samo Tomšič, “Three Notes on Science and Psychoanalysis” Filozofski vestnik, 33/2, 
2012, 129. 
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excess into The Orchid Thief. Kaufman does not want the text to be forcibly disfigured 
by way of turning it into an:

orchid heist movie or. . . changing the orchids into poppies and turning 
it into a movie about drug-running. . . I’m saying I don’t want to cram in 
sex or guns or car chases, or characters learning profound life lessons or 
growing or coming to like each other or overcoming obstacles to succeed 
in the end.

Like Valerie Thomas, we must also ask what Kaufman means. Can anything exist 
independently? Does it not require a system of production, involving a host of writers, 
editors, agents, and characters to write about? As Pierre Macherey wrote:

All speculation over man the creator is intended to eliminate real 
knowledge: the ‘creative process’ is, precisely, not a process, a labour; it 
is a religious formula to be found on funeral monuments. For the same 
reasons, all considerations of genius, of the subjectivity of the artist, of his 
soul, are on principle uninteresting.15

This leaves Kaufman wondering how The Orchid Thief could ever be adapted, written 
as it is, in an untouchable sprawling New Yorker style that belies its mechanism of 
deceit. 

As Pierre Macherey has it, the speech contained in a literary product ‘must be 
incomplete’, ‘for in order to say anything, there are other things which must not be said’, 
a particular silence which is the ground of what may be written.16 One may suggest 
that Kaufman, is somewhat aware of this silence when adapting Susan Orlean’s The 
Orchid Thief. Additionally, one may suggest that Susan Orlean is also aware of this 
particular silence. In an interview Orlean states that her role is not in making a story 
interesting, but in ‘making it happen. You don’t want readers to be overly conscious 
of that’, and that her work ‘asks to be considered as speaking the truth’.17 Orlean 
suggests that her work springs from a particular social desire, in which ‘[p]eople want 
to know about the real world, and through a voice that’s more eloquent and creative 
than the news.’18 Here, Orlean’s interpretation of her own work chimes with that of 
the classic form of journalistic neutrality, that she, a New York Times staff writer, is a 
necessary component in the communicative construction of real-world events, and as 
such is in the peculiar position of trustworthy narrator who knows better, who knows 
what to keep in and what to leave out. This is precisely the text sheared of its context, 
masquerading as unashamed facticity.

Pursuing further the aforementioned notion of the ideal interpreter, Jason 
Iggers proposes that the concept of journalistic neutrality hinges on a decontextualized 
discourse. Iggers notes that the ‘missing context in a factual proposition is the part that 
identifies the point of view (subjectivity) from which the object appears as it does; 
the assertion of facticity locates the truth of the proposition in the object itself.’19 
This decontextualisation suggests that the journalistic object presents itself as fact 
through its very state as an object removed from its origin, that the truth is in the 
work. However, there is always something more in the object of journalism than the 
assemblage of facts into an intelligible narrative structure, something that, for the 

15  Pierre Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production, tr. G. Wall (London: Routledge, 2006), 
77.
16  Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production, 91-95.
17  Susan Orlean quote: Yvonne Conza, 'Storyteller Strategist: A Conversation with Susan 
Orlean,' Los Angeles Review of Books, Oct 24, 2021, https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/storyteller-
strategist-a-conversation-with-susan-orlean/. The second quote, ‘asks to be considered […]’ 
from Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production, 78.
18  The Yale Literary Magazine, 'Yale Literary Magazine interview with Susan Orlean,' 
susanorlean.com (blog), n.d., http://www.susanorlean.com/news/yaleinterview.html.
19  Jeremy Iggers, Good News, Bad News, (Westview Press, 1999), 105.
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journalist, is in the subject more than the subject, which leads to a product stained by 
its producer. This stain implies a certain silence through which the journalistic object 
is produced. A silence in which one may think otherwise of the presumed facticity that 
the object deceptively works to imply. As a revealing passage from Janet Malcolm’s 
The Journalist and The Murderer explains, ‘[t]he writer ultimately tires of the subject’s 
self-serving story’ so that ‘the majority of stories told to journalists fail in their object. 
The writer ultimately tires of the subject’s self-serving story and substitutes a story of 
his own.’20

In Still Life in a Narrative Age, Joshua Landy proposes that the 21st century is an 
age obsessed with narrative, and that Charlie represents the problem of producing 
a non-narrative work in such an age. Charlie, as Landy contends, must abandon the 
supposed non-narrativity of The Orchid Thief in order to produce a workable and 
entertaining narrative film. Landy pities the 21st century impulse towards narrativity, 
writing that ‘our culture is obsessed with narrativity. No one today would look at 
paintings of orchids, let alone read sonnets about them, and not many would even 
watch a documentary about orchids and their hunters.’21. Putting aside the fact that 
there most certainly are people who engage in these acts, one cannot help but set off 
a series of associations when looking at paintings or reading sonnets about orchids. 
Orlean herself writes that: 

Nothing in science can account for the way people feel about orchids. 
Orchids drive people crazy. . . They are the sexiest flowers on earth. The 
name “orchid” derives from the Latin orchis, which means testicle. This 
refers not only to the testicle-shaped tubers of the plant but to the fact that 
it was long believed that orchids sprang from the spilled semen of mating 
animals.22

Pressing on, Landy suggests that Kaufman does Orlean’s work a disservice when 
Charlie, charges The Orchid Thief with a lack of character narrative. Despite this, Landy 
repudiates Orlean in stating that ‘Orlean is already flailing for the right story to tell. 
How is Charlie expected to do any better?’23 Here, Landy misses a crucial element 
of Orlean’s work that Kaufman has not. Kaufman recognises that the narrative gaps 
present in The Orchid Thief are precisely the points in which Orlean reveals something 
of the production of her text. These gaps appear just enough to elicit in Charlie and 
Kaufman, the possibility of considering a desire beyond what is stated by Orlean in 
The Orchid Thief. Rather than Kaufman foolishly insisting that he has read Orlean’s 
desire in these gaps, he inserts himself. These gaps represent the stumbling block of 
journalistic neutrality, which hint at the concealed position of the journalist in the text, 
and allow the reader to think otherwise than what the journalist has stated. 

Unravelling Orlean

Donald, Charlie’s on-screen twin, when asked how he would finish Charlie’s script, 
replies with ‘I feel like you’re missing something’. Donald then recites the final lines of 
the novel back to Charlie:

Sometimes this kind of story turns out to be something more. Some 
glimpse of life that expands like those Japanese paper balls you drop into 
water and they bloom into flowers and the flowers so marvelous you can’t 
believe there was a time all you saw in front of you was a paper ball and a 
glass of water.

20  Janet Malcolm, The Journalist and The Murderer, (New York: Vintage Books,1990), 20.
21  Joshua Landy, 'Still Life in a Narrative Age: Charlie Kaufman’s Adaptation,' Critical 
Inquiry 37, no.3 (2011): 499, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/659355.
22  Susan Orlean, The Orchid Thief, (Random House, 2009), 59.
23  Landy. 
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Donald claims that the metaphor that stands as the climax of the text casts doubt upon 
the entire work. By pursuing this incongruous feature, Donald opens the text to the 
possibility of unearthing Orlean’s buried narrative incompletion. This scene makes 
explicit the point at which a text reveals to its reader the elements of an author’s 
desire that is in the subject, more than the subject. This textual element may appear 
for the journalist as the lure that the subject symbolizes. It is in fact their desire to 
find themselves within the act of assembling for the subject, what appears as a series 
of random events, into an intelligible series, and thus knowable narrative. For the 
journalist, this desire usually appears as something hidden underneath the ordinary 
events a subject may recall in their story, which hides the believed truth of the story 
itself.

Contrary to this, Kaufman suggests that this affirmation of essential speech is 
itself non-existent, and that what is not spoken may have no essential ground. As such, 
the text becomes filled with the desire of the one who thinks there is more to the text. 
This is the case for Orlean, as she follows the obtuse Laroche, believing that behind his 
bravado, there exists some core truth. As Adaptation progresses, the line between reporter 
and subject is blurred through the longing for this essential element, mistaking the act 
of passion as the harbinger alluding to something more. Such a concept resonates with 
Slavoj Žižek’s articulation of a particular symptom which is ‘destroying him, but at 
the same time is the only thing giving him consistency.’24 Drawing on Jacques Lacan’s 
concept of that which is in one, more than one, Žižek’s conceptualisation suggests that 
Orlean will continue to pursue Laroche, beyond locating the Ghost Orchid, the object 
which she had given as reason to remain with Laroche. Ultimately, it is this wound 
that Orlean endures, brought about by her encounter with Laroche, that is silently 
destroying her life, but which provides it with consistency.

For Orlean, her symptom draws her closer to Laroche, working towards 
what she imagines is Laroche’s motivations, transfixed by his wildly oscillating, but 
ultimately empty passions. It is this symptom, expressed in myriad forms, that makes 
the subject of a work of journalism, more than they are. For the journalist, it is an 
element of themselves, invested in the subject, that lures them into thinking there must 
be more to the story, more to their story. This is the same for Kaufman and Charlie, in 
that the text’s gaps become filled with what he may think has occurred, and what must 
occur for his desire, to adapt a book into a film, to be fulfilled in some measure. 

One might suggest that what is revealed in Adaptation is the coordinates of the 
skeletal form of journalism as an apparatus, capable and waiting for investment. One 
might define, as Fredric Jameson has, this apparatus as a libidinal apparatus. Borrowing 
from Jean-François Lyotard, Frederic Jameson employs the concept of the libidinal 
apparatus, to describe an object ‘cut adrift from its originating situation and “freed” 
for the alienation of a host of quite different signifying functions and uses, whose 
content rushes in to invest it’25. The libidinal apparatus is an ‘empty form or structural 
matrix in which a charge of free-floating and inchoate fantasy – both ideological and 
psychoanalytic – can suddenly crystallize, and find the articulated figuration essential 
for its social actuality and psychic effectivity.’26 One might propose that the literary 
journalism of Orlean and the screenwriting of Kaufman share in this apparatus, in 
which Adaptation stands as the filmic depiction of this freed narrative structure, with 
its many gaps and pitfalls, calling for one reader after another to fill in the blanks.

Precisely, as Jameson elaborates, it is in the reduction of the collective, social 
elements of the production of a text, into the ‘valorized individual biography’ which 
permits the individual to insert themselves so that the textual apparatus becomes the 
libidinal apparatus, becoming a ‘machinery for ideological investment.’27 Once The 

24  Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, (London: Verso, 2007), 85.
25  Frederic Jameson, Fables of Aggression, (University of California Press, 1979), 95.
26  Jameson, Fables of Aggression, 95.
27  Frederic Jameson, The Political Unconscious, (London: Routledge, 1981), 15.
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Orchid Thief is assembled and printed, Laroche’s story has already been freed from 
its original context, that of a thief, stealing protected flora, and becomes the host for a 
variety of investments and allegories. One might find the principle of this machinery at 
work in Kaufman’s reading of The Orchid Thief, in which he finds the text lacking and 
in need of something to fill it with, primarily himself. Of course, Orlean has committed 
this same crime in producing her work, self-elected in order to reproduce the common 
occurrences of everyday life with the vitality only a New York Times staff writer could 
muster. Both Kaufman (here inclusive of character and director) and Orlean convince 
themselves that there is always more to the story, forgetting that they themselves are 
this supplementary addition. 

The Emergence of the Subject in Adaptation

As mentioned, Charlie’s encounter with Orlean and Laroche marks a point of rupture 
within his psychic structure, allowing him to see the impossibility of his previously 
held ideal of objectivity. The aftermath of such an event leaves Charlie in a bewildered 
state, after witnessing the deaths of Laroche and his brother Donald. The following 
scene, the morning after the incident, shows Charlie calling his mother crying, unable 
to speak to the violence he has witnessed. In such a state of destitution, Charlie’s 
subjectivity appears to emerge from behind the veil of neutrality, as he begins to 
take responsibility for his actions.  In Russell Sbriglia and Slavoj Žižek’s introduction 
to the edited volume Subject Lessons, they define the subject with direct reference to 
the unconscious, a divided and guarantee-less force that resembles the fallen figure 
of Charlie. Sbriglia and Žižek are careful to avoid the dual tendencies of previous 
approaches to the subject, which have either overemphasised the instrumentality of the 
rational subject of mastery, or undermined the usefulness of the concept altogether, an 
approach proximate to the new materialisms and deconstructionist thought. In their 
own words, the subject: 

is not the conscious or consciously thinking subject— the autonomous 
bourgeois monad or ego or individual likewise targeted by cultural 
materialism— but, rather, the unconscious subject, or, more precisely, the 
subject of the unconscious.28

The model Sbriglia and Žižek use for their understanding of the subject is elaborated 
by Jacques Lacan. Following Freud, Lacan locates the split in the subject through 
the quality of sexuality, as it is the fact of being sexed (or sexuated) that comes to 
metaphorise the subject’s alienation from their own being. In his own words, Lacan 
states ‘[s]exuality is established in the field of the subject by a way that is that of lack.’29 
It is, however, this lack that is itself the basis of how a subject comes to be marked by 
the quality of desire. Put otherwise, it is the fact that the subject is missing something 
that impels them to constantly seek to assuage this lack. As Lacan further posits, the 
fact of the subject’s division doesn’t foreclose the possibility of ethics, but is rather 
the basis for it. Lacan’s elaboration of this point is found in his re-reading of Freud’s 
statement ‘Wo Es war, soll Ich warden’ as an ethical injunction – ‘there where it was, 
or there where one was … it is my duty that I should come into being’ – that opens up 
a novel orientation towards the subject – object relationship.30 Simply put, for Lacan, 
the subject finds themselves revealed in the Other (or object), with this encounter 
marking the fact of inseparability between these two domains. The ethical position 
the subject must take up is, for Lacan, accepting the alien, exterior part encountered 
not as separate, but rather, as intimately part of oneself. Returning to our inquiry on 
objectivity, it might be said that the subject’s failure to be at one with itself entails its 
inability to remain in a distanced subject-object relationship. Here subjectivity can be 

28 Russell Sbriglia and Slavoj Žižek, Subject Lessons: Hegel, Lacan, and the Future of 
Materialism, (Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2020), 8.
29 Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XI, 204.
30 Jacques Lacan. Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan. (London: Tavistock Publications, 
1977). p. 129.
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defined as rejecting this stance of neutrality and accepting that in any inquiry, be it 
journalistic, scientific, or creative, the residue of one’s desire is encountered. 

Likewise, the formal structure of Adaptation encourages its spectator to 
consider the implications of thinking Orlean and Laroche’s relationship alongside 
Charlie’s own mode of being, not least because of the fact Charlie becomes directly 
involved in discovering their clandestine relationship. If the logic expressed by Orlean 
and Laroche is that one cannot hold an exterior or distanced relationship between 
themselves and their work, such a logic repeats itself in Charlie’s development from 
the beginning to the end of the film. In other words, becoming embroiled in Orlean and 
Laroche’s relationship is what allows Charlie to come to the realisation that he ought to 
acknowledge and accept the stain of his own subjectivity, rather than try and obfuscate 
it. In the encounter with Orlean and Laroche, Charlie learns that taking a distanced 
perspective on his work and himself is impossible; that regardless of his attempts to 
erase his subjectivity, it will persist. In the opening voiceover of the film, the spectator 
is presented with a version of Charlie that wishes to simply subtract his subjectivity, 
to erase any excessive or unwieldy impact he has upon the world and those around 
him. Formally, this is expressed in the impossibly distanced opening images, which 
initially shows the Earth from space, moving into the hazy atmosphere with erupting 
volcanoes, meteors, lightning strikes and pools of water. Such an exposition reflects 
the interiority of Charlie, who, in attempting to grasp the totality of life on Earth in 
such a God-like or omniscient position, aims to downplay his own significance. This 
formal meaning dovetails with Charlie’s oration that follows the silent images:

Do I have an original thought in my head? My bald head. Maybe if I were 
happier, my hair wouldn’t be falling out. Life is short. I need to make 
the most of it. Today is the first day of the rest of my life. I’m a walking 
cliché. I really need to go to the doctor and have my leg checked. There’s 
something wrong. A bump. The dentist called again. I’m way overdue. If 
I stop putting things off, I would be happier. All I do is sit on my fat ass. If 
my ass wasn’t fat I would be happier. I wouldn’t have to wear these shirts 
with the tails out all the time. Like that’s fooling anyone. Fat ass. I should 
start jogging again. Five miles a day. Really do it this time. Maybe rock 
climbing. I need to turn my life around. 

In this soliloquy, Nicholas Cage’s delivery manages to capture a state of both perpetual 
defeat and persistent yearning, as in metonymically moving from topic to topic without 
a change in register or vocal inflection, Charlie is revealed as a character caught in the 
inertia between theory and practice. In theory, his character can articulate ideals of a 
happier existence, yet, in his continual, obsessive elaboration, he removes himself from 
the actuality of this state by never attempting to turn these into practical solutions. 
From this point, Charlie turns to the more existentially coded questions that plague 
him:

Why should I be made to feel I have to apologize for my existence? Maybe 
it’s my brain chemistry. Maybe that’s what’s wrong with me. Bad chemistry. 
All my problems and anxiety can be reduced to a chemical imbalance or 
some kind of misfiring synapses. I need to get help for that. But I’ll still be 
ugly though. Nothing’s gonna change that.

This later sequence should be understood as a linguistically expressed continuation of 
the opening images, as Charlie attempts to construct himself as a ‘nothing,’ a subject-
less bitter failure without any appeal to anyone around him. While Charlie’s complaint 
may reflect a certain image of his reality, it also serves as a circularly justifying gesture 
that doesn’t really aim at being understood or interpreted by the Other. In the preface 
to The Trouble with Pleasure, Aaron Shuster reflects upon the notion of the complaint 
not merely as a private action, but as an ideological gesture. As he writes,
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Indeed, complaining is a particularly excellent illustration of jouissance 
insofar as it demonstrates that real joy has nothing to do with feelings per 
se but consists in devotion and surrender to an activity, which may include 
very different and even negative affective states … Kvetching is a way of 
life, a weird flourishing in the Aristotelian sense, which instrumentalizes 
or immanentizes both the good and the bad to provide more grist for its 
cantankerous mill. And from the perspective of this peevish enjoyment, 
the other’s response or recognition has no more intrinsic interest than 
thirst, lost dry cleaning, a too sunny day, or anything else. In the end, the 
complainer is not really interested in recognition.31

Ultimately, in this state of pure complaint, Charlie refuses the positionality that comes 
with his existence as a subject and inevitably making a mark on his environment and 
with others. Such a dynamic is repeated in his interactions with Amelia, as well as with 
the task of finishing his manuscript. As mentioned above, it is only from the encounter 
with Orlean and John that Charlie realises that an alternative mode of being is possible, 
specifically, reconciling with the fact that subjectivity is unavoidable. This is perhaps 
best expressed in the final scene of the film, in which Charlie takes responsibility for his 
feelings towards Amelia, no longer fearing rejection. After admitting his love for her, 
Charlie’s voiceover emerges, with a distinctly more confident tone than the opening 
monologue:

I have to go right home. I know how to finish the script now. It ends with 
Kaufman driving home after his lunch with Amelia, thinking he knows 
how to finish the script. Shit, that’s voice-over. McKee would not approve. 
How else can I show his thoughts? I don’t know. Oh, who cares what 
McKee says? It feels right. Conclusive. I wonder who’s gonna play me. 
Someone not too fat. I liked that Gerard Depardieu, but can he not do the 
accent? Anyway, it’s done. And that’s something. So: “Kaufman drives off 
from his encounter with Amelia, filled for the first time with hope.” I like 
this. This is good.

Critical interpretations of this ending scene have been varied, with a central point of 
contention being whether the film endorses the cathartic, typical Hollywood-style 
closure; or points to the limitations of such a gesture. Following the logic of the former, 
Rapfogel poses:

The disappointing thing about Adaptation, for all its promise and 
intelligence, is that despite its self-consciousness and inventiveness it 
seems to share with so many pedestrian films a determination to answer 
questions rather than simply raise them, to choose some kind of concrete 
ending rather than a radical openness.32 

By contrast, for Messier, the film falls closer to the side of narrative ambiguity, as 
emphasis is placed upon Charlie’s subjective erasure by the end of the film, signaled 
through the metaphor of Ouroboros. As Messier considers, Charlie comes to a 
realisation after hearing Donald’s script changes: that he in fact stands in for the ‘self-
consuming snake that inspired Donald and symbolizes self-reflexivity.’33 Further, ‘this 
realization casts a shadow on Charlie’s confidence,’ as he comes to see that including 
himself in his film is a ‘result of his inability to function in the real world and get over 
his timidity to meet Orlean.’34 Following his reading of the film’s conclusion qua the 
time lapse of the bed of flowers, Messier asserts ‘in that brilliant moment where words 

31  Aaron Schuster, The Trouble With Pleasure: Deleuze and Psychoanalysis, (London: The 
MIT Press, 2016), 3
32  Jared Rapfogel, ‘Adaptation: How to stop worrying and love to compromise’, Sense 
of Cinema (17 Jan 2003) www.sensesofcinema.com/2003/feature-articles/adaptation/, accessed 
13th Nov 2021. 
33  Messier, ‘Desire and the "Deconstructionist": Adaptation as Writerly Praxis’, 77.
34  Messier, 77.
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and the gaze converge, the camera substitutes for the voice and Charlie erases himself 
as “Ourobouros”.’35 While Messier is correct to highlight the erasure of a certain 
orientation in Charlie, this does not coincide with the erasure of Charlie as a subject. 
Rather, it is at this point that the possibility of embracing one’s subjectivity, regardless 
of guarantee, is opened up for Charlie. In this sense, he begins to see the reminder 
(and remainder) of his subjective stain not as something to be hidden or erased, but 
something he is capable of coming to terms with.

Conclusion

This article has argued that Adaptation is a film that puts forward a refined critique of 
neutrality. Drawing from critiques of objectivity, the character of Charlie Kaufmann 
is approached as a figure that struggles with the demands of remaining neutral and 
objective in his adaptation of Susan Orlean’s The Orchid Thief. However, in his encounter 
with Orlean, he discovers a compromised relationship between Orlean and Laroche, 
her object of study. It is this fundamental encounter that allows Kaufmann to reconcile 
the impossibility of separating his subjective desires from the textual apparatus he 
aims to produce. 

In this sense, the film’s engagement with neutrality cannot be dismissed as a 
marginal theme, but rather one that provokes the central revelation of the text. By the 
conclusion of the narrative, this revelation has reached its apogee, as Charlie has found 
peace with the impossibility of erasing his subjectivity from his work, allowing him the 
space to complete his manuscript. From this position, Adaptation can be read as a cinematic 
text that dramatises the encounter and reconciliation with the stain of one’s subjectivity.   

35  Messier, 80.
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