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1. Introduction 
 
What can film tell us about political rhetoric? There are, without a doubt, many great 
moments of oratory to be found in films, as well as striking turns of phrase, and plot-
transforming deliberations. But spoken rhetoric in film rarely does the work that an 
entire speech does in public or political life, even when the films are about political 
figures. In film, such rhetorical moments usually take a subordinate role to the wider 
orientation of narrative, plot and character — or what we might call the ‘rhetoric of 
cinema’ more generally. When political speeches are heard, this is often only in 
passing or in part, as the illustration of a character’s point of view, or as a decisive 
moment within the plot. Equally, ‘political’ films or films with a social message may 
support a preferred case, but rarely is there a single message delivered directly to 
camera. Instead, we apprehend the message in mediated form, by way of interpersonal 
conflicts, character development, dynamic action and movement, or the unfolding of a 
narrative arc that involves the presentation of multiple points of view. In short, 
although we often discern political messages in films, they rarely display stand-alone 
argumentative positions. 
 
It might be better, then, to think of the place of rhetoric in film as bound up with the 
wider politics of cinema — that is, with its own way of drawing in, sustaining, and 
satisfying the attention of the spectator. Speech moments tend to disclose motives, 
reveal character types, create or release tension in the development of narratives that 
exceed any specific voice. Moments of oratory — if present at all — are usually a 
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response to the given constraints of a fictive situation — an ‘exigence’ (as Bitzer puts 
it), of sorts, that calls forth problem-solving, explanation, or action. Films are 
theatrical presentations of fictional rhetorical situations, assemblages of audio and 
visual material, of which speech (and other types of) performance is a function. They 
usually depict dynamic scenarios in which characters are charged with identifying and 
resolving exigences — and any explicit message or argument is tied in with this wider 
‘entertainment’ format, generating dramatic tensions in which characters emerge as 
agents with the appropriate subjective resources to resolve those tensions. Moreover, 
where speech happens, it supplements a primarily visual narrative. In short, speech is 
part of what we see. 
 
In this paper I want to expand upon this idea of a film as the staging of situations in 
order to think about the place of speech in the rhetoric of cinema. For in depicting 
fictional circumstances in which a rhetorical opportunity arrives, films make explicit 
the role of desire in rhetorical action. The cinematic presentation of an exigence opens 
a gap in the symbolic world, distorting the visual field in a way that provokes our 
interest. In Lacanian psychoanalytic film theory, this distortion is named ‘the gaze’, 
which describes an absence in the spectator’s field of vision that instantiates a 
traumatic encounter with the ‘Real’, or the collapse of symbolic meaning altogether. 
Film deploys this gaze in various ways in order to incite the desire of the spectator 
around the prospect of revealing the secret of the Other’s ‘enjoyment’. That is, it 
holds out the possibility of knowing the true, obscene source of social authority’s 
desire behind its symbolic facade. The cinematic exigence therefore places the 
spectator’s desire inside the film narrative, so that it can then be answered by speech.  
 
To explore all this, I turn first to the idea that film offers up a form of political 
argument that maps out a path to a certain kind of subjectivity. I then set out the 
Lacanian-inspired film theory, just mentioned, which suggests, on the contrary, that 
the politics of film lies in evoking a loss of subjectivity to which it then offers, in the 
speech moment, a fantasmatic resolution. To clarify my argument, I will use the 
example of two recent films about that great exemplar of rhetorical agency, Winston 
Churchill. 
 
2. Rhetoric, Subjectivity and the Politics of Cinema 
 
Part of the attraction of movies is their ability to endow characters with unique, 
enigmatic qualities, usually revealed in their confrontation with intense and 
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improbable circumstances. Out of these circumstances often arises a memorable 
rhetorical moment when something is said that does more than simply continue the 
dialogue but, instead, announces a turn in the plot itself. It is at such moments that 
characters externalise their new understanding of the qualities needed to resolve the 
intensifying tensions of the plot. Often it is a moment of self-awareness, or a key 
revelation, that clarifies the situation and the relation of key characters to it. 
Sometimes it is a deliberation between a number of characters that reaches a notable 
climax. 
 
Rhetorical moments are often brief — but decisive — turning points. While ‘natural’ 
dialogue may litter the drama with words and conversations, rhetorical moments (and 
there may be several) stand out as interventions that turn the story in a specific 
direction and point us towards an overall ‘message’ or meaning we are invited to 
acknowledge. As a consequence, films often supply famous turns of phrase rather 
than lengthy speeches. These are designed to articulate in exemplary but condensed 
fashion the central conflict of the drama. Such ‘take-away’ phrases may encapsulate 
character attitudes or qualitities that audiences enjoy and go on to repeat. 
 
It is clear, then, that rhetorical moments form part of the larger assemblage of 
materials that make up a movie. Moreover, they provide a means for spectators’ to 
invest in the narrative and to identify with major characters. But this is to suggest that 
speech moments gain their meaning less from their own content and more from a 
politics situated within the form of cinema itself. Much depends here, of course, on 
what we think that politics is and how it acts upon the spectator. In the film theory of 
the 1960s and 70s, it was common to think that most mainstream films were 
apparatuses subservient to a dominant ideology. The spectator’s identification enabled 
beliefs and values to be affirmed and thus cinema had a key role in sustaining wider 
societal domination. 
 
How was this ideological purpose acheived?  Film theorists argued that in a capitalist 
society, forms of ‘mass’ entertainment such as cinema conformed to the role of 
‘ideological apparatuses’. In the wake of philosopher Louis Althusser’s structuralist 
refashioning of Marxism, radical theorists of film drew upon the idea that cinema — 
particularly Hollywood movies — was a distinct cultural apparatus that produced 
ideologically conforming subjects (see Rushton, 2013). Cinema’s formal techniques 
and modes of operation masked the contradictions of capitalist society and promised a 
false resolution to dramatic narratives they depicted by enabling an illusion of 
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mastery, offering the viewer a misleading sense of ‘seeing and knowing everything’. 
The source of this ideological effect lay, for example, in techniques such as 
‘continuity editing’ which secures the illusion that events unfold sequentially in real 
time, giving an appearance of uninterrupted ‘everyday reality’ to drama; the use of 
archetypal characters — often white, middle class and aspirational figures rather than 
the poor and excluded; and the reiteration of narrative resolutions in which universal 
principles — true love, justice, moral righteousness over evil, and so on — are 
declared supreme. In all, these techniques enabled viewers to subjectively identify 
with plots, characters and principles that aligned them rigidly to conservative norms 
with whose enforcement they were uncritically held captive. 
 
From this critical perspective — which as Rushton suggests holds for most radical 
critics and not simply Marxists (see Rushton, 2013: 4) — the rhetorical moment is 
simply of a piece with the wider ideological orientation of the film. The film is an 
illusory representation of reality and viewers are effortlessly drawn into identifying 
uncritically with its dramatic elements, thereby securing their compliance with the 
‘hegemonic’ norms and values that sustain capitalism, patriarchy, racism, and so on. 
What is lacking is a measure of critical ‘distance’ from the glossy and unthought 
assumptions that guide the cinematic image. For radical critics, the proper cinematic 
antidote to subjective assimilation is, instead, to sustain an ‘alienating’ effect that 
dislocates the subject, refuses full mastery through knowledge and vision, and 
confounds conservative expectations of resolution and universality. As Rushton notes, 
these alienating films are often hard to watch. 
 
For Rushton, the problem with film theory of this type is its effort to ‘escape 
subjectivity’. That is, all positive representation in film is taken as an effort to fix 
subjectivity into determinate shapes that don’t align with the contradictory reality of 
everyday experience. Thus the only way to evade capture is to refuse the comforting 
appeal that makes audiences align with a false image of the world. By contrast, 
Rushton claims we should treat subjectivity not as a form of capture but, rather, as an 
achievement whose path to realisation film depicts in narrative form. For him, film 
offers stories in which we follow the emergence into a new sense of subjectivity by 
characters, often one in which an awareness of occupying a shared space comes to be 
recognised as liberating. Here it is precisely the fictive nature of the narrative that 
allows us to focus on how characters learn and develop through the plot, eventually 
coming to public realisation that they can only be free if they are different kinds of 
subject. In this way, for Rushton, films present us with elaborated arguments in 
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melodramatic form, where characters exemplify personal struggles and choices as 
they learn to become subjects. In this, he argues, and not in some effort to represent 
the contradictions of a non-cinematic ‘reality’, lies the genuine democratic politics of 
film. 
 
Rushton’s critique of ‘political modernism’ in film theory encourages us to see 
rhetorical moments in cinema as part of a potentially emancipatory process of 
forming subjectivity. This is a process that cannot be aligned simply with bourgeois 
ideology. Hollywood films, for example, can be said to supply an unfolding 
argumentative format through which different positions contest a situation and then 
key characters come to realise the urgency of transforming their own subjectivity in 
order to liberate themselves from its constraints, with rhetorical moments signifying 
major moments of self-realisation. These are moments in which new subjective 
positions (and in his view public and therefore potentially democratic positions) come 
into being. Aspirations for liberation and self-transformation are not reducible to the 
trivial fictions of bourgeois ideology but are expressive of an emergent democratic 
subjectivity. Moreover, Rushton accepts that the pleasures of cinema are integral to 
this liberatory process, however absurd they may when held up to reality. Unlike the 
political modernism of film theory, Rushton endorses the view that pleasure is not 
something that necessarily captures us and tightly conditions our subjectivity. Rather, 
it enables spectators to identify with the prospect of new forms of subjectivity — and 
it is in this that a genuine cinematic politics inheres.  
 
3. The Cinematic Gaze  
 
Rushton helpfully emphasises the way an argumentative stance might be elaborated 
not exclusively as a speech but as a story about the subjective development of 
characters, at least in certain films. But he neglects to explore one of the important 
conditions noted by rhetorical theorists for making an argument plausible: namely, the 
exigence. In Bitzer’s work, the exigence is the dilemma or problem that demands 
resolution and thereby generates some urgency for an argument to resolve (see Bitzer, 
1968). In normal social conditions the exigence is a crisis or unforeseen disruption to 
the usual sequence of events that generates the space that rhetoric must occupy. Now, 
in a movie, we might think this exigence is part of the opening scenario that initiates 
the unfolding of the narrative — something Rushton does attend to. The plot, like a 
social or political exigence, establishes constraints in light of which the character will 
be required to confront various obstacles that reveal different opportunities and 
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choices and, finally, a resolution. But in cinema the exigence is not just for the 
characters; it also works upon the audience to draw them into the narrative and invest 
in the characters — and also in any argumentive stance developed in the film. 
 
Although Rushton is critical of psychoanalytical film theory (especially the work of 
Zizek) for its part in the political modernism he rejects, nonetheless it is difficult to 
understand the ways movies work without inciting and sustaining the desire of the 
spectator. For psychoanalytic theory, desire describes the unconscious motivation that 
propels subjects from object to object in search of a satisfaction that constantly evades 
it. Importantly, desire is not a conscious awareness of need or a want but something 
obscene that is refused to consciousness. Thus we cannot be aware of what motivates 
us unconsciously, though we may feel its force indirectly. Desire emerges as an 
underlying urge for an enigmatic ‘something’ of which we find traces in the objects 
we come across, but which never truly appears. While many things give us pleasure 
— a passing gratification that is acceptable to society — our desire is, at its root, a 
drive to something beyond mere pleasure. This is what Lacan called jouissance or 
‘enjoyment’ — an alluring promise of self-obliteration that excites and frightens us at 
the same time. We can never achieve this (not without destroying ourselves) but are 
attracted to it nonetheless. Indeed, the pursuit of our desire is itself satisfying, 
precisely because it sustains us in a condition of anticipation. 
 
For Todd McGowan (2007), it is the arousal and sustenance of this desire that attracts 
people to films. Like Freud’s view of dreams, he argues that films arouse our desire 
not by giving us what we want but, rather, by constantly creating obstacles to its 
realisation. Our desire only exists as unrealised longings, not as actual achievements. 
Thus both dreams and films dwell primarily on the failure to achieve fulfilment; they 
invest in the obstacles and thereby satisfy desire simply as desire. What this suggests 
is that the argumentative presentation that Rushton endorses emerges only by 
recruiting spectators through the activation and sustenance of their desire. The 
exigence that drives a film to resolution works not simply by presenting a fictional 
case but by constantly making spectators invest in the need for a case to be made.  
 
How does this work? For McGowan, we can think of the subjective attraction of 
cinema in terms of what Lacan called ‘the gaze’. In film theory the gaze is often 
mistakenly associated with the spectator’s view of a movie. Like Rushton, McGowan 
is critical of the claim in film theory that the viewer is promised some kind of illusory 
visual mastery. Often this claim was made by way of psychoanalytic theory, relying 
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on Lacan’s idea of the imaginary as a false sense of wholeness that conjoins the 
viewer to bourgeois ideology. But for McGowan, this argument fundamentally 
misunderstood Lacan’s theory of the gaze, which is not about the viewer’s subjective 
mastery but, rather, about its submission.  
 
The gaze in Lacan refers not to what the spectator sees but, instead, to something the 
spectator feels is watching it. It is not a subjective look but an objective experience of 
being looked at from somewhere in the film. That is to say, the spectator is drawn to 
the film by way of something that it cannot see, some indeterminate presence that 
distorts its view of what it can see, and makes it ask what it wants. The gaze in 
Lacan’s work is an example of what he calls the ‘objet petit a’, a dimension of the 
Real — that is the unsymbolisable bodily excess refused access to consciousness — 
that arouses the desire of the subject, something that seems to be in the image but 
cannot be positively identified. The objet a names that aspect of the Other (any point 
of reference in the symbolic world) that evades our grasp but seems to call up our 
desire — like the qualities of national identity in social traditions, the ineffable 
‘adorable’ quality in a loved one, or the intense promise of fulfilment offered by 
riches. It is that indeterminate quality that is in an object more than the object itself — 
what gives ordinary objects an appeal of visceral intensity beyond their symbolic 
meanings. The gaze names the peculiarly visual form of this dimension, one that 
incites our desire, even though (and possibly because) it cannot actually be seen. For 
Lacan, the objet a stands for the prospect of enjoyment that evades our grasp. We are 
drawn to it because we unconsciously feel we lack it and that if we can have it, or 
know what it is, we might enjoy it too. This, however, is not a promise of mastery but 
an invitation to submission, to surrender ourselves to something more than us.  
 
In McGowan’s argument, it is this lure of enjoyment that pulls us in to film. Because 
they can show us more than ordinary reality, that is, they can take us into parts of the 
world that we normally cannot see, films promise visual insights into the secret 
working of things. The gaze is deployed in movies to arouse our desire by presenting 
a visual uncertainty around which characters and plots develop. It is the attacker we 
cannot see directly, it is the monster that has no proper form, it is the enemy whose 
purposes we don’t yet realise, and so on. In each case it is what we cannot see in the 
image, which stains its ordinary simplicity, that raises our investment in it. And that 
investment revolves around the unconscious question of what the character, the 
enemy, the monster and so on ‘enjoys’. The cinematic gaze is organised around the 
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possible revelation of secret enjoyment. Which is why films hold off for sometime 
answering this question so that desire can be recruited into the narrative.  
 
Now films rarely work by sustaining the gaze throughout the narrative: the film 
eventually offers answers to the question raised by its distortion. For McGowan, this 
is where desire meets fantasy. For it is fantasy, in the Lacanian sense of the term, that 
offers an answer to the question of the gaze. Fantasy depicts a scenario in which we 
come to know the source of the distorting gaze and the nature of its enjoyment such 
that the ultimate object of desire can be found. In real politics, fantasy involves 
locating the true object that is enjoyed against our will (the foreigner, the greedy 
banker, the heartless and self-interested bourgeoisie). The obstacles to our desires turn 
out not to be intrinsic to subjectivity itself but actually, empirically resolvable, once 
we unmask the secret enjoyment of our adversary. In film, fantasy is similarly the 
presentation of a scenario in which the enigmatic lure of the Other’s enjoyment is 
finally resolved by overcoming empirical obstacles — it’s finding romance by 
realising one’s own secret love, defeating the enemy by discovering the object it 
really wants, killing the monster by working out its intrinsic weakness. Having 
discovered the actual nature of the Other’s obscure enjoyment, its subversive 
attraction as an unknowable dimension dissipates, desire recedes, and a pleasurable 
outcome is acheived as reality and normality (the symbolic order) are allowed to 
return.  
 
For McGowan, it is the articulation of the gaze with fantasy that is important in 
distinguishing the different ways that films operate. There are various ways that our 
desire can be recruited and aligned (or not) to fantasy. McGowan identifies four: the 
gaze might be deployed to disrupt known fantasy scenarios, revealing that ‘reality’ is 
itself founded upon excessive enjoyment; sometimes, films sustain the gaze as an 
uncertainty that haunts the story but refuses easy resolution; or, as is most common, 
films deploy the gaze only to resolve it all into restoring the fantasy of a harmonious 
reality; finally, films might refuse fantasy altogether and simply sustain a gaze 
without any clear fantasmatic alignment. The true politics of film, he argues, lies not 
in the fantasy of the resolution itself but how the fantasy relates to the gaze.  
 
This politics lies not so much in the subjectivity that is promoted in the film’s 
argumentative stance, as Rushton suggests, but the manner in which the film relates 
that subjectivity to a gaze that threatens to dissolve it. Because the gaze allows us to 
see through the symbolic figuration of reality and identify the underlying motivations 
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of the Other, it therefore permits us to take up different stance towards the reality that 
is restored, which might be more or less critical or supportive. It is not, then, simply a 
form of subjectivity that is taken up through film, but an attitude towards that 
subjectivity. And, frequently, it is this attitude that is announced by the rhetorical 
moment. 
 
4. Watching the Leader Speak: Darkest Hour and Churchill  
 
I want to explore this relation between the gaze, fantasy and rhetoric briefly in 
relation to two recent films exploring the war leadership of Winston 
Churchill: Darkest Hour (2017, dir. Joe Wright) and Churchill (2017, dir. Jonathan 
Teplitzky). Each film depicts brief but decisive moments of Churchill’s premiership 
during the Second World War: Darkest Hour focuses on his arrival as Prime Minister 
in May 1940 and Churchill on his role in the decision to launch Operation Overlord in 
June 1944. Each is therefore concerned with his leadership at key moments in the war 
effort; and each deploys Churchill's famous, defiant speeches as emblems of his 
leadership qualities. However, whereas Darkest Hour employs the cinematic gaze 
only to resolve it in a classic fantasy of heroism, Churchill presents a more 
ambivalent case by sustaining the gaze, so displacing (if not entirely dispensing with) 
the fantasy narrative. 
 
It is clear why Churchill might be an appealing figure for dramatic treatment in 
cinema. His war time leadership was arguably decisive in resisting the advance of 
Nazism across Europe and his speeches have become definitive statements of moral 
defiance in the face of fascist threat. Churchill’s intransigent spirit on this occasion, 
his distinctive gruff voice and widely recognised image as a stocky, cigar smoking, 
victory-v waving figure have been iconic in the post-war world. In many ways, 
Churchill has become a cultural motif of sovereignty in the UK, projecting an island 
mentality and invincible faith in the autonomy and security of the British union. This 
cultural appropriation is, not surprisingly, somewhat at odds with the known facts. 
Churchill was widely held in suspicion by his party colleagues (he was once a liberal 
and was part American), his speeches were not uniformly or universally admired at 
the time (see Toye, 2013), and after the war he supported the end of the British 
Empire and the pooling of sovereignty in the emerging European community. 
Nonetheless, for all its distortions the cultural imagination has made the figure of 
Winston Churchill a constant point of reference for fantasies of leadership and 
determined national spirit. 
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Churchill’s place as an imaginary figure of authority readily lends itself to dramatic 
treatment. His speeches, in particular, help tell a wartime story of noble resistance, 
national gravity, and solemn duty. But all the actual fighting was done by others and 
elsewhere. His speeches might serve as a useful narrative overlay on images of 
combat, but what can they tell us of Churchill? What is interesting about these films is 
that they employ his speeches and his fame as a rouser of other people’s emotions as 
part of a story about the man himself and his own struggles to become the leader we 
have since taken him to be. Because cinema’s gaze allows us to look ‘behind the 
scenes’, to see the truth behind the fantasy, the focus of the two films is on revealing 
how Churchill comes to take up the subjectivity of leadership. These are not biopics 
telling us a story on the grand scale about Churchill's life and career, but snapshots in 
timelines with which we often presume ourselves familiar. We know Churchill was a 
great leader but how did he get to be so? Where, in the jeopardy of wartime 
government, did he find the qualities to stamp his own mark on events? In short, what 
was the nature of Churchill’s secret enjoyment and how did he find it? Both films 
deploy the gaze to ask this question of his leadership role and both rely on fantasy to 
answer it, though perhaps in different ways. 
 
Darkest Hour deploys its gaze around the question of Churchill’s leadership in the 
first, uncertain steps of the war. It constructs this question through his relationship to 
other members of his war cabinet (notably Lord Halifax and Joseph Chamberlain) and 
their preferred option of opening negotiations with the advancing Nazis, rather than 
confronting them. The film dwells on the obstacles these figures present to 
Churchill’s determination to resist Nazism. It allows us to see the secret doubts that 
many had about Churchill’s capacity to lead effectively: he is distrusted by eminent 
Conservatives, the King, the House of Commons, and ultimately by himself. 
Churchill’s American family, his readiness to cross the benches from the Liberals, 
and his past inglorious history in the Gallipoli campaign in World War One are all 
given as evidence of uncertainty about his general character. Indeed, it is this narrow, 
elite frame of reference that helps focus the gaze on what it is that motivates Churchill 
as a political leader. We are constantly in doubt as to the source of his inspiration, a 
doubt that is frequently depicted by the presence of sharp, blinding beams of light 
through curtains and in the Commons chamber that Churchill constantly evades. The 
light gestures a threatening encounter with the Real, a laser-like shaft that plunges 
everything around it into dark and obliterates the clarity of vision. Much of the film’s 
dialogue and movement therefore occurs in the semi-darkness of enclosed rooms and 
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halls, bunkers and tube train tunnels — all markers of the isolation and labyrinthine 
confusion of political decision-making in war time circumstances. This visual 
blockage is an instance of the objet petit a — the ‘blind spot’ in our vision that 
distorts our view of Churchill as a leader by simply withdrawing him from clear view. 
This lack of clarity is reinforced by Churchill’s own statements about not knowing his 
own mind, how ‘the right words won’t come’. 
 
But Churchill eventually overcomes his self-doubt. We finally get to a fantasmatic 
resolution that permits us to discover Churchill’s true enjoyment. In a series of 
meetings, first with the King (who tells him to go to ‘the people’) and secondly, in a 
most improbable sequence, with ordinary Londoners in the underground tube train, 
where Churchill learns of the true determination and steadfast spirit of resistance of 
normal citizens. Asking the people for their views on whether or not to negotiate with 
Hitler, they respond with assertions of ‘never’! Churchill appears to find the mettle he 
was looking for and, with renewed resolve gained from conversation with the King 
and the people, he makes a statement to the Commons, declaring that ‘we will fight 
them on the beaches’. The cinematic gaze is thus resolved by the heroic figure 
stepping in to the light to deliver the declaration of defiance at the dispatch box for 
which he subsequently became famous. The Commons roars its approval and even the 
Conservative benches rally to Churchill’s speech.  
 
Churchill, on the other hand, takes its point of departure not from the arrival on the 
scene of our hero but from his increasingly diminished status as the war approaches 
its final, decisive stages. The Churchill depicted in this independent film is similarly 
required to make a decision, yet now he is not about to come into the light but, rather, 
to stand on the margins. Indeed the motif of beaches is employed throughout the film 
as a signal of his tragic marginality. The war effort is at this point dominated by the 
US, the ‘war in the sky’ has been won, and the allies are readying for the final, 
destructive confrontations on land. Churchill struggles in this film not to find a way to 
lead but, instead, to commit himself to a way to end the war. The explicit obstacles 
depicted in the movie are with the military commanders — led by the US Marshall 
Eisenhower — rather than political opponents. But Churchill’s indecision this time 
revolves around his personal struggles in accepting the necessity of the land war; he is 
haunted by the memory of World War One and the tremendous loss of life in the 
Gallipoli campaign. The imagery of blood in the tide water, the battlefield scene in his 
mind, his frequent references to the lives lost thirty years before, his lingering refusal 
to accept the decision-making of the military, and his eventual bout of depression, 
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make Churchill seem a figure lost in his past. Tormented by the memory of ‘so much 
waste’ he is unable to find the spirit to commit himself to a new confrontation. 
 
The gaze in this account is more a psychological one than in Darkest Hour. Unlike 
the darkness of the latter, Churchill is often bathed in light. Many scenes are shot 
outside in the bright countryside. Whereas the Churchill of Darkest Hour is an 
appealing, soft-skinned and round faced man (played by Gary Oldman, who won a 
Best Actor Oscar), that of Churchill (played by Brian Cox) is an exhausted, frail and 
corpulent figure. His attire often marks him out as a man of the last century 
(especially the opening scenes where he dresses to meet the military commanders). 
Churchill’s reputation as a rousing speaker of the past is frequently mentioned with 
some irony; his current abilities dismissed by military figures as ‘doubt, dithering and 
treachery’. His hastily agreed plans for leading the D-Day landings in a separate ship 
alongside the King are ill thought-through signs of desperation. This forlorn figure is 
not the emergent saviour of Darkest Hour but a man in decline who has lost his 
capacity for incisive judgement and cannot act ‘like a hero’, as his wife Clemmy 
exhorts. In this account the gaze works not to invite a fantasy resolution but to 
undermine the fantasy of the great leader. Our view of the hero is not characterised by 
darkness so much as excess — we see too much of Churchill lost in bleak thoughts, 
barking furiously when he cannot focus, recalling the past, repeating his fears and 
refusals, and eventually prostrate on his bed unable to communicate. These images 
contrast with the heroic, chiselled featured and uniformed figures of military 
command with whom he clashes. This Churchill cannot find the source of his psychic 
enjoyment and the length of his indecision threatens to make the film a rather 
frustrating affair. 
 
But, once more, the fantasy is eventually restored, at least partially. Once again, 
Churchill’s mettle is recovered following a conversation with the King and, this time, 
a moment of revelation from his female secretary. The King reminds him of the 
necessity simply to ‘exist’ rather than seek a ‘thrill’. And his secretary reminds him of 
his public image as ‘the bravest man in history’ and her wish to believe in a future. 
Churchill’s job, she reminds him, is to give people like her some ‘hope’. These 
sympathetic urgings lift Churchill from his dark mood and bring him to rediscover his 
sense of duty, whatever the cost. He then sets off to write his speech for radio 
broadcast, which he delivers with confidence, saying ‘We shall never surrender. I 
shall never surrender ...’. The heroic image seems restored but, in the silent moments 
following his broadcast, Churchill sips his whisky and gestures his pleasure as if to 



 13 

suggest he enjoys a reward for his performance. This implies a certain gap between 
the actual figure and the fantasy orator that the narrative refuses to resolve, permitting 
us to see in this moment of secret enjoyment how Churchill does not quite coincide 
with his image as the heroic war leader. 
 
Both films, then, deploy the gaze to open up the question of the leader’s enjoyment, 
thereby activating the audience’s desire and thus its investment in the narrative. Both 
also offer an answer to this question in the form of fantasmatic resolution expressed, 
in this instance, as Churchill ‘finding his voice’ so that he can occupy the place of the 
authorial father figure with conviction. These are not unfamiliar steps in historical 
dramas — a similar problem of a leader without a voice is found, for example, in The 
King’s Speech. In the two films examined, the great oratorical moment is a 
demonstration of the personal victory of the hero over his opponents and, of course, 
his own demons. The final speeches herald the coincidence of Churchill with himself: 
in Rushton’s terms, he has demonstrated that he has become a subject (though not in 
the ‘democratic’ sense that Rushton explores). But if the eventual achievement of 
Churchill’s subjectivity is the final reward of each film, the audience’s pleasure 
arguably derives from its blockage rather than its realisation. The set-piece oratory we 
actually see is the signal that the drama — and hence our investment — is over. 
 
But if the general components of the films are similar, the manner in which the gaze 
works in each film is different. Darkest Hour has us believe that Churchill’s obstacles 
are largely political and he needs to find a new source for his conviction, which he 
discovers in the ordinary people. Churchill, by contrast, plays on Churchill’s 
obsolescence and his need to simply to offer ‘hope’ by taking up his ‘duty’. The 
closing images of his radio broadcast and the final shots of him on the beach raising 
(and losing) his hat to those fighting across the Channel suggest that the fantasy of the 
war leader is precisely that. Thus Darkest Hour neutralises the gaze by giving us back 
the fantasy of the leader and Churchill deploys the gaze so as to question, if only in 
part, that image. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Film enables us to understand how rhetorical speech relates to desire. The Lacanian 
theory of the gaze — the deployment of a distortion in the visual field that attracts our 
interest in the Other’s enjoyment — permits us to conceive rhetorical moments as 
elements of a cinematic politics of activating desire and relating it anew to the 
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fantasies that support our perception of symbolic reality. Importantly, desire and 
fantasy are not the same thing: desire is the manifestation of a libidinal urge towards 
enjoyment opened up by a disruption in the symbolic order; fantasy is a way of 
organising that desire and investing it in particular objects (such as individual 
figures). The incitement of desire need not be uncritical of fantasy nor entirely a 
means to support ideology. Instead, it invites spectators to raise the question of what, 
if anything, gives consistency to reality and the authority it claims to have. In this 
way, the activation of desire momentarily dislodges our acceptance of authority and 
its fantasmatic support, thus offering an opportunity to alter our attitude towards it. In 
film, the rhetorical moment may work in a number of ways in this process: to activate 
desire, to question fantasy or to reinvest it. In the two Churchill movies examined, it 
serves to restore to us the fantasy figure we already think we know — but not without 
a significant difference in how we relate to the fantasy supporting that figure. 
 
Normal political speech is not the same as the cinematic variety. As part of the routine 
exchanges and rituals of public culture, it tends to presuppose the solidity of the 
symbolic order with which it engages. But we might say that it shares a similar 
interest in sustaining, refiguring, or revitalising the public’s libidinal connection to 
that order. To do this, political rhetoric must on occasion incite our desire by drawing 
attention to threatened or actual disruptions to social reality. In that respect. Much 
political rhetoric is largely visual in character, alerting us to the distorting presence of 
stains on the horizon. Political speeches rely substantially on scandal, crisis, or 
corruption to capture our attention and activate our desire for resolution. While this 
resolution may come in the form of an alternative ideological fantasy incarnated in a 
new policy, a different leadership or a new society altogether, the root of our 
investment lies primarily in the presence of an obstacle that raises the question of 
what the Other enjoys. The political stain is a visual marker of, perhaps, the obscene 
pleasure the Other takes in betraying its role at our expense or, alternatively, at the 
kindly good will or authentic connection to the people that we somehow failed to see 
all along. 
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