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ABSTRACT

Observing the role of design in cinema often
leads to the study of the technical activities of
film production. However, this role also occurs
through the discursive aspects of the film's
visuality. In this sense, this article aims to
analyze how design plays a role in the film
Nomadland (Choé Zhao, 2020). To this end, the
method of close reading and an instrument

that observed the film from three lenses were
used: social horizon, figural action, and
discursive field. Finally, the information
obtained was addressed to three ethical and
political questions to debate the film's visuality.
As a result, it is highlighted that Nomadland
establishes a portrait of North American labor
relations in the neoliberal context.
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Introduction

Films are made from a myriad of disciplines and practices that combine
knowledge related to the prefiguration of concepts in audiovisual artifacts. More
recently, the study of these artifacts has begun to be analyzed from the perspective of the
visualities that form visual culture. This perspective does not isolate artifacts to the
discipline that produces them and the techniques that delimit a given media or activity,
but also encompasses the discursive interrelationship of practices with the regimes that
act through artifacts in society. Since, based on the discourses they propagate, the
stories, sounds and images that are shown in movie theaters, on television through
streaming services, in digital games and on the internet, provide meaning to the
relationship between human beings and the world. This context can be understood as a
type of education, as it promotes reflections that contribute to the subjective formation
of individuals (Almeida, 2014).

! Meneses (2003) explains that the study of visualities went through three stages that can be
summarized as (1) the study of images, characterized by the study of technique from the 16th to
the 19th centuries, which was crystallized by disciplines such as art history; and (2) the study of the
social dimension of the image at the beginning of the 20th century, a period in which art hlstori
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In the specific case of the relationship between design and cinema, much of the
literature on the subject focuses on the technical and management activities that design
has been performing within the industrial order of film production — such as production
design, art direction, set design, costume and character design, and the development of
sequential drawings that anticipate camera positions and the editing of the film before it
is shot — known as storyboards. All of these activities are extremely important in the
development of a film, however, the technical-scientific focus that generally
accompanies them ends up distancing design from the ethical-political responsibility
inherent in the visualities that it produces and circulates in society. This happens because
much of the theoretical body of design comes from schools such as Bauhaus and Ulm
(Hochschule fir Gestaltung Ulm), which crystallized in the field a techno-scientific
orientation based on theories of form and communication that marked the beginning of
the 20th century?

Under a broader framework, Souza and Laura (2021) research the relationship
between design and cinema from the approaches of critical and speculative design
(Dunne & Raby, 2013). For the authors, since the film designer creates fictional artifacts
that enable entry into narrative worlds, the film can be understood as a speculative
design that propagates, through its discourse, a set of ideals linked to a certain
imaginary. From the same point of view, the work of Fry (2009), which analyzes the theme
through the concept of design fiction, where it critically observes how the products and
systems that design creates prefigure the future of society. The author presents design
from two perspectives, one linear and one relational. In this sense, design is linear when it
operates within an industrial production line — as a tool within a commercial structure.
And relational when it observes the effects that this linear action can have on society.

Given the above, this article aimed to analyze how does design act through film
Nomadland (Choé Zhao, 2020). To this end, the method of attentive reading was used,
and the film was observed from an analysis instrument that consists of three lenses: social

horizon, figural action and discursive field. Finally, the information obtained through

came closer to disciplines such as anthropology and sociology. It aimed to include photography
and cinema in the study of images, with the aim of observing their effects on society. Finally, from
the mid-20th century onwards, analyses expanded to (3) the study of the regimes surrounding
images, which also allowed us to consider the power relations that circumscribe and maintain the
meanings given to images in societies. With this expansion, this field of study currently began to
use the more comprehensive term of visualities, to account for the multiplicity of artifacts
researched.

?In this sense see Design e narrativa visual na linguagem cinematografica (Machado, 2009), and A
imagem cinematografica: convergéncia entre design e cinema (Bungarten, 2013).
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these lenses was addressed to three ethical and political questions that allowed us to

debate the visuality that the film establishes and maintains in society.

Analysis methodology

The film analysis instrument used in this article follows the method called close
reading, as it has been used in film studies by Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum (2011)3. The
method consists of observing a film multiple times, each time using a different analytical
lens, which focuses on a different aspect. The lenses that make up the instrument were
adapted from media studies in Kellner (2001), and derive from the concepts of social
horizon, figural action, and discursive field*.

The social horizon refers to the historical and social aspects that accompany the
cultural imaginary of a film, and are observed through three categories: production,
period, and reception. These categories can be analyzed by consulting newspaper
articles, interviews, box office and sales of products related to the production, and
criticism and praise that the film received during its release, from political groups in
power and opposition (Kellner, 2001). It is important to say that the analysis of the social
horizon does not necessarily need to lead to an original contribution in relation to what
has already been said about the film. What we are seeking at this point is to contextualize
the film within the historical-social aspects in which it is inserted.

Figural action is understood as the form of the film, which concerns the space
where the representation takes place. To observe this space, this research uses the
categories proposed by Mauad (2005). These are the frame space, which refers to the
limits of the two-dimensional image, the geographic space, which refers to the location
where the image was created, the figurative and object space, which concerns the actors
and objects on the scene, and finally, the space-time category, which refers to the

movement of the camera and the editing, fundamental elements of cinema®.

3 Close reading is a method of analysis that comes from literary theory and has been adapted to
analyze other media, such as photography, film, and digital games. Close reading is a detailed
examination that deconstructs an artifact using different lenses that allow it to be observed from
multiple perspectives, which can lead to new possibilities for interpretation. Bizzocchi and
Tanenbaum (2011) use this method to study cinema.

* In this sense, it is important to note that Kellner's analyses were carried out in the 1980s and are
similar to the perspective of British cultural studies, guided by the Birmingham Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies. Such studies introduced a multicultural approach to cultural
analyses that observes political conflicts from the perspective of class relations, gender, sexuality,
race, ethnicity, etc. This article made use of Kellner's studies, insofar as the concepts of social
horizon, figural action and discursive field allowed us to observe the labor relations that mark the

film Nomadland.
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The discursive field corresponds to the symbolic relationships that occur between
the observers and the film. These relationships promote processes of hermeneutic
interpretation that have formative potential. To observe such relationships, Almeida
(2014, 2017) proposes the categories cognitive, philosophical, existential,
anthropological, mythological, poetic, and aesthetic. It is not necessary that all categories
be found in the analysis of a given film. They serve only as a starting point, and generally
one or another category will be predominant, depending on the objectives of the
research.

After a pilot test of the instrument, a fourth stage was added to the lenses, which
consists of directing the information obtained by the lenses to three ethical-political
questions to debate the visuality that the film proposes. They are: (1) What imaginaries
predominate in the film? (2) What meanings do the imaginaries propose? (3) How does
the design act?

The theoretical basis for these questions followed the approach given by Bosi, in
the book ideologia e contraideologia (2010). In it, the author presents two categories that
can be used to represent the imaginary of political thought from the Renaissance to the
contemporary era: ideology and counter-ideology. Ideology can be understood as the
set of dominant ideals of a given historical period and counter-ideology, the direct
opposition to these ideals. A third category was added to them, whose focus followed the
work of Foucault (2002, 2004), which treats ideology and counter-ideology as regimes of
truth®. From this perspective, such regimes operate as techniques of domination that
surround subjects based on the practices and knowledge in which they are inserted. To
deal with this issue, the author proposed an ethics of the self, which consists of a constant
evaluation, carried out by subjects, in relation to the regimes that surround them, so that
they can construct their own political subjectivity. In this context, visualities can be
understood as participants in the construction and crystallization of such regimes. Each
of these categories was treated, in this article, as a specific imaginary. In effect, the
instrument allows us to observe the imaginaries in films — (1) ideology, (2) counter-
ideology and (3) regimes of truth. Table 1 presents the instrument and summarizes the

main concepts contained therein:

> Mauad's research focuses on photography, therefore, the space-time category was an
adaptation of the author's theoretical framework to account for the characteristics of time and
movement, which are specific to cinematographic film, the object of this article.

% Foucault's thought is aligned with a current known as post-structuralist that emerged in the
1960s and problematized some fundamental concepts of modern political thought. For example,
the concepts of ideology and counter-ideology (Foucault, 2002, 2004).
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Table 1
Film analysis tool

ANALYTICAL LENSES
Social horizon Period, production and reception

Figural action Framing, geographic, figurative and object, time

Cognitive, aesthetic, philosophical, existential, anthropological,
mythological, and poetic

Discursive field

Ethical-political issues

What imaginaries predominate in the film?
What meanings do the imaginaries propose?
How does the design act?

Source: prepared by the authors, 2023.

Nomadland movie analysis results

The film Nomadland, by Chloé Zhao, released in 2020, tells the story of Fern, a
middle-aged woman who is faced with the bankruptcy of the company she worked for,
and as a result, the closure of the industrial city in a rural area of Nevada, in the United
States, where she lived. After losing her job and her home, Fern realizes that her Social
Security plan, as the American pension system is known, is not enough for her to buy a
property in a conventional city. To find work, she sets out on a nomadic life across the

country in search of temporary jobs.

Social horizon

The premise behind the film reflects, at least in part, a period experienced in the
US between 2007 and 2009, which became known as the great economic recession of
2008’, in which some middle-aged Americans adopted a nomadic lifestyle, giving up
their homes and traveling around the country in search of temporary, often precarious,
and non-employable jobs, forming a subculture that became known as — modern
nomads. The fact was documented in the book Nomadland: Sobrevivendo a América no
Século XX (2021), originally released in 2017 by journalist Jessica Bruder. The author
became interested in the subject after reading about an Amazon program?® called

CamperForce, which offered seasonal jobs that were filled largely by workers who, like

" The Great Recession was a period of economic crisis that marked the first decade of the 2000s. Its
origins date back to the collapse of the North American real estate market, a fact known as the
subprime mortgage crisis (Borca Junior & Torres Filho, 2008).

¥ Amazon.com, Inc. is a North-American multinational corporation that operates in the e-

commerce and other technology-related sectors.
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Fern, were unable to retire or find traditional employment, leading them to adopt a
nomadic lifestyle, moving from job to job across the country. This was the trigger for an
investigation that showed that similar situations existed throughout the United States
(Nassif, 2021). Bruder spent six months living in a van and documenting the phenomenon
of nomadic Americans in the US. The book has won several awards® and Fox Searchlight
Pictures was interested in adapting it for the cinema in 2019.

In terms of production, the film version of Nomadland was directed by Chloé
Zhao, a Chinese-born American director who has gained recognition in the independent
film scene. The film cost around $5 million to make and grossed R$39.4 million at the
worldwide box office. It won 254 film awards between 2021 and 2022, including the
Oscars for best picture, best director, best actress, and was nominated for best adapted
screenplay, best editing, and best cinematography'. Bruder participated in the
production as a consulting producer and some of the nomads who inspired the book
acted in the film. In terms of reception, the use of the nomads — not actors — mentioned in
Brudel's book was seen positively, on the grounds that they brought veracity to the
subject matter addressed in the film (Rottenberg, 2021). Another topic that was
highlighted at the reception was the ideal of a free life that exists in modern American
nomadism. In an interview with the Los Angeles Times, nomad Swankie — who
participated in the film — describes how owning nothing but what you carry and
reducing the size of your properties does not mean that you are “suffering, starving, dirty,
eating poorly,” and reports that she feels “healthier now at 78 than | was at 40. | am [...]
lighter, completely free of all medications, and | have never been happier or more
financially secure” (Swankie apua Rottenberg, 2021). This same discourse appears in
advertisements for companies that hire nomadic workers, with slogans such as
“retirement has never been so much fun. [...] We are healthier than we have been in years”
(Bruder, 2021, p. 20).

The book, however, has a critical tone towards this ideal of nomadic freedom, as it
can hide difficulties. An article published in The Guardian reports that, at first, most of the
nomads mentioned in the book were “interested in fitting their lifestyle into the growing
rhetoric of the old west, [..] as [..] cowboys, pioneers. They spoke of freedom and
opportunity, individualism, and self-sufficiency.” (Brooks, 2021). However, a closer look at

the matter reveals that it was “lost jobs, ruinous divorces and foreclosed homes that put

? The book was a winner of Barnes & Noble's 27th Annual Discover Awards and a finalist for the
Helen Bernstein Book Award (Barnes & Noble, 2017; Glazer, 2018).

' Data obtained from the film's IMDB page. Available at https://www.imdb.com/title/tt9770150/,

accessed on February 7, 2023.
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them on the road” (Brooks, 2021). Which begs the question: “How successful is the
nomadic existence in the long run? Eventually you run out of gas, you run out of money.
Your health starts to suffer. You can’t work like you used to” (Brooks, 2021).

In another publication of The Guardian, Horton (2021) explains that behind this
rhetoric of freedom, there is a symptom of an economic model called the gig economy,
which can be translated as a job economy. In the thesis Empresariando a informalidade:
mercado de trabalho e carreira na gig economy (2020), Vaclavik explains that the term
gig comes from the music industry and refers to an employment relationship with the
characteristics of “simple and quick service, of little importance; occasional occupation or
service, of short duration and not regular; secondary work or employment [..] that
someone carries out in order to increase their income” (Vaclavik, 2020, p. 20). Taking on
seasonal jobs has always been a common practice for some labor categories to
supplement their income from conventional work. The new feature brought by the gig
economy, which has been institutionalized since the 1970s due to economic crises and
technological innovations, is the process of outsourcing the corporate workforce, the
adoption of new intermittent work regimes that refer to seasonal workforce contracts,
and finally, the mediation of labor relations through digital platforms. These aspects of
the gig economy are understood as a flexibilization of traditional labor relations. In other
words, instead of work with a fixed place and time, whose employer-employee
relationship is governed by labor laws, these new labor relations have flexible time and
place of execution, with intermittent contracts that do not characterize an employee-
employer relationship and relieve the employer of the costs required by labor laws. In this
category, the employee is treated as an independent contractor, usually a freelancer or
self-employed professional, and therefore assumes the responsibilities of his/her
practice, such as the acquisition of equipment to carry out the work, the payment of
taxes, health insurance, social security, etc. In this type of relationship, since there is
usually no employee-employer relationship, the laws that protect the rights of
employees generally do not keep up with the pace of technological innovation, which
leaves gaps for informality, insecurity, instability, and the loss of rights and benefits.
Finally, Vaclavik also reports that “although many authors consider labor flexibility” as an
“expression of modernity and a manifestation of the entrepreneurial capacity of
individuals, these forms, in general, mask situations of precariousness in life and work.”
(Vaclavik, 2020, p. 25). This is because it is not uncommon for the job offer by the
employer, especially in times of crisis, to imply terms that ultimately become compulsory.

In other words, they must be adhered to as a condition for the worker to carry out his/her
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work activity. Thus, the discourse of freedom and flexibility that exists in the ideal of the
nomadic life contains at least two facets. The first reveals that many of the people who
loved this lifestyle became nomads by adhesion, because they found themselves in a
dead end due to intermittent jobs with a salary that could not cover the rent and other
essential expenses for family, food, medicine, etc., or retired people with a pension
amount that also does not cover such costs. The drama of this situation reveals the failure
of the dream of part of the North American middle class who, through the crisis and age,
as in the case of Nomadland, did not find space and social support in 21st century
America. The second reveals the road as the idealization of life, health, and liberation
from a society that leads to depression and debt.

The film has received criticism for its ambiguous stance, whether for or against
the work relationships in which nomads find themselves. In an article published in Jovem
Pan, Petrucelli highlights Hollywood's problem in trying to make “cinema engaged,
pamphleteering and party politics”. For him, at first, “the film makes us want to believe
that Fern [...] is a victim of a society, led by a cruel and unjust type of government, which
does not give her opportunities”. However, as the film progresses, in the author's
opinion, “it becomes quite obvious [..] that it is just about choices; not about the
circumstances in which the character finds herself and much less about an imposition by
the system”. And he concludes that “in an attempt to [...] denounce a supposed inequality
in the face of the lethal villainy of a corporatist and capitalist world”, the film “ends up
only transforming a secular habit into an empty socioeconomic political discourse.”
(Petrucelli, 2021). However, reserving the issues presented in the film to the scope of free
choice when it comes to labor rights may be a simplified way of looking at the problem.
As a principle, labor rights seek to grant protection to the worker, who generally finds
himself in an “inferior position and financially dependent on the employer”, so that labor
law functions as a "tool to provide balance between the hired subject and the contractor”
(Oliveira, 2022).

Unlike the book, which is a strong critic of the business models that exploit the
nomadic workforce in the US, the film, in turn, does not take sides in this situation, which
makes its discourse ambiguous. Kermode, in an article for The Guardian, reports that the
film "avoids conflict in favor of a quiet humanity” and “fails to unearth hope from the
seething darkness of Amazon warehouses” (Kermode, 2021). Vanity Fair questioned the
Oscar for best picture, pointing out as controversial the stance of the Hollywood Film
Academy that, when consecrating productions, seems to do so based on ideological

merits as a kind of “character test of the film industry”, so that the film may have received
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its awards more for the fact that it was "directed by a Chinese woman, an immigrant [...]
who casts a loving and charming eye on the oppressed people who live on the margins.”
(Lawson, 2021), then for the critique that the minimalist lifestyle of modern nomads
directs at the American consumer structure. In the same vein, Vulture magazine reported
that the film “swaps Bruder's sharp indignation about capitalist exploitation for a
muddled message about individual freedom that downplays the real risks of temporary
work” and leaves out precisely what makes the discussion so urgent (Chan, 2021). Finally,
an article by Zizek published in Folha de Sdo Paulo reports that the film has a
"decaffeinated critical stance” and places itself alongside other “falsely progressive” films
that take a stand for a cause, "but deal with the subject in a way that neutralizes its critical
bias.” (Zizek, 2021). For him, although the film shows the poverty and difficult situations
faced by precarious workers, it seems to focus on the “modest happiness” that exists in
the lifestyle of nomads. So that “the subtitle of ‘'Nomadland’ could very well be”, for Zizek,

“enjoy your condition as a nomadic proletarian!” (Zizek, 2021).

Figural action

As figural action, the framing space in the Nomadland often shows wide shots of
landscapes where the characters and their vehicles, vans, pickup trucks, or recreational
vehicles, occupy a small part of the frame in relation to the sky and vegetation. In this
way, it creates an isolated and reduced aspect of these elements in relation to the nature
that surrounds them. The close-ups are reserved for dialogue and the camera is
positioned as if the observer were in the scene and observing it from a distance. The film
was shot in anamorphic format, that is, a format whose width is greater than the height,
and creates a visual aspect that is reminiscent of classic oil landscape paintings. Another
aspect that refers to landscape painting is the lighting of the scenes, almost always lit by
natural light. This type of lighting is known as naturalistic because the point of light is
usually the sun, or a campfire, or a lamp inside the vehicle, and so on.

In terms of geographic space, the film features national parks, deserts, roads, and
campgrounds. Nomadland was filmed in the western United States, specifically in the
states of Nevada, Nebraska, California, and South Dakota. In the latter, in a desert region
formed by erosion and rocky sedimentation, known as the Badlands (Medd, 2021). The
iconography of this region evokes North American western films, largely crystallized in

the cinematic imagination through the films of directors such as Edwin Porter, David W.
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Griffith, and John Ford™, starring actors such as William S. Hart, John Wayne, Tom Mix,
Roy Rogers. The genre, as Vugman explains (2006), helped portray the ideology that
accompanied North American colonization since 1903. In it, it is common to find
oppositions between culture versus nature, the individual versus the community, the city
versus the wild lands, the cowboy versus the Indian. From the 1940s onwards, the
metaphor that supports these oppositions was exhausted since the urban and industrial
North American scenario had already become hegemonic. In fact, the ideology was
updated, giving way to oppositions such as that of the solitary hero versus the corrupt,
capitalist city, largely explored by actors such as Clint Eastwood, in his partnership with
director Sergio Leoni, in the 1960s. Nomadland, however, causes a strangeness in the
iconography generally found in this genre, because, instead of the North American
cowboy, a young, solitary and free man who wanders through the desert on his horse,
what we see are middle-aged people who wander through the desert in their vans in
search of jobs and community ties so that they can defend themselves (Wilkinson, 2021).

In terms of figurative and object space, in Nomadland, objects are very important
to the characters, whether they are items they bring from their pre-nomadic lifestyle or
the repairs and decoration items they make to their vehicles for life on the road. Fern, for
example, has a set of plates that her father gave her when she graduated from high
school. This item reveals that she has some level of education, and yet she cannot find a
long term job. At one point in the film, her friend Dave drops these plates and breaks
them. Afterwards, Fern simply glues the pieces of the plates together, but does not get rid
of them, as they are an emotional link to her pre-nomadic past. Other important objects
are the vehicles used by the characters, which become the personal expression of the
nomads in the film. They contain flags and codes that must be known and respected in
the community. In one scene, after Fern's van stops working, she discovers that the
repairs will cost her almost four times more than the value of the vehicle. In this sense,
she reacts by explaining that her relationship with the van is priceless, because the van is
her home. As a figurative space, most of the people portrayed in the film are people over
sixty years old who deal with different situations of loss, health, employment, parents,
children, husband, and social life.

Finally, in terms of space-time, Nomadland is a film that offers, through its
editing, moments of pause during its narrative. The film has cuts that resemble a

documentary, especially when filming the testimonies of the nomads who participated in

In this sense, see productions such as 7he Great Train Robbery (Edwin Porter, 1903), America
(David W. Griffith, 1924) and Stagecoach (John Ford, 1939).
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the film. The editing often positions the observer inside Fern's vehicle, as if following the
journey through the North American West. Often, the camera moves away from the
dialogues and focuses on nature as if to say — look. The film was shot without a
storyboard plan; Richards, the director of photography and Chloé made a list of shots
and followed it as a filming script. Richards, in an interview published in Cine D, reports
that he found inspiration for moving the camera in video games that have an open world,
since in these games the camera is almost always continuous and seeks not to disrupt the
player's immersion in the world presented (Deikova, 2023)*. Furthermore, in Nomadland,
the camera movement has a conceptual effect. In the scenes where the nomads are in the
parks and on the roads, Richards opted for a continuous camera movement, that is, the
image is never fixed to increase the feeling of freedom sustained by the nomadic
discourse. When Fern spends a few days living in other people's houses, as in the case of
Dave and his sister, the camera becomes, for the most part, static as if it were a moment
of non-freedom. In this way, the camera in Nomadland serves as a metaphor for the
character's emotional state in relation to the situation she faces — just like the metaphor
of movement and freedom of the American cowboy — and corroborates the minimalist

discourse that the nomads attribute to their lifestyle (Deikova, 2023).

Discursive field

In relation to the discursive field, the aesthetic foundation appears right from the
start in Zhad's directorial choices. By framing the natural landscapes and vegetation in
long scenes, the montage offers pauses that propose reflections on the urban lifestyle
and the aesthetic, cognitive and existential relationships about life in society, work,
consumption, and the nomadic lifestyle with its minimalist proposal. In a post-modern
scenario, marked by the neoliberal economic system where consumption has become a
type of rule by which people give meaning to their existence (Groys, 2016), Minimalism
provides a contrary ideal, a type of opposition that resides in the adoption of a counter-
consumptionist life. It is important to emphasize that, as Figueiredo explains (2022), The
counter-consumption that exists in minimalism is not an opposition to capitalism, but
rather the adoption of a more conscious stance in relation to what is consumed.
According to the author, followers have generally gone through some kind of trauma

that made them rethink their relationship with consumption and that is why they chose

12 Open world games are a concept applied to digital design, which refers to an environment, a
world, that gives the player considerable freedom to come and go, and to achieve or not certain

objectives (Santos et al, 2020).
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the minimalist life. It is important to note that people who chose minimalism as a critique
of the "American dream” of consumption generally had the means to consume and, at a
certain point, chose not to do so. Therefore, it cannot be said that people who have never
had the means to consume are minimalists; in this case, they are people who simply do
not have such means (Figueiredo, 2022). In short, although minimalism is cited as an
ideology in Nomadland, it cannot be said that the American nomads portrayed in the film
are minimalists, since most of them adopted the lifestyle after the crisis, as they did not
have the necessary conditions to buy a new property. In this case, minimalism is
presented more as a discourse of acceptance, and this is reflected in the affirmation of
freedom and health as standards of a life against consumption. It is in these terms that
the existential foundation becomes apparent, since the discourse against consumption
becomes a way for these people to give meaning to the new social space they have come
to occupy after the crisis. Of course, not all nomads find themselves in this situation; after
the book and the film spread the minimalist ideology worldwide, sympathizers adopted
nomadism of their own free will, driven by the ideology proposed. In this sense,
Figueiredo explains that in postmodern society, feelings of stress, anxiety, exhaustion,
and lack of purpose become a shared feeling and the anti-consumption discourse
becomes seductive. In a scenario where people work hard to keep consuming, “who
wouldn't like to have more time to dedicate to what really matters?” (Figueiredo, 2022, p.
20). The answer to this question is a subjective question that each viewer is invited to
answer in Nomadland. Indeed, the pauses offered by the editing allow time for the
narrative to be filled with the desires and knowledge of each viewer.

Another important aspect of Nomadland's discursive field is the metaphor of the
road. In the film, the road becomes synonymous with freedom, not just a geographical
freedom, but a type of symbolic freedom in relation to a society that has become sick
with consumption. This scheme evokes a mythical space, generally found in the
discourses that accompanied the conquest of the American West, very present in
narratives of the Western genre. Xavier (2014) reports that in the conquest of the western
United States, an imaginary was constructed that not only explored the military conquest
of nature and material goods, but added to it a type of "nationalism of singularity of
character” that founded the notion of a new man, “able to overcome the “diseases of
civilization” that would have affected a Europe permeated by religious wars and
persecutions from which the Puritans fled towards the promised land” (Xavier, 2014, p.
172). The road as a promised land embodies a type of transcendent ideal and becomes

the path that connects the experience of life beyond poverty, illness, and death. The
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themes addressed in the American western film genre worked on this concept through
the notion of the frontier, a type of heroic subject who occupies the mythical space
because he possesses virtues that were lost with the constitution of the nation-state. In
this space, the frontier engenders in the pioneers — the myth of formation, and in the
cowboys — the myth of conquest.

The myth of formation is linked to the caravans that took on the mission of
colonizing the American West through agriculture, and the myth of conquest is based on
the premise of always moving forward to conquer new territories. In the formation of
North American society, these myths served to select the values needed to strengthen
the ideology of modern colonizers. As Xavier explains, it doesn't matter if the good guy is
a fugitive from prison, what matters is that he accepts the good principles of the social
pact. And if modern society proves corrupt, he retreats to an idealized nature where he
will live a simple but justified life. In this way, the metaphor of the road has the meaning
of knowing, exploring, and colonizing new territories, it is linked to the myths of
formation and conquest, because it means leaving a society that exists, and is corrupt,
towards an idealized one (Xavier, 2014).

Finally, the information obtained through the three analytical lenses was
addressed to the proposed ethical and political questions: (1) what imaginaries
predominate in the film? (2) what meanings do the imaginaries propose? And (3) how
does the design act? Based on the first two questions, it was clear that Nomadland's
discourse is polysemic. On the one hand, the film exalts the myths of the founding and
conquest that helped colonize the United States; on the other, it elaborates an
ambiguous critique of the North American consumer society. In effect, all imaginaries
were seen in the film, with ideology and counter-ideology being predominant.

The counter-ideological imaginary emerges when nomads recognize the
vulnerable situation in which they find themselves and the need to organize themselves
into a community. This is represented by the camps and bonds they build with other
nomads who are in the same situation because they do not have sufficient social security
and who have had to deal with the loss of health, property, loved ones, etc. The
recognition, bonds and organization indicate a type of attempt at unionization. In this
way, both the book and the film reveal a situation that has formed on the margins of
post-crisis North American society: the weakening of the counter-ideological imaginary

as an organized political and union force in the context of the neoliberal economy.
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Although Nomadland’s discourse highlights this issue through the idea of
counter-consumption, the film deals with it by celebrating the idealization of North
American myths under idealized notions of freedom and autonomy, which are
personified by the metaphor of the road. In this discourse, the ideological imaginary that
gave the subject the option of adopting a nomadic and minimalist lifestyle as a type of
free choice is maintained. However, upon closer inspection, one realizes that the nomads’
counter-consumptionist position may only be functioning as a support base in the
process of accepting the condition imposed by the context of the gig economy. Thus, the
ideological imaginary remains, even though the criticism is placed from a counter-
ideological point of view. Finally, it is in the idea of resistance that the third imaginary is
found — regimes of truth. By moving away from idealized notions, one realizes that the
lifestyle adopted by nomads is, therefore, an attempt to construct an ethic of self, in the
face of the power relations that have been established in some work practices in the
contemporary world. This is perhaps the discourse that inspires and proposes, albeit
ambiguously, a portrait of North American work relations in the neoliberal context.

Based on the analysis carried out, it was finally possible to answer question (3):
how does the design act? It was noted that design, and Nomadland, acts by prefiguring a
contemplative image of nature and creating purposeful pauses for subjects to reflect on
life and work relationships in contemporary society. In effect, design in Nomadland
creates a visuality that allows subjects to be affected and reflect on the themes addressed
there, which contributes to the formation of their political subjectivity. Table 2

summarizes the main results obtained in the analysis of the film.
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Table 2
Nomadland movie analysis results

NOMADLAND (CHLOE ZHAO, 2020)

Modern US nomadism post-2007-2009 crisis
Gig economy

Social horizon

Framing space: contemplative landscape and natural light
Geographic space: iconography of the American Western
Figurative and object space: attachment to the vans and the
objects inside them

Space-time: reflective pauses, camera as an emotional metaphor
for the character

Figural action

Aesthetic: montage with pauses for reflection

Cognitive: reflection on contemporary consumer life

Existential: minimalism as a way of giving meaning to the new
post-crisis social space

Philosophical: road as a metaphor for freedom lost in work
relations in the neoliberal context

Mythical: consumer society as a disease and the road as a search
for a promised land

Discursive field

ETHICAL-POLITICAL

What imaginaries
predominate in the
film?

ISSUES

All the imaginary appeared

Predominance of ideological and counter-ideological
imaginaries

What meanings do

Nomadism as a free choice

the imaginaries | Union weakening and membership nomadism
propose? Nomadism as an act of resistance in the neoliberal context
How does  the It prefigures a portrait of North American labor relations in the

neoliberal context, allowing subjects to reflect on life in

design act? .
contemporary society.

Source: prepared by the authors, 2024.

Final considerations

Based on the analysis carried out, it was clear that design plays a role in films far
beyond the technical-scientific space it has occupied in film production. Observing a film
focusing only on the aspects of its production, in the sense of listing a set of procedures,
techniques or stages of the construction and management of a film, which use design to

build sets, costumes and photography, would not capture all the possible performance of
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design in the context of the cinematic imaginary. Broadening the horizon of analysis
through the concepts of speculative design and design-fiction allowed the film to be
analyzed in a relational manner, also considering the discursive aspects that accompany
its visuality. The careful reading carried out with the help of analytical lenses allowed us
to collect information about the film from different perspectives. Finally, the three
ethical-political questions directed at the information obtained allowed us to debate the
visuality that the film produces and propagates. In Nomadland, by prefiguring a portrait
of North American labor relations in the neoliberal context, the design gave visibility to
an important issue that permeates contemporary Western societies. Such visuality allows
the subjects who watch the film to be affected and reflect on the themes addressed there,

which contributes to the formation of their political subjectivity.
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