
Reflections on What Might Be
“Revolt, yes, if revolt is understood as the 
demand of a turning point where time 
changes, where the extreme of patience 
is linked in a relation with the extreme of 
responsibility.”
- Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster

A well-known slogan from 1968 ran, 
“Be Realistic: Demand the Impossible.” The 
slogan is highly relevant to our current 
conjuncture, where the relation of the triad 
‘realism, demands and impossibility’ has 
become a focal question for the Occupy 
Movement. On the one hand, the Movement 
is faced with calls to specify our aims, make 
concrete demands and occupy only until such 
a moment as those demands are met. On the 
other hand is the position that we should 
hold out to see what this movement becomes. 
In other words, the demand is simply that 
people come and take their place against 
unequal systems of distribution and decision-
making. 

In both cases, it is precisely the 
impossible that is being demanded: that 
99% of the world stop what they are 
doing, refuse to allow a system to speak 
for them, and occupy spaces until lasting 
changes are made. There are two ways to 
understand the realism of this demand. 
This impossibility first becomes realistic 
in a linguistic register. That is, we are 
realistic here so long as “stopping” is 
understood as a fundamental change in 
the situation, not as literal cessation. We 
are approaching this crossroads where 
we must at once continue the stopping, 

continue to be patient for others to join, while 
at the same time calling on everyone – even 
the 1%! – to be responsible, to make changes. 
The 99 vs. 1 must become 100 together. That 
is impossible, but it is only so today.

Hence, second, the impossibility 
becomes realistic in a temporal register. 
Because something cannot happen today, 
it is impossible. But our realism resides in 
the fact that we know that it can come to 
pass tomorrow, that time itself can change. 
What is impossible today – that the war 
should end – is possible tomorrow. What 
is unheard of today – that there should be 
health care for all – is a fact tomorrow. What 
we can hardly imagine today – that social 
equality and economic equality will be the 
foundation of our society – is the only thing 
that structures our lives tomorrow. That we 
will not succeed in an instant is not a failure, 
it is the condition by which we mark our 
approximation to the truth of equality.

Our time will change only so long as 
we heed this double injunction to patience 
and responsibility. The slogan of 2011 began 
in Tunisia: “The people demand the end of 
the regime.” The focused goal in Tunisia, in 
Egypt, later became the demands for the end 
of austerity measures in Greece. It mutated 
slightly in Palestine: “The people demand the 
end of the division.” In Spain “the indignant” 
had a banner at the front of their march to 
Brussels, “We are going slowly because we 
are going far.” In each instance, the balance 
is struck between patience and responsibility. 
Slowly, yet far. We will be here until the 
oppression ends. This balance in the Occupy 
Movement has been pushed to the extremes 
– our patience is indefinite, our demands are
infinite.

The responsibility remains with us, 
to form the movement into a political force. 
We must unveil the impossible as illusion, 
we must show its reality over time. There 

is no purity of the movement that will 
be sullied by engaging with systems 
of power. There is only a force of the 
movement that must exercise its power 
over power. Demand the impossible: 
demand that you will not be corrupted by 
power, by bribes, by greed. Demand the 
tenacity to equality that has brought you 
the streets. Demand that this movement 
will not rise up and then fade silently. 
Demand actual, specific changes for which 
you will be responsible, for which you will be 
patient enough to see them to their end. 

by Avi Alpert

glimpses the fragile, fraudulent edifice of 
human meaning in general. He peers into the 
void and realizes the darkness in his own heart, 
and it leads him to question the seemingly 
arbitrary construct of human morality. But 
then, at the depths of his turmoil, after 
betraying the trust of his younger brother, 
Jack senses that his love for his brother is 
more powerful than all of his dark desires and 
destructive impulses. Essentially, he realizes 
that love, whatever it’s source and purpose 
(Darwin? Freud? God?), is the only sustainable 
form of meaning. This realization enables him 
to reintegrate into his family and to affirm a 
meaningful existence. A similar arc is also 
traced in the father character during this 
section.

Needless to say, this is not an easy 
process to communicate, and Malick does it 
with extraordinary complexity and nuance. 
But then right after he has accomplished this 
he adds an unnecessary, unmotivated voice-
over from the mother that explicitly states 
what he has just so subtly dramatized (“Unless 
you love, your life will flash by”). And then 
Malick underlines the point further with the 
concluding fantasy sequence, which has to 
rank among the worst endings in the history 
of the cinema, an interminable eruption of 
insipid, sentimental kitsch that attempts, 
against all good judgment, to portray this 

realm of love that Jack glimpsed as a child and 
then (presumably) lost touch with after the 
death of his younger brother. In a sequence 
filled with beatific New-Age dream imagery, 
Malick symbolically illustrates the decision 
to affirm the fragile transcendent meaning 
founded on love by having adult-Jack walk 
through an empty doorframe in the desert 
and then find himself on a heavenly beach 
surrounded by the people that populated his 
childhood. 

This sequence reminds us that, for all 
his philosophic inclinations, Malick’s most 
prominent gifts have always been rooted in 
filming real locations, natural light, concrete 
situations, inexperienced young actors, 
haphazard naturalistic dialogue, etc. His talent 
is for uncovering uncanny and sublime poetry 
within existing reality, and he’s at his worst 
when he veers away from the actual world 
and attempts to construct more subjective 
or phantasmagorical images from scratch. 
This was apparent in The Thin Red Line’s 
sentimental flashbacks to the soldier’s wife, 
and it tainted the entirety of The New World, 
which was poised uncomfortably (and worse, 
uninterestingly) between fable and history. The 
birth of the cosmos sequence in Tree of Life 
probably represents Malick’s most successful 
foray into abstraction, but perhaps this is 
because the sequence is still grounded in a 

kind scientific objectivism. Even before arriving 
at the disastrous concluding sequence, The 
Tree of Life already contains several misguided 
attempts at symbolic, poetic imagery (the 
underwater house, the mother as Sleeping 
Beauty, etc).

While The Tree of Life has been the 
subject of some hyperbolic critical praise, it has 
also been savaged in other quarters. Most of 
the criticism revolves around complaints about 
a supposedly incoherent structure, the absence 
of any conventional narrative, over-indulgent 
ponderousness, etc. In and of themselves, I 
don’t think any of these criticism really apply. 
These critics seem to be objecting to the type 
of film Malick is attempting to make. But, of 
course, there are many examples of filmmakers 
who successfully utilize, subvert, or jettison 
narrative conventions in order to create more 
abstract, poetic images through which they can 
pursue philosophic explorations more directly 
(Jean-Luc Godard, Chris Marker, Straub-
Huillet, etc). In The Tree of Life, the problem 
is simply that Malick’s images fall short of his 
ideas.
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