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PRESENT A LECTURE BY
MATTHEW BACKES

“Seeds of Doubt:
American Paternity from John Quincy Adams to Science Fiction Film”
Abstract: There is perhaps no endeavor more definitively human than the attempt to leave something behind to shape the future. Yet neither has any endeavor been more vexed and volatile, especially in the modern era. To perpetuate oneself is to ensure one’s own obsolescence, equal parts self-aggrandizement and self-destruction. This paper explores paternal legacy as an American cultural problem at two critical junctures.  First, through an examination of one of the great dynastic families of the nineteenth century, the Adamses, the paper looks at the arrival of modernity’s full bloom and the deepening problem of paternal legacy in the post-Revolutionary era. Then the paper turns to our own times. If John Quincy Adams shows us a cultural knot being drawn tight, popular films of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries show us the unraveling. This paper considers two science fiction films—Blade Runner (1982) and Wall-E (2008)—as representative of two distinct stages in the coming of a postmodern, and posthuman, conception of paternal legacy.

Matthew Backes is an interdisciplinary scholar of American culture. He writes about and teaches classes on religion, popular culture, and the family. Hailing from New Jersey, Backes is currently a visiting professor of American Studies at Rutgers University. His first book, The Father, The Children, and the Middle Class, is forthcoming in 2010 from the University of Virginia Press. 
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