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Allergic to the Twentieth Century: Intentional Communities and Therapeutic Landscapes in 

The Village and Safe 

David Bell 

 

Opening Scenes 

 

An unnamed village in rural Pennsylvania, 1897. The funeral of a member of the village 

community, a young man, son of two of the Elders, founders of the community. The village 

is surrounded by woods that the villagers are forbidden from entering, as they contain 

mysterious, frightening creatures, known ďǇ ůŽĐĂůƐ ĂƐ TŚŽƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨ͘ OƚŚĞƌǁŝƐĞ͕ 

the village is a functional tight-knit community, vaguely Shaker-like in its appearance, with a 

small population headed by a group of Elders, their nominal leader being Edward Walker. 

 

San Fernando Valley, Los Angeles, 1987. Carol and Greg White, two well-to-do middle-class 

suburbanites, arrive at their new home. As Carol enters the large, plush interior, she 

sneezes. She is an affluent suburban homemaker going about her privileged daily life ʹ 

overseeing furniture deliveries, going to the gym, drifting through her home, having her hair 

done. But Carol begins to develop assorted symptoms of an undefined illness: one day, 

driving on the freeway, the traffic fumes around her cause her to break out into 

uncontrollable coughing. 

 

In this paper, I offer up an analysis of two films, The Village (M. Night Shyamalan, 2004) and 

Safe (Todd Haynes, 1995), both of which centre, in rather different ways, on the problems of 

contemporary life, and both of which offer what SuƐĂŶ PŽƚƚĞƌ ;ϮϬϬϰ͗ ϭϰϭͿ ĐĂůůƐ ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů 

ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶƐ͟ ƚŽ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͘ The films are chosen because they emerge from a relatively 

similar cultural context ʹ late-modern US film culture ʹ and speak to a particular set of 

concerns about the hazards of modern life, offering up a spatial solution by removing their 



protagonists to an intentional community in a rural setting. My analysis considers movies as 

particularly rich cultural texts that allow audiences to explore imaginatively aspects of their 

own experiences. The reading of the films is grounded in several bodies of work: it is a 

ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŽŶŐŽŝŶŐ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͞ƌƵƌĂů ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ͟ ƚŚĂƚ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ ŚŽǁ 

particular rural landscapes and environments are depicted in literary and media texts, and 

the cultural and social work that these representations do (Fish 2007; Fowler & Helfield 

2006). It draws on research in health geography about therapeutic landscapes and healing 

places (Gesler 2003; Williams 1999, 2007) and on work in rural studies on back to the land 

movements, voluntary simplicity advocates and intentional communities based in rural 

locales (Boal et al 2012; Halfacree 2006, 2007; Meijering et al 2007; Vannini & Taggart 

2013). And, of course, it builds on existing discussions of the two films, bringing them into 

productive contact by exploring common themes and divergences. Both films stage spatial 

solutions to various troubles, anxieties and illnesses associated with modern urban life, but 

both also offer a ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ŽĨ ͞ƌĞŵŽǀĞ͟ ʹ to use the term of voluntary 

simplicity and off-gridding ʹ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌƐ͛ ƌĞůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ 

͞ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͟ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚƐ͘ TŚĞ ŵĂŝŶ ƚŚĞŵĞƐ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ŝŶ ŵǇ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝs centre on how 

characters in the films deal with their condition ʹ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ͕ ŝŶ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ǁĂǇƐ͕ ͞ĂůůĞƌŐŝĐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 

ƚǁĞŶƚŝĞƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͘͟ 

 

 

A Safe Haven in Troubled Times 

 

Readers unfamiliar with The Village͕ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚ ǁƌŝƚĞƌͬĚŝƌĞĐƚŽƌ M͘ NŝŐŚƚ “ŚǇĂŵĂůĂŶ͛Ɛ ͞ĐŝŶĞŵĂ 

ŽĨ ŵŝƐĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŽŶ͟ ĨŽƌŵƵůĂ, will be puzzling about my opening discussion: how can a film 

about late nineteenth-century rural Pennsylvania offer up a critique of modern urban life? 

At the risk of spoiling the pleasure of the plot-twist, the audience eventually discovers that 

the movie is not set in 1897, but in the present day.[1] The village is actually a simulacrum, a 

reconstruction built by the group of Elders under the guidance of history professor Edward 

Walker. The Elders had met at a counselling centre in Philadelphia ʹ each had experienced 



ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ƚƌĂŐĞĚǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ůŝǀĞƐ͘ WĂůŬĞƌ ƵƐĞĚ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ǁĞĂůƚŚ ƚŽ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ Ă ͞ǁŝůĚůŝĨĞ 

ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĞ͕͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ iƐ ŚŝĚĚĞŶ ĂǁĂǇ ĚĞĞƉ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ŝƚ͘ TŚĞ ŵǇƚŚ ŽĨ TŚŽƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ 

Of has been fabricated to stop villagers from going into the woods and potentially to what 

are known only as the townsʹ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ďǇ ŽŶĞ EůĚĞƌ ĂƐ ͞ǁŝĐŬĞĚ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ ǁŝĐŬĞĚ 

ƉĞŽƉůĞ ůŝǀĞ͘͟ TŚĞ ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ŝƐ ƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ ďƌĞĂĐŚĞĚ ǁŚĞŶ Ă ǇŽƵŶŐ ǀŝůůĂŐĞƌ͕ 

Lucius Hunt, is mortally wounded. Ivy, the blind daughter of Edward Walker (who is in love 

with Lucius), persuades her father that she should be allowed to go to the towns to fetch 

medicine. Edward reveals to her (and to the audience) the deception at the heart of the 

community ʹ that the creatures are not real and that she can safely travel beyond the 

woods. Ivy makes the journey, encountering a creature in the woods (actually the local 

͞ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ŝĚŝŽƚ͕͟ NŽĂŚ PĞƌĐǇ͕ ƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐƌĞĂƚƵƌĞ ĐŽƐƚƵŵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ EůĚĞƌƐ ŚĂǀĞ ĚĞǀŝƐĞĚ 

to conjure sightings of TŚŽƐĞ WĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨͿ͘ IǀǇ ĨŝŶĚƐ ƚŚĞ ĨĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂƌŬƐ ƚŚĞ 

boundary of the wildlife preserve, meets a somewhat bemused security guard who provides 

her with medication, and returns to save Lucius. This breaching of the border and the 

ƌĞǀĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͞ƚƌƵƚŚ͟ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ƚŽ IǀǇ ĐĂƵƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ EůĚĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƉŽŶĚĞƌ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ 

retreat from modern life, but they reaffirm their desire to keep the village as it is. 

 

The Village ƚŚƵƐ ĐĞŶƚƌĞƐ ŽŶ Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͟ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ 

urban life: a retreat back into history, back to a simple, ascetic, placid and tight-knit 

community (Bida 2014). Edward Walker mixes elements of the US history he previously 

taught at university, especially picking tropes from seventeenth-century puritanism and 

nineteenth-century utopian communities -- and Shyamalan adds a third historical strand, of 

͞ϭϵϳϬƐ ĚĞƐƉĂŝƌ͟ ŝŶ urban America via the backstory of the Elders (see Coats et al 2008: 363). 

He and his fellow Elders model an idealised, idyllic rural life that involves an almost total 

removal from contemporary social, economic and political life (though each home contains 

Ă ŵĞŵŽƌǇ ďŽǆ ǁŝƚŚ ŬĞĞƉƐĂŬĞƐ ĨƌŽŵ ĞĂĐŚ EůĚĞƌ͛Ɛ ƉĂƐƚͿ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ǁŚŽůĞ way of 

life entirely contained within the village. Invented traditions and the mythologies of the 

creatures and the towns keep all village members isolated, in blissful ignorance (though 

ĨĞĂƌĨƵů ŽĨ TŚŽƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶĂů ĐĂƉĂĐŝƚǇ ĨŽƌ ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ ǀŝŽůĞŶĐĞͿ͘ 

 



Safe deploys a similar narrative of remove, though the first half of the film is set in suburban 

San Fernando Valley, and follows Carol White and her developing illness. Her inchoate 

symptoms and uncertain aetiology lead her from modern biomedicine (which can only offer 

psychiatric solutions) into the world of patient activism and self-help, and ultimately to her 

own act of remove ʹ she self-diagnoses her condition as multiple chemical sensitivity (MCS) 

and, via a support group, finds out about the Wrenwood Institute, an isolated desert 

commune in Albuquerque, New Mexico headed by Peter Dunning. There, fellow sufferers 

ŚĂǀĞ ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ Ă ͞ƐĂĨĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͟ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƚŽǆŝŶƐ ĂŶĚ ĂůůĞƌŐĞŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ďĞůŝĞǀĞ ŚĂǀĞ ŵĂĚĞ 

them ill. Dunning proffers a grab-bag of New Age and self-help ͞ƐĞƌŵŽŶƐ͟ ĂŶĚ ŐƌŽƵƉ 

therapies, urging Wrenwood members to look inside themselves for a cure. Carol continues 

to deteriorate, and eventually moves into a tiny, porcelain lined igloo-like ͞safe house͟. 

Previous analyses of Safe have interrogated the construction of modern suburban life as 

ƚŽǆŝĐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŚĂǀĞ ƐŚŽǁŶ ŚŽǁ MC“ ŝƐ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ͞ĂůůĞƌŐŝĐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƚǁĞŶƚŝĞƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͟ 

and particularly to the everyday spaces and material culture of domesticity (Christian 2004; 

Kollin 2002; Potter 2004). In my analysis͕ I ůĂƌŐĞůǇ ĐŽŶĨŝŶĞ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ƌĞŵŽǀĞ ƚŽ 

Wrenwood, and the depiction of this intentional community ʹ ĂĚǀĞƌƚŝƐĞĚ ĂƐ ͞A ƐĂĨĞ ŚĂǀĞŶ ŝŶ 

ƚƌŽƵďůĞĚ ƚŝŵĞƐ͘͟ IŶ ĨĂĐƚ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ƚĂŐůŝŶĞ ƐĞĞŵƐ ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ ƚŽ ďŽƚŚ ĨŝůŵƐ͕ ĨŽƌ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ĂŶĚ 

different reasons, and in the remainder of this paper I will interweave analysis of the two 

films with the literatures waymarked in the introduction. 

 

 

Therapeutic Landscapes, Intentional Communities and the Rural 

 

As noted earlier, in my analysis I draw on two key concepts, one from health geography and 

the other from rural studies. Here I want to briefly review their literatures. Wilbert Gesler 

began to elaborate the notion of therapeutic landscapes in the early 1990s, bringing insights 

from the then new cultural geography into contact with medical geography (Gesler 1992). 

Gesler has further developed and expanded the concept since, and his ideas have inspired a 

ǁŝĚĞ ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ŵĂŶǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ ĂŶĚ ͞ŚĞĂůŝŶŐ ƉůĂĐĞƐ͘͟ ‘ĞĨůĞĐƚŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ 



developments in an editorial, Gesler notes important qualifications to the concept, for 

example in studies that focus on landscape experiences, on imaginative geographies (such 

as those in novels), and those that show that the therapeutic capacity of a landscape or 

place is contextual and relational ʹ landscapes can be healthful for some people but harmful 

for others (Gesler 2005). In an edited collection that surveyed the field a decade ago, further 

developments and elaborations were mapped (Williams 2007), including important applied 

work in the design of healthcare sites and studies focused on particular (often marginalized) 

populations, ǁŚŝůĞ Ă ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ƉĂƉĞƌ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ͞ĞĚŐĞůĂŶĚƐ͟ ʹ interstitial micro-spaces 

between urban and rural ʹ provides a timely literature review of the concept, drawing 

ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ;ĂŐĂŝŶͿ ƚŽ ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝǀĞ ŐĞŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐ Žƌ ͞ƚŚĞƌĂƉĞƵƚŝĐ ŵŝŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ͕͟ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ 

ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ͞ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ͟ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ĂƐ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ ƚŚĞƌĂƉĞƵƚŝĐ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ ;Žƌ ƐŝƚĞƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞƌĂƉĞƵƚŝĐ 

landscape experiences), and noting reseaƌĐŚ ŽŶ ͞ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ͟ ƚŚĞƌĂƉĞƵƚŝĐ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ or 

different understandings and uses of spaces as healthful or harmful (Houghton & Houghton 

2014).  

 

TŚĞ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͞ĞĚŐĞůĂŶĚƐ͟ ƚĂŬĞƐ ƵƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƌƵƌĂů ʹ if not in stereotypical ways ʹ and 

therefore reminds us of the enduring (if contested) understanding of the 

therapeutic/healthful potential of the countryside and the wilderness. This has been an 

enduring strand of therapeutic landscapes research, whether looking at the generalized 

notion of the therapeutic value of nature, or in studies focused on particular landscapes and 

practices. Of course, it is important to ask contextual and relational questions here, too ʹ 

and both Safe and The Village raise questions of inclusion and exclusion, of belonging and 

non-belonging. While Carol should feel at home in middle-class suburbia, her domestic 

environment and daily life become increasingly unhomely, harmful, leading to her remove 

to Wrenwood. Here Carol tries to find a healthful home, or at least a safe space where she 

can focus on becoming well again through intense inward focus. Wrenwood presents a very 

different landscape of isolated cabins and safe houses, plus a communal activity centre for 

austere, silent, sex-segregated meals, group therapy sessions (and one rather awkward 

birthday disco). WƌĞŶǁŽŽĚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ Ă ƌƵƌĂů ŝĚǇůů ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶĂů ƐĞŶƐĞ ʹ it is 

ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ ƌĂŵƐŚĂĐŬůĞ ;ĂƉĂƌƚ ĨƌŽŵ DƵŶŶŝŶŐ͛s mansion), located in the New Mexico desert 

but never able to totally escape modernity (out walking one day, Carol stumbles upon a 



highway, and reacts bodily to the fumes; at other moments, planes are heard flying 

overhead). “Ž ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ WƌĞŶǁŽŽĚ ŝƐ Ă ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ͞ĞĚŐĞůĂŶĚ͟ ʹ not a pristine wilderness, but an 

unruly space in-between where one might (as Carol and Dunning do) encounter a coyote 

one moment, a truck on the highway the next. And its residents are equally atypical of idyllic 

rurality: they are ex-urbanites seeking safety through isolation, not engaging with the rural 

landscape other than as a space assumed to be free of the toxins of urban living. Theirs is a 

very particular form of counterurbanization. 

 

This depiction stands in stark contrast to the community in The Village. Here, more idyllic 

trappings of rural life have been assembled by the Elders, cherry-picking aspects of the 

American past to recreate and rescale community life (Murphy 2013). The Village depicts a 

bucolic, pastoral, agrarian life of simple pleasures and orderly social relations. Of course, 

maintenance of that order relies on the myth of ThoƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨ͕ Ă ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ďĞůŝĞĨ ŝŶ 

monsters in the woods that keeps the community effectively trapped, afraid to go beyond 

the village boundary. The woods that surround the village are reframed as a dangerous 

space, whereas this kind of landscape amenity might otherwise be characterised as 

healthful and healing (Milligan 2007). Monsters of many different forms have long 

performed boundary work, dwelling, as Jeffrey CŽŚĞŶ ;ϭϵϵϲ͗ ϳͿ ƉƵƚƐ ŝƚ͕ ͞Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŐĂƚĞƐ ŽĨ 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͘͟ TŚŽƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨ ĂƌĞ ĂŶ Ăllegory of the dangerous difference and 

harms that urban life threatens (I will return to this point in the next section). In this regard, 

The Village is a kind of rural horror movie, offering both idyll and anti-idyll, or showing these 

to be two sides of the same coin ʹ the idyll depends on the monsters even as it projects 

onto them everything that is anti-idyllic (Bell 1997; Murphy 2013). In fact, some critics argue 

that Safe ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ Ă ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ŚŽƌƌŽƌ Ĩŝůŵ͕ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŐĞŶƌĞ ŽĨ ͞ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚĂů 

ŚŽƌƌŽƌ͟ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝƚ ƌĞĨƵƐĞƐ ƚŽ ƌĞƐŽůǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ůŝĞƐ ďĞŚŝŶĚ CĂƌŽů͛s condition 

and thereby to advance any explicit eco-criticism (Kollin 2002). 

 

Both films complicate our understanding of the rural as a therapeutic landscape, therefore. 

And they do similar work with the notion of intentional communities. As discussed in rural 

studies, assorted back to the land movements have, since the inception of urban life, looked 



back to rural life as similarly idyllic by virtue of being anti-urban, and have removed there to 

forge utopian communities and undertake experiments in living.[2] Keith Halfacree has been 

among those scholars interested in contemporary manifestations of this impulse, showing 

how various counter-cultural groups have chosen rural settings for these experiments, 

ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ ͞ƌĂĚŝĐĂů ƌƵƌĂů ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͟ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ;HĂůĨĂĐƌĞĞ ϮϬϬϲ͕ ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ HĞ ŶŽƚĞƐ 

ůŝŶŬĂŐĞƐ ŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϲϬƐͬϭϵϳϬƐ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͕ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŚĞ ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŽĚĂǇ͛Ɛ ďĂĐŬ 

to the land movements are less concerned with ͞ĚƌŽƉƉŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ͟ ĂŶĚ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ 

ĂŶĚ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ǁŝĚĞƌ ǁŽƌůĚ͘ TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ďŽƌŶĞ ŽƵƚ ŝŶ VĂŶŶŝŶŝ ĂŶĚ TĂŐŐĂƌƚ͛Ɛ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ 

͞ŽĨĨ-ŐƌŝĚĚĞƌƐ͟ ŝŶ ƌĞŵŽƚĞ CĂŶĂĚĂ͘ MŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ;ůͿƐ ŽĨ ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇ ƐŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƐĞůĨ-

sufficiency, off-gridders attempt ƚŽ ŵŝŶŝŵŝǌĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞůŝĂŶĐĞ ŽŶ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ͕ ͞ĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶƚ͟ 

consumer culture, which they see as filled with ͞involuntary complexity͟ ʹ a form of living 

͞ŵĂƌŬĞĚ ďǇ ǁĂƐƚĞ͕ ƐƚƌĞƐƐ͕ ŐƌĞĞĚ͕ ĐůƵƚƚĞƌ͕ ƉŽůůƵƚŝŽŶ͕ ƌŝƐŬ͕ ĂŶǆŝĞƚǇ͕ ŽǀĞƌƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ůĂĐŬ ŽĨ 

personal control, global economic inequality, social fragmentation, and other well-known 

ĚŝƐĞĂƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ͟ ;VĂŶŶŝŶŝ Θ TĂŐŐĂƌƚ ϮϬϭϯ͗ ϯϬϯͿ͘ While a central tenet of 

off-ŐƌŝĚĚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͞ƌĞŵŽǀĞ͟ ʹ Ă ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ-ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐŝŶŐ͟ ;Ɖ͘ ϯϬϴͿ ʹ 

off-gridders mix elective and selective reclusiveness with chosen connections to modern life 

(such as the internet).  

 

There are clear echoes of this social and spatial movement of remove in the narratives of 

Safe and The Village. Both films elaborate their own forms of off-gridding and voluntary 

simplicity, though both are underpinned by connections to modern life, whether 

acknowledged or hidden. As Meijering et al (2007: 49) note, withdrawal into intentional 

(rural) communities expresses dissatisfaction witŚ ͞ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ͟ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ůŝĨĞ͕ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ 

frustration at being able to change society ʹ the only viable option is to leave it (mostly) 

ďĞŚŝŶĚ ĂŶĚ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ͞ĨŽĐƵƐ ŝŶǁĂƌĚƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƚƌŝĐƚĞĚ ĂƌĞĂ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͘͟ IŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶĂů 

communities in rural settings, they add, frequently create communal rituals (such as shared 

meals), build new forms of living space, and recreate rural traditions. They are in this sense, 

both planned and total communities ʹ small-scale, tight-knit, purposive and prefigurative. 

As Brian Hoey (ϮϬϬϳ͗ ϯϬϰͿ ǁƌŝƚĞƐ͕ ƐƵĐŚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƵƐĞ ͞ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ƉůĂŶƐ ĂŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ 

spatial arrangements to both embody and advance their vision of a more perfect social 

ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞ͘͟ “ƵĐŚ ŽƌĚĞƌůǇ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ĂƚƚƌĂĐƚŝǀĞ ǁŚĞŶ ͞ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ĂƉƉĞĂƌ ƚŽ 



be in ĐŚĂŽƐ͘͟ “ƵĐŚ ŽƌĚĞƌŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐ ŝƐ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĂůƐŽ Ă ŵĂƚƚĞƌ ŽĨ ƉƵƌŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͖ ŽĨ 

establishing insiders and outsiders, erecting borders and policing them. But what exactly is 

to be kept out of the intentional communities of Safe and The Village? 

 

 

Social Toxins and Ecologies of Fear 

 

Both films are about fear and safety, as we have seen. Safe can be read as (at least on the 

ƐƵƌĨĂĐĞͿ Ă ŵŽǀŝĞ ĂďŽƵƚ MC“͕ ĂďŽƵƚ ďĞŝŶŐ ͞ĂůůĞƌŐŝĐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƚǁĞŶƚŝĞƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͟ (on MCS see 

Alaimo 2009; Coyle 2004; Kroll-Smith & Floyd 1997; Murphy 2006). It is a story about 

environmental toxins, allergens and pollutants, and about what Joseph Dumit (2006) calls an 

͞ƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ͕ ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶƚ ŝůůŶĞƐƐ͟. MCS remains emergent, uncertain, contested, and Safe is 

ĞƋƵĂůůǇ ĂŵďŝǀĂůĞŶƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ͞ƌĞĂů͟ ĐĂƵƐĞƐ ŽĨ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ŝůůŶĞƐƐ͕ ŽŶůǇ ĞǀĞƌ ŚŝŶƚŝŶŐ Ăƚ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ 

explanations. Even at Wrenwood, different aetiologies are offered, including those that root 

ƚŚĞ ƐŝĐŬŶĞƐƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ĂŶĚͬŽƌ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ͘ TŚĞ ͞ĐƵƌĞ͟ ŝƐ 

similarly elusive. While spatial removal ʹ first to a de-toxified room in her home, then to a 

cabin at Wrenwood and finally to the igloo ʹ is suggested as a route to recovery, the group 

ƚŚĞƌĂƉǇ ĂŶĚ DƵŶŶŝŶŐ͛Ɛ ƐĞůĨ-help sermons oscillate between external and internal registers. 

͞TŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁŚŽ ĐĂŶ ŵĂŬĞ ǇŽƵ ŐĞƚ ƐŝĐŬ ŝƐ ǇŽƵ͕͟ Dunning says at one point, and much of 

the talking cure concerns moving from self-hatred to self-love. Carol takes up this message, 

ƐĂǇŝŶŐ ŝŶ Ă ĐůƵŵƐǇ ďŝƌƚŚĚĂǇ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ ƚŚĂƚ ͞I ƌĞĂůůǇ ŚĂƚƌĞĚ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ďĞĨŽƌĞ I ĐĂŵĞ ŚĞƌĞ͕͟ ĂŶĚ 

ĞŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ ŝŶ ŚĞƌ ŝŐůŽŽ͕ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ŚĞƌ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝƌƌŽƌ͕ ŝŶƚŽŶŝŶŐ ͞I ůŽǀĞ ǇŽƵ͘ I 

ƌĞĂůůǇ ůŽǀĞ ǇŽƵ͟. 

 

HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐ ĂƌĞ ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚ ƵƉ ďǇ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͛Ɛ ĞůƵƐŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƌĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ŝŶ 

scholarly discussion beinŐ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŽĨ ͞ŝƐŽůĂƚĞĚ ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ 

ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͘  DƌĂǁŝŶŐ ŽŶ MŝŬĞ DĂǀŝƐ͕ “ƵƐĂŶ KŽůůŝŶ ;ϮϬϬϮ͗ ϭϮϱͿ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ ĂŶ ͞ĞĐŽůŽŐǇ ŽĨ ĨĞĂƌ͟ ŝŶ 

affluent, white, suburban Los Angeles: anxieties of class and race mixing, of urban unrest, 



leave ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚƐ ůŝŬĞ CĂƌŽů ƉůĂĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ƵŶĚĞƌ ƐŝĞŐĞ͕ ͞ĐĂƉƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ĨĞĂƌƐ ĂďŽƵƚ 

ďĞŝŶŐ ƐĂĨĞ͘͟ TŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ ƌĂŝƐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ͞ƵƌďĂŶŽŝĂ͕͟ ǁŚŝƚĞ ĨůŝŐŚƚ͕ ƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů 

ƐƚĞƌŝůŝƚǇ͘ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ƐƵƌŶĂŵĞ (White) meanwhile gestures us towards whiteness as a theme, too 

(Davis 2000; Potter 2004), while the narrative further suggests that Carol struggles with her 

position in society as a dutiful wife, mother, homemaker (an embrace from her husband 

ŵĂŬĞƐ ŚĞƌ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂůůǇ ƐŝĐŬͿ͘ “ŚĞ ŝŶŚĂďŝƚƐ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽǆŝĐ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ ďƵƚ Ă ͞ƚŽǆŝĐ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͟, as 

Kollin puts it. 

 

Not dissimilar anxieties pervade The Village and its inhabitants, though these are worked 

through (or worked on) in different ways by the characters and the narrative. After the 

narrative reveal, we are offered a less elusive resolution to the cause and cure of the 

condition endured knowingly by the Elders and unknowingly by all others (except, to some 

ĚĞŐƌĞĞ͕ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ͞ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ŝĚŝŽƚ͟ NŽĂŚ ʹ ƚƌĂĚŝŶŐ ŽŶ Ă ƌĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ͞ŝĚŝŽƚ ƐĂǀĂŶƚ͟ ĨŝŐƵƌĞ ŝŶ ƌƵƌĂů 

horror; Bell 1997). Each Elder has experienced violent tragedy at the hands of unnamed 

others, in their previous urban lives ʹ the rape and murder of a sister, the robbery-murder 

of a husband, the shooting of a father by his business partner. Meeting at a grief counselling 

centre, they agree to leave their modern lives and build an intentional community in total 

isolation. Drawing on Zygmunt Bauman, Aleksandra Bida (2014: 125, 134) discusses the 

village ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ͞ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ĂŐŽƌĂƉŚŽďŝĐ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ͟ ĂŶĚ ͞ŵŝǆŽƉŚŽďŝĂ͟ ʹ the latter a 

sociological concept of anxiety about social mixing (especially cross-class and race) that 

Bauman sees reflected in the rise of gated communities and the apparent desire for 

sameness and social homogeneity. Bida argues persuasively that The Village depicts a kind 

of gated community, in fact. TŚŽƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨ ĐĂn be seen in this way as a 

projection of the Other that must be expelled from the village in order to secure the safety 

of sameness (Cohen 1997).  

 

The Elders have conspired not only to tell stories about these creatures, but to stage 

occasional incursions into the village with the help of frightening howls, bizarre costumes 

and undecipherable markings left on house doors. When the alarm is raised from one of the 

guard towers that circle the village, and the bells toll, the villagers enact something akin to 



ƚŚĞ CŽůĚ WĂƌ͛Ɛ ƚŚƌĞĞ-minute warning drill (Davis 2007): they dash indoors, close the 

shutters, and descend into the cellars of their houses.[3] While within the historical framing 

of late nineteenth-century America, the creatures are readable as Native Americans (Coats 

Ğƚ Ăů ϮϬϬϴͿ͕ ŽƵƌ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ĐĂŶ ƐĞĞ Ă ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ͞ŵŽŶƐƚƌŽƵƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ͟ 

ĞŵďŽĚŝĞĚ ŝŶ TŚŽƐĞ WĞ DŽŶ͛ƚ “ƉĞĂŬ OĨ͘ CŽhen (1997: 20) concludes his discussion of 

ŵŽŶƐƚĞƌƐ ďǇ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͞ƚŚĞǇ ĂƐŬ ƵƐ ǁŚǇ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ĐƌĞĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞŵ͘͟ AŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ Ă ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ 

that hangs allegorically over The Village just as it hangs over its inhabitants. The creatures 

have been used to fabricate a seemingly more benign ecology of fear in order to protect the 

villagers from the real horrors of modern urban life. 

 

 

Medical Boundaries and Healthy Spaces 

 

As noted, a key plotline in The Village ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ EĚǁĂƌĚ WĂůŬĞƌ͛Ɛ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƉĞƌŵŝƚ ŚŝƐ 

daughter Ivy to leave the village and go to the towns to purchase medicines that might save 

Lucius, who she is soon to marry. This moment has been preceded in the film by a request 

to the Elders from Lucius himself to leave the village for medicines, a request denied. The 

issue of modern medicine that The Village raises goes beyond Lucius, who suggests to Ivy 

that appropriate medical care could have saved August NicholsoŶ͛Ɛ ƐŽŶ͕ ǁŚŽƐĞ ĨƵŶĞƌĂů 

ŽƉĞŶƐ ƚŚĞ Ĩŝůŵ͕ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ ƐĂǀŝŶŐ IǀǇ WĂůŬĞƌ͛Ɛ ƐŝŐŚƚ ĂŶĚ ŚĞůƉŝŶŐ ĞĂƐĞ NŽĂŚ͛Ɛ 

(unspecified) condition. That Walker would not permit access to modern medicines 

previously reveals an unspoken rift between him and the other Elders, though they 

ultimately resolve to stay together as a community. In this way, The Village uses modern 

medicine as little more than a plot device ʹ a way to reveal the twist ʹ and does not 

question the efficacy of biomedicine itself. Like the off-gridders discussed earlier, here is 

one connection to modernity that the community is ultimately able and willing to retain. A 

very different trajectory is followed by Safe. CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ŝůůŶĞƐƐ ŝƐ ĚŝƐŵŝƐƐĞĚ ďǇ ŚĞƌ ƉŚǇƐŝĐŝĂŶ 

(who suggests only psychiatric treatment), and an important part of the narrative concerns 

CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ƐĞĂƌĐŚ ĨŽƌ ĂŶƐǁĞƌƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ŚĞƌ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶ͕ ŝƚƐ ĐĂƵƐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĐƵƌĞ͘ TŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ĐŚĂŶĐĞ 



encounter with a notice on a bulletin board she finds a self-help group, and through them 

enters the MCS community and ultimately Wrenwood.  

 

Emergent illnesses like MCS perform a very different sort of boundary work, therefore. They 

trouble the boundaries of conventional biomedical knowledge, offering up lay expertise to 

confound medical opinion. As Michelle Murphy (2006: ϭϱϭͿ ǁƌŝƚĞƐ͕ ͞MC“ ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚ ĐŽŶĨŽƌŵ 

to the biomedical logics already available for categorizing bodily states, nor does it conform 

ƚŽ ďŝŽŵĞĚŝĐĂů ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ Ă ďŽĚǇ ŝƐ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĚŽ͘͟ WŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ MC“ 

community, spatial tactics of retreat and withdrawal are a prominent response to the illness 

(Coyle 2004). MCS exists on contested terrain, making retreat sometimes the only option ʹ 

retreat not just from the toxic environment but also from the toxic judgements of 

biomedicine and of those who believe its diagnoses. As Kroll-Smith and Floyd (1997: xii) 

ƐƵŵŵĂƌŝǌĞ͗ ͞MCƐ ŝƐ ĚĞŵĂŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ďŝŽŵĞĚŝĐĂů ŵŽĚĞů ŝƚƐĞůĨ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ƚŽ ĂĐĐŽŵŵŽĚĂƚĞ ŝƚƐ 

ƉĞĐƵůŝĂƌ ĂĞƚŝŽůŽŐǇ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƚŚŽƉŚǇƐŝŽůŽŐǇ͘ ͙ AŶ ĂŶƚŝĚŽƚĞ ĨŽƌ MC“ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŽƵŶĚ 

through pharmaceutical research or invasive surgeries; nothing less than changing 

conventional understandings of what are safe and dangerous places and things found in 

ƚŚĞŵ ǁŝůů ĂďĂƚĞ ƚŚŝƐ ŝůůŶĞƐƐ͘͟ This latter demand is especially resonant with my discussion, 

and links it back to the contextual and relational understanding of therapeutic landscapes: 

spaces that should be experienced as safe ʹ the clean, modern home for example ʹ become 

dangerous for those with MCS. The prognosis is clear: we have made our most intimate and 

ordinary spaces unliveable. Hence the common response of retreat, of seeking ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů 

ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶƐ͟ to the illness. So, while modern medicine is the prompt to breach the boundary in 

The Village, in Safe it is modern medicine that polices boundaries ʹ around what counts as 

an illness (Dumit 2006). When Ivy encounters a creature in the woods (actually Noah in a 

ĐŽƐƚƵŵĞͿ ƐŚĞ ƐĂǇƐ ƚŽ ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ ͞Iƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƌĞĂů͘͟ IŶ ŽŶĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ͕ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ƋƵĞƐƚ ŝƐ to be able to say of 

ŚĞƌ ŝůůŶĞƐƐ͕ ͞Iƚ ŝƐ ƌĞĂů͕͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞĂůŶĞƐƐ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚ͘ 

 

CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ŝŐůŽŽ Ăƚ WƌĞŶǁŽŽĚ ŝƐ͕ ĂƐ PŽƚƚĞƌ ;ϮϬϬϰ͗ ϭϰϱͿ ƉƵƚƐ ŝƚ͕ ͞ƚŚĞ ƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞ ĐŽŶĚĞŶƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 

ƚŚĞ ƐƉĂƚŝĂůůǇ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĞĚ ƚŚĞƌĂƉŝĞƐ͟ ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚ ďǇ Safe. It is tiny ʹ only room enough for very basic 

ĂŵĞŶŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚĞůǇ Ă ƐƉĂĐĞ ĨŽƌ ŽŶůǇ ŽŶĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͘ Iƚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚƐ ƐƚĂƌŬůǇ ǁŝƚŚ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ 



expansive, open-plan San Fernando home as depicted in the first half of the film. It feels like 

a cocoon, a bunker, or a cell. Its curious form, building materials and sparse interior have a 

look of ascetic minimal modernism ʹ its dome seems almost geodesic, its form echoing the 

Futuro cabin or other futuristic housing experiments of the mid-twentieth century (Home & 

Taanila 2002; Leslie 2006). As a therapeutic landscape, at one level it seems fitting, and 

ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ Ĩŝƚ ĨŽƌ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ͕ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ŚĞĂůŝŶŐ ŝŶ ŵŝŶĚ͘ BƵƚ͕ ǁĞ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĂƚ 

Carol was only able to move in because the previous occupant had died. Just as Carol shows 

no signs of any improved health from her time at Wrenwood, the igloo has no credence as a 

space of actual healing. The presence of a mirror inside is especially revealing of the inward 

direction of WƌĞŶǁŽŽĚ͛Ɛ healing programme, its emphasis on self-examination and self-

love. 

 

The architecture of healing in The Village is evident less in particular buildings than in the 

overall plan of the settlement, with its recreation of a human-scaled, liveable place centred 

on a church-like community meeting house.[4] Outdoor communal meals are a feature of 

life in the village, enabling everyone to be together, to eat and talk. Other elements of the 

built landscape are more ominous: the watchtowers that circle the village, a prison-like 

͞ƋƵŝĞƚ ƌŽŽŵ͟ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ NŽĂŚ ŝƐ ůŽĐŬĞĚ ĂĨƚĞƌ he is ƵŶĐŽǀĞƌĞĚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌƉĞƚƌĂƚŽƌ ŽĨ LƵĐŝƵƐ͛Ɛ 

stabbing, and the solid, modern 8-foot fence that Ivy must scale to leave the woods and 

reach the towns. TŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ůĞƐƐ ŽĨ Ă ĐŽĐŽŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞŶ͕ ƚŚĂŶ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ŝŐůŽŽ͘ Iƚ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ Ă 

ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ͞ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͟ and its boundaries must similarly be policed, its insides kept pure 

and clean. TŚĞ EůĚĞƌƐ͛ ŵĞŵŽƌǇ ďŽǆĞƐ ŝŶ ĞĂĐŚ ŚŽŵĞ ĂƌĞ ƐǇŵďŽůŝĐ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ƉƵƌŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ 

 

 

Elsewheres within Here 

 

Support groups figure in both films as key encounters: it is through contact with an MCS 

group that Carol learns of Wrenwood, and begins to develop an understanding of her 



condition, while the Elders of the village met at a grief counselling centre. However, in both 

cases, the support group encounter leads to withdrawal, not political activism: meeting 

ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƉƌŽǀŽŬĞ ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ ĨŽƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŚĂŶŐĞ͕ ŽŶůǇ a shared 

desire to escape. As Kroll-Smith and Floyd (1997) note, such a response is only one strand of 

MCS activism ʹ and Dumit (2006) also shows how patient activism around illnesses like MCS 

can mobilize for social and political change. Nevertheless, in Safe we are not witness to such 

alternatives; even at the support group, there is no interaction between members, who 

instead sit in silence watching a video by Dunning (Lynch 2002). Yet both films are critical of 

the strategy of withdrawal, especially of the privilege it relies on. This is arguably most 

evident in The Village. As other commentators have noted, no mention is made of economic 

activity (except for a few images of agrarianism) and, while the inhabitants seem not to have 

a money economy (Ivy pays for the medicines with a pocket watch), the village is decked out 

like a period homes magazine celebrating Shaker style (or like a ͞ůŝǀŝŶŐ ŵƵƐĞƵŵ͟ Žƌ Ă film 

set).[5] Where did the building materials, furniture, clothes come from? After the reveal, we 

learn from conversations between the security guards that Walker used his late ĨĂƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ 

fortune to establish the wildlife preserve in which the village is hidden, to pay for security 

patrols, and also for the rerouting of aircraft so that none fly overhead to disrupt the 

simulacrum. Evidently, substantial economic privilege underpins the voluntary simplicity of 

the village. In a brief analysis, Slavoj Zizek (2008: 23) brings this home: 

 

is the point of The Village not precisely to demonstrate that, today, a return to 

ĂŶ ĂƵƚŚĞŶƚŝĐ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ͙ ŝƐ Ă ĨĂŬĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐĂŶ ŽŶůǇ ďĞ ƐƚĂŐĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ƐƉĞctacle for 

the very rich? The exemplary figures of evil today are not ordinary consumers 

who pollute the environment and live in a violent world of disintegrating social 

links, but those who, while fully engaged in creating conditions for such 

universal devastation and pollution, buy their way out of their own activity, 

living in gated communities, eating organic food, taking holidays in wildlife 

preserves, and so on. 

 



MŝĐŚĞůůĞ MƵƌƉŚǇ ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐ MC“ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ ĂƐ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ͞ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞƐ ǁŝƚŚŝn 

ŚĞƌĞ͕͟ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ƐĞĞŵƐ Ă ŐŽŽĚ ƐƵŵŵĂƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EůĚĞƌƐ͕ ƚŽŽ͗ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ 

money and privilege to withdraw to their gated community hidden within a wildlife 

preserve, their reconstruction of a simpler, better life. So The Village is marked by both 

nostalgia and a kind of homesickness ʹ a longing for an imagined past in an imagined place 

(Bida 2014). Homesickness takes on a different meaning in Safe: when home can make you 

ƐŝĐŬ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ĐĂŶ ǇŽƵ ĚŽ͍ LŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ EůĚĞƌƐ͕ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ŝƐ ƚŽ ƌĞŵŽǀĞ ŚĞƌƐelf, as if she can 

somewhere find a place uncontaminated by modernity. In this respect, Safe raises the same 

question as The Village. As Kollin (2002: 134) summarizes, Safe ĂƐŬƐ ͞ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƌĞ 

privileged enough to imagine themselves as safe from environmental concerns? What kind 

of people are able to believe that they can be shielded from ecological hazards that do not 

ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ďŽƵŶĚĂƌŝĞƐ͍͟ Yet even the isolation of Wrenwood is not 

untouched by the twentieth century ʹ Dunning lacks WĂůŬĞƌ͛Ɛ ƉŽǁĞƌ ƚŽ ƌĞƌŽƵƚĞ ƉůĂŶĞƐ, 

heard overhead during an outdoor group therapy session. And Wrenwood does not seek to 

recreate some lost Eden, not quite.  

 

Intentional rural communities are seen in both films to offer only a partial and privileged 

solution to the problems of modern life, and the question of who such landscapes are 

therapeutic for ʹ the relational, contextual question increasingly raised in other studies ʹ is 

ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ ƌĂŝƐĞĚ͘ WĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŬŶŽǁ ŝĨ CĂƌŽů ĞǀĞƌ ĚŝĚ ƌĞĐŽǀĞƌ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ we see the 

EůĚĞƌƐ ĂŐƌĞĞŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ ůŝĨĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ͕ ǁĞ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĞ ĞĨĨĞĐƚ ŽĨ IǀǇ͛Ɛ ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇ 

breach. The Village and Safe are of course culturally specific, speaking to anxieties about 

late twentieth century US life; nevertheless, they tap into a more widespread and long-

running cultural critique of rural communities and especially of intentional communities as 

spaces of withĚƌĂǁĂů ĨƌŽŵ ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ͘ AŶĚ ďoth films reaffirm that, at least for 

ƐŽŵĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ ƵƌďĂŶ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ ͞ƚŽǆŝĐ͟ ʹ though broader solutions beyond the act of 

remove are not suggested. Not everyone can buy a wildlife preserve and build a village, or 

eǀĞŶ ůĞĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͞ƚŽǆŝĐ͟ ŚŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ƌĞůŽĐĂƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚ͘ 

 

 



Notes 

ϭ͗ ĂŶ ĞĚŝƚĞĚ ǀŽůƵŵĞ ŽŶ “ŚǇĂŵĂůĂŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽǀŝĞƐ ŝƐ ƐƵďƚŝƚůĞĚ Spoiler Warnings (Weinstock 2010). 

2: not all intentional communities are rural, of course; see Manzella (2010). 

3: on analysis of the fŝůŵ ĂƐ Ă ƉŽƐƚ ϵͬϭϭ ĂůůĞŐŽƌǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ͞ŚŽŵĞůĂŶĚ ƐĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ͟ ƐĞĞ CŽůůŝĞƌ 

(2008)͘ NŽƚĞ ĂůƐŽ ƚŚĂƚ CĂƌŽů͛Ɛ ŝŐůŽŽ ďĞĂƌƐ Ă ƐƚƌŽŶŐ ƌĞƐĞŵďůĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĨĂůůŽƵƚ ƐŚĞůƚĞƌƐ 

photographed in Ross (2004)͘ Iƚ ŝƐ͕ PŽƚƚĞƌ ǁƌŝƚĞƐ͕ ͞Ă ďĂƚƚĞŶĞĚ-down place of isolation and 

ƉĂƌĂŶŽŝĂ͟ ;2004: 145). 

4: in this regard, there are similarities wiƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ ƵƌďĂŶŝƐŵ͛Ɛ ŶŽƐƚĂůŐŝĐ ƌĞďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ 

community ʹ see Hoey (2007). 

5: it also reminds me of the village of Pleasant Valley encountered in the horror film Two 

Thousand Maniacs! and its later remake 2001 Maniacs ʹ a village whose residents turn out 

to be the vengeful, murderous ghosts of Civil War dead. 
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