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Film Futures

David Bordwell

In the story by Jorge Luis Borges, “The Garden of Forking Paths,” a
character discovers that the sage Ts’ui Pen has devised a labyrinthine novel:

Inall fictions, each time a man meets diversé alternatives, he chooses one
and eli tes the others; in the work of the virtually-impossible-to-
disentangle Ts'ui Pen, the character chooses-simultaneously-all of them.
He creates, thereby, several future, several times, which themselves
proliferate and fork...In Ts"ui Pen’s novel, all the outcomes in fact occur:
each is the starting point for further bifurcations. Once in a while, the
paths of that labyrinth converge: for example, you come to this house, but
in one of the possible pasts you are my enemy, in another my friend. (125)

/v*"‘r‘P !

Ts'ui Pen did not shiink from the ultimate consequences of this:

He believed in an infinite series of times, a growing, dizzying web of
divergent, convergent, and parallel times. That fabric of times that approach
one another, fork, are snipped off, or are simply unknown for centuries,
contains all p0351b111t1es In‘mrost of those times, we do not exist; in some,
you exist but I do not; in-ethers, I do and you do not; in others still, we
both do. (127)

Lowfth o,
Borges's conceltLhas its counterpart in quantum physics, which has played .. (,u N, b
host to the idea of parallel universes-an infinite array of possible worlds, % .
each as real as the one we apparently know.! o 7(“‘"‘ il
To this conception of time Gary Saul Morson objects, in his exacting ¢ L Poagan

and stimulating study Narrative and Freedom. If all possibilities exist equally, “~uts o4

then ethical action, indeed personal identity, is rendered impossible. f‘q&u{u w,:w
“Because all choices are made somewhere, the totality of good and evil in"7y" ; b e
I 2

"‘\l

existence becomes a zero-sum game.... Everything that happens had to A il
happen, and nothing that could have taken place fails to take place” (232). *'/ NN ;‘L’j o
For Morson, this idea cannot ground a responsible conception of human ..
action, let alone an adequate scheme of narrative time.

Yet Morson need not worty, I think. While he finds many examples in_

PR
(e ) = d

Dostoevsky and Tolstoy of his preferred method of confitring “up alternate "7,

4/5-4 ,-vurwm A

futures (he calls it “sideshadowing”), narratives derived from the fokag- (“i“[
path conception don't really approach Borges’s “growing, dlzzyﬁ{g)we (o e, o

Y‘"‘x/

.
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e S(Aﬁ G whofimd
In fiction, alternative futures seem pretty limited affairs. Folklore bequeatﬁ L oo ries
us the two-doors problem (the lady or the tiger?) and the motif of the three
paths leading to three fat(-is. If we take A Christmas Carol as a forking-path
plot, Scrooge is offered a n{eggfe binary choice about his future, and in “Roads
of Destiny,” O. Henry’s 1903 short story, the poet-hero faces only three futures:
to take the road on the left, to take the one on the right, or to return to town.

As for film, recent years have brought us several i;ﬁlftriguing efforts at ..., .00
forking-path plots. Like “Roads of Destiny,” they pr%qcééy&_ from a ﬁxe,d_pomt—:’%m’zf:f Lo~
the fork—and purportedly present mutually exclusive lines of action, leading e ity o i e
toditferent futures. Consider Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Blind Chance (Przypadek, Uicsravns”
1981), which after a rather enigmatic prologue shows the medical student”
Witek racing for the train that will take him on his sabbatical from medical
school. He leaps aboard just in time and is carried to a life as a Communist
functionary. But when he reaches a crisis in that life, the film cuts back to the
WEQEL and he is a young man again, once more racing for the
train. Now he fails to catch it, he stays at home, and is given a brand-new
future. That future will be altered once more when the narration flashes
back to his run along the platform and a new chain of events starts. A similar
pattern is enacted in the Hong Kong film Too Many Ways to Be No. 1 (Yat goh < 4-Fi iy
chi tan dik daan sang, 1997) and Tom Tykwer’s Run Lola Run (Lola Rennt, con ST fIer
1998). These films present their futures seriatim, returning to the switchpoint zft;%‘@:ﬁ e
after each trajectory is finished. By contrast, Peter Howitt's Sliding Doors| Sesenve LD
(1998) presents its alternative plotlines in alternation, continually intercutting e et
one future with the other.

None of these films hififs at the radical possibilities opened up by Borges {Lai e Lol -

. . . . St (10
or the physicists. Blind Chance and Run Lola Run present only three alternative H
_worlds, while Sliding Doors and Too Many Ways to Be Number One offer the -7 iy ,,.,,,:.7;“
minimum of two. Just as important, all these plots hold the basic characters, WA Bt s g
situations, and locales quite constant across stories, In both trajectories of it edbe-c oy
Sliding Doors, Helen must cope with losing her job and coming to terms
with her partner Jerry (who is having an affair with Lydia). Too Many Ways
to Be Number One centers on Wong, a petty triad who's offered a chance to
work with a Mainland gang trying to smuggle automobiles into China. The
plotlines pivot around his decision to either grab the cars and 166 or to walk
- away from the deal. Run Lola Run concentrates on a crisis: Lola’s boyfriend
Manni has lost money belonging to the gang boss Ronnie and she must
" come up with 100,000 marks before noon, when Manni intends to rob a
supermarket to make up the deficit. The plot traces various consequences of
her efforts to get the money to save Manni.
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90 . David Bordwell

In Blind Chance, the situation facing the protagonist offers somewhat
more diffiiéé %ssibiliﬁes, but the action eventually revolves around how
Witek will live after the death of his father. If he catches the train, he winds
up becoming a functionary in the Communist government. If he misses the
train, he either becomes an activist in an underground Catholic youth
movement, or he stays behind and returns to medical school, marrying a
woman he met there. In Blind Chance the outcomes boil down to thematically
grounded alternatives: in Poland of the late 1970s, every choice turns out to

be political, even the apparently non-political choice of being a doctor.

- : . . 238 4,02
~ Soinstead of the infinite, radically diverse set of alternatives evoked by ot o gieadt, w%

the parallel-universes conception, we have a set narrow both in numberm‘{ &1{“
and in core conditions. None of these plots confronts the ultimate Borgesian"f‘;if:g‘l - Pu?{
demands: Lola is not shown as Manni’s sister in a rival world, Matt does not M“
become Wong's enemy, Helen does not turn into her rival Lydia, and in no

- version does the protagonist fail to exist at all. We have something far simpler, s el
corresponding to a more cognitively manageable conception of what forking?{;ﬁf& lsod a
pﬁfgls would be like in our own lives. Far from representing a failure of j‘fa&v& o

e, . . . . petytea

nerve on the part of film directors, I think that this tendency offers clues to M ‘“i f;%;y “pt
the way forking-path narratives actually work and work upon us. R

Narratives are built not upon philosophy or physics but folk psychologm:‘z’;{‘ii ?i ;:; f};}

the ordinary processes we use to make sense of the world. Often, particularly St i,
,_.:,_ et ...\u- -—~._%___,_,,,,.__..._"u---‘ ; T e ] MT_{(,Q t"r\‘ ")L H 4
wFA, - Antdan i in media like film, perceptual skills we've developed to give us reliable & i el
hotds oy 2t St 3 . T . .

5o iy, information about the world are depIoyed no less con}rg/gndmgly M oot
vt T oyt~ following stories. These skills sometimes fail the most stﬁé nt deductive ™4 e 2, L, -
o tests, as experiments in everyday rationality suggest.? Yet the shortcuts, ﬁ;‘}t{\ Tepall,
steigo’cy_pezrsje }f@ﬂty inferences, and erroneous conclusions to which we are 4 'JM?r

/

c

e
ey
* e L}'w“‘-\

profieplay a’céntral role in narrative comprehension. In following a plot we ’*V'q:if?, Gl
reason from a single case, judge on first impressions, and expect, against all W& 4 4., 7
S RO e - P , T e Ay
probability, that the rescuer will arrive on time because we want it that way. ata” "7 0

Granted, this is partly a matter of convention, built up pyer decades of “wew-t1 | oA

¢ popye filmmaking; but the conventions rely partly upon the propehsities of folk ;.W‘?‘;:: LN

R 3/)/’ jsycﬁolog;gFilm flashbacks, for example, are seldom questioned, while ol oL bt

0 flashforwards are always under a cloud, apparently because we assume the ;7>

past to be knowable in a way that the future is not. _ s Lo o ffh

! -

Since we bring folk psychology to bear on narratives al the time, why s i "

oty Bl pytysholld parallel-worlds tales be any different? Consider the counterfactualsy/Ft “~utokpc fomu
Sy LA W( n H"—-;Cﬁ:jhﬁh.““vr' . i T Pt n E_ - \__M‘“ t:,‘-k\

ol L we might spin in ordinary life. If [ had left the parking 16t a minute or two

later, I wouldn’t have had the fender-bender that became such a ntﬁgakﬁc% to
me for the next month. This sort of homely reflection on short-term outcomes,
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t '“‘"J(‘DQ <
in which only small things change, seems the basis of Sliding Doors, Too Many WE:}:! trinetl

Ways, and Run Lola Run. Occasionally, of course, we also meditate on our S

life-course. Here, for instance, is Brian Eno explaining how he found his

career: “As a result of going into a subway station and meeting Andy

[Mackay], I joined Roxy Music, and as a result of that I have a career in

music I wouldn’t have had otherwise. If I'd walked ten yards further on the

platform or missed that train or been in the next carriage, I probably would

have been an art teacher now” (Prendergast, 118). It’s this sort of speculation bt b

that seems to be captured in Blind Chance, and even if the cast may change . .. ww}fd

more drastically than in short-term imaginings, we remain the hero of our 'Ekkf*»‘w o

imagined future. . ;\muw }M;u
Likewise, at any moment we can easily imagine two or three alternative i, o (y,

chains of_é'vent's as Eno does, but not twenty or sixty, let alone an infinite %‘* vl

number. It may be relevant that outstanding examples of forkmg-path tales ‘“M“’»,Lf M%

ey Ve IS el Aoy
if literature conform to s1m11ar constraints. A Chrzstmas Carol and ”Roads of 3o

Destiny” display the same limitations—a, very, very f few opt10ns and no deep ?MJF' XN BN

ontological differences between the futures displayed. Storytellers” well- IML\%}“” P

entrenched strategies for mampulatmg time, space, causality, point of v1ew,l

and all the rest reflect what is perceptually and cognitively manageable foré\ e

their audiences, and the multiple worlds of Borges and quantum mechanics | < \a%:?“

don't fit that condition. Add to this the canons and conventions of the medium ! .i et eed

as well, and these may work to limit the prohferatmn of forking paths. Troidoe = b

film, powerful storytelling traditions reshape such uncommonsensical ideas t« L

intp something far more familiar, This tendency may have the additional, sy ~oete
éﬁﬁr of setting to rest Morson’s worries about a nihilistic reduction of an #a iyt

action’s ethical dimensions; by opening up only two or three forking paths, M

these plots make certain choices and consequences-about politics, crime, ff::‘g;

and love—more important than others. F\%"* BRI

My main purpose in what follows is to charz some key conventions on 4,
P fraee Pt g
which four recent forkm -path films rely. This will Tet ushsee ow the 5o ” Fibris
exfoliating tendrils of Borges’s potenfial futures have been trimmed back to "’%;f ﬂ‘ﬁ
cognitively manageable dimensions, by means of strategies characteristic Ogbi((/ Ry o 0:;;;

certam tradmons of cinematic storytelling, hope to show that these forking- m u i‘ftgutf‘;;_
——e— ! 1y onyg ViU

quick ﬁurehem10r13have stretchedm@dwenrlched some napg_gm_ghgggms‘

without subverting or r demolishing them. Indeéa part It of the pleasure of] "~* Y

these filims stems from their reintroduction of Vlewer-frlendly devices in the s
(5%

context of W mlght seem to be ontologically or epistemically radlqall \«_.wﬁ,

M n alrw&_

r"“‘tt'\ e e M d,

“possibilities-
I'll be tracmg out seven conventions.
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92 : : David Bordwell

1. Forking paths are linear. Fard Lo

arﬁ_éi'fecii. There is usually no later branching after the first fork, none of spp crdes
what Borges calls “further bifurcation.” After missing or catching her train, prhand o Aot
Helen in Sliding Doors doesn’t divide again, and although Wong and Witek

must make further choices along each path, the plot doesn’t split into more

proliferating consequences. The narratives assume that one moment of choice 1 m% nyt
or chance determines all the rest. #

.

IR principle, as Borges's Tsui Pen indicates, any instant at all could initiate

a new future. As Kieslowski remarks of Blind Chance: “Every day we're

always faced with a choice which could end our entire life, yet of which

we're completely unaware. We don’t ever really know where our fate lies”

(quoted in Stok, 113). In our spé%ir?{gn films, however, narrative patterning

obligingly highlights a single crucial incident and traces out.its inevitable

futures, one becomes far more consequential than the others, and those

Eo&g%eﬁges will follow strictly from it. Such linearity helps make these %’;\“ﬁg\,ﬁi’fv "

plots intelligible, yielding two or three stories that illustrate, literally, )

alternative but integral courses of events-something fairly easy to imagine

in our own lives and to follow on the screen. “Of course the number of
~“parallel universes is really huge,” remarks physicist Bryce DeWitt. “I like to

say that some physicists are comfortable with little huge numbers but not

with big huge numbers” (quoted in Folger, 24). As film viewers, we like the
aumber of parallel universes to be really litfle. 7/ -
Still, forking-path plots offer some wiggle room; although causality

becomes strict once, certain processes are put into motion, they can be set in

motion by fél?&ligtlié‘sv of t?ming.?Smpeiif-secolilds---matter. If Witek’s hand had
- clutched the handrail at just-the right:moment; if- Wong had decided to pay..
| ~ his share of the bill and walk out of the massage parlor; if Lola had not been
! slowed down by this or that passerby; if Helen’s path had not been blocked
by alittle girl...things would be very different: Again, the films pivot around
a folk-psychological if-only: we are back with Eno on the Tube platform,
when Music for Airports owes everything to a momentary encounter.

" Sometimes one of these films does open up a new fork, but it tends 6" m”ﬁ ~ sy
do §§g§posp§gqve1y, by looping back from a later point; and even then it %@"%_
will presuppose yet anofher linéar trajectory stemming fiom that moments  “A%
“Sliding Doors concludésby“slrxowwmgtheup(s?&qéf one story, in which Helen 7
survives a fall downstairs, breaks off with Jerry, and leaves the hospital just
when James does. At this point the film starts to reenact a moment in the
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film’s leadup; that is,.it marks a switchpoint earlier than the one that launhcﬁlfed; _
the film’s alternative > futures. The result is a neat closure device I'll discuss
“in a__httle more detail later, . By contrast, Too Many Ways to be Number One
créates ‘a new choice-point in order to generate a somewhat open endlng —
Imtlally ‘the fork comes when Wong, invited to meet with the Mainland triads,
is asked to pay the bill for a meal and entertainment at a bathhouse. In the
first version, he doesn’t pay and robs the Mainland gang, leading his pals
on a frantic race out of Hong Kong and over the border. In the second version,
he does pay, avoids a fight, and runs to Taiwan. Once we return to the initial
situation of the fortune-teller, the epilogue presents Wong's friend Bo inviting
him to dinner and the bathhouse, but Wong's reaction implies that he may
not accept. In effect, the epilogue suggests that a new choice-point has been.
opened: instead of not paying/ paying, there’s going to the meeting (the outcomes‘
of which we've seen) and not going. Staying in Hong Kong and avoiding
Bo’s scheme altogether becomes a third option, one that fits into a broader,
theme suggesting that Hong Kong’s future lies neither with the Mainland!
nor with Taiwan.

The chief exception to m 1/Xuclalms about causal linearity and timing in
these tales comes in the 1g\qpoﬁ%forward passages in Run Lola
RIJJ:L -These present very quick montages of stills, prefaced by a t1tle (”and
then... l),ﬂhlch trace out the futures of secondary characters. Most of these
also adhere to a linear chain of cause and effect but in one e instance thmgs Loia —
are more complicated. In each trajectory, Lola bumps (or nearly bumps) the ""‘J’?W W
same woman on the street, and the film provides a flash montage of the § L’“t\p
woman's future; in each story she has a different future.

But why should the timing of Lola’s passing create such sharply different
futures for the nameless woman? This hardly seems to be an action that
could launch radically different outcomes. Tykwer’s insert works well as a
mockery of the “butterfly effect,” but I suspect that audiences would have :‘“L“ b ‘f “fL
difficulty understanding an entlre f11m based around divergent futures that ﬂ:lmﬁ% {j ;M p
Eenﬁusal)l)trlggered by an 1nc1t1ng ‘incident. e ﬂ~ 54

d ‘\'\n-..u\,!

LY \)EQ NJ&L(

2. The fork is mg@osted I
Tykwer’s “And then” titles can stand as an emblem of the explicitness _E%L/L
with Wthh forking paths must be marked. Within the story world, characters o Py

i A

[
Md

................................................................. I"”L\,hwet/l

tale, Witek remarks to the priest, “Imagine! If amonth agoThadn’'tmissed a ., ./ N
train, I wouldn’t be here with you now.” Helen says of her mugging, which o
delayed her return home, “If T had just caught that bloody train it’d never
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94 David Bordwell

have happened”-to which Jerry, relieved he wasn’t caught philandering,
replies dismissively, ”If only this and what if that...” These are what-if plots,

To reinforce such bald announcements, each film’s narration sets 1 up a zﬁ ety e \ﬁ
pattern that clearly indicates the branching-points-a kind of highlighted “™ &y _
”re%ton, usually emphasizing matters of timing. As we’ve seen, Blind f_w{{ -

~Chance uses a freeze-frame, a return of the same musical accy iment, . D”'"*"‘ Q“"‘g\ /

and the return of nearly. ldmugﬂjootage of Wl;tekpﬁlimg through the. sta‘a@g~ ______ “'ﬁ? b Aﬂ, :

but the action is then reversed so thaf she : str1des ‘backward, up the sta1rs
" and, after another pause, comes.down and does manage to hurry on board..
Run Lola Run replays the fall of Lola’s bright red phone receiver and her
--racing through her mother’s room, down the stairs, and out into the street.
In addition, before each new future, Tykwer provides a slow, red-tinted scene 'L
of Lola and Manni in bed brooding on their love.
The motif of timing is also made manifest in the branchmg-,pom,t of Too
Many Ways_fo Be_Nuniber One.-A close-up of Wong's wristwatch Sf)%ns the
| film and leads directly to his sessmn with the palm-reader (played silent).
; Wong goes out to the street where his ff‘TB egins to urge him to attend the
meeting. At the end of the first story, as Wong and his gang lie dead, we cut
back to the watch—this time not at the palm-reader’s but placed on the street,
as Wong is revealed once more scuffling with his pal. The epilogue will be
built around a return to the watch at the palm-reader’s, this time with the
soundtrack giving us full information about his (forking-path) predictions
i The close-up of the watch becomes a singularized device mar

1ce ‘g&retum
i e L s
b o the point at which the stories diverge.

A A e e

3. Forking paths intersect sooner or later.

If we think about forking paths in ordinary life, we tend not to populate
our scenarios with drastically varied characters. My fender-bender in the 2 &y&\
parking lot leads me home to my wife, and then to telhng my friends about " %{' <

Aoty Tann AL W g

the other driver’s reckless abandon and my pridence. Accordingly, torking-
path tales are populated by recurring others. In both trajectories of Sliding
Doors, four characters—Helen, her partner Jerry, Jerry’s lover Lydia, and ., "
James, the man who in one story-line comes to replace Jerry—carry the M’
burden of the action; and secondary characters recur as well. Run Lola Run
works with the same core cast in all three lines: Lola, Manni, her mother, her
father, her father’s lover, her father’s business associate, and the security
guard at the bank.

v Lig-—w-_ tk‘ uwla‘k
i fu-e'\ B
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In Blind Chance and Too Many Ways to Be Number One, there is less overlap %, X
of characters in the alternative futures, but these films do include some '—:W o
recurring figures: the dean of Witek’'s medical school appears in all three w;,f”f:tﬁt&c
stories, and his aunt recurs in two; while in Too Many Ways, Wong's partner

ey
Matt is a constant presence. Both these films do find other ways to weave in £33 7 4 4

Mattis a constant fw¢(/wL

\lmkft; ? A, ”&/‘a\,
are killed in the first story, set on the Chinese Mainland; in the second story,
centering on Wong and his partner Matt as they try to make money as hitmen
in Taiwan, the partners reappear as the men who committed a crime for
which Matt and Wong are blamed.

Blind Chance has a prologue covering some early events in the hero’s ks Mté-t%«::

life, and this serves to create familiarity further along. A pmom Witek’s H:_: v
boyhood reappears in the second story, and in the third story, while Witek is
standing on the train platform, the plot reintroduces another medical student,”
a woman who has been highlighted in the prologue as his lover. She has”
come to see him off-though she’s not been shown in any of the replays of his
race through the station—and in the third story they end up marrying. Finally,
the three stories in Blind Chance are linked by certain pervasive social
conditions. In each future, Witek is involved directly or indirectly with the
unofficial student movement and their samizdat publications. In his
Communist career he turns a blind eye to the movement; in his Catholic
career he is an activist within it, helping print the leaflets; during his medical
career he must replace his mentor, who is fired because his son is involved , st te gk
with the movement. Once more, even divergent futures are rendered more ~ o T e

cognitively coherent, thanks to recurring éharacters and background na.” “‘"('ﬁ
e e
conchtlons 7’““'{“"‘%\, -

{

Sy poy L
4. Forking-path tales are unified by traditional cohesion devices.
25T Deeny Jﬁrﬂaa,-k.uu

By cohesion devices I mean formal tactics that link passages at the local fm‘f\, IRFHN

level-from scene to scene or frorn one group of scenes to another The classical ; ’Fj ‘%‘(’L?}% oy
AR sl s '+

narrative cinema of Hollywood and@rrahonal strategies ¢ charactensuc L,;jf\\ e Al

gf_gff—Hollywood art cinema have developed many such tactics to aid the ’rw‘-\\&{mn ¥ ¥e

_viewer’s comprehensmn We < find them in the forkmg—path tales as well, & ”\»\ L;m
usually servmg to tighten up lmear cause and effect Ay f Cmypedd

Two prlmary “cohesion devices of mainstream cmema are M "“ Km P eﬁ“"j

nd we find these in profusion in our forkmg:}ze_i_:_h movies, ‘?’;‘“‘f},{;"{f
Run olfRun is built around a lggmlr’lg deadhne - If Lola doesn’t meet Man:m ~ depdds 4

by 12 noon, hell try to rob a supermarket to get 100,000 marks. Sliding Doors Lota . piodtoue

is structured around a cascade of appointments—in one line of action, the
e B &J"l)\m P*t/l'\'vu_A_‘
Ao adha g
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'3‘14.‘ I/"" .
appointments necessary to find Helen a new job; in the other, the dates she Pty 'sd._’!,%r

makes with James, the man who attracts her after she leaves Jerry. Too Many
Ways to Be Number One is somewhat more loosely organized, but Wong’s
alternative futures are based on appointments (with the Mainland and
Taiwanese gangs) and deadlines (chiefly, in the second plotlme, the one
pushing Matt to kill rival triad bosses). _
Again, our “art movie” Blind Chance is somewhat looser at this level,g,,if{ ¢ﬁ?‘°xg .

relying more on the sheej'rl sticcessiveness of eévents, and leaving appointments ~hs~L 4

and deadlines offscreen. In the second story, for instance, Witek's childhood T
“friend Daniel appears at a meeting of the underground students’

organization, along with his sister Vera. Witek’s subsequent romance with

Vera is shown in brief scenes of them meeting on the street, or spending

time together in his apartment: these scenes, like Vera's departures by train, "’GL “} bre ‘%{% =

_aren’tset up by explicit appointments, though such arrangements must have i & ISt

“been made. Indeed, when the couple splits up, it's because of not makingan

appointment (Witek is told she’s gone to Lodz, but actually she’s waited

“outside his apartment for hours before finally leaving). This sort of loosemn45_‘ e fng

_clf’caﬁamnd temporal bonds is characteristic of much ambitious fﬂmmakmg = 1;: ja"b,"q ot

_in Europe after World War II. ";ﬁuj’{:% Lrreptha
" Yetin Blind Chance cohesidho operates from another angle. The film opens” ;thmif_:
. by ! o R bt
with an enigmatic prologue showing Witek sitting in a train or airplane - T Fol 2
YN
seat, facing us and starting to scream. The credits unroll over his open mouth. m YRS
'
After the credits, we see an enigmatic image of a hospital emergency room,. 4;{%’ “t i\ﬁ.‘
1 v, b L‘:{A

with a woman's leg in the foreground and a bloody corpse hauled away in ol 535 gt
the background. Only at the end of the film will these images make sense: in ' && v Ty~
the final story Witek is aboard a plane to Paris and it explodes in mid-air; Gwr”*u‘" bl
this is the last image of the film, over which the final credits appear. Now - %ff ’[L\
we can place the opening shot of his shriek-presumably his last moments;: “ff_"'{}' “ﬁ:L" i
and now we can understand that it is apparently his body that is dragged %1 l"" o

‘”Aw"d"‘(v} “q,

through the emergency room. The film curls around on itself, back to front. [f: e

Whether the devices are classical or indebted to art-cinema norms, they }fi’“ : 'W{E{ it
still call upon skills we already possess, notably our ability to bind séquerices

together in the most plausible way in terms of time, space, and causality. "‘A’”',:““i
b”{“ S Wb "‘l::j
(R N r(,! 7 f‘%ﬂt" “L,A

5. Forking paths will often run parallel. P e A W%MT
SN
s o b Thocy, One consequence of sticking to a core situation, the same locales, and “##~ Le,@“\ ol

ol s —— N S
Tt ot ol the {the same cast of characters is that certain components emerge as vivid variants ™ i

~ / of one another. Thus in Blind Chance we're inclined to contrast the three
U 2 \,J’f :1? “&g “women with whom Witek gets involved: the politically committed Chyushka,
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. the more e’\ﬂf/ﬁei)é,al Vera, and the practical, somewhat nervous Olga. After the
It prbey death of his father, Witek finds a replacement figure in each future-the veteran
gﬂj: m@‘z) WZ:”“(‘W Communist Werner, the sympathetic priest, and hig medical school dean.
Il - Similarly, Lola seems to have the power to restore life: to herself at the end
of the first trajectory, to Manni at the end of the second, and to the security
R TR guard Schuster, whom she revives in the ambulance at the close of the third
vt ' tale. Sliding Doors brings out parallels even more sharply by intercutting its
m:ﬁrﬁ Mi; Blternit/ixg fufures rather than presenting them seriatim: in one scene Helen
15 tended o by her friend Anna before she showers; in the following one,
Jerry ministers to the cut on her forérﬁ%ad before she takes a shower. The
wd Bl 230 cleverest moments in this organization come when the two futures converge
b;[:{;i?/cj}; o {:} " onthe same locale, so that in one scene, the bgﬁgﬁﬁ{elen drinks VM\?égzily ata/
s = “7~ " bar while at a nearby table the happily ignorant Helen dines with the
boyfriend who's cheating on her.
Two Many Ways to Be No. One handles parallels in a joking manner Eﬁfi'ii?”/,f
characteristic of the whole film. The second, longer story takes Wong and e~
Matt to Taiwan, where Matt lets it be known that he’s a contract killer. They
fall in with an en@rmous, ﬁ?i’sﬁ% triad boss named Blackie White, who hires
Matt to wipe out his twin brother Whitey Black. Matt already has accepted
2 job from an unknown boss, who turns out to be Whitey, asking him to
wipe out Blackie. The entire confusion comes to sﬁfggﬁ at a party where the
two brothers sit side by side in complementary 5ﬁfﬁt5 and Matt byrsts in to
earn his money....unsure which one to terminate. The flamboy’a@ntly et JT g
symmetrical staging and repetitiong make the alternatives comically explicif. .Lfg“'“'f ' =
2& i Pl Fetomrnd pin s e-mm:z% & rui)ﬁ%:’"%
Too Many Ways can be taken as a Sendup ‘of forking-paths stories generally,’, ™4 SR Ch
and this hyperexplicit parallel.can be seen as parodying a central convention. 1G4 ! A v,
W:E_ﬁ::ﬁim Anedge Most narratives contain parallel situations, characters, or actions, and " 1, 5~ /

f%%@g;%ﬁlétmﬁély profiled Earallelismsi 2s we know from Intolerance (1916) and The Jr—otow 7
?‘\Hﬁsfi@m ; IThree Ages (1923), are a Iong-running cinematic tradltlon agd have become ? $eor o 4

Bt whad, . . Litly €asy fo follow. Forking-path plots can bring parallelisms o our fiofice| <
Orones gy Quite vividly, thereby calling forth well-practiced habits of s i
”T%W et Indeed, one can argue that parallels are easier to spot in such films, with so
K*L?mh %fiz many elements held constant in each variant, than in more traditional

" (}\*M%‘M- . harratives, which may often bury their parallels. Once more, the forking-
» «;L\E S path narrative calls upon skills we’ve learned in ordinary life and in

J

ekl

abits of sense-making,.

5 e e

Lt ST Anty” A= T = . _
iﬁ el prtfecn consuming narratives. NZES i Y %

. Sy Vq’; i
6. All paths are not equal; the last one taken presupposes the others; f\%J xﬂ :7l/
A narrative, in Meir Sternberg’s formulation, involves telling in time, o, 1.7 4 Zces.
and as a time-bound process, it calls tipon a range of human psychological s ik s o !

91:‘ Q_,\r)\ N ine &n..)\ el
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Y ARV “’“,““zr‘
propen ities.> What comes earlier shapes our expectations about what 3 f.,‘"c‘:a&"“ ey
follows. What comes later mod1f1es our understanding of what went before, pmw_J ,/,ALQ

mretrospeé’non 1s. often as 1mportant as prospection._ u{,,

o rt;
Forkmg—path films thus tend to treat replays of earlier events elllptlcally ) JL PE ff’gi

When action leading up to a fork is presented a second or tlurd ‘time, thek- wue’“ el

later version tends to be more lacomc The three runs for the train made by mu;: L 4@ H

Witek are rendered in ever-briefer versions (88 seconds, 67 seconds, and 59 - o, M

seconds). Similarly, the first stretch of Too Many Ways shows Wong meeting w\,ilf e SRN "vﬁﬁ

Bo, going to a café with his pals to propose dealing with the Mainlanders, (f“,;‘{“i“ Tty

and then meeting the Mainlanders at the bath house, where the fight over qi:’::“‘"—')‘ o

the bill ensues. After the massacre on the Mainland, the narration jumps A

back to the meeting with Bo, and the following café session is rendered very

elliptically-in 42 seconds, as opposed to the two minutes it took in the first

version. Since we know what happened there already, the scene can be

presented more pointedly the second time around, even though it is, in that

trajectory, still happening for the first time.

W mtfw O
More importantly, forking-path narratives tend to treat what we lear PP e e t]hbf
OV‘L /

about in one world as a background condition for what is shown later in 1"’2% [M,

another, Sometimes_this pattern is fairly: tacit, “yielding the sense. tha s
_alternatives.are being exhausted one by one. The types of choices offered to «;,%ﬂffb . e

Witek in Blind Chance have this cumulative quality: What if I took the path =

of least resistance and joined the Party? What if [ summoned up more strength

and opposed the Party? Since each of these choices fails, it seems that only

through an apolitical stance can one maintain one’s decency, and that option

is enacted in the third alternative.

"WV;‘~-_A

g 4Ry
Alternatively, the earlier narrative can explicitlycontribute-certain. Pmm{\__) r:la,m

conditions to this one. In O. Henry’s “Roads of -Destiny,” the first story. Yoy Hﬁf;;ﬁf’
“introduces the choleric Marquls, the second story elaborates on his plot to %%\ T4

~overthrow the king. The third variant can therefore be much more laconic in
telling us whose pistol was responsible for the hero’s suicide. Similarly, in
the second tale shown in Too Many Ways, when Wong is reunited with his

pals in Taiwan, the deaths of Bo and another gang member are reported in

terms that indicate the men met the same fates as they did in the first story. ol
)L U e
Makers of forking-paths plots seem unable to resist contaminating one: pr&l 5> wha 2l

by another. At one moment in Sliding Doors, the heroine has an mkimg of ,@u N g

~ what is happening in the parallel story. Walking along the river with her v 543%)\ NS
friend Anna, Helen seems to anticipate what's happening at the same moment 2. Li;‘?‘]_m
in the other story, wherein her counterpart chg:ars on a crew team: “Fairly b '
weird. I knew there’d be a boat race going on in purple and white shirts.”
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kit C"\-—\t—. At .
Shortly I'll show how the film'’s resolution depends on this kind of crosstalk%&étjﬁ:?md
between futures. b N

Most surprisingly of all, sometimes a film suggests that prior stories »*A )% e,
have taught the protagonist a lesson that can be applied to this one-thereby [ Fo ‘H'P ;‘:""“’“&
flouting any sense that parallel worlds are sealed off from one another. One ¢ £
critic has noted that Witek in Blind Chance seems to become more reflective "“’“é:v mm;,,g
from future to future, as if he were cauiiously exploring his “frilemma.”® W/;Ifo;l% R EAPS
The first story of Too Many Ways presents Wong as comically inept at nearly R
everything he tries; in the second story he is more self-possessed, while
Matt is the one who seems incompetent. It’s as if dying through bungling in
the first plotline has made Wong wiser. And if the epilogue of Toe [oo Many __

Ways does suggest that Wong is considering not meeting the gang tomght By ¢ LL‘@'(
that hesﬁ@EorL might depend partly on his intuiting, through means we %:-J;’& Wy,
cannot divine, what happened in his first and second futures.

The clearest example of this tactic comes in Run Lola Run, where not!"&“"
only does the heroine seem to push the reset button at the start of each N
trajectory, but also she learns to control the chance that ruined her previous Hq\";}\ bz;\‘:
futures. During the lesd-1in, when Manni phones tobeg for help, Lola screams
in frustration, and her screech explodes bottles on her. TV monitor, In the
first story, when her father asks her to explain why she needs the money, the
pressure of time and anxiety triggers another screarm, this time bursting the
glass on a clock face. But in the third iltematlve future, Lola tries to get the Tod eley
money at a casino, where she bets on a spin of a roulette wheel. She pma,ér’: oo
calculatedly emits another scream, and this one not only breaks glass but et Q‘f;,_'\& i M
guides the ball into the winning slot. It's as if she has learned to tame what
was initjally a sheer expression of desperation, turning it to her purposes.

L ot

Due to the exigeticies of telling in time, we might say, it’'s difficult for i M?%
parallel futures to receive equal weighting. The future shown flrst supplies. .w.,f "‘“‘““EM ~He

~ some preconditions for later ones, always for the audience and sometlmes by, &

for the chq cter, Psychologlcally, the p frﬁ?gyﬂeff_\egt/reats the first future as ijw_ SR

¥ e A
a benchmar setting down the conditions that will be repeated varied, v ”\“;\ N N’I‘B/
5]
“a

“omitted, or ‘negated in subsequent versions. Moreover, given the fact that i
’ /hv%w, W )L\’i‘
the hero or heroine is a constant presence in all these futures, otir entrentched o

s,
expectations about character change-modification of personality, or growing ?”w’“‘ h:foag;’\x
knowledge-alert ﬁsm?ny cue that, contrary to the laws of nature, the m%a\v},..q M
protagonist maz rg%js(ter and even learn from her or his alternative fates. (& = 3
This may be a vestige of the supernatural and time-travel versions of the Fnook v

w\’le\, (MR
parallel-universes tale, in which we had a protagonist-Scrooge or Marty 12, }
McFly-who retains psychological continuity in visiting different futures and |, L" f‘w
is therefore fully aware of all his options. 5:&’% a
MLN 2
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7. All paths are not equal; the last one taken, or completed, is the least
hypothetical one. ' J13 7 SOV SO G
wdtun et . —7 A
,\;{j_usomething like a primac%?éct establishes the first future as a fﬂ("\fﬁ\,”’*{ i
Iféfrﬁ:hmark, the ”rggéncy effect” privileges the final _fﬂmnﬁwe__SQQ.__Be;ga_u_sg “,vavf{; =50
endings are weightier than most other points in the narrative, and becaus Mﬁ}ﬁﬁ_@

forking-path tales tend to make the éaiifz_éfanfiéé“ﬁfééonditior;s for the last

one, iheoe lots suggest tha the last future i the final G he one that -~/

_“really” happened; least_t_h_gy‘gggggg the others to fainter possibilities. M»);:ﬁ” —_
And if the protagonist seems to have learned from the events shown earlier, ~ f;i N
. o P S A SR ] N
the ending may gain sfill more prominence as the Truest most safisfying .. ‘

T T EEe oSt

P ivburas i D S~ S . oo i'{\_'Eer
e &y, T

one.
~ Tvealready suggested how, at the close of Too Many Ways, Wong might "M&&ﬁ\’ —
be said to have assimilated what happens in his other futures, but the sense %‘T%};’\. T
, of “getting the future right” is much more evident at the end of Run Lola  [t.mau vty ’L

Run. Manni has recovered the stolen cash and returned it to Ronnie, while

Lola has won big at the casino and now has 100,000 marks for both of them.

Inaclassic happy ending, they walk off to gether, with Lola smiling at Manni’s

question: “What’s in the bag?” The upbeat coda plays off against the grim

consequences of the previous two futures (Lola shot, Manni run down) and

renders them lesser options. A carefree ending is more in keeping with the

ludic tone established from the start, when the bank guard Schuster

introduced the action to come as a vast game. Tykwer goes even farther,

sw future as a consequence of the other twor

At the end, the viewers must have th_eﬂi_mplleﬁ_smi_o_nﬁthgtLQ.I@.A@,QQQ@_
everything that we've just seen (and not just one part, a third of if), She
has lived it all-she has died for this man, he has died, and everything that
v as destined 1 happen has happened. She has all that behind her, and at ™
the end, she’s rewarded. (134)

I think this corresponds with the intuitions of many viewers that Lola has_| &yo, v L2,

somehow lived througl}_f and learned from, all Ib_ﬁ futures we've witnessed, Q ,;j.) v :LE; ?:; ,{\

y the swallowing-the-tail strategy ——-~- .
s . e B e ‘.__—_—_—'_“'-‘*—L—u‘._...,,-,,. e ~ " v:jl;y\—.‘*\f
I've already mentioned., The prologue, showing Witek starting fo scream in . e b -

what appears in retrospect to be a plane seat, links neatly to the film’s finai CN I T

" Blimi Chance privileges its third future b

sho,tt; of the plane exploding, which also explains the second shot, that of the " febot g
casualties in the emergency room. That shot, moreover, is glimpsed again in

 the beginning of the second story; in retrospect we can see it as adding more
weight to the death-by-air outcome. Just as important, the ending is given
saliency by the fact that in the other two lines of action, Witek has planned

to take the plane to Paris but for one reason or another doesn’t do so. In only
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the third story does he catch the plane, and only the mid-air explgsiqnﬁham%(%{g? f’"ﬂ«;}o %«,
in the final tale explains the images that open the film. | i e avR
Sliding Doors offers a fresh, equally ingeniods way to weight the las

velgit T e st S By
plotline. Recall that in one plotline Helen misses her train, arrives home ¢
late, and so for a long time remains unaware that Jerry is conducting an
affair with Lydia. In the course of this path, Helen picks up day jobs as a
waitress and food courier to support Jerry while he purportedly writes his
novel. This line of action highlights the love triangle of ]erry-Helen—Lydia,4~bjb}_;j’(f‘j et
making James virtually absent, and it adheres fairly closely to those ;«U»% Ny
conventions of dcelty superior knowledge, and abrupt emotional turns- S :{%‘59 ;
Tﬁﬁiﬁﬁgﬁ&ﬁmscovery of Jerry’s affair) that are characteristic P:Eg&:?%i({m
“of film melodrama. In the alternative plotline Helen catches her train, meets P ‘.
s affair. As a result she leaves Jerry, gains ;(‘u iy ).
confidence, falls in love with James, and sets up her own public-relations v Lb oo W
firm. This pathway highlights the love triangle of Ierr&;l—}g}‘g-]ames; Lydia 4&»:2&,3 Py
plays a secondary role, and thanks to James’ stream of patter and a generally
lighter tone, this line sketches out a typical romantic comedy. And of course /
these two lines of action are intercuf. e
“Both futures climax in Helen’s being taken to the hospital near death e~ #viny ~o£¢ b
(through a fall downstairs/ through being hit by a truck). In one plotline::;;l i_‘j*‘{" e
she dies, in the other she lives. Remarkably, however, she dies in the romantic- - — b foei

comedy plot, and she lives in the melodrama plot. So the problemlsHI-I_o,ﬁT r;éii:ji::

end the film? If we conclude with Helen's death, this would arbitrarily chop

off the romance and punish someone who has not wronged anybody. Asin

Lola, there is a presumption in favor.of a happy ending, preferably onein

which she is united with James. But in the plotline in which Helen survives, Lo« it [ ;
et . B . e . o ,"/\}""’"‘K’ i fv o L\\bj

she doesn’t even know who James is! How to arrange a consuinmiatory )t b=y

- b

s

ending? U Kl
Early in Sliding Doors, before Helen’s paths fork on the Tube platform, ‘ng m
James runs into her in an elevator, when she drops her earring and he picks

itup. At the start of the romantic-comedy plotline, distraught from just having

been fired, Helen can’t accept his cheerful flirtation on the Tube. Later in the
romantic-comedy plot it is established that James’s mother is ill and must

be taken to the hospital. So at the end of the melodrama plot, after breaking

up with Jerry, Helen is discharged from the hospital. She enters an elevator;

James, leaving his mother, steps on to the same elevator. Again she drops

her earring, again he picks it up. Like Blind Chan\cﬂe_ liding Doors lets its W\W ¢ (A

epilogue fold back on its prologue, but instead of dooming the protagonist TI:" v 1. ) B

it allows the romantic comedy plot to restart, and properly this time: Helen o /
;}\W&R—}L\J
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il o w e N
;’:‘t %“ t “is already wised up to Jerry’s unfaithfulness and can appreciat te James. Helen,

st e g e

/\——‘—'M"———-""—‘N
N ) = Bl also gets another disquieting ghmpse of her parallel life, for she is able to |

::;‘7}_9_\) RN respond to his question with the fag he uses throughout the romantic-comedy |

%3\{1 uj;;f v line of action (“Nobody expects the Spanish Inquisition”). J
4 , . Here again, the last future we encounter is privileged by its absorption
e “hf‘m\i of th the Iessons learned in an carlier one, Tnstead of calling these “forking- R

e s MWH path” plots, we might better describe them as mult:ple-dmLarrahves, with ”L:”Q;ﬁ;}&?“‘

ol oy the last version presenting itself as the fullest, most satlsfyn_l_g revision. Once

'F-Fﬁwug Tk Pl ” PV

e more, this conforms to our propefisity to weight the ending, to treat it as the

.
ﬁ,’;ﬁg‘gﬂ% o /lE culmination of what went before it...even if all of what went before couldn’t ¥
2900 I really have come before. i“‘ A0 4,;,

Puuﬁ«gﬁ As in any study of genre conventions, mine has had to slight major

b TP 0 b f;t’«@m differences among the films (the techno rush of Run Lola Run versus the

?:f“{‘ S #n soﬁaer, philosophical pacing of Blind Chance, for instance). Moreover, L haven’t

ey o po / 1,,(,9 gone on to examine other forking-path films, such as Iwai Shunji’s Fireworks,
L™ Tt ntdo Should We See It from the Side or the Bottom? (Uchiage hanabi, shita kara Miruka?
Yoko cara miruka?1993) and Ventura Pons’ To Die (or Not) (Morir [o noj, 2000).
By the turn of the millennium, the conventions of such films seem so well- N
known that new movies can play off them, as when the plot initially sets out
two parallel futures but then concentrates on one, bringing the other one in
_atintervals (Me Myzelf T, 1999, and The Family Man, 2000). 1 cm'
m'h? the 1990s should see such a reurgence of forking-path narratives— = <"

though@ideogames, cited explicitly in Lola, would seem a maj or ﬁié iration. ~ ey
W though@ideogames, plicitly jor insp f%

The filmsTve selected, mo?gyv}e,er aterr't the only texts that can venlighten
#~ Py x5 ys. There is far more Iuw nt binary branching to be found in Alan -

bay - Ayckbourne’s eight-play cycle Intimate Exchanges (1982), from which Resnais
Y ght-play cy 8
_drew his pair of films Smoking/ No Smoking (1993). There is something closer ~
" ey e to true parallel worlds in Stephen King’s duplex novels Despemtlon and The

Regulators (both 1996); characters from one tale reappear in the other with
only partly recurring attributes (same name, different body; or same name
and body, different personal histories and fates). A milder variant of this"
recombinant strategy can be found in Mohsen Makhmalbaf’s film Time of
.Love (Nobate Asheghi, 1991), in which, across three episodes, four actors swap
roles as husband, wife, lover, and onlooker, each episode yielding a different
outcome.
Whatever films or novels or plays we choose, though, I suggest that we
will find that the concept of alternative futures will be adapted to the. ﬁz,w,,iwﬂdé\
wmciLemzmds of particular narrative trad1t10ns—prur€1fi~ﬁg the number of options M‘W’M\

T T —dos
-to those few that can be held in mifid, finding new uses for cohesion devices ,JQ% 3\“4/
[Ny 2] T~
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’ &by BN [ <,
.and repetition, relying on schemas for causality and time and space. In fact hisz mL o
‘e might even postulate that the more radically the film evokes multiple” % 1.3, ~/~
times, the more constrained it must be on other fronts, Smoking/ No Smokin o
presenting two feature-length alternative futures, can pert

. than two characters, always male and female, per scene. Groundhog Day [(1993) .0, -

.L_br-reaks with one f)f my hypothetical c?nv_er_\tions by I:ggh.ferating a great m&@ :M‘Uwé"
many futures for its repellant _p;jgtagom_sg:To compensate, it presents those « 4, gl

it ifself no moref

futures as very short-term alternatives, and it multiplies redundancy around . #5~~ =t

" _its forking point (the clock radio’s wake-up song) and the parallel events i v ef:; ;ﬁi_d”?
the repeated day.” ~— W%& ¢§ L

If such a trad(mcétween innovation and norm seems to gr%;rp the “33?175 oy

infinite vistas opened up by Borges, we shouldn'fuinderestimate the extent ?V:,:\ i

to which stretching traditional narrative requires care. Narratives are 3";‘1»«-\,%‘%‘/

designed by human minds for human minds. Stories bear the traces of not P s by
6nly local and historical conventions of sense-making, bgtuegms_g__gf%j;rl}_elfh‘é e
constraints and biases of human perception and. cognition. A film, while ~féwe), * 4

& <
moving inexorably forward (we can’t stop and go back), must manage several 57 * :‘,"‘f\";?h’q“
channels of information (image, speech, noise, music). It must therefore work A w)\”f‘
particularly hard to shape the spectator’s attention, memory, and inference- _
making at each instant. No wonder that filmmakers balance potentially .fm;{ J

~sonbusing innovations like the multiple-dratt structure with heightened "5 %e..c

P e s Tt — L i ; ey 1 a2 A
.appeal to those forms and formulas that viewers know well. Artists should 4 #c\n“ﬁu'& 7
appea; to | I LRAS that VIEWErS & -

(ﬂ-\,v‘
%

R

test the limits of story comprehension, but those very limits, and the ?{f""“"g"iﬁifm},
predictable patterns they yield, remain essential to our dynamic experience i g7

&}
. Lt S S Y .
of narrative. o . _ puge /é W’m]:;‘mi
University of Wisconsin, Madison N
Ot oy bl
/;{ \“\5 F’“"‘ H .;‘.._[\_\‘
1e ok .
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Notes

1. See Fred Alan Wolf, Parallel Universes: The Search for Other Worlds (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1988).

2. The classic studies on heuristics and rationality are collected in Daniel Kahneman, Paul
Slovic, and Amos Tversky, eds., Judgment under Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). See also Richard Nisbett and Lee Ross,
Human Inference: Strategies and Shortcomings of Social Judgment (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
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