“Oedipus, Inc.: Monopolized Motherhood in Ari Aster’s Beau is Afraid”

On April 1, 2023, A24 released writer-director Ari Aster’s third feature film, Beau is
Afraid. The film is structured as an odyssey in four acts, following the paranoid Beau
Wasserman’s journey to visit his mother, Mona. Each act functions as a self-contained subplot of
dread, but all converge in their use of explicitly Freudian imagery to illustrate Beau and his
mother’s toxic codependency. This project uses recent Marxist-feminist thought to examine the
third and fourth acts’ engagement with contemporary cultural discourses such as tradlife,
reproductivity, and socioeconomic stagnation. In this latter half, the film develops a theoretical
connection between the Freudian castration complex and life under capitalism, offering a critique
of the monopolization of social reproduction to ambivalent effect.

Beau spends the first half of the film fleeing various social crises. Having suffered a
home invasion by a mob of unhoused people he perceives as a threat in Act One and having
escaped the eruption of repressed horrors in the white middle-class suburbs of Act Two, Beau
encounters a travelling theatre company. In this third act, the company’s play hypnotizes Beau,
and he envisions himself on a journey to start a homestead and a family. Here, he idealizes a
fantasy of tradlife as an escape from his mother’s influence and a collapsing society. However, as
Beau’s fantasy meets a violent end, the film enters its fourth and final act, in which Beau
discovers that his trials up to this point have not been the result of disorganized chaos. Indeed,
his mother has used her wealth and influence as the CEO of Wasserman Industries to orchestrate
the film’s events to test Beau’s love for her.

In its last two acts, the film blends discourses of reproductivity, tradlife, and
anticapitalism with blatant personifications of what psychoanalytic theorist Barbara Creed has
called the “monstrous-feminine.” In addition to being rendered in explicitly phallic and
primordial imagery, Mona’s use of her company to manipulate not only her son’s but all life and
experiences in the film codes her as what Creed calls the phallic mother. This mother is the one
whose ability to perform “parthenogenetic birth... is used to demonstrate the horrors of
unbridled maternal power” (Creed 47). As the fatherless son who must break from his mother
and enter the symbolic order, Beau has imagined that tradlife and fatherhood would be his escape
from the social chaos seen elsewhere in the film.

While Aster’s film is not economic theory proper, it invokes misogynistic anxieties
inherent in demographic theories of economic crisis to advance its own understanding of social
stagnation. Melinda Cooper and Annie McClanahan have shown how stagnation theory
constructs “various figures of un(re)productive surplus,” often women without children and
figures of physical exhaustion or death (Cooper “Secular Stagnation”; McClanahan 364).
Drawing on this work, I argue that Beau imagines the man with a castration complex, eternally
immature, and the devouring mother as a figure of unreproductive surplus. Indeed, the film
attempts to use its psychoanalytic typology to illustrate the economic sources of collective
psychosis and stagnation. However, the film’s depiction of monopolization as a castrating mother
perpetuates a socially conservative panic about liberal capitalism’s deterioration of patriarchal
order.
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