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Escapism is a central tenet of the American psyche. We, as individuals, 
are chronically confined in a society built on the principles of one of 
the most restrictive religions in the world. Though we perpetuate the 
culture and reinforce the very barriers that hold us hostage, every op-
portunity for escape and transcendence is celebrated as if it were the 
only thing keeping us alive. It is this reverence for social freedom that 
has made escapist art so popular. No storyline is more popular than that 
of the classic-near-clichéd coming of age runaway, striving to overcome 
the hand he or she has been dealt in life. Moonrise Kingdom presents 
just this scenario, as its two protagonists try to find love and acceptance 
outside of the harsh reality society has foisted upon them. What makes 
the film such a triumph and keeps it from becoming yet another cli-
chéd storyline is its heavy use of symbolism in the most unexpected of 
places. Wes Anderson’s careful attention to details in plot, music, and 
imagery bring attention to the effect of perception, and to the dichoto-
mies between order and chaos and between transcendentalist and En-
lightenment thinking.

Anderson’s repeated use of binocular imagery and camera work conveys 
to the reader the importance of perception and how it can structure 
one’s identity. In the first scene of the movie, Anderson introduces the 
female protagonist, Suzy, through various shots of her sitting around 
her house with binoculars glued to her face. Binoculars, a device in-
vented to improve eyesight in certain situations, serve as a symbol of 
Suzy’s perception. She alone has a detailed view of her surroundings 
when she presses them to her face. For example, the binoculars allow 
her to see her mother’s adultery, and her literally and metaphorically 
bleak surroundings. Her ability to see herself in the context of her fam-
ily and hometown influences her sense of self, as she believes she is a 
broken, depressed, and troubled child. Anderson’s camera work paral-

This paper was written for Vicky Greenbaum’s Advanced Placement 
American Literature class in the spring of 2013.



12             Amanda McFarland

lels the imagery and significance of the binoculars. He tends to zoom 
in and out during shots, showing the viewer that what they first ob-
serve may not be the whole story. This camera work also serves as a 
reminder that the way a character acts is a product of how he or she 
sees the world, either in large scope, or in miniscule details. By drawing 
this connection between a heightened perception of one’s surroundings 
and a sense of one’s identity, Moonrise Kingdom displays the dichotomy 
between order and chaos and how perception of that dichotomy can 
become a lifestyle.

Anderson’s portrayal of the stark contrast between order and chaos in 
the lives of both his protagonists illustrates the American obsession 
over order and control. Both Sam and Suzy come from extremely strict 
household situations, representative of their cultural upbringing. Sam is 
an orphan who has lived with various foster parents who all found his 
subconscious wild nature too unpredictable for their taste. He spends 
his summer with the Khaki Scouts, whose aim is to control or tame the 
wilderness into a workable society, as demonstrated during the highly 
regulated camp inspection. Suzy, on the other hand, was raised by two 
lawyer parents, who make their living through the structured setting 
of court. Even the music she is given to listen to is broken down and 
analyzed to the extent that it loses all emotional impact. Both upbring-
ings emphasize the need for strict order in life. This rational worldview 
shuns the intense emotions the protagonists feel. For this reason, both 
children feel the need to rebel against their upbringing and escape into 
the forest, a land of complete natural chaos where they aim to work with 
nature, rather than conquer it. It is in this new setting that they feel free 
to loosen up and give in to the chaos around them. They let their hair 
down, scream, dance, kiss, and talk about the emotions that sent them 
running. The extreme contrast between the way the protagonists act in 
nature and in American society displays the American fixation with or-
der and control. It is considered a failure to give in to the nature around 
you and accept the chaos of emotion, which is why the children are 
shunned for their actions. And, the happy ending only comes at the end 
of the film when the children find a way to meet each other secretly to 
share their emotions. Anderson’s film thus serves as a critique of Amer-
ican culture, as he points out its harmful, stifling effects on individuals 
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who are given no way to express their deepest emotions. In doing so, he 
also points out the dichotomy between transcendentalist thinking and 
Enlightenment philosophy.

Through his portrayal of the dichotomy between order and chaos, 
Anderson evaluates the values at the core of transcendentalist and 
Enlightenment schools of thought, ultimately portraying his belief in 
transcendentalism. Enlightenment thought, rooted in the eighteenth 
century, holds reason as the source of truth, while nineteenth-century 
transcendentalism privileges emotion. This core difference causes 
conflict between these philosophies, as proponents of Enlightenment 
thought seek control and order in life, while transcendentalists believe 
in the purity of raw chaos and disorder. Anderson portrays the contrast 
and conflict between these two in Moonrise Kingdom, as the passionate 
children rebel against their Enlightenment upbringing. No scene makes 
the conflict between the two schools of thought more apparent then 
when Suzy’s mother tears apart the embrace between the two children 
in the wilderness. On her face, you can see her Enlightenment anger 
at her daughter for submitting to the uncontrolled wilderness, literally 
and emotionally. Similarly, Suzy describes the way she practiced her 
transcendental desires while still at home by stealing library books just 
to break away from Enlightenment regulation in any small way pos-
sible. In drawing this contrast, Anderson not only puts the two schools 
of thought easily on display for his viewers, but also indicates his own 
opinion in the matter. After the storm of emotion in the climactic scene, 
the future seems better for his characters, as they are able to live close to 
one another and interact on a daily basis. In a very symbolic statement, 
the narrator speaks of the crops, which flourished in the year follow-
ing the literal storm in the plot (which is a metaphor for the emotional 
storm of the protagonists). In this statement, Anderson points out his 
own belief that life is much better if emotions are expressed in their 
full force, an extremely transcendentalist position. Thus, Anderson ul-
timately conveys to his audience his own dissatisfaction with American 
Enlightenment thought, and suggests that transcendentalism should 
rule American culture.



Wes Anderson’s movie Moonrise Kingdom is a compelling story that 
conclusively convinces the viewer of the value of transcendentalist 
thought. In general, Anderson calls the audience to live their lives with 
more knowledge of their emotions, and to respect them and express 
them as they come. He calls for us to relinquish our iron clasp on our 
surroundings and selves, and submit to fate, passion, and chance. Luck-
ily for Anderson, social theories come and pass cyclically. Transcenden-
talism was formed merely as a reaction to the prevalence of Enlighten-
ment thinking, at which point it grew and became popular, only to be 
rivaled by a call for the reinstitution of Enlightenment thinking. This 
natural oscillation has been occurring for two hundred years, and the 
popularity struggle between the two can be seen throughout the history 
of American art. Today, we stand on the edge of revolution. We are a so-
ciety that values the work of Enlightenment people, but sees the havoc it 
can wreck on individuals and communities—evidenced in suicide and 
depression rates. Anderson’s movie may well be looked back upon as a 
signal of the times to come, where no doubt transcendentalism will take 
its turn in the spotlight. 
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