Structuralist Analysis of Thumbsucker

	Character Outlines:
· Audrey Cobb: Mother, nurse, overbearing(?), failure as a mother(?), and expresses sexual desires for other men

· Mike Cobb: Father, sports store manager, failed athlete, failure as a husband and father

· Justin Cobb: eldest son and primary character, maladjusted, swings between different fixes (e.g., thumb-sucking, anxiety medication, debate team, marijuana)

· Joel Cobb: youngest son – the most ‘normal of the group’

· Rebecca: Justin’s love interest

· Perry: Justin’s dentist/ priest/ psychotherapist; also a potential substitute paternal figure.

· Mr. Geary: debate team leader (high school teacher) and also a potential substitute paternal figure.

· Matt: a celebrity who checks into a drug clinic; Audrey gets transferred to the clinic and is apparently infatuated with him.

	Familial/Social Rel.
	Social Transgression
	Monster (abnormality)
	Resolution

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Justin and Rebecca potential romantic encounter
	
	Justin’s refusal to be honest
	Rebecca leaves Justin

	Justin and Perry
	
	Justin asks for the thumb-sucking habit to be ‘put back’
	Call on your power-animal

	Justin (and Joel) assault Perry during bike race
	Retaliation for taking his thumb-sucking away (taking away the mother’s breast and bringing up other trauma)
	‘murders’ Perry’s power-animal – regression into incestuous desire and refusal to give up the breast/thumb
	Busted by the cops

	School officials (and Mr. Geary) confront Justin’s maladjusted character
	
	
	Take some pills

	Mr. Geary asks Justin to compete with the debate team
	
	
	

	Audrey praises Justin’s performance in the debate
	
	
	Parents recognize their son has grown – and so they also take their ‘proper place’ as parents – and also (re)develop sexual interests in one another

	Justin manipulates (through rhetoric) Mr. Geary
	Co-ed boarding, underage sexuality, and drinking
	(Mr. Geary – failure to be the ‘adult’? Allows co-ed boarding, and provide alcohol)
	Front desk phone call; re-establishment of order and Mr. Geary becomes proper ‘adult’ figure again

	Justin confronts Mike
	Son questions paternal authority 
	Weak paternal figure
	Audrey changes the conversation

	
	Audrey is transferred to new unit – adultery
	Monstrous sexual desire 
	

	Justin confronts Audrey
	Son questions paternal authority
	
	Mike rebukes Justin – “hey, easy …”

	Justin applies to NY university
	(he lies(?) – saying his parents are mentally ill)
	
	

	Mike agrees to go to Justin’s next debate
	
	
	Mike becomes a ‘proud father’

	Justin and Perry meet by chance
	
	
	Perry lost in the world of ‘dirty hippie-ness’ now he is found

	Justin and Perry (confrontation regarding the use of drugs)
	
	
	

	Justin and debate opponent (confrontation regarding drugs)
	
	Justin labeled ‘speed-freak’?
	

	Debate (Justin seen as failure in father’s eyes
	
	
	

	Justin crashes and burns at the debate in the presence of his father
	
	Mike is not a father-figure (“what am I supposed to say” – asking Justin).
	

	Justin and Mr. Geary
	
	“Justin in my professional opinion you’ve become a monster” glib, arrogant, self-control
	Justin quits debate

	Justin throws away drugs
	
	Dream/nightmare (trauma re-emerging)
	

	Justin and Audrey (nurse/mother) – Justin confides that he has quit taking his meds. - 
	
	
	

	Justin and Mike – “how did you feel when you had to quit football?” looking for paternal guidance
	
	Mike refusal to be a paternal figure
	Thumb-sucking(?)

	Justin asks Rebecca to get him stoned
	Drugs(?)
	
	Relieves social anxiety

	Justin (Audrey) and Mike in the garage
	Maternal affair 
	Paternal failure – “I never know what the two of you are thinking”
	

	Justin confides in Rebecca maternal affair
	(Rebecca’s) sexual aggression
	
	

	Justin and Audrey
	Sexual aggression (Audrey hugs Justin)
	
	

	Audrey and Mike (in bed) “do you think Justin has had sex?” “how old do you feel?”
	
	
	

	Justin and Joel – Joel wants to know about sex
	
	
	

	Justin and Rebecca – Justin confronts her, “why do you get to make-up all the rules?”
	Justin blindfolded during sex (Rebecca, “those are the rules” sexual aggressor) 
	Femme fatale (to educate herself)
	Justin smokes marijuana 

	Justin and Mike – confrontation regarding (relationships with women) Audrey’s indiscretion
	
	Weak paternal figure – at the heart of it, he knows what Audrey is doing – he finds the picture to confirm it. Mike confirms that he is not a great star – out there in “picture-land”

Weak paternal figure=weak son
	

	Mike goes to Justin’s room to have a ‘heart to heart’
	
	
	Justin becomes the paternal/priest/councilor – the only way he got Audrey’s attention was by being her kid (i.e., play to her maternal instincts). 

	Justin rides to Maple Glen Clinic meets Mat “never met a drug I didn’t like”
	
	
	Realization “we’re all just scared little animals” and no maternal affair

	Justin and Joel discuss familial relationships 
	
	Joel the youngest has to “step up and be normal”
	

	Justin gets NYU acceptance


	
	
	Parents ‘let Justin go’

	Justin visits Perry for a check-up
	
	
	Perry’s ‘cleaned up’ become himself

“There is nothing wrong with you.”

“The trick is living without an answer.”

	Justin meets woman on the plane to NYU
	
	
	He is okay with thumb-sucking. 

He is capable/ sexually confident in approaching a woman, i.e., he is normal.

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


