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 Most of the time when audience members go to see a film, they know exactly what they’re 

getting themselves into. The recipe for any typical movie is usually the same: a lead character who has a 

defined goal and who faces various trials and tribulations until the goal is finally – and inevitably – 

achieved. The events play out over the course of two hours or so, and while some movies have us 

laughing until our stomachs hurt and others have us on the edge of our seats, most of the time we can 

expect to leave the theater satisfied with an ending that neatly wraps up the predictable plot. However, 

while typical movie goers are often accustomed to films with a conventional narrative, “unregulated” 

storytelling is perhaps an even more important form because of its authenticity in representing the real-

world lack of structured event progression and closure, its ability to create a more immersive experience, 

and its emphasis on lasting themes rather than goal-oriented action. Unregulated films do not follow the 

“classical” narrative style of displaying events with clarity, showing the motivation of characters and the 

cause and effect that leads to a resolution. Instead, events are portrayed in different ways, such as out of 

chronological order or within a dream sequence, giving the films a unique style. 

 Movies obviously are not real life, but realistic films do try to emulate and dramatize events that 

are seen in the real world. However, what differentiates many traditional films from the real world is the 

fact that, as quoted by filmmaker Grahame Weinbren, “nothing [in the film] can inhabit the center that 

cannot be adequately accounted for when the ending is reached. Every knot that is introduced at the 

beginning and progressively entangled in the middle must be unraveled by the end.” (“The Nonlinear 

Narrative”). Those audience members who believe that what they are seeing on the screen should reflect 

real life are being woefully misled: life does not always pan out with clarity and consistently achieved end 

goals. Weinbren also expresses this concept well, saying “if this simplified form of representation [seen in 

linear films] takes center stage…we begin to believe that lived experience, which does not conform to this 

paradigmatic structure is lacking rather than vice versa.” (“The Nonlinear Narrative”). For this reason, 

unregulated narrative films are important forms of art in that filmmakers can use unconventional 

approaches in order to more accurately represent the disorder of everyday life. Unregulated films that 

order events in ways that are not with the regular flow of time can show details other than the typical 
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cause and effect events that classical films embrace. Now, this is not to say that in unconventional movies 

the events are actually happening out of chronological order. Of course, what is occurring in the plot for a 

character must be linear (unless the movie is about time travel), but it is the filmmaker’s choice to show 

these occurrences out of order that can expose new meanings for viewers.  

 Take, for example, the film 500 Days of Summer (2009). Although the story is of a chronological 

relationship, it is not told in linear, conventional “boy-meets-girl and relationship develops” order. 

Instead, the film bounces around to different days at different points in the relationship allowing viewers 

to see a relationship how it usually is in the real world: challenging, confusing, spontaneous, and not 

always with an expected happy ending. The film itself implicitly addresses the difference between 

regulated and unregulated narrative, with a scene in which the screen is split into two, showing the main 

character’s expectations for how the night will go and how the night goes in reality. His expectations 

reflect a traditional romantic narrative in which he sees his old girlfriend and after talking all night they 

fall back in love. The reality represents the authenticity of an unregulated romantic narrative in which he 

realizes that the girl is wearing an engagement ring, and that he no longer has a chance with her. 

 

500 Days of Summer 

 Movies like this demonstrate how unregulated film structure can really be seen as art cinema translated 

into more modern cinema. Art cinema is a unique mode of film practice primarily rooted in the past, and 

which “defines itself explicitly against the classical narrative mode, and especially against the cause-
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effect linkage of events” (Bordwell 152). This sounds similar to the description so far of unregulated 

cinema, but while art cinema was primarily popular among distinguished, elite audiences, unregulated 

films today have found widespread popularity throughout the world. This is significant because it means 

untraditional organizational schemes that do not necessarily focus on clear-cut objectives are gradually 

becoming popular among ordinary audiences as the authentic reality of the world. And “what is essential 

to any such organization scheme is that it be sufficiently loose in its causation as to permit characters to 

express and explain their psychological states” (Bordwell 153). The focus on complex characters and 

their mindsets in movies is an important milestone in realistic movies becoming more like reality. As 

unregulated cinema - the modern art cinema - becomes more popular, a whole new world of opportunity 

will open up for filmmakers to tap into a reality separate from the pre-conceived traditional narrative 

reality most audiences are familiar with. 

 Not only do unregulated films reflect a more authentic reality, but they also do a better job of 

forcing audiences to immerse themselves completely within that reality. The argument can be made that 

regulated narrative movies, which often have predictable storylines because audiences have seen the same 

formula time and time again, immerse audiences in the movie, while unregulated films immerse them in 

the real world within the movie. Each person’s individual preference for whether he or she wants to 

become immersed in the movie for a few hours or in the reality of the plot that will leave a lasting effect 

is really what differentiates two types of viewers. Neither preference is wrong. It’s simply a fact that some 

people want to watch a movie for the movie, and others want a more involved experience. Unregulated 

cinema offers that involved experience. In a day and age in which attention spans are low and people 

often get distracted by their phones or devices in the middle of a film, the more complex narratives in 

unregulated movies reiterate the importance of staying attentive throughout the entire film. A perfect 

example of a movie that fully commands the attention of a viewer is Inception. Inception is inarguably an 

unregulated film, not only because it plays around with the standard of time but because it literally delves 

deep into the psyche of characters, exposing their inner thoughts through their dreams. Inception is also 

inarguably a film that is complex, sometimes confusing, and one that definitely requires rapt attention in 
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order to understand its full effect and meaning. Don’t even think about looking at your phone for a minute 

or two if you want to get the full Inception experience. In an article entitled “Whatever happened to 

nonlinear films?” author Phil Hoad makes the argument that “non-linear stories were about making the 

effort to form meaningful connections. They were about intelligent, patience and empathy.” And though 

Hoad argues that these unregulated films are falling out of favor with audiences, this should not be the 

case. Movies like Inception, as well as many of Christopher Nolan’s unconventional films, force 

audiences’ minds to interact with the film in ways traditional narrative films never could. And these 

movies are a crucial part in cinema as a whole remaining interesting and advancing storytelling 

techniques even further.  

 The last significant aspect to be addressed concerning unregulated cinema is its emphasis on 

important themes rather than just the plot. This has the ability to really make a lasting impression on 

audiences and encourage them to think further about what they just witnessed. Traditional narratives have 

common patterns of development, one being a “change in knowledge in which a character learns 

something in the course of the action, with the most crucial knowledge coming at the final turning point 

of the plot… Another common pattern of development is the goal-oriented plot, in which a character 

takes steps to achieve an object or condition” (Bordwell and Thompson 85). While films that embrace 

these patterns of development can be successful in deeply affecting audiences in different ways, the focus 

of unregulated films on specific themes almost guarantees a deeper meaning. Screenwriter Linda Cowgill 

points out that “because action does not direct the plot in an [unregulated film], theme takes on an even 

greater importance. Theme defines what a film experience is about. The more diverse and out of sequence 

the incidents, the more we need theme to hold the segments together” (Cowgill). These themes can be 

broad or specific, and often times are more important to the film than the characters themselves. In the 

movie Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004), many of the scenes take place in the main character 

Joel’s mind as he relives memories of his former relationship with ex-girlfriend Clementine. Both Joel 

and Clementine opted to have surgery to remove all memories of each other, and the film is told from 
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many different points in time as this surgery occurs and Joel loses his memory. The characters in the 

movie certainly stand out; timid 

Joel and erratic Clementine are not 

personalities that are easy to forget. 

But it becomes clear throughout the 

film that in order to sustain a 

sequence of events that is entirely 

out of order and at times confusing 

to follow, the film must focus on 

an overarching and cohesive theme. In this case, the theme is that memory can define relationships and 

expose them for what they truly are. Themes are important in any movie. But the fact that themes are 

often the defining factors in tying together unregulated films is what distinguishes them and leaves them 

lingering in the minds of viewers.  

 All in all, unregulated films that do not follow the conventional, “regulated” narrative format with 

goal-oriented characters that face obstacles but achieve their end goal, are very significant to modern 

cinema and society in general. We need more films like these that dare to push the envelope and take 

cinematic risks, because there’s potential for the benefits to far outweigh the risks. These films replicate 

reality in ways traditional films cannot, they capture the attention of audiences and force them to form 

connections, and they perpetuate important themes in society today, using the very important power of 

cinema to convey messages to large audiences. Here’s hoping that filmmakers pick up on these 

advantages of unregulated films, because they have ability unlike any other form of cinema to influence 

audiences and reinvigorate the crucial role of movies in the world. While some are satisfied with two 

hours or so of entertainment, playmakers in the industry should work more toward creating films that will 

stick with viewers long after the credits roll.  

 

 

Joel getting his memories erased in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind 
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