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Movie Essay: Sidewalks of New York

What Happens When A Fate Befalls Us That Goes Against Our Conception of Ourselves?

Heather Graham’s character proclaims at the end of Sidewalks in New York that she never anticipated getting a divorce, but she accepts that these things happen.  Her mental state at that moment of realization and change is one that many of us will have to cope with in our lives.  The question for people as they mature is how much to wrest events onto the single-minded track we have plotted for them and how to reconcile ourselves to our fate if such strong-arming proves impossible.  Furthermore, if we determine that uncontrollable fate is a good thing, can we simulate its effects if it does not strike us “against” our will?

The key paradox in this question is that our will, at least in our maturing phase, contrary to the beliefs of Plato in his dialogues, does not correspond without exception with our benefit.  While growing and learning, we do not always know what we want, but more importantly, there can be layers to our desire, the subconscious desire being paramount at times.  We need alterity at a basic level.


We accept and assume that fate will alter our lives in ways we can’t imagine, but if it does not, shall we make it?  First let us examine the reaction when fate does befall us in ways we have not anticipated.


In such an event, there is part of letting go of our identity that we have fabricated for ourselves and part evolution into a new identity.  From this proposition, we can deduce that we have no identity before we come to form a conception of ourselves.  This proposition does not fly too far on its own, because then how are we to explain the time before we formed cognition of ourselves, still busying our minds with popping baby blocks into our esophaguses?  But for the most part it is true; we just need to add that some of our identity is formed by the perceptions of others.


My conception of a person has always been projected on a grand scale, in somewhat of an acting fashion, which is appropriate for an essay on a movie.  What makes a great character?  A stolid one, or one that changes?  A great character parallels a real person, one with complex emotions and conceptions.


In life one has to accept certain changes.  One cannot be too attached to one’s conception of oneself because otherwise we would all be bad movie characters.  But more importantly, we would not be characters at all.  Characters exist in their surrounding and not apart from them.  We are only a full person at the end of all the changes to oneself – right before our deaths.  Impressions of ourselves before that do count but we must deal with situations of uncertainty.


Heather Graham’s character is a vibrant and witty one (and a Yalie too, like the author of this piece, if we can deduce anything from the light blue Tee she wears in the scene where she notices her husband’s flowery perfume).  She does not suffer too much from the realization that she is no longer the kind that does not get divorced.  In fact, she develops as a character because she has more experience.  In love and life, this movie shows, what does not kill us makes us wiser.

