The Antecedents of Film {heory

The Antecedents of Film Theory

Fiim theory, like all writing, 1s palimpsestic; it bears the traces of
earlier theories and the impact of neighboring discourses. Saturated
with the memory of longer histories of reflection, theory embeds
many antecedent debates. Film theory must be seen as part of a
long-standing tradition of theoretical reflection on the arts in gen-
eral. Film theorists from the turn of the twentieth century through
André Bazin and Jean-Louis Baudry and Luce Iragaray have been
struck, for example, by the uncanny resemblance berween Plato’s
allegorical cave and the cinematic apparatus. Both Plato’s cave and
the cinema feature an artificial light, cast from behind the prison-
ers/spectators. In Plato’s cave the light plays aver effigies of people
and animals, leading the dcluded captives to confusce flimsy
simulations with ontological reality. Contemporary theorists hostile
to the cinema often replay, consciously or not, Plato’s rejection of
the fictive arts as nurturing illusion and fomenting the lower pas-
$10115.

Some of the antecedent debares inherired by film theory concern
aesthetics, medium specificity, genre, and realism, themes which will
become leitmotifs throughour this book, The discussion of film acs-
thetics, for example, draws on the long history of acsthetics in gen-
eral. Aesthetics (from the Greek word adsthesis meaning perception,
sensation) emerged as a separate discipline in the eighteenth century
as the study of artistic beauty and related issues of the sublime, the
grotesque, the humorous, and the pleasurable. In philosophy, acs-
thetics, ethics, and logic made up the triad of “normative” sciences
devoted to devising rules concerning the Beautiful, the Good, and
the True, respectively. Acsthetics {and Anti-Aesthetics) tries to an-
swer such questions as: What 1s beauty In a work of art? Is beauty
“rcal” and objectively verifiable, or subjective, a matter of taste? Are
agsthetics medinm-specific? Should a film exploit the distinctive traits
of the medium? Is “art” an honorific to be attributed only to a few
films, or arc all films works of art simply because of their institution-
ally defined social status? Do films have a natural “vocation” for
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realism, or for artifice and stylization? Should technique call atten-
tion to itsclf or be self-cffacing? Is there an ideal style? Is there a
correct way of telling a story? Are notions of the beautiful cternally
truc or are they shaped by ambient sacial values? To what extent are
acsthetics linked to larger ethical and social issues? Can beauty be
scparated from social use and function, as a certain Kantian tradition
suggests> What 1s the relation between film technique and social
responsibility? Is a tracking shot, as Godard put it, a question of
morality? Are there aesthetic correlatives to specific ideologies such
as fascism discernible in the films of Ieni Ricfenstahl and Busby
Berkeley, as Susan Sontag has suggested? Can fascist or racist films
like Tremmph of the Will or Birth of @ Nation be “masterpicces™ in
artistic terms and still be repugnant in ethical /political terms? Arc
acsthetics and ethics so casily separable? Has all art been irrevocably
changed by Auschwitz, as Adorno suggested? Do we even need acs-
thetics, or is it hopelessly compromisced, as Clvde Taylor (1998) ar-
gues, by its origins in eighteenth-century racist discourses? Or can
one distinguish between capital-A “Aesthetics,” rooted in Germanic
racist thought, and small-a “acsthetics” as a concern, common to all
cultures, with the formal shaping of representations of the sensate
world?

“Medium specificity” arguments, similarly, also trace their line-
age to a long tradition of reflection. The medium specificity ap-
proach goes at least as far back as Aristotle’s Poetics, and then to the
distinction madc by the German philosopher Lessing (in Laocodn,
1766) between spatial and temporal arts, and his insistence on es-
tablishing what is cssential to cach medium, that to which it should
be “true” (film theorists trom Eiscnstein to Carroll explicitly refer-
ence the Laocedn essay). Questions of media specificity also lurk in
the background when critics {or ordinary spectators) call films “too
theatrical™ or “too static” or “too literary.” When spectators confi-
dently announce, as if they were themselves inventing the idea rather
than receiving it spoon-fed from the industry, that they “believe
that film is ¢ntertainment,” they too are proffering a medium
specificity argument, albeit a peenliarly unreflective one.

A medium specificity approach to the cinema assumes that each
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art form has uniquely particular norms and capabilides of expres-
sion. As Noél Carroll points out in Theorizing the Moving Image,
the approach has two components, one internal (the posited rcla-
tion berween the medium and the art form that emerges from ir)
and one external (its differential relation to other art forms and me-
dia). An essentialist approach assumes (1) that film is good at doing
certain things (¢.g. depicting animated movement) and not others
{staring at a static object), and (2} that film should follow its own
logic and not be derivative of other arts, i.e. that it should do what it
does best and not what orher media do best.

The issue of medium spectficity brings with it issues of compara-
tive prestige, Literature especially has often been seen as a more
vencrable, more distinguished, essentially more “noble” medium than
film. The results of millennia of hterary production are compared
with the average productions of a ccatury of film, and literature is
pronounced supcrior. The written word, which brings with it the
aura of scripture, is said to be intrinsically a more subtle and precise
medium for the delineation of thoughts and feclings. Yet it could
just as easily be argued that cinema, precisely because of'its hetero-
genous matter of expression, is capable of greater complexity and
subtlety than literature, Cinerma’s audiovisual nature and its five tracks
anthorize an infinitely richer combinatoire of syntactic and semantic
possibilities. ‘The cinema has extremely varied resources, even if some
of those resonrces are rarcly used (just as some of the resources of
literature arc rarcly used). Film forms an ideal site tor the orchestra-
tion of multiple genres, narrational systems, and forms of writing,
Most striking is the high density of information available to the cin-
cma, If the cliché phrase suggests that an “image is worth a thou-
sand words” how much more worthy are the typical film’s hundreds
of shots (each formed by hundreds if not thousands of images) as
they interact simultancously with phonetic sound, noises, written
materials, and music? Interestingly, litcrature itself sometimes ex-
presses a kind of “envy” of cinema, as when novelist Robbe-Grillet
aspires to cinema’s perpetual present tense, or when Nabokov’s
Humbert Humbert laments in LeZéta that he, unlike a film director,
has to “put the impact of an instantancous vision into a sequence of
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words” in such a way that “their physical accumulation on the page
impairs the actual flash, the sharp unity of impression.”

The question of cinematic specificity can be approached (a) tech-
nolggically, in terms of the apparatus necessary to its production; (b)
hinguistically, in terms of film’s “materials of cxpression”; (¢} histori-
cally, in terms of its origins (e.g. in daguerrcotypes, dioramas,
kinetoscopes); (d) snstiturionally, in tcrms of its processes of pro-
duction {collaborative rather than individual, industrial rather than
artisanal); and (¢) in terms of its processes of receprion (individual reader
versus gregarious reception in movie theater). Whereas poets and
novelists (usuallv) work alone, filmmakers (usually) collaborate with
cinematographers, art directors, actors, technicians, etc. While nov-
cls have characters, films have characters and performers, a quitc
diffcrent thing. Thus Picrre Louys’s 1898 novel The Woman and the
Puppet teatures one entity (the characrer Conchita) while the Buiiuel
adaptation of the novel Thar Obscurve Objecy of Desire features three
{or more) entitics: the character, the two actresses who play the role,
and the dubber who dubs both actresses,

Film theory also inherits the history of reflection on literary genre.
Etymologically drawn from the Latin genus (“kind”}, “genre™ criti-
cism began, at least in what came to be known as the “West,” as the
classification of the diverse kinds of literary texrs and the evolution
of Iiterary forms.! In the Poetics Aristotle proposed to treat “poetry
in its various kinds, noting the essential quality of each.” Aristotle’s
famous definition of wragedy touched on diverse aspects of genre:
the kinds of events portraved {an action of a certain magnitude); the
social rank of the characters {(nobles, better than ourselves); the ethical
qualitics of the characters (their “tragic flaws™}; narrative soructure
(dramaric reversals); and audience effects (the purging of pity and
fear through “catharsis”). In the third book of Plato’s Republic,
Socrates proposed a tripartite division of literary forms, based on
their manner of presentation: (1} pure imitation of dialogue (trag-
edy, comedy); (2) direct recital (dithyramb); and (3) the mixture of
the two {as in cpic). Refining on Plato, Aristotle distingnished be-
tween the medium of representation, the objects represented and
the mode of representation. The “mode of representation” produced
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the familiar triad of epic, drama, and lyric, while the “objects” of
imitation generated class-based distinctions between tragedy (the
actions of nobles) and comedy (the actions of the nobles’ presumed
inferiors). The film world, as we shall see shortly, inherited this habit
of arranging artworks into types, some drawn from literature (com-
edy, tragedy, melodrama) and others mare specifically cinematic:
views, actualitics, tableanx, travelogues, animated cartoons.

A number of perennial doubts plague genre theory. Are genres
really “out there” in the world, or are they merely the constructions
of analystst Is there a finitc taxonomy of genres or are they in prin-
ciple infinite? Are genres timeless Platonic cssences or ephemeral,
time-bound entities? Are genres culture-bound or transcultural? Does
the term “meclodrama” have the same meaning in Britain, France,
Egvpt, and Mecxico? Should genre analysis be descriptive or pro-
scriptive? Genre taxonomies 1n filim have been notoriously imprecise
and heterotopic, having some of the qualities of Foucault’s Chinese
encyclopedia. While some genres are based on story content {the
war film}, others are borrowed from literature (comedy, melodrama)
or from other media (the musical}. Some are performer-based (the
Astaire—Rogers films) or budger-based {blockbusters), while athers
are based on artistic starus (the art film}, racial identity {Black cin-
ema), locate (the Western) or sexual orientation (Queer cinema).
Some, like documentary and satire, might better be scen as
“transgenres.” Subject matrer is the weakest criterion for generic
grouping bcecausc it fails to take into account how the subject is
treated. The subject of nuclear war, for example, can be generically
rendered as satirc ( Dy Strangelove), docu-fiction ( War Game), porn
( Café Flesh), melodrama { Testament, The Day After), and satiric com-
pilation documentary ( Azomie Café). The Hollywood-on-Hollywood
film can be a melodrama (A Star is Born), a comedy ( Show People), a
musical (Singin’ in the Rain), a vérit¢ documentary (Lion’s Love), a
parody (Silent Movie), and so on,

Filmic genre, like hterary genre before ity is also permeable to
historical and social tensions. The entire course of western litera-
turc, Erich Auerbach (1953} argues in Mimesis, has worked to erode
the clitist “separation of stvles™ inherent in the Greek tragic model,
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through a democratizing impulse (rooted in the Judaic notion of
“all souls cqual before God™} by which the dignity of a noble style
was gradually accorded to ever “lower” classes of people. Genres
come cquipped, then, with class connotations. In literature, the novel,
rooted in the common-sense world of bourgeois facticity, challenges
the romance, linked to aristocratic notions of courtliness and chiv-
alry. Art revitalizes itself by drawing on the strategies of previously
marginalized forms and genres, in conformity with what Viktor
Shklovsky calls the “law of the canonization of the junior branch.”
Some films explicitly connect class and genre. King Vidor’s Show
People, for example, pits vaudevillian slapstick against Frenchified
costume drama, portraying slapstick as the genre of the unpreten-
tious people, and costume drama as the genre of the royalty-identi-
fied elite.

Film theory also inherits antecedent questions concerning artistic
“realism.” An uncommonly contested and clastic term, “realism™
comes to film theory heavily laden with millennial encrustations from
antecedent debates in philosophy and literature. Classical philoso-
phy distinguishcd between Platonic realism — the assertion of the
absolute and objcctive existence of universals, i.c. the belief that forms,
essences, abstractions such as “beauty” and “truth” exist independ-
ent of human perception — and Aristotclian realism — the view rhat
universals only cxist within objects in the external world (rather
than in an extra-material realm of essences). The term “realism™ 1s
confusing becanse these early philosophical usages often seem dia-
metrically opposed to “common-sense” realism — the beliet in the
objective existence of facts and the attempt to sec these facts with-
out idcalization.

The concept of realism, while ultimately rooted in the classical
Greek conception of mimesis (imitation ), gained programmatic sig-
nificance only in the ninctecnth century, when it came to denote a
movement in the figurative and narrative arts dedicated to the ob-
servation and accurate representation of the contemporary world. A
neologism coined by French critics, realism was originally linked to
an oppositional attitude toward romantic and neo-classical models
in fiction and painting, The realist novels of writers like Balzac,
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Stendhal, Flaubert, George Eliot, and Ega de Queirds brought in-
tensely individualized, scriously conceived characters into typical
contemporary social situations. Underlving the realist impulse was
an implicit teleology of social democratization favoring the artistic
emergence of “more extensive and socially inferior human groups
to the position of subjcct matter for problematic—existential repre-
sentation” {Auerbach, 1953, p. 491). Litcrary critics distinguished
between chis deep, democratizing realism, and a shallow,
reductionistic, and obsessively veristic “naturalism™ — realized most
famously in the novels of Emile Zola ~ which modeled its human
representations on the biological sciences.

The beginnings of cincma coincided with a kind of crisis within the
veristic project as expressed in the realist novel, in the naturalist play
(with rcal mcat hanging in staged butcher shops), and in obsessively
mimetic exhibitions. An ongoing acsthetic debate within film theory
has to do with arguments about whether cinema should be narrative
or anti-narrative, realist or anti-realist; in short, with film’s relation to
modernism. Artistic modernism, i.e. those movements in the arts {both
in Europe and outside of Europe) which emerged in the late nine-
teenth century, flourished in the carly decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, and became institutionalized as “high modernism” after World
War II, was interested in a non-representational art characterized by
abstraction, fragmentation, and aggression. Despite its superficial
modernity and technological razzle-dazzle, dominant cinema inher-
ited the mimetic aspirations that Impressionism had relinquished in
painting, that Alfred Jarry as well as the symbolists had attacked in the
theater, and that James Joyce and Virginia Woolf had undermined in
the novel. Yet in the cinema this cealist/modernist dichotomy can
easily be overdrawn. When Hitchcock collaborates with Salvador Dali
on thc dream sequence in Spellbonnd is he still pre-modernist? Was
Hitchcock ever pre-modernist? When Buiuel makes genre films within
the Mexican industry, does he remain an avant-gardist?

The issue of realism alse had to do with intercultural dialogue. In
the case of European modernism, as Bakhtin and Medvedev (1985)
suggest in The Formal Method in Literary Scholavship, non-Euro-
pean cultures became the catalysts for the supercession, within
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Europc, of a retrograde culture-bound verism. Africa, Asia, and the
Americas provided a reservoir of alternative trans-realist forms and
attitudes. In film theory, Sergei Eisenstein invoked cxtra- European
traditions {Hindi rasa, Japanese kabuki) as part of his attempt to
construct a film acsthetic which went beyond mere mimesis. A real-
ist or, better, illusionist style was revealed by the modernist move-
ment to be just one of many possible strategies, and one marked,
furthermore, by a certain provinciality. Vast regions of the world,
and long periods of artistic history, had shown little allegiance to or
even interest in realism. Kapila Malik Vatsayan speaks of a very dif
ferent acsthetic that held sway in much of the world:

A common aesthetic theory governed all the arts, both performing and plastic,
in South and South Enst Asia. Roughly speaking, the common trends may be
identified as the negation of the principle of vealistic imatation in art, the
establishment vf a bievarchy of vealities wheve the principle of suggestion thvough
abstraction is followed and the manifestation in the avts of the belief that time
15 cyelic vather than linear. . ., This tradition of the arts appears to have been
persuasive from Afghantstan and Indin to Japan and Indonesia over two
thousand years of istory. (Quoted in Armes, 1974, p. 135)

In India, a two-thousand vear tradition of theater, which has im-
pacted Indian cinemna, circles back to the classical Sanskrit drama,
which tclls the myths of Hindu culture through an aesthetic based
less on coherent character and lincar plot than on the subtle modu-
lations of mood and feeling {#asa). Chinese painting, in the same
vein, has often ignored both perspective and realism. The African
art which revitalized modcrnist painting, similarly, cultivated what
Robert Farris Thompson calls “mid-point mimesis,” i.¢. a style chat
avoided both illusionistic realism and hyperabstraction.

Non-realist wraditions also cxist within the West, of course, and in
any casc there is nothing intrinsically “bad™ about occidental real-
ism. But as the product of'a specific culture and historical moment,
it is just one of many possible acsthetics. Indecd, realism as a norm
can be scen as provincial even within Europe. In Rabelais and His
World Bakhtin speaks of the “carnivalesque™ as a counter-hegemonic
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tradition with a history that runs from Greck Dionysian festivals and
the Roman Saturnalia, through the grotesque realism of the medi-
on through Shakespeare and Cervantes, and
finally to Jarry and Surrealism. As theorized by Bakhtin, carnival

-

cval “carnivalesque,’

embraces an anti-classical acschetic that rejects formal harmony and
unity in favor of the asymmetrical, the heterogenous, the oxymaoronic,
the miscegenated. Carnival’s “grotesque realism™ turns convenrional
acsthetics on its head in order to locate a new kind of popular, con-
vulsive, rebellious beauty, one that dares to reveal the grotesquerie
of the powerful and the latent beauty of the “vulgar.” Within carni-
val, all hierarchical distinctions, all barriers, all norms and prohibi-
tions, arc temporarily suspended, while a qualitatively difterent kind
of communication, based on “free and familiar contact,” is cstab-
lished. Within carnival’s cosmic gaiety, laughter has deep philosophi-
cal meaning; it constitutes a special perspective on expericnce, one
no less profound than scriousness and tears.

In Problems of Dostoepsky’s Poetics Bakhtin speaks of the
“Menippea,” a perennial artistic genre linked to a carnivalesque vi-
sion of the world and marked by oxymoronic characters, multiple
styles, violation of the norms of etiquerte, and the comic confronta-
tion of philosophical points of view, Although not originally con-
ceived as an instrument for cinematic analysis, the category of the
Menippea has the capacity to deprovincialize film-critical discourse,
which is too often tied to nineteenth-century conventions of verisi-
militude. Filmmakers like Buiiuel, Godard, Ruiz, and Rocha, in this
perspective, are not the mere negation of the dominant tradition
but rather heirs of this ether rradition, renovators of a perennial mode
characterized by protean vitality.

Film and Film Theory: The Beginnings

Film theory is what Bakhtin would call a “historically situated uttcr-
ancc.” And just as ene cannot scparate the history of film theory
from the history of the arts and of artistic discourse, so one cannot
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separate it from history tout court, defined by Fredric Jameson as
“that which hurts” but also as that which inspires. In the long view,
the history of film, and therefore of film theory, must be scen in the
light of the growth of nationalism, within which cinema became a
strategic instrument for “projecting™ national imaginarics. It must
also be seen in relation to colonialism, the process by which the
Eunropean powers reached positions of economic, military, political,
and cultural hegemony in much of Asia, Africa, and the Americas.
{Whilc nations had often anncxed adjacent territorics, what was new
in European colonialism was its planetary reach, its attempted sub-
mission of the world to a single “universal” regime of truth and
power.) This process reached its apogee at the turn of the twentieth
century, when the carth surface controlled by European powers rose
from 67 pcreent (1884) to 84.4 percent {1914), a situation that
began to be reversed only with the disintegration of the European
colonial empires after World War TL!

The beginnings of cinema, then, coincided preciscly with the very
height of imperialism. (Of all the celebrated “coincidences” — of the
beginnings of cinema with the beginnings of psychoanalysis, with
the rise of nationalism, with the cmergence of consumcrism — it is
this coincidence with imperialism that has been least studied.) The
first film screenings by Lumiére and Edison in the 1890s occurred
shortly after the “scramble for Africa” that crupred in the late 1870s,
the British occupation of Egypt in 1882, the massacre of the Sicux
at Wounded Knce in 1890, and countless other impcrial
misadventures. The mast prolific film-producing countries of the
silent period — Britain, France, the USA, Germany —also “happened”
to be among the leading imperialist countries, in whose clear inter-
est it was to laud the colonial enterprise. The cinema combined nar-
rative and spectacle to tell the story of colonialism from the colonizer’s
perspective. Thus dominant cinema has spoken for the “winners™ of
history, in films which idealized the colomial enterprise as a philan-
thropic civilizing mission motivated by a desire to push back the
frontiers of ignorance, diseasc, and tyranny. Programmatically nega-
tive portrayals helped rationalize the human costs of the imperial
enterprise.
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The dominant Furopean/American form of cinema not only in-
herited and disseminated a hegemonic colonial discourse, but also
created a powertul hegemony of its own through monopolistic con-
trol of film distribution and exhibition in much of Asia, Africa, and
the Americas. Eurocolonial cinema thus mapped history not only
for domestic audiences but also for the world, in a manner which
has profound implications for theorics of film spectatorship. African
spectators were prodded to identify with Rhodes, Stanley, and
Livingstone against Africans themselves, thus engendering a battle
of national imaginaries wichin the fissured colonial spectator. For
the European spectator, then, the cinematic experience mobilized a
rewarding scnsc of national and imperial belonging, but for the colo-
nized, the cinema produced a sense of deep ambivalence, mingling
the identification provoked by cinematic narrative with intensc re-
scntment.

The medium of cinema, as Ella Shohar has pointed out, formed
part of the same discursive continuum that included such disciplines
as geography, history, anthropology, archeology, and philosophy.
The cinema could “chart a map of the world, like the cartographer;
it could tell stories and chronicle events, like the historiographer; it
could ‘dig’ into the past of distant civilizations, like the archeolo-
gist; and it could narrate the customs and habits of exotic peoples,
like the ethnographer.”? The audiovisual media, in sum, were avail-
able as instruments for the intellectual dispossession of non-
Furopcan cultures. That the implications ot this dispossession were
noted, overall, only by the victims of these processes suggests the
cxtent to which Eurocentric habits of mind have been taken as axi-
omatic by most film scholars and theorists. It took hard work, as
Toni Morrison might say, #et to notice such things.

The common assumption that the cinema is an exclusively west-
ern rechnology is incorrect. Science and technology are often thought
of as western, but historically Europe has largely borrowed them
from others: the alphabet, algebra, astronomy, printing, gunpow-
der, the magnetic compass, mechanical clockwaork, irrigation, vul-
canization, and quantitative cartography all came from outside
Europe. While the cutting-cdge of technological development over
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recent centurics has undoubtedly centered on Western Europe and
North America, this development has been very much a “joint ven-
ture” {in which Europe owned most of the shares) facilitated in the
past by celonial exploiration and now by neo-colonial “brain drain-
ing” ot the “Third World.” The wealth of Europe, as Fanon putitin
The Wretched of the Earvth, “is literally the creation of the Third
World.” If the industrial revolutions of Europe were made possible
by the control of the resources of colonized lands and the cxploita-
ton of slave labor — Britain’s industrial revolution, for example, was
partially financed by infusions of wealth gencrated by Latin Ameri-
can mines and plantations — then in what scnse is it meaningful to
speak only of Western technology, industry, and science?

The object of film theory - films themselves — is profoundly inter-
national in nature. Although the cinema &egan in such countries as
the United States, France, and Britain, it quickly spread throughout
the world, with capitalist-bascd film production appearing roughly
simultancously in many places, including in what arc now called Third
World countries. Brazil’s cinematic beln epoca, for example, occurred
between 1908 and 1911, before the country was infiltrated by Ameri-
can distribution companies in the wake of World War 1. [n the 1920s
India was producing more films than Great Britain, and countries
like the Philippines were producing over 50 films a year by the 1930s.
What we now call Third World cinema, taken in a broad sense, far
from being a marginal appendage to First World cinema, has actu-
ally produced meost of the world’s feature films. If one excludes made-
for-TV films, India is the leading producer of fiction films in the
world, producing between 700 and 1,000 featurc films a year. Asian
countrics, taken together, produce over half of the vearly world pro-
duction. Burma, Pakistan, South Korea, Thailand, the Philippines,
Indonesia, and c¢ven Bangladesh produce over 50 feature films a
year. Despite its hegemonic position, then, Hollywood has contrib-
uted only a fraction of the annual worldwide production of feature
films. “Standard” film histories, and standard film theory, unfortu-
nately, rarcly cngage with the implications of this filmic cornucopia.
The Hollywoodcentric formuiation reduces India’s giant film in-
dustry, which produces more films than Hollywood, and whose
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hybrid aesthetics mingle Hollvwood continuity codes and produc-
tion values with the anti-illusionist valucs of Hindu mythology, to a
mere mimicry of Hollywood. Even the branch of cinema studics
that is critical of Hollywood often recenters Hollywood as a kind of
langue in reladon to which all other forms are but dialectal variants;
thus the avant-garde becomes little more than the shadowy alter
ego of Hollywood, a festival of negations of dominant cinema.

Early Silent Film Theory

Reflexion on film as a medium began virtually with the medium
itself. Indecd, the etymological meanings ot the original names given
to the cinema alrcady point to diverse wavs of “envisioning” the
cinema and even foreshadow later theorics. “Biograph™ and
“animatographe” ¢mphasize the recording of life itself (a strong
current, later, in the writings of Bazin and Kracauer). “Vitascope”
and “Bioscope” emphasize the looking at lifc, and thus shift cmpha-
sis from recording life to the spectator and scopophilia (the desire to
look), a concern of 1970s psychoanalytic theorists. “Chronophoto-
graphe” stresses the writing of time (and light) and thus anticipates
Deleuze’s (Bergsonian) emphasis on the “time image,” while
“Kinetoscope,” again anticipating Deleuze, stresses the visual ob-
servation of movement. “Scenarograph™ emphasizes the recording
of storics or scenes, calling attention both to decor and to the storics
that take place within that decor, and thus implicitly privileges a
narrative cinema. “Cinematographe,” and later “cinema,” call at-
tention to the transcription of movement.

One might even expand the discussion to examine the proto-theo-
retical implications of the ctymologies ot the words for pre-cinematic
devices: “camera obscura” (dark room) evokes the processes of pho-
tography, Marx’s comparison of ideology to a camcra obscura, and
the name of a feminist film journal. “Magic lantern™ evokes the per-
ennial theme of “movie magic” along with Romanticism’s creative
“lamp” and the Enlightenment’s “lantern.” “Phantasmagoria” and
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“phasmotropc” {spectacle-turn} evoke fantasy and the marvclous,
while “cosmorama” evokes the global world-making ambitions of
the cinema. Marey’s “fusil cinématographique” (cinematic rifle)
evokes the “shooting” process of film while calling attention to the
aggressive potential of the camera as a weapon, a metaphor resur-
rected in the “guerrilla cinema™ of the revolutionary filmmakers of
the 1960s. “Mutoscope™ suggests a viewer of change, while
“phenakistiscope” evokes “cheating views,” a foreshadowing of
Baudrillard’s simulacrum. Many of the names for the cinema in-
clude some variant on “graph” (Greek “writing” or “transcription™)
and thus anticipate later tropes of filmic authorship and éeriture.
The German lichespiel (play of light} is one of the few names to
reference light. Not surprisingly, given the “silent” beginnings of
the medium, the appelations given the cinema rarely reference sound,
although Edison saw the cinema as an extension of the phonograph
and gave his pre-cinematic devices such names as “optical phono-
graph” and “kinetophonograph” {the writing of movement and
sound). The initial attempts to synchronize sound and image gencr-
ated such coinages as “cameraphone” and “cinephone.” In Arabic
the cinema was called sura mutabarika (moving image or form),
while in Hebrew the word for cinema cvolved from rednon (watch-
ing movement) to kelnoa {scund movement), Otherwise, the names
themselves imply that filny is “cssentally”™ viseal, a view often but-
tressed by the “historical” argument that cinema existed first as im-
age and then as sound; in fact, of course, cinema was usually
accompanied both by language {intertitles, visible mouthings of
speech) and by music (pianos, orchestras).

In the earliest writings on the cinema, theory is often only an
implicit embryonic presence. We tind in some journalistic critics, for
example, a discourse of wonderment, a kind of religicus awe at the
sheer magic of mimesis, at seeing a convincing simulacral represen-
taton of an arriving train or of the “wind blowing through the lcaves.”
Responding to an 1896 screening of the Lumiére films in Bombay,
a Fimes of Indin (July 22, 1896) reporter remarked on the “life-like
manner in which the various views were portrayed on the screen . . .
[with] something like seven or cight hundred photographs being
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thrown on the screen within the space of a minute.”' A 1989 article
in the Chinese paper Yo-shi-Bao (The Amusement Journal) speaks
of one reporter’s inidal experience of cinema:

Last wight . . . wy friends took me to the Chi Gavdens to see a show. After the
andience gathered, the lights were put out and the performance bgyan. On the
sereen before us we saw a pictuve — bwo occidental givls dancing, with puffed-
up vellow haiv, looking rather silly. Then another scene, two occidentals box-
ing. ... The spectators fjeel as though they ave actually present, and this is
exhilavating, Suddenly the lights come on aaain and all the images vanish. It
was indeed a mivaculons spectacle. (Quoted in Leyda, 1972, p. 2)

Responding to a Lumicre screcning in Mexico City in December
1895, Luis G. Urbina noted not only the deficiencies of the “new
contraption” which “entertains us by reproducing lite” bur which
“Jacks color,” but also the cultural “lacks” of the popular audicnce:

The popular masses, uncouth and infantile, experience while sittony in front
of the screen the enchantment of the child to whom the grandmother bas ve-
counted o fairy tale; but I farl to understand how, night after night, a group
of pevple who bhave the obligation of being civilized can idiotize themselves [in
movie theaters| with the incessani veperition of scenes in which the abbevations,
anachvonisms, inverisimilitndes, ave made ad boc for a public of the fowest
mental fevel, gnovant of the mest elementary educational notsons. (Mora,

1988, p. 6)

Much of the carly writing on cinema was produced by litcrary fig-
urcs. Here is the Russian novelist Maxim Gorky responding to an
1896 screening of a film:

Last night I was in the Kingdon of Shadows. If you only knew bow srange it
is to be theve. It is & world without sound, without colour. Everything theve —
the earth, the trees, the people, the water and the air — is dipped in monotonous
grey. ... It &5 o life bt its shadow. . . . And all this in a strange stlence wheve
no rumble of wheels is beavd, no sound of footsteps or of speech. Noi a single
note of the intricate symphony that always accompanies the movements of peo-
ple. (Quored in Leyda, 1972, pp. 407-9)
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Many early commentators, like Gorky, were ambivalent about the
cinema, From the beginning, there were simultaneous tendencies to
either over-endow the cinema with utopian possibilities, or to
demonize it as a progenitor of evil. ‘Thus whilc some promised that
the cinema would reconcile hostile nations and bring peace to the
world, others gave expression to “moral panics,” the fear thar film
mught contaminate or degrade the lower-class public, prodding it
toward vice or crime. In such reactions, we sense the convergence of
the long shadow of three discursive traditions: (1) Platonic hostility
to the mimetic arts; (2) the puriranical rejection of artistic fictions;
and (3) the historical scorn of bourgeois clites for the unwashed
masscs.

A common lcitmotif in carly film writing was the cinema’s poten-
tial for democratization, a perennial theme which emerges with every
new rechnology up through the computer and the Internct. A writer
for Moving Piceure Worid argued in 1910 that “The motion picture
brings its note of sympathy alike to the cultured and the uncultured,
to the children of opportunity and the sons of toil. It is literature for
the illiterate. . .. It knows no boundary lines of race or nation.” [n
tongs that point back to Walt Whitman and forward to cyber-dis-
course, the writer continues:

[ The spectator ] goes to see, to fecl, to sympathize. He is taken fov the time out of
the limitations of bis envivenment; be walks the strects of Pavis; be vises with
the cowbay of the West; be delves in the depihs of the eavth with swarthy miners,
or tosses on the ocean with sailor ov with fishermen. He feels, too, the thrill of
human sympathy with some child of poverty or sorvew. . . . The motion picture
artist may play on every pipe in the great ovgan of humanity’

A cognate theme was the cclebration of film as a new “universal
language,” a theme which resonated, as Miriam Hansen points out,
with sources as diverse as the French Enlightenment, the metaphys-
ics of Progress, and Protestant Millennialism (Hansen, 1991, p. 76).
The cinema could thus “repair the ruins of Babel” and transcend
barriers of nation, culture, and class. As a contributor writes in_Ameers-
can Magazine (July 1913), there is in the cinema
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ne bar of language for the alien or the ignovant . . . for & meve nickel, the
wasted wan . . . sees alien people and begins to understand how like they ave to
himy be sees courage and aspivation and agony, and beging to snderstand
himself. He begins ro feel hivasclf u bvother in a vace that is led by many dreams.
(Quoted in Hansen, 1991, p. 78}

Despitc this theoretical claim of universality, some community groups
protested against the actual representations of their communities in
Hollywood movies. The August 3, 1911, issuc of Moeving Picture
Worid reports o a Native American delegation to President Taft
protesting against erroneous representations and cven asking for a
Congressional Investigation.* In the same vein, African American
newspapers like the Los Angeles-based California Eagle protested
against the racism of films like Griftith’s Birth of # Nation. It was
only in the late 1920s, as we shall see, that we find an in-depth
discussion of cinematic racism in the avant-garde journal Close Up.

In the silent period we sometimes find a colonized mentality in
the film journalism of countries like Brazil, The film magazine
Cinearte (founded in 19206}, tor example, was a tropical version of
Hollywood's Photeplay. Largely tinanced through advertisements for
Hollywoaod films, the magazine proclaimed its cinematic and social
idcals in an editorial:

A cinema which teaches the weak not to respect the strong, the servant to ve-
spect bis boss, which shows dirty, beavded, unhygienic fuces, sordid rvents and
extreme realism is not cinema. Imagine o young couple who go to see a typical
North American film. They will see a clean-faced, well-shaven beve with well-
combed hatr, agile, a gentleman. And the giviwill be pretty, with a nice body
and cute fice, modern batr-stvle, photogenic . . . the conple which sees such a
[l will comnent thar they had alveady seen such images owenty times before,
Bt over thetr dreaming hearts, theve will not fall the shadow of anvy shocking
brutaliry, any divty fice which might take gway the poetry and enchantment.
Young peaple today cannot accept revolt, lack of bygiene, the strugnle and
etevnal fight against those who bave the right to exercise power.”

Here the notion of photegenic, later developed by French filmmaker-
theorists like Jean Epstein to advance the specific potenualities of
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the “seventh art,” becomes a normative epidermic notion of beauty,
associated with youth, luxury, stars, and, at least implicitly, whitc-
ness. Although the passage docs not mention race, its call for “clean”
and “hygicnic” as opposed to “dirty” faces, and its generally servile
stance toward the lily white Hollywood model, suggest a coded ref-
erence to the subject.® At times, the racial reference becomes more
explicit. One editorialist calls for Brazilian cincma to be an “act of
purification of our reality,” emphasizing “progress,” “modern engi-
neering,” and “our beautiful white people.” The same author warns
against documentaries as more likely to include “undesirable cle-
ments;”

We should avoid documentaries, for they do not allow for tatal control ovey
what is shen and thevefore might allow for the infiltration of undestrable
elements: we need a studio cinema, like that of Hollywoed, with well-deco-
rated tnteviors inhabited by nice penple’

Thus racial hierarchies impact ¢ven on issues of genre and produc-
tion method.

The film theory of the silent period was concerned, albeit in an
intuitive manncr, with what turned out to be perennial questions
about the cinema: Is cinema an art or merely 2 mechanical recorder
of visual phenomena? It is an art, what are its salient characreris-
tics: How docs it differ from other arts such as painting, music, and
theater? Other questions had to do with film’s relation to the threc-
dimensional world. What distinguishes reality in the world, as it were,
from reality as presented in the cinema? Still other questions bear on
spectatorial processes. What are film’s psychological determinants?
What mental processes are involved in spectatorship? Is film a lan-
guage, or a dream? Is cinema art, or commerce, or both? What is the
social function of the cinema? Is it to stimulate the perceptive intel-
ligenee of the spectator, to be beautifully useless, or to promote the
cause of justice in the world? Although these questions have been
transformed and reformulated by contemporary film theory, they
have never been completely discarded. On the other hand, there has
been a clear cvolution in preoccupations. While the carly theorists
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were very much concerned with proving cincma’s artistic potentiali-
tics, for example, later theorists, less defensive and less elitist, take
film’s status as art for granted, as not in need of proot.

Much of the carly film criticism /theory had to do with defining
the film medium and its relation to ather arts. Drawing on Lessing,
Wagner, and the fururists, Riccioto Canudo, n his 1911 manifesto
“The Birth ot a Sixth Art,” envisioned the cinema as absorbing the
three spatial arts {architecture, sculpture, and painting) and the three
temporal arts {poetry, music, and dance}, transforming them into a
synthetic form of theater cailed “Plastic Artin Motion” (Abel, 1988,
Vol. I, pp. 58-606). Anticipating Bakhtin’s notion of the
“chronotope” —the necessary relationality of time and space in artis-
tic representation — Canudo saw the cinema as the redemptive zelos
of the antecedent spatial and temporal arts, that toward which they
had been tending all along. Rather than Bazin’s later “myth of total
cinema,” Canudo promoted the “myth of the total art form.”

In the first tew decades of the cinema much of the theorizing about
film was unformed and impressionistic. A good example of this kind
of ad hoc, unsystematic theorizing is found in the work of American
poet—critic Vachel Lindsay. In The Art of the Moving Picture (1915,
revised 1922), Lindsay ruminates over a number of issucs, mingling
personal anecdotes with speculations about literature and film. Wnit-
ing against an assumed backdrop of high literary scorn for film as a
medium, Lindsay defends popular film to his specified target audi-
ence: the directors of art museums, the members of English depart-
ments, and “rhe critical and literary world generally” (ibid., p. 45).
Film, for Lindsay, is a democratic art, a new American hicroglyphicin
the Whitmanesque tradition. Some of Lindsay’s speculations have to
do with genre, defined, rather imprecisely, on the basis not of struc-
ture but of content and tone. Lindsay cites three “genrces”; action,
intimacy, and splendor. Lindsay appeals to the example of other arts
paint-

oLl

to define the cinema, secing it as at once “sculpture in motion,
ing in motion,” and “architecture in motion,” with “motion™ torm-
ing the common substratum of definition { Lindsay’s visual orientation
is not surprising given his painterly training at the Art Institute of
Chicago). Lindsay thus adopted a differential approach to film
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specificity, defining the cinema in opposition to other media. In onc
chapter, for example, he inventories the differences between photoplays
(i.e. films) and theatrical performances: while the stage has its exits
and cntrances at the side and back, “the standard photoplays have
their exits and cntrances across the imaginary footlight fine”; and while
the stage 1s dependent on actors, movies depend on “the genius of
the producer™ (ibid., pp. 187-8). A decade later, Gilbert Seldes (1924)
showed himself to be a partial heir of Lindsay in his enthusiastic defensc
of cinema as a popular art in The Seven Lively Avts.

However quirky in his argumentation, Lindsay did anticipate a
number of later currents. His fascination with the analogy between
film and hicroglyphics foreshadows both Eiscnstein and Metz, and
his vision of Thomas Edison as a “new Gutenberg” anticipates
McLuhan’s claims about new media and the “global village.” His
suggestion that spectators should ralk during films, meanwhile, an-
ticipates Brecht’s notion of a “smokers’ theater” and a “theater of
interruptions.” Lindsay also pays a kind of ethnographic attention
to audience reaction. Action pictures, for example, “gratifv the in-
cipient or rampant speed-mania in every American” (Lindsay, 1915,
p. 41}. “People love Mary Pickford,” he argues, “because of a
certain aspect of her tace in her highest mood™ {ibid., p. 55). Antici-
pating Vertov’s later comparison of film to narcotic drugs (“cine-

” “cine-vodka”), but without Vertov’s censorious tone,

nicotine,
Lindsay compares the gregarious pleasures of the movie theater to
those of the saloon. Since many of Lindsay’s somewhat scattershot
ruminations are highly speculative, even frivolous — at one point he
posits Rimbaud-style corrcspondences between filmic genres and
specific colors — it makes more sense to read him largely in terms of
issues raised and possibilities opened up.

Systematic film theory per se traces its origins to the first compre-
hensive study of the film medium: The Photoplay: A Psychological
Study by Harvard psychologist and philosopher Hugo Munsterberg
(1916). Drawing both on the categorics of nco-Kantian philosophy
and on research in perceptual psychology, as well as on his know-
ledge of what was then a relatively small corpus of films — the author
was ashamed to be seen at the movies — Munsterberg’s book argued
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for film as an *art of subjectivity” which mimics the ways that con-
sciousness shapes the phenomenal world: “The photoplay tclis us a
human story by overcoming the forms of the outer warld, namely
space, time and causality, and by adjusting the cvents 1o the forms of
the inner world, namely atrention, memory, imagination and emo-
tion.”s

In his introduction, Munsterberg distinguishes between “inner™
and “outer” developments of the cinema, with the former referring
to acsthetic principles and che latier referring to the evolation trom
pre-cinematic devices such as the kinetoscope to the first “real” films.
{In this scnsc, he anticipates an intense arca of interest for contem-
porary historians of silent cinema. ) On the technological origins and
future potential of cinema, Munsterberg takes a refreshingly non-
teleological position:

It iv arbitrary to say wheve the development of the moving pictures begon and
it 5 imposstble to fovesce wherve it will lead. ... If we think of the moving
pictuves a5 souvee of entevtainment and gestheric enjoyment, we may see the
Aerwm in that camern obscuva which allowed one glass I1d to pass before another

. on the other band if the exvential feature of the moving picruves is the
combination af vavious views into one connected impression, we must look back
to the days of the phenakistoscope which bad scientific interest only,
{Munstevbery, 1970, p. 1)

But what really interests Munsterberg is the cinema’s “inncr forms,”
i.c. the advances in film language which ransform *“tritc cpisodes™
into “a new and promising art™ {ibid., pp. 8-9). The filmmaker’s
sclection of what is significant and consequential, for Munsterberg,
turns the “chaos” of sense impressions into the “cosmos™ of film.
Munsterberg is thus concerned with both aesthetics and psychol-
ogy. The filmic deployment of space and time, for Munsterberg,
transcends thearrical dramaturgy through such devices as the close-
up, special effects, and quick changes of scene through editing. For
Munsterberg, it is precisely film’s déstance from physical reality which
brings it into the mental sphere. Working out of the wadition of
philosophical idcalism, where thought shapes reality, Munsterberg
argues that film recontigures three-dimensional reality according to
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the “laws of thought.” Unlike the theater, the cinema creates pleas-
urc by triumphing over the material principle, freeing the palpable
world from the heaviness of space, time, and causality, decking it
out instcad in the forms of our own consciousness. Yert there is an
aesthetic tenston within Munsterberg. On the one hand he calls for
the “perfect unity of plot and pictorial appearance™ and “complete
isolation from the practical world,” phases evocative of Hollywood
illusionism; but on the other hand he calls for a more open-ended
and unpredictable “frce plav of mental cxperiences,” evocative of art
film subjectivism.

Muansterberg can be seen as the spiritual father of a number of
currents within film theory. Munsterberg’s emphasis on the active
spectator, who compensates for cinema’s lacunae through intellce-
tual and ecmotional investments and thus participates in the “gamc”
of cinema, anticipates later theories of spectatorship. In Munsterberg’s
notion that the spectator accepts the impression of the depth of-
fered by the filmic image, despite his or her knowledge of its
factitiousness, for example, we find the germ of the later psychoana-
lytic notion of “split belief,” the “je sais mais quand meme” of 1970
film theory. Munsterberg’s notion that films generate mental events,
that the film exists, ultimately, not on celluloid but in the mind that
actualizes the film, similarly, anticipates the “reception theory” of
the 1980s. Munsterberg’s work on the “phi-phenomenon,” the pro-
cess by which the mind makes kinetic sense out of static images,
finally, makes him the granddaddy of the cognitivists, for whom
mimetic processes do not reflect a link between film and “reality™
but rather between filmic processes and those of the mind itself.
And as a trained philosopher turning his attention to the cinema,
Munsterberg anticipates such later figures as Maurice Merieau-Ponty
and Gilles Deleuze.

While Munsterberg emphasized the psychological dimensions of
film, othcr theorists saw film as a kind of language, with its own
grammar, syntax, and vocabulary. For Vachel Lindsay (1915}, film
constituted a new language of picture-words and hierogivphs, a kind
of Esperanto, We also encounter the notion of film language in the
1920s writings of Riccioto Canudo and Louis Delluc in Franee, both
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of whom saw the language-like character of the cinema as linked,
paradoxicallv, to its non-verbal status and its capacity for transcend-
ing the barriers of national language.” Hungarian film theorist Bela
Balazs, meanwhile, repeatedly stressed the language-like nature ot
film in his work from the 1920s through the late 1940s. Film spec-
tators, Baldzs argued, have to learn the “grammar” of the new art,
its conjugations and declensions of closc-ups and editing.!” (The
trope of film language, as we shall see, was also developed by the
Russian Formalists and, much more rigorously, by the film
semiologists of the 1960s.)

Another strand of theory can be teased out ot the commentaries
on their craft by Almmakers themselves. Griffith’s claim that he
borrowed his chiaroscuro lighting techniques from Rembrandt,
for example, implied a quasi-theoretical stance on the relation be-
tween film and painting. Louis Feuillade™s description of his films as
“slices of life™ representing “people and things as they are rather
than as they would like to be™ surcly implics a stance on artistic
realism.!’ Brazilian filmmaker Flumberto Mauro’s aphorism that “the
cinema is waterfalls,” similarly, suggests that the cinema should privi-
lege natural beauty, in this case Brazilian natural beauty. Non-
filmmakers also offered embryvonic “theories™ of the cinema.
Woodrow Wilson’s praisc for Birth of o Nation as “history written
with lightning” could be seen as making a theoretical claim about
the cinema’s potential for historiographical éeviture, albeit one with
disturbingly racist implications. T.enin’s proclamation that “film was
for us the most important of all the arts,” in the same way, could be
scen as making an implicitly theoretical claim about the political-
ideological uses of film.

Many incipient “theories” built on pre-existing traditions con-
cerning other arts. The idea of the filmmaker as “author,” for exam-
ple, was inherited from millennia of literary tradition. Although
auteurism came into voguc only in the 1950s, the root idea itsclf
emerged in the silent period, a function of cinema’s search for
artistic legitimation. Alrcady in 1915, Vachel Lindsay anticipated
auteurism by predicting in The Art of the Moving Picture that “we
will some day distinguish the difterent photoplay masters as we now

32



The Essence of Cinema

delight in the separate tang of O. Henry and Mark T'wain” ( Lindsay,
1915, p. 211). In 1921 the filmmaker Jean Epstein, in “Le Cinéma
et les lettres modernes,” applicd the term “author” to the filmmaker,
while Louis Delluc analyzed the films of Grittith, Chaplin, and Ince
in what Stcphen Crofts has called a “proto-auteurist™ manner ( Crofts,
in Hill and Gibson, 1998, p. 312). The characterization of the cin-
cma as the seventh art, similarly, implicitly gave film artists the same
status as writers and painters.

The Essence of Cinema

Since the beginning of film as a medium, analysts have sought its
“essence,” its unique and distinguishing features. Some early film
theorists argued for a cinema untainted by the other arts, as in Jean
Epstein’s notion of “pure cinema.” Other theorists and filmmakers
proudly asserted cinema’s links to the other arts. Griffith claimed to
have borrowed narrative cross-cutting from Dickens while Eisenstein
found prestigious litcrary antecedents for cinematic devices: the
changes of focal length in Paradise Lost, the alternating montage of
the agricnltural fair chapter in Madame Bovary. The otten-cited defi-
nitions of cinema in terms of other arts — “sculpture in motion”
(Vachel Lindsay}; “music of light” (Abcl Gance); “painting in move-
ment” (Leopold Survage); “architecture in movement” ( Elic Faure)
— simultaneously established links with previous arts while positing
crucial differences: cincma was painting, but this time in movement,
or it was music, but this time of ight rather than notes. The com-
mon point of agreement was that cinema was an art. Indeed, Rudolf
Arnheim in 1933 expressed astonishment that the cinema had not
been received with open arms by art lovers. The cinema, he wrote, is
“the art par excellence. With unrestrained exclusivity it served to en-
tertain and distract; it won out over all the older arts in the beauty
pageant; and its musc was as scantily clad as could possibly be de-
sired” (Arnheim, 1997, p. 75). The insistence on both the ditter-
ences and the similaritics between cinema and the other arts provided
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a way of legitimizing a fledgling medium, a way of saving not only
that the cinema was as good as the other arts, bur also that it should
be judged in its own terms, in relation to its own potentials and
acsthetics.

With its many specialized film journals and important figures (Jean
Epstein, Abel Gance, Louis Dellue, Germaine Dulac, and Riccioto
Canudo), France became a privileged site of reflection on both com-
mercial and avant-garde cinema. A constellation of mstitutions {a “cul-
tural ficld” in Bourdieu’s terminology) facilitated the exhibition and
discussion of films. Many of the theorists of this period, despite their
manifold differences, were preoccupied with the status and cssential
nature of the cincma as an art. Alrcady in 1916 a futurist manifesto
(“’I'he Futurist Cinema™) called for recognition of cinema as “an au-
tonomous art” which must never “copy the stage” (quoted by Hein,
in Drummond et al., 1979, p. 19). Within “purc cinema,”™ the goal,
as Kernand Leger put it, was to “break away from the clements which
arc not purcly cinematographic™ (ibid., p. 41), Still another expres-
sion of this concern was the theme of phorggenie, which Delluc called
the “law of cinema,” and which Epstein, in Le Cinématographe v de
PEtna, called the “purest expression of cinema®: “With the notion of
photogenie was born the idea of cinema art. For how betrer to define
the indefinable phorggenze than by saying that it is to cinema as color
is to painting and volume to sculpture, the specific element of this
art” (Drummond ct al., 1979, p. 38). Elsewhere, Epstein defined
photagenie as “any aspect of things, beings, or souls whose moral char-
acter is enhanced by filmic reproduction.™ Photogenie was thus that
ineffablc quintessence that differentiated the magic of cinema from
the other arts. In another sense, the emphasis on the generation of
new knowledge linked the cinema to artistic modernism as a project
of challenging conventional perception and understanding,

The impressionists were also ¢oncerned with the cinema’s rela-
tion to other arts. In his L°Usine aux tmages (The Image Factory,
1926), Canudo suggested that cinema, as a “sixth art,” would be
like a “painting and a sculpturc developing in time, as in music and
poctry, which realize themselves by transtorming air into rhythm tor
the duration of their execution.”? In Canudo’s gregarious concep-
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tion, this “plastic art in motion” fulfilled the rich utopian promise of
the Festival — a notion akin to Bakhtin’s “carnival” — redolent of
ancient theater and contemporary fairgrounds. Louis Delluc in his
Cinema et cin (1919) spoke of the cinema as the only truly modern
art because it used technology to stylize real life. Germaine Dulac
invoked the musical analogy of a “visual symphony:”

Showld wot cinewma, which is an art of vision, as wusic is an avt of hearing . . .
lead us toward the visual idea composed of movement and life, toward the
conception of an art of the cye, made of 4 perceptual inspivation evolving in its
continuity and veaching, just as music does, our thowght and feelings. (Quoted
tn Sitney, 1978, p. 41)

Movement and rhythm, for Dulac, formed “the unique and intimate
essence of cinematic expression” (Drummond ct al., 1979, p. 129).

Many of the carly theorists displayed what Annetre Michelson calls
a “euphoric epistemology™ (Michelson, 1990, pp. 16-39). Filmmaker
Abel Gance proclaimed in L’Art cinématographique (1927) that “the
time of the image has arrived!” "L'he cinema, for Gance, would endow
human beings with a new synaesthetic awareness: spectators “will hear
with their eves,”® Anticipating Bazin’s cpiphanic view of the cinema,
Delluc saw the cinema, and especially the close-up, as providing us
with “impressions of cvanescent eternal beauty . . . something bevond
art, that is, life itsclf.”* Within a kind of transcendental iconophilia,
the cinema was envisioned as delivering up life itself in its felt presence
and immediacy. Jean Epstein spoke in Bosjour cindma (1921) of the
cinema as “profane revelation,” a means ot mobilizing the spectator’s
sensibility through direct contact with the human organism (hands,
taces, feet). For Epstein, the cinema is “essentially supernarural. Eve-
rything is transformed™ {quoted in Abel, 1988, p. 246). The cinematic
experience, for Epstein, was embodied, visceral. Thanks to the cinema

we expertence bills, trees, fuces tn space as & new sensation. Given motion ov its
appeavance, the body as o whele expertences depeh. . . . The cine-camera, move
than the car oy the alrplane, makes possible particular, personal tragectovies thar
veverberate through the entive physigue. (Quoted in Willtams, 1980, pp. 193-4)
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Anticipating Bazin, but on a ditferent register and in a distinct, more
mystical vocabulary, Epstein took what he imagined as the auto-
matic, non-mediated nature of the cinema to be a guarantee of its
ineflable “sincerity.” For Epstein, the close-up was the “soul of the
cinema:” “I will never find the wayv to say how T love American
close-ups. Point blank. A head suddenly appears on screen and drama,
now face to face, seems to address me personally and swells with an
extraordinary intensity. [ am hypnotized.”® At the same ume, Epstein
was not opposed to manipulation of the image. In a 1928 text, he
argues that

w3

Slow motion actually brings a wew vange to dramaturgy. Its power of laying
bave the emotions of the dvamatic enlavgements, is infallibility in the desig-
nation of the sinceve movements of the sonl, ave such that it ontclasses all tramic
modes at this time. [ am ceveain and so ave all those who have seen pavt of La
Chute de la maison Usher, that if o bugh-speed film of an accused pevson
under interrogation were to be made, then from bevond his words, the truth
would appear, writ plain, unique, evidens; that theve would be no further
need of indictment, of lawvers’ speeches, nov of any proof uther than that pro-
vided from the depris of the tmages.®

In his survey of impressionist usages of the term photggenze, David
Bordwell speaks of the “bewildering compendium of variants™ of
idcalism in which “Baudelairian theosophy mingles with Platonic
idcalism with Bergsonian movementism” in an “assemblage of vari-
ous assumptions never raised to rheoretical selt-consciousness”
(quoted in Willemen, 1994, p. 125). The concept of photygenie ena-
bled the impressionist critics to speak of the ways the cinema can not
only highlight the poctic movement of things in the world but also
render the transmuted perceptions generated by contemporary
urban life, namely speed, simultaneity, multiple information. At the
samc time, Epstcin believed the cinema could explore “the non-
linguistic, non-rational operations of the ‘unconscious’ in human
existence” (Liebman, 1980, p. 119).

Many of the silent-period theorists warned against the temptation
of verism, In his essay “A New Realism: 'T'he Object” (Jacobs, 1960,
p- 98), experimental filmmaker Fernand Leger complained that most
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films waste their energy in constructing a recognizable world, whilc
neglecting the spectacular power of the fragment. Another
cxpcrimcritalist, Hans Richter, argued that the “main acsthetic prob-
lem for the movies, which were invented for reproduction s, para

doxically, the overcoming of reproduction” {ibid., p. 282). Germaine
Dulac foresaw a cincma freed of the responsibility of telling stories
or realistically reproducing “real life.” “Pure” cinema could be in-
spired by dreams, as with Epstein, or by music, as with Abcl Gance
and Germaine Dulac in France, and Mario Peixoto in Brazil, all of
whom spoke of film as essentially rhythm, or better, a “visual sym-
phony made up of rhythmic images.”” Purity thus implied a rejection
of plots. Anticipating the cxistential skepticism of Sartre’s La
Nausée, Jean Epstein called cinematic storics “lies:” “There are no
stories. There have never been stories. 'There are only situations with-
out tail or head; without beginning, middle or end.” Germainc
Dulac accnsed those who promote narraive of a “criminal crror.
As something promiscuously shared with many other arts, narrative
was thought to form a very fragile basis for establishing film’s special
qualities. Usually associated with written texts, narrative could not

¥

provide the basis for the construction of a purely visual art form.

The Soviet Montage-Theorists

What might be called the dricolnge style of the film theory of the
carly silent period gave way in the 1920s to the morc thorough-
going reflexions of the Soviet montage-theorists /filmmakers. "These
theorists worked against the backdrop of the remarkable flowering
of diverse avant-garde tendencies in theater, painting, literature, and
cinema (much of it statc-financed) in the Soviet Union. As practi-
tioner—intcllectuals linked to the State Film School founded in 1920,
thesc filmmaker-theorists were concerned not only with grand ideas
but also with the practical questions of constructing a socialist film
industry which reconciled authorial creativity, political efficacy, and
mass popularity. T'hey asked such questions as: what kind of cinema
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should we promaote? Fiction or documentary? Mainstream or avant
garde? What is revolutionary cinema? They also had in common a
view of themselves as “cultural workers” forming part of a broad
social spectrum engaged in revolutionizing and modernizing Rus
sia. Trained in practical fields like engineering and architecture, their
cmphasis was on technique, on construction, on cxperiment.

Despite the diversity of their film styles — ranging from the prag-
matic clarity of Pudovkin to the epic-operatic density of Eisenstein
- these theorists all emphasized montage as the basis of cine-poetics.
Montage, as Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov put it in their
1928 manifesto on sound, “has become the indisputable axiom on
which the worldwide culture of the cinema has been built”
( Hisenstein, 1957, p. 257). “Montage” is the ordinary word for ed-
iting, not only in Russian but also in the romance languages. As
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith points out, the word has strong practical
and cven industrial overtones (for cxample chaine de montage for
“asscmbly line” in French). The alchemy of montage, for the Soviet
theorists, brought life and luster to the incrt base materials of the
single shot. T'he montage-theorists were also, in a sense, strucrural-
ists avant Ia lertre, in that they saw the filmic shot as being without
intrinsic meaning prior to its placement within a montage structure.
The shot gained meaning, in other words, only relationally, as part
of a larger system. In film as in language, to paraphrase Saussure,
“there were only differences.”

For the practically minded Kuleshov, founder of the world’s first
film school, the art of cinema consisted in strategically managing the
spectator’s cognitive and visual processes through the analvtic seg-
mentation of partial views. What distinguishes the cinema from other
arts, for Kuleshov, is montage’s capacity to organize disjointed frag-
ments into meaningful, rhythmical sequence. In the carly 1920s
Kuleshov devised a series of experiments to show that editing could
engender emotions and associations that went far bevond the con-
tent of individual shots. One experiment, later dubbed the “Kuleshov
cffect,” juxtaposed the same shot of the actor Mosjoukine with di-
verse visual materials (a bowl of soup, a baby in a coffin, and so
forth) to convey very different emotional effects (hunger, grief, etc.).
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It was film technique, rather than “reality,” then, that gencrated
spectatorial emotion. Kuleshov suggested that film actors should
become “modcels” or “mannequins,” or even “monsters” who could
train the body to “achieve complete mastery of its material con-
struction,” As for Hitchcock later, meaning was generated less
through the expressive performance of actors as “cattle” than through
the manipulation of performance through editing. (Mark Rappaport
performs a brilliant filmic excursus on the Kuleshov effect in his film
From the Journals of Jean Seberg.y The success of American films, for
Kuleshov, derived from their clear, rapid storytelling, their invisible
cutting, and the cfficient matching of montage techniques with lively
action scquences: fights, cavalcades, chases.

While Vertov’s work was acsthetically ambiguous, pointing both
to the experimentalism of Eisenstein and to the cfficacy of the main-
stream, the work of Kuleshov's student Pudovkin was more conven-
tional. In books like Film Technique and Film Acting Pudovkin
clucidated the basic principles of narrative and spatiotemporal con-
tinuity, largely from the point of view of the practicing filmmaket.
(Pudovkin’s books were rranslated and used in film schools and cven
studios throughout the world.) For Pudovkin, the key to the cin-
ema lay in its protocels for organizing the look and managing the
perceptions and feelings of the spectator through editing and stag-
ing and through such rhetorical devices as contrast, parallelism, and
symbolism (Pudovkin, 1960). Editing, for Pudovkin, both resem-
bled and engendcred the shifts in focus and attention typical of or-
dinary, everyday perception. Pudovkin’s account of these mechanisms
anticipates, in some respects, later cognitive accounts of what came
to be called “classical cinema.”

The most influential of the Soviet montage-theorists was Sergei
Eiscnstein; here the prestige of the films and the prestige of the
thcory went hand in hand. A prodigious thinker of encyclopedic
interests, Eisenstein’s theoretical discourse was a high-flying amal-
gam: part philosophical speculation, part literary essay, part political
manifcsto, and part filmmaking manual. Indeed, Eisenstein’s writ-
ing often gives the impression of a constellation of remarkable insights
in search of an overarching theory. Within Eisenstein’s inspired
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cclecticism, a technicist, reductive approach — filmmaker as engi-
neer, or as Pavlovian lab technician - coexisted with a quasi-mystical
approach emphasizing “pathos™ and “ecstasy,” an oceanic feeling of
oneness with others and the world. Although Fisenstein’s theories
evolved over two decades of theoretical production — Jacques Aumont
in Montage Eisenstein {1987) suggests that there are “scveral
Eisensteins” — he always favored a highly stylized and intelicctually
ambitious cinema. Within Eisenstein’s millennial approach, the <in-
ema not only inherited but also transformed the achicvements of
the history of all the arts and of “the entre experience of mankind
through the ages” (Eisenstcin, quoted in Bordwell, 1993, pp. 492—
3}. Rather than “purify™ the cinema, Hiscnstein preferred to enrich
it through svnesthetic cross-fertilization with the other arts, whence
his citations of artists as diverse as da Vinci, Milton, Diderot, Flaubert,
Dickens, Daumier, and Wagner. Eisenstein’s thinking was also what
would nowadays be called “multicolturalist,” in thar he showed a
more than exotic interest in African sculpture, Japancse kabuki,
Chinese shadow plays, Hindu #asa aesthetics, and American indi-
genous forms, all seen, in a relatively non-primitivist manner, as ger-

b

mane to the forging of a “modern™ cinema, (He also wanted to
make a film called Black Majesty, based on the Haitian revolution. )

In an ecarly stage, Eiscnstein, fresh from his expericnce with the
politicized avant-garde theater, stressed the “montage of atrractions”
—the image was drawn from the circus and the amusement park — and
the reflexological shock effects of what he called the “kino-fist™ as
opposed to Verrov’s “kino-eye.” Eisenstein’s “montage of attractions™
proposed a carnival-like acsthetic favoring small sketch-like blocks,
sensational turns, and aggressive moments such as drum rolls, acro-
batic stunts, sudden bursts of' light, organized around specific themes
and designed to administer a salutary shock to the spectator, Eisenstein
opted for an anti-naturalistic cincma based on the powers of pictorial
composition and stylized acting. He also stressed the value of typage,
a casting technique designed to evoke social stratifications through
the choice of performers based on the connotations of their physiog-
nomijes as casily recognizable social types. Where Kuleshov spoke of
“linkage,” Eiscnstein spoke, in A Dialectic Approach to Film Form,”
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of “contlict:” “In the realm of art this dialectical principle of dvnam-
ics is embodicd in conflict as the fundamental principle for the exist-
ence of every art-work and every art-form,”

Eisenstein was less interested in Hnear cause—ctlect plot construc-
tion than in a disrupted, disjunctive, fractured diegesis, interrupted
by digressions and extra-dicgetic materials like the shots of the
mechanical peacock in October that metaphorize the vanity of Prime
Minister Kerensky. Eisenstein saw the cinema as porentally stimu-
lating, thought and idcological interrogation through constructivist
techniques. Rather than feff storics through images, Eisensteinian
cinema #rnks through images, using the clash of shots to set off
idcational sparks in the mind of the spectator, product of a dialectic
of preeept and concept, idea and emotion.!

Later commentators tound Eiscnstein’s approach totalitarian and
suftocating. Andrei T'arkovsky, for example, complains in Sculpring
in Time that “Eisenstein makes thought into a despot; it leaves no
‘air.” nothing of that unspoken ¢lusivencss which is perhaps the most
captivating quality of all arc.” Arlindo Machado (1997, p. 196) sug-
gests that Eiscnstein’s dream of an audiovisual spectacle made up of
concepts and sensations is more appropriate to contemporary video
than to the cinema, When shorn of its dialectical basis, morcover,
Eisensteinian “associationist™ montage could easily be transformed
into the commodified ideograms of advertising, where the whole is
more than the sum of'its parts: Catherine Dencuve plus Chanel No.
5 signifies charm, glamour, and erotic appcal.

The essays gathered in Film Sense (1942} and Filin Form (1949)
show an extraordinary range of interests. In “The Cinematographic
Principle and the Ideogram,” Eisenstcin modeled his alternarive
filmmaking on ideogrammatic {mistakenly called “hieroglyphic™)
writing, L.e. stylized vestiges of an ancient pictorial language. The
appeal both to *attractions” and to ideographic writing facilitated a
theoretical end-run around conventional dramatic realism. For
Eisenstein, a shot signified largely through its relationships to other
shots within a montage scquence. Montage was therefore the key to
hoth aesthetic and ideological mastery. For Eisenstein, the cinema
was above all transformative, ideally triggering social practice rather
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than aesthetic contemplation, shocking the spectator into conscious-
ness of contemporary problems. Appealing to the analogy of con-
temporary technology, Fisenstein compared film to a tractor, which
“plows” — the word has sexual as well as agricultural connotations —
the spectatorial psyche. While dismissive of avant-garde “trickery,”
Eisenstein favored a popular, experimental avant-garde cinema, one
intclligible to the masses of people.

Eisenstein was also the theorist of the contrapuntal use ot'sound,
anidea developed in a 1928 manifesto signed by himself, Pudovkin,
and Alexandrov, where the three directors warned against the remp-
tation of svnchronous phonctic sound, arguing instead for a coun-
terpoint of sound and image. Indeed, notions of caunterpoint,
tension, and contlict are central to the Eisensteinian aesthetic. For
Fisenstein, influenced both by Hegel and Marx, a dialectical strug
gle of contraries animatces not only social life but also artistic texts.
Eisenstein aestheticizes Hegelian/Marxise dialectics, while temp-
oralizing, as it were, the essentially spatial juxtapositions of Cubist
collage. His ideal in montage is that of a dissonant sound-image
concatenation, where tensions remain unresolved. Ifany single trope
characterizes Eiscnstein’s way of thinking, it is the oxymoron, the
voking of opposites, a trope in cvidence in many of his most famous
cxpressions, such as “sensuous thinking” or *dynamic of opposites.™
Indeed, it is hard to write about Eisenstein without reaching for
Marxist aestheti-

Mo

oxvoiorenic formulations — *Pavlovian mysticism,”
J ¥ b

cism,” “Hegelian formalism,” “disruptive organicism,” “rranscendant
materialism” — in ordcer to capture the contradictory impuises con-
tained in his thought.

In “Methads of Montage” Eiscnstein developed a full-scale mon-
tage typology consisting of progressively more complex forms: met-
ric (bascd solcly on length); rhythmic (based on length and content);
tonal (based on dominant mood generated by manipulation ot
light or graphic form); overtonal (based on more subtle express-
ive resonances); and intellectual (a complex overlay of all the strat-
egies). Each of these types, for Eisenstein, generated specific
spectatorial effects. The schema is less interesting as a descriptive
paradigm for the cincma than as a suggestive cornucapia of tormal
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possibilities. In “T'he Filmic Fourth Dimension™ Eisenstein suggested
that filmmakers work with “overtones™ as well as with the “domi-
nant” to create a filmic “impressionism” reminiscent of that of
Debussy in music, Hisenstein, as David Bordwell (1997) points out,
often makes implicit appeal to musical analogies, whence the fre-
quent recourse to musical caoncepts such as meter, overtoncs, domi-
nant, rhythm, polyphony, and counterpoint. (Eisenstein shared this
musical orientation with many ot his contemporaries: Bakhtin, who
was also working out ideas of artistic “polyphony™ and “tact” in his
late 1920s work on Dostacvsky; writer Henri-Pierre Roché, who
spoke of “polyphonic novels”; and Brazilian artist Mario de Andrade,
who spoke of “polyphonic poetry.”)

Drawing on his vast knowledge of languages, cultures, arts, and
disciplines, and working always in a synergistic dialectic of theory
and practice, Eisenstein privileged artistic discontinuity, seeing cach
fragment of film as part of a powerful semantic constructon based
on principles of juxtaposition and conflict rather than organic
seamlessness. In Eisenstein, phenomenal appearances of volume,
shape, light, and velocity became the energetic raw material for a
subtle form of alchemical, ideogrammatic writing which could shape
thought, affect the senses, and even convey abstract or recondite
forms of reasoning, consciousness; and conceptual analysis { Eisenstein
famously contemplated adapting both Marx’s Capital and Joyce’s
Ulysses). Eisenstein left a rich intellectual legacy. We find echoes of
Eiscnsteinian principles in Metz’s “Grande Synlagmatique,” in
Burch’s Praxes du cinéma, in Roland Barthes’s “third meaning,”
and in countless other later reflections on the cinema. Marie-Claire
Ropars made Eisenstein a key figure in her notion of a filmic écriture
based on monrage, and m the 1980s Cuban filmmaker Tomas
Guticrrez Alea, in his Dialectica del Espectador, attempred to syn-
thesize Eisensteinian pathos with Brechtian verfremauny {estrange-
ment).

Dziga Vertov, meanwhile, was in many ways even more radical
than Eisenstein. (By calling his late 1960s collective with Jean-Pierre
Gorin the “Dziga Vertov group,” Jean-Tuc Godard opted for the
more politically and tormally radical Vertov over the putatively “re-
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visionist” Eisenstein.) In a series of incendiary essays and mani-
festos, Vertov pronounced a “death sentence™ on a “profitcering”
commercial cinema. Here is Vertov’s “We: Variant of a Manifesto:”

We declare the odd films, based on the vomance, theatrical films and the ke,
t0 be leprous.
— Keep away from thewm!
Keep your eyes off them!
Lhev’re mortally dangerous!
Contagions!
{Vertov, 1984, p. 7)

Inviting readers /spectators to “flee the swect embraces of the ro-
mance / the poison of the psychological novel / the clutches of the
theater of adultery” (ibid.), Vertov called instead for the “sensory
cxplorarion of the world through the kino-eye.” With Whitmanesque
projective glee, Vertov anthropomaorphized the camera:

Iam kivno-eve. I am a mechanical eve. I, a machine, show vou the world as only
I can see it

Now and forever, I free wmyself from buman inunobility. I am in constant
motion. 1 drvaw near, then away, from objects. T crawi under, T climb onto
them. I move apace with the muzzle of a galloping bovse. I plunge full speed
into a crowd. (Thid., p. 17)

In his “Provisional Instructions to Kino-Eve Groups” Vertov points
out that the human cye is infenor to the camera:

Ounr eye sees vevy poorly and very little — and so men concetved of the microscope
in order to see invisihle phesomena; and they discovered the telescope in order
to sec and explove distant, unknown worlds. The movie ramerva was invented
in avder to penetvate deeper into the visible world, to explove and vecovd visual
phenomena. (Vertor, 1984, p. 67)

Editing, for Vertov, could asscmble a man “more perfect than Adam.”
The dominant social structures, unfortunately, prevented the cin
ema from realizing its potenrial:
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But the camera experienced a misfortune. It was invented at 8 time when
there was no single countvy in which capiral was not in power. The bourgeoi-
sie’s bellish idea consisted of using rhe new tov to entevtain the masses or vather
to divert the workers’ attention from their aim: the sirugale against their
masters. (Ibid., p. 67)

Vertov’s basic, programmatic objective, as he put it in “The Essence
of Kino-Eye,” was to “aid each oppressed individual and the pro-
letariat as a wholc in their effort to understand the phenomena of
lite around them™ (Vertov, 1984, p. 49).

Vertov also called for “kino pravda,” literally “cinema truth” but
also an allusion to the communist newspaper Pravdn, There is a ten-
sion, in Vertov’s writing, between his emphasis on film as a
medium of truth and fact and his emphasis on film as a form of “writ-
ing,” a tension captured in his designation of his own films as “poctic
documentarics.” On a practical level, Vertov advocated documentary
filming in the streets, far from studios, in order to show people with-
out masks or make-up and to reveal what lurks beneath the surfaces
of social phenomena. Influenced by the Tralian futurists, but wary of
that movement’s fascist politics, Vertov lauded the “poetry of ma-
chines” and the perfecuble “cine-cye” (kino glas) as a means of cel-
cbrating the brave new world of speed and machines ~ “epics of clectric
power plants” — to be placed in the service of socialism.

For Vertov, montage permeates the entire process of film produc-
tion, taking place during observation, after obscrvation, during film-
ing, after filming, during editing {the scarch for mantage fragments)
and during the definitive montage. Vertov spoke of musical-style
montage “intervals,” i.c. the movement and proportional relation
between frames. In “We: Variant of a Manifesto” {1922), Vertov
spouke of “Kinokism” and of the “kinogram,” the filmic counterpart
to the musical scale which maps oot the figural combinatory of filmic
constriction:

Kingchestvo [Kinokism|] is the avt of ovganizing the necessavy movements of
olbfects in space as & vhythmical artistic whole, itn bavmony with the propevties
of the material and the intevnal viythm of each object.
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The Intervals (the transitions from one mavement to another) are the mate-
vinl, the elements of the art of movement, and by ne means the movements
themselves. It is they (the intervals) which draw the movemenr to a kinetic
eoniclusion. (Vertor, 1984, p. 8)

The obligation ot the filmmaker, for Vertov, was to decipher mys-
teries and expose mystifications, whether found on the screen or in
three-dimensional life, as part of the “communist deciphering of
the world” (ibid., p. 79). Vertov defined his kind of cinema diacritic-
ally, in opposition to the mystifications of the “artistic drama,” a
cincmatic form designed to intoxicate the spectator and insinuate
certain reactionary notions into the unconscious. Echoing simul-
taneously the Bolshevik fight against Tsarism and the Kino-Glas
struggle against the Hollywood star system, Vertov called for the
overthrow of the “immortal kings and queens of the screen™ and the
reinstatement of “the ordinary mortal, filmed in life at his daily tasks™
(ibid., p. 71}.

Apart from tropes of rovalty, Vertov’s denunciations of illusion-
istic cinema drew on three other families of tropes: (1) magic {“the
cinema of enchantment™); (2) drugs (“cine-nicotine,” “electric
opium™); and (3) religion (the “high priests of cinema”). (The
revolutionary I'rotsky had written an essay entitled “Vodka, the
Church, and the Cinema.”) Against a Kantian valorization of “dis-
interested”™ art, Vertov argued for films as “useful as shocs.” Film,
for Vertov, did not transcend productive life: vather, it exisied on a
continuum of social producton. Vertov’s film The Man with o Movie
Camern, as Annette Michelson points out, treats cinema as a branch
of industrial production, systematically juxtaposing virtually every
aspect of cinematic activity with labor as it is conventionally con-
ceived.? Despite his emphasis on montage at every stage of film
production, Vertov’s condemnation of “fairy tale scripts” as merely
a form of bourgeois representation makes him, ultimately, a realist
(although not an illusionist). Vertov’s theorics had international
impact. He was admired in the Unired States by such leftist groups
as the Workers Film and Photo T.eague, and in 1962 the New York
journal Film Culture published a selection of his writings, prior to
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entire translated volumes in French in the 1970s and in Iinglish in
the 1980s.

All the supposed differences between the diverse montage-
theorists meant little in the eves of the official Stalinist regime, since
virtually all of them got into political trouble after 1935, when “so-
cialist realism” was adopted as the official acsthetic of the Sovict
Commumist Party, at which point they came under attack ftor their

“Idealism,” “formalism,” and “elitism,”

Russian Formalism and the Bakhtin
School

The work of the Sovict filmmakers in theorizing their own practice
coincided with, and was concretely influenced by, another import-
ant sourcc-movement for film rtheory — the Russian Formalists — who,
like them, were also subsequently denounced as “idealists.” Eiscnstein
had personal contact with key Formalists like Shklovsky and
Eikhenbaum as well as with the Futurist pocts who were their mu-
tual friends, and he shared with the Formalists a fascination with
film /language, montage as construction, and inner speech, The
Formalist movement, which tlourished roughly from 1915 through
1930, revolved around two groups: the Lingustic Circle of Mos

cow and the Society for the Study of Poctic Tanguage, The Formal-
1sts, some of whom were invalved in the cinema as scriptwriters and
consultants, hoped to construct a sound foundation or “poetics” for
film theory, comparable to their poetics for literature. (The title of
their most ambitious collection - - Poetika Kino | The Poctics of Cin-
ema, 1927 | — cchoed not only Aristotle’s Poerics but also Peetika, an
carlier Formalist volume on literary theory.) In Poetika Kine and in
other important essays on the cinema, most notably Shklovsky’s
“Literaturc and Cinema” (1924) and Tynyanov’s essay “Cinema-—
Word-Music” (alse 1924 ), the Formalists explored a wide range of
issues, laying the groundwork for much of subsequent theory. The
cinema, then in the process of establishing itself as a legitimate art,

47



Russian Formalism and the Bakbtin School

provided the Formalists with an intriguing arena to cxtend the
“scientific” ideas that they had already developed in their work on
literature, in a ficld they variously called “cinematology” (Kazanski),
“cinepoctics” (Plotrovsky ), or “cinc-stvlistics” (Eikhenbaum}. The
cinema offcred an ideal terrain for testing the intersemiotic transla-
rion of Formalist concepts such as story, fable, dominant, materials,
and automatization.

The Formalists shared with Eisenstein a kind of “techicism,” a
preoccupation with the fechne, the materials and devices, of the art-
ist /artisan’s “craft.” Rejecting the bellettristic traditions which had
dominated previous literary study, the Formalists favored a “scien-
tific” approach concerned with literature’™s “tmmanent” propertics,
structures, and systems, those not dependent on other orders of
culture. In this sense, the Formalists soughr a scientific basis for
what would seem to be a highly subjective field: acsthetics. The sub-
ject of this science was nort literature as a wholce or even individual
litcrary texts but rather “litcrariness” {fizeraturnost), i.c. that which
makes a given text a work of literature. “Literariness,” for the For-
malists, inhered in a text’s characteristic ways of deploving stvle and
conventon, and ¢specially in its capacity to meditate on its own
tormal quahties.

Downplaving the representational and expressive dimensions of
texts, the Formalists focused on their self-cxpressive, autonomous
dimensions. Shklovsky coined the terms astrenanie (“defamiliariza-
tion” or “making strange”) and zatrudnenie (“making difficult™)
to denote the way that art heightens perception and short-circuits
automatized responscs. The essential function of poetic art, for
Shklovsky, was to explodce the encrustations of customary, routinized
perception by making forms ditficult. Defamiliarization was to be
achieved through unmotivated formal devices based on deviations
from cstablished norins, the way Tolstoy, for example, could probe
the institution of property through the surprising perspective of a
horse. Literary evolution was shaped by the perennial attempt to
disrupt regnant artistic conventions and generate new oncs, The
contemporaneous “Bakhtin School” mocked this kind of literary
Oedipalism, with its perpetual adolescent rebellion against whatever
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happened to be the dominant, preferring to take a much longer and
more tolerant view of artistic history.

The early Formalists were, as their name tmplies, rigorously
aestheticist; for them, acsthetic perception was awtotclic, an end in
itself. Art was largely a means for experiencing what Shklovsky called
the “artfulness of the object,” tar teeling the “stoniness of the stone.”
Their consistent emphasis upon the construction of artworks led the
Formalists {particularly Jakobson and Tynyanov} 10 an understand-
ing of art as a system of signs and conventions rather than the regis-
tration of natural phenomena. Formalists belicved in what
kikhenbaum called the “inescapable conventionality of art” (Iaglc,
1981, p. 57). Indeed, the role of art was to call attention to the
conventionality of all art, including realist art. Naturalism in the cin-
ema, Eikhenbaum argued, “is no less conventional than literary or
theatrical naturalism™ {Fikhenbaum, 1982, p. 18). Shklovsky ex-
tended the notion of literariness to the cinerma by analyzing the struc-
ture of Charlie Chaplin tilms, sceing the tramp figure as constructed
by a series of devices (pratfalls, chases, fights), only some of which
were motivated by plot, In a neo-Kantian language, Tynvanoy ar-
gucd that art “strives toward the abstractions of its means” (Eagle,
1981, p. 81).

The Formalists were the first to explore, with a modicum of rigor,
the analogy between language and film. Following the cucs oftered
by the Swiss linguist de Saussure, the Formalists sought 1o systema-
tize the apparently chaotic world of filmic phenomena. “The visible
world,” wrote Tynvanov, “is presented in cincma not as such, butin
its scmantic correlativity . . . as semantic sign.” In Poetica Kino, with
contributions by kikhenbaum, Shklovsky, Tynyanov, and others, the
Formalists stressed a “poetic” use of film analogous ro the “literary™
use of language they posited for verbal texts. For Tynyanov, mon-
tage was comparable to prosody in literature, Just as plot is subordi-
nate to rhythm in poetry, so plot is subordinate to style in cinema.
‘T'he cinema deploved cinematic procedures like lighting and mon-
tage in order to render the visible world in the form of semantic
signs. While Eikhenbaum compared the syntax of film to that of
narrative prose, Tynyanov saw poetry as a more appropriate modcl.
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(Pasolini picked up this theme in his “Cinema of Poctry” essay four
decades later.) In “Problems in Film Stylistics,” Eikhenbaum, mean-
while, saw film in relation to “inner speech” and “image translations
of linguistic tropes.” Inner speech, for Eikhenbaum, completed and
articulated what was only latent in the on-screen imagges and thus
facilitated spectatorial comprehension. Verbal language was thus
implicated in the “readability™ of the filmic image. Inner speech also
mediated between what Lev Vygotsky called “egocentric speech,”
on the onc hand, and “socialized” discourse on the other, as well as
between the written and the oral, thus opening the way for another
kind of expression - elliptical, fragmentary, dislocated — linked to
the “rhetoric of the Unconscious.” At the same time, the Formalists
were not inscnsitive to what might be called the phenomenalogy of
spectatorship, as in Eikhenbaum’s remarks in “Problems of Cine-
Styvlistics™ on the necessary solitude of spectatorship:

The spectator’s condition is close to solizary, intimate contemplation — e ob-
serves, as it weve, somebody’s dream. The slightest outside notse nnconnected
with the film annovs him much mare than it would if be weve in the theater,
Talking by spectators next to bim (e . reading the titles aloud) prevents him
frowmt concentrating on the movement of the film; bis ideal is not to sense the
presence of the other spectators, but to be alone with the film, to become deaf
and dumb. (Eikhenbaum, 1982, p. 10}

Here Eikhenbaum anticipates a number of later theoretical currents
— Metz’s metapsychology of spectatorship, comparative media study,
the metaphor of film as dream, and cognitive theory.

Eikhenbaum saw maontage as a stylistic system quite independent
of plot. The cinema, for Eikhenbaum, was a “particular system of
figurative language,” the stylistics of which would trear filmic “syn-
tax,” the inkage of shots into “phrases™ and “sentences.” The “cine-
phrase” grouped a string of shots around a key image such as a
close-up, while a “cine-period” developed a more complex spatio-
temporal configuration. Analysts could use shot by-shot analysis
to dentify a 1ypology of such phrases — a project taken up some
four decades later by Christian Metz in his “Grande Syntagmatique
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of the Image Track.” While Eikhenbaum did not develop a full-
blown typology, some of his principles of syntagmatic construction
—such as contrast, comparison, and coincidence — resemble in em-
brvo the conceptions later developed by Metz. But the Formalist
tocus, unlike that of Metz, was in the end less linguistic than stylis-
tic and poctic. “Anti-grammatical” and anti-normative, the For-
malist aesthetic valorized nort the correct rules for selecting and
combining elements but rather deviations from acsthetic and tech-
nical norms of the kind proftered by avant-garde movements like
Futnrism.

During the later period of Russian Formalism, the so-called
“Bakhtin Circle” or “Bakhtin School” developed a provocative cri-
tique of the Formalist method, a critique rich in implications for
flm theorv. In The Formal Method in Literary Scholavship (1928),
Bakhtin and Mecdvedev dissected the underlying premiscs of first-
phase Formalism. On the one hand, Bakhtin and Medvedev's “so-
ciological poetics” shared certain features with Formalist poetics:
the refusal of a romantic, expressive view of art; the rejection of the
reduction of art to questions of ¢lass and cconomics; an insistence
on art’s self-purposetul specificity. Both saw “litcrariness” as inher-
ing in a differential relation between texts, which the Formalists called
“defamiliarization™ and which Bakhtin and Medvedev refer to un-
der the more comprehensive rubric of “dialogism.” Both schools
rejected naively realist views of art. An artistic structure does not
retlect reality, Bakhtin and Medvedev argued, but rather the “reflec-
tions and refractions of other ideological spheres.” Bakhtin and
Medvedev praised the “productive role” of Formalism in formulat-
ing the central problems of literary scholarship, and doing so “with
such sharpness that cthey can no longer be avoided or ignored.” But
they engaged critically with Formalism on the question of artistic
“specification.” Recognizing this issue as a legitimate onc, they pro-
posed a translinguistic and materialist approach. In most cases,
Bakhtin and Medvedev argued, the Formalists simply reverse pre-
cxisting dvads — practical /poctic language; material /device; story/
plot — turning them inside out in an undialectical manner, enthron-
ing intrinsic form, for example, where extrinsic content had once
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been supreme. But for Bakhtin and Medvedev every artistic phe-
nomenon is simultaneously determined from within and without;
the barricr between “inside™ and “outside™ is an artificial one, for in
fact there is great permeability between the two.

Formalism, for Bakhtin and Medvedey, tails to discern the social
nature of literature even in its specificity. By dissolving history into
an “eternal contemporancity,” Formalists created a model which
was Inadequate even to the immanent evolution of literature, not to
mention its relation with the other “series” — ideological, cconomic,
political. The Formalist fetishization of the artwork as the “sum of
its devices” left readers with nothing more than their own empty
sensation, the hedonistic pleasure of “defamiliarization™ experienced
by the individual consumer of the artistic text. The purpose of art,
the Formalbists argued tamologically, is “about” being aesthetic, about
renewing perception, about making the reader/spectator feel the
“stoniness of the stone.”

The critique of Formalism as mechanistic, ahistorical, and
hermetically sealed-oft'life began to be addressed by the Formalists
themselves in Tynyanov’s notion of “dyvnamic structure” and later
in the Prague School work of Jakobson, who spoke of “dynamic
synchrony,” and others who tried 1o corrclate the literary and the
historical “scries.” Indeed, many of the fundamental positions of
Russian Formalism were adopred and claborated by Prague struc-
turalism in the late 1920s and carly 1930s, with Roman Jakobson as
a key figure linking the two movements. The Prague School was
especially concerned with “aesthetic functions,” an idea that formed
the basis for import-ant cssays on the cinema by Roman Jakobson
and Jan Mukarovsky. In his essay “Art as a Semiotic Fact” (1934)
and in his book Aesthetic Funcrion (1936), Mukarovsky outlined a
semiotic theory of acsthetic autonomy, whereby two different func-
tions, communicative and aesthetic (roughly comparable to the For-
malists’ “practical” and “poetic” language), coexist within a texe,
but where the acsthetic function serves to isolate and “foreground”
and “focus attention™ on the object. Writing in the wake of the
advent of sound, Jakobson, in an essay entitled “Is the Cinema in
Decline?,” argued thar (1) the presence of scund does not alier the
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fact that the cinema still transforms “reality” into sign, and {2} the
use of sound has historically evolved into a highly conventional sys-
tem with only a remote connection to real sound {see Eagle, 1981,
p. 37).

Russian Formalism and its cognate movements have left a vast
legacy within film theory. Later film theory extrapolated Formalist
formulations concerning literary specificity into cinema theory, cs-
pecially when Christian Mctz expanded and synthesized the insights
of Saussurean linguistics and Formalist poetics in his Langage et
cinéma (197 1). David Berdwell and Kristin Thompson, meanwhile,
drew on some aspects of the defamiliarization theory of the Formal-
ists and the “norms™ and “schemata”™ theory of the Prague structur-
alists to construct their version of “Neo-Formalism™ as a basis for
“historical poetics” — the word “poetics” goes back not only to Aris-
rotle but also to the Formalists® Poetica Kino as well as Bakhtin’s
“chronotope” essay — notably in Bordwcll’s Narration in the Fiction
Film (1985), Thompson’s Ivan the Terribile: A Neo-Formalist Analysis
(1980) and Breaking the Glass Armonr (1988), and their jointly
written (and widely used) Fils Asz (1996). But even if the Formal-
ists had not written about the cinema per se, their conceptualizations
would have been influential. Bertolt Brecht subsequently politicized
the Formalist concept of “defamiliarization,” reconeciving it as his
verfremdungseffekt (variously translated as “alienation cftect” or
“distanciation”), whereby the work of art would simultancously re-
veal its own processes of production along with thosc of society.
The structuralist project of “denaturalization,” i.e. revealing the so-
cially coded aspect of what was taken to be “natural,” was antici-
pated by the Formalist project of estrenanie or “making strange,”
even if the Formalists thernselves saw such devices in a purely formai
way.

The distinction between “story”™ { fabuia) — the putative scquence
of cvents in their “factual” order and narration — and “plot™ or “dis-
course” (sfuzet) — the story as narrated within an artistic structure —
also came to influence film theory and analysis indirectly via such
literary theorists as Gerard Genette, and directly in the work of David
Bordwell and Kristin Thompson in their (generally non-semiotic)
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work. The issue of “inner speech,” meanwhile, lay dormant until
the 1970s, when it was “rediscovered™ by theorists like Paul
Willemen, Ronald Levaco, and David Bordwell. Willemen, for ex-
ample, argued that inner speech was not just relevant to silent cin-
cma as Shklovsky had suggested, but rather ultimatcly formed a kind
of Unconscious substratum of the filmic system in general.

Also crucial to subsequent film semiotics was the Formalist view
of the text as a battleground berween rival clements, as dvnamic
svstems structured in relation to a “dominant.” Although first con-
ceptualized by Tynvanov, the concept was further developed by
Jakobson, who argucd in his landmark 1927 cssay (“The Domi-
nant™) that artistic works arec constituted by a constcllation of inter-
acting codes governed by the “dominant,” i.e. the process by which
one element, for example rhythm or plot or character, comes to
regulate the artistic text or system. As “the focusing component ofa
work of art,” the dominant manages to rule, determine, and trans-
form the remaining components.” As Jakobson elaborates it, the
notion applies not only to the individual poetic work, but also to the
poetic canon and even to the art of a given epoch when seen as a
totality. In the 1980s Fredric Jameson adopted the term when he
called postmodernism the “cultural dominant” of the cra of
transnational capitalism.

Yet another current within Formalism was formed by Vladimir
Propp’s work on narrative in his Morphology of the Folkiale (1968).
Propp examined 115 Russian folk tales in order to discern common
structures bascd on minimal units of action, called “functions,” such
as “leaving home,” Propp discerned a relatively small number of 31
such functions, as opposed to a much larger number of persons,
objects, and events {(corresponding to the traditional “motit™).
Propp’s legacy for film theory is evident, for example, in Peter
Wollen’s analysis of North by Northwest and in Randal Johnson'’s
analysis of Macunaimsa. Finally, Formalist idcas on film were also
developed in the 1970s by the “semiotics of culture™ groups in
Moscow and Tartu. In Semiotics of Cinema (1976}, Juri Lotman,
the most active member of the school, discusses cinema as both lan-
guage and “secondary modeling systern,” while trying to integrate
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the analysis of cinema into a broader cultural theory in ways that
clearly ccho but also reinvoice Formalist formulations.

The Historical Avant-Gardes

The 1910s and 1920s were the period of “historical avant-gardes,”
the zenith of experimentalism in the arts: Impressionism in France,
Constructivism in the Soviet Union, Expressionism in Germany,
Futurism in Italy, Surrealism in Spain and France, Muralism in
Mecxico, and Modcrnismo in Brazil. Modernism, according to Perry
Anderson, emerged as a cultural force-ficld with threc coordinates:
“{1) the official art of regimes still linked to the old aristocracies; (2)
the impact of the new technologies of the second industrial revolu-
tion; and (3} the hope of social revolution” (Andcerson, 1984). The
film theory of these movements was cxpressed not only in mani-
festos and in occasional essays in journals like Close-Up and Experi-
mental Cinewe, but also in later filmic manifestos like L’Age 4°Or
(1930) and Zéro de Conduite (1933). The films of the avant-garde
were defined not only by their distinct acsthetics, but also by their
modc of production, usually artisanal, independently financed, with-
out hnks to studios or the industry. Yet the avant-garde was hardly a
monolith. Ian Christic uscfully distinguishes between three distinet
movements: (1) the Impressionists (Abel Gance, Louis Dellue, Jean
Epstein, and carly Germaine Dulac), who arc closer to a kind of
national “art cinema;” (2} the partisans of “pure cinema” {Fernand
Leger, later Dulac); and (3) the Surrcalists (Christic, in Drummond
ctal.,, 1979). In political terms one can distinguish between a high-
modernist avant-garde preoccupicd with autotelic form, and a “low,”
carnivalized, anti-institutional, and anti-grammatical avant-garde
which attacked the art-system (sec Burger, 1984; Stam, 1989). Al-
though modernism grows out of “high art,” as Patrick Brantlinger
and James Naremore (1991) point out, it is also deconstructive of
certain high art values. Indeed, Michael Newman posits two artistic
modernisms, one derived from Kant and stressing the absolute
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autonomy of art, the other deriving from Hegel and stressing the
dissolution of art into life and praxis.! It is also possible to scc the
more irreverent avatars of modernism as renewing a carnivalesque
tradition going at least as far back as the medieval peried.

The Surrcalists, for their part, stressed what they saw as the deep
affinitics between moving images and the mctaphorical processes of
écriture antomatigue, in a movement defined by André Breton as
“psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to
cxpress . . . the actual functioning of thought.” This link to auto-
matic writing prompted Philippe Soupault, for example, to write
“cinematographic poems.” Despite the erudite origins of some of
their concepts, the Surrealists were also passionate fans of popular
films. Even the worst films, Ado Kyrou suggested, could be “sub-
lime.” The Surrealists discerned subversive undercurrents in the films
of such artists as Mack Sennett, Buster Keaton, and Charlic Chaplin.
Antonin Artaud, meanwhile, lauded the anarchic energies of the Marx
Brothers. Robert Desnos spoke of the “madness™ presiding over
Sennett’s scripts, while Louis Aragon developed a “synthetic criti-
cism” designed to extract intense, libidinal meanings from ordinary
sequences. Even American crime films, for Aragon, “speak of daily
life and manage to raisc to a dramatic level a banknote on which our
attention is riveted, a table with a revolver on it, a bottle that on
accasion becomes a weapon, a handkerchief that reveals a crime”
{quoted in Hammond, 1978, p. 29).

For the Surrealists, the cinema had the transcendent capacity to
liberate what was conventionally repressed, to mingle the known
and the unknown, the mundane and the oneiric, the quotidian and
the marvelous. Luis Bufiuel and Robert Desnos took positions op-
posed both to Hollywood narrative cinema and to the Impressionist
avant-garde of filmmakers like [’Herbier and Epstein. While they
were enthusiastic about the cinema, they expressed disappointment
with both of these modes for not exploiting its subversive potential
and opting instead for bourgeois love dramas and what Bunuel called
“the sentimental infection.” By opting for narrative logic and bour-
geois decorum, Bufiuel argued, conventional cinema had squandered
its potential for creating an insurrectionary, convulsive, anti-canoni-
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cal art which would visualize the “automatic writing of the world.
The Surrcalists used specific techniques to distance themselves from
the spell of narrative cinema, whether through Man Ray’s device of
watching the screen through ourstretched fingers or through the
Surrealist habit of interruprive spectatorship, whereby the artists
would visit a series of films in twenty-minutce stretches, picnicking as
they watched. Cinemartic techniques such as superimposition, the
dissolve, and slow motion were ideally suited not only for cepresent-
ing dream but also for mimicking its procedures of figuration. Svr-
realism’s cheerfully creative, wopian misreading of Freud, meanwhile,
proposed a cinema which would unleash, rather than tame, the an-
archic, liberating energics of the Unconscious,

Itis well known that the “pope” of Surrealismy, André Breton, was
partially inspired by Freud’s Interpretation of Dyeams, cven though
Breton’s various attempts to form an alliance between Surrcalism
and Freudianism led nowhere. Buduel was one of many Surrcalists
concerned with the relation between film and other states of con-
sciousness. For Robert Desnos, cinema was the anticipatory site of
“poetic liberation” and “Intoxication,” a magical time—spacc where
the distinction between reality and dream could be abolished. Tt was
the desire to dream that generated the “thirst for and love of the
cinema.” Speaking of the “marvel of ¢cinema,” Breton wrote that
“From the instant he takes his seat to the moment he slips into a
fiction evolving before his cves [ the spectator] passes through a critical
point as captivating and imperceptible as that uniting waking and
sleeping” {guoted in Hammond, 1978, p. 11). Further elaboraring
the comparison, Jacques Brunius wrotc:

ke arvangement of screen images in time 15 absolurely analogons with the
arrangement thought or the drveam can devise. Newher chronological ovder
nor velaive values of duration ave veal. Contrary to the theater, filim, like the
Aream, chooses some gesturves, defers ov enlarges them, eliminates others, travels
many hours, centuries, kilometers in a few seconds, speeds up, slows down, stops,
goes backwards. (Ibid.)

Antonin Artaud, in a 1927 text, was even more categorical. “If the
cinema I1s not made to translate dreams or all that which, in con-
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scious life, resembles dreams,” he argued, “then the cinema does
not exist.”* These analogics to what would later be called the “dream
state” were subscquently raken up by theorists such as Hugo
Mauerhofer, Suzanne Langer, and Christian Metz. The Surrcalist-
inflected work of Jacques Lacan later continued the traditon of “sub-
versive Freud,” a tradition which was to have a strong impact on
film theorv. Later avant-gardist artists such as Mayva Dcren, Alain
Resnais, Stan Brakhage, and Alejandro Jodorovsky would also con-
tinue the interrextual dialogue with Surrealism, as would the latter-
day theorists of the avant-garde such as Annetre Michelson, . Adams
Sitncy, and Peter Wollen.

The Debate after Sound

The advent of sound cinema generated considerable debate about
the relative merits of sound versus silent cinema. Ln the United States
Gilbert Seldes denounced sound cinema as a regression to theatrical
modes (Seldes, 1928, p. 706). In France Germaine Dulac, even be-
fore the advent of sound, saw cinema as a necessarily silent art.!
Marcel L’Herbier and Leon Poiricer were also hostile to sound, while
others, such as Abel Gance, Jacques Feyder, and Marcel Pagnol,
cantiously embraced it. “The talking film,” Pagnol argned “is the
art of recording, preserving, and diftusing theater™ (Pagnol, 1933,
p. 8). For Epstein the phonagenie of sound could potentally com-
plement the photggenie of the image. But Artaud, in “The Prema-
turc Old Age of the Cinema” (1933), warned that sound might
prod the cinema to adopt outmoded conventions, while René Clair
proclaimed that “the cinema must remain visual at all costs.”™ [n
Russia Eisenstein, Alexandrov, and Pudovkin in their 1928 mani-
festo called for the non-synchronous use of sound, warning that the
inclusion of dialoguc might reestablish the hegemony of ourworn
methods and trigger a flood of “photographed performances of a
theatrical sort” {Eisenstein, 1957, pp. 257-9). Synchronous sound,
they feared, would destroy the culture of montage and thus the very
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basis of the autonomy of cinema as an art form. In Germany Rudolf
Arnheim, in the name of the plastic specificity of the cinema, en-
shrined silent cinema as the definitive, paradigmatic form of the
seventh art. In what now seems like a counter-intuitive move,
Arnheim argued that sound detracts from visual beauty. “When real
sounds are emitted by the filmed virtuoso’s violin,” Arnheim la-
mented, “the visual picture suddenly becomes three-dimensional and
tangible” (Arnheim, 1997, p. 30). The introduction of the sound
film, for Arnheim, aborted the progress of film art by tempting tilm-
makers to submit to “the inartistic” demand for a superficial “natu-
ralness” (ibid., p. 154). Uldumately, the sound/silent debate had to
do with notions of the putative “cssence” of cinema and the aes-
thetic and narrative implications of “realizing” that csscnce. (It took
1960s scmiotic theory to suggest that “essence™ and “specificity™
were not coterminous, that the cinema could have some dimensions
that were “specifically cinematic” without those traits dictating any
single style or aesthetic.)

In 1933 Armnheim published in German his book Film (a revised
version of which appeared in English as Film as Artin 1957 ). Arnheim
had in common with Munsterberg a fondness for Kant and an inter-
est in psychology, although the psychology that interested him was
of the Gestalt varicty. The Gestaltists under whom Arntheim studied
cxperimented in the arcas of “visual field” and “perception of move-
ment.” Intluenced by nco-Kantian thought, they stressed the active
role of the mind in shaping dumb matter into meaningful experi-
ence, a perceptual process hyperbolized and forcgrounded by art.
Arnheim’s work on film thus forms part of a larger project in which
the visual arts provide a kind of proving ground for the study of
visual perception (Arnheim’s own 1928 dissertation was on per-
ception ).

Gestalt theory, like acsthetic modernisi, as Gertrud Koch points
out, is constructivist; it sces the relation between art and the percep-
tual world as one not of imiration, but of shared structural princi-
ples.’® Arnheim’s materialtheorie emphasizes what he sees as the
essential traits of the film medium and the means by which those
traits might be deployed lor artistic ends. According to Arnheim,
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misjudgments about film arise “when theatrical, painterly, or liter-
ary standards arc appliecd” (Arnhcim, 1997, p. i4). Arnhe¢im begins
by outlining all the attributes of the medium which differentiate it
from cevervday perception and from reality: the reduction of depth,
the projection of solid objects upon a single-planc surface, the ab-
sence of color, the lack of a space—time continuun, the exclusion of
all senses other than the visual. Ry forcgrounding film’s constitutive
lacks, Arnheim set out to “refute the assertion that film is nothing
but the feeble mechanical reproduction of real lite” (ibid., p. 37).
Within Arnhcim’s less-is-more algebraic principles, apparent defi-
ciencies engendcr acsthetic strength; the lack of depth, for example,
brought a welcome element of unreality into film.

For Arnheim, vision in general, and film viewing in particular, is
primarily a mental phenomenon. Arnheim shared with latter-day re-
alist theorists like Kracauer the premise that film as a reproductive art
“represents rcality itsclf,” yet he moved from that premise toward the
aesthetic injunction that film should go beyond realistic representa-
tion. Within Arnheim’s via neggativa, it was precisely film’s mimetic
“defects” and its facility for manipulation through lighting effects,
superimposition, accelerated or slowed motion, and editing that made
it more than a mechanical recording and thus capable of artistic ex-
pressiveness. By bypassing the mimetic portrayval made possible by
the mechanical apparatus, film establishes itself as an autonomous art.

The Hungarian film theorist Bela Balazs, meanwhile, began writ-
ing on cinema in the carly 1920s with books like Der Stchtbare Mensch
(The Visible Man, 1924}, continued with 1er Geist des Films (The
Spirit of Film, 1930), and work subscquently gathered in English and
revised in Theory of the Film (Bilizs, 1972). Bilazs defended popular
cinema against high-art prejudice. The motion picture, he argued “is
the popular art of our century” (ibid., p. 17). Like Arnheim, Bdlazs
was concerncd with the specific nature of film as art: “When and how
did cincmarography turn into a specific independent art employing
methods sharply differing from those of the theater and using a to-
tally different form-language:” (Balazs, 1933, p. 30). In Theory of the
Film Balazs answerced his question by suggesting that it was montage,
Le, cinema’s capacity to vary distance and angle with respect to the
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staged action, that differentiated film from theater, Film discarded
the basic formal principles of the stage — integrity of space, fixed
spectatorial position, and fixed angle of vision — in favor of varying
distance between specrator and scene, the division of the scene into
shots, and changing angle, perspective, and focus within the same
scene. Unlike Arnheim, who defined filmic specificity in terms of the
inherent constraints of the medium, Bilazs stressed the artistic inter-
vention of montage as a synthesis of fragments creating an organic
whole. Like Arnheim, Balazs wanted film to undermine the superfi-
cial naturalism ot the filmic image, but unlike Munsterberg he did
not sce film as a “mental phenomenon,” but rather as an instrument
for generating a new understanding of the real world. The cinema
could democratize the act of locking. Like the “euphoric™ theorists,
Balazs glonfied the cinema as capable of estranging our perceptions
of the world: “Only by means of unaccustomed and unexpected meth-
ods produced by striking sct-ups can old, tamiliar and therefore never-
scen things hit our cyes with new impressions™ {Balazs, 1972, p. 93).

Balazs was the poet-laureate of the filmic close-up, not as natural-
istic detail but as radiating “a tender human attitude in the contem-
plation of hidden things, a delicate solicitude, a gentle bending over
the intimacics of life-in-the-miniature, a warm sensibility” (1bid., p.
56). The close-up “shows you vour shadow on the wall with which
you have lived all your life and which vou scarcely knew™ (ibid., p.
55). The closc-up revealed the “polyphonic play of features,” the
impact of changing ¢motions on the face:

We cannor use glycerine teavs in a close-up. What makes g deep impression is
not & fat, oily tear volling down a face ~ whar moves is to see the glance grow-
ing misty, and moistuve gatheving in the corner of the eye — moisture that as
vet is searcely a tear. Liis is wmoving, because this cannot be fuked. (Baldzs,
1972, p. 77)

The “microphysiognomy” of the close-up offered a window on the
soul; the apparatus of the cincma mirrored the psychic apparatus.®

Bilazs also anticipated later theory by speaking ot “identification”
as the key 10 film’s “absolute artistic novelry:”
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We lovk up to Juliet's balcony with Romeo’s eyes and look down on Romeo with
Juliet’s. Our eve and with it our consciousness is identified with the characters
tu the film, we ook at the world our of thetr eyes and have no angle of viston of
our ewn. (Balazs, 1972, p. 48)

Anticipating latcr “gaze” and apparatus theory, as well as later theo-
ries of identification and engagement, Balazs argued that this kind
of identification was unique to film. He also spoke of the role of
“physiognomy™ as revelation. After centuries of word - based culture,
he argued, the cinema prepared the way for a new culture of “visible
man.” It could ecven prepare the way for a more tolerant, inter-
national kind of human being, thus contributing to the lessening of
“differences between the various races and nations, thus becoming
one of the most useful pioneers in the devclopment of a universal,
international, humanity” (quoted in Xavicr, 1983, p. 83).

As a practicing filmmaker, Baldzs was sensitive to the concrete
procedures of film, whence chapter headings like “changing set-up,”
“optical tricks, composites, cartoons,” and “the script.” Although
he complaimned initially that the sound film had undermined the ex-
pressiveness of film acting, he later became an astute analyst of sound
in the cinema, with suggestive coniments on the dramaturgy of sound,
the dramatic possibilities of silence, and the “intimacy of sound”
which makes us perceive sounds which arc usually drowned out by
the accustomed din of everyday life (Balazs, 1972, p. 210). He also
points out that the anti-sound critics never objected to sound per se
in the cinema — for cxample, Chaplin’s sound gags — but only to
dialogue as the real enemy (ibid., p. 221).

Siegfried Kracauer also began writing in this period. As a columnist
for the Frankfurter Zeitung he wrote on such topics as the “Cult of
Distraction” and “The Little Shopgirls Go To the Movies.” Kracauer
was concerncd with the potential for both alicnation and liberation of
the mass media. For him the task of the cinema was to Jook unblink-
ingly at social maalaise, to promote a kind of activist pessimism, to
show that we do not live in the best of all possible worlds, and thus to
provoke doubts about the Panglossian ideology of the reigning sys-
tem, “Were [the cinema] to depict things as they really are today,”
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Kracauer wrote in 1931, “movicgocrs would get uneasy and begin to
have doubts about the legitimacy of our current social structure”
(Kracauer, 1995, p. 24). As carly as the 1920s Kracauver exalted the
cincma’s capacity to capture the mechanized surfaces of modern life.
What interested him was what might be called the profundity of the
superficial, the micro-calamitics and everyday epiphanies that make
up human experience. The cinema, in this sense, could help specta-
tors “rcad” the phenomenal surfaces of contemporary life. Films also
gave expression to the “daydrcams of society,” revealing its secret
mechanisms and repressed desires. In his 1928 essay “The Little
Shopgirls Go to the Movies” Kracauer spoke of the ideological func-

”»

tion of films — here projected onto women spectators exclusively — in
ways that anticipated Adorno and Horkheimer, but unlike them he
saw the “distraction” of popular spectacles as in somce ways a positive
force, a subjunctive escape from Tayvlorization and uniformity. (We
will return to Kracaucr subsequentiv.)

Finally, it is important to mention the work of the film journal
Close Up, which from 1927 to 1933 discussed a wide range of film-
theoretical issues. It was here, as Anne Friedberg points out, that
the female literary modernists — IT. D., Dorothy Richardson, Gertrude
Stein, Marianne Moore — began to write on the cinema (see Donald
et al., 1998, p. 7). Just as important, the journal began a serious
discussion of the question of race and racism, culminating in a spe-
cial 1ssue on “The Negro and Cinema” in Angust 1929, featuring
contributions by black and white critics and a letter from Walter
White, assistant secretary of the NAACP. Anticipating much latcr
critiques of the “positive image,” Kenncth Macpherson warned that
the “white man is always going ro porrray the negro as he likes to
sec him, no matter how benevolently. Benevolence, indeed, is the
danger” (Donald ctal., 1998, p. 33). As it to illustrate his own warn-
ings about white projections, Macpherson himself speaks in primi-
tivist tones of the “jungle, lissom lankness” of Stepin Fetchit. At the
same time, Macpherson called for “confederated negro socialist cin-
cma,” while Robert Herring called for films “by and about™ blacks.
Harry Potamkin, in “The Aframerican Cinema,” surveys black roles
in film (Bert Williams, Farina) within the context of a comparative
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study of black representation in the graphic arts, the theater, and the
cinema. An essay by Geraldyn Dismond, identified as a “well-known
American Negro writer,” finally, stresses the co-implication of white
and black rcpresentation, in that “no true picture of American life
can be drawn without the negro” (ibid., p. 73). Although blacks
entered the cinema through the “servant’s entrance,” Dismaond points
out, “the negro [has turned out| some of the best acting on the
American screen and stage” (ibid., p. 74). Wide-ranging, the essay
addresses issucs of “primitivism,” the stereotypical casting of blacks
as comic menials, and self-representation, in ways that at times an-
ticipate the mulricultural film studies of the 1980s and 1990s,

The Frankfurt School

If the Surrealists had expressed both hope for and disappointment
in the cinema, others from both lkeft and right Jauded and ¢ritiqued
the cinema for different reasons. The critique often coincided with
an intensc and anti-democratic form of anti-Americanism. Herbert
Thering warned in 1926 that the Amcrican film was more dangerous
than Prussian militarism: millions of people were being “co-opted
by American taste; they are made equal, made uniform.™ One prom-
inent leitmotif was the idea that the cinema rendered its audience
bovine and passive. For the conservative Frenchman Georges
Duhamel, the cinema was the slaughterhouse of culture, and movie
theaters were “Gargantuan maws” where hypnotized pilgrims,
corraled into long lincs, went “like lambs to the staughter.” React-
ing to what he saw as the desecration of literature in the form of
filmic adaptations, Duhamel wrote:

And no one cried murder! . || All those wovks which from onr yvouth we buve
stammeved with our hearts vather than with our lips, all those sublime songs
which at the age of passionate enthusiasms were our daily bread, our study,
and our glory . .. weve dismembered, backed to pieces, and murilated.
(Dubamel, 1931, p. 30}
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‘The apologists of mass culture were responsible for “having allowed
the cinema to become the most powertul instrument of moral, aes-
thetic and political conformism™ (ibid., p. 64). While film theorists
like Arnheim were trying to decide exactly what kind of art the ¢in-
e¢ma was, Duhamel denied that the cinema was an art at all: “The
cinema has sometimes diverted me and sometimes moved me; it has
never required me to rise superior to myself. It is not an art. Itis not
art” (ibid., p. 37). From a self-consciously elitst perspective, Duhamel
ridiculed cinema as “a pastimie for slaves, an amusement for the illit-
crate, for poor creatures stupeficd by work and anxicty . . . a specta-
cle that demands no effort, that docs not imply any sequence of
ideas . . . that excites no hope, if not the ridicidous one of someday
being a ‘star’ at Los Angeles™ (ibid., p. 34).

Cultural critic Walter Benjamin took a contrary view. At the end
of his cssay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion” {first published in France in 1936) Benjamin argued, against
Duhamel, that the new medium had a progressive epistemological
impact. For Benjamin, capitalism planted the sceds of its own de-
struction by creating conditions which would make it possible to
abolish capitalism itself. Mass-media forms like photography and the
cinema created new artistic paradigms reflective of new historical
forces; they could not be judged by the old standards. Anticipating
Andy Warhol’s “15 minutes of fame,” Benjamin argued that in the
age of mechanical reproduction every human being had an inalien-
able right to be filmed. Morc important, the cinema enriched the
field of human perception and decpened critical consciousness of
reality. For Benjamin, film’s uniquencss derived, paradoxically, from
s non-unigueness, the fact that its productions were multiply avail-
able across barriers of time and space, in a situation where casy
access made it the most social and collective of the arts, Film’s
mechanical reproduction triggered a world-historical aesthetic rup-
ture: it destroyed the “aura,” the luminous cult-valuc or presence,
of the putatively unique, remote, and inaccessible art object. The
modernity of the cinema reveals rhe artistic aura as the product
either of illusory nostalgia or of exploitative domination, Thus criti
cal attention shifts from the venerated object of art to the dialogue
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between work and spectator. Just as Dada had turned respectable
art into an object of scandal and thus perturbed the passive contem-
plation of artistic beauty, the cinema had shocked the audience out
of its complacency, forcing it to participate actively and critically.

Benjamin turned the much maligned “distraction” of film view-
ing into a cognitive advantage. Distraction did not entail passivity;
rather, it was a liberating expression of collective consciousness, a
sign that the spectator was not “spellbound in darkness.” Through
montage, film administered shock-eftects which effectuated a break
with the contemplative conditions of bourgeois art consumption.
Thanks to mechanical reproduction, film acting, too, lost the literal
presence of the performer which characterized the theater, thus di-
minishing the aura of the individual, (Metz would later argue that
the very lack of real presence of the actor would paradoxically in-
duce spectators to invest the “imaginary significr” with their own
projections and thus render the image even more charismatic.) For
Benjamin, film cxemplified and itself shaped a kind of mutated per-
ception approptiate to a new era of social and technological evolu-
tion. Duhamel’s critique of film was for Benjamin merely the “same
ancient lament that the masses seck distraction whereas art demands
concentration of the spectator” (Benjamin, 1968, p. 241). As op-
posed to the solitary absorption provoked by the reading of'a novel,
film spectatorship was necessarily gregarious and potentially interac-
tive and critical.? 'T'he cinema could thercfore transform and cner-
gize the masses for purposces of revelutionary change, The politicized
acsthetics of socially conscious and formally cxperimental films pro-
vided onc poss-ible responsc to fascism as the “aestheticization of
politics.”

On one level Benjamin’s thinking reflected a perennial tendency,
evidenced later in McLuhan's utopian claims about the “global vil-
lage,” as well as in the more giddy proclamations of contemporary
cyber-theorists, to aver-invest in the political and aesthetic possibili-
ties of new media and technologies. And indeed the publication of
“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction™ trig-
gered a lively polemic about the social role of film and the mass
media. In a series of epistolary responses to Benjamin’s ¢ssays, Frank-
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furt School critical theorist Theodor Adorno attacked Benjamin for
a technological utopianism which fetishized technique whilc ignor-
ing the alicnating social functioning of that technique in reality,
Adorno expressed skepticism about Benjamin’s claims for the eman-
cipatory possibilities of new media and cultural forms. Benjamin’s
celebration of film as a vehicle for revolutionary consciousness, for
Adorno, naivelv idealized the working class and its supposedly revo-
lutionary aspirations. Adarno worried over the effects of what Frank-
furt theorists called the “culture industry,”
for alienation and commodification. Ironically, although a man of

discerning vast potential

the left, Adorno expressed the same scorn for the passive popular
audience as was shown by an extreme right-winger like Duhamel,
bur this time reformulated in a Marxist idiom. In Minima Moralia
Adorno almost seems to echo Duhamel when he says that “every
visit to the cinema leaves me, against all my vigilance, stupider or
worse” {Adorno, 1978, p. 75). Representing the more pessimistic
wing of the Frankfurt School, Adorno placed his faith not in what
he regarded as circus-like popular distractions but in what would
later be called the difficult “high modernist” art of an Arnold
Schoenberg or a James Joyee, art which staged the dissonances of
modern life. At the same time, Adorno knew that even the high art
of erudite modernists was caught up in capitalist processes, although
at the “higher,” more sublimated level of patronage, museum exhi-
bition, state subsidy, and independent wealth. High art could be
“difficult™ precisely because it did not have ro sell itself directly on
the open market. Nevertheless, high art did have the capacity to
dramatize through form the social reality of alienation, What Adorno
missed was the fact that popular art, for example jazz, might also be
difficult, discontinuous, comptex, challenging.

Artistic modernism reached its zenith in the 1920s. But if the
1920s constituted an orgy of theoretical experimentalism, the 1930s
were the hangover after the party, as Nazism, fascism, and Stalinism
{and in a very different way the Hollywood Studio system)} began to
close down the various insurrectionary acsthetics and art movements.
Thus the 1930s becamie a period of intense anxiety about che social
ctlects of mass media. Both Benjamin and Adorno were affiliated
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with the Frankfurt Institute of Social Research, which was cstab-
lished in 1923, moved to New York in the 1930s after Hitler came
to power, and was reestablished in Germany in the early 1950s. The
Frankfurt School, which also included Max Horkhcimer, Leo
Lowenthal, Erich Fromm, Herbert Marcusc, and (on its outskirts)
Siegfried Kracauer, became a key center of institutional reflection,
inaugurating critical studies on mass communication. The Frankfurt
School was shaped by vast historical events such as the defeat of left-
wing working-class movements in Western Europe after World War
I, the degencration of the Russian revolution into Stalinism, and the
rise of Nazism. One of the School’s main concerns was to explain
why the revolution envisaged by Marx had not occurred. Departing
from Benjamin’s »ia pesitira, they counterposed their own pia
negativa, a faith in the power of critical negation. The Frankfurt
School studied the cinema synecdochically, as a part-for-whole em-
blem of capitalist mass culture, deploying a multifaceted and dialec-
tical approach that paid simultancous attention to issues of political
economy, aesthetics, and reception. Deployving such Marxist con-
cepts as commodification, reification, and alienation they coined
the term “culture industry” to evoke the industrial apparatus which
produced and mediated popular culture, as well as the market im-
peratives underlying it. They chose the term “industry” rather than
“mass culture” to avoid the impression that culture arises spontane-
ously from the masses (sce Kellner in Miller and Stam, 1999).

In “Culture Industry: Enlightenmenr as Mass Deception,” puo-
lished in 1944 as part of 1he Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno
and Horkhcimer outlined their critique of mass culture. That crit-
ique formed part of a larger critique of the Enlightenment, whosc
egalitarian promises of liberation had never been fulfilled. If scien-
tific rationality had on the one hand freed the world from traditional
forms of authority, it had also facilitated new, oppressive forms of
domination of the kind exemplified by the high-tech Holocaust en-
gineered by the Nazis. But Adorne and Horkheimer were equally
critical of liberal capitalist socictics, whose cinemas produced spec-
tators as consumers. As opposcd to those who saw the mass media
as “giving the public what it wanted,” Adorno and Horkheimer saw
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mass consumption as a consequence of the industry which dictated
and channelled public desire, The cinema, as the “mésalliance of the
novel and photography,” created a fictive homogencity reminiscent
of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. Commercial films were simply
mass-produced commodities enginecred by assembly-line techniques,
products which themsclves stamped out their own passive, automa-
tized audience. Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s overwhelming concern
was with the question of ideological legitimation: how docs the sys-
tem integrate individuals into its program and values and what is the
role of the media in rhis process? As they put it, “the deceived masscs
are today captivated by the mvth of success even more than the suc-
cessfil are. Immovably, they insist on the very ideology that cnslaves
them.” The culture industry, caught up as it is in the world of
commodification and exchange-value, stupetics, narcotizes,
zombifies, and objectifics what is symptomatically called its “rarget”
audience. A difficult, modernist art, in contrast, fosters, for Adorno
especially, the development in its audience of the eritical capacities
necessary for a truly democratic society. Interestingly, Adorno and
Horkheimer share with Brecht the critique of “stupefying” art, but
unlike Brecht they did not applaud popular forms like boxing, vaude-
ville, the circus, and slapstick, although they did make an exception
tor Chaplin. At the same time, their condemnation was not
unnuanced. Adorno and Horkheimer did show some sympathy for
the undisciplined, anarchic, pre-Taylorized silent cinema, before it
became “streamlined.” {Adormo’s major direct contribution to film
theory per se was the book — co-written with Hanns Eisler in 1947 —
Composing for the Films — which discerns progressive possibilities in
such techniques as sound—image disjunction, which go against the
Gesamtkunstwerk tradition.)

For Adorno and Horkheimer, the emergence of the cultural in-
dustry signified the death of art as the site of corrosive negativity.
'T'he Adorno-Horkheimer denunciations of the culture industry, and
indirectly of its audience, were subscquently criticized as simplistic,
positing the audience as “cultural dopes™ and “couch potatocs.”
The modernist “difficult™ art they praise, meanwhile, has been criti-
cized as ehtist, Noél Carroll argoces that the idea of “disintercsted
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art” traces its origins to a misreading of Kant, a hand-me-down aes-
thetic of “purposcful purposclessness” based on a misunderstanding
of “The Analytic of the Beautitul” in Kant’s Critigue of Judgement
(Carroll, 1998, pp. 89-109). Film thcory and cultural theory are
still very much under the influence of these debates. The Adorno—
Benjamin debates, and the attendant oscillation between melancholic
and euphoric attitudes toward the social role of the mass media,
returned in force in the late 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. The Adorno~
Horkheimer claim that “real life” has become “indistinguishable from
the movics™ clearly anticipates Debord’s “Socicty of the Spectacie,”
Borstin’s notion of “pscudo-cvents,” and Baudrillard’s proclama-
tions about the “simulacrum.” It could also be argued that 1970s
proposals for “counter cinema” and for a cinema of production rather
than consumption are indebted to Adorno’s call for “difficult™ art.

“Another influential aspect of “Critical Theory,™ broadly defined, was
the attempt by figures such as Wilhelm Reich, Erich Fromm, and
Herbert Marcusc to forge a synthesis of Marxism and psychoanaly-
sis. Germany before Hitler, after all, was the country where psy-
choanalysis was strongest, and Frankfurt was also the home of the
Frankfurter Psychoanalvtisches Institut. Both Freudianism and Marx-
ism were scen there as two revolutionary forms of liberatory think-
ing; one aimed at transforming the snbject, the other at transforming
socicty through collective struggte. This project would be approached
differently, and in a Sanssurcan—Lacanian vocabulary, by Althusserians
and theoretical feminists in the 1960s and 1970s and by Slavoj Zizek
in the 1990s.

Later theory also took up again the 1930 debates about “realism™
which opposed Bertolt Brecht (and Walter Benjamin) to Marxist
theorist Georg Lukdics, For Lukacs, realist literature portrays the soctal
totality through the use of “typical” characters. While Lukics took
the novels of Balzac and Stendhal as his model tor a dialectical real-
ism, Brecht favored a thearter realist in its intentions — aimed at ex-
posing society’s “causal network” — but modernist-reflexive in its
forms. To cling to the ossificd forms of the nincteenth-century real-
ist novel constituted for Brecht a formalistic nostalgia which failed
to take altered historical circumstances into account. That particular
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artistic formula, for Brecht, had lost its political potency; changing
times called for changing modes of representation. Haunted by the
Nazis’ fondness for overwhelming spectacle which exploited
blinkcred, visceral emotion, Brecht called for a fragmented,
distantiated “theater of interruptions” which fostered critical dis-
tance through the systematic demystification of dominant social re-
lations. Walter Benjamin (1968} took Brecht’s epic theater as a model
of how the forms and instruments of artistic production could be
transformed in a socialist direction. Epic theater, he argued, “de-
rives a lively and productive consciousness from the fact that it is
theater” { Benjamin, 1973, p. 4). Chrough interruptions, quotations,
and tableau effects, cpic theater supersedes the old illusionistic, anti-
technical, auratic art. Benjamin compared epic theater, somewhat
speciously, to film:

Epic theater proceeds by fits and staves, in o manner comparable to the images
on & film strip. Its basic form is that of the foveeful impace on one another of
sepavate shavply distinct situations of the play. The songs, the captions, the
gestural conventions, diffeventinte the scenes. As 8 result interrals fend Lo vc-
cour which destvoy illusion. These intervals pavalyze the andience’s capacity for
empathy. (Tbid., p. 21)

While one might question Benjamin’s analogy (since the images on
a film strip, unlike the sketches of epic theater, proceed in apparent
continuity}, and while one might wonder if empathy per se is neces-
sarily reactionary, such ideas were to have immense impact on the
practice and theory of film over subsequent decades.

The Frankfurt School had a miajor impact on subscquent theories
of the culture industry, on theories of reception, and on theories of
high modernism and the avant-garde. Walter Benjamin was influen-
tial not only through “the age of mechanical reproduction™ essay,
but also through his idcas on the “author as producer” and on the
necessity of artistic as well as social subversion, the idea that revolu-
tionary art must first of all be revolutionary in formal terms, as arz.
His readiness to embrace new forms of mass-mediated art provided a
foundational insight for what came to be known as “cultural studies.”
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His rejection of classical idcals of beauty in favor of an aesthetic of
fragments and ruins prepared the way for the postmoedern “anti-acs-
thetic.” Benjamin’s ideas on allegory and the traserspiel, meanwhile,
had an impact on theorists of national allcgory like Fredric Jameson
and Ismail Xavier. The Frankfurt School, more generally, had a long-
disrance impact — via such thinkers as Hans Magnus Enzensberger,
Alexander Kluge, John Berger, Mirlam THansen, Douglas Keliner,
Rosewitta Muehler, Roberto Schwarz, Fredric Jameson, Ariton Kaes,
Gertrud Koch, Thomas 1.evin, Patrice Petro, Thomas Elsaesser, and
many others — who later reworked its theories.

The Phenomenology of Realism

Apart from dcbates within Marxism (such as that between Brecht
and Lukdcs about “realism™ and between Benjamin and Adorno
about the progressive potential of the mass media), the decades fol-
lowing the advent of sound were dominated by arguments about
the “essence of cinema,” and more specifically by the tensions be-
tween the “formative” theorists who thought the artistic specificiry
of cincma consisted in its radical differences from reality, and the
“realists” who thought filn’s artistic specificity (and its social raison
d’étve} was to relay truthtul representations of everyday life. As al-
ready discussed, one current of film theory was dominated by “forma-
tive” theorists like Rudolf Arnheim (Fifm as Avt) and Bela Balazs
( Theory of the Film}, who insisted on film’s ditferences not only from
“reality” but also vis-@-vis other arts such as theater and the novel. IF
some theorists, like Arnheim and Balazs, favored an interventionist
cinema which flaunted its differences from the “real,” other, later
theorists, partially under the impact of Ttalian neo-realism, favored a
mimetic, revelatory, and realist cinema. The realist acsthetic pre-
dated the cinema, of course, and could trace its roots to the ethical
stories of the Bible, to the Greek fascination with surface detail, to
Hamlet’s “mirror up to nature,” on through the realist novel and
Stendhal’s “un miroir que se promene lelong la ruc.”
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But in the 1940s, rcalism takes on a new urgency. In a sense,
postwar film realism ¢merged from the smoke and ruins of Euro
pean cities; the immediate trigger for the mimetic revival was the
calamity of World War I1. Surveys of film theory too often forget
the essential contribution of Italian theorists, including filmmaker-
theorists, to the debates about film realism. In the postwar period,
Italy became a major scene noc only of filmmaking but also of film-
theoretical production, through film journals such as Bignco ¢ Nevo,
Cinema, La Revista del Cinema Italianoe, Cinema Nouvo, and
Filmcritica, and through prestigious publication series like “Biblioteca
Cinematografica.” In his film Histoires du Cinema, Godard suggests
that there was a historical logic behind this filmic Renaissance. As a
country which was formally part of the Axis powers, but which had
also suftered under the Axis, Italy had lost its national identity and
therefore had to reconstruct it through the cinema. With Rowme Open
City, Italy regained the right to look atitselfin the mirror, hence the
extraordinary harvest of ltalian film. The war and the liberation,
filmmaker-theorist Cesare Zavattini argned, had raught filmmakers
to discover the value of the real. Against those like the Formalists,
whao saw art as inescapably conventional and inherently different from
lite, Zavattini called for annihilating the distance between art and
life. The point was not to invent storics which resembled realitv, but
rather turn reality into a story. The goal was a cinema without ap-
parent mediation, where facts dictated form, and events scemed to
recount themselves. (Mctz, basing himself on Benveniste’s catego-
ries, would later call this torm of telling “histoire” [story] as op-
posed to “discours” [discourse].} Zavattini also called for a
democratization of the cinema, both in terms of its human subjects
and in terms of what kinds of events were wort# talking about. For
Zavattini, no subject was teo banal for the cinema. Tndeed, the cin-
ema made it possible for ordinary people to know about cach oth-
er’s lives, not in the name of voycurism but in the name of solidarity,

Guido Aristarco, meanwhilc, in his critical essays as well as in his
Storia delle Teoviche del Film, argued against Zavattini that rcalism,
in the sense of registering daily life, was never simple or
unproblemaric. Inspired both by the work of Hungarian Marxist
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theorist Georg Lukdcs and by Itahan Marxist Antonio Gramsci,
Aristarco called for a “critical realism” which would reveal the dy-
namic causes of social change through cxemplary situations and fig-
urcs, (For an excellent averview of nco-realist theory, see Casetti,
1999.) Partly inspired by the ana-fascist achievements of Italian nco-
realism, theorists such as André Razin and Sicgfried Kracauer made
the camera’s putatively intrinsic realism the cornerstone of a demo-
cratic and egalitarian aesthetic. The mechanical means of photo-
graphic reproduction, for these theorists, assured the essential
objectivity of film. Here we find a converse ju-jitsu from Arnheim’s.
For Arnhcim the cinema’s defects (for example, the lack of a third
dimension) were a trampoline for artistic cxcellence. But what
Arnhe¢im saw as something to be transcended — film’s mechanical
reproduction of phenomenal appearances — was for Bazin and
Kracauer the very key to s strength. As Bazin put it in “The Ontol-
ogy of the Photographic Image” ({1945}, “the abjective nature of
photography confers on it a quality of credibility absent from all
other picture making” (Bazin, 1967, pp. 13-14). For the first time,
as Bazin pur it, “an image of the world is framed automatically,
without the creative intervention of man” (ibid., p. 13). For Bazin,
the fact that the photographer, unlike the painter or poct, could
work in the absence of a model guaranteced an ontological bond
between the cinematographic representation and what it represents.
Since photochemical processes entail a concrete hnk between the
photographic analogon and its referent, the charismatic indexicality
of photography was presumed to make possible unimpeachable wit-
ness to “things as they are.” Tt is this same “impersonality” that
makes film comparable, for Bazin, to the process of embalming and
“mummification.” The cinema instantiates a deeply rooted desire to
replace the world by its double. The cinema combines static photo-
graphic mimesis with the reproduction of Time: “the image of things
is likewise the image of their duration, changed, mummified as it
were” (ibid., p. 18). In an overly veristic formulation subsequently
critigued by film semiologists, Bazin went so far as to claim that
“the photographic image is the object itsclf, the object freed from
the conditions of time and spacc that govern it” (ibid., p. 14).
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The formative /realist dichotomy — Lumiére vs. Mélics, mimesis
vs. discourse — has often been overdrawn, obscuring what the two
currents have in common.! Both relied on an essentialist notion of
the cinema — as being intrinsically good at certain things and not
others — and both were normative and exclusivist: they thought that
the cinema should follow a certain path. Both formalist and realist
currents featured their own brand of “progressive” teleology of tech-
nique. For Arnheim, the advent of sound derailed what would have
been the normal rrain-like progress toward a consciously artificial
cinema, while for Bazin the “Old Testament” of'silence, in a telling
formula which reveals the religious—providential substratum to his
thinking, prepared the way for its fulfillment in the “New Testa-
ment” of sound. Although Bazin did praise what he calls the
“narrational dialectic” of opposing styles in Citizen Kane, stylistic
counterpoint, or what Bakhtin called the “mutual relativization” of
styles, was not generally secn as a viable option.

For Bazin, the valorization of realism had an ontological,
apparitical, historical, and aesthetic dimension. In apparitical terms,
realism was the mediumistic realization of what Bazin (1967) called
the “myth of rotal cinema.” T'his myth animated the inventors of
the medium: “In their imaginations they saw the cincroa as a rotal
and complete representation of reality; they saw in a trice the recon-
struction of a perfect illusion of the outside world in sound, color,
and relict” (1bid., p. 20). Thus silent, black-and-white cinema gave
way to cinema in sound and color, part of an inexorable techno-
logical progression toward an cver-more persuasive realism. (One
discerns an interesting tension in Bazin between the mimetic mega-
lomania of the desire for a total simulacrum of life, and the quict,
sclf-etfacing modesty of his stylistic preferences.) In 1963 Charles
Barr extended Bazin’s myth to include the development of widescreen
cinema, and the phrase “total cinema” obviously resonates with later
innovations such as 3-1, IMAX, Dolby Sound, and Virtual Reality.
{In a reverse chronology, Jean-Louis Baudry’s 1970s linking of the
cinema to Mlato’s allegory of the cave certainiy has Bazin’s “ryth of
total cinema” as its dialogizing backdrop. )

Bazin also generated novel accounts of film history and acsthetics.
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In his essay “The Evolution of Film Language” he postulated a kind
of triumphal progress of rcalisnt in the cinema not unlike a telescoped
version of Auerbach’s account in Memesis of an ever-more verisimi-
lar western literature. Bazin distinguished between those filmmak-
ers who placed their faith in the “image” and those who placed their
faith in “reality.” The “image” filmmakers, especially the German
Expressionists and the Sovict montage filmmakers, dissected the in-
tegrity of the ime-space continuum of the world, cutting it up into
fragments. The “reality” directors, in contrast, deployed the dura-
tion of the long take in conjunction with staging in depth to create
a multi-plane scnse of reality in relicf. Bazin’s annointed realist tra-
dition began with Lumiére, continued with Flaherty and Murnau,
was strengthened by Welles and Wyler, and reached quasi-teleologi-
cal fulfillment with I[talian neo-realism. Bazin particularly valued the
down to-earth, relatively eventless plots, the unstable character
motivations, and the relatively stow and viscous quotidian rhythms
characteristic of carly neo-realist films, He distinguished between a
shallow Zola-like naturalism, which seeks superficial verisimilitude,
and a profound rcalism which plumbs the depths of the rcal. For
Bazin, realism had less to do with literal mimetic adequation be-
tween filmic representation and the “world out there” than with the
testimonial honesty of mise-en-scéne. Deleuze takes on certain as-
pects of Bazin’s historical teleology in his 1980s work, especially in
terms of neo-realism as a crucial break.

According to Bazin, new approachces to editing and misc-cn-scéne,
especially long-take cinemategraphy and depth of field, allowed the
filmmaker to respect the spatiotemporal integrity of the pro-filmic
world, These advances facilitated a more thoroughgoing mimetic
representation, one linked, in Bazin’s thinking, to a spiritual notion
of “revelation,” a theory with theological overtones of the presence
of the divine in all things. Indced, Bazin’s critical language — real
presence, revelation, faith in the image — often reverberates with
religiosity. Cinema becomes a sacrament; an altar where a kind of
transsubstantiation takes place. At the same time, this in-depth con-
ception was linked for Bazin to a pelitical notion of the democrati-
zation of filmic perception, in that the spectator enjoved the freedom
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to scan the multi-planar field of the image for its meaning. Although
Bazin did speak in favor of “impure cinema,” i.e. a mixture of thearer
and film, in general Bazinian stylistics left little room for the self-
conscious mixing of styles, and indced Bazin played down the mix-
ing of long takes and montage, of Expressionism and realism, that
characterized the work cven of some of his favorite directors, such as
Orson Welles. Bazin’s favored techniques like the single-shot se-
quence, as Peter Wollen points out, could also be used for ends
diametrically opposed to those endorsed by Bazin; for example, de-
rcalization and reflexivity.” At the same time, Bazin was never the
“naive realist” that he is often caricatured as being; he was well aware
of the artifice required to construct a realist image. The automatiza-
tion of the cincmatic apparatus is a necessary but not suflicient con-
dition for realism. Indeed, Bazin is on some levels a formalist, in
that he is less concerned with any specific “content” than with a
style of mise-en-scéne. Nor can Bazin be reduced to a theorist only
of realism; his ideas about genre, authorship, and “classical cinema”
also had immense impact,

Like Bazin, Siegfricd Kracauer was also concerned with issues of
realism, and like him he cannot be reduced 1o being a “naive real-
ist.” As Thomas Levin points out, Kracauer is often made out to be
a kind of anti-Benjamin, when in fact he had much in common with
Benjamin. Indeed, it is ironic that 1970s film theoreticians, in their
anti-veristic rage, often used Kracauer as a kind of whipping boy,
when in many ways his views were aligned with theirs, Kracaucr’s
The Mass Ornament, dedicated as it was to topical analyses of ephem-
cera such as street maps, hotel lobbies, and boredom, clearly antici-
pated Barthes’s Mythologies. Some of the confusion arises from the
fact that Kracauer’s works in the 1920s and 1930s - especially the
cssays later collected in The Mass Ornament — only became available
decades after they were written {1977 in Germany, 1995 in Eng-
lish).

In the background of Kracauer’s analysis was a concern with the
democratic and anti-democratic potentialities of the mass media. In
From Caligari to Hitler (1947), a study of German ¢inema from
1919 to 1933, Kracaucr showed how a highly artiticial Welmar an-
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ema “really” reflected “profound psychological tendencics” and the
institutionalized madness of German life. Films could reflect the
national psyche because (1) they are not individual but collective
productions and (2) they address and mobilize a mass audience, not
through explicit themes or discourses but through the implicit, the
unconscious, the hidden, the unsaid desires. Within Kracauer’s figural
approach Weimar cinema foreshadowed the Caligaresque insanity
of Nazism. Kracauer discerned a kind of morbid teleology in Ex-
pressionist masterpieces such as The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1921)
and M (1931), a movement toward Nazism evidenced in the au-
thoritarian tendencies of the films themsclves, In this sense, Kracauer
cxplores another kind of soctal mimesis, to wit the historicity of form
itsclt as figuring social situations. Tn aesthetic terms this cinema rep-
resented the “complete trivmph of the ornamental over the human.
Absolute authority asserts itself by arranging pecople under its domi-
nation in pleasing designs” { Kracauer, 1947, p. 93; Kracauer’s analysis
indirectly enabled Susan Sontag in “Fascinating Fascism™ to align
the aesthetics of Riefenstahl’s Trizemph of the Willwith those of Busby
Berkeley musicals). While not completely persuasive, and vitiated by
a sensc of post hoe ergo proprer hoc, Kracaver’s overall argument in-
terestingly displaces the question of realism onto another level,
whereby films are secn as representing, in an allegorical manner, not
literal history but rather the deep, roiling, unconscious obscssions of
national desire and paranoia.

Much of the view of Kracauer as the avatollah of rcalism is based
on his magnum opus Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical
Renlity (1960), which laid the foundations for what he called a
“materialist aesthetics.” Kracauer spoke of the film medium’s “de-
clared preference for nature in the raw” and its “natural vocation tor
realism.” For Kracauer, film was uniquely equipped to register what
he variously called “material reality,” “visible reality,
ture,” or simply “nature.” At times, Kracauer seems to posit a quasi-
Platonic hierarchy of realities, running from the “sort of real” to the
“really rcal,” with “natural reality” at the apex. Although everything
which exists is hypothetically filmable, some subjects are énberently
cincmatic. Within a kind of romantic ecologisin, Kracauer seems tao

L

physical na-
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want to keep nature “virginal” and “intact.” But a skeptic might ask
why a film of a staged performance, or a shot of a computer screen,
is less “real” than a shot of a forest. As usual, the implicit ontological
claims of the word “real” lead into dead ends and aporias. Writing
in the wake of World War 11 and the Holocaust, Kracauer was per-
feetly aware of the dystopian, Hitlerian potential of the mass media.
Nevertheless, he maintained his faith in film as the artistic expres-
sion of a democratizing moderniey, besteged but not yet overcome
by barbarism and catastrophe. Central to Kracauer's valorization of
the cinema was its capacity to register the quotidian, the contingent,
and the random, the world in its endless becoming. As Miriam
Hansen puts it:

Kracaner’s investment in the photographic basis of film does not vest on the
iconicity of the photographic sign, at least not in the navrow sense of a liteval
vesemblance oy analogy with a self-identical object. Nov, for that matter, does
he conceive of the indexical, the phorochemical bond thar links tmage and
referent, in any positivist way as mevely anchoving the analogical “truth® of
Lhe vepresentation. Rathey, the same indexicality that allows photographic film
‘o recovd and figure the wovld also inscribes the smage with moments of tem-
poraliry and contingency”

Although Kracaucr at times secms to confuse aesthetics with ontol-
ogy, he was not ultimately the partisan of a single style such as nco-
rcalism. The anarchistic slapstick of'a Mack Sennetr, for Kracauer,
could critically foreground the well ordered abuses of instrumental
reason. {Here Kracauer anticipates the later French radical decon-
structionist embrace of the films of Jerry Lewis.)

Film for Kracauer stages a rendezvous with contingency, with the
unpredictable and open-ended flux of everyday experience. It is no
accident that Kracauer cites that other great theorist of democratic
realism, Erich Auerbach, who speaks of the modern novel's register-
ing of “the random moment which is comparatively indcpendent of
the controversial and unstable orders over which men fight and de-
spair; it passes unaffected by them, as daily life.”* Perhaps in visceral
recoil from the authoritarian certitudes and monumentalist hierar-
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chies of fascist acsthetics, Kracauer, like Aucrbach, stresses the “or-
dinary business of living.” The vocation of the filmmaker, in this
conception, was to initiate the spectator into the passionate know-
ledge and critical love of everyday existence. Speaking overall,
Kracauer’s work anticipates Metz’s later emphasis on the analogy
between film and davdream, Jameson’s work on national allegory
and the “political unconscious,” and the cultural studies notion of
cudture as a “discursive continuum.”

Theorists of this period were also concerned with the perennial
issuc of cinematic specificity, and whether this specificity was of a
technical, stylistic, or thematic naturc, or some combination of the
three. Bazin asked the question in his title What is Cinema? and
answered it by grounding cinema’s essence in the charismatic
indexicality of photography, with its existential link to the pro-filmic
referent, Kracauer, similarly, saw cinema as rooted in photography
and its registry of the indeterminate, random flow of everyday life.
Film theory in the 1950s and 1960s also revisited the perennial ques-
tion of cinema’s relation to the other arts. Theorists quarreled, more
specifically, about precisely which arts or media should be scen as
allies or antecedents. Should cinema flee from theater or embrace it,
see itsclf as analogous to painting or deny any relationship? Film
theory is particularly haunted by its prestigious forebear, literature.
A famous essay by Bazin was entitled “For an Impure Cincma: In
Defcnsc of Adaptation.” Others were less interested in adaptation
than in the fact that filmmakers should proceed fike novelists, an
idca implicit in Alexandre Astruc’s metaphor of the “camcra pen.”
Maurice Scherer (the futurc Eric Rohmer) once wrote: “Cinema
should recognize the narrow dependence which links it, not to paint-
ing or to music, but to the very arts from which it had atways tried to
distance itself,” literature and the theater (Clere, 1993, p. 48). Cin-
cma, in sum, need not give up its right to draw on or be inspircd by
other arts.

In postwar France film theory marched hand-in-hand with devel-
opmcnts in philosophical phenomenology, the dominant movement
of the period. Following up on Husserl, philosophers returned to
“things themselves” and their relation to ecmbodiced, intentional
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consciousness. The leading phenomenologist, Merleau-Ponty, dis-
cerned a kind of “match” not only between the film mediem and
the postwar generation but alsa between film and philosophy. “The
movies,” he argued, “are peculiarly suited to make manitest the
union of mind and body, mind and the world, and the cxpression of
one in the other. . . . The philosopher and the moviemaker share a
certain way of being, a certain view of the world which belongs to a
generation.™ Anticipating Deleuze, Merlean-Ponty saw film and phi-
losophy as cognate forms of inteliectual labor. In “The Film and the
New Psychology,” based on a 1945 lecture, Mericau-Ponty discussed
the phenomenological paramcters of the cinema as a “temporal ge-
stalt” whose palpable realism was even more exact than that of the
real world itself. A film is not thought, Mcrlcau-Ponty pointed out,
“it is perceived.” Applying an amalgam of Gestalt psvchology and
existential phenomenology to the cinema, Merleau-Ponty suggested,
would provide a psychological basis for the basic structures of the
cinematic experience as a mediated expericnce of being-in-the-world.
A number of later theorists came 1o build on Merleau-Ponty-style
phenomenology, for example Henri Agel in Le Cinéma et le Sacvé
{1961), Amadce Avire in Conversion aux images {1964), Albert
Laffay in Logigue du cinéma (1964), Jean-Pierre Mcunier in his Les
Structures de Pexperience filmigue (1969), Jean Mitry in his two-
volume Esthetigue et psychologie du cinéma (1963-5), and nruch later,
Dudley Andrew in “The Negiected Tradition of Phenomenology in
Film™ (1978} and Major Filw Thesries (1976), and Alan Cascbier in
Film and Psychology (1991). In The Address of the Eye: A Phenom-
enology of Film FExperience (1992) Vivian Sobchack used Merleau-
Ponty’s method of phenomenological interpretation to suggest that
“The film experience not only represents and reflects upon the prior
direct perceptual experience of the filmmaker &y means of the modes
and structures of direct and reflective perceprual expericnce, but also
presents the direct and reflective cxperience of a perceptual and ¢x-
pressive existence #s the film” (Sobchack, 1992, p. 9).

Concurrent with Merleau-Ponty’s work, an academically based
French movement called Filmology gave rise to a rescarch institute
(Association pour la Recherche Filmologique), an international jour-
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nal (La Revue internationale de filmologie}, and a collective text
(L’Univers filmigue), The movement’s inaugural tome was Gilbert
Cohen-Scat’s Essai sur les principes d'une philosophie du cinéma (Es-
sav on the Principles of a Philosophy of the Cinema, 1946). I"artly
inspired by phenomenology, the “filmologists™ sought to organize
various academic disciplines — sociology, psychology, aesthetics, lin-
guistics, psychophysiology — around the project of a comprehensive
and scientific theory of film. At their First International Congress,
the filmologists defined five categories of interest: (1) Psychological
and Experimental Research; (2) Rescarch in the Devclopment of
Cinematic Empiricism; (3) Aesthetic, Sociological and General
Philosophical Research; (4} Comparative Rescarch on Film as a Means
of Expression; and {5) Normarive Research — application of studies
of the filmic fact to problems of teaching, of medical psychology,
ete. (Lowry, 1985, p. 50). In subscquent vears Henri Agel wrote on
“Cinematic Equivalences of Literary Composition and Language,”
Anng¢ Souriau wrote on “Filmic Functions of Costumes and De-
cor,” and Edgar Morin and Georges Friedman wrote on “Sociology
of the Cinema.” In his paper “Filmologie et esthetique comparée,”
Souriau argucs, somewhat problematically, that four structural prop-
crties of the novel — time, tempo, space, and angle of approach —
rendcr it ditficult to “translate™ into film.

The filmology group undertook a systematic study of all aspects
of the cinema, from the *cinematic situation™ (theater, screen, and
spectator) to the social rituals surrounding the cinema, ro the phe:
nomenology and even the physiology of spectatorship. The
filmologists elaborated a number of concepts - “cincmatic situation”
(Cohen-Seat), “dicgesis” ( Etienne Seuriau),
(Rene and Bianka Zazzo) — which were subsequently deployed (and
reworked) by both Metzian semiotics and, much later, cognitive

L1

cognitive mechanisms”

theory. In Souriau’s proposal (in La Correspondance des arts, 1947)
for a comparative study of the specificitics of the various arts, for
cxample, we sce the partial source of Metz’s attempts to classify and
differentiate media in terms of their “specificity,” just as Romano’s
work aon the “character of reality” provoked by film anticipates Mctz’s
work on “the impression of reality.” Filmology’s investigation of
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such issues as the perception of movement, the impression of depth,
the role of immediate and deferred memory, motor reactions, em-
pathic projections and the physiology of spectatorship, by the same
token, prefigured many of the concerns of cognitive theory in the
1980s.

The Cult of the Auteur

In the late 1950y and carly 1960s a movement called auteurism came
to dominate film criticism and theory. Autcurism was in some ways
the expression of an existentialist humanism inflected by pheno-
menology. Echoing Sartre’s pithy summary of existentialism — “ex-
istence precedes essence™ — Bazin claimed that the cinema’s “existence
precedes its essence.” Bazin’s vocabulary, morcover, as James
Naremore points out, was a Sartrean one, fond of words like “free-
dom,” “fare,” and “authenticity” (Naremore, 1998, p. 25). Bazin’s
cssays “Ontology of the Phatographic Image” and “Myth of Total
Cinema” were roughly concurrent with Sartre’s essay entitled “Ex-
istentialism and Humanism.” Sartre and Bazin share a fundamental
tenet: “the centrality of the activity of the philosophical subject, the
premise of all phenomenologies” (Rosen, 1990, p. 8). Auteurism
was also the product of a cultural formation which included film
magazines, ciné-clubs, the French cinémateque, and film festivals,
and it was fueled by the screening of newly available American films
during the Liberation period.

Novelist and filmmaker Alexandre Astruc prepared the way for
auteurism with his 1948 essay “Birth of a New Avant-Garde: The
Camera-Pen,” in which he argued that the cinema was becoming a
new means of cxpression analogous to painting or the novel. The
filmmaker, Astruc claimed, should be able to say “I” like the novel-
ist or poct,! The “camera-pen” formula valorized che act of
filmmaking; the director was no longer merely the servant of a pre-
existing text {novel, screenplay) but a creative artist in his/her own
right. Frangois Truffaut also played an important role with his stra-
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tegic aggressions against the established French cinema. In his fa-
mous manifesto-cssay, “A Certain Tendency of the French Cinema,”
published in 1954 in Cabiers du cinéma, Truffaut excoriated the
“tradition of quality” which turned the classics of French literature
into predictably well-furnished, well-spoken, and stylistically formu-
laic films. Truffaut dubbed this archaic cinema, in a rather oedipal
manncr, the “cinéma de papa” {the proponents of New German
Cinema, at Oberhausen in 1962, also spoke of *Daddy’s Cinema”}.
Truffaut derided the tradition of quality as a stuffy, academic,
screenwriters’ cinema, while lauding the more vital American popu:
lar maverick cinema of Nicholas Ray, Robert Aldrich, and Orson
Welles, The tradition of quality, for Truftaut, reduced filmmaking
to the mere translation of a pre-cxisring screenplay, when it should
be seen as an open-cnded adventure in creative mise-cn-scene. Al-
though French cinema prided itself on being “ant-bourgcois,”
Truffaut taunted, it was ultimately made “by the bourgeois for the
bourgeois,” the work of littératenrs who despised and underesti-
mated the cinema. It is difficult to overstate the provocative nature
of Truffaut’s intervention, and cspecially his support for American
cinema in the era of Sartrean “cngagement” and the left’s domina-
tion of French culture, when the US, tor French intellectuals, evoked
McCarthyism and the cold war, and when “Hollywood” evoked the
powerful dream factory that had destroved grand talents like von
Stroheim and Murnau.

For Truffaut, the new film would resemble the person who made
it, not so much through autobiographical content but rather through
the style, which impregnates the film with the personality of its di-
rector. Intrinsically strong directors, auteur theory argued, will cx-
hibit over the vears a recognizable stylistic and thematic personality,
even when they work in Hollywood studios. In short, real talent will

“out” no matter what the circumstances. Cakbiers defended the
American films of Lang against the prejudice that his work declined
in Hollywood. In the case of Hitchcock, Cakiers not only supported
his American filims, but two of its members, Eric Rohmer and Claude
Chabrol, argued in a book-length study thar Hitchcock was both a

technical genius and a profound mcraphysician whose work revolved
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around the implicitly Catholic theme of a Christ-like “transfer of
guilt.” “Once the principle of directorial continuity is accepted even
in Hollvwood,” Andrew Sarris wrote, “films can never iook the same
again” (Sarris, 1973, p. 37}

With its first issuc in 1951 Cabiers du cinéma became a key organ
for the propagation of auteurism. The Cahiers critics saw the direc-
tor as the person responsible, in the last instance, for a film’s aes-
thetics and mise-en-scence. Cabiers initiated a new policy of
intervicewing admired directors; between 1954 and 1957 Renoir,
Buiiuel, Rossellint, Hitchcock, Hawks, Ophuls, Minnelli, Welies,
{Nicholas) Rav, and Visconti all passed through the Cabiers inter-
view machine. In a 1957 article, “La Politique des auteurs,” Bazin
summarized autearism as “choosing in the artstic creation the per-
sonal factor as a criterion of reference, and then postulating its per-
manence and even its progress from one work to the next.” The
auteur critics distinguished berween metteurs-en-scéne, i.e. those
who adhered to the dominant conventions and to the scripts given
them, and auteurs who used mise-en-scénc as part of self expression.

Although auteurism came into vogue in the 1950s, the idea itsclt
was In many ways a traditional onc. The perennial characterization
of the cincma as the “seventh art” implicitly granted filra artsts the
same status as writers and painters. In 1921 the filmmaker Jean
Epstein, in “Le Cinéma et les lettres modernes,” uscd the term
“auteur” to apply to filmmakers, and directors like Griffith and
Eisenstein had compared their own cinematic techniques to the lit
erary devices of writers like Flauberr and Dickens. In the 1930s Rudolf
Arnheim was alrcady lamenting the “exaltation” of the dircctor
(Arnhcim, 1997, p. 65). In postwar France, howcever, the anteurist
metaphor became a key structuring concept in film criticism and
theory. In Sartrean terms, the film author strives for “authenticity™
in the face of the castrating “regard” of the studio system.

On the other side of the Atlantic, meanwhile, American film jour-
nals of the late 1940s had anticipated the autcurist discussion by
debating the relative importance of the diverse collaborators on the
filmmaking team. Lester Cole defended the scriptwriter, Joseph
Mankiewicz the scriptwriter—director, while Stanley Shoficld com-
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pared the collaborative art of filmmaking to the collective construc-
tion of a cathedral. All these arguments were attempts to claim artis-
tic origins and were animated by a desire to show that film could
transcend its artisanal, industrial form of production and incorpor-
ate a singular, signed vision, One can also detect a romantic auteurist
impulsc in the writings of American avant-gardists like Maya Deren
and Stan Brakhage. The former speaks in a 1960 cssay of the cin-
ema’s “extraordinary range of expression,” its affinities not only with
dance, theater, and music, but also with poetry in that “it can juxta-
pose images” and with literaturc generally in that “it can encompass
in its soundtrack the abstractions available only to language.”
Brakhage, in a 1963 cssay, projects the artist not so much as autcur
but rather as vistonary, the creator of a wordless world “shimmering
with an endless varicty of movement and innumerable gradations of
color.” Cinema for Brakhage is an adventure in perception, where
the director can deploy transgressive techniques — overcxposure, im-
provised natural filters, spitting on the lens — to provoke a trans-
perspectival vision of the world.

In the postwar period, film discourse, like literary discourse, be-
came oricnted around a constellation of concepts such as éorizure,
writing, and textuality. This graphological trope dominated the
period, from Astruc’s “camera—stylo”{camera-pen) to Mctz’s later
discussion of “cinema and écreture” in Langnage and Cinema (1971).
The French New Wave dircctors were especially fond of the scrip-
tural metaphor — scarcely surprising, given that many of them began
as film journalists who regarded articles and films as simply two forms
of expression. “We are always alone,” Godard (1958) wrote some-
what mclodramatically, “whether in the studio or before the blank
page.” Agnes Varda, when she was about to make La Pointe Courte,
announced that she would “make a film exactly as one writes a book”
{quoted in Philippe, 1983, p. 17}, The films by the New Wave
dircctors “embodied” this writerly theory. It is no accident, tor ex-
ample, that Truffaut’s first film, Les Quatre Cents Conps, abounds
with references to writing: the opening shot of pupils writing;
Antoine’s mimicry of his mother’s penmanship; his theft of a type-
writer; his pastiche of Balzac which elicits accusations of plagiarism
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— all point to the undergirding tropc which subtends his vision
of filmmaking. At the same time the New Wave was profoundly
ambivalent about literature, which was both a model to be
emulated, and, in the form of literary scripts and conventional ad-
aprations, the enemy to be abjured.

A product of the conjunction of cinephilia (cclluphagic) and a
romantic strain of existentialism, auteurism must be scen partially
as a response to {a) the elitist putdowns of the ¢inema by some lit-
erary intellectuals; (b) the iconophobic prejudice against cinema as a
“visual medium;” (<) the mass-culture debate which projected the
cinema as the agent of political alicnation; and (d) the traditional
anti-Americanism of the French litcrary elite. Auteurism was in this
sensc a palimpsest of influences, combining romantic expressive no-
tons of the artist, modernist—formalist notions of stylistic disconti-
nuity and fragmentation, and a “proto-postmodern” fondness for
“lower™ arts and genres. T'he real scandal of the anteur theory lay not
so much in glorifying the dircctor as the equivalent in prestige to the
literary author, but rather in exactly who was granted this prestige.
Filmmakers likc Eisenstein, Renoir, and Welles had always been re-
garded as auteurs because they were known to have enjoved artistic
control over their own productions. The novelty of auteur theory
was to suggest that studio directors like Hawks and Minnelli were
also auteurs. American cinema, which had classically been the dia-
critical “other” of French film theory, that against which it had de-
fined itself, just as the putative “vulgarity” of American culture had
long provided the diacritical counterpoint for French national iden-
tity, now became, surprisingly, the model for a new French cinema.

Born in an atmospherc of violent polemics, “la Politique des
Aunteurs” translates literally as the “auteur policy” rather than
“theory.” In France autcurism formed part of a strategy for facilitat-
ing a new kind of fiknmaking. Anteurism was thus both inspiration
and stratcgic instrument for the filmmakers of the New Wave, who
uscd it to dynamite a place for themselves within a conscrvative,
hierarchical French film scene where aspiring directors had towaita
lifetime to direct films. Critic—directors like Truffaut and Godard
were attacking the established system, with its rigid production hi-
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crarchies, its preference for studio shooting, and its conventional
narrative procedures. They were also defending the rights of the
dircctor vés-4-vés the producer. Godard’s Contempr, which pits the
humane, cultivated, and polyglot autcur Fritz Lang against the vul-
gar, barely literate Hollywood producer Prokosch, filmically encap-
sulares this “director’s lib” side ot auteurism, Paradoxically, a theory
that had its ideolegical roots in pre-modernist romantic Expression-
ism helped undergird a cinema, exemplified by epoch-making films
like Hiroshima Mon Amowur and Breathless, which was resolutely
modernist in aspiration and aesthetics,

In its more extreme incarnations autcurisim can be secn as an an-
thropomorphic form of “love” for the cinema. The same love that
fans bad formerly lavished on stars, or that formalists lavished on
artistic devices, the auteurists now lavished on the men - and they
largely were men — who incarnated the auteurists’ idea of cinema.
Film was resurrected as sccular religion; the “aura” was back in force
thanks to the cult of the auteur. Ar the same time Bazin distanced
himself from the splenctic excesses of the young Turks. Wich his
usual prescicnce he warned in 1957 against any acsthetic “cult of
personality” which would erect favored directors into infallible mas-
ters. Bazin also pointed out the necessity of complementing auteurism
with other approaches — technological, historical, sociological. Great
films, he argued, arise from the fortuitous intersection of talent and
historical moment. Occasionally a mediocre director — Bazin cites
Curtiz and Casablanca — might vividly capture a historical moment,
without qualifying as an anthentic anteur. The quality control guar-
anteed by the well-oiled Hollywood industrial machine, furthermore,
virmually assured a certain competence and even elegance. Bazin
pointced out the paradox that auteurists admired the American cin-
ema, “where the restricions on production are heavier than any-
where els¢,” while they fatled to admire what was ultimately most
admirable about it,“the genius of the system, the richness of its ever-
vigorous tradinion, and its fertility when it comes into contact with
new elements” (Hillicr, 1985, pp. 257-8).
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The Americanization of Auteur Theory

Auteunism took a different turn when it was introduced to the United
States by Andrew Sarris in his “Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962.”
Like Paris, New York had a strong tradition of ciné-clubs, repertory
theaters, and film journals such as Filw Culture. Sarris picked up on
the French critics’ emphasis on style as creative expression: “The
way a film looks and moves should have some relationship to the
way a director thinks and feels.” A mcaningtul style, Sarris argued,
unites the “what™ and the “how” into a “personal statement” where
the director takes risks and struggles against standardizadon (ibid.,
p. 66). The critic must thercfore be alert to the tensions between
the dircctonal personality and the materials with which the director
works. In Sarris’s hands the auteur theory also became a surrept-
tiously nationalist instrument for asserting the superiority of Amer-
ican cinema. Sarris declared himsclf ready to “stake his critical
reputation” on the notion that American cinema has been “consist-
ently superior” to what Sarris dismissively and ethnocentrically called
the “rest of the world.” Sarris struggled against the Europhile preju-
dice that saw “art™ in stufty adaptations of Europcan literary classics,
but saw only “entertainment” in the films of a Hitchcock or a John
Ford. Atits best, Sarris’s work turncd film buffery and connoisseurship
into an art form, deploying his broad knowledge of cinema to con-
vey the genuine achievements of Hollywood cinema.

Sarris proposed threc criteria for recognizing an auteur: (1) tech-
nical competence; (2) distinguishable personality; and (3) interior
meaning arising from tension between personality and material. In
The American Cinema Sarris constructed a nine-part schema which
invited privileged directors into a “panthcon” while it relegated rhe
lower ranks into circles reminiscent of ante’s hell.

Pauline Kacl debunked Sarris’s three criteria in her response
article “Circles and Squares™ (1963). Technical competence, she
argued, was hardly a valid criterion, since some dircctors, such as
Antonioni, went beyond mere technical competence. “Distinguish-
able personality™ was meaningless since it favors repetitious dirce-
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tors whose styles are recognizable precisely because they never try
anything new. The distinctive smell of skunks, she analogized, docs
not make their smell pleasant or superior to that of roscs, Kael dis-
misses “interior meaning,” finally, as impossibly vaguc and favoring
“hacks who shove style into the crevices of plots.” (Kael's attempt
to deprive Orson Welles of legitimate authorship of Citizen Kane,
atttributing it instead to Herman Mankiewicz, was also aimed at
Sarris and auteurism. } But the heat of the Sarris—Kael debate masked
the fact that they did share a key premise: the idea that film theory /
criticism should be evaluative, concerned with the comparative rank
ing of films and directors. At its most crass, this approach led to
sterile quarrcls about relative merit, a kind of reckless gambling on
critical reputations, as arbitrary tastes were elevated into supposedly
rigid hicrarchies. In Sarris, metaphors of war and gambling and
staking claims were in this sense symptomatic, redolent of the rough-
and-tumble frontier atmosphere of competitive journalism.

Autecurism was also criticized on more practical grounds. Critics
pointed out that it underestimated the impact of production condi-
tions on authorship. 'The filmmaker is not an uatrammecled artist; he
or she is immersed in material contingencies, surrounded by the
Babel-like buzz of technicians, cameras, and lights of the “happen-
ing” which is the ordinary film shoot. While the poet can write
poems on a napkin in prison, the filmmaker requires money, cam-
cra, film. Auteurism, it was argucd, downplaved the collaborative
naturc of filmmaking. Even a low-budget feature can involve morce
than a score of pcople working over an extended period. A genre
like the musical requires the strong creative participation of com-
posers, musicians, chorcographers, and set designers, No single writcr
cam claim, Salman Rushdie writes, to be the true author of the film
The Wizard of Oz

No single writer can claim that bonour, not even the author of the original
book. Mevvyn LeRoy and Avthur Freed, the producers, both bave their chawm-
prons. At least four divectors worked on the picture, most notably Vicror Fleming.
... The truth is that this great movie, in which the guarrvels, sackings and
near-bungles of all concerned produced what seoms like pure, effovtiess, and
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somehow inevitable felicity, is as near as dammit to that will-o>-the-wisp of
modevn cvitical theory: the anthorless text. (Rushdie, 1992)

Given this kind of collaboration, some argued that producers like
Sclznick, performers like Brando, or writers like Raymond Chandler
could be scen as autcurs. Any coherent theory of authorship must
take into account these diverse intrications in terms of material cir-
cumstances and personnel within filmic anthorships. Authorship also
borders on complex legal issues of ownership concerning copyright,
“fair use,” “substantial similarity.” When Art Buchwald sues Eddie
Murphy over the plot of Ceming to America, when French produc-
crs of The Three Musketeersrefuse to acknowledge Alexander Dumas’s
“moral rights™ as “inalienable author,” wc arc far from the realm of
unsullied inspiration and uncncumbered genius evoked by romantic
notions of authorship.

" Auteurism also required modification to apply to television. In
television, some argued, the real auteurs were producers like Nor-
man Lear and Stephen Bochco, What happens 1o a person’s status as
authors when TV commercial directors {Ridley Scott, Alan Parker)
move into feature films, or when consecrated directors (David Lynch,
Spike Lee, Jean-Luce Godard) move into commercials, or when
Michelangelo Antonioni chorcographs a psychedelic spot for Renault?
Are they always and in cvery circumstance auteurs, or docs their
auteur status depend on medium, context, format? Industry-oriented
critics like Thomas Schatz, meanwhile, spoke not of the genius of
authors but rather of what Bazin had called the “genius of the sys-
tem,” i.c. the capacity of a well-financed and talent-fiilled industrial
machine to turn cut high-quality films. While auteurists emphasized
personal style and mise-en-scéne, Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson
in thetr work on “classical Hollvwood cinema™ emphasized the ém-
personal and standardized “group style™ of a homogcenous corpus
whose main features were narrative unity, realism, and invisible nar-
ration.

Auteurism ultimately was less a theory than a methodological fo-
cus. In any case, it clearly represented an improvement over ante-
cedent critical methodologics, notably Tmpressionism (a kind of
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neuro-glandular response to films based solely on the critic’s sensi-
bilities and tastes) and sociologism {an evaluative approach based on
a reductive view of the perceived progressive or reactionary political
thrust of the characters or story line). Auteurism also performed an
invaluable rescue operation for neglected films and genres. It dis-
cerncd authorial personalities in surprising places — especially in the
Amecrican makers of B-films like Samuel Fuller and Nicholas Ray. It
rescued entirc genres — the thriller, the western, the horror film -
from litcrary high-art prejudice. By forcing attention to the films
themselves and to mise-en-scéne as the stylistic signature of the
director, auteurism clearly made a substantial contribution to film
theory and methodology. Auteurism shifted attention from the
“what” (story, theme) to the “how” (style, technique ), showing that
style itself had personal, ideological and even metaphysical rever-
berations. It facilitated film’s entry into literature departments and
played a major role in the academic legitimation of cinema studics,
But with the subsequent emergence of semiotics, as we shall see,
auteurism came under attack for its romantic, apolitical valorization
of authorial genius, graduvally transmuting into a hybrid called
“autcur-structuralism.” We will address auteur-structuralism in a
subsequent section.

Third World Film and Theory

Simultancous with the development of auteurism and film phenom-
enology in Europe are the first stirrings of what later came to be
known as “third cinema” theory, and here too both auteurism and
realism were relevant to the discussion. While there had always been
diverse forms of film-related writing in Latin America, Africa, and
Asia — books, film magazincs, and film columns in newspapers - it
was in the 1950s that such writing cohered into a theory inspired by
nationalist concerns. Originally coined by French journalist Alfred
Sauvy in the 1950s by way of analogy to the revohurionary “third
estate” of France, i.e. the commoners in contrast with the first estate
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(the nobility) and the sccond estate (the clergy), the term “Third
World” posited three geopolitical spheres: the capitalist First World
(nobility) of Europe, the US, Australia, and Japan; the Second World
{clergy) of the socialist bloc; and the Third World proper (the com-
moners). “Third World™ refers to the colonized, nco-colonized or
decolonized nations and “minorities” of the world whose economic
and political structurcs have been shaped and deformed within the
colonial process. The term itself challenged the colenizing vocabu-
lary which posited these nations as “backward” and “underdevel-
oped,” mired in a presumably static “tradition.” As a political
coalition, the Third World broadly coalesced around the enthusi-
asm generated by anti-colonial struggles in Vietnam and Algeria,
and specifically emerged from the 1955 Bandung Conference of
non-aligned African and Asian narions. The fundamental definition
of the Third World had maore 1o do with structural cconomic
domination than it had with crude humanistic categories {“the
poor™), developmental categories (the “non-industrialized”), (bi-
nary) racial categories (“the non-white™), cultural categories (“the
backward™), or geographical categories (“the East™). Such notions
of the Third World were scen as imprecise because the Third World
is not necessarily poor in rescurces {Mexico, Venezuela, Nigeria,
Indonesia, and Iraq are rich in petroleum), nor culturally backward
(as witnessed by the brilliance of Third World cinema, literature,
and music), nor non-industrialized (Brazil and Singapore are highly
industrialized), nor non-white {Ireland, perhaps the first British
colony, is predominantly white, as is Argentina).

The way for filmic third-worldism was prepared, in Latin America
at Jeast, by the popularity of Ttalian neo-realism, partially facilitated
by Italian immigrant populations but also by certain analogies be-
tween the Italian social situation and that of Latin America. The
social geography of Italy, divided into rich North and poar South,
uncannily homologized the world at large. Indeed, there wasa good
deal of cross-fertilization between Italian nco-realism and film theory
and practice in Latin America (and elsewhere, for cxample the casc
of Satyajit Ray in India and Youssel Chahinc in Egypt). Not only
did a number of the neo-realist filmmmakers visit Latin America —
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Cesare Zavarttini went to Cuba and Mexico in 1953 to talk about
the possibilites of Latin American versions of nco-realism — but also
many Latin Amcrican filmmakers themselves (Fernando Birri, Julio
Garcia Espinosa, Tringuerinho Neto, Tomds Gutiérrez Alea) stud-
ied at the Centro Sperimentale in Rome. (While there, Espinosa
lectured on “Neo-Realism and Cuban Cinema.™) The Italian influ-
ence was also disseminated by film journals like Tiempe de Cine in
Argentina and A Revista de Cinema in Brazil, and by the Latin
American edition of the Italian journal Cinesma Nueve, published in
Bucnos Aires in the mid 1960s.

The Italian neo-realist films provoked optimism about new
filmmaking possibilitics. In 1947 Brazilian film critic Benedito Duarte
wrote in the Estado de Sdo Panle of his admiration for the ways that
ITtalian filmmakers had created an “acsthetic of poverty” by using
documentary techniques and lightweight equipment to create a tech-
nically poor but imaginatively rich cinema, Writing in the Cuban
journal Cine-Guig in 1955, Walfredo Pincra asked: “Why should
we want gigantic studios when the most famous films in the world
are being made in the street?” Influenced both by Gramsci and by
ITtalian neo-realism, Brazilian critic—filmmakers like Alex Viany and
Nelson Pereira dos Santos published articles in the carly 19505 de-
fending a “national” and a “popular” cinema. Often theory and prac-
tice were closely allicd. Fernando Birri’s film Tire Die, when it came
outin 1958, was accompanied by a manifesto calling for a “national,
realist, and critcal cinema.”

Third World filmmakers and theorists resented not only Holly-
wood’s domination of distribution circuits but also its caricatural
representations of their culture and history. “No Cuban,” wrote the
Cuban film critic Mirta Aguirre in 1951,

will ever forget the United Artists pictuve Violence, shown in Havana in 1947,

in which the island’s capital is presented as a brothel and an unsanitary povt of
bars and people in tatters. As for Mexico, it continually suffers offenses ranging
from the trivial . . . to the maost serions, as in Warner Brothers’ One Way Street,

tn which Jawmes Mason, incarnation of a yankee rough, is the hevo and benefac-
tov, while the proud mob of Indians is humilinted bevond limit, in a one-sided
picture of misery, bumbug, ignorvance, and banditry, designed to foment in the
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North Amevican and international public the belicfthat [the Amevicas] sonth
of Texas {aref an ivvedeemable and savage tervitory in which any faivr-skinned
gunman becomes a messiah. (Quoted in Chanan, 1983, p. 3)

As a responsc to such caricatures, Latin American crinc—theorists favored
a cinema made by and for Latin Americans, one which would more
adequatcly give voice to Latin Amcrican experience and perspectives.

In the wake of the Vietnamese victory over the French in 1954,
the Cuban revolution in 1959, and Algerian Independence in 1962,
third-worldist film idcology was crystallized, in the late 1960s, in a
wave of militant film manifesto-essays — Glauber Rocha’s “Aesthe-
tics of Hunger” (1965}, Fernando Solanas and Ocravio Getino’s
“Towards a Third Cinema” (1969), and Julio Garcia Espinosa’s “For
an Impertect Cinema” (written in 1969) — and in declarations and
manifestos from 'Third World film festivals (Cairo in 1967, Algicrs
in 1973) calling for a tricontinental revolution in politics and an
acsthetic and narrative revolution in film form. Written during a
period of intense nationalist struggles, each of the manifestos emerged
from a particular cultural and cinematic context, yet there were com-
mon concerns. Just because a country was economically underdevel-
oped, Glauber Rocha suggested, it did not mean that it had to be
artistically underdeveloped. And in this sense both Italian nco-
realism and Sovict-style socialist realism were sometimes criticized
as inadcquate models. Playing on the Spanish word for “south,”
Rocha called for “neo-sur-realism.” In Cuba dirccror—theorists like
Julio Garcia Espinosa ridiculed the “frozen forms™ of socialist real-
1sm, seen as simplistic and conscrvanive. In his incendiary 1965 essay
“Acsthetics of Hunger™ (alternately entitled “Aesthetics of Violence™)
Rocha called for a “hungry” cinema of “sad, ugly films,” films which
would not only treat hunger as a theme but also be “hungry” in
their own impoverished means of production. In a displaced torm of
mimesis, the material poverty of style would signal real-world pov-
erty. Latin America’s originality, tor Rocha, was its hunger, and the
most noble cultural manifestation of hunger was violence. All that
was needed, as the slogan went, was “a camera in the hand and an
idea in the head.”
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In his 1963 book Revisde Critica do Cinema Brasileiro Rocha
called for a “free, revolutrionary, and insolent cinema without sto-
ries, reflectors, or casts of thousands™ (Rocha, 1963, p. 13), Rather
than being an “aesthete of the absurd,” on the one hand, or a “ro-
mantic nationalist” on the other, the duty of the filmmaker was sim-
ply to be “revolutionary” {Rocha, 1981, p. 36). Influenced by Brecht,
Rocha proposed what might be called a “trance-Brechtianism,” 1.e.
a Brechtianism filtered through and transformed by a complex Afro-
mestizo culture which “exceeded” the rationalism of the Brechtian
aesthetic. Cinema had to be not only dialectical but also “anthro-
pophagic” — a reference to the cannibalist thematic of 1920s Brazil-
ian modernism — and had to de-alienate a spectatorial taste colonized
by the commercial-popular aesthetic of Hollywood, by the popu-
list-demagogic acsthetic of the socialist bloc, and by the bourgeois—
artistic aesthetic of the European art film, The new cinema, for Rocha,
should be “technically impertect, dramatically dissonant, poetically
rebellious, and sociologically imprecise” {ibid.). Rocha also called
for an auteurist approach which favored young directors, since if the
industry was “the svstem,” the anteur was “the revolution,” But
while European auteurism gave voice to the sovereign individual
subject, Third World autcurism “nationalized” the author, scen as
giving voice not to individual subjectivity but rather to the nation as
a whole.

In their foundational and widely translated cssay “T'owards a Third
Cinema” (1969), subtitled “Notes and Experiments toward the De-
velopment of a Cinema of Liberation in the Third World,” Fernando
Solanas and Octavio Getino denounced the cultural colonialism thar
normalized Latin American dependency. Neo-colonialist ideclogy,
they argued, functioned even at the level of cinematic language, lead-
ing to the adoption of the ideological forms inherent in the domi-
nant cinema aesthetic. The authors forged a tripartite schema which
distinguished between “first cinema” (Hollywood and its analogues
around the world); “second cinema” (the art films of a Truffaut in
France, or a Torre Nilsson in Argentina); and “third cinema,” a revo-
lutionary cinema composcd primarily of militant guerrilla documen-
tarics (thosc of Cinc-Liberacion in Argentina, but also Third World
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Newsrcel in the US, Chris Marker in France, and student move-
ment films from around the world). Following Fanon, Solanas and
Getino called for the “dissolution of the aesthetic into the lifc of
society.” They also reformulated film spectatorship as a “historical
encounter,” in which spectators, rather than resonating with the
sensibility of an autcur, become active shapers of their own destiny,
the protagonists of their own historics /stories.

The Cuban Espinosa, meanwhile, in his 1969 essay “For an Im-
perfect Cinema,” called in carnivalesque fashion for the erasure of
the line between artist and public. At a point when Cuban cinema
was just beginning to acquire the capacity of producing a well-made
cinema with high production values, Espinosa warned against the
temptation of perfection. Technically and artistically pertect cinema,
he argued, is almost always a reactionary cinema. e therefore calicd
tor an “imperfect” cinema not beholden to Eureopcean acsthetic ide-
als, one encrgized by the “low” forms of popular culture and in
creative dialogue with Amcrican cinema. If American cinema was
“born to entertain,” and if European cinema was “born to make
art,” Latin American cinema, for Espinosa, “was born for political
activism,” A genuine popular art will arise, he prophesied, when the
masses actually create it. Rather than godlike auteur, the spectator
auteur. Rather than an a2 priosi, sclf-sufficicnt, contemplative cin-
ema, imperfect cinema proposcs art as endless critical process. Art,
he concluded, will not disappear into nothingness; rather, “it will
disappear into everything” (Chanan, 1983, p. 33).

The work of Frantz Fanon was a pervasive influence in these theo-
ries and in the films influenced by them. Although Fanon never
used the term “Orientalist discourse,” his critiques of colonialist
imagery provided prolepric examples of the aati-orientalist critiques
of mainstrecam cinema which became popular in the 1980s and 1990s.
In words that might have been describing any of the hundreds of
orientalist films about North Africa — French films like Pépé ie Moko
and American films like Sabara — Fanon argued in The Wretched of
the Earth that in Eurocentric historiography “the sertler makes his-
tory; his life is an epoch, an Odysscy,” while against him “torpid
creatures, wasted by fevers, obscsscd by ancestral customs, form an
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almost in-organic background for the innovating dynamism of co-
lonial mercantilism.” Fanon worked at the point of convergence of
anti-imperial politics and {Lacanian) psvchoanalytic theory, finding
a link between the twao in the concept of “identification.” Much in
advance of 1970s film theory, Fanon deployed Lacan’s notion of
the “mirror stage” as part of a critique of colonial psychiatry. For
Fanon, identification was at once a psychological, cultural, histori-
cal, and political issue. One of the symptoms of colonial neurosis,
for example, was an incapacity on the part of the colonizer to iden-
tify with colonialism’s victims. Media objectivity, Fanon pointed out,
always works against the native. The issue of identification also had
a cincmatic dimension, one closely linked to later debates in film
theory, which also came to speak of identification and projcction, of
narcissism and regression, of “spectatorial positioning” and “suture,”
and point of view, as basic mechanisms constituting the cinematic
subject.

Fanon himself, interestingly, also delved into the issue of cinematic
spectatorship. Long before the psychoanalytic critics of the 1970s
Fanon brought Lacanian psychoanalvsis into ¢ultural theory, includ-
ing film theory. Fanon saw racist films, for example, as a “rclease for
collective aggressions.” In Black Skin, White Masks (1952) Fanon
used the example of l'arzan to point to a certain instability within
cinematic identification:

Attend showings of & Tavzan filwm in the Antilles und in Euvope. In the Anti-
ies, the young nearo identifies himself de facto with Tarzan against the Ne-
groes. This is much move difficult for him in a Euvopean theater, for the vest of
the andience, which is white, antomatically identifies hive with the savages on
the screen.

Fanon’s cxample pointed to the shifting, situational nature of col-
onized spectatorship: the colonial context of reception alters the pro-
cesses of identification. The awareness of the possible negative
projections of other spectators triggers an anxious withdrawal from
the filin’s programmcd plcasures. The conventional self-denying iden-
tification with the white hero’s gaze, the vicarious acting out of a
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European selthood, is short-circuited through the awareness of being
“screened” or “allegonized” by a colonial gaze within the movie theater
itself. While feminist film theory later spoke of the “to-be-looked-at-
ness” {Laura Mulvey) of female screen performance, Fanon called
attention to the “to-be-looked-at-ness” of spectators themselves, who
become slaves, as Fanon puts it, of their own appearance: “Look, a
Negro! ... I am being dissected under white eyes. [ am fixed.”

Countless 1960s films and manifestos paid homage to Fanon.
Solanas and Getino’s revolutionary hlm La Hora de Los Hornos (Hour
of the Furnaccs, 1968), a sclt-designated “ideological and political
film-essay” divided into a prologue, chapters, and epiloguc, not only
quotes Fanon’s adage that “Every Spectator 1s a Coward or a Trai-
tor,” but also orchestrates a constcllation of Fanonian themes — the
psvchic stigmata of colonialism, the therapeutic value of anti-colo-
nial violence, and the urgent necessity of a new culture and a new
human being. Onc iconoclastic sequence entitled “Models” invokes
Fanon’s final exhortation in The Wretched of the Earth: “let us not
pay tribute to Europe by creating states, institutions and societies in
its mould. Humanity expects more from us than this caricatural and
generally obscene imitation.” The third-worldist film manifestos also
stressed, & Iz Fanon, anti-colonial militancy and violence, literal—~
political in the case of Solanas and Getino, metaphoric—aesthetic in
the case of Rocha. “Only through the dialectic of violence,” Rocha
wrotc, “will we reach lyricism.”

The notion of “Third Cinema” emerged from the Cuban revolu
tion, from Peronism and Peron’s “third way” in Argentina, and from
such film movements as Cinema Novo in Brazil. Aesthetically, the
movement drew on currents as diverse as Soviet montage, Surreal-
ism Italian neo-realism, Brechtian epic theater, cinema verité, and
the French New Wave. We witness the dialoguce between Third Cin-
cma and the New Wave in Godard’s Wind from the East (1969),
where a pregnant woman holding a camera asks Rocha to show her
the way to political cinema. He answers:

That way is the unknown cinema of acsthetic adventuve and philosophical
speculation. And this way is third world cinema, a dangevous, divine,
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marvelous cinema wheve the questions ave practical ones, for example in the
case of Brazil, how to form 300 fibmmakers to make 600 films per vear, in
ovder to supply one of the largest markets in the world.

In his Dialectica del Espectador (translated as “Dialectics of the Spec-
tator” in Jump Cut), mcanwhile, Cuban filmmaker /theorist Tomas
Guticrrez Alea proposed a generous synthesis, brilliantly exempli-
fied by his own films, one rthat would combine the critical distantiadon
of Brecht, the pathos of Eisenstein, and the social urgency and cul-
tural vibrancy of Latin American art, Rather than console or distract
the specrator, this transrcalist cinema would prod the spectator to
actively interrogate and transtorm the world

For Godard, as a “Swiss-bourgeois anarcho-moralist,” Rocha
wrote, “the cinema is finished, but for us it’s just beginning™ (Rocha,
1985, p. 240).

In relation to cinema, the teem “Third World” was empowering
in that it called attention to the collectively vast cinematic produc-
tions of Asia, Africa, and Latin America and of minoritarian cinema
in the First World. While some such as Roy Armes define “Third
World Cinema” broadly as the ensemble of films produced by Third
World countries (including films produced before the very idea of
“Third World” was current), others, such as Paul Willemen, prefer
to speak of “Third Cinema,” which they sce as an ideological project,
i.e. as a body of films adhering to a certain political and acsthetic
program, whether or not they are produced by Third World peoples
themselves, Solanas and Getino define Third Cinema as “the cin-
ema that rccognizes in [the anti-imperialist struggle in the Third

World and its equivalents within the imperalist countrics] . . . the
most gigantic cultural, scientific, and artistic manifestation of our
time . . . in a word, the decolonization of culture.™

The manifestos of the 1900s and 1970s valorized an alternative,
independent, anti-imperialist cinema more cancerned with militancy
than with anteurist sclf-cxpression or consumer satistaction. In third
worldist film theory issues of production methods, politics, and
acsthetics become incxtricably intermingled. The idea was to turn
strategic weakness — the lack of infrastructure, funds, equipment —
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into tactical strength, turning poverty into a badge of honor, and
scarcity, as [smail Xavier put it, “into a signifier.” The hope was to
give expression to national themes in a national style. As with the
auteurists, style “significd,” but here it resonated not with individual
authorial persenality but with national issues such as poverty, op-
pression, and cultural conflict. The third worldist manifestos con-
trasted the new cinema not only with Hollywood but also with their
own countries’ commercial traditions, now viewed as “bourgeois,”
“alienated,” and “colonized.” Decades later, revisionist theories and
aesthetics would rediscover new virtues in the previously despised
commercial traditions {in places like Brazil, Egypt, Mexico, and In-
dia}, while moderating the demand for militancy and didacticism,
The Third World film theorists, in their revolutionary enthusiasm
and in their synergistic approach to theory and practice, recalled the
1920s montage-theorists from the Soviet Union. Like them, they
too were filmmakers as well as theorists, and the questions they asked
were at once aesthetic and political. In a 1958 essay Glauber Rocha
suggested that Latin American film language could be invented on
the basis of a fusion of two apparently antagonistic modcls proposed
by Zavattini and Eisenstein. Indeed, the Third World theorists made
frequent reference to the Sovict theorists, while rejecting the “so-
cialist rcalist” model that emerged in the 1930s. The third worldists
developed an ongoing problematic, a sct of interrclated questions
asked repeatedly and answered diversely, among them: How could
cinema best give expression to national concerns? Whar areas of so-
cial expertence had been neglected by the cinema?! How were pro-
gressive, nationalist films to be produced and financed? What
strategies were most appropriate to colonized or neo-colonized or
newly independent countries? What was the role of the independent
producer? What was the place of the author, and of auteurism, within
Third World cinema? What was the role of the state in resisting
Hollywood domination of exhibition? Was the state the disinter-
ested protector of national cinema vis-g-vis powertul foreign inter-
ests or was it indirectly allied with them? How could 'Third World
cinemas conquer their domestic market? What distribution strat-
epies would be most effective? What cnemarc language was most
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appropriate? What was the relation between production mcethods
and acsthetics? Should Third World cinema emulate the Hollywood
continuity codes and production values to which Third World audi-
ences had become accustomed? Or should it make a radical break
with Hollywood aesthetics in favor of a radically discontinuous and
anti-populist aesthetic such as the “acsthetic of hunger” or the “acs-
theric of garbage?” To what extent should cinema incorporate in-
digenous popular cultural forms? To what extent should films be
anti-illusionistic, anti-narrative, anti-spectacular, and avant-gardc?
{This last question was also being asked by the First World avant-
garde.) Whar was the relation between Third World filmmakers
{largely middle-class intellectuals} and the “people” whom they pur-
ported to represent? Should they be a cultural vanguard speaking
for the people by proxy? Should they be the celebratory mouth-
picces of popular culture, or the unrelenting critics of its alienations?

Unfortunately, perhaps because of an assumption that Third World
intellectuals could only express “local” concerns, or because their
essays were so overtly political and programmatic, this body of work
was rarcly seen as forming part of the history of “universal” — rcad
Eurocentric — film theory.

The Advent of Structuralism

The intellectual movement called structuralism was not withour re-
lation to these Third World stirrings. Both structuralism and third
worldism had their long-term historical origins in a scrics of events
that undermined the confidence of European modernity: the Holo-
caust {and in France the Vichy collaboration with the Nazis), and
the postwar disintegration of the last European empires. Although
the exalted term “theory” was rarely linked to Third World Cinema
theorizing, third worldist thinking had an undeniable impact on First
World theory. The structuralists codified, on some levels, what anti-
colonial thinkers had been saying for some time. T'he subversive work
of “denaturalization” performed by what one might call the left wing
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of semiotics — for example, Roland Barthes’s famous analysis of the
colonialist implications of the Paris Match cover showing a black
soldier saluting the French flag — had everything to do with the
external critique of European master-narratives performed by Third
World Francophone decolonizers like Aimé Cesaire ( Disconrse on
Colomigltsm, 1955) and Francz Fanon (The Wretched of the Earth,
1961). In the wake of the Holocaust, decolonization, and Third
World revolution, Europe started to lose its privileged position as
model for the world. Lévi-Strauss’s crucial turn from biological to
linguistic models for a new anthropology, for example, was moti-
vated by his visceral aversion to a biological anthropology decply
tainted by anti-semitic and colonialist racism. Indeed, it was in the
context of decolonization that UNESCO asked Lévi-Strauss to un-
dertake the rescarch which culminated in his “Race and History”
{1952), where the French ancthropologist rejected any essentialist
hierarchy of civilizations.

Both the structuralist and the poststructuralist movements, in this
sense, coincide with the moment of self-criticism, a veritable legiti-
mation crisis, within Europe itself. Derrida’s decentering of Europe
as “normative culture of reference,” for example, was clearly indebted
to Fanon’s earlier decentering of Europe in The Wretched of the Earth.
Many of the source thinkers of structuralism and poststructuralism,
furthermorc, were biographically linked to what came to be called
the Third World: Lévi-Strauss did anthropology in Brazil; Foucault
taught in Tunisia; Althusser, Cixous, and Derrida were ali born in
Algeria, where Bourdieu also did his anthropological field work.

In terms of film, the adoption of the methods of the human sci-
ences constituted a challenge to what were seen as the impressionis-
tic, subjective methods of eatlier schools of film criticism. In this
period film semiotics and its prolongations, later called “screen
theory” or simply “film theory,” came to the center of the analytic
enterprise. In a first stage, Saussurean structural linguistics provided
the dominant thcoretical model. Understanding the causes of this
paradigmatic shift rcquires a brief detour into the origins of the struc-
turalist movement. Although language had been an object of philo-
sophical reflexion for millennia, it was only in the twentieth century
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that it came to constitute a fundamental paradigm, a virtual “key”
to the mind, to artistic and social praxis, and indecd to human exist-
encc gencrally. Central to the project of a wide spectrum of twenti-
cth-century thinkers ~ Peirce, Wittgenstein, Sapir, Whorf, Cassirer,
Heidegger, Bakhtin, Mcrlcau-Ponty, and Derrida — is a concern with
the crucial importance of language in shaping human life and thought.
As the methodological success story of the twentieth century, struc-
tural linguistics gencrated a rich proliferation of structuralisms prem-
ised on the principles of Sanssurean linguistics, The overarching,
meta-discipline of semiotics, in this sense, can be seen as a local
manifestation of a more widespread “hnguistic turn,” an attempt, in
Fredric Jameson’s words, to “rechink cverything through again in
terms of linguistics.”"

Film semiotics must be seen as symptomatic not only of the gen-
eral language-consciousness of contempaorary thought but also ofits
penchant for methadolagical seif-consciousness, its “metalinguistic”
tendency to demand critical scrutiny of its own terms and proced-
ures. The two source thinkers of contemporary semiotics were the
American pragmatic philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914)
and the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913}. Roughly
simultaneously, but without cach other’s knowledge, Saussure
founded the science of “semiology™ and Peirce the science of “semi-
otics.” In A Course in Geneval Linguistics (1916) Saussure called for
a “science that studies the life of signs,” a science that “would show
what constitutes signs, what laws govern them.” Peirce’s philosophical
investigations, meanwhile, ted him in the direction of what he called
“semiatics,” specifically through a concern with symbols, which he
regarded as the “woot and warp™ of all thoughr and scientific re-
scarch. (That there are two words for the serniotic enterprise, “semi-
otics” and “semiology,” largely has to do with its dual origins in
these two intellectual traditions).

It is Saussure, however, who consttutes the founding figure for
European structuralism, and thus for much of film semiotics.
Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics ushered in a kind of “Co-
pernican Revolution™ in linguistic thought by sceing language not
as a mere adjunct to our grasp of rcality but racher as formative of'it.
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Saussurcan linguistics forms part of a general shift away from the
nincteenth-century preoccupation with the temporal and the his-
torical — as evidenced by Hegel's bistorical dialectic, Marx’s dialect-
ical materialism, and Darwin’s “evolution of the species” — to the
contemporary concern with the spatial, the systematic, and the struc-
tural. Saussure argued that linguistics must move away from the his-
torical (diachronic) orientadion of traditional linguistics toward a
synchronic approach which studies language as a functional totality
at a given point in time. In fact, however, it is virtually impossible to
separate out the syachronic from the diachronic. Indeed, many of
the aporias of structuralism derive from its failure to recognize that
history and language arec mutually imbricated. For the structuralists
themselves, however, the qualifiers “synchronic™ and “diachronic,”
then, were seen as applyving less to the phenomena themselves, there-
fore, than to the perspective adopted by the linguist. What matters
1s the shift in emphasis from a historical approach preoccupied with
the origins and cvolution of language, 1o a structural emphasis on
language as a functional system.

More a method than a doctrine, structuralism was concerned with
the immanent relations constituting language and all discursive sys-
tems. Common to most varictics of structuralism and semiotics was
an emphasis on the underlying rules and conventions of language
rather than on the surface configurations of speech exchange. In
language, Saussurc famously argucd, “there are only differences.”
Rather than a static inventory of names designating things, persons,
and cvents already given to human vunderstanding, Saussurc argued,
language is nothing more than a series of phonetic differences
matched with a series of conceptual differences, Concepts, there-
fore, are purely ditferential, defined not by their positive content,
but rather by their diacritical relation with other rerms of the sys-
tem: “Their most precise characteristic is in being what the others
are not,” Within structuralism as a theoretical grid, then, behavior,
institutions, and texts are scen as analvzable in terms of an under-
lving network of relationships; the clements which constitute the
network gain their meaning from the relations that hold between
the elements.
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Although structuralism developed out of Saussure’s
groundbreaking work on language, it was not until the 1960s that it
became widcly disseminated. The process by which structuralism
came to form a dominant paradigm 1s retrospectively clear. The sci-
entific advance represented by Saussure’s Course was transferred to
literary study initialty by the Russian Formalists and later by the Prague
Linguistic Circle, which formally instituted the movement in the
“Thescs” presented in Prague in 1929. The Prague School pho-
nologists, notably Troubetskoy and Jakobson, demonstrated the
concrete fruitfulness of looking ar Janguage from a Saussurcan per-
spective and thus provided the paradigm for the rise of structuralism
in the social sciences and the humranities. Lévi-Strauss then used the
Saussurean method with great intellectual audacity in anthropology
and thercby founded structuralism as a movement. By seeing kin-
ship relations as a “language™ susceptible to the kinds of analysis
formerly applicd to questions of phonology, Lévi-Stranss made it
possible to extend the same structural-linguistic logic to all social,
mental, and artistic phenomena and structures. Lévi-Strauss extended
the idea of binarism as the organizing principle of phonemic systems
to human culturc in general. ‘The constituent clements of myth, like
those of language, only acquire meaning in relation to other ele-
ments such as myths, social practices, and cultural codes, compre-
hensible only on the basis of structuring oppositions. When
Lévi-Strauss delivered his inaugural lecture in 1961 at the Collége
de France, be situated his structural anthropology within the broad
ficld of semiology. By searching for constants within a multitude of
variations, and by banishing all resort to a conscious speaking sub-
ject, Lévi-Strauss laid the bases for structuralism.

In terms of film, the structural approach implied a move away
from any cvaluative criticism preoccupied with exalting the artistic
status of the medium or of particular filmmakers or films. Autcur-
structuralism in the late 1960s built on Lévi-Strauss’s concept of
myth to spcak of genre and authorship. Tn terms of directors, semi-
ology was less interested in the aesthetic ranking of directors than in
how films in general are understood. Just as Lévi-Strauss was unin-
terested in the “authors™ of Amazonian myths, so structuralism was
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not particularly interested in the artsmanship of individual auteurs.
While auteurism valorized specific dircctors as artists, for semiology
all filtmmakers are artists and al! filims are art, simply because film’s
socially constructed status is that of art.

The Question of Film Language

The shift from the classical film theory of Kracauer and Bazin to film
sentiology mirrored larger changes in the history of thought in gen-
eral, Film semiology also reflects changes in French cultural institu-
tions: the expansion of higher education and the opening up of new
departments and new torms of research; new publishing venues will-
ing to publish trans-disciplinary books like Barthes’s Mythologies, new
institutions such as the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (where
Barthes, Mctz, Genette, and Greimas all taught}; and new journals
such as Commumnications. Indeed, issue 4 of Communicationsin 1964
presented the structural linguistic model as the program of the
future, with Barthes’s cssay “Elements of Semiology” providing a
blueprint for a broad rcscarch project, Issue 8, two years later, on
“structural analysis of the recit” (storv), framed a narratological
project that would be carricd out over decades.

In the wake of the work of T £vi-Strauss a wide range of apparently
non-tinguistic domains came under the jurisdiction of structural lin-
guistics. Indecd, the 1960s and 1970s might be seen as the height
of semiotic “imperialism,” when the discipline annexcd vast territo-
ries of cultural phenomena for exploration. Since the object of semi-
otic research could be anything that could be construed as a system
of signs organized according to cultural codes or signifying pro-
cesses, semiotic analysis could casily be applicd to areas previously
considered cither obviously non-linguistic — fashion and cuisine, for
cxample — or traditionally decmed beneath the dignity of literary or
cultural studies, such as comic strips, photo-romans, Jamcs Bond
novels, and the commercial entertainment film,

The core of the filmolinguistic project was to define the status of
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film as a language. Filmolinguistics, whosc origins Metz attributed
to the convergence of linguistics and cinéphilia, explored such ques-
tions as: Is cinema a language system {langue) or merely an artistic
language (langage)? (Mctz’s 1964 article “Cinéma: langue or
Inngage:” was the founding essay within this current of inquiry.) Is
it legitimate to use linguistics to study an “iconic” medium like film?
Ifitis, is there any equivalent in the cinema to the linguistic sign? It
there is a cinematic sign, is the relaton between signifier and signi-
fied “motivated” or “arbitrary,” like the linguistic sign? (For Saussure
the relation between significr and signified is “arbitrary,” not only
in the sense that individual signs exhibit no intrinsic link between
signitier and signified, but also in the sense that each language, in
order to make meaning, “arbitrarily” divides the continuum of both
sound and scnsc.) What is the cinema’s “matter of cxpression?” Is
the cinematic sign, to usc Peircian terminology, iconic, symbolic, or
indexical, or some combination of the three? Does the cinema offer
any equivalent to Jangne’s “double articulation” (i.c. that between
phonemes as the minimal units of sound and morphemcs as the
minimal units of sense)? What are the analogics to Saussurean oppo-
sitions such as paradigm and syntagm? Is there a normative gram-
mar for the cinema? What arc the equivalents of “shifters™ and other
marks of enunciation? What is the cquivalent of punctuation in the
cinema? How do films produce meaning? How arc films understood?
In the background lurked a methodological 1ssuc, Rather than an
essentialist, ontological approach — what is the cinema? — attention
shifted to questions of discipline and method. Quite apart from the
question of whether film was a language (or like a language), there
was the much broader question of whether filmic systems could be
illuminated through the methods of structural linguistics, or any
other linguistics for that matter.

Metz exemplificd a new kind of film theorist, onc who came to
the field already “armed™ with the analytic instruments of a specific
discipline, who was unapologetically academic and unconnected to
the world of film criticism. Eschewing the traditional evaluative lan-
guage of film criticism, Metz favored a technical vocabulary drawn
from linguistics and narratology (dicgesis, paradigm, syntagma}.
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With Mctz we move from what Casseti (1999) calls the “onto-
logical paradigm” 4 Iz Bazin to the “methodological paradigm.”
Althongh Metz clearly built on the antecedent work of the Russian
Formalists, along with that of Marcel Martin (1955) and Frangois
Chevassu (1963) and cspecially Jean Mitry { 1963, 1965), he brought
a new degree of disciplinary rigor to the field.

Within a few years a numbcer of important studies were published
on the language of film, notably Metz’s Essais sur in signification au
cinéman (1968, translated as Film Langnage in 1974 ); Mctz’s Langage
et cinéma (1971, translated as Language and Cinema in 1974);
Pasolint’s Empirisme Eretice (transiated into French as L'Experience
heretique: langue et cinéma in 1971 and into English as Heretical
Empiricism in 1988); Eco’s La Struttura Assente (Lhe Absent Struc-
ture); Emilio Garroni’s Semeiotica ed Estetica (Semiotics and Acs-
thetics, 1968); Gianfranco Bettetini’s Cinema: Lingua ¢ Scrittura
(The Language and l'cchnique of Film, 1968); and Peter Wollen’s
Signs and Meaning in the Cinema (1969), all of which addressed on
some level the issues raised by Metz. {The Iralian work, as Giuliana
Muscio and Roberto Zemignan point out, has generaily been fil-
tered though French channels. )!

Of these, Metz’s Film Language was the most influential. Mctz’s
chicf purpose, as he himself defined it, was to “get to the bottom of
the linguistic metaphor” by testing it against the most advanced
concepts of contemporary lnguistics. In the background of Mctz’s
discussion was Saussure’s founding methodological question regard-
ing the “object” of linguistic study. Thus Metz looked for the coun-
terpart, in film theory, to the conceptual role played by langue in
the Saussurean schema. And much as Saussure concluded that the
purpose of linguistic investigation was to disengage from the cha-
otic plurality of parele (speech) the abstract signifying system of a
language, i.e. its key units and their rules of combination at a given
point in time, so Metz concluded that the object of ciné-semiology
was to disengage from the heterogeneity of meanings of the cinema
its basic signifying procedures, its combinatory rules, in order to sce
to what extent these rules resembled the doubly articulated dia-
critical systemns of “natural languages.”
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For Metz, the cinema is the cinematic institudon taken in its broad-
est sense as a multidimensional socio-cultural fact which includes
pre-filmic events (the cconomic infrastructure, the studio system,
technology), post-filmic events (distribution, exhibition, and the
social or political impact of film), and a-filmic events {the decor of
the theatcr, the social ritual of moviegoing). “Film,” meanwhile,
refers to a localizable discourse, a text; not the physical objecr con-
rained in a can, but rather the signifying text. At the same time,
Metz points out, the cinematic institution alse enters into the multi-
dimensionality of films themselves as bounded discourses concen-
trating an intense charge of social, cultural, and psychological
meaning. Mctz thus reintroduces the distinction between film and
cinema within the category “film,” now isolated as the specific and
proper “object” of film semiology. In this sense, “the cinematic”
represents not the industry but rather the 1otatity of films. As a novel
is 1o literature, or as a statue is to sculpture, Metz argucs, so is film
to cinema. The former refers to the individual film text, while the
latter refers to an ideal ensemble, the torality of films and their traits.
Within the filmic, then, onc encounters the cinematic.

'Thus Metz closcs in on the object of semiotics: the study of dis-
courscs, of texts, rather than of the cinema in the broad institutional
sense, an cntity much too multifaceted to constitute the proper ob-
ject of filmolinguistic science, just as parole was for Saussure an ob-
ject 100 multform to form the proper object of linguistic science.
The question which oriented Metz’s carly work was whether the
cincma was langue (language system) or langage (language). Metz
begins by discarding the imprecisc notion of “film language” thac
had predominated up to that time. It is in this context that Metz
explores the comparison, familiar from the earliest days of film theory,
between shot and word, and scquence and sentence, For Metz, im1-
portant diffcrences render such an analogy problematic;

1 Shots arc infinite in number, unlike words (since the lexicon is in
principle finitc) but like statements, an infinity of which can bc
constructed on the basis of a limited number of words.

2 Shots arc the creations of the filmmaker, unlike words {which
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preexist in lexicons) but again like statements.

The shot provides an inordinate amount of information and semi-
otic wealth.

The shot is an actualized unit, unlike the word which is a purely
virtual lexical unit to be used as the speaker wishes. The word
“dog” can designate any type of dog, and can be pronounced
with any accent or intonation, whereas a filmic shot of a dog tells
us, at the very minimum, that we are seeing a certain kind of dog
of a certain size and appearance, shot from a specific angle with
a specific kind of lens. While it is true that filmmakers might
“virtualize” the image of a dog through backlighting, soft-
focus, or decontextualization, Metz’s more gencral point is that
the cinematic shot more closcly resembles an utterance or a state-
ment (“here is the backlit silhouetted image of what appears to
be a large dog”) than a word.

Shots, unlike words, do not gain mecaning by paradigmatic con-
trast with other shots that might have occurred in the same place
on the syntagmatic chain. In the cinema, shots form part of a
paradigm so open as to be meaningless. (Signs, within the
Saussurean schema, enter into two kinds of relationship: para-
digmatic, having to do with choices from a virtual, “vertical” set
of “comparablc possibilities” — ¢.g. a set of pronouns in a sen-
tence — and syntagmatic, having to do with horizontal, sequen-
tial arrangement into a signifying wholc, Paradigmatic operations
have to do with selecting, while syntagmatic operations have to
do with combining in sequence.)

To these disanalogics between shots and words, Metz adds a further
disanalogy concerning the medium in general: the cinema does not
constitute a language widely available as a code. All speakers of
English of a certain age have mastered the code of English — they are
able to produce sentences — but the ability to produce filmic utter-
ances depends on talent, training, and access. To speak a language,
in other words, is simply to usc it, while to “speak”™ cinematic lan-
guage is always to a certain extent 10 invent it. Once might argue, of
coursc, that this asymmetry is itself historically determined; one can
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hypothesize a future society where all citizens will have access to the
code of filmmaking. But in society as we know it, Metz’s point must
stand. There is, furthcrmore, a fundamental difference in the
diachrony of natural as opposed to cinematic language. Cinematic
language can be suddenly prodded in a new direction by innovatory
aesthetic procedures (those introduced by a film such as Citizen
Kane, for example) or those made possible by a new technology
such as the zoom or the steadicam. Natural language, however, shows
a more powerful incrtia and is less open to individual initiative and
creativity. The analogy is less between cinema and natural language
than between cincma and other arts like painting or literaturc, which
can also be suddenly inflected by the revolutionary aesthcetic pro-
ccdures of a Picasso or a Joyce.

Metz concluded that the cinema was not a language system but
that it was a language. Although film texes cannot be conceived as
generated by an underlying language system — since the cinema lacks
the arbitrary sign, minimal units, and doublc articulation — they do
nevertheless manifest a language-like systematicity. Although film
language has no a priers lexicon or syntax, it is nevertheless a lan-
guage. One might call “language,” Metz argues, any unity defined
in terms of its “matter of expression” — a Hjelmslevian term that
designates the material in which signification manifests itsclf — or in
terms of what Barthes in Elements of Semiology calls its “typical sign.”
Literary language, for cxample, is the set of messages whose matter
of expression is writing; cinematic language is the set of messages
whose matter of expression consists of five tracks or channcls: mov-
ing photographic image, recorded phonetic sound, recorded noises,
recorded musical sound, and writing {credits, intertities, writren
materials in the shot). Cinema is a language, in sum, not only in a
broadly metaphorical sense but also as a set of messages grounded in
a given matter of expression, and as an artistic language, a discourse
or signifying practice characterized by specific codifications and
ordering procedures.

Much of the early debate centered around the question of mini-
mal units and their articulation in the sense of André Martinet’s
notion of the “double articulation” of minimal units of sound (pho-
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nemes) and minimal units of sensc {morphemes). In response to
Metz’s argument that film lacked double articulation, Picr Paolo
Pasolini argucd that cinema did form a “language of reality” with its
own double articulation of “cinemes” {by analogy to phoncmes)
and “im-signs” (by analogy to morphenies). The minimal unit of
cinematic language, for Pasolini, is formed by the diverse real-world
signifying objects in the shot. The language of im-signs, for Pasolini,
was exrremely subjective and extremely objective at the same time.
He postulated minimal units of film, i.c. cinemes, the objects de-
picted in a filmic shot, but which unlike phonemes were infinite in
number. The cinema explores and rcappropriates the signs of real-
ity. Eco argucd that objects cannot be elements of a second articula-
tion since they already constitute meaningful elements.

Both Eco and Emilio Garroni criticized Pasolini’s “scmiotic
naiveré” for confusing cultural artifact with natural reality, But a
number of recent analysts have argued that Pasolini was far from
naive; in fact he was actually in advance of his contemporaries. For
Teresa de Lauretis Pasolini was not naive bur rather prophetic, an-
ticipating the role of cinema in “the production of social reality”
(ibid., pp. 48-9). As Patrick Rumble and Bart Tcsta point out,
Pasolini saw structuralism as only one interlocutor, along with
Bakhtin, Medvedev, and others, For Giuliana Bruno, Pasolini is not
the naive reflectionist portrayed by Eco; rather, he sces both reality
and its filmic representation as discursive, contradictory. The rela-
tion between film and the world is one of translation. Reality is a
“discourse of things” which film rranslates into a discourse of im-
ages, what Pasolini called “thc written langnage of reality.” Like
Bakhtin and Voloshinov, Pasalini was more intcrested in parele than
in langne (see Bruno, in Rumble and Testa, 1994 ).

Pasolini was also interested in the issue of the analogies and
disanalogies between cinema and literature. Just as written reworked
oral discourse, the cinema reworked the common patrimony of
human gestures and actions. Pasolini favored a “cincma of poetry”
over a “cinema of prose.” The former evoked an imaginative, oneiric,
subjective cinema of experimental form where author and character
blend, while the latter evoked a cinema founded on classical con-
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ventions of spatiotemporal continuity. In Ewmpirisme Eretico Pasolini
also discussed his notions of “free, indirect discourse™ in the cin-
ema. In literaturc “lc style indirect libre” referred to the managing
of subjectivity in a writer like Flaubert, whereby mediated represen-
tation conveyed through pronouns like “Emma thought™ modu-
lated into a direct presentation “How wonderful to be in Spain!™ [n
the cinema it referred to the seylistic contagion whereby authorial
personality would blend ambiguously with that of the character,
where a character’s subjectivity would become the trampoline for
stylistic virtuosity and experiment.

Umberto Eco, whose work on the cinema was part of his work
on languaged articulations in general, rejected a double articulation
for the cinema in favor of a triple articulation: first, iconic figurcs;
second, iconic figures combined into semes; and third, semes com-
bined in “kinemorphes.” Garroni, meanwhile, argued that Metz had
asked the wrong question; the right question concerned the consti-
tutive hetcrogeneity of the filmic /artistic message. Bettetini preferred
a double articulation based on the cinematic “sentence™ on the one
hand, and technical units (the frame, the shot) on the other. He
spoke of the “iconcme” as the privileged unit of film language. In
L’Indice del Realisino (I'he Index of Realism) he applicd Peirce’s
trichotomy to the cinema as deploving all three dimensions of the
sign: the indexical, the iconie, and the symbolic. Bettetini argued
that the minimal signifying unit of film, the “cineme™ or “iconeme,”
is the filmic image and this corresponds not to the word bur to the
scntence. Peter Wollen too, in Signs and Meaning in the Cinema
(1969) found Saussurcan notions of the sign overly rigid for a me-
dium whosc “acsthetic niches™ derived from a computer and unsta-
ble deployment of all these type of signs.

Film became a discourse, Mctz argucd, by organizing itsclf as
narrative and thus producing a body of signifying procedures. As
Warren Buckland points out, it is as if the “arbitrary” relation of
Saussure’s significr /signified was transferred to another register, i.e.
not the arbitrariness of the single image but rather the arbitrariness
of a plot, the sequential pattern imposed on raw events. Here we
find an echo of the Sartrean idea thar life docs not tell stories. The
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true analogy between film and language, for Mctz, consisted in their
common syntagmatic nature. By moving from one image to two,
film becomes language. Both language and film produce discourse
through paradigmatic and syntagmatic operations. Language sclects
and combines phonemes and morphemes to form sentences; film
scleets and combines images and sounds to form “syntagmas,” 1.c.
units of narrative autonomy in which clements interact semantically.
While no image entirely resembles another image, most narrative
films resemble one another in their principal syntagmatic figures,
their orderings of spatial and temporal relations.

The Grand Syntagmatique was Metz’s attempt to isolate the prin-
cipal syntagmatic figures or the spatiotemporal orderings of nar-
rative cincma, It was proposed as a response to the question “How
does film constitutc itsclf as narrrative discourse?” against the back-
drop of the notorious imprecision of film terminology, much of which
had been based on theater rather than on the specifically cinematic
signifiers of image and sound, shots and montage. Terms like “scene”
and “sequence” had been used more-or-less interchangeably, and
were based on the most heterogenous criteria. The classification was
at times based on a posited unity of depicted action (“the farcwell
scene”) or of place (“the courtroom sequence™) with little attention
to the precise articulations of the filmic discourse, and ignoring the
fact that the same action (c.g. a wedding scene) might be rendered
by a diversity of syntagmatic approaches.

Metz used the paradigm/syntagma distinction, along with the
larger binary either—or method — “a shot is continuous or it is not™
— to construct his Grande Syntagmatique. The Grande Syntagmatique
constitures a typology of the diverse ways that time and space can be
ordered through editing within the segments of a narrative film.
Using a binary method of commutation {(commutation tests have to
do with discovering whether a change on the level of the signifier
entails a change on the level of the significd )}, Metz generated a total
of six types of syntagma (in the version published in Commneunica-
tions in 1966), subsequently increased to eight (in the version in-
cluded in Essais sur la signification an cinéma in 1968 and also in
Film Langnage). The eight syntagmas arc as tollows:
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The autonomons shot {a syntagma consisting of one shot), in turn
subdivided into (a) the single-shot seguence, and (b) four kinds of
inserts: the non-diegetic wnsert (a single shot which presents ob-
jects exterior to the fictional world of the action); the displaced
diegetic insert (“real” diegetic images but temporally or spatially
out of context); the subjective insert {memories, fears); and the
explanatory insert (single shots which clarity events for the spec-
tator).

The parallel syntagma: two alternating motfs without clear spa-
tial or temporal relationship, such as rich and poor, town and
country.

The bracket syntagma: brict scencs given as typical examples of a
certain order of reality but without temporal sequence, often
organized around a “concept.”

Thc descriptive syntagma: objects shown successively suggesting
spatial cocxistence; used, tor example, to situate the action.
The alternating syntagma: narvative cross-cutting implying tem-
poral simultancity, such as a chase alternating pursuer and pur-
sued.

The scene: spatiotemporal continuity perecived as being without
flaws or breaks, in which the signified (the implicd diegesis) is
continuouns as in the theatrical scene, but where the signifier is
fragmented into diverse shots.

The episvdic sequence: a symbolic summary of stages in an im-
plicd chronological development, usually entailing a compres-
sion of tme.

The ordinary sequence: action treated elliptically so as to elimin
ate unimportant detail, wich jumps in time and space masked by
continuity editing,.

This is not the place to inventory the innumerable theoretical prob-
lems with the Grande Syntagmatique (for a sustained critique see
Stam ct al., 1992). Suffice it to say that while some of Metz’s
syntagmas arc conventional and well established — the alternating

syntagma, for example, refers to what was traditonally called narra-
tive cross-cutting — others arc more innovative. The bracket syntagma,
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tor example, provides typical samples of a given order of reality with-
out linking them chronologically. The audiovisual logos which open
television sitcoms (for example, the initial montage-segment show-
ing the typical activites of a day in the lifc of Mary Richards on the
Mary Tyler Moore Show) might be seen as bracket syntagmas. Simi-
larly, the fragmented shots of two lovers in bed that open Godard’s
A Married Woman provide a typical sample of “contemporary adul-
tery;” indeed, the sequence’s lack of teleclegy and climax form part
of a Brechtian strategy of de-eroticization, a “bracketing”™ of croti-
cism. Many of the films featuring significant numbers of bracket
syntagmas can be characterized, not coincidentally, as Brechtian,
preciscly because the bracket syntagma is especially well-equipped
for representing the socially “typical.” Godard’s Brechtian fable about
war, Les Carabiniers, mobilizes bracket syntagmas as part of the film’s
systematic deconstruction from within of the dominant cinema’s tra-
ditional approach to dramarcic conflict. The bracket syntagma’s em-
phasis on the typical — here the behavioral typicalities of war — is
eminently suited to the social and gencralizing intentions of politi-
cized directors.

As a kind of illustration of his method Metz performed a
syntagmatic breakdown of the film Adien Phillipine into 83 autono-
mous scgments. But given Metz’s methodological restrictions, his
syntagmatic analysis did not address many of the most interesting
features of the film: its portrayal of the TV milicu; the chronotopic
implications of the frequent TV monitors in the shot; the working-
class attitudes and accents of the characters; the war in Algeria {in
which the protagonist enlists); gender roles and flirtation in 1960s
France. Once the linguistic analysis is finished, almost everything
eise remains to be said, whence the need for a Bakhtinian
translinguistic analysis of the film as historically sitzated utterance.
But Metz offered the Grande Syntagmatique in a more modest spirit
than was often granted by his detractors, as a first step toward estab-
lishing the main types of image orderings. To the objection that
“everything remains to be said” it might first be answered that it is
in the nature of science to choose a principle of pertinence. To speak
of the Grand Canyoa in terms of geological strata, or of Hamlet in
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terms of synractic functions, hardly exhausts the interest or significa-
tion of cxperiencing the Grand Canvon or reading Hamlet, yet that
docs not mean that geology and linguistics are uscless. Second, the
work of addressing all levels of signification in a tilm is the task of
textual analysis, not film theory.

In Language and Cinema Metz redefined the Grandc Syntag-
matique as merely a subcode of cditing within a historically delim-
ited body of films, i.c. the mainstrcam narrative tradition from the
consolidation of the sound film in the 1930s through the crisis of
the studio aesthetic and the emergence of the diverse New Waves
in the 1960s. Mctz’s schema, clearly the most sophisticated devel-
oped up to that point, was subscquently applied {in myriad textual
analyses) and was later reconfigured by Michel Colin from the
Chomskian perspective of transformational grammar (sce Colin, in
Buckland, 1995). Film theory could still use a more sophisticated
approach to the questions raiscd by the Grande Syntagmatique, one
that would synthesize Mcrz’s work with other currents: Bakhtin’s
suggestive notion of the chronotope as “the intrinsic coonectedness
of temporal and spatial relationships” in artstic texts; Nogl Burch’s
work on spatial and temporal articulations between shots; Bordwell’s
work on classical cincma; and Genette’s narratology insofar as it is
transposable to film.

Metz was subsequently criticized for surreptitiously privileging the
mainstream narrative film and marginalizing such forms as documen-
tary and the avant-garde. A Bakhtinian translinguistic formulation
might have saved ciné-semiologists in the Saussurean tradition a
good deal of trouble by rejecting from the outset the very notion of
a unitary (cinematic) language. Anticipating contemporary socio-
linguistics Bakhtin argued that all languages are characterized by the
dialectical interplay between centripetal pressures toward normativ-
ization {monoglossia) and centrifugal cnergies favoring dialectal
diversification (heteroglossia). This approach provides a valuable frame-
work for seeing the classical dominant cinema as a kind of standard
language backed and “underwritten” by institutional power, and thus
excreising hegemony over a number of divergent “dialects” such as
the documentary, the militant film, and the avant-garde cinema. A
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translinguistic approach would be more relativistic and pluralistic about
these diverse filmic languages, privileging the peripheral and the mar-
ginal as opposed to the central and the dominant.

Cinematic Specificity Revisited

In their attempts to legitimate film as art, as we have scen, theorists
made contlicting claims about the “essence™ of film. The 1920s
Impressionists like Epstein and Delluc had earlier embarked on a
quasi-mystical scarch for the photogenic quintessence of film. For
theorists such as Arnheim, meanwhile, the artistic essence of
cinema was linked to its strictly visual nature, and thus to its “lacks”
(the limiting frame, the lack of a third dimension, etc.) that marked
it as art, Others, such as Kracauer and Razin, rooted film’s “vocation
for rcalism” in its origins in photography. Film semiology, too, was
concerned with this perennial issue. For Metz, the question “Is film
a language?” was inseparable from the question “What is specific to
the cinema?” The pertinent senserial traits of film language help us
distinguish the cincma from other artistic languages; in changing
one of the traits, onc changes the language. For example, film has a
higher coeflicient of iconicity than does a natural language like French
or English (although onc could argue that ideographic or hicro-
glyphic languages arc highly iconic). Films are composed of multi-
ple images, unlike photography and painting which (usually ) produce
single images. Films ar¢ kinetic, uniike newspaper cartoons which
are static. Metz’s approach, then, involved teasing out the specific
signifying procedures of film language, Some of the specific materi-
als of expression of the cinema are shared with other arts (but always
in new configurations) and some are unique to itsclf. The cinema
has its own material means of ¢cinematic expression {camera, film,
lights, tracks, sound studios), its own audiovisual procedures. This
question of “materials of expression” also brings up the issue of evolv-
ing technologies. Is an IMAX spectacle, or a CD-ROM narrative, or
video art still a film?
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Metz’s most thoroughgoing ¢xercise in filmolinguistics was
Langage et cinéma, first published in French in 197! and translated
(disastrously) into English in 1974.! Here Metz substituted the broad
concept of “code,” a concept thankfully free of specifically linguistic
baggage, for both langne and langage. For Metz, the cinema is nec-
essarily a “pluri-codic” medium, one which interweaves (1) “specifi-
cally cinematic codes,” i.¢. codes that appear only in the cinema, and
(2) “non-specific codes,” i.c. codes that are shared with languages
other than the cinema. Cinematic language is the totality of cin-
ematic codes and subcodes insofar as the differences separating these
various codes are provisionally set aside in order 1o treat the whole
as a unitary system.

Metz describes the configuration of specific and non-specific
codes as a sct of concentric circles, with a differential approach to
cinematic specificity. The codes range from the very specific (the
inner circle; for example, those linked to film’s definition as de-
ploying moving, multiple images — codes of camera movement,
contnuity editing, etc.), through codes which are shared with other
arts {c.g. generally shared narrative codes), to codes which are widcly
disseminated in the culture and in no way dependent on the spe-
cific modalities of the medium or even on the arts in general (for
example, the codes of gender roles). Rather than an absolute
specificity or non-specificity, then, it is more accurate to speak of
degreces of specificity. Examples of specifically cinematic codes are
camera movement (or lack of it), lighting, and montage; they are
attributes of all films in the sense that all films involve cameras, all
films must be lir, and all films must be cdited, even if the editing is
minimal. The distinction between specifically cinematic and non-
cinematic codes, obviously, is often a tenuous and shifting onc.
While the phenomenon of color belongs to all the arts, the particu-
larities of 1950s technicolor belong specifically to film. Even non-
specific elements, moreover, can be “cinematized” via filmic
simultaneiry, by their ncighboring and coexisting with the other
elements featured on other “tracks” at the same moment in the
filmic—discursive chain.

Within each particular cinematic code, cinematic subcodes repre-
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sent specific usages of the general code. Expressionist lighting, for
example, is 2 subcode of lighting, as is naturalistic lighting.
Eisensteinian montage is a subcode of editing, which can be con-
trasted in its typical usage with a Bazinian mise-en-scéne that would
minimize spatial and temporal fragmentation. According to Metz
codes do not compete, but subcodes do. While all films must be lit
and edited, not all films need to deploy Eisensteinian montage. Metz
notes, however, that certain filmmakers such as Glauber Rocha at
times mingle contradictory subcodes in a “feverish anthological pro-
cedure” by which Eisensteinian montage, Bazinian misc-cn-scéne,
and cinema verité coexist in tension within the same scquence. The
diverse subcodes can also be made to play against one another, for
example by using Expressionist lighting in a musical, or a jazz score
in a western. For Metz, the code is a logical calculus of possible
permutations; the subcode is a specific and concrete usc of these
possibilities, which yet remains within a conventionalized system.
There is a tension in Language and Cinema between an additive,
taxonomic approach to codes, developed in the first half of the book,
and a more activist “writerly” deployment of the codes, developed
at the end of the book,

A history of the cinema, for Mcetz, would trace the play of compe-
tinon, incorporations, and exclusions of the various subcodes. In his
essay “l'extual Analysis etc.,” David Bordwell points out some of
the problems with Mctz’s analysis, arguing that Metz’s characteri-
zation of subcodes shows covert dependency on received ideas about
film history and the “cvolution of film language,” ideas which pro-
vide the unstated grounding for the rccognition of subcodes.
Bordwell therefore calls for the historicization of the study of cin-
cmatic subcodcs.® The invaluable historicization suggested by
Bordwell is limited to the institutional and the art-historical; it does
not include what Bakhtin would call the “decp-generating scries” of
both life and art, i.e. history in a larger sense as it impacts on film.

Metz inberited the question of langue/langage from Saussure
and the question of cinematic specificity from the Russian Formal-
ists, with their emphasis on literary specificity or fiterazurnost. Metz,
m this scnse, inherits the combined blindspots of Saussurean lin-
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guistics (which “brackets the referent” and thus severs text from
history) and of aesthetic formalism (which sees only the autotelic,
antonomous object of art). If Metz, like the Formalists, could be
said to have brought great “sharpness and principle to the problem
of specification,” he was somewhat less adept, given these inherited
blindspots, at linking the specific and the non-specific, the social
and the cinematic, the textual and the contextual. In this scnse the
Bakhrin School critique of Formalism is pertinent to Metz’s notions
of the “specifically cinematic,” and, as | suggest later (p. 188), to
the “nco-Formalism” of Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell.
What is perhaps more promising inn Metz’s work is his attempt to
distinguish film from other media in terms of its means of expres-
sion. Metz distinguishes between film and theater, for example, by
the physical presence of the actor in the theater versus the deferred
absencc of the performer in the cinema, a “missed rendezvous™ that
paradoxically makes film spectacors more likely to “believe” in the
image. In subsequent work Mcrz stressed that it is preciscly the “im-
aginary” nature of the filmic signifier that makes it so powerful a
catalyst of projections and cmotions {Marshall McTuhan implied
something similar in his contrast between “hot” and “cool” media).
Metz also compares film to television, concluding that despite tech-
nological differences {photographic versus clectronic), differences
in social status (cinema by now a consecrated medium, television
still deplored as a wasteland), diffcrences in reception {domestic sinall
screen versus theacrical large screen, distracted versus concentrated
attention ), the two media constitute virtually the same language.
They share important linguistic procedures (scale, sound off and on,
credits, sound effects, camera movement, etc.), Thus they are two
closely neighboring systems; the specific codes which also belong to
the other are much more numerous and important than those which
do not belong to it; and, inversely, those which separate them are
much less numerous and important than those which scparate them,
in common, from other languages (Metz, 1974). Although one might
argue with Metz’s conclusions here {for example, onc might say
that technologtes and reception conditions have evolved since the
1970s), what is important is the differential, diacritical method: con-
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structing or discerning film’s specificity by exploring the analogics
and disanalogies between it and other media.

Interrogating Authorship and Genre

Linguistically oriented semiotics had the effect of displacing
auteurism, since filmolinguistics had little interest in film as the ex-
pression of the creative will of individual auteurs. Ar the same time,
auteurism had introduced a kind of system —~ one based on the con-
structing of an authorial personality out of surface clues and symp-
toms — which made it reconcilable with a certain kind of structuralism,
resulting in a marriage of convenience called auteur-structuralism.
Undermining the cult of personality endemic to both the Cabiers
and the Sarris models, auteur-structuralism saw the individual au-
thor as the orchestrator of trans-individual codes (myth, iconogra-
phy, locales). As Stephen Crofts points out, auteur-structuralism
emerged out of a precise cultural formation in the late 1960s, that
of the structuralist-influcnced left in London, and specifically of the
film-cultural work of the British Film Institute’s Education Depart-
ment. Auteur-structuralism was excmplified by Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith’s study Visconti (1967 ), Peter Wollen’s Signs and Meaning in
the Cinema (1969), and Jim Kitses” Horizons West (1969). The
auteur-structuralists highlighted the idea of an auteur as a critical
construct rather than a flesh-and- blood person. They looked for hid-
den structuring oppositions which subtended the thematic leitmo-
tifs and recurrent stylistic figures typical of certain directors as the
key to their deeper meaning. For Peter Wollen, the apparent diver-
sity of John Ford’s oeuvre, for example, hid fundamental structural
patterns and contrasts based on culture/naturc binaries: garden/
wilderness; settler /nomad; civilized /savage; married /single. Auteur-
structuralism had little to say on the issue of cincmatic specificity,
since many of these motifs and binary structures were not specific to
thc cinema but were, rather, broadly disseminated in culture and
the arts.
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The hyphen in auteur-structuralism was ultimately a stressful one.
It proved difficult to reconcile the romantic individualism of
auteurism {John Ford’s Cheyennes) with the impersonal scientism
of structuralism (Lévi-Strauss’s Bororos). The powcertul structuralist
currents claiming that “language speaks the author” and “ideology
speaks the subject” made it likely that large, impersonal “structures™
would overwhelm the puny, individual “author.” At the same time,
structuralists and poststructuralists scorned auteurism for formulat-
ing the theory in such a way as to make the cinema the last outpost
of a romanticism long discarded by other arts. The romantic view
of art saw art as an expressive “lamp” rather than as a reflective
“mirror” (to draw on Mever Abrams’s dichotomy), and the artist as
vates, magus, seer, clairvoyant, and “unacknowledged legislator of
mankind.” Romanticism attributcs artistry to a mysterious “elan”
or “genius,” a view which 1s ultimately magical, quasi-religious.

Auteur-structuralism can be seen as a transitional moment in the
historical lap-dissolve that takes us from structuralism to poststruc-
turalism, both of which relativized the notion of the author as the sole
originating and creative source of the text, preferring to see the author
as sitc rather than point of origin. In “I'he Death of the Author” {1968)
Barthes rcconfigured the author as a byproduct of writing. The author
now became nothing more than the instance of writing, just as lin-
guistically the subject/shifter “I” is nothing more than the instance of
saying “I.” A text’s unity, for Barthes, derived not from its origin but
from its destination. Barthes’s midwifery, in effect, murdered the au-
thor in order to make possible the birth of the reader.

In “What is an Author?” (1969) Michel Foucault also spoke of
the death of the author. Foucault traced the emergence of the au-
thor to the cultural context of the eighteenth century, an age which
produced the “individualization” of the history of ideas. Foucault
preferred to speak of the “author function,” sccing authorship as an
ephcmeral time-bound institution which would soon give way to a
future “pervasive anonymity of discourse.” The film author, as a
consequence of the poststructuralist attack on the originary subject,
shifted from being the generating source of the text to mercly a
term in the process of reading and spectating, a space where dis-
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courses intersect, a shifting configuration produced by the intersec-
ton of a group of films with historically constituted ways of reading
and viewing. The author, in this anti-humanist rcading, dissolved
into more abstract, theoretical instances such as “cnunciation,”
“subjectification,” “éeriture,” and “intertextuality.” (Skeptics were
quick to point out that the same poststeucturalist writers who had
decreed the author’s death were themselves conscecrated authors,
even stars, and that they never forgot to collect their rovality checks. )

In this same period it was argued that a monolirhic auteur theory
could not account for all the diverse practices of cinema. Partisans of
the avant-garde censured auteurism for irs exclusive devotion to com-
mercial cinema, leaving little room for experimental cinema (see Pam
Cook, in Caughie, 1981). Auteurism faltered when confronted with
the work of a Michacl Snow or a Hollis Frampton, and broke down
completely with political film collectives like Third World Newsreel
or Grupo Cine de la Base. Indeed, leftist film activists who preferred
more collective and egalitarian modcls were naturally suspicious of
the hierarchical and authoritarian assumptions undergirding
autcurism. Marxists criticized auteurism’s ahistorical assumption that
talent will eventually “out”™ no matter what political or economic
conditions prevail. Third World critics also gave auteurism a mixed
reception. Glauber Rocha wrote in 1963 thar “if commercial cin-
c¢ma is the tradition, auteur cinema is the revohation,” but Fernandao
Solanas and Ocravio Gettino mocked auteur cinema (their “second
cinema”) as politically anodyne and casily co-optable, favoring in-
stead a “Third Cinema” which was collective, militant, and activist.
Feminist analysts, too, expressed ambivalence, on the onc hand point-
ing out the patriarchal and oedipal substratum of such tropes as the
“camcra-pen” and the reviled “cinéma de papa,” and on the other
calling for the recogniton of such female auteurs as Germaine Dulac,
Ida Lupino, Dorothy Arzner, and Agnes Varda. As early as 1973
Clairc Johnston argued that autcur theory marked an important in-
tervention: “stripped of its normative aspects the classification of
films by director has proved an extremely productive way of order-
ing our experience of the cinema” (Johnston, 1973).

The period of antcur-structuralism also saw a renewed interest in
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genre analysis. Wollen’s version of auteur-structuralism, for exam-
ple, was partially dependent on notions of genre. His analysis of the
structures operative in the John Ford corpus was inevitably linked to
the fact that the bulk of the Ford oeuvre is made up of westerns, a
genre itself dependent on the wildnerness/garden dichotomy. In
the 1970s film analysts like Ed Buscombe, Jim Kitses, Will Wrighe,
and Steve Ncale brought the new methods to bear on the tradi-
tional area of genre theory. In “The Tdea of Genre in American
Cinema” Buscombe called for more attention to the iconographic
elements of films, The visual conventions, for Buscombe, provide a
framework or sctting within which the story can be told. The “outer
form™ of a genre consists of visual elements — in the western wide-
brimmecd hats, guns, prostitutes’ bodices, covercd wagons, and so
forth — while the “inner form” is the means by which these visual
clements are emploved. The director deploys the resources provided
by iconography by recombining them in ways that reconcile famili-
arity with innovation. Buscombec illustrates the tensions between
“inncr” and “outer” by way of Peckinpah’s Ride the High Country,
where a camel is substituted for a horse: “A horse in a western is not
just an animal but a symbol of dignity, grace, and power. these
qualities are mocked by having it compete with a camel: and to add
insult to injury, the camel wins” ( Buscombe, 1n Grant, 1995, p. 22).

In Horizons West (1970) Jim Kitses used the wilderness—civiliza-
tion opposition proposed by Henry Nash Smith in Virgin Land to
anatyze the western. Kitses set out a table of oppositions (individual—-
community; nature—culture; law—gun; sheep—cattle) which structured
the western, and he also called attention to the presence of chivalric
codes, frontier history, and the history of other non-cinematic rep-
resentations of the fronticr. Will Wright’s Sixguss and Sociery drew
on Vladimir Propp’s work on “plot functions™ and character types
in folk tales, The oppositions set up in earlier westerns, Wright ar-
gued, transmute into very different configurations in later westerns.
The myths rclayed by genre help us rcad history and the world,
crystallizing our fcars and desires, tensions and utopias.

The word “genre” had been traditionally used in at least two senses:
(1) an inclusive sense which sees all films as participating in genre;
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and (2) a more restricted sense of the Hollywood “genre film,” i.c.
the less prestigious and lower-budget productions or B-films. Genre
in the latter sense is a corollary of the industrialized mode of produc-
tion of Hollywood (and its imitators), an instrument of simultaneous
standardization and differentiation. Genre here has institutional force
and density; it implies a gencric division of labor, whereby studios
specialized in specific genres {MGM and the musical, for example},
while within each studio, each genre had not only its sound stages
but also its daylaborers: scriptwriters, directors, costume designers.

‘Thomas Schatz’s Hollywood Genres (1981), like earlier work by
Wright and Kitscs, is informed by Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist read-
ings of myth as resolving structural tensions. Deploying the struc-
turalist method of binary oppositions, Schatz divides Hollywood
genres into those that work to reestablish social order (westerns,
detective films) and those that work to establish social integration
(the musical, comedy, melodrama). Genre functions as “cultural
ritual” to integrate a conflictual community through romance or
through a character who mediates between rival factions.

Against the Frankfurt School view of film genres as mercly a symp-
tom of massified assembly-line production, theorists began to see
genre as the crystallization of a negotiated encounter between film-
maker and audicnce, a way of reconciling the stability of an industry
with the excitement of an evolving popular art. Steve Neale, for his
part, argued that genres were “systems of orientations, expectations
and conventions that circulate between industry, text, and subject.”
Drawing on the language of reception theory, Neale saw cach new
film as altering our “horizon of generic expectations.” Rick Altman
(1984) called for an approach which would be both “semantic” in
its concern with narrative content, and “syntactic” in its focus on
the strucrures into which narrative clements are inserted, with the
caveat that many films can innovate by mixing the syntactics of one
genre and the semantics of another. Thus the musical renews itself
by incorporating melodrama. Altman thus hoped to avoid the prob-
lems associated with over-inclusive semantic definitions of a genre
(for example, Durgnat’s wildly exfoliating “tamily tree” of film noir)
on the onc hand, and the interpretative definitions (for cxample,
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Schatz’s order—integration dichotomy) on the other, proposing in-
stead a dual and complementary approach which acknowledges that
a film can align scmantically with onc trend and vet syntactically
with anothcr.

While some genres represent established categories of studio pro-
duction (e.g. westerns, musicals) recognized by both producers
and consumers, others arc ex post fizcto designations constructed by
critics. No producer in the 1940s set out to make a film noir. The
term itselt was coined retrospectively by French film critics on the
analogy of the serie noive, By the time of Body Heat, however, after
the genre had been popularly consccrated, Lawrence Kasdan could
consciously strive for a “noir effect” in his remake of Donble In-
demnity.

Genre analysis is plagued by a number of problems. First, there is
the question of extenston. Some generic labels, such as comedy, are
too broad to be uscful, whercas others, say “biopics about Sigmund
Frcud” or “disaster films concerning earthquakes,™ are too narrow.
Second, there is the danger of nermativism, of having a precon-
ceived a priovi idea of what a genre film should do, rather than sce-
ing genre merely as a trampoline for creativity and innovation. Third,
genre is sometimes imagined to be monelithic, as if ilms belonged
only to one genre. The “law of genre” presumably forbids miscege-
nation between genres, yet cven classical Hollywood films hybrid-
ized diverse generic strands, if only for commercial reasons (sce
Bordwell et al., 1985, pp. 16-17}. The Bombay musical, similarly,
characteristically mixes the strong emotion of melodrama with the
song and dance of musical, along with any-other sensational cle-
ments that can entertain the spectator.’ Thomas Elsaesser notes chat
melodramatic situations have been historically embedded in differ-
cnt forms, in Britain in the novel, in France in the costumc drama,
and so forth (Elsaesser, 1973, p. 3).2

Fourth, genre criticism is often plagued by &iologism. The etymo-
logical roots of the word “genre™ in tropes of biology and birth,
James Naremore suggests, promote a kind of essentialism (Naremore,
1998b, p. 6). Thomas Schatz argues that genres have a life cycle,
moving from birth to maturity to parodic decling, but in fact we
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find parody at the very beginning of art forms (for example,
Richardson’s Pamela and Ficlding’s Shamela in the novel, or Griffith’s
Intolerance and Keaton’s The Three Ages in film). Genres, further-
more, are permancntly available for reconfiguration, as in the peren-
nial flowerings of carnivalesque irreverence going at least as far back
as the Middle Ages. Much genre criticism suffers from Hollywood-
centrism, a provinaiality which leads analysts to restrict their atten-
tion to the Hollywood musical, for example, while eliding the
Brazilian chanchada, the (Bollywood) Bombay musical, the Mexi-
can cabaretera film, the Argentinmian tango filim, and the Egyptian
musicals with Leila Mourad.

Genres can also be submerged, as when a film appears on the sur-
face to belong to one genre vet on a deeper level belongs to an-
other, as when analysts arguc that Taxi Driver1s “really” a western,
or that Nashyille is ultimately a reflexive film abour Hollywood. At
times analysts make genre mistakes, mistakenly applying standards
appropriate to one genre to another, as when somec critics found Dy
Strangelove cynical because it had no admirable characters, when
in fact the lack of admirable characters is a constitutive feature of
satirc.® Genre mistakes also occur when carnivalesque films are criti-
cized for not offering positive images when in fact “grotesque real-
ism” is simply part of an alternative protocol of representation. There
is also the danger of acinematic analysis, a failurc to take into ac-
count the filmic signifier and specifically cinematic codes: the role of
lighting in film noir, of color in musicals, camera movement in the
western, and so forth.

At its best, genre criticism can be an exploratory cognitive instru-
ment: What do we learn if we regard Taxi Driver as a western, or
Spartacus as an allegory of the Civil Rights struggle? What features
of these texts become visible through such a strategy? Politically
repressive circumstances can lead to the submerging of genre, as
when political allegories like dos Santos’s A Very Crazy Asylum
or Forman’s Fireman’s Ball hide their serious intentions behind a
facade of farce. The most useful way of using genre, perhaps, is to
sec it as a set of discursive resources, a trampoline for creativity, by
which a given director can gentrify a “low” genre, vulgarize a “no-
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ble” genre, inject new cncrgy into an exhausted genre, pour new
progressive content into a conservative genre, or parody a genre
that deserves ridicule. Thus we move from static taxonomy to act-
ive, transformative operations.

1968 and the Leftist Turn

Alongside relatively apolitical carrents such as auteur and genre
theory, we also find more radical, even revolutionary, strains of theory.
In the late 1960s the First World, like the Third World carlicr, wit-
nessed a period of cultural and political effervescence, a culmination
of the revolutionary ferment that followed the defeat of Nazism in
World War I1 and the postwar dissolution of the colonial empires.
The film theory of the 1960s built on the earlier achievements of
leftist theorizing { Eisenstein, Vcrtov, Pudoevkin, Brecht, Benjamin,
Kracauer, Adorno, Horkheimer) and indeed often revisited many
earlier debates: the Eisenstcin—Vertov debate about experimentalism
in film, the Brecht—l.ukics debate about realism, the Benjamin—
Adorno debate about the ideological role of the mass media.

In May of 1968, the annus mirabilis, a smdent-led insurrection
almost toppled the Gaullist regime in France. In the background of
these conflicts was the crisis of western Marxism triggered by two
events in 1956: the Soviet Communist Party’s acknowledgment of
Stalin’s crimes and the crushing of the Hungarian uprising. In gen-
cral, 1968 was the product not of the “Old Left,” 1.e. the Stalinist
burcaucratic left of the orthodox communist partics, but of the “New
Left,” i.e. the anti-authoritarian, anti-“revisionist” left which tound
communist partics strangely passive and complicitous with the
bourgeoisie. Spurred on not by poverty but by abundance, the re-
volt failed partly becausc of the refusal of the French Communist-
Party to support it. The vear 1968 marked the beginning of the end
of the cold war, in which the two superpowers (the USA and the
USSR) had been locked in the fatal embrace of MAD (mutually
assured destruction) so brilliantly spoofed in Kubrick’s Dy Strangelove.
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Anti-authoritarian, socialistic, egalitarian, and anti-bureaucratic, the
New Left also moved away from the old emphasis on class exploita-
tion and integratced the insights of psychoanalysis, feminism, and
anti-colonialism into a broad critique of social alienation.

In 1968 the “political” was diasporized, spreading out into theory
and everyday life. May 1968 was preceded by Godard’s prophetic
fitm La Chinoise (1967} abour a Maoist ccll in Paris, and by Guy
Debord’s prescient manifesto-book Soczety of the Spectacle (also 1967)
in which the leader of the Situationist International argued in an
aphoristic style that life in modern society “displays itself as an im-
mense accumulation of spectacles.” For Debord, both the state capi-
talism of the socialist bloc and the market capitalism of the West
alicnated workers through the ghastly unity of a passively consumed
“spectacle.” (Debord later turned the book into a compilation film
which superimposed Marxist commentary over found film materi-
als.) The Situationists also challenged the art-system itselt, calling
not for a “critique of revolutionary art” but rather for “a revolution-
ary critique of all art.”

The events of May 1968 had ¢choes in the world of the arts gen-
erally and in film specifically. 'Lhe insurrection was preceded and
foreshadowed by “L’affairc Langlois,” the attempt by the French
left {(including filmmakers Truffaut, Godard, and Rivette, along with
Roland Barthes) to reinstate Henri Langlois, fired by Culture Min-
ister André Malraux, as director of the French Cinématéque, cul-
minating in Godard and Truffaut literally “closing the curtain” on
the 1968 Canncs Film Festival. In France, 1968 also brought the
utopian proposals of the “Frars Generaux du Cinéma” (an allusion
to the French Revolution and the “Estares General” of 1789, the
same¢ metaphor at the root of the Third World trope). Divided into
various projects, the States General called for a radical break with
the existing system. Among its proposals were the abolition of the
CNC (National Center of Cinematography), the development of
ncw screening sites (factories, farms), the abolition of censorship,
publicly financed screenings of films, and universal initiation into
the trade-secrets of filmmaking. The manifesto “Le Cinéma s’insurge”
(The Cinema Rebels) reminds its readers that cinema belongs to the
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people and that it should be produced and disseminated by its workers
(see Harvey, 1978).

The phrase “May "68” often serves as a kind of shorthand for a
much larger phenomenon extending over almost two decades of
insurgent thought and practice in many different countries. The
events in France, while the most spectacular, actually followed events
elsewhere. Students and intellectuals in Berkeley and Berlin, Rio de
Janeire and Tokyo, Bangkok and Mexico City, all participated in a
global revolt against capitalism, colonialism, and imperialism, as
well as against authoritarian forms of communism. It was a global
phenomenon partly because it was the first insurrection where the
media served to amplify social movements. Some of the slogans of
the time give a sense of the surrcalist-tinged flavor of the period:
“Power to the imagination™; “Be realistic: demand the impossible™;
“It is forbidden to forbid”; “Chase the cop from your head”; “We
are all German Jews™; “Open the doors of the prisons, the asylums,
and the high schools”; “Don’t trust anyone over thirty”; “Tunc in,
turn on, and drop cut”; “Make love not war™; “Two, three, many
Vietnams”; “Women hold up half the sky.” There was no single,
unified 1968: the movement was Marxist-Leninist in Western Eu-
rope, anti-Stalinist in Eastern Europe, Maoist in China, counter-
cuitural in North America, ant-imperialist in the Third World. Often
the movement combined the embrace of the Amcerican lifestyle and
the repudiation of American foreign policy, whence Godard’s for-
mula (in Mascnline, Feminine) the “children of Marx and Coca-
Cola.”

In terms of film, the 1960s and early 1970s prolifcrated in move-
ments of renovation. In the wake ot neo-realism and the New Wave
we find: Tercer Cine in Argentina, Cinema Novo in Brazil, Nueva
Ola in Mexico, Neues Deutsches Kino in Germany, Giovane Cin-
ema in Italy, New American Cinema in the United States, and New
Indian Cinema in India. The period was also marked by the prolif-
eration of Marxist and left-leaning film journals such as Positif,
Cinétique, Cinémaction, and (the newly leftish) Cabiers du cinéma
in France; Screen and Framework in England; Cine-Tracts and later
Cine- Action in Canada; Jump Cut and Cineaste in the United States;
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Ombre Rossi and Filmeritica in [taly, Hablemos de Cine in Peru; and
Cine Cubanoin Cuba, Marxist-intlected film theory asked such ques-
tions as the following: What are the social determinants of the film
industry? What is the ideological role of the cinema as an institu-
tion? Is there a Marxist acsthetic? What is the role of social class in
the production and reception of films? What styvle and narrative struc-
tures should filmmakers adopt, and what strategies should critics
deploy to analyze film politically? How can films advance social strug-
gles for justice and equality?

Common to the various currents of inquiry was the idea that the
cinema formed a guasi-autonomous realm of political struggle; it
did not merely “reflect” struggles clsewhere. If Walter Benjamin
had spoken of the fascist “aestheticization of politics,” (May 68)
film culture moved in the reverse direction: the politicization of
aesthetics.

A key term in thesc leftist film debates was “idcology,” a word
encrusted with meanings accumulated over centurics. Raymond
Williams suggests in Keywords (1985, pp. 152-7) that the term can
be understood in three senses: (1) a svstem of beliefs characteristic of
a particular class or group; (2) a system of illusory beliefs — false ideas
or false consciousness — which can be contrasted with true or scien-
tific knowledge; and (3) the general process of meanings and ideas.
The concept of “bourgeois idcology,” for Marxists, was a way of
explaining how capitalist social rclations are reproduced by people in
ways not involving force or coercion. How docs the individual sub-
ject internalize social norms? As defined by Lenin, Althusser, and
Gramsci, bourgeois ideology is that ideology gencrared by class soci-
ety through which the dominant class comes 1o provide the general
conceptual framework for a society’s members, thus furthering the
economic and political interests of that class. “Ideology” and “he-
gemony” were answers to a perplexing question: why did oppressed
workers (for example in Weimar Germany, postwar France, or the
contemporary United States) not join a socialist revolution transpar-
ently in their own interest? Why did they misrecognize themselves as
free agents, misconstruing their subjection as “freedom?” Why did
thev cling to a capitalist system which so clearly abused them?
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Althusser’s structuralist rereading of Marxist theory challenged
the humanist “Hegelian” understanding of Marx’s work inspired by
the rediscovery of Marx’s carly writings. To Lacan’s “return to Freud”
corresponded Althusser’s “return to Marx™; each in his respective
realm developed a complex response 10 a symbolic father and a found-
ing text. In Althusser’s formulation, ideology was “a system (pos-
sessing its own logic and rigor) of representation (images, myths,
ideas or concepts as the case may be) existing and having a historical
role within a given society.” As Althusser expressed it in a widely
guoted definition, idcology was “a representation of the imaginary
relation of individuals to the real conditions of their existence.” Us-
ing surprisingly “natural” and biological metaphors for an adherent
of “denaturalization,” ideology is for Althusser an “organic part” of
the social totality, something “sccreted” by human socictics “as the
very element and atmosphere indispensable to their historical repro-
duction and lite” (ibid., p. 232}.

Ideology operates through what Althusser calls “interpellation.”
Originally derived from French legislative procedure, the term “in-
terpellation” evokes the social structures and pracces which “hail”
individuals, endowing them with a social identity and constituting
them as subjects who unthinkingly accept their role within the sys-
tem of production relations. The novelty of Althusser’s approach,
then, was to scc ideology not as a form of false consciousness deriv-
ing from the partial and distorted perspectives generated by distinct
class positions, but rather, as Richard Allen (1989) puts it, as an
“objective feature of the social order which structures experience
jtsclf.”

In the 1970s key Althusserian terms like “overdetermination,”
“structurc in dominance, ” “theoretical practice,”
“interpellation,” and “structuring absences” came to circulate widcly
within film-theoretical discourse. Althusscr’s notion of “symptomatic
reading” becamc cspecially influential in film theory and analysis.
Symptomatic reading brought rogether diverse strands of the
“hermeneutics of suspicion”; Marx’s critical readings of bourgeois
cconomists like Adam Smith; Freud’s symptomatic readings of his
paticnts’ discourse; and the Brechtian notion of distanciation, this

77

problematic,
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time applied not to the stagings of theater but 1o the readings of
texts. In Reading Capital, where Althusser and Balibar read Marx
rcading Adam Smith, Althusser characterizes Marx’s method of read-
ing Smith as “symptomatic,” in that “it divulges the undivulged
cvent in the text it reads, and in the same movement relates it to a
different text, present as a necessary absence in the first” (Althusser
and Balibar, 1979, p. 28). Thus symptomatic reading involves read-
g the text not for its essence nor its depth, but rather for its break-
ing-points, its lapses and silences, its “structuring absences” and
“constitutive lacks.” (Pierre Macheray developed the notion of symp-
tomatic reading in literature in his A Theory of Literary Production,
1978.)

Also influential was Althusser’s theory of the Ideological State
Apparatuscs, affectionately dubbed “ISAs” in leftist circles. Building
on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, Althusser divides the super-
structure into two “instances,” the political-cgal (Law and the State)
and ideology. The first, the repressive state apparatus, includes the
government, the army, the police, the courts, and the prisons, while
the ideological statc apparatuses include churches, schools, the fam-
ily, political partics, the cinema, television, and other cultural insti-
tutions. {This kind of analysis was especially appropriate to France,
with its centralized state-dominatcd burcaucratic structure.)
Althusser’s characterization of theory as “theoretical practice™ pro-
vided a rationale for theory as a form of activism, and at times an
alibi for avoiding more risky and consequental forms of politics.
(While Althusscr was the fundamental reference tor Sereen theory,
Gramsci, as we shall scc subscquently, was the key reterence for what
came to be known as cultural studies. }

For Althusser, free natural-born “individuals” are actually cultur-
ally produced “subjects.” Indeed, the “free” selfis an imaginary con-
struct, whosc mood swings and e/an hide, as it were, the dull weight
of social domination. Freedom is imaginary in T.acan’s sensc of the
mirror stage, where the child misrecognizes itself as unificd subject,
For Althusser, social subjects misrecognize their own free individu-
ality when in fact they are “positioned” within dominant social re-
lations, whcre rich corporations dominate workers, where men domi-
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nate women, and so forth. Idcology naturalizes social incqualitics
and relations of domination, passing them off as natural and immu-
table.

Linking Althusser’s idea that the primary function of ideology is
to reproduce subjects acquiescent in the values necessary for main-
taining an oppressive social order, with Lacan’s ideas about subject
construction, film theorists like Stephen Heath, Colin MacCabe,
and Jean-Louis Comolli emphasized the ways in which the cinema
positioned subjects in ways congenial to the capitalist system. Locked
into a structure of misrecognition, spectators accept the identity as-
signed them and are thus fixed in a position where a particuiar mode
of perception and consciousness appears natural. Both the cinematic
apparatus and specific film devices {the perspectival image, point-of-
view editing) serve to “subjcct” the spectator.,

If Arnheim saw the camera’s intrinsic realism as an aestbetic de-
fect, the Althusserian theorists saw it as a kind of congenital ideologi-
cal defect. And if Bazin and Kracauer exalted filmic realism as a catalyst
for democratic participation, the Althusserians saw it as an authori-
tarian instrument of subjugation. It was precisely the camera’s in-
trinsic conveyance of realism, they argued, that made it complicit
with bourgeois ideology. Far from facilitating democratic access to
the ambiguous field of the image, the apparatus (and its corollary
the realist style) merely sutured the spectator into the doxa of bour-
gC()i.S COMINEI 5CNSC.

A group of writers associated with two avant-garde journals — Te/
Oueland Cinétigue — and partly inspired by the work of art historian
Pierre Francastel, argued that the cinematic apparatus incorporated
the code of Renaissance perspective, a system of representation in-
stalled at a certain moment of history by a specific mercantile class.
Bourgeois idcology, in this reading, inhered in the apparatus itself.
The camera merely consecrated conventions of pictorial representa-
tion inherited from Renaissance humanism. The painters of the
quattrocento, observing that the perecived size of objects in nature
varics proportionally with the square of the distance from the cye,
simply incorporated this law, which characterizes the retina, into
their paintings. The resultant impression of depth planted the seeds
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of illusionism in painting, ultimately leading to impressive frompe-
Poeil ctfects. The camera merely incorporates this perspectiva
artificialis into its reproductive apparatus and thus inscribes the
“centered space™ of the “transcendental subject” posited by Renais-
sance perspective. And while painters could violate the code of per-
spective, filmmakers could not, because that code is built into the
very instrument with which they work. Even the distorted perspec-
tives of fish-eye or telephoto lenses remain perspectival; they are
distorted only in relation to nornal perspective. Rather than simply
recording reality, these theorists argucd, the camera conveyed the
world already filtered through a bourgeois ideology which makes
the individual subjcct the focus and origin of meaning, thus giving
the all-secing spectator the illusion of being omniscient and omni-
present. T'he delusions of grandeur of the spectator mirrored those
of the “free” subject of bourgeois society. The code of perspective,
furthermore, produced the illusion of its own absence; it “innocently”
denied its status as representacion and passed off the image as if it
were actually the world. In a morbid, dystopian reversal of Bazin’s
utopia of “total cinema,” the cinema became the site of “total
alicnation,” the latest stage in the realization of a primordial desire
to recreate the scene of a politically alicnated Unconscious.
Narrative editing conventions, mcanwhile, collapsed diverse
subjectivities into a singular subject through a process of “suture.”
'T'his term originally referred to the surgical procedure of stitching a
wound, but for Lacanians such as Jacques-Alain Miller it evoked the
rclation between the subject and his or her discourse, the illusory
closing of the gap between imaginary and svmbolic. “Imaginary”
has to do with the privileged (dual) relation with the mother, while
the “symbotic,” for Lacan, has to do with the realm of language and
the symbolic, associated with the father. The concept was first worked
out for film by Jean-Pierre Oudart, for whom the function of suture
was to hide the fragmentation inherent in montage and thus con-
jure away the threat of the cut (evoking castration) and bind the
spectator into the filmic discourse. Qudart argues that films in the
dominant style prod the spectator to mentaily construct a unified,
holistic space of fiction, one which masks a ficld of absence. He
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gives the shot/counter structure as an example. By adopting the
sttbject position first of one interlocutor and then of the other, the
spectator becomes both the subject and the object of the look, thus
enjoying an illusory sense of wholcness. Point-of-view editing thus
constantly opens up holes and stitches them together, creating a
see-saw oscillation in the spectator, a movement between loss and
compensatory plenitude. While Gudart’s work allowed for a reflex-
ive self-questioning of suture, Daniel Dayan emphasized the one-
way idcological effectivity of this system, which rendered the workings
of a film’s codes invisible .2 Suture theory was subscquently criticized
as overly genceralized and imprecise. William Rothman rejected the
theory of suture as overly monolithic in relation to the classical film,
which actually depended on a three-shot sequence: character sce-
ing—object seen—character secing.® Kaja Silverman, following on from
Hecath’s “Narrative Space”™ essay, looked not at the shot-reverse shot
procedure but rather at the larger suturing role of narrative as a
whole in positioning the spectator. Psycho, for example, orchestrates
point-of-view editing in such a way that the spectator is positioned
ambivalently, both as victim and as sadistic voyeur.

Suture theory has been shot at from many directions and vantage
points, rather like the target of a firing squad whose members do
not even know cach other. Analytic theory {Carroll, 1988; Allen,
1995; Smith, 1995) focuses on faulty reasoning and conceptual-
ization within the theory. Cognitivists (Bordwell, 1985) point to
the neglect of preconscions and conscious engagements with narra-
tive, Narratologists point to other determinants of identification.
Aestheticians (Bordwell, 1985) note the reductionist account of very
different film styles. Lacanians complain that the theory misconstrues
Lacan. And feminists (Penley, 1989) point to the patriarchal sub-
stratum of the kind of spectatorship posited by the theory.

The closed-in, suffocatingly determinist nature of the left-
Althusserian view of the cinema incvitably provoked a backlash. In
retrospect some of the Marxist theory of the 1960s and 1970s docs
scem somewhat hyperbolic, even hysterical, in its denunciations of
the “ideological state apparatuscs” and of “dominant cinema.” In-
stead of the moral panics fostered by right-wing critics, the left-wing
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critics of the 1960s fostered a kind of ideological panic. The theory
scapegoated a single medium for widespread social alienation, fail-
Ing to see the cinema as part of a larger discursive continuum, within
which most institutions played contradictory and politically ambiva-
ient roles. An ahistorical, naively realist cpistemology, which virtu-
ally equated perception itself with 1deology, led in the work of some
theorists to a totalizing condemnation of the apparatus as an all-
powerful “influencing machine” against which all resistance was vain.
(The despair of subverting the apparatus also paralleled a certain
political pessimism in the wake of the deteat of the French left after
1968.) A monolithic conception of dominant idcology and domi-
nant cinema viewed the apparatus undialectically, as if it were ex-
empt from contradiction. The theory also allowed for little difference
between texts, Was it reasonable to think that all films, in all circum-
stances, wiclded exactly the same morbid determinism? Was there
ultimately no difference in the effects of a misogynistic snuft film
and Thelma and Louise, or berween Top Gun and Bulwortl? Struc-
turalist Marxism, by privileging the formal aspects of ideological rep-
resentations, seen as expressive of a general system or structure, lent
itself to an ahistorical conception of the cinema. The historically
dated code of perspective became itself a transcendental essence ren-
dering the cinema torever permeable to metaphysics. The quasi-ide-
alist positing of a transhistorical wish inherent in the psyche, and the
monolithic modcl of the cinema, failed to allow for moditving the
apparatus, “aberrant readings,” or filmic texts which might alert the
spectator to these very processes.

Apparatus theory at times imbued the cinematic machine with an
abstract and malevolent intentionality, falling into a kind of neco-
Platonic condemnation of emotional manipulation. But real-life spec-
tators were never the pathetically deluded, shackled captives of a
high-tech version of Plato’s cave decreed by apparatus theorists.

There were, morcover, alternative explanations for the failure of
the oppressed to overturn the capitalist systcm, The actual distribu-
tion of power in capitalist socictics, the improbability of socialist
revolution, the hope ta be a “winner” in the capitalist lottery, the
excesses of left sectarianism, might also explain the failure of anti-
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capitalist revolution, perhaps much better than any abstruse theory
about subject construction, Nogl Carroll in Mystifying Movies ar-
gued that the concept of subject positioning was superfluous for
political-ideological analysis, since the subject’s subordination to the
reigning social order was better explained by what Marx called the
“dul] compulsion of economic relations” than by any hypothesis
concerning subject construction.

The Classic Realist Text

The apparatus debate also had an aesthetic—stylistic corollary. In the
Althusserian view, the dominanc stylc of dramatic realism inevitably
expresses only the ideology implicit in conventional bourgeois no-
tions of realicy. Realism cannot challenge the received wisdom of
the public, since spectators see nothing but their own flickering ide-
ologies in the naturalistic images on the screen. Jean-Paul Fargier
saw the impression of reality as a constitutive part of the ideology
produced by the cinematic apparatus: “[The screen| opens like a
window, it is transparent. This illusion is the very substance of the
specific ideology secreted by the cinema” {Fargier, in Screen Reader,
1977). Comolli and Narboni (1969) argued from within an
Althusserian framcework that “what the camera registers in fact is the
vague, unformulated, untheorized, unthought-out world of the
dominantideology . . . reproducing things not as they really are but
as they appear when refracted through the ideotogy. This includes
every stage in the process of production: subject, ‘styles,” forms,
meanings, narrative traditions; all underline the general, idcological
discoursc” (Comolli and Narboni in Sereen Reader, 1977).

At the same time, some of these theorists were cager to lcave a
loophole for commercial, mainstream cinema and especially for be-
joved auteurs like John Ford. In an extremcly influential 1969 Cabiers
cditorial, “Cincma/Idcology/Criticism,” Jcan-Louis Comolli and
Jean Narboni (1969) provided a schema whereby mainstrecam cin-
cma was simultancously crisscrossed by dominant and subversive
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currents, readable in formal gaps, cracks, and fissures which offered
an escape from ideology. The schema posited an idcological spec-
trum of films, ranging from those completely complicitous with pre-
vailing norms (“blindly faithful and blind to their own fidclity”) to
superficially political films which do not challenge formal conven-
tions, to those which “point out the gap produced between film and
idcology by showing how the films work.” While some films consti-
tuted a frontal assault on the system, others performed a sly subver-
sion. The typology’s “category e” embraced films which at first sight
scem to be under the sway of the dominant ideology but which also
throw it off course, where filmic disjunctions exposc the strains and
limits of the official ideology, and where an oblique, symptomatic
reading can reveal, underneath an apparent formal coherence, ideo-
logical cracks and faultlines. The Comolli-Narboni schema gener-
ated a host of somewhat derivative and predictable “gaps and fissures”
analyses, but it at least had the virtue of opening up films to the
notion of contradiction. {Interestingly, the cultural studics of the
1980s displaced contradiction from the text to the spectator, as in
Stuart Hall’s larer analysis of “dominant,” ¢
sistant” readings of the mass media.)

A corollary of the above debate had to do with the issuc of rcal-
ism, a term already covered, as suggested carlier, with complex en-
crustations from antecedent debates, notably that which had opposced
two Marxist aestheticians: Bertolt Brecht and Georg Lukics. In re-
lation to litcrature, “realism” designates a fictional world character-
ized by internal cohcrence, plausible causality, and psvchological
plausibility. Traditional realism, based on a unified and cohcrent
narrative, was seen as obscuring contradictions and projecting an
iflusory “mythic” unity. The modernist text, in contrast, fore-
grounded contradiction and allowed the silenced to speak.

In rclation to cinema, the issuc of “realism™ has always been
present, whether posited as aesthezic ideal or as an object of oppro-
brinm. The very names of many aesthetic movements in film ring
the changes on the theme: The “surrealism™ of Bufiuel and Dali, the
“poctic realism™ of Carné /Prevert, the “neo-realism” of Rossellini
and de Sica, the “subjective realism™ of Antonioni. Several broad

negotiated,” and “re-
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tendencies coexist within the spectrum of definitions of cinematic
realism. ‘The most conventional definitions of realism make claims
about verisimilitude, the putative adequation of a fiction to the
facticity of the world. These definitions assumc that realism is not
only possible (and empirically verifiable) but also desirable. Other
definitions stress the differential aspirations of an author or school
to forge a relatively more truthful representation, scen as a correc-
tive to the falsity of antecedent cinematic styles or protocols of rep-
resentation. This corrective can be stylistic — as in the French New
Wave assault on the preciousness of the “tradition of quality” — or
social — [talian neo-realism aiming to show postwar Italy its true facc
— or both at once — Brazilian Cinema Novo revolutionizing both the
social thematics and the cincmatic protocols of antecedent Brazilian
cincma.

Still other definitions acknowledge the conventionality of rcalism,
seeing realism as having to do with a text’s degree of conformicy
to widely disscminated cultural models of “believable stories” and
“coherent characters.” Plausibility also correlates with generic codes.
The crusty conservative facher who resists his show-crazed daugh-
ter’s cntrance into show-business can “realistically” be expected, in
a backstage musical, to applaud her on-stage apotheosis at the end
of the film, no matter how statistically infrequent such a denoue-
ment might be in real life. Psychoanalytically inclined definitions of
realism, meanwhile, invoke a realism of subjective response, rooted
less in mimetic accuracy than in spectatorial credence. A purely for-
malist definition of realism, finally, emphasizes the conventional
nature of all fictions, positing realism simply as a constcllation of
stylistic conventions that, at a given moment in the history of an art,
manage, through the finc-tuning of illusionistic technique, to crys-
tallize a strong feeling of authenticity. Realism, it is important to
add, is both culturally relative — for Salman Rushdie, the sclf-flaunt-
ing irreality of Bollywood (Bombay) musicals makes Hollywood
musicals look like Italian neo-rcalism — and somcwhat arbitrary.
Generations of filmgoers, for example, found black-and-white more
“realistic” than color film, even though reality itself came in color. It
is also possible to speak not of rcalism but rather of mimesis
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(imitation) in a broader sense: the ways that texts imitate other texts,
the ways that performers mimic the behavior of prototypes, the ways
that spcctators mimic the behavior of characters or performers, or
the way a film style can analogize its subject or historical period.

The term “realism” also evokes the debates about “classical cin-
ema” and the “classic realist text.” These terms denotce a set of for-
mal parameters involving practices of editing, camerawork, and sound
which promote the appearance of spatial and temporal continuity.
This continuity was achieved, in the classical Hollywood film, by an
ctiquette for introducing new scences (a chorcographed progression
from cstablishing shot to medium shot to close shot); conventional
devices for cvoking the passage of time (dissolves, iris effects); edit-
ing techniques to smooth over the transition from shot to shot (the
30 dcgree rule, position matches, direction matches, movement
matches, inserts to cover up unavoidable discontinuities); and de-
vices for implying subjectivity (interior monologue, subjective shots,
eyeline matches, empathetic music).

The classical realist film was “transparent” in that it attempted to
efface all traces of the “work of the film,” making it pass for natural.
The classical realist film also drew on what Roland Barthes {(in §/2)
called “reality effects,” i.e. the artistic orchestration of apparently
inessential details as guarantors of authenticity. The representational
accuracy of the derails was less important than their role in creating
an optical illusion of truth. By cffacing the signs of production, domi-
nant cinema persuaded spectators to take what were really nothing
but constructed effects as transparent renderings of the real.

By combining the codes of visual perception introduced in the
Renaissance ~ monocular perspective, vanishing points, impressions
of depth, accurate scale — with the codes of narration dominant in
nincteenth-century literature, the classical fiction film acquired the
emotional power and dicgetic prestige of the realistic novel, whose
soctal function and aesthetic regime it prolonged. It was within this
perspective that Colin MacCabc, i1 “Realism and the Cincema: Notes
on some Brechtian Themes” {in MacCabe, 1985), starting from his
study of George Eliot’s Middlemarch, offered an immanent analysis
of realism as a discursive system, a set of strategies with textual
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effects. MacCabe’s notion of the classic realist text embraced both
the novel and the fiction film, definable as a text in which a clear
hierarchy regulates and adjudicates between the discourses compos-
ing the text, and where this hierarchy is defined in terms of an cm-
pirical notien of truth. Dominant cinema inherited from the
nineteenth-century novel a precise kind of textual structuration which
positioned the reader/spectator as a “subject who is supposed to
Know.” The alternativc is to fracture and disperse this Knowing sub-
ject. The classic text, whether literary or filmic, was reactionary not
because of any mimetic “inaccuracies” but rather because of its au-
thoritarian stance toward the spectator, Stephen Heath, in his analy-
sis of rcalism as “narrative space,” carried this further by examining
the ways that this samc hierarchical logic pervades the formulaic con-
ventions of orthodox film technique, for example those defended by
filmmaking manuals (the 180 degree rule, movement, position,
cyeline matches, and so forth), all of which promote the surface
appcarance of seamless continuity {Heath, 1981). Yct it may be ar-
gued rthat such a one-size-fits-all account totalizes and oversimpli-
fies a very variegated ficld. David Bordwell (1985) argucd that
MacCabe’s analysis could benefit from the more nuanced Bakhtinian
notion of the novel as the privileged site of heteroglossia (many-
languagedness) or the compctition of discourses. Even in the most
realistic novels “the narrator’s language will interact dynamically wirh
several discourses, not all of them attributable to direct character
speech” (ibid., p. 20).

Bordwell delineated with great empirical precision the procedures
of the classical Hollywood cinema. Combining issucs of denotative
representation and dramaturgical structure, be highlighted the ways
in which classical Hollywood narration constitutes a particular con-
figuration of normalized options for representing thc story and
manipulating style. The classical Hollywood film presents psycho-
logically defined individuals as its principal causal agents. These agents
struggle to solve clear~cut problems or to attain specific goals, the
story ending with either a resolution of the problem or a clear achieve-
ment or non-achievement of the goals. Causality revolving around
character provides the prime unifving principle, while spatial con-
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figurations are motivated by realism as well as compositional neces-
sitv. Scenes are demarcated by neo-classical criteria — unity of time,
spacc, and action. Classical narration tends ro be omniscient, highly
communicative, and enly moderately self-conscious. If time is skipped
over, a montage sequence or scrap of dialogue informs us; if a cause
is missing, we are informed abour its absence. Classical narration
operates as an “cditorial intelligence” that selects certain stretches of
time for full-scale treatment, while paring down or scissoring out
other “inconsequential” events. In Classical Hollywood Cinema
Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson {1985) further developed their
analvsis of what they called an “excessively obvious cinema.”

The Presence of Brecht

Leftist film theory of the 1960s and 1970s in Europe and the Third
World continued an aesthetic discussion begun in the 1930s by
Bertolt Brecht, who developed a strong Marxist-inflected critique
of the dramatic realist model] operative both in traditional theater
and in the Hollywood film. The performances of Mother Courage by
Brecht’s Berliner Enscmble at the Theater of Nations in Paris in
1956, attended by many French critics and artists, and the laudatory
essays penned by Roland Barthes and Bernard Dort, fueled enthusi-
asm for Brecht, In 1960 Cabiers du cinéma dedicated a special issue
to the German playwright, marking the first stages of a politicizing
tendency which recached its apogee in the early 1970s. In his essay
“Towards Brechtian Criticism of the Cinema” theater critic Bernard
Dort argued that a Brechtian film criticism would place politics at
the center of discussion. The Brechtian critique influenced not only
film theorists (Jean-Louis Comolli, Peter Wollen, Colin MacCabe)
but also countless filmmakers around the world {(among them Welles,
Godard, Resnais, Duras, Rocha, Straub-Huillet, Makavejev,
Fassbinder, Alea, Tanncr, Oshima, Sen, Ghatak, Herbert Ross, and
Haskell Wexler)

There are many possible ways to approach the subject of Brecht
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and cinema: Brecht’s own use of film in his theater work (for
ex-ample, productions of Mother Conrage featuring footage from
October), the influence of cinema (e.g. Chaplin) on Brecht’s
work; Brecht’s own work on film (Kuble Wampe, Hangmen Also
Die, his many unpublished film scripts); and filmic adaptations of
Brecht’s work { by Pabst, Cavalcand, Schléndorft, and others). What
interests us here, however, is Brecht's aestheric relevance for film. In
the various essays collected in Breckt on Theater Brecht theorized
certain general goals for the theater which are equally applicable to
film. These goals can be summarized to include the following:

I The nurturing of the active spectator {as opposed to the dreamily
passive “zombics” cngendered by bourgeols theater or the
goosc-step automatons generated by Nazi spectacle).

2 'The rejection of voycurism and the “fourth-wall convention.”

The notion of becoming rather than being popular, i.c. trans-

forming rather than satisfying spectatorial desire,

4 The rejection of the enterrainment-education dichotomy, seen
as implying that entertainment is uscless while education is
pleasureless.

5 The critique of the abuses of empathy and pathos,

6 The rejection of a totalizing acsthetic where all the “tracks” are
enlisted in the service of a single, overwhelming feeling.

7 The critique of Fate /Fascination /Catharsis typical of Aristot-
clian tragedy in favor of ordinary people making their own
history.

8 Art as a call to praxis, whereby the spectator is led not to con-
template the world but to change it.

9 Character as contradiction, a stage on which social contradic-
tions are played out.

10 TImmanence of meaning, whereby the spectator has to work

out the meaning of the play of contradictory voices in the text.

11 Dividing the audience, according 10 class, for example.

12 Transforming production relations, i.e. critiquing not only the

system in gencral but alse the apparatuses that produce and
distribute culture.

w
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Laying barc the causal nctwork, in spectacles that are realist
not in style but in terms of social representation.

Alienation eftects (verfremdungseffekt), which decondition the
spectator and “make strange” the lived social world, freeing
socially conditioned phenomena from the “stamp of familiar-
ity,” revealing them as other than “natural,”

Entertainment, i.e. theater as critical yet fun, in some ways anal-

ogous to the pleasures of sport or the circus.

As well as these general goals Brecht also proposed specific tech-
niques to achieve them, techniques transposable, up to a point, to
the cinema. These include the following;:

Fractured mythos, i. ¢. an anti-organic, ant-Aristotelian “theater
of interruptions™ based on sketch-scenes as in the music hall or
vaudeville.

The refusal of heroes/stars, a rejection of the dramaturgy which
constructs heroes through lighting, mise-en-séne, and editing
(for example, the way Hitler is constructed as hero in Riefen-
stahl’s Trinmph of the Will).

De-psychologization in an art more interested in collective pat-
terns of behavior than in the nuances of individual conscious-
NECES.

Gestus, the mimetic and gestural expression of social relation-
ships between people in a given period.

Direct address: in the theater, direct address to the audience,
and in film, direct address by characters, narrators, or even cam-
eras (as in the famous opening of Godard’s Coentempt where
the camera, or at least a4 camera, is trained on the spectator).
Tableau effects, easily transposablce to the cinema in the form of
freeze-frames.

Distantiated acting: a distantiation berween acror and part, and
between actor and spectator.

Acting as quotation: a distanced style of acting, as if the per-
former is speaking in the third person or the past tense.
Radical separation of elements, i.e. a structurating technique
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which sets scene against scene and track (music, dialoguc, lyric)
against track, so that they mutually discredit rather than re-
inforce one another.

10 Multimedia, the mutual alienation of “sister arts” and parallel
media.

11 Reflexivity, a technique whereby art reveals the principles of its
OWI CONSLAICtioN.

Peter Wollen was very much influenced by Brecht in his formula-
fions of “counter-cinema.” Wollen’s schema mapped the contrasts
between mainstream cinema and counter-cinema — best exemplified
by the work of Godard — in the form of seven binary featurcs:

1 Narrative intransitivity versus narrative transitivity (i.c. the sys-
tematic disruption of the flow of the narrative).

2 Estrangement versus identification (through Brechtian tech-
niques of acting, sound-image disjuncton, direct address, ctc.).

3 Foregrounding versus transpavency (systematic drawing of at-

tention to the process of construction of meaning).

Multiple versus single diegesis.

Aperture versus closure (rather than a unifying authorial vision,

an opening out into an intcriextual field).

6  Unpleasure versus pleasure (the filmic experience conceived as
a kind of collaborative production/consumption).

7 Reality versus fiction (the exposure of the mystificatdons in-
volved in filmic fictons).

s

Other theorists aligned Brechtian materialism with Derridean
poststructuralism, arguing for films which deconstructed and made
visible the operative codes and ideologies of dominant cinema, Jean-
Louis Baudry spoke of the revolutionary “text of écriture” as being
characterized by (1) a negative relation to narrative; (2) a refusal of
representationality; (3) a refusal of an expressive notion of artistic
discourse; (4) a foregrounding of the materiality of signification; (5)
a preference for non-linear, permurational, or serial structures.!
Many such schemas, while they were suggestive, could also be
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seen as simply up-ending old dyads rather than moving bevond them.
Indced, in retrospect we can see a number of dangers within
Brechtianism itselt:

® Scientism, an cxaggerated faith in the progressive narrative of
science.

® Rationalism, an exorbitant faith in reason and suspicion ofiden-
tification,

® Puritanism, the valorization of the “working” as opposed to the
“cnjoying” spectator.

® Masculinism, a bias against “feminine” valucs linked stereo-
typically to empathy and consumcrism.

o Classocentrism, the privileging of only one axis of social oppres-
sion to the detriment of other axcs such as race, gender, sexual-
ity, and nation.

® Monoculturalism, in that Brechtian theater might not necessar-
ily “work™ for non- European cultures.

Other dangers have to do with the way that Brechtians departed
from some of Brecht’s own axioms. While Brecht endorsed popular
torms of culture such as sport and the circus, the new theorics of-
fered only a festival of negations of the dominant cinema. Whilc
Brecht revelled in stories and fables, Brechtians rejected narrative.
While Brecht assumed that his theater was a form of entertainment,
Brechtians rejected entertainment altogether. In this sense they
echoed Adorno’s call for an austere, formalist, and difficult art. Some
of the theories were built on the idea of destroying spectatorial pleas-
urc. Peter Gidal (1975) spoke of “structural materialist” films which
would refuse all illusion, representing nothing beyond their own
fabrication. Peter Wollen spoke positively of “unpleasure,” while
Laura Mulvey in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema™ called for
“the destruction of pleasurc as a radical weapon,” adding that it was
her explicit intention to analyze pleasure, or beauty, in order to de-
stroy it. But while such a move is understandable in the light of
feminist anger at masculinist representations, and while it is fine to
denounce the alienations provoked by dominant cinema, it is also
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important to recognize the desire that brings spectators to the cin-
ema. A theory based simiply on negations of the conventional picas-
urcs of cinema — the negation of narrative, mimesis, identification -
leads to a dead-end anhedonia, leaving little for the spectator to
connect with, To be effective a film must offer its quantum of pleas-
ure, something to discover or see or feel. Brechtian distantiation,
after all, can only be effective if there is something — an emotion, a
desire — to be distanced. The view that simply laments the delight
that audiences take in spectacle and narrative betrays a puritanical
attitude toward filmic pleasure. It is of little valuc for films to be
“correct” if no one is interested in participating in them (sce Stam,
1985; 1992).

The critique-of-ideology approach performed an enormous serv-
ice by unmasking the ideology at work within cinematic forms them-
selves and denouncing the potential for exploitaton in identification
with streamlined plots, glamorous stars, and idealized characters.
But as Metz points out, totally deconstructive films require a lib-
idinal transfer whereby traditional satisfactions are replaced by the
pleasures of intellectual mastery, by a “sadism of knowledge.” The
pleasure in the toy is transmuted into the pleasure of breaking the
toy, a pleasure, ultimately, no less infantile. Why should the spec-
tator or theorist give up pleasure, rather than look tor a new kind of
pleasure? While assuming the pleasures of conventional narrative,
film might also mobilize the spectator to interrogate those pleasures
and make that interrogation itself pleasurable. Films can play with
fictions rather than do away with them altogether; el stories, but
also question them; articulate the play of desire and the pleasure
principle #n4 the obstacles to their realization. In literary fiction, for
example in Don Quiéxote, it was possible to love fiction and narrativity
but at the same time interrogatc that love. The enemy was never
fiction per se but rather socially generated illusions; not stories but
alienated dreams.
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The Politics of Reflexivity

A key term in many of these debates was “reflexivity” and its
satellite terms such as “self-referentiality,” “metafiction,” and “anti-
illusionism.” Borrowed from philosophy and psychology, reflexivity
referred originally to the mind’s capacity to take itseif as object — for
example, Descartes’s cogite ergo sum — but was extended metaphori-
cally to the capacity for self-reflexion of a medium or language. The
penchant for reflexivity must be seen as symptomatic not only of the
general language-consciousness of contemporary thought but also
of what one might call its methodological self-consciousness, its ten-
dency to scrutinize its own instruments. For artistic modernism —
those movements in the arts {both within Europe and outside of'it)
which emerged in the late nincteenth century, flourished in the first
decades of the twendeth century, and became insttutionalized as
high modernism after Wortd War II - reflexivity evokes a non-repre-
sentational art characterized by abstraction, fragmentation, and the
foregrounding of the materials and processes of art. In the broadest
sense, filmic reflexivity refers to the process by which films fore-
ground their own production (for example, Truffaut’s La Nuiz
Américaine), their authorship (Fellini’s &%), their textual proced-
ures (the avant-garde films of Hollis Frampton or Michael Snow),
their intertextual influences {the parodic films of Mel Brooks), or
their reception (Sherlock Jr., The Purple Rose of Caire).' By calling
attention to filmic mediation, reflexive films subvert the assumption
that art can be a transparent medium of communication, a window
on the world, a mirror promenading down a highway.

Much has been made of what might be called the political valences
of realism and reflexivity. The left wing of 1970s film theory, espe-
cially that influenced by Althusser as well as Brecht, came ro regard
reflexivity as a political obligation. Some version of this idea per-
vades the 1970s and 1980s work of such theorists as Peter Wollen,
Chuck Kicinhans, Laura Mulvey, David Rodowick, Julia Lesage,
Robert Stam, Colin MacCabe, Michael Walsh, Bernard Dort, aul
Willemen, and many others. Film theory in this period thus
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“relived,” and cxplicitly cited and reworked, the Brecht-Lukacs
debate about realism in the 1930s, and sidcd with the Brechtian
critique of realism. The tendency at this time was simply to equate
“rcalist” with “bourgcois” and “reflexive” with “revolutionary.”
“Hollywood” (a.k.a. “dominant cinema”) became synonymous with
all that was retrograde and passivity-inducing. The identity of
“deconstructive” and “revolutionary,” meanwhile, led in the pages
of journals such as Cinetigue to the rejection of virtually all cinema,
past and present, as “idealist.” Since the problem was the effacing of
signs of production in the deminant cinema, the solution, it was
thought at the time, was simply to foreground the work of pro-
duction in self-reflexive texts.

Bur all these equations do not stand up to close scrutiny (see Stam,
1992). It is a mistake, first of all, to regard reflexivity and realism as
necessarily antithetical terms. A novel such as Balzac’s Lost Illusions
and a film like Godard’s Numére Deux can be seen as at once reflex-
ive and realist, in the sense that they illominate the everyday lived
realities of the social conjunctures from which they emerge, while
they also remind the reader/spectator of the constructed nature of
their own mimesis. Realism and reflexivity are not strictly opposed
polarities but, rather, interpenctrating rendencics quite capable of
coexisting within the same text. It is therefore more accurate to speak
of a “cocfficient” of reflexivity or realism, and to recognize that it is
not a question of a fixed proportion. The coefhcient of reflexivity
varies from genre to genre (musicals like Singin’ in the Rain arc
classically more reflexive than social realist dramas like Marty), from
era to era (in the contemporary postmodcernist era reflexivity is the
norm rather than the exception), and from film to film by the same
director (Woody Allen’s Zelig is more reflexive than Another Woman).
Hlusionism, meanwhile, has never been monolithically dominant even
in the mainstream fiction film. Even the most paradigmatically real-
ist texts — as Barthes’s reading of Sarrasine and Cabiers’ reading of
Young My Lincoin demonstrate — are marked by gaps and fissures in
their illusionism, Few classical films perfectly fit the abstract category
of transparency often taken to be the norm for mainstream cinema.

Nor can one simply assign a positive or negative value to rcalism
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or reflexivity as such. What Jakobson calls “progressive realism” has
been uscd as an instrument of social criticism in favor of the working
class (Salt of the Earth), women (Julin), and racial minorities
( Rosewood), and by emergent Third World nations (The Battle of
Algters). Brechtian theory showed the compatability between re-
flexivity as an aesthetic strategy and realism as an aspiration. Brecht’s
critique of realism centered on the ossified conventions of naturalist
thearer, but not on the goal of truthful representation. Brechr dis-
tinguished between realism as “laying bare society’s causal network™
—a goal realizable within a retlexive, modernist aesthetic — and real-
ism as a historically detcrminate sct of conventions.

The generalized cquation of the reflexive with the progressive is
also problematic. Texts may foreground the work of their signifiers
or obscure it; the contrast cannot always be read as a political one.
Jane Feuer speaks of the “conservative reflexivity” of musicals like
Singin’ in the Rain, films which forcground cinema as an institu-
tion, which cmphasize spectacle and artifice, bur ultimately within
an 1illusionistic aesthetic devoid of any subversive, demystificatory,
or revolutionary thrust. The reflexivity of a certain avant-garde, simi-
larly, is emincntly co-optabie within Art World formalism.

Reflexivity, in sum, does not come equipped with an a priori
political valence; it can be grounded in art-for-art’s sake aesthet-
icism, in media-specific formalism, in commercial propagandizing,
or in dialectical materialism. It can be narcissistic or intersubjective,
a stgn of politically motivated urgency or nthilistic lassitude.

The Search for Alternative Aesthetics

The challenge to the classical Hollvwood aesthetic has come from
many directions, including from within the mainstream tradition. In
fact the dominant model was challenged — to put it anachronistically
—even before it established itself as the dominant. The conventional
view that the cinema evolved logically and inexorably toward the
telos of an ever greater realism and verisimilitude has been ques-
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tioned by scholars of silent cinema such as Noél Burch and Tom
Gunning, who have argued that the so-called “primitive cinema”
was not a bumbhng attempt to achieve what were to become the
dominant norms, but rather an altcrnative to thosc norms. Burch
{1990} speaks of an international “Primitive Mode of Representa-
tion” (PMR) as the dominant practice from 1894 to 1914, the style
of which was non-linear, anti-psychological, and discontinuous, Tom
Gunning delineates the non-linear aesthetics of what he calls a “cin-
cma of attractions,” a strong presence prior to 1908, whose aesthet-
ics were exhibitionistic rather than voyeuristic, closer to circus and
to vaudeville than to what later becamce the dominant story film.

It is common knowledge that the dominant model was challenged
by the historical avant-gardes — doda, expressionism, Surrealism —
and by latter-day avant-gardcs such as New American Cinema. Strict
dramatic realism was never the only model available cven within main-
stream cinema. Such films as the Keaton parodies of Griffith ( The
Three Ages) and of the western (Go West), the more irreverent of the
Chaplin films, and certain films of the Marx Brothers represented a
homegrown anti-realist tradition rooted in the popular intertext of
tairground, vaudeville, and burlesque. The “boiling anarchy™ ani-
mating Animal Crackersand Monkey Business, according to Antonin
Artaud, led to “an essential disintegration of the real by poctry.™
The Marx Brothers’ films combine an anti-authoritarian stance to-
ward official institutions with a cinematic and linguistic gramatica
Joeosa which involves, in Patricia Mcllenkamp’s words, “breaking
and entering the narrative as well as houses, constantly shattering
any imposed cause—-effect logic.”?

In a series of innovative texts, Noel Burch describes the moments
of tension within the classical system, its interstices, its abberations,
its anomalies, as well as the alternatives to that sysiem. In “Proposi-
tions,” (1974) Burch and Jorge Dana ransacked film history for ex-
emplary films which undermined the dominant illusionist codes:
Caligari with its perverse cxpressionist construction of space; Man
with a Movie Camera with its reflexive demonstration of cinematic
technique; Cizizen Kane with its hyperbolic personalizations of the
dominant style. In the wake of Comolli/Narboni, Burch /Dana too
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constructed an ideological spectrum ranging trom films which com-
pletely relayed the dominant codes to those which subtly under-
mined them. In Praxis du Cinesna (1969; English version 1973)
Burch analyzed cinemaric style in terms of the “dialectics” operating
between specifically cinematic elements — on-screen and off-screen
space, normal and accelerated movement — which typify the mod-
crnist cinema of Antonioni, Godard and Hanoun. (Burch’s work
looks back to Eistenstein and forward to the “conflictual écriture”
analyzed by Marie-Claire Ropars.)

The 1970s ideological critique of anti-illusionism tended to favor
an austcre minimalismg rarcly did theorists think about the possibili-
tics of exress as a strategy. Many theorists assumed as their point of
departure a false dichotomy between an alienated popular art on the
one hand and a difficult modernist art on the other. They forgot
that the art of a Shakespeare, for example, the partial model for some
of Brecht’s work, could be pleasurable and difficult. Shakespeare’s
plays could entertain the Globe’s motley crowd because they were
multidimensional, with farce and slapstick for the groundlings and
subtlety and allusion for the culturally privileged. Indeed, much of
the greatest art, that of Chaucer and Cervantes and Shakespeare,
onc might argue, was decply rooted in a millennial substratum of
popular irreverence and playfulness.

The formulations of counter-cinema, in this sense, lost touch with
the long tradition of popular forms summed up by the word “carni-
val.” The work of Mikhail Bakhtin, which began to be translated
into English and French in the 1960s, provided a way to conceptu-
alize an alternative kind of cincmatic pleasure. Although Bakhtin
never directly addressed the cinema, his theorics were nonetheless
influential on film theory, especially through Julia Kristeva’s render-
ing of Bakhtin’s idea of dialogism, in the mid 1960s, as intertextualicy.
Some analysts {Mercer, Willemen, Mellencamp, Stam, Rowe) ex-
trapolated Bakhtin’s notion of carnival, developed in Rabelais
and His World and Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, for a cinema of
raucous and extravagant, rather than ascetic, subversion, Within
Bakhtin’s carnival, all hierarchical distinctions, all barriers, all norms
and prohibitions, are temporarily suspended, while a qualitatively

155



The Search for Alternative Aesthetics

different kind of communication, based on “free and familiar con-
tact,” is established. Carnival, for Bakhtin, gencratcs a special kind
of universal laughter, a cosmic gaiety directed at evervone, includ-
ing the carnival’s participants. For the carnivalesque spirit, laughter
has deep philosophical meaning; it constitutes a special perspective
on experience, one no less profound than seriousness and tears. As
theorized by Bakhtin, carnival embraccs an anti-classical acsthetic
that rejects tormal harmony and unity in tavor of the asymmetrical,
the heterogenous, the oxymoronic, the miscegenated.

Carnival’s “grotesque realism™ turns conventional aesthetics on
its head in order to locate a new kind of popular, convulsive, rebel-
lious beauty, one that dares to reveal the grotesqueric of the power-
ful and the latent beauty of the “vulgar.” In the carnival aesthetic
everything is pregnant with its opposite, within an alternative logic
of permanent contradiction and non-exclusive opposites that trans-
gresses the monologic true-or-false thinking typical of a certain kind
of positivist rationalism. Within this perspective, the dichotomy of
alienating mass art, on the one hand, and liberatory but difficulc
avant-garde art on the other, 1s a false one. It leaves no room for
hybrid forms that mob-ilize mass-cuitural forms in a critical way,
which reconcile popular appeal with social critiue.

Although Fredric Jameson implies in his essay “Third World Alle-
gory” that Third World cinema, with rare exceptions, has always
been realist and pre-modernist, Third World cinema has also been
rich in avant-garde, modernist, and postmodernist movements. Quite
apart from the confluence of Brechtian modernism and Marxist mod-
ernization in the “ncw cinemas™ of Cuba (Alea), Brazil {Guerra),
Egypt (Chahine), Senegal (Sembene), and India (Sen), there have
been many modernist and avant-garde films in the Third World,
going all the way back to films like Sdo Panlo: Stnfonia de una Cidade
(Sdo Paulo: Symphony of a City, 1928) and Limsze (1930}, both
from Brazil, and forward through Mambete™s Touki-Bouk: (1973)
and Med Hondo’s Selel O (1970) and West Indies (1975), to the
underground movements of Argentina and Brazil, through Kidlat
Tahimik’s anti-colonialist experiments in the Philippines. The point
is not to brandish terms like “reflexive” or “postmodern™ as honorifics
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- you see, the Third World is postmodern too! — but rather to sct
the debates within a broader relational framework in terms of both
space and time.

Alternative cincmas, often rooted in the Third World or in First
World minoritarian communitics, have explored a wide spectrum of
alternative aesthetics, crystallized in suggestive epithets and neo-
logisms: Rocha’s “aesthetic of hunger,” Rogerio Sganzerla’s “aes-
thetic of garbage,” Claire Johnston’s feminist “Counter Cinema,”
Paul Leduc’s “salamander” (as opposed to dinosaur) aesthetic,
Guilhermo del Toro’s “termite terrorism,” Teshome Gabriel’s “no-
madic aesthetics,” Kobena Mercer’s “diaspora aesthetics,” Clyde
Taylor’s “Acsopian acsthetics,” and Espinosa’s cine imperfecto. The
films aligned with these resistant practices are neither homogenous
nor static; they vary over time, and from region to region, What
these aesthetic strategies have in common is that they bypass the
formal conventions of dramatic realism in favor of such modes and
strategies as the carnivalesque, the anthropophagic, the magical real-
ist, the reflexive modernist, and the resistant postmodernist. They
arc often rooted in non-realist, often non-western or para-western
cultural traditions featuring other historical rhythms, other narrative
structures, other views of the body, sexuality, spirituality, and the
collective life. Many incorporate para-modern traditions into clearly
modernizing or postmodernizing aesthetics, and thus problematize
facile dichotories such as traditional and modern, realist and mod-
ernist, modernist and postmodernist {(Shohat and Stam, 1994).

In Brazil, ro take just one example, the Iropicalist movement in
the 1960s, as expressed in films such as Macunaima and How Tasty
was My Frenchman, reinvoiced the anthropophagy movement of the
1920s. Like Brazilian modernism (and unlike European modern-
ism), Tropicalism fused political nativnalism with acsthetic interna-
tionalism. As recycled for the 1960s, anthropophagy implicd a
transcendence of Cinema Novo’s Manichean opposition between
“authentic Brazilian Cinema” and “Hollywood alicnation.” As cx-
pressed in the theater, music, and cinema, ‘Tropicalism aggressively
juxtaposed the folkloric and the industrial, the native and the for-
eign. Its favored techanique was an aggressive collage of discourses,

157



From Linguistics to Psychoanalysis

an anthropophagic devouring of varied culturat stimuli in all their
heterogeneity. Tropicalist filmmakers framed a resistant strategy
premised on a low-cost “acsthetic of garbage.” Where Rocha’s
earlicr metaphor of an aesthetic of hunger had evoked famished vic-
tims redeeming themselves through violence, the garbage metaphor
conveyed an aggressive sense of marginality, of surviving within scar-
city, of being condemned to recycle the materials of dominant cul-
ture. A garbage style was seen as appropriate to a Third World country
picking through the leavings of an international system dominated
by First World capitalism.

In their attempts to forge a liberatory language, alternative film
traditions draw on para-modern phenomena such as popular re-
ligion and ritual magic. In some recent African films such as Yeelen
(1987), Jitr ( 1992), and Kasarmu Ce (This Land is Ours, 1991),
magical spirits become an aesthetic resource, a means for breaking
away, often in comical ways, from the linear, cause-and-effect con-
ventions of Aristotelian narrative poetics, a way of defyving the “grav-
ity,” in both senses of that word, of chronological time and literal
space. The values of African religious culture inform not only Afri-
can cinema but also a good deal of Afro-diasporic cinema, for exam-
ple Brazilian films like Barravenzo (1962} and A Forca de Xango
{The Force of Xango, 1977), and African Amcrican films like Julic
Dash’s Danghters of the Dust, all of which inscribe African {usually
Yoruba) rcligious svmbolism and practice. Indeed, the preference
for Yoruba symbolism is itself significant, since the arts — music,
dance, costume, poetry, narrative —are at the very kernel of the Yoruba
religions themselves, unlike other religions where the performing
arts are grafted onto a theological /textual core. Aesthetics and cul-
ture, in this sense, are inseparable.

From Linguistics to Psychoanalysis

Within First World film theory, meanwhile, linguistically oriented
semiology was giving way to a “sccond semiology,” where psycho-
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analysis became the preferred conceptual gnd, as attention shifted
from film language and film structure to the “subject-effects” pro-
duced by the cinematic apparatus. The encounter between psychoa-
nalysts and the cincma was in one sense the culmination of a long
flirtation, since both were born around the same time {Freud first
used the term “psychoanalysis” in 1896, just one year after the first
screenings of the Lumiére films in the Grand Café). There had also
been character-oriented psychoanalytic studies of the cinema prior
10 the second semiology, such as Movies: A Psychological Study (1950},
where Martha Wolfenstein and Nathan Ieites argued that the cin-
ema crystallized the common dreams, myths, and fears of the gen-
cral population, and Hoilyweod: The Dream Factory {also 1950),
where Hortense Powdermaker described, in quasi-ethnographic
terms, the Hollywood “trib¢” that manufactured these same dreamns
and myths.

There was also the pioneering work of sociologist, psychologist,
and filmmaker Edgar Morin. In Cinéma, ou bomme imaginaive
(1958) Morin revisited the venerable trope of “cinema magic,” but
this time 1n order to highlight cinema’s capacity to infantilize and
overpower the spectator. According to Morin the spectator doces
not merely watch a film; he or she lives it with a neurotic intensity,
as a form of socially approved regression, a theme which would be
taken up by the psycho-semioticians. The cinema, for- Morin, impli-
cates spectators in their very depths. Both contemporary and ar-
chaic, the cinema as an “archive of souls” allows us to photograph
our own movements, attitudes, and desires. Imbuing the cinema
with their own sensibility and imagination, spectators cxperience
powerful emations and even a cultic devotion.

Beginning in the mid 1970s, and notably with the special 1975
issue of the French journal Communications devoted to “Psycho-
analysis and the Cinema,” semiotic discussion came to be inflecred
by psycheanalytic notions such as scopophilia, voyeurism, and fet-
ishism, and by Lacan’s conception of the mirror stage, the imagi-
nary, and the symbolic. While North American “ego psychology”
stressed the development of the individual, conscious self, Lacanian
psychoanalysis privileged the id, the Unconscious, and the notion of
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the “subject.” Synthesizing psychoanalysis with the philosophical
tradition, Lacan explored the subject in its multiple senses — psycho-
logical, philosophical, grammatical, togical — contrasting the sover-
eign self of “ego psychology” with the “subject of the unconscious.”
Lacan was also concerned with “identification,” the process by which
the subject constituted itself by appropriating aspects of other hu-
man intcrlocutors such as parents. The term “other,” for Lacan,
designated the symbolic place where the subject was constituted in
relation to his or her “desire.” Lacan conceived desire not as a bio-
logical impulse but rather as a phantasmatic movement toward an
obscure “object” exercising spiritual or sexual attraction. Catalyzed
by the [aw, desire was by definition unsatisfiable since it was a desire
not for an achievable object but rather for “the desire of the other,”
a struggle for amorous recognition reminiscent of the Hegelian dia-
lectic between master and slave. As Facan summed it up in a La
Rochefoucauld-like aphorism: “Love is giving what one does not
have to someone who doesn’t want it.” (One is reminded of Denis
de Rougemont’s melancholy anatomy of passion in his Leve in the
Western World, where desire is indclibly marked with pathos and
impossibility.} The differcnces between “French Freud” and Amen-
can ego psychology also reflect large-scale cultural /political con-
trasts between the optimistic country of pragmatic success and the
pursuit of happiness, and the more pessimistic “old world” country
emerging from two world wars and a Holocaust on its own soil.
Whilc e¢go psychology was concerned with therapy and cure, Lacanian
psychoanalysis was more concerned with developing a powertul in-
tellectual systcm which synthesized the anthropology of Tévi-Strauss,
the philosophy of Heidegger, and the linguistics of Saussure. By
cinematic analogy, Lacanianism favored the tense ambiguitics of
European psychoanalysis (the art film} over the (Hollywoodean)
“happy end” of ego psychology.

In film theory, at any ratc, it was the French Freud that predomi-
nated. The focus of interest, in the psychoanalviic phase of semiot-
ics, shifted from the relation between filmic image and reality to the
cinematic apparatus itself, not only in the sense of the instrumental
base of camera, projector, and screen, but also in the sense of the
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spectator as the desiring subject on which the cincmatic institution
depends as its object and accomplice. The psychoanalytic approach
highlighted the meta-psychological dimension of the cinema, its
ways of both activating and regulating spectatorial desire. The prac-
titioners of this approach were not intercsted at all in what other
“psychological” approaches had classically been interested in: the
psychoanalysis of authors, plots, or characters. Rather, the interest
shifts, in this phase, from questions such as “What is the nature of
the cinematic sign and the laws of their combination?” and “What is
a textual system?” to other questions, such as “What do we want
from the text?” and “What are our spectatorial investments in it?”
Many of the psychoanalytic questions were interarticulated with
Marxist issues of ideology. How is the spectator /addressee “inter-
pellated™ as subject? What is the nature of our identification with
the cinematic apparatus and with the stories and characters offcred
by the cinemad What kind of subject-spectator is fashioned by the
cincmatic apparatus? Why does the cinema provoke passionate reac-
tions? What explains its fascination? Why does so much seem to be
at stake? How do films resemble dreams or daydreams? What are the
analogics between the condensations and displacements typical of
the “dreamwork” and the textual “work” of film? Can the cinema
serve as the “poor man’s couch,” as Félix Guarttari suggested? How
do film narratives replay the Oedipus story, the conflict of law and
desire?

Although much has been made of the faddish nature of the shift
trom linguistic semiotics to psychoanalysis, in fact this change forms
part of a coherent trajectory toward the “semio-psychoanalysis” of
the cinema. Linguistics and psychoanalysis were not chosen for arbi-
trary voguish reasons but because they were seen as two sciences
that dcalt dircctly with signification as such. The shift was facilitated
by the fact that Jacques Lacan, the major influence in psychoanalytic
film theory, had placed language at the very center of psychoanaly-
sis. If classically the Unconscious was seen as a prelinguistic, instine-
tual reserve, for Lacan the Unconscious was an effect of the subject’s
entry into the linguistic (symbolic) order. Language was the very
condition of the Unconscious. Rather than read the Oedipus Com-
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plex biologisticatly, L.acan read it linguistically. The reference to lin-
guistics, Lacan promised, “will introduce us to the method which,
by distnguishing synchronic and diachronic structurings in language,
will enable us to understand better the different value that our
language assumes in the interpretation of the resistances and the
transference” (Lacan, 1997, p. 76). Lacan’s nostrum that the “Un-
conscious is structured like a language” provided a further bndge
between the two fields of language and the psyche. {Voloshinov and
Bakhtin, from a different angle, bad performed a linguistic reading
of Freud in their 1927 book Freudianism: A Marxist Critigue.)

Psychoanalytic theorists were especially interested in the psychic
dimension of the film medium’s overpowering “impression of real-
ity.” They were concerned, that is, with explaining the extraordi-
nary pewer of the cinema over human feelings. The persuasiveness of
the cinematic apparatus was analyzed as deriving from a number of
factors — the cinematic sitvation {immobility, darkness), the
enunciatory mechanisms of the image (camera, optical projections,
monocular perspective) — all of which induce the subject to project
him or herself zzto the representation. Picking up on the cues pro-
vided by the carlier work of Edgar Morin, 1970s theorists like Jean-
Louis Baudry, Christian Metz, and Jean-Louis Comolli saw the
question of the impression of reality as inseparable from the ques-
tion of spcctatorial positioning and identification. Baudry was the
first to draw on psychoanalytic theory to characterize the cinematic
apparatus as a technological, institutional, and ideological machine
with strong “subject-effects.” In “Idcological Effects of the Basic
Cinematic Apparatus”™ (1971) Baudry argued thar the apparatus flat-
tered infantile narcissism by exalting the spectarorial subject as the
center and origin of meaning. Baudry postulated an unconscious
substratum in identficaton, in the sense that cinema, as a simula-
tion apparatus, not only represents the real but also stimulates in-
tense “subject-effects.”

In “The Apparatus” (1975) Baudry explored the oft-cited simili-
tude between the scene of Plato’s cave and the apparatus of cin-
ematic projcction, arguing that the cinema constituted the technical
realization of a percnnial dream of a perfect, total simulacrum. The
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shadowy images on the screen, the darkness of the movie theater,
the passive immobility of the spectator, the womb-like sealing off of
ambient noises and quotidian pressures, all foster an artificial state
of regression, generating “archaic moments ot fusion” not unlike
those engendered by drecam. Thus a kind of double whammy oper-
ates in the cinema: extremely strong visual and auditory stimuli
inundate us at a moment when we arc predisposed toward passive
reccption and narcissistic self-absorption. The film, like a dream,
tells a story — a story rendered in images and therefore resonant with
the logic of a primary process which “figures itself forth in images.”
Specifically cinematic techniques such as superimposition and the
lap-dissolve “mime” the condensations and displacements through
which the primarv-process logic of dreams works over its phantasized
objects.

The cinema, for Baudry, constitutes the approximate material re-
alization of an unconscious goal perhaps inhercnr in the human
psyche: the regressive desire to return to an earlier state of psychic
development, a state of relative narcissism in which desire could be
satisfied through a simulated, enveloping reality where the separation
between one’s body and the exterior world, between ego and non-
ego, Is not clearly defined. In apparatus theory the cinema becomes a
very powerful machine which transforms the embodied, socially situ-
ated individual into a spectatorial subject, In effect, Baudry put a nega-
tive spin on Bazin’s positivcly connoted “myth of total cinema.” The
film as window-on-the-world became barred, like a prison.

For 1970s psychoanalytic theory, Lacan’s notion that desire is not
a matter of desiring the other but of “desiring the desize of the ocher”
secmed a marvelously apt description of the processes of identifica-
tion in the cinema. Psychoanalytic theory largely absorbed the
Lacanian vision of the deluded subject of the cinema. Given an ini-
tial lack of being (mangue 4 érre), the initial loss of an originary
plenitude linked to a dual relation with the mother, human beings
were seen as constitutively alienated, split from themselves, with psy-
chic “identity” consisting of a flimsy bricolage of ephemeral identifi-
cations. These ephemera congealed into a kind of identity only during
the phase Lacan called the mirror stage, the stage in the child’s de-
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velopment where hyperactive perception coincides with a low level
of motor activity. Lacan describes how the infant cgo is constituted
by thc child’s identification with and misrccognition of the fure
of the mirror image, which offers an imaginary picture of his own
autonomous self-presence. Both Metz and Baudry compared the
spectator’s situation to the mirror stage, with Metz pointing out
that the mirror analogy was only partially accurate; the cinema, un-
like the mirror, does not reflect back the spectator’s own image.
From a feminist perspective, this theory was now seen as giving
expression to a masculinist denial of sexual difference. The self-de-
luded, ideologically coherent subject constructed by dominant <in-
ema, for these feminist theorists, was gender-specific. Taking a term
coined by Marcel Duchamp and elaborated by Michel Carrouges,
feminist critic Constance Penley (1989} later compared the Baudry
model of the apparatus to a “bachclor machine,” i.c. as a closed,
self-sufficient, frictionless machine controlled by a knowing over-
seer subject to a fantasy of closure and mastery, ultimately as a com-
pensatory pleasure and consolation for male lack and alienation. Joan
Copjcc (1989) argued that apparatus theory constructed a paranoid

*»

anthropomorphic machine preducing only male subjects, as a
“declusional defense against the alienation that the claboration of
cinema as a language opened in theory.”

In “The Imaginary Significr” Metz argued that the doubly imagi-
nary nature of the cinematic significr — imaginary in what it repre-
sents and imaginary by the nature of its signifier — heightens rather
than diminishes the possibilities of identification. The signifier itself,
even before coming to form part of a fictive imagined world, is marked
by the duality of presence/abscence typical of the Lacanian imagi-
nary. The impression of reality is stronger in film than in theater
because the weak phantom-like figures on the screen virtually invite
us to invest them with our phantasies and projections. The cinema
spectator identifies, first of all, with his or her own act of looking,
with “himsclfas a pure act of perception {as wakefulness, alertness);
as condition of possibility of the perceived and hence as a kind of
transcendental subject” (Metz, 1982, p. 51). What Metz calls pri-

mary identification, then, is not with the events or characters de-
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picted on the screen but rather with the act of perception that makes
these secondary identifications possible, an act of perception both
channeled and constructed by the anterior look of the camera and
the projector that stands in for it, granting the spectator the illusory
ubiquity of the “all-perceiving subject.” The spectator is caught in a
play between regression and progression. The images reccived come
from without, in a progressive movement directed toward external
reality; yet due to inhibited mobility and the processes of identifica-
tion with camera and character, the psychic energy normally de-
voted to activity is channeled into other routes of discharge.

Metz had especially intcresting observations about the question
of pleasure and displeasure in the ¢inema. Some films, for example
pornographic films, might generate displeasure by touching too
closely on the spectator’s repressed desires, thus triggering a defen-
sive reaction. Building on Melanic Klein’s analysis of the role of
objects in the infant’s fantasy lifc — the child’s tendency to project
libidinal or destructive feclings onto certain privileged objects such
as the breast — Metz spoke of the critical tendency to confuse the
actual film as a sequence of images and sound with the film experi-
ence such as it has pleased or displeased, in function of the phanta-
sies, pleasures, and fears triggered in specific spectators by the film,
Thus spectatars—critics misconstrue an aesthetic question — the quality
of the film — with a psychoanalytic gquestion: Why did this film please
or displease me? (A classic example of this confusion occurred with
Woody Allen’s Stardust Memuories, which critics, many of them former
admirers of Allen, took as an artack on themsclves (rather than as a
witty and self-mocking excrcise in intertextuality) and which they
therefore condemned in the most violent possible bad-object lan-
puage as “vicious,” “mean-spirited,” and “poisonously bad.”) Metz
also put the theorist on the couch, since film theorists were not
immune to such projections. Thus Metz analyzed the various forms
of “love” for the cinema, ranging from the fetishism of the collector
to the critic-theorist who sees most films as “bad objects” yet main-
tains a “good object relation” with the cinema as a whole. Metz
became the psychoanalyst of the film theorists, much as T.évi-Strauss
had been the ethnologist of the anthropologists.
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On a more positive note, cinema can also mean the rupture of
solitude. The materal existence of filmic images, for Metz, creates
the feeling of a “little miracle,” a sharing of phantasics not unlike
that “temporary rupture of solitude™ called love: “This is the spe-
cific joy of receiving from the external world images that are usually
internal . . . of seeing them inscribed in a physical location {the
screen), of discovering in this way somcthing almost rcalizable in
them” (Metz, 1977, pp. 135-6).

Metz’s analysis explains what might otherwise be a conundrum:
the pleasurces gencrated even by films which at first glance seem to
be dystopian, threatening, ¢ven repulsive. Disaster films, for exam-
ple, play on our most clemental insccuritics about nature, yet such
films often become monstrous hits. Such films, despite their super-
ficial disagreeableness, ultimately reassurc, in a Mctzian perspective,
because they give material form to our fears, thus reminding us that
we arc not alone, We are not crazy to feel such anxieties, such films
scem to be telling us, since our fears are so palpably present there on
the screen, inscribed in images and sounds, recognized and felt by
other spectators as well.

Psychoanalytic criticism also prolonged earlier work on the re-
lation between film and dream. Hugo Mauerhofer had suggested in
“The Psychology of Cincmatic Experience” (1949) that what he
called the “cinema situation™ shares a good deal with the dream
situation, notably passivity, comfort, and withdrawal from reality.
Suzanne Langer (1953) argned that filim exists in a “dream mode,”
in that it creates a “virtnal present conjoined with a feeling of 1m-
mediacy, an impression of reality.” It was only with the special issue
of Communications on “Psychoanalysis and the Cinema,” however,
that the film—dream analogy was explored in depth. In “The Fiction
Film and its Spectator” Metz offered the most systematic explora-
tion yet of the analogies and disanalogies between film and dream,
much as he had earlier explored the analogies between film and lan-
guage. For Mctz, the impression of reality offered by film derives
from a cinematic situation that encourages feelings of narcissistic
withdrawal and dreamy self-indulgence, a regression into primary
process conditioned by circumstances similar to those which under-
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lie the illusion of reality in dream. The conventional fiction film in-
vokes a lowering of wakefulness that triggers a state close to that of
sleep and dreaming. This lowering of wakefulness implies a with-
drawal of concern from the external world and a heightened recep-
tivity to phantasized wish-fulfillment. In the cinema, unlike dream,
we do not literally confuse our phantasies with perceptions, since
here we are dealing with an aczual perceptual object — the film itseif.
While dream is a purely internal psychic process, film involves real
perception, potentially common to other viewers, of actual images
recorded on film. The dream, as Metz points out, is doubly ilusion:
the dreamer believes more than the spectator, and what he or she
“perceives” is less real. The continuing pereeptual stimulation of the
cinema prevents unconscious wishes from taking a completely re-
gressive path, therefore, and what is illusion of reality in dream is
merely an impression of reality in film. Yet the parallels between the
conditions of film viewing and those of dreams help explain the quasi-
hallucinatory degree of this impression of reality that films can achieve.

The view of Hollywood as a dream factory suggested that the
dominant industry promoted escapist fantasy. Screen theory, simi-
larly, stressed the negative, exploitative dimension of film dream,
But while theory was right to denounce the alienations provoked by
dominant cinema, it is also important to recognize the desire that
brings spectators to the movie theater, The perennial comparisen of
film and dream points not only to film’s potential for alienation but
also to its central utopian thrust. Dreams are not merely regressive;
they are vital to human well-being. They are, as the Surrcalists em-
phasized, a sanctuary for desire, an intimation of the possibie tran-
scendence of dichotomies, the source of kinds of knowledge denied
cerebral rationality.

Psychoanalytic questions, while not on the surface political, could
also be easily pushed in a political direction. What is the “libidinal
economy” of the cincma? How does Hollywood, for example, ex-
ploit the spectator’s voycuristic and regressive tendencies in order to
maintain itself as an institution? In “The Imaginary Signifier” Metz
distinguished two “machines” operating within the cinematic insti-
tution: first, the cinema as industry, producing commodities whose
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salc as tickets provides a return on investment; second, the mental
machine, which spectators have internalized and which adopts them
for the consumption of films as pleasurable “good objects.” One
economy, invoiving the generation of profit, is intimately linked to
the other, involving the circulation of picasure {the third “machine”
is critical discourse about the cinema). Metz in this context psycho-
analyzed and institutionalized the underlying springs of cincmatic
pleasure: identification (first with the camera and then with charac-
ters); voyeurism {observation of others from a protected position);
fetishism (the play of tack and disavowal}; and narcissism (self-ag-
grandizing sensations of being an all-perceiving subject). Metz thus
tried to answer a very important question: Why do spectators go to
the cinema if they are not forced? What pleasure are they secking?
And how do they become part of an institutional machine that both
delights and deludes them? Answering such questions about the
imbricated functions of the real, the imaginary, and the symbolic in
film reception might even have a feedback effect, viclding a new
contribution to psychoanalysis itself.

The psvchoanalytic critics also deployed the notion of the Ocdi-
pus Complex in the analysis of the cinema. In a Lacanian perspec-
tive, the Law catalyzes Desire. The cinema is oedipal not only in its
stories — usually stories about a male protagonist overcoming his
problems with the paternal Law — but also in its incorporation of the
processes of disavowal and fetishism, whereby the spectator is aware
of the illusory nature of the cinematic image and yet believes in that
image nevertheless. This belief, furthermore, is premised on the spec-
tacle being placed at a sate distance, and in this sense depends on
voyeurism (with sadistic overtones). Lhe cinema was clearly founded
on the pleasure of looking, conceived since its origins as a place
from which one could “spy on™ others. What Freud called scop-
ophilia, the impulse to turn the other into the object of a curious
gaze, is one of the primordial elements in ¢cinematic seduction. In-
deed, the titles of some of the earliest films bear witness to this fasci-
nation: As Seen Throngh a Telescope (1900), Ce gue on voit de mon
sixieme (What one sces from my sixth floor, 1901), Through the Key-
bole (1900), and Peeping Tom in the Dressing Room (1905). The
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cinematic apparatiss, for Metz, combines visual hyperperception with
minimal physical mobility; it virtually demands an immobile secret
viewer who absorbs everything through the eyes. The precisc mecha-
nism of gratification “rests on our knowing that the object being
looked at does not know it is being looked at” (Metz, 1977). The
voyeur is careful to maintain a guif berween the object and the eye.
The voyeur’s invisibility produces the visibility of the objects of his
or her gaze, It is the breaking down of these processes, the shatter-
ing of an illusory voyeuristic distance, that is allegorically staged in
Hitchcock’s Rear Window, where the protagonist is caught in the
act through a series of scopic inversions which turn him into the
object of the gaze. Psychoanalysis, as we shall sce later, formed part
of many subsequent movements such as film feminism and post-
colonialism, and certainly inflects the work of later figures such as
Kaja Silverman, Joan Copjec, and Slavoj Zizek.

The Feminist Intervention

At its height, the left wing of semiotic film theory hoped for a crca-
tive amalgam of the projects of the “Holy Trinity” (or Sinister Tri-
umvirate, depending on onc’s point of view) of Althusser, Saussure,
and Lacan. In an amnicable division of labor, Marxism would provide
the theory of society and ideology; semiotics would provide the theory
of signification; and psychoanalysis would provide the theory of the
subject. But in fact it was not an easy task to synthesize Freudian
psychoanalysis with Marxist sociology, or historical materialism with
a largely ahistorical structuralism. Indeed, the post-1968 period
witnessed an overall decline in the prestige of Marxism and the
emergence of the new politics of social movements such as femi-
nism, gay liberation, ecology, and minority cmpowerment. The de-
cline of Marxism had to do not only with the transparent crisis of
socialist societies {(a point sometimes exploited to obscure the fact
that global capitalism was also in crisis), but also with increasing
skepticism about all totalizing theorics. Gradually, the focus of radi-
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cal film theory shifted away from questions of class and ideology
toward other concerns,

‘The move away from Marxism did not necessarily mean the aban-
donment of oppositional politics; it meant, rather, that the opposi-
Honal impulse now animated a different set of practices and concerns,
Whereas class and ideology had dominated analysis in the 1960s,
1970s, and 1980s it began to disappear in favor of the simultane-
ously diminished (because classless) and expanded “mantra” of race,
gender, and sexuality. Much of the discussion now revolved around
feminist issues. The feminist goal was to ¢xplore the power arrange-
ments and psycho-social mechanisms undergirding patriarchal soci-
ety, with the ultimate aim of transforming not only film theory and
criticism but also hierarchically gendered social relations in general.,
Film feminism was in this sense linked to the activism of conscious-
ness-raising groups, to theme conferences and political campaigns
which raised diverse issucs of special importance to women: rape,
spousal abuse, child care, the right to abortion, and so forth, in an
atmosphere where the “personal is political.”

Feminist theory, as has often been pointed out, is not single but
plural. Feminism has millennial roots going back to mythical figures
like Lilith, to the fighting Amazons, and to classical plavs like
Lysistrata. But during the century of cinema therc have been at least
two waves of feminist activism (in the West), the first linked to the
struggle for universal suffrage, and the second emerging from the
liberationist politicai movements of the 1960s, The Women’s Lib-
eration movement was named in the 1960s on the model of the
Black Liberation movement, just as the coinage “sexism”™ was
modeled on “racism.” (Black liberationist and anti-colonialist women
of color also did feminist work, but not necessarily in the context of
film theory.) Many feminists built their analysis of scxism on previ-
ous understandings of racism, a move that recalled the earlier paral-
lelism between the first-wave feminist critique of paternalism and
the abolitionist critique of slavery. Film teminism, like feminism gen-
crally, built on “carly fem-inist™ texts like Virginia Woolf’s A Reom
of One’s Own and dc Beauvoir’s The Second Sex. De Beauvoir’s title
implied a rejection of Freud’s sexual monism, the idea that there
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was a single, essentally masculine, fibido that defined all sexuality.
De Beauvoir saw both women and blacks as in the process of eman-
cipation from a paternalism that would keep them in their “place”
(the formulation overlooked the fact that some of the women were
black). Women, she argued, “are made not born”; patriarchal power
deploys the brute fact of biological difference in order to manufac-
ture and hierarchize gender difference. There was no “women’s prob-
lem” but only a men’s problem, just as there was no “black problem”
but only a white one. (Three feminist classics from the late 1960s,
Ti-Grace Atkinson’s Amazon Odyssey, Shulamith Firestone’s Dialec-
tic of Sex, and Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics, were all dedicated to de
Beauvoir.} Feminists also built on Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystigue {1963) and the work of later feminists like Nancy
Chodorow, Sandra Gilbert, Susan Gubar, Adricnne Rich, Audre
Lorde, Kate Millett, Héléne Cixous, and Luce Irigaray. The found-
ing in the United States of the National Organization of Women in
1966 and of Msmagazine in 1972 were also key events.

The feminist wave in film studies was first heralded by the emer-
gence of women’s film festivals (in New York and Edinburgh) in
1972, as well as by popular early 1970s books like Molly Haskell’s
From Reverence to Rape, Marjoric Rosen’s Popeorn Venus, and Joan
Mcllon’s Women and Sexuality in the New Film. Molly Haskell’s
cautiously feminist book, for examiple, rejected meliovistic assump-
tions about women’s progress in the cinema, rracing instead a
zigzagging trajectory from chivalric “reverence™ in the silent era, to
the “rape” of 1970s Hollywood, with the zenith formed by the
spunky heroines of screwball comedics in the 1930s. Haskell criti-
cized both Hollywood anti-feminist backlash films and phallocentric
European art films, while crediting the “woman’s picture” with giv-
ing some voice to women suftering under patriarchy. These books
generally stressed questions of representations of women, cspeciatly
through negative stereotypes — madonnas, whores, vamps, scatter-
brains, bimbos, gold diggers, schoolma’ams, nags, sex kittens — which
infantilized women, or demonized them, or turned them into ram-
pant sex objects. They showed that filmic sexism, like sexism in the
three-dimensional world, was protean: it could involve idealizing
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women as morally superior beings, inferiorizing them as castrated
and asexual, hyperbolizing them as horrifically powerful femmes
fatales, envying them for their reproductive capacities, or fearing
them as the incarnations of nature, age, and dcath. The cinema con-
fronted women with a kind of Catch-22. As novelist Angela Carter
put it, “In the celluloid brothel of the cinema, where the merchan-
dise may be eved endlessly but never purchased, the tension be-
tween the beauty of women, which is admirable, and the denial of
the sexuality which is the source of that beauty but is also immoral,
reaches a perfect impasse™ (Carter, 1978, p. 60).

Feminism provides a large-scale methodological and theaoretical
grid which has implications for every facet of thinking about film. In
terms of authorship, feminist film theory critiqued the boys’-club
masculinism of auteurism while also facilitating the “archeological”
recovery of fcmale autcurs such as Alice Guy-Blache (arguably the
first professional filmmaker in the world), Lois Weber, and Anita
Loos in the United States, Aziza Amir in Egypt, Maria Landeta in
Mexico, and Gilda de Abreu and Carmen Santos in Brazil. Theorists
thus revisited the question of auteurism from a feminist perspective.
Sandy Flitterman-Lewis {1990} cxamincd the “scarch for a new cin-
¢matic language capable of expressing temale desire,” embodied by
such female auteurs as Germaine Dulac and Agnes Varda. Feminist
film theory also sparked new thinking about stylc {the question of
ecriture femintne), about industrial bierarchies and production proc-
esses {the historical relegation of women to jobs like editing, a kind
of “sewing,” and “scriptgirl,” a kind of tidying up}, and about theo-
ries of spectatorship (the female gaze, nasochism, masquerade).

Early film feminism focused on practical goals of consciousness-
raising, on denunciation of negative media imagery of women, as
well as on more theoretical concerns. As the “Womanifesto” of the
1975 New York Conference of Feminists in the Media put it: “We
do not accept the existing power structure and we are committed to
changing it by the content and structure of our images and by the
ways we related to each other in our work and with our audience”
(Rich, 1998, p. 73). Partly reworking and reinvoicing the pre-
existing amalgam of Marxism, semiotics, and psychoanalysis deployed
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by ecarlier {largely male} critics, theorists such as Laura Mulvey, Pam
Cook, Rosalind Coward, Jacqueline Rose, Kaja Silverman, Mary Ann
Doane, Judith Mayne, Sandy Flitterman-Icwis, Elizabeth Cowie,
Gertrud Koch, Parveen Adams, Teresa de Lauretis, and many others
criticized the naive essentialism of carly feminism, moving the focus
from biological sexual identity, seen as tied to “nature,” to “gen-
der,” seen as a social construct shaped by cultural and historical con-
tingency, variable and therefore reconstructable. Rather than focus
on the “image™ of women, teminist theorists transterred their atten-
tion to the gendered nature of vision itself, and the role of voyeur-
1sm, fetishism, and narcissism in the construction of a2 masculinist
view of women. This discussion took the debates beyond the simple
corrective task of pointing out misrepresentations and stereotypes,
in order to examine the way dominant cinema engenders its spec-
rator. In “Women’s Cinema as Counter Cinema” - an essay first
written for the Women’s Event at the Edinburgh Film Festival in
1976 — Claire Johnston called for an analyvtic focus not only on
image but also on the textual iconegraphic and narrative operations
that mancuvered women into subordinate positions. Male charac-
ters in film, Johnston pointed out, tend to be active, highly in-
dividualized figures, while female figures seem like abstract entities
from a timeless world of myth. At the same time, Johnston called for
a feminist filmmaking that would mingle both reflexive distancing
and the play of female desire.!

Theorists such as Johnston, and journals like Camera Obscura,
called for a radical deconstruction of patriarchal Hollywood cinema,
and the elaboration of an avant-garde feminist cinema exemplified
by the work of Marguerite Duras, Yvonne Rainer, Nelly Kaplan, and
Chantal Akerman. Film feminism was especially strong in Britain,
the United Statcs, and Northern Europe. (Despite the importance
of women theorists in France — Cixous, Irigaray, Wittig — and de-
spite the importance of French women filmmakers, feminist fitm
theory was not a strong presence there. )

Feminism was also impacted by diverse currents from within psy-
choanalysis. In Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974) Juliet Mitchell
argued that although Freud certainly reflected the patriarchal atti-
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tudcs of his timc, he also provided the theoretical instruments for
transcending those attitudes by showing how patriarchy affected his
patients. The inaugural text for feminist film theory, at least in its
psychoanalytic incarnation, was Laura Mulvey’s seminal 1975 essay
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” The essay enlisted (the non-
feminist) Lacan and (the equally non-feminist) Althusser into the
feminist project by arguing for the gendered nature of narrative and
point of view in classical Hollywood cinema. For Mulvey, the c¢in-
ema choreographs three kinds of “gaze:” that of the camera, that of
the characters looking at one another, and that of the spectator,
induced to voyeuristically identify with a masculinist gaze at woman.
Dominant cinema reinscribes patriarchal conventions by privileging
the male in terms of both narrative and spectacle. “Interpellation,”
for Mulvey, is gendered. The male is made the active subject of the
narrative and the female the passive object of a spectatorial gaze
defined as male. The man is the driver of the narrative vehicle, while
the woman is the passenger. Visual pleasure in the cinema rhus re-
produced a structurc of male looking and female to-be-looked-at-
ness, a binary structure which mirrored the asymmetrical power
relations operative in the real social world. Women spectators had
the Hobson’s Choice of identifying cither with the active malce pro-
tagonist or with the passive, victimized female antagonist. The cin-
cma could be voycuristic 4 /¢ Hitchcock — where the spectator
identified with the malc gaze at an objccrified female — fetishistic 2
Ia Sternberg, where the beauty of the female body was deployed to
stop the narrative in its tracks through close-ups exuding magical,
crotic power. While Claire Johnston had argued for the release of
the collective fantasics of women, Mulvey argued for the strategic
rejection of filmic pleasure,

Mulvey was subsequently criticized {and criticized hersclf) for
forcing the temale spectator into a masculinist mold. In 1978
Christine Gledhill questioned the exclusively textual nature of film
feminism: “under the insistence of the semiotic production of mean-
ing, the effectivity of social, economic and political practice threat-
cns to disappear altogether” (Gledhill, in Doane et al., 1984).
Elizabcth Cowic, in “Fantasia” {1984}, called for multple and cross-
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gender identifications. David Rodowick (1991 ) arguced that Mulvey’s
theory failed to allow for historical variability. A special issue of Cam-
era Obscura {1989) featured some fifty responscs to Mulvey’s essay.
Mulvey’s model was now regarded as overly deterministic, blind to
the diverse ways in which women could subvert, redirect, or under-
mine the male gaze.

Many feminists pointed to the ideological limitations of Freud-
fanism, with its privileging of the phallus, of male voyeurism, and of
an oedipal scenario which left little place for fernale subjectivity, quite
apart from such subtly gendered concepts as “analytic neutrality.”
Freud, it was pointed out, was concerned with the oedipal trajectory
only of the male child. Mary Ann Doane argucd that the overwheim-
ing presence to itself of the female body made it impossible for women
to establish the distance from the image necessary for voyeuristic
pleasure and control. The whole concept of fetishism, Doane pointed
out, had little to do with a female spectator “for whom castration
cannot pose a threat” (see Doane, in Doane et al., 1984, p. 79).
Furthermore, there were other options available. The female specta-
tor, Doane argued, could identify, transvestite-like, with the male
gaze, thus paradoxically empowering herself while disesmpowering
her gender; or identify in a masochistic way with her own stigmat-
ization as lack (ibid.). In her study of the woman’s film, Doanc (1987)
distinguished three subgenres — maternal, medical, and paranoid -
emplotted by scenarios of masochism and hysteria.

In her study of the woman’s films, The Desire to Desire (1987),
Doane argues that these films, although they foreground women
characters, ultimately circumscribe and frustrate their desire, leaving
them with nothing to do but “desire to desire.” The various subgenres
within this larger field work in parallel but different ways to achieve
this effect. In those films revolving around illness, [emale desire is
coopted by the institutional relation between doctor and patient. In
family melodramas, it is sublimated into motherhood. In romantic
comedy, it is channeled into narcissism. And in gothic horror films,
desire is undone by anxiety.

Gaylyn Studlar, meanwhile, countered Mulvey (along with Baudry
and Metz) by suggesting that the key to spectatorship might lie less
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in voyeurism and fetishism than in a masochism rooted in the ar-
chaic memory of a powerful mother. The male reaction to the spec-
tacle of sexual difference, for example, might be morc masochistic
than sadistic: “The cinematic apparatus and the masochistic acsthetic
offer identificatory positions for male and female spectators that re-
intcgrate psychic bisexuality, offer the sensual pleasures of polymor-
phous sexuality, and make the male and female one in their
identification with and desire for the pre-Oedipal mother” (Studlar,
1988, p. 192). Books like Carol Clover’s Men, Women and Chain
Saws shifted the ground of debate by suggesting that spectatorial
positions can oscillate between the active and the passive, the sadis-
tic and the masochistic. Contemporary horror films, she suggested,
do not position the male spectator toward sadism; rather, they prod
male spectators to identify with the female victim (Clover, 1992).
Rhona J. Berenstein (1995) further complicated the analysis of
spectatorship in the horror film by advancing a performative view of
a genre marked by role plaving and disguise, and where spectators
adopt and discard fixed gender and sexual roles. Teresa de Lauretis,
for her part, argued that the spectator was positioned bisexually,
since the daughter never fully relinquishes her desire for the mother.
Calling for an “Oedipus Interruptus” which opted out of masculinist
models, de Lauretis suggested that the cinema should move beyond
sexual difference to explore ditferences among women. Gender, de
Lauretis {1989} argued, was produced by various social technolo-
gies, including that of the cinema. Complex social technologies —
institutions, representations, processes — model individuals, assign
them a role and function and place. Men and women are solicited
differentially by these technologies, and have conflicting investments
in the discourses and practices of sexuality.

In the wake of all the criticism, Mulvey made a kind of auro-
critique in her “Afterthoughts on Visual Plcasure,” where she ac-
knowledged that she had neglected two important issues: melodrama
and the “woman in the audience.” In her later work, Bakhtinian
hybridism oftered a way out of the binaries of Lacanianism. Kaja
Silverman (1992), meanwhile, turned her attention to “perverse,”
non-phaliic, para-oedipat masculinities that say “no” to power, while
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arguing that the concept of idecology remained an “indispensable
tool not only for Marxist, but for feminist and gay, studies.” Psy-
choanalytic feminist theory argued for an understanding of feminin-
ity and masculinity as cultural constructs, the result of processes of
discursive and cultural production and differentiation. Identfication,
once scen as monolithic, was dispersed across a broad, changing
field of positionalities. An exclusive concern with sexual difterence
gave way to ramifying differences among women. De Lauretis spoke
of the “productive heterogencity of feminism™ and asked feminists
to think about issues of cnunciation and address: “who is making
films for whom, who is looking and speaking, how, where, and to
whom?”?

The period of feminist film theory has also been the heyday of
filmmaking by women. In an attempt at schematizing this varicgated
production, Ruby Rich {(1998) proposcd an experimental taxonomy
of descriptive categories:

1 Validative (legitimating films about women’s struggles, e.g. Union
Maids).

2 Correspondence (avant-garde films such as Filin About a Woman
Who . . ., which inscribe their author into the text),

3 Reconstructive {formally experimental films such as Sally Pot-
ter’s Thriller that reinvoice conventional genres).

4  Medusan (films like Nelly Kaplan’s A Very Curious Girl which
celebrate the potential of feminist texts to “blow up the law)”.

5 Correctve realism (feminist fcatures aimed at a wide andicnce,
such as von Trott’s The Second Awakening of Christa Kinges).

Many of the films by women had a feminist-theoretical thrust, as in
the films of Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen, Yvonne Rainer, Marleen
Gooris, Su Friedrich, Sally Potter, Julic Dash, Chantal Akerman,
Jane Campion, Mira Nair, Lizzie Borden, and many others.

At the same time, in the 1980s and 1990s, feminists began to be
more respectful of the pleasyres of mainstream cinema. In The Women
Who Knew Too Much 'I'ania Modleski pointed to the remarkable
ambivalence of Hitchcock’s regard on /for women, arguing that male
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characters in his work project their own suffering onto the women
characters in a “dialectic of identification and dread.” Feminists also
turned their attention to popular genres, as in Kaplan’s (1998) an-
thology on film noir and Christine Gledhill’s (1987} work on the
melodrama. Some fcminists lauded the carnivalesque incarnations
of the “unruly woman,” who proudly makes a spectacle of herself as
a way of ncgotiating invisibility in the public sphere. Drawing on
Bakhtin and Mary Douglas, Kathleen Rowe (1995) lamented the
focus on melodrama and fcmale victimization, and lauded instead
the comedic transgressions of excessive women — “too fat, too funny,
100 noisy, too old, too rebellious” — who unscttle social hicrarchy.
(Molly Haskell had partly anticipated this move by her valorization
of the feisty heroines of screwball comedies.)

Feminist film theory was also criticized for being normatively
“white” and for marginalizing lesbians and women of color. Alice
Walker found the term “feminism™ unattractive for blacks and coined
the term “womanist™ to designate black women’s writing and criti-
cism. Black feminists complained that the “Woman as Nigger” for-
mulation failed to acknowledge that “niggers” could also be women.,
As Barbara Christian put it, “If defined as black, her woman nature
was often denicd; it defined as woman, her blackness was often ig-
nored; it defined as working class, her gender and race were muted”
(quoted in Young-Bruchl, 1996, p. 514).

Poet Adriecnnc Rich (1979) acknowledged the critique by ex-
cortating “white solipsism,” the “tunnel-vision which simply does
not see nonwhite ¢xpericnce or existence as precious or significant,
unless in spasmodic, impotent guilt-reflexes, which have little or
no long-term, continuing momentum or political usefulness.”
Ella Shohat in “Gender and the Culture of Empire” pointed to the
colonial undertext of some of Freud’s writings® and lamented the
limitations of mainstream feminist analysis when dealing with Euro-
colonialist films likc Black Narcissus, which provisionalty grant che
power of the gaze to white female characters but only as part of a
colonial civilizing mission (Shohat, in Bernstein and Studlar, 1996).
Janc Gaines also pointed to the ethnocentrism of some feminist
theory. bell hooks argued that black female spectators were almost
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necessarily oppositional in ways that went beyond the critical gaze
of black male spectators (see hooks, 1992, pp. 115-31}.

The achievements of feminist film theory retroactively cxposed
the masculinist underpinnings of theory itself: the eroticized mis-
ogvny of the Surrealists; the heroic (oedipal ) masculinism of auteur
theory, the supposedly genderless “objectivity” of semiotics. Femi-
nists discerned sexism in the subliminal tropes that undergirded such
theories. Tania Modleski pointed out the ways that Frankfurt School
theory, for example, feminized mass culture by linking it to qualities
stercotypically associated with women — passivity and sentimental-
ity. Through a gendered division of symbolic labor, women are held
accountable for the pernicious cffects of consuming mass-culture,
while men shoulder the responsibility for generating a socially criti-
cal high culture.?

The Poststructuralist Mutation

In the late 1960s the Saussurean model and the structuralist scmio-
tics derived from it came under attack — most notably from Derridean
deconstruction — and thus led to poststructuralism. The poststruc-
turalist movernent shares the structuralist premise of the derermin-
ing, constitutive role of language, and shares the assumption that
signification is based on difference, but it rejects structuralism’s
“dream of scientificity,” its hopes of stabilizing the play of ditfer-
ence within an all-encompassing master-system.

Drawing on the work of Friedrich Nietzsche and the phenom-
enology of Husserl and Heidegger, poststructuralism saw that the
drive toward systematicity typical of structuralism should be con-
fronted by everything that it excluded and repressed. Indeed, many
of the seminal texts of poststructuralism (for cxample, Derrida’s Of
Grammatology, Writing and Diffevence, and Speech Phenomenon, all
published originally in 1967) comprised explicit critiques of the cen-
tral figures and cardinal concepts of siructuralism. Derrida’s paper at
the 1966 “Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man” Con-

179



The Poststructuralist Mutation

ference at Johns Hopkins University, Balimore (a conference which
cstablished the broad interdisciplinary basc for the introduction of
deconstructionist theory into the American academy), for example,
was a critique of the notion of “structure” in the structuralist an-
thropology of Lévi-Strauss. Derrida called for a “decentering” of
structures, suggesting that “cven today the notion of a structure
lacking any center represents the unthinkable itself” (Derrida, 1978,
p. 279).

Poststructuralism has been variously described as a shift of inter-
est from the signified to the signifier, and from the utterance to
cnunciation. The poststructuralist movement, which along with
Derrida includes among others Foucault, Lacan, Kristeva, and the
later Roland Barthes, demonstrated a thoroughgoing distrust of any
centered, totalizing theory. (“Deconstruction” tends to refer spe-
cifically to the work of Derrida, while “poststructuralism” is the
broader, more inclusive term, although one used morc in North
America than in Europc.) Deconstruction thus gave voice to a radi-
cal skepticism about the possibility of constructing an overarching
meta-language, since the signs of the meta-language itsclf are them-
selves subject to slippage and indeterminacy, as unstable signs move
cecasclessly outward within a proliferation of allusion spiraling from
text to text. If structuralism assumed stable; homeostanc structires,
poststructuralism looked for moments of rupture and change. In
this sensc, deconstruction forms part of the anti-foundationalist wave
going back to Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger, and notably to the
“hermencutics of suspicion™ (Paul Ricoeur) that interrogates the
inevirable slips that corrode attempts to fix and stabilizc meaning.
For this reason the poststructuralist lexicon tends to favor a vocabu-
lary that undermines any sense of grounded stability: words like
“fluidity,” “hybridity,” “trace,” “slippage,” and “dissemination.”
Echoing Voloshinov's and Bakhtin’s critique of Saussure in Marx-
ism and Philosophy of Language (1929), but probably unaware of
that text, deconstruction critiques the concepts of the stable sign,
the unified subject, and identity and truth. {As Julia Kristeva alrcady
noted in the late 1960s, Bakhtin uncannily foreshadowed major
poststructuralist topoi: the denial of univocal meaning, the infinite
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spiral of interpretation, the negation of originary presence in speech,
the unstable identity of the sign, the positioning of the subject by
discourse, the untenable nature of inside—outside oppositions, and
the pervasive presence of intertextuality.)! Detrida adopts keywords
in the Saussurcan vocabulary — especially “difference,” “significr,”
and “signified” - but redeploys them within a transformed frame-
work. The structuralist emphasis on binary contrasts as the source of
linguistic meaning gives way to Derrida’s view of language as a mul-
tivalent place of “play,” an indeterminate field of slippages and sub-
stitutions. Saussure’s notion of the differential relation between signs
is reinscribed by Derrida as a relation within signs, whose constitu-
tive nature is one of constant displacement or trace. Language for
Derrida is thus always inscribed in a network of relays and differen-
tial “traces” bevond the grasp of the individual speaker. Without
rejecting the semiotic project or denying its historical importance,
Derrida proposes a “grammatology” which would study the scicnce
of writing and textuality in general.

Perhaps because it was so intimately linked to language-based dis-
ciplines (literature and philosophy), Derridean poststructuralism
has been a quict but hardly overwhelming presence within film
theory. Often that presence has been lexical, as terms and concepts
at least partially dcrived from Derrida - “trace,” “disscmination,”
“logocentrism,” “excess” — have circulated widely within film-
criticaj discourse. Julia Kristeva, a writer associated with the journal
Tel Quel, a group which regarded modernist literary—textual prac-
tices (Lautréamont, Mallarmé, Artaud, ctc.) as prototypes of a
revolutionary écriture, was a key influence. As absorbed within film-
theoretical milieu (in such film journals as Cakiers du cinéma and
especially Cinetigue), Tel Quelism led in the 1970s to a radical rejec-
tion of all conventional mainstream films, and even of acsthetically
conventional left militant films, in favor of films which provoked a
dramatic rupture with conventional practices — films such as Jean
Daniel Pollet’s Mediterranée, the experimental films of the Dziga
Vertov group (Jean-Luc Godard and Jcan-Pierre Gorin}, and cven
the reflexive farces of Jerry Lewis. At times film form was fetishized,
as theorists forgot the historicity of forms themsclves. Mere style
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was made to bear a heavy burden of political disruption. While gram-
mar was disrupted, power relations were left intact.

Metz’s theories in Language and Cinema, meanwhile, were at
times clearly inflected by the poststructuralist literary currents asso-
ciated with Derrida and Kristeva. Metz tended to oscillate berween
a more neutral “structuralist” notion of text as any finite, organized
discourse, on the one hand, and the morce programmatic avant-garde
deconstructionist sensc of text on the other. Unlike the Tel Queclists,
Metz does not generally use the word “text” as an honorific re-
served for radical avant-garde films. For him, all films are texts and
have textual systerms, Yet there exists a clear tension in Language
and Cinema between a static, taxonomic, structuralist—formalist view
of textual systems, and a more dynamic poststructuralist Barthesian—
Kristevan view of text as “productivity,” “displacement,” and
“écriture.” Influenced by the Kristevan criique of the Saussurean
paradigm (a criique indebted not only to the Derridean critique of
the sign but also to Bakhtin’s translinguistic critique of Saussure),
Metz describes the moment of filmic parele as the dissolution of the
very systematicity he has elsewhere emphasized:

The system of the text is the process which displaces codes, deforming each of
them by the presence of the others, contaminating sowme by means of others,

meanwhile replacing one by another, and finally - as a temporarily “arvested”
result of this geneval displacement — placing each code in a particular position

in regard to the overall structure, o displacement which thus finishes by a
positioning which is itself destinned to be displaced by another texr. (Metz, 1974a,

2.103)

It is this latter view of the text as a “non-finalized” perpetual dis-
placement that constitutes the more dynamic pole in Language and
Cinema. A film’s text is not the additive “list” of its operative codes,
then, but rather the labor of restructuration by which the film “writes”
its text, modifies and combines its codes, playing some codes off
against others, and thus constitutes its system. The textual system,
then, is the instance which displaces the codes so that they come to
inflect and substitute one another. While film language can be seen
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as an ensemble of codes, filmic Zeriture is an active operation, the
writerly process which displaces the codes.

The Marxists of Cinetigue and Cabiers du cinéma gave a distinct
left—Brechtian slant to the Derridecan notion of deconstruction,
using it to name the process of exposing the subliminal ideological
underpinnings of the cinematic apparatus and of dominant cin-
cma. In this reading the deconstructive text referred less to the
complex philosophical mancuvers of Derrida and more to films which
made visible the operative codes and ideologics of dominant cin-
ema. (Most poststructuralist film theory and analysis, for reasons
already explained, has been based more on Lacan’s “return to Freud”
than on Derridean deconstruction.)

Deconstruction has made its presence felt in film theory and analysis
cspecially as a method of reading, The emphasis on reading skeptically,
of calling attention to the repressions and contradictions and apo-
rias of film texts (or texts about film), the assumption that no text
takes a position that it does not at the same time underming, the
idea that all texts are constitutively contradictory, now permeate film
studies. Poststructuralism destabilized textual meaning, shaking carly
semiology’s scientistic faith that analysis might dcfinitively capture
the totality of a film’s meaning by delineating all its codes. In film
theory the implications of deconstruction have been explored by
such analysts as Marie-Claire Ropars, Michael Ryan, Peter Brunette,
Dawvid Wills, and Stephen Heath (via Kristeva). Marie-Claire Ropars,
in a number of texts published only in French, has extra-polated
into film analysis an expansive Derridean notion of écrsrure —under-
stood as a “theoretical hypothesis™ which replaces the nation of
“sign” with “trace™ as part of a differential process of signification
whose terms are unassignable and unfixable. Ropars sces cinematic
montage, especially as practiced by Eiscnstein, as the means of tran-
scending mimetic representation in favor of creating an abstract con-
ceptual space. Eisenstein’s “writerly”™ rexts reveal the processcs of
their own écritmre and thus generate instability of meaning. In Le
Texte divesé (1981), perhaps the most sophisticated of the Derridean
analyses of the cinema, Ropars turns the hieroglyph, as a super-
imposed sct of signifying systems, into a figurc for the “scriptural
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vocation of the cinema” as a kind of “writing machine.” Through
exemplary readings of films likc M and India Song, Ropars explodes
and disperses filmic signification rather than “taming” it. For Ropars,
film texts potentially put into play active, unsynthesizable “struc-
tural conflicts.” The disjunctive capacity of montage, especially, can
dismantle the sign by playing on the “differences” between material
signifiers. Films are fissured by two forces, écriture and counter-
écriture, one tending toward a disseminating scriptural energy, and
the other toward sensc and representation. { Bakhtin would have said
between “centrifugal” and “centripetal” forces. )

Brunetre and Wills (1989) deploy Derridean categories in order
to interrogate various totalizing notions which they see as surrept-
itiously informing film theory and analysis: the notions of narrative
film; Hollywood as a self-identical coherent system; the primacy of
the visual, scen as analogous to the primacy ot speech over writing
in the logocentric tradidon. (Many of these notions had already been
questioned without recourse to Derrida, of course.) Calling for a
move beyond totalizations, the authors invoke the possibilities of an
“anagrammatical” reading practice that sees cinema as writing, text,
“an interplay of presence and abscnce, of the seen and not scen, in
relations not reducible cither to totalization or transcendence™ (ibid.,
p- 58).

Deconstruction has also influenced film theory and analysis indi-
rectly, through certain writers themselves influenced by decon-
struction, who rarcly write about film but who are frequently cited
by film theorists. Thus Judith Butler’s work on gender becomes a
key reference for queer film theory, while Gayatri Spivak’s work on
the subaltern subject and Homi Bhabha’s work on “hybridity” and
“npation and narration” become frequent (although often orna-
mental) references in film-theoretical writing. In political terms
deconstruction has been seen as progressive, in that it systematically
undermines certain binary hierarchics — male /female, West/East,
black /white — that have historically buttressed oppression. Derrida
has aligned himscif with the feminist critique of Lacanian
phallocentrism, for example. On the other hand, critics of decon-
struction have complained that it is easily co-optable by academic
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elitsts (as, for example, in the Yale School of literary deconstruction)
and that its grand claims of “subversion” tend to be merely rhetor-
ical. At times, in hyper-deconstructionist discourse, essentialism be-
comes the equivalent of original sin, resulting in a less-essentialist-
than-thou sweepstake. Deconstruction also shifts political valence
depending on who or whar is the object of its critique. Progressive
when it interrogates historically rooted social hicrarchies (Man over
Woman, West over East), deconstruction becomes regressive when
it runs after the chimera of a completely de-essentialized thinking,
handing over to language and discourse the collective agency right-
fully belonging to human subjects.

Textual Analysis

The question of the text was at the very heart of Derrida’s work, and
Derrida himself performed textual analyses {of Rousseau, Saussure
and others). Deconstruction was on one level a form of textual ex-
cgesis, an “unpacking” of texts, a way of interrogating their unspo-
ken premises while being alert to their discursive heterogeneity. And
although textual analysis traces its long-term antecedents to biblical
cxcgesis, nincteenth-cenmiry hermencutics and philology, the French
pedagogical method of close reading (explication de texte), and
American New Criticism’s “immanent” analysis, its more immedi-
atc antecedents include 14vi-Strauss’s work on myth, Umberto Eco’s
study of the “open work,” Roland Barthes’s distinction between
“work” and “text,” Althusser’s and Macharey’s (Freudian) notion
of “symptomatic reading” and “structuring absences,” and Derrida’s
work on differance and dissemination.

The emergence of the “film text” was thus rooted in mulriple
problematics and intertexts. The term transferred trom literature to
film the respect traditionally accorded the sacred word (first rcli-
gious and then iterary) and thus served to garner prestige for a ma-
ligned medium. In religious terms, film, too, has its quantum of
“revelation.” When films are texts rather than movics they become
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worthy of the same serious attention normally given to literature.
Textual analysis is also a logical corollary to auteurism: What would
“authors” write, after all, if not texts? At the same time, the film text
is a function of semiology’s focus on film as the site of systematically
organized discoursc rather than as a random “slice of lite.” The pre-
sumption of textual analysis that film as a medium deserves serious
study distinguishes it not only from literary elitist writing but also
from a journalistic criticism which sees film as mere entertainment.
If Pauline Kacl’s boast that she would never see a filmt more than
once before writing about it had been made by a literary critic with
regard to Hamlet or Ulysses it would have been taken as a sign of
laziness or incompetence. Literary criticism, as Barthes pointed out,
was always a matter of “rereading.”

The concept of “text” — etymologically “tissuc” or “weave” - con-
ceptualizes film not as an imitation of reality but rather as an artifact,
a construct. In “From Work to Text” Barthes made two distinctions.
“Work™ was defined as the phenomenal surface of the object, for
example the book one holds in one’s hand, i.e. a completed product
conveying an intended and pre-existent mecaning. “Text” was de-
fined as a methodological field of energy, a production absorbing
writcr and reader together. “We now know,” Barthes wrote, “that
the text is not a line of words relcasing a single ‘theological” meaning
(the ‘message’ of an Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in
which a varicty of writings, nonc of them original, blend and clash”
(Barthes, 1977, p. 146). In S/Z Barthes further distinguished be-
tween the “readerly” and the “writerly” text or, better, between
rcaderly and writcrly approachesto texts. The readerly approach privi-
leges those values sought and assumed in the classic text — organic
unity, linear scquence, stylistic transparency, conventional realism. [t
posits authorial mastery and readerly passivity, turning the author
into a god and the critic into “the priest whosc task is to decipher the
Writing of the god” (Barthes, 1974, p. 174). The writerly approach,
in contrast, fashions an active reader, sensitive to contradiction and
heterogeneity, aware of the work of the text. It turns its consumer
into a producer, foregrounding the process of its own construction
and promoting the infinite play of signification.
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Building on his own background in literary theory, Raymond
Bellour addressed some of the difficulties in extending literary mod-
els to film in his essay “The Unattainable Text.” Whereas literary
criticism emerges from centuries of reflexion, film analysis is of re-
cent date. More important, the film text, unlike the hterary text, is
not “quotable” {Bellour was writing prior to the existence of Cine-
Scans, VCRs, lascr-disks, and cable television, a time when the very
scarcity contributed to the mystique of film analysis). Whereas lit-
crature and literary criticism share the same medium of words, film
and film analysis do not, While the film medium deploys Metz’s five
tracks (image, dialogue, noise, music, written materials), the analy-
sis of film consists of words. Critical language is therefore inadequate
to its object; the film always escapes the langnage that attempts to
constitute it. Bellour then compares film to other artistic texts in
terms of their coefficient of “quotability.” The painterly text is quot-
ablc, and can be taken in at a glance. The theatrical text can be
rendered as written text, but with a loss of “accent.” Bellour then
analyzes the uneven susceptibility of the five tracks of cinemaric ex-
pression to verbal rendering. Dialogue can be quoted, but with a
loss in tone, intensity, timbre, and the simultancity of bodily and
facial expression. In the case of noise, a verbal account is always a
translation, a distortion. The image, finally, cannot possibly be ren-
dered in words. Individual frames can be reproduced and quoted,
but in stopping the film, one loses what is specific to it — movement
itsclf. The text escapes at the very moment onge trics to scize it. Given
this obstacle, the analyst can only try, in “principled despair,” to
compete with the object he or she is attempting to understand.

Metz distinguished between two complementary tasks, a kind of
shot-reverse shot dialoguc, as it were, between (1) film theory (the
study of film language per se} and (2) film analysis. While cinematic
language is the object of cine-semiological theory, the text is the
object of filmolinguistic aralysis (in practice, as we shall see, the
distinction is not always so clear). lo Language and Cinema Metz
developed the notion of the textual system, i.c. the undergirding
structure or network of meaning around which the text coheres,
cven in cases, such as Un Chien Andalon, where the structure is one
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of willed incoherence. The structure is a configuration arising from
the choices made from the diverse codes available to the filmmaker.
The textual system docs not inhere in the text; it is constructed by
the analyst. In Language and Cinema Mctz was not concerned with
providing a “how-to” book for textual analysis, but rather with de-
termining its theoretical “place.” Textual analysis, for Metz, explores
the mesh of cinematic codes {camcra movement, off-screen sound)
and extra-cinematic codes (ideological binarisms of nature—culture,
male~female), either across a number of texts or within a single rext.
All films, for Metz, are mixed sites; they all deploy cinematic and
non-cinematic codes. No film is constructed uniquely out of cin-
ematic codes; films always speak of something, cven if, as in the case
of many avant-garde films, they speak only about the apparatus
itself, or about the film experience, or about our conventional ex-
pectations concerning that expertence.

Metz’s formulations had the advantage of socializing, as it were,
the artistic process of creation. By forcgrounding feviture as the re-
claboration of codes, Metz envisions film as a signifving practice not
dependent on obscure romantic forces like inspiration and genius
but rather as a reworking of socially available discourses. However,
in some respects Metz’s socialization did not go far enough. In this
sense, the Bakhtin-Medvedev critique of the Formalists in The For-
mal Method in Litevary Scholarship can be extrapolated so as to apply
to the Metzian view of textual systems. The Formalists described
textual contradiction in terms redolent of social struggle, in meta-
phors evoking combat, struggle, and conflict, Shkiovsky, for exam-
ple, compared the advent of a new school of literature 10 a revolution,
“something like the emergence of a new class.”' However, even the
Formalists retreated from the implications of their own metaphor —
it was “only an analogy” — and literary contradiction remained in a
hermetically sealed world of purc textuality. Bakhtin and Mcdvedev,
in contrast, took the Formalist metaphors seriously, especially those
terms cvocative of class struggle and insurrection: revolt, conflict,
struggle, destruction, and even “the dominant™ — but made them
apply equally to the text and te the social itself {Pechey, 1986).

The Metzian and the Formalist views of the text might be usefully
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complementcd, then, by the Bakhtinian concept of heteroglossia,
i.e. a notion of competing languages and discourses as they operate
within both “text” and “context,” The role of the artistic text, within
a Bakhtinian perspective, is not to represent real-life “cxistents” but
rather to stage the conflicts inherent in heteroglossia, the coinci-
dences and competitions of languages and discourses. A social semi-
otic of the cinema would retain the Formalist and the Metzian notion
of rextual contradiction, but rethink it through heteroglossia. The
languages of heteroglossia, Bakhtin argues (in words that ccho Mctz’s
atirmations about murually displacing filmic codes), may be “juxta-
posed to one another, mutually supplement one another, contradict
one another and be interrelated dialogically.”? James Naremore’s
essay on Cabin in the Sky, for example, takes this “discursive™ ap-
proach, seeing the film as relaying distinct discourses (rural—folk-
lorist, Afro-urban—modernist, etce. ).

The publication of Mctz’s Language and Cinema was followed
by an international deluge of textual analyses of films in journals
such as Screen and Framework in Britain, Iris, Vertigo, and Ca in
¥rance, Camera Obscura, Wide Angle, and Cinema Journal in the
United States, Contracampo in Spain, and Cadernos de Critica in
Brazil. (Roger Odin focuscd on essays in French and found 50 analy-
ses of this type by 1977.) Such analyses investigated the formal con-
figuratons of textual systems, isolating a small number of codes
and then tracing their intcrweavings across a film. Among the more
ambitious textual analyscs were Kari Hanet’s analysis of Shock Corre-
dor, Stephen Heath’s analysis of Tunch of Evil, Pierre Bandry’s analysis
of Intolerance, Thierry Kuntzel’s analysis of The Most Dangerous
Game, and Cabiers analysis of Young Mr Lincoin.

What, then, was zew in the semiotic approach to textual analysis?
First, the new method demonstrated a heightencd sensitivity to the
filmic signifier and to specifically cinematic formal clements, as op-
posed to the traditional emphasis on character and plot. Second,
analyses tended to be methodologically self-aware; they were at once
about their subject — the film in question — and about their own
mcthodology. Each analysis became an exemplum of a possible ap-
proach. In contrast to journalistic criticism, the analysts cited their
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own theoretical presuppositions and critical intertext (many analy-
ses began with quasi-ritual invocations of the names of Mctz, Barthes,
Kristeva, or Heath}. Third, these anatyses also presupposcd a radi-
cally different emotional stance toward films, one characterized by a
kind of Brechtian distantiation, an oscillation between passionate
love and critical distance. The analyst was supposed to adopt a schizo-
phrenic attitude, both loving and not loving the film. Rather than a
single screening, the analyst scrutinized the film shot-by-shot (the
development of VCRs has since that time democratized the practce
of close analysis). Analysts such as Maric-Claire Ropars and Michel
Marie developed elaborate schemata for notation, registering such
codes as angle, camera movement, movement in the shot, off-screen
sound, and so forth.

Given the closeness of attention of such analyses it became impos-
sible to try to say everything about a film. As a result, many analyscs
focused on synecdochic fragments of films. Thus Marie-Claire Ropars
devoted 40 pages to the initial shots of Eisenstein’s October and
Rocha’s Antonio das Mortes, while Thierry Kuntzel dedicated long
analyses to the ouverture sequences of films such as M, King Kong,
and The Most Dangerous Game, seen as condensed matrices of mean-
ing. The dedication of many pages of critical writing to a brief scg-
ment also indirectly demonstrated to high-art elitists that the same
medium despised by others was actually the scene of veritable cor-
nucopias of meaning. The analyses also varied widely in scale. The
limits of the text might be defined by a single image (for example,
Ronald Levaco’s and Fred Glass’s analysis of the MGM logo), bva
single segment (Bellour on The Birds), by an entire film (Heath on
Touch of Evil), by the entire oeuvre of a filmmaker as examples of a
“plurifitmic rextual system” (René Gardies on Glauber Rocha), or
even by a vast corpus of films (Michele Lagny, Marie-Claire Ropars,
and Pierre Sorlin on the French cinema of the 1930s, and Bordwell,
Staiger, and Thompson, from a largely non-semiotic perspective, on
classical Hollywood cincma),

Textual analyses rejected the traditional evaluative terms of film
criticism in favor of a new vocabulary drawn from structural linguis-
tics, narratology, psychoanalysis, Prague School aesthetics, and lit-
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erary deconstruction. In what was perhaps an over-reaction against
tradidonal film criticism, textual analysts often completely ignored
issucs traditionally ccentral to film analysis: elements like characrer,
acting, performance. Although most of the analyses gencrated by
this wave belonged, broadly speaking, to the general semiotic cur-
rent, not all of them were rigorousty based on Metzian categories.
Marie-Claire Ropars Wuilleumier’s extremely intricate analyscs of
such films as India Song and October synthesized semiotic insights
with a more personal project inspired by Derridean grammatology.
Many textual analyses were influenced by literary textual analyses,
for example Julia Lesage’s extrapolation of Barthes’s “five codes™ to
Renoir’s Rules of the Game (in Nichols, 1985). Some textual analy-
ses were inspired by Proppian narratological methods (c.g. Peter
Wollen on North by Nortlwest), by Lacan’s “return to Freud (c.g.
Bellour on Nereh by Northwest), or by other theoretical currents,

While somce textual analyses sought to construct the system of a
single text, others studied specific films as instances of a general code
informing cinematic practice. Here, too, the distinction is not al-
ways clcar, however; Raymond Bellour’s analysis of The Berds ofters
both a microcosmic textual analysis of the Bodega Bay scquence of
the Hitchcock film and an interrogation of broader narrative codes
shared by a larger body of films; to wit, the constitution of the cou-
ple as the telos of Hollywood narrative. In two books, Kristin
Thompson (1981; 1988) offered a programmatic alternative nco-
Formalist method of textual analysis, performed both with and against
the grain of scmiotics. Alfred Guzzett: (1981}, meanwhile, offers a
blow-by-btow account of the Gadard film in terms of sound, image,
and intertextual reference.

The theoretical discoursc concerning the cinema that developed
in France in the 1960s was taken up in the 1970s by the British
journal Screen and subsequently migrated to the United States and
to many other countries with the growth of cinema studics pro-
grams, many of them with a strong Parisian link. (The Centre
Americain d’Etudes Cinématographiques, which sent American
students to Paris to study with leading French semioticians, was
crucial in this regard.) Left-leaning versions of semiotics favored a

191



Interpretation and its Discontents,

subversive work of denaturalization by scrutinizing social and artis-
tic productions in order to discern the cultural and ideological codes
operative in them. Film theory generally, in fact, developed a dis-
course to the left of many other more traditional disciplines, not
only because of a strong “French connection” — the French subse-
quently moved dramatically rightward - but also because of its
simultaneous cmergence alongside such counter-cultural disciplines
as women’s studies, ethnic studies, and popudar culture studies. As a
result, film studies was never plagued in the same way by the “mouldy
figs,” entrenched conservatives who dominated more traditional fields
like litcrature and history.

The emergence of film theory as a growth industry also had insti-
tutional causes: the inauguration of cinema studics as a discipline
in major universitics in France, Britain, the USA, Australia, Iraly,
Brazil, and clsewhere. Sophisticated versions of theory testified to
the intellectual seriousness of film study, and thus indirectly pro-
vided a rationale for the creation of cinema studies departments,
Just as film had to legitimate itself as an art, so film studies had to
legitimate itself as a discipline, With its institutional home basc in
the academy and the publishing industry, film theory acquired con-
siderable prestige and dissemination. The snobbism of traditional
literary academics, with their scorn for popular culture and for film
as a medium supposcdly inferior to consecrated arts like litcrature,
painting, and music, inadvertently prodded film studics to demon-
stratc its own seriousness, and at times to aver-compensate by vir-
tuoso displays of theoretical prowess.

Interpretation and its Discontents

In the 1980s textual analysis as conceived by film semiotics came
under attack from a numbecr of directions. On the on¢ hand,
poststructuralist currents both inspired and destabilized textual analy-
sis, shaking carly semiology’s scientistic faith that analysis might dec-
finitively capture a film’s meaning by exhaustively delincating all its
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codes. On the other hand, the emerging field of cultural stadies was
not terribly invested in texeual analysis. Its attitudc was summed up
later in the words of Cary Nelson, Paula Treichler, and Lawrence
Grossberg in their introduction to Cultural Studies (1992}, where
they state that “although there is no prohibition against close text-
ual readings in cultural studies, they arc also not required, [since]
textual analysis in literary studics carries a history of convictions that
texts arc properly understood as wholly self-determined and inde-
pendent objects.”

Jacques Aumont and Michel Marie (1989) outline four possible
critiques of textual analysis:

1 TIts relevance is limited to narrative cinema.

2 It “murders to dissect,” ignoring the organic unity of the text,

3 It reductively “mummifies” fihm by reducing it to its systemic
skeleton.

4 It clides film’s context, its conditions for production and recep-
rion.

The first of these c¢ritiques misfires (since textual analysis is applic-
able 1o any object), while the second seems rooted in hostility to
analysis per se, especially when performed in relation to an “un-
worthy” medium. But the last two have some force, and are in fact
interrelated. When textual analyses are reductive, it is precisely be-
cause they are ahistorical and therefore fail to take production and
reception into account. And the charge of ahistoricism is not answered
satisfactorily by Aumont and Maric’s suggestion that analysts “also”
do history. The roots of the “decontextalization” of some textual
analysis lie in the ahistoricism of two of the source movements of
scmiotics: Saussurean linguistics — particularly its tendency to cut off
language from history — and Russian Formalism, with its prefcrence
for a purely intrinsic analysis. When analysts within the filmolinguistic
tradition recommend that film scholars should also study — within a
kind of amicable division of labor — history, economics, sociology,
and so forth, they recapitulate the approach taken by the Formalists
themselves, who also recommended first the immanent study of the
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literary text and only then the study of the relation berween the liter-
ary series and the other historical series. For a truly “historical poet-
ics,” in contrast, all artistic languages, given their inherently dialogical
quality and the fact that they are addressed to socially situated inter-
locutors, are “always already” social and historical.

Film analysis is, above all, an open-ended and historically shaped
practice oriented by diverse goals. Analysis tends to find what it is
looking for. While the New Critics in literature looked for (and found)
“organic unity” and “image clisters” and “irony,” deconstructionist
critics looked for tensions and fissures and aporias. Film analysis is a
method rather than an ideology; it is a genre of film writing open to
diverse influences (from Barthes to Jameson to Deleuzc), to diverse
grids {psychoanalysis, Marxism, fcminism), to diverse “schemata”
(reflexivity, excess, carnival ), and to diverse principles of pertinence,
both cinematic (camera movement, editing) and extra-cinematic (rep-
resentation of women, blacks, gays and lesbians). A film like Rear
Window, for example, can be seen in terms of diverse grids: auteurism
(its relation to Hitchcock’s oeuvre as a whole); marks of ¢enunciation
(Hitchcock’s “deictic” self-inscription through style and cameo,
appearance); music (the Franz Waxman score); misc-en-scéne (the
spatial restriction of the apartment complex sctting); reflexivity
(allegorical references to film spectatorship); the gaze (the play of
looks and eyeline matches between Jeffries, Lisa, Stella, and
Thorwald); psychoanalysis (a symptomatic reading of the protago-
nist’s voyeurism ); gender (the sexual politics of looking); class (the
tensions between the hardworking photojournatist and upscale
fashion-plate); period resonances (allusions to McCarthyism), to men-
tion just a few of the “schemata” {Bordwell), “codes” (Metz), and
“socio-ideological discourses” (Bakhtin) relevant to the film.

David Bordwcil (1989} offers a densely informative and multi-
dimensional account of the evolution of the ficld of cinema studies,
and mounts an attack on “interpretation.” While cultural studics
advocates saw textual analysis in literary studies as #nder-politicized,
Bordwell scemed to regard textual analysis in film as over-politicized.
In post-1968 “symptomatic criticism,” Bordwell argues, “The theme
of fate is replaced by the duality power/subjection. Love is replaced
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by desire, or law/desire. Instead of the individual there is subject/
object or phallus/lack. Instead of art there is signifying practice.
Instcad of society there is nature /culture or class struggle” (Bordwell,
1989, p. 109). Bordwell laments, in quasi-elegiac terms, the shift
from the “individualist perspective” to “an analytical, almost an-
thropological detachment that sees sexuality, politics, and significa-
tion” as the key areas of meaning. Film interpreters root out symbolic
meanings by bringing into play “semantic fields” and “heuristics”
assumed in advance rather than emerging inductively from the analysis
itsclf. While claiming to do theory, interpreters merely ©
a “piccemeal, ad hoc, and cxpansionist manner” (ibid., p. 250).
Bordwell critiques the predominance in film criticism of two ten-
dencies linked to textual analysis in the semiotic tradition: thematic
explanation and symptomatic reading (usually politically sympto-
matic reading). According 1o Bordwell, both tendencies share an in-
terpretative logic and rhetoric, when in fact “the great days of
interpretation-centered criticism are over.” The epidemic of in-
terpretation “attests to the powerful role of literature departments
in transmitting interpretative valucs and skills. Academic buman-
ism’s omnivorous appetite for interpretation rendered cinema a plau-
sible text” (ibid., p. 17).

Bordwell deploys two Formalist schemata: (1) the demand for
specificity, here disciplinary specificity (film studies should not bor-
row from literaturc departments); (2} Formalist estrangement, the
critique of the “routinization” of symptomatic reading. {The rolc of
art for the Formalists, we recall, was to challenge automatized per-
ceptions.) If reading means the ascription of symptomatic mean-
ings, Bordwell concludes, it would be betrer not to “read” films at
all. (Bordweil’s own mcthod, ironically, itself performs a sympto-
matic reading of a vast and variegated corpus of textnal analyses,
here seen as symptomatic of theoretical and analytical sloppiness. )

In Making Meaning Bordwell argues that film analysis in the semi-
otic tradition often tends to do little more than illustrate precon-
ceived ideas. Using the example of Hitchcocks’s Psycho, he suggests
that interprctation is predetermined by & priori conceptual sche-
mata. Bordwell scts up a polarity berween his idea of “historical po-

‘apply” it in
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etics” — a phrase Bakhtin had uscd in a subtitle to his “Chronotope™
essay in the 1930s ~ and “interpretation,” associated for Bordwell
with the ascription of implicit and symptomatic meanings by inter-
pretative communities, usually filtercd through SLAB theory
(Saussure /Lacan /Althusser /Barthes).! This polarization of histor-
ical poetics and interpretation is misleading, however. The opposite
of his-torical poetics is not interpretaton but abisterical poctics. There
is no reason why interpretation cannot be historicized. Prestigious
traditions such as hermeneutics and philology, for cxample in the
work of Erich Auerbach or Lco Spitzer, have always historicized
interpretation. Rejecting interpretation in general just because some
interpretations are incpt scems rather like saying we should abandon
film theory in general because some theories have been clumsily
developed.

Bordwell (in Palmer, 1989) proposes his project of historical
poetics as an alternative to the interpretative tradition. He explicitly
grounds his neo-Formalism in three explanatory schemas: a rational
agent model, an institutional model (i.e. the social and economic
system of filmmaking), and a perceptual—cognitive model (see
Bordwell, in Palmer, 1989). Historical poetics studics “how, in de-
terminate circumstances, films are put together, serve specific func-
tions, and achieve specific effects” (Bordwell, 1985, pp. 266-7). In
Bordwell’s constructivist approach the spectator uses filmic cucs,
constructed by the filmmaker, to “execute determinable operations,
of which the construction of all sorts of meanings will be a part”
(ibid., p. 270}. Bordwell’s professed (and laudable) goal in Making
Meaning is not to repudiate interpretation completely but rather to
place it “within a broader historical inquiry” (ibid., p. 266). But by
dichotomizing referential, explicit readings on the one hand (scen
as manageable and responsible matters of comprchension), and symp-
tomatic, implicit rcadings on the other (seen as irresponsible and
anarchic, a psendo-knowledge based on whims of interpretation),
Bordwell undercuts his own project. In a scasc he repeats the strat-
egy of the Formalists by appealing to its misleading spadal metaphor
of intrinsic meaning (the “inside” of the text) as opposed to the
“outside” of imposed institutional schemata. But in fact there is a
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permcable membrane between inside and outside, as there is be-
tween, for example, comprehension and interpretation. While there
are somc cognitive commanalities, how specific audiences compre-
hend and interpret a given film also depends on historical moment,
community afliliations, political ideology, and so forth. It could even
be argued that comprehension implies an interpretation, and cven a
critical position. Adorno argued (in Aestheric Theory) against the
sciendstic divorce of comprehension and interpretative value; aes-
thetic comprcheusion reguires interpretative value judgments. T'he
Gus and Flora rape sequence in Bérth of 4 Nation was understood,
and interpreted, very differently depending on whether one was a
member of the Ku Klux Klan or an African American. A racist was
likely to comprehend and interpret what he or she was seeing as a
rcalistic depiction of the typical behavior of black men, while Afr1-
can Americans were more likely to see a white man in blackface
enacting a vicious stereotype. While one spectator might feel en-
raged by the behavior of the character in the fiction, another specta-
tor might feel enraged by those who devised and shaped the fiction.
While both might agree that they were secing the representation of
a rapc, their understanding and interpretation of that representation
would hardly be identical.

Bordwell’s historical poctics proposes to study film style in his-
torical context, certainly a more than worthy endcavor. It studies
history in order to understand style. But would it not be equally
legiimate to do the reverse, i.e. to study stvle in order to under-
stand history? For Bakhtin and Medvedev form and structure are
just as historically and ideologicaily shaped as themc and content. A
deeply historical poetics would examine not only the local, institu-
tional determinations of film style, but also the back-and-forth re-
verberations between history and style, the interplay of historical
and artistic chronotopes, without reducing onc to a mere backdrop
for the other. A deep examination of what Bordwell calls the “con-
structional principles” of film would bring up questions of econom-
ics, ideology, and cthics. To reduce history in the broad sense to
mere context or material for the history of stylc 1s to unduly restrict
the field. It is to ignore what Bakhtin would call the historicity of
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forms themselves, i.e, forms as themselves historical events which
both refract and shape a multi-faceted history at once artistic and
trans-artistic. The aggressive technological exhibitionism of block-
buster action films, within this perspective, can be scen as mirroring
the agressivity of their narrative content. The jiggly hand-held cam-
eras and impulsive swish-pans of the New Wave, scen from the per-
spective of the historicity of forms, might be seen to resonate
simultaneously with technological developments {recently developed
lightweight equipment}, film-intertextual developments (cinema
verité), film-critical developments (the decades of literary discussion
of urban wandering and flénerie), philosophical developments (phe-
nomenology), artistic-theorctical developments (the romantic
expressivism of autcurism), and even biographical developments
{Truffaut’s oedipal revolt against the academic style of the “cinéma
dec papa”). Like the Formalists, Bordwell sees art as an “aggregate of
formal /linguistic possibilities” when it is more illuminating to sce it
as part of a larger field of social and discursive contradiction.

Historical contradiction impacts film in very concrete and often
dramatic ways. The rise of Nazism forces progressive dircctors to
flee to Hollywood. A coup A’¢tat in Brazil leads not only to film
censorship but also to the disruption of lettist film productions like
Coutinho’s Cabra Marcadoe pava Morrer. Patricio Gusman’s Battle
of Chile has to be smuggled out of Chile after the coup d’4tat. The
Indian film Fire triggers riots because it includes lesbian scenes. Film
history is not just a combinateire of formal possibilitics. It also has to
do with what issucs {and style) are declared off-limits, with the role
of economics in deciding who makes or distributes films, with racial
conventions that decide who can perform in films, with power dif-
ferentials in distribution that determine that while films in some
countrics can be made they are unlikely to be exhibited because of
the Hollywood stranglehold on exhibition circuits. Of course,
Bordwell is well aware of all this, and he is among those calling for a
more historical approach, but the formalist aspccts of his own theory
indirectly discourage attention to these larger issues.

While Bordwell occasionally cites Bakhtin favorably, as in his crit-
ique of Colin MacCabe on rcalism, he seems not to have absorbed
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the import of the Bakhtin—-Medvedev critique of Formalism. Para-
phrasing The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship, we could casily
affirm that f2lm is “an inscparable part of culture and it cannot be
understood outside the total context of the entire culture of a given
epoch [and] ... the socio-cultural life that generates the ideological
hotizons of an epoch.” Style, ideology, and history are inextricably
linked. Even referential meaning cannot be cordoned off from his-
tory and communities of interpretation. Spectatorial “schemata™ are
historically shaped. History reverberates in film, and not just con-
temporary history but the entire weight of the past is “embedded”
in the film text. As Ira Bhaskar (Miller and Stam, 1999) argues in
her wide-ranging critique, Bordwell’s “technicist™ and “detectvist”
notions of narrative fail to see the ways that narrative embodies cul-
ture, and the ways that it shapes, and is shapced by, history. Whilc
Bordwell is right to mock the more irresponsible interpretations fil-
tered through SLAB theory, it would be better to call for a deep,
millennial historicization to “ground” interpretation rather than to
reject interpretation altogether. Bordwell develops what Bhaskar sees
as a narrow, institutionalized constructivism based on textual cues
{operations) and filtered through schemata, while Bhaskar, follow-
ing Bakhtin, sees both understanding and interpretation as a ncgo-
tiation between the languages and socio-ideological discourses of
the text and those of the reader. Narratives are powerful not only
because they cue inferences, but also because they resonate with a
multiplicity of historical associations. A truly historical approach, as
Bhaskar puts it,

desands a view of navvative as cnlturally and bistovically rooted, as embody-
ing within it the life-wovld of its times; in other words, ns embodying the forms
of eultural life, the life processes, the idevlogies, the values; in fact as embody-
sng the very conceprunl schemes that Bovdwell sees as the subject of interpreta-
tion. If marvative weve to be undevstood in this way, as encoding within its
fabula and syuzhet, ifs form and stvle, the vision of ity world, then the inter-
pretative act wonld not be schismatically sepavated frowm the int.erpmmﬂ'w
one, and explicit, veferential meanings would carvy within them the implicit,
sympromatic ones. (Miller and Stam, 1999)
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The historicizing impetus of Bordwell’s “historical poetics” thus runs
up against the ahistoricity of Formalism. The substantive “poctics”
overwhelms the merely adjectival “historical.” And here Bordwell
undermines the richness of his own work elscwhere, his tremendous
contribution to the history of film style and his analysis of specific
filmmakers (Ozu, Eisenstein, Godard) as well as of Hollywood’s
“excessively obvious” cinema.’

Bordwell’s work also displays a certain hostility to the play of in-
terpretation. He quotes Laura Mulvey’s 1970s project of “taking
the pleasure out of film viewing” and adds that it is now time to
“take the pleasure out of film interpretation.” To which one can
only respond: Why? Why is pleasure, including the pleasure of
Bordwell’s own analyses, somcthing to be shunned? In a Bakhtinian
perspective, humor and pleasure can be productive of knowledge,
Rabclais was at his most brilliant when he was laughing most
boisterously. There is no reason that interpretation too should not
be playful, free, even erotic.

The announced death of textual analysis and interpretation there-
fore seems decidedly premature. Any perusal of the pages of Screen,
Camera Obscura, Cinema Journal, or Jump Cut reveals scores
of closc analyses of films, and major publication scries, like the
BFI Classics, or the Rutgers Film Analysis Series, or the “Etude
Critique” (Nathan) series in France, will guarantee the role of film
analysis well into the future. (Fredric Jameson has joked that “inter-
pretation” is for undergraduates, “theory” for graduates.) Nor has
interpretation been definitively discredited. Even a “cognitivist” like
Noél Carroll entitled a recent book Interpreting the Moving Image
(1998). The digital age, morcover, has given ncw impetus to the
practice of textual analysis. We now have CD-ROMs not only on
film analysis in general (the work of Henry Jenkins and Ben Singer)
but also on analyses of specific films such as Hitchcock’s Rebecea
and Peixoto’s Limite. While we might lament the more delirious
textual analyses, we cannot impose law and order on the anarchy of
interpretation, We all bring our interpretative standpoints to film.
To ban interpretation is indirectly to ban politics, since it is with
interpretation that the political stakes of film analysis become clear.
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Films are open to our desires and projections, even when these de-
sires are sublimated into an apparatus of positivist objectivity. It is
therefore hard to imagine that we will ever get completely “beyond”
interpretation. While one can critique the more predictable and de-
rivative analyses, and suggest that there is much to do besides analy-
sis, that does not mean that analysis {and its inevitable fellow-traveler,
interpretation} is not worth doing. That textual analysis can be flat,
stale, and dertvative does not discredit the enterprisc #n foto.

From Text to Intertext

In one sensc, the decline of the text as an object of study in the
1980s coincided with the ascendance of the intertext. Rather than
focus on specific films or single genres, intertextuality theory saw
every text as related to other texts, and thus to an intertext, Like
“genre,” “Intertextuality” is a vencrable idca, implicit already in
Montaigne’s obscrvation that “more books are written about other
books than about any other subject,” and in T. 8. Eliot’s notion of
“tradition and the individual talent.” By spcaking of texts
(ctymologically “tissuc” or “weave”™) semiotic analysts prepared the
way for a notion of intertextuality that went beyond the old philo-
logical conception of “influence.”

Since genre theory always runs the double risk of taxonomism
and essentialism, genre might be more productively regarded as a
specific aspect of the broader and more open question of inter-
textuality. The term “intertextuality” was first introduced in the 1960s
as Kristeva’s translation of Bakhtin’s “dialogism,” coined in the 1930s,
a translation which loses some of the philosophical and human over-
tones of Bakhtin’s term. Dialogism refers to the necessary relation
of any utterance to other utterances. (An utterance, for Bakhtin, can
refer to any “complex of signs,” from a spoken phrase, to a pocm, or
song, or play, or film.) The concepr of dialogism suggests that every
text forms an intersection of texoual surfaces. All texts are tissues of
anonymous formulae embedded in the language, variations on those
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formulae, conscious and unconscious guotations, conflations and
inversions of other texts. In the broadest sense, intertextual dialogism
refers to the infinite and open-ended possibilities generated by all
the discursive practices of a culture, the entire matrix of communi-
cative utterances within which the artistic text is situated, and which
reach the text not only through recognizable influences but also
through a subtle process of dissemination. The cinema, in this sense,
inherits {and transforms) millennia of artistic tradition. It “cmbeds,”
as it were, the entire history of the arts. A film like Scorsese’s Cape
Fear, for example, embeds the literature of apocalypsc, going at cast
as far as the Book of Revelation in the Bible. Mel Brooks’s History of
the World not only claims to tell the history of the world, but also
embeds very ancient comic stategies. 'The “Last Supper” sequence,
for cxample, inherits the tradition of paredia sacra of which Bakhtin
speaks in Rabelais and His World. When we recall that Christ’s Last
Supper was originally a Passover Seder, which referenced Jewish
oppresston in Egypt, we see that such references spiral back far into
the mists of time.

The concept of interiextuality is not reducible to matters of influ-
ence or sources of a text in the old philological sense. The intertext
of Altman’s Nashville could be said 1o consist of all the genres and
discourses to which the film refers, for example the Hollywood-on-
Hollywood film, the decumentary, the musical, and extending to
the endre canon of Altman films, Haven Hamilton films, Eliot Gould
films, along with gospel music, country music, populist political dis-
coursc, and so forth, The intertext of the work of art, then, may be
taken 1o include not just other artworks in the same or comparable
form, bur also all the “serics” within which the singular text is situ-
ared. Any text that has slept with another text, to put it more crudely,
has necessarily slept with all the texts the other text has slept with.

Intertextuality theory is best seen as an answer to the limitations
both of textual analysis and of genre theory. The term “inter-
textuality” has a number of advantages over “genre.” First, genre
has a circular, tautological quality: a film 1s a western because it
has the characteristics of a western. Intertextuality is less interested
in taxonomic essences and definitions than in the processual inter-
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animation of texts. Second, genre scems a more passive principle: a
film “belongs” to a genre as an individual “belongs” to a family, or
a plant “belongs” to a genus. Intertextuality is morc active; it
sces the artist as dynamically orchestrating pre-existing texts and
discourscs. Third, intertextuality does not limit itscif to a single
medium; it allows for dialogic rclations with other arts and media,
both popular and erudite.

Intertextuality is a valuable theoretical concept in that it relates
the singular text principally to other systems of representation, rather
than to an amorphous “context.” In order to even discuss the rela-
ton of a work to its historical circumstances, we are obliged to situ-
ate the text within its intertext and then relate both text and intertext
to the other systems and series which form its context. But inter-
fextuality can be conceived in a shallow or a deep manner. Bakhtin
spoke of what he called the “deep generating series” of literature,
i.e. the complex and mulaodimensional dialogism, rooted in social
life and history, comprising both primary (oral) and sccondary
{literate) genres, which engendered literature as a cultural phen-
omenon. In “I'he Problem of Speech Genres,” Bakhtin provides
extremely suggestive concepts susceptible to extrapolation for the
analysis of cinema. Bakhtin calls attention to a wide gamut of “specch
genres,” both oral and written, simple and complex, which range all
the way from “the short rejoinders of ordinary dialogue” through
everyday narration, to all the literary genres (from the proverb to
the multi-volume novel) and other “secondary {complex) speech
penres,” such as major genres of social-cultural commentary and
scientific rescarch, Many individuals who have an excellent general
command of a language, Bakhtin points out, feel painfully inad-
cquate in particular spheres of communication becausce they lack
mastery of the requisite generic forms. Juzo Iltami’s The Funeral, in
this sense, treats the genre of the “funeral speech.” The film chron-
icles the attempt by an upscale Japanese couple to cope with the
discursive chailenge engendered by the funeral and burial of the man’s
father. Out of touch with Shinto tradition and with contemporary
funeral decorum, they master the genre with the help of a video
cassette: “lhe ABCs of the Funcral.”
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A translinguistic approach to speech genres in the cinema might
correlate the primary specch genres — famihial conversation, dialogue
among friends, boss—worker exchange, classroom discussion, cock-
tail party banter, military commands — with their secondary cinematic
mediation. It would analyze the ctiquette by which the classical
Hollywood film, for cxample, deals with typical speech situations
such as two-person dialogue (usually by the conventional ping-pong
of shot—counter shot), dramatic confrontations (the verbal stand-
offs of the western and the gangster film), as well as with the more
avant-gardist subversions of that etiquette (c.g. Godard).

The Bakhtinian reformulation of the problem of intertextuality
must be seen as an “answer” both to the purely intrinsic formalist
and structuralist paradigms of linguistic theory and literary criticism,
and to sociologistc paradigms interested only in extrinsic class-bio-
graphical and ideological determinations. Bakhtin’s notion of the
chronotope (literally “time—space”) is also relevant to our discus-
sion of filmic genre. The chronotope refers to the constellation of
distinctive temporal and spatial featurcs within a genre defined as a
“relativcly stable type of utterance.” The chronotope addresses the
warp that history enters the time and space of artistic fiction. In
“Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel” Bakhtin suggests
that time and space in the novel arc intrinsically connected, since the
chronotope “matcrializes time in space.” The chronotope mediates
between two orders of experience and discourse: the historical and
the artistic, providing fictional environments where historically spe-
cific constellations of power are made visible. The chronotope is
mudti-leveled; it has to do with a text’s representation of historical
processes, with the relations of space and time within the diegesis,
and with the spatiotcmporal articulations of the text itsclt. The
chronotope offers specific scttings where stories can “take place”
(the atemporal other-worldly forest of romance, the “nowhere” of
fictional utopias, the roads and inns of the picaresque novel). In the
cincma one thinks, for cxample, of the relations between character
and cnvironment, whether in synch (the cowboy ambling along the
wide-open spaces), out-of-synch (Monica Vitti lost and disoriented
against the backdrops of Antonioni’s Red Desert), or comically de-
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terministic (characters commandeecred by architect-ure in Tati’s Play-
time).

Through the idea of the chronotope Bakhtin shows how concrete
spatdotemporal structures in literature limit narrative possibility, shape
characterization, and mold a discursive simulacrum of life and the
world. And although Bakhtin does not refer to the cinema, his cat-
egory seems idcaily suited to it as a medium where “spatial and tem-
poral indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out concrete
wholc.” Bakhtin’s description of the novel as the place where time
“thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible,” and where
“space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time,
plot and history,” scems in some ways even morc appropriate to film
than to litcrature, for whereas literature plays itself out within a vir-
tual, lexical space, the cinematic chronotope is quite literal, played
out concretely across a screen with specific dimensions and unfold-
ing in literal time (usually 24 frames per second), quite apart from
the fictive time—space specific films might construct. Film illustrates
Bakhtin’s idea of the inherent relationality of time and space, be-
cause in the cinema any modification on one register entails changes
on the other: a closer shot of a moving object increases the apparent
speed of that object, the presence of the temporal medium of music
alters our impression of space, and so forth.

A number of analysts, notably Vivian Sobchack, Arlindo Castro,
Kobena Mercer, Maya Turovskaya, Michael Montgomery, Paul
Willemen, Pauta Massood, and Robert Stam, see the chronotope as
a means for historicizing the discussion of filmic genre. Turovskaya
(1989) deploys the concepr of the chronotope in relation to Andrei
Tarkovsky’s idea of cinema as “imprinted time.” Massood uses the
chronotope to clarify the historical dynamics of the “ghettocentric”
film. Michael Montgomery, in Carnival and Common Places(1993),
cites the “shopping mall” films of the 1980s as chronotopes. More
productive than searching for cinematic equivalents ro Bakhtin’s lit-
erary chronotopes, perhaps, is the construction of specifically filmic
chronotopes. For purposes of illustration, one might imagine films
belonging to such categories as the “between four walls” chronotope,
i.e. those films which restrict their action to a single space (c.g.

205



From Text to Intevtext

Hitchcock’s Rear Window and Rape, Jabor’s Tudo Bew, Fassbinder’s
Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant); the “TV-mediated film chronotope”
(e.g. Adien Phillipine, Medinm Cool, The China Syndrome), where a
television milieu brings with it the presence of multiple TV moni-
tors, which have the effect of multiplying and linking diegctic spaccs;!
the “dystopian banquet chronotope” ( Exterminating Angel, Don’s
Party, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, and The Celebration).
Vivian Sobchack extends chronotopic analysis to the spatiotemporal
features of film noir as a cinematic spacc-time in which the postwar
crises in cultural values and in economic and sexual identity found
vernacular expression. Chronotopes, Sobchack argues, are not mercly
the spatiotemporal backdrop for narrative events but also the literal
and concrete ground from which narrative and character emerge as
the temporalization of human action, The diacritical contrast which
structures film noir is between the impersonal, discontinuous, rented
space of cocktail lounge, nightclub, hotel, and roadside café, on the
one hand, and the familiar, unfragmented secure space of domest-
icity on the other. The characters generated by this chronotope are
transicnt, without roots or occupation, in a world where murder is
more natural than death. (Sce Sobchack in Brown, 1997.)
Dialogism opcrates within all cultural production, whether liter-
ate or non-literate, verbal or non-verbal, highbrow or lowbrow. The
film artist, within this conccption, becomes the orchestrator, the
amplifier of the ambient messages thrown up by all the series - liter-
ary, painterly, musical, cinematic, publicitary, and so forth. Even TV
commercials display generic featurces: headache remedies { Excedrin
in the 1980s) evoked the deep-focus stylistics of Orson Welles; Tast-
er’s Choice coffee commercials in the 1980s evoked romantic melo-
drama; jean commercials have affinities with porn; while perfume
commercials seek an effect of Dalicsque fantasy. As John Caldwell
points out, film history becomes a trampoline for TV stylists. Moorn-
lighting “did” film noir, MTV, Orson Welles, Frank Capra. The
1989 “Here’s Looking at You Kid” was designed around replica-
tions of The Sheik and Casablanca (see Caldwell, 1994, p. 91), A
number of films — Bruce Conner’s A Movie, Mark Rappaport’s The
Journals of Jean Seberg — literalize the notion of intertextuality by
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incorporating pre-existing texts. Woody Allen’s Zelig, in this sensc,
can be seen as the site of intersection of innumerable intcrtexts, some
specifically filmic {newsreels, archival material, home movics, tele-
vision compilation films, “witness” documcntaries, cincma verité,
film melodrama, psychological case-study films like Spellbound,
“fictive documentarics” like F for Fake, and more immcdiate fiction-
film predecessors like Warren Beatty’s Reds); others literary (the
Melvillean “anatomy™); and some broadly culrural (Yiddish theater,
Borscht-Belt Comedy). Zelig’s originality, paradoxically, lies in the
audacity of its imitation, quotation, and absorption of other texts.

Even a cinematic technique can constitute an intertextual allu-
sion: the iris-in to an informer in Breathless, or the use of Griffith-
style masking in Jules et Jim, aliude by their calenlatedly archaic nature
to carlicr periods of film history, while the subjectivized camcra
movements and point-of-view structurings in Brian de Palma’s Body
Dounble allude to the strong intertextual influence of Alfred Hitchcock.
(Generic intertext here carries its own affect; the formal structures
themselves encode memories and trigger fears, ) Indeed, specific cam-
cra movements have even generated their own “post-texts,” as in
the long line that connects the various virtuoso long-take ouverryres
from Tonch of Evil through The Player, Boggic Nights, and Snake
Eyes,

Building on Bakhtin and Kristeva, Gérard Genette in Palimpsestes
{1982) proposed the morc inclusive term “transtextuality™ to refer
to “all that which puts one text in relation, whether manifest or
secret, with other texts.” Genette posits five fypes of transtextual
relations. He defines intertextuality, more restrictively than Kristeva,
as the “effective co-presence of two texts” in the form of quotation,
plagiarism, and allusion. Although Genette restricts himself to liter-
ary examples — the only film he mentions is Play Ir Again, Sam it is
easy to imagine filmic instances of the same proccdures (see Stam,
1992). Quotation can take the form of the insertion of classic clips
into films, for example Peter Bogdanovich’s quotation of Hawks’s
The Criminal Code in Targets. Films like Mon Oncle d’Amérigue,
Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid, and Zelig make the citation of pre-
existing film sequences a central structuring principle. Allusion,
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meanwhile, can take the form of a verbal or visual evocation of an-
other film, as an cxpressive means of commenting on the fictional
world of the alluding film. Godard in Contempr alludes, through a
title on a movic theater marquee, to Rosscllini’s Voyage in Italy, a
film which recounts, like Contempt itsclf, the slow undoing of a
couple. Even an actor can constitute an allusion, as in the case of the
Boris Karloff character in Tangers, seen as the embodiment of old-
style gothic horror, the essential dignity of which Bogdanovich con-
trasts with anonymous contemporary mass-murder.?

“Paratextuality,” Genette’s second type of transtextuality, refers
to the relation, within the totality of a litcrary work, between the
text proper and its “paratext,” i.€. the accessory messages and com-
mentaries which come to surround the text, for example prefaces,
dedications, illustrations, and even book jacket designs. It is intrigu-
ing to speculate about the relevance of such a category to film. One
thinks of posters, previews, publicity t-shirts, TV ads, and even the
marketing of subsidiary products such as toys and models. Widely
reported information about the budget of a film, similarly, can in-
flect critical reception, as in the case of Coppola’s Cotton Club, where
reviewers found that the filmmaker had achieved very little given the
enormous budget. Program notes distributed at press screenings, by
the samc token, often orient journalistic responses to commercial
films. Reports of censorship anxicties, as in the case of Adrian Eyne’s
Lolita, also have impact on a film’s reception. All these matters, op-
erating on the margins of the ofticial text, impinge on the issue of a
film’s paratext.

“Metatextuality,” Genette’s third type of transtextuality, consists
of the critical rclation benween one text and another, whether the
commented text is explicitly cited or only silently evoked. Genette
cites the relation between Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind and the
text that it constantly evokes without explicitly mentioning: Diderot’s
Le Neveu de Ramean. The avaat-garde films of the New American
Cinema offer metatextual critiques of classical Hollywood cinema.
The multiple refusals of Hollis Frampton’s nostalgiz — of plot devel-
opment, of movement in the shot, of closure - suggest a mocking
critique of the expectations triggered by conventional narrative films,
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Even Thelma and Louise, by putting its women characters literally in
the driver’s scat, implicitly critiques the masculinism of the road movie
genre,

“Architextuality,” Genette’s fourth category of transtextuality,
refers to the generic taxonomies suggested or refused by the titles or
infratitles of a text. Architextuality has to do with a text’s willingness
or reluctance to characterize itsclf directly or indirectly in its title as
a poem, essay, novel, film. Some film: titles, for example, align a text
with literary antecedents: Sullivan’s Travels evokes Switt’s Gulliver’s
Travelsand, by extension, the satiric mode. The title of Woody Allen’s
Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy begins by alluding to Shakespeare
and ends with a comic fall into pruricnce, all the while cchoing
Bergman’s Swiles of a Summer Night.

“Hypertextuality,” Genette’s fifth type of transtextuality, is ex-
tremely suggestive for film analysis. Hypertextuality refers to the
relation between one text, which Genette calls “hypertext,” to an
anterior text or “hypotext,” which the former transforms, modifics,
elaborates, or extends. In literature, the Aeneid’s hypotexts include
the Odyssey and the Hliad, while the hypotexts of Jovee’s Ulysses in-
clude the Odyssey and Hamelet. All the texts in the scrics operate
transformations on pre-cxisting texts. The term “hypertextuality” is
rich in potental application to the cinema, and especially to those
films which derive from pre-cxisting texts in ways more precise
and specific than those evoked by the term “intertextuality.” Hyper-
textuality evokes, for examplc, the relation between filmic adaprta-
tions and their source novels, now scen as hypertexts derived from
pre-existing hypotexts, transformed by operations of selection,
amplification, ¢oncretization, and acrualization. The diverse filmic
adaptations of Madame Bovary (Renoir, Minnelli, Chabrol, Mchta)
can be scen as variant hypertextual “readings” triggered by an iden-
tical hypotext. Indeed, the diversc prior adaptations can form part
of the hypotext available to a filmmaker coming relatively “late” in
the series.

Recent discussions of filmic adaptations of novels have moved from
a moralistic discourse of fidelity and betrayal to a less judgemental
discourse of intertextuality. Adaptations are by definition caught up
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in the ongoing whirl of intertextual transformation, of texts gener-
ating other texts in an endless process of recycling, transformation,
and transmutation, with no clear point of origin. Let us take as an
example Detoe’s The Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (1719), one of
the seminal source novels of a specific tradition, the realistic novcl
supposedly based on “real life” and written in such a way as to
generate a strong impression of factual reality. Yet this “realistic”
novel is itself rooted in various intertexts: the Bible, religious homi-
lies, journalistic texts about Crusoe’s prototype Alexander Selkirk,
and scnsationalist travel literature, to mention just a few. The origi-
nal novel, rooted in this complex and variegated intertext, also gen-
erated its own textual afterlife or post-text, Alrcady by 1805, less
than a century after the publication of the Defoe novel, a German
encyclopedia (Bibliothek der Robinsone) offered a comprehensive
guide to all the works inspired by Rebinson Crusoe. The Crusoe post-
text also ramifies into the world of film, where a long pageant of
adaptations rings the changes on the themes of the original, Miss
Crusoe (1919) performs a variation in gender; Little Robinson Crusoe
(1924) changes the protagonist’s age; Mr Robinson Crusoe (1932}
supplies Crusoc with a feminine companion, not “Friday” but “Sat-
urday™; Swiss Family Robinson (1940) permutates the number and
social status of characters; the Laurel and Hardy film Robinson
Crusoeland (1950) shifts genre from colonial adventure story to slap-
stick comedy; Rebinson Crusoe on Mars (1964}, similarly, turns the
novel into scicnce fiction, and in Lientenant Robinson Crusoe the
transformation is both professional and zoological, as Defoe’s pro-
tagonist becomes the sailor played by Dick van Dyke, while Crusoe’s
parrot becomes a chimpanzee.

Hypertextuality calls attention to all the transformative operations
that one text can operate on another text. Travesty, for example,
irreverently devalorizes and “trivializes™ a pre-existing “noble” text.
Many Brazilian comedies, such as Bacalban (Codfish) — a parody of
Jaws — parodically re-claborate Hollywood hypotexts whose pro-
duction values they both resent and admire. Other hypertextual films
simply update earlier works while accentuating specific features of
the originat. The Morissey /Warhol collaboration Heat {1972 trans-

210



From Text to Intertext

poses the plot of Wilder’s Sunset Bowlevard (1950) to 1970s Holly-
wood, filtering the original through a gay-camp sensibility. Else-
where the transposition is not of a single film but of an entire genre.
Kasdan’s Body Heat (1981} cvokes the corpus of 1940s film noir in
terms of plot, character, and style in such a way that a knowledge of
film noir becomes a privileged hermeneutie grid for the cine-literate
spec-tator (see Carroll, 1982, pp. 51-81). A more expansive con-
ception of hypertextuality might include many of the films gener-
ated by the Hollywood combinatory: remakes like Imvasions of the
Body Snatchers (1978), The Postman Always Rings Twice (1981),
and Twelve Monkeys; Pierre Menard-like replicas such as van Sant’s
Psyeno (1998); revisionist westerns like Little Big Man (1970);
generic reworkings like Scorsese’s New York, New York (1977);
and parodies like Mcl Brooks’s Blazing Saddles (1974). Most of
these films assume spectatorial competence in diverse generic codes;
they are calenlated deviations meant to be appreciated by discerning
CONNOISSEUTS,

Theories of literary intertextuality, then, can yicld benefits for film
theory and analysis. Another literary theorist whose work is ripe for
extrapolation for film analysis is Harold Bloom. In The Anxiety of
Influence Bloom argues that literary art develops out of an interper-
sonal and generadonal struggle with strong oedipal overtones. Thus
Milton wrestles with the ghost of Shakespeare over the mantle of
“greatest English writer.” This view has been rightly critiqued by
feminists as masculinist (exclusively concerned with oedipal strug-
gles between men), leaving no place for the quilt-like intertextuality
of women’s dialogue with their litcrary mothers. It can also be seen
as Darwinian (literary survival of the fittest) and Eurocentric, and
certainly lacks the amiable generosity of Bakhtinian dialogism. None-
theless, Bloom’s approach does at least bring desire, and even pas-
ston, into the question of intertextuality. Thus Bloom speaks of
diverse strategic mancuvcrs that artists make in relation to their pred-
ecessors: clinamen — attaining maturity by swerving away from onc’s
predecessors (onge thinks of Truffaut’s relation to the cinéma de papa);
tessera — completing the work of one’s predecessor (one thinks of
Brian de Palma’s relation to Hitchcock); kenosis — breaking with onc’s
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antecedents {Godard’s relation to Hollywood); daemonization —
mythifving one’s predecessors (Tarantino and Godard, Paul Schrader
and Bresson); askasis — radical rejection, the purging of all links (a
certain avant-garde in relation to cntertainment cinema); and
apophrades— assuming the place of] inheriting the mantle of (Truffaut
as the heir of Renoir).

Some less Eurocentric versions of intertextuality theory also have
retevance to film. Giving a new twist to the old trope of “eating” the
text (Quintlian, Montaigne, Rabelais), the 1920s modernists in Brazil
and their Tropicalist heirs in the 1960s posited the ideal of “anthro-
pophagy,” i.c. the cannibalistic devouring of European texts as a
way of absorbing their force without being dominated by them, just
as the Tupinamba Indians reportedly devoured Europeans in order
to appropriate their strength. Henry Louis Gatces in Signifying Mon-
key, similarly, offers a specifically African American theory of
intertextuality, tracing the “signifving” of black literature to the
Yoruba trickster figure Exu-Legba, the spirit of the crossroads and a
hermeneutic figure for what Bakhtin calls “double-voiced” discourse.
Intertexmality, in this case, becomes inscparable from culture.

The Amplification of Sound

The semiotic project, broadly conceived, had room not only for the
study of genre and intertextuality but also for precise work on spe-
cific codes. Metz’s definition of the cinema’s “matter of expression”
as the “five tracks” (imagc, dialogue, noise, music, written materi-
als), of which three were aural, certainly stimulated research into
sound by undermining the tormulaic view of the cinema as an “cs-
sentially visual” medium. The aew intcrest in sound occurred in
concert with a revolution both in sound technology and in the ways
sound in the cinema was theorized. Film historians and technicians
spoke of a “second sound revolution,” as innovations in sound re-
cording in film and in the music industry began to impact film: and
tele-vision. With Dolby Sound {optical stereophonic sound on film,
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conveyed through speakers dispersed around the theater), first used
in 1975 in conjunction with music documentaries, and in such films
as Star Wars, Close Encounters, and Grease, the sound system be-
came the “star.” For Michel Chion, Dolby added “three octaves” to
what had been a five-octave piano. In the 1970s, filmmakers like
Francis Ford Coppola, in films such as Apacalypse Now, Rumble Fish,
and The Conversation, began to spend as much time mixing che
soundtrack as in actually shooting the film (Chion, 1994, p. 153).
On Apocalypse Now Walter Murch used 160 separate tracks. In the
opening sequence where Willard {Martin Sheen) is tying in a room
in a Saigon Hotel, Murch combines Willard’s interior monologue
with a shift from objective to subjective noises: the hotel fan gives
way to a remembered helicopter, car horns transmute into birds,
and a fly into a mosquito.

The sound revolution, then, was theoretical as well as technologi-
cal. Analysts such as Christian Metz, Rick Altman, Elizabeth Weiss,
John Belton, Claudia Gorbman, Kaja Silverman, Arthur Omar, Alan
Weiss, Mary Ann Doane, Alan Williams, Jeft Smith, Kathryn Kalinak,
Miche]l Marie, Royal Brown, Michel Chion, 1aniel Percheron,
Dominique Avron, David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, Marie-Claire
Ropars-Wuilleumier, and Francis Vanoye began to give to the sound-
track the kind of precise attention previously accorded only to the
image track. An important catalyst was the groundbreaking special
issue in 1980 of Yale French Studies enutled Cinema/Sound, which
included important work by key French and American scholars.

Nevertheless, one is struck by the “lateness” of the study of sound
in the cinema. Film music, for example, has been present since film’s
beginnings, yet it has been rigorously analysed only in the 1980s
and 1990s (with rare exceptions like Eisler and Adorno’s Cemposing
Sfor the Filmin 1944). Some of this “retardaton™ has to do, perhaps,
with the conventional view of sound as a mere addendum or supple-
ment to the image. It might even have to do with a religious
iconophobic substratum inherited from the Judaic prohibition against
graven images and from Protestant iconoctasm, as well as with the
traditional hierarchy that positions word-based arts like literaturce
“above” image-based arts like the cinema. The assumption that film
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is essentally visual, as Rick Altman points out in his introduction to
Cinema/Sound, is embedded in cur habitual ways of speaking about
film. The very names for the cinema - the movies, motion pictures,
cinema — stress the inscription of visible phenomena, destined for
spectators (not auditors) who go to see (not hear) a film. The crit-
icai meta-language used to spezk about film, similarly, is better
equipped to speak about such things as cycline matches and point-
of-view editing than it is about sound.

A number of theorists have analyzed the differences between the
imagistic and the acoustic analogon in terms of the relation between
“original” and “copy.” The reproduction of sound, uulike the repro-
ductdon of three-dimensional visual phenomena, involves no dimen-
sionalloss — both original and copy involve mechanical radiant encrgy
transmitted by pressure waves in the air; thus we perceive sound as
three-dimensional. While a filmed object loses a dimension in the
recording, recorded sound maintains its dimensions; it begins as an
airy vibration and continues to function in the same way as a record-
ing. Sound goes around corners, while light rays are blocked; we can
hear the soundtrack of a film playing in a neighboring room, but we
cannot see its images. As Michel Chion (1994) puts it, “Light propa-
gates (at least apparently) in a linear manner, but sound spreads out
likc a gas. The cquivalent of light rays is sound waves. The image is
bounded in space, but sound is not.” Since sound penctrates and
pervades space, it molds a heightened sensc of presence. Indeed,
watching a film without sound creates an uncanny feeling of flatness.

Recorded sound thus has a higher cocfficient of “reality” than the
image, in that it can be mecasured in decibels and can even damage
the cardrum. Recorded sound, as the famous Memorex commercial
suggested, can firerally break glass. At the same time, this rcality
effect of sound does not mean that sound is not also mediated, con-
structed, and codified through choice of microphones, angle of
microphone, recording equipment, recording tape, sound repro-
duction systecms, and post-production sound re-editing. Nor is even
rcalistic sound necessarily mimetic. While real-life punches are often
noiseless, Michel Chion points out, in the cinema the sound of im-
pact is virtually obligatory (ibid., p. 60).
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Altman (1992) speaks of four fallacies in relation to sound. Thc
first bistorical fallacy suggests that the historical precedence of the
image renders sound as historically less important; because sound
came second, it is theretore secondary. But cinema never really was
silent. Even in the nickelodeon period there were competing sound
paradigms drawn from diverse exhibition traditions. Even if carly
cincma #ad been silent, Altman further argucs, no definition of a
medium should be tethered to a specific period of its history; a com-
prehensive definition must atltow for technological change. The sec-
ond, ontological fallacy, advanced by pro-silent film theorists like
Arnheim and Béldzs, secs film as essentally and constitutively founded
by the image, with sound as necessarily subordinate. But the fact
that cinema has historically privileged the visual, Altman argues, does
not mcan that it must always do so. Even the defenders of sound, he
adds, sometimes indirectly devalue sound by associating it with pre-
capitalist times (Adorno and Eister) or with thec archaic and amniotic
(as in some feminist—psvchoanalytical accounts). A third reproduct-
ive fallacy asserts that while the image is creatively unfaithful, sound
is automatically faithful. But in actuality, sound recording is also
creative; rather than simply reproduce sound, it manipulates and
reshapes it. A fourth nominalist failacy, by stressing the material
heterogeneity of sound, downplays a common ground of sound
recognition.

Many sound theorists have explored the phenomenology of sound
“auditorship.” Chion has coined the term syrchresis (a combination
of synchronism and synthesis) to cvoke the “spontaneous and irre-
sistible weld produced betwceen a partcular anditory phenomenon
and visual phenomenon when they occur at the same time” (Chion,
1994, p. 63). This welding is what makes dubbing, post-synchroni-
zation, and sound-effects possible; an infinity of voices could con-
ceivably be welded to a singie performer on screen. Often the image
“absorbs” the sound in ways that transcend literal mimesis; a shot of
a train, for example, when “covered” by the tick-a-tack of type-
writers, will be read as the clackity-clack of a moving train. Chion
specaks of trompe-Uoveille (trick the ear) on the analogy of trempe-
Poeil painting.
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Building on the basic distinctions concerning filmic sound ~ “on-
screen /off-screen” (a question of framing, whether we literally sce
the source of the sound); “dicgetic/non-diegetic” (a question of
whether a sound is constructed as issuing from the fictive world of
the story or not}); “synchronous/non-synchronous” (a question of
the exact correlation between moving lips and heard speech, for cx-
ample); and “direct/post-synchronized” {a question of the techni-
cal procedures of the production itself) — analysts have sought a more
precisc account of the relation between filmic sound and story. The
notion of the diegesis as the posited world of the film’s fiction facili-
tated a more sophisticated analysis of the diverse possible re-
lationships between the sound and story. In the case of verbal dialogue
within film, for example, Mctz distinguished between fully diegetic
speech (that spoken by characters as voices in the fiction), non-
dicgetic speech {commentary “off” by an anonymous speaker), and
semi-dicgetic speech {voice-over commentary by one of the charac-
ters of the action). Danicl Percheron distinguished between films
with an unmarked diegesis, i.c. films which dissemble the narrative
activity, and those, such as Jules et Jim, with a marked diegesis, i.c.
films which forcground the act of narration.

Another analytic question is to what extent the language usually
deployed for visuals can be transterred to sound. We can recognize a
sound “scale” — closc or far — and a sound “focus,” for example the
acoustic isolation of a group within a crowd (a featurc of the sound-
obsessed film The Conversation). Both sound and image can “fade”
and “dissolve,” and sound cdits, like shot edits, can be “visible” or
“invisible” {or better, “audible” or “inaudible”). Chion speaks of
phonogenie, by analogy to photegenie, to refer to the propensity of
some voices to sound cuphonious when recorded. The classical ap-
proach to sound entailed a highly codificd set of conventions which
implied selectivity (only diegesis-relevant voices and sounds should
be heard); hierarchy {dialogue trumps background music or noise);
invisibility (the sound boom is not to be scen); seamlessness (no
abrupt changes in volume); motivation (only motivated distortion,
for example a character’s disturbed hearing); and readability (all sound
elements should be intelligible). {Sce Gorbman, 1987, on “inaud-
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ible” music in classical scoring of films.) Gaps in the soundrrack are
taboo, since spectators might infer that the sound equipment is not
working. There should be no sound without its accompanying im-
age, and no image without sound, whence the disorientation
provoked by soundless shots of scenes that would normally produce
noise. Cinematic sound, in sum, has been highly codified, con-
structcd, hemmed in by restrictions, the product of myriad protocols
and prohibitions.

Filmic sound, for Chion (1982; 1985; 1988; 1994), is multi-track,
and has diverse origins. The synchronous voice can be traced back
to the theater; film music derives from opera; and voice-over com-
mentary goes back to commented-on projections such as magic lan-
tern shows. For Chion, both film practice and film theory /criticism
have been “vococentric,” i.e. they privilege the voice vis-d-vis the
other acoustic tracks (music and noise). The sound-production pro-
cess in the classical cinema was designed to showcase the human
voice and make it audible and comprehensible; other forms of sound
(music, noise ) were subordinated to dialogue and image.

For French psychoanalytic theorists Guy Rosalto and Didier Anzicu
sound plays an essential role in the constitution of the subject.
Wrapped in the sonorous envelope of the womb, the child conflates
self with other, inside with outside. For Rosalto, music triggers the
auditory imaginary in conjunction with the pre-oedipal language of
sound. Chion borrows from Pierre Schaetfer the term “acousmatic”
to refer to those sounds without a visible source, a situation which
Schaefter sees as typical of a media-saturated environment where we
constantly hear the sounds of radio, telephone, CDs, ctc., without
sccing their literal sources. The term also evokes highly personal
intra-familial associations. The voice of the mother for the child still
within the womb is strangely acousmatic. Within the history of re-
ligion, the term evokes the voice of the Divine entity which mere
mortals were forbidden to scc. The acousmatic voice, Chion sug-
gests, unsettles the spectator because of its capacity (1) to be every-
where (ubiquity), (2) to see everything (panopticism), (3} to know
everything (omniscience), and {4) to do everything (omnipotence ).
The omnipresence of Hal the Computer in 2001: A Space Odyssey
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iftustrates the capacity of the acousmatic voice to be everywhere,
whilc the “voice-of-God” narration of the canonical documentary
illustrates its capacity to know cverything. 'The voice of the wizard in
The Wizard of Oz cvokes the voice as all-knowing and all-seeing,
although the film also culminates in an ironic “de-acousmatization,”
i.c. the process by which a bodiless voice is finally given a body, as
the Grand Oz is discovered behind the curtain.

While analysts have spent considerable encrgy on the clarification
of issucs concerning point of vicw, they have paid little attention to
what Chion calls point of hearing { peint d’ecoute), i.c. the position-
ing of sound in tcrms of placement during the production, place-
ment within the diegesis, and spectatorial apprehension. Often, there
is no strict coincidence between aural and visual point of view /hicar-
ing, for examplc when distant human figures are heard as ifin close-
up, or as in the musical, where cabaret-style sound maintains a
constant (ideal) level of fidelity and proximity despite differences in
visual scale. Chion also cites examples of aural point of view, as in
Abcl Gance’s Un Grand Amonr de Beethoven, where the dirccror
makes us empathize with the composer’s growing deafness by de-
priving us of the sounds engendered by the visual objects and activi-
ties on the screen. Such effeces work always in tandem with
and not independently of the image; close shots of the composer
“anchor” our impression that the aural cffects evoke the protagon-
ist’s handicap.

The theorization of sound has also been inflected by feminist cur-
rents, Some feminist theory contrasts the voice as fluid and continu-
ous expression with the rigid linearity of writing. Julia Kristeva
especially speaks of a pre-languaged vocal freedom, close to the
marvelous original fanguage of the mother, a language which would
be incarnated purely in the form of voice. Luce Iragaray claims that
patriarchal culture has a heavier investment in sceing than in hear-
ing. Kaja Silverman argues that dominant cinema “contains” the
female voice in order to facilitate the male viewer’s own disavowal
of his own insufficiency (Silverman, 1988, p. 310). Feminist film-
makers can trigger a “phallic divestiturc” by evoking the “choric
scene,” i.e. the moments when the mother’s voice addresses the child,
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in a premonition of cinematic voice-over. They can do this through
the voice-over narration of mothers, as in the Mulvey/Wollen film
Riddles of the Sphinx, or through the deliberate misalignment of a
female voice with a male on-screen body, as in Marjorie Keller’s
Misconception.!

Pursuing Bakhtin and Medvedev’s insight that “all manifcstations
of ideological creativity arc bathed by, suspended in, and cannot be
entirely segregated or divorced from the element of speech”
{Volosinov, 1976, p. 15), wc might argue that even the non-verbal
tracks, for example the music and noise tracks, can also cmbrace
linguistic elements. Recorded music is often accompanicd by lyrics,
and even when it is not it can evoke them. Purcly instrumental ver-
sions of popular songs often clicit in the spectator the mental pres-
ence of the words. (Kubrick cxploits remembered lyrics in Dy
Strangelove when he superimposes the well-known melody of “Try
a Little Tenderness™ on shots of nuclear bombers.) Even apart from
lyrics, music itself is permeated with semantic and discursive valucs.
Musicologist J. J. Nattiez (1975), for example, sees music as deeply
cmbedded in social discourses, including verbal discourses. Nor are
recorded noiscs nccessarily “innocent” of language. In some cul-
tures, music is literally discursive, as in the case of the “talking drums”
in Daugbters of the Dust, those tluent in the code will “hear” the
message, others will not. Speech can also become noise. The styl-
ized murmur of conversing voices in the restaurant sequences of
classical Hollywood films renders human speech as background noisc,
while Jacques Tari films give voice to an international esperanto of
aural effects — vacuum cleaners that wheeze and vinyl suits that go
“poot” — characteristic of the postmodern environment.

A number of scholars have ¢xamined the varying coefficients of
mimeticism in the image as opposed to music. The “realistic” effect
of music is paradoxical precisely because music, despite occasional
“anccdotal” musical scorcs such as Perer and the Wolf and Till
Eunlenspiegel, is not dircctly representational. Nevertheless, music can
be indirectly represcatational (scc Brown, 1994, pp. 12-37;
Gorbman, 1987, pp. 11-33}. Royal Brown (1994) argucs that mu-
sic, as a non-iconic medium, when accompanying the other tracks of
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film, can have a gencralizing function, encouraging the spectator to
receive the scene on the level of myth, while also triggering a “field
of association” likely to foster emotional identification. Claudia
Gorbman (1987) traces the function of music back to the silent
film, where it covered the noise of the projector, promoted an
emotional interpretation of the narrative, and provided historical or
caltural atmosphere. The music of the pianists and organists who
accompanied silent film thus “managed” spectatorial response, un-
derscoring the screen events with sound ¢lements adapted to their
mood and rhythm. Music provided an emotional “beat” for the film,
compensating for the cold, voiceless, ghost-like image. Conventional
fitm music has always worked to efface the instruments of produc-
tion of the cinematic illusion, channcling and dirccting the audi-
ence’s cmotienal response. Aithough in the sound film these two
functions have been integrated into the filmic text and rendered
more subtle, their purpose has not changed.

Music in films has classically taken a number of forms: (1) music
performed in the film {(whether literally synchronous or post-
synchronized); (2) pre-existing recorded music; and (3) music spe-
cifically scored tor the film (for example, Bernard Herrmann for Py-
tho, Vertigo, and Taxi Driver, Franz Waxman for Rear Window).
Music can be literally diegetic (performed or played within what is
posited as the story-world of the film) or it can be extra-diegetic,
autonomous, and call attention to itsclf as music (for example,
Giovanni Fusco’s music for Hevoshima Men Amonr). Music can be-
gin as non-diegetic (for example, the use of the theme from Grieg in
Fritz Lang’s M} and yet become diegeticized (when the same tune is
whistled by the murderer). A number of directors deploy a kind of
comic, surprisc dicgeticization, as when Fellini uses the “Ride of the
Valkyrie” as what scems to be (non-diegetic) commentative music,
yet suddenly reveals the orchestra performing the picce at the spa
{(Woody Allen achieves a similar effect in Bananas when he reveals
the harpist in the closct).

Music is polysemic, suggestive, open to infinite association, As
the “tonal analogue of fecling™ (Suzanne Langer), music engages
the psyche, substituting tor literal, visnal mimesis the realism of sub-

220



jectivity and the sensuous feel of thought. Within an illustonist acs-
thetic, images and music mutually anchor and reinforce each other.
Music carries the spectator over the rough spots of the dicgesis —
whence the importance of music during the opening credits, where
the presence of written text and the citation of the production per-
sonnel might call undue attention to the film’s process of fabrica-
trion. Film music, like montage, is one of those devices that at first
glance seems anti-naturalistic, bat which is ulimately recuperable
by a naturalist aesthetic. On superficial examination, all music not
immediately anchored in the image {i.e. whose source is neither
present nor implied to be present in the image) would scem by defi-
nition to be anti-illusionistic. Conventional cinema, however, often
substitutes for the superficial realism of visual appearance the ulti-
mately more persuasive realism of subjective response. The musical
scores of Hollywood dramatic films lubricate the spectator’s psyche
and oil the wheels of narrative continuity; music goes for the emo-
tional jugular. Rather like aesthetic trathic cops, flm music directs
our emotional responses; it regulates our sympathies, extracts our
tears, excites our glands, relaxes our pulses, and triggers our fears,
usually in strict conjunction with the image.

The style of film music which dominated Hollywood studios dur-
ing the 1930s and 1940s may be succinctly described as the sym-
phonic style of late nineteenth-century European romanticism (see
Bruce, 1991). The most influential composers - for example, Max
Steiner, Dimitri Tiomkin, Franz Waxman, Miklés Rézsa ~ tended
to be European immigrants steeped in a specific tradition of musical
composition. Given their European education, these film compos-
ers were inclined to favor the lush sounds of rich orchestral scoring,
with long-spanned melodies based on Wagnerian leitmotifs. The
concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk was transmuted into a canonical
aesthetic for film music; one which wedded music to action and
character, dialogue, and sound-effects by furnishing the appropriate
musical “color” and environment.

Without slighting the brilliance of these composers, ane can ques-
tion the inevitability of their aesthetic as the only appropriate one
for such an open and discontinucus medium as film. Their ideas, in
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lesser hands, became subject to vulgarization and standardization,
The leitmotif became a rather mechanical device for allying particu-
lar themes to particular characters, themes which were returned to
with minimal variation during the course of the film, Film scores
tended to be redundant, subliminal, hackneyed, and comfortably
tonal. They were redundant because hyper-explicit: cheerful images
redoubled with cheerful sounds, tragic moments underlined with
“tragic” harmonics, and narrative climaxes carefully matched to swells
and crescendos. The image was over-stuffed with a pleonastically
high coefficient of representation. Such scores were subliminal in
that they were meant to be felt emotionally rather than heard intel-
lectually. They were hackneyed because they appealed to a senies of
petrified associations — flutes for meadows, Mendelsohn for wed-
dings, ominous chords for danger. The scores are reassuringly tonal,
finally, in being spiritually descended from the late romantic period.
Returning the public to the lost paradise of 1onality, melody, and
final resolution, the scores rigorously avoided modernist dissonance
and tension.

Since music is closely tied to communitarian culture and “struc-
tures of feeling,” it can tell us where a film’s emotional heart is. The
choice of European symphonic music rather than African music in
films set in Africa (for example Out of Africa and Ashanti) suggcsts
that the tilm’s heart is with the Europcan protagonists and that
Africa is merely background decor, On the other hand, the African
music on the soundtracks of &ex# films (i.e. films made by North
African Arabs in France) such as Bye Bye and Salut Cousin layer an
African acoustic feeling over Europcan cityscapes. Music fracks can
also “locate™ us within time, a technique which goes at least as far
back as American Graffiti, Coming Home, and The Big Chill, but
which is continued in period films like The Dead Presidents and The
Ice Storm, where pertod pop songs become a kind of shorthand for
evoking a historical period.

Music abviously can also play a role in alternative aesthetics. A
number of African and Afro-diasporic films, such as Faces of Women
(1985), Barravento (1962), and Pagador de Promessas (1962), de-

ploy drum smverturesin ways that affirm African cultural values. Films
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by African and Afro-diasporic dircectors like Sembene, Cisse, and Faye
not only use African music but celebrate it. Julic Dash’s Dawughters
of the Dust (1990) deploys an African “talking drum” to drive home,
if only subliminally, the Afrocentric thrust of a film dedicated 10 the
diasporic culture of the Gullah people.

Arthur Jafa speaks of the cinematic possibilities of “Black visual
intonation,” whereby “irregular, nontcmpered {nonmetronomic)
camera rates and frame replication . . . prompt filmic movement to
function in a manner that approximates black vocal intonation,” forg-
ing the filmic cquivalent of the tendency in black music to “treat
notcs as indeterminate, inherently unstable sonic frequencies rather
than as fixed phenomena” (quoted in Dent, 1992}, What might be
the filmic equivalent, one wonders, of call and response, melisma,
and a suspended beat? Clearly the theoretical ramifications and aes-
thetic possibilities of sound have only begun to be explored.

The Rise of Cultural Studies

While film semiotics was concernced with specifically cinematic codes
such as sound, the movement which came to be known as cultural
studies was more interested in embedding media like the cinema in
a larger cultural and historical context. Cultural studics traces its
roots to the 1960s and is conventionally seen as beginning with
such British lefiists as Richard Hoggart (The Uses of History),
Raymond Williams { Culture and Society), E. P. Thompson ( The
Making of the English Working Class), and Stuart Hall. Hall, together
with Dick Hebdige, Richard Johnson, Angela McRobbie, and Larry
Grossberg, is associated with the Birmingham Centre for Contem-
porary Cultural Studies. Conscious of the oppressive aspects of the
British class system, the members of the Birmingham Centre, many
of whom were associated with adult education projects, looked for
aspects of idcological domination and for new agents of social change.
A more diffuse and international genealogy for cultural studies might
be traced to the work of such figurcs as Roland Barthes in France,
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Leslie Fiedier in the United States, Frantz Fanon in France and North
Africa, and C. R. L. James in the Caribbean, all going back to the
1950s.

Cultural studics draws on diverse inteliectual sources; initially
Marxism and semiotics, and later, feminism and critical race theory.
Cultural studies has variously absorbed and reconfigured a constel-
lation of concepts: Raymond Williams’s definition of culturc as a
“whole way of life;” Gramsci’s concept of “hegemony™ and “war of
position;” Michel de Certcan’s concept of “poaching;” Volosinov’s
ideas about idcology and language as coterminous with the “multi-
accentual” sphere of language; Clifford Geertz’s notion of culture
as a narrarological ensemble; Foucanit’s reflexions on knowledge
and power; Bakhtin’s notion of carnival as social inversion; and
Bourdieu’s notions of “habitus” and the “cultural field.” While film
semiotics began in France and Italy and then spread to the English-
speaking world, cultural studies began in the English-speaking world
and then spread to Europe and Latin America (volumes on German,
Spanish, and Italian cultural studies have recently been published).

The Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci was a key influence on cul-
tural sadies. In his Prison Netebooks, written between 1929 and 1935,
Gramsci questioned the primacy in Marxist thought of the economic
base over idcological superstructure. According to Gramsct, only a
reconfigured analysis of base—supcrstricture relations would enable
the left to account for the stalling of revolution in Western Europe,
in situations where economic conditions would seem ro favor revo-
lution. Ideologies, Gramsci argued, cut across class lines; conversely,
the same individual can be inflected by diverse, even contradictory,
ideologies. The left needed to expose social “common sense,” that
amalgam of contradictory idcas drawn from multiple time periods
and traditions, as an impediment to the coming-to-consciousness of
the working class.

Cultural studies is notoriously difficult to define due 1o its delib-
erately eclectic and open-ended method. Fredric Jameson speaks of
“the desire called cultural studies.” The “culturc” in cultural studics
is at once anthropological and artistic. Once can define cultural stud-
ies in terms of its democratizing notion (inherited from semiotics)
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of all cultural phenomena as worthy of study. The authors of Cui-
tural Studies define cultural studies, somewhat imperialistically, as a
kind of disciplinary omnivore: “Cultural studies is thus committed
to the study of the entire range of society’s arts, beliefs, institutions
and practices” {Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg, 1992, p. 4). Al-
ternatively, one can define cultural studics in tcrms of its relation to
traditional disciplines. In this sense it marks the end of any one mas-
ter discipline in the humanities. Cary Nelson calls cultural studies a
counter-disciplinary “cluster of disciplines under crasure,” a response
to the repressions of overly specific and overly traditional disciplines.

In terms of its object of study, cultural studies is less interested in
“media specificity” and “film language™ than it is in culture as spread
out over a broad discursive continuum, where texts are embedded
in a social matrix and where they have consequences in the world.
Transformalist, cultural studies calls attention to the social and insti-
tutionai conditions under which meaning is produced and received.
It represents a shift from interest in texts per se to an interest in the
processes of interaction berween texts, spectators, institutions, and
the ambient culture. It radicalizes classical semiotics’ interest in all
texts — not just high-art texts — highlighting moments of both
hegemonic manipulation and political or idcological resistance.
Despite Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg’s denial of the legitimacy
of texmal analysis, however, it is a misnomer to assume that cul-
rural studics ncver docs textual analysis. It does do textual analysis,
but the “text” in question is no longer Keats’s Grecian Urn or
Hitchcock’s Vertige, but rather Madonna and Disneyworld, shop-
ping malls and Barbic dolls.

Offering itself as an alternative to what it sees as the ahistoricity of
both structuralism and psychoanalysis, cultural studies explores cul-
ture as a site where subjectivity is constructed. For culrural studies,
contcmporary subjectivity is incxtricably interwoven with media rep-
resentations of all sorts. The subject is constructed not only in terms
of sexual difference but also in terms of many other kinds of differ-
ence, in a permancnt and multivalenced negotiation between mate-
rial conditions, idcological discourses, and social axes of stratification
based on class, race, gender, age, locale, sexual orientation, national
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origin. In this sense, cultural studies tries to open up space for
marginalized voices and stigmatized communities, participating in
what Cornel West later called “the cultural politics of difference.”

In the reaim of film, cultural studies was a reaction both against
screen theory and against quantitative (number crunching) mass
communications audience studies. (It was also a way for English
departments to incorporate film study without worrying about film
history or film specificity. ) Unlike screen theory, cultural studies does
not focus on any one medium such as film, but rather on the larger
spectrum of cultural practices. Indeed, at times, an insufficient at-
tention on the part of adherents of cultural studies to media specificity
leads to neglect of the ways that diverse media (film, MTV, video)
generate specific pleasures and effects. In this sense, recent film stud-
ies has retrofitted apparatus theory to account for film vicwing not
only in the classical movic theater or Cineplex but also on VCRs at
home, in airports, on planes, and so forth. The kind of concentrated
attention paid to a high-definition image in a darkencd theater — the
conditions assumed in the analyses of a Baudry or a Metz — differs
radically from the kind of dispersed reception of film viewing on a
moving airplane.

The precise relation between film studics and cultural scudies is
also a contested topic. Does cultural studics compicte and enrich
film studies or threaten to dilute it? Some film thcorists welcome
cultural studies as a logical extension of work already being done in
film studies, while others see it as a treasonous betrayval of cinema
studies’ founding principle of medium specificity. While the name
of onc discipline — cinema studies — designates a medium, the name
of the other - cultural studies — transcends medium specificity. For
some film scholars, cultural studies is to be despised because it no
longer studies a high art (the cinema) but rather low, vulgar, popu-
lar arts like TV sitcoms — a rather ironic claim in the light of film
studics” long struggle to establish the dignity of its own despised
object of study, If 1970s film theory developed a neurotic distance
from, even antipathy toward, its object of study, cultural studics has
sometimes been accused of not being critical enough, of falling un-
der the spell of mass-culture.
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David Bordwell (Bordwell and Carroll, 1996} argues that earlier
“subject-positioning” theory and cultural studies have many features
in common, namely a shared group of practitioners as well as basic
bibliographies (Saussure, Lévi-Strauss, Barthes as common refer-
ences). More important, Bordwell argues, there are common “doc-
trines” — the word is deliberately used to evoke sterile orthodoxy
and ritualistic adherence — notably beliefs that (1) human practices
and institutions are in all significant respects socially constructed;
(2) the understanding of spectatorship requires a theory of subjec-
tivity; (3) spectatorial response to the cinema depends upon identi-
fication; (4) verbal language supplies and appropriates an adequate
analogue for film. The two movements also share similar protocols
or “reasoning routines:” (1) a top-down, doctrine-driven inquiry;
{2) argument as bricolage;, (3) associational reasoning; and (4) the
hermeneutic interpretative impulsc. While Bordwell’s argument has
a grain of truth, it also ignores the heated polemics that scparated
the two movements, especially in Britain, where the cultural studies
group at the Birmingham Centre critiqued the Sereen group as elit-
ist and apolitical, as overly concerned with the productivity of signi-
tying systems and not concerned enough with social production in
general. Overall, cultural studies distinguished itsclf from screen
theory by being more interested in the uses of texts than in texts per
se, by being more enamored of Gramsci than of Althusser, by being
less interested in psychoanalysis than in sociology, and by being more
optimistic about the audience’s capacity to read “against the grain.”
One can also question the prejudicial formulations that suggest that
semioticians and cultural studies advocates are “doctrine-driven”
while their non-semiotic opponents are presumably neutral and ob-
jective, The derisive term “doctrine-driven” in this sense has a func-
tion analogous to the “p.c.” slur in right-wing attacks on “tenured
radicals.”

A Key issuc in cultural studies 1s the question of agency: whether
resistance and change are possible in a mass-mediated world. De-
spite the decline of leftist politics, cultural studies has tended to be
more sanguinc about possibilitics for resistance than Althusserian
apparatus thecory. Cultural studies was less interested in top-down
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ideological manipulation by apparatuses and elites than in bottom-
up subcultural resistances. [ts emphasis on digging out *moments”
of subversion provides coatinuity 1o the “gaps and fissurcs” analysis
of 1970s Marxist semiotics, but introduces a new vocabulary of
“negotiation” and “contestation” which come from a Gramscian
framework. At the same time, cultural studies adopted a less militant
approach toward cultural products, one that reflects the general de-
chine of polincal radicalism, and the entangled social positioning of
contemporary radicals themselves, who no longer boyeott the sys-
tem but rather work to various degrees within it. Key to cultural
studics is the idea that culture is the site of conflict and negotiation
within social formations dominated by power and traversed by ten-
sions having to do with class, gender, race, and sexuality. In Britain
cultural studies began by being more oriented toward issues of class;
it came to engage issues of gender and race relatively “late.” In 1978
thec Women’s Study Group lamented the “absence from CCCS ofa
visible concern with feminist issues.” And in the [980s cultural studics
was challenged to pay more attention to race, partly under the influ-
ence of US cultural studies, which has tended to ftocus more on
gender and race than on class.

At its best, cultural studies locates moments of subcultural sub-
version and resistance; at its worst, it celebrates fandom and consum-
erism as exercises in untrammeled freedom. It often has an ambivalent
attitude toward its mass-mediated objects of study, an ambivalence in
some ways reminiscent of film semiology’s simulrancous love for and
distance from classical cinema, It is fond of oxymoronic responses like
“complicitous critique™ (Linda Hutcheons), finding mass-culture, as
Eve Sedgewick has put it, always “sort of transgressive, and sort of
hegemonic.” The articulations of these complexities at times become
formulaic. Meeghan Morris (in Mellencamp, 1990, p. 20) laments
the fact that “thousands of versions of the same article about pleas-
ure, resistance, and the politics of consumption are being run off un-
der different names with minor variations.” At the Urbana Cultural
Studies Conference, Tony Bennctt mocked the “consumer pleasurce
as resistance” school which consists of “slcuthing for subversiveness
where one would least expect to find it.”
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Cultural studies becomes depoliticized when it loses sight, as it
sometimes does, of the unequal power relations within which spec-
rators cngage with texts, at which point it lapses into what IDavid
Morley (1992 calls the “don’t worry, be happy” American school
of cultural studies. Morley’s comment implies that Americans have
depoliticized the insights of the founders of cultural studics. (One
senses here a left version of the old European lament abour the his-
tory-less barbarians on the other side of the Atlantic.} Within the
United States, ironically, these same cultural studies scholars are
demonized by nco-conservatives as “tenured radicals” who have
“politicized” the university and corrupted youth. It is also ironic
that a certain strand of cultural studies, best exemplified by John
Fiske, cmphasizes the freedom and resistance in the sphere of
consumption just when the field of production is more and more
concentrated, more and morce subject to the power of vast corpora-
tions like Viacom and of megamoguls like Rupert Murdoch, a time
when most alternative productions, including even European art
cinema, are being frozen out by blockbuster films and media mega-
conglomerates.

The Birth of the Spectator

In the late 1960s Roland Barthes had prophesied the “death of the
author” and the “birth of the reader.” Yet in a sensc it is a nnsnomer
to speak of the birth of the spectaror in film theory, since film theory
has always been concerned with spcctatorship. Whether in
Munsterberg’s idea that film operates in the mental sphere, or in
Eisenstein’s faith in the cpistemological leaps triggered by intellec-
tual montage, or in Bazin’s view of the spectator’s democratic free-
dom to interpret, or in Mulvey’s concern with the male gaze, virtually
all film theories have implied a theory of spectatorship,

In the 1970s theory psvchoanalyzed the pleasures of the cinematic
situation as such. In the 1980s and 1990s analysts bccame more
interested in socially differentiated forms of spectatorship. This move
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gave expression to a shift that had alrcady taken place in literary
studies, variously called reader response theory (Stanley Fish, Nor-
man Holland) or reception theory {associated especially with the
Constance School of Reception Acsthetics). Hans Robert Jauss’s
historicizing approach, a synthesis of Formalism and Marxism, was
complemented by Wolfgang Iser’s examination of the intcraction
between the reader and a “virtual”
“concretization.” The emphasis in reception theory on “filling in
the gaps of the text” can be seen, in retrospect, as ideally suited to a
medium like the cincma where the spectator is neccssarily active,
obliged to compensate for certain lacks - the lack of a third dimen-
sion, for example — and literally sees darkness much of the time.
The spectator was now scen as more active and critical, not the
passive object of “interpellation” but rather at once constituting and
constituted by the text. Contra earlier apparatus theory, it was now
argued that the strong subject-efiects produced by narrative cinema
were not automatic or irresistible, nor could they be separated from
the desire, experience, and knowledge of historically situated spec-
tators, constituted outside the text and traversed by scts of power
relations such as nation, race, class, gender, and sexuality. Stuart
Hall, borrowing from Umberto Eco and Frank Papkin, anticipated
and concretely shaped this shift in his influential essay “Decoding
and Encoding™ (1980). For Hall, mass-media texts do not have a
univocal meaning but can be read differently by different pcople,
depending not only on their social location but also on their ideclo-
gies and desires. Rejecting the tradition which sces the subject of
the media as simply “spoken” by ideological structures and discourses,
Hall sces texts (in this case televisual texts) as susceptible to diverse
readings based on political-idcological contradiction. Hall posits threc
broad rcading strategies in relation to deminant ideology: (1) the
deminant reading produced by a viewcr situated to acquiesce in the
dominant ideology and the subjectivity it produces; (2) the negoti-
ated reading produccd by the viewer who largely acquiesces in domi-
nant ideology, but whosc real-life situation provakes specific “local”
critical inflections; and (3) the resistant reading produced by those
whose social situation and consciousness place them in a directly
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oppositional relation to dominant ideology. Resistant rcading on
one axis (e.g. class), [ would add, might go hand-in-hand with a
dominant rcading on another axis (e.g. race), along all the permuta-
tons of social identity and afliliadon. David Morlcy, complicating
Hall’s tripartite schema, argued for a discursive approach that would
define spectatorship as the “moment when the discourses of the
reader meet the discourse of the text” {Morley, 1980).

Text, apparatus, discourse, and history, in sum, are all in play and
in motion. Neither text nor spectator is a static, pre-constituted en-
tity; spcctators shape and are shaped by the cinematic experience
within an endless dialogical process. Cinematic desire is not only
intra-psychic; it is also social and ideological. Any truly comprehen-
sive ethnography of spectatorship must distingnish multiple regis-
ters: (1) the spectator as fashioned by the text itself (through
focalization, point-of-view conventions, narrative structuring, misc-
cn-scéne); (2) the spectator as fashioned by the (diverse and
cvolving) technical apparatuses (Cineplex, IMAX, domestic VCR);
(3) the spectator as fashioned by the institutional contexts of
spectatorship (social ritual of moviegoing, classroom analysis,
cinématéque); (4} the spectator as constituted by ambient discourses
and ideologies; (5) the actual spectator as embodicd, raced, gendered,
and historically situated. The analysis of spectatorship must there-
fore explore the gaps and tensions among the different levels, the
diverse ways that text, apparatus, history, and discourse construct the
spectator, and the ways that the spectator as subject—interlocutor
also shapes the encounter.

In the 1880s and 1990s, film scholars paid increasing attention to
the historically conditioned nature of spectatorship. The history of
cinema, in this sensc, is not just the history of films and filmmakers,
but also the history of what meanings successive publics have attrib-
uted to film. Thus we find studies of the demographics of the movie
audience in terms of age and class. The special issue of Iris (1990}
on “Early Cinema Audicnces™ provides a good example of this ten-
dency, where diverse authors (Richard Abel, Janet Staiger, Elena
Degrado) discuss such diverse issues as the class composition of the
audience, urbanization and the growth of the moviegoing public,
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and the development of a cinematic “imaginary.” In Babel and
Babylon: Spectatorship in American Silent Film (1991), Miriam
Hansen examinges the role of the “fan,” and specifically the cult of
Valentino. In Interpreting Films (1992), finally, Janet Staiger
overviews contemporary reception theory in film, subdividing the
ficld into (1) text-activated; (2) rcader-activated; and (3) context-
activated theories. Within an approach she calls “historical-materi-
alist,” Staiger explores the reception of a wide range of films (from
Uncle Tom’s Cabin to Zelig) to demonstrate the historical /contex-
tual shaping of interpretation.

Although fiim theory had known since Mulvey that spectatorship
was gendered, 1980s theory was also beginning to recognize that
spectatorship was also sexnalized, classed, raced, nationed, regioned,
and so forth. The culturally variegated nature of spectatorship derives
from the diverse locations in which films are received, from the tem-
poral gaps of seeing films in difterent historical moments, and from
the conflictual subject-positionings and community affiliations of the
spectators themselves. In its quasi-exclusive focus on sexual as op-
poscd to other kinds of difference, and in its privileging of the intra-
psychic as opposed to the intersubjective and the discursive,
psychoanalytic filim theory often elided questions of culturally inflected
spectatorship. In an essay on black spectatorship Manthia Diawara
stressed the racial dimension of spectatorship, arguing that black spee-
tators cannot “buy into” the racism of Birth of # Nation. They dis-
rupt the functioning of Griffith’s film, rebelling against the “order”
imposcd by its narrative. For black spectators, the character Gus, as a
blackface incarnation of lust and violence, clearly cannot represent
blacks but only white prejudice toward blacks. belt hooks, meanwhile,
spoke of the “oppositional gaze™ of black female spectators, That biacks
under slavery and segregation were punished for the very act of look-
ing, hooks argues, generated a “trawmatic rclationship to the gaze.”
The existence of black women within white supremacist culture, she
continues, problematizes and complexifics the issue of female iden-
tity, representation, and spectatorship. Critical black female specta-
tors implicitly construct a theory of looking relations where “cinematic
visual delight is the pleasure of interrogation” (hooks, 1992, p. 115).
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At the same time, there is no racially, culturally, or even ideologi-
cally circumscribed cssential spectator — the white spectator, the black
spectator, the Latino/Latina spectator, #he resistant spectator. These
categories repress the heteroglossia within spectators themselves.
Spectators arc involved in multiple identities (and identifications)
having to do with gender, race, sexual preference, region, religion,
ideology, class, and generation. Moreover, socially imposed epider-
mic identities do not strictly determine personal identifications and
political allegiances. It is not only a question of what one is or where
onc is coming from, but also of what one desires to be, where one
wants to go, and with whom ote wants to go there. Within a com-
plex combinatoire of positions, members of an oppressed group might
identify with the oppressing group (Native American children root-
ing for the cowboys against the “Indians™; Africans identifying with
Tarzan; Arabs with Indiana Jones), just as members of privileged
groups might identify with the struggles of oppressed groups.
Spectatorial positioning is relational: communities can identity with
one another on the basis of a shared closeness or on the basis of a
common antagonist. Spectatorial positions are multiform, fissured,
schizophrenic, unevenly developed, culturally, discursively, and
politically discontinuous, torming part of a shifting realm of ramity-
ing differences and contradictions {Shohat and Stam, 1994).

If spectatorship is on one level structured and determined, on an-
other it is open and polymorphous. The cinematic experience has a
ludic and adventurous side as well as an imperious one; it fashions a
plural, “mutant” self, occupying a range of subject positions. One is
“doubled” by the cincmaric apparatus, at once in the movie theater
and with the camera/projector and the action on screen. And one is
further dispersed through the multiplicity of perspectives provided by
cven the most conventional montage. Cinema’s “polymorphous pro-
jection-identifications” on a certain level transcend the determinations
of local morality, social milieu, and ethnic affiliation (see Morin, 1958).
Spectatorship can become a liminal space of dreams and self-tashion-
ing. Through the psychic chameleonism of spectatorship, ordinary
social positions, as in carnival, are temporarily bracketed.

Building on Michel de Certean’s notion of reading as poaching,
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Henry Jenkins in 7extual Peachers analyscs the phenomenon of fan
culrure. Fans, Jenkins notes, “rewrite” their favorite shows through
a panoply of techniques: recontextualization, cxpansion of timeline,
refocalization, moral realignment, genre shifting, crossovers, char-
acter dislocation, personalization, emotional intensification, and erot-
icization. Fandom, then, has an element of empowerment: “Fans
are poachers who get to keep what they take and use their plun-
dered goods as the foundations for the construction of an alterna-
tive cultural community” (Jenkins, 1992, p. 223).

But if 1970s thcory was unduly pessimistic and defeatist, current
theory has perhaps swung a bit too far in the opposite dircction.
Media theorists have stressed spectatorial agency and freedom, ironi-
catly, just as media production and ownership have become ever
more centralized. Resistant readings, morcover, depend on
a certain cultural or political preparation that “primes” the spec-
tator to read critically. In this sense onc might question the more
euphoric claims of thecorists such as John Fiske, who sce TV vicwers
as mischievously working out “subversive” readings based on their
own popuiar memory. Fiske rightly rejects the hypodermic-necedle
model of media influencc that sces TV vicwers, for cxample, as pas-
sive drugged patients getting their nightly fix, reduced to “couch
potatoes” and “cultural dupes.” He rightly suggests that minorities,
for example, “see through™ the racism of the dominant media. But
if disempowered communities can decode dominanr programming
through a resistant perspective, they can do so only to the extent
that their collective life and historical memory have provided an al-
ternative framework of understanding. In the case of the Gulf War,
for example, the majority of American viewers lacked any alternative
grid to help them interpret events, specifically a view rooted in an
understanding of the legacy of colonialism and its particular com-
plexities in the Middle East. Primed by the sheer inertia of oriental-
ist discourse, they gave credence to whatever views the Administration
chose to present.
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Cognitive and Analytic Theory

Much of the 1980s and 1990s were devoted to revising, if not dis-
mantling, the premises of 1970s screen theory. During this period
theorists like Noél Carroll and David Bordwell attacked with icono-
clastic glee and “the-emperor-has-no-clothes™ irreverence virtually
all its major tenets. (The targets of these provocations reacted with
olympian hautcur, rarcly deigning to respond.) Representing the
“postanalytc” tradition, meanwhile, Richard Allen and Murray Smith
criticized the philosophical overreaching of screen theory:

What is striking about the Continental philosophy thar has been taken to the
cinema i the way in which extraordinarvily sweeping claims that pertain to
the end of epistemology, the construction of the subyect, ov theses concerning the
wltimate constituents of veality, ave ail vooted in one aspect of the cinema — the
causal oy indexical nature of the photographic image — as if within this fea-
ture Of CINEMALIC Yepresentation samehow lies an answey 1o every guestion we
might seek to ask about the cinema fand even modern-ity or knowledge in
genevall). (Allen and Smith, 1997, p. 22)

The postanalytic thinkers accused screen theory of a number of du-
bious argumentative stratcgics: deferential appeals to authoritative
figures; the misleading usc of examples and analogies; the refusal to
submit arguments to cmpirical test: the strategic use of willful ob-
scurity (ibid., p. 6). The “Continentals,” in turn, saw analytic phi-
losophy and its cinematic offshoots as arid, trivial, apolitical, and
narrowly technical, a professionalist evasion of social and intellectual
responsibility.

The “cognitive theory” movement, which looscly includes such
diverse figures as Gregory Currie, Torben Grodal, Edward Branigan,
Trevor Poncch, Murray Smith, Noél Carroll, and David Bordwell,
began — if onc scts aside “proto-cognitivists” like Munsterberg and
the filmolinguists — gains force in the 1980s. Cognitivism looks for
morc precise alternative answers to questions raised differently about
film reception by scmiotics and psychoanalytic theory. Cognitivism
has been a continuing thread, although by no means the onlythread,
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in the work of David Bordwell. It surtaces in “The Viewer’s Activ:
ity” section of Narration in the Fiction Film, in the polemics against
psychoanalysis in Making Meaning, in the 1989 cssay “A Case for
Cognttivism,” and in Post-Theory, where Bordwell and Carroll char-
acterize cognitivism not as a theory but as a stance which “seeks to
understand human thought, emotion, and action by appeal to proc-
esses of mental representation, naturalistic processes, and (somc sense
of} rational agency” (Bordwell and Carroll, 1996, p. xvi). Cognitivists
stress the physiological and cognitive systems “hard-wired” into all
human beings, what Bordwell calls the “contingent universals” prior
to particularities of history, culture, and identity: the assumption of
a three-dimensional environment, the assumption that natural light
falls from above, and so forth. These contingent universals make
possible artistic conventions which seem natural because they ac-
cord with the norms of human perception.

In Narration and the Fiction Film (1985), Bordwell offers a cog-
nitive alternative to semiotics to explain how spectators make sense
of films. For Bordwell, narration is a process whereby films furnish
cues to spectators who use interpretative schemata to construct of-
dered, intelligible stories in their minds. From the point of view of
reception, spectators entertain, claborate, and sometimes suspend
and modify their hypotheses about the images and sounds on the
screen. From the point of view of the film, it opcrates on two levels:
(1} what the Russian Formalists called syuzber, i.e. the actual form,
however fragmented and out-of-sequence, in which events are re-
counted; and (2) the fabuln, i.c. the ideal (logically and chronologi-
cally ordered) story which the film suggests and which the spectatar
reconstructs on the basis of the film’s cucs. The first instance, syuzbet,
guides the narrative activity of the spectator by offering various forms
of pertinent information having to do with causality and with
spatiotemporal relations. The second is a purely formal construct
characterized by unity and coherence,

Cognitivists have been critical of what they regard as the hermetic,
inflated, and tautological discoursc of film theory and especially psy-
choanalytic film theory, (For the cogmitivists, to put it somewhat
crudely, a cigar really s sometimes just a cigar. ) These theorists there-
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fore bypass psychoanalytic film theory, drawing instead on the most
cogent theories of perception, reasoning, and information-process-
ing to understand how films are received and followed in terms of
causc—cffect narrative, space—time relations, and so forth. The
cognitivist research program by now has generated studies of classi-
cal Hollywood cinema (Bordwell, Thompson, Currie, Smith}, the
avant-garde (Carroll, Peterson), the documentary (Carroli,
Plantinga), and horror (Carroll, Freeland}. A symposium on
Cognitivism in Copcnhagen (May 1999) featured papers on a wide
spectrum of issues: nonfiction film and emotion (Carl Plantinga);
the social psychology of the horror film {Dolf Zillman}; a cognitive
approach to film acting (Johannes Riis); cinema’s psychology of per-
ception (Revor Ponech); film history and the cognitive revolution
(Casper Tybjerg); lighting styles in Lubitsch (Kristin Thompson);
and Caligari and cognition (Wayne Munson). As Noél Carroll {1996,
pp. 321-2) points out, cognitivism is difficult to define becausc it is
not a unified theory. First, it is not a singlc theory but rather a con-
stellation of small-scale theories. Second, these various small-scale
theories conceptualize the issucs differently. Third, the theories, taken
together, do not form a single framework. Gregory Curnie (in Miller
and Stam, 1999) also points out that there are few specific doctrines
to which all cognitivists subscribe. Cognitivism tends to be eclectic,
wary of systematic thinking, with cognitivists tending to “cut 'n’
mix” their cognitivism with other theories. Richard Allen combines
cognitivismt with both psychoanalysis and postanalytic philosophy;
David Bordwell melds cognitivism with Prague School Formalism.
Cognitivists also dis-agrec with one another; for example, Carroll
versus Currie on empathy and simulation; Allen versus Carroll on
“illusion” and so forth. Most cognitivists, however, would agree
that {1) the processcs of film spectatorship are best understood as
rationally motivated attempts to make visnal or narrative sense out
of the textual matcrials; and (2) that these processes of making sense
are not dissimilar to those we deplov in our everyday life experience.

Cognitivism recapitulates — in a non-linguistic register - first-phase
film semiology’s attempt to understand “how films are understood.”
Cognitivism bypasscs the linguistic model and focuses instead on
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formal elements of film which “match” the norms of human percep-
tion. In fact, cognitivists tend to reject the notion of film language.
Thus Noél Carroll asserts that “cinema is not a language,” while he
acknowiedges that language does play “an intimate role in several of
the symbolic structures used in cinema” (Carroil, 1996, p. 187).
Virginia Brooks (1984) finds film scmiology untestable and unveri-
fiable and therefore unscientific; she describes Christian Metz’s
filmolinguistic work as “devoid of any experimental content or even
any suggestion as to how decisions might be reached as to the right-
ness or wrongness of its assertions” (ibid., p. 11). Gregory Currie
(1995} rejects the sugpgestion that linguistics can help us explain
how we use, interpret, or appreciate the cinema, Film, he argues,
lacks the salient features of natural language: it lacks productivity
(the capacity to utter and comprehend an infinity of sentences) and
conventionality, 1.e. no sct of conventions operates to confer mean-
ing on cinematic images in anything like the way in which conven-
tions confer literal meaning on language. Film syntax, furthermore,
cannot be compared to language. “While a few kinds of shot-
combinations have acquired the status of recurrent and familiar
patterns (e.g. point-ot-view editing), these in no sensc constitute
or even approach the status of meaning-determining rules” (Currie,
in Milier and Stam, 1999).

Some of these critiques seem rather ungencrous. Mctz himself
had already implicitly made them when he said that cinema was not
a langue (language system), and acknowledged that “meaning-
determining rules” like the Grand Syntagmatique were historically
time-bound (just a codification of editing in a certain period}. Mctz
always stressed the disanalogies as well as the analogics between film
and language, never equating analogy with identity. It is therefore
somewhat gratuitous to inventory all the ways in which film is #oz a
language system when Metz had already said as much. The cognitivist
rejection of filmolinguistics partially derives from the sensitivity, typi-
cal of analytc and ordinary-langnage philosophy, to the possible
abuses of metaphor, here the metaphor of film as language (or later
dream). For cognitivists, mctaphor is not necessarily a cognitive,
exploratory instrument, but rather a kind of category mistake (al-
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though onc might perform a cognitive study of metaphor itself).
Cognitivists tend to be suspicious of the playful, punning, mcta-
phorical, and analogical modes of some screen theory; they react to
it as Samuel Johnson reacted to Shakespeare’s puns, as a “fatal Cleo-
patra” to be shunned. (Nonctheless, writers like Noél Carroli are
themselves fond of using witty analogies, a kind of metaphor, as a
strategy 1n argument.) However, metaphors are not wrong or right;
they are suggestive and ituminating, or they are not. It is one thing
1o say that a metaphor such as “film language™ has given us all it can
give us and that we should move on or change tack; it is a very
different thing to say that it is simply “wrong.”

Cognitivists do not completely deny the uscfulness of psycho-
analysis, but they sce that usefuiness as limited to the emotive and
irrational aspects of film. Cognitivism, Carroll writes, looks for
“alternative answers to many of the questions addressed by or raised
by psychoanalytic film theories, especially with respect to film recep-
tion, in terms of cognitive and rational processes rather than irra-
tional or unconscious ones”{Bordwell and Carroli, 1996, p. 62},
Bordwell, similarly, acknowledges that psychoanalytic theorics are
better equipped than cognitivism for issues of sexuality and fantasy
(Bordwell, 1985, p. 336). But there is “no reason,” as Bordwell
puts it, “to claim for the unconscious any activiies which can be
cxplained on other grounds” (ibid., p. 30).

Using a cognitive /analytic approach, Allen (1995) tried to re-
cuperate psychoanalytic theory through a critical reassessmeit that
would cleanse it of “ambiguity and equivocation.” Distinguishing
berween mere “scnsory deception” and “cpistemic deception,”
Allen argued that psychoanalysis can help us understand the ways
that the spectator actively contributes to “projective llusion.” We
know that what we are secing is only a film, yet we experience that
film as a “fully realized world.” Allen proposes a tripartite division
for the question of belief in the cinema. Using George Romero’s
horror film Night of the Living Dead as an example, he distin-
guishes between a first level realist reading, a sccond level of “re-
productive” iltusion, and a third level of “projective illusion” (Allen,
1993).
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Cognidvism, in sum, explicitly rejects some of the first principles
of screen theory. It rejects, first of all, the axiomatic base of
filmolinguistics, that film is a “language-like” cntity that can be ap-
prehended through a linguistic—semiological approach. Second, it
rejects the founding abstraction of psychoanalytic film theory — the
Unconscious — in favor of conscious and preconscious operations.
Third, unlike the semiotic and Althusserian tradition, it tends to be
supportive rather than suspicious of “common sense™ — the aggre-
gate of common opinion derisively labeled “doxa” by Roland Barthes
- and in some versions offers a populist endorsement of what Currie
calls “folk psychology” or “folk theoretic wisdom.” Fourth, cogni-
tivism disdains grand theorctical claims — the anthor is dead! the
spectator is born! the apparatus lures! — in favor of the time-tested
pragmatism of “problem solving.” Fifth, it tends to reject the pol-
itical claims made for Brechtian—modernist reflexivity. Sixth, it
rejects, if only implicity, the postmodern notion of the end of meta-
narratives, specifically the rejection of the meta-narrative of scien-
dfic progress, For cognitivism, film theory should approximate the
condition of science by progressing through empirical investigation
and rational debate, Seventh, despite the very diverse political affili-
ations of its practitioncrs, cognitivism prefers what 1t sees as a stance
of objective, apolitical neutrality to what it secs as the “agenda-driven”
politicizing of theory. In this sense, it distances itself from political
and cultural radicalism. In the background is the ideal of a peacetul
combat of competing hyvpotheses in a kind of free market-place of
ideas, where the “best theorics” will win out through the processes
of mentocratic competition.

While cognitivism claims to be the “latest thing,” it can be viewed
as a nostalgic move backward to a world prior to Saussurean
differentalism, prior to the Frankfurt School indictment of “instru-
mental reason,” prior to Lacan’s destabilized ego, prior to Marxist
and Freudian critiques of “common sense,” prior to Foucault’s
power—knowledge nexus and the mutnally constitutive relation be-
tween reason and madness. Cognitivism shows a touching faith in
rcason {after Auschwitz) and science (after Hiroshima). It keeps its
faith with science, even though “scicnce” had not so recently
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“proved” black, Jewish, and Native American inferiority, The ques-
tion, of course, is to what end is science being used, and who gets to
decide.

Currie’s concept of “folk theoretic wisdom,” meanwhile, ignores
the question of heteroglossic contradictions both within and be-
tween “folks.” In the contemporary era, is there any unalloved “folk”
consensus that joins rich and poor, black and whire, male and fe-
male? Most black folk in the United States seem to feel that whites
have been collectively racist toward them; many whites are reluctant
to agree. Does the notion of common folk wisdom help us in such
situations? While a white suburbanite moviegoer who has never been
victimized by the police and an inner-city resident who has been
brutalized by the police might share a common recognition that
what they are seeing on screen is a white policeman, their affective
response, the historical associations, the socio-ideological “intona-
tion™ they bring to that figurc, mighr well be different. For German
anti-semites in the 1930s, anti-semitic films like The Jew Suss reso-
nated with their “common sense,” but not for Jews ar their sympa-
thizers.

Cognitive theory allows little room for the politics of location,
or for the socially shaped investments, ideologies, narcissisms, and
desires of the spectator, all of which seem too irrational and messy
for the theory to deal with. Why do some spectators love, and others
hate, the sase films? Therce is littlc room in cognitive theory for
the potential homophaobic reaction of the spectator of Cruising, or
the potential anti-Arab/Muslim reaction of the spectator of The
Siege, or the potential misogynistic reaction of the spectator of
Faral Attraction. In cognitive theory, a raceless, genderless, classless
understander /interpreter encournters abstract schemarta. But why do
we go to films? Is it to make inferences and test hypotheses? While
that is admittedly part of the process, we also go to films for other
rcasons: to confirm (or question) our prejudices, to identify with
characters, to feel intense emotions and “subject-effects,” to ima-
gine another life, to enjoy kinacsthetic pleasure, to taste glamor,
eroticism, charisma, passion.

The critique I deploy here daes not imply cultural relatvism, as
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some imagine, but rather the historical study of multifaceted relations
between cultural formations. A focus on cognitive commonalitics across
all cultures exists below the threshold of cultural and social difter-
ence, and thercforc discourages analysis of tensions rooted in history
and culturc. What is missing in cognitive theory’s notion of the spec-
tator is a sense of social and ideological contradiction, a notion of the
heteroglossia, the stratified and conflictual “many-languagedness”
within and berween social formations. Even single individuals are con-
flicted, torn between their charitable and sclfish impulses, their pro-
gressive and regressive tendencies. The social formation as a whole is
even more riven. And why does cognitivism insist that our responses
to film are largely rationally motivated? Couldn’t spectatorial response
intertwing the rational and the irrational? Is our response to TV com-
mercials, or to polincal “attack-ads,” rational? Were pro-Nazi responses
to Triumph of the Will rational? Were white responses to Birth of a
Nation rational? Can spectatorship be reduced to a matter of making
inferences from the cues provided by a text? Why do we enjoy certain
fitms, such as Rear Window, long after we have mastered their infer-
ential cues? Whart about the contradictory desires engaged by film -
for eroticism, for beauty, for aggression, tor community, for law and
order, for rebellion?

The cognitive approach downsizes, as it were, the ambitions of
theory, concentrating instecad on manageable research problems.
In reaction against subject-positioning and apparatus theory, which
made grand claims about the cinema’s alicnating role in general,
Noél Carroll proposes a more modest and local project: not the
operations of all discourse, but rather “the rhetorical organizaton
of seme discourse” (Carroll, 1998, p. 391). Within this projcct
cognitivists have done substantial and productive work on issucs of
spectatorial engagement not with the apparatus in general, not with
narrative in general, but with characters in film, a subject long ren-
dered off-limits by theoretical anti-humanism. A number of theo-
rists, for examplec Murray Smith (1995), Ed Tan (1996), and
contributors to Passionate Views: Thinking about Film and Emo-
tions (1999), have explored the contribution of cognitivism in ac-
counting for emotional responses ro film. In Moving Pictures: A
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New Theory of Film Genves, Feelings and Cognition, Torben Kragh
Grodal pays attention to the very physiology of film reception, that
aspect of the cinematic experience which makes us say that a film
“sent chills up our spine” or made our “heart sink.” As Grodal
puts it:

The film experience is made up of many activities: our eyes and ears pick np
and analyze image and sound, our minds apprebend the stovy, which reso-
nates i our meniory; furthermore, our stomach, heavt, and skin ave activaied
in empathy with the stovy situations and the protagonists’ ability to cope.
(Grodal, 1997, p. 1)

Grodal rejects Bordwell’s contention that comprehension of film is
theoretically separable from emational response, arguing that “feel-
ings and emotions are just as much ‘objective” aspects of the internal
constructions of the fabula as cognitions are” {ibid., p. 40}. Grodal
also disputes the idea that cognitive film theory is only suited to
rational processes, while psychoanalytic methods are better suited to
cxplaining non-rational responses such as emotions. Emotions, he
rightly points out, “arc not ircational forces™ but rather “motivators
for cognition and possible resulting actions.” Grodal discriminates
an ascending hierarchy of responses, cach with emotion-producing
potential: (1) visual perception of lines and figures; (2} memory
matching within the cerebral archives; (3) the construction of a
diegesis; and (4) identification with characters, resulting in diverse
possible reactions: (a) voluntary telic (goal-oriented) responses; (b)
paratelic (semi-voluntary responses); and (¢} autonomic involuntary
responses (laughing, crying).

Cognitive theory’s turn to scientific methods was motivated by its
fatigue with high-flying theoretical specudation, with bold asscriions
unsupported by evidence, and with the relentless politicization of
Screen theory. As part of this scientific turn, Cognitive theory favors
a distinct vocabulary featuring words like “schemata,” “visual data,”
“neuropsychological coordinates,” “image-processing,” “evolution-
ary perspectives,” “physiology of responsc,” and the “cognitive—
hedonic relabeling of arousal™ {Grodal, 1997, p. 102). But in its
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revolt against intellectual inflation, cognitivism sometimes runs the
opposite risk of reductivism, of suggesting that the film experience
15 “nothing but” physiological response and cognitive processing.

Murray Smith (1995) replaces the psychoanalytic concept of iden-
tification (developed by Metz, Mulvey, Heath, and many others)
with the concept of engagement. Smith usetully distinguishes three
levels of engagement. Building on Richard Wollheim’s distinction
in The Thread of Life (1984) between “central™ and “acentral” im-
agining, and rejecting what he sees as the false dichotomy of the
cognitive and the emotive, he argucs for three levels of imaginative
engagement which together form a “structure of sympathy:™ (1)
recognition (the spectatorial constriction of characters as individu-
ated and continuous agents); (2} alignment (the process by which
spectators are placed in congrucnt relation in terms of access to a
character’s actions, knowledge, and feelings); and (3} allegiance
(the cognitive and affective adherence to a character’s values and
moral point of view). Theorists have often conflated (2) and (3),
Smith argues, under broad terms like “identification” and “point of
view.”

By focusing on emotion, Smith corrects the more rationalist and
constructivist Bordwellian emphasis on “hypothesis-testing” and
“infercntial cues,” but his main target is the Brechuan emphasis on
rational and idcological distantiation and screen theory’s emphasis
on the subjected and positioned spectator. Smith reasserts spectatorial
agency but without making larger Fiskean claims of subversion and
resistance: “Spectators, 1 will argue, are ncither deceived with re-
spect to the status of representations, nor entirely caught within the
cultural assumptions of those representations” (Smith, 1995, p. 41).
Smith rcjects what he calls the “incarceration” of the spectator, seen
as benighted, spellbound in ideological darkness, and in this scnse
his move parallels that of others. But he goes too far in depoliticizing
the cinema when he argues that schema theory can substitute for
“ideology.” The spectator, I would argue, both is constructed and
him or herself constructs, within a kind of constrained or situated
freedom. In a Bakhtinian perspective the reader/spectator exercises
agency, but always within the force-fields of contradiction charac-
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teristic both of the social ficld and of the individual psyche. Cogni-
tive theory, by focusing on mental processes, must work in
complementarity with more socially and historically minded meth-
ods, otherwise it runs the risk ot its own form of incarceration, i.e. of
driving complex historical processes into the monadic perceptual
prison of the individual psyche. Smith’s disastrous substitution of
the word “moral” for the word “idcological,” for example, throws
out the collective achievements of the Frankfurt School, screen theory,
and cultural studics, leaving a social void which the word “moral,”
with its Victorian associations, cannot possibly fill,

Noél Carroll (1998} takes a more nuanced position on ideology,
proposing an expanded definition which allows not only for class
domination but for any systcm of oppression. Carroll rejects what
he sees as an overly broad definition of ideology which would equate
it with perception (Althusser), language (Volosinov), or discoursc
{Foucault). Picking up on decades of work on gender, race, and
sexuality, Carroll proposes dropping exclusive references to class
oppression, instead defining ideology as epistemically defective propo-
sitions with “contextually grounded implications favorable to some
practice of social domination” (ibid., p. 378). Such a definition has
the advantage of cmphasizing the effects of ideology in the world,
but has the disadvantage of grounding the operations of ideology in
“propositions” rather than in the asymmetrical power arrangements
that structure cvervday life and consciousness. What 1s missing in
Smith, as opposcd to Carroll, is a notion of a social vantage point, of
spectatorial inpestmentsin representation, notions of ideological grids
and cultural narcissisms that reflect the social channeling of cmo-
tional engagement. British spectators at the height of imperialism
felt flattered by representations of their empire spreading order and
progress around the world; the imperialized, mecanwhile, protested
such representations. Many Amcrican spectators, similarly, enjoy
Indiana Jones-style images which flatter their sense of Amenca’s
mission in the world. It is not an accident that Hollywood returns
incessantly to World War 11, the “good war™ where Amencans were
liberating heroes. Many Americans are quite accepting of stereo-
typical representations of Muslim Arabs in fitms like The Sheik, Ishtar,
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Aladdin, and The Sigge because they are not personally invested 1n
positive representations; their ox is not being gored. Arab and Mus-
lim spcctators, on the other hand, react with hurt and outrage to
incendiary stereotypes of all Arabs and Muslims (the two terms are
usually confused) as terrorists. An innocuous notion of foltk beliefs
lacks the strength to account for differential reactons, rooted in
distinct historics. There is thus a kind of complacency in one strand
of cognitive theory that assumes we live in a well-ordered cosmos,
where good spectators align with good characters in a common-
sensc world where everyone agrees about the naturce of good and
evil, But what happens when the cinema idealizes certain figures
who might have historically played a fairly sinister rolc — for cx-
ampte, FBI agents during the Civil Rights movement in Mississipps
Burning - and presents them as heroes? What happens when action
blockbusters encourage adolescents to indulge in dreams of “infant-
ilec omnipotence” by identifying with the sadistic viclence ot law-
and-order figures fighting diabolical evil, even if, indeed especialiyif,
those characters arc presented as exercising violence in a putatively
“good” cause?

A simplistic view of cognitive theory as simply the antithesis of
screen theory also obscures shared terrain. The work of Murray Smith,
like that of Edward Branigan, activates a dialogue between cognitive
theory and the narratology of theorists like Gérard Genette and
Francois Jost. Smith’s “alignment,” for example, is in some ways
akin to Genette’s notion of “focalization.” Filmolinguistics and cog-
nitive theory also share a common appeal to scicntific standards,
even if the master-scicnces and jargons in question {linguistics ver-
sus cognitive psychology) are not identical. Eco and Metz, after all,
also talked about codes of perception and cognition. Both cognitivism
and scmiology downplay issues of cvaluation and ranking, more-
over, in favor of probing the ways texts arc understood. Both
movements refuse a normative, belletristic approach; they share a
democratizing impulse uninterested in lauding individual filmmak-
ers as geniuses or specific films as masterpieces. For Carroll (1998)
as for Metz, all mass art is art. In any intellectual movement ques-
tions are more important than answers, and cognitivism shares many

246



Cognitive and Analvtic Theory

of its questions with screen theory: What is the nature of cinematic
illusion? How are films understood? What is the nature of narrative
comprehension? What arc the schemata and semantic ficlds
{ Bordwell), the extra-cinernatic codes (Mctz}), the disciplinary para-
digms of knowledge (Foucault), the bodies of (largely unarticulated)
knowledge and belief, that we bring to bear on our understanding
of film? How does the viewer locate him or hersclf in the space of
the action? How do audiences construct meaning? What accounts
for emotional, empathic responses to films?

The polemics between the cognitivists and the scmioticians, then,
mask substantial commonalities: the appcat to scientificity, the search
for rigor, the refusal of impressionism in favor of painstaking work
on precise theoretical problems. Ironically, both Metz and Carroll
deploy the same metaphor of the sausage-machine to mock the kind
of sterile, epigonic film analysis they dislike. The two movements
also share certain blindspots. Both cognitivism and Mectzian semi-
otics have been critiqued for their lack of attention to race, geunder,
class, and sexuality, their quict presumption of a white, middle-class,
hecterosexual spectator. The two schools differ, of course, in the master
disciplines to which they appeal — linguistics and psychoanalysis in
the case of semiotics; cognitive psychotogy, Prague School acsthet-
ics, and more generally an appeal to the protocols of scientific ra-
tionalism (inference, proof, demonstraton, induction, deduction,
abduction, verifiability) in the case of cognitivism. The two move-
ments also differ in style and rhetoric. While a certain strand of
Barthesian semiotics has been playful, at best ludically experimental
and at worst pretentiously vapid in its fondness for punning and
word play, the cognitive school, and its distant cousin the
“postanalytic school,” show a cerfain squecamishness about uncon-
straincd association and the free play of interpretation. But a scarch-
and-destroy mission against all ambiguities of meaning can be just
as silly as the willful inflation of “undccidabilities.” If one side can
be accused of willful inflation, the other can be accused of short-
sighted reductionism.
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Semiotics Revisited

What was known as screen theory, conceived in a broad sensc, for
a long time sct the terms of debate in film theory. It formed the
matrix, and provided much of the vocabulary, for approaches which
mingled linguistic, psvchoanalytic, feminist, Marxist, narratological,
and translinguistic approachcs. As the result of internal evolution
and external attack, screen theory in the 1980s lost its former arro-
gance. Nevertheless, what Guy Gauthier calls the “semiotic diaspora”
remains a strong, dynamizing presence within reflexion on film. (It
is interesting, in this sense, that relatively new fields such as queer
theory, in order to establish disciplinary pedigree, end up by reach-
ing for a paradoxical “cutting-cdge respectability” by asserting a
strong link with semiotic or poststructuralist theory.)

Herc 1 will concentrate on both the prolongations of semiotic
work and the ruptures and emerging ficlds. In the United States,
Nick Browne (1982) and Edward Branigan (1984; 1992) analyzed
filmic point-of-view. In France, meanwhile a number of theorsts
have provided continuity to the Metzian semiological cnterprise
through very precise studies of the status of the image (Aumont,
1997), textual analysis (Aumont and Marie, 1989), narratology
(Gaudreault and Jost, 1990; Vanoye 1989), enunciation {Marc
Vernet), and film sound (Michel Chion). Much of the work has
had to do with filmic “enunciation,” i.e. the ensemble of discursive
operations which turn an authorial intention into a textual discourse,
instantiating the film text as being “by” a producer and “for” a spec-
tator. A special issue (38) of Communications (1983}, co-cdited by
Jean-Paul Simon and Marc Vernet, was devoted to the subject of
“Enunciation and the Cinema.” There scholars addressed such is-
sues as “who sces?™ and “who speaks?” in a film, and how narrators
place themselves in refation to the story told. Within this same cur-
rent, we have Francesco Casetti’s {1986 in Italian, 1990 in French)
work on film as discourse (in Benvcniste’s sense), and which there-
fore employs deictics, i.c. those indices or traces which refer back to
the speaker of a discoursc; for example, in language the pronouns
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that indicate the speaker or the adverbs that indicate ame or loca-
tion, Casetti associates the filmic enunciator with the pronoun “L,”
the filmic addressee with the pronoun “you,” and the narrated ur-
terance, the story itself, with the pronoun “he” {or “she”). Casetti
distinguishes three areas of research within enunciation theory: (1)
the examination of the enunciatory signals which mark the presence
of the spectator in the film; (2) the examination of the positioning
of the spectator as determined by diverse configurations (objective
shots, subjective shots, direct interpellation, objective but “unreal”
shots); (3) the tracing of the trajectory of the spectator “across” the
film, through direct and indirect hints, suggestions, and instructions.

Christian Metz {1991) argues against Casetti that film is not dis-
course but histoire. (Here Mctz returns to his carlier position rhat
film becamc a discourse &y telling stories.} The theoretical search for
the equivalent of the deictics of verbal language, he argucs, is use-
less, since what theorists should really be looking for are instances of
authorial reflexivity, such as direct visual address to the camera, ver-
bal direct address, the frame-within-the-frame, the display of the
apparatus, and so forth. In an ironic turnabout, Metz criticizes Casetti
for relying too much on purely linguistic entitics such as pronouns.
The work of Andre Gaudrcault and Francois Jost, meanwhile, syn-
thesizes enunciation theory with theories of narration. Gaudreault,
for example, argues that films arc both “diegetic” and “mimetic” in
Plato’s sense: they “show,” like the theater, and “tcll” (like a novel ).
1f the film as such is the product of an enunciation, the discursive
realization of a communicative intention, the film as story is the
product of a narration. In this context, Gandreault speaks of the
diverse narrative agents of film, specifically calling attention to the
presence of the “mega-narrator” who combines the functions of the
theatrical and the novelistic narrators. In another joint essay, the
two authors speak of the heterogeneity if the filmic narrator. Using
examples such as Citizen Kane they distinguish between the great
image-maker or the mega-narrator (the instance “behind” the film’s
imagcs and sounds as a whole}, and explicit narrators and
subnarrators. The diversity of the materials of expression makes it
possible for diverse forms of play between these diverse modalitics
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of narration (scc Gaudreault and Jost in Miller and Stam, 1999).

Casctti (1999) usefully schematizes the strengths as well as the
dangers inherent in these three distinct approaches, which might
be labeled post-semiotics, cognitivism, and pragmatics. For post-
semiotics, cinematic representation is located in the internal dynam-
ics of the text, specifically through cnunciation as giving shape to
the film, and narration as cngendering the story. The danger here
is that of all formalisms, of making the texr autonomous and self-
sufficicnt. For cognitivism, cinematic representation is rooted in the
mental activitics of the spectator who vses mental schemata to pro-
cess the audio-visual data in order 1o construct a narrative meaning,.
The danger here is the opposite one, not of reifying the text but
rather of eliding it altogether. Cognitivism, for Casetti, runs the risk
of reducing the text to the stimuli — sonorous materials and lumin-
ous tones — which trigger cognitive procedures and mental activit-
ies, some innate and somc acquired. Not Citizen Kane but a mental
construction called Citizen Kane. A pragmatic approach, finally,
mingles “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” approaches. The text forms part
of a social continuum of representations. Both text and context im-
pact each other mutually and reciprocally.

Recent years have also brought strong revisionist currents of fom-
inist psychoanalytic theory, as exemplified by the ongoing work of
Teresa de Lauretis, Kaja Silverman, Elizabeth Cowie, and many oth-
ers. At the same time there are new inflections of Lacanian theory by
such figures as Joan Copjec and Slavoj Zizek. While critical of appa-
ratus theory, thesc theorists recuperate psychoanalytic theory in other
respects. Copjec builds on Lacan’s Seminar XI to develop a sym-
bolic theory of the look. The subject, in this perspective, can never
acquire the transcendental status attributed to it by apparatus theory,
since the subjcct is never visible to itself: “Semiotics, not optics, is
the science that clarifies for us the structure of the visual domain”
{Copjec, 1989, pp. 53-71).

Slavoj Zitek, mecanwhile, in a veritable avalanche of books (e.g.
Zizek 1992; 1993), rcads films “symptomatically” in ways that go
beyond Althusser. As suggested by the subtitle of his Looksng Awry:
An Intvoduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture, Zizek
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{1991) performs a reciprocally illuminating interface between Lacanian
theory and specific films ( Psycho, Strangers on a Train, Jaws, The Cry-
ing Game). Indeed, on one level Zizek’s view of cinema is quite in-
strumental; he uses the cinema to demonstrate the validity of Lacan’s
ideas. Just as for the believer everything proves the truth of the scrip-
tures, so for Zizek everything (or ar lcast the most symptomatic cul-
tural artifacts) demonstrates the truth of Lacan. Tn this sense, Zizek is
a brilliant exegete. But he is also more than this. First of all, he shows
that some films, such as Psvcho, stage and illuminate Lacan’s ideas in
ways that go beyond Lacan himself. And while previous lacanian
theory tended to privilege the Imaginary and the Symbolic, Zizck
recuperates “the Real.” The “real,” in the Lacanian idiom, has little
to do with the positivist materially existing real; it is rather the psychic
real of uncenscious desire and phantasy, the heterological, irrecuperable
real of the psyche. More precisely, Zizek focuses on the “sublime
object of ideology” as the kernel of the real, i.c. that in lifc or art
which is projected as precisely the attribute dolorously missing in the
subject. Just as mathematics is structured around nothing — the zero -
and just as some African polyrhythmic music is structured precisely
around the beat which is #et heard, so psychic life 1s structured around
an object of desire believed to be in the possession of the Other, a
compensation for the void at the center of being, the irreducible lack
which prevents subjectivity from achieving full identity. Unlike
Mulvey’s subjectivized, diegeticized male gaze, Zizek’s gaze is
unmoored from characterological or authorial subjectivity. The
Lacanian gaze is an impersonal, non-human “Thing” (das Ding):

What lies bevond is not the Symbolic ovder but a real Kernel, a tranmatic cove.
To designaic it, Lacan wses a Frendian term: das Ding, the Thing as an
incarnation of the tmpossible jouissance (the tevm Thing is to be take beve with
all the connotation it possesses in the domain of hovror science fiction: the
Salien” from the film of the same nawme is a pre-symbolic muternal Thing
par excellence. (Zitek, 1989, p. 132)

Recasting one of the topoi of Hitchcock criticism, Zizek argues that
Hitchcock’s films are structured around impossible “nothings™ or
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MacGuthns - the cigarctte lighter in Strangers on a Train, or the
middle initial {O) of Roger Thornhill’s name in Nerth by Northwest
- which function as fragments of the Real. Modernist art, ZiZek
(1996) argues, installs this nothing, this openness, this lack in the
symbolic order, this “abyss beyond identification,” at the center of
its textuality, The “ultimate lesson” of Psyche, for Zizek,

is that the Beyond is ttself bollow, devoid of any positive content: theve 5 no
depth of “soul” in it (Norman’s gaze is uiterly “sonlless,” like the gaze of mon-
stevs and the living dead) — as such, the Bevond cotncides with the gaze itself ...
a depthiess void of pure Gaze which is nothing but a topelogical reverse of the
Thing. (Zitek, 1992, pp. 257-8)

On another level, Zi%ck continues the dialogue between Marxism
and psychoanalysis begun by thinkers from the Frankfurt School
{Fromm, Reich, Marcuse) — for whom both capitalist productivism
and Nazi authoritarianism depended on sexual repression — and fur-
ther developed by Sartre and Fanon, on the one hand, and Althusscr
on the other {for example, in his “Freud and Lacan™ cssay). While
Foucault replaces “ideology” with “discourse,” Zirek retains the
former term. But instead of Lacan’s anti-Amcricanism, stigmatized
as the deluded land of “ego psychology,” Zirek embraces Holly-
wood and popular culture. Indeed, his prose “enacts,” as it were,
the leveling of high and low culture.

Unlike many of those who address film from an outside perspect-
ive, Zizek pays extraordinary attention to the cinematic significr. In
a way, he performs a further Lacantan twist on the famous Narboni—
Comollt “category e” as referring to those mainstream Hollywood
fitms which open up gaps and fissures in their illusionism. And it is
here that ZiZek sees Hitchcock as a “subversive” director. Hitchcock’s
falsely happy endings, for Zizck, unmask the “radical contingency of
the enchainment of narration, the fact that, at cvery point, things
might have turned out otherwise” {i:‘ﬂiiek, 1991, p. 69). ZiZek stresses
those directors who “disturb” Hollywood’s protocols over those
who reject them outright. He contrases Hitcheock’s subversive strat-
egies, for example, with those of the avant-garde:

”n
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Rather than divectly breaking {the ] rules which guarantee the consistency of @
naryative space (the usual strategy of the avant-gavde authors), Hitcheock’s
subversion of it consists in dispelling the lure of its false “vpenness” —in vender-
ing visible the closure as such. He pretends v comply fully with the vules of
closure — in Psvcho for example . . . yet the standavd effect of closure vemains
unfulfilled. (Zizek, 1992, pp. 243-4)

Hitchcock’s films do not show us truth {in Lacanian terms an im-
possibility ); rather, they usc specifically cinematic procedures such
as the subjective tracking shot to demonstrate the fictional, con-
structed nature of the very filmic truth in which Hitchcock himself
has earlier persuaded us to believe. (The technique is epistemologically
analogous, on some levels, to the technique analyzed by Stanley
Fish in relation to Milton’s Paradise Lost, where the rcader is con-
tinually “surprised in sin.”)

Other théorists have extended the linguistic rather than the psy-
choanalytic strand of semiotics. While one group of cognitivists
(Bordwell, Branigan, Carroll) saw themselves as working against lin-
guistics-based structuralist and poststructuralist film theory, another
group, notably Dominique Chateau, Michel Colin, and Warren
Buckland, worked in tandem with scmiotics, cognitive science, and
linguistic pragmatics, although at this point Chomsky was just as
likely to be an inspiration as Saussure. In “The Grand Syntagmatique
Revisited” Michel Colin deployed Chomskian categorics to re-
define Metz’s syntagmatic types as the epiphenomena of something
more important: fundamental gencrative processes. In these move-
ments a number of currents combine: (1) Chomskian generative
grammar and cognitive science (in the work of Michel Colin, 1985,
and Dominique Chateau); (2} the work on enunciation and narra-
ton (e.g. Metz, 1991; Francesco Casetti, 1986; and Gaudreault in
Miller and Stam, 1999); and (3} pragmatics (e.g. Roger Odin, in
Buckland, 1995).

The goal of “semio-pragmatics,” a movement especially associ-
ated with the names of Francesco Casetti and Roger Odin, was to
study the production and reading of films insofar as they constitute
programmed social practices. In linguistics, pragmatics is that branch
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of linguistics concerned with what transpires between a verbal or
written performance and its reception, i.¢. the ways in which lan-
guage produces meaning and influences its interfocutors. Semio-
pragmatics prolongs Metz’s speculatiens in “The Imaginary
Signifier” concerning the acdve role of the spectator whaose look
brings the film, as it were, into existence. Semio-pragmatics is less
interested in a sociologistic study of actual spectators than in the
psychic disposition of the spectator during the film experience; not
spectators as they are in life, but spectators as the film “wants”
them to be. The goal of semio-pragmatics, according to Roger
Odin, is to show the mechanisms of producing mcaning, to under-
stand how a film is understood. Within this perspective, both the
production and the reception of film are instinrtional acts involv-
ing roles shaped by a network of determinations generated by the
larger social space.

Semio-pragmatics pursues the Metzian project of studying how
filmic meaning is produced, but places this production within a more
social and historical “space.” Casetti speaks of “the communicative
pact” and of “communicative ncgotiation,” i.¢. the pragmatic inter-
acting and cooperating that takes place between texts and specta-
tors. For Odin {1983), the “space of communication” constiruted
by producer and spectator of filin together is highly diverse, ranging
from the pedagogic space of the classroom, through the familial space
of the home movie, to the fictional-cntertainment space of mass-
mediated culture. Along its history, the cinema has tried to perfect
the technique, language, and conditions of teception to suit the re-
quirements of “fictionalization.” In western societies, and increas-
ingly in non-western societies, the space of fictional communication
is becoming the dominant space. “Fictionalization,” for Odin, re-
fers to the process by which the spectator is made to resonate to the
fiction, the process which moves us and leads us to identify with,
love, or hate the characters. Odin divides this process into scven
distinct operations:

1 Figurativization, the construction of andiovisual analogical signs.
2 Diggetization, the construction of a fictive world.

254



Semiotics Revisited

3 Narrativization, the temporalization of events involving antago-
nistic subjects.

4  Monstration, the designation of the diegetic world, be it actual
or constructed, as “real.”

5  Belief, the split regime whereby the spectator is simultaneously
aware of being “at the movies” and experiencing the film “as if”
it werc real.

6 Mise-en-phase (literally, the “placing-in-phase” or “phasing in”
of the spectator), the operation which enlists all the filmic in-
stances in the service of the narration, mobilizing the rhythmic
and musical work, the play of looks and framing, to make the
spectator vibrate to the rhythm of the filmic events.

7  Fictivization, the intentional modality which characterizes the
status and the positioning of the spectator, who sees the cnun-
ciator of the film not as an originary sclf but as fictive. The spec-
tator knows that he or she is witnessing a fiction which will not
rcach him or her personally, an operation which has the para-
doxical result of allowing the film thus to touch the spectator in
the very depths of the psyche. The non-fiction film, in this per-
spective, refers to those films which block some or all of the
fictionalizing operations,

Casetti (1986) explores the ways that films signal the presence
and assign a possible position to the spectator, coaxing him or her
to follow an itinerary. While carly film semiotics saw the spectator
as at best a relatively passive decoder of pre-established codes and
at worst a dupe of an overwhelming idecological machine, Casett
sees the spectator as active interlocutor and interpretant. The film
offers the spectator a specific position and role, but the spectator
can negotiate that position in function of personal taste, ideology,
and cultural context. Odin also speaks of a new kind of spectator
shaped by the postmodern communications environment. Taking
as an example Giorgio Moroder’s musical “actualization” in 1984
of Fritz Lang’s Metvopolis (1926}, Odin foregrounds processes such
as colorization which “de-realize” the film, rendering it as surface.
(Odin’s analysis is easily extrapolable for music video. ) Instead of
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the usual tertiary structurc of film, narration, and spectator, we
find a dual structure in which the film acts dircetly on the specta-
tor, who vibrates not to a fiction but rather to variations of rhythm,
intensity, and color, to what Baudrillard calls “plural energics” and
“fragmentary intcnsitics.” This mutation of social space generates
a new “spectatorial cconomy,” product of the crisis of the “grand
narratives of legitimation”(Lyotard, 1984}, the “cnd of the social”
(Baudrillard, 1983), and a new spectator less alert to “stories™ than
to the energetic discharge of the flux of music and images. Com-
munication gives way to communion.

Just in Time: The Impact of Deleuze

Film theory has also been feeling the positively corrosive impact of
the writings of Gilles Deleuze, and especially of two ambitious books
from the 1980s: Cinema I, Pimage-mouvement (Deleuze, 1986)
and Cinema I, image-temps (Deleuze, 1989). Prior to his spe-
cific film writing Dcleuze, together with Félix Guattari, had al-
ready been indirectly influential on film theory through his critique
of psycho-analysis in Arti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophyenin
{1972), where the two authors condemned the “analytic imperial-
ism” of the Oedipus Complex as a form of “colonialism pursued
by other means.” Building on the Freudian Marxism of Wilhelm
Reich, Deleuze and Guatrari set out to destroy two major pillars of
film scmiotics: Saussure and Lacan. They attacked the former by
moving from language-based mctaphors for addressing culture to
a lexicon of flows, energies, and desiring machines. They attacked
the fatter by arguing that the Freudian Oedipus story has scrved as
a mechanism of repression, rooted in absence and lack of access to
the forbidden mother, a mechanism useful to patriarchal capital-
ism bccause it represses all undisciplined, polymorphous desires
(and not only sexual desires) deemed to be in excess of capitalistic
rationality. In contrast to Lacan’s dystopian version of the deluded
oedipal subject, Deleuze and Guattari proposed an unashamedly
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utopian politics of polyvalent desire, where schizophrenia is seen
not as pathology but as a subversive disordering of bourgeois
thought processes.

Long a subterranean current, Deleuze’s influence is now becom-
ing more visible within film thcory, as evidenced by a special issuc
of Iris, the first book-length study in English (Rodowick, 1997), a
Deleuze-inspired monograph (Shaviro, 1993), and a proliferation
of Delenze-inflected dissertations. Like the cognitivists, Deleuze
attacks Grand Theory, but from a completely different direction.
He sets out, as David Rodowick puts it, to “critique and demolish
the Saussurean and Lacanian foundations on which, coincidentally,
most contcmporary cultural and film theory has been based”
(Rodowick, 1997, p. xi). Deleuze deploys Peiree’s theory of signs
against Metzian filmolinguistics and against the Lacanian system
which makes cinematic desire orbit around the “lack” rooted in
the gap between an imaginary signifier and its signified. For Deleuze,
film is neither langue nor language 4 la Mctz, but a semiotic, 4 /n
Peirce. While Metz argues that cinema is a language but not a
language system, Deleuze asserts that “the language system only
exists in its reaction to a non-fanguage material that it transforms”
(Deleuze, 1989, p. 29). He calls this non-language material the
enoncable or “that which can be uttered,” a “signaletic material”
which includes verbal elements but which is also kinetic, intensive,
affective, rhythmic, a “plastic mass prior to language, an a-signify-
ing and a-syntactic material, a matcrial not formed linguistically
even though it is not amorphous and is formed semiotically, aes-
thetically, and pragmatically” (ibid., p. 19}.

Although for Deleuze the relation between cinema and language
remains “the most pressing problem,” he is critical of the reductionist,
code-seeking Saussure-based film semiology that emptices the cin-
ema of its vital, blood-like, circulating substance — movement itsclf.
In this sense, he is close to Bakhtin and Volosinov’s (1928) position
which rejects the Saussurean couplets (synchrony-diachrony;
signifier—signified) in favor of a constantly changing parole. Dcleuze
thus foregrounds precisely what was left our of linguistic accounts
of the cinema - the encounter of perception and matter called
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“movement” — precisely that aspect of the text which made it “unat-
tainable.” Following Bergson, Deleuze equates “the infinite sct of
all images™ as parallel to the ccaseless movements of matter in a
“world of universal variation, of universal undulation, universal rip-
pling” (Deleuze, 1989, p. 58). Deleuze is drawn to Bergson as a
philosopher of becoming, for whom being and matter are never sta-
ble. Within Deleuze’s Bergsonian conception, matter and movement
are imbued with and inseparable from consciousness as itself mate-
rial. Bergson’s Matter and Memory (1896), for Deleuze, anticipated
the multiple temporalitics and superimposed durées of the cincma
itself. What interests Dcleuze are not images of something which
would constitute a diegesis, but rather images caught up in the
Heraclitan flux of tme, film as event rather than representation. He
is interested in the ways that cinema can convey multiple and con-
tradictory “sheets of time.” In Citizen Kane, for example, we are
“carricd away by the undulations of a great wave, time gets out of
joint, and we enter into temporality as a state of pcrmanent crisis”
{Deleuze, 1989, p. 112).

Deleuze worked out his ideas as a kind of parallcl montage be-
tween two disciplines: film theory and philosophy. In Deleuze, con-
cepts drawn from the two fields inter-fecundate and are in the process
changed. Bypassing the tired question of “film art,” Deleuze sees
the cinema as itself a philosophical instrument, a generator ot con-
cepts and a producer of texts which render thought in audiovisual
terims, not in language but in blocks of movement and duration.
Both film and philosophy articulate a conception of time, for exam-
ple, but film docs it not through discursive abstraction but through
light and movement. A theory of ¢cinema, for Deleuze, is not “about”
the cinema but about the concept that the cinema itself triggers, the
ways in which it fabricates new connections between fields and dis-
ciplincs. Delcuze not only theorizes the cinema in new ways but also
cinematizes philosophy. While Metz was interested in the analogics
and disanalogies between film and language, or between film and
dream, Deleuze is interested in commensurabilitics between the his-
tory of philosophy and the history of cinema, the conceptual moves
which link Eisenstein to Hegel, for example, or modern cinema to
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Nietzsche or Bergson. At the same time, Deleuze’s disconcerting
style mingles philosophical speculation and literary excursions, along
with quick, sharp analyscs of specific films and filmmakers: the “in-
terval” in Vertov, the free indirect style in Pasolini, the slow time-
images of Ozu.

To elaborate his conceptual machine, Deleuze draws on philoso-
phers like Bergson and Peirce, novelists like Balzac and Proust, film-
makers like Godard and Bresson, and film theorists like Bazin and
Metz. Deleuze picks up some of the perennial themes of film theory
— realism, modernism, the cvolution of film language — but recasts
and revitalizes them. Realism, for example, no longer refers to a
mimetic, analogical adequation between sign and referent, but rather
to the sensate feel of time, to the intuitton of lived duration, the
mobile slidings of Bergsonian durée. Film restores the real rather
than represent it. The frame, for Delcuze, is unstable, dissolvable
into the flux of time; time leaks out through the borders of the
frame.

When reading Delcuze one hears frequent echoes of other theo-
rists — Bazin on neo-realism, Kracauer on contingency, Brecht on
antonomous scenes, Bordwell on classical cinema, Pasolini on free
indirect discourse ~ but filtered through a philosophical sensibility
and recast in neologistic language. Jon Beasley-Murray points out
Deleuze’s many affinities with Bazin: a shared predilection for the
long take, a concern with mimesis and ontology, and the idca that
“the specificity of the cinema remains its unfolding of the image in
the real ime that becomes the lived time of thought and the body.”
Deleuze also inherits a heroic version of autcurism which empha-
sizes filmmakers themselves, surprising in a philosopher who always
distanced himsclf from any notion of an empirical or transcendcental
“subject.” In Cinema I he contrasts the “masterpieces” of the pan-
theon of great high modernist dircctors — “comparable not only to
painters, architects, and musicians but also to thinkers” — with the
“vast proportion of rubbish in cinematic production” {Deleuze, 1986,
p. xiv).

Deleuze’s approach is self-proclaimedly taxonomic in that it at-
tempts to classify images and sounds, but his analysis is not static in
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the manner of structuralist taxonomies. He theorizes the transition
from classical {“movcment-image™) to modern cincma {“time-im-
age”). Indeed, the rupturc between the two volumes stages, as it
were, the movement from onc mode to the other, a rupture which
Deleuze associates with the immediate postwar moment that ulti-
mately generates both Italian neo-realism and the various New Waves
around the worid:

The fact ts that in Envope, the post-war peviod has greatly increased the situa-
tians which we no longer know how te veact to, in spaces which we no longer
know bow to describe, . . . [These] siruations could be extremes, ov, on the con-
trary, those of everyday banality, ov both at once: what tends to collapse is the
sensory—motor schewma which constittited the action-image of the old cinema.
And thanks to this lnosening . . . it is time, “a little time in the puve state,”
which vises us to the suvface of the scyeen. Time ceases to be devived from the
movement, it appears in itself. (Delenze, 1989, p. xi)

The transition from movement-image to time-image is multi-
dimensional, at once narratological, philosophical, and stylistic. While
the movement-image as used in mainstream Hollywood presents a
unified diegetic world conveyed through spatiotemporal coherence
and rational cause—efiect editing — the cinematic cquivalent of the
teleological drive toward synthesis that so repels Deleuze in Hegel -
the time-image is based on discontinuity as performed by the “irra-
tional cuts” of Godard’s jump-cuts or the elegant mismatches of
Resnais’s fanx raccords. Instead of Kuleshov’s linkage, then, we have
systematic de-linkage. The movement-image is associated with classi-
cal cinema (whether Sovict or American, Eisenstein or Griffith ), with
its clear cxposition of a situation which sets up a fundamental con-
flict to be resolved by the progress of the narrative. The movement-
image and especially its most representative form, the “action-image,”
is bascd on cause and effect, on organic linkages and te¢lcological
development, and on protagonists plowing purposetully through the
narrative space, (Here we are close to the Bordwell-Thompson-Staiger
emphasis on characters’ projects and chains of causality.) The time-
image associated with modern cinema, in contrast, is less concerned
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with lincar cause—effect logic. While the movement-image involves
the exploration of physical space, the time-image conveys the men-
tal processcs of memory, dream, and the imaginary. The narratively
shaped action image gives way to a dispersive, alcatory cinema of
“optical-sound situations.” Central to Deleuze’s conception is the
idea that the shot faccs in two directions: toward parts within the
frame, and toward a larger developing whole outside the frame. Film,
like consciousness itself, thus slices up perceptual phenomena, re-
arranges them, and forms new, provisional wholes or totalities, If
the classic movement-image relates part to whole as an organic to-
tality, in this sense, the time-image cngenders antonomous shots
with uncertain or absent causality within a non-totalized process
where the continuity bridges have broken down, a process exempli-
ficd by films like Margueritc Duras’s India Song (1975).

The time-image, according to Dcleuze, can be delivered up by
four kinds of montage {organic, dialectical, quantitative, and inten-
sive—extensive), each associated with a different national tradinon
(respectively the American, Russian, French, and German expres-
sionist). This cinecma produces muemosignes (memory-images) and
onirosignes (dream-images). The “crystal image” presents the fun-
damental operations of time as a fleeting, unseizable border between
the immediate past which is no more and the immediate future which
1s not vet. { The account is reminiscent of the Sid Ceaser sketch where
the standup-comic trics to physically seize the prescot, which once
you grab, “it’s gonc.”) With the time-image, a cinema of the agent
transmutes into a “cinema of the seer,” a movement that resonatcs,
I would suggest, with lirerary-critical accounts of the transition from
the static ontologized descriptions of a Balzac to the mobilized gaze
of a Flaubert. For Deleuze, digital technologics augment the poss-
ibilities of a “nomadic” cinema. The panoramic organization of space
loses its thrust and gives way to the screen as palimpsestic memory.

Many critics have questioncd Deleuze’s originality or disputed
his conclusions. Analysts have pointed to Deleuze’s debts to ante-
cedent film theory, history, and analysis (to be fair, Deleuze himself
acknowledges many of these debts). Deleuze’s account of the move-
ment-image draws on work by Bazin, Heath, Bordwell, and Burch
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on classical cinema. Bordwell points out that Delenze builds his own
account of film history on the mistaken assumptions of orthodox
versions of the historiography of style, and that Deleuze’s funda-
mental distinction between classical (movement-image) and mod-
crn (time-image) cincma goes back to Bazin (Bordwell, 1997, pp.
116-17). Paisley Livingston calls Deleuze’s general approach an
cxample of “irrational interdisciplinarity,” and also contests specific
analyses. For Livingston, Deleuze overstates the dispersal and frac-
tured causality of neo-realist classics. Films ke Ladri di Biciclerte
and T Vitelloni do not do what Deleuze claims they do. They have
their own recognizable agents, their purposeful activities, and
their forms of linkage. Deleuze’s claim that aspects of these films
“shatter” the narrativc, for Livingston, “is akin to saving that the
dramatic pauses ‘shatter’ the melodies in Beethoven’s Ninth Sym-
phony.” While one can acknowledge the brilliance of Deleuze’s analy-
ses, and while one can dialogue with Delcuze, try to philosophize
like Deleuze, or do with other philosophers something analogous
to what Dcelcuze does with Bergson, it scems somewhat more prob-
lematic to “apply” Delenze, to simply “translate™ analysis into a
Deleuzian language.

The Coming Out of Queer Theory

Feminist theory in the 1980s was both riven and encrgized by ten-
sions around race, class, and sexual orientation. While “radical fem-
inists” focused on gender inequality, “cultural feminists” focused
on innate biological differences between men and women, but this
time to the advantage of women, now scen as innately gentle, dialogic,
ecological, and nurturing. There was also tension between straight
and lesbian feminism, with some applauding Ti-Grace Atkinson’s
1970s dectaration that “feminism is the theory, lesbianism is the
practice.” If film theory was revealed in the 1980s to have been
normatively white and European, it was also revealed to have been
normatively hererosexual. Psychoanalysis had been blind to class,
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Marxism had been blind to race and gender, but both psychoanaly-
s1s and Marxism had been blind to sexuality. In its exclusive atten-
tion to sexual difference, some argued, psychoanalytic/feminist
theory spoke of “the other” but itselt “otherized” gays and lesbians.
Indeed, “queerness” seemed retroactively to have been the blindspot
common to virtually #// the theories. Building on the achicvements
of gay and lesbian activism in the wake of the 1968 Stonewall rebel-
hon, when gays, lesbians, and transvestites resisted routine harass-
ment by the New York police, many theorists developed a gay
and lesbian approach to culture generally, and to film in particular.
The movement was first called Gay Liberation, on the model of
Black and Women’s Liberation. Subsequently, through a kind of
lexical ju-jitsu, gay and lesbian theorists reappropriated the formerly
pejorative “queer” as a positive term and a “proud, get-used-to-it”
asserton of differcnce. Queers were no longer a subculture, but a
“pation” with its own proud history, its founding texts, and its pub-
lic rituals.

The concept of gender replaced the idea of binary anatomical dif-
ference with a more plural concept of culturally and socially con-
structed “identity.” Within the essentialism—anti-essentialism debate,
queer studies generally sided with the anti-essentialist faction, em-
phasizing sexuality and gender as social constructs shaped by history
and articulated together with a complex set of social, institutional,
and discursive relations. Perhaps because queer theory took as its
point of departure an already highly theoretical and anti-essentialist
feminism, and becausc it also absorbed the insights of
poststructuralism and postmodernism, it began as one of the most
“constructivist” and “anti-essentialist” of disciplinary formations.
(This was complicated later by the political usefulness of scientists’
claims that homosexuality was genetic and therefore not a matter of
choice.) Building on Butler’s Foucauldian account of gendcer not as
an esscnce or oven a symbolic entity but rather as a practice, queer
theorists criticized the coercive binarism of sexual difference, favoring
instead hybrid permutations of gay and straight, lesbian and bisexual.

In the fate 1970s and carly 1980s the field of gender studies, which
emerged rogether with women’s studies, also cased the way for gay
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and lesbian studies (subsequently “queer studics™}. Many thcorists
associated with these ficlds cmphasized the idea that the borders
between gender identity were highly permeable and artificial. 'I'heo-
rists began to arguc that all gender was “performative,” an imitation
rather than an cssence. “What happens to the subject and to the
stability of gender categories,” Judith Buder asked, “when the
epistemic regime of presumptive heterosexuality is unmasked as that
which produces and reifies these ostensible categories of ontology:”
(Butler, 1990, p. viii). For Butler, drag constitutes “the mundanc
way in which genders are appropriated, theatricalized, worn, and
done; it implies that all gendering 1s a kind of impersonation and
approximation.” Sexualizing Baudrillard’s account of the simulacrum,
Butler adds that gender is an imitation “for which there is no origi-
nal; in fact, it is a kind of imitation that produces the very notion
of the original as an gffecs and conscquence of the imitation itself”
(Butler, in Fuss, 1991). Similarly emphasizing the constructedness
of gender categories, Teresa de Lauretis (1989) spoke of the “tech-
nologics™ of the “sex/gender system.” This new formation exam-
ined all gender formatons, whether heterosexual, homosexual, or
what Eve Sedgewick called “homosocial.” Sedgewick (1985) spoke
of the “homosocial cast” of a “triangulatcd” male desire modeled
on another male’s desire. Sedgewick (1991) observes that “it is the
paranocid insistence with which the definitional boundaries between
the ‘homosexual’ (minority) and the ‘heterosexual’ majority are
charged up, in this century, by nonhomosexuals, and especially
by men against men, that most saps one’s ability to believe in ‘the
homosexual’ as an unproblematically discrete category of persons.”
Sedgewick argued that our “coarse axes of categorization” flatten
out and homogenize a vast range of sexualized identities and
identificatory practiccs.

In film studies the power of queer theory is attested to by in-
ummerable conferences, film festivals, special issues of journals
(c.g. Jump Cut), and the publication of a burgeoning number of
anthologies and monographs devoted to queer cinema and theory.
Lcsbian and gay rescarch, as Julia Erhart points out, calivened fem-
inist criticism generally, and feminist film criticism specifically, at the
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moment when heterosexual feminists were bumping up against the
constraints of straight feminist theory.! Quecer theory in film, as
practiced by such theorists as Teresa de Lauretis, Judith Mayne,
Alexander Doty, Richard Dyer, Martha Gever, Ruby Rich, Chris
Straayer, Jacquic Stacey, Andrea Weiss, Patricia White, and many
others, critically extended and critiqued the feminist intervention.
Queer theory was almost inevitably suspicious of theoretical fem-
intsm’s affiliation with psychoanalysis, given the lamentable record
of the psychoanalytic movement in branding gay and lesbian prac-
tices as deviant. Queer theorists pointed to the “heterosexedness™
of psychoanalytic theory. Despite Freud’s acknowledgment of the
principle of bisexuality, his sexual monism, and the Freudian-
Lacanian fctishization of sexual difference left little room for differ-
ences berween women, or for gay or lesbian spectatorship.

Psychoanalytically inflected film theory, in this sensc, had partici-
pated in what Adrienne Rich called “compulsory heterosexuality.”
Jackie Stacey pointed out that the binary oppositions {masculinity—
femininity; activity—passivity) underpinning psychoanalytic theory
“masculinized” female homosexuality (Stacey, in Ercns, 1990, pp.
365-79). Teresa dc Lauretis corrected Laura Mulvey by suggesting
that film narrative was not only sexed but “hcterosexed,” in that
narrative usually involves the active movement of a male hero through
a female-gendered space, much as the imperial hero plows through
“virgin land.” Theorists like de Lauretis in a sense “quecred” psy-
choanalvtic theory by revising its notions of fetishism, castration,
and the ocdipal narrative by pointing out the ways in which such
categories became insuflicient when seen through a gay or lesbian
grid.

Building on the earlier {largely pre-theoretical) achievements of
Parker Tyler’s Screening the Sexes and Vito Russo’s The Cellulord
Closet (1998), queer analysts delincated the typical homophobic ar-
chetypes populating dominant cinema: the limp-wristed sissy, the
gay psychopath, the lesbian vampire. Like feminist ilm theory be-
fore it, and race theory after it, but much more quickly, queer theory
moved from the corrcctive analysis of stereotypes and distortions to
more theoretically sophisticated models. In “Stereotyping™(1977)
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Richard Dyer analyzed the ways that gay and lesbian stercotypes
functioned to normativize straight masculine sexuality while
marginalizing and rendering invisible alternarive forms. The goal
for Dyer was not just to denounce stereotypcs, nor to create positive
images, but rather to achicve a sclf-representation which is complex,
diverse, and nuanced.

Queer theory also recuperated and “decloseted” mainstream gay
and lesbian auteurs. Ruby Rich, for example, analvzed Madchen in
Uniform in terms of historical attitudes toward gender and sexuality.
Judith Maync reinvigorated a moribund auteur theory by showing
the lesbian dimension to the work of Hollywood director Dorothy
Arzner, especially focusing on the relations between and among
women in her films. Queer theory also read popular texts like Sylvia
Scarlet and Gentiemen Prefer Blondes against the heterosexual grain.
Harry Benshoft, in Monsters in the Closet, cxplored the association
between monstrousness and hamosexnality in the horror film. Queer
film theory also extended and interrogated the premises of Mulvey-
style feminist film theory. Chris Straayer, first in her “She/Man”
essay, and later in Deviant Eyes, Deviant Bodies (1996), called atten-
ton to the ways that figures manifesting traits of both sexes (for
cxample, the “She-man™) destabilized biological-scxuzal binarism. The
co-presence of scemingly exclusive body parts and accoutrements
(women with mustaches, men in drag) undermined conventional
undcerstanding and empowered both performers and viewers. Scxual
performance undid, as it were, the rigidities of sexual identity.

Many of these film theorists focused on queer spectatorship, on
the lesbian appeal of stars like Marlene Dietrich and Greta Garbo,
on the homoerotic appeal of Marlon Brando and Tom Cruise, on
the appeal for gay men of “excessive” figures like Carmen Miranda
and Judy Garland. They explored the gay subtext in Hitchcock films
like Rope and Strangers on a Train, and in popular icons like Bat-
man and Pee Wee Herman (Doty, 1993}, while also detecting what
Patricia White called “the ghostly presence of lesbianism.” Queer
film theory was also concerned with representations of masculinity
and the male body, the ways in which malcs, even in heterosexually
themed films, could be posited as erotic object. In his 1982 essay on
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the male pin-up, Richard Dyer showed that corporalized men too
could be the object of the gaze. Queer theory was also concerned
with the gay scnsibility behind “camp” as a popular phenomenon
which estranges and denormalizes categories like femininity and mas-
culinity.

Lesbian theorists insisted on certain specificities in the challenge
of doing lesbian theory. While gay men might unearth gav material,
Ruby Rich argued, lesbians have to conjure it up in what she calls
the “Great Dyke rewrite.” Where the “boys are archeologists, the
girls have to be alchemists” {Rich, 1992, p. 33). Just as homosexual
theory criticized psychoanalysis for its homopheobia, lesbian theo-
rists pointed out that psychoanalytic film theory

is not only fundamentally antagonistic to leshian existence, but uttevly unable
(by definition)} to incorporate “leshians® into thinking abour discursive/tex-
tual production, construction ov consumption without tmplicst reproduction
of hegemonic doctrines of homopbobin/hetevosexiom. (Tamsin Wilton, 1995,

p.9)

Queer film theory was also enlivened by a constant dialoguc with a
growing body of queer features, documentaries, and videos, them-
sclves often influcnced by queer theory, from early directors like
Kenneth Anger, Jean Gencet, Andy Warhol, and Jack Smith, to later
dircctors like Lizzie Borden, Barbara Hammer, Su Freidrich, Cheryl
Dunne, Isaac Julien, Rosa von Praunheim, John Greyson, Marlon
Riggs, Thomas Allen Harris, Richard Fung, Prathibha Parmar, Tom
Kalin, Derek Jarman, Gus van Sant, Gregg Araki, Karim Ainouz,
Sergio Bianchi, and Nick Icocampo.

Multiculturalism, Race, and
Representation

Parallcl to the feminist concern with gender, the queer concern with
sexuality, and the third-worldist concern with colonialism, empire,
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and nationality, theorists began in the 1980s to take up issucs of
race. The very language which we use to address race and racism
comes to us from distinct discursive traditions: (1) the tradition of
ant-colonialist and anti-racist writing; (2) postwar analyscs of anti-
semitism and Nazism; (3) Sartrean existentialism and the language
of authenticity; and (4) thc Women’s Liberation movement (see
Young-Bruehl, 1996, pp. 23-5). What is the relation between all
these distinct axcs of social representation? Is onc of the axcs pri-
mordial, the root of all the otherst Is class the foundation of all
oppressions, as canonical Marxism had suggested? Or is patriarchy
ultimarely more fundamental to social oppression than classism and
racism, as some versions of feminism might suggest? Can one “alle-
gorizce” onc kind of oppression, say racism, through another form of
oppression, such as scxism? Arc there “analogical structures of feel-
ing” which would lead one oppressed group to identify with an-
other? What are the analogies between anti-semitism, anti-black
racism, sexism, and homophobia? Watch out for the and-semites,
Fanon warned his black brothers, because you can be sure that they
hate you too. Yct Fanon himself was quite blind, as Third World
ferninists and queer theorists have pointed out, and as Isaac Julien
illustrates in his film Black Skin, White Mask, to both sexism and
homophobia. Certainly “hatcrs™ of all stripcs can try to “coalitionize”
their prejudices, as in the slogan that “Feminism is a Jew—Dyke con-
spiracy against the White Race.” Both homophobia and anti-semitism
have in common a penchant for projecting cnormous power on to
their targeted victims: “they” control everything, or “they” are try-
ing to take over. But what is unique and specific to each of these
forms of oppressian? Persons can be the victims of homophaobia
within their own family, for example, something tar less likely in the
case of anti-semitism or anti-black racism. To what extent can one
“ism” buddy up, as it were, with other isms? Sexism, racism, and
classism can all be tinged with homophobia, for example. What is
most important, many thcorists would suggest, is not to ghettoize
these axes of representation, but to rcalize thac race is classed, that
gender is raced, and so forth.

In the 1980s “multiculturalism™ became onc of the buzzwords to
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evoke these debates. Although neo-conservatives caricature multi-
culturalism as calling for the violent jettisoning of Furopcan classics
and of “western civilization as an arca of study,”! multiculturalism is
actually an assaualt not on Europe (in the broad sense of Europe and
its affiliates spread around the world) but on Eurocentrism - on the
procrustean forcing of cultural heterogeneity into a single paradig-
matic perspective in which Kurope is seen as the unique source of
meaning, as the world’s center of gravity, as ontological reality to
the rest of the world’s shadow. As an ideological substratum or dis-
cursive residue common to colonialist, imperialist, and racist dis-
course, Eurocentrism is a form of vestigial thinking which permeates
and structures contemporary practices and representations even aft
ter the formal cnd of colonialism. Eurocentric discourse is complex,
contradictory, historicalty unstable, But in a kind of composite por-
trait, Hurocentrism as a mode of thought might be seen as engaging
in a number of mutually reinforcing intellectual tendencies or op-
erations. Eurocentric thinking attributes to the West an almost provi-
dential sense of historical destiny. Like Renaissance perspective in
painting, it envisions the world from a single privileged point. It
bifurcates the world into the “West and the Rest™ and organizes
everyday language into binaristic hierarchies implicitly flattering to
Europe: our “nations,” thetr “tribes”; our “religions,” their “super-
stitions”™; our “culture,” their “folklore.”® Eurocentric discourse
projects a linear historical trajectory leading from the Middle East
and Mesopotamia to classical Greece {constructed as “pure,” «
ern,” and “democratic™), to imperial Rome, and then to the metro-
politan capitals of Europe and the US. In all cases Europe, alone and
unaided, is seen as the “motor” for progressive historical change:
democracy, class society, feudalism, capitalism, the industrial revo-
Intion. Eurocentrism appropriates the cultural and material produc-
tion of non-Europeans while denying both their achievements and
its own appropriation, thus consolidating its scnse of sctf and glori-
fying its own cultural anthropophagy.

A multicultural view critiques the universatization of Eurocentric
norms, the idea that any race, in Aimé Cesaire’s words, “holds a
monopoly on beaury, intciligence, and strength.” Necedless to say,

wiest-
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the catique of Eurocentrism is addressed not to Europeans as indi-
viduals but rather to dominant Europe’s historicaily oppressive re-
lation to its cxrernal and internal “others”™ (Jews, Irish, Gypsies,
Huguenots, peasants, women). It does not suggest, obviously, that
non-Buropcan people are somehow “better” than Furopeans, or
that Third World and minoritarian cultures are inherently superior.
That there exists an “underside” of European history does not can-
cel ont an “overside” of scientific, artistic, and political achievement.
And since Eurocentrism is a historically situated discourse and not a
genetic inheritance, Europeans can be anti- Eurocentric, just as non-
Europeans can be Eurocentric. Europe has always spawncd its own
critics of cmpire: de las Casas, Montaigne, Diderot, Melville.

On one level, the multicultural idea is very simple; it refers to the
multiple cultures of the world and the historical relations between
them, including relations of subordination and domination. The
multiculturalist prefect (as opposed to the multicultural fact) sces
world history and contemporary social life from the perspective of
the radical equality of peoples in status, intelligence, and rights. In
its more co-opted version, it can easily degenerate into a state or
corporate-managed United Colors of Benetton pluralism whereby
established power promotes ethnic “tlavors of the month” for com-
mcrcial or idcological purposcs, but in its more radical variants it
strives to decolonize representation, not only in terms of cultural
artifacts but also in terms of power rclations between communities,

The word “multiculturalism™ has no essence; it simply points to
a debate. While one is aware of its ambiguities, it can perhaps be
prodded in the direction of a radical critique of power relations, a
rallying cry for a substantive and reciprocal intercommunalism. A
radical or polycentric multiculturalism calls for a profound restruc-
turing and reconceptualization of the power relations between cul-
tural communities. It sees issues of muloculturalism, colonialism,
and race not in a ghettoized way, but “in relation.” Communities,
socictics, nations, and even entire continents exist not autonomously
but rather in a densely waven web of relationality, This relational,
dialogical approach is in this sensc profoundly anti-scgregationist.
Although segregation can be temporarily imposed as a socio-politi-
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cal arrangement, it can never be absolute, especially on the level of
culture,

It is possible to distinguish between a co-optive liberal pluralism,
tainted at birth by its historical roots in the systematic inequities of
conqucst, slavery, and exploitation,* and a more radical polvcentric
muitienlsuralism. The notion of polycentrism globalizes multicul-
turalism. It envisions a restructuring of intercommunal relations
within and beyond the nation-state according to the internal im-
peratives of diverse communities.” Within a polycentric vision, the
world has many dynamic cultural locations, many possible vantage
points. The emphasis in polycentrism is not on points of origin but
on fields of power, cnergy, and struggie. The “poly” does not refer
to a finite list of centers of power but rather introduces a systematic
principle of differentiation, relationality, and linkage. No single com-
munity or part of the world, whatever its economic or political power,
is epistemologically privileged.

Polycentric multiculturalism differs from liberal pluralism in the
following ways. First, uniike a liberal-pluralist discourse of cthical
universals - freedom, tolerance, charity — polycentric multiculturalism
sees all cultural history in relation to social power. It is not about
“sensitivity” but about cmpowering the disempowered. Polycentric
multiculturalism calls for changes not just in images but in power
relations. Second, polycentric multiculturalism does not preach a
pseudo-equality of viewpoints; its sympathies are clearly with the
under-represented and the marginalized. Third, whereas pluralism
is grudgingly accretive — it benevolently “includes” other voices within
a pre-existing mainstream— polycentric multiculturalism is celebra-
tory, sceing so called minoritarian communitics as active, generative
participants at the very corc of a shared, conflictual history. Fourth,
polycentric multiculturalism rejects a unified, fixed, and cssential-
ist concept of identities {or communities) as consolidated sets of
practices, meanings, and experiences. Rather, it sces identities as
multiple, unstable, historically situated, the products of ongoing
differentiation and polymorphous identifications.® Polycentric multi-
culturalism goes beyond narrow definitions of identity politics, open-
ing the way for informed affiliation on the basis of shared social

271



Muiticulturalism, Race, and Representation

desires and identifications. Fifth, polycentric multiculturalism is re-
ciprocal, dialogical; it sees all acts of verbal or cultural exchange as
taking place not between essential, discrete, bounded individuals or
cultures but rather between permeable, changing individuals and
communities (see Shohat and Stam, 1994 ).

Various subcurrents mingle in the larger stream of what might be
called “multicultural media studies:™ the analysis of “minority” rep-
resentation; the critique of impcrialist and orientalist media; work
on colonial and postcolonial discourse; the theorizing of “Third
World” and “Third Cinema”; work on “indigenouns media”; work
on “minority,” “diasporic,” and “exilic” cinemas; “whitcness™ stud-
ies; and work on anti-racist and multicultural media pedagogy.

What is most striking about “official” film theory’s rclation to race
and multiculturalism is that theory sustained for so long such a re-
markable silence on the subject. European and North American film
theory for most of this century seems to have had the illusion of being
raceless. There are few references to racism in the film theory of the
silent period, for example, even though that period coincided with
the heights of European imperialism and of scientific racism, and with
myriad colonialist films like King of the Cannibals and Le Musulman
Rigolo. When European and North American theorists of the silent
period refer to race, they tend to mean European nationalities. The
commentary of theorists on films like The Birth of o Nation, similarly,
tended not to focus on the film’s racism but rather on its status as a
“masterpiece.” Eisenstein was an exception to the rule, since he spoke
in “Dickens, Griffith, and the Film Today” of the “repellent” nature
of Griffith’s “celluloid monument to the Ku Klux Kian.” We have
also mentioned the 1929 issue of Clase Up dedicated to the treatment
of the “Negro™ in the cinema. But most of the protesting was left to
the community newspapers of racialized communitics, and to organ-
izations such as the NAACP. In retrospect it seems quite astonishing
that critics and theorists did not notice until 1996, when Michacl
Rogin (1996) pointcd it out, that “the four transformative moments
in the history of American film [ Unele Tom’s Cabinin 1903, Birth of
a Nation in 1915, The Jazz Singer in 1927, and Gone with the Wind
in 1939] — moments that combine box-office success, critical recog-
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nition of revolutionary significance, formal innovations, and shifts in
the cinematic mode of production - all organized themselves around
the surplus symbolic value of blacks, the power to make African Amer-
icans represent something beside themsclves.”

Over the past few decades important work has been done on
issues of ethnic/racial /cultural representation within Hollywood
cinema. A key carly text (tirst written in Spanish but widely trans-
lated}, Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart’s How to Read Donald
Duck: Imperialist Ideology in the Disney Comic (1975), cxposed the
imperialist racism that permeated Disney cartoons:

Disney visits . . . distant vegions in the same way bis characters do with their
bodies; that is, lacking any notion of former veprehensible bistovical relations,
almuost as if they were only recent avrivals to the distribution of land and
wealth. . . . Just as Disney plunders ail folklove, fairy tales and nineteenth and
twentieth century literature . . . so be proceeds with world geography. He feels
no obligation to avoid the cavicarure, and rebapiizes each country as if it weve
a can on the shelf, an abject of infinite fun, always good for a langh. Disney
starts with a clearly identifiable nucleus (a part of the original name or some-
thing that seunds like it, & supposedly typical chavacteristic) and then adds
certain Norvth Amevican mvaces or endings: Azteclano, Chiliburgevia, Brutopia,
Volcanavia, Inca Blinca, Hondovica and Sana Banandor in Latin America;
Kachanooga, the Oasis of Nolssa, Kooko Coco, and Foola Zoola in Afvica; the
pravinces of Jumbostan, Backdove, Footsore, and Howdeyustan in Indin . . . a
disheartening panovamn of the mafority of mankind as viewed by a minovity
that happens to bave a smonopoly on the concoction of postcards and package
tours. (Dorfinan, 1983, p. 24)

Much of the work has had to do with the filmic representations of
US communities ot color. For much of Hollywood’s history, it was
virtually impossible for African Americans or Native Americans to
represent themselves. Racism was inscribed in ofhicial regulations
(e.g. the Hayes Code’s prohibition of representations of miscegena-
tion) and in unofficial practices practices (l.ouis B. Mayer’s injunc-
tion that blacks be shown only as bootblacks or porters). Native
American critics such as Vine Deloria, Ralph and Natasha Friar
(1972}, Ward Churchilt {1992}, and many others discussed the
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binanstic splitting that turned Native Americans into bloodthirsty
beasts or noble savages.Other scholars, notably Daniel Leab, Tho-
mas Cripps (1979), Donald Bogle {1989}, James Snead (1992}, Mark
Reid, Clyde Faylor (1998}, Ed Guerrero (1993), Jim Pings, Jacquic
Jones, bell hooks (1992}, Michelle Wallace, and Pearl Bowser, have
explored anti-black stereotypes. Bogle (1989) surveys representa-
tions of blacks in Hollywood cinema, especially foregrounding the
unequal struggle between black performers and the stereotypical roles
offered them by Hollywood. For Bogle, the history of black per-
formance is onc of battling against confining types and categorics, a
battle homologous to the quotidian struggle of threc-dimensional
blacks against the imprisoning conventiens of an apartheid-style
system, At their best, black performances undercut stereotypes by
individualizing the type or slyly standing above it. McDaniel’s “flam-
boyant bossiness,” her way of looking Scarlett right in the eye, within
this project, translated aggressive hostility toward a racist system.
Throughout, Bogle emphasizes the resilient imagination of black
performers obliged to play against script and studio intentions, their
capacity to turn demeaning roles into resistant performance by re-
vealing some unique quality of voice or personality that audiences
immediately responded to, whether in the form of Bojangle’s
“urbanity,” Roachester’s “cement-mixcer voice,” Louisc Beaver’s
“jollity,” or Hattie McDaniel’s “haughtiness” (ibid., p. 36). Per-
formance itsclf intimated liberatory possibilities.

Apart from work on Native Americans and African Americans, 1m-
porrant work has also been done on the stereotypes of other
“minoritized” groups such as Latinos (see Pettit, 1980; Woll, 1980;
Fregoso, 1993), Woll (1980) points to the substratum of male vio-
lence common to Latino male stereotypes — the bandido, the greaser,
the revolutionary, the bullfighter. Jatina women, meanwhile, call up
the heat and passionate salsa evoked by the titles of the films of Lupe
Velez: Hot Pepper (1933), Strictly Dynamite (1934), and Mexican
Spitfire (1940). Pettit (1980) traces the intertext of such imagery to
the Anglo “Conquest fiction” of writers like Ned Buntline and Zane
Grey. Already in conquest fiction, Pettit argucs, the Mcxican is de-
fined negatively, in terms of “qualities diamctrically opposed to an

274



Multiculturalism, Race, and Representation

Anglo prototype.” Anglo conquest authors transferred to the mes-
tzo Mexicans the prejudices previously directed toward the Native
American and the black. Morality, in such works, is color-coordinated;
the darker the color, the worse the character (ibid., p. 24).

Stereotype analysis, the critical dissection of repeated, ultimately
pernicious constellations of character traits, made an indispensable
contribution by (1) revealing oppressive patterns ol prejudice in what
might at first glance have seemed random and inchoate phenomena;
(2) highlighting the psychic devastation inflicted by systematically
ncgative portrayals on those groups assaulted by them, whether
through internalization of the stereotypes themscives or through
the negative effects of their dissemination; (3) signaling the social
functionality of stcreotypes, demonstrating that stereotypes arc not
an crror of perception but rather a form of social control, intended
as what Alice Walker calls “prisons of image”™ (Altcrnative Museum,
1989). The call for positive images, in the same way, corresponds to
a profound logic which only the representationally privileged can
fail to understand. Given a dominant cinema that trades in heroes
and heroines, minority communitics rightly ask for their fair share of
the pie as a simple matter of representational parity.

Subsequent to this very important “image studies” work, objec-
dons were raised to its methodological and theoretical limitations.
Drawing on psychoanalysis and poststructuralism, Steve Neale (1979~
80) outlined a number of problems with stercotype analysis: over-
emphasis on character; naive faith in “reality;” and the failure to reveal
racism as a social practice. Some of the revisionist work appeared in
Screen, beginning with a 1983 special issue on “Colonialism, Racism,
and Representation,” with an introductory essay by Robert Stam and
Louise Spence, and essays by Robert Crusz, Rosie Thomas, and oth-
ers, followed in 1985 by an issuc on “Other Cinemas, Other Criti-
cisms,” cdited by Julianne Burton, and culminating in the ironically
titled “Last ‘Special Issue® on Race,” edited by Isaac Julicn and Kobena
Mercer in 1988, Analysts called for a move similar to that from “im-
age of woman” studies in feminist analysis to the more sophisticated
analyses grounded in semiotics, psychoanalysis, and deconstruction.
While recognizing the importance of steteotypes and distortions analy-
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sis, these critics raised methodological questions about the underly-
ing premises of such approaches. While stereotypes and distortions
analyses posed legitimate questions about social plausibility and mi-
metic accuracy, about negative stereotypes and positive images, they
were often premised on an exclusive allegiance to an aesthetic of veri-
similitude.” An obsession with realism cast the question as stmply one
of “errors” and “distortions,” as if the “truth” of a commurnity were
unproblematic, transparent, and easily accessible, and “lies” about
that community easily unmasked.

The stereotype and distortions approach entails a number of pit-
falls from a theoretical-methodological standpoint® The cxclusive
preoccupation with images, whether positive or negative, can lead to
a kind of essentinlism, as less subtle critics reduce a complex variety of
portravals to a limited sct of reified formulac. Such reductionist
simplifications run the risk of reproducing the very racism they were
designed to combat. This essentialism generates in 1ts wake a cerrain
abistoricism; the analysis tends to be static, not allowing for muta-
tions, metamorphoses, changes of valence, altered function; itignores
the historical instability of the stereotype and even of language. Stere-
otypic analysis is likewise covertly premised on éndividualism, in that
the individual character, rather than larger social categorices (race, class,
gender, nation, sexual orientation), remains the point of reference.
Individual morality receives maore attention than the larger configura-
tions of power. The focus on individual character also misses the ways
in which wholc cultures, as opposed to individuals, can be caricatured
or misrepresented without a single character being stereo-typed. The
flawed mimesis of many Hollywood films dealing with the Third
World, with their innumerable ethnographic, linguistic, and cven topo-
graphical blunders, which have Brazilians wearing Mexican sombre-
ros as they dance a tango, for example, has less to do with stereotypes
per se than with the tendentious ignorance of colonialist discourse.

A moralistic and individualistic approach also ignores the contra-
dictory nature of stereotypes. Black figures, in Toni Morrison’s words,
come to signify polar opposites: “On the one hand, they signify
benevolence, harmless and servile guardianship and endless love,”
and on the other “insanity, illicit sexuality, chaos.” A moralistic ap-
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proach also sidesteps the issue of the relative nature of morality,
cliding the question “positive for whom?” It ignores the fact that
oppressed people might not only have a diffzrent vision of morality,
but even an opposite vision. What 1s seen as positive by the dominant
group, ¢.g. the acts of those “Indians” in westerns who spy for
the whites, might be seen as trcason by the dominated group. The
taboo in Hollywood was not on positive images but rather on im-
ages of racial equality, images of anger and revolt. The privilcging
of positive images also clides the patent differences, the social and
moral heteroglossia, characteristic of any soctal group. A cinema of
contrivedly positive images betrays a lack of confidence in the group
portrayed, which usually itselt has no illusions concerning its own
perfecton. Nor can onie assume an automatic connection between
control over represcutation and the production of positive images.
Many African films, such as Laafi (1991) and Finzan (1990), do
not offer positive images of African socicty; rather, and more impor-
tantly, they offer African perspectives on African society. Rather
than heroes, they offer subjects. “Positive images,” in this sense, can
be signs of insecurity. Hollywood, after all, has never worried about
sending films around the world which depicted the US as a land of
gangsters, rapists, and murderers.

A priviteging of social portrayal, plot, and character often leads to a
slighting of the specifically cinemartic dimensions of films; often the
analyses might as easily have been of novels or plays. A thoroughgoing
analysis has to pay attention to “mediations:” narrative structure, genre
conventions, cinematic style. Eurocentric discourse in film may be re-
layed not by characters or plot but by lighting, framing, misc-en-scene,
music. The cinema translates correlations of social power into registers
of foreground and background, on-screen and off-screen, speaking
and silent. To speak of the “image™ of a social group we have to ask
precise questions about images themselves: How much space do the
representatives of different social groups occupy in the shot? Are they
seen in close-ups or only in distant long shots? How often do they
appear compared with the Euro-American characters and for how
long? Are they allowed to relate to one another, or do they always
require mainstream “mediation?” Are they active, desiring characters
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or decorative props? Do the cyeline matches identify us with one gaze
rather than another! Whose looks are reciprocared, whose ignored?
How do character positionings communicate sociat distance or differ-
ences in status? How do body language, posture, and facial expression
communicate social hierarchies, arrogance, servility, resentment, pride?
Is there an aesthetic segregation whereby one group is haloed and
the other villainized? What homologies inform artistic and ethnic/
political representation?

The critique of stercotypes approach is implicitly premised on
the desirability of “rounded” three-dimensional characters within a
realist~dramatic aesthetic. Given the cinema’s history of one-dimen-
sional portrayals, the hope for more complex and “realistic” represen-
tations is completely understandable, but should not preclude more
experimental, anti-ilusionistic alternatives. Realistic positive portray-
als are not the only way to fight racism or to advance a liberatory
perspective. Within a Brechtian aesthetic, for example, (non-racial)
stereotypes <an serve to generalize meaning and demystify established
power, in a situation where characters are presented not as role mod-
els but as the sites of contradiction. Parody of the kind theorized by
Bakhtin, similarly, favors decidedly negative, even grotesque images
to convey a deep critique of societal structures. Sarirical or parodic
films may be less concerned with constructing positive images than
with challenging the stereotypical expectations an audience may bring
with them. On the other hand, what one might call the generic defense
against accusations of racism — “It’s only a comedy!” “Whites arc
lampooned too!” “All the characters are caricatures!” — is highly am-
biguous, since it ali depends on the medalities and the objects of the
lampooning, on who is the butt of the joke. (For more on the cri-
tique of positive images see Friedman, 1982; Shohat and Stam, 1994,
Diawara, 1993; Wiegman, 1995; Taylor, 1998.)

While on one level film is mimesis, representation, it is also utter-
ance, an act of contextualized intcrlocution between socially situ-
ated producers and receivers. It is not enough to say that art is
constructed. We have to ask: Constructed for whom and in con-
junction with which idcologics and discourses? In this sense, art is a
representation in not so much a mimetic as a political sense, as a
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delegation of voice.” Within this perspective it makes more sense to
say of First Blood (Rambe) (1983), not that it “distorts” reality, but
rather that it “really” represents a rightist discourse designed to flat-
ter and nourish the masculinist fantasics of omnipotence character-
istic of an empire in crisis. One methodological alternative to the
mimetic stereotypes and distortions approach is to speak less of im-
ages than of voices and discourses. The very phrase “image studics”
symptomatically elides the oral and the voiced. A more nuanced
discussion of race in the cinema would emphasize less a one-to-one
mimetic adequacy to sociological or historical truth than the inter-
play of voices, discourses, and perspectives, including those opera-
tive within the imagg itscif. The task of the critic would be to call
attention to the cultural voices at play, not only those heard in aural
“closc-up” but also those distorted or drowned out by the text. The
question is not of pluralism but of multi-vocality, an approach that
would strive to culrivate and even heighten cultural difference while
abolishing socially generated inequalities.

The 1980s and 1990s witnessed an attempt to move beyond
ghettoized studics of isolated groups — Native Americans, African
Americans, Latinos — in favor of a relational and contrapuntal ap-
proach (see Freidman, 1991; also Shohat and Stam, 1994). The
period also witnessed the emergence of whiteness studies. This move-
ment responds to the call by scholars of color for an analysis of the
impact of ractsm not only on its victims bur also on its perpetrators.
Whiteness scholars questioned the quiet yet overpowering normat-
ivity of whiteness, the process by which “race” was attributed to
others while whitcs were tacitly positioned as unmarked norm, Al-
though whiteness (like blackness) was on one level merely a cultural
fiction without any scientific basis, it was also a social fact with all-
too-real consequences for the distribution of wealth, prestige, and
opportunity (Lipsitz, 1988, p. vii). In the wake of historical studies
by Theodor Allen and Noel Ignatiev of how diverse “ethnics” (for
example, the Irish) became “white,” whitencss studies “outed” white-
ness as just another ethnicity, atthough onc historicaily granted in-
ordinate privilege. It can be hoped that this movement signals the
end of “the innocent white subject,” and an end to the venerable
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practice of unilaterally racializing the Third World or minority “oth-
ers,” while casting whites as somehow “raccless.”

Toni Morrison, bell hooks, Coco Fusco, George Lipsitz, and
Richard Dyer are among the many who have problematized norma-
tive notions of whiteness. Dyer (1997) focuses on the representa-
tion of white people in western culturc. The term “people of color”
as a designation for “non-whites,” Dyer points out, implics that whites
are colorless and thus normative: “Other people are raced, we are
just people” {ibid., p. 1}. Even lighting technologies, and the spe-
cific mode of movie lighting, Dyer points out, have racial implica-
tions, and the assumption that the “normal” face is the white face
runs through most of the manuals on cinematography.

Whiteness studies at its best denaturalizes whiteness as unmarked
norm, calling attention to the taken-for-granted privileges (c.g. not
to be the objcct of media stereotypes) that go with whiteness. At its
most radical it calls for “race treason” in the John Brown tradition,
for an opting out of white privilege. At the same time whiteness
studics runs the risk of once again recentering white parcissism, of
changing the subject back to the assumed center — a racial version of
the show-business dictum: “speak ill of me but speak.” Whiteness
studics also needs to be seen in a global context where black and
white are not always the operative categories, but rather caste or
religion. The important thing is to maintain a scnsc of the hybrid
relationality and social co-implication of communities, to scc the
blackness of whiteness and the whiteness of blackness, without fall-
ing into a facile discourse of casy synthesis. And in a globalized world,
it is pcrhaps time to think in terms of comparative multiculturalism,
of relational studies which do not always pass through the putative
“center.” What are the relationalitics between Indian and Egyptian
cincma, or between Chinese and Japanese cincma? How are issues
of race and caste formulated in other national contexts? What dis-
courscs arc deployed? Such studies would go a long way to
deprovincializing a discussion that has too often focused anly on
American issues and Hollywood representations.
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Third Cinema Revisited

For a tong time the various “Third World” and “Third Cinemas™
which collectively form the majority cinema in the wortd were largely
ignored by standard film histories as well as by Eurocentric film theory.
When not ignored, Third World cinema was treated with condescen-
sion, as if it were mercly the subaltern shadow of the real cinema of
North America and Europe. In the 1980s and 1990s, however, there
was a veritable cxplosion of theory and scholarship on Third World
cinema, resulting in a cornucopia of texts in English: Teshome Gabricl’s
pioncering Third Cinema in the Thivd World: The Aesthetics of Libera-
tion (1982), Roy Armes’s Third World Filmmaking and the West
(1987), Manthia Diawara’s African Cinema (1992), and Frank
Ukadike’s Black African Cinema (1994); full-length books on Cu-
ban cinema, Mexican cinema {Mora, 1988), Argentine cinema, Bra-
zilian cinema {Xavier, 1998), Isracli cinema (Shohat, 1989), and Indian
cinema; valuable collections by Jim Pines and Paul Willemen (1989),
John Downing (1987), Michael Chanan (1983}, Julianne Burton
(1985; 1990), Mbye Cham and Claire Andrade-Watkins (1988),
Michaet Martin (1993; 1997); plus the ongoing work of those jour-
nals regularly featuring work on Third World cinema {(notably Cineaste,
Jump Cut, Film Quarterly, Framework, Screen, The Independent, Black
Film Review, Quarterly Review of Film Studies, Cinemaya, East—West
Film Journal, Cinemais, Imagems, and many others).

But if cinematic third-worldism is thriving, political third-worldism
is in crisis. The “third-worldist euphoria” of the revotutionary 1960s
has long given way to the disenchantment triggered by the collapse
of communism, the frustration surrounding the hoped-for “tricontin-
ental revolution,” the realization that the “wretched of the earth”
are not unanimously revolutionary (nor necessarily allied to one an-
other), and the recognition that international geopolitics and the
global economic system have obliged even socialist regimes to make
their peace with transnational capitalism. (One of the Brazilian framers
of the radical “dependency theory,” Fernando Henrique Cardoso,
is now Brazil’s neo-liberal president.)
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This disenchantment brought with it a rethinking of political,
cultural, and aesthetic possibilities. The rhetoric of revolution began
to be grected with a certain skepticism. As a result of external pres-
surcs and internal self-questioning, the cinema, too, gave expression
to these mutations, as the anti-colonial thrust of earlier films gradu-
ally gave way to more diversified themes. Filmmakers who had de-
nounced Hollywood hegemony began to seek deals with Warners,
on HBO. Cultural and political critique took on a new “post-third-
worldist” form by taking for granted the fundamental legitimacy of
the anti-colonialist movement, while also probing the social and ideo-
logical fissures within the Third World nation.! In cinematic-indus-
trial terms, theorist—filmmakers became more aware of the need to
theorize the mass media in less Manichean ways and to create a ¢in-
ema which engendered not only political awareness and acsthetic
innovation but also the kind of spectatorial pleasure which could
cnable a viable film industry to flourish.

This same period also witnessed a terminological crisis swirling
around the term Third World itself, now scen as an inconvenient
relic of a more militant period. Arguing from a Marxist perspective,
Aijjaz Ahmad argues that Third World theory is an “open-ended
ideological interpeliation™ that papers over class oppression in all
three worlds, whilc limiting socialism to the now non-existent “sec-
ond world” {sec Ahmad, 1987; Burton, 1985). Whereas Jameson
defines the first capitalist and the second socialist worlds actively, in
terms of their systems of production, Ahmad points out, the Third
World is defined passively, as having had a certain “experience,” as
having “suffercd” and “undergone” colonialism. 'Three-worlds theory
not only flattens heterogencitics, masks contradictions, and elides
differences, but also obscures similarities. In terms of the media, the
concept of the Third World, as Geofirey Reeves puts it, homog-
enizes “markedly different national historics, experiences of Euro-
pecan colonialism and extent of incorperation into capitalist
production and exchange relations, levels and diversity of industri-
alization and cconomic development . . . and ethnic, racial, linguis-
tic, religious, and class differences” {Recves, 1993, p. 10). The term
forces into an uncasy — and often purely theoretical — alliance hugely
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productive industries {India, Mexico) with intermittently product-
ive industrics {Brazil), with those countries that produce very fow
films (Zimbabwe, Madagascar, Costa Rica).

Third-worldism might even hinder 'I'hird World cinema’s chances
in the world. The kinds of critical generalizations made about “Third
World Cinema,” as Anthony Guneratne points out, would be un-
thinkable for “First World Cinema.” These generalizations are made,
furthermore, in a situation of patronizing non-reciprocity, with nega-
tive conscquences for Third World film: “ignoring the audiences in
“T'hird World® societies, [scholars working in developed countries]
have tended to project their own political agendas as a moral re-
quirement upon films from the “Third World® without, however,
insisting on a similar requircment for First World cinema,” Thus
Third World (and “minority”) filmmakers are supposed to speak for
the oppressed; no such demand is made of larantino or Scorsese.
The concept of Third World Cinema has thus led to a kind of didac-
tic pressure on films from Asia, Africa, and Latin America to fulfill
the criteria for Third Cinema. A kind of miserabilist exoticism means
that Third World films about middle-class people in Iran, for exam-
ple, are not “really” Third World. Third-worldist film ideology also
risks installing a formula for a correct cincma, but one which ignores
the concrete conditions, needs, and traditions of particular coun-
tries.

The concept of the Third World also elides the presence of a
“Fourth World” existing within all of the other worlds, comprising
those peoples variously called “indigenous,” “tribal,” or “first na-
tions™; in sum, the still-residing descendants of the original inhabit-
ants of territories subsequently taken over or circumscribed by alien
conquest or settlement. As many as 3,000 native nations, represent-
ing some 250 million pecople, according to some estimates, function
within the 200 states that assert sovereignty over them.

Fourth World peoples more usually appear in “ethnographic films,”
which of late have attempted to divest themselves of vestigial
colonialist attitudes. While in the old ethnographic films seif-
confident “scientific” voice-overs delivered the “truth” about sub-
ject peoples unable to answer back (while sometimes prodding the
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“natives” to perform practices long abandoned), the ethnographic
filmmakers theorize their own practice by questioning their own
authority, while striving for “shared filmmaking,” “participatory
filmmaking,” “dialogical anthropology,” “reflexive distance,” and
“interactive filmmaking,” as artists experience a salutary self-doubt
about their own capacity to speak “for” the other.? This new mod-
esty on the part of filmmakers reflects the impact of anti-colonialist
and anti-orientalist theory, as filmmakers and theorists discard the
covert clitism of the pedagogical or cthnoegraphic model in favor of
an acquiescence in the relative, the plural, and the contingent. (An-
thropology, as one &outade has it, has become “Anthro-Apology.”)
The question, ideally, is no longer how one represents the other,
but rather how one collaborates with the other. The goal, rarcly
realized, is to guarantee the effective participation of the “other” in
alt phases of production, including theeretical production.
Indigenous people, meanwhile, have undertaken to represent
themselves, with little or no mediation, We now have the first in-
dependent narrative fiction feature film written, produced, directed,
and acted by Native Americans: Smoke Signals (1998). Adapted
from a book by Sherman Alexie (Spokane) called 1he Lone Ranger
and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, and dirccted by Chris Evre
(Cheyenne), its coming-of-age story about two young Cocur
d’Alene men often pokes fun at the media. (“If there’s anything
more pathetic than watching Indians on television,” says one of
the men, “it’s watching Indians watching Indians on television.”)
In New Zealand Lee Tamahori’s Once Were Warriors (1994 ) was
the first Maori feature to become an international hit, The most
remarkable recent development has been the emergence of “indig-
enous media,” i.e. the use of audiovisual technology (camcorders,
VCRs) for the cultural and political purposes of indigenous peo-
ples. The phrase “indigenous media,” as Faye Ginsburg points
out, is oxymoronic, evoking both the self-understanding of abo-
riginal groups and the vast institutional structures of TV and cin-
ema.* Within indigenous media the producers are themselves the
receivers, along with neighboring communitics and, occasionally,
distant cultural institutions or festivals such as the Native American
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film festivals held in New York and San Francisco. {The three most
active centers of indigenous media production are Native North
American (Inuit, Yup’ik), Indians of the Amazon Basin (Nam-
biquara, Kayapo), and Aboriginal Australians (Warlpirt, Pitjanjajari}.
At their best, indigenous media become an empowering vehicle
for communities struggling against geographical displacement, eco-
logical and economic deterioration, and cultural annihilation.?

The question of indigenous media brings up a number of com-
plex theorctical issues. Indigenous film and video-makers confront
what Ginsburg calls a “Faustian dilemma:” on the onc hand, they
use new technologies for cultural self-assertion, on the other they
spread a technology that might ultimately only foster their own dis-
integration. The leading analysts of indigenous media, such as
Ginsburg and Terence Turner, do not see such work as being locked
into a bound traditional world, but rather as concerned with “medi-
ating across boundaries, mediating ruptures of time and history,”
and advancing the process of identity construction by negotiating
“powerful relationships to land, myth and ritual. ”® At times the work
goes beyond merely asserting an existing identity to become “a means
of cultural invention that refracts and recombines clements from
both the dominant and minority societies.” Rather than a mere
adaptation of western visual culture, as Faye Ginsberg argues, we are
dealing with a “new form of cotlective self-production” {Ginsberg,
in Miller and Stam, 1999). At the same time, indigenous media
should not be seen as a magical panacea, either for the problems
faced by indigenous peoples or for the aporias of anthropology. Such
work can provoke factional divisions within indigenous communi-
ties, and can be appropriated by international media as tokens of the
facile ironies of the postmodern age.”

Despite the imbrication of “First,” “Third,” and “Fourth™ worlds
in the age of globalization, the international distribution of power
still tends to make the First World countries (now redubbed “the
North™) cultural transmitters and to reduce most Third World coun-
tries {now “the South”) to the status of receivers. One byproduct of
this situation is that First World minorities such as African Ameri-
cans have the power to project their cultural productions around
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the globe. (The &enr films made by North Africans in France, for
cxample, betray the pervasive influence of black hiphop culture.)
On one level, the cinema inhcrits the structures laid down by the
communication infrastructure of cmpire, the networks of telegraph
and telephone lines and information apparatuscs which literally wired
colonial territories to the metropole, enabling the imperial coun-
tries to monitor global communications and shape the image of world
events. While the world generally is inundated with North Amer-
ican films, TV series, popular music, and news programs, the First
World receives precious little of the vast cultural production of the
Third World, and what it does receive is usually mediated by
transnational corporations. These processes arc not entirely nega-
tive, of course. The same multinational corporations that dissemi-
nate inane blockbusters and canned sitcoms also spread Afro-diasporic
music such as reggae and rap around the globe, The problem lics
not in the exchange but in the unegual terms on which the exchange
take placc.

At the same time, “media imperialism” theses, as Tomlinson
(1991) and others have argued, need drastic retooling in the age of
giobalization. By assuming western omnipotence, media imperial-
ism theses reproduce the very Eurocentric perspective they are
critiquing,. First, as Tomlinson points out, it is simplistic to im-
agine an active First World simply injecting its products into
unsuspecting and passive Third World victims, Sccond, global mass-
culture does not so much replace local culture as coexist with it,
providing a cultural lingua franca marked by a “local” accent. Third,
there are powerful reverse currents as a number of Third World
countries {Mexico, Brazil, India, Egypt) dominate their own mar-
kets and even become cultural exporters, Hindi cinema is exported
throughout South Asta, and in much of Africa. The Indian TV
version of the Mababbarata won a 90 percent domestic viewer
sharc during a three-year run and Brazil’s Rede Globo now ex-
ports its telenovelas to more than 100 countries internationally.
Fourth, these issucs are media specific; a nation can be strongly
resistant in relation to one medium but dominated in relation to
another. Brazilian popular music and television, for example, domi-
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nate the domestic market; it is only in the cinema that media impe-
rialism is the norm.

Finally, we must distinguish between the ownership and control of
the media — an issuc of political economy — and the specifically cul-
tural issue of the implications of this domination for the people on
the receiving end. The hvpodermic necdle model is as inadequate for
the Third World as it is for the First: everywhere spectators actively
engage with texts, and specific communities both incorporate and
transform foreign influences. For Appadurai the global cultural situa-
tion is now more interactive; the US is no longer the puppeteer of a
world system of images, but only one mode of a complex transnational
construction of “imaginary landscapes.” In this new conjuncture, he
argues, the invention of tradition, ethnicity, and other identity-
markers becomes “slippery, as the search for certainties is regularly
frustrated by the fluidities of transnational communication.” Appadurai
posits five dimensions of these global cultural flows: (1) ethnoscapes
(the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting world in which
people live); (2) technoscapes (the global configuration of technolo-
gics moving at high speeds across previously impermeable borders);
(3) financescapes (the global grid of currency speculation and capital
transfer); (4) mediascapes (the distribution of the capabilities to pro-
duce and disseminate information and the large complex repertoire
of images and narratives gencrated by these capabilities; and (5)
ideoscapes (ideologies of states and counter-ideologics of movements,
around which nation-states have organized their political cultures).’
Now the central problem becomes one of tension between cultural
homogenization and cultural heterogenizadon, in which hegemonic
tendencies, well-documented by Marxist analysts like Mattelart and
Schiller, are simultaneously “indigenized” within a complex, dis-
junctive global cultural economy. At the sarne time, Appadurai’s meta-
phor of “flows™ risks naturalizing the forces of stratification; discernible
patterns of domination still channel the fluiditics even of a muldpolar
world; the same hegemony that unifies the world through global
networks of circulating goods and information also distributes them
according to hicrarchical structures of power, even if those hegemonies
are now morc subtle and dispersed.

287



Third Cinema Revisited

Another salient phrase in this discussion is “national allegory.” For
Fredric Jameson all Third World texts are “necessarily allegorical,” in
that cven those invested with an apparently private or libidinal dy-
namic “project a political dimension in the form of national allegory:
the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the
cmbattled situation of the public third-world culture and society.”?
It is difficult to endorse Jameson’s somewhat hasty totalization of a/f
Third World texts; no single artistic strategy can be seen as uniquely
appropriate to the cultural productions of an catity as heterogenous
as the Third World. Allcgory, furthermore, 1s equally relevant to
cultural productions elsewhere. In his essay “Allegory and Nation”
Ismail Xavier links allegory to historical moments of “cultural shock,
slavery, repression, and violence,” peinting to such diverse films as
Griffith’s Birth of & Nation (1916), Eisenstein’s October (1927), Fritz
Lang’s Metropolis (1927), Gance’s Napoleon (1928), Renoir’s La
Marseillaise (1936), and Wajda’s Danton (1982) as all having a
national-allegorical dimension (Xavier, in Miller and Stam, 1999).
Despite these objections the concept of national allegory, here con-
ceived in a broad sensc as anv kind of oblique or synecdochic utter-
ance soliciting hermencutic completion or deciphering, is a productive
category for dealing with many Third World films. Nor is allegory an
entirely new phenomenon in Third World cinema. In the 1930s and
1940s in India, the female star “fearless Nadia” rescued oppressed
peoples from foreign tyrants, in ways which were read at the time as
anti-British allegories.!? But in the more recent history of Third World
cinema we find at least three major strands of allegory. First, we have
the teleological Marxist-inflected nationalist allegories of the carly
period (e.g. Black God White Devil), analyzed by Xavier, where his-
tory is revealed as the progressive unfolding of an immanent historical
design. Second, we have the modernist self-deconstructing allegorics
of the later period (e.g. Red Light Bandit), where the focus shifts
from the “figural” signification of the onward march of history to the
fragmentary nature of the discourse itself, and where allegory is de-
ployed as a privileged instance of language-consciousness in the con-
text of the felt loss of larger historical purpose.

A third variant of allegory, indifferently teleological or modernist,
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might be found in those films (¢.g. de Andrade’s The Conspiradores)
where allegory serves as a form of protective camouflage against cen-
sorious regimes, where the film uses the past to speak of the present,
or treats a microcosmic power situation (for example, fraternity haz-
ing in Mike dc Leon’s Batch 81 (1982)) to cvoke a macrocosmic
structure {the Philippines under Marcos). ‘The allegorical tendency
available to all art is strengthened in the case of intellectual filmmak-
crs profoundly shaped by nationalist discourse, who teel obliged to
speak for and about the nation as a whole, and becomes even more
exacerbated in the case of repressive regimes.

Early third-worldist film theory was often premised on national-
ism, and often assumed that “nation” was an unproblematic term. As
the products of nationaj industrics, produced in national languages,
portraying national situations and recycling national intertexts (litera-
tures, folklores), all films are of course national, just as 27 films (whether
Hindu mythologicals, Mexican melodramas, or third-worldist epics)
project national imaginarics. First World filmmakers scem to float
“above™ petty nationalist concerns only because they can take for
granted the projection of a national power that facilitates the making
and the dissemination of their films. Third World filmmakers, on the
other hand, cannot assume a substratum of national power. Rather,
relative powetlessness generates a constant struggle to create an elu-
sive “authenticity” to be constructed ancw with every generation.

Third-worldist filmmakers saw themselves as part of a national
project, but their concept ot the national was itself discursively
overdetermined and contradictory. Some of the early Third World
discussions of nationalism took it as axiomatic that the issue was sim-
ply one of expelling the foreign to recover the national, as if the na-
non were a kind of “heart of the artichoke,” to be found by peeling
away the outer leaves, or as if, to change the metaphor, the nation
were the idcal sculpted form lurking within the unworked stone,
Schwarz (1987) calls this view the “national by subtraction,” i.e. the
assumption that the simplc ¢limination of foreign influences will
automatically allow the nationai culture to emerge in its native
glory. There are a number of problems with this notion. First, the
topos of a unitary nation often covers and camouflages the existence of
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indigenous nations within them. Some nation-states might better be
called “multi-nation states” (Kymlycha). Second, the exaltation of
the national provides no criteria for distunguishing cxactly what is worth
retaining in the national rradition. A sentimental defense of patri-
archal social institutions simply because they are “ours” can hardly be
seen as progressive. Third, all countries, including Third World coun-
tries, are heterogenous, at once urban and rural, male and female,
religious and secular, native and immigrant, and so forth. The unitary
nation mufiles the polyphony of social and ethnic voices within
heteroglot cultures. Third World feminists cspecially have high-
lighted the ways in which the subject of the Third World nationalist
revolution has been covertly posited as masculine. Fourth, the precise
nature of the national “cssence “ to be recuperated is elusive and
chimerical. Some locate it in the pre-colonial past, or in the country’s
rural interior (e.g. the African village), or in a prior stage of develop-
ment (the pre-industrial), or in a non-European ethnicity (e.g. the
indigenous or African strata in the nation-states of the Americas). But
often even the most prized national symbols are indelibly marked by
the foreign. Fifth, scholars have emphasized the ways in which na-
tional identity is mediated, textualized, constructed, “imagined,” just
as the traditions valorized by nationalism are “invented.” The nadon,
likc a tilm, is a “projected image,” partly phantasmatic in nature. Any
definition of filmic nationalism, then, must see nationality as partly
discursive and intertextual in naturc, must take class and gender into
account, must allow for racial difference and cultural heterogeneity,
and must be dynamic, sccing “the nation” as an evolving, imaginary,
differential construcr rather than an originary essence.

The centrifugal forces of the globalizing process, and the global
reach of the media, virtually oblige the contemporary media theorist
to move beyond the restrictive framework of the nation-state. The
cinema, tor example, is now, and arguably always has been, a
thoroughly globalized medium. In terms of personnel, we have only
to think of the role of German émigrés in Hollywood, of Italians in
Brazil’s Vera Cruz, or of the Chinese in Indoncsian film. Globaliza-
ton has also been acsthetic. India’s “Bollywood” borrows and spices
up Hollywood plots, while Brazilian comedics parody American
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blockbusters; thus Jaws becomes Bacalbay (“Codfish”). Morcover,
Hollywood has by now been internalized as an international lingua
franca which inhabits, as it were, virtually all cinemas, if only as con-
stant temptation or demonized other. But it 1s not only Hollywood
that has international influence. In the 1940s nco-realism became
an influence in India (Ray) and Egypt (Chahine) and all around
Latin America (dos Santos, Birri}. The French New Wave and cin-
ema verité cast their spell over the African francophone couantries.
Nor is the influence unidirectional. Herzog, Coppola, and Scorscse
cxpress admiration for Brazif’s Cinema Novo; Quentin Tarantino
registers the impact of Hong Kong action films. Formerly Third
World filmmakers are no longer strictly limited to Third World lo-
cations. Mexican filmmakers like Alfonso Aran and Guilhero del Toro,
for example, work in the United States, while the Chilean Raul Ruiz
is based in France but also works ¢lsewherc.

As long as they are taken, not as “essential” pre-constituted enti-
ties, but rather as collective projects to be forged, and terms “under
erasure,” both “Third World Cinema” and “Third Cinema” retain
some tactical and polemical use for a politically inflected cultural
practice. It is useful, furthermore, to distinguish between the Third
World as a geopolitical location, and third-worldist as referring to a
discourse and idcological orientation (see Shohat and Stam, 1994).

1t Third World cinema is in some ways an anachronistic label, it at
least has the virtue of reminding us that what we used to call the
Third World, taken in a broad sense, far from being a marginal ap-
pendage to First World cinema, acrually producces meost of the world’s
feature films. Third World cinema includes the major traditional film
industries of countrics like India, Egypt, Mexico, Brazil, Argentina,
and China, as well as the more recent post-independence or post-
revolution industries of countrics like Cuba, Algeria, Sencgal, Indo-
nesia, and scores of others. Third World and postcolonial cinema
are not, thercfore, poor rclatives of Hollywood; rather, they are an
integral part of world cinema, a fact which film theory needs to take
into account morce fully.

]13
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Film and the Postcolonial

What was once called Thied World theory has now largely been ab-
sorbed into the ficld of the postcolonial. Postcolonial discourse theory
refers to an interdisciplinary ficld (including history, economics, lit-
erature, the cinema) which explorcs issues of the colonial archive
and of postcolonial identity, often in highly theoretical work inflected
by the poststructuralism of Lacan, Foucault, and Derrida. Gauri
Viswanathan defines postcolonial studies as the “study of the cul-
tural interaction between colonizing powers and the societies they
colonized, and the traces that this interaction left on the literature,
arts, and human sciences of both societies” (Bahri and Vasudeva,
1996, pp. 137-8).

Postcolonial theory is a complex amalgam fted by diverse and con-
tradictory currents: studies of nationalism (for example, Benedict
Anderson’s Imagined Communities), the literarure of “Third World
allegorv” (Xavier, Jameson, Ahmad), the work of the “Subaltern
Studies Group” (Guha, Chatterjee), and the work of the postcolonials
per se (Edward Said, Homi Bhabha, and Gayatn Spivak). Postcolonial
theory built on and assumed carlier anti-colonial theory {Cesaire,
Fanon, Memmi, Cabral, Dorfman and Mattelart} and dependency
theory (Gunder-Frank, Amin, Wallerstein). Although Fanon never
spoke of orientalist discourse prer se, for example, his critiques of
colonialist imagery in the 1950s and early 1960s provided proleptic
examples of anti-oricntalist critique. Using words which might have
described countless colonialist films, Fanon points in The Wretched
of the Eaveh to the colonial binarism whereby “the settler makes his-
tory; his life is an epoch, an Odyssey,” while against him “rorpid
creaturcs, wasted by fevers, absessed by ancestral customs, form an
almost inorganic background tor the innovating dynamism of colo-
nial mercannlism.”

Posteolonial theory recombined Fanon’s insights with Derridean
poststructuralism. Within the academy the foundational text
for postcolonial theory was Edward Said’s Orientalismm (1978),
where Said used Foucauldian notions of discourse and the power—
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knowlcdge nexus to ¢xamine the ways that western imperial power
and discourse constructed a stereotypical “Orient.” Representations
of East and West were mutually constitutive, Said argued, locked
together within asymmectrical power relations. The ideological
production of European “rationality” went hand in hand with the pro-
duction of Oricntal “irrationality.” (Subsequent analysts criticized
Said for homogenizing both West and East, and for ignoring the
various forms of resistance to western domination, a criticism “an-
swered” in Said’s subsequent book Caulture and Inperialism.)

Foucault, partly via Said, was also a major influcnce on posteolonial
theory. Foucault replaced the concept of ideology with “discourse,”
seen as more pervasive, variegated, less tethered to Marxist concepts
of class and production. Mor¢ than a set of statements, discourse for
Foucault has social materiality and efficacity and is always imbri-
cated with power. For Foucault, power is, like God, everywhere and
nowhere. Rather than emanating, outward from a hierarchical center,
“power is everywhere; not becausc it embraces cverything but be-
cause it comes from cverywhere.” Stuart Hall has criticized the vagne-
ness of Foucauit’s conception of power, arguing that Foucault saves
himself for the “political” through his insistence on power, but de-
nics himself'a poZitics by having no tdea of “relations of force™ (Hall,
in Morley and Kuan-Hsing, 1996, p. 136). Other critics have pointed
out the relentless Eurocentrism of Foucault’s work, not only in terms
of its focus — European modernity ~ bur also in its failure to discern
the relations between modernity lived in Europe and as lived in the
colonized world. The “individuation of subjects that took place in
Europc, for cxample, was denied colonized people.” In the colonics,
Europeans relied on brutally cocrcive power rather than the euphe-
mistic “productive” exercise of power more typical of the metropole
(sce Loomba, 1998, p. 52).

Homi Bhabha has also been a major influence on posteolonial
studics, and terms associated with Bhabha {“ambivalence,” “hybrid-
ity,” “third space of negotiation”) are widely disseminated in post-
colonial studies. In a scries of essays, Bhabha drew on semiotic theories
of language and Lacanian theories of subjectivity to call attention to
the equivocal, hybrid nature of colonial exchange. What at first glance
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loaks like colonial servility {“mimicry”) on closer inspection is re-
vealed to be a sly form of resistance. (Bhabha’s own “mimicry” of
the style of Detrida and Lacan, within this perspective, could itself
be seen as a sly form of subversion, although one no longer required
in a postcelonial era.) Appealing to a lexicon of “slippage” and “flu-
idity,” Bhabha usefully destabilized theory by focusing on the fail-
ure of colonialism to produce fixed identities. Yet critics were quick
to note that Bhabha, in his fondness for the slips and slides of “sly
civility,” had in some ways depoliticized the anti-colonial insights of
Cesaire and Fanon, for whom the Manichean nature of colonialism
was decreed not by narure but by the binaristic colonial power struc-
turc. Sly subversion, in this sense, could be scen as a rather pathetic
consolation prize for oppressed people, as if to say: “Certainly you've
lost your land, your religion, and they torture you, but look on the
bright side — you’re hybrid!” It was also pointed out that “hybridity™
had long been given a positive valence by the literary modernisms of
Latin America and the Caribbean.

The widespread adoption of the term “postcolonial” to designate
work thematizing issues emerging from colonial relations and their
aftermath, in the late 1980s, clearly coincided with the eclipse of the
older “Third World” paradigm. The “post™ in “postcolonial” sug-
gests, as Ella Shohat points out, a stage after the demisc of colonial-
ism, and it is therefore imbued with an ambiguous spatiotemporality.
“Posteolonial” tends to be associated with Third World countries
that gained independence after World War I1, yet it also refers to the
Third World diasporic presence within First World metropoliscs.
The term “postcolonial™ blurs the assignment of perspectives. Given
that the colonial experience 1s shared, albeit asymmetrically, by
(ex-) colonizer and (ex- jeolonized, does the “post” indicate the
perspect-ive of the ex-colonized (Algerian, for example), the ex-
cotonizer (in this case, French), the ex-colonial-scttler {pied noir),
or the displaced hybrid in the metropole (Algerian in France)? Since
maost of the world is now living “after” colonialism, the “post” ncu-
tralizes significant differences between France and Algeria, Britain
and Iraq, the US and Brazil. By implying that colonialism is over,
furthermore, “postcolonial” risks obscuring the deformative traces
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of the colonial hangover in the present, while at the same time
delegitimizing research into the pre-colonial past (see Shohat, 1992).

If the nationalist discourse of the 1960s drew sharp lines between
First World and Third World, oppressor and oppressed, postcolonial
discourse replaces such binaristic dualisms with a more nuanced
spectrum of subtle differentiations, in a new global regime where
First World and Third World are mutually imbricated. Notions of
ontologically referential identity metamorphose into a conjuncrural
play of identifications. Purity gives way to contamination. Rigid para-
digms collapse into sliding metonymies. Erect, militant postures give
wiy to an orgy of positionalitics. Once secure boundarics become
more porous; an iconography of barbed-wire frontiers mutates into
images of fluidity and crossing. A rhetoric of unsullicd incegricy gives
way to miscegenated grammars and scrambled metaphors. Colonial
tropes of irrcconcilable dualism give way to complex, mult-layvered
identitics and subjectivities, resulting in a proliferation of terms
having to do with various forms of cultural mixing: religious (syn-
cretism); biological (hybridity); linguistic (creolization ); and human-
genetic (mestizage).

Black Skin, White Masks, 1saac Julien’s highly theorized post-third-
worldist documentary about Frantz Fanon, gives voice to these dis-
cursive shifts. While accepting the basic anti-colonialist thrust of
third-worldist discourse, the film also interrogates the limits and ten-
sions within that discourse, especially in terms of infra-national dif-
ferences having, to do with race, gender, scxuality, and even religion.

Although postcolonial theory absorbs and develops the insights
of poststructuralism, it in some ways has an adversary relation to
postmodcernism, forming, in a scnse, its reverse field. If postmodern-
ism is Eurocentric, narcissistic, tlaunting its “latest thingedoess,”
postcoloniality argues that the West’s models cannot be general-
ized, that the East is in the West and vice versa, that “we are here
because you were there.” The emphasis on “mixedness™ in post-
colonial writing calls attention to the multiple identities, already
present under colenialism, but now further complicated by the geo-
graphical displacements characteristic of the post-independence
era, and presupposes a theorcetical framework, influenced by anc-
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essentialist poststructuralism, that refuses to police identity along
purist ¢ither—or lines. But while reacting against the colonialist pho-
bias and the fetish of racial purity, contemporary hybridity theory
also counterposes itself to the overly rigid lines of identity drawn by
third-worldist discourse. The cclebration of hybridity (through a
switch in valence for what were formerly negatively connoted terms)
gives expression, in the era of globalization, to the new historical
moment of the post-independence displacements which generated
duzlly or even multiply hyphcenated identities (Franco-Algerian, Indo-
Canadian, Palestinian-Lebanese-British, Indo-Ugandan-American,
Egyptian-Lebanese-Brazilian).

Often displacements are piled on to displacements. A number of
recent postcolonial films — Stephen Frears’s Samsmy and Rosie Ger
Laid (1989), Gurindcr Chada’s Bhaji on the Beach (1994 ), and Isaac
Tulien’s Young Seul Rebels (1991) - bear witness to the tense
posteolonial hybridity of former colonials growing up in what was
once the “motherland.” In the multicultural neighborhood of Sammy
and Rosie Get Laid the inhabitants have “lines out,” as it were, to
the formerly colonized parts of the globe. Many “postcolonial hy-
brid” films focus on diasporas in the First World: the Indian diaspora
in Canada (Masala, 1991) and the US { Mississippi Masala, 1991);
the Iranian diaspora in New York ( The Mission (1985), The Suitors
{1988)); Ghanaians in Britain { Testament, 1988); Turks in Germany
( Farewell to False Pavadise, 1988); North Africans in France (Le The
du Harem d’Archimede (Tea in the Harem, 1985)); Chinese in the
US ( Full Moon over New York, 1990). Such films also reflect a real-
world sitnation where Mexican and Pakistani “immigrants” to the
US, for example, keep in close touch with their home communities
thanks to cheap flights, and technologies such as VCRs {on which
to sce films from home), e-mail, satellite television, and faxes, not to
mention local cable stations featuring programs in Spanish or Urdu.
Old-style assimilation gives way to the active maintenance of mult-
ple lovalties, identities, and affiliations.

Postcolonial theory deals very ctfectively with the enltural contra-
dictions and syncretisms generated by the global circulation of peo-
ples and cultural goods in a mass-mediated and interconnected world,
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resulting in a kind of commoditied or mass-mediated syncretism.
The culinary metaphors typical of postcolonial discourse often im-
ply a fondness for this kind of suélange. Significantly, Indian film-
makers speak of blending the masalas — literally, Hindi for “spices,”
but metaphorically evoking the creation of “something new out of
old ingredients” — as a key to their recipe for making films (see Tho-
mas, 1985)}. Indecd, the word masala forms part of the ttles of two
Indian diasporic films, one Indian—Canadian { Masala ) and the other
Indo-American (Mississipps Masala). In the former film the god
Krishna, portrayed as a gross hedonist, appears to a nostalgic Indian
grandmother thanks to an interactive VCR. While mocking the offi-
cial multiculturalism of Canada, the filmic style itself serves up a
kind of masala, where the language of the Hindu “mythological”
mingles with the language of MTV and the mass media.

The postcolonial critique also borders on gender issucs. Largely
produced by men, third-worldist film theory was not generally con-
cerned with a feminist critique of nationalist discourse. Gender con-
tradictions were subordinated to anti-colonial struggle: women were
expected to “wait their turn.” The postcolonial discourse of the 1980s
and 1990s, by contrast, does not so much reject the nation as Inter-
rogate its repressions and limits. Thus feminists of color call for an
“intersectionality” (Kimberly Crenshaw ) of axes of analysis. A number
of films influenced by theory, films like Mona Hatoum’s Measures
of Distance (1988), Tracey Moftat’s Nice Coloured Givis (1987),
Gurinder Chada’s Bbaji on the Beach (1994), and Isaac Julien’s Black
Skin, White Masks (1997), suggest that a purely nationalist discourse
cannot apprehend the layered, dissonant identities of diasporic or
postcolonizl subjccts. The “post-third-worldist” theory of the 1980s
and 1990s displays a certain skepticism toward meta-narratives of
liberation, but does not necessarily abandon the notion that eman-
cipation is worth fighting for. But rather than flee from contradic-
tion, it installs doubt and crisis at the very core of theory.

Postcolonial theory has been critiqued for (1) its clision of class
{not surprising, given the clite origins and status of many of the
theorists themselves); (2} its psychologism (the tendency ro reduce
large-scale political struggles to intra-psychic 1cnsions); (3) its cli-
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sion of questions of political economy in an age where economic
nco-liberalism is the driving force behind the globalized cultural
changes registered by postcolonial theory; (4) its ahistoricity (its ten-
dency to speak in the abstract without specifving historical period or
geographical locaton); (5) 1ts demial of the pre-colonial past of non-
European societies; {6) its ambiguous relation, in the academy, to
ethnic studics, where postcolonial theory is projected as sophisti-
cated (and unthreatening) while ethnic studies is seen as militant
and crude (see Shohat, 1999); and (7) its ambiguous relation to

rialization, the artificial, constructed nature of nationalism and na-
nonal borders, and the obsolescence of anti-colonialist discowrse,
Fourth World indigenous peoples emphasize a discourse of ter-
ritorial claims, symbiotic links to narure, and active resistance to
colonial incursions.

The Poetics and Politics of
Postmodernism

The phenomenon called postmodernism consecrates, on a certain
tevel, the decline of the radicalism of the 1960s, in the First World
and the Third, gradually gave way in the 1980s and 1990s to “busi-
ness as usual” and an acquiescence in capitalist market values. The
idea that Marxism was the only legitimate theoreticat horizon soon
gave way to monumental political realignments and startling ideo-
logical reversals. In France, as one critic put it, “the entire left bank
changed course like a school of dolphins” {see Guillebauden, in Ory
and Sirinelli, 1986, p. 231). Cakiers du cinéma, after its period of
intricate Marxist analyses (for example, of Young Mr Lincoln), largely
reverted to its pre-1968 auteurism. The denunciations of an oppres-
sive apparatus and Hollywood alicnation gave wayv in the 1980s to
Baudrillard’s strangely melancholic celcbration of a postmodernity
best exempiified by a previously excoriatcd Amcrican mass-culture.
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The theorcticians of Tl Quel moved from a modernist {cum pscudo-
Maoist) vaunting of the European avant-garde in the 1970s to a
postmodcern cclebration of American-style liberalism. (Delcuze and
Guattari were among the few French intellectuals who didn’t deny
the legacy of May 1968.) Common to many of these currents was
an anti-systemic impulse, a predilection for the plural, the multiple,
a valorization of everything that had been suppressed by earlier
systematicity, everything that had been left out or relegated to the
margins. Everything that suggested mastery or meta-narrative came
to be seen as suspect, potentially totalizing, and even totalitarian.

Globalization and the decline of revolutionary utopian hopes over
the last few decades have led to a remapping of political and cultural
possibilities, a downsizing of political hopes. Since the 1980s one
finds a self-reflexive and ironic distance from revolutionary and na-
tionalist rhetoric. The right proclaims the “cnd of history™ and uni-
versal access to capitalism and democracy, seen, in their eves, as
inevitable companions. On the left, meanwhile, a language of revo-
lution has been eclipsed by an idiom of resistance, indicative of a
crisis in totalizing narratives and a shifting vision of the emancipa-
tory project. Substantive nouns like “revolution” and “liberation™
transtnute into a largely adjecrival opposition: “counter-hegemonic,”
“subversive,” “adversarial.” Instead of a macro-narrative of revolu-
tion, there is now a decentered multiplicity of localized “micro-po-
litical” struggles. While not disappcaring completely from view, class
and nation lose their privileged position, as they are both supple-
mented and challenged by counter-hegemonic resistances based on
such categorics as race, gender, and sexuality. Instead of socialist
revelution, the implicit goal, more and more, seems to be capitalism
with a human face.

Contemporary film theory has of necessity to confront the phen-
omena summed up in the slippery and polysemic term “postmodern-
ism,” a term which implics the glabal ubiquity of market culture, a
new stage of capitalism in which culture and informarion become
key terrains for struggle. The term “postmodernism™ itself has a
long prehistory in studies of painting (John Watkins Chapman in
1870 spoke of postmodern painting}, in literary study (Irving Howc
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in 1959 spoke of postmodern fiction), and in architecture (Charles
Jencks). Postmodernism was anticipated {without the term) in Guy
Decbord’s Society of the Spectacle (1967), where the French situationist
argued that evervthing that had once been directly lived had in the
contemporary world transmuted into a representation. By shifting
attention away from the political cconomy per sz to the cconomy of
the sign and the spectacularization of everyday life, Debord clearly
anticipated similar moves by Jean Baudrillard.

Postmodernism is on one level not an event but a discourse, a
conceptual grid which has by now been “stretched” to the break-
ing-point. As Dick Hebdige { 1988} points out, postmodernism has
shown a protean capacity to change meaning in different national
and disciplinary contexts, coming to designate a host of hetero-
gencous phenomena, ranging from details of architectural decor to
broad shifts in societal or historical sensibility. Hebdige discerns three
“founding negations” within postmodernism: (1} the negation of
totalization, i.c. an antagonism to discourses which address a tran-
scendental subject, define an essential human nature, or prescribe
collective human goals; (2) the negation of telcology (whether in
the form of authorial purposc or historical destiny); and (3) the ne-
gation of uropia, i.c. a skepticism about what Lyotard calls the grands
recits of the West, the faith in progress, science, or class struggle. (A
boutade summed up this position as: “God is dead, so is Marx, and
I’m not feeling too well myself.”) The empty sequentiality of “post™
corresponds to a preference for words which begin with the prefixes
de or dis — decentering, displacement — and which suggest the de-
mystification of pre-cxisting paradigms. Postmodernism is fond of
terms which connote openness, multiplicity, plurality, heterodoxy,
contingency, and hybridity.

In Jameson’s paradoxical formulation, postmodernism 1s “a uni-
fied theory of differentiation,” torn between an impulse to unify its
fields with totalizing assertions and a contrary impulse to proliferate
differences {Jameson, 1998, p. 37). In gencral, postmaodcernism
foregrounds the fragmented and heterogenous nature of socially
constituted identity in the contemporary world, where subjectivity
becomes “nomadic” (Deleuze) and “schizophrenic™ (Jamcson).
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Other leitmotifs in postmodcrnist writing (some shared with post-
structuralism) are (1) the dereferentalization of the real, whereby
the linguistic referent is bracketed (Saussure), the psychoanalvtic
patient’s actual history is substituted by an imaginary history (Lacan),
where “there 18 no outside-the-text™ {Derrida), and where no his-
tory exists without “prior textualization” (Jameson) or rhetorical
“cmplotment” (Hayden White); (2) the desubstantialization of the
subject: the transmutation of the old, stable ego into a fractured,
discursive construct fashioned by the media and by social discourses;
(3) the dematenialization of the economy: the shift from the pro-
duction of objects (metallurgy) to the production of signs and in-
formation (semiurgy); (4) the breakdown of the high art-low art
disunction {Huyssens) cvidenced in the commercial co-optation ot
high modernism and “the surrealist takeover of the pop scnsibility™
(Sontag); for cxample, Daliesque perfume commercials; (5) an atro-
phicd historical sense (Jameson’s “depthlessness™ and the “waning
of atfect™); and (6} dissensus rather than conscnsus, as diverse con-
munities endlessly negotiate their differences.

How wc sce postmodernism, and its relation to film theory, de-
pends very much on whether we see it as (1) a discursive/conceptual
grid; (2) a corpus of texts (both those which theorize postmodern-
ism — Jameson, Lyortard, etc. — and those which are theorized by it —
Binde Runner, for example); (3} a stvle or aesthetic (characterized by
self-conscious allusiveness, narrational instability, and nostalgic re-
cycling and pastiche); (4) an epock {roughly the post-industrial,
transnational information age); (5} a prevailing sensibiliry (nomadic
subjectivity, historical amnesia); or (6} a paradigm shift: the end of
Enlightenment meta-narratives of Progress and Revolution. (Some
theorists, such as Fredric Jameson, take a multidimensional approach
which sees postmodernism as simaltanconsly a style, a discourse, and
an epoch.) How we feel about all these definitions politically de-
pends partly on who we feel is the butt of the postmodernist joke:
High modernists who look down on popular culture? Frankfurt
School cultural pessimists? Nostalgic avant-gardists? Political activ-
18182

The term “postmodcernism™ has been mobilized almost in oppo-
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site political senses. Onc such mobilization retools “ideology crit-
ique” for a new cra, thus enabling the critical demystification of
mcdia texts. Some see postmodernism as decreeing the death of uto-
pian alternatives, while using a utopian language to describe “actu-
ally existing capitalism.” For some, postmodernism is seen as the
aging of Aquarius, a symptom of the battle fatigue of tenured lefi-
ists, a signal of the obsolescence of left politics, now seen as uptght
and puritanical. Since everyone now participates in the system, the
system is no longer visible qua system. Hal Foster (1983) discerns
contradictory political tendencics within postmodern discourse, dis-
tinguishing between neo-conservative, anti-modernist, and critical
postmodernisms, and argues finally for a postmodern “cuiture of
resistance” as a “counter-practice not only to the othaal culture of
modernism but also to the ‘“false narrarivity’ of a reactionary post-
modernism” (ibid., p. xi1).

A foundadonal (and in many ways quite problematic) text for the
theory of the postmadern was Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s The
Postmodern Condition (published in French in 1979 and in English
in 1984 ). The point of departure for Lyotard’s book was the cpiste-
mology of the natural sciences in the academy, a subject about which
Lyotard confessed that he knew very little. The book became dis-
proportionately influential because of its uncanny timing and title.
For Lyotard, postmodernism represented a crisis of knowledge and
legitimation, one which led to a historically conditioned skepticism
toward the grands recits, 1.e. the meta-narratives of the Enlighten-
ment concerning scientific progress and political liberation. Echo-
ing Adorno on the impossibility of pocetry after Auschwitz, Lyotard
questioned whether any thought could “sublate Auschwitz in a gen-
eral process toward universal emancipation” {Eyotard, 1984, p. 6).

While many of the postmodernists were lapsed radicals like
Baudrillard and Lyotard, Fredric Jameson theorized postmodernism
from within an unabashedly neo-Marxist framework. As the title of
his essay “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism™
implies, for Jameson postmodernism is a periodizing concept. Build-
ing on Ernest Mandel’s account of the three phases of capitalism (mar-
ket, monopoly, and transnational), and borrowing from the
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terminology of the Russian Formalists, Jameson posited postmodern-
ism as the “cultural dominant™ of late capiralism. Positions on
postmodernism, for Jameson, carry with them a specific stance on
transnational capitalism. While many postmodern critics stress the
aesthetic, Jameson shows the inextricable connections between the
economic and acsthetic in an cra where specters of free-floating
capiral vic against cach other “in a vast world-wide disembaodied phan-
tasmagoria,” where electronic capital transters abolish space and time,
and where capital achieves its ultimate dematerialization in a globalized
cyberspace (Jameson, 1998, pp. 142, 154).

In the postmodern era the conflation of the economic with the
cultural results in the “acstheticization of everyday life” (ibid., p.
73). Postmodern art tends to be reflexive, ironic. One might speak,
in this context, of the postmodern reflexivity of commercial tele-
vision, which is often reflexive and sclf-referential, but whose reflex-
ivity is, at most, politically ambiguous. Films like Pulp Fiction, or
TV programs like The Dapid Letterman Show and Beavis and
Butthead, are relentlessly reflexive, but almost always within a perva-
sively ironic stance which looks with bored distaste at all political
position-taking. The mass media thus seem to have cannibalized
reflexivity theorv for their own “culinary” purposes. Many of the
distancing procedures characterized as reflexive in Godard’s films
now typify many television shows: the designation of the apparatis
(cameras, monitors, switches), the “disruption” of narrative flow (via
commercials); the juxtaposition of heterogenous genres and dis-
courscs; the mixing of documentary and fictive modes. Yet, rather
than triggering alienation effects, television often simply alienates.
The self-referentiality of commercials that deconstruct themselves
or parody other commercials serves only to signal to the spectator
that thc commercial is not to be taken seriously, and this relaxed
state of expectation renders the viewer morce permeable to the com-
mercial message. Indeed, advertisers have such faith in this lucrative
self-mockery that ABC took to denouncing its own programming as
bad for the viewer: “8 hours a day, that’s all wc ask,” reads one
panel, and the next: “Don’t worry, you’ve got billions of brain cells.”

The most typical acsthetic expression of postmodernism is not
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parody but pastiche, a blank, ncutral practice of mimicry, without
any satiric agenda or sense of alternatives, nor for that matter, any
mystique of “originality” beyond the ironic orchestration of dead
styles, whence the centrality of intertextuality and what Jameson
calls the “random cannibalization of all the styles of the past.” TV
programs like The Daily Show, where the news of the day — famine in
the Sudan, massacres in Bosnia, Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky ~
becomes the trampoline for smirky humor, offers evidence tor
Jameson’s point. Here irony becomes not only “blank™ but auto-
telic, a selt-satisfied “yeah, whatever” response to history.
Postmodernism as a discursive—stylistic grid has enriched film
theory and analysis by calling atrention ro a stylistic shift toward a
media-conscious cinema of multple styles and ironic recyclage. Much
of the work on postmodernism in film has involved the positing of a
postmodcrn acsthetic, exemplified in such influential films as Blue
Velvet (1982), Blade Runner (1987), and Pulp Fiction. Jamcson dis-
cerns in such neo-noir films as Body Heat a “nostalgia for the present.”
Films like American Graffiri tor Americans, Indochine for the French,
and the “raj nostalgia” films { Heat and Dust, A Passage to Indin) for
the British convey a wistful sense of loss for whar is imagined as a
simpler and grander time. For this stylistically hybrid postmodern
cinema, both the modernist avant-garde modes of analysis — with
the cinema as the instigator of epistemological breakthroughs —and
the modes of analysis developed for classical cinema, no longer quite
“work.” Instead, libidinal intensities compensate for the weakening
of narrative time, as the older plots are replaced by an “endless string
of narrative pretexts in which only the cxperiences available in the
sheer viewing present can be entertained” (Jameson, 1998, p. 129).
Strategies of allusion are central to postmodern popular culture. As
Gilbert Adair put it, “the postmodernist always rings twice.” Thus
comincrcials for Dier Coke feature long-deceased Hollywood actors,
updating and commercializing the Kuleshov experiments in montage.
The music video for Madonna’s Material Girl encodes Gentlemen
Prefer Blondes, even though some of Madonna’s contemporary fans
might not be aware of the fact. What Noél Carroll calls the “cinema
of allusion,” meanwhile, works with spectators assumed to be know-
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ledgable about film history. The point is to combine references to the
most diverse sources possible in a ludic game with the spectator, whose
narcissism is flattcred not through old-fashioned secondary identiti-
cation with characters but rather through the display of cultural capi-
tal made possible by the recognition of the references. Thus the titles
of postmodcrn films themselves pay homage to this strategy of recy-
cling (e.g. Pulp Fiction, True Romance). Here we find a reccombinant,
replicant cinema, where the end of originality goes hand-in-hand with
the decline of utopias. In an era of remakes, scquels, and recyclings,
we dwell in the realm of the already said, the already read, and the
already seen; been there, done that,

The work of Jean Baudrillard both cxrends and revises semiotic
and Marxist theory, while incorporating the provacations of the
situationists and the anthropological theories of Marcel Mauss and
Georges Bataille. Baudrillard argues that the contemporary world
of mass-mediated commodification cntails a new economy of the
sign, and conscquently an altered attitude toward representation.
{ Baudriltard {1975) had already argucd against the productivist logic
of Marxism, with its tendency to valorize the economy per se whilc
ignoring the more subtle economies of the sign.) The new era, for
Baudrillard, is characterized by semiurgy, 1.¢. the process by which
the production of objccts as the motor of social life has given way to
the production and proliferation of mass-mediated signs. Baudrillard
{1983) posited four stages through which representation had passed
on its way to unqualified simulation: a first stage where the sign
“reflects” a basic reality; a second stage where the sign “masks” or
“distorts” reality; a third stage where the sign masks the absence of
reality; and a fourth stage where the sign becomes mere simulacrum,
i.c. a purc simulation bearing no relation whatsocver to reality. With
hyperrcality, the sign becomes more real than reality itself, The dis-
appearance of the referent and even of the signified leaves in 1ts wake
nothing but an endless pageant of empty signiticrs. Los Angeles
becomes a bad copy of Disneyworld, presented as imaginary in or-
der to convince us that the rest is real. The photo is cuter than the
baby. John Hinkley recapitulates Travis Bickle’s rescue fantasy in
Taxi Driver, while Reagan confounds his real life with his reel life.
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The masscs, in an era of the death of the social, become an implosive
force that can no longer be spoken for, articulated, or represented.

Baudrillard’s critics, such as Douglas Kellner and Christopher
Norris, accuse him of fake, risk-free radicalism, blas¢ nihilism, and
“sign fetishism.” For Kellner, Baudrillard is a “semiological idealist™
who abstracts signs from their material underpinnings, while Norris
(1990) describes Baudrillard’s project as resulting in an “inverted
Platonism,” a discourse that systematically promotes what for Plato
were negative terms (rhetoric, appearance) over their positive coun-
terparts. The descriptive fact that we currently inhabit an unreal world
of mass-media manipulation and hyperreal politics, as evidenced by
the Guif War and as mocked in the film Wag the Dog, does not mean
that no alternative is possible. Onc cannot so easily jump from a
descriptive account of contemporary conditions to a blanket rejec-
tion of all truth claims and political agency. Baudrillard has only
provided a meta-narrative in reverse, a negative teleology of the pro-
gressive emptying out of the social.

On another level, Baudrillard’s work is a symptom of Parisian pro-
vincialism, the assumption that when Paris sneezes, the whole world
catches a cold. Indeed, Third World critics have argucd that
postmodernism in general was merely another way for the West to
repackage itsclf, to pass oft its provincial concerns as universal con-
ditions. “For the African,” writes Denis Epko, “the celebrated
postmaoadern condition [is] nothing but the hypocritical self-flatrer-
ing cry of overted and spoiled children” (Epko, 1995, p. 122). Latin
American intellectuals, meanwhile, pointed out that neologistic Latin
American culture (for example, Brazilian modernism and Mexican
mesticaje in the 1920s), in its precocious ¢mbrace of hybridity and
syncretism, had been postmodern avant ia lettre. This global
synchronicity was missed even by such a generally acute cultural theo-
rist as Fredric Jameson, who in his unguarded moments seems to
conflate the terms of political cconomy {where he projects the Third
World into a less developed, less modern frame) and those of acs-
thetic and cultural periodization (where he projects it into a “pre-
modernist” or “pre-postmocdernist” past). A residual economism or
“stagism” here leads to the equation of late capitalist /postmodernist
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and precapitalist/pre-modcrnist, as when Jameson speaks of the
“belated emergence of a kind of moedernism in the modernizing
Third World, at a moment when the so-called advanced countrics
are themselves sinking into full postmodernity” (Jameson, 1992, p.
1}. Thus the Third World always scems to lag behind, not only eco-
nomically but also culturally, condemned to a perpetual game of
catch-up in which it can only repeat on another register the history
of the “advanced” world.

How we sce postmodernism aesthetically depends on how we sce
ity relation to modernity (the move beyond feudal structures pro-
voked by the interrelated operations of colonialism and capitalism in
the fiftcenth century and industrialism and imperialism later) and to
modernism (the movement beyond conventional mimetic represen-
tation in the arts}, all of which varies depending on which art or me-
dium is being discusscd, in relation to which national context, and
which discipline. Dominant cinema, for example, despite its techno-
logical razzle-dazzle, ie. its modernity, largely adopted a pre-mod-
ernist acsthetic {sce Stam, 1985; Friedberg, 1993). Television, video,
and computer technologies, in contrast, seem like postmodern media
par excellence and they are very avanr-garde in aesthetic terms, But
when Pee-Wee's Playbouse “so comprehensively fulfills the aberrant
ideals of avant-garde radicality it is worth examining why such shows
fail to threaten or disrupt dominant culture” {Caldwell, 1995, p. 205).

The important point that postmodernism makes is that virtually
all political struggles take place nowadays on the symbolic battle-
ground of the mass media. Instead of the 1960s slogan “the revolu-
tion will not be televised™ it seems in the 1990s that the only
revolution will be televisual {or cybernctic). The struggle over rep-
resentation in the realm of the simulacra homologizes that of the
political sphere, where questions of representation slide into issues
of delegation and voice. At its worst, postmodernism reduces poli-
tics to a passive spectator sport where the most we can do is react to
psendo-events {but with real-world effects) like the “Bill and Monica
show” through polls or call-in tabloid news programs. At its best,
postmodernism alerts us that new times demand new strategies.

307



the Social Valence of Mass-Culture

The Social Valence of Mass-Culture

The issue of postmodernism must also be seen against the backdrop
of longstanding debates about the political valence of popular and
mass-mediated culture. Within certain Marxist and third-worldist
discourses, “popular culture” evokes the culture of “the people™ as
a proleptic sign of social transformation, while “mass-mediated cul-
ture” evokes capitalist consumerism and the machine of commodi-
fication for which “the people™ are mere objects of manipulation.
While “mass-culture™ evokes Frankfurt School cultural pessimism
and an atomized audience of narcoleptic monads, “popular culture™
evokes cultural studies optimism and the insurgent cnergics of
Bakhtin’s carnival. But both “popular culture” and “mass-culture™
arc far from being vnitary sites. The former risks populist idealiza-
tion, whilc the latter risks elitist condescension. Do we refer “popu-
lar” to the point of consumption, i.e. to the box-office and Niclsen
sense of culture consumed by the people? Or do we refer “popular”
to its point of production, as culture produced by and for the peo-
ple? The word “culture” itself, as Raymond Williams (1985} warns
us, also embeds ideological mincficlds. Do we mean it in the honor-
ific scnsc of monuments and masterpicces, or in the anthropological
sensc of how people live their lives?

Left political culture has historically displaved a schizophrenic at-
ttude toward mass-mediated culture. As the “children of Marx and
Coca-Cola™ — to cite Godard’s Masculin, Féminin — the left partici-
pates in a mass-culture that it often theoretically condemns. Bur
even apart from any split between personal tastes and political stance,
the left has shown theoretical ambivalence abour the political role of
the mass media. On the one hand, a certain left with roots both in
the Frankfurt School (Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Herbert
Schilier, Armand Mattelart) and in the theorists of May 1968 (Jean-
Louis Baudry, Louis Althusser) excoriates the mass media as the
unredeemed voice of bourgeois hegemony and the instrument of
capitalist reification. In this more pessimistic phasc, the left laments
the media’s manipulation of “false needs” and “false desires” and
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practices, as a didactic/theoretical corollary, a kind of pedagogy of
media displeasure, and thus concedes a crucial arca to the encmy.
Another left, in contrast, salutes the revolutionizing impact of mod-
crn reproduction techniques (Benjamin) or the mass-mediated sub-
version of the traditional class privileges of the literary clite
{Enzensberger), detecting progressive potential in mass-mediated
cultural products, finding inklings of empowerment in the negoti-
ated pleasures of mass-mediated entertainment,

Thus the left has oscillated between melancholia and euphoria,
alternately playing the nudnik and the Pollvanna. Mceghan Morris,
in “Banality in Cultural Studies,” contrasts the “cheerleaders” with
the “prophets of doom.” Any number of analysts, fortunatcly, have
sought to go beyond this ideological manic-depression by stressing
the contradictions lurking just below the apparently unperturbed
surface of the mass media. Many theorists have amplified a tendency
already present in some thinkers loosely associated with Critical
Theory {notably Kracauer, Benjamin, Ernst Bloch, and even Adorno),
i.e. a dialectical approach that discerns a utopian strain within mass-
culture, the view that the media contain the antidote to their own
poison. Building on this tradition, Enzensberger (1974) spoke of
the media as “leaky,” corporately controlled but pressured by popu-
lar desire and dependent on “politically unreliable” creative talent
to satisfy its inexhaustible appetite tor programming. More import-
ant, Enzensberger took exception to the manipulation theory of the
media as mass-deception, emphasizing instead their address to what
Jameson called “the elemental power of deep socal needs.” Also
working out of the Critical Theory tradition, filmmaker—theorist
Alexander Kluge stressed the notion of an “oppositional public
spherc” characterized by democratic openness, freedom of access,
political reflexivity, and communicative reciprocity.?

Far from bcing essentially regressive and alienating, the social space
of media is politically ambivalent. The theories of the apparatus and
of dominant cinema first developed in the 1970s, as we have seen,
were rightly critiqued as being monolithic, even paranoid, failing
to allow for progressive redeployments of the apparatus, or for
subversive textuality, or for “aberrant readings.” The very word “ap-
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paratus” evoked an overwhelming cinema-machine, imagined as a
monstrous operation or engrenage, in which the spectator is denied
cven a Chaplinesque Modern Times-style subterfuge. But real-life
spectatorship is more complex and overdetermined. Certain films,
such as Thelma and Louise, Do the Right Thing, or Bulworth, catalyze
the Zettgeist, trigger its faultlines, provoking scismic reactions of
debate, adulation, resentment, backlash, and so forth.

Nor ar¢ even the most mainstrecam Hollywood films monolithically
reactionary. Even Hollywood-style market research implics an at-
tempt to negotiate diverse community desires. As Jameson, Enzens-
berger, Richard Dyer, and Jane Feuer have all argued, to explain the
public’s attraction to a text or medium one must lock not only for
the “ideological effcct” that manipulates people into complicity with
cxisting social relations, but also for the kernel of utopian fantasy
reaching bevond these relations, whereby the medium constitutes
itself as a projected fulfillment of what is desired and absent within
the status quo. Symptomatically, even imperialist heroes like Indi-
ana Jones and Rambo are posited not as the oppressors but as the
liberators of subject peoples. In the musical comedy, Richard Dyer
argues, the oppressive structures of everyday life are not so much
overturned as they are stylized, choreographed, and mythically
transcended. Through an artistic “change of signs” rhe negatives
of social existence are turned into the positives of artistic trans-
mutation {Dyer, in Altman, 1981). Films can nourish dreams of
upward mobility or encourage struggle for social transformarion.
Altered contexts (for cxample, alternative films screened in union
halls and community centers) also generate altered rcadings. "The
confrontation is not simply between individual spectator and indi-
vidual author/film — a formulation that recapitulates the individual-
versus-society trope — but between and among diverse communities
within diverse contexts viewing diverse films in diverse ways.

‘The mass media form a complex network of ideological signs situ-
ated within mulaple environments — the generating mass-media
en-vironment, the broader generating ideological environment, and
the generating socio-cconomic environment — each with its own
specificities, Television, in this sense, constitutes an clectronic micro-
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cosm which reflects and relays, distorts and amplifies, the ambient
heteroglossia.? Television’s heteroglossia is of course in some ways
severely compromised, truncated; many social voices are never heard
or severely distorted. But as a matrix in which centripetal-dominant
and centrifugal-oppositional discourses do battle, the mass media
can never completely reduce the antagonistic dialoguc of class voices
to what Jamcson calls the “reassuring hum of bourgeo:s hegemony.”
There are patterns of ownership, and clear ideological tendencics,
but domination is never complete, for television is not only its
owners and industrial nanagers, but also its creative participants,
its workers, and the audience that can resist, pressure, and decode.

Bakhtin and Medvedev’s notion of “speech tact” can be useful
here. They define “speech tact™ as the “ensemble of codes govern-
ing discursive interaction,” which is “determined by the aggregate
of all the social relationships of the speakers, their ideological hori-
zons, and, finally, the concrete situarion of the conversation™ { Bakhtin
and Medvedev, 1985, p. 95). The notion of “tact” is extremely sug-
gestive for film theory and analysis, applying literally to the power
relations implicit in the verbal exchanges within the dicgesis, and
figuratively to the dialogue of genres and discourses within the text,
as well as the dialogue berween film as historically situated “utter-
ance” and the spectator as historically situated receiver.?

Within this approach there is no unitary text, no unitary producer,
no unitary spectator, but rather a conflictual heteroglossia pervad-
‘ing producer, text, context, and rcader /viewer. Each category is tra-
versed by the centriperal and the centrifugal, the hegemonic and the
oppositional. The proportion might vary within each catcgory. In
contemporary American television, the owner—producer category is
likely to incline roward the hegemonic, yet even here the process is
conflictual, involving an orchestration of the diverse “voices” re-,
sponsible for the assemblage of the text, a process which leaves traces
and discordances in the texe itself. The texts produced, given the
conflictual naturc of the creative process as well as the socially gen-
crated needs of the audience, are likely to feature a certain propor-
tion of rcsistant messages or at least to make possible resistant
rcadings. The role of a critical hermencutics of the mass media would
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be to heighten awareness of all the voices relayed by the mass media,
to point both to the “off-screen” voices of hegemony and to those
voices muffled or suppressed. The geal would be to discern the of-
ten distorted undertones of utopia in mass media, while pointing to
the real structural obstacles which make utopia less realizable and at
times cven less imaginable. Tt is @ question of bringing out the text’s
mufflcd voices, rather like the work of a sound-studio mixer whao re-
claborates a recording to tease out the bass, or clarify the weble, or
amplify the instrumentation.

Rather than a schizophrenic careening between optimism and
despair, then, it is possible to adopt a complex attitude toward the
mass media, one involving a whole spectrum of moods and attitudes
and strategies. The “tact” of American television, in this perspect-
ve, might be analyzed as a product of the relations between all the
interlocutors (on and off screen), the conerete situation of the con-
versation, and the aggregate of social relationships and the ideologi-
cal horizons informing the discourse. Take, for example, the television
talk show. At the center of such shows we find the dialogical inter-
play of spcaking subjects, of persons in literal or metaphorical dia-
logue. In the wings, mcanwhile, there are the unheard participants
in the dialogue: the network managers and the corporate spousors
who “speak” only through the commercial messages. And facing
the celebritics in the literal space of the studio, the in-the-flesh sur-
rogate audience, an ideally participatory version of the invisible au-
dicnce at home with whom host and guest also dialogue, an audience
which s itself a cross-section of a populace traversed by contra-
dictions involving class, gender, race, age, and politics.

In the world of the talk show the corporate sponsors wield the
ultimate discursive power; they have the right to suspend or even
terminate the conversation. A cold cash nexus, as well as an idco-
logical filter, severcly compromiscs what appears to be the warm
exchange of an “ideal speech situation” (Habcrmas) based on “free
and familiar contact” (Bakhtin). The “joke,” in Martin Scorsese’s
The King of Comedy, consists in having its protagonist try to “col-
lect” on the implicit promise of television’s “warmth™; Rupert Pupkin
literally believes the talk-show host Jerry Langford (modeled on

312



The Social Valence of Mass-Cultare

Johnny Carson) is his “friend.” The communicative utopia is com-
promised, furthermore, not only by corporate getting and spending
but also by the obsession with ratings, by the search for ever-more
sensational victims or mind-numbing absurdities, by the peripheral-
ization of any truly alternative discourse, and by the insistent success
trope which underlies the shows and fosters vicarious identification
with the ephemcral triumphs of “stars.” The discourse is further
marred by other hidden and not-so-hidden agendas having to do
with the promoton of books, films, and shows. The conversation,
in sum, is neither free nor disinterested; the discourse is bound by
the innumerable restraints of corporate and social “tact,”

Mass and popular culture are conceptually distingnishable but also
mutually imbricated; it is the tense and lively dynamic between the
two that defines the contemporary moment. The appeal of the mass
media derives, on a certain level, from their capacity to commodify
the popular memory and hope tor a future egalitarian communitas.
The media thus try ro substitute the canned applause of simulacral
testivities for the deep belly langh of carnival, but which only retain
innecuous traces of the original subversive cnergy. Whatever its po-
litical orientation, popular culture is now fullv imbricated in
transnational globalized rechnoculture. It makes sense, then, to see
it as plural, as ncgotiating among diverse communities involved in a
contlictual process of production and consumption.

Contemporary mass media constantly scrve up the simulacra of
carnival-style festivity. Television often implicitly offers the possibil -
ity of universal Andy Warhol-style stardom, an updating of carni-
val’s erasure of the line between the spectaror and the spectacle.
This kind of participation takes countess forms. The spectator might
get a call from a talk-show host, be thanked on the telethon, get
interviewed by Eyewitness News, ask a question on the Oprak Show,
be mocked by a superimposed title on Sarurday Night Live, appear
on People’s Courtor the Jerry Springer Show. In all these instances, as
Elayne Rapping puts it, the people literally “make a spectacle of
themselves,” thus abolishing, 4 iz carnival, the barrier between per-
former and andience, In this sense, we can account for the appeal of
many mass-mediated products as relaying, in a compromised man-
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ner, the distant cultural memory and imagery of carnival, The Amer-
ican mass media are fond of weak or truncated forms of carnival
which capitalize on the frustrated desire for a truly egalitarian soci-
ety by scrving up distorted versions of carnival’s utopian promise:
Fourth of July commercial pageantry, jingoistic singalongs, authori-
tarian rock concerts, festive soft-drink commercials. What emerge
from such analyses are profoundly mixed situations, mingling the
crassest kind of manipulation with subliminally uropian appeals and
modestly progressive gestures. (Indced, we badly need analytical
categorics, such as those of Bakhdn, which subvert Manichean evalu-
ations by allowing for the fact that a given utterance or discourse
can be progressive and regressive at the same time.)

As suggested earlicr, left theory has often been schizophrenice,
sometimes endorsing entertainment uncritically and somerimes la-
menting the delight that mass audicnces take in alienated spectacles.
Too often a puritanical left throws out the baby of pleasure with the
bathwater of ideology. This refusal of pleasure has at times created
an immense gap between cultural critique and those it purports to
scrve. Indeed, the political consequences of left puritanism have been
enormous. An austere super-egoish left that addresses its audience
in moralistic terms, while advertising and mass-culture speak to its
deepest desires and fantasies, is theoretically and pragmatically handi-
capped. 'The point is that the consciousness industry and capitalism
cannort ultimately satisfy the real needs which they exploit. “Antici-
patory” readings, in this sense, can show mass-media texts as inad-
vertently predictive of possible alternative forms of socia life.

Post-Cinema: Digital Theory and the
New Media

The current of cinema in its much-vaunted speciticity now seems to
be disappearing into the larger stream of the audiovisual media, be
they photographic, clectronic, or cybernetic. Losing its hard-won
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privileged status as “king” of the popular arts, the cinema must now
compete with television, video games, computers, and virtual real-
ity. Just one, relatively narrow band on a wide spectrum of simula-
tion apparatuscs, film is now seen as on a continuum with television,
rather than as its antithesis, with a good deal of cross-fertlization in
terms of personnel, financing, and even aesthetics.

There have been a number of theoretical responses to this changed
situation, where both disciplines and media seem to losc their estab-
lished “place.” We find one response in the emerging field of “visual
culture,” an interdisciplinary formation situated at the fronticrs of
such diverse disciplines as art history, iconology, and media studics.
Visual culture names a variegated ficld of concerns having to do
with the centrality of vision and the visual in producing meanings,
channel-ing power relations, and shaping fantasy in a contemporary
world where visual culture is “not just part of your everyday life, it &
your cveryday life” (Mirzoeff, 1998, p. 3). In the wake of film theo-
rv’s explorations, visual culture explores the asymmetrics of the gaze,
asking such questions as: How is vision gendered and sexualized
(Waugh, in Gever and Greyson, 1993 ) What are the visual codes by
which some are allowed to look, others to hazard a peck, and still
others are forbidden to look altogether (Rogoff, in Mirzocff, 1998,
p. 16)? Even war can aftect the ficld of vision. In such books as War
and Cinema (1989) and The Vision Machine (1994} Paul Virilio
argues that war has been a major engine of change not only in visual
technologics but also in our notions of the visual, as “the visual ficld
was reduced to the line of tire™ (Virilio, 1994, pp. 16-17). In Screen-
ing the Body Lisa Carrwright makes another linkage, between the
cinema and “the long history of bodily analysis and surveillance in
medicine and science” (Cartwright, 1995). On onc level, of course,
the importance of visual culture is old news for film theory, since
almost all the earliest film theorists valorized the visnal; the chal-
lenge was to avoid its hegemony, to also remember the role of lan-
guage and sound in film,

Visual theorists have also drawn on Foucault’s concept of the pan-
optic regime, i.¢. a regime of synoptic visibility designed to facilitate
a “disciplinary” overview of a prison population, best exemplificd in
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Bentham’s “panoptical prisons,” where rings of backlit cells encircle
a central observation tower. Since the panopticon installs a uni-
dircctional gaze — the scientist or warden can see the inmates but
not vice versa — it has been frequently compared to the voyeuristic
situation of the film spectator. L. B. Jeffries, at the beginning of
Rear Window, overseeing the world from a sheltered position, sub-
jecting his neighbors to a controlling gaze, becomes the warden—
spectator, as it were, in a private panopticon, where he observes the
wards {“small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery™) of an
imaginary prisen. Foucault’s description of the cells of the panopticon
- “so many cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor is
alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible” — in some wavs
describes the scence cxposed to Jeflries’s gaze.

Dan Armstrong (1989) uscs a2 Foucauldian framework to show
how the documentarian Frederick Wiseman explores in his oeuvre a
continuum of social institutions spreading out from the prison to
the larger society, demonstrating “an cxtensive rationality and
economy of power at work shaping, normalizing and objectifving
subjects for the purposes of social utility and control.” Wiseman’s
works investigate the dynamics of the panoptical gaze in the diverse
institutions making up the “carceral archipelago:™ confinement and
punishment in Titicut Folliesand Juvenile Court; social assistance in
Hospital and Welfare; and the “productive” disciplines of school,
the military, re-ligion, and work in High School, Basic Training, Evsene,
and Meat.

Impiicit in the notion of visual culture as developed by such fig-
ures as W. J. T\ Mitchell, Trit Rogoft, Nick Mirzocil, Anne Frielberg,
and Jonathon Crary is a rejection of the aestheticism of conven-
ttonal art history (including modernist art history), with its empha-
sis on masterpieces and geniuses, and its conscquent faihare to place
art in relation to other practices and institutions, Gary suggests in
Technique of the Observor {1995 that vision is always linked to ques-
tions of social power. Visual culture also tries to rescuc the visual
from the opprobrium to which it has been subjected, tor example by
those such as Neil Postman who scem to regard media imagery as
inherently corrosive of thought and rationality. Some theorists also
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placed apparatus theory within an “ocularphobic” intertext. For Mar-
tin Jay (1994 ) apparatus thcory forms part of a longer history of the
“denigration of vision” in western thought. Whereas the Enlighten-
ment saw sight as the noblest of the senses, the twenticth century
showed hostility to vision, whether in Sartre’s paranoid view of /e
regard d’autrui, Guy Debord’s demonization of the “society of the
spectacle,” Althusser’s “anti-ocular critique of ideology,” Comolli’s
attack on the “ideology of the visible,” or Foucault’s critique of the
panopticon.

While cultural studies has been fascinated by “technologies” in
the metaphorical, Foucauldian sensc {“technologics™ of gender, sur-
veillance, and the body}, John Caldwell has pointed out, it has tended
to ignore technology in the more concrete sense of technological
innovations. Caldwell’s own work focuses on the impact of new tech-
nologies, such as the video-assist, electronic non-linear editing, dig-
ital effects, T-grain film stocks, and Rank-Citel, on television
production and acsthetics. Caldwell demonstrates on a technical level
what others have called the blurring of boundaries between the
mainstream and the avant-garde, to the point that by the 1980s the
real avant-garde was to be found in primetime television commer-
cial production, with commercials “one of the most dynamic sites
for visual experimentation” (ibid., p. 93).

Any contemporary analysis of the processes of spectatorship, fur-
thermore, must deal not only with the fact of new venues (films seen
in planes, in airports, bars, ¢tc.) but also with the fact that new au-
diovisual technologies have generated not only a new cinema bur
also a new spectator. A new blockbuster cinema, made possible by
huge budgets, sound innovations, and digital technologies, favored
a “sound and light show” cinema of sensation. What Laurent Julier
calls “concert films” foster a fluid, euphorical montage of images
and sounds reminiscent less of classical Hollywood than of video
gamces, music video, and amusement park rides. (George Lucas made
the comparison explicit in a T#me interview in 1981.}) Cinema of
this kind becomes “immersive,” in Biocca’s expression; the spec-
tator is “in” the image rather than confronted by it. Scnsation pre-
dominates over narrative, and sound over image, while verisimilitude
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is no longer a goal; rather, it 1s the technology-dependent pro-
duction of vertiginous, prosthetic delirium. The spectator is no longer
the deluded master of the image but rather the inhabitant of the
image.

In a certain sense recent developments in commercial {ilm celativize
buth cognitive and classical semiotic approaches, revealing them as
relevant only to classical forms of cinema. Lately we find a slacken-
ing of narrative time, a kind of postmodern picaresque stringing of
narrative non-events. Here a critique of linear narrative, exploitative
spectacle, and the dominating gaze becomes irrelevant. In the face
of such a cinema, both semiotic—psychoanalytic accounts based on
identification, suture, and the gaze, and cognitive approaches basced
on causc—cficet inferences and “hypothesis-testing,” seem somewhat
obsolescent.! In the postmodern “allusionist” {Carroll) cinema of a
Tarantino, causality and motivation arc trivialized; here, characters
kill not out of any “project™ but rather through accident ( Puflp Fic-
tion) or due to a fleeting impulse or momentary irritation { Jackie
Brown). Neither type of cinema quite fits into the neat schemata of
semiotic er cognitive theory.

In a cybernctic update of Walter Benfamin’s seminal essay, Henry
Jenkins, in “The Work of Theory in the Age of Digital Transtorma-
tion” (1999), addresscs the emerging body of “digital theory:”

Digital Theovy may address anvthing from the vole of CGI special effects in
Hollywood blockbusters to new systems of communication (the Net), new gen-
ves of entertainment (the computer gase), new styles of music (techno) or new
systems of representation (digiral phoragraphy ov virtual veality). (Jenkins, in
Milley and Stam, 1999}

Although many spcak apocalyptically of the end of cinema, the cur-
rent situation uncannily recalls that at the beginning of cinema as a
medium. “Pre-cinema” and “post-cinema™ have come to resemble
cach other. Then, as now, cverything scemed possible. Then, as now,
film “neighbored” with a wide spectrum of other simulation de-
vices. And now, as then, film’s pre-cminent position among media
arts scemed neither inevitable nor clear. Just as early cinema neigh-
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bored with scientific experiments, burlesque, and sidcshow, new
forms of post-cinema neighbor with home-shopping, video games,
and CD-ROMs.

Changing audiovisual technologies dramatically impact virtually
all of the perennial issues engaged by film theory: specificicy,
auteurism, apparatus theory, spectatorship, realism, aesthetics. Just
as Umberto Eco suggested in Foucawnit’s Penduium that litcrature
would be changed by the existence of word proccssors, so film, and
film theory, will be irrevocably changed by the new media. As Jenkins
puts it,

E-mail poses questions about vivtual community; digital photography about
the authenticity and reliability of visual doctumentarion; virtual reality about
embodiment and 115 epistemological functions; hypevtext about veadership and
aunthorinl authority, computer games abont spatinl narrative; MUDs about
identity formation; webcams about voveurism and exhibitionism. (Jenkins, in
Miller and Stam, 1999)

The new media blur media specificity; since digital media potentially
incorporate all previous media, it no longer makes sense to think in
media-specific terms. In terms of auteurism, purely individual crea-
tion becomes even less likely in a situation where multimedia crea-
tive artists depend on an extremely diversified network of media
producers and technical experts.

Digiral imaging also Icads to the de-ontologization of the Bazinian
image. With the dominance of digital image production, where vir-
tually any image becomes possible, “the connection of images to
solid substance has become tenuous . . . images are no longer guar-
anteed as visual truth™ (Mitchell, 1992, p. 57). Thc artist nced no
longer search for a pro-filmic model in the world; one can give vis-
ible form to abstract ideas and improbabile dreams. (Peter Greenaway
(1998) prefers to speak of virtual frreality rather than virtual real-
ity.} The image is no longer a copy but rather acquires its own life
and dynamism within an interactive circuit, freed of the contingen-
cies of Jocation shooting, weather conditions, and so forth. But the
simulacral advantage is also a disadvantage; since we know that im-
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agces can be created clectronically, we are more skeptical about the
image’s truth value.

In stylistic terms the new technologics offer new possibilities both
for realism and for érrealism. On the onc hand, they facilitate morc
dizzyingly persuasive and “cngulfing” forms of “total cinema® such
as IMAX specracles. With virtual rcality, whereby users don helmets
in order to interface with three-dimensional computer-gencrated
environments, the impression of the real reaches vertiginous pro-
portions. Within the cybernetic paraspace of virtual reality, the flesh-
and-blood body lingers in the real world while computer technology
projects the cybersubject into a terminal world of simulations. For
cyber-enthusiasts, virtual reality expands the reality effect expon-
entially by switching the viewer from a passive to a more inter-active
position. Within this more interactive position, the raced, gendered,
sensorial body could be implanted, theoretically, with a constructed
virtnal gaze, becoming a trampoline for identity play. Such media
transform us all into what Walter Mitchell (1992} calls “morphing
cvborgs capable of reconfiguring oursclves by the minute.”

These possibilitics have led to a euphoric discourse of the new,
reminiscent in some ways of that which greeted the cinema a century
earlier. An cnormous ideological load gets attached to new technolo-
gies. The new media, it is argued, inherently encourage collaborative
behavior and cancel out the stratifving effects of physical embodi-
ment: gender, age, race, and so forth. But the idea that the new me-
dia can make possible such social transcendence ignores the historical
inertia of these socially generated stratifications. Disproportionate
power, furthermore, still rests with those who build, disseminate, and
commercialize these new apparatuses. The Internet, for example, privi-
leges English to the detriment of other languages. Nor arce the new
apparatuscs ¢pistemologically subversive. For Sally Prvor and Jill Scott,
virtual reality rests on “an unstated foundation of conventions such as
Cartesian space, objective realism, and linear perspective” (Pryor and
Scott, in Hayward and Wollen, 1993, p. 168). The film Strange Days
offers a dystopian extrapolation of futurc possibilities of such media,
showing a world where participants get “wired” with VR headgcar
directly connected to the cerebral cortex, and who are thus able to
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plug into and vampirize other people’s lives for their own entertain-
ment. Cybernctic pimps make the life worlds of others, for example
of rape victims, available for sale and replay.

The new technologies clearly impact specratorship in ways that
make apparatus theory scem even more obsolescent. Whereas the
classical viewing situation presumed a darkencd movie theater where
all eyes werc dirccted toward the screen, the new media often in-
volve small screens in well-lic situations. It 1s no longer a question of
Plato’s cave in which the spectator is trapped, but the information
supcrhighway on which the spectator travels, presumably toward
treedom. In “Archeology of the Computer Screen” Lev Manovich
(1994) argucs that the cincma’s classical screen (three-dimensional
perspectival space on a flat surface) is replaced by “the dynamic
screen” where multiple, mutually relativizing, images evolve over
time. While the classical film was a well-oiled machine for producing
emotions, one which obliged the spectator to follow a linear struc-
ture which provoked a sequenced set of emotions, the new interac-
tive media allow the participant — the word “spectator” seems too.
passive — to forge a more personal temporality and mold a more
personal emotion. The screen becomes an “activity center,” a cyber-
chronotope where both space and time are transformed. While it
makes sense to ask the length of a film, it is meaningless to ask the
same question of an interactive narrative, game, or CD-ROM. The
participant decides the duration, the sequence, the trajectory. CD-
ROMs such as Mysz and Réven use high-definition image and stereo
sound to bring the participant into a film-like diegetic world with
multiple byways, exits, and endings. Now the key word is
“interactivity” rather than enforced passivity, whence the obsoles-
cence of the Baudry—Mctz style analyses of spectatorship. Rather
than the subject-effect of suture theory, the interactive participant is
“recognized” by the computer, which is informed about his or her
whereabouts in material space and in social space. At the same time,
this “freedom”™ is reversible, as the cyber-participant becomes vul-
nerable to surveillance, thanks to the data trail left by credit trans-
actions, tax and income records, as well as the record of World
Wide Web sites visited (Morse, 1998, p. 7).
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The new technologies also have clear impact on production and
aesthetics. The introduction of digital media has led to the use of
computer animation in Toy Storyand of CGI special effects in Jurassic
Park. Morphing is used to interrogate essentialist racial differences
(for example, in Michacl Jackson’s Black oy White), in an acsthetic
that emphasizes similaritics across difference rather than the
graphic conflicts of Eisensteinian montage (Sobchack, 1997). The
seven-minute Swiss film Rendezvous a Montreal (1987) offered an
entirely computer-generated film which stages a threshold romance
between Marilyn Monroe and Humphrey Bogart. In mainstream
film, computer-gencrated sequences appearcd in Star Trek I1{1983),
while computer-gencrated characters appeared in Terminator 11
(1991). The cvber-fetishist journal Wered spoke in 1997 of “Haolly-
woaod 2.0,” implicitly comparing the film industry’s transformation
to the frenzied production of obsolescence implicit in the recurrent
upgradings of computer software .

At the same time, digital cameras and digital editing (AVID) not
only open up montage possibilities but also facilitate low-budget
filmmaking. And in terms of distribution, the Internet makes it pos-
sible for a community of strangers to exchange texts, images, and
video sequences, thus enabling a new kind of intcrnational commu-
nication, one, it is hoped, that is more reciprocal and multi-centered
than the old Hollywood-dominated international system. Thanks to
fiber-optics we can look forward to “dial-up cinema,” the capacity
to sce, or download, a vast archive of films and audiovisual materi-
als. The shift to the digital makes for infinite reproducibility without
loss of quality, since the images are stored as pixels, with no “origi-
nal.” We are also promised computer-generated actors, desktop com-
puters that can produce feature films, and creative collaborations
across geographically dispersed sites.

We also find an uncanny athinity between the new media and what
used to be regarded as avant-garde practices. Contemporary video
and computer technologics facilitate media ju-jitsu and the recy-
cling of media detritus as “found objects.” Rather than the 1960s
“aesthetic of hunger,” low-budget video makers can deploy a kind
of cybernetic minimalism, achicving maximum beauty and cffect ar
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minimum expense. Video switchers allow the screen to be split, di-
vided horizontally or vertically, with wipes and inserts. Keys, chroma-
keys, mattcs and fader bars, along with computer graphics, multiply
audiovisual possibilities for fracture, rupture, polyphony. An clec-
tronic quilting can weave together sounds and images in ways that
break with lincar character-centered narrative. All the conventional
decorum of dominant cinema — eyeline matches, position matches,
the 30 degree rule, cutaway shots — is superseded by proliferating,
polysemy. The centered perspective inherited from Renaissance hu-
manisn is relativized, the multiplicity of perspectives rendering iden-
tification with any one perspective difficult. Spectators have to decide
what the imagcs have in common, or how they conflict; they have to
effect the synthescs latent in the audiovisual material.

The obvious fact that mainstream cinema has largely opted for a
linear and homogenizing acsthctic where track reinforces track within
a Wagncrian totality in no way cffaces the cqually salient truth that
the cinema (and the new media) is infinitely rich in polyphonic pos-
sibilities. The cinema has always been able to stage temporalized
contradictions between the diverse tracks, which can mutually
shadow, jostle, undercut, haunt, and relativize onc another. Jean-
Luc Godard anticipated these possibilities with his 1970s video-
research films like Numéro Denx and Ici et Aillenys, and Peter
Greenaway pushed them in new directions in films like Prospero’s
Books and The Pillow Book, where multiple images mold an achrono-
logical multiple-entry “narrative.” The new media can combine syn-
thesized images with captured ones. The digitalized culture industry
can now promote “threshold encounters” between Elton John and
Louis Armstrong, or allow Naralie Cole to sing with her long-
departed father. They arc capable of chameleonic blendings a /a
Zelig and digital insertions & la Ferest Gump. The capacity for
palimpscstic overlays of images and sounds facilitated by electronics
and cybernctics opens the doors to a renovated, multi-channel aes-
thetic. Mcaning can be generated not through the drive and thrust
of individual desire as cncapsulated by a linear narrative, but rather
through the interwcaving of mutually relativizing layers of sound,
image, and language. Less bound by canonical institutional and
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aesthetic traditions, the new media make possible what Arlindo
Machado (1997) calls the “hvbridization of alternatives.”
Contemporary theory needs to take new audiovisual and compu-
ter technologies into account, not only because the new media will
inevitably gencrate new forms of audiovisual intertextualicy, bucalso
because a number of theorists have posited a kind of “match” be-
tween contemporary theory itselfand new media and computer tech-
nologies. To explore the first point, electronic or virtual textuality is
necessarily different from print or celluloid rextuality. To read
Moulthrope describing hypertext as “not a definable artifact like a
bound volume™ but rather a “dynamic, expandable collection of
writings” is to hear the echoes of Barthes on the distinction between
“work” and “text.” “Hypermedia” combines sound, graphics, print,
and video, allowing for extraordinary new combinations. For one
thing, some films now come accompanicd by parallel digital texts.
The CD-ROM that accompanies Isaac Julien’s documentary on
Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, for example, provides a digital ver-
sion of the film’s paratext, with source materials on Fanon, Algeria,
psychoanalysis, and so forth. ‘Those parts of the interviews not in-
cluded in the film proper can now be seen in their entirety on the
CD-ROM. Second, theorists have peinted out that the hypertext
and multimedia discourse of links, networks, and interweaving is
shared with Barthesian semiotics, Bakhtinian dialogics, and Derridcan
deconstruction. For hypertext theorists like Landow and Lanham
this connection between the new technologies and recent literary
theory emerged from dissatistaction with “the related phenomena
of the printed book and hierarchical thought” (Landow, 1994, p.
1). Designers of computer software, Landow argucs, recognize them-
sclves in the split-writing of Derrida who, when he spoke of a new
kind of writing, did not realize he was speaking of cvbernetic éeriture.
Hypertext, for Landow, offers an open-bordered text, like Barthes’s
virtual space of writing. The intcractive nature of computers turns
their users into producer—gricolenys. Conceivably, cybernetically aware
hypertexters could take a well-known novel like Madame Bovary,
turn it from print to a hypertext version, then add music and graph
ics to create a kind of hybrid adaptation, a quasi-film, As Gregory
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Ulmer points out, electronic culture allows diverse cultural formats
— oral, written, and clectronic — to cocexist interactively, facilitating
the technological realization of Walter Benjamin’s dream of a book
composcd entirely of quotations.?

The shift from the author-work—tradition triad to the text—dis-
course—culture triad, and the digital theorists’ openness to mixed
modes and miscegenated technologies, both remind us of Bakhtinian
dialogism. The decentering of the culture of the book promoted by
hypertext would secem to buttress the critique of the literacy—orality
hierarchy, while the emphasis on multi-authorial cextuality subverts
the romantic individualism of auteurism. Replacing single-entry lin-
ear texts by fluid texts with multiple points of entry, as well as
hypertext’s openness to multiple temporalitics and perspectives, also
has positive implications for a polycentric, polychronic view of film,
one that substitutes an image of infinite passageways and pathways
tor the exclusivist logic of the “final word.” Since hypertext, mean-
while, is ultimately about “linking,” in a world where evervthing is
potentially “next to” everything clse, the new media can help make
rclational connections across space and time: {1) temporal links be-
tween diverse periods; (2) spatial links across different regions;
(3) disciplinary links betwecn usually compart-mentalized fields; and
(4) discursive intertextual links between different media and dis-
courses.

Any discussion of the new media has to speak of their uses and
potentialities in specific times and spaces, suggesting both their ad-
vantages and their limitations. Even what qualifies as “new™ or as
high-tech is relative; in the US or Europe it might be IMAX or the
World Wide Web; in the Amazon it might be camcorders, VCRs, and
satellite dishes, Despite the gravity-defving prowess of cvberdiscourse,
physical location still does matter. Surfing the Net from a Third World
location, for example, is often slowed by inadequate phone systems.?
There are also differences in the progressive potential of the new
media. On the one hand, we find spectacular IMAX-style immersive
media, where technological razzle-dazzle is wedded to a time-worn
illusionistic project. And despire all the talk of democratization and
interactivity, techno-futurist discourse often resorts to gendered tropes
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rooted in colonial domination or conquest: “trailblazing,” “home-
steading of the electronic frontier,” “wide-open spaces,” a “pioneer/
settler philosophy.” The 1993 Newsweek cover story on interactive
technologies invoked “virgin territory,” literally “there for the tak-
ing.” But facile talk about democratization, as Stuart Moulthrop warns,
“does not exoncrate [ the new media] of their complicity in military /
entertainment/information culture.” The danger is that mula-
media democratization will be limited to a tiny privileged sphere, that
cybernetic democracy will resemble other partial democracics, like
that of the slaveholding demacracies of ancient Athens and the
American revolution. Given the realpofitikissues of political economy
and differential access, the progressive uses of the new media could
still be relegated to the off-ramps of the Infobahn. Islands of informa-
tion-affluence might neighbor with what Mitchell calls “clectronic
Jakartas™ for the “bandwidth disadvantaged.” All of these complexi-
ties induce the theorist to adopt a nuanced position; roughly speak-
ing, my own is — to paraphrase Gramsci — “pessimism of the hardware;
optimism of the software.”

Despite the social ambiguitics of the new technologies, they do
open up intriguing possibilities for both film and film theory. Inter-
estingly, some contemporary theorists now “do” theory through
the new electronic and cybernetic media. Semioticians like Umberto
Eco, film theorists like Ilenry Jenkins, filmmakers like Peter
Greenaway, Chris Marker, and Jorge Bodansky, video artists like
Bill Viola, have all turned to the new media. We are now seeing CD-
ROMs of film analysis by Henry Jenkins and Marsha Kinder in the
United States, by Jurandir Noronha and Zita Caravalhosa in Brazil.
The medium of film analysis might no longer be exclusively verbal,
as at the time of Bellour’s “unattainable text,” now it is available,
copvable, downloadable, revisable. Chris Marker’s CID-ROM
Immemeory contrasts cinema, which is “bigger than us,” with TV,
where one “can sce the shadow of a film, the trace of a film, the
nostalgia, the ccho of a film - but never a film.” Marsha Kinder
deconstructs race and gender in her computer game Runaways
(1998). A special issue of Postwmodern Culture, edited by Robert
Kolker, provided a forum for cyber cssays on films like Casablanca

[
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and Prospero’s Books, some of which included clips. Jorge Bodanksy,
who made films in the Amazon in the 1970s, is now creating what
amounts to a kind of cybernetic updating of Hales Tours, a CD-
ROM which allows the “voyager” to visit the Amazon, to click on a
tree which reveals the animals inside it, to trigger a firc or deforesta-
tton and scc its ccological consequences.

While being aware of the dangers of cyber-anthoritarianism, it
would be short-sighted to ignore the progressive potential of digital
media. Stone (1996) invokes the Native American myth of Coyorte,
the shapeshitter, to laud digital media as subverting fixed social iden-
tities and stable configurations of power. Digital media have been
linked both to the military—industrial complex and to the counter-
culture. Henry Jenkins (in Miller and Stam, 1999) speaks of the
“surprisingly comfortable fit” between the hacker subculture bat-
tling media conglomerates and cultural studies’ concepts of “poach-
ing” and “resistance.” Can multimedia, as Janet Murray implies in
Haumler on the Holodeck (1997), turn mute, inglorious nerds into
“cyberbards?”

The Pluralization of Film Theory

Recent theory manifcsts a certain backlash against cxcesses of struc-
turalism and poststructuralism. Both structuralism and
poststructuralism had in common the habit of “bracketing the refer-
ent,” i.e. insisting more on the interrelations between signs than on
any correspondence between sign and referent. In its critique of
verism, poststructuralism occasionally went to the cxtreme of de-
taching art from all relation to a social and historical context. The
adepts of screen theory sometimes confuscd history with historicism
and empirical research with empiricism. But not all theorists accepted
the pan-semiotic vision of what Edward Said called “wall-to-wall
text.” The constructed, coded nature of artistic discourse, they ar-
gued, does not preclude all reference to reality. Even Derrida, whose
writing sometimes became the alibi for a wholesale rejection of all
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truth claims, protested that his view of text and context “embraces
and docs not exclude the world, reality, history . . . it docs not sus-
pend reference™ (Norris, 1990, p. 44). Filmic and literary fictions
inevitably bring into play everyday assumptions not only about space
and time but also about social and cultural relationships. If language
structures the world, the world also structures and shapes language;
the movement is not unidirectional. To the texting of the world
corresponds the worlding of the text.

Theory is currently undergoing a kind of re-historicization, partly
as a corrective to the elision of history by the Saussurean and Freud-
ian—Lacanian models, and partly to answer the multiculturalist call
to place film theory within larger historics of colonialism and rac-
ism. In literary studies the “new historicists” saw texts as part of
complex symbolic negotiations that reflected powcer relations un-
derstood in Foucanldian as well as Marxist terms. Film thcory and
film history, long assumed to be antipodal activities, have now be-
gun to dialogue more scriously. An emerging consensus calls for the
historicization of theoty and the theorization of history. The film
historians, with the aid of theory, have begun to reflect on their own
practices and discourses. Incorporating some of the insights of the
“metahistorians™ such as Hayden White, film theorists-historians
have censured a number of featurcs of conventional film history: the
privileging of films and filmmakers at the expense of the larger his-
tory of technologics and cultural formations, the impressionism of
many historics, the failure of the discipline to reflect on its own in-
struments and procedures, its conceptions of petiodization (for ex-
ample, the substratal teleologics, often relaved through metaphors,
that pervade the field, such as biological notions of birth, develop-
ment, and decline), and the corollary cult of “firsts” whereby his-
tory becomes the teleological unfolding of progressive gestures
leading toward a normative form of cinema.

This is hardly the place to examine all of the multiple interven-
tions in the field of film history; here we can only touch on a tew
highlights and subgenres. First, there are the theorized analytical
film-centered histories of large corpusses of film: Lagny, Ropars,
and Sorlin (1986) on French films of the 1930s; Phil Rosen {1984)
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and Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson on classical American cinema
{1985); Musser (1991), Burch (1990), Hanscn (1991), Elsacsscr
{1990) Gaudreault and Gunning on early silent cincma; and the
vast body of work on third world, postcolonial, and minority cin-
cmas. Second, there are the economic—industrial-technological-sty-
listic histories of the cinema (Wasko, 1982; Allen-Gomery, 1985;
Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, 1985; Salt, 1995}, Third, there
are the texts which concentrate on representations of history within
film (Ferro, 1977; Sorlin, 1977, 1991; Rosenstone, 1993).

The larger theorctical movement arising out of structuralism and
semiotics has been critiqued internally and externally. Internally, it
was asked why film semiology, for example, had limited itsclf to one
kind of linguistics — Saussurcan structuralist linguistics — while 1g-
noring sociolinguistics, translinguistics, conversation analysis, and
“rransformational” linguistics which looked ar issues of social class,
translation, grammar, and other forms of language. It was also asked
why psychoanalytic film theory had been inspired only by FLacan’s
“return to Freud,” while ignoring D. W. Winnicott, Mc¢lanie Klein,
Jessica Benjamin, Nancy Chodorov, and Erik Erikson. Why had psy-
choanalytic theory focused so narrowly on fetishism, voveurism,
masochism, and identification, while bypassing other promising cat-
cgories such as fantasy, the family romance, and so forth? Psycho-
analysis, it was pointed out, pretended to identify psychic processes
common to humanity as a whole, but in fact its oedipal analyses
tended to universalize a particular guilt-ridden and time-bound cul-
turc: Christian, patriarchal, occidental, and based on the nuclear fam-
ily.

Theory was questioned externally, meanwhile, by critical race
theory, radical multiculturalism, and queer theory. Partisans of these
grids questioned film theory’s relentless focus on sexual difference,
on the erotic gaze, and the oedipal story of “Daddy, Mommy, and
Me,” as opposed to other differences within the social and psychic
formation. Why had film theory been so blithely ethnocentric, they
asked, why so uncritical of cinema’s complicity with imperialism, so
blind to issucs of race and ethnicity, so quictly and normatively
“white?”
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Under the combined pressure of radical feminism, cultural stud-
ies, multiculturalism, qucer theory, postcoloniality, Bakhtinian dia-
logism, Derridean deconstruction, cognitive theory, neo-formalism,
post-analvtic philosophy, and Baudrillardian postmodernism, film
theory as a project of methodological unification is now in cclipse.
Bur to reject theory #n toro, as ifit were the serpent in the garden of
fim analysis, is on one level simply to reject the major intellectual
currents of our epoch. As Jameson puts it, to cast out theory would
be to ignore Nietzsche’s “shattering discovery of the aggressivity
that seethed through all the old ethical injunctions,” to bypass Freud’s
“disarticulation of the conscious subject and its rationalizations,”
and to forget Marx’s “flinging all the old individual crhical catego-
rics up to a new dialectical and collective level” {Jameson, 1998,
p. 94). But as a result of all these questionings, theory now is a
little less grand, a little more pragmatic, a little less ethnocentric,
masculinist, and heterosexist, and a lirtle less inclined toward over-
arching systems, drawing on a plurality of theoretical paradigms.
While exciting on one level, the pluralization of film theory also
carries with it the danger of fragmentation, What is necessary, [ think,
1s for the diverse theorics to be more awarc of one another, so that
psycho-analytically oriented theorists read cognitive theory, and cog-
nitive theorists read critical race theory, tor example. The question is
not one of relativism or mere pharalism, but rather of multiple grids
and knowledges, cach of which sheds a specific light on the object
studicd. It is not a question of completely embracing the other theo-
rctical perspective, but rather of acknowledging it, taking it into
account, being ready to be challenged by it.
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