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ABSTRACT

This study examines a specific interpretation of the notion of ideology in
the critical writing on Canadian cinema. It assesses the implications of
conceiving ideology as a 'negative’ or passive expression of social and cultural

domination.

After examining how ideology is conceptualized in film theory in general
and in Canadian film criticism in particular, the thesis proposes a strategy for
a 'socially interested’ reading of Canadian cinema, one which articulates a
'neutral’ articulation of the working of ideology in the cultural sphere. It
emphasizes the need to address the role played by the social subject in the
unfolding of ideology as an element within the hegemonic relationships in

which it historically resides.
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INTRODUCTION

Arts and culture play a crucial role in producing and reproducing the
ideology which supports existing social production relations. As Walter
Benjamin emphasized, through new forms of distribution and exhibition, art
in the modern age has been able to break away from isolation and increase
the level of human participation in the process of its creation and reception.
Through marketing and reproduction, the arts have become functional

elements in ideological and political struggles.

While useful in several areas of research, the concepts which dominate
critical writing on Canadian cinema (as an expression of cultural identity, a
separate notion of artistic achievement, or as a simple account for the output
of films by Canadian artists) are facing new challenges. Developments in the
fields of mass culture and communications are bringing new perspectives into

the way people live and assess their cultural environment.



Recent drives to abate the role of the state in television, cinema, and
Canadian cultural industries attest to the need for an analytical outlook
which accounts for the shifting nature of Canadian cinematic production and
reception. While introducing cutbacks in its monetary support to cultural
projects and agencies, governments on all levels in Canada are modifying
their traditional approach towards the issue of national culture. As they
officially support the idea of Canadian cultural creativity and autonomy,
government officials primarily call for producing material that is marketable

and competitive internationally.

However, the contradictory dynamic which characterizes government
cultural policies does not occur in isolation. Less conspicuous in this dynamic
are the implicit ideological connotations broaching how 'art’ and ’culture’ are
to be conceived under late capitalist conditions. This aspect of the challenge
reemphasizes the need to address the political nature of today’s critical

preoccupations and analyses.

The changing cultural and political grounds which encourage the
incorporation of social and cultural heterogeneity within the Canadian cultural
landscape, also invite the reassessment of the role played by cinema in

relation to ‘national’ and cultural realities. In turn, critical reading of Canadian
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cinema is being challenged to address circumstances which are different from
the ones it had to contend with in the early seventies when the interest in

Canadian feature film was beginning to take shape.

On the one hand, and as with other forms of cultural discourses, film
produces effects that contribute to shaping bodies of consciousness. These
are elements in complex ideological constructions which influence the
preservation and/or transformation of existing systems of social, economic,

and political power.

On the other hand, critical writing on Canadian fiction film is affected by
the historical constraints and dispersions of what [ will critically label the
"Canadian experience’. This writing has its specific support network of
terminology, scholarship, institutions, and bureaucracies which help define its
shape and development. It also informs, and is informed by, the complex
working of hegemonic structures within a historically specific social and
economic landscape, one that gives preference to specific (i.e., Canadian)

sociodiscursive formations.

Discourse analysis helps to point out some systemic and strategic

limitations (and possibilities) in the critical writing on Canadian cinema.



Although it does not 'determine’ everything that is said and discussed about
this topic, critical discourse does maintain political, aesthetic, and

theoretical presence in all discussions on Canadian cinema.

This study assesses the significance and the limitations of the usage of a
specific articulation of the notion of ideology in Canadian film criticism, one
which tends to conceive of ideology as a "negative’ social and cultural
element. By studying this aspect of film criticism, this study hopes to
elaborate a better understanding of the historical and social dynamics of the

fluidly constituted beast we call the "Canadian experience’.

After years of seeking to identify a ’national’ character for its cinema, and
after becoming more accommodating towards the heterogeneous nature of
Canadian identity, much of English Canadian film criticism continues to
centre on exploring a dichotomy between what is usually termed the
Hollywood and/or popular film models, and the home grown alternative
cinematic practice of a loosely labeled Canadian or 'art cinema’. In many
respects, this approach postulates '"dominant’ ideology as false consciousness
to which only an alternative ideological cinematic model (based on nation,
gender, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc.) can remedy the

consequences of its negative role and effectivity.



This critical approach tends to eclipse and mystify the social and
historical dimensions surrounding the filmic text and narrative. While
apprehensive about the dangers of reductionism, and as it incorporates a
culturally more heterogeneous analysis, writing on Canadian cinema remains
restrictive in its appreciation of the full dynamic of the social and historical
context of the cinematic experience. It arbitrarily cages the study of film
against the workings of hegemonic ideological formations and against the
historical framework of those formations. Under this perspective, cultural
identity assumes a static and ahistorical position and destiny; it becomes tied
to a passive interpretation of the working of ideology: one which ignores or
underestimates the complexity of hegemonic ideological functions. This
approach consequently poses a passive social spectator/subject with limited

capacity to interrogate or resist the impact of cinematic practice.

This form of determinism, similar in its critical limitations to forms of
social and economic determinism, dehistoricizes Canadian cinema and
contributes to limiting the ability to account for its counter hegemonic
capacity as a mediator. It also mystifies the poignant material interests and
the unequal relationships between a ’dominant’ centre and ‘dominated’
margins, and blurs in the process the dynamics of social relations. Ultimately,
this tendency contributes to concealing the antagonisms as well as the

liberating possibilities inscribed in social and political relations.



By exploring aspects in the discussion of ideology in film theory, this
study points out some of the implications of its usage in connection with the
concepts of identity and social and political hegemony. It proposes a
theoretical base for seeking a 'socially interested’ critical strategy of reading
Canadian cinema. Such a reading, one hopes, can contribute to extending the
role of culture in Canadian transformatory politics, as well as expanding the

role of such politics in the field of cultural practice.

While referring to a number of academics and critics whose works have
significant impact on the development of the discourse on Canadian cinema,
this study has no intention of giving an empirical who's who of those agencies
of film criticism. Such a task is clearly beyond the formal and strategic
limitations of this particular thesis; it is also beyond the goal of assessing the
utilization of the notion of ideology in the discourse on this cinema. In other
words, this study is not contingent on an inclusive inventory of all the texts

that deal with this cinema or with this topic.

As it accounts for the issues of identity, representation, and marginalized
social subjectivities, this thesis provides a theoretical insight into some
alternative possibilities for situating these concerns critically. It conceives of

culture as a domain of political struggle which, although dominated by the



interests and perceptions of specific power structures, remains subject to the
consent and/or the contestation of ‘dominated’ classes and marginalized
social groups. As it employs Marxism as a discursive theoretical practice, this
thesis examines how appraising (and reappraising) the notion of ideology
through the works of Althusser and Gramsci-particularly the latter’s concept
of hegemony-, continues to shape new directions in the area of theorizing

cinema.

In the first chapter, ideology is appraised in terms of its 'negative’ and
'positive’ interpretations (i.e., ideology as a necessary distortion which
conceals contradictions, and ideology as a neutral concept referring to the
political consciousness of classes and social groupings including those of the
proletarian class and other marginalized social elements). Chapter two
focuses on the discourse on Canadian cinema. To identify some of the
problems and to propose possibilities for developing critical writing on this
cinema, the chapter surveys examples that are indicative of the main
theoretical framework of "nationalist’ critical discourse. Emphasis will be
placed on how this discourse incorporates ideology into its critical

perspective.
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Chapter three deals with 'non-nationalist’ and other alternative approaches
in Canadian film criticism and how they deal with the notion of ideology. The
fourth chapter presents a theoretical application of ideological hegemony as a
basis for a socially interested reading of Canadian cinema. The final chapter
illustrates how ideological hegemony, through the working of "common
sense’, can be incorporated into critical film analysis. This chapter provides a
reading of Gordon Pinsent’s 1987 film foknr and the Missus in relation to its
sympathetic depiction of Newfoundlanders’ resistance to a resettlement
program which was initiated in the early 1960s, and how it is presented as a
an attempt to postpone the inevitability of change and progress. My analysis
of the film reasserts that for an alternative discourse on Canadian cinema to
play a role in addressing and contemplating strategies for counter hegemonic
representation and resistance, it needs critically to situate film in the historical

context of "common sensical’ intelligibilities.



CHAPTER ONE
GENERAL THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
IDEOLOGY IN FILM THEORY
Writing on Canadian cinema functions in a space of exchange among a
multiplicity of other discourses, some of which are not restricted to the
Canadian socio-historical formation. In his definition of a social discourse,
Marc Angenot describes it as ’all that is said and written in a given society . .
. or rather than this empirical totality . . . the generic system, the repertories
of topics, the rules of utterance formation which, in a given society, organize
the sayable-the narratable and the verisimilar-and insure the division of

discursive labour’ (Angenot, 1994: 35).

Critical writing on Canadian cinema is not isolated from other political,
cultural, and theoretical practices that inform comparable writings outside the
specificity of the Canadian context. Other elements can also be implicated in
the general development of the English Canadian ‘tradition’ of film criticism.

This writing, for example, is informed by complex temporal frameworks, ones
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that go back as far as the early film screenings of the late nineteenth century.
Likewise, the development of this practice can also be traced to a wide
geographic span of critical practices, which could encompass almost all the
locales in which film screenings have taken place-and written about-since the
"advent’ of cinema. Furthermore, the development of critical film writing is
itself largely informed by a multiplicity of influences and debates both from
inside and outside the discipline of film studies. One important thrust within
the academic discourse on film relates to the discussions and elaborations on

the notion of ideology.

As it struggles to establish its own autonomous disciplinary base, critical
writing on film has been shaped by the intensity and vigour which
characterized the interdisciplinary discussions and applications of this notion.
To draw a theoretical background for assessing some of the nuances in the
discourse on Canadian cinema, this chapter will probe the concept of ideology

as it impacts on the discursive development of film theory in general.

[ will map out areas of confluence between, on the one hand, Marxist
based notions of ideology and hegemony (mainly through the contributions
by Althusser and Gramsci), and on the other hand, the general domain of film
theory. The chapter will survey how the appraisal and reappraisal of the

works of Althusser and Gramsci shapes new and more complex directions in
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the area of theorizing cinema. This involves an examination of how film
theory has evolved in the direction of recognizing the presence of "contesting’

elements within hegemonic ideological formations.

Culture is therefore conceived as a domain of political struggle which,
although dominated by the interests and perceptions of a "hegemonic social
bloc’, is also exposed to vigorous contestations from the "dominated’ classes
and other marginalized social groups. With this in mind, [ will stress the need
to re-articulate some theoretical considerations to foster a heterogenic reading
of cinema, one that situates an active subject/spectator within the socio-
historical dynamics of culture. I will also emphasize the importance of looking
at the didactic notion of base and superstructure in the context of a "historical
bloc” within which social mediation plays the role of determining ideological

effectivity.

NVegative’ and ‘Positive’ Interpretations of Ideology

Many discussions on ideology begin with Marx’s formulation in his book
Contribution to the Cntique of Political Economy: "t is not the consciousness
of men that determines their existence, but, on the contrary, their social

existence determines their consciousness" (Marx, 1987: 39). Marx stresses,
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that "each new class which puts itself in the place of the one ruling before it,
is compelled, merely to carry through its aim, to represent its interest as the
common interest of all members of society." Ideally, the dominant class gives
its ideas "the form of universality, and represents them as the only rational,

universally valid ones" (39).

This particular notion of ideology involves the reproduction of the existing
relations of production, and the limiting of the subject’s position within the
processes of communication and exchange. Accordingly, the movement of
productive forces (mainly working people themselves. but also the material
tools of production), plays a central role in determining and transforming the
shape of society. A vulgarized interpretation of this notion tends to devise a
"dialectic’ through which the movement of cultural products, ideology
included, advances mechanically through the process of transformation of

existing production relations.

An important element in critical writing on film prior to the 1960s largely
focused on a 'negative’ appropriation of Marx’s notion of ideology. With
varying levels of analytical depth and emphasis, this writing accentuated how
the "dominant ideology’ is reflected in cinematic practices. With this

assumption in mind, critical writing focused on discussing the thematic and
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content messages put forward by films, and designating in the process, the
ideological identity and effectivity of those messages. The concept of "social
realist’ cinema, for example, proposed alternative political and thematic film
topics as a foundation for providing a cinematic "opposition’ to the "dominant

ideology’.

While this approach was crucial in devising primary analytical applications
for an 'ideological’ theorization of cinema, it proved less productive in relating
economic and political determinations to the questions and concerns about
subjectivity, consciousness, and ideological perception. Its conception of
ideology as false consciousness, as an all encompassing superstructural
formation which mechanically 'reflects’ the interests and the views of the
socially dominant class, led to a potentially 'negative’ and reductionist

theorization of cinema.

Discussions around ideology since the late 1960s occurred in the context
of a protracted struggle between 'negative’ and positive’ interpretations of this
notion. In essence, those debates posed ideology as a necessary distortion
which conceals social interests and contradictions, against ideology as a
neutral concept which refers also to the political consciousness of classes and
groups, including those of the dominated classes and 'marginalized’ social

formations.
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In turn, film criticism since the late 1960s gradually shifted towards

seeking systematic theoretical frameworks. Among the sources it benefited
from was French structuralism and semiotic analysis and, later, post-
structuralist and post-semiotic approaches to text and knowledge. Film theorv
also incorporated elements of contemporary Marxism and psychoanalysis.
This theorizing was discussed and elaborated in the British journal Screen
throughout the 1970’s. Offshoots of those discussions gradually became the
new orthodoxy among film academics. While reading film sociopolitically
(originally inspired by Cahiers du Cinema editors’ discussion of the 1939 film
Young Mr. Lincoln), the new critical orientation also incorporated elements

from Lacanian psychology and Althusser’s theory of ideology.

From False Consciousness To Interpellation and Overdetermination

Althusser stressed that ideology discloses a specific way of 'representing’
reality: that while it makes allusion to the real in a certain way, ideology
simultaneously bestows only an illusion of reality (Althusser, 1990: 26). He
contended that ideology gives people a certain "knowledge’ of their world, or
rather allows them to 'recognize’ themselves in that world. At the same time,
ideology only introduces people to its misrecognition: "allusion-illusion or
recognition-misrecognition- such is ideology from the perspective of its

relation to the real" (26).
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According to Althusser, the first essential characteristic of ideology is that
it is comprehensible only through its form, and that it comprises
representations, images, signs, etc. Ideology, however, is not a simple tally of
the elements of which it is constituted; "it is their mode of arrangement and
combination” which provides them with their meaning (26). In other words, it
is the form and structure of those elements which determines their meaning

and function.

On the other hand, the structure and mechanisms of ideology are no
more readily visible to the people subjected to them than the structure of the
relations of production and the mechanisms of economic life produced by it
are visible to the agents of production (Althusser, 1990: 26). Enticed by
Jacques Lacan and psychoanalysis, Althusser located the function of ideology
within the process of constituting the individual as a subject. He
demonstrated that ideology is not simply an illusion or false consciousness of
the "real’ nature of society, but is instead a material system of social practices
(what he calls "ideological state apparatuses’) producing certain effects upon
individuals and providing them with their social identities. Ideology
"naturalizes’ or 'makes obvious’ the ways in which people live lives in society;
it is a 'representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real

conditions of existence’ (1977a: 152-3).
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Althusser also described how ’interpellation’ functions as the ongoing
process by which subjects are constituted in ideology. In order to describe
this process, he employed insights into the construction of the subject as
provided by Lacan. The infant ego is constituted by the child’s identification
with, or misrecognition of, its own autonomy and self-presence. Althusser
suggested that such recognition and misrecognition works as well in the
social world at the level of ideology; the human subject regains, through
ideology, an imaginary construction of its own autonomy. He argued that
ideology, through the ideological recognition function, recruits’ and

transforms individuals into subjects.

The recognition function is the process of “interpellation': ideology
interpellates or ‘hails’ individuals, that is, addresses itself directly to them.
Althusser gave as an example a police officer hailing an individual by calling,
"Hey, you there! The hailed individual will turn around, recognize himself as
the one who was hailed, and in the process become constituted as a subject.
All hailed individuals, recognizing or misrecognizing themselves in the
address, are transformed into subjects conceiving of themselves as free and
autonomous members of a society that has in fact constructed them.
‘Interpellation’ is achieved mainly through ideological state apparatuses such

as church, family, educational system, trade unions, media etc. These
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apparatuses, rather than the repressive state apparatus of police and courts,
secure the reproduction of social relations, and allow people to assume their

sense of identity and the ’reality’ of their position (Althusser, 1977a: 127-86).

The main ideology question for Althusser, therefore, relates to
understanding Aow human subjects succumb to the dominant ideologies of
their societies. Consequently, as Terry Eagleton suggests (1988: 171), the
question involves assessing how such submission to ideology (critical to
maintaining the power of a ruling class) occurs, and ""by what mechanisms

does this come about?® (171):

What Althusser does, in other words, is to rethink the concept of
ideology in terms of Lacan’s 'imaginary’. For the relation of an
individual subject to society as a whole in Althusser’s theory is rather
like the relation of the small child to his or her mirror-image in
Lacan’s. In both cases, the human subject is supplied with an object
which reflects this image back to it in a closed, narcissistic circle. In
both cases, too, this image involves a misrecognition, since it idealizes
the subject’s real situation. The child is not actually as integrated as
its image in the mirror suggests; [ am not actually the coherent,
autonomous, self-generating subject I know myself to be in the
ideological sphere, but the 'decentred’ function of several social
determinants. Duly enthralled by the image of myself [ receive, [
subject myself to it; and it is through this 'subjection’ that [ become a
subject. (172-3)

The subject here is not forced to submit to ideological determinants. Implicit
in Althusser’s theorization is an element of ‘self-subjection’ practiced by this
subject: 'T subject myself to it’. It is within this context that Althusser’s
approach contributes to moving the concept of ideology away from its

essentialist 'negative’ interpretation connected with ’false consciousness'.



The "structurality’ of this subjection gives a space for a "self-subjection’
which is not unequivocally determined by elements of the base (or the
infrastructure), but is rather 'overdetermined’ by all structural elements
including those of the infrastructure and the superstructure. For Althusser,
the total structure of the social body determines and is determined by "the
various levels and instances of the social formation it animates; it might be
cailed overdetermined in its principle” (1977b: 101). He stressed that the
capitalist-labour contradiction is always "specified by the forms of the
superstructure" and "by the internal and external historical situation," and

therefore is "always overdetermined" (106).

Althusser In Film Theory

Through their elaboration of the notion of ideology, mainly as a
'misrecognition’, film theoreticians since the late 1960s began to look at film
in a new perspective. The Cahiers du Cinema article (1976: 493) on John
Ford’s film Young Mr. Lincoln, for example, suggested that the signifying
practice and the system of signs lead to the possibility of an "oppositional’
reading of ideology in the film. The article used Althusser’s analysis to map
out several structural absences and gaps which revealed an underlying

tension between, on the one hand, the text, and, on the other hand, the

18
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ideology of the film. Consequently, the writers of the article emphasized the
need to read the filmic text through the "historicity’ of its inscription and its

relationship to codes (social, cultural, etc.).

While attempting to "decipher’ film 'units’ (i.e. its structures and codes),
film criticism became increasingly concerned with assessing the totality of the
filmic structure. This gave weight to addressing film as a 'whole’ -rather than
as a summation of its constituting parts. Bill Nichols linked this strategy to
assessing a filmic 'surplus’ which includes "gaps, omissions, constraints, or
even ‘structuring absences’ (the pressure of what is unsaid, upon that which
is said)" (Nichols, 1976: 7). Nichols illustrated how Cahiers du Cinema
conceived and adopted this approach:
[It] indicate[d] how these gaps can result from the operation of the
dominant ideology and the specific circumstances surrounding and
enmeshed within a particular film. The whole is greater than its parts
because the parts form patterns of interference, patterns whose
characteristics the formally oriented critic can work to clarify rather
than obscure through a desire for harmony. (1976:7)

Cahiers was clearly elaborating a more positive interpretation of the concept

of ideology. Critical assessment of the filmic 'whole’ was considered possible

because the ideologically informed text allowed for the detection of

'interfering absences’ which were present through the filmic ’parts’.
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Robert and Michael Lapsley argue that the Cahiers article emphasizes the
“Althusserian” perspective that the ideological operation of mainstream cinema
discloses the reproduction of the capitalist system, and that its success in this
domain is a function more of form than of content (Lapsley 1989: 8). In effect,
the editors of Cahiers du Cinema were calling for "a revolutionary cinema that
would break with the dominant ideology in respect of both form and content,

and would establish a quite different relationship with its audience” (8).

Film critics (particularly in Europe) were increasingly interested in
examining the ways that certain films were able to place obstacles against
ideological hegemony. Jean-Louis Comolli and Jean Narboni, for example,
stressed that while communicating the world to itself, cinema is burdened by
the need to reproduce things not as they really are, "but as they appear when
refracted through ideology" (Comolli and Narboni, 1976: 25). This refraction’,
which underlies the general ideological discourse, occurs throughout the
production/reception process, including its subjects, styles, forms, meanings,
and narrative tradition. It is through recognizing that the mere nature of its
system turns cinema into an instrument of ideology that one begins to
appreciate the priority task facing the alternative film maker in 'showing up’
the cinema’s so-called 'depiction of reality’. When film makers succeed in this

chore, disrupting, or even severing the connection between cinema and its
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ideological functions becomes possible (25). Other film theoreticians entered

the discussion on the function of cinema as an ideological tool.

While depicting ideology as a 'reality’, Claire Johnston stressed the
impossibility of eliminating this "reality’ "as if by an effort of will' (Johnston,
1976: 139). She referred to the tools and techniques of cinema both as part of
reality, and as non-neutral expressions of the prevailing ideology: "It is not
enough, [for example] to discuss the oppression of women within the text of
the film," Johnston contended, "the language of the cinema/ the depiction of
reality must also be interrogated so that a break between ideology and text is

effected" (140).

Stephen Heath, on the other hand, viewed the semiotic analysis of film as
a specific signifying practice, as an "analysis of a heterogeneity, the range of
codes and systems at work in film over and across its five matters of
expression (moving photographic image, recorded phonetic sound, recorded
noise, recorded musical sound, and writing)" (Heath, 1985: 512). In this
context, Heath refuted the mechanistic notion of reducing film to its
"ideology’, and proposed that it is "the complex relationships among pleasure,
meaning, commodity or industry, signifying practice, and text [which] pose[s]
the central challenges [to film theoryl, not formalism or content analysis"

(1985: 509).
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In its general analysis, the Althusserian intervention into film theory
struggled with ways to explain why the ideological underpinning of a narrative
film is important. Film critics of this tradition generally viewed narrative
representational strategies as elements that obscure social relations,
institutions, and the representational strategies themselves. In a nut shell, the
Althusserian tradition in film theory amounted to employing a psychoanalysis
of perception (primarily Lacanian) to explain the "disinformational’ interaction

of ideology-laden film structures with a "positioned" viewing subject.

While conscious of the nuances and the complexities of ideological
affectivity, theoreticians related to the Cahiers magazine, Comolli and
Narboni, and to a lesser extent Nichols and Heath, generally overemphasized
how popular film shores up the capitalist patriarchal status quo. Analyzing
ideology in terms of how it is internalized by individual subjects can thus
subscribe to the view that cultural forms are monolithic reflections or
rationalizations of "dominant’ interests. But if cultural forms literally have no
content or basis other than the "subjective’ expression of ruling-class (or
dominant) interests, then there is little reason for the study of cultural
practice to amount to anything more than deciding what aspect of ruling class
ideology a given cultural form reflects (a formal, descriptive procedure), or for
the investigation of how an individual subject’s perceptions are induced to

correspond to the ideology embodied.
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Repositioning ' the Text and the Subject in History

While accounting for the interaction between the film and the viewer,
discussions in the seventies also pointed out the need to assess ideology and
politics (both in and out of film), as involving more than understanding

language and Freud. However, film theory during that period often steered

into modes of analysis which remained problematic in many respects.
Psychoanalytic and linguistic frameworks of analysis confused the issues even

further.

Paradoxically, the very attempt to understand filmic ‘representation’ and to
remove it from the realm of economic and social determinism, led to another
form of ’totalization’ which worked against understanding the complexity,
heterogeneity, and the dynamics of filmic affectivity. Just as behaviour cannot
be reduced solely to its economic factors, so too it cannot be reduced to
psychoanalytical or linguistic textual elements, itself a form of cultural
common sense. The works of Roland Barthes (who influenced film theory in
the 1970s), and Michel Foucault, both add new depths to the discussion on

ideology.

Barthes’s elaborations on the role of the text , the author, and the subject

in the formation and comprehension of the work of art (written in the late
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fifties and only translated into English in the early seventies), have particular
theoretical significance for film criticism. While Barthes did not attempt to
explain how, or suggest that, ideology is produced through interactions
between various institutions and discourses (Barthes referred to 'discourse’ in
the context of myth), he nevertheless, indirectly contributed to the

elaboration of a 'positive’ perception of the notion of ideology.

Barthes argued that the way discourse (or 'mythology’) is circulated
through society makes a particular representation of the world seem natural
and universal, so that an outsider to it cannot be imagined except as
'unnatural’, perverse, exotic, abnormal, stupid, and so on. But myth (as an
ideological element) "hides nothing and flaunts nothing: it distorts; myth is
neither a lie nor a confession: it is an inflexion" (Barthes, 1976: 129). Instead
of attempting to destroy myth by cynically making its intentions obvious, or
by demystifyingly unmasking it (122), Barthes focused his attention on
exploring its temporal dimension. He contended that in the visual myth:

[tIhe elements of the form therefore are related as to place and
proximity: the mode of presence of the form is spatial. The concept
[as a distortion of meaning] on the contrary, appears in global fashion,
it is a kind of nebula, the condensation, more or less hazy, of a certain
knowledge. Its elements are linked by associative relations: it is
supported not by an extension but by a depth (although this metaphor

is perhaps still too spatial): its mode of presence is memorial. (122)

While acknowledging its spatial dimension, Barthes also situates myth within
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the parameters of an ‘overdetermining’ historical dimension (i.e., memorial),
rather than restricting it to its structural 'overdeterminants’. [ will come back
to this notion later when I acknowledge the dichotomy between Althusser and
Gramsci’s views on the subject. It suffices to mention here, however, that the
dichotomy in contextualizing ideology-i.e. between history and structure-has
important consequences for the way film theory-and consequently Canadian
film criticism-has traditionally overemphasized the significance of the filmic

text.

On the other hand, Barthes emphasized the centrality of the role of
language over the intention of the author. In contrast to the dominance and
authority associated with the rising 'prestige of the individual in the late
Middle Ages, Barthes considered the 'modern’ author as a mere ’scriptor’
(1977: 143). The "absence’ of the "author’ has changed the modern text:
instead of having a book and an author "stand[ing] automatically on a single
line divided into a before and an after," the "modern scriptor" does not
precede or exceed the work, but is born concurrently with it. The only
existing moment is that of the "enunciation’, "and every text is eternally
written here and now" (145). Writing is, therefore, a ’performative’ process:
the role of the scriptor’ is not that of expression but of ’inscription’, which

has only language as its origin (146).






