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The New Talkies: A Special Issue

In this seventeeth issue of October we turn to a set of specific interrelated
aspects of film theory and practice. From the journal’s inception we have addressed
issues of this sort in other ways, publishing documents by Maya Deren, Dziga
Vertov, Jean Epstein, and Serge1 Eisenstein; scripts by Yvonne Rainer and James
Benning; and essays on American hlmmakers working within the artisanal
conditions of independent production. We have also been concerned to ofter a
forum lor those filmmakers who are engaged 1n theoretical and critical work;
foremost among these 1s Hollis Frampton, whose texts on film and photography

have continued to appear throughout a decade which has witnessed the diminu-
tion of theoretical production on the part of his contemporaries.




T'hat production was initiated in this country by Maya Deren and strongly
inflected by the incisive critique of representation proposed in 1962 with the
publication of Stan Brakhage’'s Metaphors on Vision. It was sustained and
amplihed over the next decade and a half in an important and fascinating corpus
ol theoretical bricolage, which sull remains to be analyzed 1in the light of more
recent developments. Independent hlmmakers in this country, as well as 1n
Canada and Europe, oftered from the first a body ol theory infHlected, like thenr
films, by the material conditions of production.

The texts presented here 1ssue from the entrance of cinema into the academy.
They proceed from the radical criique of representation, through methods ol
textual analysis and deconstruction at work within the disciplines of psychoanaly-
sis and semiotics, towards the analysis of the impact of the recent resurgence of
text within film practice, specifically in 1ts claim for a critucal, discursive functuon
within cinema 1tself. The period in which we locate the development of this
practice 1s the past decade, although 1ts origins are seen to derive from issues,
events, and methodological options that form during the 1960s. We have chosen to

consider European and American practice as interrelated and to focus our analyses
around the lollowing 1ssues:

|. The convergence ol European and American hlm practice upon the
critical, discursive function.

2. The manner in which hlm practice thereby claims a theoretical
function.

3. The social and political determinan#s of such developments and the
question of the spectator/audience.

4. The relation of formal innovation to the discursive project.

5. The emergence of feminist ilm theory and practice and their
consequences for the discursive project.

During preparation of this issue for the press we rece:ved a notice from the
Canadian Filmmakers Distribution Centre drawing our attention to the recent
censorship by the Censor Board of Ontario of Michael Snow’s Rameuu’s Nephew.
The notice read as tollows:

The law of Ontario requires that any film or videotape exhibited in this
province must be submitted to a Board of Censors prior to its being
screened. The Board classifies ilms and tapes, may demand cuts, or ban
a work outright, for all exhibitions involving exchange ol money in the
form of admission fees received or ilm rentals paid.’

This may mean that even the most obscure screenings of artists’

. I'his law specifies that exchange of money also applies to any adverusing ol screenings, thus
further restricting the already limited possibilities ol exhibition.
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nlm and videotape are subject to the same restrictions as commercial
theatres that show 35 mm. hlm.

The Art Gallery of Ontario, in conjunction with the Funnel
Experimental Film Theatre, organised a retrospective of the films of
Michael Snow, which was shown at both centres throughout March
1981. Because neither Michael Snow, nor the Art Gallery of Ontario,
nor the Funnel Experimental Film Theatre believes that its 1s ethical to
exhibit a work of art with deletions, the world premiere of Snow’s film
Presents was stopped when the Censor Board demanded a cut. How-
ever, alter an appeal was made and pressure exeried, the Board reversed
its decision.

The hilm Rameau’s Nephew had been scheduled for March 26,
1981, to be shown at the Funnel Experimental Film Theatre. Again,
one cut was demanded from this film. An appeal was launched by the
distributor, with great support from prominent members of the Cana-
dian artistic community. .. . The Ontario Censor Board decided that
the ilm could not be shown at the Funnel Experimental Film Theatre,
but that a special exception would be made allowing 1t to be screened at
the Art Gallery of Ontario. Michael Snow, with the tull support of the
Art Gallery of Ontario, the Funnel Experimental Film Theatre, and the
Canadian Filmmakers Distribution Centre, chose not to exhibit the
film at all. It was the feeling of all of us that to show the film under these
conditions would be to show approval of the Censor Board’s decision.?

The movement for an independent fAlm practice and 1ts theory has been
largely sustained—as 1t was, 1n fact, originally launched—through a concerted
questioning of two interdictions: that of the assertion of sexuality and that of
access to the means of production and distribution. This conjunction is inscribed
within the tradition of radical practice, from Bunuel and Duchamp through
Deren and Brakhage to Godard, Duras, and Rainer, to name only these. Snow’s
film of Rameau’s Nephew has a particular claim to our present interest, as it
represents, through 1ts systematic analysis of the permutations of the sound/1image
relationship, a Almmaker’s formalization ol urgent theoretical questions. Its
misadventures with official censorship constitute the most recent chapter in the
persistent marginalization of a theoretically directed cinema.

THE EDITORS

2 I'he Canadian Filmmakers Distribution Centre is soliciting letters of support in its campaign

against censorship. Letters may be sent to the Atorney General ol Ontario, Mr. Roy McMurtry, 18
King Swreet East, 18th Floor, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. Carbon copies ol correspondence may be

forwarded to the Canadian Filmmakers Distribution Centre, 144 Front Sireet West, Suite 430, Toronto,
Ontario M5 2L.7.




The Politics of the Sign and Film
Theory

PHILIP ROSEN

I beg your pardon for disturbing you

during your class struggle. I know it is

very important. But which way to the

political film?

—woman to Glauba Rocha in Wind
from the East

Why these images? Why these sounds?
—Wind from the East

The politcal events of 1968 produced a politicazation of crucial sectors of
western European and American hlm culture, evidenced in the opening of
discussion surrounding the film practice of Godard, Straub and Huillet, Oshima,
Makavejev, and others. Their practice was given a certain privileged status In
influential film journals such as Cahiers du Cinéma and Screen. It was, 1n fact,
proposed that ilmmakers working in specihed ways at the fringes of narrative
conventions were building a politically significant cinema through the introduc-
tion of struggle within the production of images and sounds. Significant develop-
ments 1n film theory over the past decade are partly grounded 1n a placement—an
identification —of this work as politically important. I want to review the theoreti-
cal premises for such claims.

Godard himself has often proclaimed, both in film and in writing, that the
matter 1s as simple as that: the production of images and sounds. But, of course,
this simplicity 1s complex, for neither images nor sounds, nor their combinations,
exist solely in the realm of the cinematic or the hlmic.! If cinema or film 1s the
production of images and sounds, i1t 1s only one form among many of such
production. No form 1s socially innocent, nor are their interrelationships. No
experience of them 1s pure, 1solated from others.

l. On the canematic-hlmic distinction, see Christian Metz, Language and Cinema, trans. Donna
Jean Umiker-Sebeok, The Hague, Mouton, 1974, p. 47.
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Furthermore, this nonpurity defines even the discourse which names hlm as
its object. Not only 1s the object socially complex, but the reflexivity, the
sociopolitical self-placement seen by the theoretical discourse in the films of
Godard et al. becomes, in turn, a requirement for discourse about ilm. How can
the discourse theorize /analyze/place 1tself as 1t theorizes/analyzes/places its ob-
] €¢ 17

['he general response has promoted specific kinds of ilmmaking under the
program of a politics of the sign which takes account of the sociopolitical
reflexivity required of both filmic and theoretical /critical discourse. This approach
entails a full-fledged theory of signification in its defects. (A theory of signification
as valid, whole, or pure would obviate a politics of the sign.) The sources upon
which post-1968 film theory has drawn for conceptualizations of signification 1n
general are well known. The context 1s French poststructuralist semiotics—
[Lacan, Kristeva, Derrida, and Barthes—within which there have been serious
disagreements and open debates. All are nevertheless united by commitment to a
twolold proposition: the sign as such must be understood as being at fault,
inherently madequate to its uses; the classic concept and experience of the
knowing subject as origin ol discourse and unihed site of understanding 1s
theretore unacceptable.

[ shall ry to outline 1in abstract not an opposition, but, more precisely, an
uneasiness with certain terms of the project of a politics of the sign 1n film theory.

This will imply the necessity of a development of this line of inquiry, a
development which to some degree has already begun. Although this conclusion
might be reached from other directions, I will focus on the concept ol écriture,
“writing,”’ since the call for “hlmic writing’’ has been a slogan generated by the
theoretical pPrograim for a ]Jf}li[it s of the xi;{11.

| he politics of the sign as conceptualized 1in post-1968 hlm theory 1s founded
on the critique of the sign most persistently and radically proposed by Derrida.?
Though his work 1s not very often explicitly cited in iilm theory, Derrida’s
arguments, or something like them, are evident in the work of those more

‘2

2 “The very idea of institution—hence of the arbitrariness of the sign—is unthinkable before the
possibility ol writing and outside 1ts horizon. Quite simply, that 1s, outside of the horizon 1tself,
outside the world as space ol inscription, as the opening to the emission and to the spaual distribution
of signs, to the regulated play ol their differences, even if they are ‘phonic’ 7' (Jacques Derrida, Of
Grammatology, trans. Gavatr: Chakravorty Spivak, Balumore, Johns Hopkins, 1976, p. 44). . . . we
shall designate by the term differance the movement by which language, or anv code, any system ol
reference in general, becomes ‘historically’ constituted as a fabric of differences. Here, the terms
‘constituted,” ‘produced,” ‘created,” ‘'movement,’ ‘historically,” etc., with all they imply, are not to be
understood only in terms of the language ol metaphysics, from which they are taken. It would have to
be shown why the concepts of production, like those of constitution and history, remain accessories in
this respect to what 1s here being questioned . . . 7" (Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, and Other Essa: s
on Husserl's Theory of Signs, trans. David B. Allison, Evanston, Northwestern, 1973, pp. 141-142).




T'he Politics of the Sign and Film Theory

commonly cited as theorists of the sign, such as Kristeva and Barthes. As an
example perunent to film analysis, consider Derrida’s analysis of Saussure.?

For Derrida, the radical moment in the Course in General Linguistics is the
insistence that langue 1s a system ol pure differences, for this conceives the
linguistic system 12 terms of absence. In other words, the thesis of the arbitrariness
of the sign presupposes the structural necessity of signifiers absent from an
utterance and against which those present attain significance; and the absence of
the signihed /referent, which can never be presented in its purity, but only as a
sign. T'he reactionary moment in the Course, on the other hand, 1s Saussure’s
definition of the sign as the unity of the signiher and the signified, a collective
psychological fact grounding the possibility of signihcation. This definition
subordinates the signifier to the signihed, thus making it ssimply the means of the
making-present of the signihed after all.

Saussure gives spoken language privilege as the source of linguistic evidence
insofar as the unity of signiher and signihed 1s guaranteed by the presence of the
speaker, who instantaneously translates thought into the material signiher—voice.
For Derrida, Saussure 1s at this point consistent with the tradition of Western
metaphysics since Plato, a tradition which denigrates writing as the mere signiher
of a signihier (speech). Speech, then, has a uniquely close relatior to Being, which
exists prior to all signification. Through his deconstructive analysis, Derrida de-
marginalizes writing, makes it central by overturning the hierarchical opposition
speech/writing, and eventually allowing writing to invade speech.

Such a differential semiotics dispossesses the sign of anyv relation of ade-
quacy. Signifiers produce meaning through their unending differential play rath-
er than by assuming a secondary position of adequation as expres<ion of thought
or the world. The constant referral of signifiers to other signifiers absents mean-
ing as ultimate presence. To be sure, there must be a regulating principle for this
play of difference, but 1ts concept 1s unattainable within the system it regulates.
So Derrida designates this principle through certain special terms and neologisms,
of which differance i1s perhaps the best known. The necessity of indicating this
principle calls into question the theoretical validity of the end of the play of
difference which 1s assumed by common notions of communication. This iinality
ultimately posits an immediacy of truth, being, meaning that marginalizes the
determining force of signification. Derrida attempts to demonstrate the logical
impossibility of such assumptions by means of a destruction-construction, that 1s,
a deconstruction, of texts.

The term deconstruction has sometimes been loosely used as a synonym for

L)

3. See Derrida, ““Writing before the Letter,”” in Of Grammatology; and ‘‘Differance,” in Speech and
Phenomena. On the significance of the center-margin opposition, see Derrida, “Limited Incabc. . .,”
trans. Samuel Weber, Glyph, no. 2(1977), 162-254; and ““The Parergon,” trans. Craig Owens, October,
no. 9 (Summer 1979), 3-40. For a more extensive summary of Derrida’s project, see the translator’s
preface to Of Grammatology.
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ideological analysis. Insofar as it 1s meant to imply an exposure of the fallacies of
any philosophically idealist notion of meaning, this use 1s justihable. In consider-
ing the construction of a political theory of the sign, however, we may wish to
inflect the 1ssues somewhat differently. (Obviously, everything under discussion
here bears directly on 1ssues in the theory of 1deology.) Can a politics of struggle 1n
and of images and sounds be based on a doctrine ol the necessary inadequacy ol
signs? How can the politicization of hlm theory and pracuce be lounded on the
deconstruction of the sign:

Of course the notion of the inadequacy of the sign as such raises a number of
questions for iilm theory, some ol them not directly political and most ol them not
unprecedented. One question recurs: how can one treat film, a medium ol
mechanicai and/or electronic reproduction ol sounds and 1images, as a system ol
differences. In fact, the question 1s one of representation rather than language and
the particularities of ilmic signihcation can still provide specific arguments. It has
been possible to problematize the supposed universality of forms of representation
assumed by the cinemati apparatus. 1hus, the argument runs, cinema presents
codes of analogy rather than transmitted gquasi-precepts. T'his 1s an old argument.
But in the present context 1t must be established that one 1s not obliged to take the
image? on 1ts “own’’ terms, as a true imprint, a making-present ol an object or a
held through 1ts trace. A peculiar reversal 1s, in fact, possible. Given the 1deologi-
cal and instituuonal role of the cinematic apparatus (together with the photogra-
phic, phonographic, and televisual) as an imprinting machine, 1t may be that
cimema provides an especially productive site for exploring the ideological
dis}msilinn ol the Intil;i]}h\ai(a Ol presence deconstructed by Derrida.?

General questions are more troubling for a politics ol the sign. Let us say
that 1t 1s possible to treat images and sounds 1n terms ol absence rather than

: In this kind ol argument, 1t 1s traditionally the hilmic image that 1s dealt with. For examples, st
Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semaotics of the Cinema, trans. Michael 1 avlor, New York, Oxlord,

l'_l: i If}* H]-l | ) [ llllHI[H i'ln_ = \Ill:iil.rlurih Ol l|1r L.anematic (.inh‘ mn Hl” \ll]lfll\_ t'{{_ Uth €5
and Methods: An Anthology, Berkeley, Umiversity ol California, 1976, pp. 590-607; Umberto Eco, 4

I heory of Semiotics, Bloomington, Indiana, 1976, pp. 191-217; and Jean-L.ouis Comolh, “Machines

ol the Visible,” in 1 eresa de Lauretis and Stephen Heath, eds., The Cinematic Apparatus, New York,
St. Marun's Press, 1980, pp. 121-142. The last 1s a summary ol arguments expounded at much greater
!f.'llulh by Comolli in "} t'tlillltllit 'l H]t-'HIHL:,tf . CAITNeTa, perspecuve, }iluhill{ii'lll du 1|LIHI|J, " A Series

which appeared mtermittently m Cahiers du Cinema, nos. 229 (May 1971) through 241 (September-

{ )« IHIH'I l”::'

| here has, however, been some work on the sound track linked to the general suspicion ol
wconicity m ciema. See, for example, Pascal Bonitzer, “Les silences de la voix™ in Le regard et la voix
Paris, Union Générale d'Editions, 1976; and certain essavs in Yale French Studies, no. 60 (1980),
including Alan Wilhams, “Is Sound Recording Like a Language?” pp. 51-66, and Mary Ann Doane,
“The Voice m Cimema: 1 he Aruculation of Body and Space,” pp. 33-50

). | he most powerlul hlm-theoretical formulation based on a concept ol presence remains the
work ol André Bazin, for example m What 1s Cinema?, vol. 1, trans. Hugh Grav Berkeley, University
ol Califormia, 1967, pp. 9-52. A classic recognition of the importance of the notion of presence n
ideologies ol art 1s, ol course, Walter Benjamin, “"The Work ol Art in the Age ol Mechanical
Reproduction,” m Hilumimnations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn, New York, Schocken, 1976.
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presence. What, then, 1s the status ol the discourse that does so? The critique of the
sign has, from the first, complicated questions theorizing politics and significa-
tion. A theoretical or critical text must almost certainly begin with more or less
determinate categories, even 1f the result 1s to be a dialectical and/or deconstruc-
tive questioning of those categories. The difhculty raised for any discourse that
claims to be parucipating in the politics of the sign derives from the careful
conceptual balancing act required by the deconstructive attitude. To put 1t
crudely, since the discourse ol textual deconstruction subjects itself to 1ts own
critical analysis, 1t can also render 1tself polit:cally ambivalent or even ambiguous.

Now, 1t can be argued that ambivalence or ambiguity may themselves be
valid strategies against the stereotypical certainty ol unthought ideological
repetitiveness. One example 1s the incessant journalistic categorization of various
elements ol the Chinese, or more recently Iranian, leadership as being either
ideological (read: concerned with measuring policy against theoretical ends and
therelore suspicious ol political and commercial intercourse with the United
States ) or pragmatic and /or realistic (read: thinking more like us and willing to do
business with us). Here 1s a signilying structure that would benefit from an
analysis that would allow 1ts opposing terms to become more ambiguous in thenr
relationship. Note, however, that the discourse of deconstruction cannot stop with
the exposure ol this ambiguity, for 1t would thus come to rest on another
opposition—certainty versus ambiguity—which could only be employed “under
erasure. °

Although the two mmstances are not strictly parallel, this deconstructive
movement can usefully be compared to a goal proposed by Brecht: the spectator 1s
to be displaced from the “single track’ of the Aristotelian theater so that the play’s
reception may become more complex. Brecht assumes a historical process deter-
mined by class struggle, that history moves in a given direction, and that the
experience of the working classes on the leading edge of that historical movement
can gulde the producer of arustic and theoretical texts. For Brecht, then, the
recommended complexity 1s not an unavoidable end, but a means whose purpose
1s to sumulate consciousness of a historical situation.” Given their emphasis on
the endless play of signifiers, however, the practitioners ol deconstruction must
find it much more difficult to posit a transformation in the forms of knowledge and

6. “Under erasure’” 1s the wranslation ol Dernida’s “sous rature,” a strategv by which a word 1s
crossed out but allowed to remain wvisible. It 1s borrowed from Ilt'illl'gg{‘l. who also meant 1o
demonstrate by 1t the madequacy ol language to the concepts 1t proposed. But whereas for Heidegger
these concepts were anterior and originating presences, for Derrida they are the absence ol the presences
which language constructs as its eftfects. The wanslator’s prelace 1o Of Grammatology (pp. x111-xx)
outlines the strategy and the comparison with Heidegger.

. Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aesthetic, ed. and trans. John
Willett, New York, Hill and Wang, 1964,

pp. 44, 48. See also Brecht's example, a scene lrom Mann st
Mann, p. 86.
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signification, Derrida’s relerences to the closure of historical epochs notwith-
standing.

The uses of such a comparison are limited. Given the difterences in political
and theoretical contexts of the two thinkers, 1t can serve, however, to bring
historical materialism into conjunction with the criique of the sign. It 1s well
known that a conjunction of this sort is one description of the project of post-1968
radical hlm theory.® It leads, also, to another specification of the problem.
Historical materialism works towards the identihication of political meanings in
the tace of the complex flux ol social processes (often described as opaque, though
visual analogies must always be questioned). Through analysis 1t derives some
kind of irm (even 1f temporary) knowledge which enables the making of choices
and decisions. The deconstructivist project works, however, to rob codes of the
possibility of such singleness, to expose the fraud involved in the assumption of
the exact certainty of reading, understanding, meaning. This exposure is held to
stem from the fundamental nature of the language and logics 1n operation, to be
inseparable from the very attempt to make sense.

Imagine, then, a historical materialist, who accepts the critique of the sign,
being asked to specity the distinction between, say, Young Mr. Lincoln and Le
(Gair Savoiwr. To begin with, both films are of necessity to be understood within a
signifying universe of freeplay or (from other perspectives) contradiciion and/or
dream logic. Equally important 1s the reflexive movement demanded of analytical
discourse by deconstruction. Were we simply to invert “‘mainstream’’ evaluations®
so that Godard’s practice 1s made central to our discourse and Ford’s marginalized,
we would then confront another center-margin problematic which would in turn
have to be set in motion. What, then, 1s the possible basis of political discrimina-
tions? This 1s a problem admissible to Derrida, a problem which he attempts to
solve by placing the terms ol the opposition “under erasure,” thus marking them
as traces ol the unnameable regulative principles that ground representation in
general, including his own discourse.

In these terms, the problem can once more be specified. Given the limits
marked by such terms as differance, the mere existence of textual heterogeneity
(however 1t 1s defined and located) cannot 1n itself establish a qualitative distinc-
tion, much less a political one. For political analysis and evaluation of the sign to
be possible, there must be something regulating the play of difference that 1s
accessible 1n our discourse and allows a conception of the determinations of that
play 1n 1ts textual specificities. To conceptualize the politics of the sign, we seem to
need a conception of an “outside” at work “inside’’ signs.

The question has become one of positionality without finality in the received

8. For a historical and theoretical summary ol this conjunction, see Sylvia Harvey, May '68 and
Film Culture, LLondon, British Film Insutute, 1978.

9. Here assumed as a monolithic bloc for purposes of exposition. In fact the situation 1s much
more complex, for there 1s obviously a place tor “dithcult art” 1in the dominant critical discourses.
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sense. T'his partly explains why the most successful theoretical strategy in the face
of these 1ssues has been to engage a critique of the sign with psychoanalytic
inquiry. (Derrida himself recommends that privilege be given to psychoanaly-
s15.)'% The general nature of a deconstructive view of the sign, an insistence on
political evaluation of texts, and the use of psychoanalytic concepts i1s indicated by
some of Julia Kristeva’s work. Those who have followed the controversies in film
theory over the past decade will find certain of her central contentions familiar:
that the crucial point of regulation of signification involves the construction of the
human being as subject; that a different kind of aesthetic practice would have to
propose a different kind of subject; and that this difference has implications for the
construction of a different kind of socaal order.!!

In this area of subject construction lie some of the major contributions film-
theoretical discourse has made to the project of a general semiotics. Certainly the
intricate explications of the filmic enunciation and of the functions of voyeurism,
exhibitionism, fetishism, and i1dentification in freezing the flow of signihers to
precipitate the subject in meaning represent a highly signihcant moment in the
history of ilm theory. The notion of the subject as the “outside” which 1s “inside”
the text has been a most productive conceptual wedge into solving the problems
posed for a politics of the sign by a critique of the sign.

A politics of the sign based on an account of the sign as regulated by and
regulating the proposing of human subjectivity should enable one to make
political distinctions among flm texts. It 1s interesting to note how this proposal
has, throughout its development, frequently been presented as inheriting the
Russian formalist distinction between “practical” and “poetic” language. A
decade ago, the analysis and defense of the work of certain ilmmakers, especially
Godard, seemed to require the renewal of those distinctions inherited from the
critical current of the avant-garde stemming from the Kussian formalist alliance
with futurism. Beginning with an association of the formalists’ “poetic language™
with difference and/or heterogeneity (and/or the unsettling of the subject and so
forth), one could conceive of a deconstructive projcct with political intent. 2

10. For example, in Of Grammatology, p. 88. In some texts Derrida directly confronts psychoanaly-
sis, €.2., “Freud and the Scene of Writing,”” in Wniting and IDifference, trans. Alan Bass, Chicago,
University of Chicago, 1978.
11. Fhe most detailed exposition of Kristeva's position is La révolution du langage poetique, Partis,
Seuil, 1974. She has provided a number of brief introductions to her work; one of the most useful 1s
Julia Kristeva, “Signifying Practice and Mode of Production,” trans. Geoflrey Nowell-Smith, Edin-
burgh '76 Magazine, no. 1, pp. 64-76.
12.  Kristeva often acknowledges the formalist heritage. See, for example, ““Pour une sémiologie des
paragrammes,”’ in Julia Kristeva, Semiotiké: Recherches pour une séemanalyse, Paris, Seuil, 1969.
The manner in which this is carried over into film-theoretical discourse is quite clearly marked
in Noél Burch and Jorge Dana, “Propositions,” Afterimage, no. 5 (Spring, 1974), 40-65.
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These notions were easily assimilated by hlm-critical discourse. The main-
stream (“‘classical”) ilm, produced by Hollywood, would embody a “‘practical
language’’ of cinema as against the “poetic language’™ 1n the cinema of Godard,
among others. In i1ts transgressive operations, the latier would be associated with
the “metalinguistic” developments of a semiotics of the mainstream fiilm. Meiz's
writings are the primary example ol this metalinguistics.

Obviously, internal difhiculties could arise from a simple equation of
mainstream cinema with the formalists’ notion of “practical language,”” and, 1n
fact, such an equation was rarely explicit. Working from a slightly different
perspective, Metz was often as concerned to break down analogies between cinema
and language as he was to formulate them. Thus, as the formula goes, although
cinema 1s not i the strict sense a language (1t has no structure as general and
permanent as la langue), 1t resembles language enough to generate a semiology. In
the place of strictly linguistic concepts (langue, parole, sentence, etc.), this
semiology would have to develop parallel formalizations, such as code and textual
system. '’

A politucs of the filmic signifier might follow. The “practical language’ ol
cinema (mainstream codifications of 1images and sounds) would be constituted by
those practices which do not reflexively explore their own (signihcatory, formal)
conditions of existence, do not deconstruct their own codic interplay by means of
that interplay, do not induce crisis with respect to the codes. Disturbances ol
subject position by means of ilmic writing (ecriture) become conceivable.!

In this conceptualization ol filmic writing as deconstruction, hlm theory
incorporates the critique of the sign and permits textual discriminations to be
made. Nevertheless, the results are not always as satistying as one might hope. The
difhculty 1in the concentration on the positioning of the subject in meaning by the
signifier 1s exemphhed by certain touchstone formulations on the cinematic
apparatus. T'his apparatus has been described as being implicated 1in an 1dealist
problematic, in metaphysical propositions, and 1n psychic mechanisms insepar-
able from patnarchy.’ This description may well be a result ol conflating a

13. See ““The Cinema: Language or Language System?,”” in Metz, Film Language, but with
attention to the auto-critical footnotes. For a systematic exposition ol Metz's semiotic formulations, see
his Language and Cinema.

14. For examples ol analyses ol the perturbations of codes, see Noél Burch, De Mabuse a M: le
travail de Fritz Lang, in Dominique Noguez, ed., Cinéma: théorie, lectures, Paris, Klincksieck, 1978.
pp. 227-248; and Burch and Dana. Cl. Metz, Language and Cinema, pp. 99-105.

For ecriture, see Jean-Louls Baudry, “"Wriung, Ficuon, ldeology,” trans. Diana Matuas,
Afterimage, no. 5 (Spring, 1974), 23-39
15 For example, Jean-Louis Baudry, “ldeological Effects ol the Basic Cinematographic Appara-
tus,”” trans. Alan Willhiams, Film Quarterly, no. 28 (Winter 1974-75), 39-47. On problems ol patri-
archy and the cinematic apparatus, see the overview ol leresa de Lauretis, " 1 hrough the Looking
Glass,” in de Lauretis and Heath, pp. 187-202. 'The positions of de Lauretis and mysell are olten quite
close. Compare her remarks on the relations ol cultural meanings to codes and my remarks below on

the concept ol the sociolect; and her conclusion about the subject ol semiosis with my conclusions
below.
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general theoretical critique (ol the sign) with an ideological critique. The
immense importance of the critique of the sign cannot be denied (though it can be
suggested that further developments are possible and that implications are not yet
fully worked out.) But this critique and the resulting conceptions of subjectivity
linking Plato, Hegel, and Husserl are being measured in terms of political
discriminations. Given the appeal to historical materialism in film theory, should
not political evaluation be inseparable from historical specificity rather than seen
within a trans-historical unity? The problem remaining, then, is to find a site or
sites of such specificity.

The fundamental characteristic of
writing—related to the virtual suppres-
sion of the limits created by the advent of
the signifying function—is its ontologi-
cally essential capacity to “say every-
thing,” 1.e., to envisage and unveil all
the postures and figures implicit in a
given langue. It s vis-a-vis this possibil-
ity, this extension inherent in writing
that all discourse based on expressivity
— common everyday discourse — will
emerge as determined and limited by that
order of representation and thus as a part
of the collective neurosis; but will also
emerge as capable of being perverted,
capable of always being taken by écriture
as object for perversion . . .
— Jean-Louis Baudry,
“Writing, Fiction, Ideology”

To approach this problem, consider some of the best-known theoretical
functions of the term writing, insofar as, since 1968, film theory has had to
confront them, beginning with 1ts appearance in the work of Derrida. As we have
already seen, Derrida finds that the Western tradition of philosophy and linguis-
tics makes of the written sign a signifier of a signifier, a sign once removed from the
presence of the speaking subject and therefore removed from truth and being. The
deconstructive move suggests that if writing i1s only a signiher of a signiher, then 1t
1s more typical of signification than 1s speech. Writing 1s thus to be conceived 1n a
general way, as underlying all semiosis, including speech.

As developed by Derrida, this is a remarkably seductive and eftectively
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polemical argument. Furthermore, it 1s true that, given the generality here
assigned to the concept of writing, some distinctions are possible; for example,
certaint kinds of literary writing can hold a special position for their self-conscious
embodiment of the endless play of signihers that consututes the whole of
signification. Even though we grant the innumerable manifestations of writing
presupposed, however, writing must at some point be used as a monolithic
concept. The target of the attack 1s the constitutive unity of several millennia of
Western metaphysics. Historical discriminations are therefore beside the point.
The critique deconstructs philosophy, but only as 1t remains within philosophy.

Some have nevertheless based their calls for a politics of the sign on this
generalized notion of writing. Jean-Louis Baudry (who has produced some of the
central formulations in the theorization ol the cinematic signiher) draws upon
Derrida and Kristeva to make of the term writing a kind ol battle cry, akin to
Kristeva's signifiance and Barthes’s Text. Writing 1s to appear as writing, text as
textuality, and the “strain towards a signified”’ 1n reading 1s to be hindered.'® One
would expect that analogous calls for a iilmic writing would have to ship into
employing analogous oppositions to promote an emphasis on the filmic signifier
as such. I'his can easily be seen as some version of a “laying-bare of the device,”

and a consequent return to the formalist heritage which haunts the attempts to
politicize structuralist and poststructuralist analyses. That heritage 1s indeed
visible 1In notions of fAlmic writing as the displacement of codes, even (or
especially) when these notions become the basis for political discriminations.!’
A question now arises: would not progress be made by inflecting the concept
of writing 1n a less generalized, more historically specific direction? This would
require stressing the historical distinctions among difterent kinds of writing rather
than simply 1dentifying various emphases on the signifer. Such a concept ol
ecriture 1n fact predates Derrida’s inquiry and the post-1968 film-theoretical
project. A tracing of the developments of Barthes’s use of that term should be
useful at this point, for his understanding of 1t was initially more historicized.
In Writing Degree Zero (1953) Barthes presents a famous tripartite schema in
opposition to certain formulations of Sartre. Langue 1s the inescapable social
horizon of communicative means confronting an author, while style 1s an
ureducibly individual, virtually biological attribute of the author. Neither exists
on a level ol conscious choice as far as the author is concerned. But between these
two strata delimiting the terrain of literature Barthes locates a third, that of
writing.'® This 1s an area of conscious choice in the manipulation of the social

16. In addition to Baudry, “"Writing, Fiction, ldeology,” especially p. 26, see Kristeva, “Signifving
Practice and Mode of Productuon,” p. 68; and Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text” in Roland
Barthes, Image-Music- 'ext, trans. Stephen Heath, New York, Hill and Wang, 1977.

17. For a Derridean approach to hlmic writing, however, see Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier,
“The Disembodied Voice: India Song,” Yale French Studies, no. 60 (1980), 241-268.
18, Kristeva has hittle difhculty deflecting this schema towards her own view of the subject bounded

by drives on one side and the symbolic on the other. See her article on Barthes. ““How Does One Speak
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signs 1dentifying literature as such. As the locus of choice in the construction of
literary form, a specific mode of writing represents a specific relation between
creation and society. As the level at which form 1s constructed in intentional
response to a social space, writing is therefore the articulation of value. It 1s this
ethical moment which locates a work 1in history.

It 1s of special interest here that Barthes can, on this basis, incorporate within
Writing Degree Zero a rather standard Marxist view of modern French history.
The umiversality of a classical mode of French writing before 1848 is treated as a
reflection of bourgeois social hegemony, for that universality was inseparable from
the universality of certain myths. After 1848, when bourgeois ideology was no
longer the only possible account of the world confronted by French authors, the
deployment of the social indicators of literature as such could no longer be
automatic. From this point on, each writer had to confront society and hence
history anew, had to make semiotic choices which could not be guaranteed by
mythical donnees. Hence, alter 1848, the carisis of French literature, 1ts dispersal
nto a number of modes of writing. Once history forced writing to forsake
guarantees of i1ts language, modernist plurality was mnevitable.'® Barthes later
reworked the classical-modernist distinction, frequently and differently, but I
want to focus here on certain developments of his concept of writing. However
attractive the historicization of literature in Writing Degree Zero, 1t 1s clear that
certain aspects of this conception are subject to criticism by a poststructuralist
semiotics. In particular, inding historical specificity in the juncture of form and
ethics maintains conceptual roots 1in the existential project, which assumes a
creative subject as author. This 1s not to be countenanced within poststructural-
1sm; nevertheless, it allowed Barthes to link writing to something more particular
than a general resistance to the signified or to Western metaphysics. And 1t does
not seem easy to dispense with.

Barthes himself later provided comments on his concept of writing 1n light
of the development of semiology and the critique of the sign. In Elements of
Semiology (1964), for example, the opposition between the inescapably social and
individual strata i1s identified 1In Saussurian terms, as langue (the object ol
linguistics proper, a relatively stable structure existing only 1n the collectivity as a
whole) and parole (the individual, unformalizable, irreducibly acadental speech
act). But between them there 1s again an analyzable third level, which Barthes calls
idiolect. In linguistics, explains Barthes, this term designates “‘the language ol a
linguistic community, that 1s, of a group ol persons who all interpret in the same
way all statements. . ..”" A general semiology might use this term to conceptualize

“a speech which 1s already mmsututionalized but not vet radically open to

to Literature?,” in Juhia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semuotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed.
[.eon S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora et al., New York, Columbia, 1980, especially pp. 110-113.

19. Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith, Boston, Beacon,
1970, pp. 9-18, 55-66.
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formalization as the language 1s.”” Barthes finds 1t possible to construct a formal-
ization of syntagmatic regularities that constitute “stereotypical usage”’—a level
of analysis he considers especially important for the understanding of mass com-
munication. It i1s this level, Barthes remarks, that he had formerly called writing.

In the context of the relatively rigid structuralist framework of Elements of
Semiology, much of the stress on subjectivity as a historical indicator is lost. When
Barthes does deal with literary language 1n this book, 1t 1s by means of a strictly
formalist model of norm and transgression (though he does suggestively refer this
object to the discipline of rhetoric). But the linkage of writing in literature and
idiolect as a special province of mass communications 1s of some interest.20

Barthes, of course, had already produced semiotic analyses of popular
communications, first collected in his Mythologies (1957). Looking back at the
work 1n 1971, Barthes produced a brief article which 1n many ways serves as a
useful summary of his work over the last decade or more of his life. He once again
glosses the term writing, now taking into account the critique of the sign and its
development 1in which he so forcefully particapated. Announcing that the demysti-
fication of myth has in turn assumed mythical characteristics (for example, the
stereotypical certainty of denunciatory phraseology), Barthes embraces a new
program: to shake the bases ol the representation of meaning, of the symbolic
order itself. This involves confronting the whole of Western culture “unihed
under one theology (Essence, monotheism) and identihed by the regime of
meaning 1t practices—f{rom Plato to France-Dimanche.”” When he goes on to note
that the endless deferral of signihieds now recognized by semiotics leads to the
conclusion that writing 1s a generalized phenomenon, 1t may seem that he has
abandoned the project of locating writing as a historically specific phenomenon.
But this 1s not quite the case.

Despite his acceptance of the generalized critique of the sign, Barthes’s
recommendations do not simply operate on that plane. He calls for an evaluation
of soaal “languages” (which should be distinguished from langue), with special
attention to be paid to the most homogeneous, phraseologically dense among
these. Barthes describes them: “woven with habits and repetitions, with stereo-
types, obligatory final clauses and key-words, each constitutes an idiolect, or more
exactly a sociolect (a notion to which twenty years ago I gave the name writing).”’
The terminology of semiology (signiher, signified, sign, etc.) 1s to be displaced by
concepts which can better designate phraseological density and interplay (e.g.,
citation, reference, stereotype). In this study, which we might call a sociolectology,
the privilege of literature 1s not abandoned and the subversive potential of
language 1s not forgotten: literary texts become sites “‘where writing spreads itself
against the 1diolect, at 1ts limit and Aghting 1t.”’?

20. Roland Barthes, Elements of Semiology, trans. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith, Boston,
Beacon, 1970, pp. 21-22, 86-88.

21. “Change the Object Itself: Mythology Today,”” in Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text. There is
probably no better example ol the “sociolectology’’ of literature than Barthes's S/Z.
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This review of one aspect of Barthes’s work should indicate the possibility of
conceptualizing a politics of the sign in ways which do not diminish the
importance of more historically specific determinations than the inherent flaws of
the sign as such. It is possible to read Barthes on writing by 1971 in the following
way: any theory of writing (and theretore—following Derrida—ol language and
signification in general) must include a concept of 1deology. Writing cannot be
divorced from the sociality of its situation, its institutionalization as sociolect.
- Writing 1s now more than Baudry’s “‘strain against the signified”” and 1t may
thereby escape definition through the signiher-signified distinction. It 1s a gen-
eral level of discourse (though not the most general) with a range of partcular
instantiations, of which the battle of the modernist text against a dominant
ideology 1s only one special case. More productive 1s the proposition that to
struggle on the level of modes of writing is to struggle on the level of institutional-
ization. In the present context, it should be noted that the material of signification
for such struggle would certainly not be limited to the paradigm of the writing
activity, literature. Indeed, 1t 1s possible to suggest that 1ts paradigmatic character
might have to be reconsidered.

J.-A. Miller: Giwven that there are rela-
tions of forces and struggles, the ques-
tion inevitably arises of who is doing the
struggling and against whom? Here you
can’t escape the question of the subject,
or rather of the subjects.

Michel Foucault: Certainly, and this s
what 1s preoccupying me. I'm not too
sure what the answer 1s.

When (eventually) a Marxist policy of
humanist ideology, that i1s, a political
attitude to humanism, s achieved—a
policy which may be either a rejection or
a critique, or a use, or a support, or a
development, or a humanist renewal of
contemporary forms of ideology in the
ethico-political domain—this policy
will only have been possible on the
absolute condition that it 1s based on
Marxist philosophy, and a precondition
for this is theoretical anti-humanism.
—Louis Althusser, For Marx




OCTOBER

Several vyears ago Fredric Jameson remarked that there might be some
common ground between the critique of the sign as metaphysical and the Marxist
critique of conscilousness as secondary with respect to existence. Jameson noted
similarities between two theoretical formulations: Derrida’s characterization of
the instability of signification, hence consciousness, before the past and future of a
trace “always already’” 1n operation; and Althusser’s argument that the “ever-pre-
givenness' ' of the complex social whole 1s a materialist premise. But suspicious of
the interminability of freeplay which follows from the 1solated critique of the sign
as such, Jameson pomnted out that Althusser can at least posit a halt (no matter
how far displaced) to the infinite regression of determination.??

This commentary indicates the concerns which motivate the present essay.
Given the difhculues of theorizing a politics of the sign as such, perhaps we should
think 1in terms of an emergentism 1n the sense that philosophers of science and
history use that term.? For semiotics this would be a level of analysis of sign use
and combination at which different epistemological helds and requirements
emerge, different conceptualizations become necessary, different units of defini-
tion and regularity become applicable. The summary of Barthes on writing
indicates one framework within which such emergence can be understood. Barthes
embraces the critique of the sign, but does not allow 1t to determine all aspects of
his work. When he insists on dealing with signs at the level of sociolect, he opens
up a promising area of mmquiry, and the implications are significant. The
generalized concept ol writing has often served, as for Baudry, to accentuate the
break between a politicized modernism and the dominant 1deological formations.
[t can be used, however, to demonstrate a certain continuity, to stress the fact that
all modes of writing are sociolects, social institutions.?* To return to earlier terms,

22 Fredric Jameson, The Prison House of Language: A Critical Account of Structuralism and

Russian Formalism, Princeton, Princeton University, 1972, pp. 183-184. On the “ever-pre-given’ see
Althusser, pp. 198-199. For a uselul crinique of Althusser on questions raised by semiotic analysis, see
Stephen Heath, “The Tumn of the Subject,” Cine-Tracts, no. 8 (Summer-Fall, 1979), pp. 32-48.

23 "It |a doctrine of emergence | mamtains that many complex systems exhibit traits and modes ol
action which cannot be explained or predicted in terms ol the properues that the component parts ol
those systems possess when not members of these systems” (Ernest Nagel, “Determinism in History,”
in Patrick Gardiner, ed., The Philosophy of History, New York, Oxlord, 1978, p. 203). . . . descrip-
tive emergence, . . . refers 1o the occurrence of a property ol groups, like the so-called group-mind,
which 1s not definable in terms of the individuals making up that group. Explanatory emergence,
however, refers to laws of group behavior, which, even though their terms are defined as they should
be, are still not derivable from the laws . . . about individual behavior’” (May Brodbeck, ‘“*“Methodologi-
cal Individualisms: Definition and Reduction,” in May Brodbeck, ed., Readings in the Philosophy of
the Social Sciences, New York, Macmillan, 1968, p. 301). These are both widely reprinted artcles.
24. For a more extensive, less schematic summary of Barthes on these matters, see Stephen Heath,
Vertige du deplacement: lecture de Barthes, Paris, Favard, 1974. In this book, however, Heath 1s at
points concerned to empaasize a break between writuing in the special modernist sense of Tel Quel and
writing as sociolect. This appears in Barthes's later work as an opposition between écriture and
ecrivance (Vertige du deplacement, p. 40). 1 hind 1t possible and quite useful to read Barthes for the

continuities between the two poles ol the opposition by msisting that even modernist writing 1s a
sociolect, albeit a rather “"thinned-out’” one.
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this means that the “outside” at work “inside” the sign must be conceptualized
historically. And this 1s congruent with the limits set by an Althusserian frame-
work on the play of signifiers because the regulation of signification becomes
inseparable from the composition of the social whole.

In recent hlm theory this regulation has been elaborated as a matter of
subject construction and positioning. Without questioning the validity of the
critique of the sign as applied to filmic signification or the benefits of the appeal to
psychoanalysis, 1t is still possible to suggest that routing the politics of the sign
through a theory of the subject requires more explicit attention to the question of
determinations in and by the social formation. The problem then becomes how to
concelve of the level at which (in analysis) another object emerges: the subject
acting 1n history. How do we analyze that subject as a necessary condition of any
politics, including a politics of the sign?

Answers to these questions are not obvious. Consider, for example, my
discussion of Barthes’s schema. When writing becomes sociolect, what happens to
that notion of ethical choice which originally grounded the historicization of the
concept of writingr It 1s true that theoretical work bearing on such questions is
under way. So far, the most prominent line has circulated around the notion of
discursive formation as a crisscrossing of texts and discourses knotted by the
position/positioning of the subject.?> But the matter 1s hardly settled.

Future developments should not be predicted, but the general 1ssues at stake
must be made clear. The problem of theorizing positionality in the struggle 1n
images and sounds i1s both proftable and vexing, vexing because it 1s inseparable
from the larger question of conceptualizing human agency in history. This
question 1s usually settled by some kind of metaphysical appeal, but 1t does
remain unavoidable in any attempt to formulate a politics of the sign.

One important point can be noted in passing. Many of the films held up as
exemplary for a politics of the sign 1n post-1968 hlm theory cannot be easily
described 1n terms of a free play ol a textual subject. What really needs to be
explored in some of Godard’s hlms, for example, 1s the way in which a certain
troubling of signs and “‘normal” signifying procedures 1s combined with and even
determined by more or less definite discursive and political positions. It 1s simply
iInaccurate to use, say, Wind from the East and Le Gai Savoir as exemplihcations
of the deconstruction of positionality as such. It 1s fruitful to read these films as
working on positionality; however, it 1s also relevant to note that one knows
where these films stand vis-a-vis the sociopolitical formation.

25. Again, one can refer to various of Kristeva's writings. In film theory, see the interesting debate
between Willemen and MacCabe: Paul Willemen, “Notes on Subjectivity: On Reading Edward
Branigan’s ‘Subjectivity Under Siege,’”” Screen, no. 19 (Spring, 1978), 41-69; and Colin MacCabe, ““The
Discursive and the Ideological in Film: Notes on the Conditions of Political Intervention,” Screen, no.
19 (Winter, 1978-79), 29-43. See also Stephen Heath, “Notes on Suture,” Screen, no. 18 (Winter,
1977-78), 48-76. (The last 1s, incidentally, of great value for rescuing the concept of suture from the
usual narrow compass into which it 1s wedged by English-language commentators.)
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More generally, the dominant tendency in post-1968 radical ilm theory on
matters of positionality and subjectivity as they relate to the social formation has
been to embrace Althusser’s distinction between a theoretical humanism and a
theoretical anti-humanism. This 1s an undeniably valuable disuinction, as far as 1t
goes. Humanism i1s demonstrably a massive bulwark of the ideological formations
of advanced capitalist societies. This 1s evident both at the level of philosophical
discourse (e.g., various schools of phenomenology) and at the level of common-
sense sociolects (e.g., the interlinked phraseologies ol “‘personhood,’ of liberation
as self-realization, of individualism, etc.). This 1deological centrality of humanism
generates the attraction of a theoretical anti-humanism as an alternative. The
latter 1s also associated with the deconstruction of sign and subject promulgated
by Lacanian psychoanalysis and poststructuralist semiotics.

Althusser also remarks 1in his analysis of the ideology of humanism that the
concept of the human is not easily elided, politically or otherwise. He warns that
the refusal of this concept should not function to obstruct the theoretical process
of approaching the problems to which that concept points.?® We may now ask
whether that warning has always been heeded 1n the attempts to conceptualize a
politics of the sign in film theory. Insofar as the opposition humanism vs. anti-
humanism 1s seen as the final measure of theoretical options, hlms and theoretical
discourse will be evaluated on that basis even if the criteria are directed through a
theory of the subject (e.g., +position vs. —position, or +cogito vs. —cogito). T'hus,

the mevitability of formalist oppositions through the criique of the sign may
seem unavoidable.

It then seems necessary to posit the possibility that the humanism vs. anti-
humanism opposition can be used to aim beyond itself. This means discovering
whether and where a theoretical anti-humanism serves to block engagement with
questions that involve historical and political specificity. This 1s a tricky question,
for 1t will appear a retrogressive one insofar as it 1s formulated within the
problematic of the humanism vs. anti-humanism opposition, and this problem-
atic has been immensely useful. But it does not suffice to replace a fundamental
metaphysical /1deological concept with a minus sign. There 1s a need for another
concept of human agency—of what now, from other viewpoints, we call the
subject; 1t should not be easily collapsed into dominant i1deological formations,
nor should 1t simply leave vacant the “ethico-political” site which traditionally
serves as a standpoint for the investigation of the historical.

This, to put 1t mildly, 1s a large, complex assignment, and one which extends
well beyond the bounds of film-critical discourse. As a problem of film theory,
however, 1t can be approached from a number of directions. Specific historical-
textual analyses would, of course, b¢ fundamental. Concepts such as filmic
writing, signifiance, and textuality must continue to be developed in ways that

26. [.ouis Althusser, For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster, New York, Vintage, pp. 230-231, 246-247.
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advance beyond the post-1968 rhetoric of “‘rupture.” In addition, it remains useful
to reconsider other problematics (those, for example, of certain Frankfurt School
thinkers) which have some bearing on questions of subjectivity, signification, and
social formation.

The ainque of the sign cannot stand as the exclusively fundamental
grounds for such work. Just as the struggle within images and sounds cannot be
conceptualized solely from the allegedly essential properties of images and sounds,

so a politics of the sign cannot be theorized solely on the basis of the inherent
defects of the sign as such. The “outside’” which works as determination “inside”
the sign (within the codihcations constituting images and sounds as necessary
conditions of the latter’s existence) 1s not reducible to signifving units and
procedures. What 1s at stake, then, 1s the question of determination. Insofar as we
are concerned not solely with the interpretation of the sign, we must resort to
concepts not definable solely as designations of sign functions. Examples of such
concepts might include event, social institution, social structure, and exploita-
tion, 1n the precise sense of this term within the perspective ot historica! matenial-
ISIM.




Jean-Luc Godard. Two or Three Things I Know about
Her. 1966.




Woman's Stake: Filming the
Female Body

MARY ANN DOANE

We know that, for want of a stake,
representation is not worth anything.
—Michele Montrelay

1o those who sull ask, “What do women want?” the canema seems to
provide no answer. For the cinema, in 1ts alignment with the fantasies of the
voyeur, has historically articulated its stories through a conflation of its central
axis ol seeing/being seen with the opposition male/female. So much so that in a
classical instance such as Humoresque, when Joan Crawlord almost violently
attempts to appropriate the gaze for herself, she must be represented as myopic
(the moments of her transformation from spectacle to spectator thus captured and
constrained through their visualization as the act of putting on glasses) and
eventually eliminated from the text, her death equated with that of a point of view.
Cinematic images of woman have been so consistently oppressive and repressive
that the very idea of a feminist ilmmaking practice seems an impossibility. The
simple gesture of directing a camera toward a woman has become equivalent to a
terrorist act.

This state of affairs—the result of a history which inscribes woman as
subordinate—is not simply to be overturned by a contemporary practice that 1s
more aware, more self-conscious. The impasse confronting feminist Almmakers
today 1s linked to the force of a certain theoretical discourse which denies the
neutrality of the cinematic apparatus itself. A machine for the production ol
images and sounds, the cinema generates and guarantees pleasure by a corrobora-
tion of the spectator’s identity. Because that identity 1s bound up with that ol the
voyeur and the fetishist, because 1t requires for its support the attributes of the
“noncastrated,” the potential for illusory mastery of the signifier, 1t 1s not
accessible to the female spectator, who, in buying her ticket, must deny her sex.
There are no 1mages either for her or of her. There 1s a sense i1n which Peter Gidal,
in attempting to articulate the relationship between his own filmmaking practice
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and feminist concerns, draws the most logical conclusion from this tendency 1n
theory:

In terms ol the feminist struggle specifically, 1 have had a vehement
refusal over the last decade, with one or two minor aberrations, to allow
images of women mto my films at all, since I do not see how those
images can be separated from the dominant meanings. 1he ultra-left
aspect of this may be nihilistic as well, which may be a critique of my
position because 1t does not see much hope for representations for
women, but I do not see how, to take the main example I gave round
about 1969 before any knowledge on my part of, say, semiotics, there 1s
any possibility of using the image of a naked woman—at that ume I did
not have 1t clarthed to the point of any image ol a woman—other than
in an absolutely sexist and politically repressive patriarchal way in this
conjuncture.’

[ 'his 1s the extreme formulation of a project which can dehine 1tselt only 1n terms
of negauvity. If the female body 1s not necessarily always excluded within this
problematic, 1t must always be placed within quotation marks. For 1t 1s precisely
the massive reading, writing, filming of the female body which constructs and
maintains a hierarchy along the lines of a sexual difference assumed as natural.

[ he ideological complicity of the concept of the natural dictates the impossibility
ol a nostalgic return to an unwritten body.

Thus, contemporary ilmmaking addresses 1tself to the activity of uncoding,
de-coding, deconstructing the given images. It 1s a project of de-familiarization
whose aim 1s not necessarily that ol seeing the female body differently, but ol
exposing the habitual meanings/values attached to femininity as cultural con-
structions. Sally Potter’s Thriller, for instance, 1s a rereading of the woman'’s role
In opera, specihcally in Puccini’s LLa Bohéme, 1in terms of 1ts ideological function.
Mimi1’s death, depicted in the opera as tragedy, 1s rewritien as a murder, the film
isell invoking the conventions of the suspense thriller. In Babette Mangolte’s T he
Camera: Je/La Camera: Eye, what 1s at stake are the relations ol power sustained
within the camera-subject nexus. I'he discomliort of the subjects posing for the
camera, together with the authority of the off-screen voice giving instructions
(“Smile,” “Don’t smile,” “Look to the left,” etc.), challenge the photogravhic
image's claim to naturalism and spontaneity. And, most mterestingly, the
subjects, whether male or female, inevitably appear to assume a mask of “feminin-
ity 1in order to become photographable (hlmable)—as though femininity were
synonymous with the pose.? This may explain the feminist film’s frequent

| Peter Gadal, ranscnipuon ol a discussion following ““Technology and Ideology in. through ‘and

\vant-Garde Film: An Instance,” in The Cinematic Apparatus, eds. Teresa de Lauretis and Stephen
Heath, New York, St. Marun’s Press, 1980, p. 169,

2 [ hias calls for a more thorough dissection and analysis of the assumptions underlying the cliché

that male models are “eltemmate.”
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obsession with the pose as position—the importance accorded to dance positions
in T hriller, or those assumed by the hysteric in Terrel Seltizer’s The Story of Anna
O.—which we may see as the arrangements of the body 1n the interests of aesthetics
and saence. In their rigidity (the recurrent use of the tableau in these films) or
excessive repetition (the muluple, seemingly unending caresses of the woman'’s
breasts in Mangolte’s What Maisie Knew), positions and gestures are isolated,
deprived ol the syntagmatic rationalization which, in the more classical text,
conduces to their naturalization. These strategies of demystification are attempts
to strip the body of i1ts readings. The inadequacy of this formulation of the
problem 1s obvious, however, in that the gesture of stripping in relation to a
female body 1s already the property of patriarchy. More importantly, perhaps, the
question to be addressed 1s this: what 1s left after the stripping, the uncoding, the
deconstruction? For an uncoded body 1s clearly an impossibility.

Attempts to answer this question by invoking the positivity or specihcity of a
definition have been severely criticized on the grounds that the particular defini-
tion claims a “‘nature” proper to the woman and 1s hence complicit with those
discourses which set woman outside the social order. Since the patriarchy has
always already said everything (everything and nothing) about woman, efforts to
give those phrases a different intonation, to mumble, to stutter, to slur them, to
articulate them differently, must be doomed to failure. LLaura Mulvey and Peter
Wollen’s Riddles of the Sphinx, for instance, has been repeatedly criticized for its
invocation of the sphinx as the hgure of a femininity repressed by the Oedipal
mythos. Femininity 1s something which has been forgotten or repressed, left
outside the gates of the city; hence, what 1s called for 1s a radical act of
remembering. The radicality of that act, however, has been subject to debate. As
Stephen Heath points out,

The line in the hgure of the sphinx-woman between the posing of a
question and the idea that women are the question 1s very thin; female
sexuality 1s dark and unexplorable, women, as Freud put 1t, are that
halt of the audience which 1s the enigma, the great enigma. This is the
problem and the dificulty—the area of debate and criticism—of Mulvey
and Wollen’s film Riddles of the Sphinx where the sphinx 1s produced
as a point ol resistance that seems nevertheless to repeat, 1n its very
terms, the relations of women made within patriarchy, their representa-
tion 1n the conjunction of such elements as motherhood as mystery, the
unconscious, a voice that speaks far off from the past through dream or
forgotten language. The hlm 1s as though poised on the edge of a
politics of the unconscious, of the imagination of a politics of the
unconscious (‘what would the politics of the unconscious be like?’),
with a simultaneous falling short, that politics and 1magination not yet
there, coming back with old definitions, the given images.’

Stephen Heath, “Difference,” Screen, vol. 19, no. 3 (Autumn 1978), 73.
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What 1s forgotten in the critical judgment, but retrieved 1n Heath'’s claim that “‘the
force remains in the risk”’—the risk, that is, of recapitulating the terms of
patriarchy—is the fact that the sphinx 1s also, and cruaally, subject to a kind of
filmic disintegration. In the section entitled “‘Stones,” the rehlming of found
footage of the Egyptian sphinx problematizes any notion of perceptual immediacy
in refinding an “‘innocent” 1image of femininity. In fact, as the camera appears to
get closer to 1ts object, the graininess of the ilm 1s marked, thus indicating the
limit of the material basis of 1ts representation.

Most of this essay will be a lengthy digression, a prolegomenon to a much
needed investigation of the material specificity of ilm 1n relation to the female
body and 1ts syntax. Given the power of a certain form of feminist theory which
has successfully blocked attempts to provide a conceptualization of this body, the
digression 1s, nevertheless, crucial.

The resistance to filmic and theoretical descriptions of femininity 1s linked to
the strength of the feminist critique of essentialissn—of 1deas concerning an
essential femininity, or of the “real” woman not yet dishgured by patriarchal
social relations. The force of this critique lies in its exposure of the inevitable
alliance between “feminine essence’” and the natural, the given, or precisely what
1s outside the range of political action and thus not amenable to change. This
unchangeable “order of things” 1n relation to sexual difference 1s an exact
formulation of patriarchy’s strongest rationalization ol 1tself. And since the
essence of femininity 1s most frequently attached to the natural body as an
immediate indicator of sexual difference, 1t 1s this body which must be refused.
The body 1s always a function ol discourse.

Feminist theory which grounds itself in anti-essentialism frequently turns to
psychoanalysis for 1ts description of sexuality because psychoanalysis assumes a
necessary gap between the body and the psyche, so that sexuality 1s not reducible
to the physical. Sexuality 1s constructed within social and symbolic relations; 1t 1s
most unnatural and achieved only after an arduous struggle. One 1s not born with
a sexual 1dentity (hence the significance of the concept of bisexuality in psycho-
analysis). The terms of this argument demand that charges of phallocentrism be
met with statements that the phallus 1s not equal to the penis, castration 1s
bloodless, and the father 1s, iIn any case, dead and only symbolic.

Nevertheless, the gap between body and psyche 1s not absolute; an 1image or
symbolization of the body (which 1s not necessarily the body of biological science)
1s fundamental to the construction of the psychoanalytical discourse. Briet
references to two different aspects of psychoanalytic theory will sufhce to illustrate
my point. Jean Laplanche explains the emergence of sexuality by means of the
concept of propping or anaclisis. The drive, which 1s always sexual, leans or props
iself upon the nonsexual or presexual instinct of self-preservation. His major
example 1s the relation of the oral drive to the instinct of hunger whose object 1s
the milk obtained from the mother’s breast. The object of the oral drive (prompted
by the sucking which activates the lips as an erotogenic zone) 1s necessarily
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displaced 1n relation to the hrst object of the instinct. The fantasmatic breast
(hencelorth the object of the oral drive) 1s a metonymic derivation, a symbol, of the
milk: “The object to be rediscovered 1s not the lost object, but its substitute by
displacement; the lost object 1s the object of self-preservation, of hunger, and the
object one seeks to refind 1s an object displaced in relation to that first object.” *
Sexuality can only take form in a dissociation of subjectivity from the bodily
function, but the concept of a bodily function is necessary in the explanation as,
precisely, a support. We will see later how Laplanche de-naturalizes this body
(which 1s simply a distribution of erotogenic zones) while retaining it as a cipher.
Sull, the body 1s there, as a prop.

The second aspect ol psychoanalysis which suggests the necessity of a certain
conceptualization of the body 1s perhaps more pertinent, and certainly more
notorious, in relation to a discussion of feminism: the place of the phallus n
[Lacanian theory. LLacan and feminist theorists who subscribe to his formulations
persistently claim that the phallus 1s not the penis; the phallus 1s a signifier (the
signifier of lack). It does not belong to the male. The phallus is only important
insofar as 1t can be put in circulation as a signiher. Both sexes define themselves 1n
relation to this “‘third term.”” What is ultimately stressed here 1s the absolute
necessity of positing only one libido (which Freud labels masculine) in relation
to only one term, the phallus. Initially, both sexes, in desiring to conform to the
desire of the other (the mother), dehne themselves 1in relation to the phallus in
the mode of “being.” Sexual difference, then, is inaugurated at the moment of
the Oedipal complex when the girl continues to “be’”” the phallus while the boy
situates himself in the mode of “having.” Positing two terms, in relation to two
fully defined sexualities, as Jones and Horney do, binds the concept of sexuality
more immediately, more directly, to the body as 1t expresses itself at birth. For
Jones and Horney, there 1s an essential femininity which 1s linked to an expres-
sion of the vagina. And for Horney at least, there 1s a sense in which the little girl
experiences an empirical, not a psychic, inferiority.’

But does the phallus really have nothing to do with the penis, no commerce
with 1t at all? The ease of the description by means of which the boy situates him-
self 1n the mode oi “having” one would seem to indicate that this 1s not the case.
And Lacan’s justification for the privilege accorded to the phalius as signiher ap-
pears to guarantee its derivation from a certain representation of the bodily organ:

The phallus 1s the privileged signifier of that mark 1n which the role of
the logos 1s joined with the advent of desire. It can be said that this
signifier 1s chosen because 1t 1s the most tangible element 1n the real of
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