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IEAN-rUC COMOTU AND
|EAN NARBONT

cTNEMA/tDEOTOGY/CRtilCtSM

scicntiflc criticism has an obligation to define its field and methods. This implies
awareness of its own historical and social situation, a rigorous analysis of the pro-
posed f ield of study, the conditions which make the work necessary and those which
make it possible, and the special function it intends to fulllll.

It is essential that we at Cahiers du Cittirnu should now undertake just such a
global analysis of our position and aims. Not that we are starting entirely fiom zero.
Fragments of such an analysis have been coming out of material we have published
recently (articles. editorials, debates, answers to readers' letters) but in an impre_
cise form and as if by accident. They are an indication that our readers, just as much
as we ourselves, feel the need tbr a clear theoretical base to which to relate our crit-
ical practice and its field, taking the two to be indivisible. ,programmes' and .rev-
olutionary'plans and declarations tend to become an end in themselves. This is a
trap we intend to avoid. our objective is not to reflect upon what we ,want' (would
like) todo, but upon what weore doing and what we cando, andthis is impossi-
ble without an analysis of the prcsent situation.

WHERE?

(a)First,oursituation. Cahiers isagroupof peopleworkingtogether;oneof the
results of our work appearing as a magazine.* A magazine, that is to say, a partic-
ular product, involving a particular amount of work (on the part of those who write
it, those who produce it and, indeed, those who read it). we do not close our eycs
to the fact that a product of this nature is situated fairly and squarcly inside the eco-
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nomic system of capitalist publishing (rnodes of ploduction, spheres of circulation.
etc.). ln any case it is ditTicult to see how it could be otherwise today. unless one

is led astray by Utopian ideas of working 'parallel' to thc system. The first ste'p in

the latter approach is always the paradoxical one of setting up a talse fiont, a 'neo-

system' alongside the system tiom which onc is attempting to escape, in the fbnd

belief that it will be able to negate the system. tn terct alt it can do is reject it (ide-

alist purism) and conscquently il is very soon jcopardized by the enemy upon which
it modelled itself.l This 'parallelism' works tiom one direction only. It touchcs only

one side of the wound, whereas we believe that both sides have to be worked upon.

And the danger of the parallels meeting all too speedily in infinity seems to us sut'-

ficicnt to argue that we had better stay in the tinite and allow them to remain apart.

This assumed, the question is: what is our attitude to our situation'l In France the

majority of films, like the majority of books and magazines, are produced and dis-

tributed by the capitalist economic system and within the dominant ideology. ln-
deed, strictly speaking all arc, whatever expedient they aclopt to try and get around

it. This being so, tbq-11gg$fon we have to ask js: which films, books, and magazines

allow the ideology a free, unhampered passage, transmit it with crystal clarity, serve

as its chosen language'? And, which attempt to make it turn back and reflect itself,
interc_ept it, make it visible by revealing its mechanisms, by blocking them'/

(b) For the situation in which we are acting, is the field of cinema (Cahiers is a
film magazine),2 and the precise object of <-lur study is the history of a tilm: how it
is produced, manufactured, distributed,3 understood.

What is the film today'? This is the relevant question; not, as it possibly once was:

what is the cinema? We shall not be ablc to ask that again until a body of knowl-
edge, of theory, has been evolved (a process to which we certainly intend to con-
tribute) to intbrm what is at present an empty term, with a concept. For a tilm mag-
azine the question is also: what work is to be done in the field constituted by films?
And fbr Cahiers in particular: what is our specitic function in this tield? What is to

distinguish us from other 'tilm magazines'?

THE FILMS

What is a tilm? On the one hand it is a particular product, manufactured within
a given system of economic relations, and involving labour (which appears to the

capitalist as money) to produce-a condition to which even'independent'film-
makers and the 'new cinema' are subject-assembling a certain number of work-

lor toleratcd. and jeopardized by this very tolcration. ls therc any need to strcss that it is the tried
tactic ol covertly repressivc systems not to haross thc protesting tiinge'l Thcy go out ol'their wry to take
no notice of them, with the doublc eftect of mlking one half ol'the opposition carelll not to tly thcir pa-

tience too tar ond the other half cunplacent in thc knowlcdge that their ustivities ure unobscrvcd.
2Wc do not intend to suggest by this that we want to erect a corporatist tence round our own tield,

and neglect the infinitely largcr field where so nruch is obviously at stakc politically. Sinrply. we arc
concantrating on that precise point o1'the spcctrum of social rctivity iI this articlc, il] lrsponsc to pre-
cise opcrational needs.

3A morc and more pressing problem. lt woutd be inviting confusion to allow it to be tacklcd in blts
and pieces and obviously we have to make a unilied atl.en)pt to pose it theorctically later on. For the mo-
ment we leave it aside.

+Others include distribution, screening, ancl
sions of thcoretical work.

discussion
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ers for this purpose (even the director, whethcr he is Moullet or OLrry. is in the last
analysis only a film worker). lt becomcs translblmed into a commodity, possc'ssing

exchange value, which is realized by the sale oftickets and contracts, and governed
by the laws ol the market. On the other hand, as a result of being a matcrial prod-
uct ol'the system. it is also an ideological product of the systern, which in France
means capitalism.'r'

No filmmakcr car.r, by his own individual eUbrts, change the economic relations
govelning the manutacture and distribution of his tjlms. (lt cannot be pointcd out
1oo ofien that evcn filnrrnakers who set out to be'revolutionary'on the level of
mcssage and fbrrn cannot effcct any swifi or radical change in the economic sys-
tem-dctbrm it. yes. cleflect it, but not negate it or seriously upset its structure. Go-
dard's rccent statemcnt to the efi'ect that he wants to stop working, in the 'system'

takes n<"1 account of thc' tact that any other systcm is bound to be a rcflection of the
one he wishes to avoid. The rnoney no longer comes fiom the Champs-Elys6cs but
from London, Rome, or New York. The film may not be markeled by the distribu-
tion monopolies but it is shot on flhn stock fiom another monopoly-Kodak.) Be-
cause every tihn is part ol the economic system it is also a part of the ideological
system, tbr 'cinema' and 'art' are branches of ideology. None can cscape, some-
where, like pieces in a jigsaw, all have their owr.r allotted place. The system is blind
to its own nature, but in spite of that, indeed because of that. whcn all the pieces
are titted togethcr they give a very clcar picture. But this does not mean that every
filmmaker plays a similar role. Reactions difl'er

It is the job_ot-qliticism to see where they dittbr, and slowly, patiently, not ex-
pecting any magical transfbrmations to take place at the wave of a slogan, to help
change the ideology which conditions the,m.

A 1'ew points. which we shall return to in greater detail later: eyg2;[ilm is polit-
ir:a/, inasmuch as it is determined by the ideology which produccs it (or within which
ifii producecl, which stems liom the same thing). The cinema is all the more thor-
oughly and completely determined becausc unlike other arts or ideological systems
its very manutacture rnobilizes powerful economic fbrces in a way that the pr<l-

duction of literature (.which becomes the commodity 'books', does not-thouglr once
we reach the level of distribution, publicity, and sale, the two are in rather thc same
positionl.

'r'Cupitalist ideology. This tenn expresses our mcrning pertectly, bul. iN we are going to use it with-
out lurthcr dclinition in this artiolc. we should point out thrt we arc not under any illusion that it has
some kind o['abstract csscncc'. We know thrt it is historicdlly and socirlly detennincd. and that it has
multiple lorms at any given placc antl time, and viu'ics fi'orn historicrl period LO historical pcriod. Like
the wholc ciltegory of 'rnilitant'cincma, which is totally vaguc and undcl'ined at prescnt. We must (a)
rigorously delinc thc lunction tttributed to il. its ainrs, its sidc ctlects (infbrmiltion, rrousal. criticrl re-
tlcction. provocation 'which always has sanc cflcct' . . .)l (b) dcfine the exact political linc governing
the making and scrcening of these t'ilms-'revolutionary' is too much ol a blanket tcmr to sclvc ilny use-
ful purpose hcrc; altd (c) strte whethcr thc supportcrs ol nrilitant cinema are in lact proposing a tine o1'
action in which thc cinenra would become tlre poor relatior, in the illusion tltat thc lcss thc oincnlatic as-
pect is workcd on, thc grcrter thc strcngth and clarity ol the 'lnilitant' eftect will be. This would be a
way ol avoiding thc contradicti(ns o1' 'parallel' cinema and getting ernbroiled in the problern of decid-
ing whcthcr 'underground' lilms should be includcd in thc cntegory, on thc prctext that thcir relction-
ship to drugs atrd sex, thcit'preoccupation with tbrm, might possibly cstablish new relatiutships between
tllm and audience.

CINEMAIDEOLOGY/CRITICISM 755

clearly, the cinema 'reproduces' reality: this is what a camera and film stock are
fbr-so says the ideology. But the tools and techniques of lilmmaking are a parr of
'reality' themselves, and furthermore 'reality' is nothing but an expression of the
prevailing ideology. Seen in this light, the classic theory of cinema that the camera
is an impartial instrument which grasps, or rather is impregnated by, the world in
its 'concrete reality' is an eminently reactionary one. what the camera in tact reg-
isters is the vague, unformulated, unrheorized, unthoughtiiiworld oi'ihe dominant
ide-ology. cinema is one of the languages through which the world communicates
itself to itselt. They constitute its ideology lbr they reproduce the world as it is ex-
perienced when filtered through the ideology. (As Althusser defines it, more pre-
cisely: 'ldeologies are perceived-accepted-sufl'ered cultural objects, which work fun-
damentally on men by a process they do not understand. what men express in their
ideologies is not their true relation to their conditions of existence, but how they re-
act to their conditions of existence; which presupposes a real relationship and an
imaginary relationship.) So, when we set out to make a film, tiom the very first
shot, we are encumbered by the necessity of reproducing things not as they really
are but as they appear when refiacted through the ideology. This includes every
stage in the process of production: subjects, 'styles', fbrms, meanings, narrativc tra-
ditions; all underline the general ideological discourse. The film is ideology pre-
senting itself to itself, talking to itself, learning about itself. once we realize that it
is the nature of the system to turn the cinema into an instrument of ideology, we
can see that the fllmmaker's first task is to show up the cinema's so-called .depic-

tion of reality'. lf he can do so there is a chance that we will_qg-able to disrupt or
poJglly even sever the connection bffiliCEi-"i"a a"d iir ro.oiogi.or function.

The vital distinction between films today is whether they do this o; wheih;r rhcy
do not.

(a) tlglirgt allllgreeslc.jr,tegory comprises those films which are imbued rhrough
and through with the dominant ideology in pure and unadulterated fbrm, and give
no indication that their makers were even aware of the fact. we are not just talking
about so-called'commercial'films. The majority of films in all categories are the
unconscious instruments of the ideology which produces them. whether the film is
'commercial' or 'ambitious', 'modem' or 'traditjonal', whether it is the type that
gets shown in art houses, or in smart cinemas, whether it belongs to the ,old' cin-
ema or the 'young' cinema, it is most likely to be a re-hash of the same old ideol-
ogy. For all tilms are commodities and therefbre objects of trade, even those whose
discourse is explicitly political-which is why a rigorous definition of what consti-
tutes 'political' cinema is called for at this moment when it is being widely pro-
moted. This merging of ideology and film is reflected in the lirst instance by the
fact that audience demand and economic response have also been reduced to one
and the same thing. In direct continuity with political practice, ideological practice
refbrmulates the social need and backs it up with a discourse. This is not o ty-
pothesis, but a scientifically established fact. The ideology is talking ro itself; it has
all the answers ready before it asks the questions. certainly there is such a thing as
public demand, but 'what the public wants' means 'what the dominant ideology
wants'. The notion of a public and its tastes was created by the ideology to justify
and perpetuate itself. And this public can only express itself via the thought-
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patterns of the ideology. The whole thing is a closed circuit, endlessly repeating the

same illusion.
The situation is the same at the level of artistic tbrm. These tilms totally accept the

established system of depicting reality: 'bourgeois realism' and the whole conserva-

tive box of tricks: blind taith in 'life', 'humanism', 'common sense', etc. A blissful
i-gnorance that there might be something wrong with this whole concept of 'depiction'

appears to have reigned at every stage in their production, so much so, that to us it
appears a more accurate gauge of pictures in the 'commercial' category than box-
oflicc retums. Nothing in these films jars against the ideology or the audience's mys-

tification by it. They are very reassuring fbr audiences fbr there is no dift'erence be-

tween the ideology they meet every day and the ideology on the screen. It would be

a useful complementary task tbr film critics to look into the way the ideological sys-

tem and its products merge at all levels: to study the phenomenon whercby a film be-

ing shown to an audience becomes a monologue, in which the ideology talks to itself,
by exarnining the success of tllms by, tbr instance, Melville, Oury, and Lelouch.

(b) A second cqtegoly is tha! pl [!lms which attac\ th"i, L4gg]gg&sl_4s$i!qtl_4!!go
on two. fronts. ryE!ry, by direct political action, on the level of the'signified', that
is, they deal with a directly political subject. 'Deal with'is herc intended in an ac-

tive sense: they do not just discuss an issue, reiterate it, paraphrase it, but use it to
attack the ideology (this presupposes a thcoretical activity which is the direct op-
posite of the ideological one). This act only becomes politically etTective if it is

Iinked with {EeqLltg_dqwn of the traditional way of depicting reality. On the level
of fbrm, Unreconc'iled, Tlte Edge and Eurtlt in Revolt all challenge the concept of
'depiction' and mark a break with the tradition embodying it.

We would stress that only action on both fionts,'signitied'and'signifiers'l has

any hope of operating against the prevailing ideology. Economic/political and for-
mal action have to be indissolubly wedded.

(c) There is another category in which the same double action operates, but
'against the grain'. The content is not explicitly political, but in some way becomes

so through the criticism practised on it through its form.2 To this catcgory belong

IWe arc not shutting our eyes to the tact that it is an oversimplification (employed here becuusc op-
crationally easicr) to make such a sharp distinction bctwccn the two tenns. This is particularly so in the
case of the cinema, where the signitied is morc olicn than not a product of the pcrmutations of the sig-
nifiers, and the sign has dominance ovcr the nrcaning.

lThis is not a magical doorway out of the systcnl ol: 'depiction' (which is particularly dominant in the
cinema) but rather a rigorous. detailed, large-scale work on this systenr-what conditions make it pos-
sible. what mechanisms render it innocuous. Thc nrethod is to draw attention to thc system so that it can
be seen tbr what it is, to make it scrvc one's own ends, condemn itself out of its own mouth. Tactics
employed ntay include 'turning cinematic synt$ upside-down' but it cannot bc just that. Any old film
nowadays can upset the normrl chronological ordcr in the interests ol'looking vtgucly 'modcm'. But
Tht' Externtirutting furyel rnd Tht Diurr' ol Aruut MugtlularuL BLrch (though we would not wish to set
thenr up as a model) iue rigorously chronologicill without ceasing to be subvcrsivc in the way we have
been describing, whereas in nany a film the mixcd-up timc sequence simply covcrs up a basically nat-
uralistic conception. ln the samc way, perceptual confusion (avowed intent to act on the unconsci<tus
mind, changes in the texturc of the film, e1c.) arc not sutficicnt in themselves to gct bcyond thc tradi-
tional way of depicting 'reality'. To realize this, onc has only to remember thc unsuccessful attempts
there have been of the 'lettriste' or 'zacum' type to give blck its infinity to lxnguitg€ by using nonsense
words or ncw kinds o1'onomatopoeia. In the onc and the othcr cuse only the ntost superlicial level of
language is touchcd. They create a new code, which opcrates on the level of the impossible, and has to
be rejcctcd on any other, and is theretbre not in a position to transgress the nomal.
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Mlditerranle,The Bellhov, Persona.... For Cuhiers these films (b and c) consti-
tute the essential in the cinema, and should be the chief subject o1'the magazine.

(d) Fourth case: those films, increasingly numerous today, which have an ex-
plicitty political content (Z is not the best example as its presentation of politics is
unremittingly ideological fiom first to last; a better example would be Le Tentps tle
vivre) but which do not efl'ectively criticize the ideological sysrem in which they
are embedded because they unquestioningly adopt its language and its imagery.

This makes it important fbr critics to examinc the etl'ectivcness of the political
criticism intended by these films. Do they express, reintbrce. strengthen the very
thing they set out to denounce'/ Are they caught in the system they wish to break
down...'?(seea)

(e) Five: tilms which seem at lirst sight to belong firmly within the ideology and
to be completely under its sway, but which turn out to be so only in an ambiguous
manner. For though they start tiom a nonprogressive standpoint, ranging from the
frankly reactionary through the conciliatory to the mildly critical, they have been
worked upon, and work, in such a real way that there is a noticeablc gap, a dislo-
cation, between the starting point and the llnished product. we disregard here the
inconsistent-and unimportant-sector of fllms in which thc <Jirector makes a con-
scrous use of the prevailing idcology, but leaves it absolutely straight. Tlp_.!!]ps_we
ag$llfqg_ab_our lqSy- gpgblqcles inlhe t4ryo!99_4!qo.lggy, causing it ro swerve
an4g91o_ffpourse. The cinematic framework lets us see it, but also shows it up and
denounces it. Looking at the fiamework one can sec rwo momcnts in it: one hold-
ing it back within certain limits, one transgressing them. An internal criticism is tak-
ing place which cracks the film apart at the seams. ll one reads the film obliquely,
looking f<lr symptoms; if one looks beyond its apparent tbrmal coherence. one can
see that it is riddled with cracks: it is splitting under an internal tension which is
simply not there in an ideologically innocuous tilm. The ideology thus becomes sub-
ordinate to the text. lt no longer has an independent existence rt is presentetl by
the fllm. This is the case in many Hollywood films, fbr example, which while be-
ing completely integrated in the sysrem and the ideology end up by partially dis-
mantling the system from within. we must f ind out what makes it possible tbr a
tilmmaker to corrode the ideology by restating it in the terms of his film: if he sees
his tilm simply as a blow in lavour of liberalism, it will be recuperated instantly by
the ideology; if on the other hand, he conceivcs and realizes it on the deeper level
of imagery, there is a chance that it will turn out to be more disruptive. Not, of
course, that he will be able to break the ideology itsell, but simply its reflection in
his film. (The films of Ford, Dreyer, Rossellini, tbr example.)

our position with regard to this category of films is: that wc have absolutely no
intention ol joining the current witch-hunt aeainst them. They are the mythology of
their own myths. They criticize themselves, even if no such intention is written into
the script, and it is irrelevant and impertinent to do so fbr thcm. All we want to rJo
is to show the process in action.

(f) Films of the 'live cinema' (t'intnn tlirec.t) variely, group one (the larger of the
two groups). These are films arising out of political (or, it would probably be more
exact to say: social) events or reflections, but which make no clear differentiation
between themselves and the nonpolitical cinema because they do not challenge the
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cinema's traditional. ideologically conditioned method of .dcpiction'. For instance
a miner's strike will be filmed in the same style as Les Gnudes FantilLes. The mak_
ers of thcse films suffbr under the primary and f undamental illusion that if they once
break otf the ideological f ilter of nanative traditions (dramaturgy, construction, dom_
ination of the component parts by a ccntrar idea, emphasis on fbrmal beauty) real-
ity will then yield itself up in its rrue fbrm. The facr is thar by croing so rhey onry
break otr one filtcr, and not the most important one ar rhar. Foi reality holds within
itself no hidden kernel of self-understanding, of theory, of truth, like a stone inside
a fruit. We have to manutacture those. (Marxism is very clear on this point, in its
distinction betwcen 'real' and 'perceived' objects.) compare Chiets (Liacock) and
a good numbcr of the May films.

This is why supporters of cininta (lirect resort to the same idealist terminology
to express its role and justity its successes as others use about products of the grear
est artifice: 'accuracy', 'a sense of lived experience ', ,f'lashes of intense truth', ,mo_
ments caught live','abolition of all sense that we are watching a tilm'and finally:
fascination. lt is that magical notion of'seeing is understanding': ideology goes on
display to prevent itselt fiom being shown up ibr what it really is. contJmplates it_
self but does not criticize itself.

(g) The other kind of 'live cinema'. Here thc director is not satisfled with the idea
of the camera 'seeing through appearances', but attacks the basic problem of de-
piction by giving an aclive role to thc concrete stuff of his tjlm. Ii then becomes
productive of meaning and is not just a passive receptacle for meaning produced
outside it (in the ideology): Lu Rigne du Jour, l.tt Rentrde des lJsines winaur.

CRITICAL FUNCTION

Such, then, is the field of our critical acrivity: these films, within the ideology,
and their difTerent relations to it. Frclm this precisely defined field spring fgulluc
tions: (l) in the case of the films in category (a): show whar they aie uilnJto; now
they are totally determined, moulded. by the ideology; (2) in the case of those in
categ.ries (b), (c) and (g), read them on two levels, showing how the tilms operate
critically on the lever of signified and signifiers; (3) in the case of those of types
(d) and (f). show how the signified (political subject marter) is always wcakened,
rendered harmless, by the absence of tcchnical/theoretical work on the signifiers;
(4) in the case of rhose in group (e) point out the gap produced between iitm and
ideology by the way the films work, and show how they work.

There can be no room in our critical practice either fbr speculatir:n (commentary,
interpretation' de-coding even) or lbr specious raving (of the fihn-corumnist vari-
ety). lt must be a rigidly factual analysis of what governs the production of a film
(ec'nomic circumstances, ideology, demand, and response) and the meanings and
forms appearing in it, which are equally tangible.

The tradition of trivolous and evanescent writing on the cinema is as tenacious
as it is prolific, and flhn anarysis today is still rnassively predctermined by idealis-
tic presuppositions. lt wanders farther abroad today, but its methotl is still basically
empirical. It has been through a necessary stage of going back to the materiar ele_
ments of a film, its signifying strucrures, its tbrmal organization. The f.irst steps here
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were undeniably taken by Andr6 Bazin, despite the contradictions that can be picked

out in his articles. Then followed the approach based on structural linguistics (in

which there are two basic traps, which we t'ell into-phenomenological positivism

and mechanistic materialism). As surely as criticism had to go through this stage,

it has to go beyond. To us, the only possible line of advance seems to be to use the

theoretical writing of the Russian filmmakers of the twenties (Eisenstein above all)

to elaborate and apply a critical theory of the cinema, a specitic method of appre-

hending rigorously defined objects, in direct ret'erence to the method of dialectical

materialism.
It is hardly necessary to point out that we know that the 'policy' of a magazine

cannot-indeed, should not-be corrected by magic overnight. We have to do it pa-

tiently, month by month, being caretul in our own field to avoid the general error

of puiting taith in spontaneous change, or attempting to rush into a 'revolution' with-

oui th" prcparation to support it. To start proclaiming at this stage that the truth has

been revealed to us would be like talking about 'miracles' or 'conversion'. All we

should do is to state what work is already in progress and publish articles which re-

late to it, either explicitly or implicitly.
We should indicate brietly how the various elements in the magazine fit into this

perspective. The essential part of the work obviously takes place in the theoretical

articles and the criticisms. There is coming to be less and less of a difference be-

tween the two, because it is not our concern to add up the merits and defects of cur-

rent films in the interests of topicality, nor, as one humorous article put it'to crack

up the product'. The interviews, on the other hand, and also the 'diary' columns and

the list of films, with the clossiers and supplementary material tbr possible discus-

sion later, are ofien stronger on intbrmation than theory. It is up to the leader to de-

cide whether these pieces take up any critical stance, and if so, what'
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