
[image: cover]


SHORT CUTS

INTRODUCTIONS TO FILM STUDIES


OTHER TITLES IN THE SHORT CUTS SERIES

THE HORROR GENRE: FROM BEELZEBUB TO BLAIR WITCH   Paul Wells

THE STAR SYSTEM: HOLLYWOOD’S PRODUCTION OF POPULAR IDENTITIES   Paul McDonald

SCIENCE FICTION CINEMA: FROM OUTERSPACE TO CYBERSPACE   Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska

EARLY SOVIET CINEMA: INNOVATION, IDEOLOGY AND PROPAGANDA   David Gillespie

READING HOLLYWOOD: SPACES AND MEANINGS IN AMERICAN FILM   Deborah Thomas

DISASTER MOVIES: THE CINEMA OF CATASTROPHE   Stephen Keane

THE WESTERN GENRE: FROM LORDSBURG TO BIG WHISKEY   John Saunders

PSYCHOANALYSIS AND CINEMA: THE PLAY OF SHADOWS   Vicky Lebeau

COSTUME AND CINEMA: DRESS CODES IN POPULAR FILM   Sarah Street

MISE-EN-SCÈNE: FILM STYLE AND INTERPRETATION   John Gibbs

NEW CHINESE CINEMA: CHALLENGING REPRESENTATIONS   Sheila Cornelius with Ian Haydn Smith

SCENARIO: THE CRAFT OF SCREENWRITING   Tudor Gates

ANIMATION: GENRE AND AUTHORSHIP   Paul Wells

WOMEN’S CINEMA: THE CONTESTED SCREEN   Alison Butler

BRITISH SOCIAL REALISM: FROM DOCUMENTARY TO BRIT GRIT   Samantha Lay

FILM EDITING: THE ART OF THE EXPRESSIVE   Valerie Orpen

AVANT-GARDE FILM: FORMS, THEMES AND PASSIONS   Michael O’Pray

PRODUCTION DESIGN: ARCHITECTS OF THE SCREEN   Jane Barnwell

NEW GERMAN CINEMA: IMAGES OF A GENERATION   Julia Knight

EARLY CINEMA: FROM FACTORY GATE TO DREAM FACTORY   Simon Popple and Joe Kember

MUSIC IN FILM: SOUNDTRACKS AND SYNERGY   Pauline Reay

MELODRAMA: GENRE, STYLE, SENSIBILITY   John Mercer and Martin Shingler


FEMINIST FILM STUDIES

WRITING THE WOMAN INTO CINEMA

JANET McCABE

[image: image]

WALLFLOWER

LONDON and NEW YORK


A Wallflower Book

Published by

Columbia University Press

Publishers Since 1893

New York • Chichester, West Sussex

cup.columbia.edu

Copyright © Janet McCabe 2004

All rights reserved.

E-ISBN 978-0-231-50300-6

A complete CIP record is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 978-1-904764-03-8 (pbk. : alk. paper)

ISBN 978-0-231-50300-6 (e-book)

A Columbia University Press E-book.

CUP would be pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-ebook@columbia.edu.


CONTENTS

acknowledgments

introduction

1    structuring a language of theory

2    textual negotiations: female spectatorship and cultural studies

3    race, ethnicity and post-colonialism/modernism

4    conceiving subjectivity, sexual difference and fantasy differently: psychoanalysis revisited and queering theory

conclusion

notes

bibliography


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Let me first express my thanks to the students at the University of North London who took my ‘Women’s Cinema’ classes between 1996 and 2001, and for asking difficult questions and generating stimulating debate.

Grateful thanks to Wallflower Press, and especially to Yoram Allon for believing that the manuscript would finally appear.

Finally, my deepest gratitude goes to Kim Akass and Mike Allen for reading the various drafts with interest and great care.

The book is dedicated with love to my mother – Elizabeth McCabe


INTRODUCTION: WOMAN IS NOT BORN BUT BECOMES A WOMAN

This book charts the development of feminist film theory and the theorising of cinema in relation to the issues raised by feminist inquiry from the early 1970s to the present. The broad range of know-ledges produced by film feminism is quite extraordinary, dependent upon different aims, objectives and intellectual interests. This introduction aims to document this dynamic critical field of feminist film studies – to chart the numerous feminist interventions and to critically think about how the socio-historical, political and cultural contexts shaped what was said and how it was said.

The body of work called feminist film theory and criticism has played a crucial – and often controversial – role in the emergence of film studies as an academic discipline; in turn, film studies shaped feminist concerns as well as granted feminist research a space to flourish. Demonstrating an awareness of the origins and influences that shape feminist film theory may help us rethink our ideas about how a field of knowledge is determined. In knowing how film feminism formed, we may also learn what it wants us to know and how individual theoretical texts fit into a larger field of study. Feminist film theory is a very particular type of theory, conceived from disciplines beyond its borders such as (post)structuralism, psychoanalysis, post-colonialism and queer theory as well as generated from inside film studies. Studying the field of knowledge known as feminist film studies allows us to read it as a set of statements about the institution of cinema and cultural production, about representational categories and gendered subjectivity, about identification and spectatorship practices, about cultural authority and historical (in)visibility, about desire and fantasy, and about the interaction between these areas.

Feminist film theory and criticism has contributed enormously to our understanding on sexual difference and gender identity. Writers and thinkers working in this area over time have developed new critical methodologies and theories, producing new knowledges concerned with deconstructing representation and offering new statements within which, and by which, the woman, either as subject or object, can be known. Authors challenged orthodox theories and film histories, to rethink representational categories as well as reclaim the contribution made by women to the history of cinema and filmmaking practice. In recent years, feminist film research extended its cultural interests and influence. Interrogating representations of race, ethnic identity and class in relation to gender allowed scholars to broaden the film feminism remit. Turning to other media such as television and video also gave academics an opportunity to expand thinking, and to reconsider film historiography, most notably in relation to consumer culture and historicising film reception and exhibition, further stretched the field. Interest in popular culture resulted in shifting attention away from textual analysis and theories of the subject to broader cultural issues concerned with industrial practices, institutional strategies and audiences. Postmodernity, globalisation and transnationalism, digital technologies and new medias continue to pose fresh questions for film feminism and raise new methodological challenges for the discipline.

I take the critical work of the first feminist scholars as my starting point. Conceived in the politically radical context of the women’s liberation movement, and at an historical moment when women in Western Europe and America lobbied for improved political representation and sexual equality, the emergence of feminist film theory and criticism drew strength from this liberal, left-wing political struggle. The socio-cultural construct of femininity, long discussed by women thinkers dating back to Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97), was identified as the primary source of female political oppression, economic subordination and historical invisibility. Second-wave feminism, defined by Annette Kuhn, is broadly ‘a set of political practices founded in analyses of the social/historical position of women as subordinated, oppressed or exploited either within dominant modes of production [such as capitalism] and/or by the social relations of patriarchy or male domination’ (1985: 4). Raising awareness about how patriarchal ideology excluded, silenced and oppressed women would indelibly mark this political movement.

Early feminist initiatives into film theory in the 1970s were framed by two other feminist interventions: the history of second-wave feminism and theoretical accounts that deal with images of women created and circulated within our dominant culture defined by patriarchy and heterosexuality. It is to these antecedents – what Laura Mulvey called the ‘wider explosive meeting between feminism and patriarchal culture’ (1979: 3) – that I turn to first in order to contextualise the earliest feminist writings on film.

Simone de Beauvoir and The Second Sex

What laid the foundation for the political and theoretical work undertaken in the early 1970s was Simone de Beauvoir’s account of why Woman is defined as ‘Other’:


One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No biological, psychological, or economic fate determines the figure that the human female presents in society; it is civilisation as a whole that produces this creature, intermediate between male and eunuch, which is described as feminine. Only the intervention of someone else can establish an individual as an Other. (1984: 295)



De Beauvoir’s treaty on the myth of woman as Other is grounded in the existentialist ethics set out by Jean-Paul Sartre, in which he argued that human freedom is achieved through a constant state of action (or, transcendence). Existentialist theory suggests that there is no divine justification for existence other than the need to self-justify one’s own being. The subject, existing in a perpetual state of self-awareness and self-analysis, achieves transcendence by actively shifting away from a state of passivity and stagnation (or, immanence). Reframing these ideas, de Beauvoir genderises transcendence and immanence, to suggest that the Self can only be determined with reference to what it is not. Man therefore proceeds to confirm the woman as Other in the process of identifying himself as Subject.


She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other. (1984: 16)



Woman verifies male transcendence; she is the object against which the male must differentiate himself to attain subjectivity.

Finding no compelling reason in the fields of natural science or psychoanalysis for explaining why the woman should be biologically inferior suggested to de Beauvoir that patriarchal culture is somehow responsible for generating and circulating self-confirming parameters that institute gender hierarchies and sexual inequalities. The female emerges as condemned to her subordinate role, ‘defined exclusively in her relation to man’ (1984: 174). For this reason, cultural constructions of woman possess no stable meaning, argues de Beauvoir: ‘she is a false Infinite, an Ideal without truth’ (1984: 218). Patriarchal knowledge instead relentlessly constructs an idea of woman as a projection of male fantasies and anxieties, of phallocentric Otherness and masculine lack. What is more, these ideals translate into virile myths of the unattainable (‘she is all that man desires and all that he does not attain’ (1984: 229)), of ideal beauty and perfection, of Death and abjection (‘the hero lost for ever as he falls back into the maternal shadows – cave, abyss, hell’ (1984: 179)).


She is an idol, a servant, the source of life, a power of darkness; she is the elemental silence of truth, she is artifice, gossip and falsehood; she is healing presence and sorceress; she is man’s prey, his downfall, she is everything that he is not and that he longs for, his negation and his raison d’être. (1984: 175)



The eternal feminine myth emerges as nothing more than a patriarchal construction, representing both everything and nothing, ideal and monstrous.

No gendered body exists that has not already been inscribed with, and interpreted by, cultural meanings, argues de Beauvoir. Social myths are transmitted through culture – ‘religions, traditions, language, tales, songs, movies’ (1984: 290) – which in turn constructs how the individual comes to know, perceive and experience the material world. Yet, ‘representation of the world … is the work of men’ which depicts it ‘from their own point of view’ and is confused ‘with absolute truth’ (1984: 175). Such is the vigour of the patriarchal discourse that myths, theories, opinions, philosophies generated over centuries regarding gender hierarchies and sexual inequalities assume the status of received wisdom: ‘proving woman’s inferiority [draws] not only upon religion, philosophy and theology … but also upon science – biology, experimental psychology’ (1984: 23); and it is through these discourses, contends de Beauvoir, that women learn to be object rather than subject: ‘the “true woman” is required to make herself object, to be the Other’ (1984: 291).

Second-wave feminism and feminist interventions

De Beauvoir’s existentialist account of woman as Other initiated debate as second-wave feminists, keen to understand the roots of female oppression, addressed the various implications of her thinking, as it seemed to offer an explanation to the roots of female oppression. Betty Friedan, for example, revises de Beauvoir’s ideas of transcendence within an American socio-cultural context that promotes self-determinism and personal fulfilment as a right for all citizens: ‘this is the crisis of women growing up – a turning point from an immaturity that has been called femininity to full human identity’ (1965: 70). Friedan describes the ‘feminine mystique’ as a discourse seeking to identify the ‘truth’ about ‘natural’ feminine roles, only ‘find femininity in sexual passivity, male domination, and nurturing maternal love’ (1965: 38).

Friedan charts how the latest incarnation of the ‘feminine mystique’ adapts the virgin/whore dichotomy that has long defined dominant images of the female. This divide in American post-war culture is between housewife and career woman, she argues. Looking at images of contemporary femininity found in popular culture, from print journalism to film representation and star discourses, enables her to claim that the ‘feminine mystique’ socialises women into willingly accepting roles as wives and mothers without question:


But by then the new image of American woman, ‘Occupation: housewife’, had hardened into a mystique, unquestioned and permitting no questions, shaping the very reality it distorted. (1965: 44)



So powerful are these cultural images that women no longer knew who they were. Emancipation is possible, contends Friedan, if cultural images are ‘reshaped’ and women educated ‘to reach maturity, identity, completeness of self without conflict with sexual fulfilment’ (1965: 318). Nowhere does she offer a theoretical framework for deconstructing ideology, and neither does she understand the complex processes at work in producing the representations she describes. Yet her important link between the power of the image and women’s material existence ignited further discussion.

Second-wave feminist theoretical works such as Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex, Eva Figes’ Patriarchal Attitudes and Germaine Greer’s Female Eunuch, all originally published in 1970, stressed the politics of culture. Kate Millett in particular takes up the issue of female oppression under patriarchy in Sexual Politics (also 1970). Noting first how patriarchy prevails not through coercion but consent, she argues how women are socialised into accepting an inferior social status. Tracing how cultural articulations of patriarchy, from ancient mythology to contemporary scientific theories, inscribe the ideology of femininity prompts her to draw parallels between political and legal disenfranchisement (campaigns for abortion rights), acts committed against the female body such as rape, sexual harassment and domestic violence, and how cultural forms, like pornography, confirm female objectification.

These pioneering studies underpinned the radical political action of the feminist movement, offering knowledge about how the patriarchal world worked to oppress women. Drawing directly on de Beauvoir’s work allowed second-wave feminist writers to propose uncompromising cultural histories of female oppression, sexual inequality and gender exclusion: ‘culture is so saturated with male bias that women almost never have a chance to see themselves culturally through their own eyes’ (Firestone 1979: 149). These writings not only proved useful for deconstructing patriarchal ideology in which the supremacy and importance of male subjectivity had gone unquestioned, but also identified new spaces for female resistance and the articulation of an alternative, subjective feminine experience. As an identifiable area by the 1970s, feminist theory gave voice to a female political consciousness in which the ‘personal is political’.

Second-wave feminism and film criticism.

Early feminist inquiries into images of women on film shared a similar agenda as those writing on the politics of representation. Stereotypical images of women and the female body on film came under close scrutiny as critics and scholars looked at how best to interpret gender and representation in relation to patriarchy. Initial feminist interventions into understanding the ways in which women are depicted on film aimed to expose the sexist content of cinema narratives as well as how the media constructs women as sex objects. An engagement with the investigation of what Mary Ann Doane, Patricia Mellencamp and Linda Williams (1984) referred to as ‘images of women’ will be used here to sketch out the key issues discussed by feminist film studies as well as describe the chapter-by-chapter structure of this book.

Much of what might be called the first attempt at devising a feminist film criticism focuses on female representation as somehow reflecting real social attitudes, opinions, cultural values and patriarchal myths:


Women were … the barometers of changing fashion. Like two-way mirrors linking the immediate past with the immediate future, women in the movies reflected, perpetuated, and in some respects offered innovations of the roles of women in society. (Haskell 1987: 12)



Molly Haskell and Marjorie Rosen’s historical studies on the treatment of women in the movies are generally considered good examples of what is commonly referred to as ‘reflection theory’. Both accounts propose uncompromising feminist critiques of how Hollywood cinema has over time repressed women through categorising female types in film: the glamour goddess, the femme fatale, the self-sacrificing mother. Another sociological approach came from Joan Mellen (1974) with her account of the sexist structures at work in European cinema. Grounding each contribution is the underlying assumption that films somehow hold up a reflective mirror to society; as Haskell declares in her introduction: ‘Movies are one of the clearest and most accessible of looking glasses into the past, being both cultural artefacts and mirrors’ (1987: xviii).

Rosen’s cultural history chronicling the changing image of the ideal Hollywood woman owes as much to de Beauvoir’s formulation of the eternal feminine myth as it does to Friedan’s thinking on socio-cultural constructions of women in The Feminine Mystique. Popcorn Venus traces how Hollywood shaped its female stars and assembled its film narratives against the backdrop of seismic social and economic changes taking place in twentieth-century America, as ‘the industry held a warped mirror up to life’ (1973: 81).

Hollywood is understood by Rosen as an institution geared toward the production of patriarchal ideology and a powerful carrier of its values and ideas. Drawing explicitly on de Beauvoir’s ideas of how patriarchal cultural myths govern human perception allows Rosen to identify how film versions of femininity speak of male cultural dominance, images which in turn are offered to real women to identify with and/or adopt. These stereotypical images afford female audiences little chance for authentic recognition. Instead they produce a false consciousness for women, offering them nothing but an escape into fantasy through identification with stereotypical images: ‘How profoundly Hollywood’s values have influenced a gullible public – like myself. But why did the public – and especially its females – so passively embrace the industry’s interpretation of life?’ (1973: 9). Despite generating new representations that coincided with real advancements made by women, the industry’s continual depiction of women as sex objects or victims suggests to Rosen that these images spoke of patriarchal anxieties regarding the loss of male socio-economic and sexual power.

Nowhere is the site of struggle over social change and cultural representation so evident as in the figure of female stars, ‘our Popcorn Venuses’ (1973: 388). Aligned with the character she plays, the star embodies patriarchal fantasies while eliminating male fears, ‘celluloid aphrodisiacs – talking, walking and comforting a patriarchal society’ (1973: 154). Yet, in being forced to live out on-screen fantasies off-screen, the women behind the icon contest and subvert what their image exemplifies to reveal contradiction. Defining the star as reflecting and misrepresenting the real leads Rosen to make an important link between text and context, in which the female star emerges as a site of contestation.

Haskell’s From Reverence to Rape is an equally uncompromising view of American cinema and its depiction of women. She narrativises the decade-by-decade shift in female representation as an arc from ‘reverence’ (the silent era) to ‘rape’ (Hollywood in the 1960s and 1970s): ‘As the propaganda arm of the American Dream machine’, and paralleling the real socio-political changes for women, the American film industry ‘manoeuvred to keep women in their place’ (1987: 2, 3). Hollywood produced female ‘myths of subjection and sacrifice’ (1987: 3), from the ‘Victorian virgins’ of the 1910s and 1920s to the deified sex goddesses and ‘sultry (and diabolical) femmes fatales of traditional male fantasy’ (1987: 374). Veneration increasingly turns to sexual violence and misogyny during the liberated 1960s. The reason for this reactive response is clear argues Haskell: ‘The growing strength and demands of women in real life, spearheaded by women’s liberation, obviously provoked a backlash in commercial film’ (1987: 323).

Haskell’s argument proves more complex than the trajectory of her reverence to rape thesis initially suggests. She begins by echoing de Beauvoir’s thinking on how Western culture embeds women’s inferiority into its social fabric:


The big lie perpetrated in Western society is the idea of women’s inferiority, a lie so deeply ingrained in our social behaviour that merely to recognise it is to risk unravelling the entire fabric of civilisation. (1987: 1)



Hollywood, as ‘an industry dedicated for the most part of reinforcing the lie’ (1987: 2), generates and continues to perpetuate ideas of how the woman is perceived by society.

Suggesting that cinema has historically functioned to mask female achievement and promote the male point of view prompts her to concentrate on the ways in which Hollywood movies simultaneously reproduce social realities while distorting women’s experience of those realities. Yet film, she argues, represents neither a conscious conspiracy nor a particular ideological stance. Unconscious drives and cultural repression, working at a much deeper level, instead determine how women are represented on screen. Contradiction and social taboo further condition these images of an ideologically laden femininity. Her quasi-sociological approach tentatively suggests how film meaning is made by the obsessions, both conscious and unconscious, of its director as well as by other dissident opinions. Competing voices belonging more often than not to the female stars like Bette Davis and Barbara Stanwyck expose the internal contradictions at work within the text but also those involved in the making of a star. ‘The personality of the star, the mere fact of being a star, was as important as the roles they played, and affected the very conception of those roles’ (1987: 5). Stanwyck may step into the stock feminine role of ‘lower-class woman as martyr’ in King Vidor’s 1937 film Stella Dallas but her ‘excruciating and exhilarating performance … takes Stella onto a [different] plane where she … breaks our hearts even as she grates on our nerves’ (ibid.). What Haskell suggests here is that Stanwyck brings something else to the role while contesting the feminine stereotype she portrays in the process.

Haskell and Rosen contributed a great deal to initial feminist understanding of how representation is intricately linked to patriarchal myths, values and opinions: ‘Woman’s image of herself is so entwined in the tangle of myths and inventions made by man that it is hard to look at it straight’ (Haskell 1987: 278). But their claim that cinema reduces images of women to a limited range of female stereotypes as a ‘vehicle of male fantasies’ and ‘the scapegoat of men’s fears’ (1987: 40) is never proved beyond listing historical examples and sweeping claims. These writers, while recognising the ability of the film image to naturalise what is only a projection of patriarchal ideology, were seen by other feminists as failing to provide adequate theoretical frameworks for deconstructing the complexity of what they were saying. Their theoretical assumption, founded upon the second-wave feminist presupposition of a direct relation between representation and social values fixed by ideology, could not – in the opinion of Claire Johnston, Pam Cook and others – sufficiently account for how ideology functions to produce meaning within the film text.

Images do not simply reflect the social world but are ideological signifiers. Chapter one, ‘Structuring a Language of Theory’, explores the intellectual activities of feminist film scholars, critics and filmmakers, coming out of Britain in the 1970s, in formulating a theory of film from a feminist bias. Theorists turned to (post)structuralism, continental philosophy and psychoanalysis to address the perceived theoretical lack as well as to identify critical methods and conceptual tools that could be used to formulate a feminist film theory. Those who provided terms and debates acted upon film theory to advance a feminist methodology while legitimising its frame of reference and intellectual standpoint. Such work revealed that women had no easy access to her own voice in the phallocentrism of semiotics and psychoanalysis; but in the writing of the new feminist film theory discourse, scholars nevertheless struggled to construct a new theoretical language with which to speak by interrogating the very methods they had appropriated or adopted. Put simply, feminist scholars interrogated the appropriateness of using psychoanalysis in the very process of revising it for feminist film theory.

Feminists from cultural studies would in turn point to the limits of the semiotic-psychoanalytic theoretical project. Theirs instead was a debate about text and context anticipated earlier by Haskell in her useful – if uneasy – intervention related to representation and its reception. This argument is most fully developed in her chapter on the ‘woman’s film’ of the 1930s and 1940s:


Because the woman’s film was designed for and tailored to a certain market, its recurrent themes represent the closest thing to an expression of the collective drives, conscious and unconscious, of American women, of their avowed obligations and their unconscious resistance. (1987: 168)



Having identified a link, Haskell assigns fixed meanings and reading positions, as if all female audiences use and understand the film text in exactly the same way. Nowhere does she address this issue in relation to how the institutional context influenced film form or its reception. Chapter two investigates the cultural studies intervention that identified the disregard for the socio-cultural context in which female spectators watched film. It turned away from the theoretical models defined by semiotics and psychoanalysis, denouncing them as essentialist, leaving little space for ‘textual negotiation’ (Gledhill 1988). Combining textual analyses with studies of audience reception and/or the economies of film culture, writers such as Christine Gledhill and Annette Kuhn identified a more complex and nuanced relationship between text, spectator and the institution of cinema. The cultural studies approach to film and the institution of cinema became less informed by an exclusive focus on the text than by ethnographic studies (Jackie Stacey and Jacqueline Bobo) or by a more interdisciplinary approach to contemporary culture (Tania Modleski and E. Ann Kaplan).

Another criticism of orthodox feminist film theory came from Black feminism regarding the failure to address race and ethnicity. What this revision proposed was that the Black woman functioned as the objectified Other within (white) feminist film theory. Jane Gaines in particular pointed to the elision of race in psychoanalytic models of sexual difference. Chapter three on race, ethnicity and post-colonialism explores the impact of postmodernity as well as post-colonial and subaltern theories on feminist film theory. Arguments offered by scholars such as Gaines, bell hooks (Gloria Watkins) and Lola Young spoke of historical silence and the cultural suppression of racial difference within film. These debates in turn contributed significantly to the understanding of hybridity and subject-identities related to the experience of post-colonialism and postmodernity as well as modified theories of female desire and subjectivities, and of female spectatorship.

Haskell’s acknowledgement of unconscious drives anticipates later arguments by feminist theorists in the 1980s and 1990s about the role of fantasy and desire in the construction of visual pleasures as well as female subjectivity. Moving beyond the idea that male fantasy defines meaning, Haskell cautions the feminist critic from ignoring the fact that women’s own ‘rearguard fantasies of rape, sadism, submission, liberation and anonymous sex are as important a key to our emancipation, our self-understanding’ (1987: 32). Chapter four investigates the interventions that speak about subjectivity, sexual difference and fantasy differently. In particular, it focuses on two phases: the 1980s and the revision of psychoanalytic theory; and the 1990s with the intervention from queer theory and lesbian/gay studies. Scholars rethought the limits of existing theories to develop ever more sophisticated readings of subjectivity, sexual difference and fantasy.

In much the same way as feminist film theory sought to deconstruct the workings of a film text from various perspectives by, in the words of Annette Kuhn, ‘making visible the invisible’ (1985: 73), the concluding chapter explores how feminist film studies functions as a discourse. In as much as feminist film theory aims to expose the ideological operations of patriarchy at work within textual and institutional practices, the field of feminist film studies is self-aware about the difficulties involved in articulating those arguments. Processes involved in discrediting, separating from, and even reclaiming and revising, past feminist debates reveal the perils involved in writing a feminist film theory.

Another thread that this book intends to pull out is how film feminism functions as a set of conceptual tools to articulate what can and cannot be said within dominant ideology. Speaking about such matters is to engage directly with structures of power and knowledge. Adapting a concept introduced by Tania Modleski, it is held that film feminism operates as a ‘space of deferral’ (1999: 22). By this is meant that feminist film theory operates to open up a critical space that allows women to enter into dialogue with each other and beyond the discipline. Not only does this talk seek to make sense of representation, subjectivity and experience but also confers new revelatory truths about these issues. Taking the discourse as a whole makes known the trials and tribulations involved in the process of writing theory. For it reveals the ambiguities involved when women speak within patriarchy as well as how film feminism as a field of knowledge gives representation for better or worse to the paradox.

Students from various humanities disciplines now routinely read feminist film theory. This book sets out to give students a sense of the different voices involved in producing that knowledge. It aims to root each debate within its intellectual context, to reveal how particular frameworks have shaped the approaches taken as well as explain the various goals, methodologies and interests guiding feminist film scholarship. Understanding origins and key concerns of what is being said will allow students to see how an academic argument is formed but also help them get a better sense of the research methods, intellectual ideas and critical perspectives used by film scholars to write new theories. Studying the body of work known as feminist film theory makes it possible to understand the contribution made by the discipline to producing new knowledge about gendered subjectivities, representation and spectatorship over the last four decades.
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