Passionate Detachment

This book is about feminism and cinema: it assumes, therefore, a
relationship of some kind between two sets of practices, and explores
various points of overlap and intersection between them. The linking of
feminism with cinema in itself raises a series of questions, some of them
analytical or theoretical, others more obviously political. Feminism is a
political practice, or set of practices, with its own history and forms of
organisation, with its own bodies of theory constructed in and through
that history and organisation. And it is not a monolith; it comes in
different varieties, offers a range of analyses of the position of women,
and different strategies for social change. Because of the forms of
organisation it has adopted and developed over the years, and also
perhaps because of its current cultural and political marginality,
feminism presents itself very clearly as a process, and is therefore hard
to pin down. This can be both a strength and a weakness. Cinema, on
the other hand, which also has its own history, appears at first sight
more concrete. Everyday understandings of it have had more than
cighty years to become solidified and institutionalised. But for this very
reason, our understandings of what cinema is or ought to be are
perhaps all the more impenetrable.

For the purposes of this book, it is easier initially to pose a working
definition of what I want to include within the term ‘cinema’ than of
what I understand by ‘“feminism’. ‘Cinema’ is understood here in its
h'roadest sense to embrace the various aspects of the institutions -
historically surrounding the production, distribution and exhibitionof
films of different types, from the commercial cinema exemplified at its
Mostelaborate by the Hollywood studio system of the 1930s and 19:
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The central question addressed by this book is: what is, can be, or
should be, the relationship between feminism and cinema? In even
posing such a question I am, of course, assuming that a relationship of
some kind iy there to be explored, explicated, or constructed. This
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regards the sex/gender system as a specific social formation, Rubin’s
dcﬁnition may be read as suggesting that It 18 10 some measure an
:deological construct. A Marxist-feminist perspective on this issue
would focus on the relationship between sex/gender systems and their
ideological character in relation to the economic conditions of their
existence, perhaps by accepting that the autonomy of the ideological is
relative, or operates in interaction with economic conditions, Such a
perspectivc would suggest that cultural factors do not in general act
alone or have their effects in isolation from other factors, such as class or
the sexual division of labour, in shaping sex/gender systems. It would
also suggest that the interaction of the ideological with the economic
and other instances of the social formation is historically specific, so
that the state of the sex/gender system varies historically.

Ifitis accepted that ‘the c ultural’ may be subsumed within ideology
and thus be considered as having effects in the constitution of the sex/
gender system at any moment in history, then it becomes possible to
argue that interventions within culture have some independent
potential to transform sex/gender systems. In other words, ‘cultural
struggle’ becomes a political possibility. To pose a relationship
between feminism and cinema, as this book does, is therefore to suggest
two things: one, that there are connections to be made on an analytical
or theoretical level between the two sets of practices, and, two, that
taken together feminism and cinema might provide a basis for certain
types of intervention in culture. Although in specific cultural practices
the distinction between analysis and intervention cannot easily be held
to, itis in fact useful initially to make the distinction, if only for the sake
of clarity of thought and exposition. And indeed although part of the
structure of my argument in the main body of the book is founded on
this conceptual separation of analysis and intervention, I shall in fact
be arguing that they are but two sides of the same coin.

A recognition, implicit or explicit, of the relevance of cultural factors
to a consideration of the sex/gender system has informed feminist
thought in a variety of ways since the emergence, from the late 1960s
on, of the ‘second wave’ women'’s movement. Arguments have been
put forward regarding, for example, certain kinds of stereotypical
images of women marketed via women’s magazines, television
advertisements, and other media. Here the cultural construction of an
ldea} female — young, shapely, carefully dressed and ‘made up,
fashionable, glamorous — may be considered in itsell as ‘oppressive’
because it proffers an image which many women feel it is important to
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or, perhaps more importantly, how the ‘specifically cinematic’ -
formal characteristics peculiar to cinema: composition of the cinematic
jmage, lighting, editing, camera movement and so on — operates in
flms either alone or in conjuction with stories or images and
characters. Because of this, such an approach can easily bypass the
qu«-stion of how films make their own kinds of meanings, how they
signify, in other words. These points are considered more fully in the
main body of the book: they are raised here, however, because of the
influence that the role/image approach has had, and still has, in
ferninist film criticism, and also in order to open up the question of
what such an approach does not do, the issues to which it does not

attend. This in itself raises questions central to my project. With this in

mind. T set out with the assumptions not only that there is indeed a

relationship fruitfully to be explored between feminism and cinema,

but also that one possibly productive avenue of exploration lies in an

examination of the operation of specifically cinematic signifiers, and

also of elements of plot, characterisation and narrative structure which

do not necessarily offer themselves to a ‘surface’ reading.

The question of feminist alternatives to culturally dominant
representations of women is raised - sometimes implicitly, sometimes
explicitly — by feminist critiques of such representations. Posing the
possibility of alternatives may be allied with a critique of the
dominance of males as producers of representations in general, and of
representations of women in particular: for example, the advertising
and TV industries are dominated by men in positions of authority, art
history as an academic discipline has offered us few ‘great’” women
artists, and the film industry has been dominated by male producers,
directors and technicians. When the two critiques are put together —
the notion of images of women as ‘objects” and the observation that
males are or have been largely responsible for producing such images —
it can readily be concluded that a transformation in the area of
representation might in some measure be brought about if there were
greater numbers of women artists, advertising executives, film
directors, and so on. For certain purposes, such an argument can be
both useful and powerful. In relation to cinema, for example, there is
no doubt that women have had fewer opportunities than men to
involve themselves in film production, particularly in the commercial
film industry, and where they have been employed in the industry,
they have been overwhelmingly concentrated in jobs which involve
relatively little prestige, power and reward (Association of Cinemato-



IH‘I’IODUCTION

i
graph, Television and Allied i
the ohatae Technicians, 1975) '
iacles wonen face i fim product ) ‘I:) ; a(’;!"ame th
ed e calt w A‘
any, ferinist i“'fn: ‘::\

provide af apprtunl
s : ty to see what, if
uht b made i chnema. Another important ond
condition for i
this

Clenring of the gre
| grotnd ma e
awareness of the past ¢ Ybﬂdwmmdmm hist
soimewl conttibutions of ory so th
l it Oﬁlm’ my M br women ﬁ'm mak at Some
!:vwav@y, i1 15 essential 10 ("“S"I to light.! At . ers, hithery,
l\h;lv makers does not in emphasise that the CXiMch‘ € same time
thm::“ then is the rdum»w”m : g fcn;inh;0£|m0" women
m‘hn ‘“d Mlnm cu]““,‘” 4 cen cultural p ms.
hat u'le |wo““”s’ “mmﬁom?l, 2 nterventions |
m‘:g:;e‘ ‘h”“‘hmf“:“:{,“mym‘ be femi ‘-h(’ same. Pain‘;\ to
. “I‘ 'de:egd by e, | s will disagree lhmnf't, and it is po n‘x;::.
g’ " 'm‘fe"" 4 at fe v 1 DSS1DLe
implicit ) symptomatic, in tha t on the latter e work n
Al h n “‘G vm e “ th m‘ﬂu ‘X)]nt v in § 14\
f m‘p, 'a mc ‘y i“ Which d‘e “Paﬁlnhﬂ 188 o fact be
R e femninistm of question is ue, one that s
Riioim e epe a piece of Poved: the isue
bmuu‘;;ﬂbumomuw tural intervent work there ber issue of
ceniral | the way it s vork itself (fem tions by wom e e o
fal o read? The inist cultural en), because of
anil hy debate uestio tural i o
wotien's ol abou 4 ns of nterventions
0 n's chiierna { the relati of authorshi gons), or
rganisation of any Thes ieni tionship orship and tex
e o, | o o
o o plad, ot ttance L e g
COrtal ¢ ertisement, i y o a . or set of re tructure and
p‘ dm‘”ﬁ“ Whipli':mc“lar nov lprcscn(aliﬂns: it
W“Mﬁmdﬂng Saa that works el, painting, film
claim ty them’ (€ an activ are the Sbiact of '
LU " ‘cwk, i ¢ reading i ject of a
e hMﬁve 3{‘7 %OP- 9).Angy".] terms of the
ok being argued th femi .s"‘gl"ﬁlm may
-l My b ht'fc, howcctvmnl"ft cinema and
il cussion e other, but als"
eimerges thre about th .
L g hold; e relationsh'F
af -thevery im'g to the logiml
3 fﬁning qun&.ﬂcncc on such
: . _“ﬂ_acinma: ?’“0"8 about the
mmbe it also allows the
ler ¢ z;.‘mporlam 0
Produce '°"t8 aimed al
& ers’ are unimp®”




FANSIONATE DETACHMEN U

fant or lrrelevant: on the contrary, it can certainly be argued thal
pansdormations i dominant modes of representation will not be
brought about unless and until this happens, However, such trans.
(brmations are netther a necessary nor an attomatic outcome of such a
drategy.

Unpacking the arguments around authorship and gender on the one
hand and feminism and textual organisation on the other involves
dealing with a number of fundamental issues, These centre around two
(uestions: firstly that of authorship and intentionality, and secondly
that of feminism in relation to female subjectivity and the latter it't
velation to the attributes of texts, The question of authorial intentions
has informed debates in theories of art and literature for many years,
What has been dubbed in such debates the “intentionalist fallacy’
argues that texts are reducible to the conscious intentions of their
producers, That is to say, the meanings obtainable from or readable in
texts of various kinds are, or ought to be, no more nor less than the
meanings which authors or producers intended to put there, Argu-
ments against authorial intentionality tend to stress either that an
author may incorporate elements in texts unconsciously — that she or
he may not be wholly aware of the implications of what 13 being
written, or painted, or filmed, Or, as an extension of this argument, it
might be suggested that texts can i1 SOme sense generate meanings on
their own, or at least that meanings which go beyond authory’
intentions may be generated in a dynamic moment of reading or
reception, Balzac, for example, is often considered to be a novelist who
‘knew more than he knew' ~ whose fictional works can yield textures
and levels of meaning which clearly go beyond anything the writer
himself could possibly have intended. The literary theorist Lukics, for
instance, regarded Balzac's work as embodying the most Progressive
qualities possible in art pmdu('cd in a bourgeois society, and thiy
despite the novelist’s personal politics, which were conservative in the
extreme. To this extent, Balzac’s works may be seen as in some way
constituting their own meanings above and beyond conscious author-
il input, and/or as constructing meanings uncontrolled by the author
in the interaction of reader and text at the moment of reception,

Approaches to the question of authorship within film theory have
advanced similar positions. ‘Auteur theory' puts forward the notion
that the primary creative responsibility for a film usually lies with its
director (e.g. Sarris, 1968), That is to say, the notion of authorship on
the literary model, despite very important differences between film
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accepted, we cannot necessarily take a film maker’s word about her or
his films ~ even if we have it - at face value.

A similar argument may be advanced in relation to the question of
leminism and textual organisation. It if is accepted that texts are not
necessarily readable purely in terms of the intentions of their authors or
producers, then it can be argued on the one hand that a non-feminist is
capable of producing a feminist text, and on the other that a feminist i
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feminine’ can be considered a principle of textual organisation, an
attribute of the text itself;, what is the connection between such a
principlc and ‘woman’: what possible link can iiwr«: he bhetween an
attribute which informs the structure and organisation of texis, and
gender? Even to suggest the possibility of a relationship 'N'!Wt“(‘!\
ferninine-as-text and ‘woman’ i1s to pose some kind of connection
hetween ‘woman’ and representation which, at least initinlly, sides
steps the whole issue of feminism. What is at stake here then s the
possibility of a feminine text as opposed to a feminist one: that s, that
representations might be considered as either feminine’ or mascus
line’. This question has been addressed under the rubric of feminine
language or feminine writing by a number of theorists, Luce Irigaray,
for example, argues on behalf of a feminine language which operates
outside the bounds of an ‘Aristotelian type of logic' (Trigaray, 1977,
p. 64) which she sees as informing masculine language. In constructing
this argument, Irigaray sets up a relationship of analogy between
gender and language, so that Western discourse is seen as possessing the
‘masculine’ attributes of visibility, goal orientation, and so on. A
feminine language, or a feminine relation o language, would on the
other hand challenge and subvert this form of discourse by posing
plurality over against unity, multitudes of meanings as against single,
fixed meanings, diffuseness as against instrumentality, That is to say,
whereas Western discourse — the ‘masculine’ ~ tends to limit meaning
by operating a linear and instrumental syntax, a feminine language
would be more open, would set up multiplicities of MeAnings,

In considering in this way the relationship between the feminine and
signiﬁcation, itis perhaps useful at this point to focus on signification, 1t
signification and representation are seen as processes of meaning
proc.lu.ction, and ifit is accepted that notions of feminine language and
feminine writing may describe a specific relationship to representation,
then the feminine can be seen as a subject position, a place which the
}lrs}:r- or the subject — of language can occupy in relation to language,
cqii:ii:,: zl; :l]llef;m.“ie argument from biologism, from any necessary
b T ‘:mmmc with woman as defined by bodily attributes,

s us to name the defining characteristics of a leminine
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feminine describes a relationshi s ool e
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The notion of a feminine text therefore brings to the very centre of
debate the consideration of texts as producers of meanings, as
producing meanings in the moment of reading. Thus, meanings are
produced for the ‘subject’ of the text - the reader is inserted into the
meanings produced by the textand is thus in a sense produced by them.
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o (forcgroundcd, as is the case — it is argued — in dominant texts, in
s line discourse, the feminine would be subversive of such
masculine b ! : 3
discourse, would constitute a dlSIl..ll‘ball(‘(‘ to dominant modes of
rcprcscmation, and thus to th.e d9m1nant cultural order. .

The argument at this pointis s.u|.l rather abstract, ll(’)wcvrl:. \.\"hat‘.n
might be asked, would a feminine text actu‘ally lo.ok hlfc.’ ] lfllil
Kristeva, in putting forwa‘rd her argument Iolr radical s:ngmlymg
practice, introduces the notion of.thc poetic \Krnsleva: 197.()). A text
may embody or produce the poetic to the degree that it brings to the
fort.: the processes by which it constructs its own meanings. That is to
say, a text is constituted as poetic in relation to its reading. Any text
m;ay' qualify as poetic, as radical signifying practice, or as feminine only
in the relations it poses between itself and its readers. Since such
relationships are clearly context-bound in that they are likely to vary
from place to place, from time to time, and from reader to reader, it is
actually impossible to make any universal or absolute prescriptions as
10 formal characteristics, a point which needs to be borne in mind in
considering the question of feminist cinema in relation to that of
feminine writing. Kristeva’s argument does perhaps constitute some
kind of prescription for avant-garde signifying practices. But does this
mean that avant-garde and feminine practices are necessarily the
same?

A feminine text then has no fixed formal characteristics, precisely
because it is a relationship: it becomes a feminine text in the moment of
its reading. This conclusion leads to consideration of the second set of
ideas generated by the notion of feminine writing: that the moment of
reception is crucial. In concrete terms, it might be concluded from this
that no intervention in culture can work at the level of the text alone.
As ﬁ‘lr asa feministintervention is concerned, therefore, it is not really a
question of producing a ‘feminist text’. In any case, if it is accepted that
neither authorial intention nor the attributes of the text taken in

solation (if, indeed, thatis ever possible) can always guarantee specific
~ cven if they may limit the range of readings available — we

#reled 10 ask whey
already advanced.
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and cxpos(‘d — and the texts .lh‘cmfvl\'vs u.‘.'m?li.)rnwd in'r(-lrospv('ct : l).'\'
readings ‘against the grain. Some feminist readings n‘i classic
H(,llywund films have in fact been undertaken along these hnvs.‘ ;fnd
indeed have been very important in the recent development of film
theory.

But this by no means exhausts the debate, which at this point might
easily be perceived as advancing a view of the text as nothing more
than the site of struggle for the production of meanings. Although it
may be true that all texts are indeed open to a range of readings, it 1S
«urely not often the case that they are open to any or all readings,
dcpehding only on the context and conditions of reception. T'o some
extent. texts do tend to offer ‘preferred’ readings, so that, for example,
a feminist reading of a dominant text might aim to challenge those very
preferred readings by uncovering hidden structures and ideological
operations, while other texts might not seem to call for such challenge,
in that their preferred readings — the readings which they seem
immediately to offer — may already appear as ‘feminist’.

At this point the somewhat vexed issue of tendentiousness raises
itself. ‘Tendency’ in cultural production was in the forefront of debates
about the social and political functions of art in the years immediately
following the October Revolution in Russia. Tendentiousness, refer-
ring to the artist’s desire to take up a political stance, in its original
context implied that no specific party loyalty was called for from an
artist expressing tendency in her or his work. It did, however, suggest a
conscious intent on the part of the artist to incorporate a particular
P?htical position or range of positions in that work. We are back, then,
with l'hc problem of intentionality, a problem which troubled
‘;fsc.usspns about the artist’s role in the revolution, about the
i;::;‘:{gzl:f:it\vt:cn ‘high’ art .a.nd agifatk‘)nal art, and was an
Hi wcr ict)r in ;'1] series of divisions which increasingly split Soviet
S [f:s t rodl{ghout thc.19203.(Vaunga.n-James, 1973). I'n
iy Some1oufs hxﬂ"crcnces in social, Rolmcal and. economllc
comcmpo;ary femi(;i[ ¢ lproblems s.urroundmg tendcntxon’xsr{ess in
Weare perhaps more :;‘;‘: trr:l przcnce do seem somewhat similar. If
Cannot Recessarily circun : Qb ay ht atauthorial intention floes not and
ork, we are il f cribe the range of meanings available from a
read; orced to ask the question: under what conditions are

ngsin fact g : : 3
Authors op produ(;::;mned or determinable by the intended inputs of

€ problem w; . Pl
with this question is that it cannot be answered in a
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anings. Whatever the 0 side any contro

'r‘:-:ding!:‘of their works must often take place outst Soane

i at me: '
wish to exert. In other words, ifit is accepted (}? ; m:,.L
. he text itself, thatitis not something locked w .

not reside purely in t . 2 e
the text waiting for a reader in order to be liberated, but is itself s

degree an independent product or outcome 0:' :)::i":f\::?l] l:l‘: .
impossible to consider feminism in lcrfns 0 textu: .f o
whether they be of ‘form’ or of ‘content., let alone in terms o whet
or not producers intended to put them there. A cultural producer v
wishes to take up a feminist stance, thcrcﬁ)re., has sc?'cral options. Ox
might be to continue doing whatever she thinks fit in terms ‘m textug
input, and simply hope that the work will be read as it was intence
Another might be to attempt more actively to limit the ranc
meanings available from the work, which may be accomplishec -
several ways. This might be by addressing a very specific audience .1
trying to ensure that the work reaches only that audience, or by deal:
with a particular issue on which positions are already to some exic:

clear, and attempting to determine readings by taking up a very over:

stance on that one issue, or by trying to limit readings in other - cxir.-
textual - ways, throu

ghinterviews, reviews and personal appearances
for example,

A point which should perha
of tendentiousness is usually in
of restricting th
For certain p
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some degree in the direction of closure.

¢ rangc of meanings potcntiau il “
urposes and under certain y available from a tex

xtself feminist may actually
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circumstances a cultura!

‘masculine’ lVe"Y closure Which, it is suggested.
MNierarch, “of mean; 8¢, to the extent that such 2
| do‘mﬂﬁm“m:;ngs and implies a subjectior
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ussie parratives works in such a way that stories are opened by a
“’. it o of some equilibrium (say a murder or a disappearance) and
‘mmv::‘:.v'nr(iu 4 resolution of the initial disruption, so that the
wnl|" tillmtmi;n:idcs with the end of the story. Roland Barthes makes a
'r:'n':ninn between the pleasure to be obtained from the closure or
'.r':ulutitm of this classic form of narrative, and the ‘bliss’ ( _)'Ofdssan.ce) of
e text which challenges such closure. Both are clcarly:rclauons.hlps of
ceading: the pleasure of the first is the satisfaction of (:(.)rn;)lell?n, of
having all the ends tied up, whereas the bliss of the second 1s the
unsettling, the movement of the subject produced by the reading,
which goes beyond, or is outside, the pleasure of the fixation of the
subject-reader of the classic narrative (Barthes, 1975).

It is clear that openness as a defining characteristic of the feminine is
wmething very different from the closure, fixation or limitation of
meaning implied by the tendentious text. In this difference two distinct
forms of cultural practice may in fact be at stake. And indeed it does
actually underlie a series of strategic dissensions and contradictions
within contemporary feminist cultural politics. Such dissensions may
be summed up briefly by distinguishing between two extremes of
oppositional cultural practice, one which tends to take processes of
sgnification for granted and one which argues that the meaning
production process is itself the site of struggle. The first would draw on
dominant forms, such that the oppositional character of the represen-
tations produced is guaranteed by mobilising the signification process
4 a vehicle of already constituted meanings and by taking readers as
aluf already formed (in this instance, in relation to certain political
pmitions) prior to the moment of reception: thus meanings are seen, as
'r:':':;;".-, :: b:';t::'; han:cd unchanged from source to reci'pient. H.ere itis
“‘ﬂmituic'd " ::': :‘ an the process .o.f their generation, which are
PRGiLce would (he-r:_nc scns; opposmonal: S.uch forms of cul.tural
modes of represena ;:)l: t;n to oreratc within culturally dominant
“mvcya'mmi;gé' consti’t ‘::1‘”0“ ok ﬂ.lo.dcs Mgt v oy

Finsrgalogy : ut < as c;nlt:lrally or poh.tncally opposmon?_l.

Ltbe signification P!::: c:n;e 1c t_ux:al practice would take as it
T8Anisation of the workp'l’h % ‘; SEAng 11 e Ccnqal p_l?;e A 'the.‘;,
flot - 1 hus in this case meaning production would
ed, exactly because theldedopcalcharactgr of

the ligta'kf;m for grant
fication pr, is : S Sis .
""“'"w."mc aocen s repitliy asmeitsomeching to
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a masculinist or patriarchal culture, ,, i
cha 0 i in itself to challenge the ideolog;,. al
that to write ‘in the Jemsiss = of representation. It is in this resp.,
= iliY be considered as feminist. Ty,
ons in culture, therefore, goes beyonq -
ks _.mdcratlons of tendentiousnes;

and involves a number damental questions about the ways i

which texts crestei and define and constitute thej;
reader-subjects.

Feminism, cons on to cultural practice, is perhaps
even more complex than might at first be imagined
My purpose in th 0 éxplore as many of the dimensions of the
“3‘3“0“"“1{ JCIWEST Ictinism an a as | can, and in as open a
feminist cultural pract

de in the terms of the
‘and the production.
Ing texts, but also



