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SERIES EDITOR™S FOREWORD

In seeking to open up new possibilities for thinking about cinema, Gill
Branston’s Cinema and Cultural Modernity recasts a number of familiar
assumptions underlying current debates within film studies. At issue, she
maintains, is the need to understand cinema within the broader formation
of cultural modernity, an objective best realized through the careful elucida-
tion of its histories, institutions, representations and, not least, audiences
across time, space and place. Such an approach is thereby defined as much
by its resistance to the lure of more traditional modes of critique as it is by
its interrogation of the shifting boundaries demarcating the limits of cinema
today. This is an exciting book, one which makes a host of intriguing obser-
vations about the ‘mutating forms’ of cinema while, at the same time, throw-
ing into sharp relief an original basis for their examination.

The Issues in Cultural and Media Studies series aims to facilitate a diverse
range of critical investigations into pressing questions considered to be
central to current thinking and research. In light of the remarkable speed at
which the conceptual agendas of cultural and media studies are changing,
the authors are committed to contributing to what is an ongoing process of
re-evaluation and critique. Each of the books is intended to provide a lively,
innovative and comprehensive introduction to a specific topical issue from a
fresh perspective. The reader is offered a thorough grounding in the most
salient debates indicative of the book’s subject, as well as important insights
into how new modes of enquiry may be established for future explorations.
Taken as a whole, then, the series is designed to cover the core components
of cultural and media studies courses in an imaginatively distinctive and
engaging manner.

Stuart Allan
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SERTES EDITOR™S FOREWORD
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Branston’s Cinema and Cultural Modernity recasts a number of familiar
assumptions underlying current debates within film studies. At issue, she
maintains, is the need to understand cinema within the broader formation
of cultural modernity, an objective best realized through the careful elucida-
tion of its histories, institutions, representations and, not least, audiences
across time, space and place. Such an approach is thereby defined as much
by its resistance to the lure of more traditional modes of critique as it is by
its interrogation of the shifting boundaries demarcating the limits of cinema
today. This is an exciting book, one which makes a host of intriguing obser-
vations about the ‘mutating forms’ of cinema while, at the same time, throw-
ing into sharp relief an original basis for their examination.

The Issues in Cultural and Media Studies series aims to facilitate a diverse
range of critical investigations into pressing questions considered to be
central to current thinking and research. In light of the remarkable speed at
which the conceptual agendas of cultural and media studies are changing,
the authors are committed to contributing to what is an ongoing process of
re-evaluation and critique. Each of the books is intended to provide a lively,
innovative and comprehensive introduction to a specific topical issue from a
fresh perspective. The reader is offered a thorough grounding in the most
salient debates indicative of the book’s subject, as well as important insights
into how new modes of enquiry may be established for future explorations.
Taken as a whole, then, the series is designed to cover the core components
of cultural and media studies courses in an imaginatively distinctive and
engaging manner. ‘

Stuart Allan



INTRODUCTION

For some film is dead, and film study with it. Even if we limit the term to
moving, audio-visual, non-serial fictions, its boundaries have spread so far —
to include ads, music videos, digital and TV forms — as to make the study of
‘film’ seem anachronistic. The January 2000 merger of AOL with Time-
Warner, and then EMI, is seen as emblematic of the fate of the now dimly
visible names of the big US film studios. (The deal was even discussed as
‘television’ or ‘entertainment’ merging with ‘information’ and Internet
forms.) Within such conglomerate global holdings, the major film studios
seem now no more than anchors for cross-industry marketing (‘synergy’) of
toys, cars, music, computer games, fashions, fast food and so on.

If films are defined as existing on celluloid, they are a threatened species.
They now circulate in mutating forms: celluloid, video and digitality, and
forms that are a mix of all three (Toy Story 2 was made without a camera,
and screened without conventional projectors). This means that another one
of their early and abiding fascinations, their status as a kind of ‘trace’ off the
real, whether that be in giving documentary evidence or the sheen of a star’s
skin, is undermined. Films now are not necessarily made with real actors and
settings: the illusioneering capacities of digital technologies proudly display
their capacities to outstrip all the previous efforts of cinematic special effects
(FX) (see Romney 1997).

If films are defined as seen, in complete form, on large cinema screens, in
a space both public and private, then what of the fact that this is no longer
the space where most films are viewed, or that zapping and other forms of
pleasurably incomplete viewing, within home screenings, are now common?
In other words, through all of the above, films’ specific-ness as film, which
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has been traditionally handled in Film Studies, largely through textual work,
seems to have been swallowed up by commercial and technological develop-
ments in other parts of huge conglomerates.

Cinema is not dead

This book argues that far from being ‘dead’, film and cinematic imagery are,
and have been, central to high consumer cultures of the visual, in all their
globally unequal spread. It is key to the convergence of screens in the
twenty-first century. This is despite the greater importance of TV, for the
circulation of certain kinds of cultural imaginings; despite the absorption of
film into headings such as ‘entertainment’; and despite the emphasis of
distinguished film economists on the relatively small scale of ‘Hollywood’
compared to the turnover of, say, Microsoft or General Electric. Cinema
spearheads conglomerate ownership of cutting-edge media industries.

Just as cinema could be argued to be the first truly mass medium, so Film
Studies was the prototype for moving image media study. A book of this
length can focus on only a few of the relevant issues. I have assumed that
cinema is not so much dead as mutating, and in any case was always best
understood through study attempting to hold together of all its constituting
processes, rather than through the textual exclusivity sometimes implied by
‘ilm study’. Some distinguished recent books (such as Stam and Miller
2000) collect writing on film with that on TV almost without comment as
to their institutional and historical differences. While the overlap is now
hard to disentangle, I shall assume that we can still talk of a cinema com-
posed of ‘films’ which are mostly fiction narratives, overwhelmingly deploy-
ing the continuity, narrative and genre systems first developed in studio
Hollywood. I do not include discussion of advertisements or music videos,
though they can well be seen as tiny films, and have functioned materially as
such in the careers of some of the biggest names in contemporary Holly-
wood. Nor is there space to treat documentary, though related issues around
realism are briefly discussed.

Modernity

The book’s ambition is to draw on and relate together recent positions in both
film study and political debate, and to argue for the value of understanding
cinema through an emphasis on its place in the formation of cultural mod-
ernity more broadly. There is an emerging sense that ‘modernity’ offers much
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for the materialist and critical understanding of media. The boom 1980s dis-
courses of postmodernism (or ‘pomo’ as it’s often called) seem unable to pro-
vide such a historical grasp, whatever the attractions of, by turns, Frankfurt
gloomy or consumer-power-chirpy puns and rhetoric.

Modernity is far from a simple concept or periodization (see Morley
1996). It poses almost as many problems of definition as the notoriously
slippery terms postmodernism and postmodernity. I have settled for a
periodization which traces it back, through continuities from the nineteenth
century, to the social, economic and cultural transformations emerging
ultimately from the late eighteenth century political revolutions in France
and the United States, and the industrial revolutions occurring initially in
Europe. It is also associated with the accompanying rationalist ambitions of
those intellectual movements that were known together, in all their contra-
dictions (see McGuigan 1999: ch. 2) as ‘the Enlightenment’. Very broadly,
such changes, soon embodied in the emerging mass media, looked to a
democratized future instead of to the deferences and stabilities of the feudal
past. ‘Modernity’ can, more easily than ‘postmodernity’, with its highly tex-
tual and relativist emphases, be made to point towards egalitarian, redis-
tributive political ideals. Although these are now understood as discursively
constructed, nevertheless they will not go away and indeed often found the
very identity politics which have so pleasurably fragmented the ‘big’ eman-
cipatory politics of an earlier period. They, paradoxically perhaps, emerge
from the Enlightenment’s emphasis on the concepts of ‘progress’, ‘produc-
tivity’ and ‘individualism’, all so central to the dynamic needs of capitalism.
The period needs to be located as capitalist, with all that has involved for
transformations of power structures in the areas of gender, race, sexuality
and class.

‘The Enlightenment’ and its political ambitions have been powerfully
critiqued, from different directions — as no more than a ‘grand narrative’,
yearning for history to have a shape and a happy ending; as Euro-centric; as
proceeding via a rhetoric tellingly centred on ‘Man’ and his ‘rights’; as obliv-
ious to either the ways that discourses of ‘Reason’ and then science, can be
operated instrumentally or oppressively, or have drives and goals of which
they are unconscious. I do not want to operate a barricaded form of argu-
ment, but it seems, whatever the problems with these associated values, that
‘modernity’ can alert us to more satisfying projects than those fashionable
approaches which announce that ‘history is over’ or that we are living in
‘knowledge’ or ‘virtual’ economies. These come close to celebrating only
irrationality, meaninglessness and consumption, though this celebration is
done often in a hip style, implying that some cool version of ‘progress’ is at
work, which surely itself forms another, not new, ‘grand narrative’?
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Such debates have been replayed in the ‘third way’ politics of the British
Labour government which, thankfully, replaced the part-feudal routines of
the Tories on 1 May 1997. As Stuart Hall and others pointed out (Critical
Politics conference, London, January 2000), because Thatcherism had rep-
resented itself as modernizing, in order to bring together an effective oppo-
sition (as well as to admit the strength of some of the arguments) it was felt
necessary to mirror this thrusting rhetoric. In the process not only were cer-
tain forms of redistributive political emphases, as well as an interest in class
inequality, lost (partly by being called ‘Old Labour’) but a sense of history,
as well as of different possible modernities, was weakened. “Thatcher’s old
friend TINA (There Is No Alternative) was revived’ (Stuart Hall) especially
around the supposedly inevitable capitalist logic of globalization.

In the late 1990s, in a move to connect the ‘public’ (male?) emphasis of
‘Enlightenment rationality’ to the more supposedly private (female?) pleas-
ures of consumption, an emphasis was made on the fundamental modernity

- of ‘cultures of consumption’. The realm of production, from Marxist
approaches, has also been re-imagined. The ‘rational, free-thinking indi-
vidual’ (read, ‘man’) set up by much Enlightenment thought perhaps

learned some of these ways of being by being rational and individual in
the experience of going to work and of materially constructing new
forms of domesticity, in dressing as a fashionable urbanite and in going
to newly commercialised leisure activities.

(Slater 1997: 24)

Hollywood, cinema studies and this book

This may sound a long way from Film Studies. Yet it opens up possibilities
for thinking about cinema, its audiences held in fascinations and spaces con-
ceptualized as both intensely public (classically, arrangements made to leave
the home for the evening; movies watched with many unknown others) and
private (the darkness ensured that responses were not overlooked by those
others, the films made it possible to privately imagine the most ‘deviant’
ways of being).

My first excitement in the area was bound up with the political energies
deriving from 1970s debates which drove to insist, first, that popular, deni-
grated media such as film should be celebrated and better understood.
Though interested in form and the ‘languages’ of cinema, this was partly an



