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The Politics of Film Canons 
by Janet Staiger 

Canon formation in film, as in any other area, can be located in a variety of 
projects. In film criticism, whether popular or academic, some films will be 
chosen for extensive discussion and analysis; others will be ignored. In theo- 
retical writing, arguments are buttressed by films cited as examples of points. In 
histories, films are marked as worth mentioning for one reason or another (e.g., 
influence, aesthetic significance, typicality). This occurs not only for historio- 

graphical reasons (every causal explanation invariably privileges particular link- 

ages or conjunctions), but for practical reasons as well: a history including every 
film would be trapped by the Tristam Shandy contradiction of constantly losing 
ground to the increasing number of films added daily to the list of those to be 
covered.' Even filmmakers are involved in canon formation. Those films chosen 
to be reworked, alluded to, satirized, become privileged points of reference, 
pulled out from the rest of cinema's predecessors.2 As ideal fathers, these select 
films are given homage or rebelled against. 

That canons exist in film studies and that canon formation is involved with 
the political sphere is evident.3 Much less evident is the shifting politics, past 
and present, of the factors contributing to canon formation. In attempting to 

identify and characterize some of these factors, as well as the limitations they 
impose on our understanding of cinema, I will consider which films our critics, 
theorists, historians, and filmmakers have chosen for study and why certain 
shifts have occurred in our canon even over the short period of cinema's exis- 
tence-now only ninety years. In addition, I will be suggesting that escape from 
canon formation will be difficult to achieve. Competition in academics and the 
film industry reinforces canons and canon-making. However, my project is not 
to encourage a stance of relativity or political pluralism upon recognizing that 
all canonical projects are tied into a political activity but rather to make those 

politics self-evident, to find the political centers of particular enterprises. For 
even in revising and decentering dominant canons, new centers appear. My 
hope is to encourage as knowledgeable, humane, and progressive a choice as 

possible among the various politics.4 

The Politics of Admission. Among the earliest writings about cinema were 
those involved in proving film was an art. This was a politics of opening up the 
established set of arts to a newcomer-moving pictures. The first film theo- 
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rists-Vachel Lindsay, Hugo MUinsterberg, the French impressionists, and 
Rudolf Arnheim-as well as early historians such as Robert Grau and Terry 
Ramsaye typify this project. While each of these writers used various tactics to 
do this, all of their approaches are characterized by a basic assumption: some 
moving pictures ought to be included in the group of objects that the cultural 
elite terms aesthetic. It was a politics of admission, not one of redefinition and, 
hence, not as radical as it might have been. Although the mechanical nature of 
photography could have provoked a possible decentering and revising of the es- 
tablished characteristics of an aesthetic object (i.e., a human's manipulation and 
transformation of raw materials into an object whose primary function was an 
aesthetic effect), the battle plan was, rather, to show that cinema's mechanical 
nature was inconsequential or, better yet, capable of being overcome through 
human intervention. As Arnheim would write, "Art begins where mechnical re- 
production leaves off." 

Although the overt project may seem only an issue for aestheticians and 
historians, underlying it were economic and social contexts. For some writers, 
such as Grau and Ramsaye, the definition of film as art would provide a status 
and recognition of that medium as a worthy product in the competition for con- 
sumers of cultural goods. Raising film to the level of art ensured the attention of 
a middle-class audience already spending significant sums of money on legiti- 
mate theater, vaudeville, novels, music, and reproductions of paintings. Indi- 
rectly, then, Grau and Ramsaye's own work as publicists and journalists would 
be perceived as valuable and worth financial support. For others, such as the 
French impressionists and Arnheim, the profit advantage was equally at stake. 
Financing film projects or receiving support for research on the relationship of 
art and psychology mattered personally to these people. The apparently value- 
free discussion of what film-as-art was can be related to a self-interest and an 
economic gain. This is also the case for Lindsay and MUnsterberg, both of 
whom received financial rewards for their theorizing: Lindsay became a film 
critic for The New Republic, and Miinsterberg did a series of educational shorts 
for Paramount. 

The social context was also linked to the economic one. The last third of 
both Lindsay's and Miinsterberg's books details the possible effects that film 
might have on society, with suggestions about how films could reinforce ap- 
propriate social behavior. Such advice provided methods of how a hegemonic 
culture and economic structure could reproduce itself; again, to the political 
and economic advantage of a particular group. Thus, the strategy of seeking 
cinema's admission to the category of art was by no means apolitical; further- 
more, its politics was a reinforcement of the status quo. 

As a politics of admission, then, these writings took at least three re- 
lated argumentative strategies. The first strategy might be termed the "es- 
sence of art" method. It was argued through a characteristic syllogism with 
the reasoning: all arts do X; film can do X; therefore film is an art. This 
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fallacious strategy was widely employed, even though what constituted the 
"X" or "essence" of art differed among the various writers. Two examples 
of the strategy and its consequences for canon formation are books written 
by Muinsterberg (1916) and Arnheim (1933, revised in 1957). 

For Munsterberg an aesthetic object appeals to the imagination, as well 
as contains instruction and information.s In the major two portions of his 
work, Mlunsterberg details how the mind works and how films either rein- 
force or hinder mental perception and imagination. Although Mlunsterberg 
cites a great number of canonized literary, dramatic, and plastic art ex- 
amples, he supplies very few titles of films and only an occasional descrip- 
tion of an exemplary film scene. The given reason for not listing whole films 
was the underdevelopment of film, although "more than any other art [film 
is] destined to overcome outer nature by the free and joyful play of the 
mind" (p. 100). 

Some seventeen years later Arnheim wrote his analysis, reinforced by 
a whole set of approved and disapproved films. He was explicit about what 
art's essence is. For Arnheim art exists when raw materials have been trans- 
formed according to "principles of simplicity, regularity, and balance"6 so 
as to allow clear and coherent perception of inherent formal features of 
reality. As a consequence of this definition of art, Arnheim then organizes 
his treatise as a classification of the ways film artists (like other artists) have 
moved beyond a mere mechanical transformation into an artistic one. Fur- 
thermore, films or sections of films have actually accomplished the object of 
artfulness although others have failed. This "essence of art" method, then, 
does not ensure that all objects defined as films will be inducted into the 
halls of treasured art objects, but that at least some (and consequently the 
more valued) will be.7 

A second strategy of the politics of admission is related to the "essence 
of art" method. It is the "specificity" corollary. Nineteenth-century art 
criticism included several approaches for comparing the individual arts. One 
was to follow the historical development of the arts, arguing syntheses of 
various arts' characteristics in later developing arts. Another emphasized 
apparently "unique" qualities of the various media, occasionally ranking 
those features.8 Once into the "film as art" politics, many writers followed 
one approach or the other in trying to define film's specificity as an art. This 
was a particularly important strategy if film was to be seen as an unique art 
form rather than, say, a simulacrum of theatre. Lindsay's The Art of the 
Moving Pictures (1916, revised in 1922) is organized to exploit the compari- 
son and contrast of film with earlier arts.9 For example, he argues that Grif- 
fith's Intolerance is the "most superb example of architecture-in-motion" 
(p. 12) and that Mabel Taliaferro's Cinderella is "the best film fairy-tale the 
present writer remembers" (p. 64). 
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The French impressionists, filmmakers as well as writers about cinema, 
locate film's specificity in its capacity to visualize subjective emotions, to 
transcend phenomenal time and space, and to manipulate emotional effects 

through rhythm (the latter particularly appealing to current interests in 
music as one of the "highest" and "purest" forms of art).10 For instance, 
Jean Epstein terms The Night of St. Sylvester as "cinematic perfection" be- 
cause it has no intertitles: "cinema is made to narrate with images and not 
with words."" While rapid editing was in its embryonic form with Griffith, 
Abel Gance perfected it in La Roue (p. 27). Likewise, Germaine Dulac 
praises La Roue as "a great step forward": "psychology, gestures, drama 
became dependent on a cadence."12 

However, since the nature of cinema's specificity was a point of conten- 
tion, these writers could disagree violently about some films. The Cabinet of 
Dr. Caligari was such a case, and its reception hinged on what the writer 
argued about art's essence and film's specificity. Lindsay labels The Cabinet 
"undoubtedly the most important imported film since that work of D'Annu- 
zio, Cabiria" (p. 8) because it animated the inanimate; Epstein, on the other 
hand, called it an abuse: it is "a still life" (p. 28). The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari 
may well have entered the earliest canons chiefly because writers and film- 
makers tried to contend with its striking style by either incorporating or ex- 
cluding it from the "film-as-art" category. 

A third strategy for admission of film into the hallowed halls of art 
might be called the "maturation" ploy. This argument, like the other two, 
assumes that not all films ought to be characterized as art and that cinema 
should have taken some time to develop sufficiently so as to produce artful 
works. Thus, early cinema is delegated to the pre-history of film-as-art in 
order to mark a point at which cinema has matured adequately to produce 
artistic works. For two of the early film historians, cinema reached its ma- 
turity in the work of Griffith. The title of Grau's 1914 book indicates this 
well, The Theatre of Science: A Volume of Progress and Achievement in the 
Motion Picture Industry, and the book is dedicated to Griffith, "Whose 
genius in the perfection of the Motion Picture Art contributed significance 
to this Volume.'13 However, since Grau's book was sold on subscription, his 
interest was less on films and more on biographies of film personnel.14 Al- 
though he lists films, very few are discussed at length and then usually only 
given production and exhibition details. Ramsaye's 1926 history, however, is 
much more explicit as to why he considers Griffith's films pivotal. Also a 
journalist, Ramsaye starts his book with the maturation thesis: "Here is a 
news story. It endeavors to cover the birth of a new art-the motion 
picture."'5 Employing a film-as-language metaphor, Ramsaye marks cine- 
ma's coming of age with Griffith's entry into the industry: "The motion pic- 
ture spent the years up to 1908 learning its letters. Now, with Griffith, it was 
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studying screen grammar and pictorial rhetoric" (p. 50). Although Ramsaye 
is not too interested in what films were saying (he downplays the racism in 
Birth of a Nation to point out its commercial success), at least cinema had 
now achieved an ability to form articulate statements and could, thus, create 
intelligible aesthetic experiences.16 

All three of these strategies worked together in a general politics of 
seeking cinema's admission into the category of art. Even if not all films de- 
served the appellation of an aesthetic object, some films could be singled out 
as worthy of inclusion. In making these arguments, the earliest critics, theo- 
rists, historians, and filmmakers set up various canons of exemplary films, 
with some regularity among the canons occurring. Since these writers gener- 
ally accepted dominant notions of art, this near uniformity is understand- 
able even though some variations did exist. Few films before Griffith's 
features are mentioned, perhaps because of the consistent comparisons of 
films to other established narrative arts, such as literature and drama; after 
1915, feature-length films dominated commercial distribution and ex- 
hibition. With the explosion of alternative film practices in the 1920s, Euro- 
pean-produced films are cited with as much (and sometimes more) respect 
as American-made films. Although subsequent writers would still return to 
these problems of essence, specificity, and maturation, the arguments after 
the 1920s also hinged around issues of greater discrimination among those 
films considered to be artful works. The politics of film canons turned from 
an emphasis on admission to an interest in selection and finer judgments. 

The Politics of Selection 
But on the day when the Philosopher's [Aristotle's] word would justify the 
marginal jests of the debauched imagination, or when what has been marginal 
would leap to the center, every trace of the center would be lost. The people of 
God would be transformed into an assembly of monsters belched forth from 
the abysses of the terra incognita, and at that moment the edge of the known 
world would become the heart of the Christian empire, the Arimaspi on the 
throne of Peter, Blemmyes in the monasteries, dwarfs with huge bellies and 
immense heads in charge of the library! 
-Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rosel7 
Between 1915 and 1960, the United States alone produced some 20,000 

feature-length narrative films for commercial distribution. Furthermore, 
other countries such as Japan and, recently, India have exceeded the output 
of the United States. In purely practical terms, a scholar of cinema cannot 
study every film ever made. Selection becomes a necessity and with selection 
usually comes a politics of inclusion and exclusion. Some films are moved to 
the center of attention; others, to the margins. 

Several rationales for selection exist. One is efficiency. A typical strate- 
gy of critical writing is assuming readers are familiar with a certain set of 
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works; thus, a writer does not have to recap a story or extensively analyze 
every aspect of a text. Rather, a point can be made quickly with allusion to 
the work as sufficient evidence or example of the argument. The advantages 
of this for both the writer and reader are immense. Once a set of texts is con- 
sidered institutionalized, referencing those works is economical and brief. 

However, the problem with this is that such a procedure can lead to 
sloppy thinking that these texts are the only ones or the best ones that do 
whatever is being suggested; whereas, less known or early texts might prove 
as "exemplary." An instance of this is, in fact, what happened as a result of 
the early canonization of Griffith's works. Griffith's feature films and con- 
temporary publicity (for which he was in part responsible) led some writers 
to the conclusion that he was first to achieve a number of technical innova- 
tions and, following that, that he was the only one and thus influenced the 
rest of the industry.18 

Film historians' recent examination of pre-1915 cinema has seriously 
questioned the placement of Griffith in the center of cinematic innovation. 
Other filmmakers and films, some earlier (e.g., Edwin Porter, the Brighton 
School, Vitagraph films, Thomas Ince's two- and three-reelers, pre-1915 fea- 
ture-length films), evince all the devices and functions of those devices 
claimed for Griffith.19 The response to this, however, has not always been a 
reanalyzing of Griffith's achievements, but an attempt to redefine what is at 
stake so that his work remains at the center. The claim now made is that 
while others may have used such and such a device, Griffith "mastered" its 
function. For example, in one of the most recent film histories, David Cook 
writes that Porter is "the next major link in the chain between the animated 
photographs of Edison-Lumiere and the fully elaborated cinematic syntax of 
Griffith."20 Rather than Griffith's films becoming useful examples among 
others of the transition to classical Hollywood cinema, they become the 
master and epitome to the subordination and exclusion of others. Griffith's 
prestige did cause his work to be influential, but as historians we do not want 
to repeat an old error and draw from that the claim that Griffith was unique. 
Efficiency is certainly a commendable excuse for paring down the number of 
films about which an educated scholar should know. Yet selection for effi- 
ciency and practicality can too easily slide into a politics of denigration and 
of exclusion that is based on the mistaken notion that those films regularly 
chosen are necessarily unique or superior. 

Another rationale for selection relates to a worthwhile goal of putting 
some order into the apparent chaos of so many films. Grouping, classifying, 
and finding typicality are long-honored and traditional pursuits in the acqui- 
sition of knowledge. Hence, large numbers of films are more easily handled 
if certain generalizing characteristics are determined. The idea of "Renais- 
sance painting" or "realist drama" or "American horror films" provides a 
grip on a large and historically specific group of objects. Yet, very often, on- 

Cinema Journal 24, No. 3, Spring 1985 9 

This content downloaded from 128.223.86.31 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 18:31:46 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


ly a select set of works are given as examples of a group with these becoming 
not merely typical instances, but exemplaries. Logically, once the character- 
istics of a grouping are developed (noting, of course, the philosophical and 
logistical problems of such an act), any item in the set ought to be equally 
valid as an object of analysis. In fact, to prove the validity of the grouping a 
wide selection ought to be made.21 A random or unbiased selection might ex- 
cape normal canonic tendencies, but in actual practice, the tactic has been, 
instead, to select not on the basis of typicality, but for another rationale. 

That third rationale is an evaluative selection, and it is here that poli- 
tics most definitely is involved. One of the more persuasive justifications for 

establishing canons based on an evaluative standard comes from Charles 
Altieri.22 Altieri argues that readers use aesthetic works as "a set of chal- 
lenges and models" (p. 40) that allow individuals to interpret themselves and 
to act responsibly. From that premise, Altieri then proposes that a society 
ought to preserve those works which could produce a social or public good. 
However, as Barbara Herrnstein Smith has argued, any evaluation, includ- 

ing an appeal to a social good, is always reducible to economies of self- 
interest.23 Even in attempts to construct value-free systems of judgment, 
such as art for its own sake, a "long-term profit in enhanced development, 
behaviorial flexibility, and thus biological fitness" (p. 14) suggests that such 
choices are not interest free. If selections seem natural, inherent, universal, 
or timeless (and thus socially good), it may well be that a number of individu- 
als' interests has been determined by similar hegemonic cultural needs and 
institutions. Challenges to such an "illusion of consensus" will come from 
the not-yet-acculturated young and from those typified by the hegemonic 
culture as "uncultivated" or even pathological. Herrnstein Smith writes: 

"Consequently, institutions of evaluative authority will be called upon re- 

peatedly to devise arguments and procedures to validate the community's 
established tastes and preferences, thereby warding off barbarism and the 
constant apparition of an imminent collapse of standards and also justifying 
the exercise of their own normative authority."24 Furthermore, as Gerald 
Bruns points out, canons are not only a fixed part of a library, but also 
"binding upon a group of people."25 They are not just reference books for 
analysis; they are supplied to members of a society as models for appro- 
priate or inappropriate behavior, as Altieri desires. Thus, selective choices 
based on criteria supposedly for the good of society end up being canons 
supportive of the interests of a hegemonic society, not necessarily in the in- 
terests of all segments of that culture or other cultures. Claims for univer- 
sality are disguises for achieving uniformity, for surpressing through the 
power of canonic discourse optional value systems. Such a cultural "con- 
sensus" fears an asserted "barbarism" and a collapse into the grotesque 
and monstrous, because it recognizes the potential loss of its hegemony. It is 
a politics of power.26 
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When Andrew Sarris published The American Cinema in 1968, he ex- 
plicitly appealed to the rationale of evaluative standards for cultural good: 
"Film history devoid of value judgments would degenerate into a hobby like 
bridge or stamp collecting, respectable in its esoteric way, but not too 
revelatory. Or, as has been more the fashion, the collectivity of movies would 
be clustered around an idea, usually a sociological idea befitting the mind- 
lessness of a mass medium."27 His decision to rank directors (and, hence, 
films) was to "establish a system of priorities for the film student"; Sarris. 
was disturbed by "the absence of the most elementary academic tradition in 
cinema" (p. 27). 

Within his program can be detected an attitude typifying Herrnstein 
Smith's description of the establishment of a cultural preference and center- 
ing, suppressing optional methods of selecting objects to study. Sarris casti- 
gates nonevaluative approaches as "degenerate" or prompting an appear- 
ance of "mindlessness," perhaps even sacriligious. I shall return to this 
latter point, but it is necessary first to underline the eruption of a fear of 
some kind of threat or disservice to a society if selections are made without 
regard to some standard of value. As I have already pointed out, selections 
made on the basis of efficiency or typicality can lead to knowledge that may 
be culturally valuable; in fact, employing a "masterpiece-only" approach 
can suppress a number of interesting questions about styles, genres, nation- 
al movements, and the relation between signifying practices and groups of 
people (as work on cultural studies and ideology has shown). Yet Sarris and 
the auteur school to which he is linked are not the only advocates of setting 
up value criteria for the choice of films deemed worth studying. Other 
groups, likewise, argue that the social good will be achieved with value selec- 
tions. Thus, the questions are, by what standards do we make value judg- 
ments? What are the political implications of various standards? What ends 
do these standards promote? How do we, if we are to make selections based 
on value, choose among the standards? If evaluative standards are for the 
social good, who determines the social good? Are standards for the society at 
large, for segments of the society, for individuals? What about those outside 
a particular hegemonic culture? 

The answers to these questions, of course, will depend on personal judg- 
ments: the problem, then, is to determine what the politics are of competing 
value systems. It is not possible here to survey all of the systems. Rather two 
major groups will be briefly analyzed: a particular group of auteur critics 
and a second group of writers that I will call the "ideological" critics. As 
will become apparent, my personal judgment and politics lie with the latter 
group; however, I do have reservations about some of the tendencies of the 
ideological critics' projects. 

Auteurism developed in France in the 1950s, spreading later to En- 
gland and the United States. Although auteurism can be seen as a grouping 

Cinema Journal 24, No. 3, Spring 1985 1 1 

This content downloaded from 128.223.86.31 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 18:31:46 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


procedure for films (via the director or another individual in the filmmaking 
process), as others have pointed out, it was more than that. It was also a 
politique des auteurs, of being for some directors and against others. Not 
just a method of classification and analysis, auteurism was practiced as a 

politics of evaluation. The evaluative criteria of the French Cahiers du 
cinema critics who were major advocates of auteurism is of significance to 
what became a dominant system for judgments. The Cahiers'auteurism was 
launched as part of a battle plan for reforming the French film industry to 
allow control of filmmaking by the workers. However, John Hess argues that 
this group of auteurists was culturally conservative and politically reaction- 
ary.28 The "moral vision" of those films and filmmakers chosen to be 
praised were ones in which characters reject social values for spiritual ones, 
as the Cahiers critics tried to separate social and political problems from 
spiritual issues. 

Whether or not this is an adequate characterization of this group, as 
auteurism spread, many auteurist critics tended to suppress historical, class, 
and social issues.29 Although each practitioner of auteurism has set her or 
his own standards of judgments, at least three criteria characterize the work 
of the group I shall call "Romantic" auteurists, making their politics evi- 
dent. These criteria are transcendence of time and place, a personal vision 
of the world, and consistency and coherence of statement. 

Like the Cahiers auteurists, the Romantic auteurists seek "universal- 
ity" and "endurance," which implies a transcendence of history. Sarris, for 
instance, criticizes those writers who argue that films are related to their his- 
torical circumstances, claiming that some of the most interesting films have 

nothing to do with the period in which they are made (p. 25). Gerald Mast is 
even more explicit: "The best American films of the present (and of the fu- 
ture), like those of the past, can and will succeed in transcending their imme- 
diate temporal, commercial, technological, and cultural limitations... "30 

For a Romantic auteurist, the value of a work is claimed to be in its cross- 
cultural, cross-temporal benefits. 

In addition, while a film should have an ability to speak to everyone, it 

ought to be an expression of an individual's "personal vision of the world." 
Thus unique characteristics of an auteur's work are sought. In Sarris's rank- 
ing, he consistently describes what constitutes a particular director's the- 
matic and stylistic tendencies. Mast does the same, using a habitual method 
of comparing and contrasting directors to play one off the other: "Clair was 
the more ingenious; Renoir the deeper, more perceptive artist" (p. 204). "If 
John Ford was the sound film's Griffith, Howard Hawks was its Ince" (p. 
244). In this procedure, Mast uses a "like X, unlike X" style which simulta- 
neously sets up universal sets of qualities while making the auteurs unique, 
hence, special and capable of being ranked. 
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Finally, the auteur must be consistent and coherent in statement. Sarris 
writes: "the auteur critic is obsessed with the wholeness of art and the artist. 
... The parts, however entertaining individually, must cohere meaningfully" 
(p. 30). In a way, this is related to the auteur's "personal vision" rather than 
visions of the world. But it also derives from the requirement that the auteur 
has been touched with an enduring message, not one fragmented by histori- 
cal, social, or idiosyncratic problems. 

Part of the politics of Romantic auteur critics is the elevation of some 
individuals into an elite group which often takes on religious tones, as if they 
were members of a spiritual priesthood. Such individuals have an omni- 
science capable of knowing, yet transcending, the vulgar historical world, an 

omnipresence of being elected to speak for and to all, and an omnipotence 
of having been chosen from the beginning. The religious motif is not acci- 
dental. Although I sense Sarris is partially jesting in his vocabulary for rank- 

ing his auteurs, at the same time, his jest cannot be taken lightly or innocent- 

ly. Sarris's auteurs are "redeemed by their seriousness" (p. 123); others by 
"the saving grace of unpretentiousness" (p. 171); while yet others have "the 
mortal sin of pretentiousness" (p. 189). We have here the image of sincere, 
humble prophets, raised to sainthood by critics acting as disciples for the ca- 
thedral of film art, to whom the masses should pay homage. These icons are 
the lay person's vade mecum. 

The problem with this is not the religious motif, but the implication 
that knowledge, righteousness, wisdom, and truth are in the hands of a select 

group. That select group provides models for behavior and, hence, has the 

power to provide standards for every culture and individual. Furthermore, 
the reason why these auteur statements may seem universal to Romantic au- 
teurists is never broached. If, in fact, Western culture has been hegemonic 
for some time, our ability to recognize a "universal" statement is question- 
able. And once "universality" is problematized, role modeling for a social 

good is put in doubt. 
Also distressing is that by using these criteria, the question of what is 

being said is generally ignored. Sarris does not seem to care what gospel is 

preached as long as it appears universal to him, seems a personal statement, 
is consistent and coherent, and is presented in good faith. Romantic auteu- 
rists seldom delve into ideologies of their auteurs' work. Griffith's films may 
be claimed to transcend their time and place and to indicate a personal and 
coherent vision, but their racist, misogynist, and reactionary vision can be 
neatly eliminated from the discussion when historical, social, gender, and 
political effects are removed from the agenda. Romantic auteurists may re- 

spond by arguing that, of course, they do not approve of racism, misogyny, 
or reactionary politics; yet they do not remove these auteurs from the canon. 
Rather the disturbing ideological statements are downplayed to the "high- 
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er" goal of finding romantic geniuses.31 The solution is not, however, to cen- 
sor such films from our classrooms but to reconsider the criteria that we use 
for evaluation and the process of evaluation itself. 

This is, in fact, what the project of the ideological critics is. This group 
wishes to evaluate films on the basis of the films' ideological effect. In one 
sense, many of our more famous (and equally canonized) writers have been 
implicitly or explicitly interested in the social and historical effect of films 
on spectators. Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, Dziga Vertov, Sergei 
Eisenstein, and Andre Bazin chose, analyzed, and discussed the implications 
of film form, style, and subject matter as it related to specific historical and 
social conditions. Each judged films in terms of whether or not they led to 
progressive or regressive social or political effects. Furthermore, it is signifi- 
cant that each of these theorists and historians had strong connections to 
Marxism: Kracauer and Benjamin to the Frankfurt School; Vertov and 
Eisenstein to Soviet Marxism; Bazin to French Humanist Marxism.32 But, as 
is obvious, the writers' judgments differ because their political systems and 
understandings do not coincide exactly. Thus, even if ideological critics do 
overtly raise the criterion of the social and political effect of a film, they do 
not escape politics any more than the Romantic auteurists do. Perhaps their 
saving grace is at least an open acknowledgment of the political nature of 
their activities. In the last fifteen years, this strand of methodology has been 
a major opponent of Romantic auteurism, evincing, perhaps, the historical 
determinants that have caused the general raising of the issues of canon for- 
mation across the fields of art and literary criticism. 

Although contemporary ideological critics have attacked all of the asser- 
tions of Romantic auteurism, one of their frontal lines of battle has been 

against the criterion of universality.33 As with the Romantic auteurists, indi- 
vidual writers in this group take their own particular stance with regard to 
this. However, the arguments of Noel Burch and those of feminist film criti- 
cism are worth focusing upon, since the contrast between them indicates the 

diversity as well as similarity of political objectives among the ideological 
critics. 

Burch's work can, I believe, be considered a formalist and romanticist 
politics for the avant-garde, disguised behind an attack against what he calls 
the institutional mode of cinema. Thus, in some ways, Burch is connected to 
those with whom he disagrees. In 1969 Burch published Theory of Film 
Practice, which derives its methodology from a contemporary interest by 
segments of the film community in Russian formalism, French structura- 
lism, and semiotics.34 In this book Burch adopts many of these concepts in 
order to argue against standard filmmaking practices, and for alternative 
practices. Using a reductive "X, not X" strategy, Burch labels dominant 
film devices as "literary" and "a 'zero point of cinematic style' " while ap- 
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propriate alternative practices become truly cinematic as well as "liberat- 
ing" (p. 15). Using a formalist idea, the "disautomatization of perception," 
and a post-Romantic concept, "organicity of form," as crucial criteria (the 
specificity strategy), Burch actually employs New Criticism's ideals of "sur- 
face tension, ambiguity, and complexity."35 Finally, Burch has an explicit 
political objective: "It is this cinema of the future that the following pages 
will hopefully help to bring forth" (p. 15). 

In this phase of Burch's work, he is taking a traditional stance of argu- 
ing that nonstandard practices are avant-garde, the front wave of the truly 
cinematic. Furthermore, he divides cinema into two categories, X and not-X, 
with the enemy as X, and the rest of cinema as a suppressed "other." Here 
Burch is attacking the universality claim of Romantic auteurists by provid- 
ing an other that he believes is excluded from the canon, while it ought to be 
the canon instead.36 

Just at the time of the publication of Theory of Film Practice, events in 
May 1968 in France helped shift the editorial stance of the Cahiers du 
cinema. By 1970, Cahiers articles were devoted to ideological analyses of 
cinema. A new group of Cahiers writers, primarily Marxist in politics, 
developed a critique of film practices, defining dominant filmmaking prac- 
tices in terms of a style and form that supported and reinforced bourgeois 
capitalism. Although a rather complex line of reasoning led to this conclu- 
sion, the argument generally began with the premise that standard filmmak- 
ing practices promoted an "illusion of reality" because the system was so 
normative that the fact films were produced by work was not apparent. Fur- 
thermore, such an illusion masked the concurrent promotion of an ideology 
that what was visible was what was real. This illusionism played into capi- 
talism's politics because spectators did not question the source of the film in 
human labor. Furthermore, the normative system reinforced a passive con- 
sumption and, thus, a perpetuation of the status quo rather than class strug- 
gle. The alternative that the Cahiers promoted was a selection of films which 
through their formal procedures made apparent the process of representa- 
tion and through their political statements explored the exploitation of cer- 
tain classes and cultures.37 

Such a political analysis fits in well with Burch's project (and he was not 
the only one to have appropriated it during these years). By the mid-1970s, 
Burch was overlaying his formalism with the Cahiers'ideological critique.38 
Now disautomatization is viewed as a contestation of "the validity of the sys- 
tem of codes in force" (p. 41) and a "deconstruction" and "subversion" of 
dominant codes of representation and narrativity. What was formerly 
praised as perceptual tension and complexity is now prized as a revelation of 
false consciousness. Thus, the formal appearance of reflexivity and dis- 
course marks a work as not-X, not dominant cinema. 
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In this new phase of Burch's work, however, formalism still hinders his 
critique. Disautomatization or reflexivity is sufficient to allow him to include 
a work in his canon of "masterpieces" (p. 43), no matter what effect the sig- 
nified of the film produces or what effect the overall formal structure has on 
the spectator. Thus, he can include in his not-X all of New American cinema 
and films by directors as diverse ideologically as Weine, Eisenstein, Dreyer, 
Bresson, Lang, Ozu, Mizoguchi, and Kinugasa.39 His initial politics of pro- 
moting an other as truly cinematic can now be doubly fought as a politics 
against dominant cinema generally labeled as bourgeois with everything else 
as politically radical. Burch's work (and that of many others who seek only 
reflexivity and discourse, ignoring their relation to other aspects of a film) 
falls into a fallacy of reducing formal characteristics to a progressive 
ideological effect.40. 

Yet Burch's project is directed as well at the claims of universality. He 

argues that not all historical or cultural groups prize the same formal fea- 
tures, nor do the hegemonic styles and practices of cinema represent a trans- 
cendence across time and place. His and others' elevation of alternative 

practices indicates that segments of a society do not uniformly value the 
same works. In addition, he does indicate the political result of canons for eco- 
nomic repression of optional filmmaking practices: avant-garde filmmakers 
are not funded by Hollywood; nonstandard films have difficulty penetrating 
capitalist-controlled distribution and exhibition systems. Burch's work effec- 

tively criticizes the power of a certain set of films to be viewed as transcending 
history and cultures; he locates them, instead, within a historically hegemonic 
practice, reinforcing a particular economic and political structure. 

A second site for ideological analyses of films and for a criticism of Ro- 
mantic auteurists' criterion of universality comes from feminist film criti- 
cism. As with the recent Cahiers work (and historically linked in part to 
them), the reasoning of feminist film critics follows a series of arguments. A 
nice capsule statement of its conclusions is provided by Claire Johnston: 
"The idea that art is universal and thus potentially androgynous is basically 
an idealist notion: art can only be defined as a discourse within a particular 
conjunction-for the purpose of women's cinema, the bourgeois, sexist ide- 

ology of male dominated capitalism."41 Johnston's point is crucial in under- 
standing what feminist criticism offers to our view of canons and canon for- 
mation. If a film is claimed to be universal, what the proponents of such a 

possibility are implying is that such a film speaks in the same way to every- 
one. Not only does this claim wipe out historical, cultural, and social differ- 
ences, but it denies sexual difference, treating all individuals as uniformly 
constituted. While the question of an "essential" psychoanalytically consti- 
tuted characteristic of gender is currently under debate, certainly we recog- 
nize the actual dissimilarity of male and female socialization. Small children 
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are routinely taught appropriate "masculine" and "feminine" behavior. 
Thus, what Johnston is pointing out is that in a generally male-dominated 

society-and academy-the characteristics of art termed "universal" are 
more adequately defined as those reinforcing the socialized dominance of 
the "masculine." Furthermore, if a work of art is raised to canonical status 
on such a basis, it is provided as a model for social behavior and, thus, social 
good. What such a model does is to repeat hegemonic notions of gender (and 
sexual orientation). Furthermore, and more dangerously, because of our 
present historical situation, the work reinforces the cultural and economic 
dominance of one gender over the other. 

The politics of feminist film criticism in combating such notions has 
been to point out sexual stereotyping and often misogynist characteristics in 
works canonized as "universal" by a male-dominated academy. Those fem- 
inists employing a psychoanalytic framework argue further that such works 
do not speak to them, or else speak in ways that only perpetuate a masochis- 
tic positioning for a feminine spectator.42 Again, this is an attack on the poli- 
tics of power of those representing canonized films as universal. 

Over the last ten years, feminist criticism in literature as well as in 
cinema has shifted significantly, and with this change have come varying 
positions on how to proceed regarding the problem of canons and canon for- 
mation. Several different proposals for solutions have been made. One pro- 
posal is to revise the criteria for canon selection so as to include works that 
previously were marginalized because of male-dominated institutionalizing 
practices.43 Such a procedure would then provide a variety of models for so- 
ciety. A second is to employ an ideological critique of the "classics" via a 
process such as "reading against the grain" and thus expose the assump- 
tions of "authority" and "value" in previously canonized texts.44 Such a 
project may fit in well with a "negative hermeneutics," arguing that no sin- 
gle valid interpretation exists. Rather a number of interpretations is theoret- 
ically and actually possible, each with its own center and effects that result 
from such a centering. Likewise, recent reception studies, particulary those 
focusing on historical communities of readers and interpretative strategies, 
question the notion of the interpretation of a text, concentrating instead on 
how institutions and ideologies have established appropriate methods of un- 
derstanding a work. Thus, the activities of the academy are analyzed, but 
not as universal, rather as a politics that marginalizes and devalues non-elite 
reading strategies. 

A third approach is derived from an analysis that language itself is irre- 
vocably patriarchal, with the feminine linked to a forced association with dif- 
ference, lack, and absence. The feminine becomes what is heterogeneous. 
Thus, a feminist canon could be built from the linguistically heterogeneous: 
items from the avant-garde or any optional practice that challenges "ration- 
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al" (patriarchal) discourse.45 Another proposal is to reconsider completely 
the practice of canonization. If based on evaluative criteria, canons can only 
repeat a system of exclusion and inclusion. 

All of these proposals-revising criteria so as to include marginal 
works, criticizing present canonical works, constructing a radical other 
canon, or destroying canon formation itself-pose various theoretical and 

practical difficulties. Fear of "dwarfs with huge bellies and immense heads 
in charge of the library" is a strong nightmare for those who assume selec- 
tion by their evaluative criteria is necessary for the perpetuation of knowl- 

edge and societal good. Yet, as I have argued, other rationales can provide a 
basis for selection. In addition, selection by evaluation can be made less dan- 

gerous to marginalized groups if such a selection is made with an awareness 
of the politics of the chosen criteria and with a politics of eliminating power 
of some groups over others, of centering at the expense of marginalizing 
classes, genders, sexual orientations, or cultures. 

The Politics of the Academy. The politics of film canons, however, does 
not cease at the level of admission or selection of films. Within a capitalist 
economy (and other economies), politics also exists in the film academy. Not 

only a canon of films exists but also a canon of literature about film and a 
canon of film methodologies. The significance of this to women, to mi- 

norities, to those discriminated against because of sexual orientation, is ap- 
parent. Even if, because of film studies' unusual history and only recent 
admission into the academy, we have been conscious of these issues, it is ap- 
propriate to remind ourselves of them since we are, in many ways, as en- 

trenched, at least in this regard, as the older fields of art are. Competition 
for jobs, for better salaries, for higher professorial ranking, for endowed 

chairs, competition for publishing contracts or research grants hinges on the 
academic establishing an exchange-value by proving that her or his critical 

methodology, history, or theory is not only worth financial support but, in an 
era of a tight economy, worth it more than others are. As a student, one must 
master not only the canon of films on a filmography list, but a canon of arti- 
cles and books, so that one can supersede that work and be admitted into the 

group of professional canon-makers and canon-analyzers. One re-reads can- 
onized works not only for providing another interpretation, but usually to 
make one's name with a new methodology. One resurrects a film to claim it 
as an unnoticed masterpiece. One may survey a genre, a national film output, 
a historical period, or a stylistic group to show how other scholars have mis- 
understood, simplified it. One applies rigorous analyses of theories and 

methodologies to indicate fallacious reasoning of predecessors. 
All of this is in the pursuit of furthering our knowledge and apprecia- 

tion of cinema, or of literature, drama, the arts; hence it is valuable to a so- 

ciety. Yet, within an educational system financed through a capitalist econ- 
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omy, academic reputations and economic rewards are also at stake. If those 
involved in making the first film canons did so in a social and economic con- 
text, so do we. Furthermore, networks of taste-makers support those who 
support them. Achieving recognition for marginal approaches is difficult in 
part because it threatens the center of power. It is not just a question of 
"dwarfs with huge bellies and immense heads in charge of the library," but 
"the people of God" transported to the edge of the known world. Thus, as 
we continue to consider canons and canon-making, we would be naive to ig- 
nore the existence of a politics of the academy. Yet we cannot accept a polit- 
ical pluralism or relativity that would allow some to support a reactionary 
or conservative politics that continues to reinforce the present domination 
of some by others. The questions, then, are, what politics do we support? If 
we wish to eliminate a politics of power, how do we do that? And what does 
that mean in terms of those films we choose to study and how we study 
them? 

Notes. 
I would like to thank the following people who provided very helpful criticism and ideas for this 

essay: Melinda Barlow, Giuliana Bruno, Lucille Chia, Leger Grindon, Kathy Sharpe, and Harald 
Stadler. 

1. Although written histories of cinema are the more obvious place of canon formation, ar- 
chival practices are just as prone to this, with perhaps more potent implications in terms 
of what films are even available for study. Christopher Phillips suggests that we interro- 

gate the structure of archives in terms of their rules of formation and classification and 
their systems of exclusion. "A Mnemonic Art? Calotype Aesthetics at Princeton," Octo- 
ber 26 (Fall 1983): 62. 

2. See Robert von Hallberg's remarks that the institution of academics was not the first (or 
the only) site of canon formation. "Editor's Introduction," Critical Inquiry 10, no. 1 (Sep- 
tember 1983): iv. 

3. Canons and canon-formation have recently been the site of much critical attention in lit- 

erary studies, evidenced by a number of papers and special issues of journals. Most 
notable is Critical Inquiry's September 1983 issue. In his introduction, von Hallberg even 
defines a canon in terms of its political implications. He writes: "a canon is commonly 
seen as what other people, once powerful, have made and what should now be opened up, 
demystified, or eliminated altogether" ("Editor's Introduction," iii). Although von Hall- 

berg continues by arguing that political determinations may not be able to account totally 
for canon formation, they certainly are a salient factor (pp. iii-iv). I would add that poli- 
tics are not only a cause but also an effect; once in place, canons affect the academic and 

filmmaking agenda. See below for some indications of how this has occurred in film 
studies. 

4. This is not to imply that our choices are totally free. Unconscious determinants limit to 
some extent the ability to choose, but this does not suggest that we have no range of op- 
tions within those terms. "History makes people, but people make history." 

5. Hugo Munsterberg, The Film: A Psychological Study (1916; reprint, New York: Dover 
Publications, 1970), 9. Hereafter, the first reference to a work will be given in the notes 
with subsequent references to pages given in the text. 
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6. Rudolf Arnheim, Film as Art (1933, rev. 1957; reprint, Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1968), 3. 

7. In fact, it would seem almost a necessary axiom of the "essence" method to exclude as 
well as include. Part of the fallacy of the implied syllogism in this line of argumentation 
hinges on the problem that while films can do X, they may also do Y and Z, outside the 
definition of art. Arnheim lets this problem slip out when he writes: "Film resembles 
painting, music, literature, and the dance in this respect-it is a medium that may, but 
need not, be used to produce artistic results. Colored picture post cards, for instance, are 
not art and are not intended to be. Neither are a military march, a true confessions story, 
or a strip tease. And the movies are not necessarily film art" (p. 8). 

8. Art criticism has not only developed canons in the arts, but has also tried at times to hier- 
archize the various media. 

9. Vachel Lindsay, The Art of the Moving Picture (1916, rev. 1922; reprint, New York: Live- 
right Publishing, 1970). 

10. See David Bordwell, French Impressionist Cinema: Film Culture, Film Theory, and Film 
Style (New York: Arno Press, 1980). Bordwell argues that the French impressionists take 
both tactics for arguing cinematic specificity: the synthesis claim and the uniqueness 
claim. On the elevation of and analogies to music, see Robert P. Morgan, "Secret Lan- 
guages: The Roots of Musical Modernism," Critical Inquiry 10, no. 3 (March 1984): 
442-61. 

11. Jean Epstein, "For a New Avant Garde" [1924], trans. Stuart Liebman, in The Avant- 
Garde Film, ed. P. Adams Sitney (New York: New York University Press, 1978), 27. 

12. Germaine Dulac, "The Avant-Garde Cinema" [1932], trans. Robert Lamberton, in The 
Avant-Garde Film, 45. 

13. Robert Grau, The Theatre of Science: A Volume of Progress and Achievement in the Mo- 
tion Picture Industry (1914; reprint, New York: Benjamin Blom, 1969). 

14. Robert Allen, "The Archeology of Film History," Wide Angle 5, no. 2 (1982): 4-12. 
15. Terry Ramsaye, A Million and One Nights (1926; reprint, New York: Simon and Schuster, 

1964), xi. 
16. Ramsaye's definition of art is worth noting since it implicitly questions nineteenth- 

century aesthetic philosophy. In that sense, he is very radical compared to other early 
writers who follow established notions of art. Ramsaye defines art so that it is determined 
by the taste of adolescent masses rather than a cultural elite, thus claiming film's inclu- 
sion into art. At one point he writes, "Classic art, which means popularly accepted art, is 
adolescent to the core" (p. xiii). See further comments on "youth versus adult" standards 
below. 

17. Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose, trans. William Weaver (New York: Warner Books, 
1984), 78-79. 

18. Grau, for instance, does not even mention Edwin Porter's The Great Train Robbery, 
which later historians traditionally mark as an important film in developing editing and 
narration. 

19. See, for instance, a revisionist history: David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thomp- 
son, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 (Lon- 
don: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985). 

20. David A. Cook, A History of Narrative Films (New York: W. W. Norton, 1981), 19-20. 
Also, see in particular p. 59. 

21. This has been attempted in film study by Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson in The Clas- 
sical Hollywood Cinema. Out of the feature-length narrative films made in the United 
States between 1915 and 1960, one hundred films were chosen by a method that would as 
far as possible eliminate any traditional norms of evaluation. From the analysis of these 
films, characteristics of the "classical Hollywood film" were constructed, with extensive 
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discussion of films certainly never before considered part of a canon (nor would the 
authors encourage their admission to anything resembling a traditional canon). Despite 
this, the work does not escape a certain politics as well; see the final section of this article, 
"The Politics of the Academy." 

22. Charles Altieri, "An Idea and Ideal of a Literary Canon," Critical Inquiry 10, no. 1 

(September 1983): 37-60. 
23. Barbara Herrnstein Smith, "Contingencies of Value," Critical Inquiry 10, no. 1 (Septem- 

ber 1983): 1-35. 
24. She continues, stressing the use of pathology to characterize deviations from standards: 

"... the particular subjects who compose the members of the [authoritative] group are of 
sound mind and body, duly trained and informed, and generally competent, all other sub- 

jects being defective, deficient, or deprived-suffering from crudenesses of sensibility, 
diseases and distortions of perception, weaknesses of character, impoverishment of back- 

ground-and-education, cultural or historical biases, ideological or personal prejudices, 
and/or undeveloped, corrupted, or jaded tastes" (p. 18). 

25. Gerald L. Bruns, "Canon and Power in the Hebrew Scriptures," Critical Inquiry 10, no. 3 

(March 1984): 462. 
26. Although I will focus on the politics of these criteria, evaluative standards include other 

criteria than universality or social good. Among those that I have run across in preparing 
this paper are: beauty; complexity; what someone would have wished to have written (Ro- 
land Barthes, S/Z: An Essay, trans. Richard Miller [New York: Hill and Wang, 1974], 4); 
those texts that are "unsettling" (Stanley E. Fish, "Literature in the Reader: Affective 

Stylistics," [1970; reprinted in Reader-Response Criticism, ed. Jane P. Tompkins (Balti- 
more: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), 88]). One proposal that certainly coun- 
ters the concept of a "universality" criterion comes from a short story by Jorge Luis 

Borges. He writes of an imaginary world: "The metaphysicians of Tlon do not seek for the 
truth or even for verisimilitude, but rather for the astounding. They judge that meta- 

physics is a branch of fantastic literature. They know that a system is nothing more than 
the subordination of all aspects of the universe to any one aspect" ("Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis 
Terius," trans. James E. Irby, Labyrinths [New York: New Directions, 1964], 10). 

27. Andrew Sarris, The American Cinema: Directors and Directions, 1929-1968 (New York: 
E. P. Dutton, 1968), 20. 

28. John Hess, "La Politique des auteurs," Pt. I and Pt. II, Jump Cut, no. 1 and no. 2 (May- 
June 1974 and July-August 1974): 19-22 and 20-22; John Hess, "Auteurism and After: A 

Reply to Graham Petrie," Film Quarterly 27, no. 2 (Winter 1973-74): 28-37. 
29. As I suggest, auteurism as a grouping procedure does not necessarily lead to this. More 

recently, other critics (e.g., structuralist or psychoanalytic) have used it for other pur- 
poses. What I am dealing with here is one strand of auteurism which has had a significant 
impact on film studies in at least the United States. In fact, its ability to have such an im- 

pact is because of its appropriation and repetition of long-standing academic art criticism 

practices and evaluative standards. 
30. Gerald Mast, A Short History of the Movies, 3d ed. (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Educa- 

tional Publishing, 1981), 450. 
31. Cook, for example, calls Griffith a "muddleheaded racial bigot" but overshadows this 

with declaring him cinema's "first legitimate poet" and his achievement as "unprece- 
dented in the history of Western art, much less Western film" (p. 59). One might further 
note that Romantic auteurism is not a "universal" system of literary criticism. Literary 
criticism itself has sought a variety of objectives in its work. Johnathan Culler points this 
out: "The notion that the task of criticism is to reveal thematic unity is a post-Romantic 
concept, whose roots in the theory of organic form are, at the very least, ambiguous.... 
Nor has discourse on literature always been so imperiously committed to interpretation. 
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It used to be possible, in the days before the poem became pre-eminently the act of an in- 
dividual and emotion recollected in tranquility, to study its interaction with norms of 
rhetoric and genre, the relation of its formal features to those of the tradition, without 

feeling immediately compelled to produce an interpretation which would demonstrate 
their thematic relevance." Structuralist Poetics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1975), 119. 

32. On Bazin's political allegiances, see my "Theorist, yes, but what of?" Iris [France] 2, no. 
2 (1984):99-109. 

33. The criticisms against the personal vision and consistency criteria are related to the argu- 
ments of semiology, Marxism, psychoanalysis, and deconstructionism in which the indi- 
vidual is viewed as a contradictory construction of language codes, economic deter- 
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