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Cultural studies
and popular film

Popular culture or film art? Norman Bates ponders the contradictions of

Psycho (1960)
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eriod as screen theory — and ‘Was closely assoct At~ this time i

Ctgﬂltural studies emerged in Bxitain during_the 1970 ‘the same

with work generated at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies

(CCCS) in Birmingham. In fact, both ‘screen theory’_and cultuzal
studies developed, at least m"ﬁi'ﬂmugh a process of dialogue and
‘débaté with one another The conclusmn to Dav1d Morley s classic eul-_ Lo
firal studies text, The “Nationwide' Audzence,‘ ‘for example',' cIearIy situ-
ates~its position “in ‘relation fo certain tendeneles in screen theory
However, screen theory and cultural studies were not mutually exclu-""
sive. Many of the ﬁgures ‘associated with cultural studies were publishéd
in Screen, and there was a constant interchange of ideas between the two
approaches As 2 result, the main feature which came to distinguish cul-
“tiral studles from screen theory in the 1970s was that while the latter

tended i& see popu]ar ﬁlrn asma form of 1deolog1ca1 dom ation, ¢ cultural_

For this reason, cuIturaI studiés ¢Tely upon a sn'ane opposmon
“between a conservative popular cultdre and a radical a ant-garde, but
tended to be far more historical in its focus. It ‘was concerned with the ”
~ways in“which Cultiral forms developed” through'a | Process ¢ of conﬂlct
raggle | between social groups. o
~Work within cultural studies was 2ko critical of the way in which
sereen theory “tended to neglect the social conditions-witlifi Which the”

of cultural te§ts took place ‘Screeii theory was preoccu—"
s et A A o

of texts from an analvsm of theg_,&mL atures However, this form’ !
of analysis, as_has frequently been pointed out, tends to 1g;of?fhe :

act1v1t1es of audxences It 1mphes « ‘nypodermic’ model of medza effects

‘‘‘‘‘ st

“a¢ted ipon by the text an “have httle or no_means of t_'esmtmceiﬁr_m —

example, The Cinema Book,’ a text which claims to provide a compre-
hensive summary of the major areas in film studies, gives very little
space to the discussion of audiences. Even in the section entitled ‘Nar-
rative and the Audience’, the analysis of audiences remains abstract. It
is concerned with the ways in which texts construct the position of the
spectator, not with the ways in which actual audiences make sense of
texts. Although it is briefly acknowledged that social factors may affect
interpretation, and that, as a result, the position of the spectator con-
structed by the text might not coincide with the position of ‘empirical
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spectators” {actual social subjects), the implications of this observation
are not drawn out. If social factors do affect interpretation, and if this
does mean that the position of the spectator as constructed by the text
does not necessarily coincide with that of ‘empirical spectators’, then
one cannot simply deduce the ideological effect of a text from an analy-
sis of its formal features.

As a result, some sort of i mvesnganon into the social COIldltlDrlS of
the andience is essential if one is to understand the meaning and
significance of popular film. However, this kind of work has largely
been conducted within the field of media and cultural studies, rather
than film studies; and usually in relation to television and popular
fiction, rather than film.

None the less, the cultural studies approach can be applied to the
analysis of popular film, and its strength is that it avoids the tendency
either to celebrate or to condemn popular forms. It allows one to study
how dlstlnctlons between popular fil na

“tinctions act to legitimate the tastes of dorn;nant social groups. Fur- ~
" thermore, as the introduction suggested, many of the critics associated
with cultural studies have questioned what is at stake in different
definitions of ‘the popular’.

The emergence of cultural studies

Cultural studies has emerged and developed over the past twenty-five
years, most notably in Bntaln .Australia, the USA and Canada. It
_emerged out of a dtalogue among diffetent academnic ¢ dW‘t ines, most
notably literature, Hlstory and soelology Each of these dxscnphnes
offered different approaches to their area of study, and it was the ways
in whirh cultural studies sought to bring these approaches together and
relate them to one another which justified its claim to interdisciplinar-
ity. This interdisciplinarity, coupled with the rapid expansion of work
in the area, has made it difficult to define exactly what cultural studies
is. Different institutions and practitioners seem to have very different
ideas about what the area is or could be. But this difficulty in pinning
cultural studies down also remains its greatest asset. It offers the possi-
bility of developing different ways of analysising and understanding
which can be applied to diverse areas of study.

None the less, it is widely accepted that the roots of what was to
become cultural studies lie in the work of three British writers: Richard
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Hoggart, Raymond Williams and E. P. Thompson.. During. the late
1'9——05 and the 1960s, these critics were responsxble for extending the

- meamng of the word culture. Instead of equating ‘cuiture’ with a

‘canon’ of great works of art as many prevrous critics had done, these -
“writers used it in a quite different sense. They tended to use culture in__
”n:s soc_lal or anthro" ological sense to refer to the‘ mstttunons _activities

o1 this reason “that Williams claimed that culture was ordmary’ SHe
acknowledged that the word ‘culture’ had come to mean ‘the outward
and emphatically visible sign of a special kind of people cultivated
ture was not the property. of social elites, but was also a parhcular way
of life, which expresses certain meanings and values not only in art and -
le‘”a‘r'fnng but also in institutions ‘and ordtnary behaviour’. This empha-
sis on ordtnary behavrour was central and it opened up the possibility
of taking the ‘study of workmg-elass or popular culture seriously.
Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy’ made a valuable contribution to this
projéct. Rather than 1 using hlS hterary training simply to analyse and
prmlege official litérary masterpicces, Hoggart turned his attention to
workmg—c]ass cultural forms such as pubs, working men’s clubs, sports,”
" popular songs, etc. In so domg, he sought to evoke the com lex rela—
‘tions which distinguished this culture in order to portray i it as'a ‘full

r1ch hfe Whereas earher cr1txcs had opposed a cultured mmorxty toan

1nautl1ent1c mass culture. The working=class culturé which he valued
“wa§ présénted as 2 traditional organic community, but’ one which was™
already located in a past associated with his own nostalgic memories of -
chtldhood The _popular musrc, television, fiction and film which were
-thiéréfore seen merely to corrupt and debase this earlier form of work-
ing class culture, and replace its richness and complexity with
superficiality and artificiality, »
Williams, on the other hand, became fascinated with these new medla

! and the analysis of these forms was to become ‘the central plank of the
| new field of cultural studies’.* Like Hoggart, Williams wanted to extend

the analysis of culture beyond the realm of high culture to include the

patterns of working-class life. But in his attempt to study ‘the charac-
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teristic forms through which members of society communicate’,” he was
willing to take the new systems of ‘communications’ seriously, rather
than seeing them simply as a threat to ‘authenticity’. Whatever the
problems with Williams’s analysis of communications, its strength was
that it sought te acknowledge their importance in cultural life and to
develop modes of analysis which were appropriate to them. Although
this included an analysis of media institutions and modes of production,
Williams’ examination of the cultural industries rejected the assump-
tions associated with mass culture theory in which high cultural forms
were privileged as if they were somehow free of specific institutions and
modes of production.

At this stage, however, Williams was still concerned to analyse ‘the
culture of a whole socrety ,' and rt was tlus approach which E. P

e

" ferent ways of life. Wor Jass calture was not snmply different from
thiddlé=class culture, but was a ‘specific form of opposition to it. For ~
“Thompson, working-class culture did not simply arise out of the shared "
meanings and values of a particular class at a specific moment in his-'
tory; it was central to the emergence of a class. It was the specific means -
by which its members assembled themselves as a class “for itself and so |
resisted their exploitation by other classes.”

_In this way, Thompson was reacting against specrﬁc forms of Marx-
ism ~ . specifically Althusserian or structural Marxism — which main-_
talned _that. classes were srmply deﬁned by thelr relattonsh1p to the
. means of producnon In contrast Thompson argued that culture was "

essential to the formation of any class, Cultural concéins were not
secondary tokclass politics, but “were the’ SpBClﬁC Tealm within which
resistance was articulated and pracused 'As'a result, he not only clalmed

‘h“t workmg—class resxstance ‘took place | through Ropular culture he also

emphasmed that issues of domination, resistance and contestatton were o

central 1o popular. forms. o
" Because culturalrsts such as Hoggart celebrated working-class cul-

as an a thenno expression of Wi k'ng—class nterests,

tural production

“they tended to be critical of mass cultural forms such“as_ _ _c__lnema “which™
‘they t eved were 1mposed on

worklng-class community from’the
outsxde The importance of ﬁlm as a popular form was e1ther 1gnored
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or seen as a sign of inauthenticity and superficiality. In this way, this

work often reproduced some of the opposiii ons“‘fli’_ 't‘*}ra“cl"'structuredw‘":’

“TiEss ciltine

© ~debites about thé popular"l

also been pomted out that the cinema ‘was an 1ﬁ{portant institufion in

the workmg—class community, and cinema-going an xmportant prac-

" tice.® Furthermore, it is possible to see a ‘fit’ between some films and
working-class cultural values and practices. For example, as Chambers
argues, Ealing comedies in the 1940s and 1950s emphasized ‘the subal-
tern world and values of the street community, the pub, the Corona-
tion cup, fading sepia photographs on the parlour mantelpiece, the
virtues of working and sticking together’.” However, as Chambers
notes, this fails to exlain why, on the whole, British working-class audi-
ences have tended to prefer American films. For early critics like Hog-
gart this could only be interpreted as a sign of the power of mass culture
and the ways in which Americanization was ‘unbending the springs of
action’ of the British working class. Alternatively, as Miles and Smith
have suggested in their work on 1930s cinema, American films may have
‘fitted’ more closely with the values of a British working-class audience
than British films.

Hegemony, dialogue and taste

By the 1970s, cultural studies was beginning to establish itself as a vital
and important area within academic life, and, in this period, much of
the work that helped shape it was associated with the Centre for Con-
temporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the University of Birmingham.
Under the directorship of Stuart Hall, the work of the Centre was still
5clearly indebted to Hoggart, Williams and Thompson, but it was also
1 influenced by an alternative theoretical tradition, French structuralism.

In fact, Hall has claimed that it was the tensions between culturaltsm
and structuralism_which were decisive in the “formation. of cultural
 For example, while culturalists such as Hoggart, Williams and

"Thompson had emphasized the creéativity of ordinary people in the pro- -

_ dectton of their own culture, structurahsrn tended to stress determin-
ism. Rather - than seeing " cultire as the product of human actmty,

theory of ideclogy which was a necessary antidote to culturalism’s
overemphasis on the radicalism of working-class popular culture.
!Although structuralism may have overemphasized ideological domina-

“stricturalist tended to see human activity as the product of culture.
The importance of Structuralism to the Centre was that it offered a
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tion and provided little real space for struggle, it did offer some expla-
nation of how cultural reproduction was brought about and hiswordi=
nary workmg people came to accept or even support the” mequa‘lltles of

the” extstmg ‘social system. However, cultiral studies was far more crit-

ical of structurallsm than was screen theory (For an outline of this posi-
tion, see thapter six.) As Hall point structuralism had
functionalist tendenmes which made it almost 1mpossible for those
working within this theoretical framework to conceive of ‘ideologies
which are not, by definition, “dominant™, nor could it broach ‘the con~
cept of struggle’ in anything but a gestural way.” Ultimately Flall argues
that just as the weaknesses of culturalism were answered by structural-
ism, the weaknesses of structuralism were answered by culturalism. As
he noted, culturalism ‘insisted, correctly, on the affirmative moment of .
the development of conscious struggle : and organization as a necessary
clement in the analysis of history, 1deology and consciousness’."

The Centre found a way of overcoming the tensions between cultur-

AlisH ST TiCturalis in  the Work of Antonic Gramsci, an I 1 Italian 0 neo— o

“Marxist. However, the way out of the impasse between “these two

prevzous posmons also_depended on the influence of the Russian lin-

gutst VO N, "Volosmov, and in a far less _explicit way, 1 the French al-
‘a ¢ Bourdieu.

""The 1mportance "of Granisei’s work was that it enabled the Centre to
address_the issue of cultural domination without conceptualizing sub-

ordinate gFOUpPS 48 mer""ly pissive “effects’ of ideology. Gramsci’s cen=""

~tral concept of ‘hegemony " or leadershxp) offered an explanation of llow

P

cer'tiiii classes and soczal groups come to establish and maintain a posi-
ior mance over other classes and groups. Rather than simply

tio of
lmposmb its own will upon subordinate groups through the use of 1de—

i o i )

ologxcal or physical coercion, Gramsci argued that a class can onIy attain

“dominance by ‘winning’ the 'nght to rule over others. It must prosent

tions of other classes or social groups. As a result, he claimed that a

“class or group can only “achieve and maintain dominance over others if |

it is able to gain the comsent of other classes or groups by addressing
their interests and aspirations and making concessions to them.”
However, Gramsci also stressed that hegemony is inherently unsta-

ble: Dominant classes can never ﬁnally satlsfy the demands of subordi-

nate classes. 1 he dominance of one depends on ‘the subordmanon ‘of the

“itself as the group which is best able to fulfil the interésts and aspira-

other. "For example, a5 Marx had argued, the i interests of the bourgeoisie

“and the proletariat are necessarily at odds with one another. The dom-
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inance of the former depends upen its exploitation of the latter. A bour-
geoisie cannot exist without 2 proletariat to exploit. As a result, there

w111 | always be challenges to dominant classes (so long as there contifi-
Wes to be a dominant class) and such challenges will continually require

“'the dominant class to reform itself in order to pacify and appease them.
" As Stuart Hall argues:

|
|

!

|

- WhJCh was simply imposed upon subordmate groups. Instead it was.rec-
ogmzed that popular films have to address the 1nterests and asplratlons -
T

Hegemony ... is not universal and ‘given’ to the continuing rule of a par-
ticular class. It has to be won, reproduced, sustained, Hegemony is, as
Gramsci said, a ‘moving equilibrium’ containing reIanons of forces ~
'f‘i%urable and® un vourable to thlS or that tcndency h T

Therefore, by using Gramsci’s concept of hegemony the ‘Centre was
able to analyse culture in a way which was, in Raymond Williams’
terms, ‘historical’ rather than ‘epochal’.” Rather than understanding
‘capitalist’ or ‘patriarchal’ culture as essentially fixed and unchanging
systems, the ‘turn to Gramsci® allowed the Centre to address the his-
torical processes through which these systems changed and developed.
For example, the work of the Centre demonstrated that while the poli-
tical configuration generally referred to as “Thatcherism’ may have been

an example of a capitalist culture, it was significantly different from —

and even opposed to — the post-war welfare capitalism which preceded
it.

Through the concept of hegemony, the Centre was also able not only
to acknowledge the interests and aspirations of different classes and
social groups within a given society at a specific historical moment, it
was also able to illustrate how these interests and aspirations were the
product of struggles between them. In this way, it offers a way out of
the oppositions which had dominated the discussion of popular forms
such as popular film. It enabled one to present an analysis of popular
films which neither celebrated nor condemned them, but examined how
_they were produced in relation to the struggles between dominant and__
subordmate groups. In this way, as Tony Bennett has argued, =~

the critical spirit of Gramsci’s work, totally shunning the intolerable con-
descension of the mass culture critic while simultaneously avoiding any
tendency towards a celebratory populism, both avoids and disqualifies
the b:polar alternatives of structuralism and culturalism.”

As a result popular film could no longer be scen as an 1deologlcal form

A T
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of their target audiences, even if a particular film may seek to contain_

those interests and asplratlons wﬁ:hm  specific terms. As a result, popu-
Tar films will always attempt to resolve contradictory 1deologles rather
than simply to promote a specific ideological position.

Gramsci’s work also offered a way of rethinking cultural politics so
that ‘foreign’ influences need no longer be seen as a threat to national
political struggles. Gramsci’s ‘project for a radical and political sense of
culture did not exclude commercial or American-inspired forms’."” This
creates space to re-evaluate the relationship between British audiences
and Hollywood cinema. If, as Gramsci suggests, national cultural tradi-
tions are often implicated in the maintenance of a cultural conservatism,
then, as Chambers argues, ‘foreign’ influences might offer radical alter-

natives. Indeed, Hollywood might ‘represent a more significant chal- :
lenge to a native cultural hegemony than more local forms of opposition .

based on more traditional affiliations’.”

For example, as Miles and Smith’s work demonstrates, British work-
ing-class audiences in the 1930s responded to the morality and class-
bound character of British cinema by voting with their feet. Rejecting
British films as boring, these audiences found that Hollywood offered
sexy and strong heroes and heroines in contrast to the puritanism of
British cinema. Furthermore, Hollywood offered a vision of a vibrant

society that was apparently classless, a world in which change seemed
possible. In this way, although Hollywood cinema may not be more J

democratic than British cinema, it offered British audiences ‘a more
extensive and 1magmat1ve sense of the possible’”

s\Volosmovs Vimportance was that his work enabled the Centre to
develop ‘and apply this approach in terms of language and textuality,
terms which were necessary for the analysis of literary, televisual or film
texts. While structuralism had seen the meanings of signs as solely the

_product of their relations to other signs, Volosinov argued that the
meanings of signs were always in a process of change and development

as different classes or groups ‘struggled over these ‘meanings. For

exampie the word ‘freedom’ does ot simply gain its meanmg from its

. * relation to other signs, but is continually being fought over by differ-
_ent sections of society whose interests and aspirations lead them-to

define it in different ways. Similarly, words such as ‘black’ and ‘queer’
have been used to denigrate certain groups, but they have also been

st

__appropriated by these groups and mvested ‘with alternative meanings

and significance. As’ VoIosmov argued
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Class does not coincide with the sign community, i.e. with the totality of
users of the same set of signs of ideological communication. Thus vari-
ous different classes will use one and the same language. As a result, dif-
i ferently orientediaccents intersect in every ideological sign. Slgn becomes

| an arena of the class struggle® e
As a result, ,the meanlnwgsb of signs are always changing as they become
the site of dialogue and debate between different classes and groups.

—This position-was-als -applied to™ “utterances” or-texis. Eaeh_text uses
2 language which pre-exists it, but reacc
L""‘"""‘"-‘* e ,,,,w..._

a process of ~dislogiic and " debate, and as uc
“through its resporise to other texts. Juist a5 Gramisci
~the dofiinant group can only win the consent of subordinate groups by

addressing their interests and aspirations, Volosmovs work suggested

Tem——

that any text must include alternatwe posations 1f 1t

othier texts. This’ sxtuatlon means that no text is ever purely radlcal or

~Conservative:~Whatever its polmcal “ideology; it IS always produced

within conditions 6f power, and as such it must address alterfitive

-interests and aspirations if it is to present its own position as a solution
_t“qithem. _

For example, Philadelphia, the first mainstream Hollywood AIDS
movie, attempts to portray 2 gay man with AIDS sympathetically and
as a victim of prejudice and dicrimination rather than the disease. In
order to achieve this, it has to engage with and answer other ‘utterances’
about gay men and AIDS. For example, the film counters the New
Right’s claims that both gays and AIDS are a threat to family values by
continually locating the protagonist, Andrew Beckett, within a strong,
supportive and caring family. The film engages with homophobia not
only through the narrative, but by presenting the homophobic views of
Beckett’s attorney and showing how these views can be transformed. In
this way, the film seeks to win support for its case that discrimination
against gays is wrong. It achieves this both by engaging with, and
attempting to displace, the homophobic views that underpin this dis-
crimination and New Right definitions of ‘family values’.

Popular films must not only address the interests and aspirations of
their target ‘audience (even if they seek to counter or contain their poli-
tical implications), they also. take elements. of other films reworkmg
them in different ways and s gwmg them ifferent polltxcal ‘inffect

Thi§ Tatter process is particularly clear in the case of film genre 'where o

similar narrative patterns and figures are reworked with very different

’s work argued that
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political accents.”

For example, after the ways in which the film Rambo, became the
object of violent criticism, action movies had to distance themselves
carefully from associations with this film. For example, in Die Hard, the
hero, John McClane (Bruce Willis), is taunted by the villain who
accuses him of being ‘an orphan of a bankrupt culture’ and thinks he’s
‘Rammbe’. McClane carefully deflects this association by choosing to
identify himself with Roy Rogers, a self-effacing gesture which is able
to distance his status as a male action hero from the negative associa-
tions of Rambo. In fact, even Sylvester Stallone has had to renegotiate
his image in similar ways. In the film Tango and Cash, for example, not
only does he carry a very small gun (one which is played off against the
giant rocket-launcher which he carried on the poster for Rambo), but
when one character associates him with the character of John Rambo,
Stallone’s character pointedly rejects the association.”

However, Volosinov’s arguments about the multi-accentuality of the E
sign not_ only means that t the w1li be dlfferences between popu"lar

ways. Tt is Here t
“eed;thetigh it i§ often niot explicitly ‘acknowledged in the work from the _

~"Centre. For ‘example, David Morley’s work on television audiences is
deeply dependent on Bourdigu’s ] study of cultural competences and dlS—
posmons

" Bourdieu’s analysis of cultural competences a and dispositions was an

o g T

atiempt to explam how and why why different classesand social groups con<

~giimed different cultural forms in different ways.® As was_noted i

~cHipter four, for Bourdieu, ;ust as class differences are the product of
- differential access to economic cap1ta1 they are also produced through
the unequal distribution of cultural capttal It is the amount and type
of cultural capital which is possessed by a class which produces speci- ;
fic competences and dispositions. Cultural competences refer to th
forms of skill and knowledge which €nable one to make sense of certain’
“types of material. For example, some. groups may have the competence
“nécessary for an understanding and appreciation of modernist art, but
“they may lack the competences necessary. to. make sense of Martial Arts”

“ movies. The differential distribution of- cultural capital also means that .
_different classes. and social groups_ will have different dispositions; cer-

tain groups will be more disposed towards the consumption of avant-

" garde films and others will be more disposed towards the consumpnon
" of popular forms such as ‘Carry On’ films, action movies, or weepzes
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fmdtwdual tastes, but as the product of the ways in whtch people are
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It is these dispositions which make people see certain types of film as
‘for me’ and other forms as ‘not my sort of thing’,
As a result, Bourdieu does not see these differences as the result of

| socialized within spec1ﬁc c

_To ourselves, Bourdieu argues that they are the product of wider (u

’
Cfam amily. While we may sec our tastes as personal, natifal aid inherent

alIy class-based) taste formations. (Bourdieu also suggests that the dis-

" tribiition of competences and dispositions is gendered, a point expanded
upon in the work of critics such as Angela Partington and Ann Gray.)*
. However, it is important to stress that Bourdieu is not simply argu-
ing that subordinate sections of society are deprived of access to
‘superior’ forms of culture, quite the reverse. He is attempting to
explain how and why different sections of soctety engage in different

forms of cuftural consumptton and ‘the ways i Which these differences™
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of a film audience, for example, have 2 hlstory which has constructed

tHem as socnal Sllb]CCtS prior_to_their encounter. with a particular-film;-
~-gnid théy will have attitudes and opinions which hav beenshaped by~

——this"history. AS a result whlle a film mtght have a ‘preferred rci&mg
Which seeks 1o elicit cértain responses from its audience, real audiences

e

. <. L I

are not compelled to respond in this way. They may accept the film’s

1deolgg1cal position, but they.may also_ quallfy or even reject that posi-

For example, in hls highly influential article ‘Encoding/Decoding’,

Hall outlines three categories of audience responses: ‘dominant’, ‘nego~

tiated’ and ‘oppositional’ readings.” The dominant reading, it is argued
uncritically accepts the text’s ‘preferred meaning’. (At this stage, it was
still assumed that media texts necessarily presented dominant or hege-

monic ideological positions.) People who produce the oppositional read-
ing, Hall argues, challenge the positions presented by the text and ;‘f

articulate their opposition to these positions. The negotlated reading, ||
on the other hand, is claimed to be the most commen, and, it is argued, ; 5
falls somewhere between the other two readings. While not always com-{

“are both the product of certain power relations and can also help to~
reproduce and justlfy those relations. Not only do dtfferent secnons of

ent forms of consumption are “used to dtstmgmsh one group “from’

\ groups will often reject these supposedly superior’ tastes as arty—farty

As Bourdieu puts it, bourgeons taste is usually defined through 't

a2 re)ectlon of that rc]ectlon As a result taste formations are ot sxmply

* produced out of the interests of a specific class or social group, but out

of the struggles between classes and groups.

Audiences, interpretations and the activities of cultural
consumption

As a result of the mﬂuence of Gramsc1 Volosmov and Bourdleu, many

particular ideological effect from an analy51s of the formal features of a

text o group ‘of texts. Instead they stressed that different audiences

make different responses on the basis of their Specific cuItural compe- -

~tences and’ dlsposmons "As many critics from the Centre have pointed
out, the problem with much work on popular culture is not only that
it obscures differences between texts, but also that it tends to present
the audience as a homogeneous and passive mass. However, members

R it

. another. For example, dominant groups often justify their dominance
over others by reference to their ‘superior’ tastes, while subordinate

__reading _of the text and its_effects upon_ifs

pletely opposed to the dominant ideological positions present in the!

text, it does not simply accept them either. Negotiated readings may
acknowledge contradictory evidence, which may be the product of the
viewer’s own experience, but define such evidence as merely an excep-
tion to the rule. For example, a viewer who has been harassed by a
policeman may watch a news report which praises the police and denies
that they harass people. In such a situation, he might accept the news
report and believe that his own experience was sxmply the result of ‘one
bad apple’.

Although the Centre acknowledged the importance of the audiences,
it did not reject textual analysis. This is illustrated by David Morley
and-Charlotte Brunsdoi’s Everyday Television. which_uses semiotics to
analyse the television programme / Nationwide. However, for Morley and

“Brunsdon ‘this semiotic analysis was not used to provide a deﬁmnve
pon..i ience. Histead “it-was~

snnply seen as ‘a base line_against which differential readmgs mlght Be

&se%’ » In

ould ifictude-an-interrogation of the Teadings which-specific-andience7_
groups made of this text. This did not mean that Morley and Bruns-
don r.hought that any text could be read in any way."On the contrary,..

" _they argued that texts did have preferred readings, but that the social

history of audience members wtll “affect their interpretation of, and

ser words, it was a first stage in a research process which—

A
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responses to, these preferred.readings.Therefore, Morley and Bruns-
don rejected the assumption within screen theory that the dominant
ideology was guaranteed simply because a viewer watching a film was
being ‘positioned by the text’. Instead, they argued that it was also a

matter of what position_the_ text presented, and. how _the viewer

responded ‘to that position. As Morle

uts it, domination is not
cured solely through ‘the successful positic

oning of the subject in the

~sighifying process (the same signification or position is compatible with

different ideological problematics; successful positioning in the chain of
signification is not a guarantee of dominant decodings); but also because
of the acceptance of what is said.”™

However, the different ways in which audiences interpret or decode
a text are not just a result of whether they accept or reject a text’s ide-
ological position. As Morley argues, the relevance/irrelevance and com-
prehension/incomprehension of specific types of material must also be
taken into account.” In this way, the effect of a text is also related to
whether or not people choose to view these texts, and whether or not
they are able to make sense of them. For example, an avant-garde film

¢ will not have the effect which many film theorists identify as the pro-
¢ duct of its formal features unless one is familiar with the theories and

conventions of avant-garde cinema. But, in the same way, familiarity

. with the avant-garde will not equip one to make sense of popular
¢ cinema.

This may also help to explain why people so often find the tastes of
others so incomprehensible. They literally do not comprehend what
others see in the texts which they choose to consume. This sense of
incomprehension is also related tc whether or not people view 2 film as
relevant to them or not. If they do not believe that it ‘speaks to theny’,
they may not only refuse to see the film, but also be hostile in their
interpretation of it if they do see it. This not only applies to people who
may justifiably feel that art-house films are ‘not for people like me’, but
also relates to issues such as genre. It has often been claimed that dif-
ferent genres appeal to different genders, and while such gendered divi-
sions are never absolute, there are good reasons why women may tend
to see war films as irrelevant to their lives, or men tend to see domes-
tic dramas as irrelevant to them. In such a situation, even if the power
relations involved in such divisions do not produce 2 hostile response,
a film’s irrelevance to the viewer will make it unlikely that its ideolog-
ical concerns will have much purchase or impact upon the viewer,

However, cultural studies has not simply been concerned with the

1
H
{
i
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competences and dispositions of audiences. As Morley has pointed out,
the social situation of the viewer may also affect decoding.and.inter~—.
pretation m other ways. For example, he felt d1ssatisﬁg£lww1th The

“Nationwi ise he had not been able to cxazm_ne the dlf'. .

férent responses which might be made by the same peopl

different contexts of the workplace and the home. As"a result, by 1 the

“tie he” “published Family “Television he “claimed that his ‘focus_of

mterest [had] shifted from the an lysis of the patterns of differential
‘readings” of particular programme. materials, to the analyms of the
domestlc v1ew1ng context itself — as the framework w1thm which ¢ ‘read-
mgs »of 1 programmes are (or nan]y) made,™ HlS pomt was that the \
meanmg ‘of cultural _consymption cannot be hmlted 1o the interpreta-__

“tion or decodmg of partlcular texts. . For th thxs reason he refers to Jamce

e <

m the demands made upon them in the domestic “sphere. As__

Radway has argued, “The s1gmﬁcance of the act of reading itself might, )

nder some conditions, contradict undercut, ot qualify the significance
"~ of producing a particular kind of story.’* As a result, Morley has argued

" that one of the problems which film studies faces has been its tendency‘

“tg coficenitrate o the ‘object viewed’ rather than the ‘context of view-

mg the film rather thah say, the ‘picture palace As he putsit, .

There is mote to cinema-going than seeing films. There is going out at
night and the sense of relaxation combined with the sense of fun and
excitement. The very name ‘picture palace’, by which cinemas were
known for a long time, captures an important part of that experience.
Rather than selling individual films, cinema is best understood as having
sold a habit, a certain type of socialized experience ... Any analysis of the
film subject which does not take on board these issues of the context
within which the film is consumed is, to my mind, insufficient. Unfor-
tunately a great deal of film theory has operated without reference to
these issues, given the effect of the literary tradition in prioritizing the
status of the text itself abstracted from the viewing context.”

This point seems central given that films are now viewed in so many
different contexts: at the cinema; on network television; via satellite or
cable; and on video. The meaning of any of these different contexts may
well be very different.

However, Morley also suggests other ways of thinking about the con-
text of consumption. People go to the cinema on dates, for a night out
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with the gang, or to fill a free afternoon. Couples may watch a film
together as a way of winding down before sleep. All these contexts have
different meanings which will affect the viewer’s decoding, but which
is not determined by that decoding.

The transition from The ‘Nationwide' Audience to Family Television

also marks another transition in the work associated with the Centre.”

__Its initial work on the media had tended to concentrate on the sphere
. of news and crrent affairs programmes, but by the 1980s there was a

Tthie product of changing conceptions of politics within the period. In

the early stage, news and current affairs programming were Seen as’ _
- dealing with ‘serious’ political and ideological struggles. They were

about government, labour disputes, and the policing of society. They

“also provided a useful way of examining the relationships between
media institutions and the state. The influence of feminist work at the
Centre helped to shift this focus. This work often refused the definition
of the ‘political’ which limited politics to the public sphere, and in con-
trast it emphasized the political nature of the personal and demestic
sphere. As a result, popular fictional programming was not seen as a
distraction from ‘real’ politics but became a way of investigating the
ways in which ‘the contradictions of everyday life and popular
experience’ were worked through in relation to popular media.

growing interest in popular fictional programming. This transition was

These transitions were also related to z third transition. Despite the

_importance of Gramsci during the 1970s, the Centre had still tended to
assume that the popular texts produced by media industries such as

“broadcasting, publishing and the film industry necessarily reproduced

the dominant ideology — even if they stressed that they must include

‘oppositional elements and could be resisted or challenged by audiences.
" The influence of feminism in particular ‘tended to -challenge “this- -

\w:aAssumptlon VIdrxl_s_;gad of identifying media texts as an expression of the
dominant ideology, later work from the Centre tended to reject this
simple formulation.
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They were scen as displaying the clichéd and formulaic features asso-
ciated with popular film. But during the 1970s auteur critics and psy-
choanalytic feminists appropriated and virtually ‘canonized’ these texts.
Instead of clichéd and formulaic examples of popular culture, they were
redefined as subtle and radical films which took the supposedly conser-
vative forms of popular melodrama, and through the stylistic techniques
of irony and distanciation, subverted their ideological project. In this
way, Sirk’s films were no longer seen as sharing the formal features
associated with a conservative popular culture, but as texts whose
formal features established their difference and distinction from popu-
lar film.*

Indeed, a text may even have different readerships at the same
moment. This is illustrated by the case of Psyche. Initially it was
derided as a sick and degraded work of popular horror, but it was very
quickly appropriated within film studies as a major work of great aes-
thetic significance. None the less, it has continued to occupy an 1mpox-
tant space within popular culture as is shown by the number of sequels,
imitations and allusions to it which have been made over the years. It
has therefore acquired contradictory and opposed meanings within cul-
ture. It has been seen by some as an exemplary instance of all that is
right or wrong with popular film, but in much the same way as Sirk’s
films, it has also been seen as an example of film ‘art’ which is defined
by its difference and distinction from popular film.

Conclusion

So the simple distinction between popular, film and the avant-garde

found in much writing on film becomes untenable. The theaning arid
rpolitical significance of texts are not simply inscribed in their formal "

)

features, but are defined through their appropriation or rejection by dif-

simply a, property.of individual tex

Terent groups. The distinc_t_i_q_qyh;cv_t‘yyﬁegg'hpppji_l_a}_lj' ﬁlmand the avant—"“__'

In fact, as Hall points out, there is no actual fixed content of popu- °f;tjl?_,.,E‘ﬂfPﬂﬂﬂ?fﬂfﬁfﬂi&fﬁ%kﬁbfEl.lﬁlﬁ.F?f?ii.?f?f:w
lar culture. It is not a series of objects whose status is fixed and rejected and the tastes of f:.'ﬂ.l?‘_'.s_....?f?ﬂ_.‘_l,‘i?m?EL*!QE!!Y:;EESJWW-.,
unchanging, but rather the manner in which objects are defined and result, texts c: ..‘qhﬂ.Q.?P.io_}’f@_.ﬁ,f},gjfflfgl.?ﬁfi__!.9,._‘}5&6?@“5. Wg}g".’ff -ney
consumed. For example, a text which in one historical period was seen -ean..\_bg,,__app;gpmpgg_i,0}' : ;e]ef;t_gq, but _the same text may ,?;. a e;-e n;
as popular may later be redefined as an example of high art. The case g _moments be identified as displaying the textual features of a radical” ™™
of Shakespeare is often used here, but it also applies to many more

avant-garde or a conservative popular culture.
.‘ i ' This criti istincti i ant-garde and an
recent texts. For example, the melodramas of Douglas Sirk were often This critique of the distinction between a radical avant-g
dismissed by critics during the period in which they were produced.

ideologically conservative popular culture is important to the study of
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popular film because film studies has been so dependent on this kind of
distinction. In fact, as Bourdiew’s work suggests, the distinction
between the popular and the avant-garde is itself a product of economic
and cultural power. The idea that popular culture is ideological and
conservative is necessary so that dominant social groups can define their
own tastes as ‘superior’ and so win authority over others.
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