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i odernist, anti-narrative approaches to stoxjytelling, eXperimentg]
praise postm e that truth is always contested.” Films may help us think
mo?'ies that recogt;l]te ast, says Robert A. Rosenstone, a historian who endorses
diﬂerent:)’ i;b::‘ew ﬁ;l)m ;cholal' ship.! He appreciates directors who employ
T“UCh. Ot.‘:e anti-narrative techniques that refuse to sum up through single-
“:‘;i‘:; clor;clusions. The filmmakers wh.o win Rosenstone’s appliause remind
audiences that historical understanding involves an open-ended investigation
rather than a closed and certain judgment. ;

Many film scholars reference Hayden White in their discussions about this
relativistic perspective. White, who has taught at the University of California-
Santa Cruz and at Stanford University, is the author of a number of influential
books. He argues that historical interpretation involves the arranging and tell-
ing of stories, not the objective presentation of truth. All historical explana-
tions constitute forms of fiction, White points out, and we must be cautious
about promoting false distinctions between fact and fiction. There is no single
authoritative story about the past. Commentators who attempt to explain the
French Revolution or the murder of President John E Kennedy, for example,
may tell very different stories. Whatever coherence we find in their explanation
of events is a function of the narrators’ determined efforts to shape interpreta-
tions. These storytellers do not find evidence lying in the archives that natu-
rally suggest explanations. Instead, they privilege a few facts from the many
they encounter and connect them in a narrative that constructs a specific read-
ing of the material’s significance. This process is strongly subjective; it hardly
constitutes an objective search for the truth. White praises movies that, in
postmodernist style, reveal that the meaning of the past is contested. He ap°

precxate's films that suggest we cannot answer questions about the past g
prehensively and with certainty.?

f F}:l-m scholars stress that we do not necessarily have to abandon the search
or : Can
ob~el:-‘omal truth when we recognize the impossibility of presenting hlsto:s}’

Jectively. Although moviemakers manipulate evidence, misrepresent s
and confy

u ils i e
1 g Teidetalls !N amanner that irritates historians, they can e :
€SS communicate ;

e thoughtful viewpoints on the past. Filmmakers mayuths

in thejr f f;Sen.ta“ons Wrong, but they can address broader or higher trsai ,

“the HOEY:O‘:)::-“ 5.1 Rosenstone stated this case eloquently when }::d an
ist . 4 inven

Yet may i) ory film wi| always include images that are inve

be 3 S€)
SUmmarige |y, considered true; true jn that they symbolize, Co"denver

ier amounts of dafaytrerinsthatich ey carry out the OnablY
the past that can

. reaso
be verified, documented, OF

Meaning of
argued”n
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InWalker (1987), Ed Harris (on horseback) plays William Walker, an American adventurer
who tried to become president of Nicaragua in the 1850s. Some film enthusiasts praised

Walker for its break from familiar narrative conventions. (Museum of Modern Art Film
Archive)

Some film scholars use these insights to take aim at efforts to judg.e the g
“_dit)’ of cinematic history. They criticize historians for viewing movies i
tonally. Cinema specialists complain that historians act as if they can find true
hlstory lessons in Hollywood dramas. Their attempts to point out efrors, mis-
'®Presentations, and fictional flourishes in these films are often nust‘hrec‘ted,
" these cinema scholars. Robert Burgoyne notes, for example, tha: hnsto'nan:
frequenuy protest the mixing of fact and fiction, expressing much angﬂl;fhte
c.ommentary” about filmmakers’ employment of artistic lic.cnse. Men :h Z.
308 assess movies such as JEK, Malcolm X, Jefferson in Paris, anc’i NU;;", tha}t'
4Ppear to hold the movies “to standards of authenticity and venﬁabu i
"early equal the standards applied to scholarly texts” m‘)‘tes. Burg;):lc;im” and

Attention to cinematic interpretations of the P op ?“a::sﬁndsphistorians
:nfictl}:es mor.e impo.rta.nt issues:13 fimgf‘;g';:l“:zizszgabout the past.” Ob-
Seryj ; publxc. hea}nly n.wested. g o w attention to fabrication:ns and

"VIng that historians, including myself, drew att shi asked, “Why did aca-
mlsrePresentations in Mississippi Burning (1.988), -Hf:nother movie?”

CMics ot simply dismiss Mississippi Burning as _)us atic history 10 consider
Higashi and Rosenstone urge student.s of .cmem end less energy fretting
Mip 5 different way. They suggest that historians exp
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.l interpretations in popular movies and give greater atten.
about the hlswﬂcd' i conceived productions that boldly challenge the
tion .tc)) 'more ;Zultc:heypast' Both Higashi and Rosenstone cite Walker (1987)
publics ‘d_eas ; in breaking from familiar conventions. Walker deals with
fors achlevemeff‘t\:’miam Walker, the filibusterer who succeeded briefly i
thelmivenmrelS °f Nicaragua in the 18508 (he was later executed by Hondurap
laklk:lg 'ct(;:st)mﬂ(:e movie includes, however, some modern-day references inits
;i;:nta go:y’ sulch as a Mercedes-Benz, a Zippo lighter, 2.1 computer, a helicopter,
and copies of Time, Newsweek, and People magazines. In these and other
scenes, Walker references both the Vietnam War and the Sandinista-Contra
conflict in Nicaragua and suggests critical questions about the impact of U,
economic and military interventions in Latin America and the world. Both
Higashi and Rosenstone praise Oliver Stone’s JFK (1991), too, for its lively ex-
perimentation. Rosenstone acknowledges that the motion picture fudges
some details about the Kennedy assassination, but he argues that it effectively
questions official “truths” He points out that the film confronts audiences
with a provocative and important question: Has something gone wrong with
America since the 196052 Whatever the movie’s flaws, says Rosenstone, “JFK
has to be among the most important works of American history ever to ap-
pear on the screen.’!s
Both authors appreciate Walker, JFK, and other avant-garde movies that
eschew traditional storytelling techniques. They applaud filmmakers’ panache
in mixing genres, presenting odd juxtapositions, incorporating sarcasm and
humor, creating temporal jumps, and generally promoting postmodern per*
spectives.® Movies that explore new modes of communication confront audi
ences with a “multiplicity of viewpoints,” says Rosenstone. These films chal-
lenge audiences to think differently, to “revision” the past.?

: Film scholars and historians who sympathize with this point e
'mportant issues for the

for critical e S,tudy of cinematic history, but their.arg-uments
‘ical analysis. Significant questions regarding the application . 2
conce.pts need to be addressed. Just as many historians need to conﬁ'?z: im-
:2:;::1; \::.ed by cinema specialists, cinema specialists need 0 deaty
1ons addressed by historians.

are rarely e €Xperiment with radically different nafrd"‘_n::z:::;

enues Artigie e P".Plﬂar ?roductions that attract huge audi€ apP“l fi)

Niche audienceg S, with their fragmented narrative styles, us% 11 j ood pro”

ductions (jpx w::Et the multiple millions reached by major s Y:Ztabl" a2

Ception), The ,ﬁlm = faSt..changing MTV-style presentation, 15 ause o

POstModerp;q, S that excite enthusiasm from film scholars be.ca ithin ¢
d COllntemarrative strategies are minority entE

eir

B ; :
First, moyjes that ;

1
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InJFK (1991), New Orleans district attorney Jim Garrison (Kevin Costner) excites

controversy with his claims of a conspiracy in the

stton:an Robert A. Rosenstone acknowledges that the movie fudges a number of details
regarding the assassination,

h : but he believes that the movie imaginatively challenges official
truths.” (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

ion of President John F. Ke dy

b_mad field of cinematic history. Film scholars’ analyses of these unconven-
tional films are interestingly suggestive, but they do not speak to a broader
“fe‘i A more important task remains: providing historians and the public
With insights that are useful for dealing with mainstream Hollywood-style cin-
€Mmatic history.

Second, despite film scholars’ frequent references to Hayden White’s argu-
ent that films should demonstrate that truth is not knowable, many of the
Movies that film scholars applaud do, in fact, suggest a specific, knowable past.
These motion pictures—even the postmodern, avant-garde ones—are not as

alanced in the presentation of multiple perspectives or open-ended inquiries
3s film scholars suggest in their commentaries. This is certainly the case with
JEK anq Walker. Despite Stone’s reported attempt to turn JEK into a
ashomon-like study that shows clashing viewpoints, the movie has a strongly
OPinionated perspective on the key events. JEK delivers a hard-hitting attack
On the Warren Commission’s conclusions about the Kennedy assassination and
2 shal’P criticism of U.S. policy in Vietnam. Walker is strongly critical of U.S.
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he nineteenth century, and by implication, jt
- ation's policies in Central America in the 1g8os
dm1n_1s o film scholars may relate to ideology as well as
mo\.;llles 1? Stone had produced an experimental, boldly
kcli»:;nding the Warren Commission and supporting
designed motion P Vietnam, would Higashi, Rosenstone, and GUICTLEE
Us. imervem.lon mf + his panache? Similarly, if Alex Cox had produced a
praised the dlreCI“’ir dOWilliam Walker’s involvement in Nicaragua in the nine-
oo applal‘ldeb implication, supported Reagan's intervention in Cen-
teenth cerftur)’asz;ir’s Zvoul d the authors have celebrated the director’s artistry?
5;;11?:::;;22 can bei addressed more t.)roadly as well. Is the fjll-m scholars’ de-
mand for more movies that raise questions and challefllge f?mnhar truths ofﬂy 4
general appeal for more sophisticated engagements with hxstorY? Or df)es 116
veal a discontent with the political perspectives they encounter in mainstream

in Ni aint
intervention 11 Nicaragtt

Jambastes the Reagan a
The appeal of these

to the directors’ artistic s
otion picture

movies? Do their suggestions communicate an interest in more agreeable po-
Jitical messages rather than just a demand for multiple perspectives and open-
ended structures?

The film scholars’ enthusiasm for White’s ideas about the relativity of his-
torical truths creates another problem. It leaves open for discussion questions
about the limits of such relativism. Scholars who advance White’s theories
tend to defend many different cinematic experiments involving historical evi-
dence. They support directors’ manipulation of historical details in the inter-
est of communicating symbolic or higher truths. When historians protest the
way filmmakers deal with the historical record, the familiar response from
film scholars is essentially, “Be careful about throwing stones. You, to0, live in)
glass houses.” But acknowledgment that written history is also a “constructe(?Y
narrative should not be used to dismiss demands for greater truthfulness it
Cijematic history. Certainly we can excuse some of the filmmakers' manip¥”
ht“’”}s’ for as we have seen, creative design is inherent in motion picture CO‘.“;

?:Z:::;.iﬁx :::0 all manixpulations defendable? Are any of them ?ro:ﬂ:::;;

situations i critr‘l : pra‘sew.(’rth.)' example of creative filmmaking’ oh
- rticism of historical depictions appropriate? Are qacs

about historicg| Iepresentation, by thej - relevant? It i not

enough to mae , relativi e ALicy ve.ry, nature, irrelevar e

St case, citing White’s deconstructionis o

that scho} i s
model? Carf of the printed word also invent. Are there o limits {0 4
“San itbe taken to extremes?

In dealing i 3
g with t :
value of the P question o

hold
abou

geth®

i d;
f extremes, some historians aCkHOW1e:dlc
and others have raised, but they n€¥¢ caki
0 some standards of truth telling: Insp

ks questions that Whe
: ;;lemakers accountabe ¢
K for €Xample, histor
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an Alan Brinkley recognized that

Keptid®”

about claims of objectivity is healthy. There may be no completely objective or
«;bsolute truth;” Brinkley acknowledged, “but there are such things as un-
truths.” He continued, “There are things that simply are not true, that are lies.
. We do not always find [truth], but we seek it. And in seeking truth, we also
have to seek untruth and attempt to avoid it or discredit it.” Brinkley warned
that “if we abandon any notion of truth then we are entering very serious
ground, indeed” One way to identify historians, he claimed, is to call them
“people who are seeking truth.”!# Eric Foner, another prominent historian, also
raised questions about artistic license in connection with JFK. Foner recog-
nized that all people who examine history have an agenda or a point of view.
He noted, however, that the public does not welcome any expression of a per-
sonal perspective. If an individual’s point of view is “completely divorced from
the evidence” and serious historians view the argument as implausible, other
historians “would point that out because the evidence is there and there are
standards.”!? Brinkley and Foner alerted fellow historians to the danger of ex-
treme subjectivity, to the hazard of claiming that since all truths are contest-
able, we can privilege none.

The dangers that Brinkley and Foner allude to are illustrated in David
Irving’s attempt to present a sharply distorted view of the Holocaust. If a
filmmaker tried to dramatize Irving’s argument, maintaining in a Hollywood
production that Auschwitz was essentially a labor camp where Jews died
chiefly from typhus rather than from planned extermination, observers
Wwould face questions about objectivity, subjectivity, and judgment in stark
form. In such a circumstance, many historians (and, it is hoped, film scholars,
FOO) would strongly denounce the interpretation as a lie. Like the British
Judge who threw out Irving’s suit against Deborah Lipstadt—the historian
W‘}“)»Called Irving “one of the most dangerous spokesmen for Holocaust de-
::llle;ihese schcllars would likely affirm that there are, as Bri_nkle)t main-

il nar’ra‘:;:lltts tha.t ought to be c.lisc'redited. The postmodernist claim that
gl z : iOclit hlfttf)ryl‘are sulb;ec}tlwe a‘r:ld con;t‘ruTcted wc()iuld not ed):a;se
e pi :re s foo 1f‘1g with the evidence. As Tony Judt notes, the Ir-
Wi liemm dss that “some statements are true, some a}re fals.e. Soxl'ne
e Othave Integrity 'fmd are. to be- bel.ieved, hov:rever outlandish their opin-
gl €rs are knowmgl).l disseminating seductive falsehoods. Some people
- And some are evil 20
ati;)r:ire i;another question regarding White’s argument that needs consi(.ie1:~
s i: i scholl'flrs. In many.respecfs, th.e fundfxmer.ltal thrust of White’s
el quite famllfar. to grofessmna.l historians. Hnstm.'lography, the Sfl:ldy of
8 and conflicting interpretations of the past, is fundamental in the
8raduate training of history professionals. By reading Edward Hallett Carr’s
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b and George Athan Billias's Interpretatiop

1d N. Gro
Gera rspectives, as well as other books that intr.

atterns and Pe
P historians in training learn that so-called truths about

e nuch in dispute.? Conclusions z?re always subject o
the past are a¢ ‘erpretation' Students learn to appreciate the Way current
recent events, and present-day politic.al outlooks affect the

o iew the past. As Carr points out, historians do not approach
ik hlsm'mt:sneutrally. They bring a personal political philosophy to the re-
:::rdslut:)elz and their outlook often has .an impact on their choi?e of topics,
their interest in specific evidence, and their efforts to draw conclusions. Hence,
the fashionable relativist argument of film scholars does not come as a revela-
tion to historians; questioning truths and examining the bias of authors who
create historical narratives is central to their scholarship. Historians are not
naive about the truth claims of either authors or filmmakers. They are quite fa-
miliar with the argument that complete objectivity is an impossible goal and
that all interpretations, whether in print or on film, are constructed and con-
testable. They are therefore quite amused by film scholars’ excitement in mak-
ing this discovery and lecturing historians about its importance.

Another difficulty associated with film scholarship relates to its heavy asso-
ciation with Marxist ideology. Especially in the 1980s and early 1990s, homage
to perspectives of the ideological Left appeared abundantly in the film studies
literature. The problem with this is a question of degree rather than presence.
Open-minded inquiry welcomes all points of view; censorship is repugnant.
T:‘:e :ffi::::;(:: ::;h theories became so prevalent in the ﬁlm.studies litera-f
T asiou }1:?1905, }}llovlvever, that they appeared to achieve a sitatlilse(:-
e ;he m S.C : 10 ars attach.ed themselves to .a troubled m;e 5
P i K/{E“‘fl eged Mar.xxst and neo-Marxist outlooks.. de)’s ;s
understandip thy i l‘).(lst e ?vere eaLl l‘)ankrupt g 3

& the economic and psychological foundations of human behav

ior. The growing j
8 ntellectual dis : ; e o and e
world also had 5 sign affection with Marxism in Ameri

study such ag higy ificant impact on interpretations in traditional ﬁelds‘ o
b :\ oY, economics, political science, and sociology. Film studies
on - .
In the Jate twenfg t:e slowest disciplines to respond to these developm‘ﬂ“’c
1 : ;
€th century, Marxist ideas became quite fashionable "

ture Al
T Alt<})ln film. Authors frequently cited the neo-Ma

failed
; to 3
under Capitalisy, Tecognize that their own interests Were oxp

heorist 5.
sed, ang o ed by falsz ls):;gued that the public had become mysnﬁefi o

i an
> Pro-capit i lefs. The theorists claimed that a predom:,dets'
0
REEL Hisyopy utlook had been promoted through many

What Is H istory?and
of Americat Histor}.':
duce this perspective:

argument and rein
imellectual trends,

h°W€ver,

o

consewaﬁVe

Iﬂ religious training, Iormas cuu'.a.uuu, UL 1avyy anw yuyu..uu Curture \u.\..uu?..b
novels, theater and film) the public learned to accept an ideology of the rulu'lg
class. In this respect, Hollywood looked like a good target for Marxist analysis,
pecause a few gigantic corporations (studios run by business moguls) domi-
nated production and distribution.2? Film scholars also eagerly employed psy-
choanalytic concepts from Jacques Lacan and other writers to explain why au-
diences were psychologically predisposed to accept capitalist hegemony. These
scholars became sympathetic to the view that ideological beliefs can develop
through unconscious processes.? The masses absorbed the ruling class’s propa-
ganda, said the film scholars, and were, in a sense, under a form of mind con-
trol. Audiences believed they were free agents but were, in fact, greatly influ-
enced by the hegemonic powers. Movies created this impression in subtle but
powerful ways, the scholars observed. Hence, capitalism’s influence needed to
be understood in cultural as well as economic terms.?*

There was an obvious problem with this outlook. It made the masses appear
to be passive figures who demonstrated little potential to defend their interests.
Some film scholars began to resist this pathetic portrait of the public as duped
receptors and victims. Eventually, a new wave of research and theorizing
emerged that contradicted the earlier characterizations. Notions of “agency”
became popular in the revised literature. Film scholars were now less likely to
characterize the masses as passive recipients of capitalist propaganda. Instead,
they claimed that citizens worked to shape their own destinies. Moviegoers did
not simply absorb what Hollywood moguls produced for them, argued the
film scholars, Audiences achieved power at the box office and in other com-
mercial outlets by accepting or rejecting various dramas, forcing the Holly-
Wood executives to revise their production plans.2 Furthermore, film scholars
focused on the works of a new generation of directors who made unusually
grov‘)cative movies in the 1960s and 1970s, such as Martin Scorsese, Arthur
u::, Franf;ls Ford Coppola, and Stanley Kubrick. The scho!ars praised these
j nventional filmmakers for designing a new kind of cinema that chal-

nged the earlier celebratory accounts of American society.

These rather abrupt shifts in the arguments of leftist film specialists sug-
8ested that ideological needs of the moment had a substantial impact on schol-
arly interpretations. A good deal of Marxist research during the 1960s, 1970s,
“0d 19808 maintained that cinema failed to perform an emancipating role in
the class struggle, thwarting the development of revolutionary consciousness.

By the 1990s, when notions of agency had become trendy, film specialists were
1Sy demonstrating something quite different: that moviegoers resisted the
conservative values communicated on the screen. Although audiences had not
ecome revolutionaries, at least they seemed to be more in control of their
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the masses described in earlier writings had been. Such a rapid
n the

change in interpretive direction hinted of a:ieS;ar;h aienda that V?!as hig}?ly
<04 Evidently, many film scholars decided w at.t ey were going to djs.
polmclzeu-b fore they undertook their research. Inspired by the concepts of
i::\rn,wAelth\fsser, and Gramsci, they looked for the pO\‘Ner of ideology in popu-
Jar culture and found it. Later, motivated by the new literature on agency, they
searched for evidence of resistance to ideolog)" and found that‘: t0.0. Whether
such agenda-laden investigations truly Cf)nstltuted ?cholarsblp 1s a subject
worthy of debate. The process of research in film studies certainly does not re-
semble university models of scientific inquiry and experimentation, investiga-
tions in which researchers establish hypotheses and create rigorous experi-
ments to see if the evidence supports their hunches.
The argument of ideologically inclined scholars that Hollywood movies
rarely show collective solutions to social difficulties is also problematic. Many
leftist observers criticize American cinema for almost always viewing great

affairs tha

economic and social issues at the personal level, portraying specific individuals
struggling against society’s problems. Large groups, especially classes, rarely
appear as the movers and shakers in these stories, they note. The crowd, so
much a factor in Sergei Eisenstein’s early motion pictures produced in the So-
viet Union, is much less a force in American-made dramas. The Hollywood
approach is a cop-out, these writers suggest. It refuses to address a need for col-
lective action.? The scholars also criticize Hollywood’s tradition of producing
happy endings for its stories. Too frequently, say these scholars, movies hint
that all problems can be settled within the capitalist system. In the final min-
ute.s, cinema almogt always presents solutions to the characters’ difficulties.
This practice Suggests a positive view of American society, one that seems
smugly comfortable with
This familiar claim ¢
values is fundamentally
genre. As discusseq earli
Number of <onventig
worked over the Years
tant generjc elementg

the way things are.

hat Hollywood's storytelling promotes conservative
wrong. It reflects little appreciation for the power of
€, moviemaking in the United States has developed 2
', techniques of dramatic presentation that have
1 creating profitable cinema. Among the most impe”
on individya] action, :r:fit:ebtwo s t hatfilmicchiolazsicHH el emﬁ)l]]:'stlcj
MoVies thyt i ’ pbeat co.nclusmns. Audiences respond fa‘V‘”il Ll
Provide S0me sort of tri o ﬁgures and to narratives that, 1‘nt ;arac_
ters, If audiences prefer'“;nph or symbolic redemption for the main C o
depressing endings rag, i das.s struggles rather than individual heroi® -
érs Woulg A mz;‘r:".lnf)piring ones, studio executives and ﬁ;mwrﬁic
ions of do{gl::; ::em what they wanted. Ho"ywoo‘t’ivel}’ to

new productions, responds sens!

Jblic’s taste. Charges that the cinema’s storytelling techniques reflect capi
m]isI: ideology or timidity in recognizing the need for collective action repre-
ta

sent irrelevant grumbling. . '
purthermore, the leftist scholars’ assumption that the powerful people be-
hind Hollywood productions are strong defenders of conservative values lacks
merit. The authors of an important study, Hollywood’s America: Social and Po-
Jitical Themes in Motion Pictures, reveal the error of this assumption by gather-
ing a great deal of statistical information on artistic and business talent in Hol-
lywood. Stephen Powers, David J. Rothman, and Stanley Rothman tested the
film theorists’ claims that a conservative elite controls Hollywood and uses mo-
vies to promote the values of the nation’s ruling classes. Unlike the many film
scholars who characterize Hollywood leaders on the basis of speculation, Pow-
ers, Rothman, and Rothman conducted detailed research. They surveyed Hol-
lywood artists and business executives on a number of subjects and found that
they were significantly more liberal than the American public on social, eco-
nomic, racial, religious, gender, and military issues. The authors acknowledge
that Hollywood turned somewhat cautious in the 1940s and 1950s, during the
years of big-studio control, House Un-American Activities Committee hear-
ings, and competition from television. They note, however, that in the 19‘?05
and after, when conservative pressures on the motion picture co.mmll.th
began to disintegrate, story themes increasingly suggested more cn'uc:fl views
of American society. The new movies communicated greater antagom.s{n to-
Ward authority figures, the U.S. government bureaucracy, and the military.
Hollywood filmmakers were hardly the conservative elite that film schoi;rs
Made them oyt 1o be, and Hollywood productions, espedau).’ those from d:
;zf:s:::::&er ' Wel(‘ie not simply appeals for complacency or veiled propagan
Tvative i 27 4
Powers, Rothmar(:,o:)ng(;’ Rothman build their case on a great deal of ﬂ;—
fience, and by implication they castigate film scholars for dippmg too de:: y
A theory. Their researc}; demonstrates a need for documenting u.ias sy
20 borrgyy; ; ks of prominent theorists (iesry
wing them liberally from the wor

: p ted to lan-
Of them, European) who have phﬂosophized widely on issues rela

important
Blage, Ij o The authors score an imp
o lterature, film, and society in general. ete with theoret cal refer-

o tin this regard, for scholarship on film is T€P* ol stakes in citing these
€es that are unsupported by evidence. The profession: < of flm scholars
L 2SCPIS are quite high, as evidenced by the numerous eﬁ;: Evidently; these
"Cference the esteemed theorists in articles e bo:rol.ﬂd face academic
Olars learned in college and graduate school that th;); S Rl ding
Penaltjes if they left out the exalted names. Scholarship

istian Metz,
Daly; § ites Michel Foucault, Chris
S of cinematic history, frequently ¢
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: 1. Claude Levi-Strauss, Jacques Derrida, Jean-Louis Baudry,
Louis Althusser and Ferdinand de Saussure, as well as the concepts of Kay|

llour) “ 5

Ra)'mon: I;e B nd Freud.?® Often the quotations are SO brief or obscure that

Marx and 515 of a theorist’ idea t0 the film scholar’s interpretation is not jp-
ce

the relevan cases, the scholars seem to be unsure of the concep’s

iately clear. In many i ' 4
me(;l.latf; Ze themselves, but they recognize the professional value of citing fash-
pertine )

ionable luminaries in their discussions. ‘
A historian who wades through these vague abstractions may feel a sense of

wonderment at the pervasiveness of this language. A reader from outside the
field is inclined to ask: Is no one willing to challenge the relevance of much of
this work? Are not some film scholars troubled by so much unsubstantiated
theorizing? Is anyone willing to question the many vague abstractions in the

literature? Does someone in the field have the professional courage to chal-

lenge these works for their lack of clarity?

There is such a figure: Noel Carroll. Carroll deserves accolades for publish-
ing an unusually bold criticism of this literature. In Mystifying Movies: Fads
and Fallacies in Contemporary Film Theory, Carroll draws attention to the
“shoddy thinking” and “slapdash scholarship” in many of the film studies pub-
lications. He claims that many film specialists support a form of self-
censorship, restraining frank criticism of writings in the field. Those who
question the fashionable interpretations are summarily dismissed as neocon-
st‘frvatives. Many film scholars demand the expression of politically correct
views, says Carroll, a practice that “protects bad scholarship.”2? He maintains
tl?at {00 many concepts central to modern film theory are “systematically am-
biguous” and represent “extended exercises in equivocation.”* The field’s ex
slaleatoryvmetaphors are abstract and vague, and concepts are not rigorously

s: t::?;;::gsec::;l:rs need to frame their questions more explicitly and'Cll::}‘; z
language,” 54 answf.r s l?e e robl'em g -
> says Carroll, “is that jt says virtually nothing. It has impeded ¢

search and r, :
unexami educed film analysis to the repetition of fashionable slogans an
mined assumptions.”32
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Investigate film scholarship must certainly be prepared to
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into the importance of arri\./i.ng at a sense of the multivalent relations between
economic, cultural, and political phenomena.”? What was that again? Near the
beginning of Film Nation: Hollywood Looks at U.S. History, Robert Burgoyne
attempts to set up the foundations of his thesis. He explains: “Social identity,
25 conceived in these films, originates neither from ‘above, in alignment with
the nation-state, nor from below, with ethnicity or race, but rather from
cross, through horizontal relations whose antagonistic and transitive charac-
ter is left represented in terms of ‘inside’ and ‘outside.”* Is this the language
that will illuminate the book’s thesis? In her introduction to The Persistence of
History: Cinema, Television, and the Modern Event, Vivian C. Sobchack opens
with a discussion of the 1994 movie Forrest Gump. She writes: “The complexity
of diverse individual trajectories and their nodal coalescence in the massive
‘historical events’ we see foregrounded as the film’s background are ironically
revealed as nothing less (while something more) than confusion: that is, no-
tions of both rationality and system are undermined by the visible evidence
that ‘History’ is the concatenated and reified effect of incoherent motives and
chance convergences.”? This statement hardly establishes a clear basis for the
book’s principal arguments. Sobchack offered much clearer commentary on
film in a book she published with Thomas Sobchack sixteen years earlier, An
Introduction to Film.3 Evidently, lengthy exposure to film studies literature
over subsequent years effected an enormous embellishment of language.
These statements do not represent a few unusual examples of obfuscation
in the film literature. Unfortunately, similarly dense writing can be found in
much of the film scholarship about movies generally and cinematic history
Specifically. The scholars’ commentaries are replete with multisyllable words,
Vague references, and cloudy arguments. i
There is a simple remedy for this communication problem: authors in cin-
®Ma studies can read a few issues of Foreign Affairs before they commence
?Vriting, That distinguished journal, the source of many influential artides.on
INternatjong] affairs, provides a useful model for clarity. The editors of For.ergn
Mairs insist that their contributors reach out to audiences in comprehensible
ndliely language that engages readers from diverse disciplines. They expect
uthors tq ¢ 1 g 8 g but they demand that the authors present
e fras .ea with comple)f ,s.sues, . and understandable to all readers. A
cSesin language that is interesting an ) sonsicaneasily
P.rofessmnal in history, political science, of mfematxc‘mal relatl.once Sk
Pickup 4 copy of the journal and profit from the ;ea.dmg cxpegeczm;iderable
fnatter, a nonprofessional can examine Foreign Affairs 3 ﬁndo not have to
"Ntellectyyq) stimulation. The lesson is valuable. de sch;:d:'l‘dsre i
"rite like James Joyce in Ulysses to prove their capability ¢ 8
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holars can also learn from the e'xamplc ?f Robeft A. Rosenstone, 5

; :crorian who expresses considerable interest in the research anq
professlonal hlstorlarf Is. Rosenstone writes in clear, comprehensible lap-
fi e pmfess}?dnz:gmem by hiding his opinions in a muddle of multi-
guage; he dozs n‘;; 35‘::;5(2“ attempts to communicate the theoretical argy-
syllable ;Ng]inséchzlars in prose that can be appreciated by fellow historians as
Iv]\:l?:ss (l))y individuals from other discipline.s. Furtherm.ore, he fECOgn%zes datd
moving image can present ideas in umgue and highly Stlmlﬂfu\tmg ways,
Through his own experiments in innovative modes of presentation, Rosen-
stone hints that all students of history can profit from postmodern perspec-
tives. In his book Visions of the Past, Rosenstone offers the reader radical shifts
in thought, brief explorations of tangential issues, observations on his per-

Film sc

sonal relationship to the material, and penetrating questions about issues that
sometimes challenge the thesis he is advancing. Through these imaginative
techniques, Rosenstone attempts breakthroughs in communication similar to
the ones he hopes filmmakers will achieve. He practices what he preaches. Ro-
senstone shows concern not only for addressing ideas but also for finding effec-
tive modes of presenting them.?”

Rosenstone effectively prods his fellow historians to think more imagina-
tively than do those who are obsessed with factual errors or artistic liberties in
films. He reminds readers that a film is not a book. Pointing to the generic con-
ventions of cinematic history such as the ones described in this book, Rosen-
stone emphasizes that film can never provide “some mirror of a vanished
past.” Still, the medium can offer important insights in unique ways. “Rather
tha’f lamenting the supposed sins of film” argues Rosenstone, “we need to in-
v:stl.gate its strengths.”38 At jts best, film can contest and revision our nOtio{]s
L e
ation of historical i g m;r.mer)' Rosenttonciperepectivo i Tty
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historians ought to read their literature and become familiar with their para-
digms. Butare they eager to listen to historians, to ponder the issues that inter-
est them? Indeed, are they willing to read the historians’ publications and be-
come aware of the principal trends in their scholarship?

Many individuals writing from the perspective of film studies give relatively
little attention to historical scholarship. Generally, their footnotes in articles
and books about history and film contain few references to research in history.
Surprisingly, when they cite a work in history, often the reference is to a text-
book or general survey of history rather than to a scholarly monograph. For
the most part, instead of referring to historical scholarship, the authors refer to
other motion pictures or to ideas about cinema articulated by various film
theorists. These writers pay little attention to scholarship in history because
they do not believe that it is pertinent to the issues that interest them. In fact,
some of them consider the question that intrigues history professionals—how
well does cinema deal with the past?—pretty much irrelevant.

Disagreements about which questions are important sometimes produce
friction between historians and film specialists. Cinema scholars often give a
cold reception to historians’ interest in assessing filmmakers’ presentations of
history. Some film specialists have crusaded so strongly for the idea that cin-
ema is art and entertainment and communication and business that they ap-
pear rather uncomfortable with discussions about cinema as history. When
flm professionals encounter historians criticizing the treatment of history in
Hollywood productions, they consider the observations unjustified. .

This kind of reaction does not help advance a dialogue. A number of l'ustc:—
tians sense that cinematic history can have a significant impact on the public’s
Perceptions about the past, and these historians believe that the popular pro-
ductions coming out of Hollywood deserve serious discussion. They are ?150
Ware of the caveats film scholars mention in their €ssays and books. Historians
'ecognize that a film is not the same as a book and that studems. of ﬁlm must

€arn about its distinctive means of communication. still, these monms want
o know what kind of history film does provide, and ho?v it can be )udgfi-m .
: There are perils in trying to combine an interest in .mvestlg‘atms ‘::ised i
Merpretations of history with an interest in addressing t:;es](s:r::!stimes even
Im scholars. T have experienced these difficulties firsthand. fire. For exam-
:)l:ri;: reference to historiarlls’ ciiticislnnsi Olfmile“;':‘l;:":izg:ﬁ cle T wrote for
the, A aUr‘een Og'l = al.so 7 hlStOf’lafh is nswsletter Pergpecﬁves- My essa}f re-
fe i SHcan Hlstonca} Assoaat.l 3 Y nd joumalists had undermined
red to the way criticisms by historians a d. Ogle’s letter to the
S°me Hollywood movies’ chances for an Acaden.ly A:ra;e wrote. “According
¢ditor expressed outrage: “Let me get this straight,”s
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.t Brent Toplin, historians have taken it u,}’)on themselves to function
to Robert d watchdogs of the film industry.” Ogle went on to question
whether lhc:;re “qny limitations to hi:slorians’ professional arrogance 39

The question is ridiculous, yet hlst(?nans who suggest that we n‘ced Fo assess

the treatment of history in film are likely SOIefGIULLE Ch.arges like it. Some
critics seem wedded to the misguided n().tl_()n that hlstorla{]s are proposing
gatekeeping, turf protection, thought policing, or censorship when they ex.
press judgments about filmmakers’ treatments of the past..

In sum, we face a significant challenge. It relates to the important issue that
Robert A. Rosenstone and John E. O’Connor raised, but the implications are
more complex. The challenge involves the difficult task of not only exposing
historians to ideas from film scholarship but also making scholars in cinema
studies aware of the concerns of professional historians. Enthusiasts of the
perspectives promoted in film studies need to face the C word— content—to
acknowledge that historians care a great deal about it and to explain (forth-
rightly and in intelligible language) how they propose to deal with it. Much
more than film scholars, historians want to talk about the historical substance
of films—the words, pictures, sounds, structures, narratives, and other ele-

as monitors

ments that communicate interpretations of the past.

Historians should play an important role in judging historical presenta-
tions that turn up on the screen. When making these judgments, historians
need to be broad-minded and informed about the issues addressed in film
scholarship, but they should not be timid. Classroom teachers, scholars, and
public historians do not need to apologize for taking filmed interpretations
seriously and should not be silenced by claims that the stuff on the screen s
just art. Politicians, TV talk-show commentators, and newspaper and maga-
Zi“‘f pundits take cinematic history seriously, frequently discussing and dif’
puting its messages in the popular media. Historians need stronger voices in
these debates. They should not remain hidden in their classrooms, libraries
mus'eums, and archives, separated from the important discussions going on

outside their institutions
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cholarship €an lift di‘scussionf of the subject to a higher level, Aboye all, the
esearch challengfs hlstory-.mmded students of film to raise new questions
ot Hollywood s produ'ctlons', to go beyond stale and pedantic discussions
zbout whether a war movie depicts troop movements properly or a drama set
in the nineteenth century uses t}.me correct type of furniture, Film scholarship
encourages audiences to recognize that movies convey both literal and sym-
bolic truths. It can assist them, too, in thinking differently about the subject of
pistory. Film scholarship demonstrates how innovative movies can raise pro-
vocative questions, forcing students of history to view the subject in new ways,
to “revision” the past.

At the same time, a historian cannot help but express disappointment with
some characteristics of the emerging film scholarship. In a number of respects,
the literature fails to live up to the achievements enthusiastically advertised by
its practitioners. A good deal of film analysis appears in impenetrable, jargon-
laden language; discussions are heavy on theory and light on detailed research.
The literature also displays considerable intellectual timidity. Authors bow fre-
quently to favored theorists, and few writers are courageous enough to suggest
that the supposed gurus do not offer much relevant commentary abou.t the
subject or that they might be seriously mistaken in some of their observations.
Critical spirit, celebrated in words, turns up much less in deed. Oft-r’P‘*‘.ted
references to Hayden White’s questions about objectivity and truth rarely i
dude considerations of the limits of White’s relativism. Partxculaﬂ}' P
isthe legitimacy given to Marxist and Freudian analysis. Scholafs' in many dis-
ciplines now recognize that Freud’s interpretations were often wildly fP““]:
tiv,e and lacking in experimental confirmation, yet film 851.1013"5 remsa:;ﬂc:rgly,
“invoke his name and apply his ideas about ps)'d’l02“13.1)'5‘;l :‘:)?;"” R
::]S(Zar?hers around the world have come to view Mam;t e

"in their fundamental assumptions that they are 0 4 if they still had a
Yétmany film scholars continue to discuss these cgn‘;;l:‘:n:smnﬁm 1o histor-
i:l)(: deal of intellectual clout. Disappointing, to% ’: sbout cinematic hjstcfry
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