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WOMEN'S CINEMA AS COUNTER-CINEMA

Claire Johnston

1. Myths of Women in the Cinema

o 'there arose, identifiable by standard appearance, behaviour and
attributes, the well-remembered types of the Vamp and the Straight Girl
{pcz*"h'apsithc most convincing modern equivalents of the medieval per-
sontfications of the Vices and Virtues), the Family Man and the Villain

the lattf:r marked by a black moustache and walking stick. Nocturnal séenes
were printed on blue or green film. A checkered table-cloth meant, once

for all, a ‘poor but honest'’ milieu; a happy marriage, soon to be cn::iangercd
by the shadows from the past symbolised by the young wife's pouring of
the breakfast coffee for her husband; the first kiss was invariably announced
by the Iady‘s gently playing with her partner's necktie and was invariably
accompanted by her kicking out with her left foot. The conduct of the
characters was predetermined accordingly (Erwin Panofsky in § tyle and

Medium in the Motion Pictures, 1934 and in Film-
ed, New York, 1959) ’ n Film: An Anthology, D Talbot

.
)

cinema: ‘ 1d ds 1at]

c ma urrhy the image of man underwent rapid differentiation, while the primitive

Stercotypfng of women remained with some modifications. Much writing on the
ercotyping of women in the cinema takes as its starting point a monolithic view of

the media as repressive and manipulative: in this way, Hollywood has been viewed as a
dream *factmy producing an oppressive cultural product. This over-politicised view
bc:iirs Little relation to the ideas on art expressed either by Marx or Lenin, who both
pointed to t'hc:re: being no direct connection between the development of‘art and the
material basis cff society. The idea of the intentionality of art which this view implies
Is extremely misleading and retrograde, and short-circuits the possibility of a crit? ue
which could prove useful for developing a strategy for women'’s cinema. If we accj t
that the developing of fcl:ma}c Stereotypes was not a conscious strategy é}f the ’

: th? Panofsky locates the origi
' _ | gins of
iconography and stercotype in the cinema in terms of practical necessity; he suggests

on ti?g screen, F ixed ic-{?nogra?hy, then, was introduced to aid understanding and
provide the audience with basic facts with which to comprehend the narrative.

Icﬁonggraphy as a specific kind of sign or cluster of signs based on certain conventions
within the' Hf:)llywood genres has been partly responsible for the stercotyping of
women v?xtl:un the commercial cinema in general, but the fact that there is a far greater
dszerc:nti'atwn of men’s roles than of women'’s roles in the history of the cinemag:clate
to sexist 1deqlogy‘itself, and the basic opposition which places man inside history, and 3

increasingly interpreted as contravening the realisation of the notion of ‘character’;

in the case of woman, this was not the case; the dominant ideology presentcd

her as eternal and unchanging, except for modifications in terms of fashion etc. In
general, the myths governing the cinema are no different from those governing other
cultural products: they relate to a standard value system informing all cultural systems
In a given society. Myth uses icons, but the icon is its weakest point. Furthermore, it is
possibie to use icons, (ie conventional configurations) in the face of and against the
mythology usually associated with them. In his magisterial work on myth (Mythologies,
Jonathan Cape, London 1971), the critic Roland Barthes examines how myth, as the
signifier of an ideology, operates, by analysing a whole range of items: a national dish,
a society wedding, a photograph from Paris Match. In his book he analyses how a sign
can be emptied of its original denotative meaning and a new connotative meaning
superimposed on it. What was a complete sign consisting of a signifier plus a signified,
becomes merely the signifier of a new signified, which subtly usurps the place of the
original denotation. In this way, the new connotation is mistaken for the natural,
obvious and evident denotation: this is what makes it the signifier of the ideology of
the society in which 1t is used.

Myth then, as a form of speech or discourse, represents the major means in which
women have been used in the cinema: myth transmits and transforms the ideology of
sexism and renders it invisible — when it is made visible it evaporates — and therefore
natural. This process puts the question of the stereotyping of women in a somewhat
different light. In the first place, such a view of the way cinema operates challenges the
notion that the commercial cinema is more manipulative of the image of woman than
the art cinema. It could be argued that precisely because of the iconography of
Hollywood, the system offers some resistance to the unconscious workings of myth,
Sexist ideology is no less present in the European art cinema because stereotyping
appears less obvious; it is in the nature of myth to drain the sign (the image of woman/
the function of woman in the narrative) of its meaning and superimpose another which
thus appears natural: in fact, a strong argument could be made for the art film inviting
a greater invasion from myth. This point assumes considerable importance when con-
sidering the emerging women’s cinema. The conventional view about women working
in Hollywood (Arzner, Weber, Lupino etc) is that they had little opportunity for real
expression within the dominant sexist ideology; they were token women and little
more. In fact, because iconography offers in some ways a greater resistance to the
realist characterisations, the mythic qualities of certain stereotypes become far more
casily detachable and can be used as a short-hand for referring to an ideological
tradition in order to provide a critique of it. It is possible to disengage the icons from
the myth and thus bring about reverberations within the sexist ideology in which the
film is made. Dorothy Arzner certainly made use of such techniques and the work of
Nelly Kaplan is particularly important in this respect. As a European director she
understands the dangers of myth invading the sign in the art film, and deliberately
makes use of Hollywood iconography to counteract this. The use of crazy comedy by
some women directors {eg Stephanie Rothman) also derives from this insight.

In rejecting a sociological analysis of woman in the cinema we reject any view in
terms of realism, for this would involve an acceptance of the apparent natural
denotation of the sign and would involve a denial of the reality of myth in operation.
Within a sexist ideology and a male-dominated cinema, woman is presented as what
she represents for man. Laura Mulvey in her most useful essay on the pop artist
Allen Jones (‘You Don’t Know WhatYou're Doing Do You, Mr Jones?’, Laura Mulvey
in Spare Rib, February 1973}, points out that woman as woman is totally absent in
Jones’ work. The {fetishistic image portrayed relates only to male narcissism: woman
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represents not herself, but by a process of displacement, the male phallus. 1t 1s probably
truc to say that despite the ¢enormous emphasis placed on woman as spectacle in the
cinema, woman as woman s lurgely absent. A sociological anaylsis based on the
empirical study of recurring roles and motifs would lead to a critique in terms of an
enumeration of the notion of career/home/motherhood/sexuality, an examination of
women as the central figures in the narrative etc. If we view the image of woman as
stign within the sexist ideology, we sec that the portrayal of woman is merely one item
subject to the law of verisimilitude, a law which directors worked with or reacted
against. The law of verisimilitude (that which determines the impression of rcalism) in
the cinema is precisely responsible for the repression of the image of woman as woman
and the celebration of her non-existence.

This point becomes clearer when we look at a film which revolves around a woman
entircly and the idea of the female star. In their analysis of Sternberg's Morocco, the
critics of Cahiers du Cinema delimeate the system which is in operation: in order that
the man remain within the centre of the universe in a text which focuses on the image
of woman, the auteur is forced to repress the idea of woman as a social and sexual
heing (her Otherness) and to deny the opposition man/woman altogether. The woman
as sign, then, becomes the pscudo-centre of the filmic discourse. The real opposttion
poscd by the sign i1s male/non-male, which Sternberg establishes by his use of masculine
clothing envelopping the imuage of Dietrich. This masquerade indicates the absence of
man, an absence which s simultancously negated and recuperated by man. The rmage
of the woman becomes merely the trace of the exclusion and repression of Woman. All
tetishism, as Freud has observed, 1s a phallic replacement, a projection of male narcissistic
fantasy. The star system as a whole depended on the fetishisation of woman. Much of
the work done on the star system concentrates on the star as the focus for false and
alienating dreams. 'This empirical approach is essentially concerned with the effects of
the star system and audience reaction. What the fetishisation of the star does indicate 1s
the collective fantasy of phallocentrism. This 1s particularly interesting when we look
at the persona of Mae West. Many women have read into her parody of the star system
and her verbal aggression an attempt at the subversion of male domination in the
ctnema. I we look more closely there are many traces of phallic replacement in her
persona which suggest quite the opposite. The voice itself is strongly masculine, sug-
cesting the absence of the male, and ¢stablishes a male/non-male dichotomy. The
characteristic phallic dress possesses elements of the fetish, The female element which
is introduced, the mother image, expresses male oedipal fantasy. In other words, at the
unconscrous ievel, the persona of Mue West is entirely consistent with sexist ideology;
It in no way subverts existing myths, but reinforces them,

In their first editorial, the editors of Women and Film attack the notion of auteur
theory, describing it as ‘an oppressive theory making the director a superstar as if
film-making were a one-man show’. This is to miss the point. Quite clearly, some
devélopments of the auteur theory haveled to a tendency to deify the personality of
the (male) director, and Andrew Sarris (the major target for attack in the editorial)
is one of the worst offenders in this respect. His derogatory treatment of women
directors in The American Cinema gives a clear indication of his sexism. Nevertheless,
the development of the auteur theory marked an important intervention in film
criticism: 1ts polemics challenged the entrenched view of Hollywood as monolithic,
and stripped of its normative aspects the classification of films by director has proved
an extremely productive way of ordering our experience of the cinema. In demon-
strating that Hollywood was at least as interesting as the art cinema, it marked an
important step forward. The test of any theory should be the degree to which it
produces new knowledge: the auteur theory has certainly achieved this. Further

elaborations of the auteur theory (cf Peter Wollen Signs and Meanings in the Cinema

Secker & Wurburg, Cinema One Scries, L.ondon 1972) have stressed the use of the
theory to delineate the unconscious structure of the film. As Peter Wollen says, ‘the
structure 1s assoclated with a single director, an individual, not because he has playec
the role of artist, expressing himself or his vision in the film, but it is through the for
of his preoccupations that an unconscious, unintended meaning can be decoded in tt
film, usually to the surprise of the individual concerned’. In this way, Wollen disenga
both from the notion of creativity which dominates the notion of ‘art’, and from the
idea of Intentionality.

In brietly examining the myths of woman which underlie the work of two
Hollywood directors, Ford and Hawks, making use of findings and insights derived
from auteur analysis, it is possible to see that the image of woman assumes very
different meanings within the different texts of each author’s work. An analysis in
terms of the presence or absence of ‘positive“heroine figures within the same directo
oeuvre would produce a very different view. What Peter Wollen refers to as the ‘force
of the author’s preoccupations’, {including the obsessions about women) is generatec
by the psychoanalytic history of the author. This organised network of obsessions is
ocutside the scope of the author’s choice.

Hawks vs Ford

Hawks’ films celebrate the solidarity and validity of the exclusive all-male group,
dedicated to the life of action and adventure, and a rigid professional ethic. When
women intrude into their world, they represent a threat to the very existence of the
group. However, women appear to possess ‘positive’ qualities in Hawks’ films: they
are often career women and show signs of independence and aggression in the face of
the male, particularly in his crazy comedies. Robin Wood has pointed out quite
correctly that the crazy comedies portray an inverted version of Hawks’ universe. Th
male 1s often humiliated or depicted as infantile or regressed. Such films as Bringing i
Baby, His Girl Friday and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes combine, as Robin Wood has
said, ‘farce and horror’; they are ‘disturbing’. For Hawks, there is only the male and
the non-male? in order to be accepted into the male universe, the woman must becon
a man; alternatively she becomes woman-as-phallus (Marilyn Monroe in Gentlemen
Prefer Blondes). This disturbing quality in Hawks’ films relates directly to the presene
of woman; she Is a traumatic presence which must be negated. Ford’'s is a very
different universe, in which women play a pivotal role: it is around their presence tha
the tensions between the desire for the wandering existence and thedesire for settle-
ment/the idea of the wilderness and the idea of the garden revolve. For Ford woman
represents the home, and with it the possibility of culture: she becomes a cipher onto
which Ford projects his profoundly ambivalent attitude to the concepts of civilisatior
and psychological ‘wholeness’.

While the depiction of women in Hawks involves a direct confrontation with the
problematic (traumatic) presence of Woman, a confrontation which results in his neec
to repress her, Ford’s use of woman as a symbol for civilisation considerably compli-
cates the whole question of the repression of woman in his work and leaves room for
more progressive elements to emerge (eg Seven Women and Cheyenne Autumn).

% Towards a Counter-Cinema

There is no such thing as unmanipulated writing, filming or broadcasting.
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The question is therefore not whether the media are manipulated, but who
manipulates them. A revolutionary plan should not require the manipulators
to disappear; on the contrary, it must make everyone a manipulator (Hans

Magnus Egzensberger in Constituents of a Theory of Media, New Left
Review No 64).

Enzensbergey suggests the major contradiction operating in the media is that between
their present constitution and their revolutionary potential. Quite clearly, a strategic
use of the media, and film in particular, is essential for disseminating our ideas. At the
moment the possibility of feedback is low, though the potential already exists. In the
light of such possibilities, it is particularly important to analyse what the nature of
cinema 1s and what strategic use can be made of it in all its forms: the political film/
the commercial entertainment film. Polemics for women's creativity are fine as long as
we realise they are polemics. The notion of women’s creativity per se is as limited as
the notion of men’s creativity. It is basically an idealist conception which elevates the
idea of the ‘artist’ {involving the pitfall of elitism), and undermines any view of art as a
material thing within a cultural context which forms it and is formed by it. All films
or works of art are products: products of an existing system of economic relations, n
the final analysis. This applies equally to experimental films, political films and com-
merical entertainment cinema. Film is also an ideological product — the product of
bourgeots ideology. The 1dea that art 1s universal and thus potentially androgynous 1s
basically an idealist notion: art can only be defined as a discourse within a particular
conjuncture — for the purpose of women's cinema, the bourgeois, sexist ideology of
male dominated capitalism. It is important to point out that the workings of ideology
do not involve 3 process of deception/intentionality. For Marx, ideology is a reality, it
is not a lte, Such a misapprehension can prove extremely misleading; there is no way
in which we cag eliminate ideology as if by an effort of will. This is extremely
important when it comes to discussing women’s cinema. The tools and techniques of
cinema themselves, as part of reality, are an expression of the prevailing ideology: they
are not neutral, as many ‘revolutionary’ film-makers appear to believe. It is idealist
mystification to believe that ‘truth’ can be captured by the camera or that the con-
ditions of a film’s production (eg a film made collectively by women) can of itself
reflect the conditions of its production. This is mere utopianism: new meaning has to
be manufactured within the text of the film. The camera was developed in order to
accurately reproduce reality and safeguard the bourgeois notion of realism which was
being replaced in painting. An element of sexism goveming the technical development
of the camera can also be discerned. In fact, the lightweight camera was developed as
early as the 1930’s in Nazi Germany for propaganda purposes; the reason why 1t was
not until the 1950’s that 1t assumed common usage remains obscure.

Much of the emerging women’s cinema has taken its aesthetics from television and
cinema verite techniques (eg Three Lives, Women Talking); Shirley Clarke’s Portrait of
Jason has been cited as an important influence. These films largely depict images of
women talking to camera about their experiences, with little or no intervention by the
film-maker. Kate Millett sums up the approach in Three Lives by saying, ‘I did not
want to analyse any more, but to express’ and ‘film is a very powerful way to express
oneself. | |

Clearly, if we accept that cinema involves the production of signs, the idea of
non-intervention is pure mystification. The sign is always a product. What the

camera in fact grasps is the ‘natural’ world of the dominant ideology. Women’s cinema
cannot afford such 1dealism; the ‘truth’ of our oppression cannot be ‘captured’ on
celluloid with the ‘innocence’ of the camera: it has to be constructed/manufactured.
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New meanings have to be created by disrupting the fabric of the male bourgeois cinema
within the text of the film. As Peter Wollen points out, ‘reality is always adaptive’,
Eisenstein’s method is instructive here. In his use of fragmentation as a revolutionary
strategy, a concept is generated by the clash of two specific images, so that it serves

as an abstract concept in the filmic discourse. This idea of fragmentation as an
analytical tool is quite different from the use of fragmentation suggestecﬂi by Barbara
Martineau in her essay. She sees fragmentation as the juxtaposition of disparate
elements {cf Lion’s Love) to bring about emotional reverberations, but these
reverberations do not provide a means of understanding within them. In the context
of women'’s cinema such a strategy would be totally recuperable by the dominant
ideology: indeed, in that it depends on emotionality and mystery, 1t im_ri?:'es the
invasion of ideology. The ultimate logic of this method is automatic writing developed
by the surrealists. Romanticism will not provide us with the necessary tools to con-
struct a women’s cinema: our objectification cannot be overcome simply by examining
it artistically. It can only be challenged by developing the means to interrogate the
male, bourgeois cinema. Furthermore, a desire for change can only come abt?ut by |
drawing on fantasy. The danger of developing a cinema of non-intervention is that 1t
promotes a passive subjectivity at the expense of analysis. Any revelutionary strategy
must challenge the depiction of reality; it is not enough to discuss the oppression of.
women within the text of the film; the language of the cinema/the depiction of reality
must also be interrogated, so that a break between ideology and text is effected. In
this respect, it is instructive to look at films made by women within the Hollywocd_
system which attempted by formal means to bring about a dislocation between sexist
ideology and the text of the film; such insights could provide useful guidelines for

the emerging women’s cinema to draw on.

Dorothy Arzner and Ida Lupino

Dorothy Arzner and Lois Weber were virtually the only women working in Hellgwaod
during the 1920’s and 30’s who managed to build up a consistent body of 'wark in the
cinema: unfortunately, very little is known of their work, as yet.An analyswlof one of
Dorothy Arzner’s later films, Dance, Girl, Dance, made in 1940 gives some 1dea c}f. her
approach to women'’s cinema within the sexist ideology of Hollywood. A cc:nvc:r}tmnal
vaudeville story, Dance, Girl, Dance centres on the lives of a troupe of dancing girls
down on their luck. The main characters, Bubbles and Judy are representative of

the primitive iconographic depiction of women — vamp and straight-girl — dcsc?zbed
by Panofsky. Working from this crude stereotyping, Arzner succeeds In generating
within the text of the film, an internal citicism of it. Bubbles manages to land a job,
and Judy becomes the stooge in her act, performing ballet for the amusement of
the all-male audience. Arzner’s critique centres round the notion of woman as
spectacle, as performer within the male universe. The central figures appear 1n a
parody form of the performance, representing opposing poles Df_ the myths of | |
femininity — sexuality vs. grace & innocence. The central contradiction articulating their
existence as performers for the pleasure of men is one with which most women would
identify: the contradiction between the desire to please and self-expression: Bubbles
needs to please the male, while Judy seeks self-cxpressifm as a ballet d*ancer.‘As the
film progresses, 2 one-way process of the performance is firmly Fstabhshcd, 1r_woivmg
the humiliation of Judy as the stooge. Towards the end of the film Arzner brings
.bout her tour de force, cracking open the entire fabric of the film and exposing tbc
workings of ideology in the construction of the stereotype of woman. Judy, in a fit
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¢t anger, turns on her audience and tells them how she sees them. This return of
scrutiny in what within the film is assumed as a one-way process constitutes a direct
assault on the audtence within the {ilm and the audience of the film, and has the
eftect of directly challenging the entire notion of woman as spectacle.

Ida Lupino’s approach to women’s cinema is somewhat different. As an independent

producer and director working in Hollywood in the 1950’s, Lupino chose to work
largely within the melodrama, a genre which, more than any other, has presented a less
reified view of women, and as Sirk’s work indicates, is adaptable for expressing rather
than embodying the idea of the oppression of women. An analysis of Not Wanted,
Lupino’s first feature film gives some idea of the disturbing ambiguity of her films and
their relationship to the sexist ideology. Unlike Arzner, Lupino is not concerned with
employing purely formal means to obtain her objective; in fact, it is doubtful whether
she operates at a conscious level at all in subverting the sexist ideology. The film tells
the story of a young girl, Sally Kelton, and is told from her subjective viewpoint and
tiltered through her imagination. She has an illegitimate child which is eventually
adopted; unable to come to terms with losing the child, she snatches one from a pram
and ends up m the hands of the authorities. Finally, she finds a substitute for the child
in the person of a crippled young man, who, through a process of symbolic castration —
in which he is forced to chase her until he can no longer stand, whereupon she takes
him up in her arms as he performs child-like gestures, — provides the ‘happy ending’.
T'hough Lupino’s films in no way explicitly attack or expose the workings of sexist
ideology, reverberations within the narrative, produced by the convergence of two
irreconcileable strands — Hollywood myths of woman v the female perspective —
cause a series of distortions within the very structure of the narrative; the mark of
disablement puts the film under the sign of disease and frustration. An example of

this process 1s, for mstance, the inverted ‘happy ending’ of the film.

T'he intention behind pointing to the interest of Hollywood directors like Dorothy
Arzner and Ida Lupino is twofold. In the first place it is a polemical attempt to restore
the interest of Hollywood from attacks that have been made on it. Secondly, an
analysis of the workings of myth and the possibilities of subverting it in the Hollywood

system could prove of use in determining a strategy for the subversion of ideology in
general.

Perhaps something should be said about the European art film; undoubtedly, it is
more open to the invasion of myth than the Hollywood film. This point becomes

quite clear when we scrutinise the work of Riefenstahl, Companeez, Trintignant, Varda
and others. The films of Agnes Varda are a particularly good example of an oeuvre
which celebrates bourgeois myths of women, and with it the apparent innocence of
the sign. Le Bonheur in particular, almost invites a Barthesian analysis! Varda's
portrayal of female fantasy constitutes one of the nearest approximations to the facile
day-dreams perpetuated by advertising that probably exists in the cinema. Her films
appear totally innocent to the workings of myth; indeed, it is the purpose of myth to
fabricate an impression of innocence, in which all becomes ‘natural’: Varda’s concern
for nature is a direct expression of this retreat from history: history is transmuted into
nature, tnvolving the elimination of all questions, because all appears ‘natural’. There
is no doubt that Varda’s work is reactionary: in her rejection of culture and her place-
ment of woman outside history her films mark a retrograde step in women’s cinema.

3. Conclusion

What kind of strategy, then, is appropriate at this particular point in time? The develop-

ment of collective work is obviously a major step forward; as a means of acquiring and
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kills it constitutes a formidable challenge to male privilege 4 tihc [}zlm mtsuxtw:
sisterhood, it suggests a viable alternative to the rigid hicrarchical
2 dalogue about

sharing
a1y an expression of o the
aructures of male-dominated cinema and offers real opportunitics for
‘he nature of women's cinema within it. At this point in tin{c: 4 strategy sl:‘f:uld b
developed which embraces both the notion of films as a political mf;l and film as y
entertainment. For too long these have been regarded as two opposing poles with lftl ¢
common ground. In order to counter our objectification in the cinema, our collective
f.antasies must be released: women's cinema must embody the w:mkmg thmugh O
desire: such an objective demands the use of the emertuimt}em ?I{I‘ﬂ. Ideas d":f-*"’c‘jll
from the entertainment film, then, should inform the political ijﬂl’{l,, and pcalzm'_ul ideas
should inform the entertainment cinema: a two wiy Process, F?nauy, 4 Tepressive,
Horalistic assertion that women’s cinema s collective t:iln:\.'makmg 1S mlsle.:udmg ;.i.lr"id‘ ‘
unnecessary: we should seek to operatce at all levels: within t_he male—df:;mm;zt{:{;iﬁaimntm
.nd outside it. This essay has attempted to demonstrate the interest of women s fims
made within the system. Voluntarism and utopian}sm must be avoided if a:ny I‘tifv‘(}h.l? {'
tionary strategy is to emerge. A collective film of zts:{’lf cannot reﬂt::'f?t 't_h{‘.‘ L;}H{}l{li?n‘h :
its production. What collective methods do provide is the real p?SSlblhly 0 ’e‘m:jm;;mh
how cinema works and how we can best interrogate and demys-tlfy the workm‘gs O :
ideology: it will be from these insights that a genuinely revolutionary conceplion o

counter-cinema for the women's struggle will come.
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