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Abstract

David Bordwell, the most cited film scholar in English, Chinese, French,
Danish and many other languages, has been a regular visitor to the Hong Kong
International Film Festival since the early 1990s.

This year we had the opportunity to talk to him about the formation of film
studies as a recognized academic discipline in the United States. We discussed
the subject’s later diffusion driven by the “grand theory” of psychoanalysis,
structural linguistics, neo-Marxism, feminism, queer theory, and cultural studies
in the humanities. Instead of paying heed to the top-down model of grand
theory, Bordwell suggested we take a different approach and see it as an
accumulative, “progressive” intellectual undertaking. This progressive
undertaking organizes itself around a problem-based agenda that seeks answers
to clarify key issues in film as a communicative and industrial enterprise.
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Academic Dialogue with Prof. David BORDWELL

Moving Beyond Grand Theory: Thoughts on Film
Studies

YY: Emilie Yueh-yu Yeh
DB: David Bordwell

YY:
DB:

YY:
DB:

YY:

DB:

Can you briefly recap the history of film studies in the US?
Academic film studies started in the late 1960s, both at the
undergraduate and graduate level. It chiefly attracted students in the
humanities, and most of the first generation of grad students came
from literature and drama. Because of the literary orientation of the
programs, teaching and research tended to concentrate on film
analysis and interpretation.

What were the subsequent developments?

Fairly quickly, however, ideas from the French trends of
structuralism, neo-Marxism, and neo-Freudianism came into film
studies, and theoretical reflection became the leading edge of the
field. Feminism and theories of gender, including queer studies, also
came into prominence at this period. These changes had the effect of
making historical research a secondary area, and the interpretation of
individual films came to be heavily shaped by theoretical ideas.

What are the deeper implications given the domination of these
French theories?

Film theory is an important component of film studies, but there are
different ways of thinking about it. We can think of it as a body of
doctrine that is derived from large-scale conceptions of society,
politics, culture, or the human mind and then applied to particular
aspects of cinema. Call this the “grand theory” or top-down method.
A good example is the way that psychoanalytic studies of film,
drawing on Freud, Lacan, and other thinkers, were applied in a “top-
down” fashion to aspects of film spectatorship. Most proponents of
those ideas did not start with particular aspects of cinematic
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spectatorship but rather from a priori ideas about how the mind
worked, how subjects were constituted, and so on.

It seems that you have a different view toward the conception of
theories in film studies.

I think that we make more headway if we consider theorizing as an
activity, a way of posing questions about more or less general aspects
of cinema. That way we start with particular matters in which we
have expertise, and then bring to bear rival frames of reference in
answering the questions we set forth. This is a more middle-level
approach, not bereft of ideas, but using concepts that are tightly
contoured to particular questions about films. The cognitive film
studies that emerged in the 1980s, it seems to me, started from
particular problems of filmic comprehension (such as, how do
viewers follow film narratives?) and then proposed answers.

Has the intervention of cognitive theory been effective?
Interestingly, because psychoanalytic accounts then dominated the
field, cognitive ones were forced to be more dialectical. Cognitive
theorists had to show that their explanations were more precise or
fruitful, while psychoanalytic theorists tended to ignore rival
accounts. Starting with particular problems not only yielded more
precise results but also sharpened the sense of alternative
explanations. This splitting of paths between top-down and fine-
grained accounts was evident in other trends. The study of early
cinema emerged as a tightly focused empirical enterprise, posing
precise questions about cinematic form, institutions, and historical
change in pre-1920 film. At the other extreme, there soon emerged
another grand theory—cultural studies—which emphasized the vast
forces at work in filmmaking and film reception. Scholars turned
their attention to audiences and their cultural differences, but again
within large-scale frameworks that were usually not specific to
cinema, such as conceptions of modernism and postmodernism, or
ideas of national identity, including postcolonial ones.

YY: Why this persistence of the top-down model?

DB:

In Western universities, the literary humanities do not encourage

11
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YY:

DB:

debates among rival theories in search of the best answers to shared
questions. The model is pluralism: multiplying the questions and
adding on new “approaches” as they gain a critical mass of adherents.
So there was little chance that film scholars would ever be obliged to
confront positions with which they were not comfortable. There was
some crossover. In the 1980s, empirical historians nervously
integrated theoretical ideas into their projects, and somewhat later
grand theorists, especially those practicing cultural studies, brought
historical information into their arguments. On the whole, the two
extremes were seldom brought into fruitful methodological dialogue.

What are the most interesting developments in film studies of
late?

At present, I think that these trends are still in play, but for many
researchers the object has changed. Instead of concentrating on film,
all these varied frames of reference have been applied to other sorts
of moving-image media: television, the internet, videogames, and the
like. Sometimes new theories, such as those of “intermedia,” have
been constructed to account for the diversity of audio-visual materials
across these modes or genres. Of course technology has played a key
role in the diffusion of film studies in terms of method, object and
academic program.

The most mature areas of film studies, such as inquiries into
early film, have adopted the classic academic model of research. This
involves asking a carefully framed explanatory question that is
answered by either empirical research (historical, analytical) or
theoretical reflection. This model also involves considering alternative
answers to the central question and indicating how these rivals fall
short. In my view, this sort of thinking is still not common enough in
film studies. Interpretations of film or media by historical processes
by means of grand theory risk becoming ephemeral as old theories
are pushed aside by others. The emphasis on such interpretations
exposes media studies to the criticism of being driven by intellectual
fashion rather than progressive research programs. By “progressive” I
mean inquiry that builds upon work that has come before, refining
and sharpening the questions and findings that have proven reliable
to some degree. I don’t mean progressive in a political sense
(although I'm all for partisan scholarship) but in the sense of
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attending to explanations that are compared and judged for their
respective strengths, weaknesses and functionality.

How do you characterize film studies in relation to the fields of
media and communication studies?

I think that communication studies, at least in the US, remains
largely an empirical discipline. Communication researchers draw on
content analysis, surveys, and laboratory experiments to understand
all the varieties of human communication in social settings. If they
work on film or other media, communication researchers tend to take
a quantitative approach, using statistical analysis of items or
experimental results. Media studies researchers tend to be more
humanistic and interpretive and not so empirical and quantitative. As
I’'ve already mentioned, I'd say that by and large, media studies
consists of transferring the various perspectives that emerged in film
studies and cultural studies to other media, like television or the web.

You have been working in Asian cinema for a long time. How do
you see relations between Asian cinema and paradigms in film
studies?

I think that all the paradigms of film studies I mentioned above have
been applied to Asian cinema at various times. We have close
analyses, such as my book on Ozu, or Don Kirihara’s book on
Mizoguchi. We have had readings of films and trends driven by grand
theory, as in the work of Rey Chow. We have feminist, gay, and other
sexual-identity-based interpretations of filmmakers and film
traditions, such as Andrew Grossman’s Queer Asian Cinema:
Shadows in the Shade. Varieties of cultural analysis can be seen in
the work of Esther Yau and many others. Several scholars, like
Poshek Fu, Michael Curtin, Zhen Zhang, and you and Darrell Davis,
consider Asian cultural trends in relation to the practices of the
region’s film industries.

Is there a natural connection between the studies of Asian cinema
and the paradigms of film studies?

Some would argue that the intellectual frameworks I’ve mentioned,
which originate in Western cultures, are inappropriate for
understanding other cultures. It’s therefore significant, I think, that

13
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YY:

DB:

many scholars hailing from or working within Asia have adopted
these frameworks, though they’ve sometimes modified them to fit the
particular research questions they’re pursuing. China, of course, is
getting a lot of attention, and many interesting questions are being
raised about national cinema, genre study, and the film industry in
relation to China’s specific conditions.

Your Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of
Entertainment (Harvard University Press 2000, Irvington Way
Institute Press, 2011) helped put Hong Kong cinema on the map
of film scholarship. Now that it is in its second edition, many
worry about the future of Hong Kong film given our integration
with the mainland. Is there a future for the Hong Kong film
industry that you elaborate on in your book?

National cinemas typically go through strong and weak periods,
creatively speaking, and Hong Kong film is no exception. I think that
Hong Kong film had an extraordinary run. It produced many films of
merit and interest from the mid-1960s through to the mid-1990s. Two
versions of the studio system, one very centralized (Shaw Brothers)
and one rather decentralized (Golden Harvest), synchronized with
smaller firms to give filmmakers a lot of opportunities to work. Over
the same period, the studio-based filmmakers, like Jackie Chan and
John Woo, were paralleled by directors who came out of film
schools, like Ann Hui and Tsui Hark. At the same time, the
opportunities were enhanced by the vigorous market for Hong Kong
film in the region and in some Western venues, such as festivals and
art house releases.

Today, most of those conditions don’t remain. Many of the key
players have left the field or emigrated. Instead of a studio system,
there is a packaging model that works film by film and depends on
energetic producers assembling scripts, actors, a director, and other
factors into a mix that can fit into the market—specifically the
mainland China market. Older filmmakers from the 1980s generation,
like Woo or Tsui, have had to adapt to this, sometimes successfully
and sometimes not. A unique survival strategy is that of Milkyway
Image, which has managed to address local and regional audiences,
and, through the festival circuit, even European/American ones. More
common, however, is a general absorption of Hong Kong film into
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the new Chinese film industry. The mainland decision-makers,
through a mix of good timing and careful strategies, were able to
control the terms under which Hong Kong filmmakers could enter
their market.

The new market promises a large audience and a good box
office return, but there are the drawbacks of greater censorship and
pressures toward ever more commercial projects. No historian should
try to predict the future, but when I was researching Planet Hong
Kong’s new chapter on the film industry, I couldn’t summon up much
hope for a new flourishing of local Hong Kong cinema. Hong Kong
will probably continue to bring forth some worthy films and talented
creators, but the prospects for a broad rebirth look rather bleak. We
probably won’t be seeing anything like a reprise of the established
industrial system that worked here in the 60s, 70s and 80s. As for
China, it has considerable talent and commercial capital but the state
has a mixed track record when it comes to letting creativity flourish.
The state can allow and even facilitate necessary infrastructure and
investment in the screen industry, but will it be willing to let film
artists and audiences find common ground in the forms of film and
television that are expressive, exciting, and sustainable?

YY: Thank you for taking the time to share your views with our
readers.

Selected works by David Bordwell

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for David Bordwell’s
selected works.
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