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this kind of "concealment" may, in 
fact, be "dangerous" because so un
acknowledged by the writer himself. 

Yet buried within this latest piece of 
Elder's is an intricate and insightful 
theoretical argument. Elder is actually 
contrasting multi-textual non-narra
tive, non-teleological filmic strategies 
with more conventional forms of 
cinematic closure. The cinema that 
Elder is celebrating (which, since he 
offers no examples, seems largely to 
be his own) is a cinema of becoming 
rather than a cinema of having been; 
and I agree with Elder that this kind of 
cinema is immensely important within 
the realm of theoretical activity for 
those who have the leisure and the 
training to appreciate it. 

What troubles me is that Elder makes 
no distinction between the political 
and theoretical realms and that he has 
to privilege this "poetic" practice over 
the more "prosaic" practices of other 
artists, railing against them and their 
expositors - Harcourt and Handling -
as if they were "dangerous." It is, 
however, as I have argued, this confu
sion of discursive levels plus the 
prescriptive insistence on only one 
correct for filmmaking for the nation 
which, were these arguments listened 
to, would be dangerous. 

Elder's cinema is an intensely inward 
cinema. It involves increasingly an 
exploration of different states of con
sciousness and of the relationship of 
the self to culture. It is, in essence, a 
philosophical cinema. 

Elder's theory, too, has been enor- . 
mously important. Almost single
handedly he initiated a debate about 
the types of filmic practice that cha
racterize filmmaking in this country ;3 
and he has written a definitive account 
of the essential characteristics of the 
Canadian avant-garde.4 More recently, 
however, certainly in this latest article, 
his theoretical work seems designed 
largely to justify his own filmmaking 
activity, making it seem monocratic 
and self-serving. 

There can be no cultural health for 
any nation without a more pluralistic 
approach than Elder will allow. We do 
need Elder's cinema and, as Cana
dians, we can be proud that it was 
created here . At the same time, most of 
us want to watch other kinds of films 
at the movies on Saturday night and on 
television on Sunday. It would be fine, 
it seems to me, if some of these films 
might tell stories in innovative ways 
and if some of them might be Cana
dian . 
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(1) S!Z, by Roland Barthes, trans. by Richard 
Miller. (London, Jonathan Cape, 19751. The 
original French words are scriptible and 
Iisible. 

(2) How to Read Donald Duck : Imperialist 
Ideology in the Disney Comic, by Ariel 
DoIfman & Armand Mattelart, trans. by 
David Kunzle, (New York, International 
General, 19751. 

(3) "Modes of Representation in the Cine
rna : Toward a New Aesthetic Model," by 
Bruce Elder, Cine-Tracts 6, Vol. 2, No. 2 
(Spring 19791, pp. 55-61. 

(4) "The Photographic Image in Canadian 
Avant-Garde Film," by R. Bruce Elder in 
Take Two, ed. by Seth Feldman, (Toronto, 
Irwin Publishers, 19841, pp. 246-263. 

321Cinema Canada - July/August 1985 

by Bruce Elder 

The cinema described in my article is 
not any cinema that actually exists, 
made either by myself or by any other 
filmmaker. My own films are far too 
conceptualized to be the films argued 
for in my article. More sensitive readers 
have commented, accurately, that the 
article is primarily self-critical. (In this 
respect, it is like my forthcoming film, 
Lamentations. ) 

But does one accuse Eisenstein of self
interest for formulating and publishing 
his ideas on montage, because they are 
ideas which he used in his own film
making? Or Vertov, for advocating a 
documentary practice rather like that 
in which he was engaged? Or Richter, 
for expostulating on a "true cinema" 
whose foundational ideas were derived 
from his "experiments" in filmmaking? 
Is Leacock condemned for speaking 
out for "an uncontrolled cinema" 
rather like the cinema-verite he was, 
at the time he made these statements, 
in the process of inventing? 

For my part, I believe the fact these 
filmmakers worked out notions of 
cinema and made films based on the 
principles they have arrived at gives 
both their films and their writings a 
special strength. The co-incidence of 
the principles they expound and the 
principles they have practiced indicates 
intellectual integrity. 1 wish I could say 
I follow in their path, but, in honesty, I 
cannot. My own writing has been only 
an admission of the shortcomings of 
my own work and a celebration of the 
strengths of others, the Michael Snows, 
Jack Chambers and David Rimmers, 
whose work has been so very rich. 

The danger that I pointed out in 
"The Cinema We Need" was the threat 
to alternative cinema posed by a failure 
on the part of professors, critics and 
theorists to pay any heed to the prac
tice, and even the advocacy of 
practices which are likely to usurp the 
avant-garde's claims on the attention 
of those who are interested in dis
covering alternatives to the hegemonic 

Bruce Elder's films include The Art 
of Worldly Wisdom, Illuminated 
Texts and the forthcoming Lamen
tations : A Monument to the Dead 
World. 

A vindication 

products of Hollywood/Mosfilm. The 
best rebuttal of my allegation would 
be to reel off a list of articles that 
professors and critics have produced ' 
on experimental film. 

Another option that might have 
been exercised would have been to 
claim that, although professors have 
not actually written about experimen
tal films, they really do recognize its 
importance. (One can imagine that . 
this rejoinder would be offered to the 
accompaniment of much huffing and 
sniffing and wheezing.) I'm afraid that 
this response wouldn't be good enough 
either. In this period when Marcel 
Masse holds the purse strings, what
ever cultural activity is not defended 
to the hilt is given away. Moreover, 
advocacy of one type of cinema (natu
ralistic fictions) along with demon
strable neglect of another type (experi
mental films I indicates a prioritiza
tion of practices on the part of pro
fessors. In fact , professors have often 
stated that experimental filmmaking 
is valuable only as a sort of research 
program and that its discoveries take 
on real value only when they are 
adopted and used by feature film
makers. 

I know experimental filmmakers 
who have worked for over 15 years 
now, have done fine work, and still 
have got none of the attention from 
professors that is regularly bestowed 
on mediocre narrative filmmakers. I 
know of experimental filmmakers 
who have worked at one-and-a-half or 
two regular jobs to earn enough money 
to allow them to make their art and, 
after years on such a regime, have only 
found themselves penniless and tired. 
Looking down from the Olympian 
heights of a university post, it is easy to 
pride oneself for a cool overview of 
things, to chide those of us who are 
reduced to scuffling to make their art 
and to upbraid us for using "emotive 
language." 

My piece was not intended. to be a 
contribution to film theory. I do not 
believe it reads like one. I think, rather, 
the piece has the rhetorical features of 
a polemic. Nor was it addressed to 
bureaucrats. It was written for people 
who, generally, are committed to de
veloping a distinctive Canadian cul
ture, and it was written to warn them 
that a type of cinema that I believe has 

importance to the cultural life of our 
nation is being overlooked by nearly 
all of our cultural advocates. Perhaps, I 
even hoped to prod them into taking 
action. I hoped some of them would 
take a look at the work, think about it 
and, perhaps, take up the cause. Such 
interventionist ambitions embarrass 
me not in the least. 

But these points seem to me obvious. 
Surely not every piece of writing on 
culture - nor even every piece of 
advocacy - is addressed directly to 
bureaucrats. Surely change occurs in 
many ways, and that one way of effect
i ng change is to develop a cadre of 
people who are committed to some 
cause and might eventually challenge 
the policy-makers. 

Now it is true, like all "occasions of 
speaking", that the telling of stories 
plays some role in constructing the 
world in which we live. All sayings act 
to set up the world shared by all those 
who speak a common language. But 
narratives have no particular impor
tance in this regard. Which is not to 
conclude that all utterances (or, at 
least, all occasions of recounting a 
narrative) are equally valuable, since 
all participate in constructing the world 
that "a community of speakers" shares. 
But one would want to ask whether 
the world erected by one way of speak
ing might not be preferable to the world 
erected by some other way of speaking? 
One would want to ask whether the 
world set up in narrative does not have 
deleterious features due to the very 
nature of narrative? And, even if one 
answered this latter question in the 
negative, one would still want to in
quire whether the world constructed 
by the common narratjves of our cul
ture is not less humane, less profound, 
less sensitive to the mysterious than 
the world set up by narratives of 
earlier periods in history? 

I do believe what Hegel expressed in 
Reason In History, that "Everything 
that a man is, he owes it to the state; 
only in it can he find his essence. All 
value that a man has, all spiritual 
reality, he has only through the state" 
and that "No individual can step be
yond ; he can separate himself certainly 
from other particular individuals but 
not from the Spirit ofthe People." But I 
do not believe this implies a thorough
going moral relativism, since I believe 
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th a t there is moral progress - that , for 
example, the wider range of liberties 
we now enjoy represents a form of 
progress. II also recognize our present 
co ndition is characterized by losses, 
but I do not believe these losses are 
who llv necessarv nor that there is no 
way what has been lost can still be 
recovered .) 

The derogatory comments pocket
book philosophers have made about 
Hege l' s identification of the Chris tian 
Germanic state of Prussia w ith the 
Ideal State do reveal a profound pro
blem in Hegel's philosophy. The Young 
Hegelians pointed out w ha t th ev be
lieved was a con tradiction in Hegel 's 
thinkin g. On the one hand, tney claimed, 
Hege l presented the dialectic of his
torv as e ndlesslv restless and as ne-. . 
ga ting whatever exists so as to effect 
change and ' bring about progress 
toward greater rationality ; on th e 
other, they pointed out, Hegel seem ed 
to e nshrine the Prussian stat e as th e 
culmination of history. This , too, is a 
real point , but I think it can be refuted . 
To do so would be important, for the 
alternative is moral relativism and I 
find this alternative abhorrent. I find it 
abhoITent because it really does entail, 
that objectively speaking, i.e., indepen
dently of participation in a tradition , 
there is not much to choose be tween 
humanitarianism and anti-Semitism . I 
would develop a counter argument 
that would depend upon the view that 
humans become free when they desire 
that w hich is truly proper for people to 
desire. Freedom, in this view, would 
arise when the human mind partici
pates in the Absolute, when it becomes 
a living presence in the presence of 
the Absolute, the eternal world of 
truth and goodness. I would point out 
now that this view of freedom differs 
from the most common view about the 
nature offreedom, that freedom is the 
ability to do whatever one's desires 
prompt him to do , rather than the 
ability to do what is proper for him 
to do. I would show that this is an 
illusory view, because the prescrip
tions for behaviour that can be deduced 
from it would lead not to liberation but 
to e nslavement. But I cannot under
take this task here. 

In the "modified relativist" theories 
espoused by most "critical theorists" 
there, unfortunately, is a contradiction 
at the heart . For critical theorists argue 
that the subject is socially constituted 
and has no being whatsoever outside 
of "sociality" las they so inelegantly 
put it). This wou ld entail that disposi
tions toward action and judgements 
develop within and are conditioned by 
"sociality" and hence that those judge
ments are relative to that "sociality." At 
the same time, they petition to higher 
universal values when formulating a 
critique of those judgements. I This 
seems contradictory, and most of these 
"dialecticians" seem to want to avoid 
commitment to positions involving 
contradictions whenever they can 
lalthough I do not) , This should be a 

. reason for them Ibut not necessarily 
for me) to reject their positions of 
modified relativism , 

Proposing a value of promoting 
social cohesion - to which most of us 
who live in the sundered human uni
verse of modernity would at least pay 
lip-service - implies that those who 
speak out against narrative advocate a 
practice that would result in social 
dysfunction , Thus are repressed ques-
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tions about the quality of the narratives 
told in our time and abou t how their 
quality compares with that of narra
tives of other cultures and of other 
periods in hi s tory. I wou ld argue that 
what promoted socia l cohesion in 
ea rlier his torica l periods was the 
shared belief tha t there was something 
higher than man which all men served. 
The narratives people told were 
grounded in that belief a nd in a world 
that had that dime nsion . Now that 
source of social cohes io n has been for
gotten. Our narratives have los t their 
roots in the realm of the transcendent. 
Their te lling has become a ritual that 
has e ntire lv lost its inn er meaning, just 
as the ritual of the sacramen t has los t 
its meaning by be ing inte rpre ted as a 
soc ial phenomenon . Formerly, the 
s tories people told wou ld allude to 
God, would speak of the Holy, and 
would display thought s a nd feelings 
about the Good. Now they rarely do . 
More often, they rei nforce the libera l 
world view. 

Consider how rarely the narrati ves 
of the present age deal with ideas 
outside the ambit of libera lism , how 
frequently they adopt the standpoint 
of individualism and deal with pro
blems of "personal" psycho logy - that 
is, with problems that develop in the 
relation to some "significant other" 
who is a member of the social group to 
which the individual belongs. Consider 
how often our narratives depict the 
individual as the maker of his own 
destiny, and how rarely the hero of the 
psychological narrative is depicted as 
answering the call of the Divine or as 
responding to the mystery of the Holy. 
Consider how often th e problem of the 
narrative is the search for "perso nal" 
we ll -being or sexua l fulfillm e nt. Con
sider how often it is the quest for the 
healing of wounds inflicted on the 
psyche . Consider how rarely it con
cerns the Good , Our narratives promote 
the destitute world-view of liberalism . 
Our narratives - narrative itself - have 
become as worthless as emptied-out 
rituals are. They further the disenchant
ment of the world. If OLlr works of art 
are to promote a re-enchantment of 
the world, they must find new m ea ns 
of working, These mea ns are what 
"The Cinema We Need" so ught. What
ever its limitations land I acknowledge 
that they are many!, it must be inter
preted in this light. 

My critics might have responded to 
this position in three ways. They might 
have claimed that the most Significant 
films of our culture have retained the 
relation to transcendent values and do 
provide us with norms opposed to 
those of the tradition of liberalism , 
Secondly, they might have take n on 
the religious emphasis in my film
making and writing because there are, 
in the main, two available viewpoints 
from which to criticize this dimens ion 
of my work. One is liberalism and the 
other is its close relative , Marxism , At 
this point in history, the one appears 
on ly slight ly more bankrupt than the 
other, as I think this becomes abun
dantly clear to anybody who sits down 
to critique my claims from either van
tage point . Thirdly, one might argue 
along essentialist lines, claiming that 
even though the narrative has fallen to 
the state I describe, there is no reason 
to jettison it, for nothing in its own 
nature determined its present, fallen 
state , People adopting this tack would 
say that narrative has servEld other 

cultures we ll, and it can serve ours 
well also . 

This last claim has some force . Still, I 
believe tha t hi s torical developments 
have made narrative useless - at leas t 
for the purposes I set forth - for our 
own time, ce rtain ly, though perhaps 
not for a ll time. They are like rituals 
that have become meaningless and 
empty. And jus t as rituals must be 
changed when thi s happens, so must 
the form of our cinema, if it is to h e lp 
us rediscover our wonder at the gift of 
things. 

My piece perhaps did not analyze , 
but certa inl \' did comment upon a type 
of c inema in wh ich story, representa
tioned images , and te leologica l s truc
tures that lead toward closure, interac t 
in a complex manner, in a form one of 
whose cardina l attribu tes is the use of 
a sequ e nci ng of events s uch that th e 
events seem to bear cause-and-effect 
relations to one another. To repress 
inquiry into tha t is to repress inquiry 
into what th e motivation for realis m is , 
I, for one, would argue that the impulse 
toward rea lism is connected with the 
pOSItiViSt world-view of scientific 
liberalism . Remember Zola's claims 
for consistency of his naturalism with 
the scientific m e thod I 

Granted, th e use of the realistic style 
can reveal something that the use of 
other "styles" cannot, and that is what 
the typ e of thinking is that prefers 
realism. And so we are back to th e 
question of th e motivation for realism . 

Adopting a line of approach that 
reduces the nature and function of 
realistic images and representation to 
the merely sociological value of reveal
ing how "a certain group of people in a 
certain place at a certain time" seems 
to be offered as a final va lue that puts 
all other lines of questioning beyond 
the pale , I. on the other hand, would 
argue that th e thinking limagining, 
feeling l of some periods may be richer 
and more profound than that of others. 
I also believe that a part of the critical 
task is to expose the debased character 
of thinking when it would restrict th e 
critical e nterprise to uncovering how 
people in a certain period " imagined" 
the world to be, and what such a restric
tion conceals about representation 
and narrative. 

Barry Barns lin Interests And The 
Growth Of Know/edge , London : Rout 
ledge and Kegan Paul, 1977 1 provides a 
useful s tartin g point. "Representa
tion s," h e states, "are act ively manu
factured renderings of their referents, 
produced from available cultural 
re sources a nd as constructs for use in 
activity, where 'activity' can embrace 
the exercise of cogni tive functions and 
where such functions are related to 
the objectives of some social group." 
All representations, verbal or visuaL 
are constructs . They don't display the 
form of the real ; Gombrich and Ivens, 
among others, conclusive ly demons
trated this , When a representation con
veys information about an object, it 
does so by classifying it , by making it 
an ins tance of one or more kinds of 
entities recognized by the culture 
whose resources are drawn upon by 
the process through which represen
tations are constructed. Representa
tions make it possible for existing cu l
tural knowledge to be applied to their 
referents while the referents them
selves provide a c heck on th e develop
ment of cultura l know ledge. 

There are many possible ways to 
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organize (or to construct! a world - th e 
way our c ulture does so is just o n e 
po;sib le \Vay . Nevertheless , any dable 
organization , taken as a who le , is 5\'S

te mati c and o rde rly. Th is is because 
an\' "mode l" world is connec ted , 
di~ec tl v or indirecth', with th e perfor
mance' of some institutionalize d acti
vit\" such knowledge is Ito put my 
po'int in a somewhat Habermasian 
way! prestructured by a "situated 
technical interest" in prediction and 
co ntrol. Representations are assessed 
not by their accuracy in rendering th e 
world (or, even, in the appearance 
of the world!, but instrumentally, 
on th e grounds of their efficacy in 
prediction and control. At least thi s is 
how representations have bee n assessed 
ever s ince the time when hierarchic 
rather than hieroglyphic thinking 
became dominant. In this way, repre
sen tations are correlated with th e 
historica l development of procedures , 
competences and techniques. IA.N. 
Whitehead once made the remarkab le 
observation that the greatest invention 
of the nineteenth century - and the 
nine teen th century was the time when 
liberalism finally achieved its hege
mony - was the technique of making 
inventions, ) In sum, representations 
are artifices, not accurate rendel'ings 
of the ir referents - not even of how 
their referents are imagined to be. 
They are constructed forms that reflect 
th e predictive, and other technical 
functions , which representations are 
required to perform, if procedures are 
to be carried out and techniques 
applied. 

An analogy can be drawn to the 
nature of the foundational concepts of 
modern physics . They were not 
developed by chance, withou t suffi
cient reason. A certain conception of 
nature, of nature as a complex of 
forces , as so much energy and power 
waiting to be exploited, formed our 
physics into the sort of experimental 
endeavour it is, Modern science serves 
to discover the means (the m achine 
techniques! and, more important ly, to 
clarify the world picture that aids us in 
our a ttem pts to discover the means to 
dominate "what-is" Iconceived of as 
stocks of e nergy for use!. 

Scientific represen tations, like all 
representations, have the form they do 
as a result of the uses they are put to 
and the institutional purposes they 
serve, They do not provide insight into 
the real nat ure of tha t w hic h is brought 
forth into representation. People often 
overlook thi s and take represen tations 
as presenting th e represented in full 
prese ntness. Thinking, by relying on 
representations that are informed b\ ' 
th e ins titutional purposes they serv~, 
has been converted into instrumental 
thinkin g, into reckoning and calcu lat
in g. But thinking has not realized this 
about itself. Consequently, represen
tations h ave come to dominate cons
cious ness to s uch an exten t that a ll 
other forms of thinking have been 
forgotten , The cos ts of this loss are 
obvious . What I argue for in "The 
Cinema We Need " is a form of c inema 
land art 1 which , in small measure , 
might help restore those ways of 
thinking that have been los t . Ti1at is 
why I argue Isome might say ve h e
m e ntly! against representations and 
representational thinking, We need to 
remember those forms of conscious
ness that have no object. 

Represe ntational thinking compre-
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hends thinking as the grasping of that 
which lies before it. This thinking is 
readily transformed into logical, 
rational thinking. For rational thought, 
everything that is, is an object and, 
being an object, is amenable to subju
gation by the will. For such thinking, 
Being is a mystery that is never revealed, 
even as a mystery. The mystery of 
Being can be apprehended only by a 
tranquil resoluteness that is in no way 
self-assertive . Such a resoluteness 
reveals that to which we humans 
belong. Such thinking does not argue 
or prove. It produces no ideas that are 
kept as possessions (or gifts or pre
sents), nor does it result in "clarifying 
the issues" involved in some disputed 
subject. In fact , it is no inquiry at all ; it 
is a silent form of conversation which 
sets up a world we could inhabit. but 
10n't. 

Handling, for example, brings out 
the boogeyman offormalism with which 
to threaten me. But he writes as though 
formalism were a broad, comprehen
sive category comprising everything 
that is difficult. unliked by the masses 
and "intellectual" (i.e., not pleasurable 
or entertaining, as narrative films are ). 
His equation of the ratios narrative / 
formal, entertaining/ intellectual and 
pleasurable / un pleasurable I find mis
taken. There are pleasures that derive 
from forms other than the narrative . 
The exercise of intelligence itself 
affords pleasure - one that becom es 
more intense as the works which offer 
such p leasure become more rare. 

Handling should take into account 
that there are formations and there are 
formalisms. The works of Duras or 
Syberberg (filmmakers I respect and 
have thought about a great deal) have 
nothing whatsoever to do with the 
cinema I was proposing. They hardly 
represent the surpassing of represen
tational thinking. The cinema I advo
cated has similarities to Pound's poetry. 
In fact , to e ' plain, I would make use of 
Pound's distinction between phono
poeia, melopoeia and logopeia . Phono
poeia "trains the object lfixed or 
moving) onto the visual imagination:' 
melopoeia "induces emotional corre
lation by the sound and rhythm of 
speech" while logopoeia "induces 
both the effects of stimulating the 
associations lintellectual or emotionall 
in re lation to the actual words or 
groups of words employed" (How To 
Read, ch. 8 ). "The Cinema We Need " 
expresses acceptance, with reserva
tions, of the first (phonopoeia), em
braces wholeheartedly the second 
Imelopoeia), and vehemently rejects 
the third Ilogocentrism ). This is 
because I believe logocentrism results 
in representational thinking and that 
representational thinking eventuates 
in modern universities - factories for 
the production of plans for carrying 
out ideological programmes - and 
Auschwitz . 

The crux of my attack on narrative 
concerns the link between historicism 
and realism , an association made 
through my quote from Pound's Cantos. 
It consists in the claim that histories 
and realistic narratives alike employ 
structures that depend on linear order 
and coherence and so cover over those 
gaps in our knowledge that represent 
a threat to the will to mastery. 

The constitutive categories of narra
tive - linear temporality, identity, 
causality and freedom - are fiction s 
produced by the will to mastery . From 
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them arise those dominant features of 
modern Western narratives - bour
geois individualism, orga11lC1Sm, 
humanism, progressivism - that are 
the hallmarks of bourgeois culture. To 
counter the will to mastery, I propose 
an openness to the contraries of expe
rience to be achieved by an escape 
from representation. I propose "dia
logism" or "polyglossia" which involves 
the use of the two or more simultane
ously present "voices" which interact 
in a single cultural object. I advocate 
this because the linguistic diversity it 
entails may counter the impulse toward 
a homogeneous language - one expres
sion of which is the narrative, of which 
Handling and Harcourt are so fond -
since homogeneity of language is an 
important aspect of modernity. The 
"relativization" of language that would 
be a consequence of the development 
of forms possessing this characteristic 
might help break us out of that cycle of 
telling and retelling - the equivalent of 
Marx's "simple reproduction" in the 
cultural sphere - that is the history of 
modern narrative . Pound, I keep sug
gesting, has shown us the way. 

I do not believe that what I have pro
posed as an alternative to realism is 
formalism but rather a sort oftranscen
dental ism. Nowhere do I propose that 
the work of art should achieve that 
ontological autonomy that is a feature 
of truly formalist works. The closest I 
have come to that tradition is (a) to 
base my early films on very simple 
shapes (though even those films are 
more in the poetic than in the materia
list vein of structuralism) and (b ) to 
include in many of my later films 
remarks that the maker is the source of 
those errors and the confusions that 
haunt any work. Admittedly one could 
take the use of this latter device as 
implying that when a work of art 
achieves the status of an onto logically 
autonomous object. it transcends 
failure and becomes "perfectly beauti
ful." But one could also interpret its 
use as confession and self-criticism. 
Similarly, I have celebrated "the 
death of the author," because, as Fou
cault has pointed out, though in a dif
ferent spirit. the removal of the author 
makes way for the transcendent. 

It must be acknowledged, though , 
that Handling is constrained to argue 
that avant-garde cinema must remain 
a marginal practice . The reason for 
this is revealed in a comment he 
makes almost in passing: "Narrative, 
because it is so closely attached to 
pleasure. cannot simply be dismissed . 
It has to be subverted from within." 
One wishes that Handling had elabor
ated on this comment because it 
happens to be the reason most fre
quently given by British critics for 
dismissing the avant-garde and arguing 
for Iguess what?) - the New Narrative. 

It is utter nonsense to say that the 
avant-garde wants to promote unplea
sure. Who, in the '60s, didn't go to avant
garde films to see naked people - more 
naked people than you could see even 
in Bergman's films? 

Unfortunately , the notion that the 
political importance of avant-garde 
cinema is that it foregoes "bourgeOis" 
pleasures is one that has found cur
rency. It is often used as Handling uses 
it in his article - and indeed as Wollen 
and Mulvey use it ("Interview with 
Mulvey", Undercut, no . 6) - to damn 
experimental films by consigning them 
to the margins . How much unpleasure 

would any reasonable person seek 
out? Of course, I realize we were 
expected to seek out the "unpleasure" 
of watching avant-garde cinema (and 
the experience afforded by films like 
Penthesilea and Riddles Of The Sphinx 
and other "theory films" was really 
very, very unpleasant) as our political 
duty and to help us learn some film 
theoretical notions that would help us, 
the intellectuals, help the . toiling 
masses . But even a saint's dedication 
would flag after a couple of viewings 
of Penthesilea (or the unbelievably 
wretched The Bad Sister whose "intel
lectual" substance is nearly as simplis
tic as its title I. It is hardly surprising, 
therefore, that after a brief flirtation 
with the avant-garde, even the nose
to-the-grindstone British were off 
seeking some "pleasure" - something 
they believed would be provided, of 
course, by entertainment - i.e. narrative 
- movies. 10f course, for "entertain
ment" they substituted "pleasure" in 
order to align themselves with psycho
analytic terminology - for, by gawd, 
thought even about sex has to be 
"serious," "difficult" and "political" .) 
The blatant nonsense once promul
gated by British theorists and now 
become dated, has found its resting 
place in the courses on avant-garde 
offered by professors who only read 
about experimental cinema in Screen 
but never see experimental films. II do 
want to add that this comment is not 
directed at Handling or Harcourt, who 
do see experimental movies.) 

Quite simply, all this just states the 
darkness of the era: the era of liberalism. 
The personal has been snuffed out. The 
mysteries have been forgotten. We 
might as well buckle under and accept 
what has been imposed on us by tech
nology since arguments advocating 
actions against that which results in 
the forgetting of the Divine and in the 
distorting of the human are to no avail. 

I was quite surprised by "The Cinema 
We Need " when I wrote it ; now, I feel 
vindicated. In "The Cinema We Need," 
I pointed out a relation between the 
cinematic form of the films on behalf 

of which Harcourt and Handling have 
argued and the development of a 
hegemoniC system technology which I 
take to be the means by which America 
has gained domination of our culture. 
I also argued that, because of the I 
strength of the technical thinking, no 
other form of thinking is now available 
to us. That Harcourt and Handling 
both attempt to qefend the sort of film 
they advocate by arguing that my com
ments on technology are passeiste 
indicates that they do see a relation 
between the form of cinema they praise 
and technology - unless, that is, they 
failed to notice the possibility of deny
ing the connection between narrative 
and technology. Moreover, Harcourt 
implies and Handling states explicitly 
that we must accept that the supremacy . 
of technical thought is the reality of 
our age, and that attempts on my part 
to remember other forms of thinking 
are simply an indulgence in a Romantic 
yearning for a past. 

Handling may be right that the 
disease our society has contracted 
may be incurable, but I won't accept 
that claim without putting up any 
resistance. I don't think that anyone 
who values what we will lose as the 
American domination of Canada is 
consolidated should. I do think that 
Harcourt and Handling value our 
country and our culture. But if they 
don't want to lose them, they will have 
to rethink their views on technology. 
If, after this rethinking, they believe 
that it is too late-to escape domination 
by technology, they should come out 
and admit that the battle for Canadian 
culture is lo&t . 

(The text has been edited from a larger 
manuscript - ed.) 

NOTES 
1. There is a way out of this impasse, s ug
gested by Althusser in Reading Capital and 
For Marx . and that would be to contrast the 
" re lative insights" of ideology with the 
science of historical materialism . But most 
of the dialecticians whom I have been 
discuss ing seem to have rejected Althusser's 
ideas some tim e ago 
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