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30.

“POLITICS OR PARANOIA?”
by Peter Harcourt

Harcourt (bom 1931) reacted with greater umbrage than Handling
did to Elder’s attack on them both, but his response was more im-
portantly a rhetorical examination of the text in question, as befits
someone who is not only one of the chief proponents of Canadian
film studies, which he teaches at Carleton University, but
Canada’s strongest link with film criticism internationally. He is a
Canadian who studied at Cambridge under F.R. Leavis before
going to work for the British Film Institute. His books include Six
European Directors: Speculations on the Meaning of Film Style
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974) and Movies & Mythologies:
Towards a National Cinema (Toronto: CBC Publications, 1977).
He has written for Film Comment, Film Quarterly and Sight &
Sound.

“The Cinema We Need”, Bruce Elder’s article in The
Canadian Forum (February, 1985) while challenging and in-
sightful, confuses a theoretical debate with a political position
and embodies assumptions that have to be confronted.

To begin with, Elder’s comments concerning the
Canadian retrospective organized for last year’s “Festival of
Festivals” in Toronto: to what extent can any retrospective ad-
vocate a cinema for the future, the cinema we need? Are not
all retrospectives condemned, by their very nature, to present
the cinema that has been achieved? And did not this particular
retrospective allocate 50 hours in one of the four theatres
reserved for the Canadian product specifically for the presen-
tation of “experimental” films? Was this innovative program-
ming covertly designed to facilitate the “sacking” and “pillag-
ing” of the experimental product by less imaginative
filmmakers seeking to resuscitate their moribund narrative
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structures? Indeed, do Sonatine, La femme de I’hétel, or Le
jour S... display traces “hijacked” from Wavelength or from II-
luminated Texts? To use Elder’s own words to ask these ques-
tions is to underline the false assumptions that deform the
tone of Elder’s latest article on Canadian cinema.

The conceptual confusions embedded in this article can
perhaps best be dealt with by positing the need for a variety of
levels within cultural discourse and for an equal variety of as-
sumptions about the production and consumption of art.

Take the problem of “realism” in the cinema. While the
urge to use of medium as “naturally” as possible may well con-
demn the art work to the past tense and to the apparent
naturalization of those aspects of the past that have been rep-
resented for our attention, has not this urge been an aspect of
all cultures and civilizations since the beginning of speech? Is
not the impulse to tell stories and to listen to the stories of
others both a primordial human need and a chief agent of so-
cial bonding? Has this not been so since the time of Homer
through to Margaret Laurence? And without it, would we —
as a social entity — have any sense of ourselves at all?

What I have always enjoyed about this impulse towards
naturalism, especially in the cinema, is that it can never really
work. Whatever the “intention” of Nobody Waved Goodbye, it
cannot convey to us today the sense of “how things really are”
but of how things were once imagined to be, of how they were
felt by a certain group of people in a certain place at a certain
time. And by what order of moralistic logic must we assume
that such a work suggests that “the present order of things
cannot be transcended”? I have always assumed that
naturalism in the cinema suggests exactly the reverse: the
present order of things must be transcended. Of course, it
doesn’t tell us how!

Furthermore, the passing of time systematically de-
naturalizes the most naturalistic cinema. As codes of dress
change along with codes of speech and behaviour, attentive
spectators become more aware of the strategies of construc-
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tion than they are of the “authenticity” of the moment of cap-
ture. Seen nowadays — largely because of its editing
strategies, its “structured absences” — 4 Married Couple has
as much in common with Sartre’s Huis Clos or with Bergman'’s
The Silence as it does with Rossellini’s Paisa or with Zavattini
and de Sica’s Bicycle Thieves, those supposedly classical
models of a “realistic” cinema.

I have always felt that Roland Barthes posited a somewhat
specious distinction between “writerly” and “readerly” texts:!
while it is true that the “writerly” text remains irredeemably
writerly — one has to work at deciphering Finnegans Wake or
The Art of Worldly Wisdom — one can choose (if one wishes)
to work at deciphering a wide range of “readerly” texts. One
can “read” An American in Paris as the vehicle for American
cultural imperialism as much as we have been encouraged to
“read” Donald Duck.2

Of course, I am arguing more on a sociological than on a
theoretical level, but my insistence would be that this level of
social discourse also has validity — depending on whom you
are arguing with and on what you are trying to achieve. Dis-
course does not take place solely on the theoretical level,
especially discourse designed to intervene directly within the
political arena. Any form of suasion must be cast in the lang-
uage that the people with the power to effect change will be
able to understand.

To offer a theoretical argument to cultural bureaucrats, to
the guys who pull the strings of cultural practice in this
country, is to commit an act of suicide. Furthermore, if we are
going to talk about the cinema we need, surely it cannot be
only the experimental cinema. If, with our limited economic
resources in Canada, we should turn away from narrative and
devote our energies solely to developing a cinema that “will
use non-causal, non-teleological forms of instruction and will
not attempt to arrest time”, then on a political level we have
completely surrendered our right to what we might call our
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narrative sovereignty, our right to tell our own stories about
ourselves in our own way.

When I think about what kind of cinema we need, I would
argue for all kinds of cinema. We need our own TV sit-coms,
our own rock videos, our own dramatic features, both in the
theatres and on television; we need to nourish and protect the
distinguished “minimalist” tradition of narrative filmmaking in
Quebec such as we find in the works of Jean-Pierre Lefebvre,
Denys Arcand, Jacques Leduc, Andre Blanchard, Mireille
Dansereau, Paule Baillargeon, and even, with Sonatine,
Micheline Lanctot (this is not “new” narrative; it has been
going on for 20 years). We even need our own industrial and
educational films; but of course we also need to nourish and
protect our experimental filmmaking.

As Elder has argued, experimental films do address
problems and complexities generally beyond the reach of most
narrative films; but they often address them in such a way that
only a specialized group of people can properly understand. If
experimental films might be seen as salvation in some way
from our technocratic, managerial world, then they could
provide salvation only for the very few.

Nevertheless, Elder is right to worry about the moral
health of our society and he is equally right to stress the im-
portant role that culture can play in assisting us to understand
what it is in life that might constitute the Good. Since it is so
much at the base of his own artistic practice, I don’t want to
confront the religious emphasis that Elder places on redis-
covering “our wonder at the gift of things, at what should be
the wonder of wonders, that things are given” nor do I wish to
ask for greater specificity about what these “things” are that
are given, nor by whom or to whom. I would, however, like to
examine the logic around which Elder organizes his argument.

Elder begins by collapsing “technique” into the U.S. and
then proceeds, to collapse “narrative” into “technocracy”.
Narrative, according to Elder, “eliminates the unmanageable
ambiguities and the painful contradictions inherent in ex-
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perience.” From such a reductive description of narrative,
which restricts to a single model an immense variety of or-
ganizational strategies, it is not too difficult for Elder to con-
clude that “narrative is the artistic structure of technocracy.”
“The cinema we need”, he continues, “will, therefore, be non-
narrative. It will not be animated by a rage for order — and
order’s concomitant, concealment.”

But wait a minute! Did technocracy devise narrative, to
use it for its own ends? Were there not stories long before
there was a U.S.? And is this all that is going on in Madame
Bovary, Anna Karenina, Middlemarch and in The Diviners — a
“rage” for order? In fact, has not Roland Barthes shown us
how, through a series of intricate readings, we can find the
concealed text within the ordered text? And isn’t it an axiom
of literary studies that the greater the novel, the greater the
play might be between order and concealment, between the
“manifest” and “latent” meanings of the text?

This hermeneutic activity is the very stuff of reading and
thinking, of seeing and feeling, this continual play with texts
— whether “readerly” or “writerly”, closed or open, narrative
or formalized. Some texts, of course, are more challenging
than others, and some are of greater value. But to argue that a
certain form of cinematic practice is “the cinema we need”
while another form is “dangerous” is to imply a theoretical
totalitarianism that must be resisted.

Were Elder’s argument to be taken seriously, where might
it end? Would there be public burnings of Nobody Waved
Goodbye and of Goin’ Down The Road and of all the
published work of Harcourt and Handling? I hope that Elder
wouldn’t go that far. At the same time, his repeatedly emotive
vocabulary implies a personal “rage” that seriously distorts his
discussion of the issues he is dealing with. It seems like the
rage of a paranoid, of someone who feels he is insufficiently
appreciated, who is fearful of being stolen from, and who is in-
creasingly intolerant of any form of artistic, critical, or
theoretical practice that is different from his own. Now this
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kind of “concealment” may, in fact, be “dangerous” because
so unacknowledged by the writer himself.

Yet buried within this latest piece of Elder’s is an intricate
and insightful theoretical argument. Elder is actually contrast-
ing multi-textual non-narrative, 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 be-
coming 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 be-
tween the political and theoretical realms and that he has to
privilege this “poetic” practice over the more “prosaic” prac-
tices 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 confusion of discursive
levels plus the prescriptive insistence on only one correct for
filmmaking for the nation which, were these arguments lis-
tened to, would be dangerous.

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

Elder’s theory, too, has been enormously important. Al-
most single-handedly he initiated a debate about the types of
filmic practice that characterize filmmaking in this country;>
and he has written a definitive account of the essential charac-
teristics of the Canadian avant-garde.* 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 Canadians, we can be proud that it was
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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 Canadian.

Notes

1 S/Z, by Roland Barthes, trans. by Richard Miller. (London,
Jonathon Cape, 1975). The original French words are scriptible
and lisible.

2 How to Read Donald Duck: Imperialist Ideology in the Disney
Comic, by Ariel Dorfman & Armand Mattelart, trans. by David
Kunzle (New York, International General, 1975).

3 “Modes of Representation in the Cinema: Toward a New Aes-
thetic Model”, by Bruce Elder, Ciné-Tracts 6, Vol. 2, No. 2
(Spring 1979), 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, 1984), pp. 246-263.
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