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Film is not like a dream because we 

can control our experience; we can 

close our eyes; we can choose to look 

at part of the screen, go into the 

lobby, look at our watches. Inversely, 

if watching something is like 

dreaming, says Carroll, we must also 

be having dream-like experiences 

when we go to a hockey game or 

listen to a teacher speak in a 

classroom. 



CARROLL, NoeL Mystifying Movies: Fads and Fallacies in 
Contemporary Film Theory. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1988. 262 p. 

Since the mid 1970's the film studies community, in both North 
America and Europe has experienced a form of intoxication with 
film theory. In many circles, it is considered a mark of intellectual 
impoverishment to discuss a film without couching one's arguments 
in theoretical terms. Film studies conferences are awash with pa­
nelists making reference to "The Absent One," "interpellation," 
"the lack," "suture," and "the Symbolic." There is a continuous 
flow of books and articles in which (to use Noel Carroll's phrase) 
"Psycho-Semiotic Marxists" incorporate such concepts to substan­
tiate their declarations about film. In fact, film as a medium often 
takes a back seat to theorizing, as witnessed in the recently publi­
shed Technologies of Gender (Teresa de Lauretis) and The Acous­
tic Mirror (Kaja Silverman). 

Contemporary film theory emerged as an outgrowth of the poli-
ticization of education in the late 1960's. This factor was coupled 
with the importance of film culture for the baby-boom generation, 
weaned on "old movies," on television and in repertory cinemas. 
These circumstances fueled the impulse to legitimize the study of 
film and to introduce an ideological dimension to the discipline. In 
response to the humanist, impressionistic criticism of Cahiers du 
cinéma and subsequent auteurists, the generation of film scholars 
that followed sought an alliance with more established, "scientific" 
domains, such as anthropology, linguistics, psychology and socio­
logy. Currently, the "contemporary film theoreticians" (as Noel 
Carroll dubs them) form the new hegemony in film studies, and 
Carroll's book Mystifying Movies: Fads and Fallacies in Contem-
poray Film Theory is the first book-length study that sets out 
specifically to debunk the principles on which these theories are 
based. Carroll's book also reflects and challenges the shift in in­
tellectual thought from the Cartesian cogito to the post-structural 
position which holds that subjective knowledge of the self is for­
med by external discourse. 

Mystifying Movies is preoccupied with the dominance of "the 
second semiology," rather than the by now largely discredited se­
miotics based on Saussurean linguistics. Carroll deals with the 
precepts on which contemporary film theory is based: psychoana­
lysis (as first incorporated in the works of Baudry and Metz); the 
conflation of Marxism and psychoanalysis (as prescribed by Al-
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thusser and Lacan); the cinematic image ("illusionism," the mas­
king of discourse by story, the "subject effect" of perspective); 
narration (the hidden ideological effects of film, the absent enun-
ciator, notions of the identificatory process, the ability of narrative 
to create a "unified," "centered" subject) and finally, cinematic 
narration (which unlike narrative itself is the activity of formal 
filmic processes that "bind" the spectator into the discourse). 

Carroll is careful in his introductory remarks to disengage him­
self from a critique of feminism. He bifurcates feminism in film 
studies thusly: first, "the study of the image of woman in film," and 
second, "feminists in film studies who work explicitly within an 
Althusserian-Lacanian theoretical framework." He applauds the 
project of the former, while arguing that the deficiencies of the se­
cond type of feminist analysis reside in their utilization of the 
wrong-headed presuppositions of all contemporary film theoreti­
cians. 

With graduate degrees in both film studies and philosophy, as 
well as a masterful understanding of psychology (both the Freudian 
and cognitive-perceptual models), Noel Carroll is ideally suited to 
the task at hand. Carroll proposes "to contest (...) what [he] takes 
to be the central tenets of contemporay film theory," and to present 
"rival accounts" for the film phenomena that "contemporary film 
theorists," purport to analyze. (The nomination "contemporary 
film theorists," like Carroll's use of the term "Psycho-Semiotic 
Marxists," is a mild form of censure.) Carroll underscores the 
point that he is not anti-theory —as many critics of contemporary 
film theory are —and in fact, considers himself a film theoretician. 
But he is nonetheless "suspicious of (...) big picture theory," i.e. 
theory that uses inductive methods and offers totalizing theories to 
account for all film effects. 

Carroll's rendering of the foundational precepts of contemporay 
film theory is an invaluable guide to the less than cogent arguments 
proffered by the original theoreticians; Mystifying Movies should 
be mandatory reading for students engaged in the process of deci­
phering the works under discussion. Carroll explicates the basic 
ideas with lucidity, care and sometimes acerbic humour —no small 
feat. The primary structure he follows is to present the argument, 
break down the assumptions of the argument, and, as the debates 
become more directly enmeshed with film, Carroll offers compe­
ting theories of the same phenomena. 

Carroll initially tackles Baudry, Metz, Althusser and Lacan as 
the figures who exert the most profound influence on contemporay 
film theoreticians. He finds the reasoning of these "founding fa­
thers" faulty and largely untenable. Carroll begins his critique 
with a look at the adaptation of psychoanalysis in the seminal essays 
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of Baudry and Metz. At base, Carroll questions their experiential 
data on the process of watching a film, and further, the analogy 
both writers make between watching a film and having a (day or 
night) dream. He casts Baudry's dream/film equation into doubt on 
the level of common sense. Film is not like a dream because we 
can control our experience; we can close our eyes; we can choose 
to look at part of the screen, go into the lobby, look at our watches. 
Inversely, if watching something is like dreaming, says Carroll, we 
must also be having dream-like experiences when we go to a ho­
ckey game or listen to a teacher speak in a classroom. The 
"impression of reality" Baudry claims to be dream-like is similarly 
disavowed by Carroll. Films are accessible to the general public; 
dreams are not. Films can be repeated exactly, unlike dreams. I 
can turn to my neighbour and verify information at the movies; I 
cannot do so when I am dreaming. 

Carroll writes even more disparagingly of Metz' appropriation 
of psychoanalytic concepts. He considers the major points in The 
Imaginary Signifier concerning: presence and absence, the use of 
the Lacanian mirror stage, identification with the camera and the 
crucial notions of voyeurism, fetishism and disavowal—all of 
which become cornerstones for later theoreticians. Short of 
summarizing Carroll's precise rebuttals, it is important to note the 
two essential problems he locates in the application of psychoana­
lytic concepts to film. Carroll finds fault with Metz' reasoning by 
analogy, using dreams as the explanatory term. In order to un­
derstand the logic of reasoning by analogy it is necessary to know 
more about the part of the analogy used for the purpose of illumi­
nation. If dreams are the analog that explicate the workings of 
film, we should know more about dreams than about film. But, as 
Carroll insists, this is not the case; we probably have much more 
empirical data about films than dreams. Second, Carroll asks, what 
is the point of enjoining psychoanalytic concepts to explain film, 
when psychoanalysis is designed to conceptualize irrational beha­
viour? Isn't making a film the product of a rational mind? Why 
embrace a discipline inherently so ill-suited to the purposes advan­
ced? Carroll, in his work on the horror film (to be anthologized in 
a forthcoming volume) is an enthusiastic advocate of psychoanaly­
tic interpretations of film; he considers psychoanalysis to be the 
lingua franca of the horror genre. Where themes of the uncons­
cious, the irrational, the nightmare and pathological sexual subtexts 
reign, psychoanalytic theory has superior powers of illumination. 
The specific application of psychoanalysis to a particular body of 
work is a good example of the "bottom-up" approach that Carroll 
recommends for film theory. 
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