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Abstract Cinema is an influential form of storytelling that depends on myths, capital
and technology to perform sense-making and reality-building functions. In this chapter,
I argue thatlocal cinema is both important and vulnerable. As ideology is an inherent part
of cinematic reality, local cinema is an important form of storytelling because it depends
on and narratively reproduces myths and ideologies significantly different from and often
antagonistic to those of global and national cinema. Compared to these, however, local
cinema is a vulnerable form of storytelling because it cannot rely on an established appa-
ratus and its narratives are often disruptive of established myths. While globalization and
digitalization foster the commercial competitiveness of global and national cinema and the
visibility of their ‘realities, local cinema faces ‘market censorship’ and the risk of a market-
driven extinction. A critical political economy of local cinema is an analytical approach that
can help analysts, practitioners and educators to appreciate and support local cinema. At
the end of this chapter, I present the main features of this approach and the contributions
of the essays in this volume.
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Introduction

The main point of this collection and the message throughout its chapters can be
summarised as follows: local cinema is important and vulnerable. In this chapter,
I address three preliminary questions concerning the reasons why local cinema
is important, the nature of the challenges and perhaps opportunities facing local
cinema in the age of globalization and digitalization, and the main features of
an approach that can effectively address these challenges and support the social
role of local cinema. Each of these questions connects to widespread debates,
a wide variety of perspectives, approaches, concerns and ultimately insights that
is impossible to summarize here in all their articulations. In this introductory
chapter, therefore, I will not report these debates in all their facets. What I will
try to do, however, is to offer the reader the main conceptual coordinates and
arguments than provide reasonable grounds to address these questions from the
standpoint of our normative goals. In other words, I describe these debates to
argue the case for the importance of local cinema, for the need to address the
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challenges it faces and for a critical approach to the political economy of cinema
that could help in addressing these challenges.

What is (local) cinema and why it matters?
Storytelling, ideology and reality

A look at dictionary definitions gives an idea of the elements of complexity
involved in the concept of ‘cinema. With this word, we design a place, a partic-
ular kind of text or ‘moving images, an industry, a business and, in its broadest
meaning, an institution. As an institution, the notion of cinema includes not only
movies (fiction, non-fiction, documentary cinema, etc.) but also organizations,
formal and informal rules, conventions, interests, expectations and, most impor-
tantly, social functions. It is important to look closer at these functions to appre-
ciate the importance of cinema in general, and of what we refer here as local
cinema in particular, and to understand why the processes of globalization and
digitalization present distinctive challenges that, in our view, cannot be ignored.

For our purposes, cinema is an immersive, complex and expensive form of
storytelling that:

o absorbs the attention of its audience through the sensorial involvement (or
the ‘sensorium’) of multimodal narratives;

« is dependent on a complex technological infrastructure (or ‘apparatus’);

o is also uniquely dependent on capital for the material and immaterial
resources necessary for the production, distribution and consumption of the
texts it produces.

Compared to other forms of storytelling, cinema has at least two common and
two specific sets of features. In common with other forms of storytelling, cinema
performs fundamental functions of sense-making commonly referred to in
terms of the narrative construction of reality (Bruner 1991; Gottschall 2012).
Furthermore, and again as other forms of storytelling, cinema is ambivalently
participating to arts and industry: a form of artistic expression and a business.
As a form of art, cinema engages with meanings and the symbolic construction
of reality as, for example, in myths. In this capacity, cinema has the potential of
consolidating or undermining the relations of meaning that constitute the social
world and the relations of power that are associated with them. As an industry,
cinema is bound to the ‘laws’ of production. In capitalist societies, the most influ-
ential of these ‘laws’ are the ‘self-regulating market’ and capital accumulation.
Specific to cinema, however, is its influence on viewers and its dependence on
capital and technology. The influence of cinema rests on its distinctive capacity
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to connect the viewer to the myths evoked through immersive storytelling. This
influence, however, depends on process (e.g. production, distribution, and con-
sumption) and resources (material like money, and immaterial, like the talent of
scriptwriters) that ultimately makes cinematic storytelling distinctively depen-
dent on capital and technology.

The ‘power’ of cinema reflects the importance of its functions. Here in this
chapter, I will discuss these functions in terms of sense-making, reality-building
and interpretation (or hermeneutics). Before that, however, I would like to
point out that because of its ‘power, cinema is also a social institution that is
worth competing for. In a critical perspective, the ‘politics of cinema’ is a notion
that describe the competition for the control over the influence of cinema. In
the same perspective, the political economy of cinema is the competition for
the control over the organization of the resources and functions necessary for the
production, distribution and consumption of cinematic texts.

One of the main aspects of sense-making consists in connecting and orga-
nizing disparate elements of our experience of the world into a system of causes
and effects so that, simply put, whatever happens, happens for a reason. In this
process, myths (a Greek word that means ‘story’) play a key role as stories that,
from ancient times, influence the way we make sense of the world and have
become established as part of culture and cultural identity.

The study of myths has received scholarly attention from a wide range of
approaches and disciplinary domains, such as philosophy, linguistics, theology,
social sciences, psychoanalysis etc. Even in our digital age, the importance of
myths, and the study of myths, is far from obsolete. Vincent Mosco, for example,
interpreted the idiosyncrasies and the perils relating to the ‘digital sublime’ and the
‘myths of the cyberspace, relaying on the works of classics, such as Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Roland Barthes and Alisdair MacIntyre (Mosco 2004). As Mosco observed,
referring especially to Barthes, the interpretative functions of myth are not politi-
cally neutral. Quite contrary, for Barthes “myth is a type of speech” (Barthes 2000
(1957), p. 109), which in a bourgeois or capitalist society takes the connotation of
“depoliticized speech” that performs fundamental political functions:

Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about them; simply, it
purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and eternal justification,
it gives them a clarity which is not that of an explanation but that of a statement of fact.
(Barthes 2000 (1957), p. 143)

In film studies, scholars such as Martin Winkler, Irving Singer and Sylvie
Magerstadt have studied the importance of myths and myth-making in contem-
porary cinema.
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For Winkler, “the mythic patterns of classical antiquity have worked them-
selves into the very marrow of the cinematic skeletons that support plot, action,
and characterization” (Winkler 2001, p. 33). By interpreting these ‘mythic
patterns’ from different approaches, Wingler argued that the main intellectual
traditions in film studies can provide unique insights into important aspects of
our social world:

The psychoanalytic approach (Bruno Bettelheim, Sigmund Freud, Philip Slater) stresses
the parallels between myth and dreams as a radically narrative means of dealing with
what society defines as unacceptable desires and fears. The structuralist approach
(Lévi-Strauss) offers both a methodology for grasping the grammar, so to speak, of these
peculiar narratives and an account of their function, that is, to overcome unresolved
intellectual contradictions in a spurious repetitive spiral of narrative mediations. Finally,
the overtly political, historical approach (Malinowski, Karl Marx) stresses the role of
myth as a self-interested source of validation for actual social and political institutions—
in short, as ideology. (Winkler 2001, p. 300)

For Irving Singer, “myths are work of art that convey a significant level of insight
about the world and our concrete involvement in it” (Singer 2010, p. 2). Singer
argued that myth participates in cinema

...as components in the meaningfulness conveyed through cinematic techniques and
therefore pertinent to the philosophical importance that films of merit may achieve.
(Singer 2010, p. 4)

Pointing to the interpretative saliency of cinema, Magerstidt contented that film
is “part of a system of ideas that enables human beings to understand their world,
be in mythological, religious, philosophical or cinematic terms” and “cinema
itself ... a way of continuing the ancient human endeavour of creating universal
myths and idea - positive illusions” (Magerstadt 2015, p. xii). This function is
particularly important in time of crisis and, relying on a conceptual framework
which combines Friedrich Nietzsche, Siegfried Krakauer and Gilles Deleuze,
Magerstddt analysis of cinema sought to “examine how postmodern feeling of
insecurity and uprooting (...) relate to our age of globalization and electronic
networks” (Magerstiadt 2015, p. xiii).

In these and other contributions, the role of myths and myth-making in
cinema is a topic that promises rich analytical opportunities as it construes the
role of cinema as an interpretative bridge between the practices of imagination
and reality-building. Through its myth-making function, in other words, cinema
is the tool that contributes to the social construction of reality.

In this perspective, cinema is at the centre of an interpretative relationship
quite similar to Anthony Giddens “double hermeneutics” (Giddens 1984).
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In this relationship, the cinematic text is both a tool to interpret reality and
is itself the object of interpretative processes — a text to interpret. Inherent in
cinema, in other words, is the possibility of offering narrative interpretations
of salient aspects of the human world and, in addition to that, the possibility of
a systematic reflection on the nature of knowledge associated with these same
interpretations (Casetti 1999).

In film theory, the possibility of a reality ontologically autonomous or existing
independently from its representations, is discussed in relation to the ‘myth of
total cinema’ For André Bazin, the invention of cinema itself was the result of a
myth inherent to the culture of the nineteenth century:

The guiding myth, then, inspiring the invention of cinema, is the accomplishment
of that which dominated in a more or less vague fashion all the techniques of the
mechanical reproduction of reality in the nineteenth century, from photography to the
phonograph namely an integral realism, a recreation of the world in its own image, an
image unburdened by the freedom of interpretation of the artist or the irreversibility of
time. (Bazin 1967, p. 21)

In the twentieth century, this myth was undermined by the idea that reality
cannot be given for granted. Not a solid and immutable ‘bedrock’ against
which one can assess the value of different representations but an elusive
and evolving process whose nature and features are influenced by our
representations of it. The elusive nature of reality, and the implications of this
elusiveness for the relationship between the individual and society inspired,
and was aptly captured by, the frame theory of Erving Goffman. Following
William James, Goffman argued that the important question to ask is not
“what reality is” but rather “under what circumstances do we think things
are real?”
For Goffman:

The important thing about reality (...) is our sense of its realness in contrast to our
feeling that some such things lack this quality. One can then ask under what conditions
such a feeling is generated, and this question speaks to a small, manageable problem
having to do with the camera and not what it is the camera takes pictures of. (Goffman
1974, p. 2)

The metaphoric reference to the camera and its picture is interesting because
it points to the ambivalent role of image making. It suggests that the nature
of reality depends on the tools rather than on the artefact, in other words, on
cinema more than on what cinema is supposed to represent.

From the perspective of communication studies, James W. Carey argued that
reality is a ‘scarce resource’ fundamentally imbricated with power.
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Like any scarce resource it is there to be struggled over, allocated to various purposes and
projects, endowed with given meanings and potential, spent and conserved, rationalized
and distributed. The fundamental form of power is the power to define, allocate, and
display this resource. Once the blank canvas of the world is portrayed and featured, it
is also pre-empted and restricted. Therefore, the site where artist paint, writers write,
speakers speak, filmmakers film, broadcasters broadcast is simultaneously the site of
social conflict over the real. (Carey 1988, p. 87)

The relationship between cinema and reality can thus be interpreted in terms
of representation on condition that one keeps in mind that, as Anne Norton
argued, “a representation preserve things in their absence ... it is once itself
and another, a sign of presence and a sign of absence” (Norton 1988, p. 97).
Thus, the paradox here is that cinema contributes to the social construction
of reality not despite, but by virtue of its distinctive relationship with the
imaginary. In addition, this relationship acquires an important political
connotation if one looks at the role of ideology. In film studies, this role is
core in the tradition of ‘contemporary film theory’ that draws from the works
of Karl Marx, Louis Althusser, Jacques Lacan and others to study the ideo-
logical functions of cinema. Although some fundamental tenets of this tradi-
tion has been criticised (Allen 1995), the reason I want to mention it here is
that it helps to understand an important dimension of the ‘power’ of cinema
and why local cinema is a valuable form of storytelling. If we consider that
cinematic storytelling consists of immersive representations of relationship
between individuals and their conditions, then the close relationship between
cinema and ideology is effectively summarised by Louis Althusser when he
offered his famous definition of ‘ideology’ “ideology is a ‘representation’ of
the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence”
(Althusser 2008 (1971), p. 36).

For our purposes, this definition is useful because it is a simple formulation
of a complex problem. The key part of this definition is “the imaginary repre-
sentation of real conditions”. This suggests that ideology performs social and
political functions by offering the imaginary as a standpoint to engage and, for
all practical purposes, to make sense of reality. In this perspective, cinema is
an important institution that participates to the Ideological State Apparatus on
its communicative and cultural dimensions (Althusser 2008 (1971), p. 17). Its
‘power’ reproduces or subverts reality, depending on its relationship with ide-
ology or “the imaginary representation of real conditions”

Cinema is thus an influential institution through which ideology (in the
meaning of Althusser), and the imaginary become part of reality. Through
cinema and its representations, the imaginary participates to the efforts of
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making sense of the world and ideology, as a particular form of representation,
participates to the social construction of reality.

The social relevance or the ‘power’ of cinema, in this perspective, is rooted
in the representational claim of a reality that, in Goffman sense, does not exists
independently from the possibilities of its representation and, following Carey, is
the fundamental stake of the competition for power.

Starting from Deleuze idea that “cinema produces reality” (Deleuze 1995,
p. 58) and Zizek claim that “ideological fantasies constitutes our reality” (Rushton
2010, pp. 155-156), Richard Rushton argued most explicitly that cinema’s reality-
building functions are inherently associated with ideological functions:

Against the idea that films are abstracted from reality and can thus only offer a deficient
mode of reality, I instead try to see films as part of the reality we typically inhabit, as part
of the world we live in, as parts of our lives. I argue that films help us to shape what we
call ‘reality” It is this attempt to acknowledge the reality of film that I call filmic reality.
(Rushton 2010, p. 2)

Rushton use of Zizek is particularly useful for our purposes as he argues that
“from Zizek's perspective, reality is inherently ideological; it is only by way of
ideological fantasy that reality is structured, defined and experienced. (...) As
such, all reality is ideological”. (Rushton 2010, p. 149). The role of ideology is
crucial because “filmic reality is always already ideological” and “there is no
way of identifying a reality of film that might reside beyond ideology”. Reality,
however, is not the Real, and

filmic reality is itself separated from the Real. This means that if there is a Real of film,
then this is not something that can be specified, identified or spoken about. Rather, a
Real of film is something that can only be alluded to by way of filmic reality. (Rushton
2010, p. 150)

The sense-making, myth-making, reality-building functions of cinema are
interdependent with its technological and industrial dimensions. In a critical
perspective, this interdependence needs to be looked at and assessed in relation
to the ideological dimension of cinema that, as I have argued, is constitutive
of the way in which cinema ‘produces reality’ Once reality ceases to be the
unchanging and objective bedrock of cinematic representation to become a
result of ideological interpretation and sense-making, the ‘power’ of cinema
appears in all its ambivalence as a form of storytelling that can enforce or subvert
the credibility and thus the authority of alternative realities.

For our purposes, this double dependency is relevant because the forces
that control technological development and capital can in practice, if not in
principle, control the ‘power’ of cinema: the way in which ‘cinema produces
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reality’ through sense-making, myth-making, reality-building and ideological
interpellation.

The politics of cinema and the challenges
of globalization and digitalization

To understand the importance of local cinema one must understand the ‘power’
of cinema and to reflect on the idea that the control of this ‘power’ is an impor-
tant stake in a competition for the control over the social construction of reality.
This is, in essence, an ideological competition: a competition between alternative
imaginaries and the possible realities relating to them.

In this line of reasoning, and simplifying a bit, even assuming that most of
early cinema was pretty much ‘national cinema’ in the sense that the ‘power’ of
cinema depended mostly on resources (notably myths, capital and technology)
associated with the nation-state and its ideology, in the age of globalization and
digitalization, however, the situation is far more fluid. The ‘power’ of cinema is
sought from at least three very different ideological standpoints and the notions
of global, national and local cinema are perhaps useful simplifications to discuss
the main features and ideological connotations of these standpoints. Global
cinema is the cinema of globalization or, more precisely the form of storytelling
expressing the myths associated with the neoliberal imaginary of a world uni-
fied and ruled through and by the self-regulating market. National cinema is the
cinema that depends on and seeks to revitalize national myths, imaginaries and
ultimately the reality of the nation-state from the risks of erosion associated with
globalization and in response to the discontent with the effects of globalization
itself. The notion of local cinema is a generic label to describe a radical alterna-
tive to global and national cinema: to the totalizing aspects of global and national
ideologies and the socio-political imaginaries associated with them.

As I will argue in a moment, the driving force of globalization and digitaliza-
tion is the ideology of the neoliberal project. While the effects of globalization
and digitalization on cinema and elsewhere are complex and in many respects
contradictory, consisting of challenges but also opportunities for local cinema,
one should not overlook the common ideological connotation of these processes.
In this perspective, globalization is yes a multidimensional process, as many have
argued (Hjort 2005, p. 25), but one in which the influence of neoliberalism and
the ‘self-regulating market’ utopia is at the core of it and hegemonic throughout
its dimensions.

By ‘global cinema; thus, I do not mean the cinema of “all moviemaking nation”
(Seibel and Shary 2007, p. 5) nor “a competition between different national
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cinemas” or “a struggle of small independents to survive in a field dominated by
a relatively small number of major firms” (Barthel-Bouchier 2018, p. 315). If the
notion of ‘global cinema’ is used to indicate a competition instead as one of the
party in this competition, we miss the ideological aspects of globalization and
the ideological aspects of cinema reality-building functions.

With this notion of global cinema, I intend to describe a distinctive outcome
of globalization and the cinematic form of storytelling that reproduces global-
ization, its ideology, its myths and its hegemonic relations. If globalization is in
essence one expression of the neoliberal imaginary — and I argue it is — global
cinema is the cinema that make sense of reality and constructs the world in
accordance to it.

In the last two decades or so, scholars in film studies have introduced new
concepts of cinema (e.g., global cinema, transnational cinema, small nation
cinema, small cinema, peripheral cinema, etc.) to address the challenges associ-
ated to globalization and digitalization. Danish scholar Mette Hjort, for example,
argued that

The New Danish Cinema is in many ways a small nation’s response to globalization,
an instance of globalization, and a dense and complicated site for the emergence of
alternatives to neoliberal conceptions of globalization or cinematic globalization on a
Hollywood model. (Hjort 2005, pp. 8-9)

For Hjort the concept of small nation in film studies is useful to look at “the
ways in which subnational, national, international, transnational, regional and
global forces dovetail and compete in the sphere of the cinema”. (Hjort / Petrie,
Introduction 2007, p. 2)

Hjort seeks in the cinema of small nation, in national imaginaries and insti-
tutional resources the grounds to conceive of a globalization resistant to a neo-
liberal imaginary:

Small nations have a lot at stake in ensuring that alternative imaginings take hold, and it

is not surprising, then, that globalizations resistant to a neoliberal imaginary should be

emerging in such contexts. The challenge is to pinpoint the ways in which the neoliberal

conception—one favorable to global capital, to corporations governed by narrow stra-
tegic rationalities, and to the priorities and putative entitlements of the United States—
itself can become the engine for alternative conceptions while agents in specific contexts
mobilize the institutional resources of a local situation and effectively yoke them to
some of the salient features of a globalized world. (Hjort 2005, pp. 26-27)

After more than a decade since this formulation, the idea of seeking the grounds
of resistance to the challenge of neoliberal globalization in national cinema seems
both appealing and dangerous. Appealing because, as the rise of nationalist and
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populist movements in Denmark, Europe and elsewhere has proved, there is a
growing discontent with the socio-economic and cultural aspects of globaliza-
tion. Dangerous because the response of national cinema to the insecurities and
the selective effacement of difference of globalization relies on myths and ideolo-
gies that are historically related to ethnic discrimination and violent exclusions.
In a broader perspective, to suggest that global cinema revives national cinema
reminds Karl Polanyi’s “double movement” and the idea that this revival is as
good a response to the disruptions of globalization as fascism and socialism were
as “measures which society adopted in order not to be, in its turn, annihilated by
the action of the self-regulating market” (Polanyi 2001 (1944), p. 257).

Another tradition that seeks to problematize the cultural and economic effects
of globalization but from conceptual grounds alternative to those of national
cinema is that of ‘transnational cinema.

For Elizabeth Ezra and Terry Rowden,

The transnational comprises both globalization - in cinematic terms, Hollywood’s domi-
nation of world film markets — and the counterhegemonic responses of filmmakers from
former colonial and Third World countries. The concept of transnationalism enable us
to better understand the changing ways in which the contemporary world is being imag-
ined by an increasing number of filmmakers across genres as a global system rather than
as a collection of more or less autonomous nations. (Ezra / Rowden 2006, p. 1)

For Milja Radovi¢ transnational cinema is a notion that helps in exposing the
ideological and cultural limitations of national cinema by pointing out

three aspects... that frequently overlap and are often interdependent: transnationalism
as a theme, ... transnationalism as a transformation of identity and locality, and trans-
nationalism as a cross-cultural exchange. (Radovi¢ 2014, p. 136)

In some instances, transnational cinema is a notion used to describe a mutation
in small nations’ cinema, like for example, Finland, resulting from the efforts
“to find a balance between maintaining national identity and economic viability,
through creating a variety of transnational networks at all levels of its activi-
ties” (Bacon 2016, p. 12). More broadly, however, for Steven Rawle, “the study of
transnational cinema grapples with a range of both hegemonic, culturally domi-
nant forms and counter-hegemonic, marginal ones” (Rawle 2018, p. 3). Some of
these issues are addressed by the chapters of Alghannam and Han in this volume.

While the transnational approach seeks to transcend national cinema but also
to include both global and national cinema, in the tradition associated with the
notions of ‘peripheral’ and ‘small’ cinema the focus is more explicitly on the “..
multifarious debates by foregrounding a body of cinematic practices, traditions,
and texts often overlooked in dominant histories” (Iordanova 2010, p. 5).
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Discussing the notion of ‘cinema at the periphery, for example, Dina Iordanova
argued that

The driving concept is the exploration and theorization of cinemas and practices located
in positions marginal to the economic, institutional, and ideological centers of image
making. Our emphasis is on the vibrant periphery as it manifests itself in a variety of
contexts worldwide, be it within a national, regional, or global framework, and our focus
on contemporary filmmaking. (Iordanova, Introduction 2010, p. 5)

Janina Falkowska and Lenuta Giukin proposed the notion of “small cinema...as
one which is new, appears for the first time on the world stage, and is an emer-
ging star. It offers a new look into the affairs of the country it comes from, is
innovative, and uncompromising” (Falkowska and Giukin 2015, p. vii). Tracing
the history of his notion from the 1960s to 2000s, they observed that:

...the concept of small cinema is used in a wide variety of situations, from avant-garde,
experimental, and independent cinemas, to any small-scale productions, small
audiences, small-budget films (all genres), small distribution, or small national cinemas.
Through extension, it became an oppositional term to Hollywood, as well as large or
nationally funded productions. (Falkowska / Giukin 2015, p. xiii)

Finally, an older notion that in the debates of the last two decades has been ne-
glected but that is useful to address the challenges of globalization and digitaliza-
tion to local cinema is that of Third Cinema. Coined by Argentinian filmmakers
Octavio Getino and Fernando Solana (Getino and Solanas 1969), the concept of
Third Cinema describes a form of cinema alternative to the hegemonic forms
represented by Hollywood, or the First Cinema, and by European cinema or
Second Cinema. However, as Mike Wayne pointed out, “First, Second and
Third Cinemas do not designate geographical areas, but institutional structures/
working practices, associated aesthetic strategies and their attendant cultural
politics” (Wayne 2001, p. 13).
According to Anthony Guneratne,

Third Cinema theory is the only major branch of film theory that did not originate
within a specifically Euro-American context. No other theory of cinema is so imbued
with historical specificities, none so specific in its ideological orientation, and yet none
so universal in its claims to represent the highest aspirations of a post-colonial world in
the throes of resisting Neocolonialism. (Guneratne 2003, p. 7)

In the years of the Cold War, this notion was often used to designate Third
World cinema. In the post-cold war era Third Cinema “designates a body of
theory and filmmaking practice committed to social and cultural emancipation”
(Wayne 2001, p. 12) that seeks to resist the global influence of Neoliberalism
as this infiltrates national cinemas in Europe and elsewhere. On theoretical
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grounds, Third Cinema is based on the work of Karl Marx, the analyses of the
relationship between cinema and ideology by Walter Benjamin, Georg Lukacs,
Louis Althusser, Jacques Lacan, and the experiences of Sergei Eisenstein, Dziga
Vertov and Berthold Brecht (Wayne 2001, p. 25). Despite its strong historical
and intellectual roots (Stam 2000; Pines and Willemen 1991; Marzano 2009),
Third Cinema theory is nowadays a neglected tradition: one that, as Guneratne
lamented, “does not appear to merit even a dishonorable mention” (Guneratne
2003, p. 4). Discussing the grounds for this state of affairs, Guneratne argued that

...the fundamental causes of neglect have more to do with Eurocentric critical
perspectives and philosophical impositions than with the internal disputes within Third
Cinema theory. Perhaps the most salient of these factors is that film theory as a whole
is not merely Eurocentric but almost exclusively Anglo-Francophone in outlook and in
orientation. (Guneratne 2003, pp. 9-10).

In addition to suffer from the effects of the “exclusionary practices of First World
Cinema” and “its own critique of and challenge to Eurocentrism” Third Cinema
theory “is further disadvantaged linguistically and ideologically in that its initial
exposition took place far away from the metropolises of theoretical discourse”
(Guneratne 2003, p. 10).

For our purposes, however, and despite this ostracism, the tradition of Third
Cinema is relevant for at least four reasons. First, because it is one that most
systematically addresses the discontent with hegemonic forms of cinema (the
‘systeny’) at both global and national level (Hollywood and European national
cinema). Second, because it helps unravelling the ideological dimension of the
challenges to local cinema. Thirdly, because through the example of films in its
tradition, it suggests alternative theoretical grounds and cinematic practices
to engage with hegemonic challenges from the distinctive standpoint of local’
cinema. Finally, because it offers conceptual grounds to construe globalization
as neo-colonialism and digitalization as a form of technological development
mostly supportive of the influence of global cinema.

In the debates about the impact of digitalization, this role is sometimes seen
as supportive of non-hegemonic cinema. For Ezra and Rowden, for example,
“Digital technology in all its aspects has enabled a growing disregard for national
boundaries as ideological and aesthetic checkpoints by a range of legal and extra-
legal players” Digitalization “has functioned to disrupt and decentralize the
forces that have heretofore, maintained strict control over the representational
politics of cinematic public sphere” and supports transnational cinema to the
extent it “fundamentally compromise the effectiveness of all types of state or offi-
cial censorship” (Ezra / Rowden 2006, p. 6).



Critical political economy and local cinema 25

For Iordanova digitalization increases the visibility, and therefore the cultural
influence of small cinema by connecting the cinematic text with its audiences.
To the extent that new technologies offer the opportunity for a more personal
and direct connection, Iordanova saw digitalization as having positive effects on
‘small cinema:

Today, the bulk of cinematic outputs of small national traditions are increasingly
becoming available online (...) Entire national cinemas are on the Internet, especially
those of small nations. Copyright holders, on the one hand, may not be happy with a
situation that they cannot control, but on the other must recognise that films now gain
a wider exposure than ever, especially beyond the borders of their respective countries.
(Iordanova 2015, p. 266)

The idea that the affordances of digitalization are supportive of small or periph-
eral cinema is problematic as it neglects the broader role of these affordances and
the social change associated to them (e.g., the commodification of culture). More
theoretically, this perspective seems to neglect the influence of corporate capital
and ideology in the selective actualization of the affordances of these technolo-
gies. Ezra and Rowden, for example, argued that:

The global circulation of money, commodities, information, and human beings is giving
rise to films whose aesthetic and narrative dynamics, and even the modes of emotional
identification they elicit, reflect the impact of advanced capitalism and new media
technologies as components of an increasingly interconnected world-system. (Ezra /
Rowden 2006, p. 1)

Globalization and digitalization are not separate processes but are intertwined
and sustained by the logic and interests of corporate capitalism, as techno-
logical development since the ‘information revolution’ has been far from rev-
olutionary but has rather contributed to strengthen the power of corporate
capitalism (H. I. Schiller 1980; Beniger 1986; D. Schiller 1999; Curran, Fenton,
and Freedman 2012; McChesney 2013). As Pierre Bourdieu (1998) argued, “the
globalization of financial markets, when joined with the progress of informa-
tion technology, ensures an unprecedented mobility of capital”. The capitalist
appropriation of the affordances associated to the ‘information revolution’ made
possible the integration of corporate capitalism in a global network that gave a
material dimension to the idea of a ‘global market’

This interpretation is compatible with the interpretations based on the same
theoretical grounds of Third Cinema theory. Jonathan Beller, for example, coined
the notion of “cinematic mode of production” to describe how the internet par-
ticipate to the logic of corporate capitalism and the importance of cinema for
twenty-first century capitalism. In this notion,
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Cinema and its succeeding (if still simultaneous), formations particularly television,
video, computers, and the internet, are deterritorialized factories in which spectators
work, that is, in which we perform value-productive labor. With the rise of the internet
grows the recognition of the value-productive dimension of sensual labor in the visual
register. Perception is increasingly bound to production. (Beller 2006, pp. 1-3)

As other social processes, however, also technological development contains
elements of ambivalence reflecting dialectical relationships, for example, between
technology and its usage. As I will argue in a moment, the critical theory of tech-
nology offers useful conceptual tools to capture this ambivalence and ultimately
to foster a re-appropriation of new technologies more in line with the subversive
ambitions of local cinema.

Before that, however, I would like here to stress the idea that Neoliberalism
is the ideological matrix that feeds the processes of globalization and digitali-
zation. In relation to cinema, Neoliberalism is what Pierre Bourdieu described
as a “programme for the methodical destruction of collectives” (Bourdieu
1998). The revival of national cinema can be interpreted as a response of
national ‘collectives the ‘imagined communities’ famously described by
Benedict Anderson (Anderson 1991 (1983)) that, for cinematic purposes,
can rely on the appeal and intelligibility of established symbols, myths and
ideologies.

In this perspective, local cinema is important because, on ideological grounds,
it is the only, although eclectic and diverse alternative to the ideologies, realities
and projects of global and national cinema. By claiming that the effects of glob-
alization and digitalization are facing local cinema with formidable challenges
I mean that these processes establish objective constraints to the influence of ideo-
logical coordinates of the realities ‘produced’ by cinematic storytelling. The nature
of these constraints is relevant because it affects the competition for the control
of the power of cinematic storytelling. In this competition, global and national
cinema have distinctive advantages which is important to appreciate in order to
better understand the grounds on which local cinema can become a more com-
petitive alternative.

The cinema of globalization or ‘global cinema’ is influential because the dig-
italization of cultural and financial markets have on the one hand increased the
amount of technology and capital available to global cinema and, on the other
hand, increased the ubiquity or the marketability of the cinematic text produced
within the apparatus of global cinema. In these conditions, global cinema/story-
telling is successful and ideologically influential not primarily because its myths
and realities are particularly appealing or convincing but because its texts are
ubiquitous and profitable.
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The influence of national cinema relies on the availability of national cinema
apparatus, on the narrative appeal and intelligibility of symbols and myths with
deep roots in institutional representations of national history and imaginary, on
the relative proximity and easiness of access to transnational, regional or even
‘global’ cinematic infrastructure.

Compared to global and national cinema, the weaknesses of local cinema
are perhaps more visible than its strengths. This form of cinematic storytelling
cannot rely on an established apparatus; its narrative are often disruptive of
established myths; it survives in relative isolation from large cinematic infra-
structure; it is most vulnerable to the effects of ‘market censorship’ (see Rajala
in this volume). In addition to these inherent weaknesses, local cinema suffer
from the effects of global cinema on the visibility of local cinema among local
audiences (see Lindblom in this volume). Iordanova aptly described these effects
when she discussed “the awkward relationship with audiences - one that is
marked by shortage of acceptance and appreciation” and “the low self-esteem
and insecurities displayed by many small cinemas” She observed:

We often see situations where wonderful films are made and released and yet not ‘seen;
that do not manage to delight or leave a mark in the nation’s discourse. Such situations
are often blamed on the films themselves and filmmakers are often ‘shamed’ for failing
to connect—whereas, strangely enough, no possible deficiencies of the country’s public
culture seem to be accepted. Thus, the position of the cinema in the public sphere of
such countries is often one of a shy child who is trying to reach out to an emotionally
unavailable parent. (Iordanova 2015, p. 261)

Albeit less visible than its weakness, the strengths of local cinema are nevertheless
real and first among these is its resilience that Iordanova effectively pointed out:

On the other hand, there are some national cinemas that swallow the bitter pill of insig-
nificance. There are filmmakers who, courageously, reject the shame and opt to drop the
uncomfortable silence and talk sincerely about difficult subject matters. (...) Not trying
to please, it is a self-assured cinema that has managed to look a number of uncomfort-
able subject matters straight in the eye, and explore the abuse of the vulnerable, the
calculated humanism, and the insatiable emotional void created by hurtful indifference.
No need of big budgets or entertainment value here; it is a cinema that has taken a deep
breath and has learned to speak in an even voice. (Iordanova 2015, pp. 262-263)

Thus, the fundamental strength of local cinema, one that may compensate for its
vulnerability when it comes to technology and capital, consists in being the form
of storytelling of choice for the expressions of discontent about the myths, the
ideologies and ultimately the realities that find expressions in global and national
cinema. What keeps local cinema alive, in other words, is not the market or
the appeal of any particular myth but the discontent and the desire to voice
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opposition to the realities associated with the self-regulating market, nation-
alism and globalization. Its resiliency, as Iordanova and others have pointed out,
does not depends on branding, merchandise or national identity but on the sub-
versive affordances associated with its narratives, the digitalization of cinematic
apparatus and, perhaps most important of all, the interpellation of its public as
participants rather than consumers.

Thus, the processes of globalization and digitalization challenge local cinema
on ideological, cultural and economic grounds. On economic grounds, local
cinema is an industry that cannot compete with global cinema. Globalization
and digitalization are processes closely associated with the evolution of cor-
porate capitalism in the last half a century and the possibilities to exploit their
affordances are greater for national cinema than for local cinema. As national
cinema relies on public funding, the challenge here is to find a funding model
between the extremes of the ‘self-regulating market’ and state-controlled sub-
sidy. In this challenge, however, local cinema has the relative advantage of being
a form of storytelling that is the least dependent on capital and technology. On
cultural grounds, the main challenge for local cinema is to resist the cultural vio-
lence of the selective effacement of difference associated with both the neoliberal
and nationalist programmes, to preserve alternative forms of imaginaries and
ultimately to defend the autonomy of art from the logic of commercial profit-
ability but also from the mortal embrace of nationalism. The survival of local
cinema is important to avoid the market-driven extinction of alternatives to the
cultural logic of late capitalism and of its populist reaction.

On ideological grounds, the myths of globalization and digitalization combine
in support of an ideology with imperial ambitions, undermining the credibility
and visibility of culture-specific myths and the cultures associated to them. The
fundamental challenge for local cinema is to counter the influence of the neo-
liberal programme, its globalist ambitions and ultimately the credibility of the
self-regulating market utopia but also the credibility and socio-political influ-
ence of the myths of the nation revitalized by the effort to resist the enforcement
of this utopia.

Towards a critical political economy of local cinema

If cinema is a form of immersive storytelling depending on capital and tech-
nology to perform fundamental functions of sense-making and reality-building,
a critical approach that could support the functions of local cinema needs to be
conceptually equipped to address issues associated with capital, technology and
meaning, as these combine in the cinematic construction of reality. Within the
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critical tradition, there are at least three conceptual ‘toolboxes’ that can serve this
purpose: the critical political economy of media and communication, the critical
theory of technology and the critical theory of cinema.

For Janet Wasko, Graham Murdock, and Helena Sousa the critical political
economy of media and communication is an approach that has at least four fun-
damental features:

Firstly, it is holistic. Rather than treating “the economy” as a specialist and bounded
domain, it focuses on the relations between economic practices and social and political
organization. Secondly, it is historical. Rather than concentrating solely or primarily
on immediate events, it insists that a full understanding of contemporary shifts must
be grounded in an analysis of transformations, shifts, and contradictions that unfold
over long loops of time. Thirdly, in contrast to economics that severed its historic links
with moral philosophy in an effort to present itself as an objective science, critical
political economy continues to be centrally concerned with the relations between the
organization of culture and communications and the constitution of the good society
grounded in social justice and democratic practice. Fourthly, critical analysis places its
practitioners under an obligation to follow the logic of their analysis through into prac-
tical action for change. (Wasko / Murdock / Sousa 2011, p. 2)

For Jonathan Hardy, the critical political economy of media and communication
is “a tradition that is concerned with how communication arrangements relates
to goals of social justice and emancipation” (Hardy 2014, p. 3). Since “the goods
produced by the media industries are at once economic and cultural’, this tradi-
tion looks at “the interplay between the symbolic and economic dimensions of
the production of meaning”. Based on the idea that “different ways of organising
and financing communications have implications for the range and nature of
media content, and the ways in which this is consumed and used’, the analyses
in this tradition focus “on the unequal distribution of power and are critical of
arrangements whereby such inequalities are sustained and reproduced” (Hardy
2014, pp. 6-7). The critical political economy of media and communication is
relevant for cinema since, like cinema, also the media industry “affects the pro-
duction and circulation of meaning, and connects to the distribution of symbolic
and material resources that enable people to understand, communicate and act
in the world” (Hardy 2014, p. 9)

The second useful ‘toolbox’ is the critical theory of technology. Originally
formulated by North American philosopher Andrew Feenberg, this theory
establishes a conceptual standpoint to emancipate technological development
from the effects of capitalist ideology. In this tradition, the social role of tech-
nology is neither neutral (like in the theories of technological determinism and
instrumentalism) nor reflecting some intrinsic values or biases that inevitably
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supports certain end-means systems or ideological representations of the social
order (like in technological substantivism). Rather, the social role of technology
is mediated by social structures. In practice, this means that the same technology
can be used to serve different social purposes and participate to different ‘means-
ends systems’ (Feenberg 1991, 2002, 2009), thus opening up possibilities of resis-
tance. This approach is useful for interpretative and normative purposes: to
interpret the ambivalent role of digitalization in support of local cinema and to
suggest forms of technological ‘democratization’ and re-appropriation serving
the ambitions of those seeking to support local cinema through alternative uses
of digital technologies (as e.g., Bergillos, Lesson, Grundstrom, Gaustad, Gran
and Torp in this volume).

Finally, the critical theory of cinema is a label describing the contributions
that seek to pick up and re-actualize the intellectual and cultural mission of
Third Cinema by re-deploying the normative concerns and the dialectic method
of Critical Theory to the social functions of contemporary cinema. Inspiring
these efforts is the acknowledgment that cinema performs fundamental ideo-
logical functions, coupled with the awareness that Marxism and Critical Theory
have important limits that undermine their normative ambitions.

If as, Beller argued, “...cinema is, in the twentieth century, the emerging para-
digm for the total reorganization of society and (therefore) of the subject” (Beller
2006, p. 13), the narrow focus on economics that, according to Anna Coopers
characterises Marxists approaches in film studies, is utterly insufficient. As she
argued, “the discipline of film studies needs to significantly expand its under-
standing of neoliberalism as well as methodological approaches to its study in
relation to cinema” (Cooper 2019, p. 266).

For Fabio Vighi the limits of critical approaches to cinema are due to the
fact that the founding fathers of Critical Theory (namely Max Horkheimer and
Theodore Adorno) did not formulated a theory of cinema of adequate com-
plexity to the challenge. For Vighi,

Adorno’s assertion of an unbridgeable divide between critically effective art (essen-
tially, modernist art) and industrially produced, debilitating entertainment does not
capture in its entirety the complex, ambiguous and fundamentally contradictory nature
of cultural production under capitalism (...). While dissecting the cultural logic of
capitalism, Adorno and Horkheimer omitted to articulate a rigorous analysis of those
cultural products, such as Hollywood films, that they regularly dismissed ad ‘infantile
[...] regression manufactured on an industrial scale’ (Adorno 2001, p. 178). (Vighi 2012,

pp- 3-4)

Intuitively enough, these intellectual limits may reflect the fact that, when
Horkheimer and Adorno published the first edition of The Dialectics of the
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Enlightenment, in 1944, cinema was a rather different institution. On the other
hand, the efforts to reformulate a more ‘productive’ critical theory of cinema
starting from a critique of Adorno’s attitude towards film, may neglect the fact
that “In the sixties, Adorno’s observations on cinema undergo a sea change as
a consequence of his discovery of the work of Godard and the New German
Cinema” (Brenez 2007, p. 76). These considerations aside, there should be little
doubts about the convenience of a critical theory of cinema more capable of
engaging the complexities associated with the influence of Neoliberalism. The
efforts in this direction focus on at least two issues: a problematization of the
relationship between cinema and ideology, and the (re)deployment of the dia-
lectical method.

Earlier on, I have mentioned the important contribution of ZiZek to the role
of ideology in the social construction of reality, and its application to cinema
studies in Rushton and other authors that have studied the social functions of
cinema in the tradition of contemporary film theory. Brice Nixon argued for the
relevance of the dialectic method as a distinctive feature of the critical tradition
that can be usefully (re)applied to the political economy of culture (Nixon 2012)
and to the political economy of communication (Nixon 2016). In relation to
cinema, Wayne argued that this method is key to reach a deeper understanding
of the relation between First, Second and Third cinema. In fact, he argued, “each
cinema also has relations of dialogue, interchange and transformation between
them as each works over and on the same cultural/political material (e.g., anti-
colonial struggle), but pulls and shapes the material into different, often radi-
cally different, meanings and possibilities”. (Wayne 2001, p. 13). In relation to the
analysis of film, Vighi advocated

Making use of Critical Theory’s key methodological tool, namely dialectics... to show
how capital’s drive to churn out cultural commodities can be fruitfully hijacked by
theory and made to reveal the profoundly contradictory and potentially liberating ten-
dencies nestled at the core of the cultural commodity itself. (Vighi 2012, p. 4)

What Vighi and other seem to suggest, in other words, is that ‘theory’ (or pre-
sumably a critical theory of cinema) can subvert the relationship between the
cinematic text and its audience because this relationship is dialectical and,
roughly put, people can resist its oppressive effects by theoretically informed
(mis)interpretations of these texts.

The problematization of cinematic reality in relation to its ideological dimen-
sion and the (re)deployment of dialectical method to the relationships between
the cinematic texts and their interpretation, point to hermeneutics (and espe-
cially critical hermeneutics) as the key practice to understand and support the
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role of local cinema. In practical terms, this means that, among other storytelling
functions, local cinema may indeed represent the alternative point of view for the
critical interpretation of global and national cinema: the influence of their texts,
their ideologies and myths, and the implications associated to their imaginaries,
etc. Performing this (critical) hermeneutic function, local cinema thus become
a form of immersive meta-storytelling, revealing what remains implicit in the
forms of storytelling more dependent on capital and technology, on the myths
relating to globalization and digitalization, and on to the ideologies supporting
the neoliberal programme and the populistic response to it.

The contributions in this volume

The chapters in this collection are divided in two parts. The chapters in the first
part, Local Cinema and Digitization: Distribution and Exhibition, suggests that
new technologies can be used in support of the communitarian functions of
local cinema: in construing the users of cinematic texts as participating subjects
in the social construction of reality, rather than mere consumers or targets of
ideological interpellation.

The chapters by Ignacio Bergillos and Benjamin Lesson describe experiences
of adaptive responses to the challenges of digitalization that are compatible with
the dialectic approach to the relation between global and local cinema within
the new logics of cultural consumption generated by digital devices. In The polit-
ical economy of participatory community cinemas: CineCiutat as a standpoint
of resistance, Bergillos describes ‘CineCiutat’ as an experience of resistance
against the influence and policies of mainstream film industry, based on citi-
zens involvement and participation. In Elements of a critical political economy
of local cinema in Digital Era: Lo-bal process and double aesthetic of cinema
in French film exhibitors, Lesson discusses the response of French exhibitors
to the challenges of global cinema in relations to measures that redefine the
aesthetics of cinema. In the chapter, Film distribution in Finland: Gatekeepers
of local cinema, Heidi Grundstrom applies the approach of critical political
economy of the media to assess the impact of digitalization on a small market
with few dominant distributors. Her analysis provides empirical grounds to
the argument that digitalization does not ‘revolutionise’ distribution. Rather,
the effects associated with the distribution of Hollywood films produce objec-
tive constraints to the commercial viability and ultimately sustainability of
Finnish cinema. In Digitizing Local Cinema: Lessons on Diversity from Norway,
Terje Gaustad, Anne-Britt Gran and @yvind Torp, argue that the impact of
digital technology on cinema is ambivalent and does not automatically supports
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the visibility of local cinema. Based on empirical data, the authors argue that
while film repertoire and consumption in local Norwegian cinemas has turned
culturally more diverse, the largest part of local supply and demand is increas-
ingly concentrated around most popular or ‘Hollywood’ titles. In the chapter
The political economy of the Khaleeji cinema: Historical developments of Arab
Gulf film industries, Abdulrahman Alghannam discusses the development
of transnational cinema, or ‘Khaleeji cinema, in the Gulf region, especially
between 2004 and 2017. In this process, economic and financial considerations
combined with cultural and political challenges. Inspiring the process, was the
desire of resisting the influence of Western culture but also the ambition to
establish a cultural identity reflecting the cultural, ethnic, religious and lin-
guistic diversity in the region.

The chapters in the second part of this collection, Local Cinemas and
Globalization: Struggles, Survival, and Sustainability, problematize the responses
to globalization through a reflection on content and the cultural purposes of
local cinema.

In Production of Main Melody Film in Post-Socialist China: A Deconstruction
of Wolf Warrior 2, Xiaofei Han, analyses the production of the Chinese block-
buster Wolf Warrior 2 and applies the approach of ‘critical transculturalism’ to
showcase how Chinese national cinema - in its process of rapid marketization
and financialization since 1990s — managed to combine commercialization with
ideological significance. In In the land of Finnish Swedish cinema: A look into the
political economy of local cinema in Finland, Daniel Lindblom argues that the
hegemony of global cinema present local or minority cinema with the twofold
challenge of avoiding ‘invisibility, but also avoiding extinction by ‘dilution’ in
the mortal embrace with national cinema. In ART AGAINST THE ODDS: The
Struggles, Survival and Success of New Zealand Local Cinema, Natalia Ferrer-
Roca focuses on the features and implications of the ambivalent position of New
Zealand cinema, between the local and the global, the nature of the challenges
and the processes that generated successful responses. In Market Censorship and
Finnish Cinema, Anne Lill Rajala analyses the effects of ‘market censorship’ in
Finnish cinema industry and argues this notion is useful to understand how the
cultural hegemony of the ‘self-regulating market” utopia supports a fundamental
source of ideological constraints that limit the freedom of expression and the
visibility of local cinema. In the last chapter, Sustainability as a Framework of
Analysis and a Guide for Policy-making: The Film Industry in Wellington, New
Zealand, Argelia Muiioz Larroa discusses ‘sustainability’ as an influential con-
cept in the political economy of culture and a tool for the formulation of local
responses to the cultural challenge of globalization. The author reports on the
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case of Wellington Film District to map five main constraints and suggests
solutions to support the sustainability of local cinema.

On a final note, I hope the reflections and information contained in this
collection will help the reader to appreciate the importance of local cinema and
the challenges of globalization and digitalization. Of course, these challenges
are many, quite formidable and stretching well beyond the debate about the
future of cinema. Nevertheless, as the formulation of effective responses
to these challenges, as well as the mere possibility of imagining the future,
depends on storytelling, the case for local cinema is a case for cultural and
ideological pluralism. In this spirit, the contributions to the political economy
of cinema in this volume participate to an ongoing and much broader struggle
to preserve the possibility of pluralism and diversity in the social construction
of the future.
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