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COMPREHENSIVE EXAM  

 

1) Many theorists have argued in recent years over the notion of National Cinema and 

challenged its parameters, its methods, and ultimately, its epistemological validity. In your 

answer outline current debates on national cinema, engaging concurrent theories of 

transnationalism and globalization, and discuss the challenges and opportunities these 

approaches pose for developing a more flexible methodology for working on the cinemas of sub-

nation states.  

 

Revisiting National Cinema 

In his article “National Cinema: an Anachronistic Delirium?” (2011) Korean scholar JunBong 

Choi highlights the persistent liveliness of the debate around National Cinema in the 

contemporaneity, as a field of study that still rises multiple and unanswered questions: “Does 

National Cinema exist? If it does, how, by whom, and by what criteria is it determined?” (174). 

Choi’s attempt to re-situate the concept at the intersection of both national and global changes – 

as less of a “pure” and more of a pluralist idea – recapitulates from a critical stand-point the 

variety of approaches and methodologies produced on the subject matter over the last two 

decades, how they evolved and what of them can be still considered useful in present times.  

The consolidation of nationalism as a field of scholarly discussion in the 1990s – fuelled 

by the (re)emerging influence of seminal works such as Benedict Anderson’s Imagined 

Communities (1983) and Ernest Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism (1983) – had a considerable 
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impact on the concurring discussion around cinema as well. Andrew Higson's seminal essay "The 

Concept of National Cinema" (1989) can be considered indeed a milestone in the theorization of 

National Cinema as an unstable notion on both a semantic and a methodological level. By 

underlining the inexistence of “a single universally accepted discourse on national cinema” (36), 

Higson remarks, in fact, the almost impossibility to define the notion in an exhaustive and 

univocal fashion, and already suggests the need to approach it from a more “prismatic” point of 

view. 

In this sense, Higson situates National Cinema at the crossroad of different converging 

issues, concerning the economic conditions of cinematic production, the textual and therefore 

stylistic nature of the national film, and moreover the audience’s subjective investment in the 

national cinematic experience. The latter in particular is absolutely crucial to Higson’s 

methodology – which aims to shift from a traditionally prescriptive approach (the cinema as a 

detector of what the national “ought to be”) to a more productively descriptive one – as to 

examine how the experience of popular audiences shapes their conception of nationhood and 

national identity.  

This identity, or rather "identification" with the national, is nonetheless conceived by 

Higson as "invariably a hegemonizing, mythologizing process" which aims to assign to cinema 

certain cultural meanings but also prevents the proliferation of others (37). In this sense, National 

Cinema is read as a strategy of both economic and cultural resistance, an attempt to fight against 

the dominance of Hollywood in the international arena as well as to protect one nation’s cultural 

imaginary.  

The core premises of Higson’s article are nevertheless heavily questioned by Higson 

himself, who ten years later challenges his own methodology and theoretical outcomes in its 
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provocative (from the very title) essay “The Limiting Imagination of National Cinema” (2000). 

Included in the anthology Cinema & Nation, edited by Mette Hjort and Scott MacKenzie and 

conceived as an overview of the state of the field in the first decade of its development, Higson’s 

piece stems from the 1989 article to rediscuss the central issues around National Cinema, and to 

question the usefulness of the concept itself.  

Higson deplores the limited Eurocentric vision of his first article, and more broadly the 

effort to elaborate a theory of National Cinema that could be universally adopted. Given the 

variety of national cinemas over the totality of National Cinema – a distinction that Choi as well 

puts at the core of his above-mentioned article – it is thus more useful to interrogate the 

specificity of different cinematic traditions (within, outside, and across the national soil) rather 

than to squeeze them into an all-encompassing paradigm.  

However, Higson doesn’t advocate for the dismissal of “National Cinema” altogether but 

calls for a more critical understanding of it. Culture, in Higson’s words, cannot be perceived as a 

closed system bound to the borders of the nation-state, but rather as an open terrain of exchange 

among communities that are not necessarily labeled as national:  

To argue for a national cinema is not necessarily the best way to achieve either cultural 
diversity or cultural specificity. In any case, the contingent communities that cinema 
imagines are much more likely to be either local or transnational than national. (66) 
 
Benedict Anderson’s pivotal idea of the nation as an “imagined community” is hence no 

longer considered effective, since the concept of nation as “limited and sovereign” (7) implies the 

existence of fixed geographical and cultural boundaries that anachronistically dismiss the 

circulation of cultural diversity and specificity within an international and transnational scenario.  

Moreover, Higson warns against the use of National Cinema as “a helpful taxonomic 

labeling device" (58) since the process of labeling runs the risk of creating boundaries between 
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films produced in different nations, even if they might have something in common, and therefore 

obstructs a fruitful process of cultural exchange. This last point, in particular, unveils the 

weakness of methodologies such as that of Stephen Crofts, who in his essay “Reconceptualising 

National Cinema/s” (1993) relies heavily on the taxonomic use of the concept of National 

Cinema. 

Originally published in 1993, Crofts’ article is reinscribed in Valentina Vitali’s and Paul 

Willemen’s edited collection Theorising National Cinema (2006) as part of the theoretical 

triptych that opens the book. Along with Philip Rosen’s “History, Textuality, Nation: Kracauer, 

Burch and Some Problems in the Study of National Cinemas” (1984), and Willemen’s “The 

National Revisited” (1994), Croft’s piece is used to provide an introductory and differentiated 

range of approaches to the theorization of National Cinema, although already surpassed in light 

of Higson’s more recent considerations.  

Stemming from the binary opposition between national cinemas and Hollywood as a 

trans-national category in the West, Crofts proceeds to postulate seven “permeable” categories of 

National Cinema depending on their proximity or distance from Hollywood (from European art 

cinema to regional/ethnic cinema). Given the centrifugal stance of Hollywood in Crofts’ 

methodology, the outcome of his article is rather ambiguous. In his conclusions, the author 

acknowledges, in fact, the inadequacy of exclusionary First-world-based approaches (“the master 

antinomy self/other”, 56) to theorize National Cinema, and proposes a more fluid model of 

thinking centered on the diversity of cultural identities.  

The multi-cultural and hybrid nature of the national – which is no longer the canonical 

nation-state of modernity but a convergence of local, sub-national, and trans-national forces – is 

taken into account as the new ground for the conceptualization of National Cinema, but the 
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taxonomic approach employed to formulate such a conclusion doesn’t seem to work in concert 

with it. The permeability adduced by Crofts as a marker of porosity within his categories is 

indeed not sufficient to erase the limiting effect of categorization itself.  As Higson rhetorically 

asks, “Are the limits of the national the most productive way of framing arguments about cultural 

diversity and cultural specificity?” (66): National Cinema is not to be ignored, but less restrictive 

methodologies need to be employed to render it a productive notion in the global scenario.  

Keeping in mind Higson’s “The Limiting Imagination” as a watershed in the debate on 

the usefulness of National Cinema, the introductory section of Theorising National Cinema is in 

this sense generally disappointing, as neither Rosen’s nor Willemen’s article offer a more 

productive approach to the matter than Crofts’ one.   

Rosen’s “History, Textuality, Nation” stems from two guide-texts, Siegfried Kracauer’s 

From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film (1947) and Nöel Burch’s 

To the distant observer: form and meaning in the Japanese cinema (1979), to consider the 

projection of the individual characteristics of a film (formal patterns and recurring cinematic 

motifs) into the collective identity of a nation as a symptom of the intertextual nature of National 

Cinema. The dialectic of containment and dispersion represented by the cinema of a nation (that 

is the quest for unity but also the inevitable existence of various degrees of historical difference 

within the nation itself) allows Rosen to overcome the lack of original coherence he found in the 

concept of nation, and to theorize the formation of a nation’s identity through its cinema.  

Rosen’s argument is placed nonetheless in an isolated theoretical system, circumscribed 

by textual and national boundaries and less inclined to favor processes of cultural exchange 

outside of an intra-textual framework. It will be only in his later article “Nation and Anti-Nation: 

Concepts of the National Cinema in the ‘New Media’ Era” (1996) that the reflection on television 



Comprehensive Exam Question 1 – Fulvia Massimi | Page 6 of 16 
  
 

 
and mass-media circulation will open to a more useful inclusion of concepts of hybridity and 

porousness in the rethinking of National Cinema, as “a rationale for certain kinds of cinematic 

practices” (16) that needs to be constantly challenged, broadened, and revised.	 

This necessity for revision is only marginally tackled by Paul Willemen’s “The National 

Revisited”, in which the premises of the title are not entirely satisfied by the author’s argument. 

Willemen detects the negative aspects of internationalism in the film market as a hegemonizing 

move, and of multiculturalism as a form of cultural "imprisonment", resulting in practices of 

forced “ethnic authenticity”. His crusade against the pressures of film industries and national 

institutions as homogenizing forces "leads us to the ironic conclusion that a cinema positively yet 

critically seeking to engage with the multilayeredness of specific socio-cultural formations is 

necessarily a marginal and dependent cinema” (36).  

Such a bold and rather hopeless statement is however not counterbalanced by a solid 

attempt to provide a proper solution, if not only through the use of Mikael Bakhtin’s mode of 

understanding alterity in the form of "Outsideness": a transnational approach for which “One is to 

be ‘other’ oneself if anything is to be learned about the meanings of other cultures, of another 

culture’s limits, the effectiveness of its borders” (37). The reliance on terms such as "limits" and 

"borders" casts nonetheless a shadow over the efficacy of Willemen's idea and recovers once 

again Higson’s solicitation to erase limitations for National Cinema to “function” again.  

The partial achievement of the three above mentioned approaches in fully understanding 

the need for a less limited view of National Cinema in the globalized era thus brings us back to 

Choi’s opening article, and to the idea that National Cinema (or rather, national cinemas) is no 

longer a matter of purity and uniqueness – that is of bordered containment – but of 

multidimensionality, cultural co-existence, and exchange. “When it comes to the question of 
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National Cinema, one has to negotiate and think through, and not against the transnational and 

vice versa” (188):	 the re-nationalizing move of Choi, who aims at truly revisiting the national 

through the trans-national (not as a form of contraposition but of co-inhabitancy), hence pumps 

new lifeblood into a concept in danger for extinction.  

 

The Key Role of Transnationalism and Globalization  

“A national cinema is very much like pornography; most film scholars know it when they see it, 

but most also hesitate to provide a precise definition” (3). Jerry White opens his article “National 

Belonging: Renewing the Concept of National Cinema for a Global Culture” (2007) with one of 

the most ironic but rather punctual summaries of the difficulties entailed by the notion of 

National Cinema. In spite of the wide range of contributions on the subject matter produced over 

the last twenty years, to properly define National Cinema is indeed still a pressing issue, further 

complicated, White observes, by the rise of globalization and by the “increasingly loose 

connection between nation and nation-state” (4).  

The distinction between the modern geopolitical institution of the nation-state, and the 

nation as rather a territorial entity in which a community (or better, multiple communities) 

situates itself in terms of identity, imaginary, and culture, needs to be acknowledged in order to 

understand the shifting meaning of National Cinema as well. As Andrew Higson already 

remarked in “The Limiting Concept”, National Cinema cannot be confined within the boundaries 

of the nation-state, and even more so in a problematic context such as the contemporary one, 

characterised by the emergence of globalised culture and by the rethinking of borders as 

polysemic, heterogeneous spaces of power production in the light of Sandro Mezzadra’s and 

Brett Neilson’s Borders as Method (2013).  
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The proliferation of borders (or better, borderscapes) in the current world order – as 

analyzed by Mezzadra and Neilson in the introductory chapter to their volume – has lost its 

connections with the cartographical reasons of colonial domination and post-colonial 

rearrangement. Naturalized linearity is undergoing a state of crisis and the new borders produced 

by the global circulation of money, labor, and power are dissonant sites of anti-dialectical 

simultaneity: both “inside” and “outside”, inclusionary and exclusionary, they reinforce and blur 

at the same time the socio-political and cultural ties of the national with the trans-national. 

In such a context the epistemological resignification of National Cinema takes necessarily 

place, as the concept cannot possibly survive if not by adapting and reshaping itself to current 

global changes. From Higson’s 2000 article onwards, the most recent approaches to the subject 

matter have called for an expansion of the field in transnational terms, although the notion of 

transnationalism itself, along with globalization, cannot be taken as an unproblematic passe-

partout and exempted from further inquiries on its effectiveness.  

To talk about transnational cinema can indeed prove itself as problematic as to try and 

define national cinema, and it can lead to equally inadequate methodologies (as Crofts’ above 

mentioned one) that move the debate several steps back instead of making it progress. 

Surprisingly enough, it is the case of Mette Hjort’s article “On the Plurality of Cinematic 

Transnationalism”, published in Natasa Durovicová’s and Kathleen E. Newman’s edited 

collection World Cinemas, Transnational Perspectives (2010) five years after the insightful Small 

Nation, Global Cinema (2005) provided a compelling and successful model to re-situate (small) 

National Cinema into a larger global framework.  

In order to clarify the conceptual meaning of transnationalism as neither just a current 

“trend” in film studies nor a vaguely unitary term opposed to the allegedly fading notion of 
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National Cinema, Hjort relies, as Crofts before her, on a taxonomic approach that in theory 

should underline the pluralist nature of transnational cinema, but in practice confines it within the 

limited and limiting space of finite categories. Is it really necessary to create a taxonomy of 

transnational modes as well? If the approach did not hold any proven efficacy in understanding 

National Cinema, what would be the benefit of resorting it to discuss and define transnational 

cinema?  

Hjort is certainly right when she concludes her article by stating that cinematic 

transnationalism “comes in many different forms and promotes a wide range of values, some of 

which are economic, artistic, cultural, social, or political” and it can be considered “an ‘open’ 

phenomenon with the potential to develop in many different directions” (30), but the kind of 

plurality she is trying to promote from the very title of her piece cannot be predicated on the 

restrictive criteria of “the type of transnationalism in question”.  

The conceptual and methodological usefulness of transnationalism in revitalizing the field 

of film studies, and the debate on National Cinema along with it, resides precisely in its strive for 

openness, circulation, exchange, that is in its capacity to acknowledge the existence and 

significance of borders but also to make them productive. Plurality is, therefore, a key term to 

understand transnationalism, but it needs to be properly unpacked to acquire meaning: as a 

concept, it cannot be reduced to a vaguely encompassing "label", as a method it cannot limit the 

scope of its reach to mere categorization.   

Such an insistence on typologies and categories in Hjort’s work sounds therefore even 

more astonishing when coming from a scholar who successfully relocated the small case of New 

Danish Cinema into the global scenario by using Charles Taylor’s notion of “multiple 

globalization”, and who thus demonstrated great awareness of the need for multiplicity in talking 
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about National Cinema today. As for transnationalism, globalization too needs indeed to be 

critically addressed and challenged, since it cannot be simply taken as the representative of a 

more generalizing context, nor as a magic wand to wave in order to make all the problems around 

the theorization of National Cinema disappear.  

In his compelling analysis of the relations between United States, Europe, and Latin 

America (Imagined Globalization, 2012), Néstor García Canclini unveils the ambivalent stance 

of globalization as either a process at risk of cultural homogenization or a terrain for the 

promotion of difference. In the attempt to make a solid case for the latter, Canclini advocates for 

the post-Andersonian idea of “imagined globalization”: the convergence of multiple metaphors, 

narratives, and perceptions of the contemporary world scenario, marked by interculturality rather 

than by binary oppositions of local and global, national and transnational. 

To put it briefly: I do not think that the main options today are to defend identity or to 
globalize. The most illuminating studies of the globalizing process are not those that 
lead us to review questions of identity in isolation but those that lead us to understand 
the benefits of knowing what we can do and be in relation to others, like dealing with 
heterogeneity, difference, and inequalities. (13) 
 
Canclini’s approach thus holds a particular value for the development of more flexible 

methodologies in the current study of National Cinema.  

Toby Miller, for example, employs Canclini’s theory as one of the main points of 

references in the elaboration of his alternative method in the article “National Cinema Abroad: 

The New International Division of Cultural Labor, from Production to Viewing” (2005). In order 

to give “an account of the distribution of a national cinema beyond its borders” (158) Miller 

focuses on the interplay of local, global, and national as a cultural continuum, a circulation of 

meaning in the form of a network rather than an oppositional system. The filmic text is hence 
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considered in its transformative nature in both time and space, and as such, it cannot be bound to 

a strictly national paradigm in geographical and historical terms: 

When we are told a national cinema exists, for example, does that mean it is produced 
in a particular country or that it is the cinema mostly watched in that country or that it 
is the cinema seen in theatres versus “films” viewed on television or computers? (160) 
 
Miller’s call for both a textual and “ethnographic” approach (that is to follow the 

circulation of a film from print to distribution/exhibition) puts emphasis on the when and where 

of film consumption as crucial elements to understanding the shifting meaning of a text. This 

chameleonic property of films is hence taken by Miller to demonstrate the inefficacy of methods 

that still situate cinema within the dichotomy of cultural imperialism and local specificity.  

To oversimplify Antonio Negri’s and Michael Hardt’s extremely rich conceptual 

apparatus and historical overview in Empire (2001): if modernity was made out of dialectical 

oppositions, contemporaneity is made out of fluxes, flows, permeable membranes and cultural 

processes need to be therefore conceived in terms of osmotic exchanges. Plurality, hybridity, 

multiplicity should be thus considered the categorical imperatives of the current global scenario, 

where cultural and national identity are not one and only, but many at once and in constant 

evolution. 

To elaborate a valid methodology for the study not only of National Cinema but of more 

specific and peculiar cases such as those of Sub-National Cinema(s) is hence not a matter of 

particularization – that is of narrowing down the scope of the method itself – but rather of 

broadening an opening it to the convergence of multiple instances. The sub-nation as not strictly 

a nation-state, but as a hybrid of multiple identities and cultural values within a community that 

strives for national recognition, can be therefore accounted as a fertile terrain for the elaboration 

of more elastic and accommodating approaches to National Cinema.    
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What’s in Store for Sub-National Cinema(s)? 

In spite of their diversified and compelling methodology, Negri’s and Hardt’s prefiguration (or 

prophecy?) of a new world order – based on the dissolution of the modern nation-state in favor of 

the supranational, democratic totality of Empire – didn’t exactly come true. The persistent 

struggle of sub-national minorities for self-determination and independence – that is the strive to 

be recognized as nations – represents a major challenges to Negri’s and Hardt’s pivotal concept, 

but offers also a concrete possibility to rethink the theoretical and methodological apparatus of 

national identity and cultural processes (the concept of National Cinema among them) from a 

more malleable and invigorating point of view.  

As Craig Calhoun overtly and provocatively asserts in the first chapter of his Nations 

Matter: Culture, History, and the Cosmopolitan Dream (2007), we are not in a post-national era, 

but rather in a time in history where nationalism and cosmopolitanism should be considered 

mutually constitutive principles to achieve better democratic and transnational institutions: 

Fairness in global integration is not just a matter of achieving the “best” abstract design 
of global institutions. It necessarily also includes allowing people inhabiting diverse 
locations in the world, diverse traditions, and diverse social relationships opportunities 
to choose the institutions in and through which they will integrate. (25) 
 
The emphasis on “people” rather than on “nation-states” is especially crucial to develop a 

methodology for the study of Sub-National Cinema(s) that may overcome the problematic 

dichotomies entailed in the theorization of National Cinema by matters of geographical and 

political limitations. To rethink the national from a “human” perspective may help indeed to 

conceive sub-national communities as more open and pluralist representatives of the nation, and 

through an Higsonian emphasis on the audience and its relationship with the cinematic 

experience Sub-National Cinema may offer a more inclusive but not homogenising scenario in 

which a fruitful debate on the relevance of National Cinema can be placed.  
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Eric Hobsbawm’s extensive work on Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (1992) deals 

with the linguistic complexity of the term “nation” since the first chapter, in which the semantic 

significance of modern nations is thoroughly examined. By focusing on the French and Dutch 

meaning of the word “nation”, Hobsbawm emphasizes the distinction between “state” and 

“nation” as predicated on the lack of ethnic and linguistic homogeneity of the latter. And by 

taking the German term “Volck” (“people”) as a synonym for “nation”, Hobsbawm demonstrates 

the close ties of the nation with a human rather than merely territorial factor.  

Outside the linguistic realm, however, the principle of sovereignty that regulates the 

formation of modern nations is asserted on the equation of nation, state, and people, and 

essentially erases the separation of nation and state by linking both to the territorial unity and 

arbitrary self-determination of occupied territories. As Hobsbawm further notes: 

“[This equation] said little about what constituted ‘people’. In particular, there was no 
logical connection between the body of citizens of a territorial state on one hand, and 
the identification of a ‘nation' on ethnic linguistic or other grounds or of other 
characteristics which allowed collective recognition of group membership" (19) 
 
The need to move away from this inadequate comparison of nation and state, and to 

resume instead of the relevance of people, surges from the historical examination of modern 

nations in Hobsbawm's text but endures also in the more recent analysis of the current 

geopolitical scenario.  

In his challenging volume Self-determination without Nationalism (2013), Omar Dahbour 

too reflects extensively on the subtleties implied by the term “nation”, and in particular by the 

distinction between “nation” and “state”, and “nation” and “people”. Dahbour recovers 

Hobsbawm’s argument when he points out that, although frequently referred as synonyms to 

provide a proof of legitimacy for a community’s self-determination, the three concepts need to be 

kept separate: “It is clear that nations are not equivalent to the “people[s] of a state”, since there 
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are many groups “who emphatically assert independence of their ‘nation’ in the face of other 

groups” (23)   

This last point, in particular, applies consistently to the case of sub-national contexts such 

as Quebec, Catalonia, Scotland, Flemish and Basque countries, which constitute examples of 

linguistically, culturally, socio-economically defined groups within a different institutionally 

recognized nation-state, and therefore a concrete case of coexisting plurality. In order to 

accommodate such sub-national diversity, alternative models to nationhood and nation-state must 

be therefore necessarily theorized.  

Dahbour polemically argues against the notion of nation and national identity – which he 

considers “politically destabilizing both of the internal ties and accommodations of national 

groups within political communities and of the ties between distinct political communities that 

might otherwise maintain nonantagonistic relations” (104) – by preferring instead less “illusory” 

and restrictive terms such as “ethical community” and, once again, “people”. 

His polemical approach to nationalism identifies in the “nation” the main obstacle to the 

self-determination of political communities characterised by ties of solidarity, patriotic loyalty, 

and autonomy in reaction to “the displacements caused by the global market and the modern 

state” (134), and produces in the end the concept of “ecosovereignty” as a viable solution for self-

determination that doesn’t rely either on nationalism or internationalism. This idea of nation-less 

popular self-determination – although potentially as utopian as Negri’s and Hardt’s notion of 

“Empire” – is nonetheless interesting in the way it prompts a more thorough examination of the 

semantic multiplicity of the idea of the nation, and its applicability to the current political and 

cultural context(s).  
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Hobsbawm’s and Dahbour’s texts, although separated by a twenty-year-span of time and 

animated by different aims and scopes, are both extremely significant in the way they stress the 

importance of a more critical and accurate rethinking of the vocabulary related to the nation and 

its diversity. Moreover, the centrality conferred to people in determining the shift from the 

modern nation-state to the contemporary design of the nation as a multifaceted terrain of different 

linguistic, cultural, and socio-political instances, is particularly relevant to the discourse of sub-

national communities as potential candidates for a more challenging model of the nation.  

But how is it possible to apply the outcome of such historical and political theories to a 

revival of National Cinema in more flexible terms? Jerry White’s previously mentioned article 

“National Belonging” may represent a good starting point.  In order to address the composite and 

inherently diverse nature of National Cinema, White avoids, in fact, those approaches that keep in 

great consideration only the political engagement or the nationalist potential of a nation’s cinema, 

and broadens the concept of “nation” itself by recurring to the idea of “national belonging”.  

National cinemas are diverse because diverse are the audiences and modes of production 

that characterize them, and because diversity is “a crucial element of any fully formed national 

cinema” (7). Which doesn’t mean, however, of “any fully formed nation-state”. By 

acknowledging the inadequacy and restrictiveness of concepts such as the “nation-state”, White 

advocates indeed for a more flexible and continuous idea of territory than a unitary one. Such an 

approach allows him to extend the (non-universal) paradigm of National Cinema to other 

“potentially viable locations” of research such as Quebec, Scotland and Chechnya – all 

repositories of national identity, and therefore belonging – or even extreme cases like Aboriginal 

and Yiddish cinema as examples of geographically unstable National Cinema spread and 

dispersed in multiple countries.  
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Although White’s piece doesn’t prominently focus on sub-national contexts, it provides 

nonetheless a preliminary and useful methodology to approach them and productively inscribe 

them into the debate on National Cinema, by emphasizing their multiplicity and difference rather 

than just incorporate them into a larger scheme:   

Embarking upon a serious search for diversity, however, does have the potential to 
make smaller, and often stateless examples — such as Quebec cinema or Chicano 
cinema — clearly emerge as credible national cinemas. Searching for this kind of 
diversity can, I believe, help to settle such ‘borderline’ or ambiguous cases. (17)  
 
This pledge for diversity in smaller national contexts is therefore promising, although 

White’s conclusive definition of National Cinema as “a constructive taxonomic tool, just as 

constructive as ‘authorship’, ‘genre’, and ‘period’” (19) still pushes us further in our research, in 

order to eventually elaborate a methodology that will seek in National Cinema not just a 

taxonomic paradigm but a productive and prismatic framework, in which to locate the plurality of 

voices, identities, changes, and ex-changes of small cinematic contexts around the global world.  
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COMPREHENSIVE EXAM 

 

2) “Masculinity-in-crisis” has become a cliché in the post-feminist era (often carried forth in culturally 

conservative circles), resulting in a tendency in Anglo-American scholarship to simply equate "weak 

masculinity" with "weak nation". Is there a way to think of Masculinity and Nation outside of these fixed 

models? Discuss the current state of the field of sexuality studies, pointing in particular towards what you 

see as the possibilities of its productive employment within postcolonial and/or sub-national contexts. 

 

Masculinity in crisis: whose masculinity and whose crisis? 

As Michael S. Kimmel briefly but punctually sums up at the beginning of his article "The 

Contemporary ‘Crisis' of Masculinity in Historical Perspective" (1987): “That men are today 

confused about what it meant to be a ‘real man’ – that masculinity is ‘in crisis’ – has become a 

cultural commonplace” (121). Included in Harry Brod’s edited collection The Making of 

Masculinities: The New Men's Studies (1987), Kimmel’s piece situates itself within the broader 

framework of scholarly rethinking of masculinity as an utterly problematic concept, and attempts 

to explore in more productive terms the stereotypical idea of “masculinity in crisis”.  

The progressive weakening of ideas and representations of “traditional” masculinity in the 

Western post-WWII scenario has been interpreted for most of the late twentieth century (and 

increasingly from the 1970s-1980s) in the light of psychological and social sciences’ paradigms 

of “sex role theory”, that is the definition of masculinity and femininity as static containers of 

biological features. Therefore, masculinity has been largely conceived as an oppositional rather 
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than relational concept to femininity, and the alleged crisis of its consolidated image – the 

modern construction placed at the core of George L. Mosse’s The Image of Man: The Creation of 

Modern Masculinity (1996) – as a result of feminization and de-virilization rather than a 

consequence of socio-historical changes.  

By focusing on two historical moments he considers crucial precursors of the 

contemporary crisis of masculinity – Restoration England (1688-1714) and the United States in 

the nineteenth century – Kimmel proceeds at debunking the myth of sex roles as opposite and 

mutually exclusive, and aims instead at showing how “both masculinity and femininity are 

socially constructed within historical context of gender relations” (123), and how masculinity, in 

particular, reacted to changing (and “threatening”) definitions of femininity within history.  

Kimmel’s article resonates on many levels the prolific body of work of Australian scholar 

R.W. Connell, who produced over the last two decades the most consistent corpus of writings on 

masculinity, let alone the theorization of the heavily questioned but nonetheless seminal concept 

of “hegemonic masculinity”. In his ground-breaking and encompassing text Masculinities (1995), 

Connell offers an extremely rich and variegated overview of masculinity as a multifaceted notion, 

placed within a framework of socio-historical processes, local and global dimensions, individual 

and social practices, and organizations of power.  

At the core of the book is the question of methodology: by strongly contesting the 

limitations of sex and social role theories, Connell champions instead the introduction of an 

ethnographic approach to tackle the multiple socio-cultural and geopolitical ramification of 

masculinity (or rather, masculinities) as not a universal or unitary category, but as a wide range of 

diversified objects and (physical) subjects of study.  
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The interest in the masculine body is indeed crucial in Connell’s work, which aims to 

dismantle not only the inaccuracy of sex and social role binaries, but also the preconceived idea 

that “true” masculinity – and therefore the determination of biological differences between 

masculinity and femininity – is located in the endocrine and physiological functions of the male 

body: “The body, I will conclude, is inescapable in the construction of masculinity; but what is 

inescapable is not fixed. The bodily process, entering into the social process, becomes part of 

history (both personal and collective) and a possible object of politics.” (56) 

Connell’s reassessment of the importance of the body as not merely a physical but most 

importantly a socio-political entity in the construction of masculinity stands as a relevant 

overarching premise to reconsider masculinity itself from its very ontological basis. What is 

masculinity after all? Is it a category that pertains to male subjects only? In the aftermath of queer 

and gender studies – which postulated from Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990) onwards the 

fluidity and performativity of gender over the simplified opposition of biological sexes – isn’t it 

utterly reductive to think of masculinity and femininity in mere “genital” terms?  

In this sense, J. Halberstam’s Female Masculinity (1998) presents an interesting challenge 

to such a limited point of view, as the aim of the text is precise to prove that “masculinity must 

not and cannot and should not be reduced down to the male body and its effects” (1), and that 

many examples of alternative masculinities can be found in both cultural and lived experience. In 

the introduction to the book – eloquently titled “Masculinity without Men” – Halberstam 

analyzes key-figures of female masculinity such as the tomboy and the transgender subject, as “to 

challenge hegemonic models of gender conformity” (6), and to locate on the body of such figures 

the site of a “fractal” rather than fixed gender identity.  
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In the attempt to question the reductive relation established between masculinity and men 

only, Halberstam points out that the increasing academic interest in the topic of masculinity 

within the 1990s is primarily determined by the contribution to the debate on the construction of 

masculinity “by female as well as male-born people” (7). Both feminist and queer interventions 

in the discussion struggled with the ongoing resistance of Western society in admitting the 

existence of ambiguity within gendered bodies, but such ambiguity was nonetheless pivotal to 

understand that the theorization of a more mobile idea of masculinity was actually possible.  

By recurring to what they call “the bathroom problem” – that is the strive of transgender 

subjects to fit into the binary categories of the toilet space – Halberstam illustrates the issue of 

gender readability and coding, and how it affects femininity as a more “approximate” idea that 

can be therefore more easily “impersonated or performed” than masculinity. The outcome – not 

dissimilar from Connell’s and Kimmel’s dismissal of sex role theory – is the acknowledgment 

that mere oppositional approaches cannot grasp the intricacy of gender and that the proliferation 

of multiple genders should be accounted instead in a more pluralist fashion: 

So what gender are the hundreds of female-born people who are consistently not read 
as female in the women’s room? And because so many women clearly fail the 
women’s room test, why have we not begun to count and name the genders that are 
clearly emerging at this time? One could answer this question in two ways. On the one 
hand, we do not name and notice new genders because as a society we are committed 
to maintaining a binary gender system. On the other hand, we could also say that the 
failure of ‘male’ and ‘female’ to exhaust the field of gender variation actually ensures 
the continued domination of those terms. Precisely because virtually nobody fits the 
definitions of male and female, the categories gain power and currency from their 
impossibility. (16) 

 
The last point, in particular, stresses the unattainability for fixed ideas of gender to be 

theorized and represented in strictly binary terms. Mosse's above mentioned “image of man” as a 

product of modern history and culture is therefore – as the author himself intends to show – a 

way of forcing the creation of a “standard”, a “masculine stereotype” that arbitrarily overcomes 
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individual as well as social differences in masculinities to generate a unitary (and utopian) 

prototype of “true”, “traditional”, “strong” manhood.  

At the same time, the attempts to rely on a universalized idea of “woman” cannot be 

considered a viable option either. In her pivotal text Gender Trouble – whose goal is precisely “to 

open up the field of possibility for gender without dictating any kinds of possibilities ought to be 

realized” (viii) – Judith Butler deplores indeed the linguistic and theoretical production of the 

female subject as “specifically feminine”, and therefore not only strongly differentiated from the 

masculine, but also geared towards the presumed universality of women.  

Through her thorough re-examination of the psychoanalytic theories of Lacan, Rivière, 

and Freud, Butler suggests the possibility of multiple and coexisting identifications of gender (p. 

91) within the same subject, a finding that corroborates on the internal level what the author 

herself already attested on the external one through her theory of performativity. That is, gender 

as constructed by a stylized repetition of acts, and therefore gender as a “free-floating artifice, 

with the consequence that man and masculine might just as easily signify a female body as a 

male one, and woman and feminine a male body as easily as a female one” (9).  

 If masculinity is in crisis, such a crisis needs, therefore, to be understood not just as the 

alarming disintegration of the traditional image of manhood, but as a larger issue that touches 

upon the necessity to reformulate the concept of masculinity altogether in less narrow and binary 

terms. More than a crisis, then, the corrosion of conservative ideas of masculinity in the 

contemporaneity should be rather considered an evolutionary step towards the theorization (and 

concrete realization) of gender in more pluralist and flexible terms. Such a theorization should 

nonetheless extend over the matter of gender per se, in order to understand the relationship 
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between masculinity and nationalism and its transformative shift from the modern to the current 

global order.   

 

Masculinity and the nation: an equation to be balanced 

In his suggestive account of the cultural construction of masculinity over the last two centuries, 

George L. Mosse follows the historical evolution of the “image of man” from its creation as a 

modern “normative standard” to its progressive transformation within the contemporaneity. As a 

pervasive phenomenon that consistently influenced modern culture as a whole, masculinity is 

analyzed by Mosse in its close relationship to the modern concept of the nation as well.   

The equation of manhood and nationhood is disclosed by Mosse as a clear product of 

modernity, insofar as “modern masculinity and modern national consciousness had grown up at 

the identical time” (192). Moreover, masculinity played a significant role in shaping modern 

nationalist ideologies, which co-opted the stereotypical image of maleness produced in the 

nineteenth century as a powerful symbol for their crusades. As Mosse further highlights, it is 

especially with the rise of fascism and Nationalism Socialism that “the history of modern 

masculinity reaches a climax” (155), as the emergence of extreme and intense forms of 

nationalism required the production of an equally extreme and intense images of strong 

manliness as the symbolic body of the nation.  

The revival of nationalist sentiments and demands for national self-determination in the 

last twenty years – especially by ethnic, post-colonial, and sub-national minorities – brings the 

question of masculinity and the nation back, and triggers a discussion on how to reformulate such 

a relationship in a Western scenario characterized – as above noted – by the crisis of the concept 

of manhood, but also of the idea of nation itself, due to the spread of globalization.  
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By linking Euro-American male anxiety to the effects of globalization, which challenged 

the cultural authority of white masculinity from the 1970s, Andrew Walzer’s article “Narratives 

of Contemporary Male Crisis: The (Re)production of a National Discourse” (2002) takes into 

account and then heavily questions recent narratives of masculinity (both literary and cinematic) 

that attempt instead to recuperate middle-class male authority as a unit of measure for 

masculinity as a whole.  

Walzer’s piece considers the narratives of male crisis as caused by a larger framework of 

cultural displacement, loss of authority, and breakdown of national discourses in the globalized 

era, which is held responsible for eroding the idea of an authoritative center represented by 

WASP masculinity. The author’s critique to the limited approach of texts such as Lionel Tiger’s 

The Decline of Males (1999) and Susan Faludi’s Stiffed (1999) – geared towards the recuperation 

of masculinity as a “unitary category” that erases racial, cultural, and gender differences – aims at 

demonstrating the danger of theorizations of both nation and maleness as homogenous concepts.  

Instead of trying to safeguard the authoritative position of “hegemonic masculinity” 

(Western, white, middle-class), Walzer advocates for narratives of masculinity that on one hand 

acknowledge the crisis of the concept as a fixed category, and on the other stem from the 

potentialities of globalization in fueling cultural and gendered pluralism. Both nationhood and 

manhood need therefore to accommodate otherness and diversity to emerge from their state of 

crisis as productive notions in the global world.  

The impact of globalization is thus a pivotal factor to consider, as to understand the 

changing role of the nation and of masculinity within a world order still heavily gendered but 

undergoing a set of crucial transformations. It can be therefore explained in these terms the long 

process of methodological revision that R.W. Connell applies to her seminal concept of 
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“hegemonic masculinity” throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. Connell’s relocation of 

masculinity in the broader framework of globalization in both the above mentioned volume 

Masculinities, and in his later article “Masculinities and Globalization” (1998), serves indeed the 

purpose of clarifying the non-unitary nature of “hegemonic masculinity”, and of underlining how 

globalized processes intervene at constantly shaping and re-shaping different forms of 

masculinity.   

Globalization is addressed by Connell as a centrifugal force that redistributes bodies 

through migration and determines how masculine bodies, in particular, are positioned within the 

world gender order. Such relocation of bodies allows the hybridization of gender imaginaries and 

practices, which means that masculinities cannot be possibly reduced to one encompassing 

category, and therefore that plural forms of hegemonic masculinities can exist in different 

geopolitical spaces, and according to different socio-cultural contexts.  

Although ambivalent in its effects – as global institutions are still characterized by male-

dominated hierarchies – globalization is nonetheless a productive framework for Connell to point 

out the pluralist nature of hegemonic masculinities. In the collaborative piece “Hegemonic 

Masculinity: Rethinking the Concepts”, written with James W. Messerschmidt in 2005, Connell 

attempts in fact to dismantle the main forms of criticism produced over the years towards the 

concept as an all-inclusive homogenizing and hegemonizing category, to then prove the 

continued usefulness of hegemonic masculinity in present times.   

By acknowledging the capacity of social sciences’ concepts to travel and acquire different 

meanings in the process, Connell and Messerschmidt accept the multiple mutations of the 

original notion of hegemonic masculinity, as long as they don’t circumscribe fixed types of 

masculinity. On the contrary, hegemonic masculinity must be reformulated according to the shifts 
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in the gender structure of the globalized world, but it should also be used as to underpin how the 

persistence of hierarchies within masculinity itself mirrors the larger issue of the world order as 

still a gendered, hierarchical one.  

The relatively recent field of masculinity studies thus benefits immensely from the 

intervention of female scholars who reflect on the status of manhood in the contemporaneity from 

a non-hegemonic position, and embark on the difficult task of balancing the call for a revision of 

the discipline (through a more engaging feminist approach) while supporting at the same time its 

continued importance. It is not because men have been and continue to be in a position of social, 

institutional, cultural advantage that women should not consider them a relevant object of study.  

In her article "Whose crisis? Early and post-modern masculinism" (1997), for example, 

Spike Peterson examines the role of feminist accounts in the field of  International Relations (IR)  

and how they can be productively used to highlight how gender, although rendered invisible in 

the discipline, is nonetheless crucial to theorize and understand today's crisis. Stemming from 

Stephen Gill’s assumption that “the contemporary order is in a state of structural crisis” (185), 

Peterson argues indeed that such crisis is a gendered one, and more specifically a crisis of 

masculinity.  

The naturalization of masculinity as embedded in historical practices of power, identity, 

and labor division, is reckoned by Peterson as one of the main consequences of Western state 

formation as a patriarchal and dichotomist institution of gendered privilege and coercive power. 

It is in the transition from the modern state to current globalization that Peterson traces the shift 

towards the visualization, and therefore the crisis, of masculinity, due to the partial achievement 

of a less misbalanced distribution of labor and power for women in both the private and public 

sphere.  
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Peterson acknowledges nonetheless that the effects of globalization in blurring the 

boundaries between feminine and masculine, private and public, local and global, although 

challenging the constraints of modern gender dichotomies, still perpetuate the denigration of 

femininity as held responsible for the disruption of male authority, and of nation-state 

cohesiveness as a masculine domain. In order to overcome such a stigma, Peterson argues, “we 

must make gender visible and move beyond its oppressive dynamics” (198), not by locating in 

masculinity the main and only source of oppression, but rather by realizing that “we cannot 

understand social re/production – continuity and change – or any systemic oppression without 

addressing gender” (199).  

Peterson’s article thus highlights the precarious status of traditional and homogenous 

ideas of manhood and nationhood in the current world order, and the need for both notions to be 

radically reconsidered and broadened instead of being restored as they were, a risk still far from 

being prevented. As Joanne Nagel further elaborates in her article “Masculinity and Nationalism: 

Gender and Sexuality in the Making of the Nation” (2010), the need for men to defend a certain 

image of themselves on a national level unveils, in fact, the masculine fear for the loss of power 

and central authority. Such fear fuels the reinforcement of strong gender binaries in both private 

and public spaces (especially in institutional and military environments) and obstructs the 

possibility to conceive both the nation and masculinity as less restrictive realities.   

To protect the nation as a close and unitary community from the (symbolic and actual) 

penetration of otherness is a recurrent trope in modern as well as contemporary narratives of 

nationalism, which involve not only male subjects, but have also strong repercussions on the 

treatment and representation of female and non-normative national subjects. The interest in the 

study of masculinity as a crucial factor to understand the current dynamics of nationalism, Nagel 
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stresses, cannot be therefore dismissed as the privileging of the “hegemonic” enemy over subjects 

in a position of disadvantage, but needs to be taken into consideration precisely to underline what 

damages the defense of traditional masculinity is causing at a national level, and how such 

damages can be contained or even avoided.   

The clichéd parallelism between the crisis of masculinity and the crisis of nation – that is 

weak masculinity produces a weak nation – is, therefore, a dangerous path to cross, since it 

implies that the return to a strong idea of nation is predicated on the restoration of a strong idea of 

masculinity. Especially in regard to sub-national communities struggling to achieve self-

determination, such parallelism is if possible even more treacherous, as it prevents potential 

nations from representing more open and inclusive models of national design.  

 

Plurigenderism and plurinationalism in sub-national contexts 

If nationalism and nation-state formation were anachronistic concepts doomed to disappear with 

the rise of globalization, the appeal of sub-state nationalism in liberal Western democracies 

would not even be a matter of discussion. On the contrary, as André Lecours attempts to 

demonstrate in his article “Sub-state Nationalism in the Western World: Explaining Continued 

Appeal” (2012), there is still a great deal of international interest in the future of sub-national 

communities striving for self-determination.  

 According to Lecours’ methodology, six reasons can be adduced to explain such a 

persisting interest, and among them are in particular the reconfiguration of national identity and 

politics as decentralized arrangements, and the power of the current notion of self-determination, 

which arose in the aftermath of decolonization as an alternative to the modern and limited 
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concept of sovereignty, as well as a more nuanced and complex revision of previous uses of 

colonial self-determination. 

The passage to a more participatory and pluralist idea of self-determination in the post-

colonial period – based on human rights and protection of people, rather than on the control of 

territories and of their inhabitants – was already laid out in further details within the field of 

international law, as Gerry J. Simpson’s piece “The Diffusion of Sovereignty: Self-Determination 

in the Post-Colonial Age” (1996) usefully and thoroughly summarises. By touching upon the 

main historical achievements of self-determination in international law (from the United Nations 

Charter in 1945 to the Declaration of Friendly Relations in 1970), Simpson traces the shift from 

the inadequate and nebulous idea of colonial self-determination to a widening and enriching 

meaning of self-determination that can accommodate a variety of cultural and national claims for 

self-expression: 

The diverse understandings and practices of self-determination have undermined the 
stability of the doctrine and, at the same time, offered it salvation. The interpretations 
and results of movements in the name of self-determination have multiplied 
dramatically in recent years. Its multiplicity of meanings have been shaped by political 
and legal processes as disparate as the West European search for union, indigenous 
demands for autonomy, feminist claims to participation, liberal theories of democracy 
or internal self-determination, reunification agreements, the criminalization of 
colonial domination, declarations on partial sovereignty, and the reconstruction of 
failed states. (286) 
 
Simpson’s call for a more defined and differentiated understanding of self-determination 

in the international scenario leads back to Lecours’ article, in which the notion of sovereignty is 

equally challenged in order to more productively regulate the pressing demands of sub-state 

nationalism. 

To the limiting notion of sovereignty, Lecours prefers in fact that of “negotiated 

sovereignty”, a decentralized distribution of power among multiple autonomous communities 
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that sustain their sub-national specificity but also their interaction with the other communities co-

inhabiting the same national space: 

The negotiation of sovereignty can yield new narratives to multinational countries that 
are typically characterized by different, often antagonistic stories. Narratives that make 
up nationalist discourse (both state and sub-state) are usually exaggerated or simplified 
portrayals of historical realities; they are, therefore, subject to change. The 
development of new stories, stressing inter-community collaboration rather than 
confrontation, in the repertoire of a multinational society can work towards alleviating 
mutual isolation and antagonism. 
 
Lecours’ depiction of a potential scenario of negotiated sovereignty may nonetheless 

sound rather optimistic and still far from finding concrete realization. As critically analyzed by 

Robert Jackson in his “A New Sovereignty Regime” (1990), the “sovereignty game” – that is the 

unequal role of the main Westerner players in administrating the right to self-determination of 

minor post-colonial players – still holds a certain weight in an international and global context 

defined by asymmetrical relationships and uneven distributions of power and resources.  

Nevertheless, two decades after Jackson’s article was written, a more favorable scenario 

may be ready to accommodate the demands for recognition of sub-national communities in 

Western liberal democracies, which certainly represent the most privileged sample of a wider 

pool of minorities struggling for independence.  

A rather convincing argument for sub-national communities to constitute a viable 

alternative to limited and unitary ideas of nationhood is specially offered by Michael Keating’s 

Plurinational Democracy: Stateless Nations in a Post-Sovereignty Era (2001), in which the 

author aims to overcome the problems entailed by both concepts of nation and sovereignty by 

focusing on the specific case of sub-national communities here defined as “stateless nations” 

(Quebec, Catalonia, Basque and Flemish countries, Scotland and Wales).  
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Central in Keating’s methodology is the reliance on the newly coined terms of “post-

sovereignty” and “plurinationalism”, which allow the author to solve the impasse posed by the 

restrictive ideas of sovereignty and nation as closed systems of power administration and cultural 

identity. The post-sovereignty idea placed at the core of the book’s title serves indeed to outline 

the current historical moment as an “era in which sovereignty has not disappeared but rather has 

been transmuted into other forms and is shared, divided, and contested” (x).  

Considering the erosion of the function of the state (from which the term "stateless 

nations”) as a monopolistic authority over national diversity, Keating thus advocates for the 

institution of “a complex web of authorities” (28) that can work in concert with the related idea of 

plurinationalism, as the coexistence of more than one national identity within a political order: 

Plurinationalism is more than multinationalism, which could refer to the coexistence of 
discrete and separate national groupings within a polity. Under plurinationalism, more 
than one national identity can pertain to a single group or even an individual, opening 
up the possibility of multiple nationalities which in turn may be nested or may overlap 
in less tidy ways. (27) 
 
Both Lecours and Keating hence provide significant inputs to the theorization of sub-

national communities as potential models of more productive nationhood, but what has all of this 

to do with masculinity? To go back to our main and opening question: how can we better 

reformulate the inadequate equation of nationhood and manhood when both notions are in need 

of a consistent revision?   

Keating’s concept of “plurinationalism” comes here in handy, as the author’s 

methodology offers concrete data regarding the existence of multiple identities co-inhabiting the 

same “national” subject, as well as the same “national” territory and community. In this sense, 

Keating sets the stage for a solid reformulation of the sub-national context as a site of co-existing 

multiplicity that can be further broadened to include the discourse of gender. 
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Since the validity of the parallelism between nationalism and masculinity has been largely 

questioned and proven ineffective in current times, a productive employment of Keating’s 

conceptual apparatus beyond the realm of political science may indeed open up to the possibility 

of revising sub-national contexts as loci not only of plurinational convergence but of 

“plurigenderism” as well.  

As more than one national identity can pertain to a single individual, more than one static 

configuration on gender can pertain to a single subject who inhabits a plurinational environment. 

Therefore, it is no longer the case to talk about weak masculinity and weak nation, but of 

multiple genders in multiple nations, as the regulated and negotiated co-existence of a wide range 

of identities may represent the most effective revision of a stagnant national and gendered 

paradigm.   


