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ABSTRACT

Voices on the Margins: The Role of New Zealand Cinema in the Construction of

National and Cultural Identity.

This thesis is based on the proposition that the New Zealand feature film Broken
English (1996, Gregor Nicholas) constitutes a ‘break’ in New Zealand cinema on the
level of its subject matter. Where feature films before ‘imagined’ New Zealand
overwhelmingly in either mono-cultural or bi-cultural terms, Broken English quite
specifically provides a multi-cultural perspective. What makes it particularly
problematic however is that its creative personnel consists mostly of Pakeha New

Zealanders, while the film features virtually no Pakeha characters.

The expectation from the outset then is that this film can tell us much not only about
the workings of the film industry in New Zealand, but also about national identity in
general, and how this gets defined in particular contexts. As a result, it can also tell us
much about the relations of power involved in this process. Overall then, this thesis

is an attempt to work through issues of national identity, in relation to concepts of
ethnicity, race and diaspora. It takes Broken English as its main focus to explore where
policy makers, film makers and viewers from a variety of ethnic backgrounds situate
themselves and others within the nation. By extension it investigates how they see the
role of cinema in relation to national and cultural identity, and what kind of discourses
they draw on in doing so. Although there is a lot of research which deals with different
aspects of these discourses, there is little research which combines them and shows how
they relate to each other and how they inform both media texts and engagement with

those texts. This thesis is an attempt to close those gaps to some extent.

In terms of methodology, this thesis follows a tripartite structure (production-text-

reception), linked by a discourse analytic framework. This methodology allows for an
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exploration of the process of making meaning, and identifies the gaps and fissures
between these different realms. In conclusion, this thesis argues that Broken English
can be seen on one level as an important attempt to bring different minority groups into
the mainstream, and thus represents an inclusive version of the nation. However, the
problematic ways in which it does so illustrates the complexities involved in such a

project in a contemporary New Zealand context.
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INTROD I

At the dawn of the twenty first century, New Zealand finds itself at the crossroads. In
the years leading up to the millennium, the idea of a stable national identity was
increasingly questioned. Recent debates about whether the New Zealand flag is still
valid as a symbol of New Zealand society, or whether the national anthem (and its
language') still adequately represents New Zealand, provide typical examples of a
growing sense of instability in the face of globalisation, and a questioning of ‘where
New Zealand is at’ as a nation. These issues particularly come to the fore in public
situations where New Zealand has to project itself to an international ‘audience’, such
as during the APEC conference 2000, or during America’s Cup events. From the
question of who should perform welcoming ceremonies to the ongoing debates about
the place of the Treaty of Waitangi in New Zealand society?, definitions of nationhood

are continuously on the agenda of public discourse.

All of this highlights the idea that national identities are never fixed or stable, but are
made up of a wide variety of discourses which are continuously competing for
hegemony. In other words, defining a national identity can be seen as an ongoing
process of narration, involving both inclusion and exclusion. The construction of this
identity, and by extension of the nation itself, therefore involves an active process of
selecting particular elements. These elements can be historical, contemporary or

oriented towards the future.

'During a New Zealand All Blacks rugby tour in the UK in 2000, singer Hinewehi Mohi
sang the national anthem only in te reo Maori and not in English, causing quite a stir in the
media.

’The Treaty of Waitangi was signed between the Crown and some two hundred Maori
chiefs on February 6, 1840. The Treaty has a central place in the imagining of New Zealand as a
nation but is rather controversial, mainly because there are two versions: one in English and one
in te reo Maori. They show fundamental differences with regard to the concepts contained
within them. ‘



While New Zealand is historically a nation of immigrants (which is a political
statement in itself, but I will return to that later), not all immigrants have been equally
welcomed. For example, while Chinese immigrants arrived here as early as the 1860s
during the Otago gold rush, they have been largely left out of the dominant discourses
of the nation. As Claudia Bell points out, ‘for those immigrants not automatically
entitled to residency here, a formal system of gaining citizenship officially resolves the
possibility of exclusion. Through this system they too can be absorbed into the
dominant culture, and are not part of its identity’ (1996, p.7/8). She goes on to argue
that,

The building of a nation is nothing to do with nature at all, but with the politics
that enables one culture to obliterate or assimilate another, through such
processes as colonisation, genocide and immigration policies. We can add to
this list the forms of ‘social engineering’ that take place within a nation, the
political processes that bring about divisions in society between ethnic groups,
classes and gender, and economic divisions: the divisions that split groups.
(ibid, p.8)

This raises questions of who controls this ‘social engineering’, at what point in time,
and on whose behalf? Jakubowicz notes that, ‘historically defining “national identities”,
finding a cultural identity that defines the nation, has been the task of historians, the
literary and artistic world, and most important, the mass media (1994, p.53). This is
largely based on Benedict Anderson’s concept of ‘print communities’?, but it
significantly includes the popular and electronic media. It raises the question of who
defines the nation and at what point in time? Is it ‘narrated’ from the ‘top down’ by an
elite of historians, artists, and literary figures? Or from the ‘bottom up’ through the

channels of the popular media? Or is it a more complex interaction between the two?

3See chapter 2.



Cinema provides an interesting field of study in this respect, particularly in New
Zealand. Cinema in New Zealand finds itself in a rather schizophrenic situation: on the
one hand it belongs in the realms of the arts, on which grounds it justifies applications
for public funding. On the other hand, it tries to reach a wide audience to gain returns
on that money. It can thus be seen as a site where a variety of discourses compete in an
effort to represent a ‘national identity’, the other main justification for government

support.

This research project takes the New Zealand feature film Broken English (1996, Gregor
Nicholas) as its primary text, and is based on the proposition that this film constitutes a
‘break’ in New Zealand cinema on the level of its subject matter. Where feature films
before ‘imagined’ New Zealand overwhelmingly in either mono-cultural or bi-cultural
terms, Broken English quite specifically provides a multi-cultural perspective. There is
a small number of other examples like //ustrious Energy (1988, Leon Narbey)* and
Flying Fox in a Freedom Tree (1990, Martyn Sanderson)’, but I wanted to focus on
more contemporary versions. Broken English was released in cinemas in 1996, which
was also the year I arrived in New Zealand. A general election was held at the time in

which particularly the issue of immigration played a central part.

Given this emphasis, it struck me as odd that there were not more films that dealt with
these issues. And while Broken English confronts these kind of issues, the film is also
problematic in that its creative personnel consists mostly of Pakeha New Zealanders
(like the examples above), while the film features virtually no Pakeha characters. This

foregrounds questions of who defines identity and on whose behalf? Moreover, it draws

“Illustrious Energy is a story about early Chinese gold prospectors in 19" century Otago.

SFlying Fox in a Freedom Tree is an adaption of Albert Wendt’s 1974 short story with
the same title, and tells the story of a young Samoan boy caught between two cultures.

3



attention to relations of power in a contemporary New Zealand context. The
expectation from the outset then is that this film can tell us much not only about the
workings of the film industry in New Zealand, but also about national identity, in

relation to concepts of race, ethnicity and diaspora.

This research project therefore takes Broken English as its main focus and provides an
opportunity to explore where policy makers, who make funding decisions, film makers
and viewers from a variety of ethnic backgrounds, situate themselves and others within
the nation. And how they see the role of cinema in relation to national and cultural
identity. This is complemented by a textual analysis. This comprehensive approach, in
combination with the special position of Broken English within New Zealand cinema,
largely provides the rationale behind the use of one specific text, which is thus partly
based on logistics and time constraints in combination with the chosen methodological

framework. It also informs the outline and structure of this thesis.

In terms of its structure, this thesis is divided into two main parts. The first part, which
comprises the first five chapters, consists of an in-depth analysis and discussion of the
main themes and issues which Broken English raises. The first chapter provides an
explanation and rationale of the theoretical and methodological framework of this
thesis. This is then followed by a chapter which deals with constructions of nationhood
and national identity (chapter 2), with a link to national cinema (chapter 3). Chapter 4
traces discourses of race, ethnicity, culture and diaspora in a postcolonial framework.
This is then linked to discourses of multiculturalism and biculturalism (chapter 5),

which are of vital importance in a New Zealand context.

This first part then functions as an extensive ‘discourse map’ which forms the basis of
the empirical research in the second part. The analysis in the second part consists in
turn of three chapters that deal with the production context of the film (chapter 6), the
film itself (chapter 7), and its reception (chapter 8). Throughout the analysis in the



second part, this thesis refers back to the discourses outlined in the first part.



CHAPTER 1. Of T heory and Methodology.

1.1: Rationale for Methodological Framework

In relation to this particular research project, the tripartite approach as outlined by John
B. Thompson would be most relevant in my opinion, as it directly addresses some of the
weaknesses that show up in much of the previous research done in this area. Thompson

refers to the main one of these weaknesses as the “fallacy of internalism’:

Rather than assuming that the ideological character of media messages can be
read off the messages themselves, we can draw upon the analysis of all three
aspects of mass communication- production/ transmission, construction,
reception/ appropriation- in order to interpret the ideological character of media
messages (1990, p.306).

In other words, while a textual analysis can provide useful insights into the ideological
character of particular media messages, it is also relatively narrow in the sense that this
ideological character is thereby effectively reduced to a single reading of those
messages. The basis of the tripartite approach on the other hand is the recognition of
‘one of the principal characteristics of mass communication: that it institutes a
fundamental break between the production and reception of symbolic forms’ (ibid,

p.303). Thompson goes on to say that,

The break between production and reception is a structured break in which the
producers of symbolic forms, while dependent to some extent on the recipients
for the economic valorization of symbolic forms, are institutionally empowered
and obliged to produce symbolic forms in the absence of direct responses from

recipients (ibid, p.303).

This highlights the importance of power relations when it comes to the production and



reception of symbolic forms like cinema. In other words, cinema can be seen as a one-
way flow of messages in which the producers of these messages assume an audience,
but this audience is generally unable to intervene in the production process, at least in a
direct way. This does not necessarily mean, however, that this audience will interpret
the resulting film text as intended by its producers. Thus, ‘a comprehensive approach to
the study of mass communication requires the capacity to relate the results of these
differing analyses to one another, showing how the various aspects feed into and shed
light on one another’ (ibid, p.304). The differing analyses he means relate to the three
aspects of mass communication as mentioned above: production/ transmission,

construction, and reception/ appropriation.

This thesis examines the production and distribution of Broken English through
interviews with the people directly involved in these domains. This realm relates
closely to the institutions involved in cinema in New Zealand, which is characterised by
a combination of state intervention and private interests. The New Zealand Film
Commission (NZFC) for instance is a creation of the state and receives its funding
directly from the state, which makes it at least partly accountable to the government.
Distribution is for the most part in the hands of the private sector which means that
these institutions have potentially conflicting interests which have to be negotiated in

the early stages of the film making process.

The second aspect is the construction of the media message. Films are constructed in
particular ways by particular people. Here I look to uncover some of the thought
processes behind the ways Broken English was constructed, through interviews with the
people directly involved in the film making process: director, writers, producer, and
consultants. This is accompanied by a close reading of the film as text. It is here that a
close analysis can uncover how interactions with the first aspect can influence the final

outcome, in what ways and to what extent.



The third aspect is the reception and appropriation of media messages. In other words,
how meanings are made by particular audiences and how these meanings fit into their
position in New Zealand society. Here I have set up focus group discussions organised
around ethnic backgrounds' to get a better idea of how the film is being received by

different audiences, and how this relates to the above-mentioned aspects.

There is a large body of research that focuses on any one of these aspects in isolation.
Not to deny their individual value, I agree with Thompson that these three aspects are
interrelated. In other words, each aspect has an impact on the other two and vice versa.
Particularly in relation to this research topic, I believe there is a need to analyse all
three aspects in order to arrive at a better understanding of the dynamics involved, and
the ideological implications of those dynamics. However, while Thompson provides
strong arguments in favour of such an approach, he is less clear on how to combine
these differing analyses in practice. As a means to relate these three different realms to
each other, this research project draws on Critical Discourse Analysis, as developed by
Fairclough (1995, 1998) and Van Dijk (1991, 2000) among others, and Discourse
Theory (e.g. Howarth et al, 2000), and I will expand on this shortly.

Thompson then identifies the need to place film texts in a wider social context in which
they are produced, distributed and received. They have their roots in a social context in
which a large number of discourses compete with each other; a social context
characterised by differing degrees of power in relation to the social actors involved.
This applies not only to the producers, but also to the audiences that eventually watch
the film. In the latter case, Thompson stresses that we need to ‘distinguish between the
meaning of mediated messages as received and interpreted, on the one hand, and the
significance of the activity of reception, on the other’. Again, this draws attention to the

importance of the context of reception: ‘apart from the meaning that the messages may

'A rationale for the use of focus groups and a justification for the selection of particular
participants in these groups is provided in chapter 8.
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have, the very activity of receiving these messages may be meaningful for the

recipients’ (Thompson, 1990, p.311, original emphasis).

This means for the researcher that he or she must pay careful attention to the
circumstances under which meaning is being made out of a film text and analyse to
what extent these circumstances shape this meaning. In this case that means paying
careful attention to the dynamics involved in focus group research, and the way this
particular context influences the way people make meaning. This requires ‘reading
between the lines’ to a certain extent: in other words, how does the context influence
the way people express themselves about a certain text? What is the role of the

researcher and the other participants in this process of making meaning?

As Thompson argues,

We can begin to grasp the extent to which this meaning serves, in the structured
contexts of everyday life, to reaffirm or challenge traditional assumptions and
established divisions, to sustain or disrupt existing social relations; and hence
we can begin to grasp the extent to which the symbolic forms produced and
diffused by the technical media of mass communication are ideological.

(ibid, p.313)

Although I agree with this in principle, Thompson’s notion of the ideological here
demands some caution. For it is a little narrow in as far as it implies that meaning is
always made directly in the service of power in a rational and conscious fashion. I
believe it is more complex than that, and less predictable, in that different meanings
can be made for different reasons, sometimes within a single text, sometimes even
within a single utterance. Furthermore, this is not always a conscious process. I will
expand on this in my discussion of the concept of discourse in part 3 of this chapter.

However, it serves for now to draw attention to the importance of social, cultural and



historical contexts to all three levels that Thompson identifies.

These contexts are often very specific, as for instance in a focus group situation, and
due attention needs to be paid to this specificity. However, we have to go beyond
specific contexts if we want to analyse how certain media texts acquire their meaning at
particular moments. In other words, we need to connect a specific context to wider
social circumstances by paying careful attention to the ways in which it is historically
situated.

Producers of texts draw on a wide variety of already existing discourses to create these
texts in a seemingly coherent way. By doing so, they assume that these discourses will
be sufficiently familiar to the audiences that will eventually interact with those texts, in
order for them to make sense and meaning out of them. This is not to say that this is a
random process, nor that it is always a conscious process. There is not a collection of
free-floating, coherent discourses ‘out there’ from which they can pick at random; the
discourses they draw on are not fixed but are constantly re-worked and re-appropriated
in slightly altered forms. This is not just an innocent process but one with important

ideological implications.

Producers of media texts, like everybody else in society, occupy a certain position in the
social hierarchy. This is not to suggest however that producers can step outside of their
historical context and simply ‘pick and choose’ discourses that the ‘masses’ will fall
for. On the contrary, they are both products of and enmeshed in a particular social-
historical constellation. Their position relates to factors of class, race, gender, and so
on. Each of these categories is talked about, represented, and lived in particular social
contexts. But since each one of them can be seen as a construction, they are thus never
stable, never closed-off. They are surrounded by a large number of competing

discourses which are all attempting to establish a hegemonic position.
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Hence, in particular contexts, any one of these discourses may appear to be relatively
stable, but this stability is never final; it has to be guarded from ever present attempts to
undermine its claim to some coherent truth. This seemingly coherent truth can thus only
ever be an account amongst many accounts. And since there are many competing
accounts and discourses, any account in any particular context always has necessary
defenses built into it, to ward off potential counter attacks from others keen to put
competing accounts forward. These defenses can thus be seen as rhetorical devices to

arrive at a seemingly stable account.

Seen in this way, there seems to be a danger of relativism in this approach. If the idea of
a coherent truth is inherently impossible, and if there are only ever accounts and
alternative accounts without a link to a separate material reality, there does not seem to
be much point in deconstruction, since the results can only ever be just another account.
This is one of the central criticisms leveled at poststructuralism. However, I would
argue that the tripartite approach, as outlined above, in combination with Discourse
Analysis, can straddle a productive middle path between textual determinism, which it

critiques, and the relativism of a deconstructionist model.

1.2: Post-Structuralism and Deconstruction.

Poststructuralism, developed in a French context by theorists like Derrida and Foucault,
is firmly based on language as the main organising element of social and political
power structures. As Seidman observes, ‘poststructuralism is a kind of permanent
rebellion against authority, tha.t of science and philosophy but also the church and the

state, through deconstruction’ (1994, p.203). He goes on to say that,

Deconstruction aims to disrupt and displace the hierarchy, to render it less
authoritive in the linguistic organisation of subjectivity and society. Subverting
hierarchical oppositions allows marginal or excluded signifiers and forms of

subjective and social life to gain a public voice and presence (ibid, p.204).

11



If we translate this to New Zealand cinema, and particularly its representations of
marginal groups in society, we can begin to see its relevance, particularly when we

consider the following:

In the spirit of poststructuralism, [Foucault’s] genealogy is deconstructive; it
aims to disrupt social conventions and norms. Its value lies in imagining the
human world as thoroughly social and historical and susceptible to immense
social variety and change.(.) Discourses that carry public authority shape
identities and regulate bodies, desires, selves, and whole populations.
Additionally, genealogy aims to show that these knowledges are entangled in a
history of social conflict and domination. Central to this history is the
exclusion or marginalization of discourses that represent oppressed groups or
communities. Foucault intended genealogy to recover the knowledges and the
lives of those who gave voice to them that have been excluded for the purpose

of deploying them in current social struggles (ibid, p.215).

All of this seems highly relevant to the research project at hand. New Zealand has a
colonial history during which many marginal voices have been neglected in mainstream
public discourse, and continue to be so to a large extent. Apart from this social level of
marginalisation, cinema itself occupies a largely marginal position in the hierarchy of
public discourses. Accordingly, it is often framed and categorised in the mainstream
media under the headers ‘arts’ and/ or ‘entertainment’, with their connotations of ‘less
important’ or ‘less serious’ than for example ‘politics’ or ‘defense’. This position
however, is not static or stable and it can transcend these categories in particular

contexts, as the example of Once Were Warriors (1994, Lee Tamahori)’ shows. This

?Following its critical and box-office success, Once Were Warriors has almost achieved
documentary status, to the extent that it is regularly appropriated in mainstream discourses about
for example domestic violence in New Zealand.
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usually happens when the subject matter of certain films links them to wider circulating
discourses about that subject matter. A recent example of this process is The Lord of the
Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring (2001, Peter Jackson), which is increasingly being
appropriated by politicians through the mainstream media, and linked to discourses
about economic entrepeneurship and the ‘knowledge economy’, and is thus implicated
in wider discourses about nationhood and where New Zealand should be heading as a
nation. The subject matter within these discourses is largely irrelevant as the focus has

shifted to technological aspects of the film and to matters of local employment.

In a broad sense then, this thesis is grounded in a poststructuralist framework, as this
framework provides an opportunity to engage with social processes of marginalisation
and dominance. In my opinion, these processes are central to the way Broken English
represents its subject matter, and are directly linked to a specific social-historical
context in New Zealand. The emphasis within poststructuralism on specific contexts

thereby influences the chosen methodology of this thesis to an important extent.

However, the appropriation of this broad theoretical framework needs some caution.
One of the main problems identified in poststructuralism is its perceived lococentrism.
In other words, it was developed in a specific French context which raises the question
of whether it can be adequately applied to other national contexts, such as New
Zealand’s one. Postcolonial theory builds on poststructuralism and may offer a way out

in this respect. According to Ang and Stratton,

What a critical (rather than affirmative) taking up of the position of post-
coloniality enables, and herein lies its productivity, is to transpose the idea of
cultural struggle to a resolutely transnational dimension: cultural struggle- as
well as cultural power- is now located as enacted between ‘societies’ as well

as within ‘societies’ (1996, p.381, original emphasis).

13



The latter point is particularly important here, since New Zealand cinema does not exist
in isolation, but is implicated in wider power structures on a global level. There is
therefore a need to employ an analysis which focuses on a specific context, but
simultaneously draws attention to the interconnections of this local context with a wider

global context.

In a general sense, this research follows a Cultural Studies approach in terms of its
overarching theoretical framework. The main reason here is that this approach offers
the possibility of an interdisciplinary study which was early on identified as a necessity,
given the subject matter of Broken English, and the methodology of this research
project. In other words, this thesis draws on diverse disciplines such as sociology,
anthropology, political science and film and media studies, and the theories associated
with them, to explore issues of national identity, ethnicity, race, multiculturalism and
representation. It is thus not only an interdisciplinary approach, but also a theoretically
eclectic one. While this offers on the one hand the possibility of a very comprehensive
study, which is relatively unique in New Zealand’, it also presents some considerable

dangers, not least of which is a kind of radical relativism.

A considerable part of the theory, particularly the chapter on postcolonial theory
(chapter 4), is partly based on poststructuralism and hence emphasises the importance
of language. If we accept that cultural signs have no fixed meaning, then they can be re-
negotiated as well, which points to one of the main objectives of postcolonial theory: to
‘re-write” history from different perspectives and to de-stabilise dominant accounts.
But even if we establish a way to apply poststructuralist theory to a local New Zealand
context, there is still a need to address some of the philosophical underpinnings on

which it is based and which have come under attack from different coers.

3For a similar approach, see Roscoe, 1999, 2000.
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One of the main problems here is the danger of lapsing into a radical relativism, as
mentioned earlier. Poststructuralism can be seen as a direct reaction to the
Enlightenment ideas of scientific objectivity, the unity of humanity, social progress, and

Western superiority. As Seidman observes,

As the Enlightenment-inspired disciplines (sociology, anthropology, and political
science) are perceived as entangled in social domination (e.g., the oppression of
women, gays, people of color, non-Western populations), poststructuralists urge
that we abandon key assumptions of the Enlightenment without, however,
repudiating its social hope for a world with more freedom, equality, tolerance,
and democracy (1994, p.230).

However, poststructuralists are generally rather unclear on how the latter is to be
achieved. As Seidman rightly points out, ‘social life is unimaginable without social
norms, identities, and a system of social control’ (ibid, p.231). In other words, the idea
that all social regulation and constraint is domination eventually leads to a dead end if

we are unable to formulate a form of social organisation that would be more just.

Although I can see Seidman’s point, I believe it is partly based on a desire for closure
and finality which is ultimately inachievable. Malik voices similar concerns when he
asks: ‘If power is simply the constituting element in all social systems, how can we
choose between one society and another?” (1996, p.234). In response I would say first
of all that there are degrees of power and differences between individual and collective
power. There are also degrees of what is done with that power; depending on the
context, power has different effects. Only if we conceive of power as the same in all
situations does Malik’s dilemma arise. My point is that state power, to name an

example, is different in Indonesia when compared to New Zealand.

Malik advances his argument by saying that the poststructuralist position ultimately
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leads to a situation where ‘we can neither relate ideas and representations to real social
movements, nor can we pass value judgements on different sets of ideas’ (p.234). I
believe we can, but by doing so we adopt a position of power, which does not have to
be a problem as long as we recognise it as such. In other words, we need to carefully
incorporate and question our own social position, both individual and institutional, in
our value judgements, and the extent to which this position informs those judgements.
In relation to this research, this recognition necessitates a careful analysis of the impact
on the research data of my position as an academic researcher, both in terms of the
questions asked during interviews and focus groups, and in terms of the resulting

answers and reactions. In short, it requires a careful contextualisation of those data.

What poststructuralism in general, and the theoretical practice of deconstruction in
particular, allows us to do most of all is to recognise that the modern dream of bringing
to an end all social constraint and repression is precisely that: a dream. And itis a
dream because it implies the possibility of closure and thereby ignores the fluidity and
inherent instability of social relations. Does this mean that we have to abandon the idea
of ‘social progress’ altogether? No, it does not. What it does mean however is that we
have to recognise that freedom from social constraint and repression can only ever be
partial and relative; it always has to be struggled for as it is necessarily implicated in
power relations that exist at a particular time and in a particular place. It thus always
contains an intersecting temporal and spatial dimension. And it is precisely because
these power relations are never entirely stable, static, and closed-off that social progress

is possible in specific contexts.

A helpful way of visualising this is in the form of a hierarchy in which it is possible to
move up or slide down. To avoid extreme relativism is to recognise that not all players
in this power field start from an equal footing. Some are more constrained than others,
and there are structures and strategies in place to keep it that way. Those at the top of

the hierarchy have more tools available to them, both material and discursive, to
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maintain their position in this hierarchy and even strengthen it, but this does not mean
that their position is stable and secured. On the contrary, it has to be worked on
continuously, as there is an ever present potential of subversion. Poststructuralism
offers a theoretical tool, in the form of deconstruction, to lay bare some of these
seemingly stable structures and strategies, thereby opening up spaces to articulate
alternative and oppositional points of view which can be appropriated in a variety of
social struggles. But the question remains as to the extent to which this can be achieved,

and the limits of this approach.

The key assumptions of the Enlightenment were that the social world could be known
and hence analysed on an objective level. Objectivity implies a connection to a separate
material social reality. Poststructuralism abandons this idea and posits the view that the
social can ever only be discursive; that social reality originates only in language and is
shaped by it. If we push this concept to its limits, we end up without a critical edge and
in Baudrillard’s ‘hyper reality’. As Seidman warns, ‘the tendency in Foucault to
collapse all social control into domination and in Baudrillard to flatten the social
universe into an undifferentiated manipulated, dominated mass is both sociologically
naive and politically suspect (1994, p.231). It is politically suspect because it has an air
of elitism about it. In other words, it implies that the researcher is one of the only ones
who can ‘see through’ this while everyone else is being manipulated; the researcher is

thus separated from the rest to some extent.

Although I agree with the basic assumptions of poststructuralism, I believe there is a
need in any type of social analysis to include a deconstruction of the position of the
researcher, as he or she is necessarily implicated in relations of power in a particular
social context. The researcher is not just looking in from the outside, but is necessarily
implicated since he or she is part of the social and historical context and occupies a
particular position within the power relations that exist at the time of the research.

Social science research is performed from within an institution which has a certain
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amount of power. Until fairly recently, a dominant discourse emphasised ‘objectivity’
in this respect in a similar way that journalists often draw on this discourse. But, like
any other discourse, this one, under the influence of poststructuralism has proven that
its stability can only ever be relative and that there is always a possibility that it will be
superseded by other discourses; ‘objectivity’ is thus increasingly being questioned and
not just in the academy. The latter points again to the important recognition that
institutions, like universities or cinema, do not exist in isolation but are interrelated and
interact in a variety of ways with wider discourses operating in society at any given

point in time.

As discussed before, poststructuralism denies the possibility of objectivity and thus all
the other concepts that accompany it, like ‘facts’, “truth’, or ‘reality’ (e.g. Foucault,
1980, 1997). Where social science, and any other science for that matter, was
previously driven by a belief that the ‘truth’ could be uncovered and that doing so was
its ultimate goal, poststructuralism emphasises that to uncover a ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ is
inherently impossible. In other words, there is no ‘true fact’, only versions and different
accounts of a perceived ‘truth’. This does not deny the importance of ‘facts’ in human
interaction, but focuses on the ways these ‘facts’ are being used in particular situations

to emphasise and reinforce certain positions.

The use of ‘facts’ can thus be seen as a powerful and strategic weapon in
communication; they are often used to construct ‘common sense’ versions of events or
opinions, based on the ‘facts’ (e.g. statistics). In other words, different accounts of
‘facts’ or versions of ‘reality’ help to make certain situations seem ‘natural’ and self-
evident, without the need to show how these accounts came to be perceived as they are.
It is up to the researcher then to analyse the context in which these accounts are used
and for what strategic reasons; in other words, what is being included in this context

and what is being left out; and what are the political implications of that.
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In short, rather than uncovering the ‘truth’ about the significance of cinema in national
identity construction, this research sets out to provide a contribution to a continuing
dialogue about this subject matter. As a way of linking and combining different strands
of this dialogue, it employs Critical Discourse Analysis and Discourse Theory, but
before I explain the relevance of these methods to this research project, I will first

explain my definition of discourse and how I see its workings.

1.3: Defining Discourse

Even though the word discourse is regularly used, it is not an easy concept to define.
One definition of discourse in the Oxford Dictionary, connected to linguistics, is the
following: a connected series of utterances. These series of connections together form a
structured and seemingly coherent whole. I say seemingly coherent because this is not
an inherent or ‘natural’ feature of discourse. Discourses are based in language and
hence dependent on interaction between human beings. They are systems of meaning
which are partly articulated during interaction between people, and can thus be seen as
attempts to give meaning to the world around us. They provide a means to
communicate that world in a more or less structured way, and arrive at some common
understanding of the objects and phenomena (including social phenomena) that we
observe around us. In other words, they provide common frames of reference. However,
it should be stressed that these frames of reference are dynamic and form a dialectical

relationship with wider social contexts.

Depending on your philosophical position, discourses can be seen as representing a
reality existing separately from language, or they can be seen as constructions of a
reality which is in turn a construction itself. In the former case, you believe in the
possibility of a reality that can be objectively observed and described in a more or less
adequate manner. In the latter case, you discard this idea as inherently impossible, as
poststructuralist theory does. This is based on two fundamental philosophical principles

that Potter describes as follows: ‘The first is the idea that description and accounts
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construct the world, or at least versions of the world. The second is the idea that these

descriptions and accounts are themselves constructed’ (Potter, 1996, p.97).

These principles have important implications for the notion of discourse. Firstly, if we
see discourse as a constructed account of something that is itself a construction, we
thereby imply that no particular discourse can ever be final. In other words, anything
that is constructed carries within it the possibility of re-construction or de-construction,
including this thesis. A second implication is that for every discourse there is an
alternative discourse. This means that every discourse necessarily has to contain build-
in defenses against these alternative discourses in order to keep its position as a more or
less convincing account. The reason why some discourses are perceived as more

convincing in a particular context is directly linked to relations of power in that context.

For Foucault, a discourse is a way of constituting power, and is at the same time
verified by that power. The knowledge which a discourse produces constitutes a
kind of power, exercised over those who are ‘known’. When that knowledge is
exercised in practice, those who are known in a particular way will be subject to
it (Malik, p.233).

This serves to emphasise the importance of power in this notion. If we take this into
account, we can define discourse as a version or account of a particular object or
phenomenon and an attempt to make this version or account seem ‘natural’ or ‘truthful’
in a specific social context. According to Foucault, ‘the subject who speaks in discourse
cannot occupy the position of the universal subject. In that general struggle of which he
speaks, he is necessarily on one side or the other; he is in the battle, he has adversaries,
he fights for a victory’ (1976/2000, p.61). The extent to which he or she succeeds in
doing so depends partly on the degree of power that the person (or institution) who

appropriates that discourse possesses in that particular context.
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So what are the limits of discourse? Where do we draw the line between one discourse
and another? I think a useful way of visualising this is through the metaphor of a web in
which all strands are potentially connected. Each object or phenomenon is surrounded
by a number of main discourses about that object or phenomenon. These main
discourses are relatively stable at a particular point in time, and are made up of a
collection of what I would call sub-discourses. I will clarify this with an example. Take
immigration in New Zealand for instance, at the present point in time (note the
importance of time and place!). There are a number of main competing discourses that
surround this issue: broadly speaking, one says it is beneficial to the nation, the other
that it is not. These discourses are often drawn on in connection with others (e.g.
economic discourses). They are made up of secondary sub-discourses, for instance
about specific groups of immigrants. All these different strands come together in a
particular context and acquire a hegemonic position. However, this position is never
stable, static, or closed-off; on the contrary, it has to be worked on and continuously re-
constructed to maintain or improve its position in that moment’s hierarchy of

discourses.

Finally, it is important to recognise that discourses never simply appear, but are always
built on ones that went before; they thus always contain elements which are added,
elements that are retained, and elements that are discarded. They are the product of
interaction with other discourses and with specific contexts. Discourses are therefore
fluid and dynamic; they help to create specific contexts, while always remaining

sensitive to social and political change.

When, where, and how particular discourses acquire a hegemonic position relates to the
social position of those who appropriate them. This social position in turn relates to
their ability and skill in appropriating and combining specific discourses. This ability
and skill thus relates to social factors like class and education among others, and it

foregrounds the ideological dimension of discourse. In other words, the question is not
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just who uses certain discourses and when and where, but most importantly why and to

what end.

1.4; Criti 1 se Analysi Di

Having defined discourse in this way, discourse analysis can be seen as a continuous
process of deconstructing and analysing public discourses, whether those drawn on in
the process of film making, of funding cinema, of interpreting a film, or those contained
in the film itself. As this rapidly expanding ‘field’ of study is still in the developing
stages to some extent, we can identify different strands and approaches, which share

similar assumptions but often use different terminology.

One such approach is Critical Discourse Analysis, as developed by Fairclough among
others, which is mostly influenced by functional linguistics (e.g. Fairclough, 1995,
1998). Largely within this approach, Titscher e a/ (2000) identify what they call the
‘discourse-historical’ method, which is more influenced by cognitive models of text
planning (e.g. Van Dijk, 1991, 2000, Wodak, 1996). Judging from its mostly different
terminology and references, a third approach has developed quite independently from
these two, but nevertheless shares many similar assumptions. This is what Laclau calls
‘the Essex discourse-theoretic approach, an open-ended programme of research whose
contours and aims are still very much in the making’ (2000, p.xi, see also Laclau &
Mouffe, 1985, Howarth et al, 2000). To avoid confusion, I will firstly discuss some
general definitions and basic assumptions of these different approaches, before

outlining their relevant and overlapping methodological concepts for this study.

Definitions and Basic Assumptions

Fairclough & Wodak define “critical discourse analysis’ (CDA) as follows:

Critical discourse analysis sees discourse- language use in speech and writing- as a

form of ‘social practice’. Describing discourse as social practice implies a
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dialectical relationship between a particular discursive event and the situation(s),
institution(s) and social structure(s) which frame it. A dialectical relationship is a
two-way relationship: the discursive event is shaped by situations, institutions and

social structures, but it also shapes them (quoted in Titscher ef al, 2000, p.147).

This definition draws attention to a number of assumptions. The most important of
these assumptions are that firstly, CDA ‘is not concerned with language or language use
per se, but with the linguistic character of social and cultural processes and structures’
(ibid, p.146, see also Wetherell & Potter, 1992, Fairclough, 1998). In other words, CDA
is concerned with the ways in which language is used in particular contexts to serve
certain functions and achieve certain goals. This is very relevant to the analysis of focus
group data and other forms of audience research, as well as interview data, and it works
on both ‘micro-" and ‘macro’ levels. The micro level relates directly to the immediate
focus group context and interview situation, and their dynamics. For example, different
participants use language to position themselves in specific ways in relation to the other
participants and importantly, in relation to the researcher. Conversely, on a macro level,
participants use language to position themselves in relation t