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The work of the Bulgarian-French theorist Julia Kristeva has become steadily more important to Anglo-American audiences and scholars since the English publication, in 19080, of her Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art.  What is especially noteworthy about Kristeva’s thinking is that its central concepts – the semiotic, abjection, the always-developing subject, etc. – while rooted in the psychoanalytic tradition also challenge that tradition’s dogmas, making Kristeva’s work simultaneously more useful and more accessible to a broad audience.  It is disappointing, then, to find that Tina Chanter’s new work, one of the few book-length publications in English in which Kristeva’s thought plays the central role, is aimed only at the narrowest of scholarly audiences and masks its arguments behind an almost impenetrable wall of jargon.
This is a needlessly difficult book; the kind that makes “theory” into a slur.  Its central argument is that “Kristeva’s notion of abjection, and the ways in which it has been extended by other critical analyses, can be taken up as a productive intervention into film theory.” (17-18)  Chanter is interested in both the moral and aesthetic usefulness of abjection, but her discussion is screened by needless jargon, obtuse phrasings, confused and confusing terminology, and, most problematically, a lack of argumentative focus.  Such characteristics are often taken for granted as an integral part of works of “theory,” within whose nebulous boundaries Kristeva’s work certainly falls, but there is ample evidence of the fruitfulness, clarity, rigor, and importance of Kristeva’s thought in the political work of Iris Marion Young, and, closer to Chanter’s concerns in this book, Barbara Creed’s work on gender and horror film, as well as Kelly Oliver and Benigno Trigo’s work on film noir (all of which receive passing mention in Chanter’s book).  The principal difficulty and failing of Chanter’s book is that it offers no point of access to any reader not already committed to a psychoanalytic approach to film and thereby has the unfortunate effect of failing to enrich the discourse of film theory and criticism.  More problematic, however, is the criticism that it opens itself up to even within the incredibly narrow field of theory that it has staked out for its intervention.

The argument of the book as a whole can be broken into three parts, although these are not so clearly delineated in the book itself.  First, Chanter argues that Kristeva’s theory of abjection (which, briefly, argues that the “fist identification” of the child with the father as an object of the mother’s desire, an identification that is foundational for both the fantasy of castration and the concomitant ‘logic’ of fetishism, is equiprimordial with a “passing away” (abjection) of the body of the mother) can be used as a tool to critique certain assumptions of psychoanalytic film criticism that go unnoticed insofar as they rely upon the founding myths of more orthodox Freudian or Lacanian theory.  The second part of the argument is the application of abjection to psychoanalytic film theory and, even more specifically, to the conflict between “spectator studies” (which foregrounds the different sorts of identities that influence a viewer’s perception of film, such as the viewer’s race, class, gender, etc.) and “gaze theory” (which treats the film as a fantasy that is to be interpreted with regard to the single, ideal spectator).  Finally, Chanter wants to extend her discussion of abjection beyond film theory to include the problems posed by “discourses of sexism, racism, heterosexism, and classism” (248) and to argue that often these discourses make tacit appeal to the logic of fetishization as their ground, leading them to work unwittingly against their own stated aims.
With this summary it becomes clear that Chanter’s book is a contribution to the theoretical or philosophical study of film only in an extremely limited way.  Although there are (two) passing references to Arthur Danto’s work, Chanter never engages with any theory of film that is not predicated upon psychoanalysis, nor is the book even remotely accessible to a reader without a substantial degree of fluency in its idiom.  Chanter’s argument is only further minimized by a repeated insistence on moving the argument from film to critical social theory.  Throughout the book, confusion over the direction of the argument prevents the reader from determining when film is the focus of concern and when a particular film is being used to illustrate a socio-political point.  This topical vagueness weakens both arguments and, combined with the jargon-laden prose, gives the impression that what are offered as conclusions are in fact only suggestive evocations.  Compounding this is a complete lack of any typographical structures (section breaks, headers, etc.) that might orient the reader or allow her to refer back to a previous definition or clarification.  Instead, the reader of, for instance, the third chapter, which bears the weighty title, “Abject Art: Destabilizing the Desire for Purification, and Unmasking the Foundational Fantasy of Castration,” is given no guideposts to navigate its near 40-page length.
Chanter’s critique of the “logic” (though at times she characterizes it as a “trope,” without specifying the importance of this distinction) of fetishism is primarily situated in the first two chapters of the book.  However, like so many other parts of the argument, various details are repetitively re-summarized – often with unexplained modification – throughout the remainder of the book.  The conflict between abjection and the phallic fetish is elaborated not through an argument that would demonstrate the grounding of the latter in the former, but this grounding is, instead, “suggested.” (61)  This is unfortunate because it appears that Chanter’s eagerness to invoke the consequences of applying abjection to film – rendered even more difficult by the multiplicity of definitions given to the central concept of abjection, ranging from “something rejected, from which one does not part” (7 – quoting Kristeva), to “a state that precedes the emergence of discrete subjects (61), a “soliciting by the other in such a way that I collapse” (138 – again quoting Kristeva), to “what happens when [x] attempt[s] to set [itself] up as pure and good by requiring others to occupy a place of impurity, a place of evil” (270), abjection “marks the birth of thought” (271), and, finally, abjection is “above all, ambiguity” (290 – again quoting Kristeva), a statement that, coming just five pages before the end of the book, is sure to frustrate the reader.
Assuming that the reader not only perseveres through the parade of meanings ascribed to the concept of abjection – a range that Chanter never pauses to unify in a succinct manner – but is also able to cobble together their own working definition of it, the second aim of Chanter’s book is to “use abjection in order to negotiate between spectator studies and gaze theory.” (83)  This “negotiation” is, however, hampered from the outset by Chanter’s claim that “[c]ertain films both lend themselves to analysis in terms of abjection and help to advance an understanding of abjection.” (110)  Chanter’s central chapters – which deal with several specific and, presumably, somehow privileged films – wobble indeterminately between using film to explain abjection and using abjection to understand films.  However, what is necessary here on Chanter’s own terms is for abjection to have been suitably fleshed out as a critical concept to provide a tool for psychoanalytic film theory.  The fact that the discussion of several films is meant, at least in part, to clarify the concept of abjection is a telling sign to the reader of what, by the middle of the book, has become clear: the chief thesis of this book, the one that subordinates the others, is concerned with the question of the priority of abjection in psychoanalytic theories of the human subject and the sociopolitical ramifications of this priority.  The potential use of abjection as a concept in film theory is consistently buried or brushed off by extended descriptions of films that serve as explanatory devices for the concept.
Bound up with this already confused discussion is the application of abjection to critical social theory – an application that can, according to Chanter, be facilitated by the interpretation of films in terms of abjection.  Following Kristeva, Chanter describes film as the representation of fantasy produced by the psychic drives. (120)  The problem with most psychoanalytic film theory is that it interprets and critiques the semiotic fantasy in terms of the logic of fetishism which, in turn, is organized by the castration complex, and therefore remains “patriarchal.”  Taking abjection to be more primordial than the identification with the father that yields the structures of Freudian/Lacanian psychoanalysis, allows “difference” to be given priority over identity. (274)  Applied to film, abjection would then be a conceptual tool that would diagnose the “abject” moments of the film, moments in which particular, normative identities are constituted in a shared fantasy, and use them (as imaginary constructions) to challenge real social and political norms.  Chanter provides several examples of such applications using particular films (including Casablanca, Exotica, and The Crying Game), but it remains unclear whether any/every film can serve such a “revolutionary” (113) purpose, although Chanter does describe the relatively different potentials of these films for challenging racist and heterosexist norms.

The claim that this book is a contribution to “film theory” is disingenuous at best.  It engages only with a very narrowly circumscribed subfield of film theory, rooted in psychoanalysis, and readers who are unfamiliar with or unconvinced by this approach will find no point of access to Chanter’s arguments.  Moreover, it’s not at all clear what status film has in her arguments.  Is it somehow a privileged site for challenging social and political norms?  Is it more or less potent than, for instance, literature?  These questions are not addressed and, as a whole, the book gives the impression of simply being unconcerned with such issues.  This is reflected in the slippery definitions given to key terms, the almost complete lack of structure to the arguments, and to the relentless jargon of the prose.  The latter weakness is perhaps the most serious, since it undermines Chanter’s primary thesis.  By relying so heavily upon an almost hermetic language, the book abjects the common, real speech of those whose “difference” it allegedly champions.  It would be hard to regard an argument whose expression makes it inaccessible to the very people that it claims to empower as anything other than paternal.
