In her article “Early Cinema: Whose Public Sphere” Miriam Hansen writes, “a film either exploits the viewer’s needs, perceptions, and wishes or it encourages their autonomous movement, fine-tuning and self-reliance” (13). It may seem a strange quote to relate to D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, but the controversial text has oscillated from favorable readings, an encouragement to filmmaking as a practice, to disgusted reviews, as an exploitive racist text. More importantly, Hansen’s quote draws attention to the typically overlooked, yet integral part of Griffith’s historic film, the viewer. I will argue that Hansen’s articulation of a complex multifaceted cinematic spectator participating in a plurality of public spheres around cinema opens up a critical space in which a film like D.W. Griffith’s A Birth of a Nation (1915) can be viewed not simply as a self-autonomous racist text, but part of a larger hegemonic discourse which co-ops proletarian spheres which endanger its production interests. 


Hansen writes, “The idea of the Public and the concomitant distinction of public and private has a vast history, which has been taken up by various traditions of social and political thought, in the American tradition for instance by writers like John Dewey, C Wright Mills, Hannah Arendt, and Richard Sennett”. In both of her articles, she draws upon on a specific usage of the term taken from the writings of Jurgan Habermas, Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge. Hansen notes that the debate on the public sphere among these critical theory thinkers of the Frankfurt school, started with the 1962 publication of Habermas’s The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Using a history of philosophy and language, Habermas attempts to move beyond a simple definition of the public sphere as a group of private people who join together, forming a public.  He starts with representative publicity, which refers to royalty, may it be king or lord, representing themselves before an audience; given that the spectators were all just that, the king or lord is the only public person, there is no separation in the spheres. For Habermas, capitalist modes of production and long distance trade in news and commodities begin to morph the public sphere. In the 18th century, the rational critical debate begins, in which educated property owners form reading groups. Their dialogue, which starts with literature moves into the political realm. According to Habermas, their focus on reason and rationale creates a common public debate, which helps to check state domination, its use of power and so on. Although it was dependent on owning property, Habermas claims it was inclusive and enabled civil society to articulate its own interests. 


Habermas claims that the fully political public sphere that emerges in 18th century Britain becomes institutionalized in the European bourgeois constitutional states of the 19th century. Within these states, Habermas argues that ongoing public consensus worked to check authority, and thus made accountability dependent on the social conditions of the public sphere. However, the high water mark of self-interpretation marked by thinkers like Kant, Marx, Hegel and Mill ends with another reorganizing in the economic and structural levels of society. Habermas calls this the re-feudalization of society, as state and society lose separation and the private collapses into itself. The rational critical debate is replaced by leisure, and private people no longer existed in an organized public. The rise of the mass media manufactures a public sphere, public opinion and consensus. Take for example advertising in modern politics, like the king in a court, the politician represents themselves through public relations. For Habermas the rise of post industrial capitalism results in large non-governmental organizations replacing the old institutions of public sphere and a manipulated, rather than critical, discourse. He laments and hopes to return to a strong public sphere, which can articulate the social conditions of the public and prevent the domination of the state and non-governmental groups. 

Habermas’s formulation is what Hansen alludes to with the term ‘classical model’ in “Early Cinema: Whose Public Sphere” and “Cinema, Spectatorship and Public Life”. In both cases, she aligns to a critique of the classical model written by Oskar Negt and Alexander Kulge. Hansen illuminates their main argument that there is no singular public sphere, nor is the public sphere exclusive or the property of the bourgeoisie. They argue that there is a range of public spheres informed by different and often competing constituencies, often in contexts not recognized as public spheres because they lack institutional legitimization. For example: a labor strike, a sports event, the public sphere of children. For Negt and Kluge, these groups exist to the contingent needs of those groups that are blocked from a hegemonic public discourse. The key difference between those other spheres, known as the proletarian public sphere and the dominant sphere is the relation to production. The proletarian sphere is not a cohesive whole as its social experience is mediated, blocked and fragmented by the bourgeoisie public sphere. This occurs through the public sphere of production specifically in what they call the "processing" of social experience. 

As Negt and Kluge state, the traditional public sphere, whose characteristic weakness rests on the mechanism of exclusion between public and private spheres, is today overlaid by industrialized public spheres of production, which tend to incorporate private realms. Through the guise that they are no less public than the traditional public sphere, they create the impression of coherence. In contrast to the traditional form of public sphere, they work the raw material of everyday life and they derive their penetrative force directly from the capitalist production interest. By circumventing the intermediate realm of the traditional public sphere (the seasonal public sphere of elections, the formation of public opinion), they seek direct access to the private sphere of the individual. Television, the press, the public sphere of interest groups and political parties, parliament, the military, public education, public chairs in the universities, the legal system, the churches, industry, and so on, are only seemingly fused into a general concept of the public sphere. In reality, this general overriding public sphere runs parallel to these fields as an idea, and the interests contained within each sphere, especially by the organized interests of the production sector exploit it. Thus, film would be one of these fields, not an embodiment of the public sphere, but one that runs along side the ‘general overriding public sphere’. The question becomes what are the organized interests of the production sector of film and what is the proletarian engagement with the field of film. 

This question is the crux of both of Hansen’s articles. One of the strengths of her article is not simply adopting the theory into film, but using its methodology. For Hansen the film spectator like the public sphere should not be theorized as a single unified subject. In “Cinema Spectatorship and Public Life,” she points out the problems classical film history and film theory has had in articulating a viewer beyond reducing them to a cog among dominant ideological positions, or a sponge-like cognitive signifier placed before a cinematic apparatus. She surveys models which attempt to go beyond this approach; like David Bordwell who argues that the “viewer is an active participant in the filmic narration, a hypothetical entity executing the operations relevant to constructing a story out of a film representation. Supplemented by many sorts of particular knowledge the viewer experience is cued by the text, according to the inter-subjective protocols that may vary” (6). For Hansen this model creates a more active viewer but does not observe the gulf created between historic acts of reception or the notions of a less empirical viewer. She argues that a viewer’s interpretation or “horizon is not a homogeneous storage of intertextual knowledge but a contested field of multiple positions and conflicting interests, defined (through not necessarily confined) in terms of the viewer’s class and race, gender and sexual orientation” (7). For her “what is missing from any theory that conceptualizes the spectator as a function – or effect – of a closed, albeit flexible, system, be it the formal codes of narration of the script of ideology, is a place for the public dimension of cinematic reception” (7). Thus, Hansen’s model matches the de-centered and plural viewer with the diversity and openness of Kluge and Negt’s proletarian counter-public spheres and opens the possibility for a confrontation with public spheres, which are permeated by the interests of capital, within cinema. 


This has several applications to early cinema. As she notes, “the integration of a relatively autonomous public sphere into a universalized, homogenized mass culture can be observed in the systematic improvement of cinematic techniques that guarantee the complete absorption of the spectator into the fictional world of the film and the imaginary flow of linear narrative; the absolute division of screen space and theatre space; the institutionalization of private voyeurism”. Much of the film we have viewed falls into that former category, a cinema not only without narrative, but also without a focus that reflects capitalist production interest or the work or domestic spheres. As Tom Gunning claims, “Theatrical display dominated over narrative absorption, emphasizing the direct stimulation of shock or surprise at the expense of an unfolding a story or creating a diegetic universe… Its energy moves outward towards an acknowledged spectator rather than inward towards the character based situations essential to classical narrative”. As several of the readings have noted, this acknowledged spectator came from a variety of economic backgrounds, was consistently made up of women and crossed a plethora of ethnic backgrounds. As Hansen cautiously asserts the early filmgoer formed an autonomous counter public sphere, marked by inclusion and multiplicity. This is not to suggest that the exhibition was an altruistic enterprise, as Hansen point out cinema exhibitors attempted to gain a middle class audience by harkening to the high art through adaptation and literary subjectivity. Discouraging ethnic programming choices and indeed controlling audience reaction by avoiding sing along in foreign languages were, but a few, of the strategies to attempt to align to the bourgeoisie public sphere and create a medium which better met with the interests of the production sector.  


D.W. Griffith’s “A Birth of a Nation” released in 1915 is a pertinent text to this debate as it can be viewed as an attempt to align the medium and the filmgoer with those specific interests. Though Griffith claims its aim was to save the nation after what he saw as the recurrent traumas of the civil war and the social changes that ensued which industrialization, among other things intensified. It can be read more as an attempt to soothe the fissures in the proletarian sphere created by such turbulent growth.

In her article “Race Melodrama and The Birth of a Nation,” Linda Williams outlines the source text of Birth of Nation (The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan by Thomas Dixon) in the anti-Tom novel movement. Through the adaptation, Griffith’s film is not only a harkening to the bourgeoisie art tradition, but a utilization of a narrative, sympathetic to the ruling class. As Williams points out the film uses allusions to American iconography like Lincoln’s cabin, the arc of melodrama from the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, unprecedented sequences of sexual attack, and the use of whiteness to create a text “more incendiary, more racially hateful in its consequences, more likely to produce the phenomenon of race riot (which more often than not meant whites attacking blacks) than Dixon’s novel and play” (251). The form utilized in a Birth of a Nation represents the culmination of visual strategies to communicate narrative that had only appeared fragmented in the film industry up to that point. Through close ups, typified in the iris shots, the film underlines the personification of the civil war through two families, parallel edits involve the spectator within the border of the story, the accompanying first original written score insured specific cues and plays down the spontaneity of the event. All of these strategies are what Hansen describes as the homogenization into a public sphere in which the theatre space is downplayed, private voyeurism is encouraged and the sphere of cinema can runs parallel to the organized interests of the production sector which exploit it. 

Perhaps it would be more forgivable if the film simply had a disinterest in the political and social, but the racist and sexist sweep of the narrative works against the very sphere of its proletariat, women and non-white cinemagoers and the possibilities enacted by the counter public sphere Hansen discusses. The film goes beyond mere racist representation and creates a bridged north and south through the elimination and punishment of all black people that refuse to be subjugated, just as the film goes beyond pushing mere cinematic escapism and pushes towards the bourgeois production sector of film. It can be viewed as an attempt to instituialize a contingent sphere, mask and block its possibilities and use it to promote a larger hegemonic discourse. Producing a universalized yet seemingly private vision etched with ideology without any mediation by a theatre spectacle and acknowledged subject. It subsumes the contingent groups blocked by the general, and overriding public sphere, affixes their identification as a viewer and a group back into the white male narratives onscreen and off. 
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