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Abstract.This contribution asks how a ‘political reading’ of film can be con-
ceptualized and how a critical film analysis can serve the purpose of demo-
cratic education and empowerment. For this, the discourse on critical media 
literacy (CML) serves as a reference, making clear that dealing critically with 
media means far more than questions of ‘truth’ and ‘harm prevention’. It also 
requires regarding media as sites of political struggle and a politics of rep-
resentation. There are several sources and reference points for engaging in 
critical film analysis thus understood, reaching from the analysis of conditions 
of production over reception analysis to content analysis. The article also asks 
how political theory as an academic discipline can be used productively in 
this context. Going beyond activist and everyday understandings of politics, 
political theory might offer deeper political readings. Against that backdrop, 
a systematic distinction of different approaches for a political reading of film 
with the help of political theory is presented, with ‘raising awareness’, ‘situ-
ating politically’, ‘understanding concepts’ and ‘widening the horizon’ as four 
ideal types. Finally, practical implications are discussed with respect to two 
worlds of film: the ‘world of cinema’ and the ‘world of television’. 

Keywords. Film analysis, movies, popular culture, culture industry, political 
theory, democracy

1 AGermanversionofthiscontributionisalsopublishedinMladenova(forthcoming).Iamgrateful
forcommentstoRadmilaMladenovaandLinaAbraham,whoalsohelpedwiththeEnglishtrans-
lationoftheGermantext.
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Filmepolitischlesen
Anregungen für die kritische Filmanalyse aus dem Diskurs der Critical Media 
Literacy und der Politischen Theorie

Zusammenfassung. Der Beitrag behandelt die Frage, wie Filme ‚politisch gele-
sen‘ werden können und eine kritische Filmanalyse begründet werden kann, 
die einen demokratiepädagogischen Anspruch verfolgt. Er nimmt zum einen 
Bezug auf den Diskurs zu Critical Media Literacy. Dabei zeigt sich insbeson-
dere, dass sich eine kritische Medienpraxis über Gesichtspunkte der ‚Wahrheit‘ 
von Medieninhalten und der ‚Schädlichkeit‘ von Medienkonsum hinaus mit 
der Relevanz von Medien als Ort der Austragung politischer Deutungskämpfe 
und einer Politik der Repräsentation befasst. Eine solche Praxis kann sich auf 
verschiedene Quellen und Bezugspunkte beziehen, die von Analysen der Rah-
menbedingungen von Filmproduktion über Rezeptionsanalysen bis zu inhalts-
analytischen Zugängen reichen. Zum anderen fragt der Beitrag danach, was 
die Politische Theorie als wissenschaftliche Disziplin für eine solche kritische 
Filmpraxis leisten kann. Dieser Beitrag wird in einer über alltagsweltliche und 
aktivistische Zugänge hinausgehenden Weise des Interpretierens filmischer 
Inhalte gesehen. Im Anschluss lässt sich eine systematische Differenzierung 
eines politischen Lesens von Filmen mit Hilfe Politischer Theorie vornehmen, 
die demokratiepädagogisch als ‚Erzeugen von Aufmerksamkeit‘, ‚politische 
Verortung‘, ‚Konzepte verstehen‘ und ‚Horizonterweiterung‘ gefasst werden 
können. Abschließend werden Überlegungen zu praktischen Ansätzen für eine 
kritische Filmanalyse angestellt, die sich auf ‚die Welt des Kinos‘ und die ‚Welt 
des Fernsehens‘ beziehen, wobei erstere in besonderer Weise für den Spiel-
film, letztere für die Serie steht.

Schlüsselwörter. Filmanalyse, Filme, Populärkultur, Kulturindustrie, Politische 
Theorie, Demokratie

1	 	Introduction

Howcanwe‘politicallyread’film?Towhatextentcansucha‘politicalreading’
bepartofacriticalmediaeducationalpracticethattakessocialpowerrelations
intoaccount?And:Whatroledoespoliticaltheory,beingrootedinacademicdis-
courseandsubjecttoscientificresearchaswellasuniversityteaching,play?In
thefollowing,Iseektoexplorethosequestions.Inparticular,Iwillfocusonthe
linkbetweentheperspectiveofCMLontheonehand,andfilmasamediumas
wellasfilmstudiesorratherfilmanalysisontheother,andIwillexaminethelink
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tomyownacademicdiscipline,politicaltheory.Bydoingso,Iespeciallyaimto
showhowthecriticalperspectivesoftheoryandanalysiscanbeusedproduc-
tively incritical filmpractice. ‘Politicalreading’of filmcanbeunderstoodasa
centralapproachtocriticalmediaeducation.Inthiscontext,popularcultureacts
asthebasisforthestruggleoverpowerrelations,mediaformats,content,and
culturalsemanticmeaning(Rauter-Nestler2018,p.3).

Filmsareanessentialpartofpopularculturebecausetheycanimpressivelycre-
ateatiebetweenenmasseexperiencedpleasureandsocialself-thematization.
Atthesametime,thischaracteristicisshapedbytheeconomicandpoliticalcon-
ditionsofsuccessfulcommercializationof filmwhich isamediumthatmostly
demandsheavyfinancial investments forproduction.Yet, thepopularcultural
mediumoffilmisalsoabletocrosstheborderinthedirectionof‘art’and‘alter-
native culture’ (however socially constructed such categories are). Therefore,
filmdoesnotonlyprovidean(enjoyable)representationformainstreamrecip-
ientsinacapitalisticsettingbutalsogivesvanguards,activists,andminorities
the(politicalandartsy)possibilitytoexpressthemselvesinaspacewrungfrom
prevailingsocietalrelations.Filmsimagineanddiscuss‘normal’butalso‘alter-
native’formsofreality,whileatthesametimeconstantlycreatinga‘different’
formofreality.Thistakestheshapeofenactinganddisplaying,thus‘authenti-
fying’,whatisnarratedbythefilm.DanielFramptonreferstoa“filmworld”or
ratherfilmas“acousinofreality”,“thesecondworldwelivein”aswellas“[a]
second world that feeds and shapes our perception and understanding of real-
ity”(Frampton2006,p.1).Accordingtothatview,wellbeforethe‘digitalization’
ofourlifeandtheemergenceofthe‘virtualworld’,wehavebeenlivinginmore
thanwhatweconsiderour‘real’reality.A‘politicalreading’offilmmeansraising
thequestionoftowhatextenttherealitybeinggeneratedbyfilmreinforcesor
challengestherulingpowerrelationsinsociety.

Inthefollowing,Iamgoingtofurtherdiscusstheconceptualrelationbetween
CMLand film. Inparticular, itwillbeshownthatcriticalmediapractice in the
contextofCMLmeansfarmorethanjustposingquestionsof‘truth’withinthe
content and ‘harm prevention’ within the consumption of media. Therefore,
therelevanceofmediaasasiteofpoliticalstruggleoverinterpretationwillbe
underlined.Additionally,itwillbeemphasizedthatfilmscannotonlyserveas
atoolforconveyingeducationalcontentbutalsoasatypeofpedagogicaltext
whichshouldbebasedonaninherentdemocraticpractice.Bydoingso,theana-
lyticperspectiveontherepresentationofsocialvalues, interests,andconflicts
infilmswillbecombinedwiththerequirementfortheuseofaninherentdem-
ocraticpractice.Againstthatbackdrop,differentsourcesofcriticalfilmanalysis
andwaystoreadfilmpoliticallywillbepresented.Asaresult,therearemany
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waystoapproachcriticalfilmanalysis.Theydifferintheirapproachtothesocial
frameworkoffilmproduction,thewaysoffilmreception,andinunderstanding
thelanguageofthefilmitself.Atthesametime,themaincontributionofpoliti-
caltheorymightbeaspecificwayofdecodingandinterpretingfilm-relatedcon-
tent. Withthehelpofpoliticaltheory, Iproposeawaytofurtherdifferentiate
the ‘politicalreading’of film. Iconcludewithobservationsaboutthepractical
implicationsofcriticalfilmanalysisinthecontextofCMLwillbediscussed.

2	 	Critical	Media	Literacy,	Popular	Culture,	and	Film

Likeothercontributionstothespecialissue,theunderstandingofCMLreferred
tointhefollowingdrawsonDouglasKellnerandJeffShare(Kellner,Share2005;
2007;2009).Inparticular,theworkofKellnerneedstobeemphasizedduetohis
focuson society-critical theoretical traditions (critical theory, cultural studies,
Americanpragmatism,seeKellner1982)andhisoutstandingachievementsfor
criticalfilmanalysisinformedbysocialresearch(Kellner1993;2010;Ryan,Kell-
ner1988;seeWinter2018).Thereisnootherauthordoingfilmanalysisonthe
basisofsuchanintimateknowledgeofcriticaltheoreticalapproachesandwith
suchabroadinclusionofpopularfilms.Kellnerhasofferedimpressiveaccounts
offilmproductionasembeddedinstrugglesforhegemony.Contemporarysoci-
ety, according to his view, is shaped by a ‘media culture’ that illustrates and
conveysidentities,everydaypractice,andpoliticalorientation–andinturn,is
characterizedbythe(oftenlatent)presenceofhegemonicconflicts.Atthesame
time,contemporarysocietyissubjecttothefunctionalimperativesofthesocial
system–particularlytheimperativesofacommoditycharacterandprofitability
inacapitalisteconomy.

WhatarethecharacteristicsofCMLandcriticalfilmanalysisdrawingonKellner’s
work?Ontheonehand,despiteitsrootednessincriticalsocialphilosophyKell-
ner’sandShare’s understandingofCML relates tobroaderunderstandingsof
medialiteracyasit isformulatedforexamplebytheAssociationforMediaLit-
eracy(AML)andprogrammaticallypresentedbytheCenterforMediaLiteracy2 
(seeKellner,Share2005,p.374–377),highlightingfivekeyassumptionsregarding
mediacompetence(MediaLiteracy):

2 KellnerandSharecondensate theoriginaleights ‘keyconcepts’,whicharementionedby the
CenterforMediaLiteracyreferringagaintothedefinitionoftheAMLfrom1987(seeJollsand
Wilson).
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– Mediaisalwaysconstructed,butgenerallythisisnotmadevisible;
– Mediauses(creative)codes(conventions,stylisticdevices,narratives,quota-

tions,etc.),whichatthesametimeneedtobeanchoredinsocietyinorderto
beunderstood;

– Media gets (differently) decoded and appropriated by (different groups of)
mediarecipients;

– Thecontentofmediaisattachedtotherepresentationofvaluesandpolitical
perspectives,usuallyinanambiguousway;

– TheproductionofMediaisshapedbyeconomicandpoliticalinterests.

Ontheotherhand,thosefivekeyassumptionsarethemselvesobviouslyalready
influenced by a ‘critical’ perspective. They viewmedia competence as a rep-
resentationofsocialrealityandpoliticalconcepts–andnotjustatoolusedfor
anassessmentof‘information’(seeJolls,Wilson).Thisviewcontrastswiththe
(inthewordsofBrowneandBrennan:“simplistic”)understandingofmediacom-
petence,whichisprimarilyaimedat“toprotectyoungpeopleandothermedia
usersagainstaplagueoffakenewsandfilterbubbles”(Browne,Brennan2018,
p.2).Nodoubt,theabilitytodetectfakenewsandtoquestionpredominantopin-
ionswithinafilterbubbleisnecessaryforresponsiblehandlingofinformation.
Campaignsspreadingdisinformationareaseriousthreattothepublicdebate.
However,therepresentationofsocialrealities,moralconcepts,andperspectives
can’tbedividedassimplyastruthvs.falseness,orrationaldiscussionvs.sinister
manipulation.

Firstofall,theaffirmationofderogatorystereotypesandtheessentializationof
problematic qualities of specific groupswithinmedia coverage does not nec-
essarilyequalthespreadingof‘lies’.Itisratherthewayofdisplayingrealityor
creatingafictionalrealitythatoftencauses‘othering’–startingbythespecific
camerasettingswhichsuggestspecificgroupsbeing fundamentally ‘different’,
upuntiltheregularlymadeconnectionbetweenthe‘different’groupsandsocial
problemswithouttakingthelivingconditionsfacedbytheaffectedgroupinto
account(seeforexampleEnd2014for interpretativepatternscharacterizedby
anti-gypsyismintheGermanmedia).

Secondly,mediaormediacultureandbythismediaeducationisnotjustabout
‘information’ but also about ‘infotainment’ and ‘entertainment’ – with the
sphereofentertainmentbeingnotlessrelevantforourviewofsociety(Grubb,
Posick2021,p.2).Likewise,thequestioncanbeposedhowwecandealcritically
with the representation of societal relations, believes and experienceswithin
mediaproductscenteredaround‘entertainment’(understoodasanexperience
ofpleasureinafictionalworld).Itispreciselybecausethemediaispartofthe
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entertaining-fictionaldomain,Kellner(butalsoHenryGiroux2002)seesmedia
andespeciallyentertainmentfilmassuitableforcriticalmediaeducation.Inthat
way,wehaveaparticularlybroadaccess todifferentperspectivesonhowwe
viewourselves,thesocietywelivein,andhowtounderstandorpossiblyunder-
standthepoliticalstruggleswefacetoday.Liesandconspiracytheorieswithin
themediathatarespreadbyanti-democraticforcesmightinprinciplebequite
easilyexposedbyindividualssharingasoliddemocraticattitudeandsufficient
knowledgeorskills togain it. It isamuchharder task, though, tounderstand
whyliesandmanipulativestrategiesaresoefficientandhowtheychangeour
society,inhowfarwestillcanfindwaysofapproachingoneanotherandengage
inadialogue,orwhereexactlythefinelinebetweenlikablemaniacsandthose
leaningtoward fanaticism,etc.needstobedrawn.Takingtheoryandmethod
asabasis,scientificresearchmightbeabletoprovidesomeclues.Havingsaid
that,day-to-dayknowledgeandrelatedpracticesaremuchmorereliantonnar-
rative interpretations.Entertainment filmsare themediumforsuchnarratives
andinterpretations–andpreciselybecauseofthattheyareasuitablesubject
forcriticalanalysis:Throughthem,onecanviewandunderstandtheworldina
specificway,andthereforetheyarepartoftheinterplayofmedia,culture,and
power.

Bygoingbeyond“understanding” theworldwe live inandcriticallyengaging
withthewaysinwhichfilmmakesusunderstandit,though,theoccupationwith
entertainingmedia also offers specific possibilities to learn how to deal with
mediainacreativeandself-empoweredway.Atthispoint,thecharacteristically
‘critical’moveofCMLincomparisonwithaprotectivebutalsoamoreaesthet-
ic-artisticalapproachofmediaeducation(suchas‘mediaartsliteracy’)canbe
illuminated.CMLfocusesonawidelysharedmediacultureconsistingof“prod-
uctsofsocialproductionandstruggle”,withtheaimof“teachingstudentstobe
criticalofmediarepresentationsanddiscourses,butalsostressingthe impor-
tanceoflearningtousethemediaasmodesofself-expressionandsocialactiv-
ism”(Kellner,Share2005,p.372).Indoingso,popularcultureisregardedasa
“relayofthearticulationofpowerrelation”anda(mostlyimplicit)“educational
space”ofutmostimportance,sincetherepleasureisthevehicleofmeaning-con-
structionandidentity-production(Rauter-Nestler2018,p.2,mytranslation).Film
istheoutstandingmediumforthis(probablyonlyparalleledbypopularmusic).

Againstthisbackground,itisnecessarynottoregardfilmassomething“given”
butasan initial textwhichallowsmanypossibilitiesofconnectionandwhich
thuscanbecontinuouslyre-written,notleastbyitsreceptionandbytherecep-
tionofreception(s).Ineducationalterms,whenreadpoliticallyinthatway,film
isnot just“anothertoolteachingmaterial”“butturnstoan independentedu-
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cationaltextwhichcanhelpdevelopacriticalmediacompetenceasitconnects
theprivatewith thepublicsector” (Rauter-Nestler2018,p.2with reference to
Giroux).Followingthis,film“can[become]amouthpieceforpredominantlymar-
ginalized(subject-)positionsasitopensupnewspacesandpossibilities”(ibid.).
Democraticpracticeandeducationcan’tbestrictlyseparatedfromoneanother.

3	 	Reading	Film	„Critically“	and	„Politically“	–	Critical	Theory	
and Cultural Studies

In his standardworkunderstanding film JamesMonacomentions two critical
approaches to film analysis: the semiotic perspective, which reads film as a
systemofsigns,andthedialecticperspectivethatanalysesfilmasaproduct,a
mirror,andanexpressionofsocial(especiallypoliticalandeconomic)relations
(Monaco2017,p.33).IfwetakeKellner’sunderstandingofcriticalfilmanalysis
asabasis,thetwoperspectivesintertwineandgetpoliticized.Inthefollowing,
Iamgoingtotouchuponthisdoublewayof‘politicalreading’anditstheoret-
icalbase.On thatbasis, I amgoing toproposeamodifiedperspectivewhich,
firstofall,takesthedifferentwaysoffilmreceptionbyspecificculturalplayers
and social groups into accountmore systematically. Secondly, this proposed
perspectivewillbroadencriticalfilmanalysisbyaprogrammaticapproachone
couldcall“workingwithideasinfilm”.

InKellner’sCMLapproachtofilmanalysisfilmisregardedasamediumusedfor
‘transcoding’, inotherwordsasafilmictranslationofsocialexperiences, iden-
tity,andconflict(Kellner2020,p.20).Filmsarereadpoliticallybyunderstanding
the transcoding itentails, consideringwhoappears (ornot)and inwhichway
theyappear (andnot inadifferentway),whoseperspective isarticulatedand
whoseperspective remainsunseenandwhich idealsandconceptsweare led
toconsideras‘normal’ortotackle.Atthebasisofthisliesaspecificconnection
between‘old’criticaltheoryand‘new’culturalstudies.AlreadyKellner’snotion
ofa“multiperspectival”filmtheoryandcriticism(Kellner1993)drawsuponsuch
atheoreticalbasis.Thismayraisequestions.Ontheonehand,onemaydoubt
that the receptionand reflectionof this theoretical basis is really essential or
facilitatesacriticalfilmpracticeaccordingtoCML.Ontheotherhand,onemight
askwhetherthistheoreticalbasisneedsarevisioninordertoovercomerigidities
notcompatiblewitharealmultiperspectivism.

‘Old’criticaltheoryfollowedacritiqueofideologyandcultureindustry,which
expands theMarxist critiqueof capitalism to the sphereofmedia analysis. In
thatway,critiqueofideologywascompleted,sincenowthe‘totality’ofcapitalist
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relationswasconceptualizedtoencompassallareasofhumanaction.According
totheoriginalcriticofMarx,dominantideasmustbeunmaskedastheideasofa
rulingclass,andthe‘wrongconsciousness’ofanallegedworldofideasandcul-
turalvaluesthatisindependentofthemeansofproductionandspecificforms
ofexistencemustbeuncovered.Bythisandinconjunctionwitharevolutionary
movement,a revolutionary formofculturalproductionmustbesupportedby
sidingwiththeoppressedclass.HorkheimerandAdornopresumedtheassump-
tionthatthedominantformsofconsciousnessandmediaproductionhavean
ideologiccharacterandextendedMarx’sviewbytheanalysisofa“cultureindus-
try” (Horkheimer, Adorno 1969). In the formof culture industry, the capitalist
logicpervadesandtransformsalsotheareaofculturalmeansofexpression,and
withthatthelastremainingrealmsofresistancevanish.Culturalproductsnow
mirror thenatureofcommoditiesandarticulateandreproduceamentality in
linewiththeproductionofcommodities.Theyareproducedtogainprofitand
arecustomizedfortrouble-freeconsumption.Onlyrare‘realart’canescapethis
logicof‘objectification’byresistingcomplyingtothemainstreamscheme.

The remaining importance of Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s dialectic analytic
approach,whichisbasedontheirconceptionoftheculture industry, isthat it
succeedsinmaintainingasocietal-theoreticaljustifiableclaimofobjectification.
Thereforeitcanhelptoargueagainstanuncriticalpostmodernarbitrarinessor
aconstructivistindifference(seeKellner2020,p.29–31andProkop2003).Atthe
sametime,theclassicperspectivesgohandinhandwithacertainrigidity(Kell-
ner1982;Kellner2020,p.30).Firstly, itappearsquestionablethatallproducts
of themediaarepartof a coherent system thatuses entertainment to repro-
duceideologieswhichaffirmexistingrelationsandthatrecipientsplayalargely
passiverole.Secondly,thedichotomyofmainstreamcultureandadvancedcul-
ture(orrather‘realart’)seemsproblematic.Itpavesthewayforanavant-garde
understandingofartwhichenablesartcriticstoglorifytheirelitisthabitusasthe
highestformofsociety-criticalvocation.Finally,theconceptofculturalindustry
hasanahistoricaltendency:Thetheoryofsocietytakenasabasisisset,individ-
ualphenomenaareadjustedtofitintothetimelesspattern,andarealempiric
analysisthatwouldapproachthephenomenaunbiaseddoesn’tseemtocome
intoplay.

Therefore, a “multi-perspectival” critique ofmedia according to Kellner (Kell-
ner1993;2020)buildsonCulturalStudiesandmakesfourclaims:Firstly,filmis
regardedasoneofmanyareasofpermanentstruggleoverculturalhegemonyin
society.AccordingtoAntonioGramsci,thisstruggleisnotaboutultimatevictory
butaperpetual“warofposition”betweentherulingandthedominatedclassin
whichtherulingclassalwaysneedstocompromise.Secondly,hegemonicstrug-
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gleshaveamulti-dimensionalstructurethatdoesnotallowpowerrelationsto
bereducedtoasingle logic.Thecategoriesof ‘race’, ‘class’and‘gender’– just
likeothercategoriesinwhichspecificgroupsplayasubordinaterole–haveto
beregardedasfunctioningeachinspecificways,andtheintersectionsbetween
them needs to be taken into account. Thirdly, amulti-perspectival critiqueof
mediaisbasedontheconvictionthatanindividualfilmcanneverbefullycap-
turedbyideology.Evenfilmsthatcaneasilybeassociatedwithonesideofthe
struggleoverculturalhegemonyhavesemanticcontent thatgoesagainst this
clearassociationorratherhavefacetsthatcanbeinterpretedinaway‘against
the grain’. Fourthly,multi-perspectival film criticism regards itself as part of a
criticalpracticeinwhichnumerousindividualsandcommunitieswithdifferent
motives and experiences having varied perspectives engage with media and
therefore‘decode’ itscontentindiverseways(Kellner2020,pp.41–42inrefer-
encetoHall1980).

4	 	Sources	and	Theoretical	Approaches	to	a	Critical	Film	
Analysis	–	A	Broader	Understanding

Againstthisbackground,itispossibletoconsiderpossiblesourcesforfilmanal-
ysisinthemeaningofCMLandhowtheycanbestbeused.Kellnerhimselfdis-
tinguishesbetweenthreeareasthathavetobeconsidered:(1)theareaofpolit-
ical and economic relations as conditioning the production ofmedia; (2) the
“textanalysis”asawayofaddressingthecodes,narratives,andtropeswithin
amedium, (3) theanalysis of reception concerning themannerhowmedia is
receivedbydifferentgroupsofrecipientsandwhichdiscourseandpracticesit
connects(2020,p.36).Onthatbasis,differentsourcesandanalyticpointsofref-
erencecanbedifferentiated(fig1).

Figure1:Sourcesofcriticalfilmanalysis
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A critical film analysis can thus draw upon a large number of approaches or
accesspoints–andinmyopinion,oneshouldhonorallofthem,whilethinking
alsoabouttheirrespectiverelevanceforspecificpurposesandtargetgroups.At
thispoint,Iaminterestedinthesignificancethatisattachedtothemeaningof
theterm“politicaltheories”infigure1–thefieldwhichdealsprofessionallywith
fundamentalwaysofpoliticalthinkingorthecriticismandjustificationofsocial
relations.Inwhatwayscanacriticalfilmpracticebestimulatedbythereception
oftheory?

As already mentioned, especially the tradition of critical theory and cultural
studiesarenotjustaninterdisciplinarycontextofdiscourseandresearch(cul-
turalstudiesevenmoreclearly)butbotharediscussedwithinpolitical theory
asimportantperspectives.KellnerandhiscongenialfellowcampaignerforCML,
JeffShare,bothacknowledgeexplicitlyanormativeconceptofpolitics that is
systematicallyreflectedintheacademicdiscourseofpoliticaltheory,forexam-
ple the concepts of “radical democracy” and “critical intersectionalmulticul-
turalism” (Kellner, Share 2005, p. 372–373; Kellner, Share 2009; Kellner 2020,
p.53–58).Conceptsofradicaldemocracyviewdemocracyasapoliticalproject
thatfrequentlyneedstoredefineitsnormativebasisandfindsocietalsupport.
Whereasitcannotrelyoneternalcertainty,itshouldbecommittedtoaprogres-
sive agenda of combatting every dominant form of inequality and exclusion
(Comtesseetal.2019).Elitemulticulturalism in themeaningofKellnerunder-
linesthenecessityofarticulationofdifferentidentitieswhilemaintainingajoint
frameworkofdemocraticcitizenship.

Therefore,itisfairtosaythatCMLalreadyimpliesandpresupposesalotofnor-
mative‘politicaltheory’!Ontheonehandthatmightberegardedasaburden,
firstlybecausedue to this firmpositioningof oneself onebecomespolitically
vulnerable;andsecondlybecauseitisnecessarytofollowupwithabstractthe-
oreticalthoughtsandtextsbeforestartingtoworkwiththeactualmaterial.On
theotherhand,onlybydoingsothisapproachimprovesitsspecificcriticalpro-
fileandconceptualdepth.Italsoescapestheaccusationofbeingconceptually
arbitraryaswellasneglectsthequestionableexpectationofbeing‘neutral’(see
Wohnig,Zorn2022).Therefore,a ‘theory-free’ filmanalysisdoesnotpresenta
convincing alternative. Insteadof promoting ‘less’ theory, Iwant tomake the
casefor‘more’but‘moreopen’anddifferentiatedreferencetopoliticaltheory.It
seemstomethatthewayKellnerdealswithfilmanalysisdoesnotfullyexhaust
thepotentialthatthecriticaluseofpoliticaltheorymighthave.Inadditiontoa
quiterudimentarywayofreceptionanalysiswhichislimitedtoestablishedcat-
egoriesandthereceptionofprominentrepresentativesofcriticalperspectives,
Iammissingacreativewayofexperimentingwithpoliticalconceptsthathave
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beendeveloped,passedon,andcriticallyreflectedinthediscourseofpolitical
theoryandhistoryofideas.Thereseemstobeacertaintendencytonarrowfilm
analysisdowntoastatementonaquasi-objectivestruggleoverhegemonyas
wellastheemergenceofmotivesandnegotiationsofthedifferentwaysofrecep-
tion.Thecriticaltheorist(inthiscaseKellnerhimself)stillseemstooverlookthe
wholesceneryandissuesrelevantopinions–inapleasingbutquiteconfident
ductus.Heorshedoesnotseemtobeirritatedbytheindividualfilm.3

Nodoubt,onecansuggest,asKellnerdoes, thatWonder Woman (2017) isnot
onlyathrillingsuperheroinemovie,butthatitcanbereadpoliticallyasaposi-
tioning in regards to feminism,andthiscertainlyopensupa rangeofexciting
possibilities forobservationandevaluation (seeKellner2020,p. 69–73).Such
a political reading, focused on current hegemonic struggles, however, does
not reach a level of interpretation that enables a deeper reflection on political 
conceptswhichhavedeveloped in thecourseof thehistoryof ideasand that
canhelptomakesenseofexperiencesnarratedinfilms.Suchadeeperreading
wouldrequireandsimultaneouslymakeitpossibletofocusonindividualfilms
insteadofregardingthem–asitisgenerallyapparentinthecaseofKellner–as
akindofmoreorlesscreativeandentertainingcommentaryontheexistinglines
ofconflict(intheUnitedStates).

TheapproachIwouldliketosketchherecanalsobeunderstoodasexpressinga
basicallypragmatistunderstandingof(political)concepts:Withthehelpoffilm,
theinterpretativestrengthandpracticalimplicationofconceptsofpoliticalthe-
orycanbeexploredandatthesametimeproblemsofparadigmaticconceptions
canbebetterunderstood. In thatway, theclassic textsandauthorsand their
political ideaslosetheirstandingasthetimelesstruthofhoveringabovetem-
poraryopinions–theygettestedoutimpiouslyandareunderstoodasatoolof
reading filmpolitically.Especially regardinganundogmatic,empowering,and
diversmediaeducation,thisapproachseemstohavesignificantpotential.Learn-
ingandcriticalthinking,interpretationandpoliticalempowermentgohandin
hand.Ultimately,alsothegreattheoristofpragmaticeducationJohnDeweycan

3 In regards toadetailedanalysisof film involvinganevenbroader researchonreceptionasa
desideratumtofilmanalysisofsocialscience,seeinthefollow-uptoKellnerWinter2012,p.57.
Kellnerhimselfiscautiousofover-emphasizingofthereceptioniftheaudienceanda‘fetishiza-
tion’ofreceptionstudies:„[I]npastyears,media/culturalstudieshasoveremphasizedaudience
receptionandtextualanalysiswhileunderemphasizingtheproductionofcultureanditspolitical
economy.Thistypeofculturalstudiesfetishizesaudiencereceptionstudiesandneglectsboth
productionandtextualanalysis,thusproducingpopulistcelebrationsofthetextandaudience
pleasureinitsuseofculturalartifacts”(Kellner2020,p.43).
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beseenas thepioneerofa ‘radical’understandingofdemocracy (Jörke,Selk
2019).HewasnotinneedofgrandMarxistorpoststructuralisttheoryforthis.

Theoutlinedwayof appropriating the legacyof thehistoryof ideasand rely-
ingonarepertoireofpoliticalthinkingcanbeempoweringinitsownway.From
mypointofview,being‘critical’cannotbereducedtomerereformulationofthe
oldcriticofculturalindustryandholdingcapitalismresponsibleforeverything.
Moreover, it can’tbeunderstoodas justaquasi-agent in supportofa critical,
intersectionalmulticulturalismwhosedutyitistowatchoverracist,classist,and
sexistmessagesandwhoregardsitselfasalwaysfightingfortherightsideina
politicalstruggleandthereforeisabletocategorizefilmaccordingly.

InthesecondfigureIdistinguishbetweenfourapproachestocriticalfilmanaly-
sisaccordingly.Theyreferdifferentlytopoliticaltheoryandtakeadifferentlook
atfilm.Therefore,aparticularmeaningandeducationalvalueintermsofCML
canbeattachedtoeachofthem.Thefourapproachesresultfromcrossingtwo
dimensionswithtwomanifestationseachandthusgenerateafour-field-matrix
ofcriticalfilmanalysis.

Inthefirstdimension,theroleofpoliticaltheorycanbeunderstoodaseithera
reflection on the ‘political’(inthesenseestablishedwithinthediscourseonrad-
icaldemocracy),addressingtheunderlyingpowerrelationsinfilm,orasasys-
tematicreflectiononthemeaningoftheguidingprinciplesofpolitics.Asareflec-
tionofthe‘political’,theoryserversprimarilyasawayofmakingtransparentthe
termsofhegemonicstrugglesandthearticulationsofdominantandanti-hegem-
onicviewsandcollectivesubjects.Indoingso,politicaltheoryis,ononehand,
aformofreflectionthatistargetedatthe‘totality’ofsocialconditionsregarding
mediaproduction,andontheotherhanditisatheoreticalversionofthe‘eman-
cipatory’ discourses of socialmovements.  If one adopts the alternative view
andunderstandstheroleofpoliticaltheoryratherasan‘ideator’,enablingusto
gainnovalorinspiringperspectivesonpolitics,societyanditsrepresentationin
media,onehighlightstheconceptualworkdonebypoliticaltheory.Notionslike
‘democracy’,‘justice’,the‘state’arecontestedconceptsandspecificconceptual-
izations(forexample‘elitistdemocracy’,‘equalopportunities’,‘responsibility’or
‘socialcontract’)canbeusedtointerpretfilmmaterialwithaspecificfocus.

Intheseconddimension,Idistinguishbetweenapproachesthatviewfilmeither
‘analytically’or‘holistically’.Theanalyticalviewmeansthatfilmisregardedas
akindofdatamaterialthatisscannedforspecificaspects(similartoacontent
analysiswithinsocialresearch).Themanifestoccurrenceoftheseaspectsisof
interest,everythingelseistendentiallyregardedasunimportant‘noise’.Onthe



Towards a Political Reading of Film

103 heiEDUCATION Journal 10 | 2023

contrary,the‘holistic’viewmeansthatfilmisunderstoodasawhole,anembed-
dedoeuvreoratextwithinatext.Itwillthenbeviewedinacomprehensivesocial
contexttowhichitrelatesasahorizonofmeaningandasiteofcomplexpoliti-
calstrugglesandwhichitreflects,contestsand/ortranscendswiththespecific
meansofthemediumfilm.

Figure2:Relatingpoliticaltheoryandfilmanalysis.

Frommypointofview,everyapproach isa legitimateandproductive formof
practicingcriticalfilmanalysisandcanplayanintegralroleincriticalmediaedu-
cation. We can distinguish between four such roles related to the four resulting 
fields.Ifananalyticunderstandingiscombinedwithanapproachtotheorythat
focussesonpowerrelations(fieldI),thewayhowparticulargroupsandidenti-
tiesarerepresentedinfilmiscentraltotheanalysis.Firstandforemost,Iwould
considerthepurposeofthisapproachindrawingattentiontotheproblematic
representationofspecificgroups(for instanceRomapeople)usingderogatory
constructs and stereotypical images (of the ‘Gypsy’ in the antigypsyistic dis-
course,clearerintheGermanword‘Zigeuner’),tocriticizeanddeconstructsuch
stereotypingandtodemandalternativewaysof representation. Incontrast to
thatkindofcritical filmviewing,ananalytical focus inconnectionwithacon-
ceptual perspective (field III) comesdown to thematizing the exemplification,
the illustration,and the interpretationof fundamentalconcepts inscenesand
storylines.Forexample,wemightsee“Parasite”asawayofputtingBourdieu’s
understanding of the habitusintofilmmotives.Thetwoapproacheswithinthe
holistic approach firstly thematize the positioning of a film in the hegemonic
strugglesofsociety(fieldII),whichcanberegardedasa‘politicallocalization’;
secondly,filmistreatedasaspecificwayofimaginingtheworldandsocialcoex-
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istenceinawaytranscendingordinaryways(fieldIV),whichinturncanbesum-
marizedasa‘broadeningofthehorizon’orascreativeimagination.

ItseemstomethatpoliticalactivistsmostlyleantowardsapproachI.Activism
focuses predominantly on what is problematic in media representation, for
exampleofgroups,andtheevidenceofcriticismseemshighestwhenwehave
positively identified manifestations of stereotypes or ideological narratives
(“whitemensaveblackmen”etc.).Experienceswithstudentsofpoliticaltheory
inanacademiccontextshowthattheyfindthefirstapproachtobetheeasiest,
too.Theapproachissupportedbyguidesandmethods,whichhavegainedpop-
ularawareness,likee.g.thefeminist‘Bechdeltest’developedbytheartistAlison
Bechdel inhergraphicnovelDykes to Watch Out For in 1985. IwouldseeKell-
ner’sanalysesasanexampleofapproachII–itmainlydrawsfromembedding
filmorratheraclusterof filmintotheconcretepoliticaldisputesoftheirtime
whichrequiresnotonlytheskilleduseofatheoreticalvocabularyandintimate
understandingofcomplexconceptsbutalsoabroadknowledgeofhistorical(or
contemporary)contextsandtopics.Atthesametime,itcanincludeallfacetsof
popular culture and practices of reception. Professional representatives of polit-
icaltheoryseemtoleanmoretowardsapproachIII.Bydoingso,theapproachis
often connected with the aspiration for political education explaining how politi-
calconceptsareillustratedorplayedoutbyfilmorcanbeusedtogivefilmamore
sophisticatedreading(Besand2018;Hamenstädt2014;2016a;2016b).Approach
IVcanbefoundmainlyinmorephilosophicalandfilmtheoreticalwork,stress-
ing the aesthetic potentials and the political as part of or inherent in the artistic 
form(seeforexampleFrampton2006;Rancière2013).Itcantakepopular,prac-
ticalforms(experimentingwithmedia,tryingoutoneselfextraordinarywaysof
expressionetc.,thuscomingclosetoartseducation),butisalsoaffinetomore
vanguardtypesofdiscourseontheartsandculturalexpression.

So much for the conceptual sources of reading film politically. These four
approaches correspond to different paths for teachers to increase their profes-
sionalcompetencesandbringCMLascriticalfilmanalysisintotheclassroom.To
fullyunderstandthechallengesandpotentialsofacriticalfilmanalyticalprac-
ticeandhow it relates topopularculture,weshouldalsoconsider settings in
whichisexperiencedandhowthesesettingscanbetransformedinCMLsettings.

5	 Practical	implications	of	film	for	a	critical	educational	practice

Whatfilmactuallyisandhowitaffectsusvariesnotonlydependingonthesocial
andhistoricalcontextandourpositioninsociety.Italsodependsonthesetting
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of filmwatching.Today,weexperience ‘film’mainlywithinthesettingsoftwo
worlds:The ‘worldofcinema’andthe ‘worldof television’.Theways inwhich
film can be ‘read politically’ relates differently to thoseworlds. Theworld of
cinemaconsistsofan independent, time-consuming,andexpensivesystemof
producingfilm,itscommercialization,andviewing.Foralongtime,particularly
motionspictureswereproducedtosucceedinthisparticularsystem–meaning
primarilytheyneededtopayoffthehighcostsofproduction.Ifnotasasingle
product,therangeofmotionspicturesproducedbythestudioneededtomake
aprofit.AtleastwithintheEuropeanfilmindustry,statesubsidiesforfilmhave
becomean importantsourceof fundingwhichcreatesadifferent logicof film
production.Thislogicischaracterizedlessbyadependencyonprofitabilitybut
bytherequirementtomeetthefundingcriteriadefinedbypoliticsandregula-
tionagencies.Filmproductionanddistributionontheonehandandcinemason
theotherhaveforalongtimebecomeseparatedsothat,ineffect,the‘survivalof
cinemas’asaplaceoffilmpresentationhasbecomeasourceofpublicconcern.
TheCOVID-19pandemichasbroughtanewroundofsuchconcerns.Intheworld
ofcinemafilmisexperiencedmoreintensively.Thatisbecausefilmsareoften
seenforthefirst(andonly)time,theaudiencegivesittheirfullattention,anda
complextechnologyisbeingused.Onlyinthecinemasettingmaythe‘politicsof
theform’haveachanceforrealarticulation,sinceitmoststronglyrelatestothe
artisticsideoffilm(butwillmostofthetimedependonpublicfundinginoneor
theotherway).

Theworldoftelevisionisdefinedhereastheprivatizedtypeoffilmconsump-
tion:inthecomfortofone’shome,withtheuseofprivatelyownedandsupplied
technicaldevices,andincompanywithpersonsoneknowsandmostlylikes(or
alone).Thestreamingofprograms,overacomputerora receiver, falls in this
categoryinthesamewaythatplayingaDVDorsomethingsimilardoes.Incom-
parison to thecinema, theexperienceof film in theworldof television is less
intensive as an aesthetic experience even if private technical devices have better 
qualitythantheyusedtohaveandaremoreandmoreaffordable.Atthesame
time,theworldoftelevisionhasmoreoptionsforanindividualtochoosefrom,
itispartofcultivatingindividualtasteandidentity.Furthermore,thereishigher
control: filmmaterial canbe replayedorbewatched in controlled sequences
whichserveasagoodbasistoenterintoadeepfilmanalysis.Theprivacycanbe
usedforself-organization,e.g.activistgroupssharingpoliticalbeliefsandseeing
commonfilmwatchingaspartof theirbroadercriticalactivities.Theworldof
televisionforonepartconsistsof filmsthathaveoriginallybeenshowninthe
cinemaandof films that areproduced for the very formatof television.Most
importantly,however,theworldoftelevision(regardingfictionalentertainment)
consists of series.Today,seriesareviewedasaparticularlysuitablematerialfor
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acriticalfilmanalysischaracterizedbyCML.Notonlydotheyscorehighregard-
ingfascination, identification,andconsumption.Inthelastdecadestheyhave
alsomassivelyimprovedinqualityandvariety.Finally,seriescanofferparticu-
larlyinterestinginsightsintotheinteractiveeffectsbetweenfilmicnarrativesand
reception.Theextensionofa(successful)seriestothenextseasonoftenmirrors
thewayhowtheserieshasbeenreceived.Whereasfilmsshowninthecinema
(particularly inalternativeonesorat festivals)aregenerallymoredisposedto
approximate ‘art’, serieshaveanadvantage regarding interactivesocial recep-
tion.

Acriticalfilmpracticecanconnectwithbothworldsbyusingthepotentialeach
of themoffers. It is less importanttopickthe ‘right’ filmor to limitoneself to
‘exemplary’ films.Within theoutlinedcritical filmpractice, thewayofdealing
withthematerialisoftenmoreimportantthanthematerialfilmitself.Accessing
theworldofcinemaforpurposesofCMLfirstofallmeansusingthe intensive
experienceoffullyconcentratingonatechnicallycomplexpresentationoffilm
andconnectingitwithapublicthematizationofpoliticalreadings.Incontrastto
television,cinemahasalwaysbeencharacterizedbythefactfilmsarewatched
togetherwithotherpeoplewhoarenot friendsor relatives.Having said that,
withinthisbasicframework,cinemaisfactuallytargetedattheminimizationof
thepublic–andthemaximizationofanindividualexperienceofconsumption.
Generally,inthecommercializedworldofthecinemanoconversationsarehap-
peningandthenotificationofothersisregardedassomethingtendentiallyneg-
ative(thesoundofpopcorn,annoyingtalks,headsthatblocktheview).Rather,
thanwatchingthefilmtogether,thechallengeistotoleratethepresenceofthe
othersifonewantstoexperiencethefilminacinema.Therefore,toputCMLin
theworldofcinemaintopractice,cinemaneedstobetransformedintoapublic
spaceof conversationagainoratall.Thisby theway relates to theearly film
theoryproposedbyVachelLindsay(seeMonaco2017,p.468).Inordertotrans-
formcinemaintoaplaceforwatchingtogetherratherthanalongsidewithoth-
ers,publiceventsareessential.Forcriticalmediaeducation,therightthingto
docouldbetoorganizeapublicfilmevent,forexampletogetherwithstudents,
pupils,andcommittedindividuals(seeHaus2021).Indoingso,practicalexperi-
enceindebatingoverasuitablefilm,interactingwithcivicsociety,campaigning
forsubsidies,theorganization,andimplementationofamovienightwithpublic
interactioncanbegained.Suchaneventisalsopossiblewithfewerresourcesin
thecontextofschoolorhighereducation.Importantisthesharedexperienceof
watchingthefilmtogetherandtalkingaboutit.

As mentioned, in the world of television, series are particularly suitable for
achievingCML.Comparedtothecinemasetting,criticalfilmpracticehereaims
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atamoreintensiveanalyticanalysisoffilmicmaterial,makinguseofthewider
limitsoftimeandownership.Atthesametime,onlyspecific‘others’(fellowstu-
dentsorclassmates)cancomeintoquestionandarethereforeratherregarded
asco-analyststhanareal‘public’.Awiderangeofsourcescanbeusedandinter-
connected.Receptionanalysisregardinga)professionalfilmcriticismandjour-
nalistic reviews,b)discourses amongactivists andminority communities and
theirsupporters,and finallyc)academicanalysisof filmcanbecarriedout.A
higher levelofcommonknowledgeonpolitical theoriescanbeachieved,stu-
dentscanbecomeresearchers.Thesamepotentialcinemahasforgeneratinga
publicsphere,theformatoftelevisionhasregardinganalyticintensity.Itisrel-
evantforpersonalrelations,too,asmanypeoplewithinsocietyregardaseries
oraspecificseriesasastoryaccompanyingtheirdailylives(andforsome,itis
anopportunitytoconnecttoothersviapracticesoffandomandtostepoutof
dailyroutines).Inaccordancewiththat,suchapracticeopenstheopportunity
foracriticalself-reflectionregardingone’sown‘gaze’.Finally,intheworldoftel-
evisiontheturntowardsthepublicspherecanbeattainedbycreating(media)
productsthatcanbeusedbyothers,forexampleasadigitallearningunitfora
specific series. This can be a vehicle to enter into a public debate.

6	 Conclusions

Ihaveoutlinedthetheoretical-conceptualbasisofCMLanditsimplicationsfor
acriticalfilmanalysisonthepremisesofmediaeducation,andIhavediscussed
thequestionwhich theoretical tools are useful regarding critical filmanalysis
andespeciallywhatmyowndiscipline,politicaltheorycancontribute.Asithas
becomeclear,Kellner’sandShare’sconceptofCMLandtheconnectedcritical
filmanalysisofKellnerischaracterizedbythetraditionofcriticaltheoryandcul-
turalstudies.Bythat,politicaltheoryisalreadyconsideredthestartingpointin
whatcanbeconsideredthemostimportantapproachpresentedsofar.Having
saidthis,inmyopinion,abroaderapproachthatnotonlyfocusesonneo-and
post-Marxist approaches and commitment to intersectional multiculturalism
seemspromising.InlinewithAmericanpragmatism,Ihavesupportedtheidea
ofarecklessexperimentingwithpoliticalconceptsonfilmicmaterial.Bydoing
so,thebasicapproachestocriticalfilmanalysiscouldbesystematizedandhope-
fullyinspirationforpracticingdistinctwaysofpracticingcriticalfilmanalysiswas
given.Suchpracticescanthenbebasedonthedistinctionbetweenthe‘worldof
cinema’andthe‘worldoftelevision’andcanestablishatransformationalprac-
ticeofreadingfilmpoliticallytogetherwithothers.Forthepurposeofteacher
education,myaccountcanserveasaconceptualroadmapforfindingawayto
practicecriticalfilmanalysiswithpeersandestablishitinschool.
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