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Introduction
Nicole Cloarec et Elizabeth Mullen

TEXTE

It is a truth univer sally acknow ledged that film and tele vi sion produc‐ 
tions allow people to escape their everyday troubles. And yet, from
their incep tion, these media have been a locus of trouble on all sides
of the screen, from produc tion and aesthetics to reception.

1

From the outset, screen repres ent a tions in the English- speaking
world have walked a fine line between simple enter tain ment for the
masses — as in the early silent- era “cinema of attrac tions” (Gunning,
384) — and cata lyzer of troub ling under cur rents within society (D.W.
Grif fith’s stun ning, racist  epic Birth of a  Nation  [1915] and Tod
Browning’s magnificent Freaks [1932] come to mind).  Equally though
differ ently disturbing, on the small screen (and in living rooms every‐ 
where), broad cast tele vi sion in the past century hammered notions of
conformity into the general public in sitcoms  like Leave it to Beaver
(1957-1963) and Father Knows  Best (1954-1960), and subverted those
very norms in series  like The Twilight  Zone (1959-1964)  and
Star Trek (1966-1969).This inter play between onscreen repres ent a tion
and public reac tion has fueled every major attempt by English- 
speaking studio systems and govern ments to regu late, channel and
control the film and tele vi sion industry, in an effort to enforce a
universal, hetero norm ative, capit al istic vision of society. Never the‐ 
less, in every era (including our own), trouble on screen
has persisted.  

2

While the notion of “trouble” has not been expli citly theor ized in film
and tele vi sion studies, art criti cism special ists have long recog nized
its worth. The French art critic Guy Scar petta uses the term “trouble”
to describe a trend in contem porary art that navig ates between the
artistic avant- garde (art expli citly conceived as combat, commit ment,
a means of fighting against the dominant social order, of subverting
main stream aesthetics, even of trans forming indi viduals and society)
and post- modernism (seen as an aesthetic of accept ance): “Trouble is
neither subver sion [...] nor resig na tion [...] It is what intro duces into
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the very field of art (and its percep tion) a coef fi cient of impurity or
destabil iz a tion, that which cheats with codes, which disrupts ortho‐ 
doxies, which cracks conformism”(134). Scar petta’s comments bring
to mind how, following industry contro versy surrounding Martin
Scorsese’s decision in 2019 to make a movie for Netflix, the film maker
high lighted his vision of cinema as a destabil izing agent, arguing that
films should be more than “perfect products manu fac tured for imme‐ 
diate consump tion” (Land mark Cinemas). Cinema, Scorsese contends,
“is an art form that brings you the unex pected.” As viewers, we can all
attest that some of the most powerful exper i ences of film spec tat or‐ 
ship involve being shocked, agit ated, or driven out of our comfort
zones: in a word, troubled.  

Following Scar petta’s defin i tion, this volume aims to apply to film and
tele vi sion studies the notion of trouble as a crit ical tool to analyze
“that which cheats with codes, which disrupts ortho doxies, which
cracks conformism” (Scar petta) on  screen. Trouble on  Screen thus
encap su lates the ambi val ence of films and tele vi sion series that
explore troub ling themes and issues either to exploit or to tran scend
them, as a source of dismay or excite ment, or even of comfort, relief
or vindic a tion when over come, para dox ic ally turning trouble into a
source of pleasure. Our aim is to broaden crit ical under standing of
this ambi val ence beyond what is most frequently refer enced in film
and media studies (studies focusing on porno graphy and the repres‐ 
ent a tion of extreme viol ence, for example) 1.

4

Indeed, from this perspective, trouble encom passes seem ingly
opposite trends of cinema and tele vi sion: on the one hand, repres‐ 
enting trouble on screen can help docu ment the complex ities of a
troubled world, strive for psycho lo gical authen ti city, and convey
char ac ters’ phys ical or moral states; on the other hand, tapping into
disturbing themes and devices can provide a frame work for film and
tele vi sion to depart from drab realism, plunging viewers into generic
and spec tac ular formulae.

5

Thus, exploring onscreen narrat ives through the prism of trouble
raises ques tions about the powers and limits of repres ent a tion.
Trouble on screen can both strengthen film and tele vi sion’s power of
immer sion and call into ques tion the onscreen medium itself: can we
trust what we see on screen? — a ques tion we ask ourselves more and
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more as tech no logy races forward. Accord ingly, approaching these
narrat ives through the prism of trouble ques tions audi ences’ recep‐ 
tion of disturbing themes and effects, not to mention the troubled
(and troub ling) recep tion of contro ver sial or marginal works.

Our conten tion here is that the notion of trouble proves to be a
partic u larly fruitful crit ical tool in film and tele vi sion studies insofar
as it is at the cross roads of three major recent trends of film theory. 

7

The first reflects a turn  towards embodied theory that has recently
been emer ging across the human ities. After a long period of crit ical
perspect ives domin ated by struc tur alist theories and analyses, this
trend has endeavored to consider feeling as a valu able crit ical
concept. This innov ative approach of film history can be found in
Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener’s Film Theory: An Intro duc tion
through the Senses (2012) which claims to recon sider cinema, its tech‐ 
no lo gical and aesthetic dimen sions, as “an affective and affecting
aesthetic exper i ence” (172), involving both the material body of the
film and the sensory body of the spec tator. Another telling example is
the work of French critic Antoine Gaudin about filmic space. Refer en‐ 
cing Deleuzian termin o logy, Gaudin uses the notion of “space- image”
to think of space in films not as a given envir on ment, setting or land‐ 
scape that becomes a repres ent a tion but as a dynamic phenomenon
produced by the film’s intrinsic oper a tions and aesthetic choices. In
other words, the percep tion of filmic space is not only an optical and
intel lec tual oper a tion but also involves a genu inely phenomen o lo gical
and affective experience. 

8

Within the scope of affects and their effects, it is worth noting that so
far one feeling has over whelm ingly domin ated the liter ature. Since
watching a film is, for most, synonymous with enter tain ment, it is not
surprising that pleasure was the notion that first came to the fore. It
is signi fic antly used in the title of Graham Greene’s collec tion of film
criti cism  (Pleasure Dome: The Collected Film  Criticism, 1935-1940,
1980), books about the history of film theatres and their audi ence
(Brian  Murphy’s The Pleasure Palace: A History of Wigan  Cinemas,
1999) or in rela tion to Holly wood (Todd Berliner’s Holly wood Aesthetic:
Pleasure in Amer ican  Cinema, 2017).  However, the main refer ence
remains Laura Mulvey’s ground breaking essay, “Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema”, written in 1973 and published in 1975 in the influ ‐
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en tial British film journal Screen, which inaug ur ated the inter sec tion
of film theory, psycho ana lysis and feminism. Mulvey’s conten tion has
since been much discussed and contested but this seminal essay
high lights the often troubled — and troub ling— exper i ence of
film reception.

This crit ical turn is closely related to another key area for film schol‐ 
ar ship which also focuses on film as an exper i ence, but within a social
or histor ical context. In this relat ively recent perspective  of recep‐ 
tion studies, film is no longer a mere text to inter pret but the site of
an encounter, whereby meaning is copro duced by the  viewers.
Janet Staiger, whose chapter opens this issue, has been one of the
pion eers of works in this broader trend which parti cip ates in what
can be called a “histor ical  turn” 2.  While audi ences have long been
taken for granted or theor ized as an abstract entity (when they have
not been ignored alto gether), many recent studies have shown an
expan sion of their objects of study beyond the films them selves,
shifting emphasis from textual analysis to evidence- based invest ig a‐ 
tions into film produc tion and consumption 3.

10

Consid ering viewer exper i ence leads to a third inter con nected  trend
of recent crit ical perspect ives char ac ter ized by what has
been termed the “turn to ethics”.  In The Company We Keep: An Ethics
of Fiction  (1992), Wayne C. Booth thus “argues for the relo ca tion of
ethics to the center of our engage ment with liter ature” (cover note).
Since the late 1980s, major crit ical works in art and liter ature have
thus engaged with ethical issues  that bring to the fore notions of
values, respons ib ility, and engage ment with other ness, building on
the work of ethical philo sophers such as Levinas, post co lo nial
studies, feminist crit ical theory and gender studies. 

11

As Lisa Downing and Libby Saxton have noted  in Film and Ethics:
Fore closed  Encounters (2009), compared to literary theory and
cultural studies, film studies have been slower to embrace this “turn
to ethics”. While histor ical debates about the morality of cinema and
the regu la tions of film content (in partic ular recur rent concern about
the repres ent a tion of viol ence, sex and other taboo subjects) have
long been the objects of sustained research, most of the prop erly
ethical issues in films have focused on the docu mentary genre, in
partic ular the film makers’ posi tioning as regards the subjects they are
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filming. However, according to Downing and Saxton, this “has
perpetu ated the misleading assump tion that ethical issues are
somehow less important or urgent in narrative cinema” (12).

Indeed, ethical issues in film and tele vi sion cannot be reduced to
philo soph ical dilemmas embedded in narrat ives but arise directly
from the film appar atus. They not only involve ques tions related to
the “politics of repres ent a tion”, invest ig ating how film makers respond
to the chal lenges of repres enting iden tity, differ ence, the rela tion ship
between self and otherness, but also how films ascribe a posi tion to
their viewers, thus ques tioning the viewers’ agency and respons ib‐ 
ility. In other words, ethical issues in film are bound with exper i en tial
phenomen o logy and film aesthetics.  

13

As Downing and Saxton aptly encapsulate: 14

… in order to think through these ques tions of iden tity and
repres ent a tion, it is essen tial to take account of the registers into
which cinema trans lates power rela tions. This is to avoid the pitfalls
of reflec tion theory and its assump tion of the possib ility of
straight for ward mimetic replic a tion of social reality. These registers
include the manip u la tion of generic and narrative codes, the
organ iz a tion of cine matic space […], the ascrip tion of optical and
figural point of view to a given char acter, and the means of
spec tat orial posi tion. More gener ally, we argue that any formal
decision (e.g. a fixed camera, a tracking shot, or a cut) func tions as an
imprint of the film’s ethical valances (18).

The notion of trouble thus ques tions the epistem o lo gical dimen sion
of film and tele vi sion – offering to witness troub ling phenomena,
char ac ters or events, while raising ethical issues about the processes
through which agency and respons ib ility are ascribed to spec tators.
It also delves into onto lo gical invest ig a tions, ques tioning the basis of
gendered, racial ized or sexual iden tities. As such, analyzing trouble
calls for both textual- based and contex tual based approaches. 

15

The present  issue focuses on how films and tele vi sion series can
create multi tudes of troubled spec tat or ship and recep tion. The
articles in this issue delve into the recur ring moot ques tion of the
poten tial impact of films and tele vi sion series on viewers, how they

16



Introduction

play with viewers’ engage ment with their fictional worlds, and how
they may affect contro ver sial social issues beyond the screen.

Part I, entitled “Troubled Spec tat or ship and Recep tion,” exam ines
ques tions of recep tion in  20  and  21 - century film and tele vi sion
through a variety of perspectives. Janet Staiger, who was among the
first media scholars to explore recep tion studies, starts by recalling
the terms of the debate that has char ac ter ized the ques tion of the
possible effects on the audi ence of troub ling scenes on screen. Her
conten tion is that there is no “linear consequence of repres ent a tions
to people with pure mimicry as an outcome.” Rather, recep tion is
determ ined by the audi ence’s social context and pre- exiting know‐ 
ledge which lead them to “make use” of the films in a way that may
seem prob lem atic. Such was the case of Stanley Kubrick’s ground- 
breaking science- fiction  film 2001 A Space  Odyssey (1968) which
Staiger uses as an emblem atic case study since it was asso ci ated with
drug use by its early spectatorship. 

17

th st

Focusing on early spec tat or ship, specific ally the silent  era,
Patrick Adamson discusses Will Rogers’s Two Wagons- Both  Covered
(1924) which, long before the first revi sionist west erns, debunks the
offi cial histor ical myth of the Fron tier. Adamson analyses how the
film uses parody as a source of troub ling recep tion, mainly thanks to
the persona of its director and star, Will Rogers, a.k.a. “the Cher okee
Kid.” “At once a member of a margin al ized group and a widely idol ized
media person ality”, Will Rogers was able to “[poke] fun at the excesses
of his main stream audi ences and drew atten tion to his own complic‐ 
ated posi tion ality with rare liberty.”   

18

Signi fic antly the next two articles deal with films directed by Stanley
Kubrick, which have often broken new ground and
attracted controversy. Anne- Marie Paquet-Deyris’s article deals with
The  Shining (1980) and how Kubrick’s adapt a tion provides “a
corrective dimen sion” of Stephen King’s novel, which in return was
“corrected” by Mick Garris’s 1997 mini- series. Paquet- Deyris argues
that these “palimpses tuous” correc tions account for the wide diver‐
gence of strategies as regards the inscrip tion of trouble and abnor‐ 
mality in the film and mini- series. While both fore ground psycho lo‐ 
gical and histor ical troubles, they also inscribe formal crises through
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generic hybridity and “trans form ative levels of manip u la tion” of
the viewer. 

For his  part, Vincent  Jaunas focuses on Kubrick’s last  film Eyes
Wide Shut (1999). As Jaunas recalls, the film caused much disap point‐ 
ment upon its release, as many expected a highly provoc ative explor‐ 
a tion of erot i cism. This very disap point ment, Jaunas argues, stems
from the film’s purposeful frus tra tion of viewers’ scopo philia, leading
them instead into a state of trouble and hermen eutic bewil der ment
that ulti mately allows the film to develop “an ethics of unrest”. For
Jaunas, the film’s “strategy of generic troub ling, far from the play ful‐ 
ness which char ac ter izes the mixing of film genres in the post modern
era, asks the audi ence to accept misdir ec tion and even frus tra tion as
a neces sary part of their cine matic exper i ence”; in other words, there
can be no cinephile para dise without trouble on screen.

20

Chris Horn turns to another Amer ican film director who seems to
have had an “unerring ability to attract trouble”. While William
Friedkin’s career was defined by the momentous success of the films
he made in the early 1970s, both Cruising (1980) and Rampage (1987)
throw signi ficant light on the way public objec tions were mobil ized
against films in the 1980s, a decade which Amer ican film histor ians
define in terms of block busters and right- wing ideo logy. To better
under stand the contro ver sies that surrounded these two films, Horn
inter rog ates the film maker’s inten tion ality in tack ling sens itive
subject matter through an exam in a tion of archival material garnered
from Friedkin’s papers. While offering a reappraisal of both films,
Horn contends that the use of archival material can provide an
altern ative perspective on troub ling works and docu ment “how media
accounts can some times distort our under standing, in retro spect, of
contem porary attitudes.” 

21

In the next chapter, Sébastien Lefait focuses on theor et ical consid‐ 
er a tions about troub ling recep tion. Drawing from Stuart Hall’s
seminal concepts of encoding/decoding, Lefait argues that Hall’s
theor et ical model bears updating to consider recent trends of
commu nic a tion strategies whereby the very possib ility for an oppos i‐ 
tional stance by the decoding party are encoded by the produ cers of
the text. Lefait’s main argu ment is that this ever more soph ist ic ated
inter play with recep tion patterns comes from the palimpsestic over ‐
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lap ping of three cultur ally dominant notions: surveil lance, reality TV,
and inter me di ality. To illus trate his point, Lefait analyses three
instances of media transfer and inter fer ence that induce the viewers
to relate to real- life polit ical issues in the United States.  

Emilie Cheyroux also invest ig ates the troub ling line between fiction
and reality, this time turning to the docu mentary genre or, more
precisely, the liminal space of hybrid  documentary. The  Infiltrators,
directed in 2019 by Cristina Ibarra and Alex Rivera, is a docu- thriller
that combines docu mentary filming and staged re- enactments to
relate the story of two undoc u mented activ ists who purpose fully got
arrested to infilt rate a deten tion center in Florida. Cheyroux high‐ 
lights how the film’s use of a troub ling hybrid form is part and parcel
of its purport to trigger troub ling responses in viewers since “the
perform ance portrayed in their film mirrors their own”. Indeed, the
film makers not only used media coverage but also parti cip ated in the
infilt ra tion to partake in the debate about immig ra tion and security
enforce ment that divides Amer ican society.

23

Concluding this first part, David Roche exam ines the troubled char‐ 
ac ters of Lynne Ramsey’s films, with an aim “to determine to what
extent Ramsay’s project can be seen as an attempt to develop a
poetics of troubled subjectiv ities that oper ates on the levels of both
cogni tion and sensa tion.” He decon structs the oppos i tion between
objective and expressive realism initially posited by Bord well,
proposing instead the notion that the differ ence between the two
cine matic tradi tion is, in the works of Ramsey, largely a ques tion of
emphasis: “ulti mately both tradi tions aim to capture human exper i‐ 
ence: expressive realism by objec ti fying the subjective, objective
realism by subjec ti fying the objective, which, in our post- modern,
post- structural world, is already subjective in the first place.”

24

In Part 2, “Troub ling the status quo: inter rog ating race, class and
gender on screen,” the authors examine the power and limits of film
and television and invest igate social issues related to the ideo lo gical
construc tions of either a nation, in this case the (dis)United States, or
the patri archal order.

25

Claire Dutriaux explores how some “profes sional South erners” were
hired by the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion as medi ators between
the Southern states and Holly wood. As Dutriaux demon strates, these
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“profes sional South erners” had to walk a tight line to cham pion the
specificity of the South while acknow ledging its troubled history. In
this regard, as Dutriaux puts it, “they were all, in various ways, most
concerned with the notion of ‘trouble’ and its para doxes, as movies
about the South could not completely ignore the region’s trouble‐ 
some past and present. Concom it antly, these South erners needed
motion pictures to be not ‘troub ling’ or ‘trouble some’ for the South’s
audi ences, because the industry needed exhib itors to pick up the
movies and show them in the South.

After recalling the notorious impact of D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation
(1915), Delphine Letort focuses on films that invest igate the work ings
of the Ku Klux Klan, from Walter Colmes’s The Burning Cross in 1947
to Spike  Lee’s BlacKkKlansman in 2018. While adopting different
narrative and repres ent a tional strategies, the films all endeavor to
show the inner work ings of the organ iz a tion and how its members
nego tiate their iden tity as white suprem acists. Letort shows how
each film thus chal lenges the nativist rhet oric of the Klan, and
provoked some trouble on the level of recep tion, either raising
concerns about the possible impact of the film, lest it might stir racial
viol ence, or creating discom fort as regards the tone and provoc ative
style the film adopts. For Letort, these contro ver sies both show how
the terms of the debate have evolved and persisted at the same time,
and may very well account for the fact few directors have been
inclined to portray the KKK. 

27

By examining  the topos of intox ic a tion on screen in three different
films from the silent era to the mid-1960s, and how it directly
troubles the prot ag on ists’ – and the viewers’ – appre hen sion
of  reality, Raphaëlle Costa de  Beauregard argues that this figural
repres ent a tion of trouble conveys the male prot ag on ists’ trans‐ 
gressive beha vior and inad equa cies as regards the ideal ized figure of
the hero. For Costa de Beauregard, the inser tion of the  troubling
topos of intox ic a tion under scores a critique of modernity in general
and of the Amer ican Dream of wealth and glory in particular.

28

Turning her atten tion to gendered repres ent a tions of  women,
Marguerite  Chabrol turns to one emblem atic trope of the musical
genre that show cases the female body as perform ative. She retraces
the ambi valent rela tion ships between Holly wood and burlesque
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theatre that provided a stock element in Pre- Code musicals and
reappeared in the 1950s with styl ized mock striptease acts but
remained a highly sens itive subject, strictly regu lated both by the
PCA and local censor ship boards. Delving into the PCA archives,
Chabrol purports to “analyze the ideo logy at stake behind the moral
condem na tion of burlesque in films.” Chabrol’s main conten tion is
that even if the burlesque was turned into safe comedy acts through
distan cing and “decoding”, this trans form a tion did not preclude some
sort of trouble to emerge. But this trouble was not so much due to
moral consid er a tion as for being “provoc ative in the way they
empowered some female performers.”

Female empower ment and sexu ality are also at the center  of
Anne  Sweet’s essay that focuses on the figure of the witch in the
recent tele vi sion  series Chilling Adven tures of  Sabrina (2018-2020).
Sweet recalls that the witch is a key figure in feminist move ments and
discourse, used as a symbol of empower ment and defi ance to the
patri archal order. Like former TV  programs, Chilling Adven tures
of  Sabrina appeared at a signi ficant cultural moment for feminist
conscious ness, namely in the wake of #MeToo. It was also conceived
by the streaming plat form Netflix as part of a marketing strategy that
was termed “young- adult push”, aiming at exploring teen sexu ality in
a more explicit way than what has prevailed so far and including a
number of non- heteronormative gender roles, presenting itself as a
“woke,” inclusive series. In this respect, Sweet also points out that the
series adopts a somehow ambi valent narrative strategy as it resol‐ 
utely focuses on the issues of a white priv ilege heroine, which led
some critics to argue that its posi tion about “woke ness” and inter sec‐ 
tion ality was hollowed out. Still, Sweet argues that the series is signi‐ 
ficant in the overall TV series land scape evolving “to feature repres‐ 
ent a tions of women that are increas ingly subversive and trans‐ 
gressive, even if imper fectly progressive.” 

30

Anaïs Le Fèvre- Berthelot carries on invest ig ating female stereo types,
this time through gendered repres ent a tions of mental health issues.
Her study is based on two tele vi sion series that feature young female
profes sionals who have trouble controlling their emotional lives.
Studying the two series that were produced some twenty years apart
allows for an appraisal of how repres ent a tions of psycho lo gic ally
unstable female char ac ters have evolved on screen. For Le Fèvre- 

31



Introduction

BIBLIOGRAPHIE

Lisa Downing and Libby Saxton, Film
and Ethics: Foreclosed Encounters,
London: Routledge, 2009.

Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener,
Film Theory: An Introduction through

the Senses, London: Routledge, 2012.

Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of
Attraction [s]: Early Film, Its Spectator
and the Avant-Garde” (1986), in Wanda
Strauven, The Cinema of Attractions

Berthelot, Ally McBeal (1997-2002) can thus be read as “typical of the
post- feminist perspective that tends to dismiss polit ical read ings of
the main char acter’s situ ation.” On the other  hand, Crazy  Ex- 
Girlfriend (2015-2019) attests to the re- emergence of a feminist
outlook along with inter sec tional concerns, allowing for margin al ized
groups to be better repres ented on screen. What Crazy Ex- Girlfriend
ulti mately demon strates, Le Fèvre- Berthelot argues, is that “far and
inclusive repres ent a tion should not be put in oppos i tion with
creativity and that humor does not have to rely on oppressive tropes.”

In conclu sion, we cannot help but remark on the fact that this issue
was conceived and at long last birthed during what can only be seen
as troubled and troub ling times. In September 2019, when
the SERCIA 4 confer ence which served as inspir a tion for this volume
took place, the United States was in the final throes of a frac tured
pres id ency and the United Kingdom was on the brink of offi cially
leaving the EU. Five years later, US demo cracy has under gone
repeated attacks (including an insur rec tion and the reversal of Roe v
Wade), the world exper i enced a global pandemic, and the terms
“Film” and “Tele vi sion” refer to mater ials now largely extinct in the
digital age. And yet, if this foray into the implic a tions of trouble on
screen has taught us anything, it is that trouble begets art. As Harry
Lime famously says in Carol Reid’s 1949 film, The Third Man:
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Don't be so gloomy. After all, it's not that awful. Like the fella says, in
Italy for 30 years under the Borgias they had warfare, terror, murder,
and blood shed, but they produced Michelan gelo, Leonardo da Vinci,
and the Renais sance. In Switzer land they had broth erly love - they
had 500 years of demo cracy and peace, and what did that produce?
The cuckoo clock 5.
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