
FILM STUDIES 409: Film Theory and Criticism| Spring 2018
Lecture/Discussion Wednesday 4:30 pm - 7:50 pm

Instructor: Professor Okada
Office: Welles 224C 
Office Hours: Weds 2-3:30 PM and by appointment
Office Phone: (585) 245-5241
Email: okada@geneseo.edu

Course description:  In this course, students will work toward a nuanced, multi-layered 
understanding of film as a complex art/cultural form through the discussion of key theoretical 
and critical approaches in Film and Media Studies.  The texts under examination include films, 
of course, but we will equally embrace and explore the rich, provocative, theoretical and critical 
writings that have shaped the intellectual field of Film and Media Studies for the last half 
century.  Some of these include theories of realism, genre criticism, auteur theory, 
spectatorship, structuralism and poststructuralism, race and representation, Marxist and 
feminist/queer film theory, and postcolonial theory.  Due to the advanced level of the readings, 
it is preferable that students interested in this course have taken film courses and/or literature 
courses previously.  The nature and style of the graded assignments for this course will also 
require students to be much more independent in terms of shaping parameters by bringing in 
their own history of thought and reading/viewing to them.  As this is a theory and criticism 
course that tries to delve into key debates in film studies, this course will also have students 
practice film criticism by assigning one of your papers to be revised for possible submission to 
the national undergraduate scholarly film journal Film Matters.  

There is no film lab for this course, but viewings will be assigned as homework and all DVDs of 
films will be made available to you at Milne library.  They will be on 4-hour reserve under this 
course title.  Each Wednesday, class will be divided into three sections—1) lecture, 2) close 
reading/scene breakdown of the film and discussion of readings, and 3) student group 
presentation of the week’s material.  Since we are meeting only once a week, I will end every 
Wednesday with a lecture preparing you for the following week’s topic.  I will also give you two 
10 minute breaks within the 3-hour class period.  After the first week, we will begin with 
discussion and a student presentation of readings/film.  

*Class participation includes class attendance as well as active engagement in discussion, class 
activities, and presentations.  Please remember to always BRING YOUR TEXTBOOK AND 
ASSIGNED READINGS TO CLASS.

During the semester, you are welcome to visit me in office hours or by appointment to discuss 
your work.  You are also strongly encouraged to visit the Writing Learning Center, in Milne 
Library for help with papers: https://www.geneseo.edu/english/writing_center.  This is an 
excellent resource that you should take advantage of and I highly encourage you to use it if only 
to have another set of eyes look at a draft and help you improve it. 



ACCOMODATIONS:  SUNY Geneseo will make reasonable accommodations for persons of 
documented physical, emotional or learning disabilities. Students should notify the Director of 
the Office of Disability Services (Tabitha Buggie –Hunt in Erwin 106A, tbuggieh@geneseo.edu) 
and their staff of any needed accommodations as early as possible in the semester. Information 
on services and campus polices can be found at: 
https://www.geneseo.edu/dean_office/disability_services

CLASS POLICIES:  Required Work:  To pass this course, students must attempt all assignments. 
Incompletes will be granted ONLY if the following three conditions are met: documented 
extenuating circumstances (e.g. severe illness or family crisis); a specific request from the 
student; AND a plan of action to make up the missing work, including due dates.

Late Paper Policy:  No late papers unless you have specifically arranged with me an alternate 
due date IN WRITING AT LEAST A FULL WEEK IN ADVANCE OF DUE DATE. I will not accept email 
submissions of any assignment unless you have been given explicit permission to do so.  If you 
turn in a paper late, penalties begin to accrue at 5 p.m. the paper is due; up to one day (24 
hours) late, penalty is 1/3 letter grade (e.g. A becomes an A-); up to two days late, 2/3; three 
days, 1 full grade; four days, 1 1/3; five days, 1 2/3; six days, 2 full grades; seven days, 2 2/3; 
more than seven days late, not accepted for credit without excuse certified by the Dean of 
Students’ office (this includes Counseling center).  Weekends count in calculating lateness – if 
you need to hand in a paper late, either have a secretary in Welles 226 initial, on the paper, the 
date/time it was finally handed in or send a duplicate copy to me by email (hard copy still 
should be handed in to my box in the English office in Welles) to get credit for the time you 
turned it in.  Documenting the time a paper was handed in is YOUR responsibility; given a lack 
of documentation, the penalty will be calculated based on when I receive the paper.  
Please note that I will not accept verbal explanations of illness or other problem as an excuse 
for lateness.  Without documentation from a doctor or other official documentation that 
excuses your late work, your work will be penalized for lateness.

Learning Outcomes:  Students will demonstrate:
 an understanding of the history of film and media theory
 understanding of the specificity and evolution of film and media theory and how they 

relate to each other.
 the ability to clearly analyze works of cinema through the prism of key works of film and 

media theory
 the ability to think, communicate, and write critically about the moving image, using 

medium specific terminology.

Evaluation Procedures:

Essay #1: 15% 5-7 page Essay on Formalism, Genre theory, or Post/Structuralism
Essay #2: 15 % 5-7 page Essay on Marxism, Realism, or Postmodernism
Essay #3: 15% 5-7 page Essay on Psychoanalysis, Queer theory, Feminism, 

Masculinity, or Race/Ethnicity



Group presentations: 15% Each week a group will present on the week’s readings/film.
Participation: 10% Attendance and active and thoughtful participation in discussion, 

class activities, and presentations.  More than 3 absences will 
result in an E for Participation.  

Final paper: 15% 2500-4000 word (10-12 page) expanded revision of one of your 
previous essays to prepare for possible submission to 
undergraduate student film journal Film Matters

Final exam: 15% Short final in-class essay exam on the material from the end of 
class

Course schedule:  Viewing of the films is due by the date that it is listed.  All DVDs are available 
on reserve at Milne.

1. Wednesday January 17:  Intro to course.  Lecture on Auteur Theory.  Review of Film 
Matters.

2. Wednesday January 24: Auteur Theory: Screening: Vertigo (Alfred Hitchcock, 1958).  DUE: 1 
page summary of an article from Film Matters.  Readings: Chapter 1 in Understanding Film 
Theory, ON CANVAS: “Death of the Author” (Roland Barthes) and “What is an Author?” 
(Michel Foucault), Lecture on Genre.

3. Wednesday January 31: Genre: Screening: Johnny Guitar (Nicolas Ray, 1954).  Readings: 
Chapter 3 in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to 
Film Genre” (Rick Altman), “Genre” (Andrew Tudor). Group presentation #1. Lecture on 
Formalism. 

4. Wednesday February 7: Formalism: The Wizard of Oz (Victor Fleming, et al, 1939).  
Readings: Chapter 4 in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: “Film Form” (Sergei 
Eisenstein), “Morphology of the Folktale” (Vladimir Propp). Group presentation #2. Lecture 
on Structuralism and Poststructuralism.

5. Wednesday February 14: Structuralism and Poststructuralism.  NO SCREENING.  Readings: 
Chapter 5 in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: Mythologies (Roland Barthes), 
“Linguistics and Grammatology” (Jacques Derrida). Group presentation #3. Lecture on 
Marxism.

6. Wednesday February 21: FIRST ESSAY DUE.  Marxism: Ali, Fear Eats the Soul (Ranier Werner 
Fassbinder, 1974).  DUE: Mythologies assignment.  Readings: Chapter 6 in Understanding 
Film Theory.  ON CANVAS: “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” 
(Adorno and Horkheimer), “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (Louis Althusser). 
Group presentation #4. Lecture on Realism.

7. Wednesday February 28: Realism: Screening: Umberto D. (Vittorio di Sica, 1952).  Readings: 
Chapter 7 in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: “The Work of Art in the Age of 



Mechanical Reproduction,” (Walter Benjamin), “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” 
(André Bazin). Group presentation #5. Lecture on Postmodernism.

8. Wednesday March 7: Postmodernism: Robocop (Paul Verhoven, 1987).  Readings: Chapter 8 
in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: “Postmodernism and Consumer Society” and 
Chapter 1 from Postmodernism or the Logic of Late Capitalism (Frederic Jameson). Group 
presentation #6. Lecture on Psychoanalysis.

Spring Break March 12-16

9. Wednesday March 21: SECOND ESSAY DUE.  Psychoanalysis: Oldboy (Park Chan-Wook, 
2003).  Readings: Chapter 9 in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: “The Imaginary 
Signifier,” (Christian Metz), “The Mirror Stage,” (Jacques Lacan). Group presentation #7. 
Lecture on Feminist film theory.

10. Wednesday March 28: Feminist Film Theory: Jeanne Dielman, 23 Commerce Quay, 1080 
Brussels (Chantal Ackerman, 1975), Readings: Chapter 10 in Understanding Film Theory, ON 
CANVAS: “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” (Laura Mulvey), “Film and the 
Masquerade: Theorizing the Female Spectator” (Mary Anne Doane), “The Oppositional 
Gaze: Black Female Spectators” (bell hooks). Group presentation #8. Lecture on Masculinity.

11. Wednesday April 4: Masculinity: Fight Club (David Fincher, 1999).  Readings: Chapter 11 in 
Understanding Film Theory. ON CANVAS: “Masculinity as Spectacle” (Steve Neale), 
“Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre, and the Action Cinema” (Yvonne Tasker). Group 
presentation #9. Lecture on Queer Theory. 

12. Wednesday April 11: Queer Theory: Female Trouble (John Waters, 1974).  Readings: 
Chapter 12 in Understanding Film Theory, History of Sexuality, vol. I (Michel Foucault), 
“Notes on Camp” (Susan Sontag), “The Cinema of Camp” (Jack Babuscio), “The Future is Kid 
Stuff,” (Lee Endelman). Group presentation #10. Lecture on Race and Ethnicity. 

13. Wednesday April 18: Race and Ethnicity: The World of Suzie Wong (Richard Quine, 1960).  
Readings: Chapter 13 in Understanding Film Theory.  ON CANVAS: “Bruce Lee and the Anti-
Imperialism of Kung Fu” (Vijay Prashad), excepts from The Hypersexuality of Race (Celine 
Parreñas Shimizu). Group presentation #11. Lecture on Postcolonial theory.

14. Wednesday April 25: THIRD ESSAY DUE. Postcolonial and Transnational Cinemas: Burn! 
(Gillo Pontecorvo, 1969).  Readings: Chapter 14 in Understanding Film Theory, ON CANVAS: 
excerpt from Orientalism (Edward Said), “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (Gayatri Spivak), 
excerpt from Black Skin White Masks (Frantz Fanon). Group presentation #12.

Final exam period for this course is Wednesday May 9th from 7-9:30 during which time your 
final assignment will be due.  You may turn in your final paper before or during this time.


