
Cinema, Controversy, Censorship

Lecture 1: Theories and Concepts

Prof. Daniel Biltereyst (Ghent U/CIMS) Masaryk University      Tuesday 13/11, 12.00 - 13.40
13/11/2018 (12:00-13.40)



Structure of the lectures



Cinema, controversy, censorship

Lecture 1: Theories and concepts

Lecture 2: Cinema Censorship I: USA and Hollywood pictures around 
the world

Lecture 3: Cinema Censorship II: varieties of control, censorship, 
discipline, surveillance

Lecture 4: Researching Film and Cinema Controversy I: traditions, 
methods, levels

Lecture 5: Researching Film and Cinema Controversy II: case risqué/sex 
cinema



Theories and concepts as tools







Cinema, controversy, censorship

Lecture 1: Theories and concepts

Lecture 2: Cinema Censorship I: USA and Hollywood pictures around 
the world

Lecture 3: Cinema Censorship II: varieties of control, censorship, 
discipline, surveillance

Lecture 4: Researching Film and Cinema Controversy I: traditions, 
methods, levels

Lecture 5: Researching Film and Cinema Controversy II: case risqué/sex 
cinema





1. What is cinema?



Film/Cinema                                
materiality



Film/Cinema
‘movie’, imaginary dimension



Film/Cinema
building, place



Film/Cinema
building, space

LECTURE 5



Film/Cinema
building, social geography



Film/Cinema
industry, political economy



Film/Cinema
industry, practices



Film/Cinema
industry, materiality



Film/Cinema
industry, labour



Film/Cinema
experience place/space



Film/Cinema
filmic experience



Film/Cinema
cinematic experience



Film/Cinema
memories



Film/Cinema
imaginative dimension, the
‘cinematic’ in everyday life



LECTURE 4/5



LECTURE 4/5



2. What is (a) controversy?



Controversy/Consensus



consensus ---------------- controversy

Social problem





Media & controversy

• Media & social problem: 
• detection, 

• definition, 

• debate/discussion, 

• stimulate action and outcome

= platform and mediator of social debate



consensus ---------------- controversy

Social problem

Liberal-pluralist position: controversy is part of a rational consensus-
seeking process for solving social problems in society



Media & controversy

If journalism is good, it is controversial, by its nature.
Julian Assange



Media & controversy



Media & controversy: Critical perspective

Controversy may rage as long as it adheres to the 
presuppositions that define the consensus of elites, and 
it should furthermore be encouraged within these 
bounds, thus helping to establish these doctrines as the 
very condition of thinkable thought while reinforcing the 
belief that freedom reigns. 

Noam Chomsky



Liberal-pluralist position: controversy is part of a rational consensus-seeking process for solving
social problems in society

Critical position:

- Controversy stays within elite consensus

- In a commercial environment media are not interested in the social problem, but use 
controversy as a strategy to attract audience’s attention 

- Controversy is linked to deviant, dangerous, transgressive behavior and as a threat

- Coverage/framing of deviant events/groups:
- Irrational
- Highly emotionally charged 
- Morally polarized
- Amplification 

- E.g. Media scandal
- Moral panic
- Media panic 



Scandal

J.B. Thompson:

“actions, events or circumstances which have the following
charactistics:

• “transgression of certain values, norms or moral codes”

• “an element of secrecy or concealment… by individuals”

• “some non-participants disapprove of the actions or 
events and may be offended by the transgression”

• “disapproval by publicly denouncing the actions or events”

• “disclosure and condemnation … may damage the
reputation of the inviduals responsible”







Moral panic

Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972)

“A condition, episode, person or group of persons 
emerges to become defined as a threat to societal 
values and interests; its nature is presented in a 
stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass 
media; the moral barricades are manned by editors, 
bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; 
socially accredited experts pronounce their 
diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved 
or (more often) resorted to; the condition then 
disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes 
more visible.”





Moral panic…





Media panic

“In some cases, debate of a new medium brings about … heated, 
emotional reactions: in that case we have to do with what may be 

defined as a media panic. It may be considered a specification of the 
wider concept of moral panic, and it has some basic characteristics: the 
media is both instigator and purveyor of the discussion; the discussion is 
highly emotionally charged and morally polarised (the medium is either 

"good" or "bad") with the negative pole being the most visible in most 
cases; the discussion is an adult discussion that primarily focuses on 

children and young; the proponents often have professional stakes in the 
subject under discussion as teachers, librarians, cultural critics or 

academic scholars.” (Kirsten Drotner)











Case: Reality TV/Big Brother







Moral panic…



3. What is censorship?







Censorship I

• Regulatory intervention by political authorities (mostly the state and the
church)
• Pre-censorship, e.g. licensing, control of media material before ‘publication’
• Post-censorship, e.g. hindering dissemination and reception after ‘publication’

• Censorship= concrete set of measures from an authority (cf. censorial
institution/person) to hinder/control:
• Production (e.g. ban, or change of content/form)
• Distribution
• Exhibition
• Reception

TEXT 3 MULLER



Censorship: restricted vs. extended

• Authority/sovereignty

• Censor – censored

• Power - subject

• Institutionalized

• Top down

• Repression

• Negative

CONSTITUTIVE CENSORSHIP

• Various powers

• Repression & resistance

• Non-institutionalized forces

• Top-down & Bottom-up

• Possibility of productivity

• Process of negotiation

REGULATORY CENSORSHIP

TEXT 3 MULLER
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Internet_blackholes.svg


http://topinfopost.com/2014/09/02/the-most-important-scene-is-missing-from-the-james-foley-beheading-video-why-did-isis-censor-itself

http://topinfopost.com/2014/09/02/the-most-important-scene-is-missing-from-the-james-foley-beheading-video-why-did-isis-censor-itself


Final thoughts



Controversy / Censorship

• Similarities:
• Multifaceted concepts

• Boundaries of social values: what can be shown, what not?

• Transgression

• Shifts, changes over time & place

• Continuity

• Difference
• Controversy: towards and over the boundaries? 

• Censorship: restricting the boundaries?






