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Follow-Up on the Cinephiles:  
Episodes in the History of Postwar 

Popular Film Education

Blandine Joret

“Being an intellectual is not the same as being an academic.”1 
These words envelop bell hooks’s affinity toward popular culture 
and education. As distinguished university professor, public intel-
lectual, and popular educator, she asks to what extent intellectu-
als need the academy and vice versa: Does the university still need 
intellectuals? Taking a time-out from teaching in higher education, 
hooks points to an enigmatic juncture between universities today 
and their place in society. Corporate university infrastructures cor-
rupt intellectual freedom and sustain what hooks calls the univer-
sity’s “anti-intellectual culture”: “my integrity was as much at risk in 
the academic world as it had been in the non-academic work world, 
where workers are expected to obey authority and follow set rules.”2 
Increasingly so, universities worldwide are taken by neoliberal logic 
in which teaching is progressively conceived as assembly-line work, 
student debt skyrockets, and education becomes effectively com-
modified. Taking a more radical stance, then, popular education 
can reversely be conceived as “antiacademic culture” that tailors to 
individuals whose sociopolitical situation and mental or physical 
special needs exclude them from institutionalized education. Pop-
ular education facilitates, in hooks’s words, “spaces where teaching 
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and learning could be practiced outside the norm,”3 spaces in which 
popular culture operates: “whether we talk about race, or gender, 
or social class, popular culture is where the pedagogy is, it is where 
the learning happens.”4 Because it is grounded in the everyday sen-
sibilities of people, popular culture can facilitate critical thinking 
in ways that theory and institutionalized teaching cannot.

Dispersedly throughout the twentieth century, cinema has 
been such a place and continues to function as an alternative 
learning environment today. In this essay, I outline a series of anti-
institutional initiatives that have implemented audiovisual media, 
filmmaking, and film viewing in emancipatory educational con-
texts. More specifically, I follow up on a tradition of cinephiles, 
loosely translated as “film lovers,” with an explicit lineage in popu-
lar education. In dialogue with foundational perspectives on anti-
institutional and popular education, those of hooks as well as Paulo 
Freire in particular, I examine the views of André Bazin, Fernand 
Deligny, and Serge Daney on this topic. Respectively involved in 
film criticism, antipsychiatry, audiovisual critique and public intel-
lectualism, they share a fragmented legacy in contemporary media 
studies.5 Combined with insights from popular and critical educa-
tion studies, however, these understudied aspects outline an image 
pedagogy that underlies cinephile culture as explicitly anti-institu-
tional and socially engaged. In this essay, I therefore emphasize the 
social value of film culture as educational milieu and thereby aim 
to revive certain educational principles of cinephilia that call for 
reconsideration today.

The proposed bridges laid out in this essay between French 
film critical discourses—Bazin, Deligny, Daney—and the emanci-
patory education practices of Freire and hooks are not straight-
forward. While Freire’s and hooks’s work in popular education 
have strong and well-acknowledged affinities with questions of 
decolonization and race, the origins of French cinephilia in class 
consciousness and youth and disability work, central to my argu-
ment, are indeed rarely acknowledged. For each author discussed 
in this essay, images, filmmaking, and film culture offer alternative 
ways to deal with emancipation and self-expression when language 
and literacy themselves fail to stimulate political participation and 
representation. Freire’s consciousness-raising in adult literacy edu-
cation was centered around images in so-called culture circles, 
hooks took to film in her teaching practice to open theoretical 
discourses on difference and otherness, while Bazin organized film 
clubs in the working-class movement and Deligny implemented 
filmmaking and image-based therapies in his youth work and treat-
ments of mute autism. Closer in time, Daney calls for the return 
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of cinephile culture and media literacy amid an audiovisual land-
scape governed by advertising and capital. By bridging the gap 
between American and French practices in emancipatory educa-
tion, I argue that politically as well as methodologically there are 
implicit and explicit correlations between French cinephile cul-
ture, Freire’s critical consciousness education, and hooks’s own use 
of film in inclusive teaching practices. More precisely, the interac-
tion between these contexts allows me to articulate the political 
and emancipatory foundations of film culture while also explain-
ing the particular significance of film in popular education prac-
tices. Ultimately, I identify the organization of film clubs and their 
educational setup as the common ground between this assortment 
of authors and episodes in the postwar history of emancipatory 
film education.

Article I. The Nouvelle Vague and Postwar Popular Education

Throughout the twentieth century, the more or less general imple-
mentation of literacy programs in Europe has been accompanied 
by the realization that in certain situations the ability to speak, 
read, and write alone is insufficient when it comes to representa-
tion and emancipation. A decade into the twentieth century, the 
public intellectual and oft-referenced pedagogue Charles Péguy 
takes stock of the situation in France: “Explanations, our entire 
education, our entire intellectual, academic, scholarly formation 
has taught us to give explanations, to explain and explain them 
to the point that we’ve had enough.”6 Coming from an engaged 
writer, the statement nonetheless suggests that speech and self-
expression, by that time key ingredients of secular school systems, 
have failed to cultivate assertive citizens. This dichotomy intensi-
fies as mass audiovisual media (radio, film, and television) pro-
gressively affect the authority of spoken and written words. Half 
a century and two world wars later, the cover of a weekly news 
magazine L’Express therefore references Péguy as it announces the 
results of a nationwide survey into the aspirations of eight million 
citizens in France ages eighteen to thirty years: “la nouvelle vague 
is coming!”7 In an extensive report of her research, published as 
The New Wave: Portraits of the Youth (1958), journalist and screen-
writer Françoise Giroud writes that “if 85% of the young people 
we interviewed declare that what’s good in France is the postal and 
telecommunication service, then this is informative. There’s no 
discussion. But when 96% declare that what goes wrong is ‘poli-
tics,’ and that 90% accuse ‘the system,’ what does this mean? That 
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they aspire change? No doubt. That they will work toward change? 
Maybe. But maybe not.”8

The study is indicative of the prevailing postwar morale of 
the time: with nations, communities, and families in ruins, an 
entire generation of young people is caught between social apathy 
and aspiring to do things differently. The citation from Péguy in 
L’Express underscores this emancipatory drive: “twenty years of age, 
it’s us who are the centre and the heart. The axis passes through 
us. It’s on our watch that time should be read.”9 Very quickly, the 
expression “nouvelle vague” is claimed by a group of young film crit-
ics and filmmakers at Cahiers du cinéma and remains today exclu-
sively associated with a booming postwar film culture emanating 
from the idea that cinema and filmmaking were the youths’ pre-
ferred means of expression. From there onward, the New Wave 
has come to designate a revolutionary postwar film aesthetics, quite 
detached from the original sociological study. Yet as I outline subse-
quently, the initial link with Péguy’s turn-of-the-century thought is 
equally present in the earliest writings of André Bazin, the journal’s 
cofounder, suggesting a more intrinsic connection between film, 
education, and social engagement.

Bazin’s earliest writings indeed reveal him to be an institutional 
critic first, targeting rather strongly the elitism of the establishing 
academic film scholarship, along with general critiques on educa-
tional systems. Facing questionable educational reforms in France 
in 1941,10 Bazin, aged twenty-three and in full preparations of his 
own teaching qualification exams, sets out to defend the teaching 
profession against growing academic contempt as well as loosening 
professional standards: 

Teacher, my good friend, the great minds are right: you deserve the “don-

key ears” [a dunce hat] of the University. . . . Hardworking and diligent, 

I’ve seen you silently accept tasks beyond your reach; modest to the point 

of ignoring your own qualities, you made people believe you had none; 

like your brothers the real donkeys, you took things seriously, you had 

faith in your job, your teaching, I even think that’s why they thought you 

were a bit stupid; finally, like your donkey brothers, you were modest and 

had little cash. . . . But let’s not joke about such an important issue. The 

teacher should reclaim the ‘schoolmaster,’ they should find in the villages 

in the midst of rural communities the real importance of their vocation.11

This vocation, Bazin continues, is to “establish an organic and lively 
connection between the earth, tradition and people.”12 Directly ref-
erencing Péguy, Bazin defends the intermediary function of the vil-
lage teacher in terms of an environmental and durable educational 
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model against a continued centralization of knowledge in the cities 
of France and out of the countryside. The teacher, Bazin contin-
ues, is “the ‘only and invaluable representative of the philosophers, 
the poets, and the scholars’ (Péguy); it is their mission to bring to 
the rural community a ferment of progress and initiative; they must 
enable its evolution, to prevent life in distrust and withdrawn into 
itself, to degrade tradition and routine. It’s in this balance between 
the two influences which are both opposed and complementary 
that, according to us, lies the vocation of a teacher.”13 

The direct quote is from “About Jean Coste” (Péguy, 1902) 
and references the miserable story of a village teacher named Jean 
Coste, married with four children, who despite his ardent dedica-
tion to the profession ends up morally and socially isolated from 
the poets, scholars and philosophers he is supposed to represent.14 
Originally a fictional story titled Jean Coste, Village Teacher (Antonin 
Lavergne, 1901), the novel gains real-life status when Péguy in his 
own journal replies to a reader’s letter, written by a countryside 
teacher. With school out for summer and a third baby on its way, 
this teacher asks Péguy whether he can send her and her husband 
some manuscripts that may need to be typed out in return for some 
extra cash. The defense of the village teacher’s social standing, in 
both Péguy’s real-life response to this teacher and Bazin’s critique, 
suggests that this character calls for institutional concern. Once 
again alluding to Péguy, Bazin writes that 

Jean Coste isn’t dead: it’s the schoolmaster, always poor and sometimes 

miserable, the hard-working public official, obliged to complete a deri-

sory salary with municipality secretary work. (Double salary marriages are 

often put forth as a way out, but we’re wondering whether the ideal family 

according to the French government is to offer their functionaries per-

petual celibacy or arranged marriages?) Those who are willing to do this 

job for 1000 francs a month, let them first cast a stone at them!

Because this profession is hard, very hard, the everyday job is 

demanding and crippling. For the schoolmaster to be able to improve, 

for them to practice a humanities education, one needs to give them 

the time for it and to release them from overloaded classes which, after 

a tiring day’s work, call for long evenings over the inexhaustible pile 

of papers.15

Later that year Bazin fails his teaching exams, meaning the 
immediate loss of his scholarship that leads him to take on a job as a 
high school teaching assistant.16 From Dudley Andrew’s biography 
of Bazin, we know that having had this “backstairs look at educa-
tion” as classroom assistant,17 he grew more and more disillusioned 
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in the system: “Bazin decided that he would not again put himself 
at the mercy of the ‘organized idiocy that calls itself a jury.’”18 It is 
therefore in dire straits that Bazin writes this inaugural essay: the 
follow-up on Péguy is an indirect report on his everyday experi-
ences teaching at the lowest rank in an educational system that 
Bazin grew to despise. 

The emphasis on rural community teaching already hints at 
the decentralized pull that underlies Bazin’s film theory and praxis: 
where the filmed image in Bazin is essentially “centrifugal,”19 so too 
is film culture invested in creating open and democratic milieus 
of conversation. With pamphlets titled Do You like Film Clubs? We 
Put Them Everywhere (1953) and The Great Possibilities of Film Clubs 
(1946) and numerous practical guides for film club organization, 
Bazin was at the forefront of a postwar revival of film clubs, which 
were set up as a nationwide film educational network. Abandoning 
the institutional path, Bazin’s film clubs address a wide audience of 
cinephiles, students, professors, factory workers, and farmers. As 
Andrew puts it, “his classrooms were open and movable (ciné-clubs 
and Union halls throughout Paris and around Europe); his virtual 
classrooms were the journals he published in (from the elementary 
school Parisien libéré, to the high school Écran français, to the univer-
sity level Esprit).”20 From 1948 onward, Bazin’s social engagement 
intensifies as he is put in charge of the film program at Travail et 
Culture, a popular education organization with a specific emphasis 
on film. It is during this time that he looks after François Truffaut, 
at the time a quasi-orphaned juvenile delinquent whose future, 
we know now, would be deeply affected by this close encounter: 
“From that day in 1948 when he got me my first film job,” Truf-
faut recounts, “working alongside him, I became his adopted son. 
Thereafter, every pleasant thing that happened in my life, I owed to 
him.”21 Truffaut also stated that “[Bazin] did more to me in three 
weeks than my own parents had done in fifteen years.”22 Truffaut’s 
connection with Bazin in fact shows on a microlevel the kind of 
film pedagogy emerging at the heart of postwar cinephile Paris: to 
provide, through the cinema, a better outlook for those teenagers 
of the nouvelle vague generation who were otherwise left behind.

While not commonly referenced in classical educational 
models, this figure of the foster parent, so to speak, is a recur-
ring trope in alternative film education. Taking inspiration from 
psychoanalyst Alice Miller,23 hooks defines such foster figures as 
“enlightened witnesses”: “practically every adult who experienced 
unnecessary suffering in childhood has a story to tell about some-
one whose kindness, tenderness and concern restored their sense 
of hope. This could happen because families existed as part of 
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larger communities.”24 Enlightened witnesses enable people who 
lack protected and loving upbringing within the family context to 
imagine community otherwise: peripheral figures or friends or, 
later in life, romantic relationships. For hooks, these figures are 
crucial when it comes to emancipation, as they provide alternatives 
to the “privatised patriarchal nuclear family,”25 thereby breaking 
oppressive power regimes within family dynamics. Important for 
my argument, this enlightened witness returns in hooks’s cultural 
criticism in the form of emancipated spectatorship in the midst of 
twenty-first-century media illiteracy: “the issue is not freeing our-
selves from representation. It’s really about being enlightened wit-
nesses when we watch representations, which means we are able to 
be critically vigilant about both what is being told to us and how we 
respond to what is being told.”26

There is in this conflated meaning of the enlightened witness 
the possibility of community and reciprocity attributed to the prac-
tice of representation. From this perspective, the enlightened wit-
ness—whether as educational figure or in terms of an emancipatory 
spectatorship position—is clearly inscribed within a counterforce 
to oppressive upbringing and/or representation. Instead, hooks’s 
pedagogy is rooted in the affirmation of love and joy in the educa-
tional process and emphasizes the necessity of love in discussions 
on popular culture as well: “public art,” she writes, “can be a vehicle 
for the sharing of life-affirming thoughts.”27 Similarly, the global 
postwar context in particular amplified the need for strengthened 
communities, to which end cinema specifically would take up a 
prominent role in popular education.

Like hooks’s enlightened witness, the core of the New Wave 
too is closely related to questions of new media literacy while 
also being inscribed in a historical context characterized by the 
need for social reintegration, political agency, and cultural con-
sciousness. In France specifically, the immediate postwar period is 
marked by the solidification of popular education networks, such 
as Peuple et Culture, Travail et Culture, and Tourisme et Culture. 
These education leagues were spearheaded by Christiane Faure 
(1908–1998), minister of education in the provisional government 
of Charles De Gaulle, and were considered crucial in reestablishing 
democracy and preventing oppressive regimes, such as Nazism, to 
return. At the same time, new film techniques (portable cameras, 
new wide-aperture lenses enabling shooting on location, etc.) were 
introduced, which democratized filmmaking itself, thereby raising 
questions of media literacy as the core of the French New Wave. It 
is not for nothing that Alexandre Astruc’s 1948 manifesto on the 
caméra stylo is said to have initiated the movement: equating the 
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camera with the writer’s pen, cinema was soon becoming an alter-
native to written language and represented for many a fundamen-
tal medium of expression, “a means of writing just as flexible and 
subtle as written language.”28 Well before the generalized introduc-
tion of television at home, Astruc’s views implied a direct correla-
tion between the initial societal impact of the printing press and 
the postwar revolutionary potential of audiovisual media, a poten-
tial quickly picked up by the Cahiers filmmakers of the New Wave. 
In the section below, I elaborate on the radical use of film language 
(filmmaking) as an alternative to written and spoken language, 
thereby solidifying the implicit but close connection between cin-
ema and popular education.

Article II. The Filmmaking Alternative: Film as Popular Education

In his foundational study Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968), Freire 
defines popular and emancipatory education in reaction to com-
monplace “banking education,” which he characterizes as a one-
way communiqué: a so-called “anti-dialogue” that “regulate[s] the 
way the world ‘enters into’ the students,” who then “‘receive’ the 
world as passive entities.”29 His practice emphasizes education as a 
dialogical practice of freedom and is instead built on communica-
tion: “the teacher’s thinking is authenticated only by the authen-
ticity of the student’s thinking.”30 “Popular” in popular education, 
then, does not mean easier-to-swallow knowledge transfer or extra-
curricular learning activities but instead involves emancipatory 
methods that stimulate cocreative learning environments.31 In the 
aftermath of centuries of colonization and slavery, general literacy 
and participatory democracy were uncommon in Brazil during the 
1950s and 1960s, especially in the northeast of the country. Work-
ing in adult literacy programs in that specific region and later on 
in exile in Chile,32 Freire developed a relational pedagogy around 
the concept of “conscientization,”33 or consciousness raising, that 
emphasizes first and foremost an individual’s relation with the 
world: “The act of reading cannot be explained as merely reading 
words since every act of reading words implies a previous reading 
of the world and a subsequent rereading of the world. There is 
a permanent movement back and forth between ‘reading’ real-
ity and reading words—the spoken word too is our reading of 
the world.”34

As alternative to language, which implies a series of ideological 
predispositions (“previous readings of the world”), filmmaking may 
be particularly effective in “reading the world,” being aesthetically 
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and ontologically close to reality. It also has its medium-specific 
means for “receiving the world,” involving affective dimensions that 
distinguish it, for example, from text-based media. This way, recent 
popular education projects with at-risk youths and adolescents with 
impaired language skills have applied filmmaking in environmen-
tal and social justice education.35 Following advancements in por-
table and accessible recording technology, along with an expressed 
need for societal change, the immediate postwar period in France 
should be seen as preceding this trend, as it became a breeding 
ground for popular film education.

In an article titled “The Language of Our Time” (1953), Bazin 
sketches this social function of film from an explicitly pedagogical 
perspective. Addressing the immense influence of more or less new 
media, such as advertising, television, and radio broadcasting as 
well as the printing press on contemporary society, the emphasis of 
the article lies in the “complex and profound relationship between 
modern civilization and the new means of expression offered by 
the cinema.”36 More specifically, he hints at the failure of text-based 
media in elevating the intellectual and cultural sensibility of the 
masses and instead praises the emancipatory potential of film in 
the midst of an intensifying audiovisual media landscape: “During 
the time of the development of primary schools, new techniques 
for the diffusion of thought appeared. The mechanical arts: the 
phonogram (and later on the radio which is the sequel to the pho-
nograph) and the cinema began to take over from the printing 
press with an overwhelming efficiency. . . . It’s understandable that 
spoken and written language is not able to cope any longer with 
this flow that knows no more frontiers than modern industrial 
techniques.”37

Seen from this perspective, the emphasis on film language, 
which permeates Bazin’s film criticism, is in fact an educational 
calling that exceeds more commonplace arguments on film style. 
Similarly, Andrew wonders whether the “idea of cinema” attributed 
to the nouvelle vague filmmakers should in fact be restricted to a 
particular genre or aesthetic,38 as indeed, from its origins sketched 
out above, Bazin’s “realism axiom” appears fundamentally con-
cerned with emancipatory education rather than propagating a 
particular film style. This is an important nuance, because it sets 
the groundwork for a particular film literacy applicable in specific 
alternative educational contexts where language fails to be the pre-
ferred or most effective means of communication.

At Travail et Culture, Bazin works side by side with Fernand 
Deligny, an experimental pedagogue and special needs educator 
whose ideas on the impact of mass media on education strongly 
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resonate with Bazin’s.39 From 1947 to 1953 Deligny, known as an 
“anarchist in the classroom” favorable to “anti-linguistic forms of 
teaching,”40 leads a community of at-risk youths with the intention 
of reintegrating them in society by intensifying their sense of com-
munal connectivity and agency. “Boys come to us deprived, for the 
most part, of concrete intentions. At best, they set out words like 
‘bricklayer . . .’ or ‘to live independently . . . ,’ scanty passports for 
the future.”41 Under the title “La Grande cordée” (The Big Web), 
Deligny sets up a series of experiential integration programs tai-
lored to estranged adolescents with the intention of “open[ing] 
the doors and windows [of special schools], and this is not just a 
metaphor: the windows of the pavilions at psychiatric hospitals that 
I know of, could not be opened and the doors were kept closed 
by masterpieces of exaggerated ironwork. Adolescents were living 
inside these pavilions. One wonders why. The only reason I could 
find for their confinement was that they had to be placed some-
where, those kids.”42 Rather than locking them up in closed-off 
psychiatric hospitals, the Big Web encompasses a series of exper-
imental practices as attempts to “help the youngest members to 
find strength ‘anyways’; to find with force their place in a society 
that lacks overall outlook; to have them take decisions regardless, 
with their own hands and their own heads.”43 Opening windows 
and doors translates in Deligny’s practice into so-called testing 
abodes, much like internships in a bakery or on a farm. The fact 
that these adolescents used documentary filmmaking to reflect on 
these experiences is particularly interesting when it comes to relat-
ing Deligny and Bazin through their shared film pedagogy, which 
I explain subsequently.

Both Bazin and Deligny argue that film provides an alterna-
tive to written and spoken language and in their educational prac-
tice use film as alternative learning environment in the form of 
after-school film clubs or social reintegration programs. Accord-
ing to them, various media such as TV, radio, and advertising have 
impacted literacy to such an extent that new means of expression, 
such as film, are becoming increasingly important in specific edu-
cational tasks. Affirming Bazin’s call for media literacy, Deligny 
writes in “The Camera, Pedagogical Tool” (1955) that “the image—
photographs in journals and newspapers, cinema, television—
invades the world and yields a lasting assault on language. Spoken 
language cannot escape the omnipresence of modern broadcast-
ing techniques.”44 He mentions the particular case of a boy named 
Christian who, “when he hears ‘white,’ he chants ‘Persil whiteness,’ 
or ‘white teeth, fresh breath,’ happy enough to find himself back 
in the radio-advertisement waves, like a duck in a pond. As for the 
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rest, and regarding his own accomplishments, his thinking stum-
bles, he lacks tempo and vocabulary.”

This essay is an account of a documentary project Deligny 
started but never finished with the delinquent teenagers at the 
Big Web under the provisional title “Children Without Future?” 
In an attempt at fostering concrete connections between the kids 
and their living environment, filmmaking is considered the most 
appropriate means of expression, especially taking into account 
the adolescents’ exposure to audiovisual media. Indeed, the basic 
idea behind using the medium of film is, in Deligny’s words, “the 
idea that film is an extremely important ‘language,’ to us educators, 
since we are dealing with adolescents who, for the most part, almost 
never use written language, despite sufficient instruction, and 
that they have a restricted use of spoken language—restricted not 
regarding quantity, but regarding the exchange value of words and 
sentences: eloquence that says nothing, language intoxicates them 
and fails them whenever they need to make themselves heard.”45

Deligny clearly shares Bazin’s educational calling, using the 
camera rather than the pen for this purpose, and thereby proposes 
an indirect application of the postwar conception of the camera-
pen: “As a teacher, I made sure their pens were always on their desks; 
(they were red and all looked the same, a wooden stick with at 
the end a steel tip of the pen, the steel of a spear, moving, lagging 
behind on the history of civilization, eternal). . . . As an educator, 
I want there to be cameras at hand; a complex tool with its own 
internal clockwork and mechanics, but one that stimulates a posi-
tive assessment of the most unrestrained and negligent rascals.”46 
Deligny here emphasizes the effectivity of cameras as educational 
tools that complement the classical didactic role of the teacher. 
The use of film in these classrooms, then, is far from being mere 
illustration accompanying standard knowledge transfer, nor is it 
tailored toward cultivating professional filmmakers; his film proj-
ects always remained à faire, as he called it, works in progress.47

With often inaccessible and expensive equipment, the projects 
in Deligny’s school in fact never really took shape, at least not in 
the form of a feature-length documentary. In his assessment, he 
writes that the children performed “badly; that goes without saying. 
And in a miserly kind of way, given the cost of film and its develop-
ment. But the camera is there and, to continue the comparison 
with literature, let’s say that some of the boys at La Grande Cordée 
and the adults at this same organization did very little scribbling 
before coming to sentences, that is to say shots.”48 These films, in 
other words, are not meant to be good, aesthetic final projects, 
but their value lies in the process itself, the film making as such. As 
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much as a child learning to read and write is not expected to excel 
in poetry or prose but is instead learning essential tools to interact 
and engage in a social environment, so too can filming in itself be 
expressive (reflective and communicative). Deligny’s experiments 
at the Big Web suggest that filmmaking can contribute significantly 
to educational projects, particularly involving adolescents with 
impaired language and verbal communication skills.

The need for a postliterate film pedagogy intensifies in Del-
igny’s experiential therapies in the 1970s, during which he devel-
ops a more radical, antilinguistic and explicitly anti-institutional 
image pedagogy. Working with mute autistic children who were 
left untreated in psychiatric hospitals because of their inability to 
participate in dominant psychoanalytic methods,49 he ridicules the 
idea that the postliterate issues have been dealt with and that soci-
ety has embraced other means, such as those of the image, as equal 
to written or spoken language: “The era of the image! And this as 
we’ve never been further from the image. We are in the century 
of language, the era of blah-blah-blah, of rote learning, unbridled 
speech.”50 He takes these children to the mountainous area of the 
Cévennes in the south of France, outside the hospitals that had 
become their prisons, and develops successful alternative therapies 
based on a conception of the image as strictly opposed to language. 
From thereon, Deligny claims that “the image is autistic . . . l’image 
ne dit rien,”51 meaning that the image does not speak but also that 
it does not mean anything, at least not in the sense that spoken or 
written language produces meaning.

Although technically and aesthetically speaking far removed 
from cinematography, the result of these image-based therapies is 
an extensive documentation of subjective experiences, expressed 
visually: concrete maps, tracings made by so-called close presences 
(Deligny’s alternative for therapists), of the children and the adults’ 
movements while doing the dishes, for instance, and the children 
dyeing wool or tending a flock of sheep.52 The strength of this prac-
tice lies in its nonverbal, even antilinguistic orientation, as Marlon 
Miguel affirms: “the maps aim at a non-verbal means of commu-
nication. All in all, the maps are a means to decolonize language. 
This decolonization critically aims at the underlying language of 
the given relations through which supposedly ‘normal’ subjects 
project themselves into the other and interpret/judge the other.”53

With aberrant movements dominating the maps, this visual 
analysis then does not impose systems of thought and expression 
but instead develops from the children’s own affective experience 
of the environment in a process close to Freirean conscientization. 
Following up on this, Deligny affirms that these autistic children 
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have a different kind of perception beyond language, which he 
describes as “the existence of a retina that perceives from another 
‘eye.’”54 Here, the connection with filmmaking is readily made: the 
film strip being a retina, the camera lens records reality like another 
eye, all the while avoiding the mediation of language (“previous/
subsequent readings of the world,” in Freire’s terminology) in its 
signifying process.

Article III. Updates from a Ciné-fils

The call for film language as an emancipatory tool in popular 
education runs through Serge Daney’s more encompassing media 
pedagogy, which equally brings it closer in time. A self-proclaimed 
ciné-fils, or son of the cinema, he describes cinephilia as “a story of 
stubborn orphans and chosen families.”55 The connection between 
Bazin and Truffaut but also Deligny’s educational efforts at the Big 
Web and in the Cevennes reflects this kind of story: with traditional 
settings for education and intellectual growth lacking, whether 
these are family structures or school systems, cinema offers an alter-
native path. Daney’s own film education starts in high school, with 
an occasional film screening by his Latin teacher Herni Agel and 
numerous trips with his mother to the theater (growing up without 
a father): to him, coming of age is interconnected with film experi-
ences.56 Often declared the most influential French film critic after 
Bazin, Daney in his texts offers a contemporary media pedagogy 
firmly grounded in the critical assessment of the most basic film 
techniques. Interestingly, he takes the question of film pedagogy as 
a broader call for media literacy and continues this postliterate line 
of thought from an explicitly cinephile perspective, arguing “that 
concepts like ‘editing’ or ‘close-up’ . . . are gifts from the cinema to 
the 20th century and . . . are made to be used.”57 As Deligny points 
to an intoxication of language by advertising, so too does Daney 
analyze his contemporary media landscape from the perspective of 
an erosion of language, this time of film language: “The leitmotif 
of the seventies: nothing was ‘innocent,’ nor the form of a film, nei-
ther its technology, or cinema itself. . . . So, talking cinema set silent 
film straight to prepare for the strain of the war, we were speaking 
only for propaganda purposes; we were dancing only to march bet-
ter; etc.”58 Under the influence of advertising, for instance, Daney 
distinguishes “cinema” from the rise of “audiovisual” aesthetics in 
the 1970s in radical opposition to the French New Wave style.59 In 
other words, advertising and propaganda rid the cinematographic 
image of its creative significance, as it puts aesthetics at work to sell 
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products or ideas: in the regime of the audiovisual, political and 
social content is overruled by merchandised formalism.

Daney takes a cinephile perspective to suggest possibilities for 
a renewed popular education through mass media.60 Where Bazin 
and Deligny emphasized the holistic tasks of the educator,61 Daney 
considers the teachers as so-called passeurs: “‘Passeurs’ are strange 
people: they need boundaries only to contest them. They have 
no need to be alone with their ‘treasures,’ and at the same time, 
they aren’t that much bothered with those on which they ‘pass on’ 
something. And because ‘feelings are always mutual,’ no one is 
bothered so much with them either, nothing is ‘passed’ onto them, 
one willingly goes through their pockets.”62

Daney’s irony here may get lost in translation: “to pass on” 
designates both to transfer or to advance knowledge (reciprocity) 
and renumeration (in this case, the lack thereof). Reminiscent of 
Jean Coste the village teacher, the passeur too has little cash: neither 
self-centered (“no need to be alone with ‘treasures’”) or uncondi-
tionally needed (“no one is bothered so much with them either”), 
they are instead a transient and yet accommodating mentor. The 
passeur is therefore an enigmatically educational character,63 much 
like hooks’s enlightened witness or Deligny’s close presences. Fur-
thermore, in Daney’s notion of the passeur as an intermediate actor, 
both medium and teacher are entangled: “The passeur is perhaps 
the one who remembers that the real communication, which left 
traces in his life, is not the one that has been imposed on him 
(through school, catechisms, publicity, everything which is ‘edify-
ing’) but the one which has happened almost sneakily, laterally, 
and anonymously.”64

Here again, we see the affirmation of an alternative learn-
ing environment attributed to the media: films typically educate 
outside traditional classrooms and in an explicitly nonhierarchi-
cal manner. Television (and we could add the internet today) in 
principle shares this cinephile promise, because it enables “more 
people of the world to see at the same time more of the world.”65 
Yet under the influence of marketing logic, Daney continues, the 
media have slowly discarded their educational function: “The more 
one gets to know their audience, the more one is placed at its ser-
vice. But then, nothing is ‘passed’ anymore, we become like a sieve; 
it’s a different job (which, by the way, ‘pays’ more).”66 

The distinction between cinema and the audiovisual, between 
passeurs and sieves, is essentially a distinction based on exchange 
or the lack thereof, in Freire’s terminology between communica-
tion and communiqué. This way, Daney’s understanding of cine-
philia significantly exceeds its traditional definition: in principle 
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a medium-specific erudition, individual experience and appreci-
ation of film art.67 The passeur implies the intermediary position 
Bazin assigned to the village teacher while at the same time clearly 
speaking to the enlightened witness (hooks) and the close pres-
ences (Deligny). Applied to popular education, then, cinephilia 
becomes an educational model that defies communiqués in favor 
of communication, expression, and community.

Article IV. The Film Club as Culture Circle

Given the cinema’s proven advantage when it comes to conscious-
ness-raising, it is no surprise that film has become an essential 
practice used by educators today to initiate discussions on soci-
etal themes in class, stimulate inclusive learning environments, or 
decolonize existing teaching and learning practices. Among the 
authors discussed throughout this essay, hooks most clearly fore-
grounds cinema’s specific strength in this matter:

I would want [my students] to read all this meta-linguistic theory of dif-

ference and otherness and they would say, “well what does this have to do 

with our lives?” I found continually that if I took a movie and said, “Well 

did you go see this movie? And how do you think about it?” and I related 

something very concrete in popular culture to the kind of theoretical 

paradigms that I was trying to share with them through various work, 

people seem to grasp it more and not only that, it would seem to be much 

more exciting and much more interesting for everybody.68

The necessity to connect political theories with everyday lived ex-
periences is a crucial component of hooks’s engaged pedagogy, as 
it actively involves the students’ standpoint in the process toward 
critical consciousness. Similarly, Freire in his Education for Critical 
Consciousness established “culture circles,” which were alternative 
learning environments constructed as networked spaces that reject 
one-sided communiqués in favor of multivocal dialogue: “Who-
ever enters into dialogue does so with someone about something; 
and that something ought to constitute the new content of our 
proposed education.”69 Interestingly, Freire made use of images 
and filmstrips, so-called codified situations,70 based on which par-
ticipants “begin to reflect about their own capacity for reflection, 
about the world, about their position in the world, about their 
work, about their power to transform the world, about the encoun-
ter of consciousness.”71 Like the films in hooks’s classrooms, these 
situations enabled the participants of the culture circle to position 
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themselves in relation to the projected images and from thereon to 
recognize their broader implication as subjects in the world.

Coincidentally, similar culture circles called cercles d’études (study 
circles) were established at Parisian universities during and in the 
immediate aftermath of World War II. While not directly related to 
literacy education as Freire’s, these study circles too were organized 
specifically for workingmen and with the explicit purpose of raising 
critical and social consciousness under and after Nazi occupation.72 
While the topics of discussion could vary widely—from history, 
employment, everyday and social life, and philosophical questions 
to literature and the arts—the dialogical method of debating was 
always openly engaged: “it is necessary that each individual partici-
pates with their entire personality, in a common inquiry. To achieve 
this, the group leader solicits each and everyone’s personal experi-
ence.”73 The necessity to start discussions around concrete objects 
and life situations was also crucial in this matter: “each audience, 
and especially a working-class audience, has a natural taste for the 
concrete.”74 This engaged approach translates almost directly into 
Bazin’s subsequent manuals for organizing film clubs as well as 
his reflection reports and studies of audience interaction, which 
comprise his most explicit film educational texts. Similar to Freire’s 
situations, Bazin emphasizes the audience’s specific engagement 
with objects onscreen—for instance, a white chicken in a mission-
ary film, moving shrubbery in Lumière’s Le Repas de bébé (1895), 
and a wardrobe in Le jour se lève (Carné, 1939)—and more gener-
ally the cinema’s ability to “express an abstract idea only by means 
of the most concrete representation, reality.”75

Each organizational setup of these “circles” (culture, study, 
or film) similarly deconstructs conventional educational arrange-
ments in order to provide space for reciprocity and mutual 
exchange. Clearly, their engaged format facilitates the emergence 
of new knowledge and critical awareness as a direct consequence 
of the participants’ active involvement in the learning process. As 
hooks recalls, “The most exciting aspect of critical thinking in the 
classroom is that it calls for initiative from everyone. . . . When 
everyone in the classroom, teacher and student, recognizes that 
they are responsible for creating a learning community together, 
learning is at its most meaningful and useful. In such a commu-
nity of learning there is no failure. Everyone is participating and 
sharing whatever resource is needed at a given moment in time to 
ensure that we leave the classroom knowing that critical thinking 
empowers us.”76

Engaged pedagogy could indeed be considered the antidote 
for what hooks called the “anti-intellectual” culture at universities 
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today. Against the commodification of thinking and teaching, 
which favors scripted lectures and hierarchical student-teacher 
interactions, empowering critical thinking in the classroom re-
quires alternative learning spaces that favor reciprocity. Such 
spaces and pedagogies, however, are scarce, as university teachers 
are employed on precarious temporary contracts, while persistent 
internationalization and accordingly rising student numbers at the 
same time require and problematize inclusive teaching practices. 
Unfortunately, Jean Coste is not obsolete in academia today, and 
academic careers are rarely built on passeur achievements.

For example, each year the media studies program at the Uni-
versity of Amsterdam welcomes an increasing number of first-year 
students (nearing eight hundred in 2023) from all corners of the 
world, along with a new group of last-minute appointed temporary 
teachers to cover for over thirty parallel research seminar groups 
needed to accommodate this exponential number of students. The 
effects on teaching and learning are not negligible: we have seen 
the replacement of research seminars with lectures (several of them 
online, as room capacity is becoming increasingly problematic), 
standardized feedback methods, predesigned teaching plans, and 
a progressive and worrisome proletarianization of teachers. Fur-
thermore, the oft-praised diversity of an international classroom 
remains a catchphrase unless real efforts are made to counteract 
persistent communiqués. Taking inspiration from the practices 
described throughout this essay, a weekly film club was therefore 
organized with the explicit intention to stimulate interpersonal 
and intercultural exchange among the students via world cinema 
discussions.77 When it comes to the actual setup of the screenings, 
Bazin’s original guidelines on how to organize film clubs were 
loosely translated into student manuals. The following key points 
highlight his engaged approach: 

•	 In order to minimize the lecture format, film introductions 
must be kept to a minimum (lasting no more than five to six 
minutes).

•	 The introduction should focus on some key elements to con-
textualize the film and initiate a couple of themes that may be 
brought up during the discussion.

•	 The presenter’s criticism or personal opinions should be 
reserved for after the viewing and, even then, cannot at any 
point dominate the discussion.

•	 While the debate should be carefully prepared by means of 
a detailed and extensive film analysis (Bazin’s instructions 
include an empty analytical framework to use during 
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preparations), the debate leader “should refrain from 
imposing their own way of thinking: guiding a debate mostly 
involves choosing the right questions and offering the 
audience a context for their own answer.”78

In our experience, the combination of a contextualizing but essen-
tially open introduction with a well-prepared and accommodating 
debate leader results in lively debates during which thoughts and 
ideas arise in the moment. As for the programming, we made sure 
to offer a wide variety of world cinema auteurs as well as a diversity 
of main topics and themes.79 Furthermore, as the film club grew, 
more frequent references were made to earlier film screenings and 
discussions, which not only enhanced our sense of belonging (we 
know the same films) but also contributes to the broader transcul-
tural debate that world cinema facilitates. Because of the more or 
less universal character of film language, or thanks to subtitling, 
world cinema has the ability to convey global themes through local 
and individual stories. Thus, as Seung-hoon Jeong argues, “Thanks 
to powerful visuality, world cinema globalizes locality much more 
vividly than world literature and enables its studies not to be 
entrapped in the logic of difference and the difficulty of its trans-
lation. We could thus ‘go global’ by recharging identity politics 
rooted in class, gender, racial differences with a new theorization 
of global subjectivity and community.”80

The world cinema debates therefore actively contributed to the 
engaged pedagogy, given the diverse personal and cultural back-
grounds of our students and teachers and the fact that discussions 
moved from concrete, personal stories or film techniques to much 
more abstract ethical and political thoughts. Without resorting to 
“meta-linguistic theory on difference and otherness,” the film club 
setup allows for improvised rather than preconceived knowledge 
and stimulates participatory learning. In passing, a student would 
clarify a particular political situation in their home country. Some-
one would recognize local stereotypes and dialects relevant to the 
discussion; one student complements another when it comes to 
costume design, or any topic related to one of the research semi-
nars they followed. This way, while very much embedded in the 
institutional context of the university, the film club offers a dia-
logical learning environment as alternative to progressively imple-
mented communiqués in higher education.

Whether culture circles, study circles, or film clubs, the explic-
itly relational setting of these learning spaces and their shared 
pedagogical approach have proven to be particularly valuable 
as emancipatory education practices. Consciousness-raising and 
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engaged pedagogy require not only that learning is grounded in 
concrete, everyday experiences (popular culture, everyday objects, 
or concrete stories) but also that this learning occurs in a state of 
reciprocity. Similarly, cinephile culture appears in its origins explic-
itly concerned with questions of emancipation, whether this con-
cerned the workers’ movement, delinquent youths or mute autistic 
children, or critiquing consumerist media culture. Having traced 
these correspondences between Bazin, Deligny, and Daney on the 
one hand and hooks and Freire on the other indicates that their 
educational practices are historically and methodologically closely 
aligned. This implies that cinephilia may continue to play a crucial 
role in emancipatory teaching and learning, especially as audio-
visual media appear gratuitous, neoliberal management corrupts 
educational practices, while racial, gender, and class differences 
require alternative conceptions of community in an increasingly 
global society. Naturally, the episodes discussed throughout this 
essay are only suggestive of the vast amount of alternative film 
educational practices that came before or will come after. Yet the 
complementary correspondences altogether outline the ground-
work of an emancipatory and explicitly cinephile pedagogy which 
reminds us that beyond the beauty of cinema there is a necessity 
to it as well.
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