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THE RHETORIC AND AESTHETICS OF WORLD CINEMA
FILM STUDIES AS A PLACE FOR THE “PERSISTENCE OF GEOGRAPHY” 
IN CONTEMPORARY CINEMA

Giorgio Avezzù, Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milano

Abstract

as an approach that adopts a cartographical rhetoric and a worldist aesthetics. This reveals 

a nostalgia for the geographical discourse, which has many implications and can be even 

considered reactionary. Indeed, being the effect of a sort of osmosis between “cartographic 

cinema” and “cartography of cinema,” world cinema promotes a worldview that is allegorical 

-

On a broader level, a symptomatic reading of world cinema shows how its geographical/

geopolitical gaze tries to overcome a crisis of authority and of representation, and the “crisis 

of the cartographic reason.” 

 

I use the expression “world history” reluctantly, because it easily induces a state of 

intoxication that is at best appropriate only when world history really becomes the history of 

everybody’s world. On the radio, for example, when people hear the oft-repeated announcements 

“This is Paris” or “This is London,” the mere mention of such cosmopolitan cities serves the 

same function as cheap booze.

When all geographic hideouts have been photographed, society will have been completely 

blinded.

Siegfried Kracauer1

alternatively refer to “the cinema of the whole world,” to non-Hollywood and non-First World 

CINÉMA & CIE, vol. XIII, no. 20, Spring 2013



98

GIORGIO AVEZZÙ

the study of contemporary cinema, an approach demanded by the very nature of the contemporary 

mediascape.2 

I suggest to consider world cinema as the expression of a gaze that produces “imaginative 

worldist aesthetics, 

here is that the fascination inspired by the notion of world cinema probably resides more than 

in the particular objects it intends to designate and precisely in the term “world” and in the 

geographical imagination it implies. Above all, it lies in the fact that it is an approach that reinserts 

few considerations about the relations between geography and cinema, on the historical evolution 

of that relationship, and on its deep implications. A similar theoretical approach argues for the 

a literary genre, to adequately describe it as a whole ( ). That is indeed 

of the whole Earth. Moreover, that is what cinema – a medium with an old cartographic vocation 

and also intelligible. 

A geographical enthusiasm can be easily traced throughout the writings of those scholars and 

theorists who advocate for the concept of world cinema. Although I do not intend to examine these 

texts in all their complexity, a brief review of a few major arguments addressing the topic may 

provide an example of the pervasiveness of this geographic discourse. Dudley Andrew in An Atlas 

of World Cinema is particularly explicit:

This is the pedagogical promise of world cinema -

scending the vagaries of taste; taking the measure of “the foreign” in what is literally a freshly recog-

-

ema sites” – provides coordinates for navigating this world of world cinema. […] Why not conceive an 

atlas of types of maps, each providing a different orientation to unfamiliar terrain, bringing out different 

aspects, elements and dimensions? Each approach, or map, models a type of view: hence, the Atlas.3

Thus, political maps should describe the “cinematic power” of each nation in terms of feature 

maps should represent “the availability of images region by region” (“demographic studies serve as 

military maps in strategy sessions in the boardrooms of CEOs and cultural ministers”). Linguistic 

maps should account for the different cinematic vocabularies and grammars “set against one 

universally recognized language of the movies, Classical Hollywood’s Latin.” Orientation maps 

as on the map,” examining 

4

This cartographic concern recalls the powerful modernist project which obsessively strived to 

cover and to enframe the world in its entirety. 
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Is there a “nomadic” cinema that can refuse to be mapped? Andrew notes that the recent 

look for a different cinema, whether in the hope that a purer vision may be available, or a purer people. 

5

No region of the world is condemned to be obscured by clouds forever, and sooner or later all 

Such is the “larger vision”6

as “a positive, inclusive, democratic concept” that insists on the interconnected character 

of cinematic productions from all over the globe, with an “all-encompassing,” and again, 

“democratic vocation.”7

unattainable 

cinema is simply the cinema of the world. It has no centre. It is not the other, but it is us. It has no 

beginning and no end, but is a global process. World cinema, as the world itself, is circulation.”8 

am considering: 

[…] this is a history of world cinema. This is a fact of which I am particularly proud […]. On the one 

hand the book tells the history of the cinema as a single global phenomenon […]. But it also, on the 

other hand, tells the history of many different cinemas, growing in different parts of the world.9 

caution

scholars maintain that world cinema requires a polycentric approach, a multitude of perspectives: 

national borders), and the variety of cultural and political contexts in which the world’s cinemas have 

emerged, means that it would be foolish or arrogant, or both, for any one person to attempt to encom-

pass the entire history of cinema single-handed. This is not just a question of knowledge but also of 

perspective.

This is why Nowell-Smith requested for a team of specialists, particularly for narrating cinemas 
10 The scholar 

fears the hybris

-

uation and to students. For a ‘survey’ suggests a distant gaze, panoptically monitoring the foreign for 

our convenience and use. Any study of World Cinema, however, should instead be ready to travel more 

than to oversee.11
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Nevertheless, the approach reveals its subtle schizophrenia

perspectives is one thing. It is also important to be able to bring them all together and to give a 

times.” So, as editor, Nowell-Smith tried “to show how different perspectives can be related, 

rather than imposing a single all-encompassing point of view.”12

While the idea of the atlas aspires to totality through an accretion of multiple yet differentiated maps that 

-

tive one relishes when spinning a globe at arm’s length. Still, the atlas’ thwarted totalization encourages 

a dialectical understanding of culture and of one’s place in it.13 

World cinema does and

multiple perspectives, but it brings them together, conciliating them in a single one, in a single 

discipline, a methodology and a perspective” – it is “the world as viewed from the West.” Their 

introduction of Remapping World Cinema raises several important questions: 

From whence do we view, visualize and theorise world cinema, and what impact does this have on 

cinematic discourses and practices around the world? How does one’s perspective limit one’s view, and 

is it possible to develop a multifarious perspective that takes into account concerns of our own as well 

as that of the others? […] Why theorise, problematise, or even promote World Cinema as a theoretical 

concept?14

That perspective (along with its gaze) carries the problem of its own legitimacy, as Annette 

theory,” and 

[t]his may seem uncontroversial today; and indeed neither Andrew nor Chaudhuri see any need to de-

fend such global (or ‘globalized’) perspectives in their work. And yet, in the 1980s – before the end of the 

Cold War and before the prominence of discourses of globalization – the world systems approach was 

cinemas.15 

In their reader they include on purpose the polemical articles by Julianne Burton and Teshome 

Screen

16 while the other 

blamed the Western obsession for the “worldview,” one of colonialism’s arrogant legacies: “What 

with good intentions and positive results are involved, with implication far greater than cultural 
17
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against Western criticism and theory usefully exposes the situated and discoursive nature of the 

same “worldview” that is now promoted by world cinema. On closer inspection, Nowell-Smith 

too, while trying to present “a picture of world cinema in all its complexity,” cannot erase all 

History of World Cinema “[t]he American [Hollywood] cinema […] occupies a central position 

cinema as a ‘national cinema’ along with the French, Japanese, Soviet and other cinemas.”18 For 

19

It is as if the “orientalist subject,” that Said discussed, was replaced by a new “worldist” one in 

be said that the world itself, just as much as the Orient (and the Occident), “is not an inert fact 

of nature. It is not merely there,” but it is “an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, 

imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence.”20

the image of the globe was rhetorically exploited in the West in the last century can be telling. 

In a sense, the “larger vision” of world cinema corresponds to the “larger view” of the Earth 
21 According to the cultural geographer Denis Cosgrove, 

since the second half of the XX century, the whole Earth images and the Apollo space program 

photographs in particular have shaped two different discourses at the same time. A “one-world” 

rhetoric “concentrates on the global surface, on circulation, connectivity and communication. It 

secular mastery of the world through spatial control.” On the other hand, a “less synoptic and 

distanced” “whole-earth” rhetoric “stresses the globe’s organic unity and matters of life, dwelling, 

and rootedness. […] Such a discourse has to confront the globe’s islandness in the oxymoron 

of global localism” and emphasizes “a quasi spiritual interconnectedness and the vulnerability 

of terrestrial life.” It advocates the necessity of planetary stewardship “best practiced from an 

insider’s localist position,” and therefore it promotes a “rhetoric of localism” which appeals 

to “the visceral bonds between land and life (individual, family, community), bonds that have 

traditionally been localized, frequently as mystical ties of blood and soil.”22 World cinema seems 

to combine both these rhetorics: the “quasi-spirituality” of the “whole-earth” discourse on the 

one hand, celebrating the fragile local cinematic and cultural differences as globally framed and 

interconnected, and the powerful “one-world” paradigm of the all-encompassing vision (the 

“map,” the “atlas,” the “picture of world cinema”) and global circulation (“world cinema, as the 

world itself, is circulation”), on the other hand. 

Cosgrove examines global discourses, the origin of which lies in a particular iconography, 

and it may seem questionable to assign the same rhetorics to world cinema literature, which 

despite its enthusiasm for maps and atlases remains essentially verbal. However, world 

cinema methodology not only conveys a complex rhetoric, but it also has an aesthetics in the 

strictly visual sense of the term. The cartographical and worldist aesthetics of world cinema is 
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Fig. 1 – The I.B. Tauris World Cinema Series logo (2007 – present).

This is the Arno Peters projection, which has become very popular (while very controversial inside 

the discipline of geography) since the early 1970s, because it was conceived as an “egalitarian” 

map, giving equal area representation to all countries, and replacing the Mercator “distorted” and 

“Eurocentric” map.23

24 Despite 

and imagery it belongs to an old and multifaceted globalist tradition, made of a repertoire of 

images with “sacred and secular, colonial and imperial meanings.”25 According to Nagib, the 

implicit “democratic” vocation of the all-encompassing view is actually at odds with the entire 

“cartographic genealogy of the Earth in the western imagination.”

Having pointed out a precise worldist aesthetics in world cinema theory, it is perhaps not too 

far-fetched to draw a parallel between world cinema as a methodological approach, which is what 

. Even if this 

 26 on a stylistic and 

whole earth as their main aesthetic (and ethical27

“the ultimate panorama.”28 In spite of their own carnivalesque aspect, ironic cosmopolitism or new 

age humanism, mondo 

perpetuate “global mythologies: ideological discourses about the world and humanity’s relationship 

to it.”29

control over the new multicultural realities of the postcolonial world order:” 

In a postcolonial world order in which First World societies have found themselves increasingly frag-

mented by Third World immigration, their cultural homogeneity destabilized and contested by the cul-

tures of their former colonies, the global vision of Baraka [Ron Fricke, 1992] can be seen as a reaction 

to the threat such a world poses to Euro-American cultural authority, which, in reinscribing the world 

slipping increasingly beyond its control.30

Again, allegations of neocolonialism may seem disproportionate. However, Roberts’ argument 

exposes the partiality of a gaze and of a cinematic aesthetics that pretend to be innocent and 
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disinterested. Can Roberts’ reasoning on world cinema genre be referred to world cinema 

theory as well, considering the fact that they both seem to share a similar globalist imagery? 

osmosis between cinema 

overlap of two contiguous discourses, one of which – that of cinema as a geographical medium – 

as cartography. 

Fig. 2 – A recent example from the world cinema genre: Home (Yahn Arthus-Bertrand, 2009).

The world cinema genre appears to be nostalgic about the world and about a certain way of 

image. Many scholars noted the primitive geographical penchant of the medium and its mapping 

impulse.31

visible and the representable,”32 and it established itself “within a context of feverish production 

of views of the world, an obsessive labor to process the world as a series of images.”33 This also 

34 Cinema’s concern was the 

transformation of “the obscure mappa mundi 35 Cinema used 

and cartography.”36

cinema and, in general, for modern cartography. 

A typical feature of the writings that deal with geography and cinema consists in considering 

geographical because of its realism and its ability to represent the (whole) world, since every 

Earth. Second, cinema is geographical because of its peculiar regional and national production 

of being represented as the world 

Kino und Erdkunde by 
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because of their photographic basis, but they are able to provide the necessary view of the whole 

world (Weltblick 37 This amphiboly 

of the connection between cinema and geography is also evident in the two seminal series of 

articles edited by British Film Academy Director Roger Manvell, published in The Geographical 

Magazine

articles on national cinemas (i.e. cinema as the object of cartography), the second series analyzes 

United States (i.e. cinema as the subject of cartography, and the world as the object of cinematic 

cartography).38 

transnational analytical perspective on contemporary cinema and articles hoping for the emergence 

of new global documentaries able to visually map “new social and aesthetic spaces” and so to 

account for the “new world (image) order.”39 It is possible to trace this continuous rhetorical and 

aesthetic correspondence, or osmosis, between cartography of cinema and cartographic cinema 

also in the recent volume Theorizing World Cinema. The theoretical frame is the worldist one 

realism is particularly highlighted 

tendency [that] has surfaced on the world cinema map,” spanning from Iran to Thailand, Mexico, 
40

My point is that the fascination for world cinema, even if it cannot be labeled as neocolonialist, 

shows some reactionary

whole Earth, mostly from the vantage point of Western academia. While in a very prudent manner, 

for example, postmodernist anthropology dismisses: “There is no longer any place of overview 

(mountaintop) from which to map human ways of life, no Archimedian point from which to 

represent the world.”41

between the cinema and the world, in both the cases we have discussed, as if the medium was 

still supposed to give a “nouvelle connaissance du monde”42

cartographic preoccupation can be explained by considering that digital production can pose – or 

be perceived as – a threat to the referentiality

threaten the mappability

worlds are lived and perceived concurrently.”43

Moreover, insistently and unproblematically resorting to a cartographic language, world 

cinema theory reveals a nostalgia for geography in general. This precisely happens in an epoch 

when the geographical discipline, which was at the core of the idea of modernity, is undergoing 

major transformations. Critical geography has been deconstructing the cartographical discourse 

since the 1980s, showing its fallacious and non-objective character, and its systematic and inevitable 
44 Basically, geography is always geopolitics for all intents 

and purposes, or as Yves Lacoste said, a strategic discipline. Geopolitik, as Franco Farinelli maintains, 

openly addressed to the political control of the world.45 
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On a broader scale, it has to be noted that world cinema emerges as a theoretical approach in 

an era of “crisis of the cartographic reason,” that is when the foundations on which Westerners 

the functioning of the world, because the world itself, that is every social, economical, political, 

cultural relation, has recently slipped into an area of unmappable invisibility.46 Perhaps, this very 

that critically represent maps, which could be considered as symbols of the “cartographic reason 

shape” of cinema according to Teresa Castro.47

The world cinema “perspective” has a symptomatic and compensative quality in contemporary 

rhetoric and aesthetics, it allegorizes the geographical gaze of cinema and its modernist mission 

exhibition.”48 By putting “the world before you”49 once again, world cinema tries to overcome a 

crisis of authority and of representation, at the very moment when, to quote Heidegger’s words, 

contemporary world “withdraws into a space beyond representation.”50
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