
GENRE

DEFINITION:

A ‘genre’ is a set of films which bear strong similarity in one of a number of ways. Robert Stam 
points out that what makes a genre is hard to define: “While some genres are based on story 
content (the war film), other are borrowed from literature (comedy, melodrama) or from other media 
(the musical). Some are performer-based (the Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers films) or budget-
based (blockbusters), while others are based on artistic status (the art film), racial identity (Race 
films), location (the Western), or sexual orientation (Queer Cinema)”

DESCRIPTIVE APPROACHES TO GENRE

When studying a genre, the first thing to do is to identify the conventions. Buscombe’s theory 
suggests that genre is defined by iconography, and that there are four places to look for these 
icons; Locations, Appearance, Tools and Miscellaneous.

So, we can tell this is a Western. The Wild West location, the “red 
Indian’ appearance of the actor, the style of gun he is using, even the 
font and graphic style are all strongly associated with that genre.

Buscombe’s theory is a useful, but superficial start. There are other 
things we can look at here. There is a fight on the cover, which is 
typical of the conflict-based narrative of the Western. Buscombe’s 
theory ignores narrative entirely, however, so if we don’t move beyond 
it, we will miss a lot. We also need to consider things like 
cinematography, editing style, use of sound and, especially, music, 
whether certain actors or directors are associated with certain genres. 
Buscombe does none of this.

We might call this a DESCRIPTIVE approach to film genre - basically, we are just dividing films up 
according to the conventions we find. It’s a start, but it’s not terribly useful or difficult if that’s all we 
do. Once we have a firm grasp of that the conventions of a genre actually are, we are basically 
looking to see how certain films adhere to or deviate from them. An attentive student might note, 
for example, that a ‘Red Indian’ is at the top of the visual hierarchy here, and that suggests that the 
narrative might centre around a native American character not a ‘cowboy.’  Indeed, there don’t 
appear to be any cowboys or white characters anywhere in the miss en scene. This is a complete 
reversal of genre convention. 

Note also that ‘genre’ films (or literature) are often regarded as less creative or worthy than other 
types of narratives. The idea is that if you choose to work within a genre, then a lot of decisions 
about character, narrative, style and so n have already been made for you. The word ‘generic’ is 
usually used as an insult. Directors who work entirely within one genre (for example, Wes Craven 
with his horrors or John Hughes with his teen comedies) might struggle to receive the credit given 
to directors who aren’t so strongly connected to a single genre.

As well as identifying genre conventions, we’d also want to get a feeling for the relationships 
between an entire ‘family’ of genres; at the top of the hierarchy, we might have a form, then 
beneath that a parent or matrix genre, then sub-genres beneath that. So, for example, one ‘form’ of 
narrative might be Fantasy. It contains within it genres such as horror, the fantasy epic, the fairy 



tale and so on. If we take one of those genres, say horror, then it divides into sub-genres - 
psychological horror, the ghost story, the monster movie and so on.

And finally, of course, we have hybridity. Artists have always combined genres, but this has 
become much more common in the postmodern era. Obviously, there’s an audience consideration 
here - in theory the more genres we utilise, the more audiences we hit. It’s often more 
sophisticated than that, though; a film like Kung Fu Hustle (Chow, 2004), with its mix of martial 
arts and western genres (and many others) raises interesting questions about the fact that these 
two genres are very similar and may well perform identical reflective functions for their respective 
cultures (of which more in a minute.) If we were being descriptive, we would simply find the 
conventions from the various genres being used; again, a necessary starting point but a rather 
unsatisfactory ending point.

GENRE AND REFLECTION THEORY

Molly Haskell, as a feminist critic, generally pointed out that we could learn something about how 
women were treated in society by looking at the films produced within that society. The popularity 
of very violent slasher movies in the late seventies and early eighties, for example, in which young 
woman were repeatedly and brutally raped (symbolically or actually) might reasonably be assumed 
to reveal something about that particular culture’s attitudes to women. This is an example of 
REFLECTION THEORY which basically states that culture (film, in our case) reflects the world 
from which it comes.

So, a film like Sunshine (Boyle, 2007) might tell us something about the Western European culture 
which spawned it. We might start with a descriptive approach and figure out (in a matter of 
seconds, perhaps using Buscombe’s theory) that this is indeed a sci-fi movie. If we want to move 
on to a more reflective approach, we’re going to need to learn something about the social, 
historical, economic and/ or political context (SHEP for short) surrounding the film. It shows the 
crew of a spacecraft attempting to keep the sun burning before it causes the destruction of Earth. It 
would not take too much to see this as a reflection of increasing awareness of and worry about 
environmental concerns at the time. A good student might then use this as a spur to find out that 
many, many sci-fi films now take environmental concerns as a basis for their subject matter and 
use that as a basis for their research.

Alternatively, a student might be studying the Western. As a genre with which they are probably 
unfamiliar, they will likely do some reading to identify some key generic texts and auteurs,and 
there’s a good chance that reading will lead them towards The Searchers (John Ford, 1956.) 
They’ll first adopt a descriptive approach and identify the conventions of the film; the mise, the 
narrative, soundtrack and so on. Then they will consider whether the film performs a reflective 
function. It details the story of a white rancher (John Wayne, the archetypal Western actor) seeking 
to rescue his niece from ‘Red Indian’ kidnappers. The cowboys are the good guys and, as is typical 
in classic Westerns, there is a representation of the Native Americans as bloodthirsty savages. The 
underpinning ideology is that America needed to be colonized by white settlers –the ranchers – in 
order to reach its potential (ideas about American exceptionalism would be relevant at this point.)  
A capable student will quickly realize that Westerns of the classic era are actually about the history 
of America itself and they generally seek to justify the genocide of the Native Americans; such 
white-centric ideas accurately reflect general opinion, it could be argued, in 1956. (A MORE 
capable student would actually realize, however, that John Wayne’s character is deeply racist, 
misanthropic and unsympathetic and might realize that there is more complexity to the 
representational and narrative issues in the film than simple good white guy/bad brown guy.)

Films made in other countries or cultures might be expected to reflect those particular cultures, The 
Western, obviously, is the most American genre imaginable, but as a genre which examines 
national history, it is flexible enough to work in other cultures. Probably most interesting are the 
Westerns made in communist East Germany (the ‘Easterns’) at the height of the Cold War which 



are used to directly challenge the hegemonic American representations and ideologies about race 
and colonisation encoded into American westerns. Most famous of these is probably Sons of 
Great Bear (Mach, 1966.) Here, cowboys are most definitely the bad guys - a bunch of financially-
motivated murderers who are seen to exploit the native Americans and the land itself. 

Sci-fi might be examined in this cross-cultural way also. As an example, it might be instructive to 
compare Kubrick’s 2001 (1968) with Solaris, made in 1972 by the great Russian director Andrei 
Tarkovsky. The films are superficially similar, and given that they were made at the height of the 
cold war space race, we might reasonably expect them to present their respective cultures 
favourably. (It really isn;t that simple, though!) So, this would be an excellent starting point for a 
student willing to engage with film which is probably some way removed from what they are 
familiar with - that is, the perfect IB student.

A particularly astute student might even start comparing genres which have similar functions. If the 
Western is America’s way of making sense of its own history, then the fantasy epics known as 
wuxia do the same in China, especially those which tell stories about Chinese folk hero Wong Fei-
hung. Something like Once Upon a Time in China (Tsui Hark, 1991) might be a good start.

GENRE AND REVISIONISM

So, films can be seen to reflect the world from which they come. But those worlds change, and so 
do the films. Stick with the Western. Around 1945, a war in which America did ‘well’, Westerns 
reflect the dominant ideologies of the time-America is better off in the control of white people, the 
Native Americans were savages, America was turned into an exceptional country which represents 
the freedom of the individual more than anything else. (The ‘cowboy’ is basically a representation 
of rugged masculine independence. It’s a powerful archetype in American society, which is why 
you will often see American politicians adopting the appropriate iconography –cowboy hats, boots 
etc.) Fast forward to 1969 or so, though, and America was now deep in the Vietnam war. This was 
much less of a ‘feel-good’ war than WW2; it was fought against an impoverished third world 
country, the horrors of it were captured and broadcast by embedded TV crews and photographers 
(the images of Vietnam, especially this famous photo by Nick Ut, are alleged to have done as 
much to end the war as anything else.)

 �

Issues of colonization, national aggression and genocidal activity by America were suddenly much 
more complex and much more difficult to represent in simple binary terms. And so the Western 
changed; it became vastly more violent, for one thing (see The Wild Bunch, Sam Peckinpah, 
1969) and the representation of the ‘cowboy’ suddenly changed. The Native American story 



became central to the history of America (see A Man Called Horse, Silverstein, 1970.) Perhaps 
most famously, Easy Rider (Hopper, 1969) shifted the genre into contemporary times, replacing 
horses with motorbikes, represented the southern ‘cowboy’ as an intolerant redneck and recast the 
‘hippies’ –the anti-war protestors-as the new personifications of independence and morality – the 
new cowboys, the new American heroes. (Incidentally, practically the same trajectory is followed by 
the war film. Vietnam was a massive turning point in American film and in America’s vision of itself.)

Later, the genre would be taken in many other direction, being revised to fit in with contemporary 
attitudes. An example might be Brokeback Mountain (Ang Lee, 2005) which uses all the familiar 
icons and narrative structures but puts the two main characters in a homosexual relationship; using 
the genre to change perceptions of American history and, in this case, to suggest that 
homosexuality has been a part of American life for as long as the country has existed. 
Postmodernists would jump in to use the genre in a self-reflective way. Unforgiven (Clint 
Eastwood, 1992), for example, is a western about westerns, using the form itself to explore how th 
history of America came to be told in the way it is. Meanwhile, Kung Fu Hustle (Stephen Chow, 
2004) introduces very postmodern hybridity, making a film which mashes western, gangster movie, 
martial arts film, children’s cartoon and musical together.

FUNCTIONAL APPROACH TO GENRE

Another way to approach genre is to think of a genre as something that does a job for its audience 
in that it helps them to engage with or understand experiences which are fairly universal. This 
would existence of repeated elements in genres (that is, genre conventions) and the popularity of 
genres themselves - we all experience similar things, so the stories we relate to and create will 
deal with those similar things.

Horror, for example, seems to be used to explore the idea of what scares us. Back in 1922 in 
Germany, Fritz Lang’s Nosferatu suggests that people were deeply scared of the supernatural and 
monsters. As society becomes more secular, perhaps, we might expect there to be less fear of 
what can not be empirically proven, and so the focus shifts to horror which has human rather than 
supernatural protagonists. So we have the psychological thriller (usually identified as beginning 
with Hitchcock’s Psycho in 1960 but probably traceable right back to Fritz Lang again, whose M 
was made in 1931.) But we also get the slasher flick (perhaps most famously associated with Wes 
Craven and his Nightmare on Elm Street series) which basically takes horror conventions but 
replaces the monster with humans.

Staying with the fictional approach, what areas of life do other genres address?

GENRE vs AUTEUR

What does the future hold for humanity? Science Fiction

How do we make sense of romantic relationships? Chick flick

Why do we have crime? The crime movie

How do we cope with growing up? Teem drama

What do men value? The gangster film


