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Honoring the Past and Creating the
Future in Cyberspace: New Technologies
and Cultural Specificity

Marsha Kinder

I come to Pacific Islands studies as an outsider—as someone who began
as a scholar of eighteenth-century English fiction, then became a theorist
of film, television, and new media. I am now a multimedia producer mak-
ing scholarly hypertexts, electronic fictions, and interactive installations,
which are all interdisciplinary projects. I want to suggest how interdisci-
plinary interactive projects might potentially work in Pacific Islands stud-
ies. But first  want to flesh out and personalize my own movement across
academic disciplines, because I believe that an individual’s interdiscipli-
nary approach is based not just on a commitment to a particular method
or theory but on a narrative—a story structured by a specific sequence of
encounters and moves through a series of cultural and historical fields.
My original decision to study eighteenth-century English literature was
based on a single lecture I heard as an undergraduate at the University of
California, Los Angeles (ucrLA). It was not the subject that drew me (the
colonialist implications of Alexander Pope’s mock epic, “The Rape of the
Lock”) but the rabbinical fire of the lecturer Ralph Cohen, a secular Rus-
sian Jew with a working-class background, which matched my own eth-
nic and class identity. He became my intellectual father by teaching me
how to ask difficult critical questions. Once I got my doctoral degree and
first academic job, I was free to follow my own passion and interest in
choosing my object of study, and what turned me on most was cinema—
the radical narrative experimentation of maverick filmmakers like Luis
Buiiuel, Michelangelo Antonioni, and Jean Luc Godard. So like many
other leftist scholars in the 1960s and 7os, I emigrated to a new academic
discipline called film studies, which (as in the case of Pacific Islands stud-
ies), because of its relatively “late” entry into the world of academia,
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attracted scholars from many different fields and therefore was interdisci-
plinary from the start. It kept alive that dimension—that continuing open-
ness to new combinations of ideas, theoretical frameworks, and objects of
study—partly because it was full of nomadic intellectuals like me who
were deeply suspicious of the territorial boundaries that usually divide
academic disciplines. That’s why the field soon morphed into critical stud-
ies, media studies, and cultural studies, where it was always fairly easy to
move from one medium to another—from film to television to electronic
games to the Internet. But that still does not explain my move from theory
to practice, which took place twenty years later—the move from “talking
the talk” to “walking” it. Like Alice, I entered this new world by pursu-
ing a white rabbit.

REFRAMING ROGER RABBIT

In fall 1990, I was scheduled to teach a graduate film seminar in the Uni-
versity of Southern California (usc) School of Cinema-Television on the
theoretical implications of close textual analysis. I realized one couldn’t
really teach this topic in the T990s without addressing how computers and
laser discs were changing the way we read films. So I joined a “Technol-
ogy Analysis Group” headed by Steve Mamber at ucLa, who was then
designing his own computer programs to work interactively with films on
laser disc. I decided to do a similar hypertext project in my seminar, but
there were a few obstacles to overcome. I had no equipment whatsoever
and no budget for purchasing any; neither did our department. And
though I had good ideas about what to do, I didn’t actually know how to
implement them myself. But I didn’t let those little things stop me. I
decided our class should pool our knowledge and skills, which forced me
to change my approach to teaching. I could no longer be the master of a
subject I was teaching to my students; rather, I became the leader of a cre-
ative research team that had to learn a number of complex skills to accom-
plish a specific task. So we threw grades out the window; everyone who
participated fully would get an A. Then I contacted Apple and Pioneer and
convinced them to loan us equipment—a computer and a high-end laser-
disc player. After compiling a list of laser discs that we happened to have
in our cinema library, I told the students they could pick the film for our
project. They chose Who Framed Roger Rabbit because of its hybridiza-
tion of animation and live action as well as various genres, its innovative
use of sound-image relations, and its representation of the cultural history
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of Los Angeles (our own locale), especially on registers of race and gender.
Each student chose a topic and started building a database of materials
on the computer: both images from the laser disc of the film (which could
instantaneously be accessed via the computer) and extra textual data (like
archival materials, interviews, and their own commentaries, which were
entered into the HyperCard program we were designing). Like the other
members of the seminar, I chose a topic and became one of the contribu-
tors. Luckily, two students in the class had specialized skills—a graphic
designer who did the layout and a specialist in animation who provided
technical information about the production—but we still didn’t have a
programmer. Then during our third meeting of class, a production student
happened to drop by at the break and said, “Heard you were doing a really
interesting project and wondered if I could participate—even though 'm
not enrolled in the class.” I said sure, and he became our programmer.

Two Chinese students who were doing reception studies took a copy of
Roger Rabbit home over break, to Beijing and Taiwan respectively, to get
the reactions of Chinese students and find out why they did or didn’t like
the film. Another student went to London to interview the British anima-
tors who worked on the film, while others interviewed the local animation
team based in the San Fernando Valley. And we were fortunate that Rob-
ert Zemeckis (a usc alum) was scheduled to teach a usc course the fol-
lowing semester, so we videotaped an interview with him and included
excerpts from his commentary throughout our program.

Even after the semester was over, our seminar continued meeting (with-
out tuition, credit, or grades) because by then we had become a tightly
knit, collaborative community. When usc hosted the annual Society for
Cinema Studies meeting in May 1991, we delivered our “Reframing Roger
Rabbit” project as a multimedia presentation. We repeated it the follow-
ing fall in our large Introduction to Cinema course, where 700 under-
graduate students were asked to contribute more data to our databases;
those who were especially interested were invited to design a database of
their own. Although the undergraduates were game, several teaching assis-
tants felt threatened because they were computer illiterate and feared this
assignment might upset the existing balance of power.

Since we had put so much work into the project, we decided to turn it
into an anthology, to be bundled with our software and possibly with the
laser disc. Then we lined up a publisher. But before we could sign a con-
tract, we needed to secure the rights to use images from the film, and that
meant dealing with Disney, the most notorious naysayer in the industry.
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