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Crowd, Space and the Movie Theater Lure. Notes on 
Contemporary Off/Online Moviegoing(1).
“The Era of Crowds”: Premonitions and Legacies

Cinema and the concept of crowd seem to be connected by a mutual ancestry: producing a symbolic 
exit/enter movement, the image showing a group of people on their way to La sortie des usines shares its 
birth with one of the most renown and premonitory opinions on the idea of crowd itself, which proclaimed 
that “the age we are about to enter will be in truth the era of crowds”(2). It was 1895, a year marked by the 
fi rst fi lm by the Lumière brothers and by the publication of Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd: A Study of the 
Popular Mind. Despite his prophetic tone, the theorist probably never imagined that his statement would 
be validated more than a century later in contemporary crowdsourcing and crowdfunding practices. 
Therefore, his refl ection not only represents one of the fi rst theorization of crowds’ behavior, but also 
initiated a rich, interdisciplinary inquiry. The research path started by Le Bon crossed at least philosophical 
issues, economical aspects – if the crowd is meant as labor force – and media and fi lm studies elements 
when the idea of the crowd refers to a group of spectators.
In response to this rich history, we seek to sketch continuities and discontinuities between a modern 
and a contemporary idea of the crowd. We do so in order to identify a historical background that informs 
contemporary crowdsourcing practices and to draw a connection between cinematic experience, 
publicness, participation, and off/online space. In this view, it is possible to trace a three-step conceptual 
itinerary that links: i) the early formulations that attempt to make sense of the changes in man’s psychology 
as he shifted from an individual to a collective paradigm; ii) the modern fi n de siècle framework featuring 
the crowd as an explicitly urban presence that poses the personal and the public element in a dialectic, 
though interconnected relationship; iii) a further formalization in which the plural quality of the crowd 
implies a wide range of effects in terms of spectatorship and collective action.
In his early attempts to theorize the crowd, Le Bon emphasized the collective, socio- environmental 
element, but ignored the socio-cultural context in which the crowd acts. His research, which partially owes 
its insight to sociologist Gabriel Tarde’s intuitions(3), assumed a pessimistic tone and aimed to identify 
three stages that describe the evolution and the organization of the collective formation – submergence, 
contagion, and suggestion – under the conviction that the thought processes and behavior patterns of 
individuals vary as they become part of a larger group. More specifi cally, individuals often adapt to the 
expectations of the surrounding culture and modify personal traits in order to identify with the mainstream 
ones(4). A depletion of individual responsibility, a strong development of anonymity, and an inclination to 
assume the predominant ideas and feelings are the main results of this process. Subsequent theories 
focused on both the conscious and subconscious ways in which individuals align with the crowd, a 
tendency that was seen as conformist.
According to Walter Benjamin, the main stage of these antinomic dynamics is the city, where technological 
changes – including the cinema, the telegraph, and the passenger train – produced a faster, fragmented 
experience. Benjamin reconstructs an atmosphere characterized by discontinuity and random encounters 
with a reality that is perceived as disaggregated and lacking in social exchanges. The symbol of such 
dispersion is the solitary fi gure of the fl âneur, who is notably exposed to the sensory overload of the city 
and to those continuous shocks provoked by modern life, that elsewhere were described in terms of 
intensifi cation of nervous stimulation(5). To some extent, this kind of experience recalls the Benjaminian 
concept of the loss of aura. In this perspective, cinema is seen as the medium able to recompose an 
existence, which is unstable, uncertain, and unpredictable. Precisely this operative aspect, according to 
which cinema does not symbolize just a lens able to represent the life of the crowd, but rather an agency 
explicating an experiential regime which is made acceptable and understandable despite its featured 
discontinuities, introduces a shift in Benjamin’s language, as he starts naming the modern masses as 
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a “public”. The two terms can be connected to the couple Körper/Leib that characterizes the author’s 
theory of innervation(6). The process of innervation bridges the individual body (Körper) and the collective 
one (Leib), that is to say it articulates a broader plural formation out of the singular, fragmented, and 
dispersed ones. Such a mechanism does not reset the centrifugal force animating the former disjunctive 
formations, since it acts simultaneously, reuniting them centripetally within a plural one. As a result of 
innervation we have an entity, which is both subject and object, individual and collective – an entity that 
mirrors Benjamin’s effort to reestablish the regime of modern experience. The concept of innervation 
is essential in the frame of our argument for it introduces the complex notion of the mimetic faculty. It 
is a quality used to describe the relationship between the collective and its components. According to 
Miriam Hansen, the mimetic is “a relational practice – a process, comportment, or activity of ‘producing 
similarities’ [...] a noncoercive engagement with the other(7)” that consequently seems to imply a common 
way of reacting to fragmentation.
To Benjamin, the mimetic faculty is at risk before the modern generalized dispersal. However, as 
cultural history has demonstrated, the profound transformations affecting experience and perception, 
the evolution of the concept of crowd and its variations, and the renewed possibilities of social 
association open up the chance of a transition of the mimetic faculty itself. This faculty is not necessarily 
condemned to an unrecoverable decay, but instead can be subject to renovation. This reinvention rests 
on the acknowledgement that modernity does not stand uniquely for a disorienting experience and 
disenchantment, but for a radically new modality of perceiving and living reality.
These new experiential practices run up against the low self-perception associated with being part of the 
crowd. This lack betrays a certain persistence of the pessimistic theory of the crowd articulated by Le Bon. 
Thus, Benjamin assumes an ambiguous position, since – as Miriam Hansen argued – his observations 
on the masses range from a concept of fragmented and basically alienated individuals dispersed in 
the city to a more positive idea of masses “as revolutionary productive force”(8). This does not imply an 
identifi cation between productive force and the working class, because the crowd taken into account by 
Benjamin encompasses a wider, heterogeneous group of people, whose experience is progressively 
more fi ltered by technology and therefore characterized by the fact of being the initiators of a new mode 
of perception. Masses could be seen as a revolutionary productive force in their possibility to act as a 
body, triggering the mimetic faculty. Nevertheless, such a view is not thoroughly pursued by Benjamin, 
whose image of the masses, as Hansen pointed out, “ultimately remains a philosophical, if not aesthetic, 
abstraction”(9). This is perhaps a backwash derived from the elitist vision of the crowd that had informed his 
work. Recognizing one’s own belonging to the modern mass does not necessarily represent a negative 
condition. On the contrary, it would affi rm one’s adherence to a new, more complex and technologized 
form of grasping reality, testifying a certain, more or less active, openness to the changes affecting the 
way to see the world. The issue of crowd can thus be analyzed as a metaphor of the modern creation 
of a collective horizon of experience, intended as a strategy to recompose an atomized, fragmented 
human life – a frame in which, needless to say, cinema plays a collector role. A more pragmatic approach 
towards the issue of crowd is offered by Siegfried Kracauer’s ambivalent conception of the collective 
formation, which he exclusively described in terms of “mass”. Whereas his distaste for capitalist aspects 
of modernity led him to identify externality, surface and display as keywords to describe the city masses, 
they are not criticized in their practices, rather observed from inside as a new plural subject devoted to 
new leisure activities. In this perspective, movie theaters became visible sites of a new public and thus 
of a renovated publicness. Despite expressing regret for the mechanized life, the author also opposes 
a sort of ideal collective confi guration to the self-fragmented, anonymous group of atomized subjects 
described by Benjamin: plurality is read here as chance for solidarity, equality, and possibly democracy. 
Cinema is an emblem in which masses fi nd themselves represented as a fragmented group, and at 
the same time, it provides the occasion to gather this same undefi ned, dispersed mix of individuals in 
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the frame of a unitary spectacle. Miriam Hansen suggests that this spectatorship dimension identifi ed 
by Kracauer is crucial in sketching not simply a new way to experience publicness, but in showing the 
conceptual connection between cinema and the experience of space: 

Epitomizing the multiplication and interpretation of spaces already advanced by other media of 
urban commercial culture [...] the cinema systematically intersects two different types of space, 
the local space of the theater and the deterritorialized space of the fi lm projected on the screen. It 
thus represents an instance of what Michel Foucault has dubbed ‘heterotopias’(10).

This is particularly important within a refl ection about contemporaneity: in this scenario the publicness 
typical of cinema, cannot by any means refer to a twofold heterotopic ensemble of spaces (theater 
and screen), but it is called to take into account virtual and online territories as well. This triggers a 
multiplication of spatial dimensions, giving birth to an articulated overlapping of environmental layers. 
These environments are places(11) of cinematic experience in all respects, and thus they represent a 
further dimension of deterritorialization, where the shift between theater and screen, and the transition 
from the physical context of fi lm-watching to the digital one, and possibly back again to the physical one 
can be negotiated. This very room is to be seen as a space of mutual, collective, convergent activity 
performed by a gathered plural formation. Tracing a connection between Benjamin and Kracauer, this 
space is indeed a platform for the masses to play, in which their behavioral similarity recalls the mimetic 
faculty. Modernity therefore seems to offer a reconsidered conception of crowd to contemporaneity: elitist-
pessimistic theories of the crowd are included in the modern debate about masses in a conservative way, 
but at the same time their discussion weakened and reprocessed them. The result is a more complex 
elaboration of the idea of crowd that tries to map the phenomenology of masses in a broader, sometimes 
contradictory way. Thus, we are not attempting to conquer a position far from the madding crowd. 
Instead, we identify the productive potentiality of an informal group, exploiting the fruitful possibilities of 
a fl exible, ephemeral collective formation, where the sense of belonging is functionalized and prioritized 
preserving both the individual and the plural dimension. In this regard, the promotion of crowdsourced 
movie screenings tap into populist narratives about the productive potential of crowds and about the 
pleasures of being part of a moviegoing public.

Ideologies of Crowdsourcing

These modernist ideas of the crowd have been reinvigorated in the more contemporary practices and 
techniques of crowdsourcing. Although crowdsourcing has most commonly been associated with various 
forms of productive – and often unpaid – labor, the term has also been used to describe a wide range of 
theater-on-demand models that allow consumers to vote on which movies they would like to see at their 
local movie theaters. Under this defi nition, the practice of programming a movie theater is crowdsourced. 
Supporting this concept of crowdsourcing is a democratic ideal that assumes that crowds, due to their 
ability to collaborate, are often wiser than experts acting without the aid of others.
The term crowdsourcing was coined by Jeff Howe as a portmanteau that combined the terms crowd 
and outsourcing to describe the ways in which companies tapped into the cheap, often voluntary, labor 
of online groups in order to complete a task(12). Thus, rather than outsourcing this work to cheap labor 
markets, Howe argued that companies could fi nd ways to use the talents and energy of the online crowd 
to solve problems or to contribute to creative projects. As Howe pointed out,

Hobbyists, part-timers, and dabblers suddenly have a market for their efforts, as smart companies 
in industries as disparate as pharmaceuticals and television discover ways to tap the latent talent 
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of the crowd. The labor isn’t always free, but it costs a lot less than paying traditional employees. 
It’s not outsourcing; it’s crowdsourcing(13).

Thus, crowdsourcing functions as a means of extracting labor from groups who may provide their talents 
or skills with the hope of gaining some form of compensation, including nonmonetary rewards. Howe cites 
a range of examples, including Threadless T-Shirts (http://www.threadless.com/), iStockphoto (http://
www.istockphoto.com/), and Eli Lilly’s InnoCentive program (http://www.innocentive.com/), promoting 
crowdsourcing as a cheap alternative to other forms of labor, one that imagines the crowd as a force 
interested in working for the common good. Daren Brabham challenges the idea that the laborers who 
contribute to a crowdsourced project are amateurs in the strictest sense of the term:

The amateur label portrays the crowd as a nonprofessional, never-professional horde, a group 
that cannot and should not organize for its own good. Distributed labor, whether outsourced 
overseas or crowdsourced over the Internet, is a hallmark of global capitalism and a proven 
strategy for defl ating the power of unions and hindering labor organizing(14).

While Brabham admires the productive abilities of “crowds,” he is also attentive to the ways in which the 
term can be used to de-professionalize and disorganize laborers, often placing them in competition with 
each other for small fi nancial rewards. Brabham’s observation also offers a rough outline of the (often 
unstated) popular defi nition of crowds in the era of crowdsourcing, “a nonprofessional horde.” Crowds 
by this defi nition are seen as informal, unoffi cial, and ephemeral, precisely the group of people typically 
associated with moviegoing and other leisure-time activities.

Crowdsourcing Cinema

Crowdsourcing has become a common tool used to promote and produce movies, especially by 
independent fi lmmakers. These fi lmmakers would often rely on the then- emerging social networks 
to build interest in their fi lms and especially to make that interest more visible or legible to theaters 
that might be willing to screen their fi lms. These tools were adopted because of a movie industry that 
seemed increasingly broken and unfriendly to independent fi lmmakers(15). What followed was a fl urry of 
experimentation, along with a number of tools such as Kickstarter (http://www.kickstarter.com/?ref=nav), 
IndieGoGo (http://www.indiegogo.com/), OpenIndie (http://openindie.com/), Wreck A Movie (LINK 
INTERNO AL PEZZO CIANCIA, GOLDONI, MATTANA), and more recently, Gathr (http://gathr.us/) and 
Tugg (http://www.tugg.com/), that could be used to automate crowdsourcing, in part by directing the 
actions of disaggregated groups of people. Perhaps most famously, Kickstarter has allowed millions of 
creators to propose projects and to request funds from others who might be interested in seeing that 
project reach completion. These forms of crowdfunding have received signifi cant attention recently, in no 
small part because they have been adopted by more commercial fi lmmakers, including Zach Braff, Spike 
Lee, and Rob Thomas (the showrunner for the TV series Veronica Mars LINK INTERNO AL PEZZO 
CHECCAGLINI), to raise funds for new fi lm projects. In each case, these fi lmmakers have offered a 
pitch that is posted online and then circulated through social media tools. The pitches place tremendous 
emphasis on two aspects: the pleasure of moviegoing and the power of the crowd to make those 
theatrical experiences possible. But these crowdsourcing tools have also been widely used to schedule 
and promote movie screenings of movies that have not received traditional distribution, a process 
that allows audiences to “demand” that a fi lm come to a theater near them. By taking this approach, 
independent fi lmmakers have sought to make the case that the tastes of online audiences have typically 
gone ignored and that crowdsourcing tools can help to ensure a more democratic entertainment industry, 
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one that might appeal to the true wisdom of the crowds. These practices of crowdsourcing build upon 
the participatory cultures described by Henry Jenkins, as well as the infrastructures of connectivity that 
Jenkins has associated with the idea of media convergence. Because texts can circulate easily among 
multiple devices, media consumers have become more acutely aware of their ability to act on texts, to join 
in the cultural conversations about popular culture(16). More recently, Jenkins has embraced Pierre Lévy’s 
concept of collective intelligence as a means of valorizing the work of the (often physically dispersed) 
crowd. As Jenkins argues, these fan communities can work together to solve narrative problems—making 
sense of puzzle narratives, for example—or to engage in forms of fan-related activism, including efforts 
to promote favorite TV shows and movies(17). In this updated understanding of collective intelligence, 
the crowd is able to recognize itself as at once creative and ephemeral, as being capable of producing 
new texts and new events, even if those events— crowdsourced fi lm screenings, for example—are 
temporary. Of course, the availability of these tools is no guarantee that they will be used in this fashion. 
Convergent media technologies are used just as often to affi rm dominant modes of fi lm distribution as 
they have been to foster these kinds of crowd activities.

“The Love Child of Netfl ix and Kickstarter”

These desires for being a part of the moviegoing crowd and for democratizing distribution have informed 
the theater-on-demand platform Gathr, a platform currently available on in the US that allows fi lmmakers 
and moviegoers to propose screenings at local theaters. Individuals or groups can request a screening 
by picking from a menu of fi lms, setting a time, and naming a location. Once a minimum number of 
people reserve tickets, the screening is scheduled, and the requestors’ credit cards are charged. Usually, 
most of the fi lms “tip” when 20 people pledge to attend, a relatively small threshold, but just enough for 
theater owners and fi lmmakers both to benefi t.
The Gathr platform was created by Scott Glosserman, the director of the horror fi lm, Behind the Mask: 
The Rise of Leslie Vernon (2006), and the documentary, Truth in Numbers: Everything, According to 
Wikipedia (2010), who pitched the service in a Huffi ngton Post article as a cross between video-on-
demand and crowdfunding, or as he breezily put it, “the would-be love child result of a super-sweet night 
on the town between Kickstarter and Netfl ix”(18). Glosserman framed his discussion of Gathr in terms of 
its ability to democratize distribution, providing indie fi lmmakers with a means for getting their movies on 
the big screen, as well as the ability for audiences to demand fi lms they actually want to see.

Crowdsourcing and the Theater: Notes on Contemporary Off/Online Moviegoing

DIY, democratization, theatre accessibility for the indie productions: what is the engine of this crowd-
based activity, and what is the logic behind it? What kind of mechanisms does the platform trigger in 
order to move disaggregated groups of people and productively harmonize their action?
The most recent contributions about crowdsourcing provide a series of keywords, suggesting an 
atmosphere where sharing, participating and democratize movie distribution become the measure of 
what is seen as an effective side of cinematic experience. The ability to contribute to the promotion of a 
screening of a movie that would otherwise be excluded from the distribution circuit involves a dimension 
of engagement, which is essential to any (cinematic) experience. Therefore, apart from apparently 
proving a movement “back to the motherland”(19), Gathr underscores the chance to be active in a new 
fi eld of crowdsourcing: although many commentators associate crowd practices with a creative bottom-
up attitude, this service is not a platform for user-generated content strictu sensu, for the crowd does not 
create new material. The attention should be focused here on a different stage of the production chain 
– namely on distribution. This phase, generally managed by operators only, becomes the territory for a 
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user-generated practice that broadens the sphere of interaction between the public and the movie. In 
this sense, services such as Gathr impose a new pattern of movie consumption, encompassing offl ine 
and online informal, nonprofessional, voluntary intervention in the organizational aspect of the cinema-
machine. In this way, a new fi eld of action for the crowd is basically available – a room of publicness that 
enlivens a dynamics similar to that characterizing modern cinema spectatorship: as it happened at the 
fi rst motion picture shows, this space of crowdsourcing, which is both an ephemeral virtual environment 
and a physical, theatrical one, heterotopically engages strangers in relatively anonymous yet collective 
acts. The result is a stimulation of the sense of perceiving “themselves as a public gathering, an ‘active 
force’ [...] witnessing and participating in the performance”(20), that was typical of early audience. Thus, 
crowdsourcing enhances contemporary theatergoing, by means of which the decision of attending a 
movie screening does not simply betray a nostalgic rediscovery of the enchantment produced by the big 
screen – or, as Benjamin would put it, a way to “discover the new anew”(21) – but an occasion to provide 
a fi rst person contribution to the development of the cinematic experience.
Adopting a Benjaminian language we argue that the kind of theatergoing favored by Gathr triggers 
a process of innervation and revives the mimetic faculty of the users. More specifi cally, the mimetic 
faculty can be seen as an inventive strategy adopted by the “contemporary masses” to deal directly with 
distribution, reconfi guring it according to a crowdsourcing logic. In fact, the individuals using the online 
service actually resemble a crowd rather than a community, as online media mechanisms generally 
imply: despite the chance to get in touch one another, the users do not become members of a real group 
sharing stories and personal data, nor do they strike up relationships. They remain a disaggregated 
group of people, whose mimicry does not produce any particular coordination: the similarity in their 
behavior is simply motivated by a functional and opportunistic attitude – plus the desire to have a certain 
fi lm screened in their local movie theater.

Chuck Tryon, Miriam De Rosa

Note
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York, 1903), preludes to the following epidemiological reading of crowd phenomena that sees them as 
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literature is available. Perhaps the most vivid account of this process is Sigfried Kracauer’s From Caligari 
to Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2004.
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