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We live in the age of the Los 

Angelization of Planet Earth. 

William Irwin Thompson 

 

The   te lev is ion  ser ies  Baywatch  p remiered   in  

1990  on  NBC and  was  cance l led  due   to  poor  

rat ings .  Resurrected   in  1992  as  an  

independent ,  non‐network  product ion  of  A l l  

Amer ican  Te lev is ion ,   the  ser ies   then  

became  in  wor ld  w ide  synd icat ion ,   the  most  

popular   show  in   the  h is tory  o f   the  medium,  

current ly  a t t ract ing  approx imate ly  1  b i l l ion  

v iewers   in  hundreds  o f  countr ies  around the  

g lobe.  

Andrew Ang lophone of   the  Univers i ty  o f  Northern  South  Dakota  at  Hoople  has  

put   together  a  co l lect ion  of  d iscern ing  essays   for  Mal ibu  Univers i ty  Press  ent i t led  

Cal i forn icat ion  and  Cu l tura l   Imper ia l i sm :  Baywatch  and   the  Creat ion  o f  Wor ld  

Cu l ture .  No doubt  some wi l l  quest ion   the  need   for  a   scho lar ly  book  on  such  a  ser ies .  

Indeed,   i t  would  be  a lmost   tempt ing   to   read   the  essays   in  Ang lophone’s  vo lume—

appl icat ions  o f   soph is t icated  and  of ten  abstruse  au  courant  methodolog ies   to  a  very  

low cu l ture  phenomenon—as quas i ‐parod ies  o f   te lev is ion  cr i t i c i sm and  cu l tura l  

s tud ies ,  which   i s ,   for   th is   rev iewer  at   least ,  not   to  condemn them or  doubt   the i r  

va lue .  

Anglophone’s  own  introduct ion .  “Amer ica  Makes  A l l   the   Images :  Baywatch  as  

a  Semiot ic  Export ,”   takes   i t s   t i t le   f rom Wim Wenders ’  Tokyo‐Ga ,  a  documentary  

t r ibute   to   the  great   Japanese  auteur  Ozu .  Dur ing  a  v i s i t   to  a   te lev is ion  assembly   l ine ,  

the  German expatr ia te   f i lmmaker ,  hav ing   just   f in i shed  a   long  so journ   in   the  Uni ted  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States ,  muses  on   Japan’s  dominance  of   the   industry .   “The   Japanese ,”  he  observes ,  

“make  a l l   the  TVs ,  but   the  Amer icans  make  a l l   the   images .”  With   i t s   t remendous  

internat iona l  popular i ty ,  Baywatch  has  obv ious ly  contr ibuted  might i ly   to  keep ing  

Amer ica   in   the  b lack   in   the  cu l tura l  exchange  economy,  and   i t   i s   for   th is   reason,  

Ang lophone argues ,   that   i t   i s  worthy  of   ser ious  cons iderat ion .  Ang lophone would   l ike  

h is  book   to  s tand  as  a  contr ibut ion   to   the  s tudy  of  cu l tura l   imper ia l i sm,   the  

hegemonic  co lon izat ion  under  wor ld  cap i ta l i sm of  other  cu l tures  by  dominant  

cu l tures   l ike   that  o f   the  Uni ted  States .   ( I t   i s   to   th is  coerc ive  s ign i fy ing  supremacy  

that  “ the  Ca l i forn icat ion”  o f  h is   t i t le   re fers . )  To  some extent  he  succeeds .  

The   t i t le  o f   the  book,  which  suggests  a   s t rong ly  neo‐Marx is t  approach,  a  

cu l tura l   s tud ies  cons iderat ion  of  Baywatch  as  a  pr ime case  of   Jameson’s  “ la te  

cap i ta l i sm”  at  work ,   i s   in  a   sense  mis lead ing .  A l though   i t  does   indeed  cons ider   the  

ser ies   in  an   internat iona l  context ,   i t  does  much  more  as  wel l ,  o f fer ing  a  var iety  o f  

approaches   to  Baywatch  both  as   text  and  cu l tura l/economic  phenomenon.  A l low me 

to  o f fer  a  br ie f  gu ided   tour ,   sur f ing  over   the  book’s  deep  waters  and  nav igat ing  

carefu l ly   i t s   sha l lows.  

The  author  o f  an  ear l ier  book  on  The  Case  o f  Ca l i forn ia ,  a  co l lect ion  of  

psychoana lyt ic  meditat ions  on  everyth ing  Ca l i forn ian ,   f rom fast   food   to  Va l ley  G i r l s ,  

Lawrence  A .  R icke ls ,  Professor  o f  German at  UC  Santa  Barbara ,  uses  h is  essay ,  “Tan  

L ines  and   Ident i ty :  A  Psychohis tor ica l  Read ing  of  Baywatch , ”   to  examine  Baywatch ’ s  

cu l tura l  moment .   Just  as  Er ik  Er ikson  wanted   to  understand,   in  Young Man Luther ,  

why the  Reformat ion  happened when  i t  d id ,  what   factors   in  h is tory ’s  deve lopmenta l  

psycho logy  produced  Mart in  Luther  when and  where   i t  d id ,  R icke ls   seeks   to  ascerta in  

the  why  and  wherefore  of  Baywatch .  Why d id   the  1990s  need  

th is   show? To  what   in  our  unconsc ious  does   i t   speak?  

In  “Surf  and  S imulat ion:  Baudr i l la rd  and  Baywatch , ”  

Marc  K ipness  adopts  some of   the   ideas  o f   the  French  

ph i losopher  o f  communicat ion ,  espec ia l ly   those  expressed   in  

Baudr i l la rd ’s   two t rave l  books  about   the  Uni ted  States ,  

Amer ica  and Cool  Memor ies ,   in  order   to  assess   the  cu l tura l  

s ign i f i cance  of  Baywatch .  Ca l i forn ia ,  wr i tes  Baudr i l la rd ,  a  PoMo de  Tocquev i l le ,   i s  

" the  wor ld  center  o f   the   inauthent ic .”  K ipness ’   in tent   i s   to   t race   the  d isseminat ion  of  

th is   inauthent ic i ty—to  show how and  why  Baywatch  has  captured   the  wor ld ’s  

imag inat ion .  Baywatch ’s  his tor ica l  moment ,  K ipness  argues ,  arr ived  at  a   t ime of  

cu l tura l  A IDS ,   to  use  Baudr i l la rd ’s   f r ighten ing  metaphor :  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We don ' t  have  anyth ing   to  oppose   to   [Amer ican]  cu l tura l   contaminat ion .  

Cu l tura l ly  and  ph i losophica l ly  exhausted ,  we  remain  unab le   to   t ransform our  

past   in to   l iv ing  va lues   for   the  present .  Our  cu l tura l  ant ibod ies  have  acqu ired  

an   immune def ic iency  and  can ' t   res i s t   the  v i rus .  

 

Baudr i l la rd ’s  “we”   re fers ,  o f  course ,   to  Europe  and  Europeans  genera l ly ;  but  K ipness  

un iversa l i zes   the   ins ight :  Baywatch ’s  “hardbodies ,”  h is  essay  demonstrates ,   t r iumph 

with  ease  over   the  defense less  ant ibod ies  o f  other  cu l tures ,   f rom east   to  west .  

Drawing  on   the  s t i l l ‐ suggest ive   ins ights  o f  Laura  Mulvey ,  L inda  Br igance   takes  

a  c lose   look  at  Baywatch ’ s   te lev isua l   s ty le .  Focus ing  on   i t s  open ing  cred i t   sequence  

and   then  on   the  ser ies ’   f i r s t  ep isode,   the  c lass ic  “Pan ic  a t  Mal ibu  P ier ,”  Br igance ’s  “T  

and  A :  Gaz ing  Baywatch”  prov ides  not  on ly  a  d iscern ing  ana lys i s  o f   the  show’s  gender  

address  but  a   suggest ive   thes is  on   the  p lace  of  anatomy  in   the  postmodern  

imag inat ion .  Espec ia l ly   i l luminat ing   i s  her  br ie f  h is tory  o f  TV  T  &  A ,   f rom Char l ie ’s  

Ange ls   to  Baywatch .  

Br igance ’s  essay   foregrounds  Pamela  Anderson,   the  p last ic i zed  b imbo who has  

turned  on  a   la rge  percentage  of  Baywatch ’ s  av id  wor ld ‐wide   fo l lowing .   In  her  p iece  

on  “Dav id  Hasse lhof f :  A  Semiot ic  Approach   to  One of   the  Wor ld ’s  Most  Recogn ized  

Images ,”  D iane  Stevenson   invest igates   the  appea l  o f   the  ser ies ’   rea l   s tar .  One  of   the  

best  known  ind iv idua ls  on   the   face  of   the  earth   (S tevenson  ranks  h im r ight  up   there  

with  Michae l   Jackson,  Schwarzenegger ,  B i l l  C l in ton) ,  Hasse lhof f  has  par leyed  minor  

success   in   the  soap  opera  Young and   the  Rest less  and modest  US   rat ings   for  h is   ser ies  

Knightr ider ,   in  which  he  p layed  second banana   to  a   ta lk ing  car ,   in to   the   t remendous  

wor ld ‐wide   internat iona l  popular i ty  o f  Knightr ider  and   then   into   the  megah i t  o f  

Baywatch .  Hasse lhof f ’ s  popular i ty  does  not  s top   there ,  o f  course :  overseas ,  

espec ia l ly   in  Europe,  he   i s  a  mus ic   superstar  as  wel l ,  a   second E lv i s ,  a  per former  

whose   record ings  a l l  go  megap lat inum and  who was ,   for  example ,  a   featured  

performer  at   the  concert   that  marked   the  d ismant l ing  o f   the  Ber l in  Wal l .  A  carefu l  

look  at  Hasse lhof f ’ s  phys ica l   s ign i f iers—height ,  age ,   t ight  buns ,  wavy  ha i r ,   chest  ha i r ,  

vo ice—and at  h is  character ,  Mitch  Buchanon,  on  Baywatch   (Mitch ’s   s tatus  as  a   s ing le  

father   in   the   ‘90s  at t racts   spec ia l  a t tent ion   f rom Stevenson)   leads   to  a  surpr is ing  

thes is  concern ing  Hasse lhof f ’ s   s ign i f ieds .  

Brandon Tart ikof f   te l l s   the  s tory  o f  NBC’s  a t   f i r s t   fut i le  a t tempts   to  se l l  

Laverne  and  Sh i r ley   in to  European  synd icat ion .  Af ter   severa l   fa i led  at tempts   to  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in terest  EC  networks   in   the  show,  NBC remarketed   the  ser ies  w ith  a   f rame ta le  

added.  Laverne  and  Sh i r ley  were   reconceptua l i zed  as   runaways   f rom a  menta l  

hosp i ta l ,  an  escape  dep icted   in  a  newly  added  opening  sequence,  and   the  show 

caught  on .  Baywatch  needed  no  such   repackag ing .  But   the  h is tory  o f   i t s  market ing—

through  ads ,  cds ,   commodity   in tertexts ,  mus ic ,  Wor ld  Wide  Web s i tes—is  not  w ithout  

in terest .   In  “Baywatch  as  Commodity :  Market ing   the  Wor ld ’s  Most  Popular  Show,”  

D ick  Campbel l ,  author  o f  an  exce l lent  book  on  60 Minutes ,   cata logues  more   than  we 

would  ever  want   to  know about   the  packag ing  of  Baywatch  and,   in   the  process ,  has  

more   than  a   l i t t le   to  say  about  how Amer ica ’s  enterta inment   taste  has  become the  

wor ld ’s   taste .  

L ike  K ipness ,  K .  Ka l inak  draws  on  Baudr i l la rd ’s  Amer ica   for  her  key   ins ight   in  

an  essay  on  Baywatch ’s  music .   I t   i s  an  obscure  comment  on   te lev is ion   laugh   t racks  

which  catches  her  at tent ion:  

 

Laughter  on  Amer ican   te lev is ion  has   taken   the  p lace  of   the  chorus   in  Greek  

t ragedy.   I t   i s  unre lent ing ;   the  news,   the  s tock  exchange  reports ,  and   the  

weather   forecast  are  about   the  on ly   th ings  spared.  But  so  obsess ive   i s   i t   that  

you  go  on  hear ing   i t  beh ind   the  vo ice  o f  Reagan  or   the  Mar ines  d isaster   in  

Be i rut .  Even  beh ind   the  adverts .   I t   i s   the  monster   f rom Al ien  p rowl ing  around 

in  a l l   the  corr idors  o f   the  spacesh ip .   i t   i s   the  sarcast ic  exh i l i ra t ion  of  a  

pur i tan  cu l ture .   In  other  countr ies   the  bus iness  o f   laugh ing   i s   le f t   to   the  

v iewers .  here ,   the i r   laughter   i s  put  on   the  screen,   in tegrated   into   the  show.   I t  

i s   the  screen   that   i s   laugh ing  and  hav ing  a  good  t ime.  You  are  s imply   le f t  

a lone  with  your  consternat ion .  

 

Ka l inak ’s  “Surf  and  Sufe i t :  The  Ro le  o f  Mus ic   in  Baywatch”   t reats   the  ser ies ’  

pounding ,  overbear ing ,  annoy ing ,  awfu l  mus ic  as  equa l ly  manipu lat ive  and  “a l ien .”  

The  author  o f  a   semina l  ear l ier   s tudy  on   the  cross ‐cu l tura l   impact  o f  Dal las ,  

Tamar  L iebes  o f  Hebrew Univers i ty   in   Jerusa lem sets  out  here   to  app l ied  a  s imi lar  

methodology   to  Baywatch .   “Decod ing  Baywatch :  A  Cross ‐Cu l tura l ,  E thnograph ic  

S tudy”  uses   in terv iews  with   f i f ty   in formants   in   ten  countr ies   ( inc lud ing  Saud i  Arab ia ,  

I s rae l ,   Ind ia ,  and   Japan)   in  order   to  ascerta in   the  var ious  ways   in  which   the  ser ies   i s  

actua l ly  used   in  d i f ferent  cu l tura l   contexts .  The   resu l t   i s   somewhat  surpr is ing  and  at  

least  part ia l ly  mit igates   the  argument   that  a   ser ies   l i ke  Baywatch  necessar i ly   feeds  

the   tendency   toward  monocu l ture .  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Michae l  Dunne’s  “Bakht in  Goes   to   the  Beach:  D ia log ism and  Baywatch”   i s  

l i kewise   less  harsh   in   i t s  c r i t i c i sm of   the  ser ies .  Drawing  on  Horace  Newcomb’s  

adopt ion  of  Bakht in ian  not ions   in  h is  dep ict ion  of   the  d ia log ic  “cu l tura l   forum” 

of fered  by   te lev is ion ,  Dunne suggests   that  Baywatch   i s  not  as  monolog ica l  as   i t  m ight  

appear ,   that   indeed   i t   speaks  w ith  many  vo ices   represent ing  many  const i tuenc ies  and  

seeks   to  be ,   in   i t s  own stup id  way,  as  po l i t i ca l ly  correct  as  poss ib le   for  a  T  and  A  

show.  

E l i zabeth  Kubek’s  deep  but   i l luminat ing  “Mirrors  o f  Sand:  Baywatch   f rom a  

Lacan ian  Perspect ive”   i s  perhaps   the   toughest  essay   in  Ang lophone’s  book,  us ing  as   i t  

does   the  French  Freud’s  d i f f i cu l t  psychoana lyt ic  approach   to  s tudy  what  she  ca l l s  

“ the  prob lemat ics  o f  patr iarchy”  as  exp lored   in  Baywatch .  Tak ing  as  her  sub ject  “ the  

re lat ion  of  paterna l  or  quas i ‐paterna l  author i ty   to   ‘ t ruth , ’”  a   theme exp lored   in   the  

des i re   for  be l ie f ,  knowledge,  and  va l idat ion  of   i t s  centra l   characters ,  Kubek  zeros   in  

on   the  uncerta in   re lat ionsh ip  o f   s ing le   father  Mitch  and  h is   teenage  son  Hobie ,  a  

young  man named af ter  a   sur f  board .  

With  an   in i t ia l   focus  on  a  s ing le  Baywatch  ep isode   (“Now S i t  R ight  Back”   in  

the  second season)   in  which   the   l i feguards  save   ( in  a  dream sequence,  o f  course)   the  

s t randed crew of  Gi l l igan ’s   I s land ,  Michae l  Carro l l  deta i l s—in  “Sav ing  G i l l igan:  Meta‐  

and   Inter ‐Textua l i ty   in  Baywatch”— the  ser ies ’  prominent   re ferences  not  on ly   to  

other  shows but   to   i t se l f .  As  Carro l l  demonstrates ,  Baywatch  not  on ly   incorporates  

“ rea l”  people   into   i t s  p lots   (Wor ld  Wrest l ing  Federat ion  superstar  Hu lk  Hogan  p lays  

h imse l f   in  one  ep isode,   the  Beach  Boys  and  gymnast  Mary  Lou  Retton  appear   in  

others ) ,   i t  a l so   incorporates   the  d ieges is  o f  other  ser ies .   In  add i t ion   to   the  ep isode  

cann iba l i z ing  Gi l l igan ’s   I s land ,   there  are  others   in  which   te lev is ion   i t se l f  becomes   the  

sub ject—the  one,   for  example ,   in  which  Baywatch ’s  women  f ind   themselves   in  a  

fantasy   recreat ion  of  Char l ie ’s  Ange ls .  

Other  examples  o f   in ter ‐  and  metatextua l i ty  abound,  as  Carro l l   shows.   In  

“Game of  Chance”   the  Baywatch  crew captures  a  spec ia l ly  des igned  recreat iona l  

veh ic le  which  has  been  used   in  a  ser ies  o f   robber ies—a car  capab le  o f   instant  

convers ion   into  a  boat .  At   the  show’s  end,  as  Mitch   inspects   the  veh ic le  and   i t s  

capab i l i t ies   ( four  wheel  dr ive ,  a  great   s tereo  system)  are   l i s ted ,  he  asks ,  apropos  of  

noth ing  at  a l l ,   “Does   i t   ta lk?”  When to ld   that   i t  does  not ,  he   ins i s ts ,  w i th  a  w ink  at  

the  camera ,   that  he   i s  not   in terested   in   i t .  The  wink ,  Carro l l  notes ,   i s   in tertextua l :  a  

re ference   to  Dav id  Hasse lhof f ’ s   ta lk ing  car   in  h is   former  ser ies ,  Knightr ider .   In  other  

h igh ly  metatextua l  ep isodes ,  Baywatch  seems to  have  become as  se l f ‐consc ious  as  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any  another  work  o f  h igh  postmodern ism.   In  “Beauty  and   the  Beast ,”   for  example ,  

the  ser ies  p lays  o f f  o f   i t s  own reputat ion  as  a   showcase   for   the  phys ica l  a t t r ibutes  o f  

Pamela  Anderson  and  others  as   Ins ide  Sports  magaz ine  comes   to  Baywatch   in  search  

of  a   l i feguard  model   for   i t s   swimsu i t   i s sue .  And   in  “Rescue  Bay ,”   for  example ,  a  

s leazy   te lev is ion  producer  dec ides   to  create  a  new ser ies  based  on   the  adventures  o f  

a  group  of  Ca l i forn ia   l i feguards  and  casts   severa l  Baywatch  members   in   the  show.   (He  

f ina l ly  dec ides  not   to  do   the  ser ies  because  no  one  cou ld  poss ib ly  be   interested   in  a  

show about   l i feguards . )  Baywatch ’s  a l lus ionary  nature ,  K ipness  argues ,   i t s  hyper‐

awareness  o f  what  Eco  has  deemed “the  a l ready  sa id ,”   thus  make   i t  essent ia l ly  a  

postmodern   text ,   though  admitted ly  an  un l ike ly  one.  

That   te lev is ion   i s  a  “producers  medium”  i s  a   t ru ism of   te lev is ion  s tud ies .  Very  

l i t t le  a t tent ion  has  been  pa id   to  e i ther   the  d i rectors  or   the  wr i ters  o f  TV ,  who remain  

a lmost  complete ly   inv is ib le  and  unacknowledged.  Caro l  Marton’s  “Deborah  Schwartz :  

A  Baywatch  Auteur”  makes  an  e f fort   to   f i l l   th is  vo id  by  examin ing   the  e ighteen  

ep isodes  o f   the  ser ies  wr i t ten  by  Deborah  Schwartz .  Scrut inz ing   the  key   themes,  

p lots ,   characters ,  and   images  o f  Schwartz ’s   te lep lays ,  Marton  wrest les  w ith   the   large  

quest ion  of  how an   ind iv idua l  vo ice  and  v is ion   f ind   the  means  of   se l f  express ion  

with in   the   f low of  an  ongo ing ,  h igh ly   formula ic   ser ies .  

In  “Bash  at   the  Beach ,”   f rom Baywatch ’s  4th  Season.  C . J .   saves   the   l i fe  o f  

wrest ler  Hu lk  Hogan.   In  her  debt ,  he  agrees   to  wrest le  h is  nemes is  R ick  F la i r   for   the  

Heavyweight  Championsh ip  as  a   fund‐ra iser   to  save   the  Ven ice  Beach  Boys ’  C lub .  

Need less   to  say ,   th is  ep isode  at t racts   the  at tent ion  of   James  Baker  o f  Texas  A  &  M 

Univers i ty   in  “Baywatch  and  Te lev is ion  Wrest l ing :  A  Narrato log ica l  Compar ison .”  But  

Baker   i s   in terested   in  much  more   than   th is  overt   inc lus ion  of  profess iona l  wrest l ing  

into   the   text  o f  Baywatch .  Baker ’s   ingen ious  essay  o f fers  a   surpr is ing  compar ison  and  

contrast  o f  Baywatch ’s  mult ip le ‐ep isode,  ongo ing  p lots  w i th   the  year ly  metap lot  o f  a  

profess iona l  wrest l ing  season.  Baker   f ind   in  both   the  same k ind  of  good  guys  and  bad  

guys ,   the  same p lots ,   the  same human  interests ,   the  same conf l i c ts ,   the  same c l i chés .  

Baker   f inds  correspondences  between Baywatch  and   the  “genre”  o f  

Profess iona l  Wrest l ing ;  Karen  Basore   t races  a l l   sorts  o f  other  genre  s ignatures   in  her  

essay  “A l l  Th ings   to  A l l  Peop le :  The  Quest ion  of  Baywatch ’ s  Genre .”  As  Basore  shows,  

Baywatch   i s   in  one  sense  on ly  a  “ recombinant”   ( the   term  is  Todd  G i t l in ’s )  warmed‐

over ,  hybr id izat ion  of  Sea  Hunt  and  C .H . I .P .S . ,   i t s  ch ie f  B loomian  ancestor   texts .  

(Basore  beg ins  her  essay  with  an  h i la r ious   reconstruct ion  of   the  qu intessent ia l   “a l l  

th ings   to  a l l  peop le”  C .H . I .P .S .  ep isode,   in  which   Jon  Baker  and  Ponch  Ponchere l lo  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not  on ly  get   the i r  man  in  an  exc i t ing ,   r id icu lous ly  overscored  motorcyc le  chase  scene  

but  w in  a  d isco  contest  dur ing  which   they  a lso  manage   to  de l iver  a  baby! )  Baywatch ,  

Basore  shows,  owes  much  as  wel l   to  other   te lev is ion   forms:   to   the  soap  opera   ( for   i t s  

mult ip le  s tory   l ines ) ,   to  s i tcoms  ( for   i t s  a t tempted  humor) ,   to  d isease‐of ‐ the‐week  

movies   ( for   i t s   f requent   tack l ing  o f   top ica l   sub jects ) ,   to  MTV v ideos   ( for   i t s  mus ic  

montages) ,   to  cop  shows  ( for   i t s   increas ing   interest   in  c r ime so lv ing—a p lot  e lement  

which   led  eventua l ly   to  Baywatch  N ights ,  a  sp in‐of f   show  in  which  Mitch  Buchanon 

moonl ights  as  a  pr ivate  detect ive) ,   to  sun  screen  commerc ia ls  and  other  

advert i sements   ( for   i t s  overa l l  v i sua l   s ty le ) .  

Jan ice  Rush ing  and  Tom Frentz  o f   the  Univers i ty  o f  Arkansas ,  author  o f  

d iscern ing  ana lyses  o f  “pub l ic  d iscourse”   in  cu l tura l  phenomenon  f rom Reagan’s  

“Star  Wars”  address   to  E .  T . ,   turns  her  sk i l l s  as  an  ana lyst  o f  mediated  rhetor ic   to  

Baywatch   in  “Amora l  Mora l i sm:  Baywatch ,  Publ ic  D iscourse ,  and   the  D idact ic  Text .”  

What   in terests  Rush ing  and  Frentz  most   i s   the  ser ies ’  a lmost  sermonish  nature .  

Baywatch ,   she  shows,   i s  not  a l l  T  and  A ,   sand  and  sur f ,   sk i ‐doos  and   jet   sk i i s :  ep isode  

a f ter  ep isode  dea ls  w i th  sub jects  o f  a   top ica l ,   indeed  pub l ic   serv ice  nature :  A IDS ,  

a t tent ion‐def ic i t  d i sorder ,  o i l   sp i l l s ,   in jured  an imals ,  gangs ,  Nat ive  Amer ican   r ights ,  

the  spec ia l  o lympics ,   ret in i t i s  p igmentosa ,   fund ing   for  youth  centers ,   teen  

a lcoho l i sm,  A lzhe imer ’s  d isease ,  obes i ty ,  des igner  drugs ,  homelessness ,   sexua l  

harassment ,  adopt ion ,   s ing le   father ing ,  custody  batt les—al l  make   the i r  appearance  

on  Baywatch .  Rush ing  and  Frentz   f ind  espec ia l ly   in terest ing  an  ep isode  ca l led  

“Desperate  Encounter ,”  descr ibed  on  Baywatch ’ s  own Wor ld  Wide  Web s i te  as  “a  

ground‐break ing  ep isode  on   the  gruesome  fate  o f  unwanted  horses   in  Amer ica .”  

In  “The  Postmodern   Inane:  Baywatch  and the   Ins ip id ,”   J .  P .  Te lotte  o f   the  

Georg ia   Inst i tute  o f  Technology ,  wrest les  w ith   the  profound quest ion  of   the  ser ies ’  

essent ia l  vacu i ty .  How cou ld  such  a  der ivat ive ,   formula ic ,  un imaginat ive  ser ies  

become such  a  wor ld ‐wide  phenomenon?  Baywatch ’s   inan i ty ,  Te lotte  suggests ,   i s  not  

a  c r i t i c ’ s  d iscovery ;   the  ser ies   i t se l f  knows,  as   i t s  meta‐  and   intertextua l i ty   revea l ,  

that   i t   i s   s tup id ,  and   th is   se l f ‐awareness  shou ld  be  understood,  accord ing   to  Te lotte ,  

as  yet  another  s ign  of  what  Mark  Cr i sp in  Mi l ler  has  ca l led  contemporary   te lev is ion ’s  

“der ide  and  conquer”  s t rategy ,   i t s   tendency   to  make   fun  of   i t se l f  before   i t s  aud ience  

has   the  chance   to ,   to  acknowledge   that   i t s  own badness   i s  no  excuse   for  h i t t ing   the  

remote  button.  

In  severa l   recent  venues ,  Mi l ler ,  h imse l f   the  author  o f   the  book’s   f ina l  essay ,  

has  commented  on   the   i ron ic  h is tory  o f   the  ear ly  movie  era  dream that   the  advent  o f  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f i lm  might   lead   to  a  common,   indeed  a  un iversa l ,   language.  Th is  dream,  which ,  as  

Mi l ler   shows,  was   r i fe  among  the  medium’s   founding   fathers ,  has  now been  rea l i zed .  

The  whole  wor ld   i s  now hooked  on   the  Ho l lywood text ;   f rom Kua la  Lampur   to  Buenos  

A i res ,  wor ld  c i t i zens  speak   f luent  Schwarzenegger ;   they  are  conversant   in  Amer ican  

genres ,  Amer ican  act ion‐adventure  /  do lby ized  /  MTV ed i ted  c inemat ics ;   the i r  

f luency ,   in   fact ,  has  made them  large ly  un interested   in   learn ing  any  other   language.  

The  Esperanto  of   the  Amer ican  movie  export  has  carr ied   the  day .  Such   i s  Mi l ler ’ s  

thes is .   In  h is  essay   in  Ang lophone’s  vo lume,  “The  Los  Ange l i zat ion  of  P lanet  Earth :  

Baywatch  and   the  Dream of  a  Common Language,”  Mi l ler  examines  Baywatch ’ s  

in f luent ia l   ro le   in   th is   l ingu is t ic  d ispersa l .  What  exact ly  w i l l   i t  mean   for   the   future  of  

consc iousness ,  Mi l ler  wants   to  know,   that  1  b i l l ion  people  wor ldwide   interna l i ze  

Baywatch ’ s  weltanschauung?  on  a  week ly  bas is .   “We  l ive   in   the  age  of   the  Los  

Ange l i zat ion  of  P lanet  Earth ,”  cu l tura l  h is tor ian  Wi l l iam  I rwin  Thompson has  

argued—a  l ine   that   insp i red  Mi l ler ’ s   t i t le .  Baywatch   Los  Ange l i zes  w ith  a  vengeance.  

 

D id  not   the  novel is t  Ph i l ip  Roth  predict  back   in   the  1960s   that  by  

century ’s  end   the   f ront  page  of   the  New York  T imes  would  be  

ind is t ingu ishab le   f rom sat i re?   I t   shou ld  not  surpr ise  us   that   in   the  

age  of   the  death  of   i rony   the   rea l   th ing  and   the  parody  of   i t  have  

merged.  Andrew Ang lophone’s  book  on  Baywatch  ep i tomizes   th is  

merger ,  an  amalgamat ion  as  natura l  as  ABC and  D isney .  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