
 

 

“Universal Language”: American Film 

and Monoculture at Century’s End 

 

As  w ith  other  contr ibut ing  e lements   to   the  cu l ture  o f  McWor ld ,  mov ies  

and  v ideos  are  ever  more  un i tary   inn  content  as   they  become ever  

more  g loba l   in  d is t r ibut ion .  More  and  more  people  around the  wor ld  

watch   f i lms   that  are   less  and   less  var ied .  Nowhere   i s  Amer ican  

monocu l ture  more  ev ident  or  more   feared   than   in   i t s  mov ies  and  

v ideos .  

Ben jamin  R .  Barber ,   J ihad  vs .  McWor ld  

 

Whi le   I  was   fa l l ing  as leep   I  had   the  craz iest   thought :  where   I  am now  is  

the  center  o f   the  wor ld ;  every  sh i t ty   te lev is ion  set  no  matter  where ,   i s  

the  center  o f   the  wor ld ;   the  center  has  become a   lud icrous   idea ,   the  

wor ld  as  wel l—an  image  of   the  wor ld  a   lud icrous   idea ,   the  more  TV  

sets   there  are   in   the  wor ld ,  and  here   I  am  in   the  country   that  bu i lds  

them a l l   for   the  whole  wor ld  so   that   the  whole  wor ld  can  watch   the  

Amer ican   images .  

Wim Wenders ,   in  Tokyo‐Ga  

 

In  Wim Wenders ’  d iary   f i lm  Tokyo‐Ga  (1985) ,  a  documentary   t r ibute   to   the  great  

Japanese  auteur  Ozu ,   the  German expatr ia te   f i lmmaker ,  hav ing   just   f in i shed  a   long  

so journ   in   the  Uni ted  States ,  muses  on   the  nature  of   images ,   f i r s t  dur ing  a   la te  n ight  

tax i   r ide ,   then  whi le  watch ing  a   la te  n ight  movie   in  h is  Tokyo  hote l   room.  

Show c l ip—about  2  minutes  10  seconds.  

 

The movies  have  now passed  the ir  100th  b i r thday.   Sara  Moon’s   fasc inat ing  

compi lat ion   f i lm  Lumiere  and  Company ,   in  which ,  as  you  know,  40   internat iona l  

f i lmmakers   inc lud ing  Dav id  Lynch ,  Nad ine  Tr int ignant ,  Zhang  Y imou,  L iv  U l lman,  Sp ike  

Lee ,  Lasse  Ha ls t rom,  and  Peter  Greenaway  each  made 52  second  f i lms  with  a   rep l ica  

o f   the  or ig ina l  mov ie  camera  used  by   the  brothers  Lumiere   in  1895,  has  come and  

gone  a f ter  very   l i t t le  notor iety .  Ear ly   in   the i r  h is tory   f i lm  p ioneers  and   foundat iona l  

theor is ts  o f   the  medium specu lated  about   the  poss ib i l i ty  o f   th is  new art   form 

becoming  a  k ind  of  un iversa l   language.  Gr i f f i th ,   for  example ,   spoke  of   s i lent   f i lm  as  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potent ia l ly  a  “v isua l  Esperanto ,”  capab le  o f  communicat ing  with  people   the  wor ld  

over .  E i senste in   imag ined,  w i th  a  b i t  o f  an  ass i s t   f rom h is  co l league  Pav lov ,  a  

“c inemat ic  ca lcu lus”  manipu lat ing  an  aud ience ’s   thoughts  at  a   leve l  be low the  access  

o f  ord inary  verba l   language.1 Avant‐gard is ts   l i ke  Germaine  Du lac  and   Jean  Epste in ,  

and   la ter  A lexandre  Astruc ,   specu lated ,  each   in  h is  own way,  about   f i lm  becoming  a  

shared  v isua l   language   that  might  he lp  un i te  a  post ‐Babe l  wor ld .  

At  century ’s  end,   the  “art  o f   the   twent ieth  century”  has ,   i ron ica l ly ,  now come 

c lose   to   rea l i z ing   th is  c inemat ic  dream,  but   in  d is t inct ly  postmodern ,  d is t inct ly  “ la te  

cap i ta l i s t ,”  d is t inct ly  Amer ican   fash ion .  

In   the  beg inn ing   the  Amer ican   f i lm   industry   faced  s t rong  compet i t ion   f rom 

Europe.  On ly  between the   two Wor ld  Wars  d id   i t s   t rue  wor ld  supremacy  commence  

as  an  unaf fected‐by‐the‐Great ‐War  Ho l lywood s tepped  into   the  breech  and  captured  

contro l  o f  markets  across  Europe  and  As ia .  By   the  mid  1920s ,  Amer ican   f i lms  were  

gross ing  $100  mi l l ion   in  Europe  a lone   (Campbel l  188) .  A l though   in   the  decades   to  

come a  var iety  o f  obstac les   to   i t s  cont inued  dominat ion  would  present   themselves—

inc lud ing   the  coming  of   sound,   the   impos i t ion  of  quotas ,  censorsh ip ,  o f ten  v io lent  

ant i ‐Amer ican ism,  another  wor ld  war ,  and  chang ing   tastes—none cou ld  prevent   i t .    

The  wide ly ‐he ld  European  assumpt ion   that  no  one  would  want   to  hear  

Amer ican  Eng l i sh  spoken   in   ta lk ies—an  idea  espec ia l ly  prominent   in  a  prone‐to‐

wishfu l   th ink ing  Un i ted  K ingdom—turned  out   to  be  unfounded,  and  by   the   t ime the  

sound era  was   locked   in   resu l ted   in  on ly  a   few po ints   shaved  of f   the  Amer ican  market  

share .  The  seeming ly  d i f f i cu l t   impediment  presented  by  dec ided ly  ant i ‐open  market  
                                            

1 Dud ley  Andrew summar izes  E isenste in ’s  approach   in   the   fo l lowing  passage:  

 

Great   f i lms  a f fect   the i r  aud iences   in   the  manner  o f  autonomous  art ,  and   these  

same montage   theor ies   th is   t ime promote   the  myster ious  process  o f   inner  

speech,   that  pre‐ l ingu is t ic  pattern ing  of  phenomena which  proceeds  by   the  

juxtapos i t ion  of  bursts  o f  a t t ract ions .  Great   f i lms  bypass  convent iona l  

language  which   formal ly   forces  pr imal   representat ions   in to  a  cha in  o f  

deduct ive  grammat ica l   s ign i f i cat ions .   In   inner  speech   the  on ly  grammat ica l  

ru le  at  p lay   i s  assoc iat ion   through   juxtapos i t ion .  L ike   inner  speech,   f i lm  uses  a  

concrete   language   in  which  sense  comes  not   f rom deduct ion  but   f rom the  

fu l lness  o f   the   ind iv idua l  a t t ract ions  as  qua l i f ied  by   the   image  which   they  he lp  

to  deve lop .   (72‐73)  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quotas  was  deft ly  c i rcumvented  by  creat ive  Ho l lywood  f inanc ing :   the  subs id iz ing  o f  

nat iona l  c inemas,   thus  produc ing  “quota  qu ick ies”   that ,  by  add ing   to   the  number  o f  

ind igenous  product ions ,  a l lowed  in   turn  ever‐ increas ing   importat ion  of  Amer ican  

f i lms .  Censorsh ip—of  cr ime,   sex ,   re l ig ious   i ssues ,  e tc .—did  manage   to  s i lence  a  

var iety  o f  Amer ican  exports   in  a  var iety  o f  countr ies ,  as  d id  governmenta l ‐ leve l  

oppos i t ion   to  c iv i l  and  rac ia l   themes   in  an   increas ing ly   tense  geo‐po l i t i ca l   c l imate   in  

which   ( in   the  words  o f  Robert  Sk lar )   “Amer ican  movies  had  become symbols  o f  which  

s ide  you  were  on”   (225) .  But  w ith   the  end  of  Wor ld  War   I I  even  prev ious ly  ostrac ized  

Amer ican   f i lms  poured   into  Europe  and  As ia .  F i lm no i r  was  d iscovered  and  named.  

The  “pol i tques  des  auteurs”  was  born .  

As  Sk lar  would  note   in  a  wonderfu l  chapter  o f  h is  Movie‐Made Amer ica :  A  

Cu l tura l  H is tory  o f  Amer ican  Movies  ent i t led  “Se l l ing  Movies  Overseas”   (a  chapter   to  

which   I  owe a  great  debt  here) .  

 

In   the  years  between the   two wor ld  wars ,  except  where  governments   imposed  

l im its ,  Amer ican  mot ion  p ic tures ,  and  hence  Amer ican   images ,   idea ls  and  

products ,  a lmost  complete ly  dominated   the  wor ld ’s  c inema screens—a near‐

monopoly  unprecedented   in  Amer ican  overseas  commerce ,  as  wel l  as  one  of  

the  most   remarkab le  hegemonies   in   the  h is tory  o f   in tercu l tura l  

communicat ion .   (215)  

 

Today ,  a t   the  end  of  Luce ’s  Amer ican  century ,  Amer ica  s t i l l   complete ly  commands  

wor ld   f i lm.  

Sk lar  o f fers  a   fu l l  h i s tory  and   interpretat ion  of  Amer ica ’s  ear ly   ro le   in   the  

wor ld   f i lm  market ,  and   I  w i l l  on ly  summar ize  some of   i t s   sa l ient   features  here .  

 

  By  the  end  of   the  Great  War ,  Amer ica  owned cons iderab ly  more   than  

ha l f  o f  a l l   the  movie  screens   in   the  wor ld .   (Sk lar  215)  

  Amer ican  product ion  va lues ,   then  as  now,  surpassed  by   far   those  of  

any  compet i tor  nat ion ,   thus  assur ing  at t ract iveness   to  aud iences   in  search  of  

s tate‐of ‐ the‐art  exper iences .   (Sk lar  216)  

  Motion‐p ic ture   f i lm   i t se l f  was  made to  a  un iversa l   s tandard  which  

made movies  more  exportab le   than  a lmost  any  other  made‐ in ‐Amer ica  

commodity  o f   the  era .  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  In   the  s i lent  era ,  no   language  barr ier   s tood   in   the  way  of  mov ie  

c i rcu lat ion .  

  The  Amer ican  mot ion  p ic ture   industry  was  equated  with   the  Br i t i sh  

empire   in   i t s  dominance;  a  Saturday  Even ing  Post  edi tor ia l ,   for  example ,  

proc la imed  in  1921   that  “The  sun,   i t  now appears ,  never  sets  on   the  Br i t i sh  

Empire  and the  Amer ican  mot ion  p icture . ”  A  popular  bus iness  s logan  of   the  

t ime,  Sk lar  notes ,  was  “ t rade   fo l lows   the   f i lm.”   (216)  

  The   in f luence  of   f i lm  on  supp ly  and  demand  in   the  economic  sphere  

was  not   l im ited   to   the  domest ic  market   ( reca l l   the  drop   in  undersh i r t   sa les  

when Gab le  was  d iscovered  not   to  be  wear ing  one   in   I t  Happened  One  N ight ) ;  

Sk lar   records   Japanese   ta i lors  go ing   to  Amer ican   f i lms   to   learn   the   la test  

fash ion ,  Amer ican  car   sa les   increas ing   in  Braz i l ,   fore ign  arch i tects  bu i ld ing  LA  

bunga lows   they  had  seen   in  Ho l lywood  f i lms .   (216‐17)  

  Amer ican   f i lms  were  on   the  vast  major i ty  o f  European   f i lm  screens .  

Two th i rds  o f  a l l   f i lms   re leased  dur ing   the  s i lent  era   in  France ,  once  a  

preeminent   f i lm  power ,  were  Amer ican .  Between the  wars  Amer ican   f i lms  

contro l led  an  average  of  75   to  90  per  cent  o f  new re leases .  

 

Sk lar  quotes   the  London  Morning  Post   f rom 1923:  

 

I f   the  Un i ted  States  abo l i shed   i t s  d ip lomat ic  and  consu lar   serv ices ,  kept   i t s  

sh ips   in  harbour  and   i t s   tour is ts  a t  home,  and  ret i red   f rom the  wor ld ’s  

markets ,   i t s  c i t i zens ,   i t s  prob lems,   i t s   towns  and  countrys ide ,   i t s   road,  motor  

cars ,   count ing  houses  and  sa loons ,  would  s t i l l  be   fami l ia r   in   the  uttermost  

corners  o f   the  wor ld .   .   .   .The   f i lm   i s   to  Amer ica  what   the   f lag  was  once   to  

Br i ta in .  By   i t s  means  Unc le  Sam may hope  some day ,   i f  he  be  not  checked   in  

t ime,   to  Amer ican ize   the  wor ld .   (219)  

 

Of  course  Unc le  Sam was  not  checked.    

Now at  century ’s  end,   the  Amer ican  movie   industry ,   compared  recent ly  by  

Gèrard  Depard ieu   to  a  “war  mach ine”   (G ianett i  524) ,   ru les   i t s  wor ld .  

 

  Fore ign  markets  now br ing   in  approx imate ly  40% of  major  s tud io  year ly  

gross  earn ings  o f  over  $13  b i l l ion—a f igure  which   inc ludes  TV  and  v ideo  

(Marcom 100) .  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  The  aud iov isua l   industry  now ranks  second on ly   to  aerospace   in   the  

export   sector  o f   the  Amer ican  economy  (Barber  90) .  

  In  country  a f ter  country   (Hungary  and   I re land  may  serve  as  part icu lar ly  

dramat ic  examples) , 2  the  dominance  of  Amer ican   imports  has  made support  o f  

loca l   f i lmmakers   imposs ib le .  As  Ben jamin  R .  Barber  has  noted,  “With  or  

w i thout   res is tance ,  nat ions  w ith  proud   t rad i t ions  o f   f i lmmaking   independence  

l ike  France ,  Eng land,  Sweden,   Ind ia ,   Indones ia ,  and   Japan  are   in   fact  gradua l ly  

succumbing   to   the   i r res is t ib le   lure  o f  product   that   i s  not  on ly  predominate ly  

Amer ican  but ,  even  when s t i l l   ind igenous ,   i s   rooted   in   the  g lamour  o f   the  

seduct ive   l i fe ‐s ty le   t r in i ty   sex ,  v io lence ,  and  money,   set   to  a  harmoniz ing  

score  of  Amer ican   rock  and  ro l l ”   (90) .  

  In  Germany,  between 1972  and  1991,  Amer ican   f i lms   increased   the i r  

share  of  a l l   fore ign   imports   f rom one   th i rd   to   two th i rds   (Barber  93) .  

  In   recent  years ,   the  US  has  produced  on  average  around 10% of   the  

wor ld ’s   feature   f i lms  but  secures  65% of   the  wor ld ’s   tota l  box  of f ice   rece ipts  

(Amer ican  Enterpr ise   Inst i tute ;  G ianett i  521) .  

  Amer ican   f i lms  garner  over  80% of  a l l   revenues   f rom over  $2  b i l l ion  

European   t icket   sa les   in  Europe   (Barber  93) .  

  Amer ican   theatre  cha ins  are   invest ing   la rge  amounts  o f  cap i ta l   f rom 

Eng land   to  eastern  Europe   in  order   to  bu i ld  brand  new Amer ican‐sty le  mult i ‐

p lexes ,  meant   to   rep lace  down‐ in ‐ the‐mouth  c lass ic  houses  which  had  

deter iorated  dur ing   the   r i se  o f   te lev is ion .   (Marcom 98,  100‐101)  
                                            

2Two years  ago   I  was  pr iv i leged   to  at tend  a  wonderfu l  conference  on   I r i sh   f i lm  

at   the  Univers i ty  o f  V i rg in ia .   “ I r i sh  F i lm:  A  Mirror  Up   to  Cu l ture”  brought  v i r tua l ly  

every   important   I r i sh   f i lmmaker  and  scho lar  under  one  roof   to  screen  and   ta lk   (and  

argue,   loud ly )  about   I re land’s  c inemat ic   re lat ions .   Indeed,  over  50   I r i sh   f i lms   f rom 

the   last   two decades—both  shorts  and   feature   f i lms ,  both  exper imenta l  and  

mainstream—were  screened  over   the   three  days  o f   the  conference .   In   the  genera l  

sess ion  which  ended the  conference ,  however ,   the   I r i sh   themselves   lamented   that  

the   f i lms  which  had  been  assembled   in  one  p lace   that  weekend  in  Char lottesv i l le  

were  a lmost   imposs ib le   to  see   in   I re land   i t se l f ,  as   I   learned   f i r s thand   la ter   that  

summer  when  I   taught  a  c lass  on   I r i sh   f i lm  on   locat ion .  At   the  mult ip lexes   in  Dubl in  

and  Ga lway  we cou ld  see  Spy  Hard ,  and  The  Rock  and  How to  Make  an  Amer ican  

Qui l t ,  but  we cou ld  not  see  Gui l t r ip ,  o r  Korea ,  o r  The  Sun,   the  Moon,  and   the  Stars .  

Such   f i lms ,   I   learned   to  my d ismay,  were  not  even  ava i lab le   in  v ideo  s tores .  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  Video  sa les  o f  Amer ican   f i lms   in   fore ign  countr ies  are  un i formly  

skyrocket ing   (Marcom 100) .  

  For  a   f i lm  to  be  success fu l   in   the  contemporary  wor ld  market ,   i t  a lmost  

has   to  be   in  Eng l i sh .  As  Bernd  E ich inger  has  observed,  “ I f  you  shoot  a  movie  

that   i s  meant   to  be  success fu l   in  a   lo t  o f   terr i tory ,  one  of   the   ru les   that  you  

have   to  understand   i s   that  you  shoot   in  Eng l i sh ,  not   to  do  so   ru les  out   two 

th i rds  o f   the  market .  A lso  you  have   to  understand   that  50  per  cent  o f   the  

market   i s   the  U .S .  Market”   (quoted   in  F inney  104) .  

  Stud ios  now have  ava i lab le   to   them the  “U lmer  Sca le ,”  a   rank ing ,  

based  on  an  annua l   survey  of  dozens  o f  US  and   internat iona l  d is t r ibutors  and  

f inanc iers ,  o f   the   internat iona l   s tar  power  o f  Amer ican  actors  and  actresses .  

The  sca le  a l lows   i t s  user   to  est imate   the  up‐ f ront  marketab i l i ty  o f  a  g iven  s tar  

regard less  o f   the  mer i ts  o f  a  part icu lar   f i lm   (U lmer  37‐38) .  

  There  appears   to  be  un i form agreement  among s tud ios  and  

d is t r ibutors   that  Ho l lywood has  on ly  sk immed the  sur face   to  date   in   i t s  

exp lo i tat ion  of  wor ld  markets   (Marcom 98,  100‐101) .  

  A group  of  European  d i rectors  have  wr i t ten  Steven  Sp ie lberg  and  

Mart in  Scorsese  “desperate ly   t ry ing   to  protect  European  c inema aga inst   i t s  

complete  ann ih i la t ion”   (Barber  92) .  

 

Amer ican  hegemony on   the  wor ld   f i lm  scene   i s  not   l im ited   to  contro l  o f  

markets ,  however .   I f  Amer ican  movies  are   f i l l ing  European  and  As ian  screens  and  

c ine‐do l lars  are   f lowing  back   into  Ho l lywood cof fers ,  many  of   the   f i lmmakers  who 

wi l l  make   the  Amer ican  movies   to  be  exported  have   themselves  been   imported .  

Ho l lywood has  a lways  drawn top  d i rector ia l   ta lent   f rom overseas .   In   the  s tud io  era   i t  

was  B i l ly  Wi lder   ( f rom Austr ia ) ,  Michae l  Curt i z   ( f rom Hungary) ,  Char l ie  Chap l in  and  

A l f red  H i tchcock   ( f rom Eng land) ,  Robert  S iodmak,  Ernst  Lub i tsch ,  Doug las  S i rk ,  E r ich  

Von  Strohe im and  Fr i tz  Lang   ( f rom Germany)  who made the  p i lg r image   to  movie  

Mecca .  

Now the  bra in  dra in   i s   f rom an  even  wider  and  deeper  poo l :  B i l l   Forsyth   ( f rom 

Scot land) ,  Ne i l   Jordan   ( f rom  I re land) ,  Peter  Weir ,  George  Mi l ler ,  Bruce  Beresford ,  

F red  Scheps i ,  and  Ph i l ip  Noyce   f rom Austra l ia ,  Roman Po lansk i ,   for  a   t ime,  and  

Agn ieska  Ho l land   f rom Po land,  Pau l  Verhoeven   ( f rom Hol land) ,  Costa‐Gavras   ( f rom 

Greece) ,  Mi los  Forman  ( f rom Czechos lovak ia ) ,   Jan  DeBont   ( f rom the  Nether lands) ,  

Mike  F igg is ,   John  Boorman,   John  Sch les inger ,  R id ley  Scott  and  Tony  Scott ,  Michae l  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Caton‐Jones ,  Kenneth  Branagh,  etc .   f rom Eng land,   John  Woo  f rom Hong  Kong,  Ang  

Lee   f rom Ta iwan,  Roger  Dona ldson  and  Lee  Tamahor i   ( f rom New Zea land) .  T ime does  

not  permit  here  a  d iscuss ion  of   the  e f fects  o f   t ransp lantat ion  on  such   ind iv idua ls ,  

but  we may  note   in  pass ing   that   in  some cases ,  B i l l   Forsyth  be ing  a  part icu lar ly   sad  

example ,  coming   to  Amer ica  has  destroyed  some promis ing  careers .  

What  sort  o f  product   i s   the  Amer ican  “war  mach ine”  now send ing  abroad?   I t  

i s   important   to   remember   that   the  current  dominat ion  of  our   industry  overseas ,  

though  hard ly  unprecedented,  has  been  ach ieved  with  a  new,  h igh ly  s t reaml ined,  

k ind  of   f i lm  that  bears   the  d is t inct ive  s ignature  of   i t s  p lace  and   t ime.  As  a  number  o f  

c r i t i cs ,  most  notab ly ,  perhaps ,  Mark  Cr i sp in  Mi l ler   in  “Hol lywood the  Ad,”  have  

lamented,  a  genera l  dumbing‐down and  homogenizat ion  of   the  movies  appears   to  be  

tak ing  p lace   to  make   the  medium  into  a  more  congen ia l   carr ier  o f  advert i s ing  

messages .  Mi l ler  wr i tes ,  

 

Today 's  mov ies  o f fer  no  utop ia ,  because ,   they  say ,  everyth ing  you 'd  ever  want  

i s  here  on  sa le .  The  movies  make   th is  p i tch   f i r s t  by  concentrat ing  on ,  and  

g lamor iz ing ,   the  c losed  s i tes  o f   shopping  and  consumpt ion:  n ice   restaurants  

and   luminous  department  s tores ,  and   the  c lean  and  roomy ce l l  where in   the  

s tar  keeps  h is  or  her  posters ,   sweaters ,   jackets ,   copper  pots ,  app l iances .  And  

the  movie  makes   the  p i tch  by  packag ing   i t se l f  as  a  commodity .   L ike  any  smoke  

or  Coke  or   fast ‐ food  burger ,   i t   i s  an   i tem whose  appea l   fa i l s   to  out last   the  

moment   that   i t   takes   to  suck   i t   in .   ( “Ho l lywood the  Ad”)  

 

The  movie‐go ing  exper ience ,  Mi l ler   remarks ,  has   thus  “become about  as  memorab le  

as  go ing   to   the  a i rport”   (“Hol lywood the  Ad”) .  

 

“Conce ived  and  so ld  as  product ,”   just   l i ke   the  many  products   that   i t   se l l s ,   the  

movie  passes   r ight   through  you,   leav ing  noth ing   in  you  but  a  vague,  angry  

crav ing   for  another  one.  Today   that  c rav ing   i s  what  keeps   the  movies  go ing—

and so   they  se l l   that  k ind  of  appet i te ,   that   in fant i le   ravenousness ,  even  as  

they  of fer  you  a  daydream of  your  own t remendous  s t rength .   (“Hol lywood the  

Ad”)  

 

And  sure ly   i t   i s  not  mere ly  co inc identa l   that   the   t ransformat ion  which  Mi l ler  decr ies  

i s   tak ing  p lace  dur ing   the   r i se  o f  g iant  wor ld  media  monopol ies .  The  creat ion  of  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“Cu l ture ,   Inc . ,”  as  Herbert  Sch i l le r  has  deemed  i t ,   i s  bound to  severe ly  and  adverse ly  

a f fect  “Movies ,   Inc”   ( see  Sch i l le r  and  Bagd ik ian) .  

In  a   recent   in terv iew on  Nat iona l  Pub l ic  Rad io   (and,  no  doubt ,   in  h is  

forthcoming  book  on   the  Gu l f  War   [Spectac le   :  Operat ion  Desert  S torm and   the  

Tr iumph of   I l lus ion ]  as  wel l )  Mark  Cr i sp in  Mi l ler  has  noted   the  wor ld ‐h is tor ica l   i rony  

govern ing   the   fate  o f   the  dream of   f i lm  as  a  un iversa l   language.  We have  now 

ach ieved  a  k ind  of  v i sua l  Esperanto  out  o f  gross  s impl i f i cat ion .  The  

“Schwarznegger izat ion”—as  Mi l ler  deems  i t—of   the  movies ,   the  gross  s impl i f i cat ion  

of  a  complex  ar t   form of   immense  promise   into  Do lby ized ,  FX‐enhanced,  act ioners—

has  created  a  “ language”  understandab le  wor ld ‐wide ,  espec ia l ly  by   the  young  men 

who const i tute   the  pr ime nat iona l  and   internat iona l  demographic   for  movie  

marketers . 3 As  Enterta inment  Week ly  observes   in  a  conv inc ing  argument   for   the  

super ior i ty  o f   te lev is ion   to   f i lm,  “With  an  eye  on   the   increas ing ly  prof i tab le  

in ternat iona l  market ,  mov ie  s tud ios  seem most   in terested   in  mak ing  act ion  

spectacu lars—the  less  d ia logue   to  be   t rans lated ,   the  better”   (“Ten  Reasons  TV   i s  

Better  Than   the  Movies”  

[ht tp ://www.pathf inder .com/@@@fN3ywUANiy@L*iG/ew/951020/features/tv ‐vs ‐

movies/297‐tv ‐vs ‐movies1 .html) .  Of  course ,  we  must  note ,  not  a l l  wor ld ‐conquer ing  

Amer ican   f i lms  have  been  Schwarznegger ized .  Gumpif icat ion  and  D isneyf icat ion  can  

work  wonders  as  wel l ,  as   the  $329,452,287  wor ld ‐wide  gross  o f  Forrest  Gump and the  

$312,775,367  of  The  L ion  K ing  certa in ly  a t test .  

 

S it t ing   in  a  mult ip lex  c inema  anywhere   in   the  wor ld ,  Ben jamin  Barber  wr i tes ,  our  

exper ience  of   the  movies   i s  becoming   increas ing ly  homogenized .  

 

You  are  nowhere .  You  are  everywhere .   Inhab i t ing  an  abstract ion .  Lost   in  

cyberspace .  You  are  chas ing  p ixe ls  on  a  N intendo:   the  wor ld  surrounding  you  

van ishes .  You  are   in   f ront  o f  or  on  MTV:  un iversa l   images  assau l t   the  eyes  and  

g loba l  d issonances  assau l t   the  ears   in  a  hear‐pounding   tumult   that   te l l s  you  

everyth ing  except  which  country  you  are   in .  Where  are  you?  You  are   in  

McWor ld .   (99)  

 
                                            

3  “The  key   to  huge  open ing  weekends   for  movies ,”  Enterta inment  Week ly  

observes ,   “ i s  young  men;   they ' re  a lso   the  most   l i ke ly   to  g ive  a   f i lm  repeat  bus iness”  

(“Ten  Reasons  TV   i s  Better  Than   the  Movies” ) .  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To  a  d iscern ing  eye ,  o f  course ,   the  handwr i t ing  was  on   the  wal l  as  ear ly  as  

1925.   In   that  year ,   the  poet  Ra iner  Mar ia  R i lke ,   seek ing   to  exp la in  h is  Duino  E leg ies  

in  a   le t ter   to   the i r  Po l i sh   t rans lator ,   cou ld  a l ready   recogn ize  a  decay  of   the   rea l :  

 

Now,   f rom Amer ica ,  empty ,   ind i f ferent   th ings  are  pour ing  across ,   sham th ings ,  

dummy  l i fe .   .   .   .  A  house ,   in   the  Amer ican  sense ,  an  Amer ican  app le  or  a  

grapev ine  over   there ,  has  noth ing   in  common with   the  house ,   the   f ru i t ,   the  

grape   into  which  went   the  hopes  and  ref lect ions  o f  our   forefathers .   .   .   .   L ive  

th ings ,   th ings   l i ved  and  consc ient  o f  us ,  a re   runn ing  out  and  can  no   longer  be  

rep laced.  We are  perhaps   the   last   s t i l l   to  have  known such   th ings .   (Letters  o f  

Ra iner  Mar ia  R i lke  374‐75;  R i lke 's  emphas is )  

 

Now,  as   the  movies  pour  across  as  wel l ,  R i lke ’s  compla int ,  an   increas ing ly  common 

protestat ion   f rom both  East  and  West  aga inst  Amer ican  cu l tura l   imper ia l i sm between 

the  wars ,  an  ob ject ion  which  would  have  more   than  a   l i t t le   to  do  with  German and  

Japanese  hatred  of  a l l   th ings  Amer ican ,   seems a lmost  contemporary .  Across  now the  

Japanese ,  wor ld  h is tory ’s  greatest  chameleons ,  are  mak ing   those   te lev is ion  sets  

which  carry   the  Amer ican   images .  

 

As we speak,  of  course ,   rea l i ty  could  be   in   the  process  o f  defy ing  my theor iz ing .  

Br i t i sh  c inema has   returned   f rom the  grave .  When  I   taught  a  c lass  on  Br i t i sh   f i lm   in  

London  in  1992  every  expert  who spoke   to  my c lass ,   f rom a   representat ive  o f   the  

Br i t i sh  F i lm   Inst i tute ,   to  L indsay  Anderson,   to  Raymond Durgnat  was  conv inced   that  

the  mak ing  of   feature   f i lms   in   the  UK had  no   future .  F ive  years   la ter ,  however ,   the  

cr i t i ca l ly  acc la imed  f i lms  of  Mike  Le igh ,   the  h igh ly   regarded  Brassed  Of f ,  and the  very  

popular  The  Fu l l  Monty  have  put  Br i t i sh  c inema back  on   the  map.   In  a   recent   report  

by  Michae l  Go ldfarb  on  Nat iona l  Pub l ic  Rad io ,   severa l  experts   in terv iewed agreed  

that   such  successes  have   resu l ted ,  paradox ica l ly ,   f rom the   f i lmmakers  seek ing   to  

p lease   themselves  and   loca l  aud iences  w ithout   regard   for   the  wor ld  market  and  

pred icted   that   the   ro l l  w i l l   cont inue.  

Perhaps   I  am wrong,  perhaps  my rant ing   i s  misgu ided.  But  we  l ive   in   the  “age  

of   the  Los  Ange l i zat ion  of  p lanet  Earth ,”  as  cu l tura l  h is tor ian  and   futur is t  Wi l l iam 

I rwin  Thompson ca l l s   i t .  We  l ive   in  a   t ime  in  which  H indus   in   Ind ia  have   rep laced  a  

wafer  used  r i tua l i s t i ca l ly   in  a  communion‐ l ike  ceremony  for  over  2 ,000  years  w ith  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Ritz  c rackers   (Barnet ) .  As  Wi l l iam  I rwin  Thompson surmises   in  The  Amer ican  

Rep lacement  o f  Nature ,  

 

Amer ica 's  c r i t i ca l   ro le   in   the  p lanet izat ion  of  humanity  does  seem to  be   that  

o f   the  cata lyt ic  enzyme that  breaks  down a l l   the   t rad i t iona l  cu l tures  o f   the  

wor ld ,  be   they  As iat ic ,   I s lamic ,  or  European.  With  D isney land   in  Par i s  and  

Tokyo,   the  Uni ted  States   i s  we l l  on   i t s  way   to  d isso lv ing  a l l   the  wor ld  cu l tures ,  

and   I  do  not   th ink  any  nat iv i s t ic   revo l t  o f   I s lam wi l l   succeed   in  s topp ing   i t  any  

more   than  Marx is t ‐Len in ism d id .  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