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Abstract 
 

Envisioned as a contribution to American Studies or, as it is now so often termed, 

American Cultural Studies, this dissertation examines how popular Hollywood films of 

the Reagan-Bush era registered prominent US anxieties about Japan’s then burgeoning 

economic empowerment and the shifting cultural currents of a globalizing and 

socioeconomically transforming America. Focusing specifically on the films Gung Ho 

(dir. Ron Howard, 1986), Die Hard (dir. John McTiernan, 1988), Black Rain (dir. Ridley 

Scott, 1989), Mr. Baseball (dir. Fred Schepisi, 1992), and Rising Sun (dir. Philip 

Kaufman, 1993), I explore how these films articulated “Japan-bashing” practices and 

“Japanization anxieties” of the era in alignment with reactionary white heteropatriarchal 

backlash politics, which surged as white men found their socioeconomic hegemony and 

privilege challenged by globalization, affirmative action, and the rise of the professional 

career woman. Arguing that these films constitute rich cultural-historical repositories of a 

pivotal period in American history, I demonstrate how they registered reactionary white 

heteronormative fears of being “Japanized” via emasculating succumbence to economic 

conquest, thereby yielding fecund insights into the psychosocial zeitgeist of a reactionary 

Reagan-Bush era that continues to resonate with us today. Inspired by the theoretical 

methodologies of neo-Gramscianism and neo-Orientalism, my dissertation is ultimately 

best defined as a work of American cultural history that is oriented towards an 

overarching cultural political economy approach.  

	
 
 
 
 
 



		

	

iii	

Acknowledgements 
 

First and foremost, I want to thank my parents, Bill and Susan Urie, for instilling 

a love of culture in me and for providing me with generous financial support over the 

years. Without their assistance, I would not have been able to write this dissertation. 

Professor Scott Forsyth was a supervisor extraordinaire who believed in me and 

put up with my frequent outbursts of anxiety and self-doubt throughout the later stages of 

my writing process. Thanks for being there, Scott. 

Aside from being a committee member who was with me from the start, Professor 

Arthur Redding also provided me with invaluable advice and mentorship dating back to 

my days as a graduate student in York University’s English Department. Thanks, Art.   

A heartfelt thanks must be extended to Professor Shannon Bell, who agreed to 

join the committee in late 2017 after I needed a replacement member in the wake of the 

death of the late, great Professor Christopher Innes, who passed away in June of 2017. 

While Chris was a gentleman and a scholar from whom I learned an immense amount, 

Shannon proved a formidable replacement who brought unique insights to my project.  

A special nod to Professor Gamal Abdel-Shehid, who let me transfer from York’s 

graduate English program into the university’s graduate program in Social and Political 

Thought during his first stint as Social and Political Thought’s Director. It was great 

having you as the Dean’s Representative during the defense, Gamal, as you made some 

interesting observations about my project.  

Aside from being an unsurpassed scholar who is one of York’s unsung heroes, 

Professor Jay Goulding proved a fantastic Internal-External examiner. Given that Jay has 

been both a friend and a mentor to me over the years, I was excited to learn that he had  



		

	

iv	

been selected for this role. Jay: You posed some great questions during my defense. 

As the External examiner, Wilfrid Laurier University’s Professor Philippa Gates 

was gracious beyond belief. It was both a privilege and a learning experience to receive 

her critical feedback.  

I owe a special thanks to Judith Hawley, another unsung hero at York, who nobly 

and diligently serves as Social and Political Thought’s Graduate Program Assistant. 

Judith: Thanks for your help, advice, and friendship over the years. 

A hat tip must also be extended to Professor Ian Balfour, who recently retired 

from York’s English Department. I served as a teaching assistant for Ian for several years 

in his undergraduate class on film adaptation, AP/EN 3070 6.0 A: Filming Literature, 

during which I learned a great deal about film and popular culture. Really, it was Ian who 

indirectly inspired me to shift my research interests towards American cultural history.   

 My dear friend and former teaching assistant colleague in York’s graduate 

English program, Dr. Sean Braune, deserves special credit for listening to me rant and 

keeping me borderline sane over the years. Thanks for being there, dude! 

 Thanks must also be extended to the University of Waterloo’s Professor Lai-Tze 

Fan, whom I truly got to know during roughly the last year of my writing process. Aside 

from becoming a valued friend, Lai-Tze coached me for the defense and provided me 

with some invaluable tips. Thanks for your friendship and assistance, Lai-Tze. 

 Finally, a deep and loving thanks must be given to Rosa Wu for her support and 

patience over the years. Writing a dissertation can be a trying process, though being in a 

relationship with someone who is in the process of writing one is probably even more  

grueling.   



		

	

v	

Table of Contents 

Abstract ………………………………………………………………………………… ii 
 
Acknowledgements …………………………………………………………………….. iii 
 
Table of Contents ………………………………………………………………………..  v  
 
Chapter One: Introduction ………………………………………………………………. 1 
 
Chapter Two: Gung Ho for Neoliberalism? Heteropatriarchal Collusion, Cultural 
Confusion, and Neoliberal Resolution in Gung Ho ……………………………………. 43 
 
Chapter Three: “Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker”: Rejecting Japanization as Globalization 
in Die Hard …………………………………………………………………………….. 78 
 
Chapter Four: Return of the Repressed/Return of the Oppressed: “Japanization Anxiety” 
in Black Rain ………………………………………………………………………….. 121 
 
Chapter Five: Towards a Global Playing Field? US-Japan Intercultural Relations in Mr. 
Baseball ……………………………………………………………………………….. 161 
 
Chapter Six: Postmodern Paranoia: Japanization, Globalization, and Multicultural 
America in Philip Kaufman’s Rising Sun …………………………………………….. 200 
 
Chapter Seven: Post-Reagan-Bush America and Hollywood Cinema: An Overview of 
Some Dominant Cultural-Political Themes and Issues ………………………………. 255 
 
Chapter Eight: Conclusion ……………………………………………………………. 351 
 
Works Cited ……………………………………………………………………........... 381 
 
 
 



		

	

1	

Chapter One  

Introduction 
 

In the 1980s, America suddenly found itself positioned in a seemingly less than 

advantageous economic relationship to Japan, which was then benefitting from 

substantial trade surpluses and a booming economy. While this scenario triggered a host 

of reactionary American anxieties that were manifested in a variety of different media 

formats, national angst was perhaps most palpably registered in popular Hollywood 

cinema of the late 1980s and early 1990s. As cultural theorist Graeme Turner has 

contended, film constitutes “a social practice for its makers and its audience; in its 

narratives and meanings we can locate evidence of the ways in which . . . culture makes 

sense of itself” (Turner, Film as Social Practice 3). In keeping with the spirit of Turner’s 

summation, this dissertation will explore how such popular Hollywood films as Gung Ho 

(dir. Ron Howard, 1986), Die Hard (dir. John McTiernan, 1988), Black Rain (dir. Ridley 

Scott, 1989), Mr. Baseball (dir. Fred Schepisi, 1992), and Rising Sun (dir. Philip 

Kaufman, 1993) constitute cultural-historical barometers that registered acute American 

anxieties about Japan’s economic empowerment and the then shifting cultural currents of 

a globalizing and socioeconomically transforming America.  

In making this argument, it is my explicit contention that these distinctly 

hypermasculine films both registered and exploited a concomitant backlash of a 

reactionary white American heteropatriarchy that had exploded during the ’80s as white 

working- and middle-class men found their previously unassailed socioeconomic 

hegemony challenged by such varied factors as globalization, affirmative action, and the  

rise of the professional career woman. By discursively articulating “Japanization anxiety”  
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with this phenomenon of reactionary white heteropatriarchy,1 these films registered  

America’s transforming culture in relation to white male fears of being “Japanized” via 

emasculating succumbence to economic conquest, thereby yielding fecund insights into 

the psychosocial zeitgeist of a conservative Reagan-Bush era in which America was first 

confronting the stakes of cultural and economic globalization.  

Notably, these films all qualify as heteropatriarchal-inflected narrative 

manifestations of what anthropologist Ghassan Hage terms the “discourse of White 

decline” (22) in his book White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural 

Society (1998). Although referring primarily to how reactionary white Australians had 

come to fear that their very culture of whiteness itself was undergoing a process of 

enervation amidst a globalizing and increasingly multicultural Australian society, Hage’s 

notion of “white decline” can easily be applied to any society that has been historically 

structured around the legacy of a dominant European cultural tradition. Indeed, American 

Studies scholar George Lipsitz has since associated it with a specifically American 

context in his book American Studies in a Moment of Danger (2001), noting how it now 

“influences the outcome of all public policy debates” as reactionary white Americans 

become increasingly invested “in the notion of their nation as essentially white and 

European” as it finds itself positioned against a globalizing world marked by porous 

cultural and socioeconomic relations (9-10). 

Intriguingly, this discourse of white decline can be linked to the dawn of the  

popular American feature film itself via the release of director D.W. Griffith’s racially  

	
1 In using the word “articulating” I am employing it in a classic cultural studies sense. As cultural studies 
scholar Chris Barker notes in Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice (4th ed., 2012), “articulation” refers to 
“[a] temporary unity of discursive elements that do not have to ‘go together’” (496). 
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incendiary “historical” Civil War epic, The Birth of a Nation (1915), which outrageously  

depicts the liberation of black Americans in the wake of the South’s defeat by the North 

as a supposed threat to white culture and society.2 As film historian John Belton observes 

in his book American Cinema/American Culture (2013), “If The Birth of a Nation marked 

the birth of classical Hollywood cinema, then that birth was grounded in white racism” 

(16). Similar to how The Birth of a Nation depicts a post-bellum America in which white 

heteropatriarchy is threatened from within by a newly “liberated” black Other, the 

“Japanization anxiety” films of the Reagan-Bush era imply that white heteropatriarchy is 

threatened from without by a foreign national-racial Other in the form of an economically 

empowered Japan. 

Ultimately less about Japan itself than about America’s psychosocial 

perceptions of Japan during a pivotal globalizing phase in American history, this 

dissertation has chiefly been envisioned as a contribution to the interdisciplinary field of 

American Studies or, as it is now so often termed, American Cultural Studies. 

Throughout the remainder of this introductory chapter, I will provide a general cultural-

historical overview of US-Japan relations and their relevance to the globalization  

discourse of the 1980s and 1990s while also outlining the core theoretical methodologies  

	
2	Discussing The Birth of a Nation in Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies 
(1994), film historian Robert Sklar alludes to the obvious white heteropatriarchal dimensions of the film’s 
racist plot, noting, 
  

The Cameron family of South Carolina, focus of the plot, is continually the tragic victim 
of black rapine. After losing two sons in the Civil War and having a third saved from 
execution by a pardon from the “Great Heart,” Lincoln, they have their home looted by 
vicious black soldiers; a daughter, Flora, leaps to her death resisting the advances of a 
black man; the father is dragged away by black troops for harboring a Klansman; mother 
and the last remaining daughter are about to be wiped out by blacks when they are 
rescued by the Klan; the Klan’s leader, their pardoned son, has just saved his Northern 
sweetheart, the daughter of a notorious Radical politician, from an evil mulatto.  
 
                                                                                                                         (59-60)                                                                                                  



		

	

4	

and personal autoethnographic experiences that have inspired my research. I will then  

conclude with a brief summary of my ensuing chapters. 

US-Japan Relations: A Brief Cultural-Historical Overview 

Throughout its post-Revolutionary history, America has had a complex 

intercultural connection to Japan rooted in a national mythology that has championed the 

notion of an America formed via rugged masculine perseverance. The very expansion of 

the Western frontier that American historian Frederick Jackson Turner mythically defined 

as the “crucible” (22) of rugged American identity in his famed 1893 essay, “The 

Significance of the Frontier in American History,” was itself an imperial project geared 

towards positioning America for trade with Asia by uniting its Atlantic and Pacific 

seaboards. After California’s official incorporation into the United States in 1850, the US 

government began searching for lucrative trade opportunities in Asia – a project that 

would be ignited with Commodore Matthew Perry’s naval arrival in Japan in 1853, which 

would lead to America’s forced opening of trade with the hitherto isolationist country via 

the 1854 Treaty of Kanagawa.  

 The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 would constitute a 

serious blow to American self-confidence and trigger an avalanche of “yellow peril” anti-

Japanese propaganda that testified to Americans’ newfound fear of Japan as their nation 

officially joined the Allied forces and entered WWII against the Axis powers. Yet with 

Germany’s surrender on May 8, 1945 and Japan’s subsequent surrender on September 

2nd of that same year after America’s devastating nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki on August 6th and 9th respectively, America’s confidence was restored. 
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Commenting on Japan’s defeat in her book, Japan Bashing: Anti-Japanism since the 

1980s (2011), cultural critic Narrelle Morris notes,  

  For many Western observers, Japan’s defeat was nothing less than a  

confirmation of Western “masculine” superiority over the “feminine”  

Orient, and thus an affirmation of the dominant place of the West in the 

global order. . . . Western images of Japan proved to be an adaptable part 

of the process of recasting the defeated nation in a manner that preserved 

this sense of triumphant superiority. Instead of a “blood-soaked gorilla”, 

Japan was now portrayed as an “irritated but already domesticated little  

monkey”, one that was childlike, harmless and in need of assistance from  

the West.3 (19) 

By assuming the role of benevolent hegemon and contributing substantial human and  

financial aid to Japan’s post-WWII reconstruction, America could lie confident in its role 

as a virile and noble victor nation, thereby simultaneously effacing its troubling history of 

having interned its own Japanese American citizens in the wake of Pearl Harbor. 

 Established as the preeminent Western superpower in the wake of WWII, 

America would subsequently enjoy a lengthy boom period of robust capitalist expansion 

that would extend from roughly 1945 to 1970. Yet with the dawn of the 1970s, it became 

increasingly clear that the boom was over and that a bust was setting in as America  

found itself plagued by an economic malaise stemming from such interrelated factors as  

	
3 In his book War Without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War (1986), historian John Dower notes 
how simian images were invoked in various American media representations of Japan throughout WWII 
and its aftermath. While during the war Japan and its citizens were portrayed as aggressive gorillas, the end 
of the war saw the emergence of a revamped visual discourse that fused patriarchy with simian imagery in 
order to depict Japan as a cute little monkey that America needed to adopt and nurture (11).    
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inflation, petroleum production concerns culminating in the OPEC crisis of 1973, and a  

declining balance of trade amidst a globalizing international economy. It was with 

specific regard to this last factor that “yellow peril” fears first began to be resurrected 

within American political discourse during the early ’70s. As the American trade deficit 

blossomed in Japan’s favour from $380 million in 1970 to $2.5 billion in 1971, 

Republican President Richard Nixon hyperbolically opined that America was now being 

confronted with a new Japanese threat that was “far more serious than the challenge that 

we confronted even in the dark days of Pearl Harbor” (qtd. in Schaller 232). 

 By the end of the ’70s and the dawn of the ’80s, concerns about Japan’s economic 

empowerment began to register within the sphere of Western popular culture. In 1979, 

Harvard University social scientist Ezra Vogel published his international bestseller, 

Japan as Number One: Lessons for America, which galvanized Americans and the wider 

Western world into confronting the emergence of economic globalization via Vogel’s 

discussion of how the tiny island of Japan was emerging as a key international economic 

player and a potential future capitalist hegemon. The following year, 1980, the British 

New Wave band The Vapors released their hit song “Turning Japanese” along with its 

accompanying music video, which features images of samurais, a geisha, and various 

Japanese motifs. While the meaning of the song itself has been a source of playful 

popular debate since its release, its title succinctly captures the zeitgeist of an era in 

which the notion of “turning Japanese” was becoming palpably manifest in America  

and the wider Western world via the fear of “Japanization,” which the American Heritage  

Dictionary defines as meaning to “make or become Japanese in form, idiom, style, or  

character” (“Japanization”). Highlighting the cultural-historical significance of the song  
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in his book American Cultural History: A Very Short Introduction (2018), Eric Avila 

writes, “While the song invoked Western fantasies and stereotypes about Japan and ‘the  

Orient’ more broadly, it also spoke to the explosion of a Japanese consumer culture that  

was making a global impact, especially in the United States” (118).  

 By the mid-’80s, such “Japanization anxieties” had reached a veritable tipping  

point in America by firmly colonizing the mindset of numerous intellectuals and popular 

pundits. In his incendiary 1985 New York Times article “The Danger from Japan,” the 

Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Theodore H. White evoked a strident rhetorical 

militarism as he weighed Japan’s economic empowerment against his memory of having 

witnessed Japan’s surrender from the decks of the USS Missouri some forty years earlier: 

40 years after World War II, the Japanese are on the move again in one of  

history’s most brilliant commercial offensives, as they go about 

dismantling American industry. Whether they are still only smart, or have 

finally learned to be wiser than we, will be tested in the next 10 years. 

Only then will we know who finally won the war 50 years before. 

Having essentially set the tone for future anti-Japan punditry by effectively aligning US 

“Japanization anxiety” with a resurrected WWII-era militarist discourse, White’s article 

was soon followed by a 1986 Economist survey entitled “Clash of the Titans.” Prefaced 

by a cartoon depicting a Japanese businessman locked in a martial art embrace with an 

American businessman, the survey played upon resurrected WWII-era fears by 

documenting how America was about to embark on a high-tech “trade war” with Japan  

amidst an economic climate that had witnessed “[t]he American trade balance go from a  
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surplus of $5 billion in 1960 to a deficit of $150 billion” by 1985 (Valery 48).4 

 The overall psychosocial effects of such militarist-infused rhetoric upon the  

American population cannot be overlooked, especially during an era in which WWII was 

still considered relatively recent history. In his memoir, Hitch-22, Anglo-American 

journalist Christopher Hitchens provides an interesting anecdote that suggests just how 

ingrained the cultural memory of the war was within the mindset of many Americans 

during the ’80s. Recalling a meeting at Stanford University in 1987 with the Anglo-

American literary critic Ian Watt, whose book The Rise of the Novel (1957) remains a 

seminal work in the field of literary studies, Hitchens recounts how this charming yet 

notoriously patriarchal scholar surveyed the large number of Japanese students on the 

campus from his office window and remarked, “I know it sounds silly to say so, but it 

still makes me feel odd sometimes” (qtd. in Hitchens 47). Revealingly, Hitchens’s 

ensuing comments suggest that the legacy of WWII was a traumatic memory not merely 

for the veteran Watt, but also for Hitchens himself given his exposure to various 

historical accounts of Japan’s brutal Southeast Asia campaign: “Nobody could have been 

less chauvinistic than Ian Watt but then, he was one of the few survivors of The Bridge 

On the River Kwai, The Burma Railroad, Changi Jail in Singapore, and other Hirohito 

disasters that I still capitalize in my mind” (47-48). 

 Given the then relatively recent history of the war, it is little wonder that  

America’s burgeoning trade deficit with Japan would prove to be such a source of  

popular American anxiety throughout the ’80s and early ’90s. As a medium attuned to  

commercially exploiting the ever-shifting currents of the nation’s cultural zeitgeist,  

	
4 America’s actual 1985 trade deficit with Japan stood at $46.152 billion according to the United States 
Census Bureau’s Foreign Trade statistics for that year (United States Census Bureau). 
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Hollywood cinema would register such “Japanization anxieties” in a series of films 

produced throughout this period. Director Ridley Scott, for example, would slyly 

incorporate “Japanization anxiety” into the very mise-en-scène of his dystopian science 

fiction film Blade Runner (1982). An adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s 1968 novel, Do 

Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Blade Runner is set against the backdrop of a 

polluted 2019 Los Angeles, in which “the culture, cuisine, and local patois all clearly 

owed much to the Japanese inspiration, and whose architecture strongly evoked the Ginza 

[a district of Tokyo] at night” (Wampler 254). Although presented merely as a muted 

aspect of Scott’s Blade Runner, “Japanization anxiety” would from 1986 to 1993 emerge 

as a key subject of the following Hollywood films: Gung Ho (1986), Die Hard (1988), 

Black Rain (1989), Mr. Baseball (1992), and Rising Sun (1993).  

 While these five films all deal with the legacy of America’s WWII conflict with 

Japan in various ways, it would be reductive to maintain that they harness the war itself 

as the sole focalizing lens through which to explore “Japanization anxiety.” Produced in a 

US political culture dominated by the Republican presidential administrations of Ronald 

Reagan (1981-1989) and George H.W. Bush (1989-1993), these films are also the 

cultural byproducts of a globalizing era that was marked by polarizing “culture wars,” 

which were primarily triggered by the reactionary stances of white heteronormative men 

to such varied issues as globalization, feminism, LGBTQ movements, affirmative action,  

immigration, and the increasingly multicultural composition of America. Finding their 

robust cultural and economic hegemony simultaneously questioned and challenged by 

these various factors, white males rallied around a reactionary form of identity politics  

that media historian Todd Gitlin has succinctly attributed to “a huddling of men who  
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resent (and exaggerate) their relative decline not only in parts of the labour market but at 

home, in the bedroom and the kitchen, and in the culture” (Gitlin 233). Attuned to both 

the exploration and exploitation of the cultural zeitgeist for commercial purposes, these  

five films articulated popular American anxieties surrounding the perceived “threat” that  

Japan posed to American hegemony with larger white heteropatriarchal insecurities  

triggered by a changing American society in which white men were experiencing a  

historically unprecedented crisis of confidence. As feminist geographer Doreen Massey 

has noted in her book Space, Place, and Gender (1994), “Those who today worry about a 

sense of disorientation and a loss of control must have once felt they knew exactly where 

they were, and that they had a sense of control” (165).    

 Yet while these films all address the legacy of WWII and couch their explorations 

of US-Japan relations within heteropatriarchal narratives, it would be a mistake to assume 

that they can all be sufficiently categorized under the pithy yet problematic label of 

“Japan-bashing,” which became widely employed in media discourse throughout the ’80s 

and ’90s to characterize anti-Japanese sentiments of the era. Indeed, if these films are on 

one level the cultural byproducts of a period that was marked by a tangible sense of US 

“Japanophobia,” then they are on another level manifestations of a US “Japanophilia” 

effect that witnessed the younger citizens of America’s then burgeoning multicultural  

society grow increasingly transfixed by Japanese popular culture (e.g., Japanese anime, 

manga, fashion, film, literature, and art), Japanese automobiles (e.g., Honda, Toyota, 

Nissan), Japanese electronics (e.g., Sony, JVC, Panasonic), and Japanese video game  

systems and software (e.g., Nintendo and Sega).5 Produced amidst the competing cultural  

	
5	My use of the terms “Japanophobia” and “Japanophilia” is derived from cultural critic Roland Kelts’s use 
of them in his 2006 book, Japanamerica: How Japanese Pop Culture Has Invaded the U.S. (120-121). 
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tensions of “Japanophobia” and “Japanophilia,” these five popular films deal with 

“Japanization anxieties” in differing and sometimes surprisingly nuanced ways that 

cannot simply be summarily subsumed under the totalizing label of “Japan-bashing.” 

Globalization and US-Japan Relations  

Given this dissertation’s emphasis on how American perceptions and  

representations of Japan throughout the ’80s and ’90s intersected with the then nascent 

phenomenon of globalization, it would be impossible to embark on a discussion of this 

subject matter without at some point commenting on globalization itself. This is, of 

course, a tall task, for globalization is a now ubiquitous term that has inspired a great 

degree of debate within academia. While, for example, scholar Andre Gunder Frank has 

argued that globalization processes have existed since around 1500 (Frank 52), scholars 

Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson contend that globalization is a contemporary “myth” 

that obscures how the internationalizing energies we now associate with it can actually be 

traced back to the late nineteenth century (Hirst and Thompson 2).6  

For my purposes, however, I am simply interested in delineating when 

discussions about globalization first began to assume shape as a recognized public  

discourse. To this end, I would cite American economist Theodore Levitt’s invocation of 

the term in his widely read 1983 Harvard Business Review article, “The Globalization of 

Markets,” which discusses how late twentieth-century developments in technology had  

resulted in “a new commercial reality – the emergence of global markets for standardized  

consumer products on a previously unimagined scale of magnitude.” Although certainly  

not the first person to employ the term “globalization,” Levitt was influential in  

	
6 See Andre Gunder Frank’s ReORIENT: Global Economy in the Asian Age (1998) and Paul Hirst and 
Grahame Thompson’s Globalization in Question (1996).  
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popularizing its use, for the title of journalist Thomas L. Friedman’s bestseller The World 

Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century (2005) serves as an implicit homage 

to Levitt, whose classic article includes a subheading entitled “The Earth Is Flat.” As 

appropriated by Friedman, the term is used to refer to the dynamics of neoliberal 

globalization, which he questionably defines as follows in recounting his travels to 

Bangalore, India: “In the back of that [media] van, I scribbled down four words in my 

notebook: ‘The world is flat.’ As soon as I wrote them, I realized that this was the 

underlying message of everything that I had seen and heard in Bangalore. . . . The global 

competitive field was being leveled. The world was being flattened” (8). 

While countless definitions of globalization now abound, I favour the following 

one provided by the literary-cultural theorist Fredric Jameson in his Preface to The 

Cultures of Globalization (1998): “The concept of globalization reflects the sense of an 

immense enlargement of world communication, as well as of the horizon of the world 

market, both of which seem far more tangible and immediate than in earlier stages of 

modernity” (xi). Building upon this definition, I would add that the term “globalization” 

became widely deployed throughout the ’80s and ’90s to characterize a rapidly 

transforming world marked by a variety of complex yet interconnected socio-economic-

political transformations, which included the stagnation and subsequent demise of 

Western Keynesian state capitalist policies; the popularization of neoliberal economic 

theories and the attendant liberalization of international markets;7 the expansion of 

	
7 Neoliberal economic theories revolve around a radical free market ethos that champions free trade, 
deregulation, privatization, and labour discipline. Constituting an elite-oriented technocratic recalibration of 
the classical economic theories of Adam Smith (1723-1790) and David Ricardo (1772-1823), neoliberalism 
emerged as the dominant economic orthodoxy of Western economists, politicians, and business leaders 
during the 1980s. For a concise overview of neoliberalism, see Manfred B. Steger and Ravi K. Roy’s 
Neoliberalism: A Very Short Introduction (2010). 
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multinational corporations; and the progressive enervation of the USSR, which would 

culminate with its ultimate dissolution on December 26, 1991.  

 To this end, the publication of American political scientist Francis Fukuyama’s  

National Interest piece “The End of History?” (1989) proved an important cultural  

milestone heralding the emergence of a radically reconfigured global playing field.8 In  

this widely read essay, which was published in the wake of the collapse of the Berlin 

Wall, Fukuyama controversially weighed in on the grand historical debate surrounding 

Hegelian and Marxist conceptions of dialectical history. Whereas Hegel had posited that 

the supposedly teleological unfolding of history would culminate with the rise of the 

liberal state, Marx had embraced Hegel’s dialectical model but rejected his conclusion in 

favour of contending that history would achieve its culmination via the rise of 

international socialism. Essentially proclaiming Hegel correct, Fukuyama argued that 

history had reached its “end” with the global vindication of (neo)liberal free market  

values (4).9 Less proclaiming the international victory of the West itself than of the  

“Western idea” (3) of economic (neo)liberalism, Fukuyama pointed to how free market  

values were being embraced by Asian countries like Japan, which was “following in the 

footsteps of the United States” by creating a “truly universal consumer culture . . .” (10). 

 

	
8 The article formed the basis for Fukuyama’s bestselling book The End of History and the Last Man 
(1992). 
 
9	Although Fukuyama never employs the terms “neoliberal” or “neoliberalism” in his article or his 
followup book, The End of History and the Last Man (1992), he obviously has neoliberal economic 
theories in mind given that the vision of democracy he outlines is inveterately market-oriented. Ruminating 
on his “end of history” thesis in his 2018 book, Identity: The Demand for Dignity and the Politics of 
Resentment, Fukuyama writes, “Karl Marx had suggested that the end of history would be a communist 
utopia, and I was simply suggesting that Hegel’s version, where development resulted in a liberal state 
linked to a market economy, was the more plausible outcome” (xii). 
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 Intriguingly, Fukuyama posited that this then nascent global ideology of free  

market (neo)liberalism faced two potential “ideological competitors” in “those of religion 

and nationalism” (14). With the passage of time, this postulation has certainly proven  

prophetic, for if our post-9/11 world has made it clear that globalization faces vehement  

opposition from religious fundamentalist discontents,10 we have also witnessed the  

disturbing rise of reactionary forms of populist nationalism throughout various regions of 

the world. In particular, it is this latter issue of nationalism that has inspired a good deal 

of debate amongst globalization commentators and theorists, who have questioned 

whether globalization has undermined the sovereignty of the nation-state or, in fact, 

further entrenched it. While, for example, Japanese management theorist Kenichi Ohmae 

famously prophesied the imminent demise of the nation-state amidst the rise of a 

supposedly “borderless world” in his books Beyond National Borders (1987), The  

Borderless World (1990), and The End of the Nation State (1995),11 such “borderless  

world” theories have since sparked considerable critical contestation from figures like 

Australian political scientist Linda Weiss. Writing in a 1997 New Left Review article  

	
10	For an engaging, nuanced analysis of this phenomenon, see Benjamin Barber’s book Jihad vs. McWorld: 
Terrorism’s Challenge to Democracy (2001 ed.). 
 
11 The fact that Fukuyama and Ohmae, two popular global free market enthusiasts of the late ’80s and early 
’90s, were both of Japanese ethnicity likely helped fuel American anxieties about “Japanization” given the 
then growing public view that globalization was a dynamic process to which only the Japanese could adapt. 
Indeed, the notion that the Japanese were inherently acculturated to change had first entered the American 
mindset via the American anthropologist Ruth Benedict’s popular study The Chrysanthemum and the 
Sword (1946), which posits that the Japanese have a marked propensity for sociocultural amorphousness. 
Commenting on Benedict’s controversial Orientalist views, cultural critic Ian Buruma notes, 
  

One of Benedict’s main claims about the Japanese is the conditionality of their outlook 
on life. Without the moral absolutes of a monotheistic religion, everything from ethics to 
life goals is situational, hence the ease with which a warlike people could transform itself 
into a nation of pacifists. . . . Benedict believed that this, too, was situational. As long as 
the world around Japan was peaceful, the Japanese would remain committed to pacifism, 
but if the great powers were to gear themselves up for war again, Japan would soon revert 
to its old militarism. (xi-xii) 
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entitled “Globalization and the Myth of the Powerless State,” which formed the basis for  

her first book, The Myth of the Powerless State (1998), Weiss points to the vital roles that  

states play in negotiating and coordinating capital arrangements within the global 

economy, arguing that “globalization is often the by-product of states promoting the  

internationalization strategies of their corporations, and in the process sometimes  

‘internationalizing’ state capacity” (3).   

In relation to this ongoing nation-state debate, there is no nation that has attracted 

as much attention as that of America. Interestingly, it is Americans themselves who have 

historically been the most invested in embracing the notion that globalization has come to 

herald the imminent demise of their own nation’s power. Following America’s post-1973 

economic malaise and its early ’80s economic recession, an array of books began to be 

published proclaiming the international economic decline of America. Throughout the 

’80s, the American public was greeted by such declinist tomes as Barry Bluestone and 

Bennett Harrison’s The Deindustrialization of America (1982), David Halberstam’s The 

Reckoning (1986), Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of Great Powers (1987), and Clyde 

V. Prestowitz, Jr.’s Trading Places: How We Allowed Japan to Take the Lead (1988). 

Unsurprisingly, all of these books focused to varying degrees on Japan’s then empowered 

role in the nascent global economy. 

 Exploring the history of such declinist ruminations in his book The Myth of 

America’s Decline: Politics, Economics, and a Half Century of False Prophecies (2013), 

journalist and political scientist Josef Joffe argues that American anxieties about national 

decline emanate from the Cold War era.12 While during the height of the Cold War  

	
12 While Joffe is generally an astute geopolitical analyst, he is, in my opinion, far too flippant in addressing 
global warming concerns in The Myth of America’s Decline (see Joffe 46). 
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Americans had embraced a bipolar geopolitical cartography through which they 

envisioned their capitalist hegemon as being in perpetual techno-militaristic competition 

with the USSR, the ultimately terminal decline of Soviet communism that began in the 

mid-’80s helped lend credence to the idea that America was being threatened by the rise 

of an economically empowered Japan. According to Joffe, American fears of a Soviet 

national Other were eventually supplanted by fears of a Japanese national Other. Over 

time, America’s “Japanophobic” fears would, of course, be replaced by fears about the  

emergence of new national Others: “The trigger was always real – a brutal recession or a  

geopolitical setback. Yet each time, crisis spelled foreordained doom, a fate insistently 

painted on the country’s wall by Americans rather than by foreign observers. The starring  

candidates changed, or returned to centre stage, from decade to decade” (xiv).    

Yet given that it is America itself that has been actively developing, coordinating,  

and promoting capitalism on an international level from roughly the post-WWII era  

onwards, there is a grand irony that inheres within popular American anxieties that frame 

globalization as the harbinger of America’s decline. During the very same period in the 

late ’80s when declinist American phobias were rising in relation to Japan’s economic 

empowerment, American economic and political elites were in the process of engineering 

what British economist John Williamson termed the “Washington Consensus” to refer to 

the set of neoliberal economic policies that have since formed the fiscal framework for all 

developing nations.13   

Commenting on the American-centric nature of these global economic policies in  

Another American Century?: The United States and the World Since 9/11 (2003),  

	
13 See Will Grahame-Clarke’s December 20, 2018 London Business School article, “The innocuous 
doctrine that shapes boom and bust: David Lubin sets out his vision for emerging economies.”  
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historian Nicholas Guyatt notes,  

The title [the Washington Consensus] reflected the fact that the IMF and  

the World Bank are located in the American capital; but it also captured 

the distinctly American flavour of the “Consensus”. The turn towards free  

markets could not have occurred without the gradual deregulation of the  

US financial industry, and might have faltered without the intellectual  

backing of American economists and policymakers in the late 1970s and  

1980s. (12)   

Far from being an inevitable force that was somehow thrust upon America, neoliberal 

globalization has in fact been engineered by the American state itself. 

 As socialist political economists Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin illustrate in  

their meticulously documented book The Making of Global Capitalism: The Political  

Economy of American Empire (2012), America has not only spawned economic 

globalization but also continues to superintend it by coordinating global capital flows, 

participating in global financial crisis management, and influencing global interest rates 

via institutions like the US Treasury and the Federal Reserve:  

In this quite distinctive imperial state, the Pentagon and CIA have been 

much less important to the process of capitalist globalization than the US 

Treasury and Federal Reserve. This is so not just in terms of sponsoring 

the penetration and emulation of US economic practices abroad, but much 

more generally in terms of promoting free capital movements and free 

trade on the one hand, while on the other trying to control the international 

economic crises a global capitalism spawns. (vi) 
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Citing US “Japanization anxieties” of the ’80s as a prime example of mass American  

confusions about the true nature of America’s empowered role in both the making and 

maintenance of a complex global economic system, Panitch and Gindin point to how 

such reactionary populist anxieties were deeply confused:  

The massive flow of Japanese capital to the US in the 1980s gave rise to  

widespread predictions that Japan would displace the US as capitalism’s 

hegemonic power. But this reflected a fundamental misconception, namely 

that foreigners’ purchases of US financial assets were all about  

compensating for the US trade deficit. . . . In practice, the flow of Japanese  

funds into US private assets and securities as well as Treasury bonds had 

the effect of reinforcing the American empire not of turning the US into a  

supplicant debtor. (17) 

As for the infamous Plaza Accord of 1985, Panitch and Gindin point to how it actually 

served to ensure that Japan became “more integrated into the US-led international 

financial system, more sensitive to the behaviour of US financial institutions in both 

London and New York, and more subject to the volatility of US financial markets” (209). 

While American populist critiques of globalization generally invoke the rhetoric 

of national decline to account for such domestic issues as deindustrialization, the 

shrinking of the middle class, the decimation of labour, and the increasing wealth gap 

between rich and poor, such critiques often fail to fully address how an empowered 

American state has actively facilitated these issues. Simply put, this overall process was 

accomplished by the systematic dismantling of the historic Keynesian regulatory truce 

between corporate capitalism and democratic citizenship that was inaugurated via the  
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New Deal and solidified in the first two post-WWII decades. While deregulation would  

technically begin under the administration of Democratic President Jimmy Carter (1977- 

1981), who would preside over the deregulation of airlines, railroads, trucking, finance,  

and telecommunications, it would subsequently kick into overdrive via the Republican 

administrations of Ronald Reagan and his successor George H.W. Bush.14  

Commenting on Reagan-Bush era economics in his book Right Turn: American 

Life in the Reagan-Bush Era, 1980-1992 (2007), historian Michael Schaller writes, 

“Reagan-Bush era policies nearly doubled the share of national income going to the 

wealthiest 1 percent of Americans, from 8.1 percent to about 15 percent. Over 60 percent 

of income growth during the 1980s went to this top 1 percent. . . . By the early 1990s, the 

gap among rich, middle-class, and poor was bigger than at any time since 1945” (120). 

As Schaller points out, it was American workers who were the most adversely affected:  

“The rising value of stocks and reduced tax benefits benefitted the wealthy most. . . . At 

the same time, the incomes of skilled workers fell with the rise of automation, the decline 

of union power, the increasing number of service jobs, the growing use of part-time 

workers, and the foreign outsourcing of many higher-paid manufacturing jobs” (120).               

As a vociferous free market crusader who had campaigned with a copy of 

neoliberal economist Milton Friedman’s book Capitalism and Freedom (1962) under his 

arm, it was Reagan who entrenched neoliberal globalization by mobilizing a vanguard 

attack on the national regulatory and social welfare provisions gained via the New Deal,  

	
14	In her autobiography, First Lady from Plains (1984), Carter’s wife, Rosalynn, praises these deregulatory 
measures as key “successes” of Carter’s crises-plagued administration: “In the midst of all these crises, we 
were having some successes in spite of the bad press. . . . The last of the legislation was passed to complete 
the deregulation of the airlines, trucking, finance and banking, and communications” (327-328).			
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the Fair Deal, and the subsequent Great Society policies of the late 1960s.15 The end  

result of this “Reagan Revolution” was a redirection of capital flows into the executive 

coffers of US corporate multinationals, for while in 1980 a “typical [American] chief 

executive officer (CEO) made about forty times the income of an average factory 

worker,” by 1989 American CEOs were making “roughly ninety-three times as much” 

(Schaller 199).  

 Far from heralding the decline of the American state, neoliberal globalization has 

actually entailed a reengineering of American wealth that has directly benefitted an  

empowered American corporate and financial elite who can now avail themselves of not 

merely national but also global economic opportunities and investments. In this regard, 

reactionary populist American critiques of globalization that excoriate foreign national 

economic competition often miss the point, for the true economic “enemy” of working 

Americans lies not without but rather within the American state itself. Aside from 

assuming a key role in both coordinating economic globalization and superintending its 

capital flows, the American state has from roughly the 1980s onwards been promoting a 

neoliberal free market agenda deeply opposed to the New Deal/Fair Deal/Great Society 

social compacts that had once regulated its national economy and provided social welfare 

provisions for its working citizens.  

What this neoliberal process of economic globalization has ultimately brought 

about in America is a return to Gilded Age patterns of national income inequality. While 

the New Deal had inaugurated policies that resulted in “[s]trong unions; taxes on  

	
15 As economists Robert Van Horn, Philip Mirowski, and Thomas A. Stapleford note in Building Chicago 
Economics: New Perspectives on the History of America’s Most Powerful Economics Program (2011), 
Reagan “sported” Friedman’s book on his “campaign trail” (Van Horn et al. xx). 
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inherited wealth, corporate profits and high incomes; [and] close public scrutiny of 

corporate management” (Krugman, “The Death of Horatio Alger”), these policies have  

since been dismantled in order to restore elite class privilege and labour discipline.16  

Pointing to how neoliberalism is essentially an American-spawned ideology that has now 

achieved global proportions, Panitch and Gindin note that “despite the Reaganite rhetoric 

in which neoliberal practices were enveloped (‘government is not the solution, 

government is the problem’), it was the state that was the key actor” (15). In essence, US 

neoliberal globalization has been an elite-orchestrated state project bent on transforming 

the post-WWII social welfare state of “the people” into a corporate-financial state 

favourable to elite economic interests. 

 In this respect, the “Japanization anxiety” of the Reagan-Bush era was the 

manifestation of a key tipping point in US history, which saw Americans embrace a new 

global imaginary17 that entailed they develop a reconceptualization of their nation’s 

relationship to an international community marked by increasingly porous cultural and 

economic relations. As a deindustrialization phenomenon began to sweep American  

manufacturing throughout the ’80s and as neoliberal policies whittled away the  

regulatory and social welfare provisions inaugurated via the New Deal, Japan emerged as  

	
16	In his December 18, 2003 Nation article, “The Death of Horatio Alger,” American economist Paul 
Krugman demonstrates how “[t]he distribution of income in the United States has gone right back to Gilded 
Age levels of inequality.” Building on data from the economists Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez, 
Krugman points to how the years “between 1973 and 2000” witnessed “the average real income of the 
bottom 90 percent of American taxpayers . . . f[a]ll by 7 percent” while “the income of the top 1 percent 
rose by 148 percent, the income of the top 0.1 percent rose by 343 percent and the income of the top 0.01 
percent rose by 599 percent.” 
  
17 In his book Globalization: A Very Short Introduction (2nd ed., 2009), global theorist Manfred B. Steger 
employs the term “global imaginary” to refer to a “people’s growing consciousness of belonging to a global 
community” (10). For a more detailed examination of this specific phenomenon, see Steger’s book The 
Rise of the Global Imaginary: Political Ideologies from the French Revolution to the Global War on Terror 
(2008).   
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the convenient national, cultural, economic, and racial Other that many working 

Americans erroneously held responsible for their economic travails.  

Given how America’s post-WWII era of regulated welfare-state capitalism had  

historically been most beneficial to white men, it is thus unsurprising that US  

“Japanization anxieties” intersected with the so-called “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon  

of the ’80s, which saw confused white working-class men who had historically voted 

Democrat support Reagan. Blaming such varied factors as globalization, 

multiculturalism, immigration, affirmative action, and feminism for their socioeconomic 

anxieties, these men supported Reagan because his deft nationalistic rhetoric and his 

staunch anti-affirmative action platform allowed them to project back to a supposed 

“golden age” in American history when white heteropatriarchal privilege had enjoyed 

unassailed hegemony.    

 Notably, some qualifying remarks must be made here about my use of the term  

“golden age.” Obviously, the term itself relates to the literary genre of the pastoral, which 

entails a nostalgic attachment to an imagined age of innocence and abundance that never 

actually existed. Hence, the phrase “golden age thinking.” In invoking the term “golden 

age” throughout this dissertation, however, I am operationalizing it as it is employed in 

disciplines like history and political economy, where it is used to denote the post-WWII 

era of Western (American) welfare-state capitalism that had acknowledgedly been 

oriented towards the interests of white socioeconomic advantage. Commenting on this 

period in her book Invisible Hands: The Making of the Conservative Movement from the 

New Deal to Reagan (2009), American labour historian Kim Phillips-Fein astutely points 

out that “[t]here is little reason to romanticize postwar liberalism” (269), cautioning, “The  



		

	

23	

welfare state it built was fragmented and partial; liberal politicians did not address civil  

rights or racial segregation or sexual inequality until pressured to do so by popular  

uprisings” (269). Nonetheless, Phillips-Fein also notes how “for all its problems, the 

political economy of the postwar years stands out as an anomaly in American history . . .” 

(269). 

Theoretical Inspirations: Neo-Gramscianism and Neo-Orientalism  

This dissertation has been inspired by the two separate theoretical methodologies 

of neo-Gramscianism and neo-Orientalism, which respectively emanate from the writings 

of Italian Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci and Palestinian American literary-cultural 

theorist Edward W. Said. In this regard, I emphasize the term “inspired,” for this 

dissertation will not be filtered through any totalizing theoretical lenses. Consequently, it 

constitutes a project that is structured more around latent theoretical methodologies than 

it is overt ones. Furthermore, while Gramsci’s and Said’s respective writings constitute 

the key textual sources from which neo-Gramscianism and neo-Orientalism respectively 

emanate, both these methodologies deviate considerably from the original theoretical 

ideas first proposed by Gramsci and Said. Hence, my use of the prefix “neo” to indicate 

how these two methodologies differ from their respective points of theoretical origin. 

 The primary theoretical methodology inspiring this dissertation is neo-

Gramscianism, which constitutes a reformulation of Gramsci’s writings from his 

posthumously published Prison Notebooks (c. 1929-1935), in which he explores the 

complex interconnections between hegemony, ideology, and culture. Reformulated in the 

wake of their discovery by British intellectuals like Stuart Hall and Dick Hebdige, who 

were associated with Birmingham University’s now defunct Centre for Contemporary  
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Cultural Studies (1964-2002), Gramsci’s writings have since informed a flexible neo- 

Gramscian approach to popular culture analysis that emphasizes analyzing popular texts  

as cultural byproducts and barometers of the ongoing “war of position” for 

socioeconomic hegemony within society’s superstructure.18 

 While the relative flexibility of neo-Gramscianism has bequeathed a variety of 

analytical approaches, neo-Gramscians generally agree that popular culture constitutes a 

“compromise equilibrium” that is reflective of an ongoing exchange between dominant 

socio-economic-political ideology and human agency (Storey 13-16). Discussing this 

dynamic process in his book An Introduction to Cultural Theory and Popular Culture 

(1998), cultural theorist John Storey writes, “Popular culture in this [neo-Gramscian]  

usage is not the imposed culture of the mass culture theorists, nor is it an emerging-from- 

below spontaneously oppositional culture of ‘the people.’ Rather, it is a terrain of  

exchange between the two; a terrain . . . marked by resistance and incorporation” (14).  

This interpenetrative exchange between dominant ideology and the semi- 

autonomous agency of the cultural worker or workers responsible for producing a popular  

commercial text often results in a “mixed bag” effect, which manifests itself in a 

confused, contradictory textual byproduct incorporating a variety of progressive, 

conciliatory, and reactionary views. In this respect, a popular text is made up of “a 

contradictory mix of different cultural forces” (Storey 15). Thus, while dominant 

ideology exerts an undeniably strong influence on popular culture, it is also important to  

bear in mind that popular texts often generate oppositional currents that might gradually  

	
18	As Gramsci scholar Steve Jones notes in his book Antonio Gramsci (2006), Gramsci distinguished 
between a military “war of manoeuvre” based upon martial conflict and a cultural “war of position” that 
was “fought over a long period in the superstructure, in which meanings and values become the object of 
struggle” (31). 
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result in the formation of a new popular culture imbued with the potential ability to affect  

and even radically challenge dominant ideology itself.  

As a theoretical methodology, neo-Gramscianism has helped hone my recognition 

of popular cinema’s status as a rich cultural-historical repository, for a popular film often 

succinctly captures the complex cultural and socio-economic-political tensions of its  

specific time and place of production. In essence, neo-Gramscianism has further  

elucidated my belief that a popular film often possesses an uncanny ability to document 

the cultural zeitgeist of its originary sociohistorical milieu. Aside from guiding my 

attention to how America’s “Japanization anxieties” of the ’80s and ’90s were richly 

captured within popular Hollywood cinema, neo-Gramscianism has also attuned me to 

how such “Japanization anxieties” intersected with an attendant phenomenon of 

reactionary white American heteropatriarchy that had erupted during this same period. 

Although theoretically applicable to all forms of popular culture, neo- 

Gramscianism is perhaps most useful for analyzing popular cinema. While, for example,  

a novel or a “high-art” auteur film is often the cultural byproduct of a single authorial 

source’s dialogue with the zeitgeist of their given era, a popular film is more often than 

not the cultural byproduct of a collaborative creative effort that reflects the input of a 

wide variety of people ranging from studio executives to the given film’s director(s), 

producer(s), screenwriter(s), and cast and crew. In this respect, popular film arguably 

betrays a more marked engagement with its dominant cultural zeitgeist than forms of 

textual representation that emanate from a single authorial consciousness. Moreover, as 

an inherently commercial endeavour, popular film does not deny popular socioeconomic  

forces but rather seeks to engage directly with them.  
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As John Belton observes in his Introduction to his book Movies and Mass Culture 

(1995), American cinema has always been attuned to documenting dominant cultural 

currents given that its structural origins reside in an early twentieth-century America that 

had fluctuated between the political reform movements of rural-agrarian populism and 

urban-industrial progressivism, which had both emerged as the nation transitioned from 

an agrarian society to a capitalist mass industrial one. As Belton notes, populism and 

progressivism outlived the lives of the Populist and Progressive political parties – which 

had both been attuned to taming the excesses of capitalism – in order to survive as 

“myths, or as [cultural] ideologies, that . . . found their way into motion picture 

narratives” (4). While American populism has historically assumed the reactionary hue of 

a certain white Anglo-Saxon paranoia that has been manifested in various forms of “anti-

intellectual, racist, anti-Semitic, and xenophobic” attitudes (5), progressivism has 

historically been associated with a more liberal reformist outlook, albeit one that has 

often been subject to the effects of various media-generated moral panics.  

In discussing the historical resonances of populism and progressivism, it is  

important to recognize that both these ideologies have, with time, blended into one 

another within the realm of American cultural politics. As Belton has noted, “American 

cinema draws on both of them, blurring their differences and fusing them into a common 

ideological strand” (7) that is attuned to the dynamic currents of America’s society and 

economy. As texts produced by collectives of cultural workers who occupy various 

subject positions in relation to America’s capitalist society, popular Hollywood films are 

often torn between varying forms of acceptance and rejection of their originary cultural  

zeitgeist. In this regard, neo-Gramscianism provides a particularly useful way of  
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exploring and making sense of popular American cinema’s marked tendency to  

simultaneously evince both progressive and reactionary sentiments within its various  

narratives.  

As I envision neo-Gramscianism in this dissertation, it is best defined as a distinct 

form of cultural political economy that is oriented towards analyzing the varying 

socioeconomic cracks, faultiness, and gaps that are constantly playing out in various 

popular texts. In this respect, the essential “goal” of this school of analysis is not to 

naively and uncritically analyze popular texts as some sort of unqualified good, but rather 

to scrutinize and tease out their inherent aporias, contradictions, omissions, and tensions. 

To give a random example, if one were to perform a neo-Gramscian analysis of white-

black relations in Hollywood films of the 1940s, then the very subject of race relations 

would essentially be conspicuous by its omission given its historical positioning within a  

totalizing white hegemonic enframement.    

If neo-Gramscianism is a useful methodology for analyzing popular American  

cinema in general, it seems particularly adept for analyzing popular films produced 

during the Reagan-Bush era, which saw Hollywood undergo a pronounced shift towards 

more overt forms of market-based research designed to directly engage with mainstream 

anxieties. While the late 1960s and the 1970s had witnessed an “American New Wave” 

period of filmmaking that had seen Hollywood produce an array of quasi-avant-garde 

films like Bonnie and Clyde (dir. Arthur Penn, 1967), Midnight Cowboy (dir. John 

Schlesinger, 1969), Easy Rider (dir. Dennis Hopper, 1969), Five Easy Pieces (dir. Bob 

Rafelson, 1970), The Conversation (dir. Francis Ford Coppola, 1974), Dog Day  

Afternoon (dir. Sidney Lumet, 1975), and Sorcerer (dir. William Friedkin, 1977), the  
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recklessness of auteur directors like Coppola and Friedkin combined with the massive  

financial failure of director Michael Cimino’s Heaven’s Gate (1980) would result in 

Hollywood’s returning to more market-driven modes of production by the mid-’80s.19 If  

the brief “New Wave” period of filmmaking had witnessed the production of American 

films that were in tune with subversive countercultural currents, the mid-’80s saw a 

return to a more overtly market-oriented style of filmmaking that was more likely to 

address populist mainstream sentiments than it was to disregard them. 

In this regard, we might say that neo-Gramscianism has a marked applicability to  

what is often termed “Reaganite cinema” to refer to popular Hollywood films produced  

during the “Reagan Revolution” and its Bush addendum. As Robin Wood posits in  

Hollywood: From Vietnam to Reagan (1986), the “American New Wave” interregnum  

had reflected the energies of an anti-authoritarian counterculture dedicated to questioning  

the patriarchal authority of “social institutions, the family, the symbolic figure of the 

Father . . . [and] the Father internalized as superego” (50), whereas popular films of the 

Reaganite era often embodied a reactionary conservative desire for a “Restoration of the 

Father” return to dominant heteropatriarchal values (172). While some may challenge this 

argument by pointing to such relatively empowered female film heroes of the Reagan era 

as Alexandra Owens (Jennifer Beals) in Flashdance (dir. Adrian Lyne, 1983) or Ripley  

(Sigourney Weaver) in the Alien (dir. Ridley Scott, 1979) sequel, Aliens (dir. James  

	
19	Hollywood had embarked on this brief artistic interregnum because the studio system was stagnating 
during the 1960s due to the coming of age of a baby boom audience that was largely uninterested in the 
melodramatic motion picture fare being greenlit by aging studio executives. In an ultimately successful bid 
to regain youth audiences, studios had for a time been willing to grant considerable artistic license to a 
young generation of countercultural auteur directors like Dennis Hopper, Bob Rafelson, Francis Ford 
Coppola, and William Friedkin. For an informative study of this period, see Peter Biskind’s Easy Riders, 
Raging Bulls: How the Sex-Drugs-and-Rock ’n’ Roll Generation Saved Hollywood (1998). 
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Cameron, 1986), such characters do seem exceptions amidst an era that is today infamous  

for such hypermasculine blockbusters as Red Dawn (dir. John Milius, 1984); First Blood  

(dir. Ted Kotcheff, 1982) and its sequels Rambo: First Blood Part II (dir. George P. 

Cosmatos, 1985) and Rambo III (dir. Peter MacDonald, 1988); and Top Gun (dir. Tony 

Scott, 1986). 

 To this end, a compelling theory is that Hollywood films of the Reagan-Bush era 

were intentionally crafted to channel the very same heteropatriarchal energies that the 

“Reagan Revolution” had so skillfully manipulated. Indeed, Reagan himself possessed a 

deft sense of how cultural politics worked, for as a former radio announcer, Hollywood 

actor, and General Electric spokesman turned politician, he had spent his entire adult life 

working within the symbolic realm of culture. Having served as governor of California 

during the countercultural era of the late ’60s and early ’70s when social justice struggles 

were at their heights, Reagan seemed to intuitively comprehend how this radicalized 

counterculture had fused with subsequent national events like America’s humiliating 

defeat in Vietnam and the malaise of the Carter years in order to produce a reactionary 

bloc of American voters who longed for a return to traditional heteropatriarchal values 

and “benevolent” authoritarian guidance. In other words, Reagan knew how to  

manipulate his core audience, which was overwhelmingly white and male, for in 1980 he  

took 59 percent of white male voters, and in 1984 this figure rose to 67 percent 

(Thompson 30). 

 As Don Simpson, producer of the ’80s blockbuster Top Gun (1986), once  

remarked of Hollywood, “We have no obligation to make art. We have no obligation to  

make a statement. To make money is our only objective” (qtd. in Thompson 91-92).  
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Cynical as Simpson’s comments may be, there is ample evidence to suggest that many  

popular Hollywood films of the ’80s were simply concerned with commodifying the  

reactionary heteropatriarchal energies that the “Reagan Revolution” had crystallized.  

Commenting on this disturbing trend in ’80s American cinema in her book Backlash: The  

Undeclared War Against American Women (1991), cultural critic Susan Faludi notes,  

“The escalating economic stakes in Hollywood in the ’80s would make studio executives 

even more inclined to tailor their message to fit the trends. . . . [M]oviemakers were 

relying more heavily on market research consultants, focus groups, and pop psychologists 

to determine content, guide production, and dictate the final cut” (113).  

 Yet convenient as it may be to organize a nation’s cultural history by neatly 

delimited decades that supposedly accord with dominant political ideologies, such an 

approach will always fall short when attempting to understand something as dynamic and 

multifaceted as culture. Thus, while a label like “Reaganite cinema” may be useful in 

conveying how the political ideology of the Reagan administration and its Bush 

addendum often influenced Hollywood cinema of the ’80s and early ’90s, it is also 

analytically negligent to assume that popular films constitute simple reifications of 

dominant ideology. Cautioning against such an analytical approach, film critic Robert  

Sklar has observed, “The problem of conflating cinematic representation with political  

ideology . . . is that their discourses often intersect but seldom, if ever, completely 

overlap” (346). Thus, while figures like Robin Wood, Andrew Britton, and Susan 

Jeffords have all fruitfully explored the influence of Reaganite political ideology on  

popular films of the Reagan-Bush era, it is important to consider that cultural critics do  

sometimes generalize for the sake of identifying notable but by no means omnipresent  
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cinematic narrative trends.20  

 Bearing in mind all these factors, neo-Gramscianism has ultimately provided me  

with an effective means of envisioning the links between the Hollywood “Japanization  

anxiety” films of the ’80s and early ’90s and the dominant cultural-political trends of the 

corresponding Reagan-Bush era. By gifting me with a conceptual approach that neither 

subordinates these films to nor denies the influence of the dominant conservative cultural 

politics of their times, neo-Gramscianism has inspired me to scrutinize the varied 

cultural-political tensions embedded in each of them as opposed to simply subordinating 

them to some questionable notion of a totalizing and omnipresent political ethos. 

 If neo-Gramscianism constitutes the primary theoretical inspiration for this  

dissertation, a secondary but still notable form of theoretical inspiration emanates from  

ideas outlined by Edward W. Said in his book Orientalism (1978). As envisioned by 

Said, Orientalism is the historical imperial process through which the West came to 

discursively impose its vision of “the Orient” on the East from roughly the late eighteenth 

century onwards via a process of “imaginative geography,” which he defines as a  

“universal practice of making geographical distinctions that can be entirely arbitrary by  

designating in one’s mind a familiar space which is ‘ours’ and an unfamiliar space  

beyond ‘ours’ which is ‘theirs’” (54). Fueled by the West’s belief in its supposed  

superiority, Orientalism developed as a form of hegemonic discursive control through  

which the imperial West sought to define the East in accordance with its own self-serving  

	
20	Robin Wood’s book Hollywood From Vietnam to Reagan (1986) perhaps remains the definitive study of 
the links between Reaganite politics and popular films of the ’80s. Other compelling works on this topic are 
Susan Jeffords’s book Hard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the Era of Reagan (1993) and Andrew 
Britton’s essays on Reaganite cinema, which have been posthumously collected in Britton on Film: The 
Complete Film Criticism of Andrew Britton (2008).  
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ideological interpretations. By representing the East as a source of its interwoven fears  

and longings, the West’s “representation of the Muslim, Ottoman, or Arab was always a 

way of controlling the redoubtable Orient” (60).  

 Yet given that Said is almost exclusively focusing on the Middle East in his book,  

there are some evident methodological problems in simply applying his model of  

Orientalism to Japan and the “Japanization anxiety” films discussed in this dissertation.  

As Said himself notes in his Introduction, “Americans will not feel quite the same way  

about the Orient, which for them is much more likely to be associated with the Far East 

(China and Japan, mainly)” (1). Further complicating the simple application of Said’s 

theory of Orientalism to this dissertation project is the fact that Said is writing largely of 

the process through which European scholars and intellectuals had envisioned a 

“primitive,” remote Middle East that needed to be “civilized” via European imperialism. 

Obviously, America’s relationship to the techno-economically advanced Japan of the late 

twentieth century onwards renders such a theoretical approach problematic. After all, by 

the 1980s America was engulfed by a technologically oriented “Japanophilia” effect, 

which saw its consumer society become inundated with Japanese cars (e.g., Honda, 

Nissan, and Toyota) and Japanese electronics (e.g., Sony, JVC, Nintendo, and Sega).  

In this regard, I am not simply discussing a Japanese Other that exists external to  

America, but rather a Japan that was assuming an increasingly integral techno-cultural-

economic presence within American society. To this end, I am interested in employing 

my own neo-Orientalist reformulation of Said’s theoretical model,21 for within US-Japan  

	
21 In developing my own neo-Orientalist reformulation of Said’s work, I am indebted to John Carlos 
Rowe’s discussion of neo-Orientalism in the first chapter of his book The Cultural Politics of the New 
American Studies (2012), entitled “Edward Said and American Studies” (31-50).   
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relations of the late twentieth century onwards, Japan has occupied not the role of a  

“primitive” national Other ripe for representative control but rather that of a techno-

economically empowered competitor capable of exerting virile counter-hegemony. Such 

counter-hegemonic influence was firmly attested to in 1989 via the release of Shintaro 

Ishihara and Akio Morita’s popular book, ‘No’ to ieru Nihon (trans. and published in 

America in 1991 as The Japan That Can Say No: Why Japan Will Be First Among 

Equals), which argued that Japan should pursue increasingly unilateral stances on 

business and foreign affairs issues. To this end, even the term “Japan-bashing” itself 

attests to Japan’s ability to generate counter-hegemonic currents in its foreign relations 

with America. Although wielded throughout the ’80s and ’90s by liberal academics and 

cultural critics seeking to defend Japan from American critiques, few people at the time 

or since have realized that the term is generally believed to have been manipulatively 

developed and disseminated on Japan’s behalf by the political scientist Robert C. Angel, 

who was employed from 1977 to 1984 as president of the Japan Economic Institute, a 

Washington-based think tank funded by Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Morris 4).  

 In my neo-Orientalist tweaking and reformulation of Said’s theory, I thus envision 

a considerably more complex neo-imperial process through which postmodern America 

has sought to hegemonically absorb and assimilate Japanese culture and products within 

its society. In this respect, I am thinking largely of late twentieth-century America’s turn 

to the dynamic globalized energies of neoliberal capitalism, which thrives on the 

commodification of cultural and national differences. Rather than envisioning a Japanese 

Other that exists external to its national borders, American neoliberal capitalism has 

employed deft cultural hybridization processes in order to absorb and assimilate Japanese 
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products, Japanese business practices, and Japanese culture. By embracing Japan’s 

perceived benefits and rejecting its perceived defects, America has historically sought to 

incorporate Japan’s most dynamic attributes into its society and economy, thereby 

seeking to ensure its continued hegemonic influence within a global arena. 

 In essence, I view US neo-Orientalism as a postmodern phenomenon calibrated 

for the dynamics of a neoliberal global economy that America has spawned and continues 

to superintend. When sociologist and cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard wrote in his 1986  

theoretical travelogue, America, that the United States “used to be a world power” but  

had “now become a model” (116), he was surely correct, though perhaps not in the sense 

that some readers might have initially thought. After all, contemporary America is not so 

much a nation that seeks to make the world over in its own image as it is one that seeks to 

commodify all forms of global difference via neoliberal cultural capitalism, which it 

hegemonically exports to the international community as a supposed testament to its 

“unity in diversity” rhetoric of free market global harmony. The focus here should be not 

on the superficial aspects of “diversity,” but rather on the US-spawned model of free 

market “unity” that now ensnares the entire global community, for as Fredric Jameson 

observes in his book Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), 

“[T]his whole global, yet American, postmodern culture is the internal and 

superstructural expression of a whole new wave of American military and economic  

domination throughout the world” (5).  

 Similar to classic Orientalism, neo-Orientalism emerged as a knowledge project 

of sorts, albeit one geared more towards absorbing and assimilating Japanese cultural  

elements within America’s neoliberal orb than exporting Western values to Japan. A  
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testament to this neo-Orientalist knowledge project can be found in the various American  

tracts about Japanese business and economic practices that were published throughout the 

’80s and early ’90s, for this period saw the release of such works as Robert C. 

Christopher’s The Japanese Mind: The Goliath Explained (1983), Mark Zimmerman’s  

How to Do Business with the Japanese (1984), Jon P. Alston’s The American Samurai:  

Blending American and Japanese Managerial Practices (1986), William J. Holstein’s  

The Japanese Power Game: What It Means for America (1990), and the Aspen Strategy  

Group’s Harness the Rising Sun: An American Strategy for Managing Japan’s Rise as a  

Global Power (1993). Rather than adhering to the inherent biological racism associated 

with traditional Orientalist discourses, US neo-Orientalism has placed emphasis on the 

apparent cultural differences separating Japanese foreigners from Americans.  

Accordingly, the core “Japanization anxiety” films discussed in this dissertation 

reflect varying degrees of American cultural racism (e.g., the Japanese are close-minded, 

chauvinistic, autocratic, xenophobic), which are in turn complemented by implicit 

suggestions that Japan also possesses certain vital cultural traits that America should 

consider embracing (e.g., the Japanese are inherently industrious, efficient, focused, 

disciplined, prudent). Furthermore, with the notable exception of Die Hard, all of these 

films offer depictions of American characters who undergo some sort of absorptive 

learning experience in their interactions with the Japanese. It is in this regard that one of 

the most salient features of US neo-Orientalism is revealed, for while Said envisions an  

Orientalist West that is inherently assured of its own superiority, US neo-Orientalism 

reveals itself to be a discursive project that implicitly betrays American self-doubts 

about Western superiority. 
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Paradoxically, such self-doubts are precisely how US neo-Orientalism reveals 

itself to be a discourse calibrated for a global free market era, for the lifeblood of 

contemporary Pax Americana lies less in its self-assuredly exporting traditional Western 

values abroad than in its fervently appropriating, commodifying, and assimilating foreign  

ideas, technologies, and products into its neoliberal system of commodified difference.  

My argument here is not that America consciously formulated this neo-Orientalist  

discourse, but rather that the discourse itself slowly evolved from traditional Orientalist  

views in response to the globalization of markets. In this respect, neo-Orientalism  

constitutes an amalgamation of traditional cultural Othering and postmodern cultural 

absorption, for if late twentieth-century American society continued to see Japan through 

entrenched Orientalist paradigms, it was also voraciously absorbing Japanese culture, 

ideas, and products. 

In relation to the scope of this dissertation, neo-Gramscianism intersects with  

US neo-Orientalism in regard to the latter’s tensions between “Japanophobia” and  

“Japanophilia,” for it is precisely such tensions that neo-Gramscianism is suited to 

mining given its view that popular texts often entail a “mixed bag” effect of cultural and  

ideological confusion. In specific relation to the “Japanization anxiety” films themselves,  

we can say that they all channel neo-Orientalist currents that shed light on late twentieth- 

century America’s conflicted cultural relationship to Japan. By virtue of their status as  

commercial products, these films demonstrate America’s desire to both culturally  

repudiate and culturally consume the Japanese national Other.  

Considering how all of these films were produced for commercial profit, it seems  

plausible to speculate that Hollywood producers knew that they would resonate on  
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different levels with different market demographics. Thus, if these films were in their  

dominant narrative modes registering the more conventionally Orientalist, 

“Japanophobic” anxieties of reactionary white heteropatriarchal populism, they were on  

other levels appealing to the neo-Orientalist, “Japanophilic” energies of American youth  

and yuppie audiences prone to a cosmopolitan curiosity about Japanese culture.22 By 

developing a neo-Gramscian inspired awareness of how neo-Orientalist cartographies  

are embedded in these films, one can thus appreciate how the “Japanophobic” and  

“Japanophilic” tensions embedded within them potentially served to appeal to the varied 

tastes of different demographics that possessed vastly differing views on globalization. 

Autoethnographic Ruminations 

 As Raymond Williams famously opined, “Culture is ordinary” (53).23 While this  

	
22 As sociologist Pierre Bourdieu argues in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste 
(1979), the differing cultural and consumption tastes of an individual, social group, or class are 
socioeconomically influenced by their “habitus,” which he defines as “the systems of dispositions . . . 
characteristic of the different class and class fractions” (72). Although Japanese electronic products like the 
Sony Walkman and Nintendo video game system were popular with American youth in general throughout 
the ’80s and ’90s, the consumption of Japanese culture and products was particularly associated with 
affluent yuppie consumers during this period. Hence, the decisions of Honda and Toyota to release their 
corresponding luxury lines of Acura and Lexus sedans in America in 1986 and 1989, respectively. In 
popular Hollywood films of the ’80s, yuppie-type characters were often associated with Japanese culture 
and products. In Fatal Attraction (dir. Adrian Lyne, 1987), corporate lawyer Dan Gallagher (Michael 
Douglas) first meets book editor Alex Forrest (Glenn Close) in a Japanese restaurant that is the venue for 
the release of a samurai-themed exercise and self-help book. He later obtains a Honda Accord after the 
spurned Forrest throws acid on his Volvo. In Wall Street (dir. Oliver Stone, 1987), we realize that 
stockbroker Bud Fox (Charlie Sheen) has drifted from his working-class roots when he transitions from 
drinking Molson Light beer with his union representative father (Martin Sheen) to eating sushi with his 
designer girlfriend (Daryl Hannah). In the schlocky Poltergeist III (dir. Gary Sherman, 1988), a 
surprisingly clever allegory for the inherent narcissism of postmodern existence, art gallery owner Pat 
Gardner (Karen Allen) curates an upscale show featuring the “postmodern neo-abstraction” work of a 
pretentious Japanese artist. 
 
23 Williams first employed this phrase in his essay “Culture Is Ordinary” (1958). Coincidentally, historian 
Andrew C. McKevitt also uses this phrase in the introductory autoethnographic section of his superlative 
book, Consuming Japan: Popular Culture and the Globalizing of 1980s America (2017). Upon discovering 
this, I was so concerned that I engaged in lengthy email correspondence with McKevitt, who graciously 
gave my dissertation his blessing and assured me that he believed that I was being sincere in stressing the 
coincidental nature of the matter. My PhD minor comprehensive field in Social and Political Thought was, 
after all, completed in British Cultural Studies, in which Raymond Williams is a seminal figure. 
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phrase certainly captures how the symbolic system of culture that forms and negotiates  

our conceptions of social reality is routinely experienced as a mundane phenomenon, I 

must confess that culture has for me more often than not assumed an extraordinary hue.  

From my childhood onwards, I have been consistently fascinated by everyday life and its 

representation in books, films, television programs, music, paintings, photographs, and 

advertisements. For better or for worse, mine was a dreamy, culturally omnivorous youth  

in which I was immersed in a fusion of both “high” and “low” cultural forms ranging  

from my mother’s art history books to the legions of Hollywood films that I studiously  

watched on VHS videocassettes with my father. It is little wonder that such an upbringing 

would eventually lead me to a prolonged and wide-ranging university education that has 

entailed the formal study of culture within the humanities and social sciences at both the 

undergraduate and graduate levels. Similar to actor George C. Scott’s General Patton, 

who exclaims, “God help me, I do love it so,” while surveying the carnage of a battlefield 

in the 1970 film Patton (dir. Franklin J. Schaffner), I too have an obsession with studying 

battles, albeit those ongoing battles of ideas that are routinely reflected and manifested 

within the symbolic register of culture itself.  

 As T.S. Eliot memorably wrote in “Little Gidding,” the fourth and final poem in  

his Four Quartets (1943),  

We shall not cease from exploration  

And the end of all of our exploring  

Will be to arrive where we started  

And know the place for the first time. (43) 

Certainly, these lines are applicable to the personal life journey that has ultimately led me  
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to write this dissertation. As an individual who grew up a beneficiary of white privilege  

in a comfortable Canadian middle-class suburban neighbourhood in Scarborough,  

Toronto, Japan occupied an enshrined cultural presence throughout my daily youthful  

existence. Whether I was playing video games on my beloved Nintendo system, listening  

to music on the slew of Sony Walkmans and Discmans that I owned throughout the pre-

iPod ’80s and ’90s, or admiring Japanese cars like the Acura Integra and the Honda 

Prelude with my friends, I was always intuitively aware of the role that Japanese products 

played in my daily life. 

Perhaps most notable of all, however, was the role that Japanese-perfected VCR 

technology came to play in my youth, for during the late ’80s I became an ardent 

cinephile due to the array of VHS videocassettes that I played on my family’s JVC 

VCRs, which were connected to our JVC televisions. It was during this time period that I 

was first exposed to many of the Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films that I discuss in 

this dissertation. At the time, I was, of course, mildly aware of a “Japan-bashing” 

phenomenon, though it was difficult for me to fully comprehend given my personal 

attachment to Japanese technology and my youthful ignorance of the then nascent issue 

of cultural and economic globalization.  

As the only child of Canadian-born parents who were old enough to have been  

children during WWII but young enough to have been possessed by certain yuppie  

consumption habits during the ’80s and early ’90s, I was subject to interesting views of  

Japan throughout my formative years. My father, then a Volvo-driving admirer of Acura  

and Lexus automobiles and a committed consumer of Sony and JVC products, routinely  

marveled at Japan’s economic and technological resurgence from the ashes of Hiroshima  
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and Nagasaki, though he would also sometimes observe that the Japanese had been  

“absolutely brutal” adversaries during the war. My mother, whose Vogue magazines had  

featured images of both Japanese fashion and Japanese-inspired fashion designs  

throughout the ’80s, was prone to guiltily recollect how Japanese North Americans had  

been regarded as alien enemy Others during the WWII years and their immediate 

aftermath – recollections that brought her evident distress when she meditated on the 

inherent racism embedded in them.  

 Yet if overt anti-Japanese sentiment was never really something that I detected in  

my home life during this period, I was distinctly aware of discernibly “Japanophobic” 

views within my network of extended family and friends. I can recall a relative more or 

less remarking that we were handing North America over to the Japanese, and it was 

obvious that some of my young friends had absorbed anti-Japanese sentiments within 

their own family circles when they remarked that the Japanese manufactured “garbage 

automobiles” (remarks that did not ring true to me then, and certainly do not now). This 

said, however, my youthful awareness of “Japanophobia” was most connected with 

American media representations of Japan, for I can recall my family home containing 

copies of various American magazines featuring articles on Japan’s economic and 

technological prowess. While I cannot remember the specific content of any of these 

articles given that I was too young to truly appreciate anything more than the images of 

Japan that they included, I do firmly recall the spoofy image of a commodity-laden 

samurai on the cover of Time magazine, which I have since learned was featured on its 

March 30, 1981 issue entitled “How Japan Does It: The World’s Toughest Competitor.”  
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 Chiefly, it was the Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films of the late ’80s and  

early ’90s that had the greatest impact on my awareness of the then dominant  

phenomenon of North American “Japanophobia.” Yet if I was fascinated by these films  

then, I have grown even more fascinated by them as an adult. It was during my  

undergraduate years as an English literature student that I first began to seriously 

reconsider these texts, which I took interest in subjecting to informal critical analysis in 

my spare time. Yet given the somewhat conservative institutional currents of my 

undergraduate education, I always secretly feared that I was somehow doing something  

aberrant or trivial in interrogating such overt works of popular culture. It was not until my 

prolonged and intellectually promiscuous years of graduate school – during which I read 

and studied widely in such diverse disciplinary areas as English, history, sociology, 

political economy, and film and media studies – that I came to discover and appreciate 

the role that Birmingham University’s now defunct Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies (1964-2002) had played in legitimating the academic study of popular culture in 

accordance with cultural political economy approaches.  

 In seeming syncopation with Eliot’s aforementioned lines from “Little Gidding” 

(see page 38), my cultural curiosity has thus prevented me from ever “ceas[ing] from 

exploration” and has led me to write this dissertation, which constitutes an attempt to 

maturely “arrive” at a period from my youth when this curiosity first “started” so that I 

might “know it for the first time.” By analyzing these “Japanization anxiety” films, I 

hope to demonstrate how they constitute valuable cultural-historical artifacts of a pivotal 

globalizing phase in American history that bore witness not just to Japan’s economic rise, 

but also to the demise of America’s fabled post-WWII liberal truce between capital and  
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labour that had so greatly yet discriminatorily favoured its white male working-class  

citizens. Accordingly, chapters two to six are dedicated to detailed examinations of how  

US “Japanization anxieties” were historically harnessed in relation to reactionary white  

heteropatriarchal concerns in, respectively, Gung Ho (Chapter Two), Die Hard (Chapter  

Three), Black Rain (Chapter Four), Mr. Baseball (Chapter Five), and Rising Sun (Chapter  

Six). Chapter Seven serves as a generalized overview of post-Reagan-Bush Hollywood 

cinema and some of the dominant cultural-political currents that it registered. Finally, my 

concluding chapter, Chapter Eight, examines some recent Hollywood films about Japan 

and ruminates on how the “Japan-bashing” of the 1980s effectively served as a historical 

precursor to the cultural politics of the Trump era.        
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Chapter Two 

Gung Ho for Neoliberalism? 
Heteropatriarchal Collusion, Cultural Confusion, and Neoliberal Resolution in Gung Ho 

  

Released in North America in March of 1986, Gung Ho was the first major 

Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” film of the 1980s. Focusing on the Japanese corporate 

takeover of a Pennsylvania automotive plant, the film embodies the American anxieties 

of an era that was witnessing the US automobile industry being	wracked by 

deindustrialization and heavy competition from Japanese automobile manufacturers like 

Honda, Nissan, and Toyota. Perhaps the most well-intentioned of all the Hollywood 

“Japanization anxiety” films produced throughout the Reagan-Bush era with the possible 

exception of Mr. Baseball (1992), Gung Ho exudes an earnest desire to mitigate the 

surging “Japan-bashing” of its time via an emphasis on the processes of intercultural 

communication and exchange. Such earnest intentions aside, however, the film falls prey 

to its own numerous narrative foibles, thereby relegating itself to the status of mediocrity. 

Framed within a delusional heteropatriarchal narrative that betrays numerous confusions 

about Japan and globalization alike, the film ends up qualifying itself as an anti-labour 

“gung ho” screed for neoliberalism.  

Gung Ho: A Genealogical Overview 

 Directed by Ron Howard, who was fresh off of helming such box-office hits as 

Night Shift (1982), Splash (1984), and Cocoon (1985), Gung Ho was a Paramount 

production that cost $18 million to make and ended up grossing a tepid $36 million at the 

North American box office (“Gung Ho (1986) – Box Office Mojo”). While not a major  

blockbuster, the film was successful enough to spawn a short-lived television series of the  
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same name that ran on ABC from 1986 to 1987.24  

 As Gung Ho’s director, Howard was an interesting choice who added a sort of 

metatextually imbued intertextual dimension to the film given his previous roles as an 

actor.25 Having played such iconic American roles as the young Opie Taylor in the 

classic CBS sitcom The Andy Griffith Show (1960-1968), teenager Steve Bolander in the 

blockbuster 1950s nostalgia film American Graffiti (dir. George Lucas, 1973),26 and 

teenager Richard “Richie” Cunningham in ABC’s hit 1950s nostalgia television series 

Happy Days (1974-1984), Howard was indelibly associated with a mythic lost “golden 

age” of American culture. It is this “golden age” era itself that Gung Ho implicitly 

addresses via its emphasis on the declining fortunes of the American automobile industry, 

which had seemed virtually omnipotent during America’s first two post-WWII decades.  

 The creative origins of Gung Ho emanate from screenwriter Edwin Blum, who 

saw a 1982 CBS 60 Minutes segment entitled “Go Park in Tokyo,” which chronicled the 

opening of a Nissan plant in Smyrna, Tennessee.27 Intrigued by what he saw, Blum wrote 

a one-page summary of an idea for a motion picture, which his daughter, producer  

Deborah Blum, subsequently brought to the attention of Howard, who responded  

	
24	Ron Howard’s younger brother, Clint Howard, was the only white American actor from the film to 
appear in the television series, which featured the Japanese American actor Gedde Watanabe and many of 
the other Japanese American actors from the film.  
 
25	As Keith A. Reader observes in his article “Literature/Cinema/Television: Intertextuality in Jean 
Renoir’s Le Testament du docteur Cordelier” (1990), “The very concept of the film star is an intertextual 
one, relying as it does on correspondences of similarity and difference from one film to the next . . .” (176). 
 
26	Although technically set in the summer of 1962, American Graffiti is really a nostalgic cinematic elegy 
for the demise of 1950s America. As scholar Peter Lev observes of the film in his book American Films of 
the 1970s: Conflicting Visions (2000), “The year 1962 is really the tail end of the fifties, in social and 
cultural terms, and so Lucas is looking back at the original period of the teen film and reshaping it in a 
wistful, nostalgic way” (91). 
 
27 The segment first aired on December 28, 1982.  
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enthusiastically. At the time of Gung Ho’s release, Howard recalled what had initially 

intrigued him about Blum’s outline, noting,   

I thought that this project offered a great opportunity. . . . A unique 

opportunity, really – to be very funny and at the same time to comment on 

something that we’re reading about every day. It’s great to make 

audiences laugh, and when you have a [cultural] conflict this strong, the 

humour is bound to be strong as well. (qtd. in “Gung Ho Details”)  

Revealingly, however, Howard proceeded to make the following casual remarks that 

hinted at Gung Ho’s inherent shortcomings: “And I’ve always had a tremendous respect 

for Japanese culture, even without knowing a lot about it. So I went into the project with 

a terrific feeling about the characters and the theme” (emphasis added). Thus, while 

Howard may have signed up for Gung Ho with positive intentions, his self-admitted lack 

of knowledge about Japanese culture was surely not a factor that boded well for the film 

as a finished product. 

 To this end, the film’s title itself is problematic given that gung ho is a Chinese 

expression and not a Japanese one. An anglicized pronunciation of the Cantonese phrase 

gōng hé (工合), gung ho – sometimes also anglicized as kung ho – translates in English 

as work together (see “gung ho, n.”). The phrase became a slogan of the United States 

Marines during WWII via Brigadier General Evans Fordyce Carlson, who as a lieutenant 

colonel had led the Second Marine Raider Battalion, which had successfully raided 

Makin Island in 1942 during America’s Pacific campaign against the Japanese. As 

Carlson explained in a 1943 Life magazine profile entitled “Carlson of the Raiders,” he 

had picked up the phrase during his time as a military observer in China at the start of the  
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Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937 when he had spent time with Chinese communist  

armies: “I told them [referring to his battalion] of the motto of the Chinese cooperatives, 

Gung Ho. It means Work Together – Work in Harmony. . . . My motto caught on and 

they began to call themselves the Gung Ho Battalion” (qtd. in Burke 58).  

Widely covered in WWII-era American media, Carlson’s Makin Island raid and 

his “gung ho philosophy” even formed the basis for the popular 1943 Universal film 

Gung Ho! (dir. Ray Enright, 1943), starring Randolph Scott and Robert Mitchum. 

Strangely, however, the etymological history and the Chinese cultural roots of the phrase 

gung ho are never addressed in Howard’s film. Indeed, the phrase itself is never once 

mentioned. While the film’s production notes do comment on it, they do so only in 

passing, referring to “gung ho” simply as “slang for ‘work together’” (“Gung Ho 

Details”). In this respect, it seems that Howard and his core creative team were either lost 

in a historical fog that had compelled them to mistake the phrase for a Japanese 

expression or were slyly attempting to play with cultural memories of America’s WWII 

conflict with Japan. 

 Its basic story credited to Edwin Blum, Lowell Ganz, and Babaloo Mandel, and 

its final screenplay attributed to Blum and Mandel, Gung Ho is set in the fictional town 

of Hadleyville, Pennsylvania. The film chronicles the takeover of Hadleyville’s recently 

closed American automotive plant by the fictional Japanese automobile manufacturer 

Assan Motors. Focusing on the travails of Hunt Stevenson (Michael Keaton), the former 

foreman of the Hadleyville plant, Gung Ho depicts Stevenson’s journey as he steps into  

the role of his new job as Assan Motors’s employee liaison, a position that tasks him with  

enforcing Assan’s anti-unionization labour policies. Detailing the ensuing cultural and  
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work-related conflicts that arise between Assan’s Japanese managers and its American  

workers, the film attempts to dramatize the complex dynamics involved in US-Japan  

intercultural communication and business relations.  

Gung Ho: Historical and Cultural Context 

A particularly timely film, Gung Ho was released the same year as American 

historian David Halberstam’s bestselling book The Reckoning (1986), which chronicles 

the US-Japan “auto wars” of its era via an in-depth analysis of Ford and Nissan. As 

Halberstam documents in his book, the American auto industry was hit hard by Japanese 

competition and deindustrialization at the start of the 1980s, with General Motors, Ford, 

and Chrysler – the so-called “Big Three” American auto companies – having put “some 

250,000 autoworkers on indefinite layoff” by 1982 (692). As Halberstam notes, the 

majority of these autoworkers resided in the “old industrial heartland of the Midwest,” 

which was dotted with towns that were built around the hub of auto manufacturing (41): 

“More than a quarter of a million autoworkers were unemployed, and the ripple effect of 

that throughout the region, in steel mills and glass and rubber factories, was immense. In 

thousands of Midwestern towns there was only one small factory making only one small 

part for an automobile company; times were now hard for . . . those towns” (41).28 

Given that the majority of the nation’s autoworkers during this period were both 

male and white, these layoffs were regarded not only as a national economic dilemma but 

also as a threat to a notably white-imbued form of American heteropatriarchy. As  

Halberstam implies, the layoffs had a discernibly emasculating effect on the egos of male  

	
28 Though Gung Ho is set in the state of Pennsylvania, this Northeastern state is on the very border of the 
Midwest. As noted in the online New World Encyclopedia, regions of Pennsylvania are “often included in 
the Midwest in maps, destinations, and cultural delineations” (“Midwestern United States”). 
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autoworkers, who found themselves faced with either unemployment or its impending  

threat: “In countless homes, male blue-collar workers, out of a job, watched in frustration  

as their wives went to work – for a quarter of what they themselves had once made at the 

factory – at a McDonald’s or some other adjunct of the new American service economy. 

Steadily the grim distress spread out . . .” (41). Giving voice to this phenomenon in a 

1982 New York Times article entitled “Majority From Ford’s Mahwah Plant Still 

Jobless,” Eugene Pfeiffer, a laid-off Ford worker, was quoted as saying, “When you’re 

working, you have more respect from the family. All of sudden I feel like a piece of 

furniture around the house. I feel less than a man, less than a father” (qtd. in “Majority 

From Ford’s Mahwah Plant Still Jobless”). Indeed, as Andrew C. McKevitt notes in his 

book, Consuming Japan: Popular Culture and the Globalizing of 1980s America (2017), 

“For laid-off [American] autoworkers the success of Japanese auto companies in the 

United States threatened both U.S. industrial supremacy and American masculinity” (80).  

This sense of emasculation felt on behalf of some male American autoworkers of 

the period helps explain why they sometimes turned to acts of symbolic violence like the 

reactionary practice of Japanese “auto smashing.” Commenting on this practice in his 

book The Deathly Embrace: Orientalism and Asian American Identity (2000), English 

professor Sheng-mei Ma notes that the most “concrete images” of ’80s-era “Japan-

bashing” were “those of sledgehammers smashing Japanese cars’ windshields” (77). As 

Narrelle Morris observes in her book Japan-Bashing: Anti-Japanism Since the 1980s 

(2011), the media of the era, somewhat sensationalistically, often “published pictures of 

[American] steel and auto workers smashing Japanese cars – often Toyotas – in 

retaliation for job losses and warned drivers of Japanese cars that their automobiles were  
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in danger of being vandalized by angry workers” (46-47). 

In an incident that occurred on the evening of June 19, 1982 in Detroit, the  

symbolic violence of “Japan-bashing” turned real when two white male Chrysler  

employees – Ronald Ebens, a plant supervisor, and his recently laid off stepson, 

autoworker Michael Nitz – beat to death Vincent Chin, a 27-year-old Chinese American 

man whom they apparently mistook as being of Japanese ethnicity. The incident was 

triggered by a dispute in a strip club during Chin’s bachelor party, when Ebens reportedly 

remarked to Chin, “It’s because of you little motherfuckers that we’re out of work” (qtd. 

in Who Killed Vincent Chin?). Following a minor melee in the club, Ebens and Nitz 

tracked Chin down to a local McDonald’s and chased him into the street. While Nitz 

restrained Chin, Ebens struck him in the head four times with a baseball bat. Rushed to 

the hospital, Chin lapsed into a coma and died four days later. Amazingly, Ebens and 

Nitz, who both plead guilty to manslaughter, were sentenced to only three years’ 

probation and a paltry $3,780 each in combined fines and court costs to be paid over a 

three-year period (Zia 60).29 

Produced and released against the backdrop of this turbulent cultural-historical 

context, Gung Ho seeks to address and mitigate the US “Japan-bashing” phenomenon of 

its era via a plot that champions intercultural communication and exchange. As will be 

demonstrated, however, Gung Ho is unfortunately done in by its own problematic  

	
29	In compiling information on Chin’s murder, I was reliant on information provided in the following 
sources: Andrew C. McKevitt’s book, Consuming Japan: Popular Culture and the Globalizing of 1980s 
America (2017); the superb documentary Who Killed Vincent Chin? (dirs. Christine Choy and Renee 
Tajima-Peña, 1987), which was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature; and 
Helen Zia’s highly informative book Asian American Dreams: The Emergence of an American People 
(2000). A Chinese American journalist and activist, Zia was deeply involved in the social justice struggle 
that developed around Chin’s murder. See McKevitt (80-81) and Zia (58-60). 
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heteropatriarchal narrative and its pointed cultural confusions about Japan and 

globalization alike, all of which contribute to rendering the film a “gung ho” screed for 

neoliberalism. 

Gung Ho: Heteropatriarchal and Homosocial Dynamics  

 Gung Ho opens with a brief scene of Japanese men screaming Japanese chants 

during an intense, pseudo-martialistic “ribbons of shame” management training session in 

Japan.30 The film then abruptly cuts to Hunt Stevenson as he makes his way from his  

Hadleyville home to the local airport, where he is greeted by his male – and almost 

uniformly white – blue-collar buddies before he departs for Japan to persuade Assan 

Motors to take over Hadleyville’s defunct auto plant. Although the dynamics that mark 

this opening section constitute only a minor prefatory sequence, they set the discursive 

mould for the film itself, which problematically establishes homosocial relations31 as the 

veritable panacea for resolving all of its key plot conflicts. Almost exclusively focused on 

the feelings and interactions of heteromasculine men, Gung Ho features only one notable 

female character in Stevenson’s girlfriend, Audrey (Mimi Rogers), who occupies a 

seemingly significant role at the start of the film before suddenly disappearing midway  

through in the wake of a romantic spat, which is predictably resolved in the film’s third  

	
30 In her book Driving From Japan: Japanese Cars in America (2005), Wanda James describes Japanese 
“ribbons of shame” employee training sessions as follows: “Individualism is frowned upon and workers 
and management alike are cautioned to leave their egos at the door. Some [Japanese workers and managers] 
even take part in ‘truth exercises’ where they are festooned with ‘ribbons of shame’ [designating their 
failings] and go before their colleagues to confess to weaknesses which may have led to errors” (243).  
 
31 As the literary and cultural theorist Michael Ryan notes in his book An Introduction to Criticism: 
Literature/Film/Culture (2012), the term “homosociality” denotes “what we in the past might have referred 
to as ‘male bonding’” (107). Ryan identifies the literary and gender theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
author of the book Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985), as having 
popularized the term, noting how Sedgwick “criticized all male conservative political administrations such 
as that of Ronald Reagan in the 1980s who, despite their clear affective and affectionate bonds for each 
other, disparaged homosexuals” (91). 



		

	

51	

act in order to reunite the couple and pave the way for a conventional “feel good” 

Hollywood ending. 

 Granted, Gung Ho’s makers may have simply been striving for a certain degree of 

realism in depicting the US-Japan “auto wars” of the period as a homosocial conflict torn 

between efficiency-obsessed Japanese executives and American autoworkers of 

predominantly white male extraction. After all, at the time of the film’s release the ranks  

of Japanese management were almost totally populated by Japanese men (Japan 33),32  

and the US auto industry had long been dominated by white males. Still, as a Hollywood 

film significantly invested in exploring American blue-collar life, Gung Ho’s homosocial 

logistics seem somewhat anachronistic when compared to other ’80s American films of 

its approximate period that dealt with this topic. While ’80s-era Hollywood is today 

infamous for producing an array of testosterone-infused action films featuring such 

macho stars as Clint Eastwood, Burt Reynolds, Charles Bronson, Sylvester Stallone, and 

Arnold Schwarzenegger, an often overlooked fact is that this cinematic period also 

witnessed the production of a number of films focusing on the travails of blue-collar 

American women, albeit white women. In this respect, I am thinking of Debra Winger’s 

performance as factory worker Paula Pokrifki in an Officer and a Gentleman (dir. Taylor 

Hackford, 1982), Cher’s performance as real-life nuclear whistle-blower and union 

activist Karen Silkwood in Silkwood (dir. Mike Nichols, 1983), Jennifer Beals’s 

performance as welder-dancer Alexandra Owens in Flashdance (dir. Adrian Lyne, 1983),  

and Goldie Hawn’s performance as WWII armaments factory worker Kay Walsh in  

	
32 The 1985 Time-Life book Japan indicates that Japanese women held only “5.3 percent of Japanese 
managerial positions” at the time of its release (Japan 33).   
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Swing Shift (dir. Jonathan Demme, 1984).33  

 Troublingly, Gung Ho’s only acknowledgement of America’s underrepresented 

female autoworkers comes via an unintentionally ugly scene that occurs when Stevenson 

arrives at Assan’s corporate headquarters in Japan. Launching an ill-prepared slideshow 

presentation to persuade Assan’s senior executives to take over the defunct Hadleyville 

plant, Stevenson shows these stoic men a picture of an attractive female autoworker from 

Hadleyville, grinningly remarking, “That’s Hazel Lockwosh. Hazel’s unit was 

responsible for putting out over a hundred thousand car engines in one year. And I think 

the key word here is put out.” While obviously intended to elicit laughs from audiences, 

the scene has definitely not aged well.  

 That Howard and his core creative team did not include a single significant 

female autoworker character in Gung Ho seems a notable omission on their behalf, 

especially considering the film’s close release to Hollywood’s then recent spate of films 

focusing on the travails of blue-collar American women. Again, the intent here may 

simply have been to reflect the reality of an industry that had long been a white 

heteropatriarchal preserve, for from its early twentieth-century founding to its “arsenal of 

democracy” WWII era and its post-WWII “golden age,” the American auto industry had 

long been a reliable ticket to middle-class comfort for legions of white working-class 

men. In this regard, Gung Ho qualifies itself as a somewhat narrow “one-issue” film, for 

	
33 Hollywood’s early ’80s interest in white blue-collar women likely emanated from the success of the 
1979 film Norma Rae (dir. Martin Ritt), for which Sally Field won an Academy Award for Best Actress for 
her role as the titular North Carolina textile worker who leads a successful drive to unionize her factory. 
Loosely based on the exploits of real-life North Carolina union activist Crystal Lee Sutton, Norma Rae was 
released in the wake of a turbulent decade of US labour unrest that had seen Hollywood develop an array of 
popular films and television programs focused on American working-class life. For an excellent discussion 
of this subject matter, see labour and cultural historian Jefferson Cowie’s book Stayin’ Alive: The 1970s 
and the Last Days of the American Working Class (2010).   
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it champions the notion of the American auto industry adapting to the reality of US-Japan 

global intercultural business relations while simultaneously forgoing an examination of 

any issues pertaining to the wider diversification of its workforce.34  

 Bearing this information in mind, it is thus unsurprising that Gung Ho invokes  

homosocial relations as the key terrain of exchange through which US-Japan intercultural  

relations are negotiated. By focusing chiefly on the relationship between Stevenson and  

the Japanese manager Oishi Kazihiro (Gedde Watanabe), whom Assan Motors sends 

from Japan to head its takeover of the Hadleyville plant, Gung Ho playfully gestures 

towards the reconfiguration of US-Japan relations from a past WWII era of martial 

conflict to a new global era built around intercultural exchange. As “thirtyish” men, it is 

apparent that Stevenson and Kazihiro are both old enough to be the children of men who 

potentially fought against one another during WWII. Notably, at the very beginning of 

Gung Ho, the memory of the war is slyly raised in the aforementioned boardroom scene 

in which Stevenson attempts to convince Assan’s senior executives to take over the 

Hadleyville plant. Awkwardly attempting to charm his way through this impromptu 

presentation, Stevenson inadvertently resurrects the memory of the war by remarking, 

“I’m, like, crazy for your country. I mean, I love it. My dad was over here with the army, 

I guess it was like nineteen-forty . . . [catches himself and awkwardly trails off]”.  

 While Stevenson is initially presented as being benignly cocky, glib, and 

individualistic, Kazihiro is established as being a good-natured yet repressed and timid  

	
34 As the “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon of the ’80s demonstrates (see my comments on page 22), it was 
not just Japanese competition that white male autoworkers feared, but also affirmative action legislation. 
Commenting on the “Reagan Democrat” backlash against affirmative action in relation to the Detroit auto 
industry of the ’80s in his book Detroit: An American Autopsy (2013), for example, Pulitzer Prize-winning 
journalist and Detroit resident Charlie LeDuff candidly recalls how the reactionary mindset of many white 
“Reagan Democrats” was as follows: “If I’m gonna lose my job, at least it ain’t going to a nigger” (39).        
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individual who subordinates his personal instincts to uphold the group hierarchy of the 

Assan corporation. The film follows the evolution of this homosocial relationship as 

Stevenson and Kazihiro slowly bond and learn from one another before they ultimately 

join forces to work together in true “gung ho” fashion. Predictably, Kazihiro teaches 

Stevenson to temper his rogue instincts so that he can once again become a team player, 

while Kazihiro in turn learns from Stevenson to hone and channel his repressed maverick 

instincts so that he speaks truth to power when necessary. In essence, Gung Ho desires 

audiences to see Stevenson and Kazihiro’s bonding as a microcosm of the larger currents 

of US-Japan intercultural business relations that were then taking shape in the global 

economy.  

 If one takes a long historical view of American popular culture, it becomes 

apparent that Stevenson and Kazihiro’s relationship fits into a lengthy history of popular 

American narratives that have focused on the homosocial relationships of white 

protagonists and their non-white buddies or sidekicks. Exploring the history of the 

Hollywood “Oriental buddy” in relation to American popular culture in her book Yellow 

Future: Oriental Style in Hollywood Cinema (2010), gender and cultural studies scholar 

Jane Chi Hyun Park observes,  

  Stories about friendships between white protagonists and their nonwhite  

  sidekicks permeate U.S. popular culture. Well-known examples include  

  Huck Finn and Jim, the Lone Ranger and Tonto, the Green Hornet and  

  Cato. In the postwar period, as the United States was trying to project a  

  more liberal and harmonious image of national race relations, a handful  
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  of films and television shows, such as The Defiant Ones (1958), The  

 Crimson Kimono (1959), I Spy (1965-68), and Brian’s Song (1971) 

  featured nonwhite characters in primary roles alongside white  

  protagonists. (90-91)     

To Park’s postwar biracial buddy list, one might also add the cult film Hell in the Pacific 

(dir. John Boorman, 1968), which constitutes an interesting cinematic precursor to Gung 

Ho via its plot, which tells the story of two WWII soldiers, one American (Lee Marvin) 

and the other Japanese (Toshiro Mifune), who are stranded together on a desert island 

and must learn to cooperate in order to survive.  

 As an ’80s film, Gung Ho is, of course, the cinematic byproduct of a decade that 

would witness Hollywood spawn an array of biracial homosocial buddy films like 48 

Hours (dir. Walter Hill, 1982) and its sequel, Another 48 Hours (dir. Walter Hill, 1990); 

the Beverly Hills Cop series (1984, 1987, 1994); and the Lethal Weapon series (1987, 

1989, 1992, 1998). Commenting on Hollywood’s ’80s-era popularization of biracial male 

buddy films with specific reference to African American identity in his book Framing 

Blackness: The African American Image in Film (1993), American film historian Ed 

Guerrero argues that these films emanated from Hollywood’s “cinema of recuperation 

and reassurance,” which emerged in a conservative, post-countercultural Reaganite 

America that wished to promote the myth of harmonious national solidarity: “The cinema 

of recuperation and reassurance rising in the Reaganite 1980s did not concern itself with 

challenging the spectator-consumer to address issues of social inequality, race, gender, 

and most certainly not the transformation of American life” (115-116).35  

	
35 In referencing Guerrero, I am indebted to Jane Chi Hyun Park, as I was first exposed to Guerrero’s work 
in Yellow Future’s fourth chapter, entitled “Oriental Buddies and the Disruption of Whiteness” (83-123). 
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 According to Guerrero, the white-black male buddy films of this period sought to  

put “the black filmic presence [actor] in the protective custody, so to speak, of a white 

lead or co-star and therefore in conformity with white sensibilities and expectations of  

what blacks, essentially, should be” (128).36 If we extrapolate from Guerrero’s comments  

here, we can see a similar pattern at work in Gung Ho, which is structured around a neo- 

Orientalist narrative that is essentially more concerned with rendering Japan palatable  

and semi-comprehensible to white American cultural sensibilities than it is with truly 

attempting to understand Japanese cultural customs and traditions on their own terms.  

Thus, while Kazihiro may technically be Stevenson’s boss, the film ultimately establishes 

the wisecracking Stevenson as the dominant “alpha buddy” who inspires his Japanese 

“beta buddy” to hone and trust his maverick instincts so that he can truly lead.37 

Considered within the larger context of how Gung Ho harnesses Stevenson and 

Kazihiro’s homosocial bonding as an allegorical microcosm for the larger issue of US-

Japan intercultural business relations, it becomes clear that the film seeks to mitigate its  

inherent “Japanization anxiety” by upholding the idea that America still has things it can  

“teach” Japan. 

 

	
36 Taking note of Eddie Murphy’s emergence as a major Hollywood star during the 1980s, Guerrero notes 
how virtually all of Murphy’s “megahits of this period” (48 Hrs., Trading Places, Beverly Hills Cop, and 
Beverly Hills Cop II) featured storylines that “isolated Murphy in white environments and narratives” 
(129). 
   
37	Though it requires him to speak in faux Japanese-accented American English, actor Gedde Watanabe’s 
role as Kazihiro is a considerable step up from his most famous role of the ’80s in director John Hughes’s 
Sixteen Candles (1984), in which he plays the “Chenglish”-speaking Chinese exchange student Long Duk 
Dong. Of Japanese ethnicity but born in Utah, Watanabe candidly summed up the limited Hollywood roles 
available for male Asian actors in a 2003 interview entitled “Long Duk Dong’s return,” in which he 
remarks, “I think the Asian male is portrayed with a lot of castration. Because we do have sex lives, we do 
have family problems, some of us even do drugs. We’re just as much participatory of the good things as the 
bad” (Wright; emphasis added). 
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Gung Ho and Cultural Confusions 

 The arrival of Assan Motors in Hadleyville heralds the beginning of numerous 

US-Japan intercultural tensions that play out throughout the film. Disembarking from the 

Assan corporate jet at the local airport, the Assan executives and their families find 

themselves greeted by legions of Hadleyville’s townsfolk, who are participating in an 

official welcoming ceremony. Confronted with a rolled out red carpet that has apparently 

been borrowed from a local Hadleyville theatre, the bewildered and baffled Japanese 

elect to remove their shoes, which in turns inspires Hadleyville’s befuddled mayor, 

Conrad Zwart (Rance Howard), to do the same. Relatively effective in its execution, the  

scene demonstrates how even minor American and Japanese cultural differences can play 

out in an awkward fashion when it comes to formal interactions. 

 Perhaps more notably, however, this Assan arrival scene also hints at a topsy- 

turvy “reversal of fortune” dynamic in relation to US-Japan global relations. While the 

end of WWII had witnessed a paternalistic America arriving in Japan to occupy and 

rehabilitate its former enemy turned ward, Assan’s arrival in Hadleyville suggests that it 

is now the Japanese who have come to “occupy” and aid an ailing America by 

rejuvenating Hadleyville’s decimated economic infrastructure. If one considers how the 

US Army General Douglas MacArthur had once characterized post-WWII Japan’s 

relationship to America as being like that of “a boy of twelve as compared with our 

[American] development of forty-five years” (qtd. in Miller 96), then Assan’s arrival in 

Hadleyville suggests that Japan has ripened into virile maturity while America has 

succumbed to such significant economic decay that it now requires assistance from its 

former ward. 
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 Following a similar path to such later Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films as 

Die Hard (1988) and Black Rain (1989), Gung Ho associates Japan with the then nascent 

forces of globalization. Taking note of this association in his book The American Worker 

on Film: A Critical History, 1909-1999 (2010), cultural critic Doyle Greene provides an 

interesting reading of Assan’s corporate logo, noting, 

  To employ a degree of vulgar Freudian analysis, “Assan” is an anagram  

  for “an ass” and the Assan Motors corporate logo consists of the word  

  “Assan” written vertically inside a long cylindrical shape over a red  

  circle (the Japanese rising sun) outlined by crescents. In one [potential]  

  reading, Japan is signified as the anus (or “asshole”) of the new global  

  economy and “Assan” the corporate phallus engaged in anal penetration.  

 Another way to interpret the logo is the Japanese rising sun being the  

  anus of global economy producing the Assan corporation turd. (58)  

While not explicitly conflating Japan with globalization, Gung Ho does seem to identify 

Japan’s economic empowerment as a manifestation of globalizing energies.  

 Yet if Gung Ho seems somewhat confused about America’s status as the chief 

engineer of economic globalization, it quite astutely recognizes the seductive power of 

American culture. During one particularly humorous scene that occurs in Kazihiro’s new 

Hadleyville home, for example, we see how quickly Kazihiro’s family has become 

transfixed by American popular culture and consumerism. His daughter (Tamie Saiki) 

plays with a Cabbage Patch Kids doll while watching Twisted Sister on MTV; his wife 

(Patti Yasutake) has prepared Jimmy Dean pork sausages and Green Giant frozen niblets, 

which she serves along with Hawaiian Punch; and his son (Jun Lyle Kamesaki) runs 
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rampantly around the house in toy army fatigues while shooting a toy gun and yelling, 

“G.I. Joe!” In true neo-Orientalist fashion, the film seems to intuitively understand the 

tremendous assimilatory potential of American popular culture and consumerism.  

 When it comes to attempting to understand Japan, however, Gung Ho is less  

interested in exploring Japanese culture on its own terms than it is in exploring how the  

business and work tactics of Japanese auto manufacturing can be successfully integrated 

into America. In mining this issue, the film introduces a key moment of conflict that 

occurs shortly after the Assan management team arrives in Hadleyville. The conflict 

revolves around Stevenson’s acceptance of a new executive position as Assan’s 

employee liaison, which puts him in the position of having to convince his formerly 

unionized blue-collar buddies to accept Assan’s new corporate labour policy, which is a 

non-union working arrangement that requires them to work for lower wages. As is 

quickly made clear, Assan has very high efficiency expectations of its Hadleyville 

workers, who are initially depicted as being disorderly, lethargic, and inefficient. Though 

the film also depicts the Assan management team as being rigid and autocratic, it clearly 

suggests that the Hadleyville workers suffer from a lazy entitlement complex that is in 

need of some Japanese-style reforms.  

 Troublingly, Gung Ho spends precious little time engaging in an in-depth 

exploration of the distinct cultural ecosystem within which Japan’s post-WWII business 

and managerial practices were developed. While the film clearly admires Japanese 

concepts of corporate loyalty and worker devotion, for example, it fails to accurately 

represent how these concepts were historically developed within Japan’s distinct 

relational culture, which places “enormous emphasis on human relationships – on  
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feelings, moods, and duties” (Schodt 121-122).38 To this end, the film sheds relatively 

little light on how the intense sociocultural cohesiveness of the tiny, densely populated 

island nation of Japan had underpinned its so-called “economic miracle” of post-WWII 

development.39 

 Filled with implicit praise for the “work together” notion of Japanese worker-

management collaboration, Gung Ho does an admirable job of drawing attention to the 

famed Japanese work ethic while altogether ignoring the following so-called “three 

sacred treasures” that Japan’s large corporations offered to their employees during the  

post-WWII “golden era”: 1) a virtual guarantee of lifetime employment; 2) promotion by  

seniority; 3) union shops (Japan 128-131). Indeed, in depicting Japanese cultural 

conceptions of unionization, the film does a particularly weak job. While correctly 

capturing the Japanese auto industry’s aversion to unionization initiatives within their 

US-based auto plants via Assan’s anti-unionization policy, Gung Ho unfortunately 

conveys the impression that unions are non-existent in Japan. Certainly, this is not the 

case, for at the time of the film’s release Japan’s public sector was composed of “large, 

industry wide confederations” (Japan 130), with major Japanese corporations possessing 

their own internal labour organizations. While admittedly nowhere near as powerful as 

American labour organizations like the UAW (United Automobile Workers) and the 

AFL-CIO (American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations), 

these Japanese corporate unions possessed the ability to launch strikes and regularly  

	
38 For a concise overview of some of the distinct cultural-historical differences between America and 
Japan, see Frederik L. Schodt’s America and the Four Japans: Friend, Foe, Model, Mirror (1994).  
 
39 As Time-Life Books’s Japan notes, “During the two decades between 1960 and 1980, Japan’s gross 
national product burgeoned an average of 7.45 per cent each year, outstripping the GNP growth rates of 
every other industrialized nation” (Japan 118).  
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participated in Japan’s annual shunto, or spring offensive, in which corporate workers  

join rallies and take part in symbolic ritualistic practices like snake dances and effigy 

burnings that are designed to remind Japanese management of its accountability to 

workers (Japan 130).40  

 As previously noted, Gung Ho’s most significant flaw lies in its failure to explore 

how Japan’s distinct relational culture had propelled the nation’s “economic miracle” 

period. In hammering home Japanese concepts of corporate loyalty and worker devotion, 

for example, the film conveys the erroneous impression that it was these factors alone 

that contributed to Japan’s post-WWII boom, when in fact the Japan of this period was 

also structured around a unique economic system of state-coordinated capitalism that was 

guided chiefly through the nation’s Ministry of Trade and Industry (MITI) and its 

Ministry of Finance (MOF). Writing in his book American Political and Cultural 

Perspectives on Japan: From Perry to Obama (2014), John H. Miller alludes to the 

Japanese cultural-relational principle that the interests of Japanese business should be 

intertwined with the interests of Japanese society as a whole, noting how Japan’s 

coordinated post-WWII economy was “lubricated by ‘traditional’ Japanese values of 

consensus, harmony, and cooperation in pursuit of group goals” (123). 

 Again, I am here reminded of Howard’s aforementioned comment about Japanese 

culture: “And I’ve always had a tremendous respect for Japanese culture, even without 

knowing a lot about it” (see page 45). Frustratingly and paradoxically enough, Gung Ho 

seems to earnestly seek a salient exploration of Japanese and American cultural  

	
40	Nonetheless, as journalist Peter Tasker notes in his book Inside Japan: Wealth, Work and Power in the 
New Japanese Empire (1987), Japanese unionization rates had declined “from 35 per cent [sic] in 1970 to 
28 per cent [sic] in 1985,” with the shunto having become “a pale comparison of what [it] used to be” by 
the 1980s (255). 
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differences while simultaneously dooming itself to failure in the process. More or less 

ignorant of the multifaceted nuances of Japanese culture, the film develops its own select 

interpretation of Japanese manager-worker relations and then attempts to transplant this 

interpretation to an American cultural context. In this regard, Gung Ho evinces a US neo-

Orientalist paradigm through which it seeks to appropriate and distill the core ingredients 

of Japan’s supposed “recipe” for business success, thereby upholding neoliberal currents 

that radically problematize its ostensible focus on American working-class life.   

Gung Ho and Neoliberalism 

 In arguing that Gung Ho channels neoliberal currents, I am not making the claim 

that the film consciously promotes neoliberalism, but rather that it falls victim to a 

neoliberal ideology that it fails to adequately comprehend. For all intents and purposes, it 

would seem that Howard and his core creative team set out with the intention of crafting 

a film sympathetic to the travails of blue-collar American workers but ultimately ended 

up making a film that is more amenable to the worldview of an American white-collar 

corporate class.  

 Clearly, Gung Ho was envisioned as being about American working-class life.  

Featuring a soundtrack that includes Jimmy Barnes’s hit rock song “Working Class Man” 

(1985), the film was even released under this song title in Australia. In the end, however, 

Gung Ho is really a story about not blue-collar workers, but rather the burgeoning 

homosocial ties and intercultural connections that develop between Stevenson and 

Kazihiro, who are both managerial men. Even prior to accepting a managerial position as 

Assan’s employee liaison, Stevenson was technically a manager in his former job as a 

plant foreman given that America’s infamous Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 had prevented  
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foremen from joining workers’ unions, thereby aligning them with a managerial class.41  

 Despite its obvious attempts to sympathetically understand and help mitigate the 

ethos of “Japan-bashing” that was then permeating the US auto industry, Gung Ho ends 

up delivering a surprisingly glib caricature of white working-class males. Its superficial 

sense of sympathy for this demographic aside, the film conveys the ultimate impression 

that white working-class men are generally troglodyte in nature and in need of guidance 

by ambitious managerial men like Stevenson. As a foil to the ambitious Stevenson, for 

example, the film presents us with his jovially boorish co-worker and old high school 

buddy, Buster (George Wendt), who works on the line. Popular with his fellow 

autoworkers, the Falstaffian Buster’s discernible girth is presumably supposed to 

reinforce his “bloated” sense of entitlement as a formerly unionized labourer who has a 

hard time adapting to Assan’s exacting professionalization standards. Wryly taking note  

of Buster’s figuration, Greene describes this character as the film’s “requisite working- 

class stereotype” (157).42 

  

	
41	Discussing the draconian Taft-Hartley Act in her book Invisible Hands: The Making of the Conservative 
Movement from the New Deal to Reagan (2009), labour historian Kim Phillips-Fein writes,  

 
In June 1947, over President Truman’s veto, Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act,  
which imposed a host of new restrictions on the labor movement: it prevented sympathy  
strikes (when one group of workers strikes on behalf of another), banned secondary  
boycotts (when a union refuses to handle goods made by another, striking union), barred  
supervisory workers or foremen from joining unions, permitted states to pass right-to-
work laws that prohibited contracts with provisions stating that union  
membership was a mandatory condition of employment, and required all union officers to  
sign affidavits swearing that they were not Communists. (31-32; emphasis added) 
 

42	In his book The American Worker on Film: A Critical History, 1909-1999 (2010), cultural critic Doyle 
Greene notes how one of the most interesting forms of contemporary “culturally sanctioned ‘class bigotry’ 
in America” now takes the form of “pejorative stereotypes of the white working class [that] are freely 
disseminated in popular culture and uniformly embraced across identity politics lines as the last acceptable 
form of prejudice” (128). 
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 Management-worker tensions begin to build in Gung Ho when Stevenson strikes  

a deal with Kazihiro and the other executives to manufacture 15,000 cars in one month,  

with the understanding that Assan will restore the factory to full employment and raise 

the workers’ wages from $8.75 per hour to their old union wages of $11.50 per hour if 

this goal is accomplished. When Stevenson announces the deal to the assembled workers, 

they are initially enthusiastic but quickly balk at the notion of producing an 

unprecedented 15,000 cars in a one-month timeframe that will not include overtime pay. 

Espousing a lazy view of the deal, the workers rationalize that Stevenson must have 

struck a secondary deal with Assan’s executives that will allow them to, as one worker 

puts it, “get something” if they “just come close.” Manipulating this delusional view in 

the belief that he can motivate the men to achieve the 15,000 car quota, an anxious, 

scheming Stevenson lies and assures the workers that they will still receive a half-raise if 

they manage to manufacture 13,000 cars in a month. 

 In lying to the workers, Stevenson demonstrates that he is still in the process of  

learning how to be an effective manager. If Kazihiro is at this point in the film too 

reluctant to break ranks and speak truth to higher power, Stevenson is here depicted as 

being too concerned with being accepted by the assembled labour grunts, who come 

across as a lazy and unruly herd. Highlighting the film’s remarkably unflattering 

depiction of the workers at this particular point in its narrative, Greene writes,  

“Content to settle for half-reward for half-effort, the reaction [of the workers] is presented 

as being indicative of the ‘half-assed’ approach that [supposedly] defines the efforts of 

American workers” (161). In essence, the film conveys the troubling impression that the 

workers’ old unionized wages somehow constituted an undeserved luxury that this  
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motley proletarian crew is now reluctant to legitimately earn via actual hard work. 

 In offering such unflattering depictions of unionized labour, Gung Ho seems to 

have inadvertently absorbed the burgeoning neoliberal currents of its era, for as journalist 

George Monbiot has observed, one of the most insidious aspects of neoliberal ideology is 

the way in which its relative “anonymity” constitutes “both a symptom and cause of its 

power” (Monbiot). An evident textual byproduct of Reaganite neoliberal currents, the 

film was likely influenced by Reagan’s 1981 mass firing of 11,345 striking members of 

the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO). Commenting on the 

profound psychosocial impact of Reagan’s draconian treatment of the striking PATCO 

workers in his book The Reagan Revolution: A Very Short Introduction (2009), historian 

Gil Troy notes how Reagan’s handling of the strike “devastated the weakened 

[American] labor movement but provoked widespread [national] applause” (66). 

 As labour historian Nelson Lichtenstein notes in his book State of the Union: A  

Century of American Labor (2002), neoliberal currents began to permeate the ranks of the  

US labour movement during the 1980s:  

  In the early 1980s when unions faced such devastating layoffs and plant  

  closures, many in organized labor themselves adopted the view that U.S.  

  industry could save itself only by a radical reorganization that would  

  enhance productive flexibility to make American workers competitive  

  with their foreign [i.e., Japanese] rivals. Labor’s “adversarial”  

  relationship to management must cease, while “multiskilling” and team  

  production would eliminate the old, seniority-based work rules and job  

  classifications. Global competition had [supposedly] undermined the  
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  rationale for an autonomous, combative trade unionism. . . . (238) 

Certainly, one can appreciate how such pro-management views influenced the US neo-

Orientalist desire to selectively appropriate and absorb Japanese managerial and business 

techniques, for throughout the ’80s and early ’90s America was inundated with books 

like Richard T. Pascale and Anthony G. Athos’s The Art of Japanese Management: 

Applications for American Executives (1981) and Jon P. Alston’s The American Samurai: 

Blending American and Japanese Managerial Practices (1986). As Schodt notes, it was 

“mainly American managers” who purchased such books, which were often “filled with 

gross generalizations, reflecting the long tradition among Americans of focusing on the 

form, or superficial aspects, of Japanese culture instead of the inner workings” (99). Even 

a notorious “Japan-basher” like Lee Iacocca, Ford’s President from 1970 to 1978 and 

Chrysler’s President and CEO from 1978 to 1992, was prone to manipulatively praise 

Japanese management-worker relations, noting in his 1984 autobiography, Iacocca, 

“Next to the simplicity and common sense of the Japanese factory, our own union rules 

and regulations look pretty ridiculous” (Iacocca and Novak 338).  

 In essence, Gung Ho seems to have absorbed the neoliberal notion that American 

unions are a bygone relic of the past that constitute an impediment to US corporate 

competitiveness in a globalizing economy. To this end, the film gives the impression that 

the closure of the American-owned Hadleyville plant stemmed from an inefficient  

unionized workforce, for the film reveals nothing about the plant’s relation to the 

unidentified American auto manufacturer that had owned and run it. Glibly, the film 

essentially blames the failures of the American auto industry on organized labour and not 

on the industry’s incompetent corporate executives, who repeatedly ignored the advice of 
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various experts who attempted to warn them of impending threats relating to energy 

conservation, national demographic consumption changes, and rising foreign 

competition.43 Espousing this “anti-labour” line of thinking in his autobiography, Iacocca 

largely blames the American auto industry’s ’80s doldrums on the UAW, writing, 

“Gradually, little by little, we gave into every [UAW] union demand. . . . We were rarely 

willing to take a strike, and so we never stood on principle” (320). 

 An inherently confused, paradoxical text, Gung Ho champions solidarity in  

relation to management-worker relations while altogether ignoring how it was the  

historic solidarity of US labour that had actually paved the way for America’s post-WWII 

“golden age” of the working class. Seemingly blind to its own neoliberal energies, the 

film is “gung ho” for a neoliberal ideology that it has absorbed but fails to recognize or 

understand. Left with no other options but to follow its neoliberal-infused narrative to the 

inevitable end, the film ultimately brings its various plot tensions to a state of neoliberal 

resolution. 

Gung Ho: Narrative Tensions and Neoliberal Resolution  

 Gung Ho builds to a key point of narrative tension when Assan’s overworked, 

exhausted labourers elect to settle for a half-raise for a more limited production number 

of cars, which leads them to discover that no such deal ever existed. Still blindly trusting 

Stevenson, the workers automatically assume that Kazihiro and Assan’s senior-level 

managers have been the ones who were lying. Desperate to rectify the situation and save 

his own reputation in the process, Stevenson confronts Kazihiro in his office and 

	
43 In his first chapter of The Reckoning, entitled “Maxwell’s Warning,” David Halberstam discusses how 
various corporate managerial executives within the American auto industry repeatedly ignored such 
warnings (13-26). 
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demands a raise for the workers, noting, “I backed you. I handed you 14,000 cars. And 

now I’m gonna look like shit. Give my men a raise!” In making this statement, Stevenson 

of course betrays his own inherent egotism (“I backed you,” “I handed you,” “my men”), 

thereby putting himself into immediate conflict with Kazihiro, who chastises him for his 

self-absorption, which he identifies as being exemplary of American narcissism: 

“Everybody in this country wants to be special. Nobody wants to be part of a team. 

They’re all too busy getting personalized license plates. None of you would last two days 

in [a Japanese] management training program.”  

 The underlying tension between the two men is now flushed out into the open, 

and Stevenson retorts that Kazihiro “doesn’t have the guts” to “stand up” to his boss. The 

obvious implication of this exchange is as follows: Stevenson is too rooted in narcissistic 

individualism to be a truly effective team manager, whereas Kazihiro is too much of a 

meek corporate drone to break from Assan’s hierarchical structure and speak up on 

behalf of his workers. Clearly betraying its reductive neo-Orientalist paradigm, the film 

implies that America needs to co-opt Japan’s collectivist work ethic while simultaneously 

maintaining its own historic sense of respect for individualistic self-expression. 

 Carrying their argument out onto the shop floor, the two men begin struggling 

with one another after Stevenson angers Kazihiro by alluding to WWII when he remarks, 

“Let me tell you something. If you’re [referring to the Japanese] so great, how come you 

lost the big one?” It is of, course, the spectre of WWII – and presumably also Japan’s 

bombing of Pearl Harbor – that has been haunting the film up to this point. Interestingly,  

while this scene constitutes the second and final time that WWII is alluded to in the film 

(the first allusion occurs when Stevenson flubs when meeting Assan’s top executives in 
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Japan), the war itself is never directly referenced (i.e., the term “war” is never invoked in 

the film). Yet as we watch Kazihiro be cheered on by his Japanese management 

colleagues while Stevenson is in turn cheered on by the assembled crowd of mostly white 

male workers, it becomes evident that Stevenson and Kazihiro’s conflict is overshadowed 

by repressed racial and nationalistic dynamics that connect back to WWII. In essence, the 

brawl scene constitutes a sort of cathartic moment through which Gung Ho can briefly 

bring such simmering dynamics out into the open and then quickly circumscribe them 

before they threaten to darken its lighthearted mood. 

 Accordingly, this circumscription occurs when the fight is broken up and Buster 

leads the workers out of the factory in a spontaneous walkout on management, thereby 

shifting the film back to the more benign dynamics of manager-worker conflict. 

Immediately cutting to Hadleyville’s Fourth of July town picnic, the film shows 

Stevenson’s worker buddies congratulating him for standing up to Assan’s Japanese 

managers, whom they erroneously believe have “lied” to them all. Given the obvious 

historical significance of the Fourth of July as America’s founding Independence Day, 

this segment can be read as sardonically implying that Hadleyville’s citizens have 

declared their “independence” from Assan, though in doing so the town itself is 

embarking on a process of economic obliteration. Certainly, this notion is conveyed when 

Mayor Zwart calls Stevenson to the town stage during the evening festivities and angrily 

informs the assembled crowd that Assan has just announced that it is pulling out of 

Hadleyville because Stevenson and the workers have proven “too difficult to deal with.”  

 Although initially defended by the assembled workers and the other town  

members, Stevenson has a crisis of conscience and elects to come clean and tell the  
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crowd that he lied about the number of cars involved in the deal with Assan. When one of  

the factory workers angrily responds that he should have told them the “truth,” Stevenson 

responds directly and critically, noting,  

  The truth?! You don’t want the truth! You know what you wanna hear?  

  You wanna hear that America is doing things better than anyone else.  

  They’re [the Japanese] kicking our butts! And that ain’t luck. That’s the  

  truth. There’s your truth. Sure, great old American do-or-die spirit.  

  Yeah, it’s alive, but they got it! Well, I’ll tell you something, we better  

  get it back. We better get it back damn fast. Instead, we’re strutting  

  around telling ourselves how great we are – patting each other on the  

  back. 

Candidly, Stevenson publicly chastises himself for not accepting his managerial  

responsibilities by being honest with the workers and the town, noting, “You know, I  

guess if I was really a leader I would have told you this months ago. Instead, I was telling 

you basketball stories. I put myself in front of the town and I’m really sorry. I swear to 

you, man, I’m really sorry.” By finally humbling himself and telling the grim, 

unvarnished truth, Stevenson arrives at a point where he comes to understand the 

responsibilities of team leadership that Kazihiro had earlier attempted to convey to him 

by critiquing his self-absorption. 

 Interestingly, Gung Ho immediately shifts from this sequence to a scene in which 

Kazihiro and the other Japanese managers are packing up office supplies at the plant 

under the supervision of Assan’s visiting CEO, Mr. Sakamoto (So Yamamura). Knowing 

that his co-worker Ito (Rodney Kageyama) has a wife who is in labour, Kazihiro  
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indicates to Sakamoto that Ito would like to leave. To Kazihiro’s alarm, however, Ito is  

too timid to confirm this. Frustrated, Kazihiro forcefully voices his mind to Sakamoto 

and the other managers, thereby demonstrating how Stevenson has “Americanized” him 

by encouraging him to develop a penchant for individual self-expression. Indeed, 

Kazihiro even prefaces his remarks with an expression drawn from American popular 

culture, noting, “This [the situation] is Looney Tunes!” Speaking in English, Kazihiro 

tells the assembled group that he has an “American idea” and accuses them of all placing 

work over family responsibilities and behaving like “millies” – a term he has learned 

from Stevenson – in the face of senior managerial authority. Imploring his Japanese 

colleagues to acknowledge that “we have things that we can learn from Americans,” 

Kazihiro is met with awkward silence on their behalf.   

 Having both hit rock bottom, Stevenson and Kazihiro end up electing to work 

together in order to accomplish the goal of manufacturing the remaining 1,000 cars 

required to reach the 15,000 car quota that was initially agreed upon for the workers to 

regain their old wages. In keeping with the film’s homosocial dynamics, Stevenson 

assumes the role of the dominant “alpha buddy” who leads his “beta buddy,” Kazihiro, 

through the crowd of striking workers and into the plant for work on the morning 

following Hadleyville’s Fourth of July Independence Day celebrations, thereby 

conveying the idea that America must move away from reactionary notions of autarky in  

order to become a leading team player in the realm of global capital.  

 Inspired by Stevenson and Kazihiro’s unity, the striking workers gradually begin 

to convene in the plant in order to help this duo accomplish the goal of assembling the 

remaining cars. Yet while this section of the film ostensibly conveys notions of worker  
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“gung ho” solidarity, a more careful consideration of it suggests that it is really more  

about leadership and management strategies. As managerial men, Stevenson and Kazihiro 

are depicted as motivating the assembled “herd-like” workers to abandon their lazy 

pretenses to a strike – workers are shown lounging in lawn chairs and drinking beer – so 

that they can follow their “inspirational” lead and join them in their manufacturing quest. 

 Yet when this reconfigured team ultimately comes up six cars short of the 15,000 

quota, Sakamoto initially refuses the notion of keeping the plant open. It is here that 

Stevenson employs one of his frequent sports analogies by recounting to Sakamoto how 

his high school basketball team had gone into the fourth quarter of a state championship 

game at sixteen points down but ultimately managed to make a “comeback” and win. As 

Stevenson puts it to Sakamoto, “If you walk out that door [and close the plant], you’re 

gonna miss a great comeback.” When Sakamoto counters that the Hadleyville plant will 

“never be like a Japanese factory,” Stevenson tell him “he’s right” but that he’s still 

proud that the Americans and Japanese have made cars “together” there. Though 

Stevenson subsequently gets into a hastily assembled car that falls apart as soon as he 

starts to drive it, Sakamoto is so compelled and touched by what Stevenson has said that 

he praises the “good team” that has been formed and agrees to keep the plant open and 

honour the agreement for the 15,000 cars. In essence, the scene “drives home” the neo-

Orientalist paradigm that has been developed throughout the film, for it underscores how 

America can co-opt Japanese manufacturing and production techniques. 

 Abruptly cutting to the closing scene, the film follows Stevenson and Kazihiro as 

they lead Assan’s regimented blue-collar mass in a series of morning calisthenics as the 

song “Working Class Man” plays. Harkening back to an earlier moment in the film, in  
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which the workers constitute a disorganized and slovenly mass who mock the Japanese  

for participating in morning calisthenics, this closing scene emphasizes how far the 

workers have come in their development under the leadership of Stevenson and Kazihiro. 

Reviewing the film in Cineaste magazine, Jim Naureckas notes, “The final scenes almost 

demand to be taken ironically, as smiling, uniformed workers do their prescribed jumping 

jacks in uniform precision” (45). 

 Yet astute as Naureckas may be in noting Gung Ho’s concluding emphasis on the 

drone-like complacency of Assan’s workers, there is nothing embedded in its concluding 

section to imply that it is meant to be “taken ironically.” As I have stressed, Gung Ho is 

remarkably sincere in its desire to be taken seriously, and certainly anyone familiar with 

Howard’s overall directorial style and oeuvre would likely concur that all of his films 

possess a general quality that clearly marks them as standing apart from currents of 

postmodern irony. In a very real sense, Gung Ho is striving to be earnest, and this is 

troubling, for its conclusion extols the apparent neoliberal fantasy of a perfectly 

regimented blue-collar workforce that has come to “learn” its subservient place. Alluding 

to this very aspect of Gung Ho in his March 14, 1986 review of the film, Roger Ebert 

notes, “The movie feels more like an attack on labor unions than a clash of alien cultures, 

and the message seems to be that the American car industry would be as successful as the 

Japanese if our workers were willing to work for $8 an hour, seven days a week, with  

unpaid overtime, just because of their patriotic pride.” 

 As I have emphasized, Gung Ho is an inherently confused text. Ostensibly about 

US-Japan intercultural relations, it is actually far less interested in Japanese culture than it 

is in selectively focusing on how the US auto industry can harness Japanese business and  
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managerial strategies. Seemingly aiming to be progressive and inclusive, it is actually  

structured around a heteropatriarchal narrative that revolves around a racially problematic 

white American “alpha buddy”/Japanese “beta buddy” dynamic. Ostensibly concerned 

with the travails of American blue-collar workers, it actually focuses on two managerial 

men and betrays a remarkably “anti-union” ethos. In the end, Gung Ho is left with so 

many problematic narrative schisms that it reveals itself for what it is: an incoherent text.  

 In invoking the term “incoherent text,” I am, of course, borrowing from Robin 

Wood, who employs the term in his book Hollywood From Vietnam to Reagan (1986), in 

which he argues that some films find their “drive toward the ordering of experience . . . 

defeated” (47) due to their inability to process the various sociocultural tensions that they 

have absorbed, thereby resulting in their narrative incoherence.44 Although Wood was 

technically associating the term with films of the relative late 1970s period like Looking 

for Mr. Goodbar (dir. Richard Brooks, 1977) and Cruising (dir. William Friedkin, 1980), 

his notion of the incoherent text can also be applied to Gung Ho, which engages with a 

variety of sociocultural tensions (e.g., US-Japan intercultural conflicts, worker- 

managerial conflicts, biracial conflicts) that it ultimately proves unable to satisfactorily 

explore or reconcile.  

 By depicting Japan as a key synecdochic element of a then newly emerging  

global economy, the film ends up mirroring the percolating neoliberal energies of its  

Reaganite era by implying that America must transition away from its “golden age” 

legacy of blue-collar unionization in order to remain globally competitive. Unable to 

fully assimilate or reconcile its various plot tensions, Gung Ho attempts to “paper the 

	
44	Specifically, see Wood’s fourth chapter, “The Incoherent Text: Narrative in the 1970s” (46-69).	
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cracks”45 – to borrow another apt Wood phrase – of its relative incoherence via a patently 

forced resolution that serves only to further underscore the neoliberal energies that it has 

been channeling throughout its narrative. In this regard, Gung Ho succumbs to an 

inherent paradox that it cannot resolve: Despite being ostensibly sympathetic to the 

concerns of US autoworkers faced with layoffs due to globalization, deindustrialization, 

and manufacturing competition from Japan, the film ends with a neoliberal-inflected 

resolution that implies that unionized labour is the key impediment to America’s success 

in a newly globalizing economy.  

Parting Reflections  

 As the first major “Japanization anxiety” film of the 1980s, Gung Ho set the 

discursive mould for the subsequent “Japanization anxiety” films of the Reagan-Bush era 

by developing a narrative in which white American heteropatriarchy is portrayed as being 

under threat from Japanese competition. To its immense credit, however, Gung Ho never 

once succumbs to the “Japan-bashing” phenomenon that was so prevalent at the time of 

its release. If anything, the film engages in a relatively progressive examination of such 

percolating ’80s-era socioeconomic issues as global cultural interconnectedness and 

hybridization, though it conveys this examination within a racially problematic, 

hierarchically inflected white American “alpha buddy”/Japanese “beta buddy” dynamic. 

 Perhaps even more revealingly, the film exudes a paradoxical sense of concern for 

the very white male working-class demographic that it sacrifices to the caprices of 

managerial authority in its conclusion. Though presumably intended to imply that the 

	
45 As Wood implies in the eighth chapter of Hollywood From Vietnam to Reagan (1986), entitled 
“Papering the Cracks: Fantasy and Ideology in the Reagan Era,” popular Hollywood films of the 1980s 
often sought to paper the cracks of American cultural tensions in order to promote the reassuring myth of 
harmonious national solidarity (162-188). 
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future of American labour lies in increased management-worker trust and collaboration, 

the film’s conclusion draws a power-imbued divide between Stevenson’s role as a “man 

who manages” and the relegation of his blue-collar buddies to the status of a herd who 

need to be “led” in the workplace from their morning calisthenics onwards. Put simply, 

Gung Ho’s ending conveys the following implicit message, however unintended: Who 

would you rather be, the white-collar manager up front or one of the blue-collar grunts? 

In establishing Stevenson as its hero, Gung Ho implies that the future of meaningful work 

lies not in working with Buster the bigot on the line, but rather in joining the ranks of 

ambitious managerial climbers who possess the ability to stand out from the herd. 

Though providing some undeniably interesting insights into US-Japan intercultural 

relations via Stevenson and Kazihiro’s biracial cooperation, Gung Ho suffers from so 

many innate cultural confusions about what it desires to say that it succumbs to papering 

the cracks of its relative narrative incoherency via a problematic resolution that simply  

mirrors the troubling neoliberal currents of its times.  

 In the end, what the film does reveal about its era is the manner in which Japan 

was then emerging as a key foreign actor in a globalizing economy that was viewed by 

many Americans as posing a distinct threat to the legacy of their nation’s post-WWII 

“golden age” of capitalism, which had, of course, chiefly benefitted white men. If there is 

a central undercurrent of socioeconomic anxiety that courses throughout Gung Ho, it lies 

in the film’s tacit recognition that this supposed “golden age” was essentially at its end.  

Though discernibly confused in its narrative execution, Gung Ho nonetheless achieved a 

tepid commercial success in exploring “Japanization anxiety” in relation to white 

American heteropatriarchy, thereby setting the stage for Hollywood’s production of the 
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subsequent “Japanization anxiety” films that will be examined in the following chapters. 

As I shall demonstrate, these films would prove far more crafted in executing what they 

wished to say about America’s relationship to Japan amidst the globalizing climate of the 

Reagan-Bush era. 
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Chapter Three 

“Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker”: Rejecting Japanization as Globalization in Die Hard 
 

 Released in North America in July of 1988, Die Hard would go on to establish 

itself as a Hollywood action classic that has inspired a host of high-grossing sequels. The 

second major Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” film of the ’80s, Die Hard sees most of 

its action occur within a Los Angeles skyscraper that serves as the American 

headquarters of a fictional Japanese company – the Nakatomi Corporation. Craftily 

harnessing the US “Japanization anxiety” of its era and aligning it with the phenomenon 

of reactionary white American heteropatriarchy, Die Hard deftly yet problematically 

exploits concerns about globalization and shifting gender dynamics that were then 

emerging as America transformed into a post-industrial society.  

Die Hard: A Genealogical Overview 

The roots of Die Hard can be traced back to the late 1960s, when Twentieth 

Century Fox adapted Roderick Thorp’s bestselling novel The Detective (1966) into a 

1968 film of the same title (dir. Gordon Douglas) starring Frank Sinatra. Based on the 

film’s subsequent success, Thorp was informed that the studio would buy the rights to a 

sequel novel if he wrote one. It was after attending a screening of the disaster film The 

Towering Inferno (dir. John Guillermin, 1974) at some point in 1975 that Thorp was 

inspired to write this sequel, for in the wake of the screening he reportedly dreamt of a 

man being chased through a skyscraper by a group of armed men (Die Hard [Text 

Commentary]). Entitled Nothing Lasts Forever, this sequel was first published in 1979. 

Yet while Thorp had banked on his novel becoming a bestseller once a studio deal was 

announced, things did not initially pan out given that Fox had trouble operationalizing the 
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project after an aging Sinatra expressed no interest in reprising his role. When novice 

screenwriter Jeb Stuart composed an early draft screenplay adaptation of Thorp’s novel, 

such Hollywood stars as “James Caan, Richard Gere, Sylvester Stallone, Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, and Burt Reynolds” reportedly turned it down (Hirschberg 158). Yet 

with Lawrence Gordon and Joel Silver attached as producers, the project eventually 

found a director in John McTiernan, fresh off of the hit Predator (1987), and a star in a 

young Bruce Willis, who was paid the then princely sum of $5 million due to the 

popularity he had achieved as the male lead in the ABC television series Moonlighting 

(1985-1989) (Die Hard [Text Commentary]). 

The final screenplay for Die Hard was composed by both Stuart and veteran 

screenwriter Steven E. de Souza, who together reworked Nothing Lasts Forever, which is 

built around a significantly different storyline. In Thorp’s novel, Joe Leland, the ex-cop 

protagonist of The Detective (1966), is in his fifties and working as a high-paid security 

and law enforcement consultant. Visiting his daughter in Los Angeles on Christmas Eve 

at the corporate building of the fictional Klaxon Oil, where she works as an assistant to 

the vice president of international sales, Leland becomes entrapped when the building is 

overtaken by West German “Autumn-era” terrorists who object to Klaxon’s business 

dealings. Electing to wage a one-man guerrilla war against the terrorists, Leland seeks to 

free his daughter and the other employees who are held hostage. 

Similar to how Die Hard embodies the cultural tensions of its time via its 

manipulation of American anxieties about Japanization and globalization, Nothing Lasts 

Forever registers the post-Watergate, post-Vietnam cultural malaise of its late 1970s  
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milieu.46 A dark, bitter work that possesses none of Die Hard’s sly and often ironic  

humour, Thorp’s novel nonetheless deserves some recognition for the way it transcends 

its generic hardboiled narrative schematic of “tough law enforcement type vs. mad 

Marxist terrorists” to offer a tacit indictment of corporate America. Indeed, as Leland 

systematically annihilates the youthful group of terrorists, he comes to the bleak 

realization that his daughter, Stephanie, is personally implicated in the corrupt dealings of 

Klaxon, which is illegally selling arms to the Chilean military regime. In the novel’s grim 

conclusion, Stephanie falls to her death from an office window with the terrorist leader, 

Anton “Little Tony the Red” Gruber, and Leland is left to ponder how Gruber’s sadistic 

terrorism is ultimately interwoven with the corrupt capitalist values of his own daughter, 

who knowingly committed herself to Klaxon’s corporate culture of greed:   

Six million dollars. For arms. Guns. . . . Millions upon millions as if there 

were some use at all to the money madness and the hoarding up of 

treasure. As if it could add a day to your life. As if you could eat more 

than two eggs in the morning, Steinbeck once said, which was all you 

needed to know about the limits of life. What had Stephanie been looking  

for? What lessons in life had made her believe in it? What had made Little  

Tony believe in revolution? (227) 

As a severely wounded Leland is rolled away from the corporate grounds on a stretcher  

in the novel’s closing paragraphs, it is left ambiguous as to whether he will elect to hold 

on or simply allow himself to drift away towards death, which holds a presumable  

	
46	Alluding to this malaise in his book A People’s History of the United States (1980), American historian 
Howard Zinn cites a Lou Harris poll from July of 1975 that indicated that the majority of US citizens had 
lost faith in their nation’s military, business corporations, and government (557). 
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reprieve from the corrupt world in which he is mired.  

 Channeling concerns about the corruption of American sociopolitics, the anomic 

consumerism of American society, and the rise of Left-wing terrorism, Nothing Lasts 

Forever constitutes a novelistic summation of some of the most notable American 

anxieties of the ’70s.47 Yet if such concerns had firmly registered in the American 

zeitgeist when Thorp published his novel in 1979 amidst a cultural malaise that would see 

President Jimmy Carter deliver his famous “Crisis of Confidence” speech, the 1980s 

were marked by a more “upbeat” popular culture that often engaged the optimistic 

energies of the “Reagan Revolution.” In adapting Nothing Lasts Forever for audiences of 

this era, Twentieth Century Fox elected to fashion a considerably different film.  

Accordingly, Stuart and de Souza kept the LA skyscraper setting but made major 

narrative changes. To begin with, any direct connection to the earlier storyline of Thorp’s 

The Detective (1966) was removed, and the main character was changed from the fiftyish 

ex-cop and security consultant Joe Leland to that of the thirtyish NYPD Lieutenant John 

McClane (Bruce Willis). Dropping the father-daughter dynamic and replacing it with a 

husband-wife one, Stuart and de Souza crafted a storyline in which McClane travels from 

New York to Los Angeles for the Christmas holidays to visit his estranged wife, Holly 

(Bonnie Bedelia), who has relocated there with their two young children in order to 

accept an executive position with the Japanese Nakatomi Corporation. Arriving in Los  

	
47	Such concerns have been well documented. For an excellent overview of ’70s-era American 
sociopolitical anxieties, see Francis Wheen’s Strange Days Indeed: The 1970s: The Golden Age of 
Paranoia (2009). For an examination of American narcissism and consumerism during the decade, see 
Christopher Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism (1978). For succinct summaries of the rise of terrorism in 
the ’70s, see Peter Bergen’s “The golden age of terrorism” (2015) and Stephen Collinson’s “Nixon’s own 
9/11: When terrorism came of age” (2015). For a comprehensive overview of ’70s-era American culture as 
a whole, see Will Kaufman’s American Culture in the 1970s (2009).   	
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Angeles on Christmas Eve, McClane journeys to the Nakatomi Plaza skyscraper, which  

replaces the Klaxon Oil building of Thorp’s novel.48 Hoping to rekindle his relationship 

with Holly, McClane finds himself entrapped in the building when a poseur terrorist 

group overtakes it. Hiding behind the ostensible cause of Left-wing terrorism, the group’s 

real goal is to steal $640 million in unmarked bearer bonds from the Nakatomi Plaza’s 

vault. Left with no other recourse, McClane wages an ultimately successful one-man war 

against the thieves in order to free his wife and her co-workers. 

Allegorical Schematics  

In retrospectively discussing Die Hard, de Souza has commented on how the film 

relates to the theme of social space, noting, “Because Die Hard is about the taking and 

retaking of a skyscraper, it is about the control of space” (Die Hard [Text Commentary]). 

This is an insightful comment, and one I would like to build on in relation to how the film 

harnesses the corporate structure of the Nakatomi building in order to develop a  

multilayered allegorical critique of Japan’s ’80s-era economic empowerment and its 

connection to neoliberal globalization. Today a near iconic American structure because of 

the film’s popularity, Nakatomi Plaza – actually Los Angeles’s Fox Plaza – plays such a 

pivotal role in Die Hard that it almost assumes the role of a character in and of itself.    

As has been noted, the skyscraper setting of Die Hard’s source text, Nothing 

Lasts Forever, emanated from a dream Thorp had after watching a screening of The 

Towering Inferno (1974), which was an amalgamated adaptation of two ’70s novels:  

	
48	Quoting Die Hard’s producer, Joel Silver, in their book, Die Hard: The Ultimate Visual History (2018), 
James Mottram and David S. Cohen note how the name Nakatomi was an allusion to a Japanese battleship 
from WWII: “‘[Someone] told us that the battleships in the Second World War were all named for Japanese 
clans,’ says Silver. ‘We got a list of all these Japanese battleships, and we liked the sound of Nakatomi the 
best, so we called the company Nakatomi’” (21). 		
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Richard Martin Stern’s The Tower (1973) and Thomas N. Scortia and Frank M.  

Robinson’s The Glass Inferno (1974). Perhaps the definitive ’70s disaster film, The 

Towering Inferno focuses on a group of people who become entrapped in a newly built 

San Francisco skyscraper, the Glass Tower, when a fire breaks out due to electrical short 

circuits in the building’s wiring, which the structure’s developer has cut corners on in 

order to save money. Produced in a Watergate-era America that was weathering such 

economic shocks as the OPEC crisis, stagflation, and the enervation of the post-WWII 

Keynesian welfare state, The Towering Inferno can be read on an allegorical level in 

which the skyscraper’s fire-inducing electrical short circuits equate to the economic short 

circuits that were then plaguing the nation’s capitalist economy.49 

As modern structures connoting economic and corporate power, skyscrapers can 

easily be aligned with populist critiques of capitalist and corporate amorality. Taking note 

of this narrative phenomenon in relation to Hollywood films in his book Skyscrapers: A 

Social History of the Very Tall Building in America (1996), cultural critic George H. 

Douglas writes,  

For Hollywood – itself the product of unbridled capitalist lust in the eyes  

of many – denizens of skyscrapers are invariably backstabbers, larcenists  

or wheeler-dealers. One thinks of the many films of the Wall Street  

variety, which haven’t changed much over the years, except that women  

have now joined the ranks of the backstabbers and are often more  

successful at it than the male plutocrats of old. (162)  

	
49	Wryly alluding to the film’s anti-capitalist critique in his essay “Movies and Political Trauma,” the critic 
David Cook writes, “Its story of a fire destroying the world’s tallest building on the night of its gala 
opening because of shoddy construction practices had a strong anti-corporate message, but like all other 
disaster films this one existed largely to display spectacular illusions” (127). 
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The fact that Douglas singles out director Oliver Stone’s ’80s classic Wall Street (1987) 

is fitting, for films of the Reagan-Bush era were particularly prone to depict skyscrapers 

as dens of iniquity. Marked by yuppie striving and a bullish Wall Street market triggered 

by neoliberal economics, the Reagan-Bush era was a boon time for corporations and their 

ambitious yuppie personnel, who were prone to both live and work in skyscrapers. 

Accordingly, these structures were prominently featured in such films of the era as Blade 

Runner (dir. Ridley Scott, 1982), Brazil (dir. Terry Gilliam, 1985), Crocodile Dundee 

(dir. Peter Faiman, 1986) and Crocodile Dundee II (dir. John Cornell, 1988), The Secret 

of My Success (dir. Herbert Ross, 1987), Poltergeist III (dir. Gary Sherman, 1988), 

Working Girl (dir. Mike Nichols, 1988), and Gremlins II (dir. Joe Dante, 1990). 

 In keeping the skyscraper setting of Thorp’s novel but altering it from the Klaxon 

Oil building to the Nakatomi Plaza, Die Hard’s makers were clearly seeking to 

manipulate American anxieties of the time regarding US-Japan economic relations. These 

anxieties related not just to Japan’s trade surplus with America, but also to the then 

mounting Japanese ownership of American commercial properties, which had reached a 

significant point by 1986. Commenting on this economic phenomenon in his book 

Japan’s Economic Dilemma: The Institutional Origins of Prosperity and Stagnation 

(2001), sociologist Bai Gao notes,  

[I]n 1986 alone, the Japanese invested between $5 billion and $6 billion in  

U.S. real estate markets. More than 70 corporations engaged in real estate  

investments, doubling or tripling the Japanese investments in the United  

States in one year. . . . New York, Hawaii, and Los Angeles were the three  

most desired locations. (197-198)  
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Notably, skyscrapers were among the most high-profile properties purchased during this  

period, for as Daniel Burstein notes in a 1989 New York magazine article entitled “A Yen 

for New York: What the Japanese Own and What They’re After,” “Between November 

1986 and November 1987, Japanese investors bought the corporate skyscrapers of Exxon, 

Mobil, ABC, and a chunk of the Citicorp Center . . .” (29). 

Within the heteropatriarchal world of Die Hard, the Nakatomi Plaza’s very  

presence on US soil is meant to symbolize an emasculating penetration of America by an 

empowered foreign national Other.50 In using the term “penetration,” I am, of course, 

alluding to the implicit phallic symbolism associated with the Nakatomi building, for 

within American popular culture and cinema, skyscrapers have long been interpreted as 

symbols of phallic empowerment. In his essay “Becoming-skyscraper: Ayn Rand’s 

Architect” (2004), for example, scholar Gerard Loughlin discusses the phallic symbolism 

embedded in Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead (1943) and its 1949 film adaptation. 

Gesturing to the immense psychosocial influence of post-Freudian pop psychology, 

Loughlin notes, “After Freud it is not possible to suppose that any arena of cultural 

production escapes the erotic. . . . Thus Freud, if he had come upon it in the dreams of his 

patients, would not have failed to recognize the skyscraper as a perfect phallic symbol, 

and we cannot fail to so recognize it in the cinematic dreaming of the city” (88-89). 

 Japan’s empowerment is underscored not just by the towering majesty of the 

Nakatomi Plaza, but also by the building’s interiors, which production designer Jackson 

DeGovia characterizes as having a “hopped-up” style of “exaggerated realism” similar to  

	
50	In invoking the term “penetration,” I am reminded of Theodore H. White’s manipulative use of this term 
in his incendiary New York Times article “The Danger from Japan” (1985), in which he writes, “No nation 
that thinks of itself as a nation of consumers can resist Japanese penetration.” 
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that of a James Bond set (Die Hard [Text Commentary]). Describing how he was  

inspired to design the building’s set interiors in accordance with the architectural 

principles of Frank Lloyd Wright, the favourite architect of Die Hard producer Joel  

Silver, DeGovia notes how he divined an implicit connection between ’80s-era Japanese 

corporate culture and Wright’s architecture:  

At the time, there was a certain arrogance associated with Japanese  

corporate culture, and there is a certain arrogance associated with Wright. 

Wright knew that he was the greatest architect of the twentieth century, 

and the Japanese knew they were a top industrial nation in the world.  

                                                                     (Die Hard [Text Commentary])  

In order to reinforce this notion of Japanese corporate “arrogance,” DeGovia elected to 

design the thirtieth-floor atrium of Nakatomi Plaza as an exact replica of Wright’s 

Fallingwater (rock and waterfall included), positing that “the Nakatomi Corporation had 

bought Fallingwater, disassembled it, and reassembled it in the atrium of their building 

like a trophy” (Die Hard [Audio Commentary]). In DeGovia’s view, “The arrogance of 

the Nakatomi Corporation” is symbolized by the fact that “they bought this supreme 

[American] cultural icon” (Die Hard [Text Commentary]). 

  On yet another level, this foreign corporation’s power can be divined from the 

way the Nakatomi Plaza subsumes its employees, who are all socializing at an office 

Christmas Eve party rather than heading home to be with their families. In this regard, we 

are meant to focus exclusively on McClane’s estranged wife, Holly, who is established as 

having chosen a lucrative position with the Nakatomi Corporation over her marriage. 

This idea is driven home when McClane first arrives at the Nakatomi Plaza and realizes 
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that Holly has jettisoned her married name in order to go by her maiden name, Gennaro, a 

decision that she subsequently justifies by explaining, “This is a Japanese company.” In 

essence, Holly is manipulatively positioned as a modern career woman who has 

sacrificed her marriage in order to become “engaged” to her career at the Nakatomi 

Plaza. This idea is further underscored when McClane learns from Holly’s sleazy co-

worker, Ellis (Hart Bochner), that she has received a Rolex from the corporation as “a 

small token of appreciation for all her hard work.”  

Accordingly, the Nakatomi Plaza is meant to represent not just how the Japanese 

have “penetrated” America’s soil and economy, but also how they have effectively 

trumped and dominated American masculinity in the process. Yet if McClane is initially 

figured as a pseudo-cuckold who has lost his wife to her deluxe office at the Nakatomi 

building, he at least fares better than the building’s male employees, who largely register 

as ineffectual. When McClane first arrives at the office party on Holly’s floor, for 

example, he is kissed on the cheek by an intoxicated man (P. Randall Bowers), whom we 

are presumably supposed to register as effeminate given McClane’s shocked and wryly 

bemused reaction. When the ostensible terrorists subsequently seize control of the 

building, McClane emerges as the only man who begins to strategize and take action. By 

contrast, Ellis is figured as a coked-up yuppie who cowers in fear while frenziedly 

repeating, “Stay calm. Everything’s going to be fine. Everything’s going to be fine.”  

Yet if the Nakatomi Corporation’s male employees are established as white-collar  

eunuchs who yield to the poseur terrorists with the same ease with which they have 

prostrated themselves to their careers with the Nakatomi Corporation, then the 

“terrorists” themselves don’t fare much better. Committed to nothing more than 
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economic self-gain, they constitute a group of designer-clad yuppie entrepreneurs who 

lack any sense of sincere ideological conviction, thereby recalling T.S. Eliot’s following 

lines from the “Hollow Men” (1925): “Shape without form, shade without colour, /  

Paralyzed force, gesture without motion” (1.11-12). Led by Hans Gruber (Alan 

Rickman), a former radical Left-wing West German terrorist, this multicultural male 

ensemble is primarily German in its ethnic composition, though it also contains a 

Frenchman, an Italian, a white American, a black American, and an Asian American. 

Although Gruber cites opposition to the Nakatomi Corporation’s “legacy of greed around 

the globe” as the rationale for the group’s seizure of the Nakatomi Plaza, this turns out to 

be a ruse to distract the authorities while the group seeks to realize its ultimate goal of 

stealing $640 million in unmarked bearer bonds from the building’s vault.  

In essence, the ideologically vacuous terrorists and the corporation’s feeble 

yuppie employees have been attracted to the Nakatomi Plaza for the very same reason:  

economic self-gain. Symbolizing Japan’s global economic prowess,51 the Nakatomi 

building thus assumes its ultimate allegorical significance as a modern phallically imbued 

Tower of Babel52 that embodies the greed, anomie, and cultural confusion that 

	
51	In the American popular mindset of the 1980s, globalization was indelibly associated with Japan. As 
historian Andrew C. McKevitt observes in Consuming Japan: Popular Culture and the Globalizing of 
1980s America (2017),   
 

As intellectuals and business leaders in the United States began to conceptualize 
“globalization” in the 1980s, no country was more central to their thoughts than Japan. It 
was the remarkable worldwide expansion of Japanese corporations in the 1970s and 
1980s that first introduced Americans to the characteristics that they would come to 
associate with contemporary globalization. (38)   
 

52	In citing the Tower of Babel myth, I am reminded of literary critic Northrop Frye’s association of this 
myth with a global skyscraper in The Educated Imagination (1963), in which he writes, “The civilization 
we live in at present is a gigantic technological structure, a skyscraper almost high enough to reach the 
moon. It looks like a single world-wide effort, but it’s really a deadlock of rivalries; it looks very 
impressive, except that it has no genuine human dignity” (97-98). 
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globalization has supposedly brought about in America. In keeping with the film’s 

heteropatriarchal narrative polemics, the building must therefore undergo a process 

tantamount to castration. 

Die Hard and America’s World War II Trauma 

  In manipulating US “Japanization anxiety,” Die Hard exploits America’s cultural 

memory of WWII by subtly aligning the Nakatomi Plaza with the German-led terrorist 

group that seizes control of it, thereby establishing a tacit connection between the former 

Axis powers of Japan and Germany. In this respect, Die Hard registers prominent 

American concerns of its era about not just Japan’s economic empowerment, but West 

Germany’s as well. As Thomas Elsaesser and Warren Buckland note in Studying 

Contemporary American Film: A Guide to Movie Analysis (2002), Americans viewed 

“both Japan and [West] Germany . . . [as] an economic threat” (72) at the time of Die 

Hard’s release. Historicizing the way Die Hard manipulated such anxieties in his 

PopMatters article “The Perfect Lean, Mean, Macho Machine” (2008), journalist 

Michael Lanzagorta wryly observes, “[I]t is ironic that Die Hard, the quintessential 

symbol of modern action cinema, ultimately relies on an ultraconservative representation 

of evil by bringing back the villains from World War II, Germany and Japan.” 

 Yet if Japan has been historically viewed as a subordinate Axis power to 

Germany, Die Hard effectively reverses this equation by presenting Japan as the leading 

global threat to America. Interestingly, DeGovia seems to have initially desired to 

communicate this “reverse Axis” equation in an early version of the Nakatomi 

Corporation’s logo, which he designed to be “swastika-like” (Die Hard [Audio 

Commentary]). Ultimately opting for “an abstraction of a samurai helmet,” DeGovia  
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elected to convey the Nakatomi Corporation’s “warrior” status via this revamped logo,  

noting of its symbolic import, “You know, bad things are going to happen where this 

[logo] is” (Die Hard [Audio Commentary]). 

 Clearly seeking to emphasize Japan’s lengthy martial history, DeGovia also  

ensured that the Nakatomi building included a museum that was lined with samurai 

artifacts and ensconced by what he identifies as “battered walls taken from sixteenth 

century Japanese forts” (Die Hard [Audio Commentary]). By visually foregrounding 

Japan’s martial history in this manner, Die Hard implies that the Japanese view business 

as war. At the time of the film’s release, this notion had, of course, become firmly 

ingrained in the popular American mindset via such widely read news pieces as Theodore 

H. White’s New York Times article “The Danger from Japan” (1985) and Nicholas 

Valery’s Economist article “Clash of the Titans” (1986).   

 Intriguingly, the film contains two scenes that position this idea of a Japanese 

“business as war” philosophy in relation to Japan’s historic attack on Pearl Harbor. The 

first scene occurs when McClane meets Joe Takagi (James Shigeta), Holly’s Japanese 

American boss and the head of sales at the Nakatomi Plaza. Wryly commenting on the 

office Christmas Eve festivities, McClane remarks, “I didn’t realize they celebrated 

Christmas in Japan,” to which a bemused Takagi replies, “Pearl Harbor didn’t work out, 

so we got you with tape decks instead.” This overt reference to Pearl Harbor is later 

followed by a more covert one when the password to the Nakatomi Plaza’s vault is 

revealed as Akagi, which was the name of a Japanese destroyer that participated in the 

Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Taken together, both references imply that the Nakatomi 

Corporation is dedicated to waging business warfare against America in order to retaliate  
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for Japan’s defeat in WWII. 

 Troublingly, Die Hard situates Takagi in a suspect role within its implicitly 

xenophobic narrative. Although Takagi is an American citizen, we learn that he was born 

in Japan but immigrated to America, where he was subsequently interned during WWII. 

These details are revealed when Gruber begins citing the specifics of Takagi’s life as he  

attempts to locate him in a crowd of Nakatomi employees:  

Now, where is Mr. Takagi? Joseph Yoshinobu Takagi, born in Kyoto,  

Japan, 1937. Family immigrated to San Pedro, California, 1939. Interned  

Manzanar, 1942 to 43. Scholarship student University of California, 1955. 

Law degree, Stanford, 1962. MBA, Harvard, 1970. President, Nakatomi  

Corporation. Chairman, Nakatomi Investment Group.  

Bravely identifying himself, Takagi is later fatally shot in the head by Gruber when he 

refuses to disclose the password to the Nakatomi vault. Yet while Takagi insists that he 

doesn’t know this password, the film certainly primes us to suspect he might be lying. In 

accordance with Die Hard’s implicitly reactionary logistics, Takagi is, after all, not a 

“true” American citizen, but rather a Japanese immigrant who is potentially more 

invested in protecting the corporate interests of his homeland than he is in ensuring the 

safety of his American employees.  

Commenting on Die Hard’s implicit xenophobia in his essay “Movies and Images 

of Reality,” Deron Overpeck writes,  

[Takagi] . . . is an executive in a Japanese corporation that he freely, if  

sardonically, admits is invading America. More than forty years later, he  

has in effect become that which the internment camps were unjustly  
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created to contain: a Japanese sleeper agent, working to undermine 

American hegemony from within. He proudly represents an entity that 

through its power in the American economy directly threatens McClane’s 

control of his own family. (200) 

In essence, the film implies that both Takagi and the Nakatomi Corporation harbour deep 

resentments about Japan’s defeat in WWII.  

Die Hard and Heteropatriarchal Masculinity 

By positioning McClane as a beleaguered blue-collar hero whose marriage and 

values are threatened by the rise of a new global economic system, Die Hard channels the 

conservative cultural politics of the “Reagan Revolution,” which appealed to the 

confused laments of reactionary white men who feared that American heteromasculinity 

was undergoing a process of enervation. Taking note of this enervated masculinity theme 

in his entry on Die Hard in volume 1 of Movies in American History: An Encyclopedia 

(2011), Christopher Joseph Schaub writes, “Like many Reagan-era macho movies, Die 

Hard attempts to revitalize a traditional notion of American masculinity precipitated by 

defeat in Vietnam, the loss of manufacturing jobs, and the gradual encroachments of 

feminism” (127).53 

If, then, Die Hard constitutes a heteropatriarchal-inflected allegory for how Japan  

was supposedly emasculating America amidst a nascent era of global economic  

	
53 Although Schaub does not explicitly discuss the issue of race, we can assume that he is referring to white 
hegemonic conceptions of American heteromasculinity when he emphasizes how the film seeks to 
revitalize a “traditional notion of American masculinity” (126). For more specific examinations of the role 
of white heteromasculinity in Die Hard, see Maurice Yacowar’s Jump Cut essay, “Die Hard: The white 
man’s mythic invincibility” (1989), and Yvonne Tasker’s comments on the film in her chapter “Black 
Buddies and White Heroes” in her book Spectacular Bodies: Gender, Genre, and the Action Cinema 
(1993).     
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competition, it also channels American cultural anxieties about two occupational groups 

that found themselves in marked conflict during the 1980s: the blue-collar worker and the 

white-collar yuppie executive, who was associated with the rise of a finance-driven 

economy. As a blue-collar cop who has lost his wife to her executive position with the 

Nakatomi Corporation, McClane is a fish out of water when he first arrives at her office. 

Furthermore, when the thieves seize control of the building, McClane finds himself pitted 

against their leader, Gruber, who figures as a classically educated yuppie who executes 

his seizure of the Nakatomi Plaza with the sort of polite detachment and clinical formality 

more befitting of a corporate hostile takeover than a heist. 

Alluding to Gruber’s yuppie figuration in a 1988 Variety interview with journalist  

Todd McCarthy, McTiernan discussed how the character was significantly transformed 

from his original representation in Thorp’s novel, noting,  

In trying to lighten it [the script] up, we made the terrorists a little more  

upscale, and we fashioned Hans (the leader of the terrorists) differently  

once we had Bruce Willis. Originally, he’d been more downscale, a bit  

more typically an airline hijacker type. I liked the idea of imagining what 

would happen when one of those Baader-Meinhof types got tired of 

fighting his and others’ political battles and decided to show them what a 

real criminal is and applied his expertise to this act. (28) 

Played with sang froid perfection by the classically trained stage actor Alan Rickman, 

Gruber resonates as a comfortable member of a new cosmopolitan yuppie class. West 

German born, he speaks with a polished English accent and seems perfectly at home 

amidst the Nakatomi Plaza’s plush executive settings. Furthermore, Gruber has all the 
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trappings of a yuppie of the era, for as a former Marxist terrorist who has jettisoned his 

radical ideology in favour of raiding the free market, he seems like a type who would 

readily accede to Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history” thesis (see Chapter One, page 13).  

In achieving his “hostile takeover” of the Nakatomi Plaza, Gruber effectively  

takes over from Takagi and assumes the role of the building’s new executive leader.  

Certainly, Die Hard draws ready parallels between Gruber and Takagi. While riding in an  

elevator with Takagi to the boardroom floor, for example, Gruber compliments him on  

his sartorial choices, noting, “Nice suit. John Phillips, London. I have two myself. 

Rumour has it Arafat buys his there.” Later Gruber enjoys another sardonic exchange 

with Takagi while surveying a model of a Nakatomi project in Indonesia. When Takagi 

insists that the Nakatomi Corporation is going to “develop the region, not exploit it,” 

Gruber drily replies, “I believe you. I read the article in Forbes.” Having effectively 

demonstrated his executive prowess, Gruber remarks, “Mr. Takagi, I could talk about 

industrialization and men’s fashions all day, but I’m afraid work must intrude. .  . .”  

Yet if Die Hard establishes a connection between Takagi and Gruber, Gruber and 

McClane register as diametrically opposed individuals. Taking note of this juxtaposition 

in his essay “Die Hard and the American Mythos” (1991), Peter F. Parshall writes,  

Hans has had “the benefit of a classical education”; he speaks several  

languages and talks polished English; he has an organization of a dozen  

professionals [thieves] at his command. John [McClane] is an ordinary  

American, working class by speech and dress, uncomfortable in the  

cosmopolitan world, his only assets guts and determination and a quick  

mind. (141) 
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In this respect, Die Hard undoubtedly received a synergetic boost from the performance 

of Willis, whose working-class persona was then widely familiar to North American 

television audiences via his role in Moonlighting (1985-1989), in which he played the 

wisecracking private eye David Addison, whose picaresque nature was contrasted with  

the haute couture persona of his romantic interest, Maddie Hayes (Cybill Shepherd). 

Taken by surprise when Gruber and his men seize control of the Nakatomi Plaza 

as he is washing up in Holly’s office, McClane spends most of the film stripped down to 

a wife-beater undershirt and a pair of slacks sans socks. In essence, he figures as a 

hypermasculine fusion of virile blue-collar worker meets Leatherstocking-like “noble 

savage.”54 Whereas Gruber is developed as a vain, materialistic white-collar yuppie type 

who is implicitly aligned with the globalizing energies associated with Japanization, 

McClane figures as an atavistic specimen of rugged masculinity who is uncomfortable 

upon his arrival at Nakatomi Plaza and discernibly out of place amongst Holly’s co-

workers and Gruber and his stylized entourage.  

	
54 As Scott Miltenberger notes in his entry “Leatherstocking Tales” in American Masculinities: A 
Historical Encyclopedia (2003),  
 

James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales comprise five novels – The Pioneers 
(1827), The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The Prairie (1827), The Pathfinder (1840), and 
The Deerslayer (1841) – chronicling the adventures of the rugged frontiersman, Indian 
fighter, and British scout, Natty Bumppo. Bumppo, a white man raised among Native 
Americans, is skilled at survival and hunting on the frontier. He clears the way for 
western settlers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, though ultimately rejecting 
settlement for himself. Inspired by English tales of chivalric knights and the mythical 
exploits of the frontiersman Daniel Boone, and also troubled by the growth of the 
American republic, Cooper created in the character Natty Bumppo the archetypal 
American “Western” male hero, poised between a “natural” masculinity (expressed in 
Bumppo’s various nicknames) and “civilized” white Victorian manhood. The 
Leatherstocking Tales move back and forth in time, with each story revealing more about 
Natty Bumppo. In The Pioneers, Bumppo is seventy-seven-years old and known as 
“Leatherstocking.”. . . Cooper’s Natty Bumppo remains an enduring figure in American 
culture, and his influence can be seen in such figures as the Lone Ranger and Rambo – 
highly-skilled white men who straddle the line between savagery and civilization.  
 
                                                                                                                                (267-268) 
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Intriguingly, Die Hard presents all of the main characters who are attracted to the  

Nakatomi Plaza as skilled manipulators. Takagi, for example, is a shrewd corporate  

manager who specializes in the art of manipulation (he has an MBA from Harvard). 

Similarly, Gruber and his high-tech men are presented as being so slyly manipulative that 

they invoke the ruse of Left-wing terrorism to obscure their true quest of stealing the 

bonds. One might add to this equation Holly’s smarmy co-worker Ellis, who holds a key 

position with the Nakatomi Corporation as its head of international development. A slick 

yuppie who is shown trying to seduce Holly prior to McClane’s arrival at her office, Ellis 

attempts to negotiate with Hans, with whom he apparently identifies: “Hey, business is 

business. You use a gun. I use a fountain pen. What’s the difference?” Although Ellis 

quickly ends up dead when he proves to be of little use to Hans, his perception of Hans as 

fellow manipulator is clearly conveyed.  

As the decade that heralded the rise of globalization, the ’80s also witnessed a  

surge in the study of professional manipulation tactics via “a booming interest in business  

education” (Amdam 594) – an educational trend well captured within American popular 

culture of the era.55 Intimately interwoven with the idea of Japan, ’80s-era management 

studies frequently focused on Japanese managerial practices. As Min Chen observes in 

Asian Management Systems: Chinese, Japanese, and Korean Styles of Business (2004), 

“During the 1980s and part of the 1990s, there was a fashion in the West to learn from 

	
55	In the hit film comedy Risky Business (dir. Paul Brickman, 1983), the film’s teenage protagonist, Joel 
Goodson (Tom Cruise), desires neither to find himself nor to make a difference, but rather to gain 
admission to Princeton so he can study business economics. In Jay McInerney’s bestselling ’80s novel 
Bright Lights, Big City (1984), a cynical, aging editor advises the novel’s young protagonist to pursue an 
MBA, noting, “The new writing will be about technology, the global economy, the electronic ebb and flow 
of wealth.” (65). In his bestselling ’80s jeremiad The Closing of the American Mind (1987), the American 
philosopher and cultural critic Allan Bloom tersely remarks, “The effect of the MBA is to corral a horde of 
students who want to get into business school and put blinders on them, to legislate an illiberal, officially 
approved undergraduate program for them at the outset . . .” (370).	
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the Japanese management” (151). The ’80s was, after all, a decade that saw American 

bestseller lists dominated by such Japan-themed management books as Richard T. 

Pascale and Anthony G. Athos’s The Art of Japanese Management: Applications for 

American Executives (1981), William Ouchi’s Theory Z: How American Business Can 

Meet the Japanese Challenge (1981), and Kenichi Ohmae’s Beyond National Borders: 

Reflections on Japan and the World (1987).   

 In essence, Die Hard establishes Gruber, Ellis, and Takagi as white-collar  

manager-manipulators whose varied interests all coincide with globalization, a  

cultural and economic phenomenon that many Americans were prone to intuitively  

associate with Japanization at the time of the film’s release. Yet if McClane constitutes a 

fusion of blue-collar worker meets Leatherstocking-like “noble savage,” then Gruber, 

Ellis, and Takagi represent a different type of masculinity that is more comfortable 

coordinating logistics in the office than working the factory floor or exploring the 

wilderness. In this respect, the film champions a protagonist who embodies a form of 

masculinity that was clearly perceived as being in decline during the ’80s when American 

anxieties about deindustrialization and the rise of a yuppie managerial class ran high.56  

As the American sociologist Daniel Bell prophesied in his book The Coming of 

Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting (1973; 1976 ed.), late twentieth-

century America was fated to undergo an economic shift from the labour of 

manufacturing and production to that of service work involving information processing 

and the manipulation of symbols: “A post-industrial society is based on services. . . . 

	
56	As Pulitzer Prize-winning journalists Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steele observe in their book 
America: What Went Wrong (1992), “All through the 1970s and 1980s, American colleges and universities 
turned out even larger numbers of MBAs, a process that coincided with the steady erosion of the country’s 
once dominant manufacturing base” (99). 
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What counts is not raw muscle power, or energy, but information. The central person is 

the professional, for he is equipped, by his education and training, to provide the kinds of 

skill that are increasingly demanded in the post-industrial society” (127). As Bell 

theorized, this economic shift would disrupt traditional familial norms as a new 

university-educated class of professionalized white-collar men and women entered the 

workforce:  

Work in the industrial sector (e.g., the factory) has largely been men’s  

work, from which women have largely been excluded. Work in the post- 

industrial sector (e.g., human services) provides expanded employment  

opportunities for women. For the first time, one can say that women have  

a secure base for economic independence. One sees this in the steadily  

rising currents of women’s participation in the labor force, in the number  

of families . . . that have more than one regular wage earner, and in the  

rising incidence of divorce as women increasingly feel less dependent,  

economically, on men. (xvii)   

Notably, Bell suggested that this scenario entailed a fundamental dilemma for traditional 

American gender norms. After all, if America’s future lay in a professionalized class of 

male and female white-collar service and information workers, then what was to become 

of the working-class male whose conception of his manhood was rooted in – to borrow 

Bell’s phrase – “raw muscle power” (127)?  

As the most notable beneficiaries of the post-WWII truce between capital and  

labour that had effectively elevated the working class to the middle class, white working- 

class men were the most vocal critics of the burgeoning deindustrialization phenomenon  
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of the ’80s. Discussing this issue in his book Angry White Men: American Masculinity  

and the End of an Era (2013), American sociologist Michael Kimmel observes, 

The downwardly mobile lower middle class has more than just its 

economic position at stake; the class is defined by its economic autonomy. 

It is this group who has lost the most over the past half century, and 

particularly since the 1980s, when outsourcing of manufacturing jobs was  

paralleled by the most extensive farm crisis since the Dust Bowl years.              

                                                                                                                 (22) 

As Kimmel emphasizes, it is “this group – native born, white, middle class – that had  

bought most deeply into the American Dream of upward mobility, or at least of holding  

the [economic] line” (23). By establishing McClane as a sort of atavistic throwback, Die 

Hard appeals to the reactionary sentiments of white heteropatriarchal populism. As a 

blue-collar hero entrapped within Nakatomi Plaza’s white-collar world, McClane is 

clearly out of place amidst a new yuppie managerial class. In this regard, his virile 

resistance to Gruber and his men contrasts sharply with the reaction of Ellis, who 

attempts to “negotiate” – a management buzzword of the ’80s – with Gruber. In short, 

while McClane is figured as a reactionary yet sincere man who is committed to firm 

principles, Ellis is established as a spineless appeaser and conciliator. 

 Although Die Hard also aligns Gruber and Takagi with a white-collar managerial 

ethos, the film implies that both these men have maintained some semblance of a 

connection to martial principles. Takagi, for example, embraces a business-as-war 

philosophy, which he clearly alludes to via his quip to McClane: “Pearl Harbor didn’t  

work out, so we got you with tape decks instead.” Similarly, Gruber has a past rooted in  
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extreme violence, which means he is willing to break from managerial politesse and 

resort to violent means when necessary. Shortly after Ellis equates his use of a fountain 

pen with Gruber’s use of a gun, he quickly finds out that there is indeed a difference 

when Gruber shoots him dead.    

 In accordance with Die Hard’s reactionary heteropatriarchal dynamics, McClane  

demonstrates his virility through violent acts that will ultimately liberate him and Holly 

from Hans and the Nakatomi Plaza, thereby resulting in the reunification of their family 

and the effective restoration of McClane’s heteropatriarchal authority. In this respect, we 

must again return to the symbolic notion of the Nakatomi Plaza as a phallically imbued 

Tower of Babel that represents Japan’s foreign “penetration” of America. The real villain 

in Die Hard, after all, is not the parasite Gruber but rather the host Japan, for during 

McClane’s one-man quest to liberate Holly and her colleagues from the Nakatomi Plaza, 

this Japanese-owned building is progressively destroyed. In order to better understand 

Die Hard’s heteropatriarchal logistics, however, it is useful to explore the mythic concept 

of the American frontier and its relationship to a form of ’80s-era cultural politics known 

as “regressive modernization.”   

Frontier Dynamics and “Golden Age” Thinking: Die Hard and Regressive Modernization 

 Ideas of the American frontier have been archetypally ingrained in the American 

social psyche ever since historian Frederick Jackson Turner promulgated this historical 

mythology in his famed essay, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” 

(1893), which he delivered in 1893 at a special meeting of the American Historical 

Association at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Illinois. Positing that a 

distinct American character of rugged heteromasculine identity had been formed in the 
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pioneering drive for westward expansion across the North American frontier, Turner – 

disregarding a lengthy history of Indigenous dispossession and genocide – proclaimed the 

era of “free” land over amidst the rise of a modern industrial America (Turner 1-5).  

 Yet if Turner’s thesis established the idea that the frontier had bequeathed an 

inveterately individualistic form of American heteromasculine identity, it also triggered 

national anxieties about what would become of American masculinity now that the era of 

the frontier had been declared over. As Walter F. Bell notes in his entry on “Imperialism” 

in American Masculinities: A Historical Encyclopedia (2003),  

The image of the North American frontier as a cradle of American  

democracy and a proving ground for young American men to prove their  

masculinity (a thesis espoused by the historian Frederick Jackson Turner  

in 1893) sparked concerns among white men at the end of the nineteenth  

century that an important source of American manhood had disappeared.  

For this new generation and its leaders, the disappearance of the strenuous  

labor of frontier life, and of the male icons associated with that labor (e.g.,  

the yeoman farmer, the independent artisan, the frontiersman, the hunter, 

the Indian fighter), left them with few models of manhood and few 

chances to prove themselves either as provider or protector. (226)    

Given this information, it is unsurprising to find that the advent of the American motion 

picture during the early twentieth century had witnessed the popularization of the macho 

Western film genre via director Edwin S. Porter’s short silent film The Great Train 

Robbery (1903). As John Belton notes in American Cinema/American Culture (2013), 

“For over forty years, from 1926 to 1967, Hollywood produced more Westerns than any 
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other kind of film. During these years, roughly one quarter of all Hollywood films were 

Westerns and, though no statistics exist for years prior to 1926, Westerns similarly 

dominated American silent film production” (243). 

 Imbued with notable metatextual dynamics, Die Hard is highly attuned to the  

mythic significance of the American frontier and its representation in the Hollywood  

Western, for the film consciously evokes this filmic genre in order to develop its  

narrative. As noted in the Die Hard DVD commentary, for example, McTiernan’s film is  

stylistically indebted to director Fred Zinnemann’s 1952 Western classic, High Noon:  

McTiernan often frames Willis near the left margin of the frame. It  

deprives him of power [underscoring how he is dwarfed by his Nakatomi 

surroundings], as the right third of the frame is often considered the more 

powerful side. Director Fred Zinnemann used this technique when  

framing Gary Cooper in High Noon. (Die Hard [Text Commentary]) 

By playfully alluding to the Hollywood Western genre, Die Hard emphasizes the 

inherent class antagonism that exists between Gruber’s cosmopolitan elitism and 

McClane’s traditionalist American patriotism.  

In what has since been established as one of the film’s most iconic scenes, 

McClane and Gruber engage in the following exchange:    

GRUBER. You know my name, but who are you? Just another American,  

who saw too many movies as a child? Another orphan of a 

bankrupt culture, who thinks he’s John Wayne, Rambo [a 

Leatherstocking-like figure], Marshal Dillon? 
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MCCLANE. I was always kind of partial to Roy Rogers, actually. I liked  

those sequined shirts.  

GRUBER. Do you really think you have a chance against us, Mr.  

Cowboy? 

MCCLANE. Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker.    

In essence, the film underscores McClane’s rugged hypermasculinity by highlighting his 

affinity for the Western genre. Discussing the intrinsic connection between this genre and 

heteromasculinity in his book Westerns: Making the Man in Fiction and Film (1996), 

American literature professor Lee Clark Mitchell notes how the Western is deeply 

concerned with “the problem of what it means to be a man” (3).    

 Firmly identifying with a Roy Rogers persona in the wake of his exchange with  

Gruber, McClane essentially assumes a “cowboy” identity from this point onwards in the  

film. When he forms a bond with the on-the-ground black LAPD sergeant Al Powell  

(Reginald VelJohnson) via radio communication, for example, he adopts the name Roy as 

his alias. Commenting on this aspect of the film in his book Action Speaks Louder: 

Violence, Spectacle, and the American Movie (2007), cultural critic Eric Lichtenfeld  

writes, “McClane, recognizing how his predicament recalls the Westerns of his youth, 

tells Al to call him ‘Roy’, as in Roy Rogers” (164). By riffing on the Hollywood 

Western, Die Hard projects back to McClane’s “golden age” youth of the late 1950s and 

early 1960s. As a man in his apparent mid-thirties, McClane’s formative childhood years 

were presumably influenced by a filmic and televisual diet composed of John Wayne 

Western films and CBS airings and reruns of The Roy Rogers Show (1951-1957) and 

Gunsmoke (1955-1975).  
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In this respect, Die Hard establishes itself as a discernible work of Reaganite  

cinema, for Reagan’s presidential persona was defined not just by his cultivation of a  

maverick cowboy-frontiersman image, but also by America’s post-WWII “golden age” 

era of “Father Knows Best” heteropatriarchy. Moreover, by resurrecting America’s 

imagined past of the frontier and its specific representation in American popular culture 

of the ’50s, Die Hard effectively assumes its place as a staple of popular ’80s American  

film. As Fredric Jameson observes in Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism (1991), one of the defining characteristics of late twentieth-century 

Hollywood cinema is its nostalgic desire to return to the imagined past and idealized 

culture of the 1950s, which “remain the privileged lost object of [American] desire” (19). 

In this regard, Die Hard aligns itself with the neoconservative strategy of  

regressive modernization, which defined the political administrations of both President  

Reagan (1981-1989) and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (1979-1990). As first 

coined and defined by Stuart Hall in his essay “Gramsci and Us” (1987), regressive 

modernization constitutes the cultural-political process via which Thatcher resurrected 

Britain’s fabled Victorian past in order to realize Britain’s neoliberal future:  

You can’t be going anywhere but backwards to hold up before the British 

people, at the end of the 20th century, that the best the future holds for 

them is to become, for a second time, “Eminent Victorians”. . . . It’s a 

form of regressive modernization. (164)  

By projecting back to the Victorian energies of free market liberalism and entrepreneurial 

industriousness, Thatcher craftily mobilized support to dismantle the core tenets of the  
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British post-WWII social welfare state in order to realize Britain’s future of neoliberal  

(post)modernity. 

 Although Hall had exclusively associated regressive modernization with 

Thatcherism, the Reagan administration had its own unique regressive modernization 

strategies for leading America away from its New Deal-bequeathed social welfare 

provisions. In Reagan’s case, regressive modernization was accomplished by projecting 

back to the individualistic mythology of America’s Western frontier, as well as the 

American “golden age” of the ’50s and early ’60s, which had existed prior to the 

countercultural wars that would divide America’s fathers from its sons. In this sense, 

Reagan assumed a presidential role of immense importance, for aside from wielding a  

deft form of cultural politics through which he often cultivated the image of a frontier-

like cowboy, he was also a familiar face from America’s “golden age” of television when 

he had been host of CBS’s General Electric Theater (1953-1962) and the syndicated  

Western anthology series Death Valley Days (1964-1965).57     

 Intriguingly, Die Hard seems to channel core aspects of Reaganite regressive 

modernization strategies in order to alleviate the very “Japanization anxiety” it embodies. 

By drawing historical allusions to America’s nineteenth-century frontier era and its post-

WWII “golden age,” the film projects back to two mythic periods in US history that had  

	
57 Reagan’s distinct regressive modernization approach was reflected in popular American cinema of the 
’80s. Commenting on this Reaganite filmic phenomenon in American Cinema/American Culture (2013), 
John Belton writes, “[A] number of films, in particular the highly successful Back to the Future series 
(1985, 1989, 1990) and Peggy Sue Got Married (1986), feature characters who return to the ‘golden age’ of 
the 1950s (and to other time periods) and come back to the present full of the promise and spirit of this 
idyllic past, reenergized and ready to confront the future” (390). In this respect, Back to the Future (dir. 
Robert Zemeckis, 1985) crystallizes Reaganite regressive modernization and its connection to both 
America’s frontier era and its post-WWII “golden age,” for when the film’s protagonist, Marty McFly, 
travels back to 1955, the film playing at the local movie theatre is the Ronald Reagan Western Cattle 
Queen of Montana (dir. Allan Dwan, 1954). 
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witnessed America assume dominant hegemonic relations with Japan. The era of  

American frontier expansionism, for example, had witnessed America assume an early 

hegemonic trade relationship with Japan. It was in the wake of California’s official 

incorporation into the US in 1850 that Commodore Matthew Perry made his 1853 

militarist naval arrival in Japan, which led to the forced opening of trade with this 

hitherto isolationist country via the 1854 Treaty of Kanagawa. As for Die Hard’s 

connection to America’s “golden age” of the ’50s, the film projects back to America’s  

’50s-era media representations of the frontier via allusions to High Noon and CBS’s  

The Roy Rogers Show and Gunsmoke, which constitute pop culture byproducts of an  

early post-WWII period when America had assumed totalizing hegemonic control over a  

vanquished Japan.  

By identifying with Roy Rogers, McClane associates himself with an unqualified  

hero of the “golden age” Western, thereby simultaneously resurrecting America’s historic 

cultural mythology of the frontier. In the ensuing battle that subsequently plays out 

between McClane and the thieves, the film relies on the elemental conflict of “good vs. 

evil” that was essential to so many pre-revisionist Hollywood Westerns. The carnage that 

McClane inflicts on this faux terrorist ensemble is really a sideshow, however, given that 

the ultimate villain in Die Hard is the Japanese-owned Nakatomi Plaza. Accordingly, this 

“evil” Tower of Babel undergoes an incremental process of destruction that opens up a 

new frontier of hope for McClane. Suffering extensive damage due to McClane’s 

ongoing battle with Hans and his associates, the Nakatomi building is treated to a final 

act of symbolic castration when Hans detonates its roof, thereby completing the violence 

that has been directed towards this structure throughout the course of the film.  
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Papering the Cracks: From “Mourning America” to “Morning in America” 

 If one seriously considers the core plot dynamics that define Die Hard, it becomes 

readily apparent that the film’s beginning is overshadowed by a discernible “mourning 

America”-style lament for a supposed lost “golden age.” To this end, the film presents 

McClane as a beleaguered white male whose nuclear family has been torn asunder by the 

changing cultural politics of a globalizing America. In order to achieve a resolution 

amenable to its reactionary white heteropatriarchal logistics, the film restores McClane’s 

heteropatriarchy by essentially championing a transition from a state of “mourning 

America” to one in which it is once again – to borrow a pithy Reaganite catchphrase – 

“morning in America” for white heteromasculinity.58    

 In order to facilitate this narrative resolution, the film sees McClane 

systematically taking out the thieves until he is pitted against Gruber and his remaining 

accomplice, Eddie (Dennis Hayden), in a Western-style showdown. Left with only two 

bullets in his semi-automatic Beretta 92F handgun, McClane has improvised and duct-

taped it to his back so that it is concealed. Facing Gruber, who has Holly in his grasp, 

McClane once again sardonically riffs with him about High Noon and the Hollywood 

Western genre: 

  GRUBER. Still the cowboy, Mr. McClane. Americans, all alike. Well, this  

time John Wayne does not walk off into the sunset with Grace 

Kelly. 

  MCCLANE. That was Gary Cooper, asshole.  

	
58 The phrase “morning in America” was used by Reagan during his 1984 presidential campaign. As John 
Belton notes in American Cinema/American Culture (2013), “The 1984 Republican campaign theme 
attempted to tell Americans that they were about to witness a new beginning, an economic and spiritual 
rebirth” (389). 
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  GRUBER. Enough jokes.  

  MCCLANE. You’d have made a good cowboy yourself, Hans. 

  GRUBER. Oh, yeah. What was it you said to me before? Yippee-ki-yay,  

   motherfucker.  

Breaking into laughter about this quip with Gruber and Eddie in a bizarre moment of 

homosocial bonding, McClane suddenly pulls his gun and shoots them both. Blowing the 

smoke from his pistol, he finishes his Western riff by remarking, “Happy trails, Hans.” 

 Yet Die Hard does not end on this note, for as Gruber crashes through the thirtieth 

floor glass window that he happens to be standing in front of, he grabs hold of Holly’s 

left wrist and pulls her towards him. This is a crucial scene in Die Hard that underscores 

its overarching “Japanization anxiety,” for in grabbing Holly’s wrist, Gruber catches hold 

of the clasp of the Rolex that the Nakatomi Corporation has presented to her. As has been 

established, this watch can be interpreted as a symbol of how Holly has jettisoned her 

marriage in order to become “engaged” to her work with the Nakatomi Corporation. In 

this respect, Gruber’s grasp of the watch can be read as reinforcing how Gruber is a 

minor parasite who clings to the central host contagion of the Nakatomi Plaza. As 

Parshall notes, “The fact that Hans clings so tightly to Holly’s Rolex watch suggests a 

connection between him and the [Japanese] corporate world it represents” (139). It is 

only when McClane manages to unleash the clasp of Holly’s Nakatomi-bequeathed 

Rolex that she is freed from the grasp of the parasite-like Gruber, who falls to his death.59 

	
59 Interestingly, production designer Jackson DeGovia has noted how he originally wished to see Gruber’s 
fall end with him being “speared” on the pointed top of a statue of the Nakatomi Corporation’s samurai-
helmet-inspired logo (Die Hard [Audio Commentary]). Surely, this reveals volumes about the film’s 
inherent “Japanization anxiety,” for had this scene been included in the film, it would have drawn further 
attention to how Gruber constitutes a parasite whose attraction to the host-like contagion of the Nakatomi 
Plaza ultimately results in his demise. 
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 Subsequently exiting the building with Holly, McClane is met by a crowd of  

reporters and police officers who are waiting in the Nakatomi Plaza’s courtyard. One of  

these police officers is Powell, whom McClane intuitively picks out in the crowd. After 

the two men embrace in a moment that further reinforces the film’s homosocial 

dynamics, McClane introduces his wife to Powell by her maiden name of Holly Gennaro, 

only to have her chime in and reclaim her married name by identifying herself as Holly 

McClane. In essence, the scene underscores how Holly has essentially come to reject her 

“engagement” to her career at the now castrated Nakatomi Plaza in order to return to her 

marriage and resubmit herself to her husband’s authority. This idea is further reinforced 

when Powell remarks to Holly, “Hello, Holly. You got yourself a good man. You take  

good care of him.”  

 Yet if Die Hard is a heteropatriarchal fantasy, it is one of distinctly white- 

inflected connotations. Accordingly, McClane is established as the dominant white male 

role model, whose virile acts ultimately reinvigorate the black Powell. In accordance with 

the film’s macho logistics, Powell is initially established as a castrated figure given that 

he is working as a “desk duty” police officer who has chosen office work over the streets 

in the wake of accidentally shooting and killing a thirteen-year-old youth who was 

carrying a toy gun: “Anyway, I just couldn’t bring myself to draw my gun on anybody 

again.” Yet Powell is offered the opportunity to reclaim his heteromasculinity in a 

phallically charged scene that occurs in the final minutes of the film when Gruber’s chief 

henchman, Karl (Alexander Godunov), suddenly emerges from the Nakatomi Plaza with 

a rifle in his hands. Focusing extensively on the barrel of Powell’s revolver, the camera 

follows Powell as he fires four shots into Karl before finishing him off with a fifth and 
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final pseudo-ejaculatory “boom.” Looking at Powell in the wake of this incident, 

McClane betrays an awed expression that signifies his approval.  

 Further underscoring Die Hard’s problematic racial dynamics is the film’s closing  

scene, in which McClane and his wife retreat to a waiting limousine driven by Argyle 

(De’voreaux White), the young black chauffer who originally picked up McClane at the 

airport and drove him to the Nakatomi Plaza. Having been locked in the building’s 

underground parking garage throughout the violent mayhem, Argyle drives the limo 

through the garage gates in the wake of Powell’s takedown of Karl. Climbing into the 

backseat of the limo, McClane and Holly kiss as Argyle drives them away. Yet while the 

film closes to the score of Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne’s “Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let  

It Snow!” (1945), a more apt song might have been the Irving Berlin tune “White 

Christmas” (1942). 

 What is both most notable and most troubling about Die Hard’s narrative is how 

it resolves all of its key plot tensions in the wake of the Nakatomi Plaza’s symbolic 

castration. Once this Japanese-owned building is structurally decimated, a sense of white 

heteropatriarchal order is restored to the film’s fictive American universe: The 

decimation of the foreign corporate building is intertwined with the elimination of Gruber 

and his cosmopolitan crew; McClane is reunited with his wife, who has reclaimed her 

married name; and Powell has learned to be a “man” again through his homosocial 

bonding with the “great white” McClane, whose violent acts have inspired him to reclaim 

his heteromasculinity via an act of violent self-actualization. Can there be any more 

perfect complement to this delusional white heteropatriarchal fantasy than the fact that 

McClane and his wife are driven away by a black chauffer? In essence, Die Hard is the 
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perfect film of the late Reagan era. Presumably, Christmas Day will see McClane awake 

in a suburban home with his reconvened nuclear family. It will once again be “morning in 

America.”  

Parting Reflections 

 In offering this extensive analysis of how Die Hard harnesses “Japanization  

anxiety” as a key focalizing lens through which reactionary white heteropatriarchal 

concerns about globalization are explored, I do not mean to take away from the inherent 

viewing pleasure afforded by the film. To be sure, Die Hard is an action film classic that 

has deservedly secured a place within the annals of American cinematic history. Yet, in 

acknowledging the inherent viewing pleasure afforded by the film, I am also wary of how 

it is structured around a discernibly postmodern narrative that was likely designed to 

appeal to at least two different registers of interpretation. Taken at surface value, the film 

obviously sought to exploit reactionary anxieties about Japan’s ’80s-era economic 

empowerment. Read on an alternate level of subversive postmodern irony, however, Die 

Hard can be construed as a metatextually imbued satire of the very hypermasculine  

culture of red-blooded Americana itself.  

 In making these observations, I am reminded of cultural theorist John Fiske’s 

problematic theorization of “producerly” texts in his book Understanding Popular 

Culture (1989). Building on Roland Barthes’s theorization of the difference between 

“readerly” and “writerly” texts in S/Z (1970), Fiske theorizes the notion of the 

“producerly text,” which remains open to the productive interpretative capacities of select 

readers who possess the ability to resist “dominant ideology”:  

  The producerly text has the accessibility of a readerly one, and can  
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  theoretically be read in that easy way by those of its readers who are  

  comfortably accommodated within the dominant ideology (if any such  

  readers exist, do oil magnates watch Dallas?), but it also has the openness  

  of the writerly. The difference is it does not require this writerly activity,  

  nor does it set the rules to control it. Rather, it offers itself up to popular  

  production; it exposes, however reluctantly, the vulnerabilities,  

  limitations, and weakness of its preferred meanings; it contains, while  

  attempting to repress them, voices that contradict the ones it prefers; it has  

  loose ends that escape its control, its meanings exceed its own power to  

  discipline them, its gaps are wide enough for whole new texts to be  

  produced in them – it is, in a very real sense, beyond its own control. (104) 

Yet as ostensibly progressive as Fiske’s theory of the “producerly text” might initially  

seem, it runs the potential risk of privileging the interpretive capacities of select readers.  

In this respect, Fiske borders on being inadvertently elitist, for he fails to consider how 

those most likely to exercise such interpretive agency are likely to be either highly 

experienced readers or members of a university-educated class who have received the 

benefit of formal training in critical analysis and exegesis.  

 Certainly, the Die Hard DVD commentary sheds interesting light on the apparent  

duality of meaning that inheres in Die Hard’s narrative. Essentially discussing how the 

film channels the US “Japanization anxiety” of its era of production, de Souza 

retrospectively remarks, “If there’s something in here that’s a reflection of the American 

mood at that time it’s that this Japanese company has bought this American company. 

This was at the height of American paranoia about foreign ownership and losing our 
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landmarks like Radio City Music Hall to the Japanese” (Die Hard [Text Commentary]). 

Yet in having essentially acknowledged how Die Hard sought to commercially exploit 

these reactionary American fears, de Souza immediately qualifies his comments by 

noting, “And it’s very funny, because the group with the greatest foreign ownership of 

American property and enterprise remains what it’s been for centuries: the Dutch. But we 

don’t sit around worrying about those insidious, sneaky Dutch! We don’t worry about the 

‘chocolate peril’” (Die Hard [Text Commentary]).  

 In making these comments, de Souza reveals precisely what makes Die Hard such 

a problematic work of popular entertainment. While on the one hand acknowledging how 

the film registers the US “Japanization anxiety” of its era of production, he 

simultaneously expresses a lucid recognition of how absurd these fears were by jokingly 

associating the notion of a Japanese “yellow peril” with something as ridiculous as a 

Dutch “chocolate peril.” In essence, de Souza is acknowledging how the screenplay he 

co-wrote was crafted to exploit America’s Reagan-Bush era paranoia about Japan’s 

economic empowerment. Embedded within these comments, there is, of course, a 

discernible elitism, for de Souza is essentially indicating how he possesses a critical 

acumen that distanced him from the very mass American anxieties he had sought to 

exploit when working on Die Hard.  

 This is where the key paradox surrounding the “ethics” of the film inheres, for as  

a popular film of the late ’80s, Die Hard was clearly exploiting reactionary populist 

American anxieties that one of its main creative sources found to be patently absurd. 

What does this say about the film itself? Moreover, what does it reveal about Die Hard’s 

key creative sources and the manner in which they apparently crafted the film to cater to 
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differing registers of interpretation? By “reflecting” reactionary American anxieties about 

Japan’s ’80s-era economic empowerment, Die Hard appears to have been crafted to 

deliberately exploit the confused views of a sizable demographic. That said, the film was 

also potentially appealing to a minority of critically discerning “cosmopolitan” viewers, 

who would likely interpret it as an ironic satire of reactionary American nationalism. In 

this sense, the overall “ethics” of the film become questionable, not just in relation to its 

capitalist mandate to make a profit, but also in relation to its apparent latent disdain for a 

sizable portion of the mass audience it was targeting. 

 In this regard, I am reminded of Richard Hoggart’s critical comments on post-

WWII British popular culture in his book The Uses of Literacy (1957). Expressing 

anxiety about the faux working-class values that were then being manipulatively 

propagated by white-collar cultural workers bent on targeting a new, economically 

empowered British working class, Hoggart writes,   

  The emphasis on the virtues of the ordinary man, as more “real”, more  

  shrewd and honest than others is being developed, here as elsewhere, into  

  a form of snobbery. All men are equally good, but plain folks are better 

  than others, to adopt a phrase of George Orwell’s. The really important  

  thing, it is suggested, is to be friendly, to be “one of us”. This is  

  neighbourliness spilling over into an undefined weak communalism,  

  acquiring its communalism only from a general agreement that all shall be  

  proud to be weak together; “friendliness of” as of peas finding pride in  

  being so like other peas, or of hens talking of the “nice” spirit of the  

  battery. So one is invited to sing, “Come in, Neighbour”, or, “Ain’t it  
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grand to have good neighbours?” (the old world must still be used since it 

carries valuable overtones). Home therefore becomes more important than 

ever, becomes a soft but back-slapping retreat, with a large mat at the door  

  saying a bright “welcome” to all good types. No doubt some enterprising  

  salesman will soon produce a door-mat inscribed “pals only” or “Cum in,  

  lads and lasses”, since to be a pal seems the only condition of entry into  

  houses celebrated in a hundred songs of this type. (203)  

If we extrapolate from Hoggart’s observations, we can divine a similar pattern of cultural 

manipulation at work in Die Hard. In presenting McClane as a red-blooded American 

hero, the film was presumably crafted to target the reactionary anxieties of a blue-collar 

“Reagan Democrat” demographic that felt threatened by the prospect of American 

deindustrialization and its relationship to economic globalization. 

 If we engage in a casual examination of the key creative ensemble responsible for  

making Die Hard, it becomes apparent that they constitute a privileged group of cultural 

workers. Director John McTiernan, for example, graduated from Exeter and attended 

Julliard before earning an undergraduate degree from SUNY and an MFA from the AFI 

Conservatory. Screenwriter Jeb Stuart earned a BA and an MA at the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill, as well as an MA in Communications from Stanford University; 

his co-screenwriter, Steven E. de Souza, earned a BA at Pennsylvania State University 

where he was a student of Anglo-American science fiction writer Philip Klass (pseud. 

William Tenn). In elaborating on the stylistic influences that helped shaped Die Hard, 

production designer Jackson DeGovia, who attended the University of San Francisco, 

peppers the film’s DVD audio commentary with esoteric references to such varied “high 
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culture” matters as structuralist aesthetics, German surrealism, and the modernist 

architecture of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and the Bauhaus school.  

 Given their shared cultural and educational capital, critical awareness, and  

presumable socioeconomic privilege, Die Hard’s core creative team seems to have stood 

far apart from the “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon of the ’80s and its alignment with 

“Japan-bashing.” Rather than making a popular film imbued with a progressive cultural 

politics, Die Hard’s core creative team instead opted to both patronizingly address and 

subversively mock the confused cultural politics of a sizable demographic of the mass 

American audience that the film was targeting. Evaluated from a critical position of  

hermeneutic ethics, Die Hard reveals itself to be a problematic text.  

 As an alternative example of a Hollywood film of the late ’80s that possesses a  

progressive cultural-political agenda oriented towards a sincere engagement with its  

audience, I would point to writer-director John Carpenter’s science fiction classic They  

Live (1988), which was released the same year as Die Hard. Rather than depicting 

America’s ’80s-era socioeconomic ills as emanating from a foreign national presence like 

Japan, They Live tells the story of a homeless construction worker who discovers that 

America’s ruling class of politicians and corporate leaders constitute an evil 

extraterrestrial species, which is bent on controlling working Americans via subliminal 

media messages that compel them to conform, consume, marry, and reproduce.   

 Praising They Live in the 2012 documentary film The Pervert’s Guide to 

Ideology, Slavoj Žižek cites it as “one of the forgotten masterpieces of the Hollywood 

New Left” (The Pervert’s Guide to Ideology). Certainly, the film is today generally 

overlooked in critical discussions of popular American cinema of the ’80s. In Taschen’s 
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retrospective film compendiums Movies of the 80s (2002) and Best Movies of the 80s 

(2005), for example, Die Hard receives extensive coverage, whereas They Live is denied 

an independent entry (see Müller). Yet while Die Hard was made for the then notable 

sum of $28 million and went on to become one of the top-grossing films of 1988 by 

earning $83 million at the North American box office alone (“Die Hard (1988) – Box 

Office Mojo”), They Live was budgeted at around $3 million and grossed $13 million in 

North America (“They Live (1988) – Box Office Mojo”) – paltry earnings when compared 

to Die Hard, but a substantial return on investment when one considers that They Live 

earned over four times what it cost to make.  

 In comparing these economic figures, I cannot help but ponder what type of  

financial success and cultural impact They Live might have achieved had it been afforded 

the same production and advertising budget as Die Hard. Moreover, I am also prone to 

wonder if Hollywood is more likely to exploitatively “reflect” reactionary popular 

currents in its more overtly generic fare (i.e., action, comedy, horror, and science fiction 

films) than it is to attempt a critical interrogation of them. Grim as famed American 

cultural critic Dwight Macdonald may be in critiquing American popular culture in his 

classic article “A Theory of Mass Culture” (1953), there is considerable insight to his  

blunt contention that such fare is simply “fabricated by technicians hired by  

businessmen” (60) bent on making a profit. To this end, I am again reminded of 

Hollywood producer Don Simpson’s candid summary of Hollywood ethics, or rather the 

lack thereof: “We have no obligation to make art. We have no obligation to make a 

statement. To make money is our only objective” (qtd. in Thompson 91-92). Indeed, even 
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a supposedly “uncritical” cultural populist like John Fiske (see McGuigan 70)60 has 

acknowledged that while popular culture may possess a “progressive potential,” its 

“politics are full of contradictions” that “under some historical and social conditions, may  

be reactionary” (Fiske 177). 

 Certainly, Die Hard’s basic strategy of commercially exploiting reactionary  

American anxieties about globalization seems to have proved a winning foundational 

formula, for this strategy has been replicated by all of the film’s profitable sequels. In Die 

Hard 2: Die Harder (dir. Renny Harlin, 1990), McClane is trapped at Washington Dulles 

International Airport on Christmas Eve when a corrupt former US Special Forces colonel 

(William Sadler) and former members of his unit seize the airport to liberate a South 

American dictator and drug lord (Franco Nero) who is being extradited to the US. In Die 

Hard with a Vengeance (dir. John McTiernan, 1995), McClane is pitted against Hans 

Gruber’s mercenary brother, Simon Peter Gruber (Jeremy Irons), and his henchmen, who 

have planned a series of terrorist attacks throughout NYC to distract from their ultimate 

goal of robbing the city’s Federal Reserve Bank. In Live Free or Die Hard (dir. Len 

Wiseman, 2007), an obvious titular adaptation of New Hampshire’s famed state motto, 

“Live Free or Die,” McClane sets out to stop a former US Department of Defense agent 

(Timothy Olyphant) and his team of cyber-terrorists from crippling America’s techno-

economic infrastructure via a cyber-attack. Finally, in the most recent Die Hard sequel,  

A Good Day to Die Hard (dir. John Moore, 2013), McClane and his CIA operative son, 

John McClane, Jr. (Jai Courtney), team up to prevent a former Russian oligarch 

(Sebastian Koch) and his cabal of Russian gangster-terrorists from pulling off a nuclear  

	
60 In his book Cultural Populism (1992), communications and cultural studies scholar Jim McGuigan 
associates the work of John Fiske with an academic “drift into uncritical [cultural] populism” (70-75). 
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weapons heist in a corrupt Russia.  

 Clearly, all of these films address varied American anxieties about globalization 

that emanate from their corresponding periods of production: Die Hard 2 reflects 

American anxieties about South American drug trafficking; Die Hard with a Vengeance  

reflects American anxieties about foreign and domestic terrorism in a post-Soviet  

geopolitical arena;61 Live Free or Die Hard reflects American anxieties about domestic 

vulnerability to cyber-terrorism and cyber-warfare in a globally “wired” world of 

technocapitalism; and A Good Day to Die Hard reflects American anxieties about a  

potential “new Cold War” with Russia. 

 In short, Die Hard and its sequels all proffer visions of an America threatened by 

foreign parties and/or treacherous unpatriotic elements from within. In essence, these 

films all seem linked by their overarching pseudo-fascist imaginaries. Faced with various 

global threats, McClane is always established as the average white joe or “little man” 

who must take action so that order can be restored and America can be made safe again.62  

Commenting on this narrative pattern in relation to the news that a Die Hard origin story 

is now apparently in the works, cultural critic Noah Berlatsky sums up the basic narrative 

formula for the Die Hard series as follows: “John’s a throwback. He’s the standard, the 

regular fella, staring at the progressive future with skepticism and those Bruce Willis 

pursed lips” (Berlatsky, “We Don’t Need a Die Hard ‘origin’ story”). 

	
61	As Tony Shaw points out in Cinematic Terror: A Global History of Terrorism on Film (2015), Die Hard 
with a Vengeance (1995) was released in the wake of al-Qaeda’s bombing of the New York World Trade 
Centre in February 1993 and Timothy McVeigh’s bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Reserve 
Building in Oklahoma City in April 1995.  
 
62	Building on observations of Austrian psychoanalyst William Reich (1897-1957), psychologist and 
psychotherapist Edward W.L. Smith observes the following about fascism in his book The Psychology of 
Artists and the Arts (2012): “Fascist mentality is the mentality of the little man. . . . He [the little man] 
craves authority to tell him what to do and how to be, and at the same time he is rebellious” (81-82). 
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 Though an immensely entertaining film, Die Hard registers the troubling zeitgeist  

of a transitional globalizing period in US history when Japan became the convenient 

national Other onto which reactionary white American heteropatriarchy could project its 

collective anxieties about globalization, shifting gender dynamics, and the emergence of 

a post-industrial service economy. By proffering a “Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker” 

rejoinder to its established notion of globalization as Japanization, Die Hard 

commercially exploited white American heteropatriarchy’s delusional desire for the 

restoration of a supposed “golden age” of white heteromasculine empowerment.  
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Chapter Four 

Return of the Repressed/Return of the Oppressed: “Japanization Anxiety” in Black Rain 
 

Director Ridley Scott’s Black Rain (1989) could easily be labeled an incoherent 

text in the fashion of Gung Ho given the varied ambiguities it betrays in exploring  

US-Japan relations amidst the backdrop of the globalizing 1980s. This acknowledged, 

however, I would contend that such a reading would actually constitute a serious 

misinterpretation of the film. As I demonstrate in this chapter, Black Rain seems to have 

been quite deliberately crafted around a “return of the repressed/return of the oppressed” 

dynamic that is oriented towards providing a raw acknowledgement of the conflicted 

tensions that defined the US-Japan relations of its era. Deftly excavating America’s 

repressed cultural memory of its nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the film 

simultaneously explores late twentieth-century American fin de siècle fears that Japan 

harboured “return of the oppressed” revenge motivations for its WWII defeat and its 

ensuing Occupation-era oppression.  

Black Rain: A Genealogical Overview 

 A Paramount picture produced by Stanley R. Jaffe, Sherry Lansing, and Michael 

Douglas, Black Rain was written by Hollywood screenwriters Craig Bolotin and Warren 

Lewis, who together reshaped Bolotin’s original draft screenplay. A hardboiled neo-noir 

action film, Black Rain focuses on two New York City police detectives, Nick Conklin 

(Michael Douglas) and Charlie Vincent (Andy Garcia), who arrest a Japanese gangster, 

Koji Sato (Yusaku Matsuda), whom they are subsequently tasked with escorting back to 

Osaka, Japan. When Sato escapes upon his arrival in Osaka, however, Conklin and 

Vincent find themselves drawn into a manhunt that ultimately leads them to uncover a  
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yakuza plot to counterfeit American money and undermine the US economy. 

 While Lansing and Jaffe had originally wanted Dutch director Paul Verhoeven 

(RoboCop, 1987; Total Recall, 1990) to helm Black Rain, they had to find someone else 

after Verhoeven turned down the project.63 They located a replacement in British director 

Ridley Scott, who was then fresh off of helming two box-office disappointments: the 

fantasy film Legend (1985) – now regarded as a cult classic – and the stylized neo-noir 

thriller Someone to Watch Over Me (1987). The fact that Scott had considerable 

directorial experience with the neo-noir genre via Someone to Watch Over Me and his 

sci-fi/neo-noir masterpiece Blade Runner (1982) perhaps helps explain why Lansing and 

Jaffe chose him to helm Black Rain. Moreover, Scott had some previous experience 

working with Japanese cultural aesthetics via Blade Runner. As historian Robert A. 

Wampler observes in his article “Reversals of Fortune? Shifting U.S. Images of Japan as 

Number One, 1979-2000,” Blade Runner’s depictions of a futuristic Los Angeles had 

been built around a “culture, cuisine, and local patois [that] all clearly owed much to 

Japanese inspiration . . .” (254).  

  Describing what attracted the principal parties to Black Rain in his New York 

Times article on the making of the film, “In ‘Black Rain,’ East Meets West With a Bang! 

Bang!” (1989), film journalist Donald Chase alludes to British writer Rudyard Kipling’s 

poem “The Ballad of East and West” (1889), noting, 

It was the opportunity to explore the question . . . – Is East, East; and  

West, West, or are we all part of the Family of Man? – that attracted Mr.  

	
63	As film journalist Paul M. Sammon notes in his book Ridley Scott Close Up: The Making of His Movies 
(1999), Verhoeven “turned down Black Rain because he felt he could not do justice to its ‘clashing 
cultures’ subtext” (92). 
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Scott, producers Stanley Jaffe and Sherry Lansing and Mr. Douglas to  

Craig Bolotin and Warren Lewis’s original screenplay.  

In describing what had attracted him to Black Rain, Douglas told Chase that he was 

interested in the tensions that then surrounded US-Japan relations, noting,  

I read a lot of newspapers and the movies I’m drawn to as an actor and as  

an actor-producer tend to have a currents-events mode. I felt that there was  

something between us and Japan that was unresolved, that was a mixture  

of hostility and admiration on both sides – really confused. It involves  

Japan’s cultural imitation of the United States, followed by its economic  

supremacy of the United States, all of which is colored by lingering  

memories of World War II.  

As Douglas proceeded to point out, he felt that the film “could explore some of the 

differences in customs and behaviour – explore some of the hostilities that our two 

cultures and societies have for each other.”  

In highlighting his interest in film projects with a “current-events mode,” Douglas 

sheds interesting light on his professional modus operandi. With Black Rain he was in the 

process of embarking on a highly successful career trajectory that would see him star in a 

variety of films geared towards targeting the reactionary anxieties associated with white 

American heteropatriarchy.64 Prior to starring in Black Rain, for example, he had starred 

in the discernibly anti-feminist blockbuster Fatal Attraction (dir. Adrian Lyne, 1987), in 

	
64 Both a movie star and a successful Hollywood producer, Michael Douglas actually brought the Black 
Rain script to Lansing and Jaffe. As Lansing has noted, “The project was brought to us by Michael Douglas 
and it happened quite naturally. . . . And he asked us to produce it [in conjunction with him], which was the 
highest flattery that we could ever imagine because we had already worked with him on Fatal Attraction 
[1987], so that meant he thought we did a good job” (Black Rain [“The Script, The Cast”]).   
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which he plays a middle-class family man stalked by a vindictive professional woman 

(Glenn Close) with whom he has had a brief fling. In the wake of Black Rain, he would 

star in the following films: the comedy The War of the Roses (dir. Danny DeVito, 1989), 

in which he plays a lawyer facing costly divorce proceedings; the sexual thriller Basic 

Instinct (dir. Paul Verhoeven, 1992), in which he plays a police detective unevenly 

engaged in a game of wits and sexual intrigue with a highly intelligent, independently 

wealthy bisexual murderess (Sharon Stone); the dark comedy-drama Falling Down (dir. 

Joel Schumacher, 1993), in which he plays a defense engineer who mentally snaps in the 

wake of losing his job and becoming estranged from his ex-wife (Barbara Hershey) and 

young daughter (Joey Hope Singer); and the sexual thriller Disclosure (dir. Barry 

Levinson, 1994), in which he plays a tech executive unjustly accused of sexual 

harassment by his spurned boss (Demi Moore). By 1994 Douglas’s strategy of 

crystallizing reactionary white heteropatriarchal anxieties within the American zeitgeist 

had become so apparent that journalist Rita Kempley penned a Washington Post 

interview with the actor entitled “Michael Douglas, Beyond Titillation,” in which she 

termed him the “spokesman for the middle-class white male under siege.”  

In the case of Black Rain, Douglas found himself signing up for a film that would 

see its production plagued by the very same issues of US-Japan intercultural conflict that 

it was seeking to address. As film journalist Paul M. Sammon notes in his book Ridley 

Scott: Close Up: The Making of His Films (1999), Black Rain began shooting in Japan on 

October 28, 1988, but “after only about six weeks of filming in Osaka and the Japanese 

port city of Kobe . . . difficulties between the production’s Japanese and American 
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elements forced the company to suspend its Japan-based shooting on 8 December 1988” 

(92). Detailing the film’s production problems to Sammon, Scott recalled,  

I think the main problem we had on Black Rain was with us, the American  

side of the production, misunderstanding the Japanese order. . . . The way  

they function and the way they work. Which was a real crippler since, for  

the most part . . . I had an entirely Japanese crew. I also think there was a 

misunderstanding of how costly it would be [to shoot] in Japan.  

                                                                                      (qtd. in Sammon 92) 

As Sammon notes, “Scott and Paramount solved this stalemate by moving Black Rain 

back to America in January 1989” and shooting its remaining sequences there, with 

“areas around Los Angeles and California” serving as doubles “for the lost Japanese 

locations” (92). 

 Candidly recounting his experience of making Black Rain to journalist Johnathan 

Romney prior to the film’s UK release, Scott noted that it was “a problematic film to 

make at a time when American distrust of Japan is running high – what with the recent 

bad blood over proposed trade embargoes and Sony’s recent takeover of the Columbia 

[Pictures] empire.” Yet if Black Rain had weathered numerous production problems, 

these travails did not hamper its box-office performance. Released in North America in 

September of 1989, the film reigned at number one for three consecutive weeks at the 

box office, earning over $46 million domestically before achieving a total worldwide 

gross of over $134 million (“Black Rain (1989) – Box Office Mojo”). Despite garnering 

mediocre reviews from prominent American film critics of the era like Roger Ebert, 
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Vincent Canby, and Michael Wilmington,65 the film went on to receive Academy Award 

recognition for its technical proficiency via nominations for Best Sound (Donald O. 

Mitchell, Kevin O’Connell, Greg P. Russell, and Keith A. Wester) and Best Sound 

Effects Editing (Milton Burrow and William Manger).  

Interestingly, Black Rain was particularly well received in Japan, where it was 

nominated for Best Foreign Language Film and earned more money than all of the  

Japanese domestic releases of 1989 (Park 116). Commenting on the notable critical 

divide existing between Black Rain’s reception in North America and Japan in her book 

Yellow Future: Oriental Style in Hollywood Cinema (2010), Jane Chi Hyun Park writes,  

Japanese critics and audiences lauded the film for its “accurate” depictions 

of Japanese culture and for using prominent Japanese actors who spoke in 

Japanese with English subtitles. . . . In stark contrast, the film received 

mixed reviews and scathing responses from liberal intellectuals in the 

United States who critiqued what they saw as its racist stereotypes of 

Japan. (116) 

Ironically, Japanese critics regarded Black Rain as a thoughtful, honest acknowledgement 

of the tensions then surrounding US-Japan relations, whereas American critics tended to 

view the film as a straightforward endorsement of “Japan-bashing.”  

Black Rain: Cultural Context 

 By the time of Black Rain’s North American release in September of 1989, the  

term “Japan-bashing” was becoming increasingly employed in American media coverage  

	
65	See Roger Ebert’s “Black Rain” (1989), Vincent Canby’s “Police Chase a Gangster In a Bright, 
Menacing Japan” (1989), and Michael Wilmington’s “‘Black Rain’ a Blast of Fiery Razzle Dazzle” (1989).     
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of US-Japan relations (Morris 43).66 To this end, 1989 marked the proverbial tipping  

point when US “Japanization anxiety” began to kick into overdrive, for the year 

witnessed Sony Corporation’s purchase of Columbia Pictures for $3.4 billion, an event 

that came hot on the heels of Sony’s 1987 purchase of CBS records for $2 billion. 

Discussing the Columbia sale in an October 9, 1989 Newsweek article entitled “Japan 

Goes Hollywood,” journalists John Schwartz, Joshua Hammer, Michael Reese, and Bill 

Powell discussed its cultural impact on American society, noting, 

The news rippled quickly through TV and talk radio shows across the  

country: this time the Japanese hadn't just snapped up another building;  

they had bought a piece of America’s soul. Along with the entree into film  

production, the $17.8 billion company [Sony] is picking up a 2,700 film  

library that includes cultural icons like “Lawrence of Arabia,” as well as  

260 television properties ranging from “Designing Women” to  

“Jeopardy.” (Schwartz et al.)   

Citing information garnered via a Newsweek poll of Americans that had found that “43 

percent of people surveyed about the Columbia purchase think it’s a bad thing, compared 

with only 19 percent who approve,” the authors highlighted the following disturbing data:  

“More than half [of those surveyed] now consider Japan’s economic might a bigger threat 

than the military power of the [waning] Soviet Union. A majority consider Japan’s trade 

policies unfair – and 60 percent say they would support boycotting Japanese goods if 

Tokyo doesn’t do more to open its markets.”  

	
66 As Narrelle Morris demonstrates in Japan-Bashing: Anti-Japanism Since the 1980s (2011), the use of 
the term “Japan-bashing” in both the New York Times and the Washington Post “increased every year from 
1985 to a peak in popularity in 1992” (43).   
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Connecting these findings to the larger issue of US-Japan foreign relations,  

Schwartz et al. pointed to a changing geopolitical cartography that was witnessing US 

“Japanization anxieties” rise just as Cold War anxieties were waning:  

In policymaking sessions and academic conferences across the country,  

Americans are rethinking decades of assumptions about the U.S.-Japanese  

relationship. For most of the postwar era, it’s been a friendship cemented  

by common fear of the Soviet Union. But now that the cold war seems to  

be winding down, the focus is shifting to the economic rivalry. These days  

U.S. officials and Japan experts in Washington and Tokyo are increasingly 

divided between “traditionalists” who still want to preserve the strategic 

alliance at all costs and “revisionists” who want to take a much tougher 

line on trade and other economic disputes. 

Highlighting the concomitant effect of this changing geopolitical cartography on US-

Japan intercultural relations, the authors turned their attention to popular culture, noting, 

“On a popular level, the tensions are churning up old prejudices on both sides. Americans 

are quicker to use ugly labels like ‘Jap’ and to cheer negative stereotypes of Japanese in 

movies like the current ‘Black Rain.’ The Japanese increasingly accuse Americans of 

being arrogant, undisciplined, and lazy.” 

 Given Black Rain’s critical and commercial success in Japan, I take issue with 

Schwartz et al.’s contention that the film is a “Japan-bashing” work that is filled with 

“negative stereotypes of Japanese.” While Black Rain may address certain anti-Japanese 

sentiments of its era, I would argue that it does so only to achieve an honest, lucid 

engagement with the deep tensions that then underlay US-Japan relations. That said, 
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Schwartz et al. were clearly correct in noting how American popular culture of the period 

was increasingly registering anti-Japanese sentiment. In this regard, one might cite the  

science fiction blockbuster Back to the Future Part II (dir. Robert Zemeckis, 1989), in 

which an older Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox) is fired from his executive position at the 

CUSCO plant by his tyrannical Japanese supervisor, Ito T. Fujitsu (James Ishida), whose 

last name is suggestive of the Japanese electronics manufacturer Fujitsu. Interestingly, 

the Fujitsu corporation would actually take Back to the Future Part II to task for “Japan-

bashing.”67  

 Yet if American popular culture was increasingly registering various 

“Japanization anxieties” by 1989, it was not just recyclically propagating such anxieties 

but also critically problematizing them by engaging in various meditations about 

America’s complicated historical relationship to Japan. Indeed, 1989 witnessed the 

release of the film Fat Man and Little Boy (dir. Ronald Joffé), which explores the history 

of the development of the two nuclear bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. The year also heralded the filming of writer-director Alan Parker’s 1990 film, 

Come and See the Paradise, which focuses on a white American man (Dennis Quaid) 

whose Japanese American wife (Tamlyn Tomita) and daughter (Caroline Junko King) are 

sent to an internment camp in Manzanar during WWII. Considered from this perspective, 

the sheer fact that the term “Japan-bashing” was becoming increasingly employed in US 

media discussions throughout this period (Morris 43) suggests that there were many 

American citizens who were growing concerned about the anti-Japanese sentiment that  

	
67 The January 22, 1990 edition of Newsweek features a short article entitled “Back to the Japan-Bashing, 
Part II,” which summarizes Fujitsu’s objections as follows: “Fujitsu’s U.S. subsidiary sent a cool note to 
MCA / Universal, the movie’s distributor, suggesting that attaching the firm’s name to such an unpleasant 
figure [Ito T. Fujitsu] was another instance of Japan-bashing.”       
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was taking shape in their nation.  

 Interestingly, 1989 also marked a notable tipping point in Japanese popular 

culture, which registered a critical reassessment of Japan’s historical relationship to 

America. In January of 1989, Japanese readers were greeted by the release of Japanese 

novelist Shintaro Ishihara and Sony co-founder Akio Morita’s now notorious work of 

collected essays, “No” to ieru Nihon, translated in English in 1991 as The Japan That 

Can Say No. In their various essays, Ishihara and Morita contend that Japan should move 

away from American hegemony by adopting unilateral stances in relation to Japanese 

business and foreign affairs concerns. A Japanese bestseller, the book sparked renewed 

discussion in Japan about America’s atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which  

Ishihara controversially yet compellingly contended had been motivated by white racism.  

Much discussed in Japan throughout 1989, the US bombings of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki also constituted a notable cinematic theme for Japanese moviegoers of that 

year, who found themselves confronted with both Scott’s Black Rain and Japanese 

director Shohei Imamura’s film Kuroi Ame (1989), which also translates as Black Rain.68 

Based on the Japanese novelist Masuji Ibuse’s 1966 novel of the same title, Kuroi Ame 

details five years in the life of a Japanese family that survives the atomic bombing of 

Hiroshima only to find their “bodies and souls poisoned by the [nuclear] fallout – or 

‘black rain’” (Maltin 139). Immensely well received in Japan, Kuroi Ame swept the 

Japanese Academy Awards, winning for Best Film, Best Director, Best Screenplay 

(Shohei Imamura and Toshiro Ishido), Best Actress (Yoshiko Tanaka), Best Supporting 

	
68 In a September 27, 1989 New York Times article entitled “2 Movies Called ‘Black Rain,’” journalist 
Aljean Harmetz writes, “Two movies with the same title, ‘Black Rain,’ have arrived almost 
simultaneously.” As Harmetz notes, Scott’s Black Rain opened in North American theatres on September 
22, whereas Imamura’s Black Rain was shown at the New York Film Festival on September 26.     
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Actress (Etsuko Ichihara), Best Cinematography (Takashi Kawamata), Best Editing 

(Hajime Okayasu), Best Lighting (Yasuo Iwaki), and Best Music Score (Toru 

Takemitsu). 

The fact that Scott’s Black Rain was released at a time when both Americans and  

Japanese were showing increased interest in reexamining the history of US-Japan 

relations is important to consider, particularly given how American critics were prone to  

associate the film with “Japan-bashing” whereas Japanese critics were quick to praise it.  

As I intend to demonstrate, this divergence of critical opinion likely stemmed from Black 

Rain’s raw depiction of its protagonist’s anti-Japanese prejudices, as well as its 

discernible “return of the repressed/return of the oppressed” plot dynamics. Simply put, 

while American critics seem to have read Black Rain as being incendiary for drawing 

attention to these then palpable aspects of America’s psychosocial zeitgeist, Japanese 

critics clearly admired the film’s relative honesty about America’s conflicted attitudes 

towards Japan. 

In this respect, Black Rain is interesting to compare to Hollywood director 

Sydney Pollack’s 1974 neo-noir film, The Yakuza, which also focuses on an American 

law enforcement type who finds himself drawn into Japan’s criminal underworld. 

Whereas Black Rain exudes a sense of American anxiety and angst about Japan’s ’80s-

era economic empowerment, The Yakuza epitomizes the spirit of an earlier American era 

in which white American heteropatriarchy was still largely self-assured. Starring Robert 

Mitchum as Harry Kilmer, an American ex-cop and former military police officer who 

served in Japan during its period of post-WWII Occupation, The Yakuza follows Kilmer 
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as he returns to Japan to help his old friend George Tanner (Brian Keith), whose daughter 

(Lee Chirillo) has been kidnapped by the yakuza.  

As the film’s plot builds, we watch Kilmer reconnect with Eiko (Keiko Kishi),  

a Japanese woman whom he had fallen in love with during the Occupation but whom we  

are initially led to believe had refused to marry him because her brother, Ken (Ken  

Takakura), had disapproved of her relationship with an American. In the end, Kilmer  

learns that Ken is in fact Eiko’s husband, whom the young Eiko had initially believed to  

have been killed during the war but who had actually survived combat in the Pacific. 

Having returned to Japan during the Occupation only to discover that his wife and young  

daughter were in the care of an American, Ken had felt disgraced but indebted to Kilmer.  

He had fled into the Japanese underworld and joined the yakuza because he felt his wife 

and daughter were better off in Kilmer’s care, though Eiko would never allow herself to  

marry Kilmer after realizing that her husband had survived. 

A dark, meditative film, The Yakuza is as much a crime story as it is an  

exploration of America’s relationship to Japan during the early ’70s when the island  

nation was embarking on a journey of post-WWII modernity and prosperity. Initially  

bewildered in the face of this new Japan, Kilmer remarks to Tanner, “Everywhere I look, 

I can’t a recognize thing,” to which Tanner responds, “It’s still there. Farmers in the 

countryside may watch TV from their tatami mats and you can’t see Fuji through the 

smog but don’t let it fool you. It’s still Japan, and the Japanese are still Japanese.” 

Existing beneath the film’s neo-noir intrigue is a deep, elegiac story about the aging 

Kilmer revisiting the memory of WWII and recognizing that Japan, America’s former 

Occupation-era ward, had now entered a phase of modern independence and prosperity. 
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As Andrew C. McKevitt notes of the film in Consuming Japan: Popular Culture and the 

Globalizing of 1980s America (2017), “No longer the country of helpless geishas or 

adolescent men, the Japan of 197569 needed neither Kilmer nor the Americans” (62).   

Presumably The Yakuza had some influence on Black Rain, for in an interview  

included in the Special Collector’s Edition DVD of Black Rain, Scott acknowledges his  

familiarity with this earlier film (Black Rain [“The Script, The Cast”]).70 In the end,  

however, The Yakuza is a very different film from Black Rain in terms of what it has to  

say about America’s relationship to Japan. Whereas The Yakuza embodies the spirit of a  

paternalistic yet essentially secure early ’70s-era America bidding adieu to its former 

Occupation-era ward, Black Rain registers the anxious cultural zeitgeist of a late ’80s 

America caught between psychosocially repressed memories of its nuclear bombings of  

Hiroshima and Nagasaki and reactionary “return of the oppressed” fears about Japan’s 

then burgeoning economic power.  

Opening Dynamics: Themes of American Decay 

 Black Rain opens with the image of a red-drenched screen that gradually 

condenses into the image of a red circle against which the film’s title is vertically 

superimposed. Obviously intended to symbolize the Japanese flag of the rising sun, this 

red circle slowly dissolves into the image of a metallic globe sculpture that Nick Conklin 

(Michael Douglas) is shown riding his motorcycle towards. Clearly establishing Japan as 

	
69	Though released in Japan in late December of 1974, the film was not released in America until late 
March of 1975 (“The Yakuza (1974)”). 
 
70 Referring to the casting of Japanese actor Ken Takakura as Assistant Inspector Masahiro Matsumoto, 
Scott recalls, “I knew of Ken through [The] Yakuza, a Sydney Pollack film.” Given that Scott also notes in 
the same interview that he likes to “look at [the work of] other directors” and will often “remember 
something [from a film] from twenty years ago,” it seems reasonable to speculate that Pollack’s film had 
some influence on Black Rain (Black Rain [“The Script, the Cast”]).   
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a metonym for globalization, these initial visual logistics bring to mind Die Hard’s 

metonymic equation of Japanization with globalization. By associating the image of the 

red rising sun with the metallic globe, Black Rain suggests that Japan is a rising economic 

superpower in a new global era. In this respect, the notion of Japan as a capitalist “red 

menace” is seemingly also raised, for if Americans had spent the majority of the post-

WWII era fearing a Russian “red menace,” then the progressive enervation of Soviet 

communism throughout the late ’80s had awakened Americans to the prospect of an 

increasingly competitive global capitalist arena in which Japan was emerging as a 

perceived rival to US power. 

 Interestingly, the metallic globe itself is actually the Unisphere in Flushing- 

Meadows Corona Park in Queens, New York City. Dedicated to the notion of “Man’s 

Achievement on a Shrinking Globe in an Expanding Universe,” the sculpture was 

donated by a then empowered US Steel for the 1964-1965 New York World’s Fair, 

which had been oriented around the theme of “Peace Through Understanding” and had 

prominently displayed American cultural, corporate, and technological developments. By 

the time of Black Rain’s release, however, the Unisphere had likely become less a symbol 

of American hope than a reminder of America’s faded days of yore. As the entry for the 

1964-1965 New York World’s Fair in the online “hive mind” of Wikipedia notes, this 

event “remains a touchstone for New York-area baby boomers, who visited the fair as 

children before the turbulent years of the Vietnam War, cultural changes, and increasing 

domestic violence associated with the civil rights movement” (“1964 New York World’s 

Fair”). Considered in specific relation to the film, the Unisphere potentially registers as a 

symbol of a bygone American “golden age” when the US had reigned as the world’s  
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uncontested capitalist hegemon.  

 Set to the song “I’ll Be Holding On,” performed by Gregg Allman and written by  

Hans Zimmer and Will Jennings, the film’s opening sequence follows Conklin as he 

proceeds to ride his motorcycle across the Queensboro bridge against the backdrop of a 

gritty skyline on a grayish morning. As Allman delivers the following hardboiled, 

melancholic lyrics, we are primed to view the motorcycle-riding Conklin as a sort of  

modern American cowboy whose rugged individualism and sense of self is out of step  

with the dynamics of a changing, globalizing world:  

  I have lived my life my way 

  For tonight and for today 

  It’s the strongest hearts they say 

  That always survive 

  I’m falling through the years 

  As each dream it disappears 

  When the night is full of tears 

  I’ll be holding on (Allman)     

Indeed, as the film progresses, Conklin’s “cowboy” status is alluded to by his fellow cop 

and partner, Vincent, who often jovially refers to him as “cowboy.” 

  By the time “I’ll Be Holding On” and the film’s opening credits are wrapping up,  

Conklin has arrived at an underpass of the Brooklyn Bridge where assorted bikers have 

congregated. Almost immediately, Conklin finds himself challenging a much younger 

male biker to an illegal race that stretches north along the waterway from the west 

underside of the Brooklyn Bridge to the Manhattan Bridge. This testosterone-charged 
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scene is interesting not just for its dramatic action but also for how it underscores the US-

Japan tensions that define the film, for while the older Conklin rides a sturdy Harley-

Davidson, his younger competitor rides a sleek, fast Suzuki. Though initially taking the 

lead, the younger rider eventually wipes out when he falls off his motorcycle, thereby 

allowing Conklin to win through his determination and superior riding skills. Understood 

within the context of the film as a whole, the scene gestures towards the competing forces 

of nationalism and globalization. In essence, Conklin’s robust American nationalism is  

registered by his consumerist alignment with Harley-Davidson, while his younger  

competitor is associated with the rising “cosmopolitan” forces of “Japanization as 

globalization” given his consumerist alignment with Suzuki.  

If we extrapolate further from this scene, it is possible to divine a potentially 

deeper allusion to the changing dynamics of the late twentieth-century American 

economy. While US capitalism had historically revolved around prudent long-term 

investment strategies marked by home bias, the US economy of the late 1980s had 

become increasingly oriented towards the rise of a new financial class whose short-term 

international investments were calibrated to the velocity of a globalizing marketplace 

marked by speedy capital flows.71 In this regard, the Harley-riding Conklin can be read as 

embodying the spirit of an older America dedicated to timeworn experience, whereas his 

younger competitor can be read as embodying the cocky yet untested attitude of a  

	
71 Discussing the late twentieth-century financialization of the American economy and its attendant shift 
towards “short-term profits” in his book Requiem for the American Dream (2017), Noam Chomsky writes,  
 

By the 1980s, say, General Electric could make more profit playing games with money 
than it could by producing in the United States. . . . So what happened was a sharp 
increase in the role of finance in the economy, and a corresponding decline in domestic 
production. That’s one phenomenon, what’s called “financialization” of the [American] 
economy. Going along with that is the offshoring of production. (36-37) 
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younger American generation entranced by the notion of quick gains.  

Black Rain continues to allude to the generational differences separating two 

differing forms of heteromasculinity via Conklin’s relationship to his younger partner, 

Vincent. Whereas Conklin is a career detective who registers as being representative of  

traditional American blue-collar ideals, Vincent is an ambitious young cop (we learn he is  

studying for his sergeant’s exam) who possesses “yuppieish” characteristics that associate 

him with a changing, more upwardly mobile notion of late twentieth-century American  

heteromasculinity.72 Unlike Conklin, who exudes a sartorial preference for a sort of  

hybridized biker-cowboy garb that generally consists of black jeans, cowboy boots, and a  

black leather jacket, Vincent has a preference for slick suits and upscale attire. When we  

first encounter him as he playfully hops on the back of Conklin’s motorcycle outside of 

their police precinct, he and Conklin jovially banter with one another in a manner that 

serves to underscore their differing relationships to heteromasculinity. While Conklin 

chastises Vincent for his sharp suit (“Baby, I hope someone’s paying you to wear that 

goddamn suit”), Vincent draws attention to his new Bostonian loafers that cost him “85 

bucks a pop,” noting, “Ladies of the ’80s are going for shoes.” 

If Vincent is introduced as a character who has a potentially bright future ahead of  

him, then Conklin registers as having discernibly grim prospects. As a divorced father  

with two young boys in private school, he has pressing financial worries. Furthermore, 

his career is in jeopardy, for we soon learn that the NYPD’s Internal Affairs Bureau is 

investigating him for allegedly pocketing money during a drug bust. As a working-class 

	
72	Interestingly, in the novelization of Black Rain, written by Mike Cogan (actually the pen name of 
science fiction writer Eileen Lottman), Charlie Vincent is presented as being university-educated: “Charlie 
had been a scholarship student at one of the big important colleges in Boston” (Cogan 41). 
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man in an ’80s-era America becoming increasingly geared towards white-collar 

professionalism, Conklin can barely conceal his disdain for the “suits” who occupy the 

NYPD’s upper ranks. Though he exempts the stylish, ambitious Vincent from this “suits” 

condemnation given Vincent’s status as his streetwise partner and friend, Conklin has  

little respect for any police officers who come across as bureaucratic in their dispositions. 

Although Black Rain eschews direct engagement with overt political ideology,  

Conklin initially registers as a reactionary character. If we were to speculate based on his  

initial figuration, we might qualify him as a “Reagan Democrat”: White, 

heteronormative, and apparently of Irish American descent, he comes across as the 

working-class “little man” who believes society to be in terminal decline as a result of 

bureaucratic mismanagement. Summoned before an Internal Affairs hearing that pertains 

to an investigation into alleged police corruption within his unit, Conklin angrily lashes 

out at the lead investigator (Richard Riehle), whom he aligns with a wider “system” that 

he maintains is falling apart: “You want dirt, huh? You go to City Hall, huh? Police 

Plaza. I mean the whole goddamn system is falling apart, and you’re busting my ass?!” 

Unlike Die Hard, however, which right from the beginning manipulatively prompts 

viewers to generate a dominant reading in which they identify with its cop-hero 

protagonist, Black Rain encourages us to be somewhat skeptical of Conklin and his initial 

claims to innocence. As we learn during the Internal Affairs hearing, Conklin is burdened 

with house payments, alimony, rent fees, and private school tuition for his children that 

cumulatively puts him, as the lead investigator puts it, “at least $1,000 a month in the 

hole” short of what he is earning, thereby raising the prospect that he has taken money. 

Considered in relation to the film’s austere shots of a discernibly grimy New York City, 
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the gritty-looking Conklin appears less a standout “prince of the city” than a potential 

representative of the very urban corruption that he rails against.73 If something is amiss 

within Conklin’s city and, by extension, his America itself, then it becomes difficult to 

ignore how Conklin suffers from an apparent sense of spiritual ennui that is seemingly  

intertwined with this wider social corruption. 

Taken as a whole, Black Rain’s early segments imply that white American 

heteromasculinity is in a state of enervation. Unlike Die Hard, which prompts viewers to 

identify with its virtuous “diamond in the rough” blue-collar cop hero, Black Rain  

introduces us to a seemingly corrupt lead character who looks downright seedy.74  

Notably, we are presented with few models of what an ideal sense of white American 

heteromasculinity might be. The young biker whom Conklin faces at the film’s 

beginning, for example, figures less as an authentic representative of American 

machismo than as an empty simulacrum of it. Similarly, we might note that while the 

young Vincent registers as affable and sharp, there seems to be something superficial and 

trivial about his love of yuppie fashion. Finally, the “suit” investigators who interrogate 

Conklin come across as flabby desk jockeys, while Conklin’s commanding officer, 

Captain Oliver (John Spencer), looks so worn down and burnt out that he seems virtually 

one and the same with the decaying, dilapidated police precinct over which he presides.  

 

	
73	In invoking the phrase “prince of the city,” I am alluding to director Sidney Lumet’s 1981 crime-drama 
film, Prince of the City. Based on a true story, the film follows NYPD detective Daniel Ciello, played by 
Treat Williams, who exposes corruption within his department. 
	
74	As Black Rain’s costume designer, Ellen Mirojnick has noted, Douglas was stylized to look discernibly 
seedy for his role as Conklin: “And there’s a hipster quality that you’re not quite sure. Is this guy sleazy? Is 
he hip? There’s something not quite right. And I think that that part of it being off-putting . . . is really how 
it was easier to convey that cool cat who was not honest” (Black Rain [“The Script, The Cast”]). 
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US “Japanization Anxiety” and “the Ugly American” 

 The crux of Black Rain’s plot takes shape when Conklin and Vincent stumble 

upon a restaurant meeting between mafia gangsters and two Japanese yakuza members. 

The meeting quickly goes awry when Sato (Yusaku Matsuda), a young renegade yakuza, 

enters the restaurant with his henchmen and murders the two yakuza by stabbing one and 

slitting the throat of the other. Conklin and Vincent proceed to give chase to apprehend 

the malevolent Sato, who adeptly defends himself in a physical confrontation with 

Conklin that is ultimately broken up by Vincent and other police officers. Yet while 

Conklin assumes that Sato will stand trial in America for his crimes, he is quickly 

disabused of this notion by Oliver, who informs him that Sato is wanted by Japanese 

authorities. Accordingly, Conklin and Vincent are tasked with escorting Sato back to  

Japan and handing him over to the Osaka police.  

 Clearly, Black Rain is here toying with then prominent US nationalistic anxieties 

about Japan’s supposed emasculation of America within the realm of global affairs. In 

essence, the film playfully tweaks such anxieties by suggesting that Japanese gangsters 

can roam America’s streets as freely and easily as Japanese corporations can buy up 

America itself. The obvious implication is that Japan has become so powerful that 

America is now bowing to the Japanese embassy that resides on its own soil. As Oliver 

resignedly puts it to Conklin, “Japanese embassy talks to the State Department, State to 

Police Plaza, they to me, and me to you. Shit rolls downhill. What can I tell you?”  

 In terms of power, we might note how Sato constitutes a discernibly virile 

specimen of Japanese heteromasculinity who clearly stands apart from the various 

representations of American heteromasculinity that we encounter throughout the first 
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twenty minutes of the film. Fashionable, darkly handsome, intimidating, and physically 

agile and adept, he is a fusion of style and raw, sinewy substance. In contrast to the young 

biker whom Conklin outmaneuvers at the beginning of the film, the youthful Sato proves 

a much more worthy opponent given how he gets the better of Conklin during their initial 

physical confrontation. In contrast to the blue-collar, down-on-his-luck Conklin, Sato 

registers as a darkly stylized vision of upward mobility. As Conklin remarks to Vincent 

while they are escorting Sato back to Osaka by plane, “I look at this asshole here 

[referring to the stylish Sato] – man is wearing my house payments.”  

 Yet if Black Rain manipulates the US “Japanization anxieties” of its era in order  

to develop an early sense of narrative tension, it does not proceed to irresponsibly exploit  

them. Were the film simply concerned with perpetuating the cultural politics of “Japan- 

bashing,” then it would have presented Sato as the malevolent Japanese foe who is  

juxtaposed against a virtuous American protagonist. What is most interesting about Black 

Rain, however, is how Conklin quickly emerges as a rough approximation of “the ugly 

American” upon his arrival in Osaka,75 where he and Vincent erroneously – and foolishly 

– hand Sato over to a group of his fellow yakuza members who are posing as police 

officers. Arrogant and unapologetic when subsequently taken to task by the actual Osaka 

police for this blunder, Conklin proceeds to behave in a maliciously patronizing manner 

that clearly betrays his own racial prejudices. Escorted by Assistant Inspector Masahiro 

Matsumoto (Ken Takakura) on his way to meet Superintendent Ohashi (Shigeru 

Koyama), for example, Conklin – not knowing that Matsumoto speaks English – remarks 

to Vincent, “I just hope they’ve got a fucking Nip in this building who speaks English.”  

	
75 I believe it is safe to say the term “ugly American” can generally be said to conjure up the notion of an 
arrogant, xenophobic white male. 
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 Interestingly, Osaka is presented as a bustling industrial dystopia that is constantly 

overshadowed by a polluted sky. The implication is that Japan has emerged from the 

ashes of the war to become a major industrial powerhouse, albeit at a profoundly 

detrimental socioenvironmental cost. As I will proceed to outline later in this chapter, the 

film’s foregrounding of Osaka’s polluted sky and its dark, dank city streets effectively 

serve to visually reinforce a key plot development that harkens back to WWII and the 

toxic residue or “black rain” that resulted from America’s atomic bombings of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki. Though not the central focus of Black Rain’s ostensible plot, the legacy of 

the war and its enduring cultural memory become increasingly manifest throughout the 

course of the film. 

In this respect, one must keep in mind that Black Rain’s 1989 release was within  

less than fifty years of America’s military conflict with Japan. To this end, the film seems 

interested in establishing America’s wartime defeat of Japan as a benchmark for 

ruminating on the ensuing “golden age” of US capitalism that many working Americans 

of the ’80s feared was approaching an end just as Japan’s economic fortunes appeared to  

be rising.76 In fact, the film directly confronts this issue in a scene that occurs in an  

Osaka nightclub where Conklin, Matsumoto, and Vincent end up socializing. Attempting 

to be candid with the antagonistic Conklin about his feelings regarding US-Japan 

relations, Matsumoto remarks, “Listen, I grew up with your soldiers. They were wise 

	
76 As Noam Chomsky observes in his book Who Rules the World? (2016),  
 

The peak of U.S. power was after World War II, when it [America] had literally half the 
world’s wealth. But that naturally declined, as other industrial economies recovered from 
the devastation of the war. . . . By the early 1970s, the U.S. share of global wealth had 
fallen to about 25 percent, and the industrial world had become tripolar: North America, 
Europe, and East Asia (then Japan-based). There was also a sharp change in the U.S. 
economy in the 1970s, toward financialization and the export of production. (52)                                                                                                                                                                          
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men. Now music and movies are all America is good for. Right? We make the machines. 

We build the future. We won the peace.” Clearly, Matsumoto’s comments imply that late 

twentieth-century America has become a nation of lazy aesthetes and consumers, whereas  

Japan has risen from the ashes to become a nation of robust producers.77  

If we extrapolate further from Matsumoto’s comments, we can also discern a  

potential rebuke of contemporary American masculinity. In essence, Matsumoto implies 

that American men are no longer the “wise” warrior-producers that they were in the past.  

Like Die Hard, the film addresses America’s late twentieth-century transition from a  

national blue-collar economy of manufacturing and production to a global white-collar  

economy of post-industrial services. Given Conklin’s evident blue-collar sensibilities and  

his “kick-ass” attitude, we are obviously meant to view him as a declining specimen of  

rugged American heteromasculinity who occupies a precarious position in a globalizing 

world in which he registers as being both out of place and ill-equipped to adapt. 

Finding himself simply “holding on” in America, as the Greg Allman lyrics at the  

film’s opening imply, Conklin is regarded in Japan as an incompetent, insignificant 

gaijin. Conklin learns the meaning of this word from Joyce (Kate Capshaw), an 

American expatriate hostess of an Osaka nightclub with whom he slowly develops a 

quasi-romantic connection. It is Joyce who first sardonically alerts Conklin to the fact 

that he is something of a spectacle to her bar girls, who have seen him in Japanese news 

coverage and recognize him as the incompetent American who lost Sato at the airport: 

“Americans who are less than perfect – it’s very amusing to them.” Far from being 

	
77 I am here prone to think of H.G. Wells’s classic science fiction novella The Time Machine (1895), in 
which the protagonist Time Traveller journeys to a futuristic England where the enfeebled race of pleasure-
seeking Eloi find their existence imperiled by the robust subterranean Morlock race, which produces their 
goods but has also come to assume a predatory relationship to them. 
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treated as the proverbial “great white hope” in Japan, Conklin is treated as though he is 

insignificant. As Joyce subsequently puts it to him, he is nothing more to the Japanese 

than a “gaijin” or “a stranger, a barbarian, a foreigner.” 

Like Die Hard, Black Rain gestures towards some interesting observations about 

the role of the ambitious American woman in a late twentieth-century world in which  

Japan was emerging as veritable metonym for globalization. While Die Hard offers us a 

depiction of Holly McClane climbing the corporate ladder in the Japanese Nakatomi 

Corporation, Black Rain presents us with the independent-minded Joyce, a sophisticated, 

cosmopolitan American who has left Chicago and carved out a successful niche for  

herself as a manager and hostess of a posh Osaka nightclub.78 While in Die Hard Holly’s 

career success with the Japanese Nakatomi Corporation is represented as an emasculatory 

threat to her blue-collar husband, Black Rain presents us with a similar situation in which 

Conklin is faced with the emasculatory prospect of having to turn to Joyce for assistance 

in navigating Japan’s complex culture.  

Yet while Die Hard manipulatively develops a dominant narrative that ultimately  

seems to endorse the notion of reactionary white American heteropatriarchy, Black Rain 

gestures towards a critical interrogation of this psychosocial phenomenon. One can see 

this in the way in which Conklin’s “ugly American” characteristics and cultural 

	
78 I am again reminded of Daniel Bell’s following observations in The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: 
A Venture in Social Forecasting (1973; 1976 ed.):  
 
  Work in the industrial sector (e.g., the factory) has largely been men’s work, from which  

women have largely been excluded. Work in the post-industrial sector (e.g., human  
services) provides expanded employment opportunities for women. For the first time, one  
can say that women have a secure base for economic independence. One sees this in the  
steadily rising currents of women’s participation in the labor force, in the number of  
families . . . that have more than one regular wage earner, and in the rising incidence of  
divorce as women feel increasingly less dependent, economically, on men. (xvii)   
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xenophobia become increasingly apparent during the initial phase of his stay in Japan. In 

trying to persuade Joyce to help him track down Sato, for example, he develops a simple 

“us vs. them” narrative: “But sometimes you just can’t stand still, and you’ve got to 

choose a side.” What Conklin fails to consider, however, is that Joyce does not view the 

world in such simplistic binary terms. As she tells Conklin, “I did [make a choice]. I’m 

on my side.” Clearly, Joyce here rejects Conklin’s implicit appeal to the notion that she 

should somehow be bound by a sense of inherent loyalty to the American nation-state.     

The scene is interesting, as it sheds light on the differing perceptions that Conklin 

and Joyce have of the very notion of Japanization as globalization. For Conklin, Japan is 

an unfathomable foreign realm that serves only to magnify his own increasing sense of  

disempowerment in a changing late twentieth-century world in which he feels out of 

place. By contrast, Joyce sees Japan as a realm that offers her agency and opportunities 

for economic success that she presumably found to be unavailable to her within the  

confines of the American nation-state.79 Whereas Conklin registers as a reactionary man 

of the past who is rooted in his sedentary attachment to traditional American cultural 

norms, Joyce registers as a progressive woman of the global future who is marked by her 

nomadic cosmopolitan energies. In this respect, the film gestures towards observations 

that sociologist Zygmunt Bauman would later crystallize in his book Liquid Modernity 

(2000), which addresses the rise of a global culture in which solidified socio-relations of 

the past are being supplanted by a new “liquid modernity” that is most favourable to 

those who are nomadic and flexible: “In ‘liquid’ modernity, it is the most elusive, those 

free to move without change, who rule” (117).  

	
79 Intriguingly, Scott notes the following of Joyce in his director’s commentary: “So she’s there [in Japan] 
. . . for the money and the career” (Black Rain [“Director’s Commentary”]).   
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Purging “the Ugly American” 

 While Black Rain spends a good deal of time highlighting Conklin’s “ugly  

American” characteristics, it makes a notable transition midway through its narrative  

towards effectively purging Conklin of these tendencies. This transition takes shape in  

the aftermath of Vincent’s murder by Sato, which renders Conklin emotionally 

vulnerable and generates an opportunity for him to develop a bond with Matsumoto, who 

begins to assume a more significant role as the centre of moral gravity in the film.  

Notably, Conklin makes a pivotal confession to Matsumoto during the following 

exchange in which he acknowledges that he did in fact “take money” in New York: 

  MATSUMOTO. Did you take money? 

  CONKLIN. Yeah, I took money. Look, I’m not proud of it, okay? You  

know, I had a divorce – I got kids, bills. 

Firmly embedded within Japan’s structured relational culture, Matsumoto gently yet  

firmly points out to Nick that his act of theft is a form of professional disgrace that casts a  

pall not just on himself, but also on all police officers, including the deceased Vincent:  

 “If you steal, you disgrace him [Charlie], and yourself, and me.”   

 Conklin’s confession constitutes a sort of emotional catharsis through which 

Matsumoto helps to alleviate him of his “ugly American” tendencies. In this regard, we 

should note how Conklin makes his confession to Matsumoto while eating noodles with 

him and learning to use chopsticks, for this very dining experience suggests that Conklin 

is undergoing a process of dawning intercultural awareness through which he is opening 

himself to a greater understanding of Japanese culture. In offering a gentle yet firm 

reproach to Conklin’s initial attempt to account for his corruption in light of his strained 
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economic circumstances, Matsumoto challenges Conklin’s sense of “aggrieved [white] 

entitlement,” a psychosocial phenomenon that sociologist Michael Kimmel defines as  

follows in his book Angry White Men: American Masculinity at the End of an Era 

(2013): “It is that sense of entitlement thwarted – what I will call aggrieved entitlement – 

that I believe characterizes America’s new breed of Angry White Men” (21).  

 In contrast to the white American “alpha buddy”/Japanese “beta buddy” biracial 

dynamic that defines the relationship between Hunt Stevenson and Oishi Kazihiro in 

Gung Ho, Black Rain develops the relationship between Conklin and Matsumoto on more  

equal footing. While Matsumoto initially registers as the mild-mannered foil to Conklin,  

we gradually come to appreciate how he is the byproduct of a differing cultural  

construction of heteromasculinity that stresses a form of inner strength and reserve that  

contrasts sharply with Conklin’s arrogant impulsiveness. A skilled Kendo practitioner 

who does not shy away from the notion of conflict, Matsumoto exhibits a sense of 

personal and professional emotive control that differs sharply from Conklin’s aggressive 

“rogue cop” instincts. Indeed, Conklin’s impulsiveness emanates from his distinct lack of 

self-control, which seems to have led him to succumb to corruption.    

 According to Park, Conklin undergoes an experience in Japan through which he is 

“spiritually rejuvenated and reborn” via his relationship with Matsumoto, who constitutes 

a “variation of the Oriental Monk who functions initially as antagonist, then as both 

sidekick and mentor” (119). Though I agree with the general spirit of Park’s summation 

of Conklin and Matsumoto’s relationship, I take issue with her contention that 

Matsumoto constitutes “a variation of the Oriental Monk.” Granted, there is a discernible 

neo-Orientalist paradigm at work here through which Conklin undergoes an absorptive  
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learning process that allows him to harness the wisdom of the Japanese Other. 

Nonetheless, I would contend that Matsumoto is notably devoid of any shamanistic  

tendencies. A consummate policing professional who struggles between doing what is 

right in accordance with his strict relational culture and doing what is right in accordance 

with his conscience, Matsumoto is ultimately responsible for confronting Conklin about 

his corruption and inspiring him to be a better man. In this regard, I would contend that 

Matsumoto functions as more of a professional mentor than a spiritual sage.   

Confronting the Return of the Repressed/Return of the Oppressed Dynamic 

 The “return of the repressed/return of the oppressed” dynamic that undergirds  

Black Rain takes shape in relation to Conklin’s search for Sato, which eventually leads  

him to uncover Sato’s connection to a technologically advanced yakuza counterfeiting  

ring that plans on flooding the American economy with counterfeit US dollars. As 

Conklin learns, the treacherous Sato has enraged his main yakuza boss, Sugai 

(Tomisaburo Wakayama), because he stole an important counterfeit plate from the two 

yakuza associates that he murdered in New York City. Electing to humbly present 

himself to Sugai as a “worthless gaijin,” Conklin offers to kill Sato in order to secure his 

own revenge for Sato’s killing of Vincent.  

 Played as a regal, menacing figure by Wakayama, Sugai – in the definitive scene 

in the film – explains to Conklin that his interest in flooding the American economy with 

counterfeit dollars emanates not from personal greed, but rather from his desire to seek 

revenge against America for its nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and its  

ensuing corruption of traditional Japanese values via cultural imperialism. In Sugai’s 

mind, his counterfeit scheme is an act of vengeance that he is orchestrating on the wider  
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behalf of Japan. Describing his “return of the oppressed” revenge motivations against  

America, Sugai recalls how he lived through one of the nuclear bombings of Japan:80 

I was ten when the B-29 came. My family lived underground for three  

days. When we came up, the city was gone. Then, the heat brought rain –  

black rain. You made the rain black. You shoved your values down our  

throat. We forgot who we were. You created Sato, and the thousands like  

him. I’m paying you back.         

As Park contends, the scene constitutes a “postcolonial critique of the role of the United 

States in Japan during and after World War II”: “The United States dropped atomic 

bombs on Japan, effectively ending the war and securing itself as an economic and 

military superpower while castrating Japan, which was stripped of its military power and 

given a new constitution by its former enemy” (117). 

 More notably, the scene addresses the sheer horror of nuclear warfare. Sugai’s  

comments about the ensuing black rain from the nuclear fallout conjure up horrific 

notions of the gruesome socioenvironmental destruction that was wrought on Japan as a 

result of America’s bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In this regard, the film triggers 

a “return of the repressed” moment by forcing American audiences to confront America’s  

	
80 There is a certain degree of ambiguity here. As Ken Provencher observes in his meticulously researched 
unpublished dissertation, “Japan in Transnational Hollywood: Industry and Identity, 1985-1995,” various 
draft versions of the Black Rain script had presented Sugai as a victim of America’s 1945 firebombings of 
Osaka (131; 148-149). Though Provencher initially argues that the film has been “mistakenly interpreted” 
given that “most viewers” have simply assumed that Sugai is “talking about Hiroshima or Nagasaki”(131), 
he ends up considerably negating this point by contending that “Black Rain, with some degree of intention, 
sketches an atomic bomb victim [Sugai] through suggestive means” (147; emphasis added). Indeed, from 
my own point of view, the film is quite deliberate in encouraging viewers to interpret Sugai as having been 
a childhood victim of the nuclear bombing of either Hiroshima or Nagasaki. The fact that Black Rain 
contains no reference to the American firebombings of Osaka seems proof enough that Paramount 
ultimately desired viewers to connect the film’s subject matter to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. After all, the 
term “black rain” is almost indelibly associated with nuclear fallout. 
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dark historical role in having been the first nation to develop nuclear weaponry and the  

only one to have employed it against an enemy. To be sure, such anxieties about 

America’s nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki have not been historically 

confined to pacifist mindsets. As Dwight D. Eisenhower, America’s former Republican 

president (1953-1961) and a retired five-star Army general, would recall in his memoir 

Mandate for Change, 1953-1956: The White House Years (1963), he had expressed 

“grave misgivings” upon learning that America was going to use nuclear weaponry 

against Japan given his belief “that Japan was already defeated and that dropping the 

bomb was completely unnecessary” (312-313). Accordingly, we might also take note of 

US Admiral William D. Leahy’s characterization of America’s nuclear bombings of 

Japan in his autobiography, I Was There (1950), in which he writes, “My own feeling  

was that in being the first to use it [nuclear weaponry], we had adopted an ethical  

standard common to the barbarians of the Dark Ages” (441). 

 Conjuring up a “return of the repressed” moment in the film that forces American 

audiences to confront the devastating impact of America’s bombings of Japan, Sugai’s 

comments also gesture towards a concomitant “return of the oppressed” fear that was 

embedded deep within the hegemonic nationalism that defined the Reagan-Bush era. In 

essence, Sugai’s comments address prominent US anxieties of the period that held that 

the Japanese had emerged from the ashes of the war and the ensuing Occupation in order 

to wreak economic revenge against America. To this end, we should take particular note 

of how Sugai’s condemnation of America is phrased in a personalized manner that is 

communicated directly to Conklin: “You made the rain black. You shoved your values  
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down our throat. You created Sato and the thousands like him. I’m paying you back”  

(emphasis added). Accordingly, we should also note how Sugai informs Conklin that the 

counterfeit money he is developing “will be perfect – like everything else we make” 

(emphasis added), for these remarks suggest that Sugai takes a personal sense of 

nationalistic pride in Japan’s manufacturing proficiency. Finally, we should note how 

Sugai, though technically a Japanese “outlaw” as a yakuza member, indicates to Conklin 

that he blames US cultural imperialism for creating greedy, unprincipled individuals like 

Sato: “He might as well be an American. His kind respects just one thing – money.”  

 As David Morley and Kevin Robins observe of Black Rain in their book, Spaces 

of Identity: Global Media, Electronic Landscapes, and Cultural Boundaries (1995), “It is 

hardly incidental . . . that the motive for Black Rain’s chief villain [Sugai] swamping 

America with counterfeit dollars is revenge for the ‘black rain’ which fell on Hiroshima 

[and Nagasaki]” (159).81 In short, if Black Rain’s “return of the repressed” arc 

crystallizes American anxieties about the horror that was wrought on Japan via the 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, then its countervailing “return of the oppressed” 

arc crystallizes America’s prominent Reagan-Bush era “Japanization anxieties” that held 

that Japan was seeking to wreak economic revenge against America. Taken in unison, 

these arcs constitute the complex and at times seemingly schizophrenic “return of the 

repressed/return of the oppressed” dynamic that essentially defined the vexed American 

cultural currents that the film was seeking to address and explore.  

 

	
81	Sugai simply tells Conklin, “When we came up [referring to himself and his family], the city was gone” 
(Black Rain). He never actually specifies the city in question. Morley and Robins have apparently assumed 
that Sugai was referring to Hiroshima.  
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Concluding Dynamics 

 Black Rain approaches its conclusion when Sugai provides Conklin with the  

opportunity to assassinate Sato at a yakuza meeting at an Osaka farm estate. Dropping 

Conklin off in the Osaka countryside during the early morning hours, Sugai and his 

associates provide him with a shotgun and a few shells and leave him to lie in wait until 

the meeting occurs later in the day. Seeing Conklin left to his own devices, we are here to 

led to expect that even if he succeeds in assassinating Sato, he will likely be killed by one 

of Sato’s associates in the process.  

Yet while Conklin’s prospects initially seem grim, he is ultimately saved from 

going it alone when Matsumoto suddenly appears to assist him. This is an unexpected 

plot twist given that Matsumoto had rejected an earlier attempt by Conklin to enlist him. 

Suspended from his job and personally and professionally ostracized as a result of 

disobeying departmental regulations by helping Conklin track Sato down in the wake of 

Vincent’s death, Matsumoto had initially maintained that he was too wedded to Japan’s 

group culture to continue assisting him: “I am not like you. For a moment, I thought I 

could be.” Though in this earlier scene one can discern what initially appears to be a 

patronizing white American “alpha buddy”/Japanese “beta buddy” dynamic, Black Rain 

will, as I shall discuss, ultimately avoid this pitfall by establishing Matsumoto as the 

dominant role model who is almost singlehandedly responsible for Conklin’s salvation.   

Justifying his change of heart in electing to assist Conklin, Matsumoto essentially  

repeats a line Conklin had earlier told him, noting, “Sometimes you have to go for it.”  

Joining forces, the two proceed to take out an assortment of yakuza members before  

Conklin squares off against Sato mano-a-mano in an extended hand-to-hand combat  
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scene that pits Conklin’s honed street fighting skills against Sato’s expertise in martial 

arts. Predictably, given Black Rain’s status as a generic hardboiled American action flick, 

Conklin’s “kick-ass, know-how” street fighting skills eventually triumph over Sato’s 

martial arts proficiency. Nonetheless, the film makes an interesting deviation from the 

conventions of American action cinema via a pivotal point when Conklin gains the 

physical better of Sato and elects to spare him and bring him to justice instead of killing 

him. 

Similar to Gung Ho, which establishes the biracial homosocial bonding between 

Stevenson and Kazihiro as a sort of allegorical microcosm for the beneficial aspects of 

US-Japan intercultural business liaisons, Black Rain sees Conklin and Matsumoto 

working in a form of transpacific law enforcement unison that culminates with them 

apprehending Sato and bringing him to the Osaka police so that he can be brought to 

justice for his assorted crimes. As scholar Nancy Kang notes of the film in her essay  

“‘Good Bad Men’: Reading Race in American Gangster, Black Rain, and Body of Lies” 

(2013): “The rapport between the two detectives emerges as a counter-metaphor for the 

joining of the two counterfeiting plates. While the later union creates something phony 

and criminal, Nick [Conklin] and Masahiro’s [Matsumoto’s] union creates something 

genuine and law-abiding, cemented through the bond of police fraternity” (31).      

To this end, we should note how Conklin and Matsumoto engage in a 

progressively developmental process of intercultural exchange that is similar to the one 

that Stevenson and Kazihiro engage in throughout Gung Ho. In essence, Black Rain 

initially presents Conklin as a man who has ventured so far into a moral wilderness that 

he lacks a moral compass; by contrast, Matsumoto is initially presented as a character  
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who wishes to break free from the tight-knit group relational dynamics of his profession  

and society but nonetheless lacks the courage to do so. As Conklin and Matsumoto 

slowly bond, they inspire one another via a fractious yet ultimately transformative 

process of intercultural exchange that leads them to develop these missing components 

within themselves. 

There is, however, a crucial difference separating the depiction of Stevenson and 

Kazihiro’s relationship in Gung Ho from that of Conklin and Matsumoto’s relationship in 

Black Rain. Whereas in Gung Ho Stevenson is established as the “alpha party” who is 

forever subjecting the seemingly castrated Kazihiro to his glib jokes, Black Rain draws a 

notable distinction between Conklin’s blustering macho bravado and Matsumoto’s 

restrained personality and his personal struggle to strike an ethical balance between his 

personal passions and the collective good. If Gung Ho leaves us feeling that Stevenson is 

the centre of the picture, then Black Rain ends on a note that leads us to conclude that  

Matsumoto is its heart and soul. Certainly this was one of the main reasons Black Rain  

was so well received in Japan, for as Douglas has noted, Japanese audiences saw 

“Matsumoto as the film’s ‘hero who shows [Conklin] the way’” (qtd. in Park 116). 

 Feted for bringing Sato to justice, Conklin and Matsumoto both receive awards at 

an Osaka police ceremony. On the most obvious level, this scene conveys how Conklin 

has risen from the status of a gaijin in Japan to a man who has earned the respect of 

Japanese authorities. Dressed in a dark blue suit and wearing a tie, his face battered but 

clean-shaven, Conklin accepts his award from Superintendent Ohashi, whom he returns a 

bow to as a sign of respect. In essence, Conklin is here presented as a man who has 

overcome both his anomic individualism and his racist prejudices in order to develop a 
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sense of respect for the group relational dynamics that define Japanese society and 

culture. 

 In the film’s final scene at the Osaka airport, Matsumoto bids adieu to Conklin 

and the two exchange gifts. Presumably still somewhat suspicious of his friend, 

Matsumoto tells Conklin that his policing colleagues have been unable to locate the 

counterfeit plates that the yakuza had manufactured. As Conklin tells Matsumoto, “If you 

got the two plates and you know the right people, then all your problems are solved. I 

mean who’s ever going to know?” Taken in isolation, the remarks would lead us to 

believe that Conklin has stolen the plates. Yet as Conklin departs to board his plane, 

Matsumoto opens the gift-wrapped package that Conklin has given him and discovers the 

two counterfeit plates buried beneath a dress shirt. As James King notes in his excellent 

book Under Foreign Eyes: Western Cinematic Adaptations of Postwar Japan (2012), this 

closing scene is a final confirmation of the personal transformation that Conklin  

undergoes as a result of his experiences in Japan and his bonding with Matsumoto: “The  

implication is that Nick [Conklin] will no longer act as a counterfeit cop” (180). 

Parting Reflections     

 Reflecting on Black Rain’s continued appeal in his book Ridley Scott: A Critical 

Filmography (2011), William B. Parrill writes, “Strangely, the film has not aged at all 

and seems to get better every year” (73). Indeed, when considered in relation to all of the 

Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films of the Reagan-Bush period, Black Rain seems 

the most probing. To this end, the lacklustre critical reception that the film originally 

received in America is interesting to consider, for it seems curious that Japanese critics 

would embrace the film whereas American critics would accuse it of racism. In 
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addressing this issue, it is worth pondering how Douglas’s performance may have simply 

confused many American critics of the era.82 Given how Douglas spends so much of 

Black Rain playing Conklin as a reactionary man who suffers from an aggrieved white 

entitlement complex, it is seems possible that many American critics simply misjudged 

the film as somehow endorsing the various “Japan-bashing” currents that were then 

circulating throughout America. 

 Giving voice to a critical interpretation of Black Rain that essentially sums up the 

negative views of other American critics of the period, Pat Dowell writes the following in 

her Cineaste review “Black Rain: Hollywood Goes Japan Bashing” (1990):   

In another decade Lee Marvin or Clint Eastwood might have played this  

role [Conklin], but in the Eighties, America’s champion is Michael  

Douglas – weak-chinned, unable to muster an assured tough guy manner,  

given to impotent screaming tantrums rather than the ominous and 

commanding whisper of his predecessors. . . . Black Rain’s furious 

contradictions reveal more insecurity about America than about Japan. . . . 

At the heart of Nick Conklin’s hysterically threatening brush with Japan is 

the nightmare, not of being bested, but of being transformed: that “we”  

will become “them.” 

Ironically enough, Dowell here seems to have entirely missed the point of Douglas’s 

performance. After all, Conklin is not a character with whom we are supposed to 

automatically identify. If anything, one of Black Rain’s main strengths lies in the fact that 

it is built around such a problematic lead. Highlighting this very aspect of the film, Parrill 

	
82 See Park 116. For an excellent overview of the film’s critical reception by Western critics in general, see 
the entry for Black Rain in Laurence Raw’s The Ridley Scott Encyclopedia (2009) (36-39).   
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writes, “The writers agreed that the Douglas character was ‘not the most likable character 

in the world’ for the first half of the film. This is an understatement: the character is 

frankly detestable. Douglas regarded the character as ‘a stretch’ and saw the character 

Nick [Conklin] . . . as attempting to regain his self-esteem” (69). 

 In noting how Douglas spends much of the film portraying Conklin as a man 

“given to impotent screaming tantrums rather than the ominous and commanding whisper 

of his [action genre] predecessors,” Dowell makes an astute observation but entirely 

misses the mark given that she sees this as a central weak point of Black Rain rather than 

as one of its greatest strengths. In essence, Douglas portrays Conklin in this manner 

precisely because the character is supposed to register as a reactionary man suffering 

from a pernicious sense of aggrieved white entitlement. When Dowell notes that “Black 

Rain’s furious contradictions reveal more insecurity about America than Japan,” she is 

absolutely right, though she seems to have misinterpreted this as a failing of the film  

rather than a deliberately crafted aspect of its narrative. In essence, Conklin’s white  

entitlement complex is supposed to offer us a critical window into the larger currents of 

reactionary white heteropatriarchal nationalism that were then being fomented in 

America. Thus, when Dowell argues that “the heart of Nick Conklin’s hysterically 

threatening brush with Japan” resides in “the nightmare, not of being bested, but of being 

transformed: that ‘we’ will become ‘them,’” she is absolutely correct to note that the film 

is mining these fears, though she perpetrates the crucial mistake of accusing it of “Japan 

bashing.” Far from “Japan bashing,” Black Rain actually engages in a critical exploration 

of how reactionary white heteropatriarchy and “Japanization anxiety” were then toxically 

intersecting and circulating throughout US society. 
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 To be sure, Black Rain offers no easy solutions to the varied social travails it 

documents, and this is perhaps why Dowell chose to chastise it for being “full of furious 

contradictions.” While the film’s ending sees Sato apprehended and the yakuza 

counterfeiting plot thwarted, we are left unclear as to what type of future Conklin will 

face when he returns to New York City, where we know he suffers from pressing 

financial concerns in addition to a possible lingering investigation into his involvement in 

a police corruption scandal. Give how the early section of the film treats us to a 

discernibly grim vision of Conklin’s New York City existence, we have no real reason to 

believe that he will face improved circumstances upon his return home. Yet rather than 

see such unresolved tensions as a weakness, I would contend that the film’s ambiguous 

ending constitutes an honest acknowledgement of the angst that many white American 

men were feeling during the final decades of a globalizing twentieth century that was 

witnessing the demise of the so-called “golden age” that had so discriminatorily favoured  

their interests. In this respect, I am again reminded of the following insights of feminist 

geographer Doreen Massey, who in her book Place, Space, and Gender (1994) writes, 

“Those who today worry about a sense of disorientation and a loss of control must have 

once felt they knew exactly where they were, and that they had a sense of control” (165).  

Driven chiefly by its “return of the repressed/return of the oppressed” dynamics, 

Black Rain digs deep into the psychosocial roots of America’s Reagan-Bush era 

“Japanization anxiety.” In relation to journalist Donald Chase’s aforementioned summary 

of the pivotal Kiplingesque question that had reportedly attracted all of the principal 

parties to the Black Rain project (“Is East, East and West, West, or are we all part of the 

Family of Man?”), the film provides no simple, reassuring answer. In essence, Black Rain 
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ends with Conklin returning to the American society that shaped his former anti-Japanese 

prejudices, whereas Matsumoto remains in a Japan that is structured around a strict group 

relational culture that the film has presented as being permeated by an ethos of anti-

American resentment.83  

In order to come to better terms with Black Rain, it is useful to engage in a more 

detailed examination of the Kipling-inspired question that Chase highlighted (see pages 

122-123). Obviously indebted to Kipling’s “The Ballad of East and West” (1889), the 

question evokes the following lines from the poem:  

Oh East is East, and West is West, and never the twain  

shall meet,    

Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment  

Seat; 

  But there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor 

    Birth, 

 When two strong men stand face to face, though they come  

  from the ends of the earth! (111) 

While on the one hand offering a depiction of an emerging global society in which East  

(Japan) and West (America) remain culturally estranged from one another, Black Rain  

also offers a compelling depiction of Matsumoto and Conklin overcoming the culturally  

	
83	Anti-American resentment was running particularly high in Japan at the time of Black Rain’s release 
given the January 1989 publication of Shintaro Ishihara and Sony co-founder Akio Morita’s notorious work 
of collected essays, “No” to ieru Nihon or The Japan That Can Say No (see my comments on page 33). 
Taking note of Black Rain’s reception in Japan in her November 19, 1989 New York Times article entitled 
“Japan’s New Screen Image: Economic Toughie,” journalist Susan Chira writes, “Japanese audiences burst 
into applause when the gangster [Sugai] talks about paying back Americans for forcing their values onto 
Japan.”   
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restrictive confines of their respective nation-states by engaging “face to face” in order to  

develop a genuine friendship rooted in humanist solidarity and intercultural respect. By 

concluding on this ambiguous yet honest note, Black Rain likely left American  

audiences of its era with a mixed sense of hope and anxiety about what the future  

portended for US-Japan relations and the then burgeoning phenomenon of globalization. 

In this regard, the film is marked by an apparently deliberate sense of ambiguity that has, 

with the passage of time, proven to be one of its greatest assets. Perhaps the best 

Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” film of its period, Black Rain endures as an engaging 

text that provides a nuanced, probing examination of the complex psychosocial dynamics 

surrounding reactionary white American heteropatriarchy and its connection to the  

“Japanization anxieties” of the Reagan-Bush era.   
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Chapter Five  

Towards a Global Playing Field?  
US-Japan Intercultural Relations in Mr. Baseball 

 

The fourth Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” film released during the Reagan-

Bush era, director Fred Schepisi’s comedy Mr. Baseball (1992) harnesses America’s so-

called “favourite pastime” to explore the state of US-Japan intercultural relations amidst 

the rise of a global economic playing field. Focusing on an aging, arrogant New York 

Yankees baseball player (Tom Selleck) who finds himself traded to the Chunichi Dragons 

in Japan, Mr. Baseball explores its era’s phenomenon of reactionary white American 

heteropatriarchy and its relationship to cultural and economic globalization. As I 

demonstrate in this chapter, while the film is progressive in its overall orientation, it 

nonetheless falls prey to some notable narrative shortcomings that reveal some profound 

confusions and delusions about neoliberal globalization. 

Mr. Baseball: A Genealogical Overview 

 As media critic Hal Erickson notes in his book The Baseball Filmography: 1915 

Through 2001 (2002), the genesis of Mr. Baseball can be traced back to the late ’80s box-

office successes of such baseball films as Bull Durham (dir. Ron Shelton, 1988), Major 

League (dir. David S. Ward, 1989), and Field of Dreams (dir. Phil Alden Robinson, 

1989) “coupled with [then] recent news reports of how ‘washed-up’ American 

ballplayers had gained a new lease on life – and popularity beyond their wildest dreams – 

in Japan . . .” (328).84 Inspired by these factors, Universal Pictures greenlit Mr. Baseball,  

	
84	Unless otherwise indicated, all the information about Mr. Baseball in this genealogical section has been 
built upon knowledge that was gleaned from the entry for the film in Hal Erickson’s The Baseball 
Filmography: 1915 Through 2001 (2nd ed., 2002). 
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which was initially entitled Tokyo Diamond. With director Peter Markle originally  

helming the project and actor Tom Selleck starring in it, Tokyo Diamond featured a 

screenplay by Gary Ross and Monte Merrick that was based on a story treatment by Theo 

Pelletier and John Junkerman. Originally envisioned as Universal’s main summer release 

of 1991, the Tokyo Diamond production quickly ran into various problems that would 

result in Markle being replaced by Schepisi, an Australian director who had helmed such 

previous pictures as Roxanne (1987), A Cry in the Dark ([released as Evil Angels in 

Australia], 1988), and The Russia House (1990). 

 Aside from reportedly having gone “over schedule and over budget” under 

Markle’s direction (Erickson 329), the Tokyo Diamond project also seems to have 

included segments that upset representatives of the Japanese conglomerate Matsushita, 

which had then recently purchased MCA-Universal. According to Erickson, Matsushita 

representatives “expressed displeasure over the [allegedly] derisive humor made at the 

expense of Japan and its traditions [in the film’s early rushes]; they were also unhappy 

that the first few drafts of the script contained some questionable jokes about American-

Japanese hostilities during World War II” (329). Accordingly, screenwriter Kevin Wade 

was hired to retool the Tokyo Diamond screenplay, and the project ended up being 

retitled Mr. Baseball, which refers to the playful nickname – spelled phonetically as “Mr. 

Besuboru” – bestowed upon Selleck’s character by the Japanese media.  

In the end, Mr. Baseball’s story was credited to Theo Pelletier and John 

Junkerman and its screenplay to Gary Ross, Kevin Wade, and Monte Merrick. As a result 

of working on a problem-plagued production that was subject to the influences of a 

variety of different parties, Schepisi ended up making a film that turned out very different  



		

	

163	

from how he had initially envisioned it. Reflecting on his experience of making Mr.  

Baseball in a 1998 interview with Signis, Schepisi noted,  

[The film] . . . really was just supposed to be about cultural differences  

using the baseball game, but also there was much funnier stuff. . . . Again,  

the studio and Tom Selleck had script approval, which I didn’t realize 

when I agreed to do it. I went in to help them [Universal] out. They didn’t 

understand it, so they pulled into the conventional. 

While Schepisi does not explicitly condemn the film in this interview but instead notes 

that it is “not as good as I would have liked,” his overall sense of disappointment is 

nonetheless palpable. 

 Although technically completed by the end of 1991, Mr. Baseball would not be 

released in North America until October of 1992. Although it would perform well enough 

at the Japanese box office (Erickson 333), the film grossed a paltry $20.8 million in 

North America, which fell considerably short of its reported $40 million budget (“Mr. 

Baseball (1992) – IMDb”). Met with lukewarm reviews by American critics, the film was 

ultimately a commercial and critical disappointment that fell considerably short of 

Universal’s expectations. Nonetheless, as Erickson notes, it would accrue a popular 

following by “the late 1990s, by which time it had become a cable-TV stalwart” that was 

“eminently suitable for broadcast on Opening Day in March and during the October 

pennant sweepstakes” (333). 

Mr. Baseball: Cultural Context 

  In commissioning Mr. Baseball, Universal was obviously attempting to capitalize  
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on the interest that many Americans of the era had come to express about Japan’s love of  

baseball. In this regard, Universal’s decision to greenlight the film was likely influenced  

by the success of American journalist and “Japanophile” Robert Whiting’s bestselling  

book You Gotta Have Wa (1989), which details the history of baseball in Japan and  

examines the various cultural clashes that expatriate American baseball players have 

generally experienced while playing there.85 Reflecting on the success of You Gotta Have 

Wa in a June 9, 2009 interview with journalist Dan Sloan entitled “If You Still Wanna 

Have Wa,” Whiting recalled, “[M]ost Americans did not even know [at the time of the 

book’s release] that [the] Japanese played baseball. Those who did assumed the Japanese 

game was second- or third-rate” (qtd. in Sloan).86 

 The history of baseball in Japan is generally dated back to 1872 when the 

American expatriate educator Horace Wilson supposedly first introduced the sport to 

students at the college Daigaku Nanko, which would eventually be expanded into Tokyo 

University. In 1913, the first tour of American League players in Japan commenced, and 

by late 1934 Japan had its first professional baseball team in the form of the Tokyo 

Yomiuri Giants, which would by 1936 be joined by six additional teams in the newly 

formed Japanese Professional Baseball League. While WWII would temporarily disrupt 

Japanese professional baseball, the end of the war would see the game restored in Japan  

	
85 As Whiting notes in his book, wa is the Japanese “concept and practice of group philosophy” (70). 
Interestingly, Whiting was reportedly associated with Mr. Baseball. Writing about the making of the film in 
his November 20, 1991 New York Times article, “Japanese Buy Studio, and Coaching Starts,” journalist 
Steven R. Weisman notes that Whiting served as “a consultant to the movie.”   
 
86	Hollywood had made an earlier Japan-themed baseball film with director John Berry’s 1978 Paramount 
comedy The Bad News Bears Go to Japan (the third and final film in the original Bad News Bears baseball 
series), though this film underperformed at the North American box office. 
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under the US Occupation.87 In 1951, Wally Yonamine, a Japanese American, became the  

first American citizen to play professional baseball for a Japanese team when he signed 

with the Yomiuri Giants. By 1953 Japan boasted its first American Major League player 

in the form of Phil Paine, a former pitcher for the Boston Braves who played in Japan for 

the season while serving in the US Air Force. It was not until the mid-1960s onwards, 

however, that Japanese teams began using American ex-Major League players with 

notable consistency, a practice that gained considerable attention in the US with the 

publication of Whiting’s Pulitzer Prize-nominated book.88 

Certainly, Mr. Baseball’s North American release in October of 1992 must have 

seemed timely. Aside from seeming likely to capitalize on the recent success of 

Whiting’s bestseller, the film’s release also coincided with the US media attention 

surrounding Nintendo’s involvement in purchasing a major portion of ownership in the 

Seattle Mariners in June of 1992 for a reported $75 million (“Unbolting Baseball’s 

Door”). Perhaps most notably of all, however, Mr. Baseball was released at a time when 

“Japanization anxiety” had reached a fever pitch in America. As Narrelle Morris notes in 

Japan-Bashing: Anti-Japanism since the 1980s (2011), “The peak of both popular and 

official ‘Japan bashing’ in the United States appears to have been 1992 . . .” (59). 

Aside from marking the final year of the Reagan-Bush era given that Bill Clinton 

would accede to the first of his two terms in office in January of 1993, 1992 also marked 

	
87	Baseball is a major theme in the 1984 Japanese film MacArthur’s Children (1984), originally titled 
Setouchi shonen yakyudan or The Setouchi Boys’ Baseball Team, which focuses on life in a Japanese island 
community at the start of the post-WWII US occupation of Japan. 
      			
88 Information in this paragraph constitutes an amalgamation of knowledge gained from the following 
highly informative sources: Masaru Ikei’s article “Global Baseball: Japan and East Asia” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Baseball (2011); the entry for “Japan” in The Cultural Encyclopedia of Baseball (2nd ed., 
2005); and the entry for “Japan” in The 2006 ESPN Baseball Encyclopedia (2006).    



		

	

166	

the official dawn of a post-Cold War era given the Soviet Union’s dissolution on 

December 25, 1991, which marked the last day that the Soviet flag flew over the 

Kremlin. Given this emergence of an official post-Cold War global arena, it is little 

wonder that 1992 constituted the high point of US “Japanization anxiety.” As Morris  

notes, Japan was a key topic of political discussion throughout the 1992 US presidential  

election:  

Several candidates, including Republican Patrick Buchanan, Democrat  

Senator J. Robert Kerrey, Democrat Senator Tom Harkin and businessman  

H. Ross Perot, were very critical of Japan and issued campaign  

advertisements voicing their intention to be “tough” on Japan. Less  

mainstream candidates, such as former Ku Klux Klan leader and white  

supremacist David Duke, also espoused strong anti-Japanese views. In an  

attempt to separate himself from the crowd, Democrat Paul Tsongas,  

formerly a senator, issued a television advertisement and a Japanese  

language pamphlet declaring that he was firmly opposed to “Japan- 

bashing”. . . . Democrat presidential nominee Bill Clinton, on the other  

hand, while making economic performance a focus of his campaign,  

managed to keep his pronouncements regarding Japan relatively low key,  

so much so that he was viewed in Japan as the candidate of choice. (61) 

Embedded within these historic American political discussions about Japan, there was, of 

course, a larger national concern about globalization and the then nascent divide between 

“anti-globalization” and “pro-globalization” factions. 
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Though it might be tempting to dismiss the 1992 US media fixation with Japan as  

a mere media event generated on behalf of opportunistic political candidates, this would  

be to ignore the inherent paranoia that Japan’s then looming economic presence had 

sparked within the minds of some US policymakers. As first documented by journalist  

Jennifer Hyman in a May 24, 1991 Democrat and Chronicle article entitled “Secret RIT  

study bashes the Japanese,” the Rochester Institute of Technology had produced a 

confidential CIA-commissioned report entitled “Japan 2000,” which warned that Japan  

was a burgeoning global hegemon that posed a serious threat to American interests. 

Summarizing the views of Japan expert T.J. Pempel, who reviewed the Democrat and 

Chronicle’s obtained copy of the confidential report, Hyman notes how “Japan: 2000” 

“simply replaces the old notion of a Soviet, or communist, conspiracy to achieve world 

dominance with a Japanese, or Asian, one. . . .”  

According to the incendiary report itself, the Japanese were the human byproducts 

of “an ageless, amoral, manipulative and controlling culture – not to be emulated – and 

suited only to this race, in this place [Japan]” (qtd. in Hyman). By capitalizing on its 

economic empowerment via its global export of technological products, Japan was 

supposedly seeking to hegemonically enforce its cultural values on America and the 

wider global community: “Japan’s economic power will be used to impose its culture and 

values throughout the world. This is particularly troubling, because of the absence of any 

absolutes or moral imperatives in the Japanese paradigm, unlike the Western paradigm, 

which is anchored in the Judeo-Christian ethics” (qtd. in Hyman). Cautioning that the 

American populace lacked insight into Japan’s “true intentions,” the report concluded 

that Japan would be able to launch a Pearl Harbor-style “economic sneak attack from  
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which the U.S. may not recover” (qtd. in Hyman).  

Although “Japan: 2000” was never officially published in the wake of the  

widespread US media coverage it received as a result of Hyman’s article, the report’s 

inherent “Japanophobia” was much discussed and debated throughout America’s 1992 

presidential election. Interestingly, this election year came hot on the heels of the fiftieth  

anniversary of Japan’s December 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor – a commemorative  

moment that had sparked US-Japan intergovernmental tensions when American vets had  

rejected a proposal to invite Japanese officials to a memorial service at Pearl Harbor. To 

this end, one might also note how the then recent 1990-1991 Gulf War had triggered 

considerable US-Japan intergovernmental tensions after Japanese Prime Minister Toshiki 

Kaifu’s LDP (Liberal Democratic Party) government had agreed to give diplomatic and 

financial assistance to the US and its multilateral coalition but had refused to provide 

active military support from its SDF (Self Defense Forces). As John H. Miller notes in 

American Political and Cultural Perspectives on Japan (2014), “American disgust with 

Japan’s feckless response was palpable. . . . President [George H.W.] Bush snubbed the 

Japanese by excluding them from the [Gulf War] victory celebrations. . . . Japan was 

widely derided for practicing ‘checkbook diplomacy’” (136).89  

 Released amidst an American sociopolitical climate that had recently weathered 

all of these aforementioned US-Japan tensions, Mr. Baseball certainly had the potential to 

strike a chord with audiences. Moreover, as a popular text that features a progressive 

storyline that ultimately champions the notion of US-Japan intercultural exchange and 

	
89 As Miller points out, Japan was technically constrained by its constitution: “There was no way the SDF 
could get involved. It was strictly for homeland defense, and Japan’s ‘no war’ constitution forbade its [the 
SDF’s] overseas dispatch in collective security ventures, even ones sanctioned by the UN. Japan would, in 
other words, remain in its customary ‘bystander’ role” (135-136). 
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solidarity via its exploration of both nations’ shared love of baseball, the film offers a 

positive counterbalance to the borderline “Japan-bashing” of Michael Crichton’s 

bestselling novel Rising Sun, which debuted in America in late January of 1992. A  

controversial text that will be discussed in greater detail in the ensuing chapter, Rising  

Sun even includes an Afterword in which Crichton warns readers of the era of the  

supposed dangers that Japan poses to American interests. 

 Unfortunately, Mr. Baseball never found that mass of moviegoers that it was 

hoping to attract. Certainly, this seems strange considering that the film was released 

during a period that had witnessed Hollywood produce such popular baseball films as 

The Natural (dir. Barry Levinson, 1984), Bull Durham (dir. Ron Shelton, 1988), Major 

League (dir. David S. Ward, 1989), Field of Dreams (dir. Phil Alden Robinson, 1989), 

and A League of Their Own (dir. Penny Marshall, 1992). As Erickson has proposed, the 

popularity of such baseball films lay in Hollywood’s recognition that “baseball can 

function as a metaphor for life itself” (20). Indeed, if we meditate upon Erickson’s 

observation, it becomes apparent how the notion of the competitive playing field of 

“America’s favourite pastime” can be made to function as an allegory for the larger ups 

and downs of US national affairs.  

 Should we further consider this “baseball as a metaphor for life” notion in relation 

to the larger cultural currents associated with Reagan-Bush era Hollywood cinema, then 

we can potentially divine some deeper thematic strands that unite most of the baseball 

films of this period. To this end, I am again reminded of Robin Wood’s observations 

about Reaganite Hollywood cinema’s tendency to embody conservative cultural currents 

that express an inherent desire for a “Restoration of the Father” return to dominant 
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heteropatriarchal values (Wood 172-174). With the notable exception of director Penny 

Marshall’s comedy A League of Their Own (1992), which is about a professional US 

women’s baseball league that emerges during WWII when male ballplayers are away at 

war, all of these aforementioned baseball films focus on American men who bond in 

white-inflected homosocial solidarity. Paramount among these films is director Phil  

Alden Robinson’s Field of Dreams (1989), which is today regarded as a classic of late  

twentieth-century American cinema. A Universal release that proved extremely popular  

with Japanese audiences, the film’s success in America and Japan alike undoubtedly  

influenced Universal’s decision to greenlight Mr. Baseball.90  

 Loosely based on Canadian novelist W.P. Kinsella’s magical realist novel 

Shoeless Joe (1982), Field of Dreams can be read as a complex allegory that invokes 

America’s “favourite pastime” as a healing ground for the divisive legacy of the US 

countercultural revolution that had shattered the mythic post-WWII “golden age” by 

dividing America’s fathers from its sons. The film tells the story of Ray Kinsella (Kevin 

Costner), an Iowa farmer who lives with his wife, Annie (Amy Madigan), and daughter, 

Karin (Gaby Hoffmann). As we learn from a voiceover that Kinsella delivers at the 

beginning of the film, he and his wife are former counterculture radicals who met at 

Berkeley in the late 1960s. An only child whose mother died when he was three years 

old, Kinsella was raised by his stoic father, an older, disappointed man and a former 

minor league player whom Kinsella became increasingly estranged from as he matured  

	
90	As Brett Mandel observes in his book Is This Heaven? The Magic of the Field of Dreams (2002), the 
film “was a natural hit in the Land of the Rising Sun” (132): “It only made sense that visitors from Japan, 
where pilgrimages to shrines are common, soon began journeying to Dyersville [the city/town in Iowa 
where the film was shot]. Since the film’s 1990 premiere in Tokyo, Japanese visitors to the field have been 
common, and mentions of the field in Japanese media have been frequent” (132). 
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and embarked on his period of youthful radicalism. As Kinsella tells Annie early on in  

the film, his fear is of “turning into” his father, who “never did one spontaneous thing.”  

Taking inspiration from an ethereal voice that implores, “If you build it, he will 

come,” Kinsella suddenly dares to dream and risks bankruptcy by plowing under his corn 

to construct a baseball field that magically brings forth the youthful incarnations of 

Shoeless Joe Jackson (Ray Liotta) and the other banned players from the 1919 Black Sox  

Scandal, all of whom were his late father’s heroes. As the plot progresses, Kinsella’s  

journey leads him to enlist the assistance of black American author Terrence Mann 

(James Earl Jones), a popular writer of the counterculture who has since stopped writing 

and become a cynical recluse. Eventually faced with the prospect of impending 

bankruptcy, Kinsella begins to question the wisdom of his dream, but is reassured by a 

revitalized Mann, who tells him that “people will come”:  

They’ll come to Iowa for reasons they can’t even fathom . . . innocent as 

children longing for the past. They’ll pass over the money [for admission 

to Kinsella’s field] without even thinking about it, for it is money that they 

have and peace they lack. And they’ll watch the game, and it’ll be as if 

they dipped themselves in magical waters.  

As Mann proceeds to explain, it is baseball that has held America together throughout the 

years, and it is baseball that will once again unite America and allow it to regain the spirit 

of optimism that had defined its supposed “golden age”: “The one constant throughout all 

the years has been baseball. America has rolled by like an army of steamrollers, erased 

like a blackboard, rebuilt, and erased again. Baseball has marked the time. It is a part of 

our past. It reminds us of all that once was good and that could be again.”  
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Although ostensibly liberal in its cultural politics given how Kinsella, Annie, and  

Mann are all disenchanted by the failure of their former radical hopes, Field of Dreams 

betrays a latent reactionary conservative desire for the national reunification of America 

within a benevolent white-inflected heteropatriarchal order. This is evident from the 

film’s conclusion, in which we come to understand the true meaning of the mysterious  

voice that has compelled Kinsella to build his “field of dreams” by urging, “Build it, and  

he will come.” In the end, despite his earlier voiced fear of “turning into” his father,  

Kinsella’s innate desire is revealed to be for reunification with this “great white”  

heteropatriarch, who appears when the catcher on the field takes off his player’s mask 

and is revealed to be the senior Kinsella in all his youthful glory. As an astonished 

Kinsella remarks to Annie, “My God, I only saw him later, when he was worn down by 

life. Look at him.” 

As the sky turns to dusk, Kinsella invites his father to play a game of catch, 

thereby reuniting father and son in heteropatriarchal solidarity. The implicit conceit of 

this scene is the manner in which the adult Ray Kinsella, cognizant of the failure of his 

own youthful countercultural hopes, can now appreciate his father’s youthful glory and 

recognize how he, too, had once had his youthful dreams and ambitions. The film’s “field 

of dreams” is thus problematically figured as a place where the divisive legacy of the 

counterculture can be healed via a benign conservative order in which fathers and sons 

can bond in heteropatriarchal solidarity via the white-inflected yet inclusive American 

sport of baseball. As dusk turns to darkness, the film’s final scene shifts to an aerial shot 

that shows the image of car headlights filling the country roads as “the people” head  
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towards Kinsella’s farm. Discussing this scene in her essay “Movies and the American 

Dream” (1989), critic Jennifer Holt notes, “The image of car headlights illuminating the 

screen is reminiscent of President Bush’s campaign trope of ‘a thousand points of light,’ 

finally bringing the audience their kinder, gentler America . . .” (230-231).91     

Clearly influenced by Field of Dreams’s success and the “baseball as a metaphor  

for life” trend that Erickson identifies as having defined the Hollywood baseball films of  

the Reagan-Bush era, Mr. Baseball harnesses America’s and Japan’s shared love of the 

game in order to explore the potential benefits of globalization and intercultural 

exchange. Obviously inspired by the prominent US “Japanization anxieties” of its era of 

production, the film attempts a sly interrogation of the attendant phenomenon of 

reactionary white American heteropatriarchy. Employing Japan less as a metonym for 

globalization than as a key synecdochic component of it, the film ultimately presents a 

more positive vision of globalization than any of the other Hollywood “Japanization 

anxiety” films of the Reagan-Bush era. As I shall demonstrate, however, Mr. Baseball is 

not without its contradictions and failings in evincing its relatively rosy view of 

globalization. 

Opening Dynamics: Shifting From a National to a Global Playing Field  

 Mr. Baseball opens with a humorous nightmare sequence in which the film’s 

protagonist, Jack Elliot (Tom Selleck), dreams that he strikes out seven times while at 

	
91 As Holt notes, President George H.W. Bush had promised to “continue the conservative agenda of the 
departing president, Ronald Reagan” at his January 1989 inauguration, while also “promising a ‘kinder, 
gentler America’” (211). Commenting on Bush’s use of the phrase “a thousand points of light” in his book 
The A to Z of the Reagan-Bush Era (2009), Richard S. Conley notes that “Bush used this phrase twice – 
once at his acceptance speech at the Republican 1988 nominating convention and again during his 
inaugural address in 1989”: “The phrase was aimed at encouraging voluntarism in lieu of greater 
governmental involvement in solving social problems. As he explained in his inaugural speech, ‘I have 
spoken of a thousand points of light, of all the community organizations that are spread throughout the 
Nation, doing good’” (172).  
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bat. An aging first baseman and power hitter with the New York Yankees, Elliot is 

subsequently shown awaking with a post-carousal hangover in what appears to be a 

crowded sorority house bedroom. As we soon learn, Elliot is a boozing womanizer who is 

suffering from a bad right knee and a recent playing slump that has seen him fall from 

being the Yankees’ MVP four years earlier to having batted a lowly .235 average the 

previous season. Cocky and arrogant, Elliot arrives for spring training one morning and is 

dealt two substantial blows to his ego. On the first count, he is informed by his sleazy 

yuppie agent, Doc (Nicholas Cascone), that he has lost a lawnmower endorsement deal 

because of the media coverage he attracted in the wake of being charged with speeding at 

120 miles per hour in the wee hours of the morning. The worst yet to come, Elliot is next 

informed by his coach (Art LaFleur) that the Yankees have opted to put him on the 

trading block in favour of acquiring a rookie hotshot. Adding insult to injury, Elliot learns 

that the only interested taker has been Nagoya’s Chunichi Dragons of Japan’s 

professional league.  

 In keeping with the previous Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films of the 

Reagan-Bush era, Mr. Baseball alludes to the demise of a “golden age,” though in this 

particular film the notion of faded days of yore is primarily examined in relation to Elliot, 

who clearly feels his best days are behind him. By exploring the notion of US-Japan 

intercultural conflict via Elliot’s experience of being traded to and appropriated by the 

Chunichi Dragons, Mr. Baseball slyly alludes to then prominent US fears surrounding 

Japan’s acquisition of such “iconic” American properties as Columbia Pictures, 

Rockefeller Center, and the Pebble Beach Golf Course (Miller 129). Part of the implicit 

conceit of the film thus lies in the fact that Elliot comes, in a sense, to be “owned” by a 
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Japanese corporate entity. In this regard, Elliot’s humiliation in being traded to the 

Chunichi Dragons can be read as emanating not just from being rejected by the Yankees, 

but also from being placed under the foreign management and ostensible ownership of 

the Japanese Other. 

  Where Mr. Baseball differs from the previous Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” 

films is in relation to Elliot’s socioeconomic status. Although Gung Ho, Die Hard, and 

Black Rain all feature white male protagonists who are discernibly working class, Mr. 

Baseball offers us a white male protagonist who is clearly not your average working man. 

Indeed, while Elliot may ostensibly register as working class in terms of his beer-loving 

sensibilities and his preference for wearing cowboy boots and jeans, his status as a 

famous, wealthy Major League Baseball player technically qualifies him as a member of 

an elite professional class. In this respect, Mr. Baseball presents Elliot as an amalgam of 

both working-class and professionalized characteristics. As I shall demonstrate, the film 

depicts him in this manner in order to generate its progressive yet somewhat naive 

depiction of a “brave new world” of globalization in which workers and millionaire 

professionals alike can all supposedly benefit from the wonders of a nascent global 

playing field. 

A Yankee in Japan 

 In terms of his initial depiction, Elliot registers as a sort of cross between Hunt 

Stevenson in Gung Ho and Nick Conklin in Black Rain. Embodying Stevenson’s 

benignly cocky insouciance and a milder form of Conklin’s “ugly American” 

characteristics, Elliot reveals himself to be possessed of a rather evident white male 

entitlement complex. Obviously feeling that playing baseball for the Japanese is beneath 
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him (“I’m a major leaguer!”), Elliot arrives in Japan with an evident chip on his shoulder. 

Met by his appointed guide and translator, Yoji Nishimura (Toshi Shioya), upon arriving 

at the Nagoya International Airport, Elliot quickly proceeds to embarrass him with his 

bullish behaviour and his smugly unabashed American provincialism. When asked what 

he thinks of Japan during a meeting with various Japanese media representatives, for 

example, Elliot glibly replies, “The airport’s nice, I guess. And there’s lots of little people 

walking and talking very fast.” 

As Mr. Baseball proceeds to make clear, Elliot’s benign bigotry and xenophobia 

emanates from his enculturation within an American society that has afforded him 

uninterrogated privilege as a white man. In essence, Elliot is so rooted within his own  

hitherto unchallenged white heteromasculine “Americanness” that he has simply come to  

expect the world to adapt to him. When asked by Nishimura what he thinks of the city of 

Nagoya as they are chauffeured through its dark, neon-lit streets, the overwhelmed Elliot 

can only articulate his newfound sense of cultural estrangement and discomfort by 

smarmily equating Nagoya with Cleveland, Ohio, which he has earlier indicated he 

detests (“I hate Cleveland!”): “Yeah, it looks a lot like Cleveland, only I can’t read the 

signs.”  

Being unable to “read the signs” in Japan is clearly a problem for Elliot, who 

finds himself overwhelmed by Japan’s complex cultural semiotics. Coming from a 

position of white heteromasculine privilege within American society, Elliot emanates 

from a social comfort zone in which cultural meaning has always appeared static and 

readily apprehensible to him. In sharp contrast to his experiences in America, Elliot 

quickly discovers that he is unable to easily reduce Japanese culture to a definitive and  
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readily apparent sense of meaning. The obvious language barrier aside, he finds himself  

in the paradoxical situation of existing within a thoroughly modern Japan that nonetheless  

remains culturally undergirded by ancient traditions and time-honoured etiquette. In this  

respect, Elliot’s early feelings of cultural estrangement evoke French theorist Roland 

Barthes’s following semiological ruminations on Japan in his book Empire of Signs 

(1970): “Now it happens that in this country [Japan] the empire of signifiers is so 

immense, so in excess of speech, that the exchange of signs remains of a fascinating 

richness, mobility, and subtlety, despite the opacity of language, sometimes even as a  

consequence of the opacity” (9-10).   

As Elliot quickly discovers, even the game of baseball is structured around  

different cultural mores in Japan than it is in America. Walking into the team locker room  

for the first time, for example, Elliot is shocked to discover how his entrance elicits a 

minor uproar from his new teammates, who expect him to remove his cowboy boots and 

change into slippers. Initially reacting to his newfound existence in Japan with a mixture 

of cynicism and frustration, Elliot evinces xenophobic behaviour that contrasts sharply 

with the cultural openness of his fellow American teammate on the Chunichi Dragons, 

Max Dubois (Dennis Haysbert), who has been playing baseball in Japan for roughly five 

years. As Dubois, a black American, attempts to explain to Elliot, he will have to adjust 

to being received as a “gaijin” in Japan, which Dubois sardonically describes as follows: 

“It’s like being a black guy back home. Only there’s less of us.” 

Dubois’s comments are here certainly interesting, as they indicate he has been 

treated like a second-class citizen even in his home country. Notably, however, this 

experience does not seem to have reduced him to a state of embittered misanthropy.  
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Unlike Elliot, who arrives in Japan with his white entitlement complex and the arrogant  

assumption that the Japanese should conform to his acclimatized cultural rhythms,  

Dubois has no such expectations of his host country. In sharp contrast to Elliot, Dubois 

does his best to adapt to life in Japan. In addition to having learned to speak Japanese, he 

accepts and respects the culturally distinct playing rituals of his Japanese teammates. 

While Elliot clearly resents the supposed professional degradation of playing for a 

Japanese team, Dubois accepts his fate and continues to work hard in the hopes that he 

might one day be noticed by an American Major League team that might be willing to 

pick him up. In short, if Elliot registers as being culturally xenophobic, Dubois exudes a 

spirit of cultural xenophilia.  

In considering how Elliot and Dubois react in such markedly contrasting ways to  

Japanese culture, it is interesting to contemplate the potential role played by the history of 

American racial politics. To this end, Max’s surname Dubois (pronounced “Due Bwah”) 

assumes an interesting hue, as it potentially functions as a veiled nod to the famed black 

American sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois (pronounced “Due Boys”), who coined the term 

“double consciousness” to describe the psychosocial experience of black American 

existence. Ruminating on this experience in his book The Souls of Black Folk (1902), Du 

Bois writes,  

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always 

looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul 

by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One 

ever feels his twoness, – an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 

two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose  
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dogged strength keeps it from being torn asunder. (5) 

Yet while an undeniable burden, double consciousness also has the potential to imbue  

black Americans with a form of semiotic agency denied to their white compatriots.  

Taking note of this issue in his book Divine Discontent: The Religious Imagination of 

W.E.B. Du Bois (2009), scholar Jonathon S. Kahn notes, “To be sure, Du Boisian double 

consciousness is a burden, but it is one that Du Bois pragmatically transforms by 

embracing a notion of selfhood that thrives on decoding and understanding the social, 

political, and historical gaze of the white other” (29). If we ruminate further upon Du 

Bois’s theory of double consciousness, it would seem that it also has the potential to 

instill a propensity for wider forms of intercultural awareness that remain denied to  

whites, who remain locked within the confines of their own delimiting white gaze.  

 While it admittedly remains a moot point as to whether or not Mr. Baseball’s core 

creative team had W.E.B. Du Bois in mind when crafting Max Dubois, this character 

possesses an evident sense of double consciousness in relation to his black American 

existence, in addition to possessing a discernible flair for intercultural awareness. It is 

Dubois who helps acclimatize Elliot to the differing cultural rhythms that surround life 

both on and off the playing field in Japan. Certainly, this is an interesting plot aspect to 

consider, especially in light of Ed Guerrero’s observation that the Hollywood biracial 

buddy films of the Reagan-Bush era tended to place “the black filmic presence [actor] in 

the protective custody, so to speak, of a white lead or co-star and therefore in conformity 

with white sensibilities and expectations of what blacks, essentially, should be” (Guerrero 

128). In sharp contrast to this discernible pattern, Mr. Baseball presents us with an 

initially ignorant, xenophobic white protagonist who is mentored in the ways of Japanese  
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culture by an enlightened black character. 

 While Dubois has a significant relationship with Elliot, Dubois’s ultimate impact  

on him pales in comparison to that of Uchiyama (Ken Takakura), the manager and head  

coach of the Chunichi Dragons. Like Gung Ho and Black Rain, Mr. Baseball explores the 

then fractious terrain of US-Japan foreign and intercultural relations via the biracial 

homosocial bonding dynamics that occur between a white American man and a Japanese 

man. Similar to these previous Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films, Mr. Baseball 

develops the relationship between Elliot and Uchiyama as a sort of allegorical microcosm 

for the potentially beneficial aspects of US-Japan collaboration and intercultural 

exchange. Unlike Gung Ho, however, Mr. Baseball does not impart a hierarchically 

inflected white American “alpha buddy”/Japanese “beta buddy” dynamic, but instead 

follows a pattern similar to that of Black Rain by offering us a depiction of a notably 

empowered Japanese co-lead character in the form of Uchiyama.  

While Elliot possesses the cachet of being a former first baseman and MVP for 

the New York Yankees, he nonetheless finds himself subject to the coaching authority of 

Uchiyama, who is a former “star” professional baseball player in his own right given that 

he holds the Japanese national record for home runs in consecutive games. Notably, 

Uchiyama is situated within a position of heteropatriarchal dominance in relation to the 

younger, rebellious Elliot, who refers to him as “Chief.” In this respect, it is interesting to 

consider that Uchiyama is played by Ken Takakura, whose then most recent Hollywood  

role had been as Masahiro Matsumoto, the moral pillar of Black Rain who is ultimately  

responsible for ethically rehabilitating Conklin. Known to international cinephiles as “the  

 



		

	

181	

Japanese Clint Eastwood” (Khoo, Smaill, and Yue 62), Takakura’s role in Mr. Baseball  

essentially sees him following up his performance as Matsumoto by once again playing a  

strong, principled character who is tasked with mentoring a bullheaded American gaijin. 

Based on their early encounters, Elliot and Uchiyama find themselves at odds  

with one another. Filled with arrogant hubris, Elliot continues to act the part of his former 

MVP self by treating his new job as a player for the Chunichi Dragons as though it is 

somehow beneath his professional playing abilities. Although Uchiyama attempts to 

make it clear to Elliot that he prioritizes the notion of team harmony above all else, Elliot 

staunchly clings to his maverick ways and expresses a reluctance to participate with the 

rest of the team in the rigorous pre-practice workout exercises that Uchiyama assigns. 

Though Elliot initially performs impressively during his first run at batting practice,  

Uchiyama astutely notes that he has “a hole in his swing” and proceeds to prove his point  

by having a different player throw Elliot three consecutive shooto pitches92 that he fails to 

hit, thereby triggering an affront to Elliot’s considerable ego.  

Although Mr. Baseball’s early depictions of Uchiyama’s emphasis on team 

harmony and his preference for making his players perform grueling pre-practice 

workouts may register as mere incidental elements to casual viewers, they actually testify 

to how the film’s core creative team conducted extensive research into Japanese 

professional baseball. As Whiting notes, expatriate American baseball players quickly 

found that playing baseball in Japan was an arduous ordeal: “The life of a ballplayer was  

so regimented by club rules that many Americans compared it to being in the army . . . or  

	
92	As Whiting notes, a “shooto” is a Japanese “screwball” (15). 
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worse” (8).93 Highlighting how the Japanese revere baseball for its team dynamics,  

Whiting notes, “Baseball’s grip on Japan’s collective psyche is due, ultimately, to the fact 

that it suits the national character. Introduced to a people whose identities were rooted in 

the group . . . baseball provided the Japanese with an opportunity to express their 

renowned group proclivities on an athletic field” (49). As for Mr. Baseball’s depiction of 

the grueling exercises that Uchiyama demands of his players, one need only turn to 

Whiting’s following observations about Japanese professional baseball’s workout and 

practice sessions for confirmation of the film’s general accuracy: “A good hard workout 

every day was considered imperative in order to show the fans, the press, and the 

opposition that the team was full of fight and ready to play ball. Besides, constant  

practice was a must if you really wanted to become good” (19).94 

Mr. Baseball and the Dynamics of Intercultural Exchange 

The initial conflict between Elliot’s insolent, insubordinate demeanour and 

Uchiyama’s exacting professionalism is eventually mended via a plot contrivance that 

sees Elliot begin to date Uchiyama’s daughter, Hiroko (Aya Takanashi), who works as an 

advertising and public relations consultant for the Dragons. Although initially unaware 

that Hiroko is related to Uchiyama, Elliot quickly becomes involved with her after they 

begin consulting about his contractual responsibilities to appear in commercials for which 

the Dragons can license him out. Depicted as an intelligent, assertive, and accomplished 

	
93	To this end, we might also note the apparent accuracy of the film’s depiction of Elliot drinking and 
commiserating with Dubois and other expatriate American baseball players in an American-themed sports 
bar in Japan. As Whiting notes, expatriate professional American baseball players who were playing in 
Japan would frequently “go drinking at the Hard Rock Café, or other American-style places with names 
like Tony Roma’s, Nicola’s Pizza House, Maggie’s Revenge, and Chaps” (17).    
 
94 While not denying the film’s accuracy in depicting the rigours of Japanese professional baseball training, 
Whiting has noted that the American players who “do best in Japan” are those who are “not forced to 
accept Japanese ways” (qtd. in Weisman). 
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professional businesswoman, Hiroko is not the sort of fawning, subservient geisha-type 

character that one might otherwise expect of a popular Hollywood film that was 

obviously crafted to appeal to a heteromasculine demographic. Yet while Mr. Baseball 

deserves credit for featuring a Japanese actress in a major role that considerably departs 

from conventional Orientalist fantasies of the passive female Other, the film nonetheless 

problematically positions Hiroko as an object of homosocial exchange who ultimately 

solidifies the intercultural bonding that occurs between Elliot and her father. As I shall 

discuss, the film’s depiction of Hiroko’s relationship with Elliot is ultimately torn 

between progressive and conservative narrative machinations. 

On a positive note, it is Hiroko who truly begins to soften Elliot’s cultural 

xenophobia, though this occurs in relation to an early plot contrivance that essentially 

serves to prepare the way for Elliot’s eventual intercultural bonding with her father. 

Taking Elliot out to dinner to discuss the advertising provisions embedded in his contract, 

Hiroko surprises him by bringing him to an upscale French restaurant that serves 

Japanese Kobe beef steaks. As Hiroko proceeds to explain to Elliot, Japan “takes the best 

from all over the world and makes it her own.”95 Given that Hiroko has by this point also 

informed Elliot that she is a graduate of the prestigious Parsons School of Design in New 

York City, we recognize that she is herself a living testament to this practice of acquiring 

“the best” that the world has to offer. In essence, Hiroko here helps usher in the 

	
95	Writing during Japan’s economic boom period of the late 1980s, Whiting notes how the Japanese had a 
marked love for foreign luxury goods: 
  

The Japanese preferred only brand-name imports and did not care how much they cost. A 
bottle of Napoleon brandy sold for two hundred dollars [US] after going through Japan’s 
infamous, complex distribution system. A BMW cost a hundred thousand dollars [US], 
and a packet of glacial ice cubes went for twenty bucks [US]. Yet there was never any  
lack of buyers because possessing such items brought one prestige. (6)  
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burgeoning themes of cosmopolitanism and cultural hybridity that will become 

increasingly developed throughout the film.96  

 As Elliot and Hiroko’s relationship develops both personally and professionally,  

Mr. Baseball increasingly employs the logistics of neo-Orientalism by suggesting that 

there is much that America can learn from Japan. Like Gung Ho and Black Rain before it, 

Mr. Baseball implies that America needs to move away from its mythopoetic legacy of 

individualism in order to connect with the sort of collaborative social ethos that is 

embodied within Japanese culture. When Elliot betrays his maverick style of impetuous 

individualism by lashing out at Hiroko for supposedly exhibiting a “shut up and take it” 

managerial style via her exacting supervision of his contractually obligated appearance in  

a Japanese television commercial, she counters by reminding him that “acceptance and  

cooperation are strengths also.”  

This neo-Orientalist theme of transcending American individualism becomes 

further developed over the course of the film in relation to a pseudo-Zen cultural 

philosophy, which Hiroko articulates when she takes Elliot to a Japanese Buddhist temple 

and advises him to simply “accept” his flaws and abandon his ego-driven resistance to 

change.97 Elliot, of course, does not automatically put this advice into practice, as he  

continues to be ruled by his arrogance and hubris. Yet he clearly goes too far when he  

	
96	As Manfred B. Steger observes in Globalization: A Very Short Introduction (2nd ed., 2009), 
hybridization entails “the mixing of different cultural forms and styles facilitated by global economic and 
cultural exchanges” (6). 
 
97 As the superlative Time-Life book Japan (1985) notes, “Zen Buddhism is as much a part of Japanese life 
as rice. It pervades everything from art and architecture to sport, business and gardening.” Although “its 
actual practice is limited to those with the perseverance to achieve inner peace and regular joy through 
active and regular meditation,” Zen nonetheless continues to exert a “culturally dominant” influence 
throughout Japan (Japan 148).    
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starts an on-field brawl between the Dragons and an opposing team after a pitcher  

accidentally beans him with a ball when he is at bat. As a result of the media spectacle 

that Elliot triggers, Uchiyama finds himself reprimanded by the Dragons’s president, 

Hiroshi Nakamura (Takanobu Hozumi), who orders him to place Elliot on indefinite 

suspension while also informing him that he can expect to be relieved of his managerial 

duties as soon as a replacement is found. According to Nakamura, Uchiyama is 

responsible for bringing “dishonour” to the team. 

Accordingly, the strong-willed Hiroko elects to take matters into her own hands in 

order to smooth relations between Elliot and Uchiyama. This, of course, presents some 

initial problems for Hiroko given that Elliot is at this point still unaware that Uchiyama is 

her father, while Uchiyama is, in turn, still unaware that his daughter has become 

romantically involved with Elliot. Essentially staging a confrontation between the men, 

Hiroko invites Elliot to meet her widower father and his parents at his countryside estate. 

Yet while Elliot initially reacts with shock and indignation upon meeting Uchiyama and 

realizing that Hiroko has kept her father’s identity a secret, Uchiyama behaves with 

dignified hospitality and insists that Elliot stay for dinner. Though Hiroko departs shortly 

afterwards in the wake of a spat that erupts between Uchiyama and Elliot over the hole in 

Elliot’s swing, Uchiyama insists that Elliot stay to hash things out, telling him, “I know 

my daughter. She had all this planned, right down to her exit.” 

The secret of Hiroko and Elliot’s relationship now placed in the open and the 

issue of the hole in Elliot’s swing now directly addressed, Uchiyama and Elliot are left to 

reckon with one another on a face-to-face level. As Uchiyama bluntly puts it, “Situation 

is this: You will not be playing baseball anywhere, and I will not be managing unless you  
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can start hitting again.” To Elliot’s astonishment, Uchiyama also informs him that he 

stands to lose his job because he selected him against the wishes of the team’s corporate 

management and failed to control him. Considerably humbled by Uchiyama’s revelation 

that the team’s management had actually wanted Boston’s Pete Clifton, Elliot begins to 

follow Hiroko’s advice by learning to “accept,” which in his case means relinquishing his 

hubris so that he can accept his playing deficits, accept the direction of Uchiyama, and 

accept the fact that he must learn to integrate and bond with his new Dragon teammates. 

Quite cleverly, the film here conveys how Elliot’s hubris is largely a 

compensatory defensive mechanism that emanates from his own self-doubts about his  

future prospects. In essence, the film demonstrates how Elliot’s aggrieved white 

entitlement complex and cultural xenophobia are considerably influenced by his own 

fears that his “golden days” are behind him. While Elliot is obviously not a working-class 

man but rather a famous and wealthy professional baseball player, we can nonetheless 

divine an implicit connection between his discernible reactionary white entitlement 

complex and the sense of frustration that was then being voiced by those white working- 

class “Reagan Democrats” of the period who felt lost in a globalizing world. 

By learning to “accept” his fate in life and confronting the fact that he must adapt 

to change, Elliot is able to commit himself to an arduous but fruitful path of both bodily 

and cognitive recalibration. Pursuing an elaborate, intensive training regimen that occurs 

under the aegis of Uchiyama, Elliot hones both his body and mind via a disciplined 

schedule, the later stages of which include his learning to hit golf balls with a baseball bat 

in order to remedy the hole in his swing. Eventually humbling himself before his Dragon 

teammates by apologizing to them in broken Japanese for his former arrogant behaviour, 
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Elliot is embraced and accepted by the team for this sincere yet awkwardly delivered 

apology. In essence, this final stage of Elliot’s training regimen sees him jettisoning his 

arrogant hubris and transcending his individualism so that he can reintegrate with a team 

ethic and proceed to embark on a winning batting streak that serves as a testament to 

Uchiyama’s training methods.   

 As a result of Elliot’s transformative journey, we see Uchiyama placed in a 

mentor-like role that is similar to the one that Matsumoto assumes in relation to Conklin 

in Black Rain. Given how Elliot is romantically involved with Hiroko, however, we are 

also aware of a notable heteropatriarchal dynamic that pervades Elliot’s relationship to 

Uchiyama. In essence, Uchiyama can be conceived as a sort of pseudo-father figure to 

Elliot. This, of course, is precisely where this hitherto progressive film begins to run into 

trouble. Indeed, by developing Elliot and Uchiyama’s relationship in this manner and 

essentially harnessing it to explore the globalizing dynamics and tensions surrounding 

US-Japan intercultural relations, the film unfortunately reduces Hiroko to a pawn in a 

larger game of homosocial exchange. In the end, despite all of its otherwise progressive  

intentions, Mr. Baseball ends up uncritically presenting the proverbial playing field of  

globalization as largely being subject to the desires and machinations of heteronormative 

men. 

Mr. Baseball and the Troubling Logistics of Homosociality 

 As the film approaches it denouement, its heteropatriarchal dynamics become 

more firmly established via the homosocial bonding that occurs between Elliot and 

Uchiyama. Paying an unexpected visit to Uchiyama, Elliot brings a bottle of whiskey 

with him, noting, “Heard there’s a Japanese tradition. If you get drunk and tell off your 
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boss, he can’t hold it against you.” This is indeed a cultural custom in Japan, and one 

heavily embedded in homosociality. As cultural anthropologist Anne Allison notes in her 

book Nightwork: Sexuality, Pleasure, and Corporate Masculinity in a Tokyo Hostess 

Club (1994),  

Tired of the rules and rituals that control their actions during the day,  

[Japanese] men use alcohol regularly, almost fiercely, after hours. With a  

drink, they can let their feelings loose, vent a long harbored resentment,  

even cut a boss to the quick; it will all be forgotten the next day. But the  

catharsis of their remarks and behavior builds relationships that will  

continue in the months and years ahead. (46) 

Completing the final stage of his bonding with Uchiyama via drinking, Elliot is able to 

chastise him for being too rigidly controlling with his players and too emotionally distant 

with Hiroko. 

 Similar to Hollywood’s earlier depictions of the homosocial bonding processes  

that occur between Stevenson and Kazihiro in Gung Ho and Conklin and Matsumoto in  

Black Rain, Elliot and Uchiyama’s relationship is meant to function as a microcosmic  

representation of the potential benefits of US-Japan intercultural exchange. As in these 

earlier films, the white American protagonist comes to temper his anomic individualism 

by developing an appreciation for the virtues of teamwork that he learns from his 

Japanese co-protagonist, whom he in turn inspires to develop respect for acts of 

individualized self-expression. It is as a result of this process of intercultural exchange 

that both Elliot and Uchiyama are personally and professionally enriched. 
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 Frustratingly, however, Mr. Baseball from here on out jettisons its otherwise  

progressive depiction of Hiroko by essentially employing her as an object of intercultural 

exchange. In essence, Hiroko solidifies the intercultural bonding between Elliot and 

Uchiyama, while also embodying the potential for the future conception of a racially and 

culturally hybrid child with Elliot. To see this otherwise independent character be 

reduced to servicing such an obvious narrative contrivance is dispiriting, especially 

considering how the progressive and then in-demand Working Girl screenwriter Kevin 

Wade had been hired to “help retool” the film’s script (Erickson 330). 

Although Mr. Baseball makes a final gesture towards Hiroko's independence 

when she informs Elliot that she is “a woman” and not a portable good upon learning that 

the Dodgers will be scouting him for a return to America at an upcoming championship 

game with the Yomiuri Giants, this plot contrivance is manipulatively done away with 

when Dubois ends up being the player who is recruited. Consequently, Elliot is relieved 

of having to choose between Hiroko and the Dodgers, and the championship game 

sequence is made to hinge on the charged dynamics of a uniquely contrived scenario. In 

essence, if Elliot hits a home run, he will break Uchiyama’s national record of having hit 

seven consecutive home runs. Should this occur, however, Uchiyama will scuttle his 

remaining chances of having his contract renewed by the Dragons’s management, who 

have informed him that the team will “lose face” if a gaijin breaks his record. 

 In the action that ensues, both Uchiyama and Elliot demonstrate what they have 

learned from their intercultural bonding. In Uchiyama’s case, he rejects the team 

management’s attempt to impose their “strategies” upon him by engaging with a more 

lenient coaching style and heeding Elliot’s earlier advice about allowing his players to 
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use their instincts and “have a little fun” on the field. By contrast, Elliot demonstrates 

how he has learned to subordinate his rogue instincts and play in harmony with his 

teammates, who have come to revere him as a sort of leader in his own right. When a 

pivotal chance emerges for Elliot to go to bat and potentially beat Uchiyama’s record, he 

does so with his mentor and pseudo-father figure’s approval. After striking out twice, 

Elliot elects to bunt during the final pitch and ultimately leads the Dragons to a victory.  

By engaging in an initially fractious yet ultimately productive journey of 

homosocial bonding and intercultural exchange, Elliot and Uchiyama learn from one 

another and achieve a shared victory. The obvious implication is that Elliot could not 

have achieved such a late-in-life winning streak with the Dragons had he not been open 

to the training methods of Uchiyama, who in turn could not have led the Dragons to their 

final victory had he not heeded the advice of Elliot by allowing his players to use their 

instincts. Celebrated by Japanese fans as “Mr. Besuboru,” Elliot goes from being a gaijin 

to a Japanese celebrity, while Uchiyama now finds himself embraced by the Dragons’s 

management, who are eager to renew his contract in the wake of the Dragons’s victory 

and the positive national reaction that it elicits.  

United with Elliot in their shared victory, Uchiyama visits Hiroko on Elliot’s 

behalf and informs her that his star player “loves her” and “wants to discuss the future” 

with her. While Hiroko initially protests that Elliot is too much like Uchiyama given his 

seeming reluctance to change, Uchiyama counters that “changes” are “occurring all 

around.” Obviously inspired by Elliot’s earlier advice that he become more emotionally 

open with his daughter, Uchiyama presents Hiroko with a cellular phone that he has  

purchased for her, noting that he wishes to speak from his “heart” with “no holding  
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back.” 

Yet while ostensibly about Uchiyama’s relationship with Hiroko, this penultimate 

scene is really more about Uchiyama’s homosocial relationship with Elliot given how it 

ultimately signifies Uchiyama’s transference of his heteropatriarchal authority to him. 

This is further reinforced by the film’s final scene, in which Hiroko is shown watching 

from the stands at a spring training camp for the Detroit Tigers in Lakeland, Florida. As 

quickly becomes clear, Elliot has accepted a position as a coach for the Tigers.98 Sitting 

with the wives and girlfriends of the other team members, Hiroko talks on her new cell 

phone as she conducts business and informs her interlocutor that she will soon be sending 

them a fax. While Mr. Baseball thus “allows” Hiroko to maintain her career, it is 

nonetheless clear that she has relocated to America for Elliot, to whom her father has 

transferred his heteropatriarchal authority. As if to drive this all home, the film concludes 

with Elliot giving a young batter his approval to call him “Chief,” which is the same 

nickname that Elliot bestowed upon Uchiyama while in Japan. In essence, Elliot’s 

journey to Japan culminates with his return to America as a renewed, restored man who is 

once again “in charge” of his life. 

Parting Reflections 

 While well-intentioned, Mr. Baseball ultimately reveals itself to be a problematic  

film when subjected to sustained critical scrutiny. Offering an ostensible rebuke to the  

	
98 There are some interesting metatextual and intertextual nods here. Born in Detroit, Michigan, Selleck is 
an avowed fan of the Detroit Tigers; he often wore the team’s baseball cap when playing the titular 
character Thomas Magnum on the hit CBS television series Magnum P.I. (1980-1988). Interestingly, a 
brief September 25, 1987 Los Angeles Times “TV & Video” article notes that the Detroit Tigers’s then 
owner, Thomas Monaghan, “gave Selleck 10 shares of secondary stock in the team” (“TV & Video”). As 
Vernon Scott details in his May 26, 1992 Deseret article, “Actor Tom Selleck’s Dream Comes True,” 
Selleck prepared for his role in Mr. Baseball by practicing with the Detroit Tigers. 
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interrelated phenomena of “Japan-bashing” and reactionary white heteropatriarchy that  

defined the Reagan-Bush era, the film harnesses baseball as an allegory for the global  

playing field of US-Japan intercultural relations. Troublingly, however, the film 

considerably negates its progressive intentions by reducing the initially “liberated” 

Hiroko to the status of a pawn in a homosocial game of intercultural bonding that occurs 

between her father and Elliot, thereby uncritically depicting globalization as being subject 

to the care and keeping of men. 

 In this respect, Mr. Baseball reveals itself to be firmly caught up within the 

logistics of homosociality. Presumably attempting to gain sympathy with a white male 

target audience, the film goes to great lengths to present Elliot as an “average Joe,” “man 

of the people” American due to his beer-drinking, plain-speaking ways. Yet Elliot is, in 

the end, a wealthy professional athlete. In fact, all of the film’s principal characters are 

members of a privileged cosmopolitan class who benefit from globalization: Elliot 

journeys from America to Japan and back again in the course of pursuing professional 

baseball opportunities; Uchiyama is a wealthy professional baseball coach who has been 

able to afford to send Hiroko to study in America; finally, Hiroko is an empowered 

advertising and design professional who can relocate her career from Japan to America.  

 Although the film’s conclusion seems meant to convey the human benefits and 

possibilities associated with the emergence of an increasingly globalized world of 

sociocultural relations, the characters who benefit from this new global era – Elliot, 

Uchiyama, and Hiroko – are all upwardly mobile professionals. Presumably, all of these 

figures also have the means to invest within a global marketplace that can provide them  

with the opportunities to enhance their respective net worths. To this end, one might ask  
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the following: What of those blue-collar American autoworkers of the era whose jobs and 

livelihoods were being threatened by industrial outsourcing and foreign competition? 

What “global opportunities,” for example, awaited those laid-off GM autoworkers in 

Flint, Michigan, who were the subject of Michael Moore’s 1989 documentary, Roger & 

Me?  

 To answer to these questions, we need only turn to the American pragmatist 

philosopher and cultural critic Richard Rorty, who in his 1998 book, Achieving Our 

Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America, writes the following of 

neoliberal globalization and its relation to a then nascent class divide in American 

society:   

The world economy will soon be owned by a cosmopolitan upper class 

which has no more sense of community with any workers anywhere than 

the great American capitalists of the year 1900 had with the immigrants 

who manned their enterprises. . . . This frightening economic 

cosmopolitanism has, as a byproduct, an agreeable cultural  

cosmopolitanism. Platoons of vital young entrepreneurs fill the front  

cabins of transoceanic jets, while the back cabins are weighted down with  

paunchy professors like myself, zipping off to interdisciplinary 

conferences held in pleasant places. But this newly-acquired cultural 

cosmopolitanism is limited to the richest twenty-five percent of 

Americans. The new economic cosmopolitanism presages a future in 

which the other 75 percent of Americans will find their standard of living  

steadily shrinking. (85-86) 
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While Mr. Baseball’s main characters all enjoy the benefits of global cultural 

cosmopolitanism, it is imperative to bear in mind that their economic privilege sets them 

apart from those rooted American workers in the Rust Belt who stood to lose their jobs to 

the industrial outsourcing and foreign competition that were part and parcel of neoliberal 

globalization.99 

 Yet while Rorty associates globalization with “a world economy in which an 

attempt by any one country to prevent the immiseration of its workers may result only in 

depriving them of employment” (85), Mr. Baseball – if scrutinized from a close critical 

analytical perspective – seems potentially more attuned to America’s influential role in 

shaping and orchestrating globalization. To this end, it is interesting to consider how the  

film visually foregrounds electronic billboard advertisements for Coca-Cola during some 

of its Japanese baseball sequences. While this admittedly may be a simple matter of  

product placement, it is nonetheless fruitful to consider how this particular American  

product is visually positioned by Schepisi, who as an Australian director and “outsider”  

to the Hollywood system was likely quite aware of the global omnipresence of American  

corporate and media culture at the time he was making Mr. Baseball.  

 It was, after all, the Coca-Cola Company that heralded a new “cosmopolitan” era 

of US advertising when it aired its 1971 television commercial “I’d Like to Buy the  

World a Coke,” which features a multicultural ensemble of young people holding Coke  

 

	
99 Interestingly, Rorty’s Achieving Our Country was the subject of much US media discussion in the wake 
of Republican Donald Trump’s election to the office of President on November 8, 2016. The attention 
hinged on a section in the book in which Rorty warned of the dangers of a fascist “strongman” gaining 
political control in America due to white working-class discontent with economic globalization (see Rorty 
89-91). See Jennifer Senior’s November 20, 2016 New York Times article, “Richard Rorty’s 1998 Book 
Suggested Election 2016 Was Coming.”  
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bottles in their hands while standing atop a hill and singing the following lyrics:  

  I’d like to buy the world a home and furnish it with love,  

  Grow apple trees and honeybees and snow-white turtledoves.  

  I’d like to teach the world to sing in perfect harmony. 

  I’d like to buy the world a Coke and keep it company. 

  That’s the real thing.  

                                       (“I’d Like to Buy the World a Coke Commercial – 1971”) 

As employed within the context of the ad, the slogan “the real thing” manipulatively 

suggests that Coca-Cola is the essence of global cosmopolitanism. As journalist and 

public intellectual Jeff Chang notes of the commercial in his book Who We Be: The 

Colorization of America (2014), “Buy the World had stumbled upon a key to unlocking 

not just for Coca-Cola, but for all of American business, the young world of the coming 

Global Century. From Capital’s dream of one America, a New World Order might be 

born” (64).100 

 Similar to Coca-Cola’s “the real thing” slogan, Mr. Baseball ultimately suggests 

that American baseball is “the real thing” or genuine deal when weighed in comparison to 

Japanese baseball. After all, both Elliot and Dubois end up leaving Japan to pursue  

professional baseball opportunities back home in the US. Although ostensibly made in  

response to the prominent US “Japanization anxieties” of its era, Mr. Baseball ends up  

	
100	As Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and cultural critic Chris Hedges argues in his book Death of the 
Liberal Class (2010), the American power elite has come to recognize the commodifiable value of cultural 
diversity:  
 

While it seems on the surface to be a movement for social change, the campaign for 
cultural diversity does little to perturb the power elite. It does not challenge economic or 
political structures that are rapidly disempowering the American working class. Making 
sure people of diverse races or sexual orientations appear on television shows or in 
advertisements merely widens the circle of new consumers. (125)   
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drawing significant attention to the global influence of American culture. Indeed, if one 

probes more deeply, the film actually seems less about Japanization than it is about 

Americanization given that it ends with Hiroko leaving her family behind in Japan in 

order to live the “American Dream” with Elliot. In this respect, the film’s ending is eerily 

evocative of the observations of Jean Baudrillard in America (1986), in which he writes, 

“America has a sort of mythical power throughout the world based on the advertising 

image . . .” (116).  

 As global theorist Manfred Steger notes in Globalization: A Very Short 

Introduction (2nd ed., 2009), we should be wary of arguments that contend that no single 

nation exerts influence over globalization given America’s status as “a ‘hyperpower’ that 

considers the entire world its geopolitical sphere of influence” (132). While Mr. Baseball 

may gesture towards the emergence of an interconnected world of intercultural exchange, 

one must consider how the rhetoric of cosmopolitanism is more closely related to 

American cultural imperialism than many progressives might initially care to 

acknowledge. As American Studies scholar John Carlos Rowe contends in his book The 

Cultural Politics of the New American Studies (2012), contemporary American 

“neoimperialism” is actually dependent upon “rendering familiar the distant and exotic”  

and “incorporating them into that powerful myth of U.S. assimilation”:  

That old British fantasy of “the English world” in which everyone within  

the British Empire would speak English and behave according to the  

British standard of civil society has metamorphosed into the U.S.  

imaginary of an “end of history” when everyone will come to America to  

realize his or her destiny. And, of course, by implication “America” will  
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be everywhere. (49) 

Thus, while the notion of unity in cosmopolitan diversity may be an eminently noble  

goal, it is important to pay attention to precisely what sort of system this diversity is  

unified within. If, for example, the unity is within a just global society that respects 

racial, ethnic, and cultural differences, then this would be true cosmopolitanism. By 

contrast, however, if the unity is within a system of US-spawned neoliberal capitalism 

that simply recognizes the commodifiable value of difference, then this is merely the 

rhetoric of cosmopolitanism harnessed in the service of American cultural imperialism.101      

 Again, whether or not Schepisi was attempting to subversively nod to America’s 

empowered role in shaping globalization remains debatable. Nonetheless, this is certainly 

an interesting possibility to consider given his status as an Australian, for while “Japan-

bashing” was a recognized phenomenon in Australia throughout the 1980s and early 

1990s, it was also subjected to considerable critical scrutiny there. As Morris observes, 

“Australia and Japan were in relatively similar positions of political, economic, and to 

some extent, military dependence on the United States,” which thus led some “leading 

[Australian] observers to dryly suggest that, for Australia, the prevailing ‘problem’ could 

be considered in relation to the United States, not Japan” (64).   

 Whether intentionally or not, Mr. Baseball exudes a discernible US neo-

Orientalist logic. Similar to Gung Ho, it implies that America should co-opt and absorb  

	
101 Scholar Lane Crothers observes the following in his book Globalization and American Popular Culture 
(3rd ed., 2013):  
 

The popularity of American cultural products derives, at least in part, from the 
transparency and flexibility they embody. In creating works to satisfy an American 
audience, U.S. producers learned to appeal to a broader audience. They also grew into 
powerful companies that could take economic advantage of global economic and political 
changes to build a worldwide market for their goods. This business synergy made 
American products attractive around the world. (220)  
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Japan’s collaborative cultural ethos and its infamous disciplined work ethic while 

simultaneously rejecting its supposed aversion to maverick acts of self-expression. Also 

like this earlier film, Mr. Baseball seems more interested in suggesting how America can 

gain competitive advantage by pursuing intercultural relations with Japan than it is in 

truly attempting to grasp the complex cultural dynamics that define Japanese society. In 

this regard, it is interesting to consider how the main protagonists of both films end up 

working in managerial roles, for while Gung Ho concludes with Stevenson occupying an 

executive role as Assan’s employee liaison, Mr. Baseball concludes with Elliot coaching 

for the Detroit Tigers. Accordingly, both films seemingly have more in common with a 

“cosmopolitan” American managerial class bent on harnessing Japanese managerial 

techniques than they do with the average American worker. To this end, it is surely 

noteworthy that both Gung Ho and Mr. Baseball have been discussed as pop culture 

touchstones by various management and organizational theorists.102   

 In sharp contrast to Black Rain’s direct engagement with American working-class  

anxieties about the notion of “Japanization as globalization,” Mr. Baseball concludes by 

upholding a superficial form of neoliberal cosmopolitanism, which seems all too 

conversant with US neo-Orientalist logistics. Though undeniably crafted with progressive  

intentions, the film lacks the cultural potency of Black Rain’s honest exploration of the  

raw tensions that lurked beneath the surface of US-Japan intercultural relations during the  

	
102	In addition to being the focus of Joel Foreman and Tojo Joseph Thatchenkery’s article, “Representation 
of organizational change in Ron Howard’s Gung Ho: The role of speech acts and conversation” (2003), 
Gung Ho is referenced and indexed in Fred Luthans’s Organizational Behaviour (2005), Bratton et al.’s 
Work and Organizational Behaviour: Understanding the Workplace (2007), and Marian Iszatt-White and 
Christopher Saunders’s Leadership (2014). Mr. Baseball is referenced and indexed in Chuck Williams’s 
Effective Management: A Multimedia Approach (2001), R. Duane Ireland et al.’s Understanding Business 
Strategy: Concepts and Cases (2005), and Jason Loke Chee Shong’s International Management (2008).      
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Reagan-Bush era. In this respect, it is interesting to consider how Mr. Baseball might  

have turned out had it been filmed in accordance with the vision embedded in its original 

draft screenplay, which had included jokes that alluded to “American-Japanese hostilities 

during World War II” (Erickson 329). Surely, this original screenplay might have 

resulted in an edgier and far more provocative film.103  

 Ultimately, Mr. Baseball deserves at least some credit for its generally sincere 

attempt to amelioratively engage with the US “Japanization anxieties” of its era. What it 

lacks in edge, it makes up for in apparently earnest sentiment that harkens back to the 

optimism of Hollywood’s “golden age” comedies. Though it leaves viewers with the 

uninterrogated picture of a globalizing world that is still very much a homosocial playing 

field, the film at least gestures towards a measure of gender equality by offering us a 

strong character in Hiroko, who deviates significantly from the sort of “fawning geisha” 

stereotype that one might otherwise expect from a popular Hollywood film of this period. 

When compared to director Philip Kaufman’s Rising Sun (1993), which is the subject of 

the next chapter, Mr. Baseball’s progressive qualities seem notably manifest.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
103 Even a charitable reviewer like Roger Ebert could not help but acknowledge the film’s lack of an edge. 
Writing in his October 2, 1992 review of Mr. Baseball, Ebert notes that he was “able to anticipate almost 
everything that happened,” but nonetheless found the film to be “not without a certain flair” (Ebert, “Mr. 
Baseball”).  		
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 Chapter Six   

Postmodern Paranoia:  
Japanization, Globalization, and Multicultural America in Philip Kaufman’s Rising Sun 

  

The fifth and final Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” film of the Reagan-Bush 

era, director Philip Kaufman’s techno-thriller Rising Sun (1993) was a substantial hit at 

the North American box-office. Developed around a biracial buddy dynamic, the film 

sees a white LAPD officer (Sean Connery) partnered with a junior black colleague 

(Wesley Snipes) to investigate the murder of a young white woman (Tatjana Patitz) who 

is found dead at the opening gala of the Los Angeles branch of a powerful Japanese 

corporation. A slick exercise in postmodern paranoia, the film presents Japan as a key 

synecdochic component of a conspiracy-laden “borderless world” of globalization in 

which economic boundaries are fluid and public perceptions of social reality are subject 

to endless techno-media manipulation. Though clearly playful in its overall orientation, 

the film ultimately betrays a tangible ethos of white heteropatriarchal anxiety that 

considerably undermines its otherwise self-aware narrative pretenses.     

Rising Sun: A Genealogical Overview 

 The genesis of Kaufman’s film emanates from popular American writer Michael 

Crichton’s international bestseller Rising Sun (1992). Published by Alfred A. Knopf in 

late January of 1992, Crichton’s novel was originally slated for release in March but 

subsequently found its release date pushed ahead in the wake of President George H.W. 

Bush’s highly publicized trip to Japan in early January of that year. During this ill-fated 

visit, which was oriented towards addressing America’s trade deficit, Bush became 

violently ill with the stomach flu and vomited during a televised state dinner with 

Japanese Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa. In essence, this widely reported incident  



		

	

201	

constituted a veritable summation of the then sickly state of US-Japan relations.  

Commenting on Bush’s visit in his unpublished dissertation, Ken Provencher 

notes, 

The purpose of the four-day visit was to compel guarantees from Japan 

that American automobile and auto parts manufacturers would be allowed 

to make significant gains in Japan’s import markets. However, the 

abrasive presence of the executives of American carmakers who 

accompanied Bush during the trip was a diplomatic failure and political 

embarrassment. Among the entourage of CEOs was Chrysler Corp. 

president and chairman Lee Iacocca, who took a combative stance on trade 

relations. Upon his return from the Japan trip, which did nothing but 

irritate him, he declared in a speech to the Economic Club of Detroit that 

“We don’t have to show any more patience towards Japan. None.” 

Responding to the charge that American automakers should blame 

themselves, not Japan, for failing to compete with Toyota and Nissan, 

Iacocca stated, “That’s like blaming our Army and Navy for Pearl Harbor 

because they weren’t ready.” (226-227)    

As Narrelle Morris observes in her book Japan-Bashing: Anti-Japanism since the 1980s 

(2011), Knopf “rushed the first edition of a nearly a quarter of a million copies” of Rising 

Sun because it hoped to “capitalize on the downturn in relations between the United 

States and Japan following President George H.W. Bush’s controversial visit” (106).  

 As Crichton explained to journalist Deirdre Donahue in a February 7, 1992 USA  

TODAY article entitled “Crichton’s hot ‘Sun’ // Novel warns of Japanese supremacy,” he  
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was inspired to write Rising Sun during the late 1980s after being stuck in an inefficient  

lineup at the Los Angeles airport after returning from a trip to Asia. Describing how this 

negative experience had led him to envision America as “a Third World nation” when 

compared to the remarkable efficiency he had experienced in Asia, Crichton argued that 

Americans “don’t realize how much the world has changed and how we have failed to 

keep up” (qtd. in Donahue 1D). Maintaining that he was neither an “isolationist” nor a 

“Japan basher,” Crichton essentially endorsed a “buy American” viewpoint, noting, “It’s 

very simple. I want Americans to buy my books and I want to put my money back into 

American products” (qtd. in Donahue 1D).  

Succinctly summarizing Rising Sun’s plot in her book Michael Crichton: A 

Critical Companion (1996), Elizabeth A. Trembley writes, 

Rising Sun opens as Lieutenant Peter Smith and Captain John Connor of 

the Los Angeles Police Department investigate the murder of an expensive 

prostitute in the boardroom of a new Japanese office building. Connor, 

who has lived in Japan, serves as a mentor to Smith as they deal with the 

Japanese. Their investigation plunges them into a shadow world of 

unusual sexual practices, cultural conflict, and business wars. Smith learns 

that the Japanese have influence in every level of American society, from 

beer breweries to congressional committees, from university research labs  

to murder investigations in Los Angeles. (136) 

Clearly crafted to tweak the US “Japanization anxieties” of its era, the novel is prefaced  

by two manipulatively employed quotations. The first quotation states, “We are entering 

a world where the old rules no longer apply,” and is attributed to Phillip Sanders, who is  
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actually a fictional character in the novel who works as a USC physics professor and  

high-tech digital imaging specialist. As for the second quote, it reads, “Business is war,” 

and is characterized as a “Japanese motto,” though as Provencher points out, this 

characterization would be challenged by the leading Japanese newspaper, the Asahi 

Shimbun, which maintained that if the motto held any degree of truth it was only because 

the Japanese had assimilated US business methods (230).  

Upon its release on January 27, 1992, Crichton’s novel sparked considerable 

critical controversy. While the popular American writer Robert Nathan authored a 

glowing February 9, 1992 New York Times Book Review article in which he described the 

novel as a work that “vaults over its humble origins as entertainment, and grasps the 

American imagination” (BR1), other pundits were considerably more critical. In the 

March 9, 1992 edition of U.S. News and World Report, for example, journalist Mike 

Tharp authored an article entitled “Popularizing Contempt,” in which he accused the 

novel of “fuel[ing] the already overheated engine of [American] Japan bashing” (50). In 

his April 23, 1992 review in The New York Review of Books, Ian Buruma aligned the 

novel with anti-Japanese sentiment and compared it to such anti-Semitic tracts as German 

director Veit Harlan’s film Jew Süss (1940) and Japanese writer Uno Masami’s book The 

Day the Dollar Becomes Paper: Why We Must Learn From Jewish Knowledge Now 

(1986) (Buruma, “It Can’t Happen Here”). In a particularly damning analysis that 

appeared in the June 14, 1992 edition of the New York Times, film and culture critic 

Vincent Canby, who had served in the Pacific theatre during WWII, described the novel 

as “Japan-bashing for the bedside table and the beach” (Canby, “A Tale of Zen and  

Xenophobia in Los Angeles”).  
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Distressed by the negative reviews his novel had received from American critics  

and particularly upset by Canby’s comments, Crichton penned a letter to the editor of the 

New York Times that appeared in its July 19, 1992 edition under the title “JAPANESE 

FILMS: Did You Read the Book?” Chastising “the American press” for “exaggerated, 

almost pathological sensitivity . . . to any critical discussion of Japan,” Crichton took 

issue with Canby’s accusation of “Japan-bashing,” maintaining that his book was actually 

“far more critical of America than it is of Japan” (Crichton, “JAPANESE FILMS: Did 

You Read the Book?”). Following up this letter with an August 10, 1992 New York Times 

op-ed piece entitled “Time for Tough Talk in the Land of the Setting Sun,” Crichton 

further reflected on the controversy that his novel had sparked within US media circles: 

  The thrust of the [negative] reviews has been to deflect attention from the  

underlying issues. I don’t know why we can’t talk about our [economic] 

decline, but we can’t. We’re in severe denial. Instead of discussing that 

decline, reviewers talked about racism or anti-Semitism or evoked 

conspiratorial imagery about our economic competitors. In tone, this 

misdirection smacks of political correctness, and it profoundly trivializes 

the problems we face. Espousing the right views at a cocktail party or in a 

newspaper column is no substitute for capital investment. Nor will opinion 

change the harsh reality of declining wages, stagnant productivity, 

shrinking capital investment, and mounting public and private debt.              

Admonishing Americans to pay closer attention to US-Japan relations, Crichton  

concluded his op-ed by noting, “We have had a long time when it was deemed impolite  

to discuss Japanese-American conflicts in any detail. As a result, our ears are  
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unaccustomed to the sound of sharp voices on this subject. But the problem is not that  

voices are now too strident. The problem is that there has been silence for far too long.”                                     

 In fairness to Crichton, there is much in Rising Sun that is critical of America 

itself. Far from being a work of “rah-rah” American patriotism that engages in 

straightforward “Japan-bashing,” the novel is considerably more nuanced than some of its 

more vehement critics were willing to acknowledge. Peppering Rising Sun with many 

admiring observations about Japan’s socially cohesive culture, Crichton depicts 

contemporary America as being marred by inept political governance and inefficient 

business practices that are oriented towards short-term gain rather than long-term 

strategy. Nonetheless, the novel ultimately calls for a staunch form of US economic 

nationalism, which Crichton aligns with a troubling “us versus them” dynamic in regard 

to US-Japan relations. 

 Had Crichton simply presented Rising Sun as a work of popular fiction and 

allowed readers to draw their own conclusions, the novel may not have been met with 

such widespread accusations of “Japan-bashing.” The problem is that Crichton qualified 

his novel as a polemical rallying cry by including an authorial Afterword in which he 

warns of the supposed dangers of Japan’s techno-economic empowerment. Prefacing his 

Afterword with a quote from Akio Morita that reads, “If you don’t want Japan to buy it, 

don’t sell it” (Crichton, Rising Sun 363), Crichton outlines some of his key concerns  

about Japan, noting,  

Sooner or later, the United States must come to grips with the fact that  

Japan has become the leading industrial nation in the world. The Japanese  

have the longest lifespan. They have the highest employment, the highest  
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literacy, the smallest gap between rich and poor. Their manufactured  

products have the highest quality. They have the best food. The fact is that 

a country the size of Montana, with half our population, will soon have an 

economy equal to ours. But they haven’t succeeded by doing things our 

way. Japan is not a Western industrial state; it is organized quite 

differently. And the Japanese have invented a new kind of trade – 

adversarial trade, trade like war, trade intended to wipe out American 

competition – which America has failed to understand for several decades. 

The United States keeps insisting the Japanese do things our way. But 

increasingly, their response is to ask, why should we change? We’re doing 

better than you are. And indeed they are. (Crichton, Rising Sun 365) 

Concluding that it would be “absurd to blame Japan for successful behavior,” Crichton 

proceeds to highlight how the Japanese had learned from Western experts during the 

1860s and the immediate post-WWII years: “The Japanese invited thousands of experts 

to visit – and then sent them home again. We would do well to take the same approach. 

The Japanese are not our saviors. They are our competitors. We should not forget it” 

(Crichton, Rising Sun 366). 

Upholding a neo-Orientalist paradigm, Crichton suggests that America should  

temporarily host Japanese experts with the aim of culturally absorbing and assimilating  

their knowledge. As his Afterword makes clear, there is much that Crichton admired  

about Japan. In this regard, it is questionable as to whether or not a term like “Japan-

bashing” accurately sums up his views on Japan. If anything, Crichton conveys  

the impression of suffering from an envious sense of “Japanophobia” in regard to the  
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central issue of whether or not America would be able to keep techno-economic pace  

with the Japanese. 

 As if to drive home his techno-economic concerns, Crichton finishes off Rising 

Sun with a Bibliography section, which he prefaces with comments that crystallize his 

authorial intent and his personal position on US-Japan economic relations: “This novel 

questions the conventional premise that direct foreign investment in American high 

technology is by definition good, and therefore should be allowed to continue without 

restraint or limitation. I suggest things are not so simple” (Crichton, Rising Sun 369). 

While acknowledging that Rising Sun “is fiction,” Crichton proceeds to point out that his 

“approach to Japan’s economic behavior, and America’s inadequate response to it, 

follows a well-established body of expert opinion” (Crichton, Rising Sun 369). Urging his 

readers to “read further from knowledgeable authors” (Crichton, Rising Sun 369), 

Crichton goes on to list a total of forty-three non-fiction books (Crichton, Rising Sun 369-

371). 

 If one scrutinizes this Bibliography section, it becomes apparent that Crichton was 

deeply influenced by the so-called “revisionists.” As John H. Miller notes in American 

Political and Cultural Perspectives on Japan: From Perry to Obama (2014), the 

revisionists were those Western scholars and journalists who “took issue with the  

conventional wisdom that Japan was a capitalist democracy” like America (129):  

Most revisionists rejected the idea that the bilateral trade imbalance could  

be addressed by macroeconomic tinkering, exchange rate adjustments,  

voluntary export agreements, or efforts to persuade the Japanese to open  

their markets. If the United States refused to fight fire with fire by  
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adopting an industrial policy of its own, they insisted that the only realistic  

option was “managed trade” based on negotiated market shares. (129) 

As Morris notes, the principal revisionists were the “so-called ‘Gang of Four’: American 

political scientist Chalmers Johnson; veteran of the United States Commerce Department 

Clyde Prestowitz; American journalist James Fallows; and Dutch journalist and academic 

Karel von Wolferen” (1).  

Interestingly, all of these aforementioned figures appear in Crichton’s 

Bibliography, which includes the following books (in order of appearance): Prestowitz, 

Jr.’s Trading Places: How We Are Giving Our Future to Japan and How to Reclaim It 

(1989); Fallows’s More Like Us: Putting America’s Native Strengths and Traditional 

Values to Work to Overcome the Asian Challenge (1989); van Wolferen’s The Enigma of 

Japanese Power (1989); and Johnson’s MITI and the Japanese Miracle (1982). Highly 

attuned to mapping the zeitgeist, Crichton also lists such other popular tomes of the era as 

management consultant Peter F. Drucker’s The New Realities (1989); economist Paul 

Krugman’s The Age of Diminished Expectations: U.S. Economic Policy in the 1990s 

(1990); historian Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987); 

management theorist Kenichi Ohmae’s Borderless World: Power and Strategy in the 

Interlinked Economy (1990); and journalist David Halberstam’s The Next Century 

(1991).  

Notably, all of these works deal with the changing economic and cultural 

conditions of a globalizing world. Given how America’s “golden age” of capitalism had 

mostly benefitted white men, it is unsurprising to find that all of these works map 

socioeconomic anxieties that would have been of particular note to those beneficiaries of  
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white male privilege who were anxious about losing socioeconomic ground in a rapidly  

globalizing economy. In this regard, it is important to keep in mind that the two main  

characters in Crichton’s novel, Lieutenant Peter J. Smith and Captain John Connor, are 

both white men – a plot point that Kaufman would controversially alter in his film 

adaptation by changing Smith’s race from white to black. Narrating Rising Sun from the 

first-person perspective of Smith, Crichton positions this character as a besieged white 

male, thereby articulating his novel’s evident “Japanophobia” with other white 

heteropatriarchal anxieties. A cash-strapped single father of a young daughter, Smith is a 

divorcé who struggles to get by after being left by his wife, Lauren, an ambitious yuppie 

lawyer who routinely defaults on her alimony payments.  

Commenting on Crichton’s novel in an August 10, 1993 Village Voice article  

entitled “Dark Shadows: Rising Sun,” critic David D. Kim took note of how the novel’s 

“moral center . . . accommodated primarily middle-aged white men” (qtd. in Trembley 

141). As it turned out, this would be an effective narrative technique for Crichton during 

the early 1990s, for his next novel, the 1994 bestseller Disclosure, would focus on a 

white male executive who finds himself falsely accused of sexual harassment by his new 

female boss. In this respect, Crichton appears to have been engaging a professional 

modus operandi that was similar to that of Hollywood actor Michael Douglas, who 

targeted white male anxieties throughout the peak of his film career during the late ’80s 

and early ’90s. Ironically enough, it would be Douglas who was cast in the lead role in 

director Barry Levinson’s hit 1994 film adaptation of Disclosure. 

 Throughout his career, Crichton crafted a variety of bestsellers that fell either  

wholly or partially within such varied genre categories as science fiction, action  
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adventure, historical fiction, thriller, and detective fiction. To this end, Crichton’s literary  

predecessors can be found in such early popular novelists as Sir Walter Scott (Rob Roy  

[1817], Ivanhoe [1820]); Mary Shelley (Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus 

[1818]); Jules Verne (20,000 Leagues Under the Sea [1865], Around the World in Eighty 

Days [1873]); H. Rider Haggard (King Solomon’s Mines [1885]); Robert Louis 

Stevenson (Treasure Island [1893], Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde [1886]); Sir 

Arthur Conan Doyle (Study in Scarlet [1887], The White Company [1891], The Lost 

World [1912]); H.G. Wells (The Time Machine [1895], The Island of Dr. Moreau 

[1896]); and Edgar Rice Burroughs (Tarzan of the Apes [1914]). Observing how 

Crichton’s collected works of fiction “stretch over several popular genres,” Trembley 

notes how Crichton has also been credited with inventing the “techno-thriller,” which 

“blends technology, suspense, and hot social issues” (15). 

Though incorporating generic elements from the mystery novel, crime fiction, and  

the police procedural, Rising Sun ultimately qualifies as a “techno-thriller” given its  

fixation with Japanese technology. Viewed from a less charitable perspective, one might 

simply term the novel a straightforward work of “techno-orientalism.” As coined by  

David Morley and Kevin Robins in their book Spaces of Identity (1995), “techno-

orientalism” relates to the manner in which “high-technology had become associated with 

Japaneseness” in late twentieth-century Western society (168). Taking note of how late 

twentieth-century Japan had “become synonymous with the technologies of the future – 

with screens, networks, cybernetics, robotics, artificial intelligence, simulation” (168), 

Morley and Robins argue that techno-orientalism came to “reinforce the image of a 

[Japanese] culture that is cold, impersonal and machine-like, an authoritarian culture  
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lacking emotional connection to the rest of the world” (169). Certainly, Crichton’s novel  

often conveys such impressions of Japanese culture. In advising Smith on how to interact  

with the Japanese, for example, Connor describes them as hailing from a rigid culture that 

is subject to near robotic rituals of social interaction: “Control your gestures. Keep your 

hands at your sides. . . . Speak slowly. Keep your voice calm and even” (14). 

Ruminations on techno-orientalism aside, Rising Sun can also be situated in 

relation to a distinctly American literary history of anti-Japanese “yellow peril” sentiment 

that is evidenced by such novels as Griffing Bancroft’s The Interlopers (1917), Peter B. 

Kyne’s Pride of Palomar (1921), and Wallace Irwin’s Seed of the Sun (1921). All set in 

California, these “yellow peril” novels register early twentieth-century white American 

anxieties about the Japanese immigrants who were then taking residence on the nation’s 

West Coast. As Miller notes, “Between 1901 and 1908, some 127,000 Japanese 

immigrated to the United States, mostly to California and other West Coast states” (42). 

According to Miller, “Golden State Japanophobes discerned a dual threat in these 

[immigration] developments – a Japanese population explosion which would ‘Japanize’  

the state, and a Japanese takeover of California’s agriculture” (43). 

Yet while Rising Sun is set in Los Angeles, Crichton makes no reference to the  

ugly history of anti-Japanese sentiment that played out in California. Nor does he address  

America’s WWII-era internment of its own Japanese American citizens, the majority of 

whom had been living on the West Coast (the largest Japanese American internment 

camp was in Tule Lake, California). Interestingly, he does allude to a distinction between 

Japanese American citizens and Japanese foreigners via the minor character Dr. Tim 

Yoshimura, a pathologist who tells Smith that his status as a Japanese American has  
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rendered him persona non grata with the Japanese: “I’m Japanese-American, which  

means in their eyes [the Japanese] I’m gaijin. If go to Japan, they treat me like any other  

foreigner. It doesn’t matter how I look, I was born in Torrance [California] – and that’s 

the end of it” (120). Yet while Crichton was here likely attempting to signal to readers 

that his criticisms of Japan were not of a racist orientation, he ultimately seems to have 

been tone-deaf in comprehending the magnitude of his nation’s historic mistreatment of 

its own Japanese American citizens. 

Given America’s racist history of anti-Japanese “yellow peril” fears, it is little 

wonder that Crichton’s Rising Sun was viewed as a threatening text by many Japanese 

Americans. As Morris notes, the Japanese American Citizens League listed the novel in a 

1992-1993 pamphlet entitled “Comments from Across the United States that Engage in or 

Contribute to Japan Bashing” (103, 184). Indeed, by the early 1990s an array of popular 

novels had been published about the supposed “threat” that Japan posed to America and 

the West. Commenting on this literary trend in his article “Japan-bashing: A New 

Literary Genre” (1995), literature professor John Honey argues that the “anti-Japan 

novel” emerged as a “distinctive” literary genre during this period (93). Surely, Honey 

was onto something given the popularity of such “Japanophobic” novels as Steven 

Schlossstein’s Kensei (1983) and Yakuza: The Japanese Godfather (1990); Thomas 

Hoover’s The Samurai Strategy (1988); Clive Cussler’s Dragon (1990); Jina Bacarr and 

Ellis A. Cohen’s Avenue of the Stars (1990); John D. Randall’s The Tojo Virus (1990); 

Peter Tasker’s Silent Thunder (1992); Jack Anderson’s The Japan Conspiracy (1993); 

and Tom Clancy’s Debt of Honor (1994).  
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A screenwriter and director in addition to being a popular novelist, Crichton  

appears to have crafted Rising Sun with the specific intent of turning it into a film. Rising  

Sun was, after all, the novel that he wrote immediately after Jurassic Park (1990), which  

made him a hot property in Hollywood. Purchased by Universal Pictures on director 

Steven Spielberg’s behalf for $1.5 million plus box-office points, the rights to Jurassic 

Park sold before the novel was even published (Poulimenakos). A similar pattern would 

ensue with Rising Sun, though it would fetch slightly less money. While the novel’s 

“Japanophobia” reportedly caused such Japan-owned Hollywood studios as Universal, 

Columbia, and TriStar to pass on the project,104 Twentieth Century Fox paid a reported 

$1 million for the rights to the novel (the deal apparently also included a percentage of 

the film’s box-office gross) while it was still in galleys (Dutka). 

From an intertextual perspective, we might note how Crichton’s Rising Sun  

contains plot and setting elements that are similar to those of director John McTiernan’s 

Die Hard. Notably, both texts revolve around newly constructed high-tech skyscrapers 

that constitute the Los Angeles branches of Japanese corporations. While McTiernan’s 

film focuses on the terrorist takeover of the Nakatomi building, Crichton’s novel focuses 

on a murder that occurs in the Nakamoto building. Obviously, the names of both these 

fictional Japanese corporations are phonetically similar. Yet while Daniel Fandino 

basically interprets this similarity as being coincidental in his Wired History article “Die 

Hard: Nakatomi Plaza and the Fear of a Rising Japan” (2016), I feel that it is too obvious 

to be attributed to mere coincidence. To this end, an alternative theory would be that 

Crichton was attempting to appeal to the collective intertextual register of avid popular  

	
104	MCA-Universal was purchased by Matsushita in 1990, and Columbia and TriStar were sibling 
companies that were purchased by Sony in 1989.		
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culture consumers in the hopes of achieving a measure of intertextual synergy with Die  

Hard. From a less charitable perspective, one could simply argue that he was “ripping  

off” elements from a commercially successful film. 

In relation to the filmic qualities of Crichton’s Rising Sun, we might note how 

Crichton based the character John Connor on Sean Connery, whom he had befriended 

while directing as his lead star in The Great Train Robbery (1979), which was based on 

his 1975 novel of the same title. As the veritable sage of Crichton’s novel, Connor 

assumes a mentor-like role in relation to the younger Smith that seems to have been 

somewhat similar to the relationship that Connery bore to Crichton in real life. Indeed, in 

reflecting on his enduring friendship with Connery in a 2004 Vanity Fair interview with 

journalist Zoe Heller entitled “The Admirable Crichton,” Crichton characterized his older 

friend as a sage-like figure: “Sean would sit there, and I would think, ‘He has figured 

something out. What has he figured out?’ I didn’t know – I just knew he had his hands on 

something” (73). Interestingly, Connery would not only assume the top-billed role in the 

film adaptation of Rising Sun, but he would also serve as the film’s executive producer. 

While directors John McTiernan and Robert Zemeckis had reportedly expressed  

interest in helming Rising Sun (Provencher 228), Philip Kaufman was ultimately selected 

as the film’s director. Paid an additional $500,000 to adapt his novel for the screen, 

Crichton collaborated with co-screenwriter Michael Backes, though both men would 

leave the project in November 1991 due to creative conflict with Kaufman, who 

reportedly requested that they do five rewrites of the first forty pages of their screenplay 

over a seven-week period (Provencher 228). Taking note of this conflict in a March 18, 

1993 Los Angeles Times article entitled “‘Rising’ Differences,” Jane Galbraith reported  
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that Kaufman had attempted to rewrite the screenplay himself before bringing in the  

American playwright David Mamet to do a final “polish.” Though Kaufman petitioned  

the Writers Guild of America for a sole screenplay credit, his petition was rejected, and  

the final screenplay was credited to Philip Kaufman, Michael Crichton, and Michael 

Backes (Galbraith). 

 A literary-minded director who is perhaps best known for helming such critically 

acclaimed but commercially underperforming films as The Right Stuff (1983), The 

Unbearable Lightness of Being (1988), and Henry and June (1990), Kaufman was an 

unorthodox choice for such an unabashedly commercial endeavor as Rising Sun, which 

cost a reported $40 million to make (Hajari). The obvious differences between the 

commercially minded Crichton and the more artistic-minded Kaufman are undoubtedly 

what led to their parting of ways over the project. Reporting on the creative conflict that 

emerged between the two men in a May 21, 1993 Entertainment Weekly article entitled 

“‘Rising Sun’s’ Script Troubles,” Melina Gerosa quotes Kaufman as bluntly dismissing 

Crichton’s literary skill as follows: “People get rich and yell at those who don’t do things 

their way. He [Crichton] should have done 100 rewrites. When I worked on The 

Unbearable Lightness of Being with Milan Kundera, who’s a real writer, his first word 

was ‘eliminate.’” As for Crichton, he seems to have remained true to his commercial 

instincts and simply moved on to his next creative endeavour, for as he told Gerosa, “At  

some point I’ll be able to pay $7 and see what I think [about the film].” 

Clearly, Kaufman had a different creative vision than Crichton when it came to  

adapting Rising Sun for the screen. Crucially, Kaufman reworked the character Peter  

Smith, who is white in Crichton’s novel. In the film, this character becomes the black  
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Web Smith, who is played by actor Wesley Snipes, who was then a young rising star in  

Hollywood due to his appearance in such popular films as New Jack City (dir. Mario van 

Peebles, 1991), Jungle Fever (dir. Spike Lee, 1991), and White Men Can’t Jump (dir. 

Ron Shelton, 1992). Certainly Snipes holds his own against Connery, whose Scottish 

accent was accounted for in the film via the reconfiguration of Connor as a Scottish-born 

immigrant to America. Detailing Kaufman’s decision to change Smith’s race from white 

to black in her book Philip Kaufman (2012), film scholar Annette Insdorf cites the 1992 

Los Angeles riots and quotes Kaufman as stating the following: “It seemed that to make 

Rising Sun relevant to America, it had to take into account our own problems with 

racism. And that led us to casting Wesley” (114; emphasis added). 

Given how Crichton’s novel had been accused of racist “Japan-bashing,” it is 

possible that Kaufman altered Smith’s race in order to reconfigure the novel’s white 

buddy dynamic into a biracial buddy dynamic that might lend his adaptation a more 

ostensibly “progressive” multicultural hue. By partnering Connor (Connery) with a 

racially reconfigured Smith (Snipes), Kaufman was likely hoping to avoid accusations of 

white racial animus. Certainly Hollywood insiders seem to have felt that Kaufman was 

motivated by such self-serving “political” concerns when adapting Rising Sun. Galbraith, 

for example, cites an unnamed Hollywood source as describing Kaufman’s adaptation as 

“political correctness masking as artistic license” (Galbraith, “‘Rising’ Differences”). 

Similarly, in reporting on the then upcoming film in the summer movie guide of its June  

1993 edition, the now defunct satirical entertainment magazine SPY alluded to 

Hollywood rumours that Kaufman had “politically corrected” Crichton’s novel for the  

screen (“Rising Sun”).   
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 Released in North American theatres on July 30, 1993, Rising Sun earned $15.5  

million on its opening weekend and subsequently went on to gross $63 million during its  

North American release, thereby qualifying itself as the seventeenth highest grossing film  

of the year at the North American box-office (“Rising Sun (1993) – Box Office Mojo”). 

While far from a flop, the film seems to have somewhat underperformed in North 

America. Budgeted at the then substantial sum of $40 million and subject to extensive 

hype and controversy throughout its production, Rising Sun met with subdued financial 

success during its domestic release. Although its combined domestic and foreign grosses 

would eventually secure it a worldwide total of $107 million (“Rising Sun (1993) – Box 

Office Mojo”), the film seems to have fallen somewhat commercially short of its 

auspicious beginnings. 

Rising Sun: Cultural Context  

Although released at the dawn of the Clinton era (1993-2001) during the summer 

of 1993, Rising Sun is still essentially a Reagan-Bush era film. Indeed, Kaufman’s  

pre-production work on the film actually began in late 1991, which preceded the late 

January 1992 release of Crichton’s novel. Yet while the dawn of the Reagan-Bush era 

had coincided with the emergence of pronounced American anxieties about US-Japan 

relations, such reactionary cultural concerns were petering out by the time this political 

era approached its end. The reason for this fundamental shift in the American cultural 

zeitgeist related to Japan’s transition from a period of economic boom to bust.  

A burgeoning economic powerhouse throughout the 1980s, Japan was plunged 

into a prolonged economic downturn in the 1990s when it fell victim to a major economic 

bubble that was caused by rising stock and real estate prices. Taking note of this  
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economic phenomenon in his book Japan: A Modern History (2002), historian James L.  

McLain writes,  

A recession in Western industrial nations and intense competition from  

developing countries in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Eastern 

Europe trimmed [Japanese] corporate sales. With profits slumping, the 

Nikkei went into a nosedive, plummeting by nearly 40 percent, from 

thirty-nine thousand to twenty thousand points, between December 1989 

and the end of 1990, before shedding another ten thousand points to close 

at the fourteen thousand level in August 1992, a loss of nearly 65 percent 

from its peak. At the same time companies tabled their expansion plans, 

home buyers hesitated, and the real estate market collapsed, wiping out 

paper assets worth hundreds of trillions of yen. With the pricking of the 

speculative bubble, the 1990s turned into a decade of declining 

consumption, business retrenchment, stagnation, pessimism, and finally a  

stubborn, disheartening recession. (601) 

Though it would take some time for the full implications of this burst bubble to set in,  

it would ultimately result in Japan being plunged into roughly twenty years of economic  

turmoil that have since come to be referred to as Japan’s “lost decades.”105   

Ironically, while both Crichton’s novel and Kaufman’s film adaptation are today 

generally regarded as works that were released at the height of Japan’s late twentieth-

century economic empowerment, they were actually released when Japan was entering a  

period of pronounced economic decline. As William Pesek notes in his book,  

	
105	See William Pesek’s book, Japanization: What the World Can Learn from Japan’s Lost Decades 
(2014). 
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Japanization: What the World Can Learn from America’s Lost Decades (2014),  

Crichton’s novel and Kaufman’s adaptation both constitute veritable bookends for  

Japan’s economic heyday: “By 1992, when Michael Crichton’s jingoistic novel, Rising 

Sun, about economic imperialism, hit bookshelves, it [Japan’s boom] was already over. 

By the time the film version of Rising Sun . . . began in theatres in 1993, the Nikkei was 

plunging and Japan’s fabled banks were in need of government bailouts” (x).  

By the time Kaufman’s film was released in 1993, American anxieties were 

shifting away from notions of a Japanese national threat without towards concerns about 

social unrest within. Similar to America’s “Japanization anxieties,” these concerns about 

domestic unrest were inherently intertwined with white heteropatriarchal fears about a 

loss of social control. A major cause for such concerns came via the Los Angeles riots 

(April 29 – May 4, 1992), which were triggered by the acquittal of four LAPD officers 

who were caught on videotape beating black motorist Rodney King in the aftermath of a 

high-speed freeway chase that occurred during the wee hours of March 3, 1991.106 Aside  

from resulting in more than fifty deaths and causing more than $1 billion in damages 

(Mydans), these inner city riots placed heightened national attention on the issue of US 

race relations.  

Accordingly, American cultural and political discourse throughout roughly the 

first half of the 1990s became focused on the supposed need to maintain national unity. 

Released roughly one year prior to the riots, historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.’s bestselling  

book The Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Multicultural Society (1991) was an  

	
106	During a subsequent federal trial, two of the four officers were found guilty of violating Rodney King’s 
civil rights and sentenced to 2.5 years (30 months) in prison. For further details, see Seth Mydans’s August 
5, 1993 New York Times article, “Sympathetic Judge Gives Officers 2 1/2 Years in Rodney King Beating.”  
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early exemplar of this trend, which gave rise to such other non-fiction bestsellers as 

Robert Hughes’s Culture of Complaint: The Fraying of America (1993) and Todd 

Gitlin’s The Twilight of Common Dreams: Why America Is Wracked by Culture Wars 

(1995). While Schlesinger condemned multiculturalism for undermining the traditional 

American notion of the “melting pot” by elevating racial and ethnic identity above 

national affiliation, Hughes and Gitlin evinced more positive views of American 

multicultural nationalism while nonetheless critiquing the rise of identity politics. 

Though it might initially seem as though America had transitioned to a 

completely different form of national anxiety by shifting away from fears of an invasive 

Japanese threat without towards concerns about social unrest within, these ostensibly 

differing preoccupations were inherently intertwined with the fundamental question of 

what defined a diversifying America in a new global era. Gesturing towards this question 

in a February 9, 1992 New York Times Book Review article entitled “Is Japan Really Out 

to Get Us?,” political analyst Robert B. Reich suggested that late twentieth-century 

America was experiencing a national existential crisis amidst the rise of a post-Soviet 

global cartography:   

The question for America in the post-Soviet world – a diverse America,  

whose economy and culture are rapidly fusing with economies and  

cultures of the rest of the globe – is whether it is possible to rediscover our 

identity, and our mutual responsibility, without creating a new enemy.   

                                                                                                               (266)  

Although Reich avoided confronting the proverbial “elephant in the room” by  

confronting the key issue of white heteropatriarchal anxiety, it seems evident enough that  
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those American citizens who were most troubled by the question of “national identity” 

were white heteronormative men who had hitherto always felt secure in their hegemony.  

As Hollywood’s last significant “Japanization anxiety” film, Rising Sun qualifies  

itself as a liminal text that straddles the divide between the “Japanophobia” of the  

Reagan-Bush era and the burgeoning concerns about domestic unrest that would define 

America throughout roughly the first half of the 1990s. To his credit, Kaufman seems to 

have found a way to slickly address these ostensibly separate zeitgeist tensions within his 

film. Accordingly, Rising Sun playfully yet problematically manipulates late twentieth-

century America’s fin de siècle paranoia by fusing “Japanophobia” with its attendant 

depictions of a multicultural America riven by domestic unrest and toxic identity politics.  

Rising Sun: Opening Dynamics 

Rising Sun opens with the sound of a Japanese-intoned male yell before shifting 

to the beat of taiko drums as a Kanji rendering of the film’s title appears in red letters, 

which quickly enlarge until they briefly redden the entire screen. A cymbal bash suddenly 

occurs and the screen is briefly filled with a yellow ball of sun that dissolves into a  

swarm of ants, which are subsequently trod upon by a horse’s hoof. The scene then shifts  

and we see a group of cowboys riding horses through a ravaged, burnt-out desert town. 

Riding one of the horses is a grizzled white cowboy who leads another horse whose rider 

is an Asian woman with her arms and hands bound by rope. A wild dog with a human 

hand in its mouth suddenly exits a dilapidated doorway and proceeds to walk by an Asian 

(presumably Japanese) cowboy who is dressed in black and smoking a cigarillo.  

As is subsequently revealed, this jarring opening sequence is actually a karaoke  

video that is being played on a television monitor in a Japanese bar in Los Angeles.  
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Obviously designed to defamiliarize viewers by subjecting them to a state of polysemic  

bombardment, the entire sequence reveals itself to be elaborately crafted when subjected  

to close critical scrutiny. On the most obvious level, the taiko drumbeats and the Kanji 

letters compel us to equate the ensuing image of the yellow ball of sun with Japan’s 

“Rising Sun” flag. In witnessing the sun dissolve into a swarm of ants, one is prone to 

discern a potential connection to racist “yellow peril” fears of the Japanese as a 

monocultural swarm. On a more nuanced level, however, experienced viewers will 

recognize that the swarming ants are an allusion to a similar scene in the revisionist 

Hollywood Western The Wild Bunch (1969), which was directed by Sam Peckinpah, who 

was considerably influenced by the Japanese director Akira Kurosawa. Accordingly, the 

ensuing image of a dog exiting a dilapidated doorway with a human hand in its mouth is 

an allusion to a similar scene in Kurosawa’s Yojimbo (1961), which was inspired by 

Hollywood Westerns as well as American crime fiction writer Dashiell Hammett’s 

hardboiled novels Red Harvest (1929) and The Glass Key (1931). Finally, the Asian 

cowboy with the cigarillo bears a faint resemblance to Clint Eastwood’s “man with no  

name” protagonist from Italian director Sergio Leone’s Spaghetti Western trilogy (A  

Fistful of Dollars [1964], For a Few Dollars More [1965], and The Good, the Bad, and  

the Ugly [1966]), the first installment of which was inspired by Kurosawa’s Yojimbo.107  

In essence, Rising Sun’s entire opening sequence echoes the mise-en-scène of the opening 

scenes in Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars. 

Taken in totality, this opening sequence can be read as a veiled metatextual  

commentary on a global media culture in which US-Japan intercultural relations play a  

	
107	In yet another nod to Kurosawa, Kaufman employs wipe transitions throughout Rising Sun.   
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pivotal role. While the image of the sun dissolving into a swarm of ants may initially 

suggest racist American “yellow peril” fears of a Japanese swarm, the ensuing sequence  

considerably undercuts this fear by alluding to a history of US-Japan intercultural  

exchange within a global media village. In short, if a Hollywood icon like Eastwood  

achieved international fame in an Italian-produced Western inspired by the work of a 

famed Japanese director who drew from American influences and inspired a Hollywood 

director like Peckinpah, then what does this suggest about the role of culture in a global 

media environment? In essence, Rising Sun’s entire opening sequence implicitly rejects 

static conceptualizations of culture by slyly alluding to a dynamic global media 

interculture in which US-Japan exchanges have figured significantly. 

In transitioning from the opening sequence to the scene in the Los Angeles  

karaoke bar, the camera briefly focuses on a television monitor playing the very images 

that we were initially led to believe constituted “reality” within the film. As it turns out, 

these images are actually from a karaoke video that features the lyrics from the popular 

American song “Don’t Fence Me In” (1934), which was written by Cole Porter.   

Basically, the film is here nudging us to be wary of media simulations and their ability to  

manipulate us. As we see, a darkly handsome Japanese man (Cary-Hiroyuki Tagawa) is  

singing “Don’t Fence Me In” in the bar while a quartet of his Japanese friends back him 

up on a separate microphone. An attractive white woman (Tatjana Patitz) in a black party 

dress sits listing to the men, and it is clear that the lead singer is singing directly to her. 

Though not immediately identified, the singer is Eddie Sakamura, an expatriate Japanese  

playboy whose father is a powerful yakuza-connected businessman in Japan. The woman  

is Cheryl Lynn Austin, who will shortly be murdered during the opening gala for the  
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newly constructed skyscraper that constitutes the Los Angeles branch of the Japanese  

Nakamoto Corporation. 

Taken within the context of the film as a whole, the title of the Porter song –  

“Don’t Fence Me In” – assumes at least six potential levels of significance. On a primary  

level, we can simply construe the title in relation to an amusing little ditty. On a 

secondary level, we might relate the title to the “borderless world” globalization theories 

that were being championed throughout the 1990s by pundits like Japanese management 

theorist Kenichi Ohmae, who at the time of Rising Sun’s release had recently authored 

such popular books as Beyond National Borders (1987) and The Borderless World 

(1990). On a third level, we might associate the title with US frontier expansionism and 

consider the possibility that globalization actually entails the recalibration of American 

frontier dynamics in service of the internationalization of American state capacity.108 On 

a fourth level, we might consider the title in relation to the film’s sexual and romantic 

intrigue, which – as will be discussed – deals with the transgression of conventional 

relationship boundaries.109 On a fifth level, the title potentially functions as an allusion to  

the US government’s internment of Japanese Americans during WWII, for the song  

	
108 I am here thinking of Frederick Jackson Turner’s proto-globalizing ruminations in his essay “The 
Significance of the Frontier in American History” (1893). Having argued that the era of American frontier 
expansionism was effectively over as the nineteenth century neared its end, Turner approaches the 
conclusion of his essay by implying that America will turn its attention to discovering new global outlets 
for its expansionist energies: “He would be a rash prophet who would assert that the expansive character of 
American life has now entirely ceased. Movement has been its dominant fact, and unless this training has 
no effect upon a people, the American energy will continually demand a wider field for its release” (38). 
 
109 An actively gay man, Cole Porter nonetheless maintained an affectionate thirty-five-year open marriage 
to socialite Linda Lee Thomas that lasted until her death in 1954. Interestingly, Porter’s song “Don't Fence 
Me In” was a reported favourite of the bisexual actor Anthony Perkins (see “Don’t Fence Me In, which was 
. . .”), who maintained a nearly twenty-year marriage to model, actress, and photographer Berry Berenson, 
with whom he had two sons, until his death from AIDS-related pneumonia in 1992. Touchingly, the phrase 
“Don’t Fence Me In” was inscribed on Perkins’s urn (Wilson 584).  
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“Don’t Fence Me In” was popular in the internment camps.110 Finally, on a sixth level,  

we might consider the title as an allusion to the film’s postmodern sensibilities and 

apparent openness to different registers of interpretation, for as will be discussed, Rising 

Sun does not attempt to “fence in” viewers via a univocal narrative. 

 Taken in conjunction, Rising Sun’s opening sequence and the ensuing scene in the  

karaoke bar cue critically attuned viewers to pay close attention to how they interpret 

what is shown onscreen. Though some may be tempted to dismiss this claim as an 

overreading on my behalf, Kaufman himself maintained that he had made Rising Sun to 

challenge viewers. As he told Annette Insdorf in a July 31, 1993 New York Post interview 

entitled “Sun: It’s About Image,” he crafted the film with the specific intention of 

“issuing a wake-up call to what Americans need in film-viewing habits” (qtd. in Insdorf 

110). In this regard, Kaufman seems to have strived to make a film that is open to repeat 

viewings and differing registers of interpretation, for as he told Insdorf, he was “less  

interested in the ‘whodunit’ than the ‘how-see-it’” with Rising Sun (qtd. in Insdorf 112).  

Certainly, this notion of differing registers of interpretation is complemented by the 

film’s storyline, which is filled with an array of characters who possess differing 

knowledge vantage points that influence their varied perceptions of social reality.  

 Accordingly, Rising Sun follows up its opening sequence and ensuing karaoke  

scene with two key scenes that draw attention to how media and technology intersect  

with power machinations. In the first scene, which occurs immediately after Sakamura  

	
110 As ethnomusicologist Deborah Wong notes in her book Speak it Louder: Asian Americans Making 
Music (2004), “Don’t Fence Me In” “was played by some Japanese American swing bands in the 
[internment] camps as protest” (293). Given that Kaufman wrote his undergraduate thesis at the University 
of Chicago on the US government’s internment of Japanese Americans during WWII (Callan 262), it 
certainly seems plausible that he was aware that “Don’t Fence Me In” had been popular in the internment 
camps.    
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and Austin exit the karaoke club, we see business negotiations occurring in the 

boardroom of the forty-sixth floor of the Los Angles Nakamoto building. Negotiating for 

the purchase of MicroCon, an American computer chip company that has received past 

funding from the US government to develop defense technology, the impassive 

Nakamoto executives sit across from the MicroCon representatives. Though we initially 

assume that we are witnessing private business negotiations, we subsequently see that the 

action we are observing is being surveilled on a video monitor by Nakamoto’s head of 

security, Tanaka (Clyde Kusatsu), who uses high-tech audiovisual equipment to 

eavesdrop on the whispered exchanges of two of the MicroCon representatives. Relaying 

what he overhears via microphone, Tanaka shares his findings with Masao Ishihara (Stan 

Egi), a key Nakamoto employee who sits in the boardroom and receives the information 

via a concealed earpiece. In keeping with Morley and Robins’s aforementioned 

observations about techno-orientalism (see pages 210-211), the scene associates the 

Japanese Nakamoto executives with advanced technology and implies that they have 

secured themselves a treacherous form of competitive advantage. 

 This boardroom scene is followed by a wipe-transition to a scene of fictional  

California State Senator John Morton (Ray Wise) as he appears as a guest on what  

appears to be CNN’s Crossfire, where he is featured alongside such real-life media 

personalities as Michael Kinsley, Eleanor Clift, Clarence Page, and Pat Choate. 

Discussing an impending congressional vote to approve the sale of MicroCon, Morton 

cites nationalistic concerns and argues that the sale of the company will put “[American] 

military technology entirely under the control of the Japanese.” Challenged by Kinsley,  

who questions whether this is simply a question of post-Cold War America “looking for a  
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new enemy” or “evil empire to replace the Russians,” Morton maintains that he will vote  

against the sale of MicroCon in the name of American national interests. Yet while this 

media discussion is initially self-contained, we subsequently see that it is being watched 

on television by figures in the Nakamoto boardroom as well as by Austin herself in her 

apartment’s bedroom, where she is soon joined by Sakamura, who emerges from an 

adjoining bathroom. Watching Morton as he delivers his talking points, Sakamura offers 

a contemptuous snort that implies his disdain for the entire media discussion at hand. 

If the preceding scene of the Nakamoto-MicroCon negotiations stokes techno-

orientalist anxieties about the Japanese harnessing technology for competitive advantage, 

then this follow-up scene continues to operate within a techno-orientalist paradigm by 

offering viewers a depiction of an American media landscape in which discussion of  

US-Japan relations assumes the role of “infotainment.” Notably, this media discussion is 

presented as being screened on two Sony television monitors that are respectively located 

in the Nakamoto boardroom and Austin’s bedroom. Put simply, if this American media 

discussion of US-Japan relations is being screened on Japanese Sony televisions, then  

does this imply that “the medium is the message”?111 In other words, are we being primed  

to suspect that it is futile or naive to uphold principles of American nationalism when 

Japanese technology abounds in America? 

This, of course, leads to deeper questions about the reliability of the media  

account in question. Do the pundits really know what’s going on or are they just  

well-paid talking heads who have no in-depth knowledge? The fact that Michael Kinsley,  

	
111 I am, of course, borrowing this phrase from Marshall McLuhan, who introduced it in his book 
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964). In particular, see the book’s first chapter, “The 
Medium is the Message” (7-21), in which McLuhan discusses how “the ‘message’ of any medium or 
technology is the change of scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs” (8).  
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Eleanor Clift, Clarence Page, and Pat Choate are all essentially playing themselves in a  

Hollywood simulation of a Crossfire debate opens the door to the following larger 

metatextual questions: What separates a media pundit from an actor in an era of 24-hour 

TV news cycles in which the image and the soundbite have seemingly come to trump 

substantive discussion? What is the dividing line between journalism and popular 

entertainment in such a media climate? If the pundits in question can so convincingly 

engage with one another in a fictitious debate within a Hollywood film, then are they also 

“acting” when they appear in “real” televised news discussions? 

From its opening sequence and attendant karaoke bar scene to the scene of the 

Nakamoto-MicroCon negotiations and the scene of the Crossfire discussion that plays on 

the two Sony television monitors, Rising Sun nudges attentive viewers to consider how 

mass media and technology affect how we perceive “reality” in a global knowledge 

economy. Constituting roughly the first eight minutes of the film, these core opening 

dynamics subject viewers to a kaleidoscopic array of shifting perspectives that are open 

to varying registers of interpretation. Released during a globalizing period when 

Americans were becoming increasingly exposed to developments in image-based media 

technology, Rising Sun intersected with a national “pictorial turn” – a term that theorist  

W.J.T. Mitchell invokes in his essay “Showing Seeing: A Critique of Visual Culture” 

(2007) to refer to “those specific moments when a new medium, a technological 

innovation, or a cultural practice erupts in symptoms of panic or euphoria (or both) about  

the ‘visual’” (94).  

Rising Sun: Homosocial Buddy Dynamics 

  Rising Sun shifts into murder mystery mode when Austin’s body is discovered at  
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the Nakamoto gala. Murdered in the wake of a clandestine sexual encounter, Austin is  

found on the boardroom table of the forty-sixth floor of the building as the gala is held on 

the floor below. Dispatched to help with the murder investigation, Lieutenant Web Smith, 

attached to the LAPD’s Special Services Division, is ordered to pick up Captain John 

Connor. An expert on Japanese affairs, Connor has put himself on indefinite leave from 

Special Services due to unspecified reasons. Paired together, Connor and Smith assume a 

relationship that accords with Ed Guerrero’s observations in Framing Blackness (1993), 

in which he discusses Reaganite Hollywood’s penchant for producing films that position 

“the black filmic presence in the protective custody, so to speak, of a white lead or co-star 

and therefore in conformity with white expectations . . . of what blacks should be” (128).  

 Certainly, Smith ends up embodying many conventional Hollywood stereotypes 

about black masculinity. Cocky, streetwise, and prone to humorous one-liners like, 

“Well, I guess that makes everything all white, doesn’t it?,” Smith has escaped from the 

Los Angeles hood to make good as a police officer. After picking up Connor at his 

personal residence in the Los Angeles district known as Little Tokyo, Smith engages in a 

conversation with the reserved senior officer, who suggests that they must assume 

sempai/kohai (mentor/student) dynamic when interacting with the Japanese Nakamoto 

executives: “We may come from a fragmented MTV rap video culture but they do not. 

Every aspect of your appearance and behaviour will reflect on you, on the department,  

and on me as your sempai.” Not missing a beat, Smith replies, “My sempai? That  

wouldn’t be anything like massa, now would it?”  

In altering Smith’s race from white to black, Kaufman undoubtedly assumed he  

was injecting an edgy, topical element into his adaptation of Crichton’s novel by drawing  
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attention to US white-black race relations in the wake of the Los Angeles riots. That said,  

his figuration of Connor and Smith’s relationship comes across as being filled with 

relatively predictable Hollywood biracial buddy clichés about the “serious” white whose 

demeanour is undercut by the “comedic” black. Seemingly always one intellectual step 

behind the sage-like Connor, Smith functions as Connor’s driver and essential aide de 

camp throughout the film. What emerges is less a partnership than a prolonged mentoring 

session in which Connor perpetually explains away to Smith. To be sure, there is often a 

problematic “white man’s burden” dynamic at work here.112 For example, when Connor 

unfavourably contrasts American culture with Japanese culture by telling Smith, “We 

may come from a fragmented MTV rap video culture but they do not,” it is almost as if 

he is patronizingly saying, “Don’t you people know that you’re producing race-baiting,  

socially divisive music?” 

In truly manipulative fashion, the film positions Smith as a sort of black surrogate 

for the type of reactionary white American male laments that sociologist Michael 

Kimmel has associated with “aggrieved entitlement” (18). Something of an economic 

nationalist, Smith angrily lashes out at a black Nakamoto security guard who praises 

Nakamoto’s team atmosphere, asking him, “What, I mean, what are they [the Japanese] 

doing for you, huh? They spotting for you? They sending you in plays, huh?” Indeed, as 

the film further develops Smith becomes increasingly aligned with the type of 

“beleaguered white male” tropes that were mined in such earlier Hollywood 

“Japanization anxiety” films as Die Hard and Black Rain, which also feature police  

	
112 In invoking the phrase “white man’s burden,” I am, of course, indebted to Rudyard Kipling’s 1899 
poem “The White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippine Islands” (128-129). 
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officer protagonists. A divorced father who is raising his young daughter, Zelda (Lauren 

Robinson), in a cramped apartment with his elderly mother (Minnie Summers Lindsey), 

Smith has been abandoned by his attorney ex-wife, Lauren (Tamara Tunie), who is one of 

the figures in attendance at the Nakamoto building on the evening that Austin is 

murdered. Like John McClane in Die Hard, Smith is estranged from an educated 

professional woman who is associated with the Japanese. Later in the film, we learn that 

Smith accepted a bribe in the past in order to help support Lauren when she was pregnant 

with their child. Echoing Nick Conklin’s predicament in Black Rain, Smith has corrupted 

himself in order to help support his family. 

 Most manipulatively of all, however, Rising Sun develops Connor and Smith’s 

sempai/kohai relationship in such a way that Connor essentially teaches Smith to 

appreciate the supposed “white man’s burden.” This narrative development takes shape 

when a sleazy Los Angeles Times journalist, Willy Wilhelm (Steve Buscemi), attempts to 

smear Connor and Smith. Operating on behalf of clandestine sources that want the duo to 

back off their investigation, Wilhelm associates Connor with accusations of “Japan-

bashing,” thereby compelling an incredulous Smith to remark, “You [speaking to 

Connor]? Japan bashing? What’ll they think of next?” Not missing a beat, Connor 

ominously replies, “Next? Next they’ll accuse you of being a racist.” Somewhat 

predictably, this is indeed what occurs, for Lauren subsequently informs Smith that she 

intends to seek custody of their daughter due to Wilhelm’s publication of a smear article 

that links Smith to racism via his association with Connor: “[Y]ou’ve become a racist. . . . 

And you associate with known racists. The courts will find that you’re providing an  

improper atmosphere for our daughter.”  



		

	

232	

 Troublingly, the film here seems to be attempting to co-opt black  

heteromasculinity under the umbrella of white heteropatriarchy via the implication that  

black American men will be the next targets of “opportunistic” minority groups unless 

they align with their “beleaguered” white male compatriots. In slick fashion, the film 

articulates Wilhelm’s false “Japan-bashing” allegations against Connor with the threat of 

Smith’s child being taken away from him by Lauren, who at one point chastises Smith 

with the line, “Are you denying me my rights?” Coming in the wake of the Clarence 

Thomas and Anita Hill hearings, this aspect of the film seems particularly heavy-handed.  

 Bearing this in mind, Kaufman’s film could easily be read as implying that white 

and black American men should align in homosocial solidarity in order to stand against 

the emasculating threat of economic Japanization. Certainly, Rising Sun seems willing to 

provoke such a reading. Nonetheless, a careful consideration of the film will reveal that it 

considerably problematizes this line of interpretation by subtly calling Connor’s 

“Americanness” into question throughout its narrative. On the most obvious level, 

Connor is not American-born, but rather an emigrant from what he terms “Scotland’s 

backyards” (a fairly obvious narrative tactic to account for the Scotland-born Connery’s 

evident Scottish brogue). More revealingly, at the very beginning of the film aspersions 

are cast on Connor’s sense of national loyalty by Lieutenant Tom Graham (Harvey 

Keitel), the lead homicide investigator on the Nakamoto case. Robustly nationalistic, 

Graham warns Smith that Connor is “trouble” and was “put on leave because he’s too 

close to Japan.” An ardent “Japanophile” who has lived in Japan for several years and 

speaks Japanese fluently, Connor is even visually figured as a having a vaguely 

“Japanized” appearance that assumes metatextually imbued intertextual dimensions that  
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connect to Connery’s portrayal of a Japanese man in the James Bond film You Only Live  

Twice (dir. Lewis Gilbert, 1967), in which Bond (Connery) goes undercover as a 

Japanese fisherman. Featuring close-cropped hair (actually a toupee worn by Connery), 

Connor actually resembles an older version of Bond’s Japanese fisherman alias. Finally, 

Connor’s sartorial taste for expensive Italian-made Armani suits aligns him with global 

“cosmopolitan” consumerist traits. 

Cultural critic F. Fred Palakon provides a detailed meditation on Kaufman’s 

Rising Sun in his blog entry “Rising Sun: The Image of the Desired Japanese Part One” 

(2013), in which he essentially contends that the pivotal homosocial relationship in the 

film is between not Connor and Smith but rather Connor and the head of Nakamoto, 

Yoshida-san (Mako). Positing that Connor is actually working in the service of Yoshida-

san, Palakon highlights two key scenes in the film. Taking note of the first scene in 

question, in which Connor and Yoshida-san play a game of golf together, Palakon 

observes, “The first time we see Connor and Yoshida-san together is at their golf game, a 

cut from one close-up to another, as if one face reflects the other.” As for the second 

scene, in which Connor and Yoshida-san converse in a Los Angeles-based Japanese 

restaurant, Palakon notes, “[T]he two men move exactly in tandem, as if mirror images of  

each other. Note that Connor sits on Yoshida-san’s right: he is perhaps his right-hand 

man” (Palakon).     

Interpreted from a dominant narrative perspective, Rising Sun certainly invites 

viewers to identify with Connor and Smith’s pairing. Interpreted from a more close 

critical-analytical perspective, however, the film slyly undermines this “buddy dynamic”  

by nudging attentive viewers to question if Connor is actually working in the service of  
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Yoshida-san and the Nakamoto Corporation. Construed either way, there is something  

inherently patronizing about the way that Smith is presented in relation to Connor.  

Always one step behind this older, wiser “great white,” Smith is at best Connor’s lackey 

and at worst his dupe.    

Rising Sun and Japanese Phallic Empowerment      

 Similar to Die Hard’s figuration of the Nakatomi Tower, Rising Sun’s Nakamoto 

building can be interpreted as a phallic symbol that represents how Japan has supposedly 

emasculated America by “penetrating” its soil and economy. Although Austin ultimately 

meets her death on the Nakamoto boardroom table, her presence at the building’s opening 

gala suggests that she is attracted to Japanese wealth and power. Indeed, a key shot of the 

gala reveals a group of senior Nakamoto executives who are surrounded by American 

women, thereby effectively playing up the notion of a virile Japanese presence in 

America that is effectively cuckolding American heteromasculinity. In keeping with the 

reactionary dynamics of white American heteropatriarchy that influenced all of 

Hollywood’s previous Reagan-Bush era “Japanization anxiety” films, virtually all of 

these women are white.  

Chiefly, the Nakamoto building functions as a sort of high-tech panopticon in  

which people’s movements and interactions are monitored and recorded via visual 

surveillance technology.113 Although the building assumes phallic connotations, the  

	
113	In this regard, Rising Sun’s figuration of the Nakamoto building is similar to the presentation of the 
high-tech panoptic skyscraper that constitutes the locus of intrigue in director Phillip Noyce’s erotic thriller 
Sliver, which was released roughly one month prior to Rising Sun in May of 1993. The fact that both these 
films draw attention to the issue of high-tech panoptic surveillance adds further credence to my contention 
that the early 1990s intersected with a national “pictorial turn” that emerged as Americans became 
“increasingly exposed to developments in image-based media technology” (see my comments on page 
228). 
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threat of Japanese phallic empowerment is most notably aligned with Sakamura. While  

our early, brief glimpses into Sakamura and Austin’s relationship suggests a tempestuous  

connection, Austin is ultimately revealed to be little more than an entertaining diversion 

to Sakamura. Darkly handsome, the witty, rakish Sakamura is constantly surrounded by 

attractive white women. In the wake of Austin’s death, for example, we see him dancing 

with two amorous white women at a party at his Los Angeles abode. When the LAPD 

subsequently decide to charge Sakamura with Austin’s murder, Smith and Graham join a 

SWAT team to conduct an evening raid on his house, where they observe a loin cloth 

clad Sakamura using chopsticks to eat sushi off the torso of a naked white woman 

(Shelley Michelle) as another naked white woman (Tylyn John) allows him to dip her left 

nipple into a cup of sake. Incredulous, Graham sardonically remarks to Smith, 

“Plundering our natural resources.” 

Discussing this specific scene in his book Racial Stigma on the Hollywood Screen 

from World War II to the Present: The Orientalist Buddy Film (2009), Brian Locke 

highlights its manipulative machinations, noting, “Japanese patriarchy’s objectification of 

white American womanhood reaches its nadir in the film’s only sex scene, which shows 

Eddie Sakamura using a naked blonde mistress as a sushi platter” (92).114 Obviously, this 

scene was clearly crafted to titillate white heteropatriarchal anxieties about losing 

American womanhood to a virile Japanese presence within America. Yet by establishing 

Graham as a “Japanophobic” bigot and playing his line about Sakamura’s penchant for 

white American women for laughs, the film finds a way to deftly sidestep accusations of  

	
114	Locke is incorrect in identifying this scene as “the film’s only sex scene,” for Rising Sun contains the 
earlier scene in the Nakamoto boardroom where Austin enjoys a sexual encounter prior to her 
strangulation. 



		

	

236	

endorsing overtly racist sentiments. Close to Smith, Graham is portrayed as being bigoted  

only towards Japanese foreign nationals. In telling Smith that Sakamura is “plundering  

our natural resources,” Graham chauvinistically implies that he is fine with black 

American men pursuing interracial liaisons with white American women. In essence, 

Rising Sun here finds a way to give voice to reactionary white heteropatriarchal anxieties 

while simultaneously disavowing such sentiments as the ignorant rants of an amusing 

Archie Bunker-like bigot who is more a chauvinistic nationalist than a biological 

racist.115  

On one level, there is obviously something problematic about Rising Sun’s 

figuration of Sakamura as a Japanese lothario with a penchant for white American 

women. Contextualized on another level, however, there is something vaguely 

“progressive” and empowering about the way the film presents this character. Rather than 

adhering to Western stereotypes about awkward, emasculated Japanese businessmen 

fawning over white femininity, Kaufman’s film offers viewers a depiction of a 

hypermasculine Japanese man who is a veritable sexual magnet for white American 

women. When Smith and Graham raid Sakamura’s abode and interrupt him in the midst 

of his sexual exploits, Sakamura flees and is aided in his escape by one of his devoted 

lovers who jumps on Smith’s back and aggressively pummels him. In short, the film 

makes it clear that Sakamura’s women are with him not just because of his wealth but 

also because of his raw sexuality. 

 

	
115	I can vividly recall seeing this film for the first time during its theatrical release in the summer of 1993. 
The packed evening screening I attended was at the old Woodside Square theatre in the Canadian suburb of 
Scarborough in Toronto, Ontario. Throughout the screening, Graham’s numerous bigoted laments elicited 
widespread laughs from the multicultural audience in attendance.    
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In his essay “Rising Son: Race, Women, and Exchange in the Film Rising Sun”  

(1999), Joshua S. Mostow contends that the film functions as “a specifically white, male,  

American fantasy of white and black Americans bonding together to expel the threat of 

an exceptionally eroticized – here meaning phallically powerful – Asian male body” (87).  

To be sure, Mostow’s article contains some interesting ideas, though I find his overall  

reading to be unconvincing given that a close reading of the film suggests that Connor 

and Smith do not really succeed in “expelling” any Japanese threat – sexual or otherwise. 

In fact, if scrutinized closely, these biracial buddies constitute a discernibly less-than-

dynamic duo whose heteromasculinity is considerably compromised throughout the 

course of the film. Connor, for example, seems far more interested in playing golf and 

dropping cryptic aphorisms than he is in women. As for Smith, he is clearly presented as 

being attracted to women like the high-class prostitute Julia (Alexandra Powers) and the 

computer video expert Jingo Asakuma (Tia Carrere), though his frequent displays of 

hypermasculine bluster seem curiously compensatory given that he is divorced and lives 

with his mother and daughter in a cramped apartment.    

This said, Mostow is certainly astute in noting how the film essentially harnesses 

the US “Japanization anxieties” of its era via a manipulative process that sees said 

anxieties “translated into the image of Asian [Japanese] men taking white women away 

from white men.” By craftily articulating these anxieties in conjunction with white 

American heteropatriarchal fears about an emasculating loss of national economic 

control, Rising Sun suggests America has been “penetrated” by a virile Japanese presence 

that has essentially cuckolded American heteromasculinity. 
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Rising Sun: Key Plot Dynamics  

In adapting Rising Sun for the screen, Kaufman seems to have prioritized style 

over substance in an apparent bid to build and sustain intrigue, for his film ultimately 

features a considerably more confusing plot than Crichton’s novel. In this regard, one 

gets the impression that Kaufman was less interested in crafting a coherent narrative than 

he was in developing a slick polysemic text open to a variety of differing readings. In the 

end, Kaufman’s film is so labyrinth and convoluted that I feel it is here necessary to 

provide a provisional outline of its core plotting logistics. 

In a departure from Crichton’s novel, Kaufman’s film considerably plays up the 

notion that a Japanese keiretsu war is occurring within America. As Connor explains to 

Smith, “There’s a keiretsu war going on. A Japanese corporation never stands alone. A 

keiretsu is a united front of hundreds of powerful companies all acting in partnership to 

win.” While the film is from this point onwards considerably vague in delineating the 

precise nature of this war, we do know that Sakamura’s father is a wealthy industrialist 

who is a member of the Daimatsu keiretsu, which appears to be in competition with the 

Nakamoto keiretsu. Accordingly, it would seem that the Daimatsu keiretsu wants to block 

the sale of MicroCon to the rival Nakamoto keiretsu group in order to maintain 

competitive advantage.  

Operating on behalf of the Daimatsu keiretsu, Sakamura seems to have been 

pimping out Austin to Senator Morton in order to secure his promise to vote against the 

sale of MicroCon to Nakamoto. As we learn, it is Morton who had the sexual rendezvous 

with Austin. Having engaged in a consensual act of erotic asphyxiation with Austin, 

Morton left her alive. Unbeknownst to Morton, however, his sexual rendezvous was 
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observed by Bob Richmond (Kevin Anderson), a lawyer and former US government 

trade negotiator who is working on behalf of the Nakamoto Corporation. In an apparent 

bid to secure influence over the unwitting Morton, Richmond enters the boardroom after 

Morton’s departure and strangles Austin to death. By later tricking Morton into believing 

that he was responsible for Austin’s demise, Richmond and Ishihara, a top Nakamoto 

aide, can then blackmail Morton into revising his previously professed stance against the  

MicroCon sale. By taking advantage of advanced video technology, Richmond ensures 

that the videodisc security footage is altered to show Sakamura’s face in a boardroom 

glass reflection, thereby paving the way for Sakamura to be framed for the murder. 

Though we are led for much of the film to believe that Sakamura dies in a fiery 

car crash while being chased by police cruisers on the highway, he later shocks Connor 

and Smith by turning up at Smith’s apartment with the original, unaltered videodisc. As it 

turns out, Sakamura was never in the car in question, which was actually driven by 

Tanaka, Nakamoto’s head of security, who was treacherously playing both sides by 

working for Nakamoto and Sakamura/Daimatsu. While Sakamura informs Connor and 

Smith that he intends to return to Japan, his plans are thwarted when Graham arrives at 

Smith’s apartment with a team of Nakamoto-affiliated yakuza whom he leaves waiting 

outside. 

Aware that Smith is harbouring Sakamura but unaware that Connor is also present 

in Smith’s apartment, Graham – who is apparently working in concert with Nakamoto 

interests – indicates that he expects Smith to hand over Sakamura and then departs 

outside. In the improbable action scenes that ensue, Connor sneaks outside and uses his 

martial arts skills to deal with several Nakamoto yakuza who are lurking around the 
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building. Touched that Smith would risk himself and his family to help protect him, 

Sakamura breaks away and confronts the Nakamoto yakuza, who are waiting outside with 

Ishihara. Though Sakamura at first holds his own in a physical skirmish, Smith finds him 

dead with his throat slit by the time he arrives outside. Moving to fire on a fleeing car, 

Smith is shot from behind by an indeterminate assailant but survives because he is  

wearing a bulletproof vest. 

 From this point onwards, the film shifts into a sly, self-aware mode of postmodern 

paranoia. When we next see Smith, he is sitting in a darkened police interrogation room 

where he is being questioned by Chief Olson (Daniel von Bargen), who is flanked by an 

array of observers that includes the Los Angeles Times reporter Wilhelm, the Nakamoto-

affiliated lawyer Richmond, and Graham. As Olson indicates to Smith, the official media 

coverage has been manipulated to alter the details surrounding Sakamura’s death: 

OLSON. You’ve read this morning’s paper. You were caught in the  

middle of gang warfare. 

SMITH. Man, I was caught in the middle of a business negotiation. 

OLSON. No, Lieutenant. You can read. You were the target of a drive-by  

shooting of a street gang. It was a grudge attack. None of the  

suspects has been apprehended. One gang member was found  

murdered by ritual strangulation.  

SMITH. So Eddie’s dead now, officially. 

OLSON. Officially, the case is closed. Under the circumstances, we’re  

recommending that you take a voluntary leave of absence. 

Basically, the scene suggests that the Nakamoto Corporation has such a powerful  
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presence in America that it has influence over the LAPD and the Los Angeles media,  

which have together manipulated the circumstances surrounding Sakamura’s death in  

order to engineer a media narrative that serves Nakamoto interests.   

Clearly, the scene’s overarching implication is that America has been infiltrated  

by a malevolent, transnational Japanese corporate presence that has availed itself of the  

collapse of US national loyalties. Whereas Crichton’s novel functions as a polemic for  

US economic nationalism, Kaufman’s film works against its source text by presenting 

viewers with a depiction of an immoral, dog-eat-dog world of economic globalization in 

which self-interest and profit motives have rendered notions of national loyalty and 

national solidarity obsolete. Highlighting these differences between the novel and film, 

Provencher writes,  

In the process of adapting the Crichton novel, Kaufman uses cinematic  

means to highlight – and to transnationalize – the excesses of hyper-

capitalism as criminal motivation. The temptations of a Los Angeles 

subculture of easy money, real estate, and access to power players and 

their associates in the drug and sex trade are almost too much for any 

American or Japanese to resist. . . . . While the novel considers America a 

willing corruptor of self under Japanese aggression – a process it argues to 

be reversible due to fundamental cultural differences – the film presents 

Japanese and American business criminals as enabling the worst in each 

other in an irreversible mutual dependence. The wielding of nationalist 

rhetoric in the film, so earnest and alarmist in the novel, comes across as a 

cynical distraction from the truly alarming excess of transnational  
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corruption that tempts all players. (217-218)  

As the film transitions into and through its concluding arc, it continually plays up this  

notion of a “borderless world” of corruption. 

 As Fredric Jameson observes in his essay “Cognitive Mapping” (1988), confused  

postmodern subjects are particularly prone to embrace paranoid conspiracy narratives that  

provide a semblance of meaning to a complex globalized society that they would  

otherwise be unable to cognitively map: 

Fully as striking on another level is the omnipresence of the theme of 

paranoia as it expresses itself in a seemingly inexhaustible production of 

conspiracy plots of the most elaborate kinds. Conspiracy, one is tempted 

to say, is the poor person’s cognitive mapping in the postmodern age; it is 

a degraded figure of the total logic of late capital, a desperate attempt to 

map the latter. (356) 

Yet while Kaufman’s film ratchets up a paranoid postmodern ethos as it approaches its 

denouement, it does so in a sardonic manner that seems calibrated to suggest that the 

dynamics of global society have become so complex and internecine that they are 

essentially beyond comprehension. In this regard, the film betrays a sense of cynicism or 

bad faith that qualifies it as standing apart from the sort of cultural representations that 

Jameson had first called for his in his essay “Postmodernism, Or, the Cultural Logic of 

Late Capitalism” (1984),116 in which he advocates for “[a]n aesthetic of cognitive 

mapping” that might “endow the individual subject with some new heightened sense of 

its place in the global system” (92). 

	
116 This article would form the basis for Jameson’s 1991 book of the same title. 
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As the film enters its concluding section, Smith and Connor, now both officially  

removed from the investigation, reunite to take matters into their own hands. Prompted  

by Connor to offer a suggestion to set matters in motion, Smith proposes that they “beat  

the grass to scare the snakes” – a phrase he has learned from Connor – by faxing Morton  

the original videodisc stills of his tryst with Austin. Upon receiving these images, a  

panicked Morton commits suicide in his office by shooting himself. Yet before taking his 

life, Morton places a call to Ishihara, whom he berates for having promised to “protect” 

him. As the scene makes clear, Ishihara has been blackmailing the confused Morton, who 

erroneously believes he killed Austin, by offering to shield him from the authorities in 

exchange for his promise to vote to approve the sale of MicroCon to Nakamoto.  

Immediately following this scene, Connor, Smith, and Asakuma, the computer  

video expert, head to the Nakamoto building and crash a boardroom meeting that is being 

held between the Nakamoto executives and the MicroCon representatives to finalize the 

details of the MicroCon sale. Informing Yoshida-san that Ishihara replaced the original 

videodisc with a doctored version, Connor ensures that the original videodisc is played 

for everyone in the boardroom. While this original videodisc does not reveal the face of 

the killer, it clearly shows Austin being strangled by a man after Morton leaves the 

boardroom. Though we are primed to suspect that Ishihara killed Austin, Ishihara 

suddenly points at the lawyer Richmond, who is surreptitiously exiting the boardroom. 

Giving chase to Richmond, Connor and Smith pursue him throughout the Nakamoto 

building before engaging in a brief physical skirmish with a group of Nakamoto-affiliated 

yakuza whose apparent purpose is to delay them. By the time they move on from this 

skirmish they find that Richmond has been intercepted by Sakamura’s yakuza friends, 
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who kill him by throwing him into a wet cement foundation in an under-construction 

annex to the Nakamoto building. Apprizing the scenario, Connor remarks to Smith, “He’s  

finished [referring to Richmond]. That cement dries fast, and there’s no way they’re  

gonna rip open that foundation. Everyone wants this case closed. Besides, they [the  

LAPD] put us on leave of absence.” 

As the film wraps up, we learn that Ishihara is being demoted and sent back to  

Japan, where he will occupy a “window seat” that will see him spend his remaining days 

of employment staring vacantly out of an office window. Convening together outside the 

Nakamoto building, Smith and Connor engage in the following humorous exchange: 

SMITH. Connor-san, I want to thank you. I feel I should repay you with  

something. 

CONNOR. Repay me? For what? 

  SMITH. Well . . . 

  CONNOR. The key! 

  SMITH. Ah yes, the key. The key is, uh, don’t talk about it. Just do it. The  

kohai talks, the sempai knows. If I want to be a sempai . . . 

  CONNOR. No. The key. 

  SMITH. What? 

  CONNOR. The key to your car. 

As Connor retrieves his golf clubs from the car’s trunk, he informs Smith that he will be 

going golfing with Yoshida-san, whom he will now be advising on how to pull out of the 

MicroCon deal without “losing face.” Subsequently picked up by Yoshida-san in a 

chauffeured Mercedes, Connor bids adieu to a confused Smith, who is left standing alone  
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by the curbside to ponder the bewildering array of events that have just transpired.  

Taking note of this aforementioned scene, Palakon writes,  

It is all deliberately like an old cop show where the murder has a simple  

solution, there is a simple answer to be extracted, and there is a kidding  

joke about the qualities of the main characters, the wise sensei and his  

quizzical deputy. We realize how what we’ve seen so closely resembles  

such old TV shows, and what follows is a send-up of their easy answers 

and the short attention span expected of their viewers. 

Indeed, “what follows” this scene is an exchange between Smith and Asakuma that 

suggests viewers should question the ostensible “solution” to Austin’s murder that has 

hitherto been provided.  

This exchange occurs as Smith drives Asakuma home from the Nakamoto 

building and the two discuss the events that have just transpired. Of Afro-Asian heritage, 

Asakuma is the daughter of a black American Air Force serviceman and a Japanese 

mother. Born and raised in Japan but socially ostracized there on the basis of her mixed 

race as well as her crippled left hand, Asakuma is figured as a character whose history of 

social marginalization has rendered her an outlier possessed of trenchant analytical and 

observational abilities. Putting these abilities to use in her exchange with Smith, 

Asakuma implicitly rejects his belief that Richmond was responsible for Austin’s murder: 

SMITH. Well, thanks to your help we were able to find out who did it.        

ASAKUMA. Did you? 

SMITH. Did we what? 

ASAKUMA. Find out. 
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SMITH. Find out? You mean who did it? Come on. 

ASAKUMA. Well, you know, in Japan the one who confesses to being the  

murderer doesn’t have to be the one that actually did it. It’s an old  

tradition that out of loyalty an innocent man will take the rap for  

his boss. It’s his duty. 

SMITH. That’s not what happened here. That Richmond guy, he would  

have done anything to make that deal go through. He was working  

with Ishihara – a yuppie facilitator, a hustling business samurai. 

Wave of the future.  

ASAKUMA. If you say so. 

SMITH. If I say so? Look, I’m a cop. It’s my business to know these  

things. Besides, what about Connor? 

  ASAKUMA. What about him? 

  SMITH. The guy’s always right. 

  ASAKUMA. If you say so. 

Although Smith attempts to foreclose this discussion by projecting certainty, Asakuma  

implies that the ostensible solution to the murder that has hitherto been provided is  

questionable. 

 Whereas Crichton’s novel provides readers with narrative resolution and closure,  

Kaufman’s film is a slick polysemic text that leaves viewers with a choice between a 

relatively tidy narrative resolution to Austin’s murder and an ambiguous ending that 

points towards an elaborate conspiracy. Essentially describing the film as offering 
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viewers a choice between a resolution that “accords with the conventions of the TV 

detective show” and a veiled “alternative” that is “very disturbing,” Palakon posits that  

this “alternative” points to the following:  

The person behind the entire plot was Yoshida-san, and John Connor, his  

right hand man, has helped him cover it up. Note that Connor thinks it an  

excellent idea to send proof of Morton’s affair to the senator, thus 

triggering his suicide. . . . What does their [Smith and Connor’s] 

investigation gain by doing this? It gains them nothing, but it perhaps 

gives something to Connor and Yoshida-san: they get rid of a witness who 

might say how he met Cheryl [Austin], thus connecting Yoshida-san to the 

plot. Note also that when they chase Richmond and they are delayed by 

the yakuza, Connor lets Smith keep fighting long after he himself has 

stopped and figured out that it’s a feint [to delay them], resulting in 

Richmond’s death, another connecting witness gone.     

Continuing, Palakon writes,  

  We might take this thinking to the furthest possible extent. The night  

Eddie [Sakamura] is killed, we see him surrounded by yakuza but he is 

able to hold his own, and when we last see him alive, he has the upper 

hand. Smith and Connor have split up, and Smith arrives to help out Eddie 

[Sakamura], only to find him dead, his throat neatly cut, as if at close 

range. Smith rises to shoot at the departing yakuza, when he is hit by 

bullets from behind. Who could this be? The yakuza are already in the car. 

Immediately after Smith falls, Connor shows up, from behind Smith. . . . 
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Connor fires once at the fleeing car, and the most terrible possibility I lay 

out is this: Connor helped kill Sakamura, then moved back into the 

shadows to make sure the yakuza got away without being questioned, and 

when Smith got ready to shoot at the yakuza, knocked his own partner 

down to make sure they got away, finally giving a show of firing at the car 

but aiming nowhere near it, or firing his gun after the car had driven away. 

Forthrightly acknowledging that the film provides no direct “evidence” of this alternative  

scenario, Palakon persuasively maintains that he is simply making sense of the “absurdity 

of the situation as it’s presented to us.” 

 Certainly, the film’s ending cues viewers to remain open to polysemy and the 

possibility that there is more going on in the text than what is directly stated and revealed. 

When Smith drops off Asakuma at her building in the film’s final scene, he discovers that 

it is the same residence at which he picked Connor up when he first met him. Earlier in 

the film, Asakuma had told Smith that she had become involved with a gaijin while 

living in Japan. Putting things together, Smith realizes that Asakuma is Connor’s 

girlfriend and that the two live together. Obviously attracted to the beautiful, young 

Asakuma, Smith struggles to mediate between his attraction to her and his sense of  

loyalty to Connor: 

  SMITH. Wait, wait – wait a minute, wait a minute. Now there’s some  

things here that I don’t understand.  

  ASAKUMA. Yes. Goodbye, kohai. 

  SMITH. No, no. Now look, the guy – I mean he’s playing golf now. You  

and me, we’re alone. And . . . I know. You say loyalty is  
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important. It all comes down to who you trust. Wait a minute. 

When he [Connor] said that line about “Always leave the cage 

door open so the bird can return” . . . what the hell does that mean 

anyway? 

  ASAKUMA. Who knows? When you figure it out, Web, let me know. 

Asakuma has indeed previously invoked this “cage door” line to Smith, noting, “My  

friend’s a very strange man. You know what he says? ‘Always leave the cage door open 

so the bird can return.’” The implication of Asakuma’s comments would seem to be that 

she and Connor have some sort of open relationship, though she ultimately leaves it up to 

Smith to read the signs (“When you figure it out, Web, let me know”). Fittingly, 

Asakuma bids adieu to Smith and enters her building and ostensibly closes the door 

behind her, though the film concludes with the door popping open again as a perplexed 

Smith is left standing outside wondering what to do as we hear a voiceover of Connor 

uttering, “Kohai.” 

 Interestingly, Asakuma is in no way romantically connected to either Connor or  

Smith in Crichton’s novel. In essence, Connor and Asakuma’s apparent “open”  

relationship in the film would seem to serve as Kaufman’s ultimate clue to viewers that  

he has created an open, polysemic text that is amenable to the sort of “alternative” 

reading that Palakon proposes. As if to drive home this notion, Rising Sun fades to black 

while the Cole Porter song “Don’t Fence Me In” plays – the same song that played as the 

film opened. In other words, Kaufman’s film is an apparent open text that does not “fence 

in” viewers via a univocal narrative.  
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Parting Reflections 

 Though today regarded as something of a campy curio, Rising Sun generated a 

wave of American media discussion and controversy upon its release. In terms of critical  

consensus, the film met with decidedly mediocre reviews. Giving it two out of five stars, 

Roger Ebert called it “slick and good looking,” but ultimately faulted its screenplay for 

being “not about much of anything important” (Ebert, “Rising Sun”). Terming the film a 

“glitzy adaptation” of Crichton’s novel in his New York Times review, Vincent Canby 

chastised it for presenting “the remodeled, though no less xenophobic remains” of its  

source text (Canby, “A Tale of Zen and Xenophobia in Los Angeles”). Awarding the film 

a C+ in his review for Entertainment Weekly, critic Owen Gleiberman essentially 

dismissed it as having delusions of grandeur, terming it “a potboiler that thinks it’s more 

than a potboiler” (Gleiberman, “Rising Sun”). 

 In general, critics seemed to write Rising Sun off as a stylized yet vacant exercise 

in Hollywood filmmaking. This is unfortunate, for while the film ultimately falls prey to 

its own embedded white heteropatriarchal paranoia complex (as shall be discussed 

shortly), it nonetheless features some ambitious aspects that qualify it as being worthy of 

greater critical consideration than it was afforded upon its release. Taken at pure surface 

value, Rising Sun has a tidy ending in which Austin’s murder is solved and a basic sense 

of closure is provided. Viewed from a more critically discerning viewpoint, however, the 

film clearly raises the possibility that Austin’s killer has not been correctly identified and 

that Connor and Yoshida-san may have been collaborating to protect interests vital to the 

Nakamoto Corporation. In this regard, critically attuned viewers will note the ambiguity 

of the film’s ending, which ostensibly appears upbeat even though it actually sees Smith 
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remain placed on official leave of duty from the LAPD. As Palakon notes, “Notice that 

Smith, in the movie as opposed to the book, is left with nothing by the story’s end; he 

remains suspended from the force. . . . The movie ends with an open door, and a choice in  

how to see what has just taken place.”  

 Palakon’s aforementioned comments bring to mind John Fiske’s distinction 

between a univocal “readerly” text and a polysemic “producerly” text that “offers itself 

up to popular [interpretive] production” (Fiske, Reading the Popular 104). Evaluated on a  

pure “readerly” level, for example, the film engages with the “Japanization anxieties” of  

its era while simultaneously providing viewers with a sense of closure that results when 

Austin’s murder is ostensibly solved. Considered in relation to the “producerly,” 

however, the film ratchets up its “Japanization anxieties” to a level of extreme paranoia 

by inviting attuned viewers to consider the possibility that the Japanese are quite literally 

getting away with murder in their socioeconomic dealings with America.  

In inviting this paranoid “producerly” take on his film, Kaufman was almost 

certainly attempting to have some fun with the paranoid “Japan-bashing” fears of the 

time. Yet slyly tongue-in-cheek as Kaufman may have been in inviting such a 

“producerly” interpretation, his film cannot escape the inherently toxic sense of white 

heteropatriarchal anxiety that is so notably manifest in its narrative. Chiefly, this anxiety 

is betrayed via Smith, who is manipulatively deployed throughout the film as a sort of 

convenient black proxy through which various reactionary white heteropatriarchal 

anxieties can be channeled and rendered less offensive. Recall, for example, how Connor 

warns Smith that he is at risk of being accused of anti-Japanese racism in an America that 

is supposedly being plagued by insincere identity politics: “Next? Next they’ll be calling 
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you a racist.” In essence, the film harnesses Smith to co-opt black heteromasculinity 

within a narrative that is fundamentally about white heteropatriarchy’s reactionary, 

paranoid fears about its supposed disempowerment within a changing, globalizing 

America.  

Paradoxically enough, Kaufman’s Rising Sun expresses less concern about Japan 

than it does the multicultural tensions that were exploding in America during its era of  

production. As Colin Harrison notes in his book American Culture in the 1990s (2010), 

the ’90s decade saw America undergo “the largest population rise since the 1950s, with  

the most significant increases [being] amongst groups of Hispanic and Asian origin” (25). 

According to Harrison, these demographic changes caused anxious Caucasians to 

embrace the notion of white identity, which was then “brought into relief against the 

increasing ethnic and racial diversity of American society despite the fact that the 

majority status of whites was hardly challenged (the proportion of whites declined from 

80 percent to 77 percent over the course of the [’90s] decade)” (25).  

Citing another popular film of 1993, Harrison implies that this then nascent form 

of white identity politics was an essential manifestation of white American 

heteropatriarchy’s delusional belief that it was being besieged by multiculturalism:  

Whiteness often appeared as a symptom of crisis, reflecting the anxieties 

of those who felt disadvantaged by the [supposedly] preferential treatment  

awarded to ethnic minority groups: the most vivid image is the forlorn 

figure of Michael Douglas in Falling Down (1993), the angry white office 

worker lost in a Los Angeles wilderness that he progressively discovers to 

be someone else’s territory. (25) 
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As historian Gil Troy notes in his book The Age of Clinton: America in the 1990s (2015), 

it was during the early ’90s that the term “multiculturalism” began to assume popular 

currency in American media discourse: “From forty articles mentioning 

‘multiculturalism’ in 1981, two thousand articles would discuss it in 1992” (42).  

Aside from national demographic changes, another key trigger point for these 

nascent American anxieties about multiculturalism resided in the Los Angeles “Rodney  

King” riots of 1992 (April 29th – May 4th), which shed light on the simmering social 

tensions in one of America’s more racially and ethnically diverse cities. While the riots  

would mainly affect the black, Hispanic, and Korean communities in Los Angeles’s 

South Central Area, the intense US media coverage of the riots helped lend credence to 

paranoid beliefs that all of Los Angeles had degenerated into a state of multicultural 

warfare. In particular, the media images of white truck driver Reginald Denny being 

pulled from his rig and brutally beaten by several young black men helped intensify white 

fears about the status of white-black race relations within American society. In their most 

extreme reactionary formations, such white fears would take shape in the racist politics of 

the domestic white nationalist movements that had already begun to register as a source 

of popular American concern during the late 1980s via such Hollywood films as director 

Costa-Gavras’s Betrayed (1988) and director Oliver Stone’s Talk Radio (1988). 

 In essence, Kaufman’s Rising Sun reveals its real fears to be less about Japan than 

about the status of white-black homosocial relations within America. Accordingly, the 

film implies that America has become marred by a supposedly “fragmented” 

multiculturalism that puts it at a competitive disadvantage in relation to Japan and its 

socially cohesive monoculture. To this end, the then recent national trauma of the Los 
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Angeles riots had an obvious impact on the film. Recall again, for example, how Connor 

lectures Smith early on in the film about America’s “fragmented” culture, which he 

contrasts with Japan’s cultural unity: “We may come from a fragmented MTV rap video 

culture but they do not.” Tellingly, Connor’s comments are directly in line with the 

white-inflected American moral panic that surrounded rap music at the dawn of the 

1990s. Taking note of this phenomenon, Harrison writes, “The discourse of rap-as-threat  

. . . combined a distaste for rap’s musical qualities with a fear of black inner-city life that 

bordered on outright racism . . .” (82). As Harrison notes, “Anti-rap outrage was a way of 

converting the real [American] political problems of race into moral problems, and 

thereby distracting the electorate from the root causes of unrest and injustice for which 

politicians might have taken some responsibility” (85). 

 The final “Japanization anxiety” film of its era, Rising Sun’s true anxieties are, 

ironically enough, less about Japan than the pronounced racial fault lines that were 

running throughout America in the wake of the Los Angeles riots. Though Kaufman 

undoubtedly assumed he was adding a “progressive” slant to his adaptation of Crichton’s 

novel by altering Smith’s race from white to black, he ends up employing Smith as a 

veritable narrative pawn whose apparent purpose is to learn to appreciate the supposed 

“white man’s burden” of living in a “fragmented” multicultural America. Though far too 

playful and self-aware to be labeled an incoherent text, Kaufman’s film ultimately 

undermines its otherwise knowing invocation of postmodern paranoia by betraying its 

own implicit paranoid anxieties about white heteropatriarchal identity and its connection 

to late twentieth-century America’s burgeoning multicultural dynamics. 
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Chapter Seven  

Post-Reagan-Bush America and Hollywood Cinema:  
An Overview of Some Dominant Cultural-Political Themes and Issues  

  
By the time Rising Sun had disappeared from US movie theatres in late 1993, 

Japan’s “boom period” was all but over as the nation faced a burst economic bubble that 

would plunge it into a twenty-year “lost decades” period of economic turmoil. 

Highlighting the origins of Japan’s early ’90s economic decline in his book Modern 

Japan: A Very Short Introduction (2009), Christopher Goto-Jones writes, “Unable to 

sustain the artificially inflated and over-confident economy, the stock-market crashed and 

Japan’s cultural confidence was dented” (120). Though “Japanization anxieties” would 

briefly continue to register in American popular culture via such works as the film 

RoboCop 3 (dir. Fred Dekker, 1993), in which a Japanese conglomerate takes over the 

Detroit automobile industry, and Tom Clancy’s bestselling novel Debt of Honor (1994), 

in which Japan sparks a war with America, the phenomenon of “Japan-bashing” was 

essentially over by the mid-1990s.   

Ironically enough, in apparent confirmation of the adage that “no publicity is bad 

publicity,” the Japanese themselves actually seemed to mourn the passing of “Japan-

bashing.” As Narrelle Morris observes in Japan-Bashing: Anti-Japanism since the 1980s 

(2011), the Japanese media even coined the term “Japan-passing” in 1995 to refer to the 

fact that “the United States was not only surpassing Japan economically but was also 

bypassing it in favor of engagement with other nations, notably China” (121). As John H. 

Miller notes in American Political and Cultural Perspectives on Japan: From Perry to 

Obama (2014), the term “Japan-passing” became directly aligned with Japan’s  
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disappointment in regard to President Bill Clinton’s decision to shift America’s previous  

emphasis on building alliances with Japan to “forging a ‘strategic partnership’ with 

China” (139). 

Interestingly, at precisely the same time that “Japan-bashing” was fading from the 

radar of US popular culture during the mid-’90s, America was registering the emergence 

of a national youth subculture that was transfixed with Japanese anime (animated 

features) and manga (comic books). While a boomer generation of Americans had been 

raised on Japanese animation during the 1960s via such television cartoons as Astro Boy 

(1963-1966) and Speed Racer (1967-1968), these imported shows had been so skillfully 

dubbed that most American viewers had been unaware that they were even watching 

Japanese shows. Taking note of America’s surging mid-’90s subcultural fixation with 

manga and anime in his book America and the Four Japans (1994), US “Japanophile” 

Frederik L. Schodt noted, “There are now as many as one hundred ‘fanzines’ published in 

the United States by local anime and manga clubs scattered across the nation. And there 

are growing communities of fans that exchange information on computer bulletin boards 

and national networks such as CompuServe, Genie, and the Internet” (41). 

For younger Americans of the ’90s, the very concept of a globalizing world 

entailed the opening of vast new possibilities and cultural horizons. Though many young 

American Leftist activists of the ’90s would coalesce around various so-called “anti-

globalization” movements, these activists themselves were less “anti-globalists” than 

social justice-minded “alter-globalists” who desired a reconfigured system of 

globalization that would abolish neoliberal economics in favour of more 

socioeconomically egalitarian ideals. In this regard, they stood miles apart from  



		

	

257	

reactionary “anti-globalization” nationalists like Pat Buchanan, who ran under the 

Republican ticket in the 1992 and 1996 presidential primaries. Possessing a keen sense of 

cultural cosmopolitanism, these young “alter-globalists” were open to global 

connectivity, migration, intercultural exchange, and travel. Accordingly, a popular cult 

novel of this generation was British writer Alex Garland’s The Beach (1996), 

subsequently adapted into the 2000 Hollywood film of the same title (dir. Danny Boyle), 

which focuses on a group of Western backpackers who discover an idyllic, untouched 

island in the Gulf of Thailand. Strongly influenced by the Western trend of youth-

oriented “backpacker tourism” that emerged during the ’90s due to discounted airline 

flights and a growing global imaginary, Garland’s novel grew to prominence amongst 

young tourists who were partaking of travel throughout Southeast Asia. 

The Clinton Era   

 It was Clinton who presided over the hyperglobalization of America. Though a 

favoured target of young “alter-globalist” activists for his slick “Third Way” triangulation 

between social welfare liberalism and Reaganite free market conservatism,117 he would 

enjoy a popular if embattled two-term reign as president (1993-2001). A keen 

hyperglobalizer, Clinton would oversee the popularization of the Internet in America, 

NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement), the imposition of “Washington 

Consensus”-style structural adjustment policies on developing nations, and – most  

	
117 Critically summarizing the “Third Way” in his less than convincing book The Optimistic Leftist: Why 
the 21st Century Will Be Better Than You Think (2017), political scientist Ruy Teixeira writes,  
 

The Third Way posited that the structure of capitalist societies was indeed changing and 
that the traditional working class was becoming less important. But the analysis went 
little beyond observations on the white collarization of work and the assertion that the left 
was best served by leaving capitalism alone to generate riches that could be redistributed 
and repurposed. (82)  
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controversially – the deregulatory Financial Services Modernization Act of 1999, which 

essentially repealed the 1933 Glass-Steagall Act, which had implemented firewall 

divisions between commercial and investment banking. Characterizing Clinton as a 

“convinced ‘market globalist’” in their book, Neoliberalism: A Very Short Introduction 

(2010), Manfred B. Steger and Ravi K. Roy note how he championed a new Pax 

Americana geopolitical order to replace the bipolar USA-USSR geopolitical cartography 

that had defined the Cold War era: “America would remain the leader of the world, he 

insisted, but it would exert its influence primarily through the use of ‘soft power’ rather 

than ‘hard power’. Thus, he envisioned a world connected through trade relationships 

designed to serve America’s interests . . .” (54). 

Paradoxically yet slyly enough, Clinton would promote the hyperglobalization of 

America by focusing on appeals for a renewed sense of solidarity within America itself. 

Indeed, this focus on a need for unity within America was clearly outlined in Clinton’s 

July 16, 1992 Democratic presidential nomination speech, in which he called for a “New 

Covenant” for America that revolved around the notion of “unity in diversity”:  

For too long politicians told the most of us that are doing all right that 

what’s wrong with America is . . . Them. Them, the minorities. Them, the 

liberals. Them, the homeless. Them, the people with disabilities. Them, 

the gays. We got to where we really “themed” ourselves to death. Them 

and Them and Them. But this is America. There is no them. There is only 

us. (qtd. in Pease 72)         

As Donald E. Pease argues in his book The New American Exceptionalism (2009), 

Clinton’s “unity in diversity” appeal for American solidarity emanated from his astute 



		

	

259	

recognition that the collapse of the Soviet Union had left America confronted with the 

fact that its increasingly multicultural population could no longer be subsumed under the 

myth of an American monoculture: “In the wake of the cold war, the globalization of the 

economic order made it necessary for the state to abandon its [monocultural] 

assimilationist policies and to ‘celebrate’ the heterogeneous ethnic groups within the 

United States as signs of its socioeconomic progress” (74). Accordingly, Clinton’s New 

Covenant appeal for a new form of multicultural solidarity within the US nation-state was 

also craftily geared towards hyperglobalization imperatives: “The [Clinton] state no 

longer viewed the nation’s pluralized ethnic minorities as threats to national unity. 

Clinton’s New Covenant redefined ‘Them’ as opportunities for the state to open up 

market relations with each ethnic group’s country or region of origin” (Pease 74). 

 Technically, Hollywood cinema of the late 1980s had already begun to register a 

pronounced anxiety about the need to confront and address racial and ethnic tensions 

within America. The year 1988, for example, saw the release of director Dennis Hopper’s 

critically and commercially successful film Colors, which focuses on the fractious 

relationship between a young, arrogant white police officer (Sean Penn) and his older, 

humane white mentor (Robert Duvall) as they navigate the crime-ridden streets of Los 

Angeles’s inner city black and Latino communities. Hot on the success of Colors came 

black American director Spike Lee’s 1989 race relations drama, Do the Right Thing, 

which performed well at the box office and netted Lee a nomination for Best Original 

Screenplay at the 1990 Academy Awards.   

It was almost certainly the relative back-to-back successes of Colors and Do the 

Right Thing that convinced Columbia to commission John Singleton – a young, 
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inexperienced black American director fresh out of USC’s School of Cinematic Arts – to 

direct Boyz N the Hood (1991), his gritty “gangsta” drama about Los Angeles inner city 

life. Made for $6.5 million, the film grossed $57.5 million at the North American box 

office and secured Singleton nominations for Best Director and Best Original Screenplay 

at the 1992 Academy Awards (“Boyz N the Hood (1991) – Box Office Mojo”). Featuring 

a rap and hip-hop soundtrack that includes “How to Survive in South Central” (1991) by 

the rapper Ice Cube, the film synergistically benefitted from rap and hip-hop music’s 

growing popularity amongst young Americans of the era. Released in the wake of the 

Rodney King beating of March 3, 1991, the film shed uncannily prescient light on the 

simmering racial tensions in South Central Los Angeles that would subsequently erupt in 

the Los Angeles riots of early 1992 (April 29 – May 4, 1992).  

If American popular culture of the 1980s had been swept up by the “feel good” 

depictions of black upward mobility featured in NBC’s enormously popular television 

series The Cosby Show (1984-1992), then America’s pop culture compass of the early 

’90s was pointing towards a growing recognition that many black Americans were facing 

dire socioeconomic woes. As Gil Troy notes in The Age of Clinton: America in the 1990s 

(2015), the Rodney King beating was a key catalyst in forcing Americans to confront the 

fact that much of black America was suffering from serious socioeconomic hardships:  

By 1991, the percentage of black children born out of wedlock had more 

than doubled since 1970 to 64 percent. . . . The child poverty rate was 15 

percent for whites, 39 percent for Hispanics, and 45 percent for blacks. 

Black and white youth unemployment rates, which were roughly equal in 

1954, had also diverged. Despite the Reagan boom, 23 percent of young  
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blacks were unemployed. (34) 

In tandem with America’s growing awareness that much of the Reagan-Bush era had  

been oriented towards superficial attempts to “paper the cracks” of the nation’s 

precarious white/black race relations, Hollywood would commission a series of race-

themed films throughout the first half of the ’90s, such as New Jack City (dir. Mario van 

Peebles, 1991), Jungle Fever (dir. Spike Lee, 1991), Straight Out of Brooklyn (dir. Matty 

Rich, 1991), Grand Canyon (dir. Lawrence Kasdan, 1991), Juice (dir. Ernest R. 

Dickerson, 1992), Menace II Society (dir. Allen and Albert Hughes, 1993), Made in 

America (dir. Richard Benjamin, 1993), Poetic Justice (dir. John Singleton, 1993), The 

Inkwell (dir. Matty Rich, 1994), Panther (dir. Mario van Peebles, 1995), and Dead 

Presidents (dirs. Allen and Albert Hughes, 1995). 

 Certainly the most controversial race-themed film of this period was Spike Lee’s 

Malcolm X (1994), which opens with the image of a burning American flag and footage 

of the Rodney King beating. A major Warner Bros. release, the film saw its production 

closely monitored by studio executives, who were initially so disturbed by this opening 

sequence that they had threatened to withhold the film’s release until the burning flag 

image was removed (Arnold 42). Coming in the wake of the King beating, the Los 

Angeles riots, and the then ongoing media fixation with the buildup to the O.J. Simpson 

trial, which would begin on January 24, 1995, Malcolm X’s impending release worried 

Warner Bros. executives, who were concerned that the film might further enflame racial 

tensions in America. Even before its release, the film triggered national controversy and 

an inevitable conservative backlash due to Lee’s stated preference for black journalists to 

interview him and his public call for kids throughout America to skip school and see the  
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film on its November 18th opening.118 Though Malcolm X would somewhat 

underperform at the North American box office, grossing $48.2 million against its $33 

million budget (“Malcolm X (1994) – Box Office Mojo”), the bonfire of controversy 

surrounding the film epitomized the US racial tensions of the period.  

 It was, of course, not just American racial tensions that were percolating during 

Clinton’s first term in office, but also a conflagration of other national debates 

surrounding gender, feminism, LGBTQ rights, and the very notion of what should define 

America’s identity in a post-Cold War world. Although Clinton had secured his first-term 

electoral success by championing his “New Covenant With America” and presenting 

himself as America’s great multicultural conciliator, he subsequently found his 

administration embattled by a considerable conservative backlash. While Reagan and 

Bush had to a large extent been able to manipulatively co-opt and assuage reactionary 

white heteropatriarchal laments by channeling them into an inherently conservative 

“Father Knows Best” approach to cultural politics, Clinton’s championing of a liberal 

multiculturalism was perceived as a threat by many reactionary white men. 

Accordingly, Clinton found himself and his administration to be the targets of a 

particularly nasty white heteropatriarchal backlash campaign that was enflamed by the 

rise of Right-wing media pundits like Rush Limbaugh. A media impresario who 

dominated in conservative circles throughout the 1990s, Limbaugh hosted a three-hour  

talk radio show that had gone national in 1988 and was reaching 20 million people five  

	
118	In actuality, Lee’s interview remarks were reasonable. As Lee explained to journalist Bernard Weinraub 
in an October 29, 1992 New York Times article entitled “Spike Lee’s Request: Black Interviewers Only,” 
his remarks were misconstrued: “Well, I get many requests now for interviews, and I would like African-
Americans to interview me. . . . Spike Lee has never said he only wants black journalists to interview him. 
What I’m doing is using whatever clout I have to get qualified African-Americans assignments. The real 
crime is white publications don’t have black writers, that’s the real crime” (qtd. in Weinraub).   
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times a week via 665 stations by 1996 (Troy, The Age of Clinton 118). In addition to 

radio, this blustery pundit, who relentlessly raged against Clinton and his administration, 

also boasted a late-night TV program that was syndicated on 225 channels (Troy, The 

Age of Clinton 118). So popular was Limbaugh that a frustrated Clinton would call into 

St. Louis radio station KMOX on June 25, 1994 and fume, “After I get off the radio with 

you today, Rush Limbaugh will have three hours to say whatever he wants, and I won’t 

have any opportunity to respond, and there’s no truth detector” (Troy, The Age of Clinton 

119). In this respect, Limbaugh was part of a wider conservative media movement that 

would kick into overdrive when media mogul Rupert Murdoch would launch his 

conservative 24-hour Fox News Channel in 1996.  

Cunningly seeking to mobilize the very same reactionary currents of white 

heteropatriarchal populism that had propelled conservative shock jocks like Limbaugh to 

success, Republican congressman Newt Gingrich sought to counter Clinton’s “New 

Covenant With America” via his “Contract With America.” Alluding to the influence of 

conservative “talk radio” on this “Contract With America,” Pease notes,  

Gingrich’s Contract included ten bills that promised to influence major 

reform of the federal government. Several of the bills bore titles – the 

Taking Back Our Streets Act, the Violent Criminal Incarceration Act, the 

Personal Responsibility Act, the American Dream Restoration Act, the 

National Security Restoration Act, the Family Reinforcement Act – that 

turned complaints voiced across [conservative] talk radio into the bases for 

legislative action. (82)   
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As the House Republican whip, Gingrich also stoked conservative concerns about such  

national wedge issues as “family values” and gun control. By manipulatively portraying  

Clinton as being beheld to special interests that were in conflict with a supposed 

“oppressed majority,” Gingrich engineered the so-called “Republican Revolution” in the 

1994 midterm elections, which would see him become House Speaker as the Republicans 

gained control of both the House and the Senate for the first time in forty years. 

 In short, while Clinton had assumed office by presenting himself as a pragmatic 

liberal panacea to the American culture wars that had exploded during the ’80s, these 

culture wars had actually intensified by the mid-’90s. While Clinton had dedicated much 

of his first-term campaign to presenting himself as a “great unifier” who would bring 

blacks and whites together in the wake of nationally traumatic events like the Rodney 

King beating and the ensuing Los Angeles riots, the culture wars of the mid-’90s had 

extended to issues that went well beyond race in order to become increasingly 

“intersectional” in orientation.  

I am, of course, being somewhat playful in invoking the term “intersectional.” As 

employed by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in her influential 1989 University of 

Chicago Legal Forum essay, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A 

Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist 

Politics,” the term “intersectionality” was first used to advocate for a black feminist 

criticism that would seek to remedy “the tendency to treat race and gender as mutually 

exclusive categories of experience and analysis” by stressing their intersectional 

dimensions (139). Subsequently broadened by Crenshaw and an array of cultural theorists  

to denote how individual and group identities intersect along a variety of axes that  
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include those of race, ethnicity, gender, class, and sexual orientation, intersectionality had  

by the mid-’90s become a popular concept in various social justice circles. Troublingly, 

however, it was also becoming increasingly unclear as to whether intersectionality was in 

practice actually unifying various minority groups or in fact further dividing them over a 

proliferating array of “identitarian” issues. 

Curiously enough, many Leftists and liberals now found themselves awkwardly 

aligned with conservatives in critiquing the more extreme formations of identity-based 

politics, which pundits often pejoratively associated with “political correctness” – a 

media buzzword of the ’90s. The popularity of Left-libertarian Bill Maher’s televised 

political talk show Politically Incorrect (1993-2003) epitomized America’s growing 

national anxiety about “political correctness,” which liberal cultural critic Robert Hughes 

drily defined as “political etiquette, not politics itself” (24) in his bestselling 1993 

jeremiad, Culture of Complaint: The Fraying of America. To this chorus of disgruntled 

Leftist/liberal voices one might add the comedic countercultural icon George Carlin, who 

developed a popular anti-PC “Euphemisms” standup routine during the early ’90s, and 

Todd Gitlin, a professor of media studies and former head of the radical Students for a 

Democratic Society (1963-1964), who had become a staunch critic of identity politics by 

the mid-’90s.  

Writing in his 1995 book, Twilight of Common Dreams: Why America Is Wracked 

by Culture Wars, Gitlin gestured towards the failure of intersectional approaches when 

harnessed to extreme identitarian positions:  

To develop a political majority requires more than occasional coalitions  

knitted together by overlapping interests. . . . If groups spend Monday  
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through Saturday turned inward, separately cultivating their differences,  

consolidating their internal unities, practicing cordiality to the exclusivists  

in their midst, it will not do for them to gather together on Sunday 

morning to speak of commonalities. To be active citizens of the whole, 

they must also spend time Monday through Saturday fraternizing across 

the lines, cultivating cultural hybrids, criticizing the narrowness of the 

tribe, working up ideas that people “unlike” themselves might share. One 

may respect the democratic rights of distinct groups to organize as they 

choose and still argue vigorously against the aggrandizement of 

difference. (217-218) 

Though highly critical of the Left’s turn towards such identitarian tactics, Gitlin  

recognized that the real danger resided in how a reactionary Right was manipulatively 

promoting white identity politics as a strategic response: “The Republican tilt of white 

men is the most potent form of identity politics of our time. . . . These white men, 

claiming they deserve color-blind treatment, identify with their brethren more than their 

wives or sisters, or minorities” (233).   

Revealingly, a great deal of the heat surrounding the culture wars of the ’90s 

emanated from American university campuses. In part, this can be attributed to the 

various strands of poststructural theory that had been taking hold amongst an American 

academic Left from roughly the late 1970s onwards. Fomented in France during the late 

1960s, poststructuralism had emerged as a playful, variegated assemblage of thought that 

had questioned foundational Enlightenment notions of humanism, progress, objective  
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knowledge, and definitive meaning.119 Robbed of much of its nuance when it crossed the  

Atlantic, poststructuralism found itself considerably bastardized by American humanities 

and social science academics, who often reductively discussed it under the banner of 

postmodernism. 

If French intellectuals had been drawn to poststructuralism partly as a 

countercultural reaction to the rigid Enlightenment notions of universal humanism that 

had constituted the bedrock of their rigorous classical educations, American academics, 

lacking such a rich intellectual heritage, often simplistically interpreted poststructuralism 

as the inherent valorization of difference above commonality. As reductively harnessed 

by an American academic Left, the key insights of poststructuralism were often aligned 

with extreme identitarian politics that held that social reality could be reconfigured in 

support of difference via guerilla semantics. Discussing this phenomenon in his excellent 

book about poststructuralism’s reception and interpretation in America, French Theory: 

How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co. Transformed the Intellectual Life of the United 

States (2003), François Cusset notes how American academics became obsessed with 

“codifying the social interactions on campus between different races and sexes” via the 

introduction of “a strict euphemistic lexicon” (171): “This was the advent of the 

‘politically correct,’ or PC, a term already used, significantly, by certain politicized rebels 

in the 1970s, in reference to the excessive emphasis placed by feminists and cultural 

theorists on signs, rather than the substance, of oppression” (171).  

 

	
119	As Jacques Derrida maintains in Writing and Difference (1978), “the meaning of meaning (in the 
general sense of meaning and not in the sense of signalization) is infinite implication, the indefinite referral 
of signifier to signified . . .” (25).  	
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As American universities produced graduates trained in this new style of Left- 

oriented campus rhetoric, these individuals began to appropriatively and sometimes  

subversively apply their training in media, education, public relations, and human 

resources.120 The end result was a bonfire of euphemistic terms (e.g., “differently abled” 

rather than “disabled”) and neologisms (e.g., “womyn” instead of “woman”) that often 

came at the expense of a focus on the very material inequalities and injustices that had 

motivated the social justice struggles of the 1960s. Surveying this phenomenon at the  

beginning of the ’90s, Hughes dryly observed,  

Thirty years ago, one of the epic processes in the assertion of human  

dignity started unfolding in the United States: the Civil Rights movement. 

But today, after more than a decade of government that did its best to 

ignore the issues of race when it was not trying to roll back the gains of 

the 1960s, the usual American response to inequality is to rename it, in the 

hope that it will then go away. (17-18) 

Though an inveterate curmudgeon, Hughes astutely recognized that this rising tide of  

political correctness as political etiquette had been a boon for conservative pundits, who 

delighted in travestying it: “Where would George Will, P.J. O’Rourke, the editors of the 

American Spectator and some of the contributors to the New Criterion all be without the 

inexhaustible flow of PC claptrap from the academic left? Did ever any nominally radical 

movement ever supply its foes with such an array of targets for cheap shots?” (24)   

	
120	As François Cusset notes in French Theory: How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co. Transformed the 
Intellectual Life of the United States (2003), “Among the readers of these [French poststructural] writers 
were business theoreticians, management strategists, insurers and risk managers, advertising executives and 
the pioneers of the infomercial, C-level execs of the cultural industry, columnists in hip magazines, and all 
the other enthusiasts of ‘self-organization conceived of as festive neoconservatism’” (317).    
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While highly critical of the rhetorical tactics emanating from an American  

academic Left, Hughes’s vitriol was reserved for the political Right, which he diagnosed  

as having fomented its own politically correct orthodoxy of “Patriotic Correctness” that 

was “worse for the country’s polity than anything the weak, constricted American left can 

be blamed for” (24). By manipulatively promoting sanctified versions of American 

history that ignored the nation’s gross historical injustices of racism, sexism, 

homophobia, and imperialist expansion, American conservatives sought to convince 

white working-class Americans that their nation was being besieged by unpatriotic Left-

wing radicals bent on transforming America into a totalitarian state ruled by special 

interest groups: “In the last fifteen years American conservatives have had a complete, 

almost unopposed success in labeling as left-wing ordinary agendas and desires that, in a 

saner polity, would be seen as ideologically neutral . . .” (29).  

As Hughes noted, the working class – read white working class – was particularly 

vulnerable to such manipulative tactics. As the main beneficiaries of the post-WWII 

“golden age” of American welfare state capitalism, they were prone to looking for 

scapegoats when this “golden age” began to hit the economic skids during the 1970s: 

To talk about blue-collar racism was too simple – it was just another way 

of schematizing real people from above, and the younger, more 

ideologically liberal Democrats constantly fell into this trap. American 

workers saw their jobs and their neighbourhoods threatened by policies 

imposed from above. . . . And so the Republicans could present 

themselves as the tribunes of the disparaged values and symbols of the 

ignored middle, the blue-collar voters who believed in America,  
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mistrusted affluent radicals, and hated flag-burners. (33)  

Correctly assessing that “the Republicans cared very little for the economic interests of  

these people” (33), Hughes pointed to how the economic policies of the “Reagan  

Revolution” of the ’80s had actually resulted in “the [then] largest deficit . . . and the  

widest gap between high and middle income ever to afflict America” (34). 

 Aside from books like Gitlin’s The Twilight of Common Dreams and Hughes’s 

Culture of Complaint, the first half of the ’90s saw an array of tomes published that 

weighed in on the vexed issue of political correctness from a variety of different 

standpoints. This period saw the publication of such works as Beyond PC: Toward a 

Politics of Understanding (ed. Patricia Aufderheide, 1992); The Politics and Philosophy 

of Political Correctness (eds. Jung Min Choi and John W. Murphy, 1992); Debating PC: 

The Controversy Over Political Correctness on College Campuses (ed. Paul Berman, 

1992); Politically Correct Bedtime Stories (ed. James Finn Garner, 1994); Political 

Correctness: For and Against (eds. Marilyn Friedman and Jan Narveson, 1995); The War 

of the Words: The Political Correctness Debate (ed. Sarah Dunant, 1994); The Politically 

Correct Phrasebook: What They Say You Can Say and Cannot Say in the 1990s (eds. 

Marilyn Freidman and Jan Narveson, 1995); Political Correctness: A Critique (eds. Peter 

Duignan and Lewis H. Gann, 1995); Beyond Political Correctness: Towards the 

Inclusive University (eds. Stephen Richer and Lorna Weir, 1995); and After Political 

Correctness: The Humanities and Society in the 1990s (eds. Christopher Newfield and 

Ronald Strickland, 1995). Many of these works were anthologies of popular academic 

and journalistic articles, thereby attesting to the widespread public fixation with political 

correctness during this period. As a Nexis news database for the early 1990s indicates, the  
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term “political correctness” accounted for seventy citations in newspapers and magazines  

in 1990 but had risen to more than 7,000 references in 1994 (Cho and Westley 44). 

 Accordingly, two notable Hollywood films of the mid-’90s, PCU (1994) and  

Higher Learning (1995), sought to “cash in” on this then hot topic of political correctness 

and its specific relation to academia. Based on a screenplay by Adam Leff and Zak Penn 

and directed by Hart	Bochner, the first of these two films, PCU, explores the experiences 

of pre-freshman Tom Lawrence (Chris Young) as he visits the fictional PCU (Port 

Chester University). Upon arriving on the campus, Lawrence discovers that frat houses 

have been outlawed and that two student associations are now in marked conflict: the 

conservative, white heteropatriarchal “Balls and Shaft” group that wants the traditional 

fraternity system reinstated, and the co-ed, multicultural “The Pit” group that simply 

wants to maintain control of their campus house, which adheres to an open, anarchic 

system. Taken under the wing of Droz (Jeremy Piven), a sly perpetual senior who is the 

unofficial leader of the “The Pit,” Lawrence quickly learns that the freewheeling, 

egalitarian spirit of “The Pit” stands in stark contrast not just to the conservative “Balls 

and Shaft” group, but also to a factionalized campus that is engaged in constant “culture 

wars” between various Womynist, Afrocentrist, vegan, and LGBTQ factions. 

 In a particularly inspired, good-natured moment in the film, Droz convenes all of 

these minority factions during a campus party that sees funk musician George Clinton 

play with his Parliament-Funkadelic collective. By the time the film reaches its 

conclusion, Droz and his “Pit” crew manage to enlist these campus factions in an  

impromptu protest against the university’s opportunistic, PC-obsessed president,  

Dr. Garcia-Thompson (Jessica Walter). Occurring during the school’s bicentennial  
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ceremony, this protest sees the factions unite in, paradoxically enough, a “protest against 

protesting,” which ultimately results in the university’s Board of Trustees summarily 

firing Thompson. With the factions now united, they can turn their attention to the real  

enemy on campus, which is found in the reactionary conservatism epitomized by the  

“Ball and Shaft” crew, which is led by the elitist Rand McPherson (David Spade).    

 Though PCU would gross a paltry $4.3 million in North American theatres 

(“PCU (1994) – Box Office Mojo”), it developed a substantial cult following on home 

video. Yet in spite of its inspired premise and its evident disdain for the type of 

reactionary white heteropatriarchal politics epitomized by McPherson and his “Balls and 

Shaft” crew, the film remains entrapped in its own troubling white heteropatriarchal 

logistics given that its narrative is focalized from the perspectives of Lawrence and Droz, 

who are white heteronormative men. In this regard, the film can easily be read as 

trivializing the very real and pressing concerns that were then being tackled by various 

minority groups on American campuses. 

 In contrast to PCU, director and screenwriter John Singleton’s Higher Learning 

offers a more nuanced, sensitive examination of the general “culture wars” phenomenon 

of political correctness and its relationship to American academia of the mid-’90s. Set on 

the fictional campus of Columbus University, which takes its name from the famous 

Renaissance explorer and colonizer Christopher Columbus, the film explores how a 

group of students becomes engulfed in the “culture wars” of the time. Obviously, 

Singleton’s decision to associate the campus with Columbus constitutes a sly nod to the 

heated campus cultural debates of the era. A highly contested historical figure in  

 



		

	

273	

American academia at the time of the film’s release, Columbus was at the centre of  

various revisionist and postcolonial critiques of Eurocentric accounts of American  

history, especially given the then recent 1992 commemoration of the 500th year  

anniversary of his supposed “discovery” of America.121  

Debuting in American theatres on January 1, 1995, the film was released when 

American racial and gender tensions were running notably high given the impending 

commencement of the O.J. Simpson trial (January 25, 1995 – October 2, 1995).122 

Similar to Malcolm X, Higher Learning essentially begins with the image of an American 

flag, though in this instance it does not become engulfed in flames but instead serves as 

the backdrop against which a pep rally is being held as students arrive at Columbus for 

the start of the fall semester. As the film progresses, we come to appreciate how 

Columbus University represents a microcosm of late twentieth-century America, for we 

follow a group of students of different racial, gender, sexual, and sociopolitical 

positionalities. Ultimately challenging notions of a traditional, comfortable academic 

liberal humanism, the film suggests that the campus culture wars of the mid-’90s point 

towards deep rifts within the American body politic. 

Chiefly, Higher Learning revolves around the experiences of a handful of 

undergraduates at Columbus: Malik (Omar Epps), a black freshman who has come to 

Columbus on a track scholarship; Kristen (Kristy Swanson), a white freshman who finds 

	
121	For an excellent revisionist historical overview of the horrors associated with Columbus’s “discovery” 
of the Americas, see the first chapter of Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States (2010) (1-
22).  
 
122	During the film’s opening weekend, it was associated with triggering various acts of violence in 
Washington and several Midwestern areas. For further information, see Richard Natale’s January 20, 1995 
Los Angeles Times Article, “Violence Erupts in Opening Weekend of ‘Higher Learning’” and Richard 
Natale and Albert Kim’s February 3, 1995 EW.com article, “The connection between movies and 
violence.”  	
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herself raped by a white frat boy (Jay R. Ferguson) at a campus booze bash; Taryn 

(Jennifer Connelly), a junior and lesbian feminist LGBTQ activist who befriends Kristen 

and eventually begins a relationship with her; Fudge (Ice Cube), a perpetual senior who 

identifies with black radicalism; and Remy (Michael Rapaport), a white freshman from 

Iowa whose anxieties and misfit tendencies ultimately render him vulnerable to the 

recruiting strategies of an off-campus neo-Nazi group. 

Early on in the film, it is established that Columbus is essentially a fragmented 

campus that is divided between different “tribalized” racial-ethnic groups. Surveying the 

campus grounds with a group of his friends as the fall semester starts, Fudge alludes to 

the different campus factions, noting, “Let’s take a trip around the world. Look there 

under the statue [of Columbus]. You see them [white] people? That’s Disneyland. 

There’s Chinatown. And over there, that’s south of the border [Mexican American 

students]. And this right here is the black hole, ’cause we black folks.” In sharp contrast 

to Clinton’s rosy proclamations of a new, harmonious era of liberal multiculturalism, 

Higher Learning makes it clear that young Americans of the mid-’90s continue to be 

deeply divided by race and the historical legacy of colonialism. 

Keeping himself deliberately abreast of identity politics and campus racial-ethnic 

affiliations is the West Indian Professor Phipps (Laurence Fishburne), who insists on 

treating his students as individuals. A professor of political science who teaches an 

introductory course in which both Malik and Kristen are students, Phipps’s personal 

political views are tough to definitively pin down. Possessed of a conservative demeanor,  

Phipps appears to harbour classically liberal views, though he shows little interest in 

proselytizing towards his students given that he actively encourages them to learn to 
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think for themselves. In a major essay topic that Phipps assigns to his class, he mandates 

that each of his students formulate their own political ideology that takes into account 

their sex, background, socioeconomic status, and personal experience. Though Phipps at  

first butts heads with Malik over his arrogant attitude and lacklustre performance on his  

early essay assignments, the two gradually develop a rapport as Malik comes to 

appreciate that Phipps is interested in challenging him to hone his mind and discover his 

own way in the world.  

Watching an engrossed Phipps review the essay that Malik eventually submits, we 

see Phipps read its concluding lines, which are presented to us in Malik’s voice: 

It is my belief that if the Dred Scott Decision was retried in the  

contemporary American courts the decision would remain the same,  

meaning that a black man, no matter what his class status, would still have 

no rights that a white man by law would be bound to respect. The law 

would be the same no matter what the law of the land states because it was 

not written by and for the benefit of African Americans. The credo “and 

liberty and justice for all” is a falsehood that has been widely ignored and 

needs to be addressed.  

As the scene implies, Malik has learned from Phipps and benefitted from his unique 

pedagogical methods while also learning from Fudge, who has loaned him a copy of The 

Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881, rev. ed. 1892), which has inspired his essay  

conclusion via Douglass’s discussion of Dred Scott.123 

	
123	See Second Part, Chapter IX of Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, in which Douglass discusses 
“the cold-blooded decision of Chief Justice Taney in the Dred Scott case, wherein he states, as it were, a 
historical fact that ‘negroes are deemed to have no rights which white men are bound to respect . . .’” (735). 
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 As Higher Learning nears it denouement, a socially marginalized, mentally  

unstable Remy, firmly caught in the grips of neo-Nazi propaganda, takes to a rooftop 

with a sniper rifle and opens fire during a multicultural campus peace festival that Kristen 

has helped organize. Killing Malik’s girlfriend, Deja (Tyra Banks), and another student 

during his shooting spree, Remy subsequently takes his own life. Though Malik is left so 

bereft and confused by the shootings that he is considering dropping out, we are led to 

believe that he will likely continue on with his studies via a meeting that he has with 

Phipps, who encourages him to find his own way and then paraphrases Douglass to him: 

“Without struggle, there is no progress.”124  

 In the film’s concluding moments, Malik and Kristen meet on the campus quad at 

a makeshift memorial before the statue of Columbus. The bereft Kristen expresses her 

guilt about the shootings and notes that she helped put the multicultural fest together, but 

Malik consoles her, telling her that she cannot blame herself. When Malik tells Kristen 

that he has seen her around the campus in the past, Kristen responds by pondering how it 

is funny that they have never actually spoken to one another before, thereby inadvertently 

gesturing towards the deep racial rifts that mark the campus. Respectfully parting ways 

from Kristen, Malik sprints through the campus grounds and the film ends with the final 

image of the American flag as the word “unlearn” appears over it in black typographic 

fashion. 

 Situated as it is before the statue of Columbus, the very progenitor of the white 

heteropatriarchal mythology upon which America was founded, Malik and Kristen’s 

heartfelt meeting gestures towards the sort of “intersectional” awareness and unity that 

	
124 The actual line is “If there is no struggle there is no progress,” which is from Douglass’s 1857 “West 
India Emancipation” speech (Douglass, “West India Emancipation” 367).  
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Crenshaw and her disciples had been advocating for throughout the early ’90s. Yet if 

Singleton’s film ultimately evinces hope for a sort of intersectional “higher learning” that 

might allow for America’s diverse body of citizens to transcend the collective 

intergenerational trauma of its racist white heteropatriarchal history, it provides no easy 

assurances that this will happen given its emphasis on the deeply entrenched identitarian 

factions that separate the students of Columbus from one another.125 Indeed, if the film on 

the one hand gestures towards the wisdom of Fudge’s radical critiques of America, it also 

suggests their inherent shortcomings given Fudge’s ensconcement within his own black 

heteropatriarchal milieu. In the end, the film seemingly advocates for a fusion of Fudge’s 

radical critiques and Phipps’s aversion to extreme identitarian affiliations, for while 

Fudge is certainly correct in pointing to the racist bedrock upon which America is 

founded, there is also salience to Phipps’s method of treating people as individuals who 

stand apart from rigid identitarian logistics. 

 Though far from a box-office smash, Higher Learning resonated with American 

audiences, earning a North American gross of $38.2 million against a budget of slightly 

over $20 million (“Higher Learning (1995) – Box Office Mojo”), in addition to racking 

up an additional $20.2 million in North American home video rentals (“Higher 

Learning”). Presciently, the film’s depiction of how Remy’s social alienation fuels his 

attraction to white heteropatriarchal identity politics intersected with a growing national 

	
125	Interestingly enough, in a May 8, 2017 Truthout interview with journalist Laura Flanders entitled “No 
Single-Issue Politics, Only Intersectionality: An Interview With Kimberlé Crenshaw,” Crenshaw discussed 
how her original notion of intersectionality had become bastardized to the extent that it had sometimes 
morphed into an inherently divisive form of “identity politics on steroids” (qtd. in Flanders). As cultural 
critic Asad Haider notes in his 2018 book, Mistaken Identity: Race and Class in the Age of Trump, “In its 
campus activist usage . . . ‘intersectionality’ appears to move in the opposite direction [of its intention] . . . 
inviting the construction of baroque and unnavigable intersections consisting of the litany of different 
identities to which a given person might belong” (35).		
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anxiety about a nascent American militia/survivalist movement that was primarily 

resonating with rural white men. Fomented during the late 1970s, this variegated 

movement grew in popularity during Clinton’s first presidential term due to three crucial 

events: the 1992 FBI raid on the Ruby Ridge, Idaho home of survivalist Randy Weaver,  

which resulted in the deaths of his unarmed wife and son (in addition to an FBI agent); 

the 1993 ATF raid and standoff at the Waco, Texas Branch Davidian cult compound 

headed by David Koresh, which resulted in the deaths of Koresh and 81 Branch 

Davidians (in addition to four ATF agents); and the April 19, 1995 terrorist bombing of 

the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Office Building in Oklahoma City by Timothy McVeigh, a 

Gulf War veteran and survivalist enthusiast, which resulted in the deaths of 168 people. 

 Admittedly, there was something of a moral panic that was triggered in American 

media as a result of these events. As historian Robert H. Churchill outlines in his book To 

Shake Their Guns in the Tyrant’s Face: Libertarian Political Violence and the Origins of 

the Militia Movement (2009), the McVeigh bombing crystallized “‘the [US media] 

narrative of 1995,’” in which “the [survivalist] militias and the Patriot movement took on 

the guise of a perfect, [white] racist ‘other’ . . .” (8). As Churchill documents, this 

narrative was considerably misleading given that many of the survivalist/militia factions 

were neither explicitly racist nor in support of the sort of violence perpetrated by 

McVeigh and his accomplice, Terry Nichols, who were essentially acting as lone wolves: 

“The narrative of 1995, lumped all of these disparate far right groups together in the 

‘Christian Patriot movement,’ a misguided simplification that has led a number of senior 

scholars to blur the lines between different groups with quite different worldviews” (10). 

Pointing to the rise of the sort of paramilitary law enforcement tactics employed at Ruby 
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Ridge and Waco, Churchill argues that much of the survivalist/militia energy of the 

Clinton era was fomented as a result of a growing provincial white populist anxiety about 

“the federalization and militarization of law enforcement” and its association with “a 

paramilitary culture of violence” (233).126 

 The US media moral panic surrounding the McVeigh bombing aside, however,  

there remained a real problem with a certain demographic of rural and suburban white 

working-class Americans who felt lost in a changing, globalizing America. One of 

Clinton’s key strategies in defeating Bush had been in courting “Reagan Democrats” 

back to the Democratic Party by presenting himself as a pragmatic liberal who would put 

the notion of the common good above that of supposed “special interests” (Harrison 12; 

Troy, The Age of Clinton 65-67). Yet given Gingrich’s success in engineering the 

“Republican Revolution” in the midterm elections, Clinton found himself anxious about 

how to repeat a win with those “Reagan Democrat” voters as he approached his 1996 

reelection campaign, which would ultimately see him face off against the Republican 

presidential candidate Bob Dole. 

 Presumably hoping to resurrect some of that old Reaganite political magic, the 

Republicans backed Dole because he was essentially a candidate of “golden age” values. 

A heartland conservative and WWII hero who had spent most of his adult life in politics, 

the 73-year-old Dole was a moderate Republican who had a reputation amongst 

Washington insiders for being a man of conviction and principle. A decade earlier, he 

might have stood a chance if faced off against a Democratic candidate like Clinton, but in 

	
126	For further information on how a moral panic emerged in American media discourse following the 
McVeigh bombing, see Steven M. Chermak’s book Searching for a Demon: The Media Construction of the 
Militia Movement (2002) and the eleventh chapter of Jesse Walker’s The United States of Paranoia (2013), 
entitled “The Demonic Cafeteria” (275-297).  	
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the presidential campaign race of 1996 Dole came across as being tired, awkward, and 

out of touch. Discussing the Internet during the summer of 1996, for example, he 

sounded woefully behind the times when he said, “The Internet is a good tool to use to 

get on the Net” (qtd. in Troy, The Age of Clinton 196). Later, during a Los Angeles 

fundraiser in late September of 1996, he erroneously referred to the Los Angeles Dodgers  

as the “Brooklyn Dodgers” despite the fact that the team had moved west in 1957  

(Tomasky 78). As exit polls would indicate, two-thirds of voters held Dole’s age against 

him (Troy, The Age of Clinton 176). 

 Fortunately for Clinton, he benefitted not just from a lacklustre opponent but also 

from a surging national economy. If Clinton had won his first term by convincing voters 

that he could guide America to success in a globalizing economy, then his reelection was 

largely due to his continued skillful cultivation of himself as America’s chief globalizer.  

As Tomasky notes, 

During his reelection campaign, Clinton used the rebounding economy as  

any incumbent president in his situation would. In his new convention 

acceptance speech, he boasted of “ten million new jobs, over half of them 

high-wage jobs.” He bragged about reducing the deficit, which had stood 

at a record $290 billion the year he was elected, down now by 60 percent.   

                                                                                                                 (81) 

Indeed, the Dow Jones Industrial Average, which had stood at 3,241 when Clinton  

assumed office, would nearly double by the time Clinton’s second term began, opening at  

6,448 in 1997, having made gains of 33 percent in 1995 and 26 percent in 1996 

(Tomasky 81). 
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 Although he did not achieve a landslide victory, Clinton won with 379 electoral  

votes and 49 percent of the popular vote while Dole received 159 electoral votes and 41 

percent of the popular vote (Ross Perot, who ran as an independent, won no electoral  

votes and received a mere 8 percent of the popular vote) (Nelson 62). Though Clinton  

was once again successful in bringing “Reagan Democrats” back into the Democratic 

Party, the 1996 election would mark the lowest voter turnout since 1924, with just under 

50 percent of eligible voters casting their ballots (Tomasky 79) – a surefire indication that 

many Americans felt disengaged from mainstream electoral politics.  

 Yet while Clinton would be the first Democratic president to be reelected since 

FDR in 1936, his two-term presidency was achieved via political jockeying that would 

betray the interests of poor and working-class Americans in the long run. Notably, 

Clinton achieved his first term by seeking to win over as many “law and order” types as 

he could by essentially vowing that he would never permit any Republican to appear 

tougher on crime than he was (Alexander 56). The end result of this appeal was Clinton’s 

Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, which “provided state and 

municipal governments with $30 billion to add 100,000 new police officers, to build 

more prisons, and to employ more prison guards, as well as funding for crime prevention 

programs” (Feldman, Schiraldi, and Ziedenberg 4). By effectively redirecting tax dollars 

away from higher education and community and social services (Feldman, Schiraldi, and 

Ziedenberg 4, 6), the act would result in a massive expansion of the US prison-industrial 

complex, which disproportionately targets those who are poor and black (Day), many of 

whom are incarcerated for non-violent drug offenses (Neale 28). Though passed at a time  

when national crime rates were actually beginning to decrease (Hayes 160-161), the act  
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would see the total number of US jail and prison inmates swell from 1.4 million in 1994  

to 2 million in 2001 (Feldman, Schiraldi, and Ziedenberg 4-5). 

 Though fancying himself a liberal pragmatist who appealed to a plurality of  

interests, Clinton ultimately seems to have endorsed a hollow multicultural liberalism that  

often came at the expense of the actual interests of poor and working-class Americans. In 

addition to having implemented the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act  

during his first term, Clinton also proceeded to enact welfare reform, which took effect 

via the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996. 

Discussing the implementation of this act in his book Listen, Liberal: Or, Whatever 

Happened to the Party of the People? (2016), journalist and cultural critic Thomas Frank 

writes, 

  This measure . . . deleted the longstanding federal guarantee to the people  

at society’s lowest rung and shifted the obligation to care for them to the  

states, which were permitted to go about the task however they wanted. 

States could outsource the program, turn applicants away, give them 

whatever amount they thought was right, and so on. The only requirement 

was that no one could stay on the rolls beyond a certain length of time. 

The new law made no provision for job training or anything similar, even 

though the man who signed it was the same person who loved to repeat 

that “what you earn depends on what you can learn.” (116) 

As Christopher Hitchens notes his book No One Left To Lie To: The Triangulations of  

William Jefferson Clinton (1999), “The end result of this [welfare reform] was probably  

an intended one: the creation of a large helot underclass disciplined by fear and scarcity,  
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subject to endless surveillance, and used as a weapon against any American worker lucky  

enough to hold a steady or unionized job” (62).  

 In touting “law and order” measures and welfare reform, Clinton may have been  

focused on a larger goal, for he was perhaps attempting to accrue support from  

conservative Democrats and moderate Republicans for his ultimately failed bid to  

implement national health care. To be sure, Clinton’s desire to provide American citizens  

with a comprehensive national healthcare plan was the one truly noble issue that he had  

campaigned on during his first term. Yet in the wake of the 1994 defeat of this plan and 

his subsequent reelection, Clinton essentially dedicated his second term to serving the 

interests of Wall Street. As Robert B. Reich details in his book Locked in the Cabinet 

(1996), a diary of his time serving as Secretary of Labor (1993-1997) during Clinton’s 

first term in office, he grew concerned with Clinton’s reelection campaign, which 

emphasized the gains of a globalizing US economy at the expense of acknowledging the 

economic problems affecting poor and working-class American citizens: “The economic 

message for the [reelection campaign] is to be nothing but happy talk. . . . But the darker 

side of the economy – increasing job insecurity, widening inequality – must not be 

mentioned. . . . I can’t talk about it. I’m locked in the cabinet” (312). 

Similar to Reagan, Clinton possessed a manipulative two-term electoral strategy 

that essentially revolved around presenting himself as a “folksy” Main Street candidate 

when he was in fact serving the interests of Wall Street. Though much of his second term  

would be overshadowed by the Lewinsky scandal and the failed bid to impeach him on  

charges of perjury and obstruction of justice, Clinton enjoyed relative political popularity,  

with the Democrats actually gaining five seats during the 1998 midterm elections. With  
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the American economy entering boom mode, it would seem that Clinton had won over 

many of the rich and the professional class alike, who were profiting enormously from 

the gains being made in the stock market. Yet when it came to the interests of the 

working class, Clinton seems to have had no more real vested interest in helping working 

people than did Reagan.  

Interestingly enough, Clinton won many “Reagan Democrat” voters during his  

two terms by convincing them to accept the reality of the fact that technoeconomic 

globalization was radically altering the nature of work. In sharp contrast to Reagan’s 

nostalgia-infused “regressive modernization” approach (see Chapter Three, pages 100-

106), Clinton gestured towards a brave new world of techno-economic change that would 

require American workers to learn new skills. Detailing Clinton’s political approach in 

his roman à clef of Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign, Primary Colors (1996), 

journalist Joe Klein127 details how Democratic presidential candidate Jack Stanton, a 

stand-in for Bill Clinton, wins over a crowd of unionized shipyard workers in New 

Hampshire: 

  “So let me tell you this: No politician can bring these shipyard jobs back. 

Or make your union strong again. No politician can make it be the way it  

used to be. Because we’re living in a new world now, a world without  

borders – economically, that is. Guy can push a button in New York and  

move a billion dollars to Tokyo before you blink an eye. We’ve got a  

world market now. That’s good for some. . . . But muscle jobs are gonna 

go where muscle labor is cheap – and that’s not here. So if you want to 

	
127	The novel was originally published anonymously; hence, it is listed under its title in my Works Cited 
list. 
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compete and do better, you’re gonna have to exercise a different set of 

muscles, the ones between your ears. . . . And anyone who gets up here 

and says he can do it for you isn’t leveling with you. So I’m not gonna 

insult you by doing that. I’m going to tell you this: This whole country is 

gonna have to go back to school. We’re gonna have to get smarter, learn 

new skills. And I will work overtime figuring out ways to help you get the  

skills you need.” (161-162) 

Yet while Clinton assured working-class voters that he would help them prosper in a new  

global economy, the reality is that he never offered the substantial government-funded 

initiatives that would have been necessary to accomplish such a feat.128  

In essence, Clinton served the interests of corporations, the wealthy, and the upper  

middle class, who all benefitted from globalization. Taking a page from the deregulatory  

“Reagan Revolution,” Clinton spent his second term implementing deregulatory 

initiatives that would culminate with the repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act (1933) via the 

Financial Services Modernization Act (1999), thereby ushering the Democratic Party 

away from the social welfare legacy of FDR and transforming the “party of the people”  

into a party that served the interests of global capital.129 Ruminating on Clinton’s  

reconfiguration of the Democratic Party in a 1999 letter to his friend Sal Cetrano, the 

Left-conservative American intellectual Norman Mailer bluntly observed that Clinton’s 

	
128	As I write this, there is little to indicate that much has changed in America. As global analyst Ian 
Bremmer notes of the current state of the US economy in his book Us vs. Them: The Failure of Globalism 
(2018), “Though technological change may eventually create more jobs than it kills, there’s not much 
reason for confidence that fired workers will get the education and training they need for tomorrow’s more 
technically sophisticated jobs” (16). 		
	
129	For an excellent general overview of how this transformation occurred, see Thomas Frank’s book 
Listen Liberal: Or, Whatever Happened to the Party of the People? (2016).		
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“crime” was “not that he messed around in office [with Monica Lewinsky],” but rather 

that he chose to “end Welfare [sic] as ‘we know it’ without ending Welfare [sic] as we 

don’t know it – that is, corporate welfare” (qtd. in Lennon 688): “It’s a monstrosity in my 

mind, to save money by lecturing the poor and kissing the ass of the wealthy” (qtd. in  

Lennon 688). 

Yet in spite of Clinton’s Faustian reconfiguration of the Democratic Party, he  

would leave office on a high note. As a 2001 Gallup poll would indicate, he departed 

office with an approval rating of 66 percent – “the highest rating for a president leaving 

office since Gallup began rating presidents during the Truman administration” (From 

233). Certainly, much of this public adulation can be traced to the favorable coverage 

Clinton received from the mainstream business press, which largely focused on the 

growth that had occurred in the US stock market during his time in office.130 Tellingly, 

such reporting obscured how the majority of the economy’s gains were actually going to 

the wealthy while the gap between rich and poor was increasing. Documenting this 

economic phenomenon his book A People’s History of the United States (2010), Howard 

Zinn notes how during the 1990s “the income of the richest 5 percent of the [US]  

population grew by 20 percent while the income of the poor and middle class, taking into  

consideration the rise in cost of living, either fell or remained the same” (668). Moreover, 

as Colin Harrison notes in his book American Culture in the 1990s (2010), the ostensible 

gains associated with America’s hyperglobalizing economy obscured how many 

American workers were being laid off and forced to accept employment in lower-wage 

	
130	As Michael Tomasky notes in his book Bill Clinton (2017), the Dow Jones Industrial Average had 
stood at 3,241 on the day Clinton first took office in 1993; by, March 29, 1999 it “closed above 10,000 for 
the first time ever” (129).	
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jobs: “Rising levels of employment occurred simultaneously with the business practice 

known as ‘downsizing,’ which saw over sixteen million Americans dismissed from their 

jobs in the period 1992-98 . . . ; many of these [workers] were forced to take a lower-

wage job in returning to work” (7).  

Facing no apparent serious national enemy Other, America now occupied a role 

of geopolitical hegemony that it had not assumed since it stood as the preeminent 

Western victor nation in the immediate aftermath of WWII. In essence, Clinton’s 

hyperglobalizing rhetoric of prosperity, diversity, and technological interconnectivity 

implied that the twenty-first century would bear witness to a new, transnational era of 

American exceptionalism. Though America had weathered a jihadist bombing of the New 

York World Trade Center in 1993 as well as jihadist bombings of a US Air Force base in 

Saudi Arabia (1996), two US embassies in Africa (1998), and the harbored destroyer the 

USS Cole in Yemen (2000), the spectre of jihadist terrorism had not yet colonized 

American media discourse.    

With the USSR obliterated and Japan in the throes of an economic recession,  

Hollywood was no longer mining popular anxieties about the Cold War or Japanese  

economic empowerment. Although MGM would attempt to transmute and fuse these  

antiquated ideologies via the “China-bashing” film Red Corner (1997), the experiment  

failed. Directed by Jon Avnet, the film focuses on a wealthy American businessman  

(Richard Gere) who finds himself wrongfully put on trial for murder in China. A major  

production that was budgeted at $48 million, Red Corner bombed with audiences and  

critics, earning a paltry $22.4 million in North America (“Red Corner (1997) – Box 

Office Mojo”).  
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Essentially facing a loss of foreign threats to mine for material, popular  

Hollywood films of the late Clinton era thrived by focusing on different anxieties. 

Following in the wake of the science fiction hit Independence Day (dir. Roland 

Emmerich, 1996), in which Earth faces an extraterrestrial threat in the form of an alien  

invasion, the science fiction disaster films Deep Impact (dir. Mimi Leder, 1998) and  

Armageddon (dir. Michael Bay, 1998) would see Earth being threatened by an impending 

collision with a comet in the former and an asteroid in the latter. By contrast, the 1998 

thriller Enemy of the State (dir. Tony Scott) focuses on a lawyer (Will Smith) and an ex-

intelligent agent (Gene Hackman) who encounter a threat from within America when they 

discover an elite-level NSA (National Security Agency) plot to drastically expand US 

surveillance legislation. In line with Enemy of the State’s techno-paranoia, the 1999 

science fiction film The Matrix, directed by Andy (now Lilly) and Larry (now Lana) 

Wachowski, functions as an allegory for technoeconomic globalization and its culture of 

false needs and desires. Focusing on the hybrid identity of the programmer/hacker 

Thomas Anderson/Neo (Keanu Reeves), the film follows this character as he discovers 

that everyday “reality” is actually a simulation called “the Matrix,” which sentient  

artificial intelligent machines have generated to subdue humans and harvest them for  

energy. In keeping with American writer Henry David Thoreau’s insights into the  

potential perils of technology in his book Walden; or, Life in the Woods (1854), The  

Matrix presents a world in which humans have become “tools of their tools” (Thoreau  

24).131 

 

	
131	As Thoreau notes in his first chapter of Walden; or, Life in the Woods, (1854), entitled “Economy,” 
“But lo! men have become the tools of their tools” (24).		
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Yet while The Matrix was received as an insightful allegorical critique of  

techno-economic globalization, the film that arguably best summed up the fundamental  

hubris of late Clintonite America was director James Cameron’s 1997 historical epic  

Titanic, which focuses on star-crossed lovers (Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate Winslet) who 

meet aboard the doomed luxury ocean liner. In emphasizing the tragic colloquial hubris 

that had held that the vessel was “unsinkable,” the film portended the shortsighted 

hyperglobalizing rhetoric of Pax Americana that Clinton would promote during his final 

year in office. As Cameron himself indicated, he had crafted the film as a “potent 

reminder of the consequences of arrogance and putting too much faith in technology” 

(qtd. in Strom).  

To be sure, Cameron’s comments would turn out to constitute an ominous  

warning. Touting the ostensible gains of his hyperglobalizing presidency during his  

January 27, 2000 State of the Union address, Clinton boasted, “Never before has our 

nation enjoyed, at once, so much prosperity and social progress with so little internal 

crisis or so few external threats” (qtd. in Troy, The Age of Clinton 283). Yet four months 

into the new millennium, America’s so-called “New Economy” would begin to register  

the effects of a technology bubble via the crash of technology stocks.132 Though the US  

economy would not enter recession mode until after Clinton left office (Tomasky 129), 

America, like the Titanic, had cruised into treacherous waters. Moreover, the nation was 

about to hit some decimating proverbial icebergs that would undercut the substantial  

	
132	As global economist Joseph E. Stiglitz notes in his book The Roaring Nineties: A New History of the 
World’s Most Prosperous Decade (2003), “At the centre of modern [Clintonite] American-style capitalism 
was what had come to be called the New Economy, symbolized by dot-coms that were revolutionizing the 
way America – and the world – did business, changing the pace of technological change itself and 
increasing the rate of productivity growth to levels not seen for a quarter of a century or more” (4).	
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hubris that Clinton had instilled in the US body politic. The first of these icebergs would  

come in the form of the immense national sociopolitical division that would occur via  

George W. Bush’s highly contested victory over Al Gore in the 2000 presidential  

election. The second would come in the form of al-Qaeda’s devastating jihadist terrorist  

attacks of 9/11, which would plunge America into a new “war on terror” era.      

On the surface, it would have seemed that the ostensible economic gains of the 

Clinton era would have been enough to secure the victory of Gore, who had served as 

vice president during Clinton’s two terms in office. A skilled debater, Gore stood to 

easily best the rhetorically lacklustre Bush in debates. Yet Bush proved a more skillful 

candidate than Democratic strategists had initially anticipated. Deftly downplaying his 

privileged background, Bush manipulatively channeled Clinton’s “folksy” style and 

portrayed himself as an everyman. Though often mocked for his malapropisms, Bush 

managed to charm campaign reporters by embracing his rhetorical deficits and engaging 

in frequent moments of self-deprecation. As James Mann notes in his book George W. 

Bush (2015),  

He [Bush] mangled words and phrases with regularity: he called the  

Greeks the “Grecians” and once voiced sympathy for voters struggling to  

“put food on their family.” Yet he made light of his mistakes. At the start 

of his campaign, he took his plane’s public-address system to tell reporters 

traveling with him, “Please stow your expectations securely in your 

overhead bins.” On the final flight before Election Day, he announced, 

“Last chance for malaprops.” (36)  

As cognitive psychologist and linguist Steven Pinker would note in an October 31, 2000  
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New York Times article entitled “Decoding the Candidate,” Bush’s language gaffes “lost  

him . . . little support among the television-watching public,” whereas Gore was  

unfortunately perceived as speaking a condescending “motherese” (Pinker). 

 As Mann points out, Gore frequently came across as “overbearing or patronizing” 

in televised debates (38). While polls following the final presidential debate in late 

October of 2000 had indicated that Gore “led by . . . as much as 10 percentage points” 

(Mann 38), this lead would subsequently drop off by the time of the November 7  

election. While it initially looked as though Gore had secured enough states to win the  

election, a major upheaval occurred when Florida was called for Bush. Although Gore 

would initially concede the election, his aides subsequently advised him to retract his 

concession when it was revealed that the returns from Florida were so close that they 

demanded a recount. As tallies indicated, Bush had a margin of fewer than 2,000 votes in  

Florida out of the 5.8 million votes cast (Mann 39). What followed was completely 

unprecedented in the history of the American republic: a thirty-six-day battle in the courts 

over the election results. In the end, Florida was called in favour of Bush by a mere 537  

votes (Troy, The Age of Clinton 288). He won the Electoral College 271 to 266, with one  

voter casting a blank ballot. In terms of the overall popular vote, however, Gore won by  

50,996,116 to 50,456,169 – a difference of some 539,497 votes (Márquez 93). 

The Bush Jr. Era 

 The election results reflected a divided nation that had become split between  

Bush’s “Red America” (the South, the Rocky Mountain states, and the Plains states) and 

Gore’s “Blue America” (the Northeast, most of the Midwest, and the Pacific Coast plus 

Hawaii and New Mexico). In terms of voter demographics, Gore was the clear candidate 
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of a progressive, multicultural America, winning 90 percent of African Americans, 71 

percent of big city residents, 70 percent of gays, 62 percent of Hispanics, 62 percent of  

union members, 61 percent of non-churchgoers, and 58 percent of women. Revealingly,  

however, he won only 42 percent of whites (Troy, The Age of Clinton 287). 

 If Clinton had brought “Reagan Democrat” voters back into the Democratic Party 

by promising that he would guide them to socioeconomic well-being in a new, 

hyperglobalizing economy, the results of the 2000 election indicated that many white 

working-class Americans were not well acclimatized to the altered socioeconomic 

dynamics of millennial America. As the key beneficiaries of the post-WWII “golden age” 

of capitalism, the white working class – particularly white working-class men – was 

primed to have either a direct or an inherited sense of nostalgia for less economically 

competitive times. Often their economic grievances were conflated with cultural 

anxieties. Surveying the landscape of a more diverse America, they were prone to 

bemoan the fact that supposed “traditional” American values of national solidarity had 

been undermined or forgotten in a new era of cultural and economic globalization.  

As Andrew Levison notes in his April 26, 2001 Nation article, “Who Lost the  

Working Class?,” “more than 60 percent of non-college educated and nonaffluent white  

men and a majority of similar working-class women gave their votes to George W. Bush”  

(Levison). Building on the work of sociologist Michèle Lamont’s study The Dignity of 

Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries of Race, Class, and Immigration (2000), 

Levison discusses how working-class Americans in general tend to prize notions of 

family, community, and loyalty above notions of careerism and professional 

advancement. As a demographic especially prone to feeling culturally adrift in a rapidly  
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changing millennial America, white working-class men often harboured a particularly  

acute resentment of members of the PMC (professional-managerial class). Thus, Levison  

cautions,  

It is necessary to face the uncomfortable reality that there is still a vast 

cultural chasm and a profound lack of understanding that separates the 

college-educated from the 45 percent of white American men who are 

manual workers. It is not a gap created by differences in knowledge or  

intelligence but by the fact that the two groups live in fundamentally  

different worlds.   

By stylizing himself as a blunt straight-talker, Bush appealed to many white working-

class American voters. 

 Feeling overwhelmed by the forces of globalization and lacking the general  

ability to cognitively map the complex cultural and economic flows that had come to 

define millennial America, the white working class hungered for simple solutions to  

complex problems. In this respect, Bush was more than happy to oblige them. Presenting  

himself as a “compassionate conservative,” he promoted such values as community, faith, 

and tradition. In essence, he won white working-class voters by implying that his 

“folksy” common sense would be a better guide for millennial America than Gore’s 

technocratic expertise.  

 As Levison implies, the relative decline of American trade unions contributed to  

Gore’s lack of support amongst the white working class. Citing data from the 2000  

election, Levison points to how Gore actually registered immense popularity with white  
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union members, with 59 percent of white male union members and 67 percent of white  

female union members voting for him. As Levison argues, these figures suggest that 

“when [white] workers are presented with a progressive message by campaign workers 

who come from an institution that is part of working-class life, and who share their 

culture and values, a substantial majority can be convinced to support progressive 

candidates and programs.”  

 Given that Clinton’s “Third Way” methodology had effectively pegged unions as  

an outmoded source of support that could no longer be considered the backbone of the  

Democratic Party,133 there is a certain bitter irony in the fact that union members would 

turn out to be big backers of Gore during the 2000 election. In his compelling conclusion 

to his Nation article, Levison thus implies that progressives should not dismiss or 

“blame” those white working-class people who voted for Bush but should instead accept 

some responsibility for having failed to more effectively make the case for Gore amongst 

this particular demographic. Gesturing towards the major historical role that unions 

played in organizing American workers during the 1930s, Levison notes how organizers 

were historically taught “never to blame the workers if an organizing campaign failed”: 

“‘It’s not their fault for not understanding,’ the organizers were instructed. ‘It’s your fault 

for not explaining it clearly enough.’” Thus, Levison concludes, this is “a motto today’s 

liberals and progressives would do well to hang on the walls of the political campaign  

war rooms in the elections of the coming years.” 

	
133 As Chris Hedges notes in his 2009 book Empire of Illusion, it was largely Clinton who convinced the 
Democrats to jettison labour in favour of corporate America after recognizing that US unions were in 
positions of strategic vulnerability due to economic globalization: “Clinton argued that the [Democratic] 
party had to ditch unions. . . . It was better, he argued, to take corporate dollars, and do corporate bidding” 
(157).  
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 Had it not been for the events of 9/11, Bush might have easily gone down in  

history as a one-term president. Just prior to 9/11, a Gallup poll revealed that his approval  

rating stood at a mere 51 percent (Mann 60), indicating that the nation was almost evenly  

divided over his presidency. Nationally, debates surged about the legitimacy of his  

election. Yet all of this would change in the wake of the events of September 11, 2001, 

when al-Qaeda terrorists hijacked four commercial airplanes, steering two into the World 

Trade Center and one into the Pentagon, with the other plane crashing in a field in  

Somerset County, Pennsylvania after its passengers and crew attempted to regain control 

of it. Seizing the moment, Bush assumed the role of a tough-talking president in a time of 

national crisis. Visiting the ruins of the World Trade Center, dubbed “Ground Zero,” he 

was greeted by teams of rescue workers chanting “USA! USA!” Speaking to the 

assembled workers through a bullhorn, he shouted, “The rest of the world hears you, and 

the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon!” (qtd. in Mann 

59). As a Gallup poll conducted ten days after the attacks would indicate, Bush’s 

approval ratings had soared to 90 percent (Mann 60). 

 Proclaiming a “war on terror” against jihadists, Bush launched wars in 

Afghanistan in October of 2001 and in Iraq in March of 2003. Yet despite the fact that 15  

of the 19 hijackers were Saudi Arabians, the Bush administration expressed no interest in 

focusing on a Saudi Arabia connection. Even more troublingly, there was no evidence 

that al-Qaeda, which was indeed training in Afghanistan, had any ties to Saddam 

Hussein’s regime in Iraq. What is most amazing, however, is how quickly the Democrats 

fell in line with Bush’s “war on terror” initiative. As Howard Zinn notes, the public  
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support that Bush accrued for his “war on terror” policies effectively led the Democrats  

to vie with the Republicans over who could “speak the tougher language against 

terrorism” (679). By the time Democrat John Kerry was running against Bush in the 2004  

presidential election, he was promising that he would bring America “victory” in Iraq  

(qtd. in Hedges, Death of the Liberal Class 178). 

 Having accrued a relative degree of popularity as a war president, Bush would 

ultimately beat Kerry. Essentially repeating his electoral strategy from the 2000 election,  

Bush manipulatively stylized himself as a “common man” faced against a patrician 

opponent. Though the election would be tight, Bush would ultimately win the popular 

vote this time out, achieving 62,039,073 popular votes and 286 electoral votes to Kerry’s  

59,027,478 popular votes and 251 electoral votes (“2004 Presidential Election – Roper  

Center”). Once again, Bush would also prove popular with white working-class voters, 

with Kerry actually losing the white working-class by a sizable 23 points, some 6 points 

more than Gore had lost them by in 2000 (Teixeira and Abramowitz 11). 

 Unsurprisingly, Hollywood cinema of the Bush Jr. era would be marked by an  

array of films focusing on 9/1l, the Iraq war, and Bush’s “war on terror,” for this period  

would see the release of such films as Jarhead (dir. Sam Mendes, 2005), Syriana (dir.  

Stephen Gaghan, 2005), World Trade Center (dir. Oliver Stone, 2006), United Flight 93 

(dir. Paul Greengrass, 2006), Home of the Brave (dir. Irwin Winkler, 2006), Lions for 

Lambs (dir. Robert Redford, 2007), The Kingdom (dir. Peter Berg, 2007), In the Valley of 

Elah (dir. Paul Haggis, 2007), Redacted (dir. Brian De Palma, 2007), Stop-Loss (dir. 

Kimberly Peirce, 2008), The Lucky Ones (dir. Neil Burger, 2008), Body of Lies (dir. 
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Ridley Scott, 2008), and The Hurt Locker (dir. Kathryn Bigelow, 2008).134 Interestingly,  

none of these films can truly be said to evince a toxic patriotism or ugly “us vs. them”  

nationalism. In fact, such 9/11 works as World Trade Center and United Flight 93 aside,  

the majority of these films – with the possible exception of The Kingdom – evince 

varying degrees of criticism about America’s “war on terror” and its human costs.  

Notably, one of the most financially successful films of the Bush Jr. era was  

director Michael Moore’s avowedly anti-“war on terror” documentary Fahrenheit 9/11 

(2004), which would gross a whopping $119 million in North America alone against its 

$6 million budget, ultimately earning a grand total of $222.4 million worldwide  

(“Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) – Box Office Mojo”). To this end, we might also consider the  

modest box-office hit Harold & Kumar Escape from Guantanamo Bay (dirs. Jon Hurwitz 

and Hayden Schlossberg, 2008), which evinces some markedly sardonic critiques of 

Bush’s “war on terror.” A sequel to the 2004 comedy Harold & Kumar Go to White 

Castle (dir. Danny Leiner), the film follows the mishaps of Asian American and Indian 

American stoner buddies Harold (John Cho) and Kumar (Kal Penn), who find themselves  

sent to the Guantanamo Bay detention camp after incompetent US Homeland Security  

officials erroneously accuse them of being part of a joint al-Qaeda and North Korean 

terrorist operation.  

In addition to registering the national tensions surrounding 9/11 and the “war on  

terror,” popular Hollywood cinema of the Bush Jr. era witnessed a revitalization of the  

horror genre via the resurrection of “hillbilly horror” films, which addressed Bush’s  

	
134	Though premiered at the Venice Film Festival in September of 2008, The Hurt Locker would not be 
released in North America until June of 2009, thereby positioning its American release within the Obama 
era. 
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staunch support in rural and Southern areas of the nation by effectively depicting these 

regions and their inhabitants as the monstrous id of America. As film scholar Linnie 

Blake notes in her book The Wounds of Nations: Horror Cinema, Historical Trauma and 

National Identity (2008), Hollywood’s “hillbilly horror” subgenre emerged in the 1970s 

in response to the volatile, polarized national debates surrounding America’s civil rights 

struggles and its prosecution of the Vietnam War. In essence, the subgenre developed as 

an ostensibly “progressive” response to the Republican engineered “Southern Strategy,” 

which relied on reverting to dog whistle racism in order to lure Southern white working- 

class voters away from the Democratic Party.135 Pointing to such ’70s-era “hillbilly 

horror” films as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (dir. Tobe Hooper, 1974) and The Hills 

Have Eyes (dir. Wes Craven, 1977), Blake argues that Hollywood embraced the atavistic 

“backwoodsman” character as “a means of negotiating the increasingly traumatic 

disjunction between the aspirations of a ‘civilised’ society and the acts of savagery  

perpetrated in its name” (129-130). 

As Blake notes, it is thus “unsurprising that the subgenre of hillbilly horror . . .  

experienced a renaissance” in the wake of “the bombing of the World Trade Center and  

George W. Bush’s subsequent ‘war on terror’ . . .” (138). Indeed, Bush Jr.-era Hollywood 

would produce such notable “hillbilly horror” films as The House of 1000 Corpses (dir. 

Rob Zombie, 2003) and its sequel, The Devil’s Rejects (dir. Rob Zombie, 2005);  

	
135 As sociologist John L. Campbell observes in his book American Discontent: The Rise of Donald Trump 
and Decline of the Golden Age (2018),  
 

Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon, and other Republicans pioneered the so-called Southern 
Strategy in the 1960s and 1970s. The Southern Strategy was a plan to get white working-
class voters from the South to desert the Democratic Party and vote Republican, often by 
hinting but not saying explicitly that the Democrats were doing things that benefitted 
African Americans at the expense of whites. (58)  
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The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (dir. Marcus Nispel, 2003), a remake of the 1974 film, 

and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Beginning (dir. Jonathan Liebesman, 2006); and 

The Hills Have Eyes (dir. Alexandre Aja, 2006) and The Hills Have Eyes 2 (dir. Martin 

Weisz, 2007), which are remakes of Craven’s 1977 film and its sequel, The Hills Have 

Eyes Part II (1984).  

Amusingly, both Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle and Harold & Kumar  

Escape from Guantanamo Bay riff on the resurgence of the “hillbilly horror” subgenre 

via sequences in which the titular duo encounter backwoods types. In the former film this  

takes shape via their encounter with the disfigured tow truck driver Freakshow 

(Christopher Meloni), and in the latter it occurs via their encounter with an incestuous 

backwoods sibling couple (Jon Reep and Missi Pyle) and their mutant son (Mark 

Munoz). Taking note of this latter sequence in “Inbred Horror Revisited: The Fear of the 

Rural in Twenty-First Century Backwoods Horror Films” (2016), sociologist Karen 

Hayden highlights how it plays with “hillbilly horror stereotypes”:  

The backwoods people are helpful and hospitable; their trailer is neat as a 

pin; the man of the house is a fastidious clean freak. The inbred stereotype 

rears its ugly head, however, when Harold and Kumar stumble upon the  

couple’s cycloptic son who was hidden in the basement. . . . Here the  

inbred boy, the [friendly] cyclops serves to illustrate how ridiculous the  

inbred monster stereotypes are, and he is certainly a positive step forward  

in the popular imagery of the rural. (70) 

As Hayden notes, the sequence illustrates “just how taken-for-granted the rural 

stereotypes in horror films have become” (70). 
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 Entertaining as the “hillbilly horror” subgenre may be, however, there can be no 

denying that it generally relies on depicting rural America’s white denizens as the 

monstrous Others of a supposedly “civilized” urban America. In this respect, the 

revitalization of this subgenre during the Bush Jr. era gestured towards national cultural 

and psychosocial divides separating “Blue Americans” from “Red Americans.” Given 

how many of contemporary Hollywood’s key cultural workers (e.g., directors, 

screenwriters, producers, actors) constitute members of a privileged, educated 

cosmopolitan class, there is merit in seriously considering the inherent class and regional 

discrimination embedded in “hillbilly horror” stereotypes. As Hayden compelling posits, 

“Scholars of rural people and places must continue to ask, ‘Can we talk about rural 

people, places, and culture without talking about inbred monsters?’” (71)  

 Finally, no discussion of Bush Jr.-era Hollywood would be complete without  

touching on director Oliver Stone’s Bush Jr. biopic, W. (2008). Released in mid-October 

of 2008 during Bush’s final months in office, the film stars Josh Brolin in the titular role 

and offers a portrait of a man who is so overwhelmed by Oedipal tensions with his 

patrician father (James Cromwell) that he is ultimately driven to rise to a presidential role 

to which he is entirely unsuited. Though one might initially assume that W. was crafted in  

the tradition of Stone’s earlier film JFK (1991), which took extreme liberties with  

historical accuracy, this was not the case. As Roger Ebert was quick to point out in his  

glowing October 15, 2008 review of W., there was precious little that was fictionalized in 

the film’s depiction of Bush’s personal and political life: “Everything in it, including the 

scenes behind closed doors, is now pretty much familiar from tell-all books by former 

Bush aides, and reporting by such reporters as Bob Woodward.” Gesturing toward 
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Stone’s critical yet sympathetic portrayal of America’s then president, Ebert observed, 

“One might feel sorry for Bush at the end of the film, were it not for a fraudulent war and 

a collapsed economy.” Though not a box-office success, W. confirmed just how 

thoroughly discredited Bush had become during his final years in office.  

 Throughout 2008, Bush’s approval ratings were in the high 20s, before dropping 

to a low of 26.5 percent in October (Smith 632) – a grim reflection of just how far he had 

fallen in the collective opinion of the American body politic. A significant part of the 

American public’s loss of faith in Bush can be attributed to the Iraq debacle.  

Summarizing the immense failure of the war, Tomasky writes,  

The war did succeed in topping Saddam Hussein and ending the brutality  

of his regime, but the supposed weapons of mass destruction Bush  

administration officials told the country Saddam possessed were never  

found. . . . The war did not result in the spread of American influence in  

the Middle East; indeed, the practical, unintended consequence of the Iraq  

War was to leave Iran, America’s principal adversary in the region, in a 

stronger position than before. (144)     

Though Bush had initially assured Americans that the cost of the war would be below  

$100 billion, it would ultimately end up costing the US more than $2 trillion (Tomasky  

144), to say nothing of the human costs. By the time Bush left office, over 4,000  

American soldiers had been killed in Iraq and over 30,000 wounded, with Iraqi deaths 

exceeding 100,000 (Smith 602).  

 An even more notable contributing factor to the American public’s loss of faith in  

Bush of course lies in his stewardship of the US economy, which suffered a massive  
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financial crisis in 2008. As American historian Paul S. Boyer notes in American History: 

A Very Short Introduction (2012), the 2008 crisis was essentially triggered by “reckless 

practices by mortgage lenders, Wall Street securities firms, stock-ratings companies, and 

lax federal agencies” (135). In this respect, however, Bush cannot be solely blamed, since 

a significant portion of the 2008 collapse can also be attributed to deregulatory measures 

that were incubated in US think tanks during the 1970s, entrenched during the “Reagan 

Revolution” of the 1980s, and continued during Clinton’s reign. In essence, Bush’s zeal  

for deregulation was merely a confirmation of the deep neoliberal rot that was already  

lying at the core of the American economy when he assumed office. 

 Though the Republicans would run popular Vietnam war hero and Arizona  

senator John McCain in the 2008 presidential election, he would prove no match for  

Barack Obama, the black Democratic senator from Illinois who would secure the office 

of President with a decisive victory. In the end, Obama won 69,297,997 popular votes 

and 365 electoral votes to McCain’s 59,597,520 popular votes and 173 electoral votes 

(“2008 Presidential Election – Roper Center”). Aside from being an immensely 

charismatic and talented individual, Obama would also benefit from a savvy social media 

campaign, which would allow him to accrue substantial support from young voters. 

Though he would again secure election in 2012 when faced against Republican opponent 

Mitt Romney, this victory would be narrower, with Obama securing 65,915,795 popular 

votes and 332 electoral votes to Romney’s 60,993,504 popular votes and 206 electoral 

votes (“2012 Presidential Election – Roper Center”). Significantly, Obama would achieve 

decisive victories in such Rust Belt states as Iowa, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and 
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Wisconsin during the 2008 and 2012 elections,136 though he would experience overall 

deficits among white working-class voters of 18 points in 2008 and 25 points in 2012 

(Dionne, Jr. 380). 

The Obama Era 

As journalist David Von Drehle observes in his Time article “Honor and Effort,”  

Obama “inherited the wreckage of what proved to be the worst U.S. recession since the  

1930s” (Von Drehle 16): “The economy contracted by more than 8%. Unemployment 

doubled, from 5% to 10% – a net loss of some 8 million jobs. Average housing prices 

dropped by 30%. The cumulative wealth of Americans fell by nearly a quarter: a loss on 

paper of some $15 trillion” (Von Drehle 16). Moreover, due to the US-spawned nature of 

economic globalization, America’s 2008 financial crisis had global repercussions. As  

Von Drehle notes, “As the Great Recession echoed around the world, Europe’s economy 

went into reverse. Nations from Greece to Ireland flirted with default on their sovereign 

debts, while emerging markets from Rio to New Delhi and Moscow to Beijing began to 

sputter and stall” (16). To his everlasting credit, Obama managed to orchestrate the 

implementation of “the largest economic stimulus plan ever enacted by Congress – about 

$800 billion” (Von Drehle 16). Furthermore, by presiding over the US Federal Reserve  

and the US Treasury and influencing organizations like the IMF and WTO, Obama 

played a major role in addressing not just an American economic crisis but a global one 

as well. 

	
136	Obama’s Rust Belt victories are significant when considered in relation to the “Reagan Democrat” 
phenomenon, for Reagan won all of these states during the 1980 and 1984 presidential elections and Bush 
won both Pennsylvania and Michigan during the 1988 presidential election. Notably, Republican Donald 
Trump, who focused heavily on the economic anxieties of Rust Belters, would win all of these states during 
the 2016 presidential election – a compelling indication that white racism alone cannot be attributed to his 
dismaying victory.   
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To be sure, Obama’s accomplishments as president are noteworthy. In addition to  

helping revive the American economy and the devastated US auto industry, he also 

presided over the implementation of health-care reform via the Affordable Care Act or 

“Obamacare” as it has been colloquially dubbed. Faced with an ugly racist backlash that 

took shape via a conspiratorial “birther movement,” which alleged he was not a natural-

born US citizen and thus was ineligible to be president, Obama deserves recognition for 

always rising above his racist detractors and exuding an inherent sense of equanimity 

throughout his presidency, which would see him faced with significant Republican 

opposition.       

Such accomplishments aside, however, there is a real sense in which the 

American liberal-progressive fanfare and mass adulation surrounding Obama’s ascent to 

the Oval Office helped pave the way for political disappointment. While Obama had 

acceded to office by promising to end the US military interventions in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, he continued to wage wars in these nations, in addition to launching 

airstrikes and military raids in Syria, Libya, Yemen, Somalia, and Pakistan. In fact, by the 

time Obama left office, he was the first president in American history to have served two 

terms and waged war throughout their entirety (Welna). As for Obama’s resuscitation of 

the US economy, there was widespread populist anger given the belief that it had  

benefitted the culprits at the expense of the victims. As sociologist John L. Campbell  

observes in his book American Discontent: The Rise of Donald Trump and the Decline of 

the Golden Age (2018), many Americans found themselves upset with the Obama 

administration given their perception that it had “bent over backward to save Wall Street 

but had forgotten Main Street, where people had lost their businesses, homes, jobs, and 
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retirement accounts – and whose taxes, they believed, had paid for the bank . . . and auto 

industry bailouts” (131).  

As Campbell cautions, such populist perceptions were partially misguided given 

that “some of the bailouts had originated on Bush’s watch” (Campbell 131; emphasis 

added). Nonetheless, it is worth noting that not a single major American bank executive 

ever went to jail or was indicted in relation to the 2008 crisis. Furthermore, while in 2016 

the American GDP had grown by 13.8 percent since the recession’s end in June of 2009, 

salaries and wages had gone up a measly 1.8 percent during that same period (Frank 

151). As for American labour unions, they actually registered a decline in power during 

Obama’s tenure, with the percentage of private sector workers who were union members 

declining from 7.2 percent in 2009 to 6.6 percent in 2014 (Frank 151). 

In the end, despite his talents and accomplishments, Obama remained a byproduct 

of the discreditable neoliberal system that underpinned the 2008 financial crisis. 

Highlighting Obama’s firm inscription within the US neoliberal order in his book Empire 

of Illusion (2009), Chris Hedges, who would subsequently emerge as one of Obama’s 

most trenchant Left-wing critics, presciently remarked,  

Obama is a product of this elitist [US neoliberal] system. So are his  

degree-laden cabinet ministers. They come out of Harvard, Yale,  

Wellesley, and Princeton. Their friends and classmates made huge  

fortunes on Wall Street and in powerful law firms. They go to the same  

class reunions. They belong to the same clubs. They speak the same easy  

language of entitlement. The education they have obtained has served to  

rigidify and perpetuate social stratification. (113) 
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In essence, Obama would turn out to be a political moderate who was little different than  

Clinton in his machinations, which were more focused on preserving and reinforcing the  

neoliberal system than in seriously challenging it.   

Propelled to office by significant support from younger voters who were seduced 

by his powerful rhetorical skills and significant charm, Obama was initially perceived as 

being far more progressive and reform-minded than he actually was. In this respect, 

however, one must not be too hard on Obama himself, for he faced impossible 

expectations from naive white liberal-progressives, who tended to view him as the 

proverbial “magical negro”137 who would miraculously redeem America from its racist 

history by constructing a just, post-racial “city on a hill.” Even otherwise seasoned 

political veterans like the esteemed American literary and cultural critic Donald E. Pease  

would fall into this trap. A sharp critic of the US neoliberal order, Pease writes naively of  

the then recently elected Obama in The New American Exceptionalism, noting, 

Barack Obama inaugurated a presidential campaign that possessed the  

symbolic force of a constitutional movement and the political force of an  

antiwar movement. At the level of the law, Obama incited the constituent  

power of “We the People” to animate the constitutional power of a  

movement that would succeed in overthrowing Bush’s State of Exception  

by redefining it as the permanent crisis of the state of constituted power. 

Obama inaugurated this movement at the very site where Bush’s fantasy 

	
137 The term “magical negro” was popularized by Spike Lee in a March 2001 Cineaste interview with Gary 
Crowdus and Dan Georgakas, entitled “Thinking About the Power of Images: An Interview with Spike 
Lee.” Citing such then recent films as “The Green Mile, The Family Man, The Legend of Bagger Vance, 
and What Dreams May Come,” Lee objected to how all these films rely on “magical, mystical negroes who 
show up as some sort of spirit or angel but only to benefit the white characters” (qtd. in Crowdus and 
Georgakas 4). 
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was washed away. His movement opened up a symbolic site in which the 

constituent powers of the peoples of the [Clintonite] New Covenant and 

the peoples of the [Gingrichian] Contract with America could reunite 

America by reconstituting its bases. (207) 

Seemingly as intoxicated within his own prose as he is with Obama in the above  

quotation, the otherwise astute Pease presents Obama as embodying a magical unifying  

energy that will somehow heal America’s deep cultural and racial divides. 

 To be sure, Obama’s reign as America’s 44th president was highly significant,  

and he will almost certainly go down in history as one of America’s great presidents who 

guided the nation through difficult times. Yet Obama was no radical, and much of the 

euphoria and hope for radical systemic change that greeted his initial ascent to the Oval 

Office was at odds with a sober assessment of the man’s politics, which were largely 

geared towards maintaining the US neoliberal order. This said, there was one thing that 

did qualify Obama as a radical agent of change, and this resided in his status as  

America’s first black president. As literary and cultural critic David Garrett Izzo notes in 

his Introduction to the essay collection Movies in the Age of Obama: The Era of Post-

Racial and Neo-Racist Cinema (2015), Obama’s race qualified him as America’s “most 

radically Other president” (ix) to date, and his presidency both reflected and influenced 

major debates in American society that were torn between those who longed for a new 

“post-racial” America and those who were prone to wallowing in old white racist fears 

that were manifesting themselves in new “neo-racist” ways. 

 Unsurprisingly, the Obama era saw Hollywood produce an array of popular films  

geared towards engaging with issues of white racism and black identity, for this period  
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witnessed the release of such significant films as The Blind Side (dir. John Lee Hancock,  

2009), Invictus (dir. Clint Eastwood, 2009), The Help (dir. Tate Taylor, 2011), Lincoln 

(dir. Steven Spielberg, 2012), Django Unchained (dir. Quentin Tarantino, 2012), 

Fruitvale Station (dir. Ryan Coogler, 2013), The Butler (dir. Lee Daniels, 2013), 12 

Years a Slave (dir. Steve McQueen, 2013), Selma (dir. Ava DuVernay, 2014), Chi-Raq 

(dir. Spike Lee, 2015), Hidden Figures (dir. Theodore Melfi, 2016), and Get Out  

(dir. Jordan Peele, 2017).138 Notably, Fruitvale Station, The Butler, Selma, Chi-Raq, and 

Get Out were all helmed by black directors.    

While Lincoln, Django Unchained, 12 Years a Slave, and Selma take America 

“back to the future” by engaging in varied historical takes on America’s racist legacy, 

Fruitvale Station, Chi-Raq, and Get Out examine contemporary America’s anti-black 

racism. While all these films present varied powerful depictions of the stain of racism in 

America, whether past or present, The Blind Side, Invictus, The Help, The Butler, and  

Hidden Figures evince well-intentioned yet problematic takes on anti-black racism that 

tend to gesture towards latent neo-racist fantasies of a post-racial present. 

  Based on a true story chronicled in Michael Lewis’s book The Blind Side:  

Evolution of a Game (2006), The Blind Side stars Sandra Bullock as Leigh Anne Tuohy, 

a Memphis interior decorator who adopts Michael Oher (Quinton Aaron), an 

underprivileged black seventeen-year-old boy, who, with the love and support of Tuohy 

and her family, goes on to attend Old Mississippi University and play in the NFL for the 

Baltimore Ravens. A box-office smash, the film secured a nomination for Best Picture at 

	
138 Although released at the start of the Trump era, the horror film Get Out was made as a critical 
commentary on the entire Obama era. As the film’s director and screenwriter, Jordan Peele, maintained, he 
had crafted the film to expose the “post-racial lie” that was popular during the Obama years (Keegan).   
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the 2010 Academy Awards, in addition to earning Bullock a nomination for Best Actress. 

Yet while entertaining and well-intentioned, the film unfortunately positions Bullock’s 

character in the position of a “white saviour,” a fact that is underscored by her character’s 

Christian faith. In essence, The Blind Side ends up problematically implying that love, 

faith, family, and community are enough to overcome America’s racist stain, for the 

film’s blind spot emanates from its failure to seriously engage with the deeply entrenched 

structural racism that pervades American society. 

Also a sports-themed film, Invictus is a historical biopic that focuses on how 

Nelson Mandela (Morgan Freeman) joins forces with François Pienaar (Matt Damon), the 

captain of South Africa’s Springboks rugby team, to help unite their nation as it prepares 

to host the 1995 Rugby World Cup. Ostensibly about early post-apartheid South Africa, 

the film was obviously crafted to tie in with the tense race relations that divided “Red”  

and “Blue” America in the wake of Obama’s rise to power. An immensely well-crafted  

film and a box-office hit, Invictus received Academy Award nominations for Best Actor 

for Freeman and Best Supporting Actor for Damon. Its popular entertainment value aside, 

however, Invictus problematically historicizes its subject matter by implying that the  

Springboks’ victory was enough to magically unify South Africa’s whites and blacks.  

Discussing the film in her essay “Invictus: South Africa as a Post-racial Fantasy in the 

Age of Obama,” Sohinee Roy writes, “In Invictus the narrative of a sports victory uniting 

historical racial enemies transforms South African reconciliation discourse to fit the  

liberal post-racial ideology/fantasy. . . . In reality Invictus represents the mainstream U.S.  

dream of moving beyond race” (112). By framing its subject matter in this way, Invictus 

implies that the historical trauma of racism can simply be transcended by embracing a 
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national patriotic cause, thereby gesturing towards the neo-racist assumption that Obama-

era America can simply transition to a post-racial state via patriotic platitudes alone. 

 Like Invictus, The Butler and Hidden Figures are race-themed historical biopics 

that met with critical and commercial acclaim. Loosely based on the life of Eugene Allen, 

a black man who retired as the White House’s head butler in 1986 after a thirty-four-year 

career, The Butler focuses on the life and career of butler Cecil Gaines (Forest Whitaker), 

whose career sees him serve from the second term of the Eisenhower administration to 

the second term of the Reagan administration. As for Hidden Figures, the film is loosely 

based on the true stories of Katherine Johnson (Taraji P. Henson), Dorothy Vaughan 

(Octavia Spencer), and Mary Jackson (Janelle Monáe), three black female 

mathematicians and government workers who played notable roles at NASA during the 

space race of the Kennedy era.  

Though not based on a true story, The Help is certainly inspired by historical 

research. Based on Kathryn Stockett’s bestselling 2009 novel of the same title, the film is 

set in Mississippi in the early 1960s and focuses on how Eugenia “Skeeter” Phelan 

(Emma Stone), a white society girl and aspiring writer, composes a book based on 

interviews with black maids about the travails they face in their careers and lives. 

Focused primarily on Skeeter’s relationship with the maid Aibileen Clark (Viola Davis), 

who tells her story in intermittent voiceovers, The Help was a box-office hit that would 

earn actress Octavia Spencer an Academy Award for her performance as the maid Minny 

Jackson.  

Despite being enjoyable, crowd-pleasing films, The Butler, The Help, and Hidden 

Figures all fall into the trap of situating their race-themed subject matter within implicit 
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“then and now” frameworks that seem crafted to make audiences reflect on the US racial 

progress that has been accomplished between their respective historical timeframes and 

the advent of the Obama era. In this respect, these films inadvertently lend credence to 

neo-racist assumptions about the advent of a “colour-blind,” post-racial America that had 

supposedly come about via Obama’s election as America’s first black president. Clearly, 

this was not the case, as the Obama era would witness the ascent of the Black Lives 

Matter activist movement, which emerged as a critical response to the anti-black police 

violence and highly questionable police killings of black Americans that had occurred in 

Ferguson (Missouri), Baltimore, New York, and other cities. As Black Lives Matter 

attested, Obama’s ascent to the Oval Office was not synonymous with the emergence of a 

post-racial America in which black citizens felt themselves to be subject to the equal 

treatment of their white counterparts within the body politic.    

Domestic US racial themes aside, Obama-era Hollywood cinema also continued  

to explore the Iraq war via such films as Green Zone (dir. Paul Greengrass, 2010), Fair  

Game (dir. Doug Liman, 2010), War Dogs (dir. Todd Phillips, 2010), and American  

Sniper (dir. Clint Eastwood, 2014). Surely the most high-profile and controversial of  

these films was the last. Based on the true story of Chris Kyle (Bradley Cooper), a  

highly decorated US Navy SEAL and sniper, American Sniper was a commercial and  

critical success, earning nominations for Best Picture, Best Actor (Cooper), Best Adapted  

Screenplay (Jason Hall), Best Film Editing (Joel Cox and Gary D. Roach), Best Sound  

Mixing (John T. Reitz, Gregg Rudolf, and Walt Martin), and Best Sound Editing (Alan 

Robert Murray and Bub Asman), with Murray and Asman ultimately winning.  
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Nonetheless, American Sniper was not without its detractors, who accused the 

film of promoting American militarist values and blindly championing America’s 

involvement in Iraq. Essentially crystallizing such negative views of the film in a highly 

critical Truthdig article entitled “Killing Ragheads for Jesus,” Chris Hedges writes,   

American Sniper lionizes the most despicable aspects of U.S. society – the 

gun culture, the blind adoration of the military, the belief that we have an 

innate right as a “Christian” nation to exterminate the “lesser breeds” of 

the earth, a grotesque hypermasculinity that banishes compassion and pity,  

a denial of inconvenient facts and historical truth, and a belittling of  

critical thinking and artistic expression.  

Though surely one of America’s finest Leftist cultural critics, Hedges’s reading of the 

film is alarmingly reductive. 

 If anything, a thorough, reasoned consideration of American Sniper reveals it to  

be a searing interrogation of American militarist culture and the deleterious psychological 

effects that war has on soldiers and their families. Throughout the course of the film, we 

watch Kyle, an earnest, patriotic man, as he comes to pursue a career in the Navy,  

qualifies for SEAL sniper training and commits himself to four tours in Iraq. During this  

time he marries his wife, Taya (Sienna Miller), and has a son (Max Charles) and daughter  

(Madeleine McGraw), though the cumulative trauma of his war experiences 

incrementally turns him into a shell of his former self, thereby distancing him from his  

wife and family and imperiling his marriage. Finally electing to leave the military, Kyle 

is left psychologically and emotionally scarred, though his condition begins to improve 

after a Veterans Affairs psychiatrist (Robert Clotworthy) recommends he volunteer to 
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help wounded veterans at his local VA hospital. The film concludes with Kyle bidding 

adieu to his wife and family one day to spend time with a veteran at a shooting range. An 

onscreen subtitle then appears, reading, “Chris Kyle was killed that day by a veteran he 

was trying to help.” This is followed by actual archive footage of Kyle’s funeral 

procession and memorial service.   

 In the end, American Sniper powerfully conveys the horrific effects of war, 

suggesting that one cannot separate the physical traumas of the battlefield from the 

ensuing psychological traumas that returning soldiers bring home with them. Far from 

engaging in “a belittling of critical thinking and artistic expression” as Hedges suggests it 

does, the film constitutes a powerful, brutal acknowledgement of the damaging effects 

that war has on the human psyche. As Eastwood indicated in a January 13, 2015 Toronto 

Star interview with film critic Peter Howell, he was personally opposed to America’s 

involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan and was anything but a blind proponent of 

American militarist values:  

I was a child growing up during World War II. That was supposed to be  

the one to end all wars. And four years later, I was standing at the draft  

board being drafted during the Korean conflict, and then after that there  

was Vietnam, and it goes on and on forever. . . . I just wonder . . . does this  

ever stop? (qtd. in Howell)   

Considered in its totality, American Sniper actually evinces an implicit indictment of  

America’s gun-loving culture, for Chris Kyle’s lifelong association with firearms  

ultimately leads to his demise, thereby suggesting that violence can only beget more 

violence in a “live by the gun, die by the gun” manner.  
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 In addition to continuing to address America’s involvement in Iraq, Obama-era 

Hollywood cinema also demonstrated a marked engagement with the 2008 financial 

crisis. Notable films of this period that registered the crisis included Wall Street: Money 

Never Sleeps (dir. Oliver Stone, 2010), a sequel to the 1987 film Wall Street (dir. Oliver 

Stone); Margin Call (dir. J.C. Chandor, 2011); A Very Harold & Kumar 3D Christmas 

(dir. Todd Strauss-Schulson, 2011); Tower Heist (dir. Brett Ratner, 2011); The Wolf of 

Wall Street (dir. Martin Scorsese, 2013); and The Big Short (dir. Adam McKay, 2015).  

In keeping with the surprising ability of its filmic predecessors to aptly register dominant  

currents in the American zeitgeist, A Very Harold & Kumar 3D Christmas (2011)  

presciently yet sardonically addressed Occupy-style populist protests. This was  

accomplished via an early sequence in which Harold (John Cho), who is now working on 

Wall Street, and his associates (Bobby Lee and Thomas Lennon) find themselves pelted 

with eggs, urine, and excrement by an array of angry protestors. Though not explicitly 

addressing the New York City Occupy movement given that the film was shot prior to 

the eruption of the Zuccotti Park protests that began on September 17, 2011, A Very  

Harold & Kumar 3D Christmas was recognized by some critics as presciently  

foreshadowing the Occupy movement. Commenting on the film in a November 3, 2011  

IndieWire article entitled “Is ‘A Very Harold & Kumar 3D Christmas’ the First Real  

Occupy Wall Street Feature Film?,” critic Christopher Campbell identifies the movie as 

being a “prophetic response” to the disgruntled energies that would subsequently 

crystallize around the Occupy movement. Similarly, writing in a November 6, 2011 

Something Awful review of the film, critic Martin R. “Vargo” Schneider identifies A Very 

Harold & Kumar 3D Christmas as having “predicted Occupy Wall Street months in 
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advance,” cheekily noting, “It treats the protestors with some respect and dignity. Harold 

even offers sympathy for their anger. Then one of them poops on a car. In 3-D.” 

Also functioning within a comedic vein, Tower Heist fuses the heist film subgenre 

with Hollywood’s “golden age” Capraesque tradition of channeling progressive populist  

energies. Set in New York City, the film focuses on a group of luxury condo workers 

(Ben Stiller, Casey Affleck, Michael Peña, Gabourey Sidibe) who lose their pension 

investments in the Ponzi scheme of a wealthy Wall Street businessman, Arthur Shaw 

(Alan Alda), who also happens to live under house arrest in the building. Hoping to 

regain their lost money, the workers partner with a petty criminal (Eddie Murphy) to 

break into Shaw’s penthouse and crack his safe, which they believe contains a cash 

reserve of $20 million. Praising the film’s populist appeal in his November 3, 2011 NPR 

review, “At Center of ‘Heist,’ A Scene-Stealing Old Favorite,” critic Scott Tobias 

observed, “Tower Heist connects to – or is it exploits? – the current wave of populist 

frustration over high finance chicanery, and there’s something inherently winning about a 

robbery plan where the thieves are motivated by outrage rather than by greed.”  

In contrast to A Very Harold & Kumar 3D Christmas and Tower Heist, Margin  

Call and The Big Short tackle the financial crisis in more serious ways. Nominated for  

Best Original Screenplay (J.C. Chandor) at the 2012 Academy Awards, Margin Call  

features an ensemble cast (Kevin Spacey, Paul Bettany, Jeremy Irons, Zachary Quinto,  

Penn Badgley, Simon Baker, Demi Moore, and Stanley Tucci) and takes place over a 24- 

hour period, focusing on the corrupt practices of a large Wall Street investment bank 

during the initial stages of the US financial meltdown. Similarly, The Big Short also 

features an ensemble cast (Christian Bale, Steve Carell, Ryan Gosling, Brad Pitt, Marissa 
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Tomei), though it takes a broader approach to the financial crisis than Margin Call by 

focusing on assorted traders and hedge fund managers during the buildup to the 2007 

housing market crash. Based on Michael Lewis’s non-fiction book The Big Short: Inside 

the Doomsday Machine (2010), the film was a huge box-office hit and a critical success, 

securing Academy Award nominations for Best Picture, Best Director (Adam McKay), 

Best Supporting Actor (Christian Bale), Best Film Editing (Hank Corwin), and Best 

Adapted Screenplay (Adam McKay and Charles Randolph), with McKay and Randolph 

ultimately winning for their screenwriting. In a truly progressive populist attempt at 

inculcating a basic sense of financial literacy in viewers, the film features cameo  

appearances of prominent pop culture figures like chef Anthony Bourdain, singer Selena  

Gomez (in the company of economist Richard Thaler), and actress Margot Robbie, who 

break the fourth wall to accessibly explain complex economic concepts such as CDOs 

(collateralized debt obligations), synthetic CDOs, and subprime mortgages.                

 Yet of all the Obama-era films to tackle the financial crisis, Wall Street: Money 

Never Sleeps and The Wolf of Wall Street are arguably the most interesting given how  

both take audiences “back to the future,” albeit in differing ways, by anchoring their  

narratives in the 1980s when the financialization of the US economy kicked into  

overdrive. Commenting on the fusion of technology and finance capitalism that had  

occurred during the “Reagan Revolution” in his book American Culture in the 1980s  

(2007), cultural scholar Graham Thompson points out that “the way stocks were bought  

and sold on a day-to-day basis was transformed from the early 1980s by the advent of 

computerized trading” (14): “In the context of Reaganomics, digital technology 

represented the next stage of forging new markets away from the traditional sectors of 
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manufacturing industry which had been so damaged by competition from Europe and 

Asia during the late 1970s” (14).     

 As a sequel to Wall Street, one of the definitive Hollywood films of the 1980s, 

Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps is constantly overshadowed by and indebted to its 

superior filmic predecessor. Though a box-office hit, the film met with a divided critical 

reception. Yet while admittedly lacking in its overall execution, Wall Street: Money 

Never Sleeps deserves recognition for how it addresses the 2008 financial crisis. Set in 

New York City some twenty-three years after the original, the film focuses on Gordon 

Gekko (Michael Douglas), who is released from prison for insider trading and securities  

fraud. Specifically, the film follows him as he attempts to repair his relationship with his  

estranged daughter (Carey Mulligan) while also connecting with her fiancé, Jacob (Shia  

LaBeouf), who seeks to avenge the death of his mentor (Frank Langella), who committed 

suicide after being crossed by a rival firm at the onset of the crisis.  

Skillfully tackling the financialization of the US economy, Wall Street: Money  

Never Sleeps brilliantly conveys how the Reaganite “past was prologue”139 via its  

narrative connection to the original Wall Street, which functions as the film’s Urtext.  

Moreover, in a scene that anticipates The Big Short’s attempts at providing a basic sense  

of financial literacy for audiences, Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps features a scene in 

which Gekko explains to Jacob the mechanics of the Dutch tulip mania of the mid-1630s, 

which resulted in the Netherlands’s collapsed tulip bubble of 1637. Generally regarded as 

the world’s first speculative bubble, the tulip mania saw Dutch citizens of all walks of life 

go mad for tulip bulbs. Characterizing the tulip mania as “the greatest bubble story of all 

	
139	In using this phrase I am playfully riffing on a line from William Shakespeare’s The Tempest (c.1610-
1611), in which Antonio remarks, “Whereof what’s past is prologue . . .” (2.1.278). 
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time,” Gekko tells Jacob, “Back in the 1600s, the Dutch, they get speculation fever to the 

point that you could buy a beautiful house on a canal in Amsterdam for the price of one 

bulb. They called it ‘tulip mania.’ Then it collapsed. You could buy ten bulbs for two 

dollars. People got wiped out, but, you know, who remembers?”  

Understood within the context of the film as a whole, Gekko’s discussion of the 

tulip bubble underscores not just the historical significance of the tulip mania and its 

relation to the film’s subject matter, but also the mania’s connection to the original Wall 

Street, which was presciently released on December 11, 1987, some two months after 

“Black Monday” of October 19, 1987, which witnessed “the second-largest one-day  

percentage decline in stock market history” (Thompson 107).140 In essence, the scene  

drives home how Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps is dramatizing not some sort of new,  

uncharted economic crisis, but rather a fundamental capitalist hazard that had become  

increasingly prevalent in the wake of the ’80s-era financialization of the US economy  

that the original Wall Street had chronicled.141 

Like Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps, The Wolf of Wall Street also takes  

audiences “back to the future,” though in a more overt manner. A biopic based on the  

	
140	Commenting on Wall Street’s prescience at the time of its North American release in his essay “Movies  
and the Closing of the Reagan Era” (2007), Jack Boozer writes,  
 

The junk bond scandals of speculative financing that were so rampant in the Reagan 
years seem closely associated with director Oliver Stone’s landmark film, Wall Street, 
which he co-wrote with Stanley Weiser. The film’s concern with greed and the abuse of 
the speculative marketplace also appears prescient given the stock market crash in 
October, as well as the junk bonds scandals that finally fell under the national spotlight 
by 1989. (176) 
 

141 As economic journalist Rana Foroohar notes in her highly informative book, Makers and Takers: The 
Rise of Finance and the Fall of American Business (2016), “The financialization of the [US] economy was 
turbocharged in the 1980s, fueled by the laissez-faire policies of the Reagan era that strongly favored Wall 
Street” (52).    
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2007 memoir of the same title by Jordan Belfort, a motivational speaker and former  

stockbroker who was sentenced to 22 months in jail in 1999 for fraud and stock market 

manipulation, The Wolf of Wall Street stars Leonardo DiCaprio as Belfort and begins in 

1987, the very same year that Wall Street was released and the US stock market crashed.  

Though the film spans from the 1980s up until the present, its ’80s-era sequences are  

marked by an overall mise en scène that is evocative of Wall Street. Focusing on Belfort’s 

journey from an ambitious young stockbroker of working-class origins – similar to Bud 

Fox in Wall Street – to his meteoric rise as a stockbroker and his subsequent 

imprisonment and reinvention as a motivational speaker on sales techniques, the film 

anchors the genesis of Belfort’s character corruption in the decadent “greed is good” 

culture of ’80s-era finance.142 A commercial and critical success, the film received 

Academy Award nominations for Best Picture, Best Director (Martin Scorsese), Best  

Adapted Screenplay (Terence Winter), Best Actor (DiCaprio), and Best Supporting Actor  

(Jonah Hill). 

 “Back to the future” energies were present not just in Obama-era Hollywood films 

like Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps and The Wolf of Wall Street, but also in the  

following three films released between 2012 and 2014, which clearly seek to transmute 

the “Japan-bashing” energies of the Reagan-Bush era into “North Korea-bashing”: Red 

Dawn (dir. Dan Bradley, 2012), Olympus Has Fallen (dir. Antoine Fuqua, 2013), and The 

Interview (dirs. Seth Rogen and Evan Goldberg, 2014).  

	
142	Famously uttered by Gordon Gekko in Wall Street during a speech he delivers to the assembled 
shareholders of Teldar Paper, a fictional corporation, the line “greed is good” became a fitting summation 
for the speculative greed of the Reagan era. As journalist David Sirota notes in his book Back to Our 
Future: How the 1980s Explain the World We Live in Now – Our Culture, Our Politics, Our Everything 
(2011), “Some believe his [Gekko’s] famous ‘greed is good’ speech is based on a real-life speech by 
[American] stock speculator Ivan Boesky, who said, ‘greed is healthy’” (269).  
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Structured around a narrative that resurrects late US Cold War-era paranoia and 

fuses it with the historical energies of “Japan-bashing,” Red Dawn is a remake of director 

John Milius’s hit 1984 action film of the same title, which focuses on a group of teens 

(Patrick Swayze, C. Thomas Howell, Charlie Sheen) who war against a Soviet invasion 

of their Calumet, Colorado town. Transplanted to Spokane, Washington, the remake sees 

a young Iraq veteran (Liam Hemsworth) join forces with some teens (Josh Peck, Josh 

Hutcherson, Connor Cruise) to resist a Russian-backed North Korean invasion.  

Interestingly enough, the Asian invaders in the remake were originally developed as  

Chinese, though in post-production they were changed to North Korean due to MGM’s 

concerns about maintaining access to China’s burgeoning box office. Discussing this very 

issue in their March 16, 2011 Los Angeles Times article, “Reel China: Hollywood tries to 

stay on China’s good side,” journalists Ben Fritz and John Horn note how MGM had 

grown concerned that the film “might harm their ability to do business with China,” and 

had thus resorted to “digitally erasing Chinese flags and military symbols from ‘Red 

Dawn,’ substituting dialogue and altering the film to depict much of the invading force as  

being from North Korea . . . where American media companies have no dollars at stake.”  

Noting Hollywood’s interest in the Chinese entertainment market, Fritz and Horn pointed  

to how “Disney is building a theme park outside Shanghai, Sony Pictures co-produced 

the recent ‘Karate Kid’ [2010] remake with the government-affiliated China Film Group,  

and News Corp.'s Fox International Productions recently made the Chinese-language hit 

‘Hot Summer Days’ [2010] there.” 

With Red Dawn budgeted at $65 million (“Red Dawn (2012) – Box Office Mojo”), 

the reconfiguration process it underwent to change its villains from Chinese to North 
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Korean reportedly cost just below $1 million (Fritz and Horn). Released in late 

November of 2012, the film was a critical and commercial flop, grossing $44.8 million at 

the North American box office (“Red Dawn (2012) – Box Office Mojo”). Had the film 

treated its absurd North Korean invasion plot with the sort of sly tongue-in-cheek irony 

with which Die Hard had handled “Japan-bashing,” it might have been more critically 

and commercially successful. Unfortunately, however, Red Dawn treats its plot with the 

same sort of hamfisted earnestness with which the original Red Dawn embraces its 

Russian invasion plot, which – absurd though it may be – was well suited to the 

remaining Cold War paranoia of its era. 

Released in late March of 2013, Olympus Has Fallen is an action film that sees  

supreme patriot Mike Banning (Gerard Butler), the former lead secret service agent of US 

President Benjamin Asher (Aaron Eckhart), set out to rescue the commander-in-chief 

after the White House is seized by North Korean terrorists. In a storyline that bears 

similarities to Die Hard, an entrapped Banning wars against the terrorists from within the 

White House itself. To this end, the narrative parallels between Die Hard and Olympus  

Has Fallen did not go unnoticed by critics. Writing in a March 22, 2013 article for The  

Week entitled “Olympus Has Fallen and 5 other obvious Die Hard knockoffs,” journalist  

Scott Meslow wryly observed, “[L]et’s face it: If the producers [of Olympus Has Fallen]  

were really honest, they’d have called the movie Die Hard in the White House.” Yet  

despite meeting with lacklustre critical reviews, Olympus Has Fallen was a box-office  

hit, raking in $98.9 million in North America and achieving a total international gross of 

$170.2 million (“Olympus Has Fallen (2013) – Box Office Mojo”), thereby paving the  
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way for its two sequels: London Has Fallen (dir. Babak Najafi, 2016) and Angel Has  

Fallen (dir. Ric Roman Waugh, 2019).  

By far the most controversial of Hollywood’s 2012-2014 trio of “North Korea-

bashing” films, The Interview stars Seth Rogen and James Franco as American journalists 

who arrange an interview with North Korean leader Kim Jong-un (Randall Park) and end 

up being recruited by the CIA to assassinate him. A significant production budgeted at 

$44 million (Rushe), The Interview became the focus of international attention when the 

North Korean government threatened retaliatory action against America in late June of 

2014 if Columbia Pictures released the film. These threats led Columbia to delay the 

release of The Interview so that it could be reedited and made more palatable to North 

Korea. As events turned out, Columbia’s parent company, Sony Pictures, was hacked in 

November 2014 by a group known as “Guardians of Peace,” who claimed ties to North 

Korea and threatened terrorist attacks against any cinemas that screened the film.143 

Eventually released in late December of 2014, The Interview was a critical and 

commercial dud, earning a paltry $6.1 million at the North American box office (“The 

Interview (2014) – Box Office Mojo”), though it would garner $40 million in digital sales 

as a result of Sony’s decision to make the film available for download (Rushe).        

Finally, no discussion of Obama-era Hollywood cinema would be complete 

without some acknowledgement of the astounding commercial and critical success of the 

Hunger Games film series: The Hunger Games (dir. Gary Ross, 2012); The Hunger 

Games: Catching Fire (dir. Francis Lawrence, 2013); The Hunger Games: Mockingjay – 

	
143	In compiling information for this paragraph, I was reliant on “The Interview” Wikipedia listing and the 
following articles: Catherine Shoard’s December 18, 2014 Guardian article, “Sony hack: the plot to kill 
The Interview – a timeline so far”; and Dominic Rushe’s February 4, 2015 Guardian article, “The Interview 
revenge hack cost Sony just $15 m.”     
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Part I (dir. Francis Lawrence, 2013); and The Hunger Games: Mockingjay – Part II (dir. 

Francis Lawrence, 2015). A dystopian science fiction adventure series set in a post-

apocalyptic future in the nation of Panem, formerly North America, the series is based on 

American novelist Suzanne Collins’s bestselling trilogy of young adult novels, The 

Hunger Games (2008), Catching Fire (2009), and Mockingjay (2010).144 Focusing on 

Katniss Everdeen (Jennifer Lawrence), the series chronicles her participation in and 

subsequent rebellion against Panem’s annual televised “Hunger Games,” in which a boy 

and a girl are selected from each of Panem’s poor districts and pitted against one another 

as entertainment for the wealthy residents of Panem’s Capitol.  

A rather apparent allegory for the divide between America’s haves and have-nots  

under the socially Darwinistic system of neoliberal capitalism, the series evokes 

contemporary America’s fascination with the spectacular nature of competitive “winner-

takes-all” reality television series like Survivor (ABC) and The Apprentice (NBC). In this 

respect, the series seems an eerily prophetic nod to the future presidency of Donald 

Trump, who hosted The Apprentice for its first fourteen seasons, in which he searched for  

an assistant to work for him in real life while dismissing losing contestants each week  

with the phrase “You’re fired!” (Campbell 4). Yet closely considered, The Hunger  

Games films can also be aligned with the spectacular nature of Web 3.0 politics145 that 

Obama himself had harnessed to cruise to the Oval Office, for in 2008 Advertising Age  

	
144 Collins’s final novel in the trilogy, Mockingjay, was split up into the films The Hunger Games: 
Mockingjay – Part I and The Hunger Games – Mockingjay Part II. 
 
145 In his book Digital Vertigo: How Today’s Online Social Revolution Is Dividing, Diminishing, and 
Disorienting Us (2012), journalist and Silicon Valley entrepreneur Andrew Keen distinguishes between 
“the Web 2.0 of Google, YouTube and Wikipedia” and “the Web 3.0 of Facebook, Twitter, Google+ and 
LinkedIn” (17). 
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named him the marketer of the year (Hedges, Death of the Liberal Class 199).   

While Obama would leave office with an approval rating of 59 percent according 

to Gallup polling data (“Presidential Approval Ratings – Barack Obama”), his popularity  

did not translate into success for the Democratic Party during the 2016 presidential  

election. Though the Democrats nominated the highly experienced Hillary Clinton, a  

former First Lady (1993-2001), former New York senator (2001-2009), and former 

Secretary of State during Obama’s first term in office (2009-2013), she lacked Obama’s 

charisma and faced considerable public skepticism, which was undeniably tainted by 

strands of sexism. Chosen over the self-identified democratic socialist Bernie Sanders, an 

independent Senator from Vermont, during the 2016 Democratic presidential primaries, 

Clinton was widely perceived as having won the nomination because she was the  

favoured candidate of a “rigged” Democratic Party.146 

In a different historical moment, Clinton would have likely easily bested Trump,  

but the 2016 election was overshadowed by the breakdown of the neoliberal-

neoconservative power paradigm that had largely defined US politics from the Carter era 

onwards. Throughout this period, US politics had essentially wavered between  

Democratic neoliberalism and Republican neoconservatism, with the latter firmly  

connected to neoliberal capitalism but manipulatively concerned with promoting  

domestic conservative appeals to “family values” and national unity alongside a Pax 

Americana agenda that, when necessary, endorsed regime abroad. It was due to the sheer 

cunningness of Trump and Steve Bannon, the chief strategist behind Trump’s campaign, 

that they were able to recognize how the combined events of the 2008 financial crisis, the  

	
146 For an interesting overview of this view, see Heather Gautney’s June 11, 2018 Guardian article, “Dear 
Democratic party: it’s time to stop rigging the primaries.”   
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catastrophe of America’s involvement in Iraq, and the looming global migration issue 

had resulted in a national reactionary backlash against neoliberal globalization in both its 

cultural and economic dimensions. As it would turn out, this backlash was not just 

confined to America, for Europe had also witnessed the rise of populist energies, with 

reactionary Right-wing populist parties gaining traction in the United Kingdom, France, 

Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, Austria, Italy, and Switzerland, while Left-wing 

populist parties emerged in Spain and Greece.147    

Craftily presenting himself as an outlier to the reigning neoliberal- 

neoconservative power paradigm, Trump fomented a dangerous form of non- 

cosmopolitan American nationalism via a campaign that saw him promise to tighten 

America’s borders and immigration laws, radically scale back on America’s foreign 

commitments, and drastically reshape America’s international trade agreements. It should 

be noted that Sanders had also campaigned as an outlier to US establishment politics, 

though in contrast to Trump’s reactionary populism, he had sought to foment a genuinely 

progressive populist uprising that harkened back to the best energies of FDR’s famed 

1932 New Deal campaign. Yet as events would have it, Trump was ultimately faced off 

against not Sanders, but rather Clinton, who found herself situated within an especially 

volatile historical conjuncture that betrayed a widespread national skepticism about the 

type of “status quo” politics that she represented.  

In the end, the final election results were telling: Though Clinton won the popular  

vote, securing 64,844,610 votes to Trump’s 62,979,636 votes, Trump won the Electoral  

	
147 For an excellent general overview of how the 2008 financial crisis was instrumental in triggering 
populist energies in America and Europe, see progressive journalist John B. Judis’s book The Populist 
Explosion: How the Great Recession Transformed American and European Politics (2016).    
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College with 304 votes to Clinton’s 227 votes (“2016 Presidential Election – Roper  

Center”). Citing data from a 2016 CNN presidential election exit poll, Campbell 

demonstrates how Trump received 58 percent of the white vote, with 53 percent of white 

women and an astounding 63 percent of white men voting for him (Campbell 145). In 

terms of minority voters, Trump won a paltry 8 percent of black voters and 21 percent of 

categorized non-white voters, though he did receive a surprisingly substantial minority 

share of the Latino vote, with 29 percent of Latinos voting for him (Campbell 145). By 

contrast, Clinton took only 31 percent of white men and 43 percent of white women, 

though she was clearly the favoured candidate of multicultural America, taking an 

impressive 88 percent of the black vote, 74 percent of the categorized non-white vote, 

and 65 percent of the Latino vote (Campbell 145). Perhaps most revealing of all, 

however, nearly 45 percent of eligible voters did not even bother to vote (Bremmer 163) 

– a surefire indication that the 2016 presidential election ultimately revolved around two  

remarkably unappealing candidates.  

White working-class support was the key to Trump’s victory. While  

acknowledging that Trump’s campaign support “covered a wide range of income and  

demographic types,” Campbell points to how “those most likely to support his campaign  

were people with less than a high school education; reporting ancestry as simply  

‘American’; living in a mobile home; [and] working in ‘old economy’ jobs like  

agriculture, construction, manufacturing, and trade . . .” (Campbell 144). In short, by  

running a reactionary campaign that specifically targeted both direct and inherited forms  

of white working-class nostalgia for a bygone “golden age” of American capitalism, 

Trump was able to piece together enough support to secure the Electoral College.  
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While one cannot dismiss Trump’s dangerous campaign appeals to white  

American xenophobia, it should be noted that the core issue that Trump had campaigned  

on was the economy. Highlighting this very fact, Campbell writes,  

 When he [Trump] announced his candidacy in Trump Tower, nearly all he  

talked about were economic issues – jobs, wages, and trade. . . . The 

national hangover left by the worst financial catastrophe in nearly a 

century still throbbed in the American psyche. Trump clearly understood 

Bill Clinton’s most famous electioneering principle: “It’s the economy, 

stupid!” Unlike other recent Republican nominees for president, Trump  

downplayed social issues and zeroed in almost entirely on the economy.   

                                                                                                                 (17) 

Citing CNN presidential election exit poll data, Campbell points to how Trump 

supporters were the most pessimistic about the state of the national economy, with some 

63 percent feeling it was in “poor” shape as compared to the 77 percent of Clinton 

supporters who felt it was in “good” shape (145). Though in no way downplaying the  

vituperative essence of Trump’s campaign, Campbell demonstrates how Trump fused  

reactionary cultural anxieties with economic anxiety, terming him “a master at wrapping  

economic issues in nationalist, xenophobic, and in some cases sexist rhetoric” (17).  

 Even Hillary Clinton has acknowledged how a fusion of economic anxieties and  

cultural anxieties propelled Trump to the presidency. Writing in her memoir of the 2016  

election, What Happened (2017), she candidly notes,  

Yet I believe that, in the end, the debate between “economic anxiety” and  

racism or “cultural anxiety” is a false choice. If you listen to many Trump  
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voters talk, you start to see that all these different strands of anxiety and 

resentment are related: the decline of manufacturing jobs in the Midwest 

that had allowed white men without a college degree to provide their 

families with middle-class lives, the breakdown of traditional gender roles, 

anger at immigrants and other minorities for “cutting in line” and getting 

more than their “fair share,” discomfort with a more diverse and 

cosmopolitan culture, worries about Muslims and terrorism, and a general 

sense that things aren’t going the way they should and that life was better 

and easier for previous generations. (416)  

Crucially, Clinton concludes her line of thought on these matters by noting, “In people’s  

lives and worldviews, concerns about economics, race, gender, class, and culture all  

blend together” (416).   

As political scientist Ian Bremmer argues in his book Us vs. Them: The Failure of  

Globalism (2018), “No one voted for Donald Trump because he believed the United  

States was growing more secure and more prosperous. In a country where working-age  

men without jobs outnumber those with jobs by three to one and half of unemployed men  

take daily pain medication, a lot of people want ‘change’” (161). Indeed, having been a  

key demographic favoured by the “golden age” of US capitalism, the white working  

class, and in particular white working-class men, were particularly prone to Trump’s  

manipulative appeals, which provided them with scapegoats and simple “solutions” to  

highly complex problems (e.g., “There is increased competition for jobs in America, so  

we will restrict immigration and build a wall to stop illegal immigration”). In this respect, 

Trump was obviously attuned to a larger demographic voting trend shift that had 
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essentially been occurring in American politics since the economic “golden age” began to 

hit the skids during 1970s, for while the Democratic Party had registered 61 percent of 

support from white working-class voters in 1964, this percentage would decline to 35 

percent by 2016 (Gest 67). Bearing this phenomenon in mind, it is worth noting that 

somewhere between 6.7 million and 9.2 million people who had voted for Obama in 2012 

voted for Trump in the 2016 presidential election (Skelley). 

 Though overall Clinton received more votes from lower income voters than 

Trump (Campbell 144, 145), it is important to note that the general post-WWII American 

conceptualization of the working class has been that of not the poor but rather the “lower  

middle class.”148 As feminist law professor and expert on social class Joan C. Williams  

notes in her book White Working Class: Overcoming Class Cluelessness in America 

(2017), Trump primary voters had a median household income of $72,000,149 which was 

technically “just a bit below the median working-class income, assuming you’re using 

that term to refer to ‘working class’ as neither rich nor poor” (11). Significantly, Williams  

also highlights how “the strongest indicator of a Trump victory was a concentration of  

	
148	One of the reasons working-class whites may have been drawn to Trump is because he promised to 
provide the American people with well-paying jobs rather than social welfare-type subsidies. As John B. 
Judis demonstrates in The Populist Explosion: How the Great Recession Transformed American and 
European Politics (2016), the white working class began to abandon the Democratic Party during the 1970s 
as the party “began building an odd coalition of the minority poor [who often do not vote] and 
[professional] upper-middle-class whites (37). Perceiving themselves to be increasingly taxed for programs 
for which they were ineligible, working-class whites grew resentful (43). For an excellent general 
explication of this phenomenon, see the third chapter of Joan C. Williams’s White Working Class, entitled 
“Why Does the Working Class Resent the Poor?” (13-23). 
 
149	While a median US household income of $72,000 may seem decent enough, consider that this figure is 
before taxes. If evenly divided between two working adults, it would boil down to $36,000 apiece, which 
would equate to an hourly wage of roughly $17.31 assuming fully paid 40-hour workweeks ranging over an 
entire year (note that Bernie Sanders wanted to raise the US minimum hourly wage to $15 per hour). 
Considering that many US households include children and elderly dependents who are reliant upon a wage 
earner or wage earners who are receiving limited or no benefits and working in precarious forms of 
employment, one can hopefully appreciate how a median household income of $72,000 would in many 
instances be far from comfortable. 
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high-school-educated voters” (12).   

 Notably, the Rust Belt states were crucial to Trump’s election, as he took Iowa,  

Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. In a gripping indicator of how Trump’s 

election cannot be boiled down to racism alone, all of these states registered decisive 

victories for Obama in the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections. Furthermore, in yet 

another compelling example of how the past is prologue, all of these states were “Reagan 

Democrat” states during the 1980s. To this end, it is worth considering that Trump and 

Bannon likely sought to reignite the “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon of the past via an 

orchestrated strategy, which revolved around targeting the disenfranchised sentiments of 

white working-class Rust Belt residents, with particular emphasis on white working-class 

men. After all, as progressive journalist John B. Judis notes in The Nationalist Revival: 

Trade, Immigration, and the Revolt Against Globalization (2018), Trump’s “Make 

America Great Again” campaign slogan was directly appropriated from Reagan’s ’80s-

era “Let’s Make America Great Again” catchphrase (57, 64).  

Yet in spite of Trump’s targeting of the white working-class vote, it must be 

stressed that his personal modus operandi cannot be understood purely in terms of 

racism. A dedicated racist like the white supremacist David Duke, after all, has 

fundamental principles and commitments, no matter how repugnant they may be. By 

contrast, Trump seems nothing more than a sheer opportunist, bent on doing whatever it 

takes to achieve his political goals.150 Though his campaign ultimately ended up relying 

almost exclusively on appeals to white voters, it should be noted that Trump did attempt  

	
150	Characterizing Trump as “a creature of his own ego” (241) in his book Devil’s Bargain: Steve Bannon, 
Donald Trump, and the Nationalist Uprising (2017), journalist Joshua Green notes, “At heart, Trump is an 
opportunist driven by a desire for public acclaim, rather than a politician with any fixed principles” (241).  
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to attract black support (LeDuff, Sh*T Show! The Country’s Collapsing . . . and the  

Ratings are Great 248-249).  

The Trump Era 

 While Trump won the election by presenting himself as an outlier to the  

neoliberal-neoconservative power paradigm, his overall economic agenda seems  

essentially undergirded by neoliberal logic. In this respect, Trump is essentially a snake  

oil salesman, though one with some piercing insights into the easily manipulable 

frustrations felt by white working-class Americans, particularly those in the 

deindustrialized Rust Belt. Promoting a program of economic nationalism, Trump has 

focused on reducing the American trade deficit with countries like China. Yet as Judis 

cautions in The Nationalist Revival, there are potential problems with Trump’s trade 

strategy given that a trade surplus “can lead to a dramatic decline in consumption, and an 

overall reduction in GDP” (139). Furthermore, Judis points to how the very basis of the 

US-orchestrated post-WWII global economy has revolved around an international trade 

system that “depends to some extent on the U.S. running trade deficits, which sustain the 

dollar as an international currency, which benefits the United States” (139).    

 In terms of Trump’s overall economic plan for America, he promised to reduce 

taxes by $4.4 trillion over a decade and simplify the tax code, maintaining that no 

business would pay more than 15 percent of its income in taxes – a substantial reduction 

from the 35 percent marginal corporate tax rate previously in place (Campbell 87). He 

also maintained that he would reduce government spending by $1 trillion over the next  

decade, in addition to abolishing regulations that he claimed were hindering the national  

economy (Campbell 87). Perhaps most significantly of all, however, he maintained that  
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he would challenge trade agreements like the TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership) and  

NAFTA (Campbell 87).   

As Campbell notes, most of Trump’s economic plans have been drawn “straight  

out of the neoliberal playbook” (87). Even more troublingly, experts from “both the left  

and the right” have estimated that Trump’s proposals might actually “increase deficits  

and add between $5 trillion and $10 trillion to the national debt over the next ten years” 

(Campbell 88). This acknowledged, there is one crucial area where Trump’s economic 

plans have diverged from neoliberal orthodoxy, and this is in regard to his opposition to 

America’s free trade agreements. Disturbingly, it is precisely here that Trump’s racialized 

economics become most apparent. As Campbell points out, Trump has framed his “anti-

free trade plan by blending issues of race and jobs” via “dog whistle politics,” which can 

be “inferred from his remarks about trade with China, and by extension many of the other 

comparatively low-wage countries involved in the Trans-Pacific Partnership including 

Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam, and Brunei, . . . all Asian countries to the west, and Peru,  

Chile, and Mexico, all Hispanic countries to the south” (97). 

At the time of my writing, Trump has managed to scrap NAFTA and negotiate the 

new USMCA (United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement). In keeping with his penchant 

for hyperbole and smoke-and-mirrors politics, however, this new agreement seems less a 

departure from NAFTA than a reconfiguration of it. Indeed, writing in an October 3, 

2018 New Yorker article entitled “Trump’s Rebrand of NAFTA,” journalist Sheelah 

Kolhatkar characterizes USMCA as “a revamped version of NAFTA, with improvements  
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around the edges and rebranding.”151 As for the TPP, Trump stayed true to his campaign 

promise and signed an executive order withdrawing the US from the agreement on 

January 3, 2017, the third day of his presidency.152  

 In regard to his xenophobic language, Trump has more than met the expectations 

of his most ardent critics, who argued from the start that his rhetoric should be taken very 

seriously. While he has admittedly not yet actualized on his promise to build a wall along 

the US-Mexico border to stop illegal border crossings, he remains adamant that it will be 

built. Even more troubling, however, has been his administration’s abominable “zero 

tolerance” family separation policy, which entailed the forced separation of 

undocumented migrant families who crossed the US-Mexico border via the removal of  

children from the custody of their parents. Implemented in April of 2018, the policy was 

quickly suspended by Trump in late June after it incurred widespread opposition. Yet 

while the administration has maintained that it detained some 2,600 children, a November 

26, 2018 60 Minutes segment revealed that “various agencies” have suggested that the 

	
151	Describing USMCA’s improvements on NAFTA, Kolhatkar notes,  
 

It requires . . . that seventy-five per cent of a car’s components be made in Canada, the 
U.S., or Mexico, in order for the car to qualify for zero tariffs. (It was 62.5 per cent under 
the old agreement). Workers making at least sixteen dollars an hour must do forty per 
cent of the labor that goes into building the car (up from thirty per cent). Additionally, the 
new labor agreement imposes stricter labor requirements on Mexico, and may make it 
easier for workers there to organize (though it is unclear how enforceable these 
protections will be).             
                                                                                                                   

152	It should be noted that Trump’s withdrawal from the TPP was in sync with the views of many noted 
economists and political intellectuals who had criticized the Obama administration for supporting the 
agreement. Writing in a February 27, 2014 New York Times article entitled “No Big Deal,” Paul Krugman 
notes that “there isn’t a compelling case for this deal, from either a global or a [US] national point of view.” 
In a 2014 HuffPost Live interview, Noam Chomsky describes the TPP as being “designed to carry forward 
the neoliberal project to maximize profit and domination, and to set the working people in the world in 
competition with one another so as to lower wages to increase insecurity” (qtd. in Carter and Grimm). 
Writing in a January 6, 2015 AlterNet article entitled “The Largest, Most Disastrous Trade Deal You’ve 
Never Heard Of,” Robert B. Reich characterizes the TPP as “a Trojan horse in a global race to the bottom, 
giving big corporations and Wall Street banks a way to eliminate any and all laws and regulations that get 
in the way of their profits.”  
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number is “at least 5,000” (Pelley). Horrifyingly, while the administration has maintained 

that “only 25 children remain to be reunited with their parents,” the government’s 

reliance on faulty, potentially disingenuous recordkeeping suggests that “there may never 

be an accurate account of how many children were taken from their parents” (Pelley). 

Intriguingly, the 2018 midterm election results suggest that the Rust Belt states 

that essentially delivered Trump a victory have since largely soured on the Republicans, 

with Democrats in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan winning the races for senator 

and governor, while Ohio saw a Democrat elected as senator (though a Republican 

secured the governorship). Only Iowa evinced staunch support for the Republicans, who 

retained control of both the Senate and House. Yet while these results hold promise for 

the Democrats in the upcoming 2020 presidential election, it should be kept in mind that 

they provide no clear roadmap to America’s political future. Though the Democrats did 

take control of the House of Representatives by making a net gain of some 39 seats, 

securing a 235-200 majority, the Republicans made a net gain of two seats in the Senate 

where they secured a 53-47 majority.  

Certainly, one of the most trenchant takes on the midterm election results came  

from political analyst LZ Granderson. Writing in a November 7, 2018 CNN article  

entitled “Why this ‘blue wave’ was not a tsunami,” Granderson gestures to Trump’s 

campaign slogan, noting,  

Say what you will about the “Make America Great Again” slogan, the 

reality is that it’s effective because it is a clear, proactive message. What 

exactly was the Democratic Party’s message in 2016? 2018? What will it  

be in 2020? . . . [I]f the party is to build momentum from the 2018  
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midterm, and not just tread water, leadership must spend more time 

defining what it is about and less time vilifying what it isn’t.  

Granderson’s analysis is pointed, because he recognizes the unfortunate importance of 

having a straightforward, accessible political message and policy platform in an era of 

Web 3.0 soundbites. Though Hillary Clinton’s economic plan for America was actually 

more favourable to the immediate interests of working Americans than anything Trump 

was offering, it was complex and difficult to articulate. By contrast, it would seem that 

Trump knew exactly the audience he was targeting, and – with the undoubted advice of 

Bannon – mounted a campaign designed to resonate with many white working-class 

Americans who were looking with dangerous wistfulness to the past instead of 

optimistically towards the future.   

This is again where Trump’s “past as prologue” affinities with the “Reagan  

Revolution” become apparent, for similar to Reagan, Trump clearly possesses an intuitive 

understanding of how to appeal to and manipulate a target audience. Like Reagan, Trump 

has spent a good deal of his professional life working within the symbolic realm of 

culture given his status as a celebrity billionaire who dedicated his career to building and 

honing a distinct brand built around his image. Though far less statesman-like than 

Reagan, who honed a conservative “Father Knows Best” approach oriented towards  

“papering the cracks” (Wood 162-188) of America’s tumultuous countercultural years via  

manipulative appeals to “family values,” Trump achieved electoral success by occupying 

the role of an irate, irascible uncle who vents vulgar yet candid utterances at the family 

dinner table. In this respect, I am reminded of the observations of conservative journalist  
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P.J. O’Rourke, who notes the following of Trump in his book How the Hell Did This  

Happen? (2017): “There’s nothing ‘elite’ about him. There’s nothing elite about the way 

he sounds. He sounds like the rest of us. Unfortunately, he sounds like the rest of us after 

we’ve had six drinks” (188).153   

While Trump’s current regimen of tweeting erratic, incendiary messages would  

seem to indicate that he is a loose cannon who possesses no strategy whatsoever, I would 

contend that it is worth considering that Trump is actually engaging in an intuitive yet 

reckless means of approximating the rhizomatic nature of Web 3.0 communication itself. 

If, for example, one closely analyzes Trump’s actual policy views, there is a strong 

argument to be made that he possesses a coherent yet deeply problematic worldview that 

was solidified during the “Reagan Revolution” years. As historians Charlie Laderman 

and Brendan Simms contend in their book Donald Trump: The Making of a World View 

(2017), Trump is “a child of the 1950s” whose worldview on foreign policy and trade  

was crystallized during the 1980s when he began to vociferously promote the view that  

the US was losing out in regard to the burgeoning dynamics of economic globalization 

(1-6). As Laderman and Simms note, “Reviving the American economy is essential to 

[Trump’s notion of] making America great again. . . . Trump is convinced that the US is 

getting a raw deal, not just from its enemies, but also – and most importantly – from its 

friends” (12). Obviously, there is an inherent tension here between Trump’s co-optation 

of “Reagan Revolution” energies and his simultaneous rejection of key aspects of them.  

	
153 As the Left cultural critic Brian Francis Culkin notes of Trump in his book The Meaning of Trump 
(2018), “Voters gravitated to his [manipulative] style of ‘just telling it how it is’ rhetoric as a referendum 
against the cold and formal discourses of technocratic specialization and politically correct language, a set 
of discourses that have fundamentally failed to produce a coherent political vision for American voters in 
the twenty-first century” (19).    
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While Trump has leveraged the Reaganite notion of “Making America Great Again,” he  

has diverged from Reagan’s muted globalist policy of neoliberalization by essentially 

seeking to recalibrate neoliberalism towards a more exclusive favouring of US national 

interests. In this regard, Laderman and Simms note how Trump was evincing a more 

staunchly nationalistic form of neoliberal capitalism by 1987, when he began stressing 

how he “strongly” disagreed with “the foreign policy of the Reagan administration and,  

implicitly, that of all American administrations since the late 1940s” (35).             

In the end, one of the most salient analyses of the whole Trump political  

phenomenon came from American labour historian Jefferson Cowie. Writing in a  

September 1, 2017 article in The Chronicle of Higher Education entitled “How Labor 

Scholars Missed the Trump Revolt,” Cowie examines Trump’s widely unanticipated rise 

to the presidency, noting,  

One could have polled the entire American Political Science Association  

and The Organization of American Historians in 2016 and found very few 

who would have predicted a Trump victory – unless Michael Moore (who 

nearly alone, in no uncertain terms, predicted a “Rust Belt Brexit,” the last  

stand of the common white guy)154 happens to be an accidental member of  

one of those professional organizations. 

Ruminating on the forces that brought about Trump’s victory, Cowie gestures towards 

America’s messy history of white working-class populism:  

Let’s not go wild trying to figure out what happened: The crazy train of  

	
154 Cowie is here referring to Michael Moore’s prophetic, highly insightful analysis of Trump’s 
presidential campaign, entitled “5 Reasons Why Trump Will Win,” which Moore posted on his website 
during the 2016 election.  
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American history happened. The lineage that winds from Andrew Jackson  

to Tom Watson to Joe McCarthy to George Wallace to Pat Buchanan to 

Trump is not just “conservative,” nor is it just “working class” in any way 

an intellectually driven conservative or Marxist or liberal would recognize 

or celebrate. The conservative/liberal divide is a deeply tenuous construct. 

Looking for a populist savior, however, is bedrock Americana. 

Crucially, Cowie points to the need to temper theoretical politics with the messy  

complexities of how politics play out in the “real world”: “Historians need to reconcile  

their intellectual frameworks with a ‘real world’ America that is a messy stew of populist,  

communitarian, reactionary, progressive, racist, patriarchal, and nativist ingredients. Any  

historical era has its own mix of these elements, which play in different ways.” 

 As a celebrity billionaire with a shady business history, Trump is clearly no 

genuine populist who is “for the people” in any sincere way. He is, frankly, nothing more 

than an astroturf populist who made his way to the Oval Office by continually 

manipulating and lying to his followers. Nonetheless, this should not prevent one from 

acknowledging how Trump shrewdly tapped into some authentic populist impulses that 

were possessed by a widespread array of white working-class Americans. Paradoxically 

enough, it seems as though Trump’s opportunistic nature actually rendered him more 

attuned than Clinton when it came to appreciating the political discontent of a sizable 

demographic with whom the Democrats were failing to connect. If Stuart Hall’s general 

concept of “regressive modernization,” discussed in Chapter Three (see pages 100-106), 

has proven useful for understanding not just Thatcherism but also Reaganism, it can also  
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be harnessed to understand Trump’s manipulative strategy of targeting white working- 

class nostalgia for a “golden age” of capitalism that had discriminatorily placed white- 

working class interests above those of racial minorities. 

 Keeping in mind how most attempts to draw connections between political 

administrations and cultural currents are, at the end of the day, best understood on the 

level of generalizations, there are a few films that notably intersect with the Trump  

phenomenon. The earliest of these films, Out of the Furnace,155 was released in early 

December of 2013, the year that witnessed Trump begin to seriously consider a 2016 

presidential run (Chaggaris). Though focused on neither Trump nor electoral politics, Out 

of the Furnace brilliantly depicts a rural Pennsylvania Rust Belt town as being mired in 

white working-class anomie and rage, thereby prophetically gesturing towards the very 

Rust Belt energies that Trump would eventually tap into in order to secure his rise to the 

presidency.  

Directed by Scott Cooper and starring Christian Bale and Casey Affleck as 

brothers Russell and Rodney Baze, the film follows the two as they both fall from the 

vestiges of social respectability. A steelworker, Russell has a drunk driving accident that 

results in him hitting another car and killing its occupants, which include a little boy. 

Sentenced to a jail term for vehicular manslaughter, he serves his time and returns to his 

job at the local mill, which he learns is slated to be closed. Hoping to rekindle his 

relationship with his girlfriend, Lena (Zoe Saldana), he discovers that she is pregnant 

with the child of the local police chief, Wesley (Forest Whitaker), with whom she is now  

	
155 The film’s title seems a thinly veiled allusion to American writer Thomas Bell’s semi-autobiographical 
historical novel Out of This Furnace: A Novel of Immigrant Labor in America (1941), which is set in 
Braddock, Pennsylvania and follows three generations of an immigrant Slovak family whose lives revolve 
around the region’s steel mills.  
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in a committed relationship. With his father having died while he served time, a grief-

stricken Russell increasingly worries about Rodney, a traumatized four-tour Iraq veteran, 

unable to adjust to civilian life or hold down a job, who has become embroiled in 

backroom bare-knuckle prizefights to make ends meet. When Rodney’s illicit 

associations result in his being murdered by Harlan (Woody Harrelson), a local criminal, 

Russell tracks Harlan down and kills him in an act of vengeance, though at a questionable 

moral and spiritual cost to himself. 

Though Out of the Furnace ultimately prioritizes style and mood over substance,  

the film is marked by a brilliant overall mise-en-scène that evokes aspects of director 

Michael Cimino’s classic 1979 film, The Deer Hunter. A Vietnam War drama, the film  

focuses on three friends and draftees from a fictional Pennsylvania steel town – Michael 

(Robert De Niro), Nick (Christopher Walken), and Steven (John Savage) – and examines 

the impact that the war has on their lives. Yet if Cimino’s film presents a rural 

Pennsylvania that at least includes jobs and prospects for traumatized returning war  

veterans, Out of the Furnace proffers a grim vision of a decaying rural Pennsylvania 

town that holds little to no hopes for a returned Iraq veteran like Rodney or for most of  

his fellow community members. Generally overlooked at the time of its release, Out of  

the Furnace underperformed at the box office and met with mixed critical reviews, 

though it was listed as one of the best films of 2013 by a handful of critics that included 

Richard Roeper (Chicago Sun-Times) and Chris Nashawaty (Entertainment Weekly). 

Ahead of its time, Out of the Furnace portended the confused, enraged, despairing “Rust 

Belt revolt” that would secure Trump’s 2016 victory. 
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Also focusing on two brothers, director David Mackenzie’s film Hell or High 

Water, released on August 12, 2016, is a neo-Western that resonated with some of the 

American populist discontent that was then energizing Trump’s campaign. Set in a 

contemporary Texas that is presented as being caught between the energies of the past 

and the present, the film follows brothers Toby (Chris Pine) and Tanner (Ben Foster),  

who rob various branches of the Texas bank that is foreclosing on their family’s ranch 

property, where oil has recently been discovered. Craftily, the brothers are engaging in 

the robberies in order to pay off the bank with the very money that they steal from it. 

Tracked by two Texas Rangers, Marcus Hamilton (Jeff Bridges) and his half-Comanche,  

half-Mexican partner, Alberto (Gil Birmingham), the brothers eventually find the lawmen  

closing in on them. In an ensuing shootout, Alberto is killed by Tanner, though Marcus  

manages to kill Tanner in return while Toby escapes.  

Retiring shortly after the shootout, Marcus visits the ranch of Toby, who has since 

been cleared as a suspect. Confronting Toby, Marcus tells him that he knows he  

masterminded the robberies but wants to know why. Informing Marcus that he was  

raised in conditions of economic hardship, Toby tells him how he engineered the  

robberies not out of a desire for economic self-gain, but rather to ensure the future  

welfare of his two sons and his ex-wife. Though a point of tension builds where it 

appears as though Toby and Marcus are about to have an armed standoff, the arrival of 

Toby’s ex-wife (Marin Ireland) and his sons (John-Paul Howard and Christopher W. 

Garcia) interrupts this. Concluding ambiguously, the film ends with Marcus departing the 

ranch and Toby suggesting that they meet again to “finish the conversation,” with Marcus  
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indicating that Toby’s past actions will “haunt” him but that a future meeting may indeed  

be in order.  

While Hell or High Water makes no reference to the then upcoming 2016  

election, it offers vivid depictions of working Texans struggling to make ends meet. The 

film also hints at the raw complexity of contemporary US race relations, with the ornery 

Marcus constantly teasing Alberto and making politically incorrect statements about his  

racial heritage, and yet at the same time being emotionally devastated in the wake of his  

death. In one of the film’s most memorable scenes, Alberto banters with Marcus about 

America’s imperial history, ultimately making remarks that hint at the hope for a  

progressive populist explosion that might see working-class whites and indigenous 

peoples unite in order to rebel against their capitalist exploitation: 

A long time ago, your ancestors was the Indians until someone came along  

and killed them and broke them down and made you into one of them.  

One hundred and fifty years ago, all this was my ancestors’ land.  

Everything you could see. Everything you saw yesterday, till the  

grandparents of these folk took it, and now it’s been taken from them.  

Except it ain’t no army doing it; it’s those sons of bitches right there 

[gesturing towards the bank].       

Though a modest box-office hit, grossing $27 million in North America against its $12  

million budget, the film met with widespread critical acclaim, receiving Academy Award 

nominations for Best Picture, Best Supporting Actor (Jeff Bridges), Best Original 

Screenplay (Taylor Sheridan), and Best Film Editing (Jake Roberts). 
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 Released in early June of 2017, director Miguel Arteta’s Beatriz at Dinner is  

perhaps the first true film of the Trump era. A social satire with a magical realist slant, 

the film stars Salma Hayek as Beatriz, a California-based Mexican American massage  

therapist and holistic healer who ends up staying for a dinner party at the home of her  

wealthy client Kathy (Connie Britton) after her car breaks down. The party she attends is  

geared towards the business interests of Kathy’s husband, Grant (David Warshofsky), 

who is entertaining Doug Strutt (John Lithgow), a billionaire real estate mogul. Worn  

down from her profession and the emotional drain that it has placed on her, the normally 

cheerful Beatriz becomes increasingly agitated by Doug’s arrogant, narcissistic behaviour 

throughout the course of the evening. Furthermore, as the sole visible minority invited to 

the dinner, Beatriz finds herself an outsider in an environment rife with the unquestioned 

assumptions of affluent white privilege.   

 A piercing commentary on the vast racial and class divides that define  

contemporary America, the film concludes with Beatriz fantasizing about murdering 

Doug but ultimately electing to peacefully depart the party for a tow truck that is waiting 

for her outside. Yet as she is being driven away from Grant and Kathy’s estate, Beatriz 

suddenly instructs the driver (Enrique Castillo) to pull over as they pass the ocean.  

Exiting the vehicle and walking into the water, she swims out and eventually submerges, 

subsequently reappearing in a boat on a mangrove swamp. Ethereally, this final scene ties 

in with the film’s opening, in which Beatriz dreams of rowing a boat in the same swamp 

and seeing a white goat on the shore. Though somewhat ambiguous, the ending implies 

that the despairing Beatriz has taken her own life and departed to a better dimension.  
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Described as being “the first great film of the Trump era” by Yahoo film critic 

Ethan Alter (see Alter and Polowy), who first saw it at Sundance, Beatriz at Dinner was 

recognized by the National Board of Review as being one of the Top 10 Independent 

Films of 2017. Although it failed to find a widespread popular following, I have no doubt 

that it will one day be regarded as one of the definitive films of the Trump era given its 

vivid depiction of Beatriz’s conflicted sense of rage and despair when faced off against 

Strutt, who clearly functions as a thinly veiled stand-in for Trump. In sharp contrast to 

popular narratives that have reductively blamed Trump’s victory on an atavistic white 

working class, Beatriz at Dinner directs the brunt of its scorn towards a sheltered white 

economic elite whose social, moral, and ethical detachment from humanity has wrought 

global havoc.    

Released in early August of 2018, director Spike Lee’s film BlacKkKlansman also 

tackles the issue of racism in relation to Trump’s victory, albeit in a manner that is not 

immediately evident. Based on the book Black Klansman, the 2014 autobiography of  

retired police officer Ron Stallworth, Lee’s film is set in Colorado and stars John David 

Washington as Stallworth, focusing on his role as the first black police officer and 

detective to work for the Colorado Springs Police Department. Eager to work as an  

investigator, Stallworth is originally assigned to spy on local black activists, though he  

uncovers a Ku Klux Klan plan to expand its Colorado operations after coming across a 

recruiting advertisement in a local paper and phoning the assigned number and 

pretending to be white. Subsequently partnered with Flip Zimmerman (Adam Driver), a 

more experienced Jewish American detective, the two officers join forces to infiltrate the  

KKK, with Stallworth handling the phone conversations and Zimmerman masquerading  
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as Stallworth. 

Though the film’s plot ends with Stallworth and Zimmerman successfully  

completing their investigation, making a fool of Grand Wizard David Duke (Topher  

Grace), and arresting a corrupt, racist white colleague (Fred Weller), a final scene shows  

Stallworth responding to a knock on his door and seeing a large flaming cross surrounded  

by KKK members on a distant hillside. Obviously meant to illustrate how Stallworth and 

Zimmerman’s investigatory success has had little impact on eradicating the deep-rooted  

racism that plagues America, this concluding section is followed by actual footage of the  

August 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia. Featuring images of  

white supremacists, Trump’s ridiculous “both sides” assessment of the ensuing riots, 

David Duke, and the August 12th car attack that resulted in the injury of twenty-eight 

protestors and the death of thirty-two-year-old protestor Heather Heyer,156 this footage is 

followed by a photo tribute to Heyer and the final image of an upside down American 

flag.  

Lee’s inclusion of this footage obviously refutes the dangerous lie of a “post-

racial” contemporary America. Moreover, by establishing an implicit connection between  

the film’s plot, which examines the racist currents of early 1970s America, and the  

present, this concluding footage challenges popularly held notions of historical  

“progress.” In this respect, it is tempting to perceive the film as a rejection of the sort of  

qualified faith in the American experiment espoused by figures like Richard Rorty, who  

in his book Achieving Our Country (1998) bemoans the rise of a despairing contemporary  

	
156	The car was driven by Alex Fields, Jr., then 20 years old, who had espoused white supremacist beliefs. 
Convicted in a state court of hit and run, the first-degree murder of Heyer, and eight counts of malicious 
wounding, Fields – at the time of my writing – continues to face multiple federal hate crime charges.   
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Left that has lost faith in the very idea of America.157 And yet, Lee’s film ends with a  

powerful tribute to the white protestor Heather Heyer, a social justice-oriented paralegal  

and civil rights activist whose belief in the possibility of a just America had motivated  

her to protest against the “Unite the Right” rally.  

To this end, it is interesting to consider BlacKkKlansman as Lee’s self-reflexive,  

metatextually imbued meditation on his own life journey and its relation to his earlier  

film Malcolm X. Indeed, whereas Malcolm X opens with the provocative image of a 

burning American flag that seemingly functions as a rejection of the American 

experiment, BlacKkKlansman ends with an image of an upside down American flag, 

which is, of course, an implicitly patriotic gesture meant to rally assistance during a state 

of dire national distress. Lee’s decision to include this final image would seem to 

symbolize his own patriotic faith in America, albeit a qualified, Rortyan-like faith in 

which America’s true patriots are not unquestioning “my country, right or wrong” 

nationalistic ideologues, but rather those who hold true to the notion of continually 

challenging America to live up to its professed ideals of racial equality and social justice. 

In this respect, we might also consider how Lee’s inclusion of a tribute to Heyer speaks 

back to events in Malcolm X, in which Malcolm shuns a young white female college 

student (Fia Porter) who expresses a desire to participate in his movement for black  

	
157	As Rorty notes in Achieving Our Country (1998),  
 

Emotional involvement with one’s country – feelings of intense shame or of glowing 
pride aroused by various parts of its history, and by various present-day national politics 
– is necessary if political deliberation is to be imaginative and productive. . . . The need 
for this sort of involvement remains even for those who, like myself, hope that the United 
States of America will someday yield up sovereignty to what Tennyson called “the 
Parliament of Man, the Federation of the World.” (3) 



		

	

347	

liberation, but then later opens himself to forming alliances with whites.158          

Budgeted at $15 million, BlacKkKlansman earned $49 million in North America, 

qualifying itself as a sleeper hit (“BlacKkKlansman (2018) – Box Office Mojo”). Though  

the film was taken to task by American rapper and filmmaker Boots Riley for glossing  

over Stallworth’s participation in the FBI’s Counter Intelligence Program 

(COINTELPRO), which had sought to infiltrate and sabotage US black liberation 

movements, it was well received critically,159 earning the Grand Prix at the Cannes Film 

Festival and making the American Film Institute’s Top Ten Films of 2018. Nominated 

for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Supporting Actor (Adam Driver), Best Film Editing 

(Barry Alexander Brown), Best Original Music Score (Terence Blanchard), and Best 

Adapted Screenplay (Spike Lee, David Rabinowitz, Charlie Wachtel, and Kevin 

Willmott), the film won the last award.  

In the end, however, it would seem that Hollywood, like the rest of America, was  

essentially caught off guard by Trump’s widely unanticipated victory. Given  

Hollywood’s generally progressive slant, the coming years will surely see US studios 

release an array of films that will seek to critically address Trump and his highly 

damaging domestic and international policies. Already, we can see Hollywood returning 

to a more overt engagement with American politics given the release of such recent films  

 

	
158	In Alex Haley’s The Autobiography of Malcom X (1965), Malcolm’s lasting regret over his dismissal of 
this college student is examined in far greater detail than it is in Lee’s film, with Malcolm recounting, 
“Well, I’ve lived to regret that incident. In many parts of the African continent I saw white students helping 
black people. Something like this kills a lot of argument. . . . I guess a man’s entitled to make a fool of 
himself if he’s ready to pay the cost. It cost me twelve years” (Haley 437). 
 
159 For a general overview of Riley’s critiques of the film, see Ilana Kaplan’s August 19, 2018 Rolling 
Stone article, “Boots Riley Pens Essay on Problems With ‘BlacKkKlansman.’” 
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as The Post (dir. Steven Spielberg, 2017), Mark Felt: The Man Who Brought Down the  

White House (dir. Peter Landesman, 2017), Chappaquiddick (dir. John Curran, 2017), 

The Front Runner (dir. Jason Reitman, 2018), and Vice (2018, dir. Adam McKay). In a 

“past as prologue” manner, these films have all focused on notable political episodes in 

post-WWII American history (i.e., Watergate, the scandal surrounding the 1988 

revelation of then Democratic presidential candidate Gary Hart’s extramarital affair, Ted 

Kennedy’s involvement in the Chappaquiddick incident, and Dick Cheney’s “man behind 

the scenes” role as George W. Bush’s vice-president). Writing in a November 8, 2017 

MarketWatch article entitled “How Trump has influenced the new political boom in 

political-genre movies in Hollywood,” Tom Teodorczuk quotes Hollywood director and 

screenwriter Ted Lurie, who notes, “The political films out there have everything to do 

with what is happening right now. . . . There seems to be an interest in connecting the 

history of the past to the present and asking whether things have really changed” (qtd. in 

Teodorczuk).        

Parting Reflections  

 This penultimate chapter has been constructed as a generalized overview of some 

of the dominant cultural-political currents that have intersected with some significant 

Hollywood films of the post-Reagan-Bush decades. It is no way intended as a definitive 

analysis of all of the main political events and key Hollywood films of this period. What  

is hoped is that this chapter has been useful in illustrating the importance of seriously  

analyzing popular culture as a relative barometer of the ever-shifting national and global 

political and socioeconomic currents. 
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 Considered overall, the American cultural-political climate of the post-Reagan- 

Bush decades would seem to suggest that the national socioeconomic anxieties about  

neoliberal globalization, which first crystallized around the “Japanization anxiety” of the  

Reagan-Bush era, have never really been adequately addressed. While the Clinton 

administration had been able to promote a relatively rosy “Third Way” view of neoliberal 

globalization that was closely aligned with the superficial rhetoric of boutique 

multiculturalism, it would seem that the Clintonite realignment of the Democratic Party 

with a generally centrist doctrine was not able to hold in the long run. As the Bush Jr. era 

clearly demonstrated, there was a significant national anxiety about cultural and 

economic globalization and an evident divide separating confused white working-class 

Americans, particularly those in rural areas, from the rest of the nation. While the Obama 

era did at first seem to portend a return to a Clintonite ethos, the devastating financial 

crash of 2008 seems to have triggered a widespread yet varied populist backlash against 

neoliberal globalization that has assumed both progressive (e.g., the Occupy movement)  

and reactionary (e.g., the Tea Party) forms.  

 To this end, Trump’s successful electoral strategy of manipulatively appealing to  

reactionary white working-class laments seems to have been directly appropriated from 

the Reaganite playbook, though it should be noted that the cultural politics that Trump 

has wielded have been far more toxic, divisive, and dangerous than any cultural-political 

agenda that Reagan would have ever endorsed. While Reagan’s “Main Street” platitudes 

belied his actual neoliberalization of the US economy, Trump’s astroturf populism has 

helped mask how his economic policies actually constitute a nationalistic recalibration of 

neoliberal economics that largely stands to benefit wealthy Americans and US corporate  
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multinationals at the expense of working citizens. After all, much of Trump’s national  

economic plan revolves around standard neoliberal policies like government budget cuts  

and tax cuts for corporations and the wealthy. 

 Ultimately, there are strong parallels between the current Trump phenomenon and 

the US “Japanization anxieties” of the Reagan-Bush era when it comes to neoliberal 

globalization. Crucially, both historical conjunctures have revolved around white 

heteropatriarchal backlash energies that point to a desperate need to confront America’s 

history of white male socioeconomic advantage and to engage with an exploration of 

gender constructs that might see more open, fluid conceptions of masculinity – 

particularly white masculinity – emerge. Additionally, both conjunctures point to 

profound confusions about neoliberalism, which have led Americans to erroneously view 

neoliberal globalization as a phenomenon forced on America from without when it was in  

fact incubated in elite-oriented US think tanks during the 1970s and exported abroad 

accordingly.160 I shall say more about these issues in the following brief concluding 

chapter.    

 

 

 

 

 

	
160	For an excellent general account of how neoliberal economics was largely incubated in America and 
exported abroad from the 1970s onwards, see journalist Naomi Klein’s book The Shock Doctrine: The Rise 
of Disaster Capitalism (2007). In particular, see its sixth chapter, “Saved By a War: Thatcherism and Its 
Useful Enemies” (155-168), in which Klein discusses the enormous influence of the University of Chicago 
economist Milton Friedman in establishing “a new network of right-wing [neoliberal] think tanks [in 
America], including [The] Heritage [Foundation] and Cato” (167). 
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Chapter Eight  

Conclusion 
 

When I first began this dissertation back in 2015, I had a relatively simple outline 

in mind. I was going to analyze the primary “Japanization anxiety” films of the Reagan-

Bush era (Gung Ho, Die Hard, Black Rain, Mr. Baseball, Rising Sun) and treat them as 

the cultural-historical byproducts of what I had then believed was a largely waning 

phenomenon of reactionary white American heteropatriarchy. At the time I had assumed 

that Obama’s two-term reign as president and Hillary Clinton’s declaration of her 

candidacy for president in the upcoming 2016 presidential election were signs of a newly 

emerging America, which had become more inclusive and socioeconomically progressive 

in the wake of the catastrophic political failures of the Bush Jr. era. And yet, as I 

embarked further into my research, I began to realize how the films I was analyzing were 

actually rich cultural-historical repositories of a period of pronounced economic duress 

and white American racial animus that had never been adequately addressed or resolved. 

In short, I began to see how Donald Trump actually stood a good chance of winning the 

2016 presidential election via a manipulative strategy appropriated from Reagan, which 

would see him target the deeply felt but profoundly misguided resentments of white 

working-class Americans. More specifically put, I could see how Trump, in concert with 

his then chief strategist Steve Bannon,161 had likely developed a strategy to secure the 

electoral college by targeting disgruntled white voters in the Rust Belt.   

	
161	As Joshua Green notes in Devil’s Bargain: Steve Bannon, Donald Trump, and the Nationalist Uprising 
(2017), “Bannon didn’t make Trump president the way Rove did George W. Bush – but Trump wouldn’t be 
president if it weren’t for Bannon. Together their power and reach gave them strength and influence far 
beyond what either could have achieved on his own” (22). 	 
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While in no way meaning to sound arrogant or hubristic, I will candidly state that  

my beliefs about the likelihood of Trump securing a victory in the 2016 election were 

doubted by many of my university colleagues, some of whom I am sure confused the 

messenger the with message. As one who possesses strong democratic socialist leanings, 

I was naturally aghast at the prospect of Trump winning. And yet, I could fathom how 

there was a potentially “winning” method to the seeming madness of the Trump 

campaign. This personal divination,162 I should note, was achieved via my study of 

cultural political economy in relation to the historic US “Japanization anxieties” that have 

been the focus of this dissertation. 

 Aside from recognizing how Trump was tapping into white heteropatriarchal 

backlash energies that were reminiscent of the “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon of the 

1980s, I could also see how Trump was availing himself of profound American 

confusions about neoliberal globalization that harkened back to the Reagan-Bush era. 

While Reagan had fomented a folksy, nationalistic political ethos that had helped obscure 

his neoliberalization of the American economy, Trump was fomenting a dangerous faux 

patriotic form of reactionary nationalism that belied his actual neoliberal recalibration of  

 

 

	
162 I am, of course, being playful in employing the word “divination” here. As noted in Walter W. Skeat’s 
An Etymological Dictionary of the English Language (1910), “divination” is associated with the word 
“divine” and can mean “predict[ing]” or “guess[ing]” (“Divine” 177). As noted in The Winston Dictionary 
(1961), “divination” can mean “guess[ing]” or “forecast[ing]” (“Divination” 287). I am employing the 
word to indicate that the overarching cultural political economy approach that informs my dissertation is 
not a science but rather a form of analysis that is similar to sociopolitical forecasting. I believe that one can 
make informed speculations about society and geopolitics by analyzing popular culture and media and 
political discourse in past and present formations while also considering quantitative data. For similar 
approaches, consult sociologist Daniel Bell’s book The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in 
Social Forecasting (1973) and economist Robert J. Shiller’s book Narrative Economics: How Stories Go 
Viral and Drive Major Economic Events (2019).  
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America’s economy in the further service of elite domestic interests.163 Scary as this  

approach may have been, there was a curious superficial appeal to it given that his  

extremist nationalistic rhetoric, insidious as it may have been as its core, was actually  

helping spark a renewed national debate about the profound manner in which America’s  

working citizens had been failed by economic globalization. 

 It is precisely here, however, that Trump’s electoral platform, superficially  

compelling as it may have been to many American citizens, collapsed when subjected to  

sustained critical scrutiny – something sorely lacking in our contemporary era of so- 

called “fast capitalism” and glib Web 3.0 soundbites. As outlined in my introductory  

chapter via Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin’s book The Making of Global Capitalism: The 

Political Economy of American Empire (2012), neoliberal globalization is not something 

that was forced on America from without but is rather an elite-oriented economic 

ideology that was incubated within the American state and exported abroad accordingly. 

As Panitch and Gindin note, “The American state has played an exceptional role in the 

creation of a fully global capitalism and in coordinating its management, as well as 

structuring other states to these ends” (1).  

In this respect, neoliberal globalization has been enormously beneficial for  

America’s economic elite and its upper-middle-class professionals, who have been able  

	
163 Summarizing the economic policies of Trump in his book American Discontent: The Rise of Donald 
Trump and the Decline of the Golden Age (2018), John L. Campbell notes, “Most of his plan was straight 
out of the neoliberal playbook” (87), with the exception of his intention to “revisit America’s commitment 
to open and free trade agreements,” which “ran contrary to the neoliberal paradigm, which strongly favored 
free trade” (96). As Brian Francis Culkin sardonically notes in his book The Meaning of Trump (2018),  
 

Trump wants neoliberalism absent the globalization. What this means is that Trump 
wants all of the key features that are central to the basic operation of neoliberalism . . . 
but he only wants this parasitic and destructive system contained behind the protection of 
a wall, under the Stars and Stripes alone in which migrants are definitely excluded. (36) 
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to both directly and indirectly avail themselves of global investment strategies and  

domestic deregulatory and austerity measures that have enriched them at the expense of  

their working-class compatriots.164 Discussing this very issue, Panitch and Gindin note  

how “neoliberalism was essentially a political response to the democratic gains that had  

previously been achieved by working classes and which had become, from capital’s 

perspective, barriers to [elite] accumulation” (15). Although American global economic 

hegemony has obviously experienced a relative decline from when America stood as the 

preeminent Western victor nation in the wake of WWII and controlled roughly half of the  

world’s wealth (Chomsky, Who Rules the World? 52), Panitch and Gindin point to how 

“the US proportion of world production has remained stable, at around one-fourth of the 

total” from the Reagan-Bush era right up into the twenty-first century (16). Though some 

may question this given the North American media fixation with accounts of America’s 

trade deficit with China, Panitch and Gindin note how “US imports from China [have] 

provided low-cost inputs for business and cheap consumer goods for workers” (19), 

thereby rendering China “more dependent on US consumer markets” (300). After all, as 

John B. Judis notes in his book The Populist Explosion: How the Great Recession 

Transformed American and European Politics (2016), “American neoliberalism has been 

	
164	Commenting on this divide between the working class and the professional class in his informative yet 
poorly and misleadingly titled book The Nationalist Revival: Trade, Immigration, and the Revolt Against 
Globalization (2018), John B. Judis writes,  
 

Not everyone has suffered from the embrace of globalization. In the United States or the 
UK, workers and managers in finance and high-technology have benefitted. As [labour] 
economist Stephen Rose has documented, the new capitalism has created a large, affluent 
upper middle class. But it has also fueled rising discontent among workers and small 
businesspeople who feel left behind by global capitalism. They have formed the shock 
troops for the right-wing nationalism that has swept the United States and Europe. They 
are the products of the failure of globalization as a politics and political economy.        
                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                                                (145-146) 
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based on an implicit global arrangement in which the United States runs large trade 

deficits, particularly to countries in Asia, and the countries send back the dollars from 

their trade surpluses to fund our deficits and fuel consumer demand” (161). 

 Panitch and Gindin’s socialist observations about America’s continued global 

hegemony are in general concert with the views of Noam Chomsky,165 as well as the 

views of such liberal centrists as journalist and political scientist Josef Joffe, author of 

The Myth of America’s Decline: Politics, Economics, and a Half Century of False 

Prophecies (2013), and Michael Beckley, a political scientist and author of the book 

Unrivaled: Why America Will Remain the World’s Sole Superpower (2018). No blind 

American exceptionalist, Beckley openly points to how America is “a mediocre country” 

by most general measures:  

It ranks seventh in literacy, eleventh in infrastructure, twenty-eighth in  

government efficiency, and fifty-seventh in primary education. It spends  

more on healthcare than any other country, but ranks forty-third in life 

expectancy, fifty-sixth in infant mortality, and first in opioid abuse. More 

than a hundred countries have lower levels of income inequality than the 

United States, and twelve countries enjoy higher levels of gross national 

happiness. (1) 

Nonetheless, as Beckley notes, America clearly remains the reigning superpower in a  

	
165	As Chomsky notes in Who Rules the World? (2016),  
 

Among states since the end of World War II the United States has been by far the first 
among equals, and remains so. It still largely sets the terms for global discourse, ranging 
from such concerns as Israel-Palestine, Iran, Latin America, the “war on terror,” 
international economic organization, rights and justice, and others like them to the 
ultimate issues of survival of civilization (nuclear war and environmental destruction). (1) 
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post-Cold War unipolar era: “Yet in terms of wealth and military capabilities—the pillars  

of global power—the United States is in a league of its own. With only 5 percent of the 

world’s population, the United States accounts for 25 percent of global wealth, 35 percent 

of world innovation, and 40 percent of global military spending” (1). While cautioning 

that he is not arguing that “U.S. dominance is guaranteed or will last forever” (3), 

Beckley maintains that “present trends strongly suggest” that American unipolarity will 

“last for many decades” (8).  

 As for China, Beckley illustrates how what might initially look good from afar is 

actually revealed to be far from good when subjected to detailed critical analysis. To 

begin with, Beckley documents how America is “several times wealthier than China”  

with the “absolute gap” growing in America’s favour by “trillions of dollars each year” 

(33). China’s core problem is that it is “big but inefficient” (33), with the nation suffering 

from poor productivity rates (35); a compromised, corrupt education system (36); serious 

environmental problems (39); a corrupt system of crony state capitalism (41-42); vastly 

uneven infrastructural development (45); a soaring national debt of “$30 trillion and 

counting,” which is “the largest ever recorded by a developing country” (46); a notably 

underfunded social welfare system that will be increasingly stressed by an aging 

population (52-54); and growing security costs that are required to quell rising incidents 

of domestic unrest (54-56). In short, while not disputing that China’s “economic growth 

over the past three decades has been spectacular, even miraculous” (61), Beckley 

effectively demonstrates how this “veneer of double-digit growth rates” has been masked 

by “gaping liabilities that impede China’s ability to close the wealth gap with the United 

States” (61). 
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From Rising Sun to Setting Sun? Japan: Then and Now 

 It would, of course, be wrong to directly compare the current US “Chinaization  

anxiety” phenomenon with the “Japanization anxiety” of the Reagan-Bush era. While 

much of the US “Japan-bashing” of the 1980s was a combination of misinformation, 

opportunistic smoke-and-mirrors cultural politics, and media hype, there are legitimate 

concerns about China’s oppressive political regime and its thirst for dominance in the 

Eastern hemisphere. As John B. Judis notes in The Nationalist Revival (2018), China 

could potentially seek a form of hemispheric expansion that would see America “call[ed] 

upon to defend Japan, the Philippines, or even Taiwan” (132). Thus, while contemporary 

US “Chinaization anxieties” are often vastly misinformed and overstated, this does not  

mean that they should be altogether dismissed or ignored. 

 Obviously, much has changed in relation to US-Japan relations since the close of  

the Reagan-Bush era. Once widely misperceived by many Americans as a rapacious 

“rising sun” that would become a new global economic hegemon, Japan has today largely 

fallen on hard times due its “lost decades” economic malaise and its recent devastating 

Fukushima nuclear disaster of March 11, 2011. Highlighting Japan’s ongoing 

socioeconomic woes in his 2014 book, Japanization: What the World Can Learn From  

Japan’s Lost Decades, William Pesek points to how Japan essentially entered an 

“economic funk that began more than 20 years ago and has never really ended” (xii).  

 As political economist Guy Standing observes in his book The Precariat: The 

New Dangerous Class (2011), Japan’s famed “jobs for life” cultural relational system, 

which had been so widely commented on during its economic boom period has today 

withered away due to neoliberal labour flexibility policies, which rely on the use of  
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temporary workers:  

The most striking example [of labour flexibility] is the withering of 

Japan’s salaryman model. Companies have put a freeze on hiring youths in 

lifetime positions and have turned to temporary contracts. Paid much less, 

the temporaries are denied training opportunities and benefits. Some 

factories even oblige workers to wear jumpsuits of different colours 

according to their employment status, a case of life imitating fiction, 

bringing to mind the alphas and epsilons of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New 

World. (32-33)     

Subject to this new neoliberal culture, many of Japan’s youth have effectively turned  

inwards and shut themselves off from society, becoming members of an otaku (geek)  

culture that is characterized by “the (usually male) introvert who spends most of their 

time and money in an obsessive pursuit of specific artefacts of popular culture, such as 

anime, manga, or video games” (Goto-Jones 147). 

Interestingly enough, in an apparent refutation of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s adage that  

“There are no second acts in American lives” (Fitzgerald, The Last Tycoon 194), the  

notorious “Japan-basher” Clyde V. Prestowitz, Jr., who had been highly critical of the 

US-Japan trade imbalance during the Reagan-Bush era, would in 2015 essentially 

reinvent himself as a “Japan booster” by releasing the book Japan Restored: How Japan 

Can Reinvent Itself and Why This Is Important for America and the World. Formerly the 

Counselor for Japan Affairs to the Secretary of Commerce in the Reagan administration 

from 1983 to 1986, Prestowitz had resigned because he felt the administration was not 

taking a tough enough stance on America’s economic relations with Japan. Subsequently, 
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he would go on to author the influential 1988 book Trading Places: How We Allowed 

Japan to Take the Lead, which solidified his membership with the so-called 

“revisionists” who had regarded Japan’s economic boom period with wariness and had 

pushed for more stringent Western economic relations with the island nation. And yet in 

Japan Restored, Prestowitz was offering a theoretical policy blueprint for Japan’s 

socioeconomic resurgence and expressing his “hope that future Japanese will remember 

me as a friend” (21). 

If “Japan-bashing” had become passé with the onset of Japan’s “lost decades” 

period in the mid-’90s, this did not stop Trump from attempting to reignite “Japan-

bashing” during his presidential campaign. A vociferous “Japan-basher” during the 

Reagan-Bush era, Trump had given numerous interviews throughout this period, which  

saw him rail against US-Japan economic relations.166 Notably, he even went so far as to  

spend $94,801 to run full-page advertisements in the September 2, 1987 editions of the  

Washington Post, New York Times, and Boston Globe (Laderman and Simms 30), in 

which he slammed Japan for “taking advantage of the United States” (qtd. in Laderman 

and Simms 32). Once again attacking Japan during his presidential campaign, Trump 

accused the Japanese government of everything from unfair trade practices to lax security 

commitments.  

Clearly recognizing the “past as prologue” energies that had fueled these 

campaign attacks, journalist Matt Alt penned an amusing November 7, 2017 New Yorker 

article entitled “Donald and Shinzo’s Excellent Adventure,” in which he chronicled  

	
166	For a general overview of Trump’s “Japan-bashing” practices throughout the Reagan-Bush era, see the 
second chapter of Charlie Laderman and Brendan Simms’s book Donald Trump: The Making of a World 
View (2017), entitled “Novice: Wealth and the Nation, 1980-2000” (17-57).  
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Trump’s first presidential meeting with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, noting,  

In an odd throwback to the “Japan-bashing” of the nineteen-eighties,  

Trump’s campaign rhetoric framed Japan as an enemy for allegedly 

manipulating currencies and shirking its role in the US-Japan security 

treaty. “If we’re attacked, Japan doesn’t have to do anything!” Trump 

thundered on the campaign trail in August, 2016, apparently unaware of 

the American-drafted constitution forbidding Japan from engaging in 

military activities beyond its borders. “They can sit home and watch Sony 

television, O.K.?”  

More recently, Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin also pointed to the notable connection 

between the “Japan-bashing” of the 1980s and Trump’s presidential campaign. Writing in  

a 2019 Socialist Register article entitled “Trumping the Empire,” the duo notes,  

Trump’s “Make America Great Again” logo echoes Reagan’s rhetoric in 

the wake of the 1970s, at a time where there was much talk of American 

decline. The package of militarist bravado, tax cuts, and protectionist  

measures of the early 1980s was accompanied by the ringing of alarm  

bells about the rapid economic rise of Japan . . . (2). 

Yet as Panitch and Gindin suggest, the whole ’80s-era “Japan-bashing” phenomena was 

manipulative and misinformed, as it actually turned out to be “the political prolegomena 

to the much further advances of US-led globalization of capitalism through the final 

decades of the twentieth century, and well into the twenty-first” (2). 

 The main success of Trump’s campaign, however, emanated not from a 

resurrected form of “Japan-bashing,” but rather from how Trump appears to have 
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transmuted the “Japan-bashing” energies of the past into a new form of “China-bashing” 

calibrated to twenty-first-century US economic anxieties. As John L. Campbell notes in 

American Discontent: The Rise of Donald Trump and the Decline of the Golden Age 

(2018), Trump adopted a particularly aggressive stance on US-China trade relations 

throughout his campaign, telling The Economist that China was “killing” America: “The 

amount of money they took out of the United States is the greatest theft in the history of 

our country” (qtd. in Campbell 96). Naturally, in keeping with Trump’s opportunistic 

penchant for manipulation and hyperbole, this was highly misleading. As James Sherk 

noted in a 2010 report for the conservative Heritage Foundation entitled “Technology 

Explains Drop in Manufacturing Jobs,” recent losses of manufacturing jobs in America 

had less to do with trade with China than it did with the fact that “U.S. businesses have 

changed how they manufacture goods”: “Advances in computers and robotics enable 

machines to perform many rote tasks that once required human labour. Manufacturers 

have replaced human labour with these machines in their labour process.” 

 Commenting on Trump’s transmutation of “Japan-bashing” into “China-bashing”  

in his March 17, 2018 article for the Turkish Hürriyet Daily News, entitled “From Japan 

to China-bashing,” economist Güven Sak highlights the irony of how “Washington 

bashes China and the world order that the U.S itself created,” noting,  

The West has entered an age of pessimism. This is probably a kind of  

disillusion with globalization. It first started with techno pessimism. It was  

about robots taking our jobs with artificial intelligence technology 

increasing its pace. Now the fear is taking the form of China taking over 

the world. This is much like the fear of Japan taking over the world 
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economy during the Reagan years. Japan-bashing in the 1980s has been 

replaced by China-bashing today. Remember “Rising Sun,” the 1992 novel 

of the late Michael Crichton? 

Yet as hyperbolic and misleading as Trump’s “China-bashing” may be, there is no 

denying that it has resonated with the misguided frustrations of white working-class Rust 

Belt residents, particularly men – the very same demographic that had ignited the 

“Reagan Revolution” and its alignment with the “Japan-bashing” phenomenon of the 

period. To this end, I am once again reminded of Hillary Clinton’s candid observations in 

What Happened (2017), in which she essentially acknowledges the Rust Belt backlash 

that resulted in her loss by pointing to those [male] Trump voters who had reacted against 

“the decline of manufacturing jobs in the Midwest that had allowed white men without a 

college degree to provide their families with middle-class lives . . .” (216). As Panitch 

and Gindin remind readers in “Trumping the Empire,” “Right in the midst of the 2016 

election campaign, plant closures in counties which traditionally voted for the 

Democratic Party provided a key factor in enlisting them behind Trump’s Make America  

Great Again logo” (6). 

Japan and Twenty-First-Century Hollywood Cinema 

 Intriguingly, contemporary Hollywood has not attempted to “cash in” on the  

“China-bashing” phenomenon that now dominates much of US media discourse. This  

may have something to do with the earlier failure of director Jon Avnet’s high-profile  

“China-bashing” film Red Corner (1993), discussed in the previous chapter. A likely 

more significant factor, however, has been Hollywood’s strategic recognition of the 

rapidly growing movie market in China and the increasing popularity of US-China  
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co-productions. As film scholar Scott Forsyth notes in his 2005 Socialist Register article, 

“Hollywood Reloaded: The Film as Imperial Commodity,” twenty-first-century 

Hollywood engages in the globalizing “pursuit of international markets and the 

incorporation of the stars and styles of other national cinemas . . .” (117). Chronicling 

Hollywood’s twenty-first century turn towards China in an April 10, 2016 60 Minutes 

episode entitled “Rising in the East,” journalist Holly Williams notes how US studios 

have begun partnering with Chinese studios in “making blockbusters as much for the 

Chinese audience as the American one” (Williams). Focused on the recent rapid 

expansion of consumer culture and movie theatres in China, Hollywood has been seduced 

by the sheer size of the Chinese market (Williams). A blockbuster like Transformers: Age 

of Extinction (dir. Michael Bay, 2014), for example, made $300 million in China alone –  

a factor surely influenced by the fact that it was partly filmed there and features Chinese  

star Li Bingbing (Williams).  

 As for Japan, so often imagined as a harbinger of doom for America in Reagan- 

Bush era popular culture, it found itself presented in a considerably different light in a  

series of notable twenty-first-century Hollywood movies. Among the earliest of these 

films is director Michael Bay’s glossy Pearl Harbor (2001), an action-packed WWII 

melodrama that stars Ben Affleck, Josh Hartnett, and Kate Beckinsale alongside a 

supporting cast that includes such notable actors as Cuba Gooding, Jr., Tom Sizemore, 

Jon Voight, Colm Feore, and Alec Baldwin. As superficially depicted in Bay’s film, 

Japan’s devastating December 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor is ultimately positioned as 

the key rallying point that will see America enter WWII and emerge as the preeminent 

Western victor nation that will embark on a post-WWII “golden age.” 
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Commissioned in anticipation of the then upcoming sixtieth anniversary of the  

Pearl Harbor attack, the film was released in North America in late May of 2001. 

Naturally, there were concerns that it might reignite “Japan-bashing” trends in America. 

As Josh Grossberg noted in a May 23, 2001 E! Online article entitled “‘Pearl Harbor’ 

Stirs Racism Fears,” the Japanese American Citizens League had expressed worries that 

the film would “stir-up resentment towards Japanese Americans and the Asian American 

community at large.” Such concerns proved unfounded, however, as Pearl Harbor 

largely avoided controversy and went on to gross $198.5 million at the domestic box 

office (“Pearl Harbor (2001) – Box Office Mojo”) despite having received generally 

negative reviews. Notably, the film also proved popular in Japan, though it underwent 

some slight modifications before being released there. As a July 18, 2001 BBC News 

article entitled “Pearl Harbor Battles AI in Japan” noted, the film underwent some 

“minor script alterations in order to take Japanese sensitivities into account,” but ended 

up earning $7.2 million during its debut in Japan, which was the then “sixth-highest  

weekend opening” for a release at the Japanese box office (“Pearl Harbor Battles AI in  

Japan”).  

As historian Emily S. Rosenberg notes in her essay “Remembering Pearl Harbor  

before September 11, 2001” (2007), the movie “did what Hollywood does best: it  

choreographed what [cinema scholar] Geoff King has termed a ‘spectacular narrative’ in  

which the real substance of the film was its special effects” (31). Indeed, while largely a  

bomb with critics, Pearl Harbor received praise for its high-profile aesthetic and acoustic 

elements. Nominated for Academy Awards for Best Original Song (Diane Warren’s 

“There You’ll Be”), Best Sound Editing (George Watters II and Christopher Boyes), Best 
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Sound (Greg P. Russell, Peter J. Devlin, and Kevin O’Connell), and Best Visual Effects 

(Eric Brevig, John Frazier, Ed Hirsh, and Ben Snow), the film won for Best Sound 

Editing.      

 While Pearl Harbor superficially mined WWII-era US-Japan relations, director 

Clint Eastwood’s back-to-back films Flags of Our Fathers, released in October of 2006, 

and Letters from Iwo Jima, released in December of 2006, took the novel approach of 

exploring the Battle of Iwo Jima (February 19 – March 26, 1945) from both points of 

view: the American perspective in the first film, and the Japanese perspective in the 

second film. Based on James Bradley and Ron Powers’s 2000 non-fiction book of the 

same title, Flags of Our Fathers focuses on American soldiers John Bradley (Ryan 

Phillippe), Rene Gagnon (Jesse Bradford), and Ira Hayes (Adam Beach), the three of the 

six US flag raisers who survived Iwo Jima. By contrast, Letters from Iwo Jima is loosely  

based on some personal letters of Japanese Lieutenant General Tadamichi Kuribayashi, 

posthumously published in Japanese in 2002 as Gyokusai So-shikikan no Etegami and  

subsequently translated into English as Picture Letters From the Commander in Chief 

(ed. Tsuyuko Yoshida, 2007). Starring Ken Watanabe as Kuribayashi, this latter film 

features virtually exclusive Japanese dialogue and focuses on the relationship between 

Kuribayashi and his troops as they fight their bloody losing battle against the Americans. 

Though both films underperformed at the North American box office, they met 

with enormous critical applause. Interestingly enough, Letters from Iwo Jima actually  

received the widest critical acclaim, earning Academy Award nominations for Best 

Picture, Best Director, Best Original Screenplay (Iris Yamashita and Paul Haggis), and 

Best Sound Editing (Alan Robert Murray and Bub Asman), with the film winning the last 
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award. Contextualizing the film’s success in his book Under Foreign Eyes: Western 

Cinematic Adaptations of Postwar Japan (2012), James King highlights how Eastwood’s 

humanized depictions of Japanese troops worked against previous Hollywood WWII 

dramas that had represented the Japanese as “mechanical-acting and savage-like  

followers of Hirohito and Tojo” (29). As for Flags of Our Fathers, the film grossed more  

in North America than Letters From Iwo Jima, but was generally considered the lesser of 

the two works from a critical standpoint, receiving Academy Award nominations only for 

Best Sound (John T. Reitz, David E. Campbell, Gregg Rudloff, and Walt Martin) and 

Best Sound Editing (Alan Robert Murray and Bub Asman).      

While Pearl Harbor, Flags of Our Fathers, and Letters from Iwo Jima turn to  

WWII to explore US-Japan relations, director Edward Zwick’s The Last Samurai (2003) 

turns to the late nineteenth century. A lavish martial historical drama, Zwick’s film stars 

Tom Cruise as Nathan Algren, a former US Army captain and guilt-ridden veteran of the  

American Indian Wars who accepts an offer to help Japan’s Meiji Restoration 

government train its troops in modern Western weaponry and battle tactics. Challenged  

by disgruntled samurai who are against Japan’s newfound quest for Westernization and  

modernization, the Meiji government finds itself facing a militant uprising that is led by 

the samurai warrior Katsumoto (Ken Watanabe). Captured by the samurai during a 

battle, Algren is imprisoned in Katsumoto’s village, where he gradually begins to 

integrate with the community and learn its ways. Eventually joining Katsumoto and his 

men in a final act of resistance against the Meiji government’s now fully modernized 

Imperial Army, Algren witnesses the effective obliteration of the samurai via Gatling 

guns, which symbolize the emergence of a newly modernized, mechanized Japan. Yet 
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while the samurai rebellion is crushed, Algren subsequently manages to convince the 

Emperor Meiji (Shichinosuke Nakamura) to avoid signing a commercial treaty with the 

United States so that Japan might preserve some core aspects of its traditional culture.   

Though loosely based on the Satsuma Rebellion of 1877, the film takes extensive  

liberties with history and is essentially a work of fiction. Highlighting this very factor, 

King notes, “The United States had no involvement in the Rebellion; Algren is a 

composite figure; the Satsuma Rebellion was led by [the samurai] Saigo Takamori” 

(288). Nonetheless, King points to how the film’s fictionalized historical exploration of 

US-Japan relations ultimately evinces an intriguing critique of Western (American) 

imperialism, noting, “What the film does show is how Western-style technology in war 

did lead to the Rebellion being crushed. . . . The Meiji Revolution may have modernized  

Japan, but it did so at a considerable price to Japanese traditional values” (288).  

Generally well received critically, the film was also a box-office hit, earning  

$111.1 million domestically and ultimately achieving a total international gross of $456.7 

million (“The Last Samurai – Box Office Mojo”). Although the film won no Academy 

Awards, it received nominations for Best Supporting Actor (Ken Watanabe), Best Sound 

Mixing (Andy Nelson, Anna Behlmer, and Jeff Wexler), Best Costume Design (Ngila 

Dickson), and Best Art Direction (Lilly Kilvert and Gretchen Rau). Popular in Japan, the 

film was regarded as a Hollywood production that expressed sincere respect for the 

Japanese samurai genre. As Mark Ravina notes in his 2010 Media Resources article, 

“Fantasies of Valor: Legends of the Samurai in Japan and the United States,” Japanese 

viewers embraced the film as “an American attempt at a jidaigeki, or Japanese-style 

historical drama” (91). 
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Similar to how The Last Samurai offers a fictionalized historical exploration of 

late nineteenth-century Japan, director Rob Marshall’s Memoirs of a Geisha (2005) turns 

to the Japan of the first half of the twentieth century. Based on Arthur Golden’s 1997 

bestselling novel of the same title, Marshall’s historical melodrama spans from the 1920s 

to the 1940s and follows the journey of an impoverished Japanese girl (Suzuka Ohgo) 

who grows up to become a renowned geisha known as Sayuri (Zhang Ziyi). Though the 

film was a significant box-office hit that grossed $162.2 million internationally 

(“Memoirs of a Geisha (2005) – Box Office Mojo”), critics largely regarded it as a slick 

Orientalist work that prioritizes style over substance. As Roger Ebert noted in his 

lukewarm review of the film, “Much of what I know about Japan I have learned from 

Japanese movies, and on that basis I know this is not a movie about actual geishas, but 

depends on the romanticism of female subjection” (Ebert “Memoirs of a Geisha”). 

Japanese critics were even less impressed with the work than Western critics given that 

the three principal actresses the film features – Zhang Ziyi, Gong Li, and Michelle Yeoh 

– are of Chinese descent rather than Japanese descent. As Justin McCurry noted in his 

November 28, 2005 Guardian article, “Geisha film incenses Japanese,” the film 

provoked anger in Japan even before its release given its casting and its trailers, which 

were redolent with Western Orientalism. 

Yet despite its lukewarm critical reception and its lack of cultural accuracy,  

Memoirs of a Geisha received widespread recognition for its more superficial aspects,  

winning Academy Awards for Best Art Direction (John Myhre and Gretchen Rau), Best  

Cinematography (Dion Beebe), and Best Costume Design (Colleen Atwood), while also  
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receiving nominations for Best Original Score (John Williams), Best Sound Editing  

(Wylie Stateman), and Best Sound Mixing (Kevin O’Connell, Greg P. Russell, Rick 

Kline, and John Pritchett). To this end, perhaps one of the most succinct summations of 

the picture that I have yet encountered comes from King, who writes, “Although Arthur 

Golden’s research is thorough and the film’s costumes and setting accurate, both book 

and film are Western-style fairy-tales masquerading as Japanese narratives. The setting 

may be Japanese, but the values are Western” (149). In the end, Memoirs of a Geisha is a 

film perfectly cultivated for the white male gaze, for it upholds a white heteropatriarchal 

fantasy of both Japan and the Japanese feminine “exotic Other.” 

While all of the Hollywood Japan-themed films that I have thus far discussed in  

this chapter focus on the past, director Sofia Coppola’s now iconic 2003 film, Lost in  

Translation, is set in contemporary Japan. Focusing on Bob Harris (Bill Murray), a faded  

Hollywood movie star in his early fifties who has traveled from California to Tokyo to 

shoot a Suntory whiskey commercial, the film follows him as he connects with Charlotte 

(Scarlett Johansson), a young woman in her early twenties who is staying in the same 

hotel as him. Feeling bored and adrift in his twenty-five-year marriage, Bob develops a 

deep bond with Charlotte, a recent university philosophy graduate who has been left 

alone at the hotel by her young photographer husband (Giovanni Ribisi), who has 

embarked on an assignment to cover a Britney Spears-like pop star (Anna Faris). Both 

feeling uncertain about their lives, Bob and Charlotte experience an intense but 

unconsummated romantic connection that ultimately sees the two parting ways, albeit 

with Bob passionately kissing Charlotte and whispering some words in her ear that are 

indecipherable to us as audience members.    
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 Playing out against the backdrop of Japan, the film sees Bob and Charlotte bond 

amidst a labyrinth “empire of signs,” cue Barthes,167 which they both prove unable to 

cognitively process or comprehend. The contemporary Japan that they together 

experience is largely that of the urban popular culture of Tokyo, though the film does 

present viewers with fleeting images of traditional Japanese culture via a day trip that  

Charlotte takes to Kyoto, where she witnesses a traditional Shinto wedding ceremony.  

Aside from this brief sojourn, however, both Charlotte and Bob essentially remain 

isolated foreigners who are cocooned within their luxury Park Hyatt Hotel, which 

functions as a refuge from the polysemic bombardment of Tokyo’s hybridized East-West 

popular culture. As King aptly puts it, “Coppola goes out of her way to establish that  

Tokyo has become so much a part of the international global village that it is possible for  

tourists/strangers to spend time there without every worrying to ponder what is uniquely  

Japanese about Japan” (236). 

 Budgeted at $4 million, Lost in Translation grossed $44.5 million in North 

America, ultimately achieving a cumulative international gross of $119.7 million (“Lost 

in Translation (2003) – Box Office Mojo”). A critical hit as well as a commercial one, the 

film won an Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay (Sofia Coppola) and received 

Academy Award nominations for Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Actor. Despite  

being warmly embraced in North America, however, the film was not without its  

Japanese critics, who accused it of cultural insensitivity. Writing in her April 19, 2004  

review of Lost in Translation in the Yomiuri Shimbun, for example, critic Yoshio 

Tsuchiya accused it of upholding “stereotypical and discriminative” views of Japan, 

	
167	I am here, of course, alluding to Roland Barthes’s book Empire of Signs (1970).	
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noting, “Although it is unfair to ask a foreign film for a complete understanding towards 

Japanese culture, this film is nothing more than Coppola’s personal visual image of it  

. . .” (trans. and qtd. in Nakamura). Yet while such Japanese critiques of Lost in 

Translation cannot be summarily dismissed, the inherent irony is that they may have 

missed the film’s – cue Coppola’s – central point, which is that the culture of 

contemporary Japan is so rich, labyrinth, and multilayered that it is literally “lost in 

translation” to the casual Western tourist. After all, as Andrew C. McKevitt notes of the 

film in Consuming Japan: Popular Culture and the Globalizing of 1980s America, “After 

decades of [Hollywood] representations that effaced the Japanese present, Lost in 

Translation proved to be an uncommonly honest perspective on the American gaze 

toward Japan” (78).       

 Matching the tremendous commercial success of Lost in Translation, albeit  

lacking its general critical acclaim, the 2006 film The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift  

is an immensely entertaining if problematic film. Masterfully helmed by the Taiwanese 

American director Justin Lin, Tokyo Drift fuses Occidentalist and Orientalist stereotypes 

in its sly and hilarious take on the contemporary culture of neoliberal globalization. The 

third entry in the popular The Fast and the Furious franchise, the film was commissioned 

as a unique entry in the series during a period when Universal was unable to secure the 

return of the original stars Paul Walker and Vin Diesel, though Diesel does briefly appear 

at the end of the film as his character Dominic Toretto.  

Starring Lucas Black as white working-class Arizona teenager Sean Boswell, the  

film opens with Sean competing in a race against a wealthy high school nemesis, Clay  

(Zachery Ty Bryan), which results in them both crashing. A repeat offender for street  
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racing, Sean is sent to live in Japan with his estranged father (Brian Goodman), a strict  

Navy officer who is stationed in Tokyo. An inherent rebel, Sean finds his outsider status 

further magnified when he attends his Tokyo high school and is regarded as a gaijin 

given his status as one of the few white students there. Yet when Sean is befriended by a 

black American high school classmate and fellow “military brat” known as Twinkie, 

played by American rapper Bow Wow, he finds himself introduced to an illicit world  

of nightlife parties and Japanese drift racing, in which a driver executes turns by briefly  

removing their foot from the throttle and then using it and the steering wheel to guide the  

car’s ensuing drifting.  

Taken under wing of Han (Sung Kang), a maverick, slightly older denizen of 

Tokyo’s nightlife scene, Sean perfects his drifting skills. Drawn to his high school 

classmate Neela (Nathalie Kelley), who is half-Japanese and half-Australian, Sean 

quickly runs into conflict with her older yakuza boyfriend, Takashi (Brian Tee). When it 

is revealed that Han has been stealing money from Takashi’s yakuza crime lord uncle, 

Kamata (Sonny Chiba), a car chase involving Takashi and Han ensues and results in 

Han’s death. Seeking to remedy matters once and for all, Sean returns the stolen money 

to Kamata and proposes that he and Takashi race against one another with the loser 

agreeing to leave town. Somewhat predictably, Takashi loses and dies in a car crash, with 

Sean winning the race and, of course, “winning” Neela. In the film’s concluding 

moments, Sean, now accepted by his Japanese peers and firmly immersed within drifting 

culture, finds himself proposed with a racing challenge by a new American arrival, who 

describes Han as having been “family.” Accepting the challenge upon learning of this 

new arrival’s connection to Han, Sean finds himself faced off against a good-natured  
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Dominic Toretto as the race begins and the film transitions to its closing credits. 

Epitomizing the seductive siren call of global capitalism via its culturally hybrid 

form, Tokyo Drift fuses both Orientalist and Occidentalist fantasies of the “exotic Other” 

in a multicultural heteropatriarchal discourse. In its opening, the film bombards us with 

slick images of the car race between the rugged Sean and the blond-haired, blue-eyed  

football player Clay, who are competing for the affection of Clay’s blonde “trophy”  

girlfriend, Cindy (Nikki Griffin). Packed with glossy shots of attractive white American  

teens, this opening sequence proffers a fantastical vision of teen Americana. Yet upon  

Clay’s arrival in Tokyo, we are exposed to Orientalist-imbued renditions of an urban 

realm of striking Japanese youths and endless illicit nightlife attractions. Given Tokyo 

Drift’s testosterone-charged plot, it is unsurprising to find that the character who 

functions to make the proverbial “centre hold” between the film’s Western and Eastern 

dynamics is the nymphet Neela, who is a hybrid subject born of a white Australian father 

and a Japanese mother. In accordance with Tokyo Drift’s heteropatriarchal dynamics, 

Sean not only has “won” the racially hybrid Neela by the film’s conclusion but is also 

reunited with his previously estranged father.  

Though the lowest-grossing entry in the Fast and the Furious series, Tokyo Drift 

was a significant box-office hit considering it starred none of the series’s initial cast 

members and featured no major stars aside from the unbilled Vin Diesel, who only 

briefly appears at the film’s conclusion. Despite receiving generally negative reviews for 

its rather ridiculous plot, the film went on to gross $158.4 million worldwide (“The Fast 

and the Furious: Tokyo Drift (2006) – Box Office Mojo”). In the end, Tokyo Drift 

succeeded as a film that was craftily and playfully cultivated to appeal to a global  
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economy built for market segmentation.  

Tokyo Drift’s superficial yet ostensibly progressive multicultural gestures to  

diversity aside, however, it is tough to ignore how the film orients us to identify with the 

gaze of its white male protagonist, who experiences Tokyo as a veritable playground for  

his desires. To this end, I am reminded of the observations of American Studies scholar  

John Carlos Rowe, who points to America’s historic role in promoting international  

consumerism in his book The Cultural Politics of the New American Studies (2012):  

“Whether directly exported by U.S. business interests or developed by multinational 

corporations to look like its U.S. prototypes, the international mall is often traceable back 

to U.S. funding, design, and marketing sources or models” (107). In this respect, Tokyo 

Drift’s slick postmodern dynamics function as a veritable model for neoliberal 

globalization as Americanization, for as Fredric Jameson reminds us in Postmodernism, 

or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), “[T]his whole global yet American 

postmodern culture is the internal and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of  

American military and economic domination throughout the world” (5).  

 Once regarded with anxiety in Reagan-Bush era films and popular culture, Japan 

today barely registers as a concern for America. As I discussed at the beginning of this 

chapter, Trump did attempt to resurrect “Japan-bashing” early on in his campaign, though 

this never really gained traction with the American public, which helps explain why the 

majority of Trump’s trade rants have since chiefly been directed at China. As McKevitt 

notes, “The idea that Japan presents a threat of any kind to the United States in the second 

decade of the twenty-first century belies the reality of Japan’s persistently tepid economic 

growth, rapidly aging population, and perennial ambivalence about assuming a greater  
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military role in East Asian affairs” (205).  

In terms of the recent Hollywood Japan-themed films discussed in this chapter,  

Japan has been cinematically figured as a defeated foe of America (Pearl Harbor, Flags  

of Our Fathers, Letters from Iwo Jima), a historically bygone land of samurais and  

geishas (The Last Samurai, Memoirs of a Geisha), and a spectacular postmodern realm  

firmly enmeshed within neoliberal globalization (Lost in Translation, The Fast and the  

Furious: Tokyo Drift). None of these films, however, has presented Japan as any sort of  

“threat” to contemporary America. As McKevitt aptly put it, Japan has today “lost the 

power to make Americans panic” (206). 

Concluding Parting Reflections  

The main goal of this dissertation has been to demonstrate how Reagan-Bush era  

films and popular culture registered national US anxieties about Japan, which were  

erupting at a moment when America’s fabled post-WWII liberal truce between capital 

and labour was being obliterated by the rise of neoliberal economics. In essence, the then 

economically booming Japan became the convenient foreign national scapegoat for 

frustrated, socioeconomically confused Americans. As the demographic that had been 

particularly favoured by the post-WWII “golden age” of regulated welfare state 

capitalism, white working-class men were particularly prone to such reactionary political 

rationalizations. As the “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon of the period demonstrated, 

many white working-class men were seduced by Reagan’s blustery, faux patriotic 

platitudes, even though Reagan himself was aggressively promoting neoliberal policies 

that were effectively decimating the American working class.  
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Although generally considered a bygone political episode in American history by  

the dawn of the twenty-first century, this “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon and its  

connection to “Japan-bashing” would be slyly resurrected by Trump, who secured his  

2016 electoral victory by reigniting white working-class socioeconomic anxieties and  

transmuting the “Japan-bashing” of the Reagan-Bush era into the “China-bashing” of the  

present.168 As McKevitt notes, “the Japan Panic [of the 1980s] may have been just a  

‘warm up’ for the twenty-first century [American] clash with China” (206). Though he 

clearly lacks Reagan’s undeniable charm, Trump cleverly appropriated the Reaganite 

catchphrase “Let’s Make America Great Again” (minus “Let’s”), thereby suggesting that 

he has an intuitive understanding of the energies that propelled Reagan to success. 

Perhaps we should not be surprised by this, for as Trump himself notes of Reagan in his 

bestselling book The Art of the Deal (1987), co-written with Tony Schwartz and released 

during the twilight years of the “Reagan Revolution,” “He is so smooth and so effective a 

performer that he completely won over the American people. Only now, nearly seven 

years later, are people beginning to question whether there’s anything beneath that smile” 

(60). 

While initially envisioned as a historical project oriented towards demonstrating 

how popular Hollywood film functions as a vital cultural-historical repository, this 

dissertation subsequently morphed into what I hope has been an effective testament to a  

	
168 In his November 10, 2008 New York Times article, entitled “Goodbye, Reagan Democrats,” Stanley B. 
Greenberg had pronounced the “Reagan Democrat” phenomenon over. A famed Democratic pollster, 
Greenberg had previously authored a widely cited 1985 study of “Reagan Democrats” in Macomb County, 
Michigan, which is documented in the second chapter of his book Middle Class Dreams: The Politics and 
Power of the New American Majority (1995), entitled “Macomb Country in the American Mind” (23-54). 
Obviously, Greenberg’s pronouncement was off the mark, for in the 2016 election Trump captured 53.6 
percent of the vote in Michigan (Goodnough), which Obama won in both 2008 and 2012.       
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neo-Gramscian form of cultural political economy. This distinct form of cultural political  

economy is oriented towards analyzing popular culture as a barometer of the ongoing  

“war of position” for socioeconomic hegemony in society’s superstructure. As I outlined  

in my introductory chapter, I am indebted to cultural theorist John Storey, who writes the 

following in his book An Introduction to Cultural Theory and Popular Culture (1998): 

Popular culture in this [neo-Gramscian] usage is not the imposed  

culture of the mass culture theorists, nor is it an emerging-from-below  

spontaneously oppositional culture of “the people.” Rather, it is a terrain 

of exchange between the two; a terrain . . . marked by resistance and 

incorporation. (14) 

The primary goal of such a form of analysis is not to adhere to any so-called “vulgar 

Marxist” base/superstructure model, but rather to scrutinize the varied socio-economic-

political aporias, contradictions, omissions, and tensions that are constantly at play  

within various popular texts.    

 As I have hopefully made clear, the Hollywood “Japanization anxiety” films of  

the Reagan-Bush era chronicled “Japanophobic” energies in ways that registered 

reactionary white-inflected laments while also simultaneously appealing to a then nascent 

cosmopolitan gaze, which was entranced by the very notion of Japan and cultural 

globalization. In this respect, considering how popular culture is received and consumed 

by audiences of differing levels of cultural and socioeconomic capital has also been a key 

concern of my research. Historically speaking, a laid-off white male Detroit autoworker, 

for example, was likely to interpret Die Hard in a far different manner than a black 

female New York City advertising executive. 
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 As a boy growing up during the 1980s, I was fascinated by the very notion of  

Japan and always found the “Japanization anxieties” of the time to be bizarre. With the  

perspective of time, education, and life experience, however, I have grown to understand  

how differing cultural, political, and socioeconomic perspectives are influenced by the 

complex constellation of a given individual’s class, race, ethnic, gender, physical, and  

geographic positionalities. While I am in no way endorsing a blind relativism, I have 

come to understand how people experience the world in vastly differing ways. In essence, 

my personal life journey and lived experiences have strongly influenced my academic 

interest in neo-Gramscian cultural political economy. 

 As we stand poised to enter the third decade of the twenty-first century, it seems 

evident enough that new political and socioeconomic systems need to be developed and 

brought to fruition. While the post-WWII “golden age” decades constituted a uniquely 

rosy era in the history of Western (American) capitalism, it must now be recognized that  

this economic period was geared towards the interests of white socioeconomic advantage.  

Simply put, any new and truly just form of politics that emerges to war against the  

orthodoxy of neoliberal globalization must be inclusive and truly populist insofar as it 

seeks socioeconomic justice for all people, regardless of class, race, ethnicity, ability, or 

gender identification. While the end goal must be global justice for all, we cannot naively 

trust that such a global society will spontaneously, “rhizomatically” (cue Deleuze and 

Guattari),169 or “multitudinously” (cue Hardt and Negri)170 emerge of its own accord.  

	
169	See Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s book A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 
(1980), particularly its first chapter, “Introduction: Rhizome” (3-25).  
	
170	See Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s so-called “multitude” quartet of books: Empire (2000), 
Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (2004), Commonwealth (2009), and Assembly (2017). 
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 Given my dissertation’s interdisciplinary association with American Studies or, as  

it is so now often termed, American Cultural Studies, I have a particular hope for the  

Left-progressive populist energies that have recently emerged in America and coalesced  

around democratic socialists like New York City congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-

Cortez and Vermont senator Bernie Sanders, who recently announced his intention to run 

again for president in 2020. While America historically promulgated neoliberal 

globalization from within the nation-state itself, my hope is that politicians like Ocasio-

Cortez and Sanders will ignite a national uprising that will see America’s political 

compass shift away from neoliberalism towards a socialist – or at least socialistic –form 

of cosmopolitan nationalism oriented towards just internationalism.171 To this end, I am 

prone to recall Panitch and Gindin’s concluding line in The Making of Global 

Capitalism: The Political Economy of American Empire, in which they note how “the 

unmaking” of [neoliberal] global capitalism will “only be possible if the states that have 

made it are themselves transformed” – a factor that “applies, above all, to the American  

state” (340).  

 As always, time, of course, will be the judge, as I claim no crystal ball to predict 

the future. In the meantime, I will keep hoping, I will keep engaging, I will keep thinking, 

and I will keep analyzing the ongoing “war of position” that is, on my side at least, 

constantly being waged for a more socioeconomically just global society. As T.S. Eliot  

	
171 As John B. Judis reminds readers in his informative yet poorly and misleadingly titled book The 
Nationalist Revival: Trade, Immigration, and the Revolt Against Globalization (2018), 
   

There is a distinction to be made between globalism, which subordinates nations and 
national governments to market forces or to the priorities of multinational corporations, 
and internationalism, in which nations cede part of their sovereignty to international or 
regional bodies to address problems they could not adequately address on their own. 
 

                                                                                                                                                     (147) 
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memorably wrote in “East Coker,” the second quartet in his Four Quartets (1943), “For  

us, there is only the trying. The rest is not our business” (22).   
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