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capitalist society. Yet Part I will show why this assumption about the nature of
capital is actually a methodological problem that grows from the heart of Marx-
ist economics. For productive labour to be the source of “real” economic value,
the Marxist labour theory of value cannot avoid making a series of problematic
assumptions about differences between economic and non-economic processes.
Marxist theories must also ignore that it is impossible to directly confirm that
value is created in the places one states are productive; while, in the rest of soci-
ety, non-economic processes are purported to only support or assist the circuit
of capital .

With this backdrop in mind, Part I introduces the capital-as-power approach
and uses it as the foundation to study Hollywood with an alternative political
economic theory of capital. The capital-as-power approach views capital not
as an economic category, but as a category of power. Consequently, this ap-
proach will re-arrange and re-frame the picture of how capital is accumulated
from mass culture. Our particular path to the capital-as-power approach is
influenced by the Frankfurt School, whose members began to rethink the role
of political power and the economics-politics separation in the age of monopo-
lies, concentrated ownership and automated technology. The capital-as-power
approach goes further with respect to the definition of capital: it rejects the
economics-politics dualism and argues that the quantities of capital are sym-
bolic expressions of organized power over society.

Chapter 2 demonstrates why the economics-politics separation needs to be
reconsidered and why capital accumulation needs to be re-framed in light of
power. By examining the works of three thinkers of the Frankfurt School–
Pollock, Neumann and Marcuse–we can identify various reasons to see the
politics-economics separation as a barrier to understanding capitalist power in
advanced capitalism (i.e, capitalist societies in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries). Moreover, their writings indicate why Marxism cannot easily over-
come problems that stem from an analytical separation between economics and
politics. While the Frankfurt School’s arguments inspired twentieth-century
Marxism to see accumulation, ideology and power holistically, whereby social
processes create a totality, holistic Marxist approaches still require an unhelp-
ful split between capital and power. With or without the base-superstructure
model of its classical methods, Marxism must split social elements within a to-
tality to privilege, by its own definition of capital, the productivity of labour in
the capitalist pursuit of profit.

Chapter 3 looks at Marxist economics more closely. This chapter demon-
strates why the Marxist assumption about the nature of economic value has,
when applied to mass culture, little explanatory power. In general, we cannot
objectively measure the magnitudes of the Marxist concept of capital. And
since this shortcoming is general, Marxist theories of culture have no solid basis
from which to assume that socially necessary abstract labour time is the unit
of value that underpins the heterogeneous appearances of cultural commodities,
prices and profit. Moreover, since the labour theory of value lies at the root
of the Marxist method, it is difficult to see how this methodological problem
could be solved when some cultural theorists include the desires and attitudes
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Chapter 5 examines the capital-as-power approach in greater detail. First to
be examined is the concept of differential accumulation. In this book, differential
accumulation denotes the process of accumulating capital faster than Dominant
Capital, proxied by the 500 largest firms in the Compustat database. The second
issue to be examined is the role of risk in the logic of capitalization. Since lower
risk increases capitalization, differential reductions of risk lead to differential
accumulation. As with our definition of differential accumulation, our analysis
of differential risk concerns the ability of Major Filmed Entertainment to lower
its risk faster (or have it rise slower) than dominant capital as a whole.

Chapter 6 explains why the Hollywood film business seeks to create and re-
inforce deterministic social relations in the world of cinema. An order of cinema
is a defence against the threat of aesthetic overproduction. This threat, which is
financial, can appear when the future social significance and aesthetics of cinema
seem uncertain. This uncertainty derives from social-historical shifts in mean-
ing, desire and, more generally, cultural norms and values. Again, shifts in the
social meaning of cinema do not undermine filmmaking and film consumption
as cultural and political activities; in fact, these shifts in meaning might foretell
a cinematic renaissance or democratic potential of art (Holman & McMahon,
2015). But they can undermine the goals of business interests, which value
film production, distribution and exhibition as, primarily, capitalist techniques.
Therefore, the capitalist control of cinema requires that vested interests shape
the relationship between new creativity and already established meaning.

Chapter 7 examines, analytically and quantitatively, how and to what extent
Major Filmed Entertainment has been able to reduce risk in the contemporary
period of the Hollywood film business, from 1950 to 2019. The chapter outlines
some of the business strategies that have been instrumental ever since the US
Supreme Court demolished aspects of the classical studio system in 1948. Key
post-1948 strategies have been saturation booking and blockbuster cinema, and
both were successful in reducing the risk of Major Filmed Entertainment, both
absolutely and relative to dominant capital.

These empirical conclusions are antithetical to mainstream theories. By re-
lying on the neo-classical concept of consumer sovereignty, many theories claim
that the systemic risk of Hollywood is always somewhere between high and ex-
tremely high, whereas in reality this risk has been dropping. In fact, the chapter
demonstrates that Major Filmed Entertainment is now able to confidently de-
termine which films will be very successful in the saturation-booking system of
theatrical exhibition.

Some of the data analysis in Chapter 7 shows that the highest level of risk
occurred in the late 1960s and 1970s. Risk dropped significantly in the early
1980s and then continued to drop steadily to the 2010s. Chapter 8 analyzes
how this historical trajectory of Major Filmed Entertainment’s risk parallels the
sector-wide transition from “New Hollywood”, a creative period where business
interests embraced the visions of American New Wave cinema (� 1968-1977), to
a glossier, blockbuster-centric Hollywood from 1980 to the present day. This
transition was marked by a growing emphasis on the production of high-concept
cinema. High-concept filmmaking demands that large-budget films have simple
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and straightforward stories, character types and imagery. High-concept cinema
was never just an aesthetic standard; it was a business solution after American
New Wave became a financial burden for Major Filmed Entertainment. The
general institution of high concept filmmaking enabled Major Filmed Entertain-
ment to refrain from distributing film projects that were deemed too complex,
too ambiguous or, in light of what American New Wave was seeking to achieve,
too political for its twin-engine strategy of saturation booking and blockbuster
cinema. And this ability helped it achieve significant reduction in differential
risk and a concomitant increase in differential earnings.

1.4 On the scope of analysis
This book will try to cover many decades of Hollywood history, which is now over
a hundred years long. Traversing this scale of time with analysis and research
will have its challenges, but added difficulties are produced from changes to
the geography and technology of Hollywood cinema. The twenty-first century
version of the Hollywood film business looks very different than previous periods
of its history. The Hollywood of 2020 is global, has adapted to digital technology
and the Internet, and creates intellectual property for media conglomerates.
Movie consumption has also been re-invented with digital media, cellphones and
other portable devices. What can an analysis of the Hollywood film business
say about these present-day facts?

This book will not ignore novel characteristics of contemporary Hollywood,
but there are empirical limitations to studying them. Table 1.1 summarizes my
collection of data by subject type and scale. Two columns indicate if enough
data is available to make long time-series (� 10 years or more) or if data is
broken down by national source (e.g., domestic versus international revenues).
When accounting for what is readily available, the reader should not be sur-
prised to see my analysis focus on (a) the United States film market (which
can include Canada in some datasets) and (b) the revenues of Hollywood films
in the theatrical market. When data is available or when a qualitative argu-
ment is suitable, this book will address relevant topics, such as the risks of
piracy in online streaming, or Hollywood’s global reach in the twenty-first cen-
tury. But data-driven arguments are beholden to what is available in databases.
Furthermore, the reader will see how the theatrical market has not diminished
in importance, notwithstanding technological changes to film distribution and
consumption.
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Table 1.1: Summary of availability and granularity of data on Holly-
wood

Level Data

Long
time-series
available?

Breakdown: inside
and outside U.S.

Regional Consumer � �
Financial � �

National Consumer � �
Financial � �

Corporate Revenues �
Income �

Platform
Theatrical � �
Video / DVD
Digital

Film

Theatrical Sales � �
Non-Theatrical Sales
Profits
Budget �

1.5 On the usage of firm names and Major Filmed
Entertainment

This book describes and analyzes the capital accumulation of what will be called
Major Filmed Entertainment. This category comprises the six major studios in
Hollywood: Columbia, Disney, Paramount, Twentieth Century-Fox, Universal
and Warner Bros.. Many of these studios were key players in Hollywood’s
“studio era” and they have dominated American film distribution since 1950.
Some distributors that are excluded from this list, such as United Artists, MGM
or Lionsgate, are occasionally competitive with the six studios above; and with
its initiation into the Motion Picture Association in 2019, Netflix is currently a
legitimate member of Hollywood’s oligopoly. However, the six studios in Major
Filmed Entertainment have been dominant for decades, and the analyses of risk
reduction and differential accumulation operate on this time scale. For present-
day readers that are curious about Netlfix, I can say that I am just as curious.
Some of my plans for future research are presented in this book’s conclusion.

Some film historians will disapprove of me abstracting up, rather than go-
ing down into the finer details of corporate history. However, I patiently ask
the reader to consider the difference between the presentation of a concept like
Major Filmed Entertainment and the detailed research that prepared the con-
cept for written argument. The construction of Major Filmed Entertainment
involved research that included film history and theory, as well as firm-level
research of annual reports and SEC filings. Small pieces of this research are not
always presented individually. Rather, details are often re-combined as sector
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Chapter 2

The economics-politics
separation and Marxism

2.1 Introduction
In both academic theory and public opinion, there is an inclination to think
that material production has its own distinct place in capitalism: in the sphere
of economics. Our subjective experiences often fuel this inclination. For ex-
ample, economics often appears to be a definite circuit of activity that is de-
fined by space: factories and offices are distinguishable from residences, schools,
churches, army bases and government ministries, and goods are exchanged in a
place that is neither familial nor governmental. Hegel, for instance, described
“civil society” as a place where individuals negotiated their needs in relation to
the “work and satisfaction of the needs of all the others” (Hegel, 2005a, §188).
Hegel’s description of civil society was influenced by Adam Smith’s concept of
the market. Smith saw the extent of the market being able to solve the problems
of individuals trying to meet their own needs through exchange. Each object
brought to market had specific, limited utility–like a pair of shoes, or a hunt-
ing bow–but the market could mediate an individual’s needs and create social
relationships based on supply and demand (A. Smith, 1991, pp.15–19).

Beneath such descriptions of the market and the places of material produc-
tion is a deeper assumption about the composition of capitalist society. Dif-
ferent theories of capitalism, each with its own intentions, assume economics is
separate from politics. Caporaso and Levine explain how one can even unin-
tentionally affirm this separation: “When we speak of the economy, we already
assume the existence of a separate entity: ... a distinct set of relations between
persons not in essence political or familial” (Caporaso & Levine, 1992, p. 28).
But can we really speak of the economy? Should theory try to isolate economic
relations from other social relations?

Neo-classical and Marxist approaches would disagree on many other aspects
of capitalist society, but their respective concepts of capital both produce an

25
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working day.
Yet methodological problems still appear within Marxism because its theory

must explain the causes for quantitative magnitudes within capitalist society–
why, for example, a labourer is paid $12 per hour, a pair of shoes sells for $100,
or why IBM’s net income in 2010 was almost $15 billion. Marxism’s quantita-
tive mode of analysis is based on a commitment that, fundamentally, economics
and politics are separable. If capitalism is, in essence, a mode of production,
and if the circuit of capital is, beyond the appearances of price, rooted in labour
values, a delineated economic sphere must exist. Otherwise, there is no logical
reason why prices and profit should reflect material productivity, ever, or at all.
Ignoring for the moment the empirical dilemmas of measuring socially neces-
sary abstract labour time and applying the labour theory of value to business
sectors like culture, a Marxist theory of capitalist accumulation needs analytical
boundaries between productive economic processes and everything else. Other-
wise, it becomes unclear why the difference between production prices and profit
is, essentially, the difference between “the value paid by the capitalist for the
labour-power” (Marx, 1990, p. 302) and the exchange value of the commodity.

This chapter analyses the problem of the economics-politics separation within
the writings of Neumann, Pollock and Marcuse. These three members of the
Frankfurt School are important for our purpose because their political economic
ideas, which are sometimes fragmentary, reside in the grey areas of Marx-
ism. While the Frankfurt School never intended to overcome Marxism entirely,
its members reconsidered the assumptions of Marxist political economy from
within. Wanting to answer questions about the essence of capital accumula-
tion in advanced capitalism, the Frankfurt School begin to outline a political
economic process of power.

There are numerous reasons to redefine capital in light of the ability to
accumulate through power. Social power is everywhere in what Marcuse calls
“advanced capitalism”: mass culture influences psychology, desire and social
behaviour; technological infrastructure and the scientific worldview require their
own forms of instrumental rationality; and, perhaps most importantly for a
concept of capital accumulation, giant firms have power over small firms and
society at large. Thus, we will see how Pollock, Neumann and Marcuse each
erase, ignore or modify the politics-economics relationship when it obscures
the role of power in capital accumulation. Gone is the idea that cultural and
political processes only ever support or assist what is, in the last instance, an
economic system rooted in material productivity. Rather, monopolization and
the structure of the modern corporation, for example, indicated to them that
institutional power was no longer on the margins of market activity.

The effects of this re-thinking can be significant, but these three writers also
never made it their goal to fully replace Marxism with an alternative politi-
cal economic theory. As a consequence, literature tends to situate the Frank-
furt School’s political economic ideas within the internal evolution of Marxist
thought. However, we can take a different perspective on the Frankfurt School’s
movements within Marxism’s theoretical worldview. The Frankfurt School are
key examples of Marxist thought rejuvenating dialectical thinking after “classi-
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distinguishes capitalism from pre-capitalist societies. There is common agree-
ment that, to understand material production in pre-capitalist societies, one
cannot winnow out politics. Before capitalism, the economy was visibly politi-
cal; the meaning of material production was defined in relation to the institution
of a political order. We can certainly look at a past society and distinguish work
and its details from other activities, such as leisurely dialogue or religious prayer.
Past social hierarchies also reveal how unproductive rulers separated themselves
from the mass of labourers who toiled and got their hands dirty. Nevertheless,
many theorists find no point in drawing a circle around economic activity in pre-
capitalist societies because the relations of production, exchange, distribution
and consumption were not autonomous. Rulers and social institutions actively
determined the form, means and ends of economic activity; material production
could help actualize the good life or it could fuel war, territorial expansion and
crusades against foreign peoples; and who worked, how they worked and what
they were working for was affected by myth, tradition and custom, as well as
by a ruling authority, be it democratic or autocratic.

The Sumerian debt system, for instance, was largely the prerogative of state
rulers. Their decrees about the terms of debt and the interest rate had more
to do with religious sanction and mathematical simplicity than profit and pro-
ductivity rates (Hudson, 2000). Through systems of absolute power, the rulers
of Ancient Egypt controlled the social division labour in order to build grand
public works and monuments like the pyramids, which celebrated “the cult of
Divine Kingship” (Mumford, 1970, p. 29). Could we understand the building
of pyramids without an idea of how this excessive and wasteful expenditure of
human energy was politically sanctioned? It would be silly to shear politics and
explain the existence of ancient pyramids from a “purely” economic standpoint.
In fact, Bataille shows us how the reduction of symbolic power to economic
laws unveils the absurdity of Keynes’ suggestion for economic recovery: “the
pyramid is a monumental mistake; one might just as well dig an enormous hole,
then refill it and pack the ground” (Bataille, 1991, p. 199).

Some theorists seek to identify instrumental systems of behaviour in pre-
capitalist production and exchange. To the modern academic, the means and
ends of production and exchange is the territory of the economist; yet the func-
tional logics of pre-capitalist economic systems–e.g., how much to produce, how
much to exchange, what is “fair” trade–are theorized with cultural and political
categories. In his study of feudal societies, Moore (1993) argues that a “folk
conception of justice” can create a historical equilibrium in the relationship be-
tween lord and peasant. This conception of justice is not the same across all
feudal systems, but a social belief about what makes a lord “fair” can prevent
peasants from revolting at every small change to a lord’s exaction (Moore, 1993,
p. 471). From a comparison of different societies, Polanyi arrived at a similar
conclusion about the drives of pre-capitalist economic behaviour: “Custom and
law, magic and religion cooperated in inducing the individual to comply with
rules of behaviour which, eventually, ensured his functioning in the economic
system” (Polanyi, 2001, p. 57). As Weber argues, pre-capitalist economic be-
haviour never approximates the cold formal rationality of economic calculation
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opportunities for large firms to set prices on the basis of their “strength”. Neu-
mann’s interest in pricing through strength bears similarities to the theory of
Michal Kalecki, who argued that giant corporations fix prices at levels higher
than marginal cost. These higher levels are, according to Kalecki, indicative of
a firm’s “degree of monopoly” (Kalecki, 1971).

For Neumann, pricing through monopoly power unravels the theoretical re-
lationship between price and production:

The slightest check on competition–either as a result of a natural
shortage in the supply of elements of production or of an artificial
regulation of supply or demand in any particular sphere–must dis-
rupt the system of functional equations that constitutes the “price
level”, and must prevent the proportions of production from directly
following the price equations as well as preventing the price equa-
tions from exactly reflecting the proportions of production. This is
the case both when monopolies bar competition in particular fields
and when centralized controls are established to “stabilize” any set
of given correlations of several elements of production or even of all
of them. (Neumann, 1942, p. 255)

The distinction between “natural” supply and “artificial” shortages suggests
that, beneath it all, Neumann still assumed that power “distorts” true economic
value. However, Neumann tried to incorporate historical development into his
theory of capitalism, such as the systematic application of price control and the
existence of an un-competitive market. In this state of affairs, finding “pure”
economic value from nominal prices was less of a theoretical concern. The much
more important task was to learn what giant corporations were able to achieve
in society with their degree of monopoly.

This takes us to our second example: the increase in size of a corporation
is not exactly about making gains in efficiency, or what is sometimes called
“economies of scale”. Firms with large amounts of retained earnings–net profits
that are not distributed as dividends–have the ability to expand or acquire
industrial infrastructure. But, as Neumann notes, a reserve of undistributed
profits is “not merely used for plant expansion and for an increase in stock ....”
It can also be “utilized for the extension of power of the monopolies over other
enterprises” (Neumann, 1942, p. 264).

For Neumann, this particular phenomenon of giant firms acquiring smaller
firms to extend their monopoly power rather than to become more efficient re-
vealed the fallacy of Nazi ideology. The anti-capitalist views of the Nazi party
“always exempted productive capital” according to a distinction between pro-
ductivity (industrial firms) and predation (banks). This distinction proved to
be fallacious when so-called industrial firms acted like banks–they could be just
as predatory with their undistributed profits (Neumann, 1942, p. 263). Neu-
mann’s descriptions of predation are interesting to us because they are attached
to his theory of price control. If a giant corporation can set prices on the basis
of its strength, the acquisition of other firms can extend or even increase the
ability to price through fiat. Indeed, the institutional power behind the setting
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... in the internal dynamic of advanced capitalism, “the concept of
productive labour is necessarily enlarged”, and with it the concept
of the productive worker, of the working class itself. The change is
not merely quantitative: it affects the entire universe of capitalism
.... The enlarged universe of exploitation is a totality of machines–
human, economic, political, military, educational. (Marcuse, 1972,
p. 13)

Marcuse’s political economic ideas are shaped by his views of critical the-
ory. Rigid analytical divisions in theoretical analysis would prevent us from
understanding how advanced industrial society “contains no facts which do not
communicate the repressive power of the whole” (Marcuse, 1991, p. 11). For
instance, political and economic categories must be reconsidered in light of how
“the productive apparatus tends to become totalitarian ...” (Marcuse, 1991,
p. xlvii). Moreover, the determinate negation of contemporary society is both
material and ideological:

Validated by the accomplishments of science and technology, justi-
fied by its growing productivity, the status quo defies all transcen-
dence. Faced with the possibility of pacification on the grounds
of its technical and intellectual achievements, the mature industrial
society closes itself against this alternative. Operationalism, in the-
ory and practice, becomes the theory and practice of containment.
(Marcuse, 1991, p. 17)

From the edifice of his own critical theory, Marcuse experiments with an
abstract idea of capitalist power. This experimentation comes in bursts, and
it is sometimes qualified with reminders about his political and philosophical
commitment to a critical Marxism. But these experimental moments are still
there for us to consider because, as Holman comments, Marcuse treated “Marx-
ist theory as a living body of ideas constantly in flux, as a lively bundle of forces
and tendencies that recombine and reorganize themselves in various ways ...”
(Holman, 2013, p. 5).

Let us look at two examples of Marcuse thinking about capitalist power.
First, Marcuse argues that the implementation of automation in productive
processes makes the Marxist labour theory of value an anachronistic concept:

The technological change which tends to do away with the machine
as individual instrument of production, as “absolute unit”, seems to
cancel the Marxian notion of the “organic composition of capital”
and with it the theory of the creation of surplus value. According to
Marx, the machine never creates value but merely transfers its own
value to the product, while surplus value remains the result of the
exploitation of living labor. The machine is embodiment of human
labor power, and through it, past labor (dead labor) preserves itself
and determines living labor. Now automation seems to alter quali-
tatively the relation between dead and living labor; it tends toward
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to the “value-free” ends of a market. Rather, they themselves have the institu-
tional means to create a technological apparatus that is the “congealed spirit” of
their own vested interests. Thus, Marcuse concludes that capitalism, “no mat-
ter how mathematized and ‘scientific’, remains the mathematized, technological
domination of men [and women]” (Marcuse, 1968c, p. 215).

Marcuse’s description of capitalist rationality is similar to his concept of
technological rationality, which he developed twenty years earlier. Technological
rationality also blurs the line between economics and politics because, again, the
techniques of economics do not comprise a sub-system that is oriented by politics
from the outside:

As the laws and mechanisms of technological rationality spread over
the whole society, they develop a set of truth values of their own
which hold good for the functioning of the apparatus–and for that
alone. Propositions concerning competitive or collusive behavior,
business methods, principles of effective organization and control,
fair play, the use of science and technics are true and false in terms
of this value system, that is to say, in terms of instrumentalities that
dictate their own ends. (Marcuse, 2005c, p. 146)

Like his analysis of Weber’s concepts of rationality, Marcuse’s concept of tech-
nological rationality identifies the historical change of business enterprise in the
twentieth century–the increasing size and scope of large-scale industry, which
supersedes, among other things, the small individual entrepreneur.

2.4 Should we look beyond Marxism?
So far, we have seen how Pollock, Neumann and Marcuse renovated the theoret-
ical separation between economics and politics in order to better understand the
role of power in capital accumulation. This type of renovation gives us a plat-
form to rethink capital by looking beyond Marxism. Rethinking capital in such
a manner is the preferred alternative to making repeated attempts to rearrange
the economics-politics separation within a Marxist framework. Marx built an
economic theory on the idea that productive labour was the only true engine of
capital accumulation. Lest they become something else entirely, Marxist the-
ories of capital accumulation are stuck rearranging the ways politics “assists”,
“supports”, “amplifies” or “protects” an economic system of production.

There is certainly no shortage of contemporary academics who would dis-
agree that critical political economy needs to look beyond Marxism. Much work
has been done to bring the labour theory of value into the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries. Updates involve the expansion of the world market (Mandel,
1976), economic and financial crises (Foley, 2012) and the evolution of technol-
ogy and the need for capitalists to employ immaterial labour (Dyer-Witheford,
1999). Many of these scholars assume that the economic exploitation of produc-
tive labour remains the theoretical touchstone of capital accumulation. Either
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labour power to mix his presentation of ideology and institutional power with
material production (Althusser, 2001). The basis for this particular politics-
economics mixture is Marx’s claim that the market value of labour power is
always tied to what social reproduction means in each culture. In agreement
with Marx and Engels, Althusser states that the “quantity of value (wages)
necessary for the reproduction of labour power is determined not by the needs
of a ‘biological’ Guaranteed Minimum Wage ... alone, but by the needs of
a historical minimum ...” (Althusser, 2001, p. 88). Althusser then paints a
picture in which almost every social institution, except for the police and the
military, is a factor in the ideological reproduction of the worker.

To be sure, Althusser’s presentation initially appears to be an impressive
showcase of how ideological social reproduction and material labour are not
separate but, rather, mutually constitutive elements in a dialectical whole. But
Althusser’s enthusiastic mixture of ideology and labour time actually does Marx-
ist economics no favours. The economic aspect of the argument must somehow
decipher how this multitude of ideological state apparatuses affects the quan-
titative level of the wage rate, the value of which is expressed as “a definite
quantity of the means of subsistence” (Marx, 1990, p. 276). Forgetting for
the moment the more important problem that the wage rate is expressed in
prices, and not in measurable units of abstract labour time, the exchange value
of labour power, both simple and complex, now somehow refers to an ideological
complex of media, religion, law, education and family. But which political and
cultural aspects of social reproduction are simultaneously economic factors, and
how do we calculate the value of ideology as a means of subsistence? We have
wage data in prices, but to know the value of labour power, we must first know
what constitutes the “means of subsistence” in advanced capitalism. What as-
pects of advanced capitalism allow the “owner of labour-power” to maintain
what Marx called the “normal state as a working individual” (Marx, 1990, p.
275)?

For example, what is the relationship between television and the reproduc-
tion of labour power? Is the culture of watching television popular enough to be
considered a necessary factor in the ideological diet of a contemporary worker?
If so, the cost of reproducing contemporary labour power must include the eco-
nomic value of television sets and cable subscriptions. But can this type of
inclusion be anything other than an arbitrary decision? And if we assume we
can make a decision on television’s inclusion in social reproduction, we must also
have definitive views on the role of a great multitude of commodities. Social
reproduction might also include cinema, religion, family, coffee, alcohol, cars,
sports, the Internet and so on.

Figure 2.3 reveals there are even bunches of small assumptions hidden behind
the mixture of ideology and the market value of labour power. This figure plots
American Time Survey data (from the Bureau Labor of Statistics). In each
row we have different activities. By column, the data is split into the average
time of the “in group”–those who engage in the activity–and the per capita
average. Figure 2.3 is an empirical picture of leisure activity, but the difficulty
involves translating the pieces of the picture into magnitudes of economic value.
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time, might not have been keeping pace with the types of historical develop-
ment that began in the early decades of the twentieth century. In fact, their
curiosity about the nature of capital accumulation in advanced capitalism is a
testament to how critical theory understands itself to be dialectical. “The name
of dialectics”, writes Adorno,

says no more ... than that objects do not go into their concepts
without leaving a remainder, that they come to contradict the tra-
ditional norm of adequacy .... Dialectics is the consistent sense of
nonidentity. It does not begin by taking a standpoint. My thought
is driven to it by its own inevitable insufficiency, by my guilt of what
I am thinking. (Adorno, 1973, p. 5)

No longer can an abstraction stand as a “timeless eternal” form; a concept is
only valid if it is relevant to a social reality and “the practice of the associated
individuals” (Marcuse, 1968b, p. 87).

The Frankfurt School disrupts our impulse to assume that, in capitalism,
economic categories should specifically or mostly focus on the productivity be-
hind the creation and distribution of value. When power processes intervene in
the theoretical link between capital accumulation and material production, it
cannot be true that production and power are distinguished by virtue of what
the former explains and the latter does not: the so-called “real” productive en-
gine of profit. Such a separation lingers within Marxism, despite its intention to
provide a critique of capitalist processes and their effects on individuals inside
and outside of work. The Marxist framework, even when holistic, still forces an
unhelpful split between economics and politics.

Alternatively, the political economic adventures of the Frankfurt School give
us a greater opportunity to rethink the economics-politics relationship. If capi-
talists can accumulate through power, then we can redefine the concept of capital
according to the modern uses of monopoly, command, automation, ideology and
so on. Such a redefinition might leave some of Marxism’s key economic assump-
tions behind, but this would be the cost of building a better understanding of
social domination under advanced capitalism. Because, as Marcuse’s reflections
on his disillusionment with Heidegger’s philosophy show, we have be careful
about the conceptual barriers that can hide in plain sight:

To me and my friends, Heidegger’s work appeared as a new be-
ginning: we experienced his book ... as, at long last, a concrete
philosophy: here there was talk of existence, of our existence, of fear
and care and boredom, and so forth .... Only gradually did we begin
to observe that the concreteness of Heidegger’s philosophy was to
a large extent deceptive–that we were once again confronted with a
variant of transcendental philosophy (on a higher plane), in which
existential categories had lost their sharpness, been neutralized, and
in the end were dissipated amid greater abstractions. That remained
the case later on when the “question of Being” was replaced by the
“question of technology”: merely another instance in which appar-
ent concreteness was subsumed by abstraction–bad abstraction, in
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which the concrete was not genuinely superseded but instead merely
squandered. (Marcuse, 2005b, p. 176)
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an hour of abstract labour can be broken down into minutes of labour, just as
hours can be aggregated into days, days into weeks, etc.

Lastly, Marxism differentiates the social substance of value from the sym-
bolic expressions of a price system. This differentiation of value and price need
not take us all the way to the infamous “transformation problem”. Rather, the
philosophical foundation of Marx’s framework is just as significant. As Castori-
adis reminds us, Hegel’s influence on Marx was such that the latter did not use
the terms “appearance”, “substance” and “essence” naively (Castoriadis, 1984b,
p. 265). For Marx, value is the essence behind the appearance of equivalence–in
contrast to other economists who mistakenly confused the value-form of com-
modities with the value of commodities (D. Harvey, 2006, pp. 9 - 13).

In line with this distinction between value and its appearance, many of
Marx’s claims about the productivity of labour could never be corroborated
with just wage and commodity prices. For example, jobs of all types remunerate
work, but only some forms of labour will produce value; some commodities have
prices but no value; or, some commodities, like diamonds, have value but their
prices might never be “proportional” to their values (Marx, 1990, p. 130). In
fact, price and value are likely to diverge because the ratio between money wages
and profits and the rate of exploitation, measured in labour time, can fluctuate
independently of each other (J. Robinson, 1976, pp. 38 -42). Therefore, Marxist
political economy needs a unit of value that can be measured independently from
price. Otherwise, it remains a mystery whether values remain constant when
nominal prices remain constant, or if, beneath a stable level of prices, values are
growing or shrinking.

Having established that the objectivity of value is key to Marx’s theory
of value, we can begin to subject Marxism’s productivist approach to a stress
test. In particular, we can assess the usefulness and clarity of the labour theory
of value when it is applied to the production, circulation and consumption of
culture under capitalism.

3.3 Reducing concrete labour
From the perspective of Marxist economics, any productive process in the cap-
italist mode of production–whether it takes place on a movie set, a car factory
or a chemical plant–valorizes its commodities with the same “value-forming
substance”. Consequently, the concept of abstract labour is a keystone of the
Marxist framework. It is the basis for the exchange of two commodities that are
otherwise incommensurable with respect to their use values and the “formative”
elements of their concrete labour. For example, the concrete qualitative differ-
ences between tailoring and weaving can be abstracted away, which uncovers
the same human labour in an abstract, “physiological sense”: they are each “a
productive expenditure of human brains, muscles, nerves, hands, etc.” (Marx,
1990, p. 134).

The concept of abstract labour is Marxism’s common denominator for com-
parisons of productive duration. However, using the concept of abstract labour
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concrete individuality from his performances? He was on the BBC and in plenty
of movies because his brain, his nerves and his muscles produced comedy.

Some theorists recognize that artistic labour is a tricky exception to labour
under capitalism, but also do not think that the concreteness of artistic labour
is a methodological problem. Instead, the irreducible concreteness of artistic
labour is said to demarcate where the accumulation of capital from culture
reaches its real social limits. For instance, Ryan argues that art’s incompatibility
with the Marxist definition of abstract labour creates a contradictory labour-
capital relationship:

Unlike many other types of workers, capital is unable to make the
artist completely subservient to its drive for accumulation. The
reason is simple. Since art is centred upon the expressive, individ-
ual artist, artistic objects must appear as the product of recogniz-
able persons; the concrete and named labour of the artist is always
paramount and must be preserved. As socially constituted, artists
appear to capital as the antithesis of labour-power, antagonistic to
incorporation in the capitalist labour process as abstract labour ....
[The] artist represents the special case of concrete labour which is
ultimately irreducible to abstract value. (Ryan, 1992, pp. 41-44)

However, methodological questions still linger. Even if Ryan is justified to claim
that the concrete particulars of artistic production cannot, by definition, be
flattened into simple abstract labour, how do we avoid applying this definition
arbitrarily or tautologically (e.g., an artist is someone who makes art)? Who is
an artist and who is not?

Much like a drop of ink in a glass of clear water, the very idea that some
creative labour is irreducible to abstract labour dirties the whole picture of con-
temporary cultural production. For instance, I personally agree with the praise
Agee (2005) gives to the four most recognizable comedians in the era of silent
cinema–Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd and Harry Langdon–but
where is the objective platform for me to state firmly that none of their con-
crete labour translates into socially necessary abstract labour time? What if
someone thinks that, of the four, only Chaplin and Keaton are artists? This
second discrimination implies that the labour times of Lloyd and Langdon were
formally subsumed under capital as abstract labour time. Or what of artists
who, while exceptional in their craft, will never have the same publicity as
movie stars, or prize-winning writers, pop singers and fashion designers? The
whole idea of “irreducibility” plays on our imagination that recognizable artists
stamp “signatures” onto their works. And how will value theory account for cul-
tural commodities that can sometimes involve the labour of hundreds? What
about the “background” work of exceptionally talented film composers, make-up
artists, set designers and others? How do we decide which background artists
are famous enough for their labour to fall outside of abstract labour? Does the
theoretical place of someone like Hans Dreier depend on whether moviegoers
recognize his name?
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in so far as his production is subsumed under capital and only takes
place for the purpose of the latter’s valorization. (Marx, 1994)

Unfortunately, Marx’s example does not help explain productive work in mass
culture. Even if all productive cultural work were “hackwork” created for profit,
the lines between production, circulation and, for some, consumption have been
blurring since the early decades of the twentieth century. Therefore, it is difficult
to assess when and how different types of cultural activity are even subsumed
under capital. Advertising and marketing firms, for example, act as intermedi-
aries for productive processes that “create” value directly. But are these firms
themselves productive or unproductive? Moreover, consumers have a significant
role in creating, reproducing and circulating the meaning, symbols and images
of culture–but are these aspects economically productive?

3.4.1 Three Definitions of Productive Labour
By reviewing some of the existing literature, we find three general methods to
define productive labour in cultural production. Unfortunately, each of these
definitions has a set of methodological problems. The definitions also cannot
be combined to produce a synthesized model. As we will see, it would be con-
tradictory to combine arguments that have different assumptions about where
valorization can occur in capitalist society.

In order to retain the universality of value theory, the first definition of cul-
tural production tinkers with classical Marxism as minimally as possible (Mo-
hun, 1996; Starosta, 2012). This definition assumes that we can apply the
concept of “immediate producer” to culture and art just as we do to the pro-
duction of physical commodities like corn and grain. Terms like “immaterial
labour” or “cognitive labour” are considered small-but-reasonable modifications
for the particularities of cultural work. Overall, this definition draws clear lines
between productive and unproductive labour: productive cultural work is dis-
tinguishable from cultural activity during “free-time”, and immaterial, cognitive
or artistic labour can valorize capital when it is exploited directly. Moreover,
this definition does not modify Marx’s important distinction between the pro-
duction of value and the mere circulation of value. For example, intellectual
property rights are unproductive because they do not create surplus value.

The second definition of cultural production considers how quantitative in-
creases in advertising and marketing have transformed the mode of circulation
since Marx’s time. The newfound depth and breadth of corporate sales efforts
have, according to some, made labour within the mode of circulation produc-
tive. Ryan, for instance, argues that processes of circulation, like advertising
and aesthetic design, have become indispensable to “the conservation of use-
value of commodities” (Ryan, 1992, p. 64). “Immediate producers” still exist,
but the circuit between immediate producers and consumers is only completed
by the work of sales promotion, which can include “advertising, variation of the
products’ appearance and packaging, ‘planned obsolescence’, model changes,
credit schemes, and the like” (Baran & Sweezy, 1966, p. 115).
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Chapter 4

A power theory of mass
culture

4.1 Introduction
Chapters 2 and 3 focused on the limitations of the Marxist framework. These
limitations stem from Marxism’s method of defining the economics-politics re-
lationship in capitalism. The Marxist concept of capital privileges labour on
the assumption that magnitudes of capital are essentially measures of economic
productivity–in this case, labour time. Thus, for all of its dialectical insights,
and despite the strong desire for Marxism to account for many social dimensions
of capitalist society, economics and politics must ultimately be analytically sep-
arable according to this assumption. In the final analysis, surplus value, the
object of capitalist appropriation, is defined as the product of exploited labour
time, nothing else.

Marxism has, by its own definition of capital, committed itself to the ar-
gument that, within the dense composition of capitalism, nothing other than
the abode of production, however defined, is the so-called “real” source of value.
Other aspects of modern business, like finance, are deemed to operate with quan-
tities of fictitious capital, and the state and other institutions of civil society
are understood to only ever promote or assist capital accumulation as external
forces. As with neo-classical economics, this method of delineating economic
activity makes it difficult for Marxism to explain the relation between nominal
prices and real economic values–a difficulty that is connected to the empiri-
cal problem of isolating a pure measure of productivity in reality. Unlike the
conservative presentation of “distortions” in neo-classical economics, Marxism
inadvertently hides this problem within a dialectical framework that aimed at
studying the capitalist totality.

Labour is certainly an important factor to any comprehensive study of cap-
italist mass culture, but it is our assumptions about economic productivity and
not the ubiquity of wage labour that tells us we have to look at the latter in
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lations embedded in the production, distribution and consumption of cultural
forms as commodities” and “the use-value of that commodity to the consumer”.
With links of this kind, a critical analysis of culture is able to juggle both the
symbolic and material aspects of capitalism in a single unified theory. Similarly,
Babe argues that a holistic method is effective at analyzing modern culture as
a political economy of power and control: “... the median and dialectical posi-
tion ... acknowledges mutual interaction and mutual dependency in the systems
theory sense among culture, economy, and polity/policy” (Babe, 2009, p. 8).

4.2.2 Adorno
According to Babe, a prototype of a political economy of power can be found
in the cultural writings of Adorno. The interdisciplinary qualities of Adorno’s
writings on culture demonstrate that it is

insufficient merely to depict general relations between various cul-
tural products (say, musical genres) and social life. Rather one
needs to explore how cultural products help organize society (allo-
cate leisure time and promote passivity and conformity in audiences,
for example), and address in detail the production, reproduction,
distribution, exchange and consumption of cultural commodities.
(Babe, 2009, p. 24)

And while Adorno’s theory of culture is still Marxist, it is moving outwards.
By abandoning both the “basic tenets as class warfare between capital and
labour” and the idea that the materialist dialectic in capitalism is the inevitable
“working out” of contradictions on the way to socialism, Adorno is, according to
Babe, able to outline the new “fundamentals” for a “critical political economy
of media and culture”. This critical political economy is much more holistic, as
it includes:

the claim of marked asymmetries in the distribution of communica-
tory power; an emphasis on the oppression, manipulation, and con-
trol through media by an elite; the notion of domination of media as a
prerequisite to attaining and maintaining political-economic power;
media as devices for influencing if not controlling consciousness and
limiting resistance; economic power as affecting cultural production
...; transformations wrought by commodification (exchange value
suppressing use value); ... creative arts as a possible but waning
key to critical understanding; emphasis on the social totality; and
the importance of contradiction, reflexivity and dialectics. (Babe,
2009, p. 31)

Babe, like other readers who identify Adorno’s political economic overtones
(D. Cook, 1996, pp. 103-105), is not trying to credit Adorno for doing more than
he does. Adorno’s writing on mass culture can be abstract, and this would have
consequences on how another political economic study of mass culture could
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�Q�7 �J���`�+�m�b�2�ö�b �Q�r�M �2�t���K�T�H�2�b �B�b ���H�b�Q �B�H�H�m�b�i�`���i�B�p�2�X ���M �2�K�T�B�`�B�+���H ���M���H�v�b�B�b �Q�7 �T�Q�H�B�i�B�+���H
�T�Q�H�H�B�M�; �B�b �M�Q�i �B�/�2�Q�H�Q�;�B�+���H �b�B�K�T�H�v �#�v �p�B�`�i�m�2 �Q�7 �i�?�2 �7���+�i �i�?���i �B�i �B�b �+�Q�M�+�2�`�M�2�/ �r�B�i�?
�i�?�2 �/���i�� ���M�/ �7���+�i�b �Q�7 ���M �2�b�i���#�H�B�b�?�2�/ �b�Q�+�B�2�i�v�X �a�m�+�? �� �b�i�m�/�v �B�b �B�/�2�Q�H�Q�;�B�+���H �r�?�2�M �i�?�2
�i�?�2�Q�`�2�i�B�+���H �b�+�Q�T�2 �Q�7 �B�i�b �[�m���M�i�B�i���i�B�p�2 ���M���H�v�b�B�b �B�b �H�B�K�B�i�2�/ �#�v ���M �B�/�2�� �Q�7 �/�2�K�Q�+�`���+�v
�i�?���i �K�2�`�2�H�v ���b�b�2�K�#�H�2�b ���b�T�2�+�i�b �Q�7 �/�2�K�Q�+�`���i�B�+ �b�Q�+�B�2�i�B�2�b �B�M �i�?�2�B�` ���H�`�2���/�v �2�t�B�b�i�B�M�;
�7�Q�`�K�b �U�J���`�+�m�b�2�-�R�N�N�R�- �T�X �R�R�3�V�X �A�M �i�?�B�b �+���b�2�- �i�?�2�`�2 �B�b �M�Q �i�2�M�b�B�Q�M �#�2�i�r�2�2�M �i�?�2 �B�/�2��
�Q�7 �/�2�K�Q�+�`���+�v�- �r�?�B�+�? �?���b �� �H�Q�M�; �B�M�i�2�H�H�2�+�i�m���H �?�B�b�i�Q�`�v�- ���M�/ �i�?�2 �7���+�i�b �Q�7 �i�?�2 �T�Q�H�H�B�M�;
�`�2�b�2���`�+�?�X �q�B�i�?�Q�m�i ���M�v �i�2�M�b�B�Q�M �#�2�i�r�2�2�M �+�Q�M�+�2�T�i ���M�/ �Q�#�D�2�+�i�- �i�?�2�b�2 �7���+�i�b ���T�T�2���`
�i�Q �#�2 �ó���/�2�[�m���i�2�ô�- ���M�/ �i�?�2�`�2 �B�b ���H�b�Q �M�Q �B�M�i�2�H�H�2�+�i�m���H �`�Q�Q�K �i�Q �D�m�/�;�2 �r�?�2�i�?�2�` �Q�` �M�Q�i
���+�i�m���H �/�2�K�Q�+�`���i�B�+ �T�`�Q�+�2�b�b�2�b �7�m�H�}�H�H �i�?�2 �ó�?�B�b�i�Q�`�B�+���H �B�M�i�2�M�i �Q�7 �/�2�K�Q�+�`���+�v�ô �U�J���`�+�m�b�2�-
�R�N�N�R�- �T�X �R�R�d�V�X �h�?�2�`�2�7�Q�`�2�- �i�?�B�b �p�2�`�b�B�Q�M �Q�7 �T�Q�H�B�i�B�+���H �T�Q�H�H�B�M�; �B�b �Q�M�2�@�/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M���H �#�2�@
�+���m�b�2 �B�i �?���b �#�2�+�Q�K�2 �ó�+�B�`�+�m�H���` ���M�/ �b�2�H�7�@�p���H�B�/���i�B�M�;�X �A�7 �õ�/�2�K�Q�+�`���i�B�+�ö �B�b �/�2�}�M�2�/ �B�M
�i�?�2 �H�B�K�B�i�B�M�; �#�m�i �`�2���H�B�b�i�B�+ �i�2�`�K�b �Q�7 �i�?�2 ���+�i�m���H �T�`�Q�+�2�b�b �Q�7 �2�H�2�+�i�B�Q�M�- �i�?�2�M �i�?�B�b �T�`�Q�+�2�b�b
�B�b �/�2�K�Q�+�`���i�B�+ �T�`�B�Q�` �i�Q �i�?�2 �`�2�b�m�H�i�b �Q�7 �i�?�2 �B�M�p�2�b�i�B�;���i�B�Q�M�ô �U�J���`�+�m�b�2�-�R�N�N�R�- �T�X �R�R�e�V�X

���+�+�Q�`�/�B�M�; �i�Q �i�?�B�b �+�Q�M�+�2�T�i�m���H�B�x���i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �B�/�2�Q�H�Q�;�v�- �� �+�`�B�i�B�[�m�2 �Q�7 �B�/�2�Q�H�Q�;�v �2�t���K�@
�B�M�2�b �?�Q�r �i�?�2 �`�2�+�Q�M�+�B�H�B���i�B�Q�M �#�2�i�r�2�2�M �i�?�Q�m�;�?�i ���M�/ �b�Q�+�B�2�i�v �B�b�7���H�b�2�X �q�B�i�? �`�2�b�T�2�+�i
�i�Q �+�m�H�i�m�`�2�- �r�?���i �B�b �Q�7 �+�Q�M�+�2�`�M �B�b �B�i�b �b�T�B�`�B�i�m���H �/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M�- �#�`�Q���/�H�v �+�Q�M�+�2�B�p�2�/�X
�q�?�B�H�2 �i�?�2 �#�`�Q���/ �b�T�B�`�B�i�m���H �/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M �Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`�2 ���+�i�b ���b �i�?�2 �ó�#���+�F�;�`�Q�m�M�/�ô �Q�7 ��
�b�Q�+�B�2�i�v�- �+�m�H�i�m�`���H �p���H�m�2�b ���`�2 �b�m�b�+�2�T�i�B�#�H�2 �i�Q �#�2�+�Q�K�B�M�; �Q�M�2�@�/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M���H �r�?�2�M �i�?�2�B�`
�ó�Q�T�T�Q�b�B�i�B�Q�M���H�- ���H�B�2�M ���M�/ �i�`���M�b�+�2�M�/�2�M�i �2�H�2�K�2�M�i�b�ô �M�Q �H�Q�M�;�2�` �?���p�2 ���M ���M�i���;�Q�M�B�b�i�B�+
�`�2�H���i�B�Q�M�b�?�B�T �r�B�i�? �i�?�2 �2�b�i���#�H�B�b�?�2�/ �b�Q�+�B���H �`�2���H�B�i�v�X �6�Q�` �J���`�+�m�b�2�- �i�?�B�b �B�b �� �r�Q�`�`�B�@
�b�Q�K�2 �b�B�i�m���i�B�Q�M �#�2�+���m�b�2 �K���M�v �+�m�H�i�m�`���H �p���H�m�2�b ���`�2�- �B�M �7���+�i�- �Q�T�T�Q�b�B�i�B�Q�M���H �#�v �p�B�`�i�m�2
�Q�7 �#�2�B�M�; �B�/�2���H�b ���M�/ �#�2�H�B�2�7�b ���#�Q�m�i �?�Q�r �� �b�Q�+�B���H �Q�`�/�2�`�b�?�Q�m�H�/�7�m�M�+�i�B�Q�M�X ���b ��
�ó�#���+�F�;�`�Q�m�M�/�ô �i�?���i �7�`���K�2�b �i�?�2 �K�2���M�B�M�; �Q�7 ���+�i�m���H �b�Q�+�B���H �#�2�?���p�B�Q�m�`�- �+�m�H�i�m�`�2�- �b���v�b
�J���`�+�m�b�2�- �ó�i�?�m�b ���T�T�2���`�b ���b �i�?�2 �+�Q�K�T�H�2�t �Q�7 �K�Q�`���H�- �B�M�i�2�H�H�2�+�i�m���H�- ���2�b�i�?�2�i�B�+ �;�Q���H�b
�U�p���H�m�2�b�V �r�?�B�+�? �� �b�Q�+�B�2�i�v �+�Q�M�b�B�/�2�`�b �i�?�2 �T�m�`�T�Q�b�2 �Q�7 �i�?�2 �Q�`�;���M�B�x���i�B�Q�M�- �/�B�p�B�b�B�Q�M�- ���M�/
�/�B�`�2�+�i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �B�i�b �H���#�Q�`���õ�i�?�2 �;�Q�Q�/�ö �i�?���i �B�b �b�m�T�T�Q�b�2�/ �i�Q �#�2 ���+�?�B�2�p�2�/ �#�v �i�?�2 �r���v �Q�7
�H�B�7�2 �B�i �?���b �2�b�i���#�H�B�b�?�2�/�ô �U�J���`�+�m�b�2�-�R�N�e�8�- �T�X �R�N�y�V�X

�G�B�F�2 �i�?�2 �2�t���K�T�H�2�b �Q�7 �+�B�M�2�K�� ���M�/ �/�2�K�Q�+�`���+�v ���#�Q�p�2�- �i�?�2 �B�/�2�Q�H�Q�;�B�+���H �+�?���`���+�i�2�`
�Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`�2 �B�b �/�2�}�M�2�/ �#�v �i�?�2 �r���v�b �b�Q�+�B�2�i�v �?���M�/�H�2�b �i�?�2 �M�Q�M�@�+�Q�B�M�+�B�/�2�M�+�2 �#�2�i�r�2�2�M
�+�m�H�i�m�`���H �`�2�T�`�2�b�2�M�i���i�B�Q�M�b �Q�7 �?�B�b�i�Q�`�B�+���H �T�Q�b�b�B�#�B�H�B�i�B�2�b ���M�/ ���+�i�m���H �b�Q�+�B���H �#�2�?���p�B�Q�m�`�X
�*�m�H�i�m�`�2 �B�b �Q�M�2�@�/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M���H�- �7�Q�` �2�t���K�T�H�2�- �r�?�2�M �B�i�b �b�T�B�`�B�i�m���H �+�?���`���+�i�2�` �B�b �T�2�`�+�2�B�p�2�/
���b �� �K���i�i�2�` �m�M�i�Q �B�i�b�2�H�7�- �r�?�2�M �i�?�2 �B�K���;�B�M�2�/ �T�Q�b�b�B�#�B�H�B�i�v �7�Q�` �� �ó�#�2�i�i�2�` �K���i�2�`�B���H
�2�t�B�b�i�2�M�+�2�ô �?���b �M�Q �2�z�2�+�i �Q�M �?�Q�r �r�2 �+�Q�H�H�2�+�i�B�p�2�H�v �p���H�m�2 �i�?�2 �+�`�2���i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`���H
�K�2���M�B�M�;�X �*�m�H�i�m�`�2 �B�b ���H�b�Q �Q�M�2�@�/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M���H �r�?�2�M �m�M�`�2���H�B�x�2�/ �+�m�H�i�m�`���H �B�/�2���H�b �/�Q �M�Q�i
�+�`�2���i�2 �� �H�B�p�B�M�; �i�2�M�b�B�Q�M �#�2�i�r�2�2�M �i�?�2 �B�/�2���b �Q�7 �i�?�2 �ó�:�Q�Q�/ �G�B�7�2�ô ���M�/ �i�?�2 �2�b�i���#�H�B�b�?�2�/
�b�Q�+�B���H �`�2���H�B�i�v �U�J���`�+�m�b�2�-�R�N�e�3�/�- �T�X �R�k�R�V�X

�J���`�+�m�b�2�ö�b �/�2�}�M�B�i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`�2 �B�b �b�T�2�+�B�}�+�- ���b �B�i �b�2�2�F�b �i�Q �?�B�;�?�H�B�;�?�i �i�?�2 �T�Q�H�B�i�B�+���H
�[�m���H�B�i�v �Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`���H �p���H�m�2�b�X �a�m�+�? �� �/�2�}�M�B�i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`�2�- �?�Q�r�2�p�2�`�- ���H�H�Q�r�b �J���`�+�m�b�2
�i�Q �T�Q�B�M�i �i�Q �i�?�2 �2�H�2�K�2�M�i�b �Q�7 �+�m�H�i�m�`�2 �Q�M �r�?�B�+�? �p�2�b�i�2�/ �B�M�i�2�`�2�b�i�b ���M�/ �B�M�b�i�B�i�m�i�B�Q�M���H
�T�Q�r�2�` �+���M �?���p�2 �;�`�2���i �B�K�T���+�i�X �A�M�b�i�B�i�m�i�B�Q�M���H �T�Q�r�2�`�ö�b �B�K�T���+�i �Q�M �+�m�H�i�m�`�2 �B�b �+�H�2���`�2�`
�B�M �b�Q�K�2 �Q�7 �J���`�+�m�b�2�ö�b �K�Q�`�2 �7�Q�+�m�b�2�/ ���M���H�v�b�2�b�- �r�?�2�M �?�2 �B�b �B�M�i�2�`�2�b�i�2�/ �B�M �?�Q�r �M�2�2�/�b
���M�/ �r���M�i�b ���`�2 �b���i�B�b�}�2�/�- �?�Q�r �p���H�m�2�b ���M�/ �B�/�2���b �+�Q�Q�`�/�B�M���i�2 �i�?�2 �#�2�?���p�B�Q�m�` �Q�7 �� �+�Q�K�@
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�N�y �*�>���S�h�1�_ �9�X �� �S�P�q�1�_ �h�>�1�P�_�u �P�6 �J���a�a �*�l�G�h�l�_�1

�K�m�M�B�i�v ���M�/ �?�Q�r �i�?�2 ���2�b�i�?�2�i�B�+ �/�B�K�2�M�b�B�Q�M �B�b �Q�#�D�2�+�i�B�}�2�/ ���b ���`�i�X �6�Q�` �i�?�2 �`�2�K���B�M�/�2�`
�Q�7 �i�?�B�b �b�2�+�i�B�Q�M�- �r�2 �r�B�H�H ���M���H�v�x�2 �?�Q�r �i�?�2 �B�/�2�Q�H�Q�;�B�+���H �i�`���M�b�7�Q�`�K���i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �i�`���M�b�B�i�B�p�2
�K�2���M�B�M�; �B�M�i�Q �B�M�i�`���M�b�B�i�B�p�2 �K�2���M�B�M�; �+�Q�M�i�`�B�#�m�i�2�b �i�Q �i�?�2 �T���+�B�}�+���i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �i�?�2 �i�2�M�b�B�Q�M
�#�2�i�r�2�2�M �+�m�H�i�m�`���H �p���H�m�2�b ���M�/ �i�?�2 �7���+�i�b �Q�7 �b�Q�+�B���H �2�t�B�b�i�2�M�+�2�X

�h�?�2 �T�`�Q�#�H�2�K �Q�7 �i�`���M�b�B�i�B�p�2 �K�2���M�B�M�; �#�2�+�Q�K�B�M�; �B�M�i�`���M�b�B�i�B�p�2 �+���M �#�2 �b�2�2�M �B�M
�i�?�2 �Q�#�p�2�`�b�2�- �i�?�`�Q�m�;�? �i�?�2 �H�2�M�b �Q�7 �J���`�+�m�b�2�ö�b ���`�;�m�K�2�M�i�b �B�M �7���p�Q�m�` �Q�7 �+�Q�M�+�2�T�i�m���H
�i�?�B�M�F�B�M�;�X ���+�+�Q�`�/�B�M�; �i�Q �J���`�+�m�b�2�- �+�Q�M�+�2�T�i�b�K�2�/�B���i�2�i�?�2 �i�`���M�b�B�i�B�p�2 �T�`�Q�T�2�`�i�B�2�b �#�2�@
�i�r�2�2�M ���T�T���`�2�M�i�H�v �/�B�b�T���`���i�2 ���b�T�2�+�i�b �Q�7 �� �b�Q�+�B���H �m�M�B�p�2�`�b�2�X �h�?�B�b �i�v�T�2 �Q�7 �K�2�/�B���i�B�Q�M
�B�b �2�b�T�2�+�B���H�H�v �B�K�T�Q�`�i���M�i �r�?�2�M�- �B�M �� �b�Q�+�B���H �m�M�B�p�2�`�b�2 �i�?���i �B�b �ó�#�`�Q�F�2�M �B�M �B�i�b�2�H�7�ô�-
�i�?�2�`�2 ���`�2 �ó�K�Q�/�2�b �Q�7 �#�2�B�M�; �B�M �r�?�B�+�? �K�2�M ���M�/ �i�?�B�M�;�b ���`�2 �õ�#�v �i�?�2�K�b�2�H�p�2�b�ö ���M�/ �õ���b
�i�?�2�K�b�2�H�p�2�b�ö�- ���M�/ �K�Q�/�2�b �B�M �r�?�B�+�? �i�?�2�v ���`�2 �M�Q�i���i�?���i �B�b�- �B�M �r�?�B�+�? �i�?�2�v �2�t�B�b�i �B�M
�/�B�b�i�Q�`�i�B�Q�M�- �H�B�K�B�i���i�B�Q�M�- �Q�` �/�2�M�B���H �Q�7 �i�?�2�B�` �M���i�m�`�2 �U�2�b�b�2�M�+�2�V�ô �U�J���`�+�m�b�2�- �R�N�N�R�- �T�X
�R�k�8�V�X �6�Q�` �J���`�+�m�b�2�- �� �+�Q�M�+�2�T�i

�B�b �i���F�2�M �i�Q �/�2�b�B�;�M���i�2 �i�?�2 �K�2�M�i���H �`�2�T�`�2�b�2�M�i���i�B�Q�M �Q�7 �b�Q�K�2�i�?�B�M�; �i�?���i �B�b
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spheres exacerbates, in the words of Marcuse, “a new ideology which under-
takes to describe what is happening (and meant) by eliminating the concepts
capable of understanding what is happening (and meant)” (Marcuse, 1991, p.
178). Our experiences of individual pleasure are good examples of how mass
culture is ideological in this sense. Discourse around our experience of mass
culture tends to be the effect of accepting that, in capitalism, pleasure is sep-
arate from reason, or that play is structurally different from labour. Indeed,
our language about mass culture need not refer to the more “serious” issues of
society because pleasure is affirmed as something “exclusively subjective” (Mar-
cuse, 1968d, p. 167), while the terms and values of the greater social reality
are deemed to be of another, loftier type. Consequently, the properties of mass
culture become resistant to criticism as the meaning of individual pleasure is
satisfied through the closed language of modern consumerism: “Describing to
each other our loves and hatreds, sentiments and resentments, we must use the
terms of our advertisements, movies, politicians and best sellers. We must use
the same terms for describing our automobiles, foods and furniture, colleagues
and competitors–and we understand each other perfectly” (Marcuse, 1991, p.
194).

Again, the issue is not that individuals can find pleasure in the world of mass
culture. Rather, mass culture, along with all of its pleasures, is structured as
a social sphere of “non-interference”. The meaning of individual pleasure does
not touch, nor is it touched by, real differences between consumptive affluence
and the general unhappiness of historical circumstances. To allow pleasure to
be framed in the context of greater political problems would open the realm of
pleasure to “the historical demand for the general liberation of the individual”
(Marcuse, 1968a, p. 101).

Moreover, this non-interference of mass culture is predominantly institu-
tional. For Marcuse, individuals tend to acquiesce to the contradictory ways
in which capitalism “delivers the goods” because industrial techniques and our
pool of intellectual knowledge are currently under the capitalist form of social
organization (Marcuse, 1968b). Small degrees of individual pleasure can be
found in types of work in which the social division of labour is less dehumaniz-
ing, precarious, monotonous or alienating than in other jobs. Yet the structural
administration and systematic ownership of social creativity in capitalism still
generally bifurcate work and play into two separate spheres of modern life.
Work is generally “a whole dimension of human activity and passivity [that]
has been de-eroticized. The environment from which the individual could ob-
tain pleasure–which [he or she] could cathect as gratifying almost as an extended
zone of the body–has been rigidly reduced” (Marcuse, 1991, p. 73). The play of
immediate gratification, in contrast, is marked by its allocation to a delimited
space-time of social life. The great range of pleasures available to the modern
consumer is repressive to the extent that sublimated activity (e.g. work) is
not a place to create a less repressive structure for future work. As the “scope
of sublimation” is both restricted and prevented from being transformed, the
immediacy of gratification–i.e., desublimation–is intensified to the point that it
appears that individual pleasure equals desublimated activity (Marcuse, 1991,
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To have any price attached to a film, whether profitable or not, there must
be an effective claim of ownership on that film. The claim of ownership must
mean something to the particular person or group that holds it, and it must
be embedded in a general system of private property, where the exclusion of
one’s property from others is effective. Abstracted from the social structures
that support them, claims of ownership are useless pieces of paper or empty
entitlements. The real ability to keep everyone else’s hands off of your claim is
nothing but social power that is expressed through the state, laws, the courts,
the police and an established culture of private property and exclusive rights
(Nitzan & Bichler, 2009, p. 228).

Seen through the prism of the film business, the products of the film indus-
try should be private property and sold to the consumer at a price. While the
absentee owner-investor may know next to nothing about how a film is made
(as that is a matter of industrial technique), he or she may nonetheless be in-
terested in how the material properties of the produced film will serve the goals
of strategic sabotage. For instance, relevant to the film business is the “indivis-
ibility” of the film image. Indivisibility refers to how one person’s consumption
of a film does not exhaust the physical capacity for someone else to watch in
tandem (Sedgwick & Pokorny, 2005, p. 13). Certainly, the indivisibility of a
film is not infinite. There are technological and physical limits to how many
people can watch the same image from the same screen (even though the In-
ternet is breaking all sorts of spatial barriers to how people can access motion
pictures). However, unlike the physical properties of a car, which excludes po-
tential passengers with a rigid steel frame, there is (currently) no way for the
light of the film image to selectively transmit to the eyes of only some people in
an audience. Whether Hollywood likes it or not, the number of people who can
watch a rented DVD in a friend’s living room depends on the size of the living
room and not the DVD.

From the earliest days of film, the business side has needed means of exclu-
sion to manage this “problem” of indivisibility. For instance, from the 1900s
to the late 1910s, the major power to repress the possibility of indiscriminate
exhibition–indiscriminate according to business principles–was the Motion Pic-
ture Patent Company, the “Edison Trust”. Spearheaded by Thomas Edison
himself, the Edison Trust leveraged its pool of patents over film technology to
set prices. The Trust also attempted to control how many movies were made,
what types of movies were made, and where movies were shown (Litman, 1998,
p. 10; Wu, 2010, p. 64). Tim Wu explains the consequence of such power:

In the name of avoiding “ruinous” competition, [the Motion Picture
Patent Company] pooled sixteen key patents, blocked most film ex-
ports, and fixed prices at every step of filmmaking and exhibition.
There was, for instance, a set price per foot of film that distributors
would pay producers, another price (originally $2 per week) that ex-
hibitors paid for use of patented Trust-owned projectors, and so on.
(Wu, 2010, p. 64)

To benefit from the blessings of the Trust, producers and exhibitors (owners of
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Filmed Entertainment prevents small firms from being competitors in terms of
profits, revenues or other business indicators. Rather, Major Filmed Entertain-
ment finds like-minded competition in the giant firms of their respective sectors.
Their levels of accumulation are worthy benchmarks of the powerful.

Figure 5.4 illustrates that Dominant Capital is a more meaningful bench-
mark for Major Filmed Entertainment than what could be called “Minor Filmed
Entertainment”. The latter is not an organized collective of firms, but rather
is a broad set of firms that operate in the following categories of the Standard
Industrial Classification manual:

• 7812 Motion Picture and Video Tape Production

• 7819 Services Allied to Motion Picture Production

• 7822 Motion Picture and Video Tape Distribution

• 7829 Services Allied to Motion Picture Distribution

All three series in Figure 5.4 are re-scaled so that 1970 equals one. Each series is
the per firm average of annual operating income. The comparisons of operating
income per firm demonstrate how, for the last 50 years, beating the average
solely within the filmed-entertainment sector has became a meaningless goal
for Major Filmed Entertainment. The average “Minor-Filmed-Entertainment”
firm simply has not kept pace with the firms that dominate Hollywood cinema.
Conversely, the average Dominant-Capital firm has not lost its relevancy as a
benchmark; the trajectory of its operating profits is similar to Major Filmed
Entertainment’s.
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Chapter 6

The risk of aesthetic
overproduction

6.1 Introduction
The capitalist structure of Hollywood might not extinguish every flame of cre-
ativity from its film projects, but the interests of business leave scars and bruises
on the aesthetic dimension of Hollywood cinema. Contemporary filmmaking is
organized such that Major Filmed Entertainment can use its position in film
distribution to exercise power over the pace and direction of creativity. This
group and the other involved business interests, like banks that offer financing
and firms that are looking for licensing and merchandising opportunities, stand
between film production and the market (Wasko, 1982). Thus, when creativ-
ity is perceived to be “too risky”, Major Filmed Entertainment is able to act.
Some film projects, on account of their subject matter or style, can be effec-
tively withheld from the market because no major firm will purchase the rights
to distribute them. A film project may be able to find financing, but under
a contract that stipulates conditions about form, content, budget, cast, crew,
etc. A film can be produced, but management will have a role in the direction
and pace of creation. And if business interests are still sceptical about their
investment in potentially chaotic artistic creativity, the right of film ownership
often includes the right of “final cut”–i.e., the right to modify a film before it is
released but after the director presents his or her final version (Bach, 1985).

But must the dominant Hollywood firms purposefully stand between the
professional filmmaker and the moviegoer? Is the answer to this question binary,
or is there an issue of extent here? To what degree should the business of film
distribution shape and limit the social creativity of filmmaking? How is that
degree of control determined?

This chapter analyzes the structure of Hollywood film distribution through
the lens of risk. In both its technical and conceptual senses, risk is relevant to
the study of how Hollywood, as a business, utilizes social creativity. The con-
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there is no “smoking gun” in Major Filmed Entertainment’s hand; the effects
of its control need to be estimated or deduced from general behaviour in the
production and distribution of Hollywood cinema.

6.2 The capitalist desire for an order of cinema
The base-layer to an order of cinema is automatically created under capitalism.
At any given time, the composition of the cinematic world can be stratified
according to the quantities of a universal language: price. For example, one
can go to a website like boxofficemojo.com and arrange the world of cinema
according to box-office gross revenues, where the biggest theatrical grosses are
at the top and the lowest are at the bottom. The same financial stratification is
implied when a film is capitalized. When a film is given an expected theatrical
revenues plateau (e.g., $20 million, $70 million, $300 million), the Hollywood
film business is making an estimate about the future popularity of the film
(Litman, 1998, p. 44). This financial estimate automatically positions a film
among other films. The meaning of $200 million expected revenues, for example,
is relative, as it depends on how other contemporary film projects are capitalized
(McMahon, 2013, 2015).

A more substantial concept of order includes the social actors and institu-
tions that can, to differing degrees, have an effect on the financial stratification
of films. There are firms that try to boost their investments through advertis-
ing and public relations. There are film critics and media personalities who can
extol some films and criticize others. There are consumers who prefer certain
types of films over others, or maybe they want to use their leisure time for some-
thing other than cinema. This more substantial concept of order also includes
the form and content of films. The films at the top of the financial pyramid may
touch upon common themes, or adopt similar cinematic styles. The financial or-
der of cinema may also be stratified according to how society values the political
function of art. If people expect art to be more entertaining than confronta-
tional, it could be difficult or impossible for politically contentious subjects, like
abortion, or traumatic human behaviour, like genocide, to be top performers
financially.

This more substantial order of cinema frames the risk perceptions of Major
Filmed Entertainment. When some aesthetic qualities of cinema are perceived
as riskier investments than others, Hollywood has a financial interest to be
strategic about which expressions of human creativity it will affirm and which
expressions it will mould, shape, modify or even reject. This same strategy man-
ifests itself when some film projects are given bigger budgets than others–some
ideas, regardless of their artistic value, will never be profitable if production
costs grow to the size of a Hollywood blockbuster. Hollywood also needs to
account for the possibility that the behaviour and attitudes of moviegoers can
change. A popular film might inspire a wave of sequels or copycats–but is mim-
icking past financial successes always an effective strategy?

Plenty of examples illustrate how the social dimensions of film affect the risk
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perceptions of Major Filmed Entertainment. Some examples are found in the
annual reports of the relevant firms. Time Warner, the owner of Warner Bros.
from 2003 to 2018, lists risk factors relating to filmed entertainment and leisure
time:

[Time Warner] must respond to recent and future changes in tech-
nology and consumer behavior to remain competitive and continue
to increase its revenues .... [Time Warner] faces risks relating to
increasing competition for the leisure and entertainment time and
discretionary spending of consumers, which has intensified in part
due to technological developments and changes in consumer behavior
.... The popularity of [Time Warner’s] content is difficult to predict,
can change rapidly and could lead to fluctuations in the Company’s
revenues, and low public acceptance of the Company’s content may
adversely affect its results of operations. (Warner, 2011, p. 13)

This “public acceptance of content” is important. If a film property is to be
valued as an asset, its form and content must be evaluated–even before the film
is made–in the light of social meaning (Vogel, 2011, pp. 99-106). For example,
on account of its style and subject matter, a film property may lose its relevance
(i.e. pecuniary value) as social meaning changes with the passage of time:

... war epics, for instance, might be very popular with the public
during certain periods but very unpopular during others. Some hu-
mor in films is timeless; some is so terribly topical that within a
few years audiences may not understand it. In addition, because
everything from hair and clothing styles to cars to moral attitudes
changes gradually over time, the cumulative effects of these changes
can make movies from only two decades ago seem rather quaint.
(Vogel, 2011, p. 101)

The changing values of cultural and political meaning are not simply external
factors that stand outside the reach of corporate strategy. Rather, a firm’s
labour force can be so innovative and original that its creativity undermines the
pecuniary value of older assets: they are suddenly “out-of-date” because artistic
labour has inaugurated a new cultural environment (Earl & Potts, 2013).

On the problem of treating a film as a long-lived asset, Prince (2000) is cor-
rect to argue that part of the uncertainty relates to the technological changes
in distribution (theatre, VHS, DVD, etc.). “Determining the profitability of
a given film”, writes Prince, “can be an elusive undertaking because so many
revenue sources figure into this determination ...” (Prince, 2000, p. xx). How-
ever, part of the reason that so few films are freely released into the public
domain, regardless of technological changes, is that every significant shift in
social-historical relevance gives Major Filmed Entertainment another opportu-
nity to re-capitalize its old film property. The tragic death of an actor can
make his or her filmography popular again; a new channel of TV distribution,
like Turner Classic Movies, can open future income streams for films that have
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...” (Castoriadis, 1984a, p. 234). For Castoriadis, this version of creativity is
less threatening to an established social order because the radical creation of
new forms is denied. Rather, human imagination is limited to imitative pro-
duction; the scope of creativity is bounded by an already existing Form or Idea
(Castoriadis, 1998, p. 197).

Third, the repetitive nature of mass culture, of which Hollywood is a central
part, is about more than ideology. Risk perceptions partly determine the level of
capitalization, and confidence about the size and pattern of expected earnings
is likely to increase if moviegoers had a predilection for only a narrow range
of film types. The threat of aesthetic overproduction is a strong reason why
the Hollywood business has a vested interest in effectively “pre-selling” new
films through stylistic repetition. When Hollywood repeats itself, the “new”
already has, in the eyes of a habituated moviegoer, a familiar, pre-digested
quality (Maltby, 2003). This cycle of repetition also explains why independent
filmmakers will sometimes vocalize their opposition to having films appeal to the
sensibilities of the average audience. Making films “for only themselves” or “for
nobody” is a form of symbolic resistance to all that is implied when Hollywood
says it makes films to “please an audience” (Ortner, 2013, pp. 51-53).

Fourth, if the underlying identity between creation and consumption is firmly
rooted in capitalist power, Hollywood gains additional flexibility about what
types of films it will make. As Adorno recognized, the ideology of mass culture
can become “as internally antagonistic as the very society which it aims to
control” (Adorno, 2004e, p. 181). In the last few years, for example, Hollywood
has demonstrated that it has no problems showing rape, poverty, racism and
violence on the silver screen. As long as these cinematic representations of an
unjust reality have a determinable relationship to the habits and attitudes of an
audience, the cultural representation of social contradictions is not antithetical
to the goal of profit. Mass culture’s weak impact on real social contradictions
is consistent and, therefore, predictable with respect to risk perceptions.

6.4 Limiting aesthetic overproduction with cap-
italist power

We can conclude this chapter with examples where, I believe, Major Filmed En-
tertainment is using capitalist power to limit the threat of aesthetic production.
When expressed as this type of threat to financial expectations, the potential of
an artist to create new social significations is translated into a risk calculation.
Thus, these examples of limiting, standardizing and regulating creativity illus-
trate how the actuality and potentiality of human creation are entangled in the
business-industry relationship that Veblen originally conceptualized (Veblen,
2004, 2006c). In the conceptual language of Adorno (2004a), this entanglement
is a product of administration and culture having incompatible goals, whereby
the former is instrumental and the latter is not.

The examples share the same theme: Major Filmed Entertainment and its
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Table 6.2: Tally of combinations from example

Combination Tally
Action–Adventure 1
Action–Comedy 1
Adventure–Comedy 2
Adventure–Sci-fi 1
Comedy–Sci-fi 1

that relate to Major Filmed Entertainment needing to decide about opening-
theatre size before theatrical revenues begin to flow. The edges in Figure 6.1
visualize the total occurrences of each pair of genres. To minimize clutter–there
are 168 different pairs in the dataset–I set the line width of each edge between
two genres to be the tally, divided by one hundred and rounded to one decimal
point. For instance, the line between “Action” and “Adventure” is thickest
(3.8pt) because there are 376 films that have this pair of genres. Other edges
are invisible because they occurred less than 5 times–e.g., “Crime–Western”,
“Animation–Horror”, “Biography–Romance”.

As a visual representation of Hollywood’s repetitiveness, Figure 6.1 has lim-
its. For instance, films that only have one genre listed on IMDB are excluded.
Additionally, the simple counting of genre combinations cannot tell us about
any qualitative differences between films that share the same combinations.
Nevertheless, Figure 6.1 highlights patterns in Major Filmed Entertainment’s
use of genre. If the genres in the figure were Hollywood’s only choices for film
production, only 66 percent of possible pairs are being used (168 out of 253 or� 23

2

�
possible combinations). Moreover, a constellation of genres accounts for

the majority of the dataset: [Action, Adventure, Animation, Comedy, Crime,
Drama, Family, Fantasy, Sci-Fi, Thriller]. This constellation of genres is a suit-
able representation of the films that typically open in lots of theatres at once.

How does this type of repetition come about? In his sardonic language,
playwright, screenwriter and film director David Mamet argues that corporate
structure reinforces formulaic repetition in Hollywood film production. For
instance, there are the hierarchical relationships between script readers and
their bosses:

The entry level position at motion picture studios is script reader.
Young folks fresh from the rigours of the academy are permitted to
beg for a job summarizing screenplays. These summaries will be
employed by their betters in deliberations.
These higher-ups rarely (some, indeed, breathe the word “never”)
read the actual screenplay; thus, the summaries, called “coverage”,
become the coin of the realm.
Now, like anyone newly enrolled in a totalitarian regime, these neo-
phytes get the two options pretty quickly–conform or die. Confor-
mity, in this case, involves figuring out what the studios might like
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De Vany and Walls overlook this point because their analysis implies that
Hollywood is responsible for all of the films in their dataset–they often describe
it as the set of films in Hollywood’s “portfolio” (De Vany & Walls, 2002, p. 438).
It is very likely that all of their films are distributed by American firms; it is
also likely that many of the films are “inside” Hollywood as they are distributed
by a major studio or one of its subsidiaries. However, the general usage of
“Hollywood” minimizes Rosenbaum’s critique and also obscures the realities of
some films getting much more corporate attention than others (Ulin, 2010). By
using opening theatre rankings, we can group films by their relative places in
the annual distributions of opening theatres (e.g., the film with a ranking of
4 was the 4th largest opening of its year). This ranking is very important in
determining the distribution of promotional and advertising budgets across a
film-release schedule. The low-ranking film, for instance, is released into the
world on small advertising campaigns; they rely on word-of-mouth behaviour
to make the audience grow. The high-ranking film in opening theatres has an
entirely different birth. They enter the theatrical market across entire countries
and receive aggressive levels of promotion and advertising (Cucco, 2009).

Table 6.4 outlines how bins of films are created from the population. For
each year, films are labeled according to the percentile of their opening theatre
ranking. There are five labels: [Blockbuster, Major, Medium, Limited, Very
limited]. The second row of the table indicates where, on average, the cut
between bins is made. For example, the average cut between “Major” and
“Medium” occurs at 89.8, which makes the last “Major” film 89 in rank and the
first “Medium” film 90. Data on average number of theatres shows that there
is an exponential relationship (y � 87:3e0:72x ) between the increase in category
and the increase in the average number of opening theatres.

Table 6.4: Binning films by opening theatre rank

Category: Blockbuster Major Medium Limited
Very

limited
percentile: 0.9-1 0.8-0.89 0.6-0.79 0.3-0.59 0-0.29
inner cut, mean: 44.8 89.8 178.4 310.8
op. theatres, mean: 3073.3 2027.8 577.1 77.9 2.1

Each category of films has its own sample distribution of ratings. A mea-
sure of proportional representation can be calculated with a ratio between the
distribution of ratings in each sample and the distribution of ratings in the en-
tire population. For example, 17.6 percent of the films in the “Major” category
are PG rated. In the entire population, 15.9 percent of the films are PG rated
(see Figure 6.4). This means there is a slight over-representation of PG-rated
films in the “Major” category (17.6/15.9 = 1.1). Conversely, a ratio less than 1
signals an under-representation, proportional to the entire population of films
in the dataset.
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demonstrate how Major Filmed Entertainment has managed to systematically
decrease its risk, both absolutely and differentially.
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for this deferred form of enjoyment, the screenwriter needs a lot of pages and
the director needs every scene. When films are, instead, built around scenes or
images that do little to deepen meaning, what is generally left over for story are
simply pretexts for action, or a “loose assemblage” of visual effects or scenes.

8.3 Capitalizing (Low) Artistic Expectations
As Wyatt observes, the elements of high-concept cinema come together such
that they weaken our identification with character and narrative. Instead of
building a complicated relationship between subject and object,

the viewer [of a high-concept film] becomes sewn into the “surface”
of the film, contemplating the style of the narrative and the produc-
tion. The excess created through such channels as the production
design, stars, music, and promotional apparati, all of which are so
important to high concept, enhances the appreciation of the films’
surface qualities. (Wyatt, 1994, p. 60)

But how does high-concept filmmaking reduce risk? On the surface, the an-
swer seems apparent: high-concept films are less risky because their stories are
simpler and more straightforward, and the superficial style–be it through the
marketing of a star, the music or even the look of the film–is a quick and easy
“argument” about why you, the typical moviegoer, should see a film. While
this may be partly true, it is merely the first step. In order to understand the
apparent box-office appeal of simplicity, we need to consider and historicize the
social relationship between filmmaking and film consumption.

High-concept filmmaking helps Major Filmed Entertainment by deepening
social familiarity with the Hollywood style of cinema. Not every Hollywood
film is high concept, nor is every film of this type wildly popular. Rather, the
general persistence of high-concept films shapes and reinforces social expecta-
tions about what cinema should and should not be. If the belief that films
should be simple and straightforward is strongly held by managers, producers,
directors, screenwriters, actors, artists and the consumers of their films, Ma-
jor Filmed Entertainment can, with a greater ability, quantify its expectations
about the repeatability and regularity of high-concept cinema. Thus, the so-
cial institution of high-concept cinema relies on the social-historical foundation
of aesthetic experience (Adorno, 1997, p. 269). Low, pessimistic expectations
about the aesthetic potential of cinema can reinforce the institution of a nar-
row aesthetic horizon. Prevailing cinematic habits and expectations can also
disadvantage filmmakers and audiences that would otherwise wish that films
discovered the artistic alternatives within cinema. With respect to the pursuit
of alternative narrative styles, for example, Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami
highlights Hollywood’s problematic effects on the way we watch films: “… we
want to follow everything or we think the film has failed” (Baumbach, 2014).

The wide social acceptance of high-concept cinema is assisted by other char-
acteristics of the Hollywood film business. For instance, the Hollywood star
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down. Consequently, it is not surprising perhaps that the statistical
model illustrates that high concept is actually more predictable than
other forms of production. The model works most successfully with
genre-bound, linear narrative and pre-packaged films—all categories
which overlap with high concept. (Wyatt, 1994, p. 172)

Instead of retaining the assumptions that underlie Wyatt’s quantitative analysis
of high-concept “elements”, we can offer an alternative method that treats high
concept as a world within a larger cinematic universe. As was established in
Figure 5.7, US theatrical attendance per capita has remained at roughly the
same level for over 50 years. If we treat this average moviegoing habit as an
outer limit of the social world of American cinema, we can then ask how much
of the average movie consumption (� 4-5 films per year) goes to high-concept
films. We can also ask whether the general fixation on high-concept films has
strengthened over the years. If US theatrical attendance per capita of high-
concept films has increased as a share of attendance, we can conclude that these
films have a greater degree of social longevity. Concomitantly, we can infer
that capitalist confidence in high-concept filmmaking has increased–though, by
exactly how much, our method cannot determine.

Changes in the share of high concept cinema offer a rough approximation of
changes in risk perception. Yet US theatrical attendance per capita has been
more or less stable for some time, so an increase in attendance for high-concept
cinema means that this type of film is being substituted for other types of films.
And if, over the long term, high-concept films are watched with greater fre-
quency, that increase suggests that moviegoing habits are locked into a narrow-
ing range of film types. Stronger dedication to high-concept filmmaking, even if
only in relative terms, speaks to the durability of Hollywood’s social-historical
foundations, which could always change in light of new creation.

Figure 8.1 presents data on US franchise films, a term denoting a film that
has the copyright to exploit images, characters, environments and stories of
intellectual property (e.g., James Bond, Ghostbusters, Indiana Jones, Jurassic
Park, Marvel superheroes, Harry Potter). The intellectual property of a film
franchise can originate from other media, such as literature, television shows and
comic books. The production of sequels or “spin-offs” can also create or extend a
film franchise. Not every high-concept film is a franchise, but all film franchises
are high concept. A typical franchise film is reducible to its marketable element,
which is often one or many of its characters. This marketable element is the
franchise film’s essence because the franchise is primarily designed to carry its
theatrical success to or from other channels: television, novels, fast-food chains,
toys and video games (Drake, 2008, p. 77). Additionally, if a franchise was
created in media other than film, the very first film release of the franchise is
its own shorthand advertisement, as the essential idea is already familiar to its
audience.

Figure 8.1 shows three series. In Panel A, the figure shows the US at-
tendance per capita of all theatrical releases and the per-capita attendance of
franchise films. Franchise films are tallied from the list of franchises compiled
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right spot for the camera, which it was your task to find. You didn’t
(for reasons of economy as much as professional pride) set up four
cameras to grab action haphazardly. From this perspective, the ca-
sual setups and abrupt cuts that emerged in the 1960s could only
look amateurish. (Bordwell, 2006, p. 118)

In the opinion of Sven Nykvist, the Swedish cinematographer who is noted for
working on many Ingmar Bergman films, Hollywood’s “requirement for so many
cover shots ... comes from the fact that the producers really have the final cut
and they want to have all the material they can get in order to speed up the
pace of the film or make other changes that may be necessary” (Nykvist, 1981).
And as Steven Soderbergh, Billy Bob Thornton, Jodie Foster and likely count-
less other filmmakers have learned while working in contemporary Hollywood,
single long takes are antithetical to a business that demands that contemporary
filmmakers will cover all the angles during principal photography (Bordwell,
2006). It is difficult to cut a carefully constructed lengthy shot into smaller
pieces, and anything shot in one take leaves post-production with less material
to work with.

If the reader is holding on to the idea that the shift of creative control
from production to post-production is not much of a problem because directors
often participate in the editing of a film, this idea can be put to rest. In fact,
the symbiotic relationship between complete coverage and intensified continuity
is only exacerbating the mechanization of cinema. Here is it useful to quote
Bordwell at length:

With demands for complete coverage and a belief that the movie
could be made in the cutting room, directors were overshooting
wildly. A 100-minute movie runs nine thousand feet, but to arrive at
that the editor might hack through as much as six hundred thousand
feet of material. Directors and producers began to subdivide editing
labor. Rather than handle all the footage, the principal editor might
supervise a team of several cutters, often making each responsible
for one reel of the final cut. (This was called, with typical Hollywood
delicacy, “gang banging” the film.) The introduction of computer-
ized editing systems allowed producers to demand even faster output.
Now databases could track all the takes, the physical act of splicing
was not needed until the very last moment. Producers began to ex-
pect to see a rough cut in as little as a week. Editors complained
that they were overworked and didn’t have enough time to fine-tune
the film. Under these conditions, they evidently felt obliged to fall
back on the default settings of the dominant style. “I’m concerned”,
remarked one director at the beginning of the trend, that “manage-
ment will assume electronic equipment means editors should work
faster. And faster means formula. Go to the master, two shot, close-
up, close-up and get out”. Likewise, assigning each editor a reel of a
big project favoured a neutral, standardized way of handling footage
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so that the completed film looked uniform throughout. (Bordwell,
2006, p. 156)

This quotation enables us to add another level of interpretation to Figure 8.3.
The intensification of ASL likely tightens the relationship between coverage and
formulaic editing. The pressure for film production to contribute to the goal of
intensified continuity is that much greater when the average shot in an American
film is now less than four seconds.

8.5.2 The Rights of Ownership
In its attempt to reduce risk, the Hollywood film business discovered a method
of transforming the social-aesthetic principle of continuity into a business tool
of strategic sabotage. The institution of intensified continuity is complemen-
tary to the means and ends of high-concept cinema, which is in turn part of
the saturation-booking and blockbuster strategy. With this backdrop in mind,
the question naturally arises: can the indeterminacy and ambiguity of Ameri-
can New Wave resurface in another form of Hollywood cinema? What are the
chances that Major Filmed Entertainment will allow aesthetic experimentation
and alternative methods of cinematic expression in the foreseeable future?

The scope of these two questions is wider than our present discussion of high-
concept cinema. Nevertheless, we can use them to add one more level to our
analysis of high concept. Major Filmed Entertainment’s pushing of the art of
filmmaking towards high-concept cinema has been made possible by Hollywood
owning the legal business right to sabotage the art of cinema. Indeed, Holly-
wood needed an institutional mechanism to steer the American film industry
away from American New Wave and towards high concept, blockbuster cinema.
Hollywood also needed institutional mechanisms to make and keep blockbuster
cinema predominate for over 30 years. This institutional ability to limit the cre-
ative faculties of industry and steer it toward profitable ends is the foundation
of business enterprise. And in order to invest, capitalists need to be confident
that this institutional ability will continue in the future.

A key institutional mechanism for Major Filmed Entertainment to control
Hollywood cinema is American copyright law (Decherney, 2012; Kamina, 2002;
Salokannel, 2003). In American law, as in other Anglo-American legal systems,
the rights associated with the ownership of film copyright are always established
through contract negotiation and guild rules. Moreover, American filmmakers
are not perceived to naturally possess “moral rights”, which give original cre-
ators (filmmakers) an inalienable claim over the manner in which their films are
exhibited to the public (Salokannel, 2003). By contrast, European copyright
law recognizes that “those who provide the original creative effort in the gener-
ation of the work should, prima facie, be considered the authors of the work”.
This type of assumption about the authorship of original creator(s) grants the
following moral rights:

1. “the right of paternity, i.e. the right to be identified as the author of the
work”;
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8.6 Conclusion
The arguments in this chapter followed in the footsteps of Chapter 7. The series
of figures in Chapter 7 collectively suggest that Major Filmed Entertainment
has been able to increase its degree of confidence about its blockbuster and
saturation booking strategies. Furthermore, the 1980s appear to have been a
key turning point in Hollywood’s risk perceptions–this was the decade in which
the systematic reduction of risk in the contemporary period gained momentum.

Building on these results, this chapter analyzes some of the underlying trans-
formations that enabled and boosted Major Filmed Entertainment’s risk reduc-
tion strategies. If the 1980s was the decade when blockbuster cinema and satu-
ration booking increased in effectiveness, the 1970s was the decade when the in-
stitution of high concept cinema helped redefine Hollywood’s business-industry
relationship according to these strategies. High concept cinema narrows the
horizon of aesthetic potential; filmmakers might still have a personal desire
for ambiguity and discontinuity, as these qualities can become ingredients for
political cinema, but the Hollywood system generally wants ideas, stories and
characters that can be marketed in a simple and straightforward manner. In-
tensified continuity and the US legal framework of film copyright also protect
business interests from a film industry that can become “uncontrollably” ob-
sessed with the truths of the aesthetic dimension, whereby filmmakers inflate
costs with artistic improvisations or deliver films whose cinematic meanings are
too obscure for wide theatrical releases. Overall, the historical evolution of
Hollywood’s aesthetics are related to changes in the business-industry relation-
ship in Hollywood, which is an effect of Major Filmed Entertainment seeking to
accumulate differentially by reducing its risk and differential risk.
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Conclusion

This book has operated at two levels of analysis. At the level of theory, the pre-
sentation of the capital-as-power approach followed from a critique of Marxist
political economy. While Marxist theory has advanced a great number of argu-
ments about mass culture and its function in capitalism, the capital-as-power
approach enables us to break new ground on this subject. It helps us demon-
strate why the politics-economics separation in Marxism makes it difficult–if not
impossible–to jointly theorize mass culture and accumulation in advanced capi-
talism. The capital-as-power approach also helps us theorize how Major Filmed
Entertainment capitalizes an order of cinema that is predominantly formed,
shaped and transformed through capitalist power. Hollywood is an expression
of capitalist power because its dominant firms, in their pursuit of differential ac-
cumulation, are compelled to delimit the possibilities of cinema through strategic
sabotage. Strategic sabotage is used to predetermine, as much as possible, the
place of new social creation in an instituted field of social significations.

At the empirical level, the book has applied the capital-as-power approach
to the historical trends and details of the Hollywood film business and the aes-
thetics of its cinema, with a particular focus on the theory and practice of
risk reduction. The research on risk connects to two related questions. How
is Hollywood cinema sabotaged? And how is sabotage in Hollywood cinema
capitalized? The research on risk has sought to explain why aesthetic over-
production matters to the business of film and how the reduction of risk, both
absolute and differential, bore on the differential accumulation of Major Filmed
Entertainment.

While risk is only one of many aspects of the political economy of Hollywood,
this type of research demonstrates the usefulness of transcending the politics-
economics duality that is commonly assumed by political economic theories. The
creative labour of the Hollywood film industry is still a part of our story about
risk reduction, but this story also includes the institutional creation of ideology
through the repression of meaning and the control of social behaviour. This
institutional activity is political because it is about the power of Major Filmed
Entertainment to do the following: to effectively block unwanted creativity from
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finding the mainstream; to create a habituated social system of creation and
consumption through the establishment of its own aesthetic principles; and,
to narrow our collective expectations about the aesthetic potentials of cinema.
These aspects of institutional power are mostly understood qualitatively, as they
are rooted in the social relations of Hollywood cinema. Yet by challenging the
politics-economics separation in Part I, we opened the door to research how, in
our case, the logic of capitalization includes the control of ideology, meaning and
other social characteristics of cinema. From this perspective, these qualitative
aspects have a direct bearing on Hollywood’s accumulation strategies.

More specifically, Part II argues that the Hollywood film business’s ability
to strategically sabotage the aesthetic, political and social qualities of cinema
have a bearing on Major Filmed Entertainment’s degree of confidence. Expected
future earnings can be predicted with a greater degree of confidence when the
qualities of cinema begin to function according to a level of predictability. Thus,
the capitalization of cinema assumes that culture and art should behave like
other determinate systems; elements “must be connected together by relations of
causal determination, linear or cyclical (reciprocal), categorical or probabilist—
relations which themselves are amenable to univocal definition ...” (Castoriadis,
1998, p. 177).

To passionate filmmakers and avid consumers of films alike, the capitaliza-
tion of cinema does not capture the experience of creating and engaging with
good films, especially novel ones. Yet this logic shapes the worldview of those
who seek to profit from mass culture. Capitalization pushes capitalists to define
where human creativity becomes aesthetic overproduction, which itself relates to
the order of cinema. Furthermore, the chance to reduce risk compels capitalists
to sabotage the industrial art of filmmaking, whose improvisations, experimen-
tations and desires for new aesthetic forms can translate into greater business
uncertainty and, therefore, lower capitalization.

9.1 Paths of Future Research
The empirical and theoretical levels of this book can each be developed further,
in future research on the political economy of Hollywood. For the sake of clarity,
let us temporarily split empirical research and theory.

9.1.1 Empirical paths
New opportunities for empirical research keep appearing. The foundation of
this book was built on my doctoral dissertation, which was completed in 2015.
Data and research was updated from the spring of 2020 to the winter of 2021.
All of my updates made 2019 the endpoint of my historical research. Deciding
to make 2019 my historical endpoint ended up making me nervous, as I would
be completing a book that had its historical research stop on the eve of a global
pandemic, which forced Hollywood to postpone theatrical releases everywhere
and left moviegoers with one option for cinema: Video-on-Demand (VOD).
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