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PENGUIN BOOKS

THE SKY IS FALLING!

‘A breathless compendium of storylines and audacious analysis … touching on worthwhile questions about how film and TV shape our sense of history and how the world works. Pop culture has become pulp culture’ Clive Davis, The Times

‘Leaves no theory unturned … the author is thoughtful throughout. Did you know, for instance, that The Matrix has been co-opted by the alt-right?’ Jonathan Dean, Sunday Times, Books of Year

‘Who else can explicate the hidden politics of movies and make you laugh out loud at the same time?’ Barbara Ehrenreich

‘Excellent critical writing … Biskind’s pastiche of right-wing paranoia is spot on’ Donald Clarke, Irish Times

‘Biskind’s wide-ranging arguments offer considerable food for thought’ London Review of Books

‘The great chronicler of Hollywood in the late twentieth century turns his critical eye to the cinema and television of the twenty-first. Essential reading’ Colin MacCabe

‘A bold, witty, and brilliantly argued analysis of the role pop culture has played in the rise of American extremism’ Ruth Reichl

‘Incisive … Biskind convincingly demonstrates how movies and TV have softened audiences toward an embrace of the extreme’ Kirkus Reviews

‘The Sky Is Falling eloquently chronicles pop culture’s pervasive role in mainstreaming extremism … a fast-paced and eloquent ideological treatise on how radical politics has normalized extreme behaviors in films and TV shows’ Shelf Awareness

‘Biskind breathlessly excavates the last two decades of popular culture, hunting for clues about the rise of political extremism in America’ Publishers Weekly





Beyond the Fringe: An Introduction


Are things getting more simplistic, and therefore more right and more left? Yeah!

—Joss Whedon, writer-director, The Avengers



This book is about American popular culture in the age of extremism. “Extremism” is a broad-stroke term that covers a myriad of sins—or virtues—depending on your point of view. “Extremist” has long been a dirty word in the national lexicon, particularly over the course of the two-decade-long summer that lasted, give or take a few interruptions, from the end of World War II to the mid-1960s. Those who dissented from the prevailing ideology of American exceptionalism—that is, America is special, better, greater than any other nation on the planet—or who called attention to the discrepancy between our leaders’ lofty rhetoric and the conduct of one administration after another were branded with the “e” word.

Extremists came in two flavors, right and left. Both were routinely vilified, the former as the lunatic fringe with their tinfoil hats and tales of alien abduction, the latter as un-Americans, laying the groundwork for Uncle Joe Stalin’s imminent takeover of the United States. But right or left, they were excluded from the mainstream—from its practices, its discourse or, as we now say, the national conversation.

Today, the battered centrists who are still walking and talking continue to use the term as a derogatory epithet, along with cognates like “divisive” and “controversial,” or, more colorfully, “wackos,” as Senator John McCain called Donald Trump’s supporters during the 2016 presidential primary.

As the subsequent election suggested, however, the joke was on them. “Extremism,” as it turned out, had been undergoing a makeover since long before the results were in. It had been invested with a tangy sizzle of daring and excitement, become the go-to term for characterizing whatever was new and different, ahead of the curve, cooler than cool, more—what? Everything. Extremists were praised as “disrupters,” “envelope pushers,” “out of the boxers.” A random sampling turns up “extreme combat,” “extreme medicine,” “extreme rendition.” Extreme products abound, from flash drives (SanDisk Extreme) to toothpaste (Aquafresh Extreme Clean). The Showtime Extreme channel specializes in martial arts, boxing, and thrillers, that is, “action that never, ever stops.” Seeking eyeballs that have wondered elsewhere, even today’s “reality” shows have scrambled aboard the extremist bandwagon. According to the New York Times, “Reality television, in recent years, has submitted participants to extreme emotional interrogation, extreme physical assault, [and] extreme isolation.” Even YouTube’s search algorithm guides its 1.5 billion users to extreme content.

Rather than an epithet, “extreme” has become an accolade, while “mainstream” has become “lamestream.” Witness Trump’s usage of “extreme” to tout the deep background checks he advocates for immigrants from “terrorist countries.” “Extreme vetting,” he cried. “I want extreme.”

On the opposite end of the political spectrum, here is actor Joseph Gordon-Levitt, who plays Edward Snowden in Oliver Stone’s film Snowden (2016), commenting on his character’s real-life avatar: “I consider him the most extreme of patriots.”

It is no secret that the age of extremism has arrived. By 2015, the slice of Republicans who saw themselves as “very conservative” had jumped nearly twofold over the previous two decades, skyrocketing from 19 percent to 33 percent. The election of Donald Trump, of course, is the result. Where once, extremism would have been tamed, defanged, co-opted, as was most often the case when outsiders with their noses pressed to the glass became insiders, now the extremes are dictating the terms of the transaction. Those who thought that the majesty of the office would smooth Trump’s sharp corners were wrong. Rather, the mainstream is being transformed into what was formerly considered the fringe. What was once inhibited is now exhibited.

A long time ago, in what seems now like a galaxy far away, the rude alarums of rancorous partisanship that roil today’s politics were barely audible. After half a decade of brutal world war and relentless ideological struggle against European fascism and Japanese imperialism, not only had foreign enemies been vanquished, but on the domestic front, the ogres of the 1930s had been slain as well. On the left, Henry A. Wallace, the most radical of Franklin Roosevelt’s serial vice presidents, had been soundly defeated in a bid to oust Harry Truman in 1948, while the Communist Party USA—which only a few years earlier had been basking in popularity thanks to the prestige the Soviet Union had earned during World War II—was on the run, the remnants mopped up by a decade’s worth of witch hunts fueled by the furious outburst of anticommunist hysteria that swept the country from the late 1940s to the late 1950s.

At the opposite extreme, the isolationist America First Party, which had tried to prevent our entry into the war, as well as the neo-Nazi German-American Bund had become no more than footnotes in the history books, while the remaining right-wing movements, soiled by the stain of fascism, found it hard to get traction.

After the election of Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1952, the government fell into the hands of a bipartisan coalition composed of center-right liberals and center-left conservatives, that is, Cold War Democrats and East Coast Republicans whose visions of postwar America were similar enough that they could see eye to eye on basic principles. For their part, Democrats agreed to join their partners across the aisle in vigorously rooting out subversives at home and containing the Soviets abroad. They pursued Wall Street–friendly policies, although they insisted on mild regulation of business because they had little faith that the “invisible hand” of the market, as imagined by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations, a text sacred to many Republicans, could convert the pursuit of private interest into the general good.

Holding up their end of the bargain, Republicans consented, albeit grudgingly, to accept New Deal programs like Social Security and unemployment insurance, labor’s right to organize, and they even paid lip service to the United Nations. From this consensus among moderates, the postwar welfare state emerged, a.k.a. the “center” or the “mainstream,” administered by the “establishment,” that is, the Ivy League–educated elite entrenched in places like the State Department who were insulated from the electoral tides. With Europe and much of the rest of the world in ruins, Americans could look forward to a decade and more of unprecedented prosperity. Staring into the blazing sun of the flourishing middle class, no less a luminary than Time magazine publisher Henry Luce proclaimed the “American Century.”

Nevertheless, defying the political winds, a handful of hardy extremists soldiered on. While Reds read and reread their dog-eared copies of The Communist Manifesto in prison, the right looked to Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead as its bible, Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom as its Fodor’s, and William F. Buckley Jr.’s National Review as its bathroom reading.

In 1954, however, when the right’s standard-bearer, Joe McCarthy, was slapped down in the Army-McCarthy hearings, the anticommunist hobbyhorse he had ridden so successfully stumbled and fell. Bereft of their fearless leader, right-wing extremists stumbled and fell as well. Robert Welch, head of the John Birch Society, who claimed that Eisenhower was a “tool of the Communists” and accused him of “treason,” was reduced to an object of ridicule. Barry Goldwater supplied the last hurrah, campaigning for president against Lyndon Johnson in 1964 on a platform of small government. When he defended himself against the charge of extremism by famously saying that “extremism in defense of liberty is no vice,” he was all but carted off to the loony bin, and Johnson won by a landslide.

Today, the American political landscape looks starkly different than it did in the post–World War II era, when this country was at the height of its power and the future seemed bright. Jobs have been exported, information technologies have replaced heavy industry, service has trumped manufacturing, capital accumulation has superseded capital creation at the same time that the infrastructure is crumbling. Despite the economic uptick during the early months of the Trump presidency, our so-called hourglass economy has ravaged the out-of-work class and even squeezed the middle class. In the run-up to the 2016 presidential race, the phrase “middle class” was conspicuous by its absence, as aspirants acknowledged the vacuum by avoiding the term. It morphed into “everyday Americans” (Hillary Clinton), “hardworking men and women” (Ted Cruz), or “working families” (Bernie Sanders). The postwar consensus has foundered on the rocks of globalism, ballooning inequities of wealth, and cultural alienation.

As consensus gives way to division, Goldwater and Welch would be right at home in today’s GOP, among our militias, birthers, truthers, Promise Keepers, antichoicers, intelligent designers, climate change deniers, last daysers, creationists, stem cell resisters, tax refusers, evangelical exceptionalists, white identitarians, and anti-vaxxers. Bedrock principles written into the Constitution like the separation of church and state are under relentless attack as fundamentalism undermines secularism. The ill-conceived, expensive, and failed military adventures in the Middle East have made the limits of American power all too apparent. As pessimism replaces optimism, democracy has all but dissolved in the acid rain of money. Now, only the wealthy can afford to dream the American Dream.

Barack Obama took office promising to bridge the ideological abyss separating the two parties, as if, to quote Strother Martin in the 1967 cult classic Cool Hand Luke, “what we’ve got here is … failure to communicate.” But communication wasn’t the problem; common ground no longer existed. The polarization of the electorate had been turbocharged by, among other things, what Eli Pariser called the “filter bubble,” a phrase describing Google’s customization of information to fit the viewpoints of its users. That, added to the multitude of new entertainment providers—cable TV, streaming services like Netflix, Amazon Prime, and Hulu, as well as internet sites like Facebook and YouTube—and devices on which to display them, disrupted the consensus entertainment provided by the studios and the networks. Obama discovered that the GOP had moved so far to the right that his efforts were doomed to failure. As Wisconsin Republican congressman Paul Ryan happily observed in 2009, “It’s as if we’re living in an Ayn Rand novel.”

As an agent of change, culture has often been treated shabbily, as no more than a secondary or even tertiary factor, well in the shadow of the featured players: economics, politics, demographics, whatever. But it’s a mistake to underestimate the power of culture to inflame our emotions. To choose just four examples, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852, pushed the nation toward civil war; the release of The Birth of a Nation sixty-three years later kick-started the moribund Klan; while in 1949, George Orwell described our contemporary topsy-turvy America with chilling prescience in his dystopic novel, 1984. Then there was The Manchurian Candidate (1962), an almost uncanny example of the ability of the imagination to anticipate events. It envisioned Russian intervention in U.S. elections fifty-four years before it happened.

Ronald Reagan was perhaps the first movie-made president, promiscuously quoting lines from old films and using their plots as a lens through which to view contemporary politics. He was so taken by George Lucas’s first Star Wars trilogy (1977–83) that he named his antimissile system after it, adding, “the force is with us.” Daring Congress to pass a tax increase, he quoted Clint Eastwood, saying, “Go ahead. Make my day.” Following Reagan, Donald Trump, of course, was the first TV-made president. Both chicken and egg, culture enhances or inhibits phenomena that may have their roots elsewhere, especially today when the so-called culture wars, fed by economic insecurity and the backlash against the progressive advances of the 1960s, can be so skillfully manipulated that “values voters” act against their own class interests.

As visible as the steel and concrete cities in which most of us live, but just as often invisible as the air we breathe, popular culture is saturated with politics. Far from mere escapism, movies and TV reflect the arguments that agitate the waters of our political life. Unlike the rhetoric of speechifying politicians and bloviating intellectuals that puts people to sleep, telling stories affects them directly, touching their hearts and engaging their minds. Pundits said Hillary Clinton lost the 2016 presidential election because, among other things, she didn’t have an appealing story to tell.

Historically, the three networks, with their lowest common denominator programming, shunned politics like the plague, while Hollywood disingenuously tried to shield itself from moralistic or politically motivated attacks by wrapping itself in the conventional wisdom that held that movies are apolitical, carrying no ideology whatsoever. As Sam Goldwyn famously quipped, “If you have a message, call Western Union.”

One thing that the witch-hunters of the 1950s, who were busy blacklisting Hollywood talent for smuggling communist propaganda into movies understood very well was that this is patently untrue. Ironically, thanks to cultural Cold Warriors like President Eisenhower’s ambassador to Italy Clare Boothe Luce (Mrs. Henry), who threatened to boycott the 1955 Venice Film Festival unless it withdrew its invitation to Blackboard Jungle because (she claimed) it aided and abetted our enemies by projecting a sordid image of America, we learned that Goldwyn was wrong.

Not only are Hollywood films and TV full of messages, most often conscious, although sometimes not, but it is those pictures that appear to be totally innocent of politics—sci-fi, westerns, thrillers—that are the most effective delivery vehicles for political ideas, precisely because they don’t seem to purvey them. Edgar Wright, who directed and co-wrote satirical hits like Shaun of the Dead (2004) and The World’s End (2013), compared his movies to Trojan horses: “[I] smuggle in other themes under the auspices of a zombie or a sci-fi film.”

It’s no exaggeration to say that values, and therefore politics, are embedded in the very fabric of movies. Jean-Luc Godard once famously said, attributing it to D.W. Griffith, “All you need for a movie is a girl and a gun,” which, looking back at the long history of movies, seems to be a truism, but of course, Godard (and Griffith) is a male describing a male-dominated medium. Now, the #MeToo movement and Parkland, Sandy Hook, et al., have helped us see that girls and guns can be contested, enabling us to imagine movies without either.

In 1930, the studios adopted the Motion Picture Production Code, guaranteeing that American movies would convey mainstream values. It stated that “no picture shall be produced that will lower the moral standards of those who see it. Hence the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil or sin.” The networks would follow suit in the postwar era with their Standards and Practices divisions.

The lessons movies teach us are by no means confined to content. Marshall McLuhan’s “the medium is the message” didn’t become the mantra of cultural critics until the mid-1960s, but Hollywood was there first, with the lush studio movies of the 1950s that stood in stark contrast to the spare black-and-white films that emerged from war-torn Europe. Those magic Technicolor carpets were testimonials to the wealth it took to produce them. Whether it was Gene Kelly singin’ in the rain in Paris, Marlon Brando falling in love in Japan, Jennifer Jones doing the same in Hong Kong, or David Niven traveling around the world in eighty days, the movies that conveyed them to foreign climes not only showed us the lavish production values that American dollars could buy but demonstrated that no place on earth was beyond the reach of Hollywood, and by extension, Washington.

Ideological policing has been around ever since humans learned to string sentences together to make stories. In modern America, it used to be the province of the center, but Reagan-era right-wing watchdog groups like the industrious trolls at Accuracy in Media learned the lessons of the 1950s to such a degree that the pendulum has swung so far in the opposite direction that today’s audiences are often more alert to the messages than to the movies themselves. The entertainment industry’s perceived liberal bias has made it a perennial target of the right, which at one time or another has gone after subversion in Sesame Street and SpongeBob SquarePants, while Fox Business commentator Charles Payne singled out The Lego Movie (2014). Recently, an Alabama exhibitor refused to show Beauty and the Beast (2017) because it includes a gay character, and the alt-right called for a boycott of Disney’s Rogue One: A Star Wars Story (2016) citing tweets from its writers describing the Empire as a “white supremacist (human) organization” pitted against a “multicultural group led by brave women.” Disney chief Bob Iger, trying to get ahead of the controversy, channeled Sam Goldwyn by saying that Rogue One “is not a film that is, in any way, a political film.”

The fact that our habit of enlivening dull evenings by watching TV and movies exposes us to political ideas is not exactly breaking news. This is not to say that they are entirely consistent or lacking ambiguities or even glaring contradictions. Studies of the electorate starting in the 1960s have called Americans “ideologically innocent,” that is, lacking in ideological fervor. Their positions on specific issues have as much to do with group benefits (who gains, who loses) as with abstract political beliefs. It would thus be foolish to look for any sort of ideological rigor in popular entertainment. As bastard children born of the uneasy marriage of art and commerce, moreover, movies and television shows are a fractious bunch. On the one hand, they are riddled with the personal tics and idiosyncrasies of those who create them; on the other, they are subject to the imperatives of the corporate entities that finance them.

What is not yet generally acknowledged, however, is that the ideological dimensions of these entertainments display a surprising degree of internal cohesion. On the basis of these regularities, we can group content into left, center, and right. In sci-fi movies, for example, aliens from outer space are often a flashpoint. In right-leaning shows, they are hostile, invariably invading Earth and zapping us with their disintegrator rays, as they do, say, in War of the Worlds (1953, 2005). In a movie in which intruders from outer space wish us ill, we need protection, and therefore that show is likely to favor the police or the military and display a weakness for strong leaders and authority in general, like the Independence Day franchise.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, in The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951, 2008), the alien is trying to save us from ourselves. A movie in which little green men from Mars are benign or even friendly is likely to portray the military as the enemy—brutal and stupid. Generally speaking, the left welcomes these arrivals, while the right prefers departures.

If we choose to be more granular, this taxonomy can be refined further. Among today’s right-wing shows, for example, we can distinguish between those that speak the language of traditional conservatism and those that are colored by populism, libertarianism, white nationalism, or evangelicalism.

One or another of these ideologies may prevail in a given era, but generally, content with clashing points of view battle one another for the widest audience, and therefore the biggest box office. In the postwar era, for example, the big, A-list films like Giant (1956) with the largest budgets and the brightest stars—in this case Rock Hudson and Elizabeth Taylor—resided comfortably within the mainstream and dominated the movie landscape. They bought into the idea of consensus; avoided divisive, controversial subjects; and tried to please everyone. Nevertheless, these pictures recognized that no matter how appealing the center made itself, some people were just going to say no and make trouble.

Responsibility for guaranteeing order lay with the authorities, that is, docs and cops, soldiers and scientists. Although the bipartisan coalition of moderate Democrats and Republicans leaned center-right, studio “product,” despite the blacklist, leaned center-left. These two competing ideologies squabbled with each other over how best to enforce consensus.

The center-left liberal pictures like Panic in the Streets (1950), Elia Kazan’s film about the outbreak of plague in New Orleans, favored docs over cops, scientists over soldiers. Docs and scientists preferred the therapeutic model of social control that treated dissenters like patients instead of criminals. Even criminals weren’t treated like criminals but were considered sick, not bad. Force was replaced by consent. Citizens did the right thing not because they had to but because they wanted to. On the Waterfront (1954) detached Marlon Brando from his mob pals by convincing him—instead of forcing him—to testify before the crime commission, thereby separating the baby from the bathwater instead of just draining the tub. Dissenters who were susceptible to argument or inducements were lured back into the fold with the carrot, in this case, Eva Marie Saint. In divide-and-conquer westerns, Cochise could always be depended upon to return to the reservation because the allure of our society was so powerful that he couldn’t say no, but extremists like Geronimo, considerably more disaffected and intransigent, were thrashed with the stick, that is, hunted down and slaughtered. (Whoever dubbed the mission to kill Osama bin Laden “Operation Geronimo” was clearly a fan of 1950s westerns.)

Leading with the carrot and hiding the stick made it possible for mainstream shows to maintain the fiction that power as such was so diffused in America that effectively it didn’t exist, and therefore, unlike the Soviet enemy, our democracy was genuinely consensual. And once the witch hunt had done its work, to a large extent it was.

Center-right conservative films, on the other hand, like The Thing from Another World (1951, 1982, 2011), though still firmly within the magic circle of consensus, preferred cops and soldiers to docs and scientists. Less averse to the use of force, they spurned the carrot in favor of the stick. In The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), directed by John Ford, Hollywood’s cinematic poet of the Old West, James Stewart, a liberal law graduate who arrives in Shinbone, falls victim to a nasty beating at the hands of outlaw Liberty Valance (Lee Marvin), and tries to use the law to put him behind bars. The only man who can whip Valance is John Wayne, the tough guy who believes in force. Throughout the film, liberal Stewart and conservative Wayne spar over the best way to deal with Valance. Still, despite their differences, they share the same assumptions, so they can talk to each other. There’s no talking to Valance, though, because he’s an extremist and has to be killed.

Republicans and Democrats fought over this issue across many films in many genres, punishing or curing their way to happy endings. The real drama was not whether the “Injuns,” as they were known in those days of political incorrectness, or mobsters, or delinquents, or Reds would destroy the American way of life—because they couldn’t—but rather, who was going stop them, the cops or the docs, the soldiers or the scientists? And by what means, force or persuasion? In other words, these films agreed on ends but clashed over means.

Extremist movies like It Came from Outer Space (1953), in which harmless aliens are set upon by belligerent humans, utilized the same conventions employed by mainstream films but, to put it simply, in the one, the white hats were heroes and black hats were the villains, while in the other, the white hats were villains and the black hats were heroes. They simply traded hats. With movies like High Noon (1952) and Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956, 1978), it was difficult to distinguish left from right because the two extremes shared a common animus toward the mainstream and agreed on the necessity of using force. Disdaining moderation, they embraced polarization. They presented worlds that were mirror images of the mainstream. What was bad for the center was good for the extremes, and vice versa. Extremist shows saw the world in black and white and expected their characters to make either/or choices, one or the other: Us or Them.

Extremists knew what they didn’t like, but finding themselves on the wrong side of history, at least for the moment, it was difficult for them to figure out what they did like. Consequently, these movies largely defined themselves through negation. If the center was X, they were Y.

The most striking difference between the extremes was that the goal of left-wing movies was to disarm, rather than alarm. They were sympathy-for-the-devil movies that appreciated difference and welcomed the Other, because leftists identified with victims. They had been there themselves. As J.K. Rowling put it many years later, “My heroes are always people who feel themselves to be set apart, stigmatized, or others.” Beneath their green, scaly skin and lidless saucer eyes, They were just like Us. If these shows were paranoid, they feared the center and the right, not the Other. Or rather, the center or the right was the Other, dramatized as domestic monsters created by radiation released by nuclear testing or plagues started by rogue viruses, both the products of military or/and corporate research.

Right-wing movies, on the other hand, were xenophobic and paranoid, terrified of alien invasions. They feared invisible enemies, the kind that hid in plain sight, as much as they feared visible ones. Red scare movies like My Son John (1952) or Samuel Fuller’s Pickup on South Street (1953), were shrill and alarmist. They tried to awaken us from the torpor of complacency to the dangers that threatened us. Considerably more sophisticated than their predecessors, today’s right-wing shows are liable to be more dismissive of the Other than alarmist. Witness Roseanne (2018), wherein John Goodman, having fallen asleep in front of the tube, says, “We missed all the shows about black and Asian families,” referring to ABC’s Blackish (2014– ) and Fresh Off the Boat (2015– ). Hip to centrist shows, Roseanne Barr replies, “They’re just like us. There, now you’re all caught up.”

Left or right, films that went against the grain were rare in the postwar period. For the most part, they were shoestring productions, B-movies, on the margin of the margins. Extremist shows barely registered on the Richter scale that the entertainment business uses to calculate profits. No more. The most conspicuous development in the second decade of the new century has been the emergence of the comic book epics that now dominate not only American screens, but screens worldwide as well. These shows feature superheroes with extreme powers employing extreme measures to deal with extreme situations. Let’s face it, we have learned to love extremism.

How did pop culture become pulp culture, B-movies get A-movie budgets? How did the bottom of the double bill become the top of the double bill, and then the only bill?

With the collapse of DVD sales at the beginning of the second decade of this century, and the competition theatrical distribution has faced from alternative delivery systems, foreign markets have become the studios’ most important source of income, exceeding—even doubling—domestic grosses. The Chinese box office is expected to overtake the American market by 2020.

Action travels best, which means that character-driven stories that are deeply American in texture and context are at a disadvantage. Hence, comic book superheroes. As each blockbuster seeks to top the previous one, budgets skyrocket, and studios play it safe by turning to sequels to protect their investments. With superheroes behind masks or under hoods, no Tom Cruises or Ben Afflecks are needed. Interchangeable Chrises (Evans, Hemsworth, Pratt, or Pine) serve instead, as high-priced stars are replaced by brands (Harry Potter, Transformers, The Hunger Games) that in turn evolve into complex universes with ongoing, interlocking stories so that audiences don’t have to wait two years for the next Iron Man movie but can see Tony Stark’s thread picked up in the next Captain America sequel. These megabudget narrative daisy chains have come to resemble cable or streamed series more than standalone movies, not to mention providing cradle-to-the-grave welfare for actors who are virtually guaranteed a steady income throughout their working lives. As the difference between movies and TV blurs, becoming one of duration—movies are no more than truncated TV series, as opposed to TV characterized as extended movies—we’ll refer to specimens of both as “shows” or “content.”

In superhero series, as Ben Fritz explains in The Big Picture, old themes are remixed and recombined to provide the illusion of newness, while die-hard fans take comfort in their familiarity. In politics, this is called playing to the base. As the distinctive flavor brought to roles by rich characterization and the tics of the actors who play them are drained away, the superheroes themselves increasingly resemble mythic avatars that transcend national boundaries, perfect fits for the brave new world of globalization wherein they are easily merchandized into action figures and theme parks.

Extremism has defined today’s entertainment culture to such an extent that no one gives it a second thought—certainly not the studios—save for exceptions like New Yorker reviewer Anthony Lane. In 2015, two of that year’s most violent pictures were released on Christmas Day, which would have been unheard of in the past: Quentin Tarantino’s The Hateful Eight and Alejandro González Iñárritu’s The Revenant. Lane wrote, “Five hours and thirty-eight minutes of malice and mistrust, in which the characters—mostly men—are trapped in extreme weather conditions and settle their differences with extreme violence. So much for peace and good will.”

For the most part, however, extremism passes under the radar, not only earning big bucks at the box office but ecstatic praise from the mainstream. On the far right, pitting Us against Them is Christopher Nolan’s much-admired, albeit script-challenged, Dunkirk (2017), which falls just short of being a pro-Brexit morality play. As military historian Max Hastings has suggested, if you wanted to shift the blame for England’s exit from the European Union from Us (the Brits) to Them (the Europeans), the evacuation of Dunkirk is just the thing. Instead of choosing to leave the Continent, the Brits have been unceremoniously kicked out by an adversary. Of course, to make Dunkirk a stand-in for Brexit, it has to be detached from its historical context, which is exactly what Nolan does, conspicuously refusing to identify that adversary as German. Within the first five minutes, there are four titles flashed on the screen referring to the “enemy,” who is not named. Later on, the British briefly mistake a French soldier for “German,” but that’s it.

On the far left, we have Avatar (2009). Perhaps it’s just that its obscenely exotic flora poking their 3-D petals out of IMAX screens dazzled our eyes, but James Cameron’s movie has become the biggest grosser of all time, with four sequels in the works. As such, it has an outsize significance. As François Truffaut once put it, “When a film achieves a certain success, it becomes a sociological event.” Unlike the enemy Other in Dunkirk, the aliens in Avatar are not only the good guys, but American ex-marines are the bad guys, and this at a time when GIs were fighting hot wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The old left/right political spectrum may be bruised and battered, but it still provides a rough roadmap of the ideological landscape in which we find ourselves. In the pages that follow, we shall try to define and describe extreme culture, using postwar mainstream culture as a baseline and taking the election of George W. Bush in the year 2000 as the jumping-off place for the age of extremism, although of course its antecedents go back at least as far as Ronald Reagan.

We will try to show how the movies and TV shows examined in this book inflect the key themes and fiercely held beliefs that have become counters in the culture wars to the left or to the right, and beyond that, how these shows have normalized the extremes so that they have become the new mainstream. The shows discussed were selected on the basis of their popularity and/or their pertinence in illustrating the thesis of the book. The following is divided into four parts comprised of three chapters each. The first three parts focus on different themes, and proceed from the center to the left and to the right, describing how the particular theme is characterized by the respective ideologies.

In the following pages, we will take a walk on the wild side, becoming intimately acquainted with end-of-the-world scenarios, because extreme culture is apocalypse culture, for the simple reason that the apocalypse provides a laboratory in which we can experiment with extreme attitudes, behaviors, and measures. We will examine how the fictive worlds of pulp culture have been refashioned by extremism, how mainstream authorities have either been delegitimized or just packed their bags and gone home in the face of overwhelming odds. Reason and science are on the defensive, while behavior that was once beyond the pale—violence, lying, revenge—have become the new norm as the public good is replaced by self-interest. We will see civilization ravaged by its discontents, the god-fearing crushing the godless, Us slaughtering Them, and Them returning the favor. Finally, we will witness humans abandoning the human altogether attempting—fruitlessly or not—to attain a higher level of being. Along the way, we’ll embrace or flee from a carnival of freaks who have moved from the sideshow to the center ring. We’ll be chased by zombies, drained by vampires, stalked by cyborgs, and thrown back into harsh, primitive conditions with which we are ill-equipped to deal. Sounds like fun, doesn’t it?
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