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So across the books of the Course we do see this thing of the rise of

American power, and a rise in American confidence; and towards

the end of the 20th Century we see across the different areas of the

books a decline in American power - and perhaps, above all, an

uncertainty about where America is going, and what it can do with

the power tha t i t has .

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

I certainly agree with that , certainly for three of the books anyway.

Clearly the American economy seems to be in relative decline, and

there 's certainly been this quite striking decline in the confidence of,

of American institutions, both politicians, both practitioners and the

electorate - very, very unhappy with the way things are developing

in the United States.

And certainly the way the United States has conducted itself in the

lat ter decades of this Century show the kind of uncertainty in the

way the United States operates its foreign policy.

The only par t of it, and this is I suppose directed to you, Ian, is t ha t

in these cultural products American domination seems to be growing

apace around the world, it appears to have almost a lock on the

popular imagination of the globe, why is that?

Firstly, is tha t true - and why is that?

IAN BELL:

I th ink it is true, and again I think we're thinking principally in, in

cinematic terms.

Hollywood does dominate world cinema, has done since the Thirties

and it shows no sign of declining.
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I can give you no good reasons for why that is the case - maybe they

make better movies over there, I don't know.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

Well it's t rue of music and it's t rue of television as well, isn't it?

IAN BELL:

Not so sure about television.

Yes, musically of course - then again it 's, it's unquestionably as

powerful as, as Hollywood is in the cinematic sense.

American TV is, is, I don't think transports terribly well - transports

OK to the United Kingdom but we see a very, very small percentage

of it; I'm not really aware of its dominance in, in Continental

Europe.

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Can I suggest two possible reasons why America has achieved this

level of dominance in global popular culture?

The first seems to me to be a structural issue in tha t America has a 

huge domestic market in which these products are initially traded,

and this gives American companies a real competitive advantage

over those in other par ts of the world - because they can make all

their money back in America before selling on cheap exports to the

rest of the world.

The second reason is the dominance of the English language, which

is at least in part a function of America's control of world popular

culture, but given tha t the products are made in English they

translate tha t much more effectively across tha t much more of the

world.
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The third reason, and I think ultimately this is the most important

one, is t ha t in a way America is the inventor of popular culture - the

very idioms of popular culture tha t we know, be they rock music, or

the sit com, or the soap opera, are essentially an American

invention; and having got there first, and combined with the

ruthless commerical logic of American cultural production, they tend

to outsell the competition.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

So let's tu rn to the final one on the list and maybe, Ian, I can s tar t

with you here?

This, this notion of re-invention, and, and maybe this is all the more

important given our sense tha t the American Century has peaked,

and tha t as we look forward to the 21st Century the locus of power

is going to be found elsewhere - perhaps in the Pacific.

The notion of re-invention which has been central to the American

experience, and is certainly central to its 20th Century experience,

continues to play a role, doesn't it?

IAN BELL:

It does indeed and, again to end as it were where we began, let's

remind ourselves that , as I th ink Alan Smith points out in his

Chapter in the Culture volume, t ha t the 20th Century arrives in

America much earlier than it does elsewhere.

It in fact arrives really towards the end of the 18th Century with an

act of invention of its own - America, to use a cliche we used to be

familiar with a few years ago, is created by a stroke of the pen, quite

literally with Jefferson's pen and the composition of the Declaration

of Independence.
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So from tha t point onwards we're talking about a very powerful

tradition, that becomes more and more powerful through the 19th

and into the 20th Century, of invention, of a continual self-creation.

This goes back to a point we were making earlier about America

having a sense of itself, as always being in transition, as always

going through change and being available to change.

So in terms of i ts temperament, in terms of the imaginative qualities

of what we might call the 'American mind', it is always prepared for

not only creation but perpetual recreation - it becomes a very

performative culture.

You see this in, at the moment with the increasing significance of

performance art is ts , literally performance artists - people like

Laurie Anderson whom I saw not so long ago, figures who are in the

process of on stage re-imagining what they're doing, re-imagining

the themes tha t they're dealing with.

And in cultural terms this is seen most clearly I think in the

alertness, in both cinematic terms and in fictional terms, alertness

to the procedures of the medium in which they are operating: films

showing themselves knowingly to be films; novels showing

themselves knowingly to be novels; actors, performance art is ts ,

singers, being aware tha t they are being performative creatures.

This is very much the tone of contemporary American culture - this

performance of sense ties in, gives very good figure to the

possibilities for certainly invention - but a continual re-invention.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

This characteristic of re-invention then, must be a very valuable one

for the United States to have - because as we come towards the end

of the Century in, certainly in the economic domain the ability to
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recreate and reinvent and be maleable have got to be crucial

attributes in succeeding in the global economy, don't you th ink so,

David?

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Unquestionably.

It seems to me tha t one major source of competitive advantage in the

economies of the 21st Century is going to be the capacity to

continually innovate, develop and change, both in terms of the

technologies tha t companies use, the products they make, and their

internal organisation and structure - the functions tha t different

people within an organisation have to perform, and in tha t sense

America has deep cultural resources which may allow it to maintain

its economic edge in the 21st Century, and there are certainly signs

of that : in the entertainment industry, in the software and

computing industry, America really does remain a world leader.

So I think despite many of the problems tha t America clearly has , it

would be foolish to write off America in the 21st Century.

The only area where I'm uncertain about America's capacity to

re-invent and recreate itself is in the political domain, where there

does seem to be a persistent malaise and difficulty in generating a 

coherent set of policies at the centre - but that 's a paradox America

may well have to live with in the 21st Century.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

And it's one which the Founding Fathers would be delighted with,

wouldn't they?
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DAVID GOLDBLATT:

(LAUGHTER)

They would be!

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

That the United States can't deal with all these problems - that ' s the

way they wanted it.

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Only they don't have to live in the 21st Century!

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

That 's t rue.

I must say, jus t a concluding word, and this is entirely

impressionistic and not an academic expression of views, is t ha t the

United States has a kind of energy and enthusiasm which simply

seems absent from the societies of Europe.

And, and when one returns from the United States one always feels

one is returning to a perhaps nicer place but quieter, and less able

to adapt to a world tha t is changing with bewildering rapidity.

So maybe as one looks forward to the 21st Century the American

Century hasn' t completely run its course - is tha t something t ha t

you would agree with?

IAN BELL:

I'd like to think tha t the world we're living in is, at the end of the

20th Century, is very much a world of post-modernity, a world

which is filled with images and services, and a world of frenetic

pace, and, of course, America is, as it were, the inventor and indeed
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the home of what we might call the post-modern condition - and so

the return to quieter waters is in one sense a release, but of course

it's an illusory release.

I was talking quite recently to a contemporary American novelist

called Ron Sekanick, who's been at the forefront of American

experimental fiction for quite some, and he is seeing his role as, to

use his phrase, 'surfing the simulycra' - tha t is what America is

doing.

We haven't quite got tha t far yet - which is why we're still quiet and

sedate and behind.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

Well perhaps at tha t point we should leave it for today.

Ian Bell, t hank you very much.

David Goldblatt, t hank you, too.

And I hope you found this discussion valuable and useful, and

helped you identify the themes and concerns, the links and

continuities t ha t exist in the United States in the 20th Century.

JEREMY COOPER:

And that 's all on this Side of the Cassette.


