
trends 

O
ur m

ovies, ourselves 
H

ow
 you react to the latest film

 can reveal as m
uch about you as your religion, car or job 

B
y S

ea
n
 M

itch
ell 

w
h
e
n
 a

 frie
n
d
 o

f m
in

e
 

broke up w
ith the w

om
-

an
 h

e h
ad

 b
een

 seein
g
 

fo
r six

 m
o
n
th

s, h
e said

 
a su

rp
risin

g
 th

in
g
 to

 m
e: "I k

n
ew

 
it w

asn't going to w
ork out after she 

liked C
ape F

ear." M
y
 frien

d
's o

w
n
 

reaction to the m
ovie, the story of a 

v
icio

u
s p

sy
ch

o
p

ath
 terro

rizin
g

 a 
fam

ily, had been rather different. 
A

nother friend, experiencing job 
difficulties, told m

e that he'd m
ade a 

b
ig

 m
istak

e w
ith

 h
is b

o
ss: O

n
e d

ay
 

he had let slip that he really enjoyed 
D

ances W
ith W

olves. H
is boss, a m

an 
w

ho couldn't abide the sight of K
evin 

C
osm

er dressed like an Indian, never 
acted the sam

e tow
ard him

 again. 
P

o
ssib

ly
, th

o
se are iso

lated
 in

-
stan

ces, b
u
t th

ey
 raise an

 alarm
in

g
 

thought: D
o m

ovies really have this 
sort of pow

er over us, or deserve it? 
It's often said that the m

ovies are a 
m

irror held up to A
m

erica: T
hey show

 
th

e w
o
rld

 w
h
o

 w
e are an

d
 h

o
w

 w
e 

dress and w
hat L

A
 looks like from

 a 
h
elico

p
ter. T

ru
e en

o
u
g
h
, b

u
t w

h
at's 

o
v

erlo
o

k
ed

 is th
at, clo

ser to
 h

o
m

e, 
th

e m
o
v
ies lo

cate th
e fau

lt lin
es in

 
our culture and dram

atize our differ 
ences and shared beliefs in a w

ay that 
is riv

aled
 o

n
ly

 b
y
 q

u
arterb

ack
 co

n
-

troversies and political sex scandals: 

F
or decades, the m

ovies have told 
us how

 to act and talk and dance 
and kiss. B

ut let's face it: T
oday the 

m
o

v
ies are serio

u
s b

u
sin

ess. W
ith

 
E

ntertainm
ent T

onight beam
ing H

ol-
ly

w
o
o
d
's w

eek
ly

 b
o
x
-o

ffice resu
lts 

a
c
ro

ss th
e
 d

in
n

e
r ta

b
le

, p
o

p
u

la
r 

m
ovies have com

e to seem
 like peri-

o
d

ic v
o

ter in
itiativ

es o
n

 th
e state o

f 
the nation and its values. A

nd w
e all 

are asked to take sides, like it or not. 
Y

our answ
ers could very w

ell be 
vital to your job, your standing w

ith 
y
o
u
r frien

d
s o

r ev
en

 y
o
u
r lo

v
e life. 

O
n
ce it w

as co
n
sid

ered
 h

ig
h
ly

 sig
-

nificant w
hether som

eone w
as regis-

tered as a R
epublican or D

em
ocrat. 

T
o
d
ay

 it's m
o
re critical w

h
ere y

o
u
 

stand on T
helm

a &
 L

ouise. (T
hey're 

1
0
 

U
S
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CAPE FEAR: RIVETING OR REVOLTING? 

C4NYON: GRAND OR GOOFY? JFK: HISTORY OR HYSTERIA? 

Debating a movie 
can generate as 
much heat as a 
good argument 

about politics 
or football 

either mythic heroines for our time 
or female versions of cartoon thugs. 
Think carefully before you answer.) 

And you don't need to have seen 
the movies in question to take part. 
Powered by multimillion-dollar ad 
campaigns and endless publicity, 
Hollywood's latest products are in-
escapable. Who among us can say he 
or she has no opinion about director 
Oliver Stone's JFK, a movie that got 
more attention at Christmas than 
Santa Claus? While only a fraction 
of the U.S. population actually has 
seen JFK, 200 million more feel as if 
they have, and can 
argue passionately 
whether Stone is a 
hero who single-
handedly pulled 
back the slab of 
government secre-
cy covering up a 
military coup — or 
an irresponsible 
sleight-of-hand 
artist who obscures 
history with delib-
erate fabrications. 

Is Grand Can- 

yon a brave depiction of a nation torn 
by inequity and racial hatred, or a 
collage of clichés about upper-mid-
dle-class angst? How you answer at a 
party might say as much about you as 
the church you belong to, the car you 
drive or what you do for a living. And 
if you don't feel up to a debate, you 
can simply wear a T-shirt indicating 
endorsement of The Addams Family, 
Beauty and the Beast or House Party 2. 

C an advocate of gun control 
• be a friend or lover to someone 
who admired Arnold Schwarzeneg- 

ger in Terminator 2? Maybe, but only 
if they have a lot else in common. 

Is it any wonder that "personal" 
ads soliciting companionship in news-
papers commonly list movie titles or 
favorite directors as an indication of 
who the person is and whether you 
might be able to spend your life with 
him or her? "Single white female, 
35, loves Italian food, long hikes, fast 
cars and Clint Eastwood movies." 

Forget what this woman looks like 
or whether she wants to have your 
children. She loves Clint? That's a 
sign either that you'll understand 
each other right away or that there's 
big trouble ahead. You make the call. 

Perhaps it's just as well my friend 
learned now about his "philosophical 
incompatibility," as he puts it, with 
his latest flame from her positive re-
action to Cape Fear rather than from 
something she might have revealed on, 
say, the first day of their honeymoon. 

But this can get tricky. I remem-
ber being at a party some years ago 
arguing with a woman about which 
was the more truthful movie about 
Vietnam, Apocalypse Now or The 
Deer Hunter. The two of us did battle 

into the night, movie against 
movie, Coppola vs. Cimino. 
Friends drifted over, took sides 
and drifted away. The odd 
thing is that today, 12 years lat-
er, my opinions about those 
two films have reversed, and I 
can't believe the things I said 
other than to blame the punch. 

Luckily, this woman was 
not my boss or someone I 
hoped to marry. Today I'd 
be more careful, which is why 
I'd rather not say just now 
which movie I preferred then 
and which one I have come 
to realize is, of course, the 
better movie, the one with a 
window to my soul. From here 
on, I plan to keep my opin-
ions about movies to myself. 

Mitchell is an entertainment writer who 

profiled Dustin Hoffman for a December 

cover story in USA WEEKEND. 


