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In his influential essays discussing the potential for political ideologies and critiques within the mainstream American horror genre, Robin Wood writes that the 1980s were a decisive shift away from the politically-loaded horror allegories of the 1970s, in which Wes Craven, Tobe Hooper and especially George Romero made horror films that probed the inner fears of the American psyche, bruised and battered following the war in Vietnam, a continuing slide into post-Fordist deindustrialization, and activist struggles seeking equal rights for racial minorities and women.  Compared to the culture-critiquing precedents set in Last House on the Left or Night of the Living Dead, the 1980s saw a proliferation of horror movies that regressed into the tropes of the  “teenie-kill pic” or the “violence against women movie,” both packaged to be consumed by teenage male youth and constructed without much thought beyond commercial appeal.
  The number of long-standing horror franchises that ran throughout the 1980s would seem to support his point: the multiple Friday the 13th films, the Nightmare on Elm Street series, and the sequels to Halloween often featured incoherent narratives, plenty of gore and were intentionally formulaic.

But one of the filmmakers Wood calls a reactionary in his book on horror film ideologies, The American Nightmare, stands now as one of the most provocative and intelligent genre directors of the decade—Canadian filmmaker David Cronenberg, whose early low-budget horror films like Shivers, Rabid and Scanners integrated squeamish “body horror” genre devices with thought-provoking scenarios.
  These 1970s experiments earned him increasingly larger budgets and access to more experienced casts, until he directed the film Videodrome in 1983, a mature blend of horror, sci-fi and conspiracy thriller genres that marked his permanent move into Hollywood filmmaking.  It was his first film partially financed and distributed by a major American studio, MCA/Universal, and the last made using any money from Canadian tax shelter laws.
  From there, he would direct two commercially and critically successful horror/sci-fi genre films, The Dead Zone (1983) and The Fly (1986), as well as the art film Dead Ringers (1988).  While all of these films have potentially political readings, Videodrome remains the most complex and abstract in its thematic and formal construction, and has therefore often been read in exclusively psychological terms as a film about identity conflict, in social terms as an essay film/satire of the discourse around violence in the media, or as a cinematic experiment in spectatorship, exploring what “truth” can actually be expected from a film whose narrative may be almost entirely constructed from the protagonist’s hallucinations.

What is lost in these various interpretations is a deeper consideration of the social and cultural context Videodrome emerged in, a political and cultural landscape that saw the Regan administration and Hollywood in a constant dialogue, often colluding—perhaps unknowingly—in efforts to restore masculinity, aggressiveness and militarized attitudes, making new stars of heavily-muscled heroes like Sylvester Stallone and Arnold Schwarzenegger.  These actors were often featured in action films that also tried to artificially end the public’s Vietnam Syndrome through storylines and allegories that allowed cinema audiences to re-confront the past conflict in Southeast Asia—and win.  Within the context of 1980s American film and politics, Videodrome can be seen as an effective critique of both politics and culture; by considering Max Renn’s place within the model of a traditional 1980s male hero, how his mutations and hallucinations challenge the dominant filmic discourse on masculinity, and how Videodrome and “media prophet” Brian O’Blivion reflect the Reagan-era obsession with technology, Videodrome can be seen as one of Cronenberg’s most politically loaded films.

Videodrome is the story of Max Renn, the operator of cable television channel Civic TV, a network that plays softcore porn and violent films.  Although this earns him enough of a reputation to appear on a local talk show defending sex and violence in the media, he finds his current fare too soft, and is looking for “something tough… something to break through.”  Max is therefore excited when one of his technicians finds a program called Videodrome, in which various people are tortured, executed and sexually assaulted by masked men in a small chamber.  He introduces Videodrome to his new girlfriend, radio pop-psychiatrist Nikki Brand, who not only loves the show, but also draws him into a sadomasochistic sex life.  As Max tries to track down Videodrome in order to distribute the show on his network, he turns to Bianca O’Blivion, daughter of “media prophet” Brian O’Blivion, one of the creators of the Videodrome project.  Max also begins to experience increasingly violent and disturbing hallucinations, including the growth of a vagina-like slit in his stomach.

The show’s pirate signal—and Max’s hallucinations—ultimately turn out to be an invention of Spectacular Optical, an unassuming front for a global corporation that hopes to use Videodrome’s cancerous effects to weed out the perverts and cultural misfits for the sake of national strength.  Max is programmed to kill his partners and hand over the cable channel, which will be used to broadcast the deadly Videodrome signal to anyone who tunes in, but is instead counter-programmed by Bianca O’Blivion to attack Spectacular Optical. Having committed multiple murders, Max ends the film by shooting himself, seeking the last chance for liberation offered by “the New Flesh.”

The story is complicated, even in abridged form, and features a complex form of first-person identification that does not make entirely clear what is reality and what is hallucinated.  Because the hallucination sequences, like the rest of the film, show the audience only what Max Renn sees, there is no way to tell for sure what is a hallucination and what isn’t.  Even if the viewer assumes that the hallucinations can be identified through their use of outlandish special effects, such as the flesh gun or sensually-moaning television set, there is no way to clearly establish what is reality.  The entire film could be a dream sequence of Max’s, especially since the opening shot shows him supposedly waking up in a stupor, or perhaps just select parts of the story are fantasy—the character of Nikki Brand may be entirely hallucinated, since she seems to be more of a caricature than anyone besides Barry Convex, the hokey chairman of Spectacular Optical.

This mixture of a close identification between the audience and Max, so that the viewer sees only what Max has seen—or created—for us, and the ultimately unstable nature of Max’s viewpoint, was created as an experiment in ways of presenting inner psychological conditions and allowing them to structure the narrative.  “I was trying to make a film that was as complex as the way I experience reality,” Cronenberg has said.  “This is a new reality that has elements of the old, familiar reality woven in—because even a psychotic retains some connection with the old world.”
  The central uncertainty of Max’s condition has another impact, whether intended by the director or not, in that it questions the concept of Hollywood masculinity that Max Renn otherwise seems to embody.  Max actually begins the film displaying the traits of the 1980s male Hollywood hero, being an entrepreneur, patriarch and warrior,
 but the film’s storyline critiques this concept of masculinity by eventually making all three categories problematic for him.

As Janet Maslin notes in her review for the New York Times, “Max is a video entrepreneur, someone who considers it his business to give people what they want, no matter how sordid or sleazy.”
  He is the head of a local cable network, and spends the first act of the film negotiating boardroom (or hotel room) deals for various softcore programming, while at the same time trying to track down the legitimate owners of the Videodrome show, which he is convinced will be “the next big thing.”  With a tiny set, no narrative and an endless supply of actors, Videodrome’s miniscule production costs amaze Max, especially when compared to the Caligula-esque epics peddled to him by his colleague Masha.

His role as a visionary and chairman of the network certainly make him an entrepreneur, but as William Beard notes, there are cracks in the businessman façade, as Max appears reluctant to commit to more ambitious (and lucrative) projects, and he is also uncertain of his abilities.
  Masha tells him during a business lunch that he should create his own programming, seeing how he has valuable experience with the marketplace and what viewers want, and that she could then sell the content to other stations at a great profit to both of them.  He turns the offer down, saying he wouldn’t know what to do.  When Masha then warns him about Videodrome, she simultaneously questions his role as a visionary and true entrepreneur by saying, “It has something you don’t have, Max.  It has a philosophy, and that’s what makes it dangerous.” 

Max’s role as a patriarch manages to survive longer in the film, but is also the most critically questioned.  His position as chairman of Civic TV places him a relationship as boss and father figure to his young secretary Bridey, who makes him wake-up videotapes each morning.  While viewing both the softcore content and the early Videodrome transmissions, he is able to take the position of the voyeur, and later in his S&M relationship with Nikki Brand, he takes the position of power in the bedroom.  The scene where he pierces her with safety pins begins a hallucination sequence that takes their lovemaking to the set of Videodrome, a place where Nikki will later appear quite frequently as a (willing?) victim.  He is in control of the women in his life, until the major hallucination where he grows the vagina-like slit in his stomach.  This allows him to actually be “raped” twice, once by Spectacular Optical’s evil chairman, Barry Convex, and once by his employee-turned-traitor Harlan, who insert fleshy videotapes giving him instructions to carry out in their effort to deliver Spectacular Optical more power.  His abdomen vagina makes him literally controllable, and his masculinity is thus brought into crisis by his inability to resist penetration (and subsequent domination) by other men.

However, this turn of events also ironically turns him into a warrior, as a handgun stuck into the slit turns into a flesh-gun, a very phallic-looking organ that is permanently attached to Max’s hand.  After reprogramming by Bianca O’Blivion, which consists of being shot in the stomach by a television, forging the “New Flesh,” Max uses the flesh-gun to kill Harlan, and later Barry Convex, in the film’s climactic bloodbath.  The possibility of masculinity is thus recouped through violence and revenge, even as Max’s character remains physically feminized.  His suicide at the end may hint at the untenable nature his dual genders, or, because the suicide comes not from depression but because Max believes there may be a chance for further liberation, it may be an acceptance of the condition. As Canadian critic Carrie Rickey put it, “If George Romero socks the horror genre by replacing the fear of death with image of a culture that is deathlike […], Cronenberg counterpunches by refusing to recognize death as fearful.”


One thing that is for sure is that the ideologies of masculinity and gender at work in Max Renn’s character are more complicated than typical Hollywood genre fare, and they combine through the idea of the bisexual “New Flesh” to actually critique the standard model of aggressive masculine heroes.  James Woods, the actor who plays Max, starred in other films throughout the decade in which he took the role of aggressive hero (or villain), including Salvador, COP and Once Upon a Time in America.  His role in Videodrome came after a decade of numerous small parts on television playing police officers, so he is often typecast as a very masculine figure, always swearing, sexually adventurous and prone to violent outbreaks.  His appearance in Videodrome almost takes on the role of archetype, then, as the “typical James Woods character” is deconstructed and acted upon.


In the Hollywood landscape of the late 1970s and 1980s, oiled muscles defined some of the most popular film franchises.  In the year while Videodrome was being written and produced, the third Rocky film, the first Rambo film, and the first Conan the Barbarian film were released.  Although none of these films made their point explicitly, the visual emphasis on the muscled bodies and athletic prowess of the male heroes in these films, achieved through plenty of close-ups and dramatic lighting focused on individual body parts, helped reassert the importance of the male physique.  Videodrome makes the political ideology behind these new heroes quite explicit when Harlan tells Max in one of the ending scenes, “North America’s getting soft, patron—and the rest of the world is getting tough, very, very tough.  We’re entering savage new times, and we’re going to have to be pure and direct and strong if we’re going to survive them.”  This argument echoes a line of dialogue uttered three years later by one of the Soviet guerrilla leaders in Chuck Norris’ Invasion, U.S.A., as the commander insists taking over America will be easy due to the country’s softness, which is partially due to an indulgent popular culture.


America’s defeat in Vietnam, the Iran hostage crisis and the added toppling of several Central and South American dictatorships by communist revolutions created an anxiety over the feasibility of American military action that was labeled by conservatives as “the Vietnam Syndrome.”  The resurgence of action movie blockbuster, and its accompanying new model of aggressive masculinity, was one part of an effort within both popular culture and political policy to reassert American strength.  Videodrome plays with the concept of masculinity that was so important at this time by making it malleable and unpredictable.  If merely watching the wrong television show is enough to bring Max’s physical gender into doubt, which is accompanied by a gradual passivity in commerce and sexual relations, then this is an ironically literal visualization of the argument that having the wrong pop culture could make a country like America soft.  Muscles may be sculpted and displayed on the cinema screen, but if Videodrome is any indication, they can also rebel at any time, making the project of aggressive masculinity an uncertain—and perhaps even dangerous—proposition.


The emphasis on muscles and male virility often complimented a Reagan-era fascination with technology, particularly military hardware.  The decade’s most famously advertised piece of technology was launched the same year as Videodrome: the Strategic Defense Initiative, better known as “Star Wars,” a missile-defense system championed by President Reagan even as numerous reports pointed out its ineffective test runs.
  Barry Convex at one point tells Max that in addition to providing cheap frames to the third-world, Spectacular Optical also constructs missile-defense systems for NATO.  This positions the Videodrome signal as yet another high-tech weapon possibly commissioned by the American government or international governing body, one that’s only slightly less believable than the SDI system.  

But the two interesting things Videodrome does, in terms of critiquing the interplay play between military hardware and science-fiction, is to make the Videodrome signal a sexual fetish object, and to make one of the most powerful weapons in the modern world the everyday television set.  Not only does the signal manifest itself physically through sensually alive television sets and hardware (or fleshware) that closely resemble sexual organs, but the Videodrome cancer also expresses itself through fantasy hallucinations of sexual deviance.  The fantastic weapon that Barry Convex and Harlan see as the savior and redeemer of America’s strength is given very literal sexual overtones, making the fetish for technology inextricably sexual and thus also part of the discourse on masculinity.  

The signal also comes through television, one of the most familiar objects in American life.  Television and the media are given a privileged space of power in Videodrome, perhaps satirically, as Spectacular Optical and their Videodrome project is opposed by Bianca O’Blivion’s charity organization, the Cathode Ray Mission.  The Mission operates under the idea that all the homeless need are a few hours a day of television to “patch them back into the world’s mixing board,” and that by sharing in the popular culture, their economic and social problems will be solved.  This concept mocks both the rhetoric American conservatives use when discussing welfare reform, and the complaints media watchdog groups had about the ill effects of watching “the boob tube.”  Bianca’s father, Brian O’Blivion, communicates only in pre-recorded monologues, and claims that “in the future, we will all have television names.”  One of the film’s most repeated assertions is that “the television is the retina of the mind’s eye,” a choice of terminology that ties television back to biology and hence to the sexual purpose Videodrome is ultimately given.

One possible reason a political reading of Videodrome has so long eluded critics is because the director himself is quite adamant on his lack of political purpose.  He has laid out his apolitical working philosophy in numerous interviews, seen here in one of its most complete forms: 

If you begin with a political stance, and your film is an illustration of Marxist propositions or Fascist propositions or whatever political theory you happen to hold, then I think you’re making a propaganda film, and to me that automatically means it cannot be art. Art and propaganda are poles apart.  When I start to make a film I try to completely clear my head of the intellectual and cerebral considerations of the times I live in. I try to get in touch with something that’s more basic, intuitive and instinctive and then work outwards to details of time and culture.


The notion that his Canadian citizenship renders him unprepared to comment on American culture and politics, as he has also claimed, is patently disproved by the actual content of his films.
  For example, in the controversial ending of Cronenberg’s film after Videodrome, an adaptation of Stephen King’s The Dead Zone, the President’s desire to start a nuclear war with an eye on the history books ultimately validates his assassination by the film’s psychically-gifted protagonist.  Much of the film is spent watching this future President as he campaigns for his first Senate term, and the optimism that surrounds this campaign becomes a cynical portrait of politics for the audience who knows the candidate’s terrible and ambitious destiny.  That Cronenberg’s films have remained largely undated and retain their emotional power may indeed be due to his focus on the “more basic, intuitive and instinctive” situations of human existence.  But no cultural product is immune to the effect of its surrounding culture; no work of art can be purely conceived within the mind of the artist, who have themselves been corrupted by their immersion in everyday life.  Cronenberg may not have intended to make Videodrome a critique of Reagan-era politics and culture, but when the film is examined within the context of the larger social history it was produced, distributed and viewed in, there is no doubt that Videodrome makes intriguing and important contributions to the debate. 
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