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The 1980s is a formative decade in American history. America sought to reestablish itself 

as a global power and to reassert the dominant ideology of white, patriarchal capitalism. 

Likewise, media producers in the 1980s sought to reassert the dominance of the white, male, 

muscled body in filmic representations. The identity politics of the 1980s and the depictions of 

the white, muscled body once prominent in the 1980s have been the site of conservative 

nostalgia for a young, male-dominated, cult audience that is a subset of a larger cultural trend 

known as retro film culture. This thesis provides historical context behind the populist 1980s B-

action films from Cannon Group, Inc that celebrate violent masculinity in filmic representations 

with white, male action heroes. Equally important is the revival of VHS collecting and how this 

1980s-inspired subculture reinforces white, patriarchal capitalism through the cult films they 

valorize and their capitalistic trading practices despite their claims of oppositionality against 

mainstream taste and Hollywood films. Lastly, this thesis reveals how a new cycle of 

contemporary films primarily produced outside of Hollywood reasserts and celebrates the 

dominance of the white, male, muscled body in filmic representations despite a postmodern and 

hyperconscious exterior. Overall, I argue how these areas of nostalgia are distinct, yet not 

unrelated, because they reassert white, patriarchal capitalism through the revival of conservative 

nostalgia for the 1980s. 
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In most academic essays or proposals, an author would introduce a deeply profound 

quote that briefly lays out the theme of the intended project. A VHS collector named “Putrid” in 

the VHS-themed documentary Adjust your Tracking (Kinem and Peretic 2013) provides a quote 

that initially sounds crass, however, it does exemplify concepts I want to explore. Surrounded by 

a wall of VHS tapes, Putrid expresses his boisterous feelings about the VHS format exclaiming 

“VHS has always been just like, fucking, my balls! That’s just manhood right there!” Despite 

this vulgarity, Putrid’s enthusiastic feelings about the VHS format presents an intriguing 

correlation between VHS collectors and the subcultural construction of masculinity in retro film 

cultures.  

My thesis builds on the research of previous scholars of subcultures and gender 

studies including Joan Hollows and Jacinda Read. Their research was drawn from the previous 

scholarly work done by Sarah Thorton, Angela McRobbie and Jenny Garber that analyzed the 

gendered construction of gendered language and values in subcultures (Mathijis and Sexton 

108). The consensus drawn was that the term “subculture is given a masculine identity of 

adventurous, resistance, and heroism, and the mainstream is regarded as passive, homely, and 

feminine” (Mathijis and Sexton 109). 

In addition to the construction of masculinity in subcultures, Hollows wrote in the article 

“The Masculinity of Cult” that she “does not intend to suggest that cult movies constitute a 

‘men’s genre’ nor that the films elected to cultdom are inherently masculine. Instead, my aim is 

to examine the fan practices that produce cult and the ways in which they privilege masculine 
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competencies and dispositions” (39). She further writes that “cult has been culturally constructed 

as masculine” which suggests that cult texts are not inherently masculine, but the reception of 

cult texts by specific audiences dictates their place in cultural discourse. 

The main argument that I am presenting in this thesis is that 1980s retro film subcultures 

that value their non-conformity and oppositionality against technological change and popular 

taste prioritize cult films (mainly horror and action films) that reflect the dominant ideologies of 

white, patriarchal capitalism that harkens back to the 1980s. 1980s “B” movies  from Cannon 

Films, VHS collectors, and contemporary cult films that invoke the 1980s decade are examples 

of texts and subcultures driven by the ironic and genuine celebration of conservative nostalgia 

from the 1980s. Through the ironic and genuine celebration and reassertion of white, muscled 

action heroes, cult fans knowingly and unknowingly engage in conservative nostalgia that 

reasserts the identity politics of the 1980s to create a subcultural identity of adventurism, 

resistance, and heroism that seeks to oppose mainstream culture. Despite attempts to defy 

mainstream taste and content, cult fans are “largely middle-class and male, and their 

oppositionality often works to reaffirm rather than challenge bourgeois taste and masculine 

dispositions” (Jancovich, Defining Cult Movies 2). 

To discuss and explore the resurgence of 1980s retro film culture, there is a need to place 

retro film culture within the contextual framework of cult cinema and subcultures due to the 

viewership and the types of films that conflicts with mainstream viewership and taste. 

Additionally, the exploitative nature associated with some of the films are intertwined with 

nostalgia and a sense of pastness. Cult cinema is a difficult term to define, but for the purposes of 

this thesis, cult cinema will be defined as: 
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A kind of cinema identified by remarkably unusual audience receptions that stress the 

phenomenal component of the viewing experience, that upset traditional viewing 

strategies, that are situated at the margin of the mainstream, and that display reception 

tactics that have become a synonym for an attitude of minority resistance and niche 

celebration within mass culture. (Mathijs and Sexton 8)  

The act of researching cult cinema and subcultures are not always confined to the films or 

the subcultures themselves, rather it is their relationship to existing dominant ideologies (I.e. 

white, patriarchal capitalism). Retro film subcultures are occasionally theorized as fans and 

audiences who reject mainstream film culture (I.e. Hollywood) and consider themselves 

“alternative, oppositional, and authentic” (“Cult Fictions” 150), however, they are still situated in 

dominant ideologies in Western culture. Retro film subcultures are in continual hegemonic 

negotiation with dominant ideologies resulting in a unique subcultural identity. Mark Jancovich 

writes that:  

Indeed, subcultural ideologies are fundamental to fan cultures because without them fans 

cannot create the sense of distinction which separates themselves as ‘fans’ from what 

Fiske has rather tellingly referred to as ‘more normal’ popular audiences (Fiske, 1992). In 

other words, in fan cultures, to be a fan is to be interesting and different, not simply a 

‘normal’ cultural consumer. (“Cult Fictions” 150) 

Although cult audiences may embrace a sense of belonging with people in their subculture 

because of their niche tastes, Othering is still practiced in cult audiences in order to create 

distinctions that are specific to their subculture. 
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The Post-War Context Behind Retro and Nostalgia 

There is a need to expand and explore the historical and ideological meanings associated 

with the terms “retro” and “nostalgia” because of the problematic nature of memory. The 

meaning behind the term “retro” has French and Latin origins denoting an association with 

the past, past times, or the way things once were. The meaning originated from 

prefix occurring in Latin meaning “backward” or “retrograde” (Merriam-Webster). The term’s 

usage has had a revival in post-war years, most notably retro acquired its current connections in 

the early 1970s” (Guffey 9). The period after the post-war years has major significance because 

retro implies a fascination with the post-war years rather than nostalgia for over a century ago, 

which would imply antiquity. Design Historian Elizabeth E. Guffey wrote extensively in her 

book Retro: Culture of Revival about the origins of retro and the implications behind the cultural 

and ideological meaning(s) of retro in art, architecture and culture. Even though the term retro 

can be used to advertise something that is old, “retro carries a pervasive, if somewhat imprecise, 

meaning; gradually creeping into daily usage over the past thirty years, there have been few 

attempts to define it” (9). 

According to Guffey, retro is not confined to a single definition. Firstly, retro can simply 

be thought of as a “trendy synonym for ‘old fashioned’ or simply ‘old’” (9). An example would 

be the kitschy products sold in stores like “Cracker Barrel” that sell toys and candy that are 

supposed to be from the post-war period such as the 1950s. Retro can also serve as a “shorthand 

for a period style situated in the immediate post-war years” (10). In other words, “retro” can act 

as a signifier, or a shorthand for a previous time period like Ronald Reagan giving a live speech 

on a television or a 1980s pop music soundtrack. The term “retro” “can also suggest 

technological obsolesces: manual typewriters and cash registers have become retro. Even more, 
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gadgets that once defined the text and texture of modern and consumer technology, including 

eight-track tape decks and bulky stereos, now carry a retro cachet. Entire subcultures devoted to 

outmoded technological apparatuses have developed…” (Guffey 10). The most prominent 

examples of technologically obsolete products from the 1980s gaining retro admiration includes 

retro gaming systems like the Atari 2600, the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), the Sony 

Walkman, and the VHS player. 

Lastly, if not the most significant meaning of “retro” is that retro can hold an ideological 

meaning similar to nostalgia where in it can: 

Describe an outlook on life. It may suggest a predisposition or inherent social 

conservatism that cleaves to the values and mores of the past, identified in the popular 

press with such social phenomena as home schooling and an embrace of traditional 

gender roles. More than a quest for a simpler life, this retro attitude also carries a darker 

suspicion that recent social, cultural, and political developments are profoundly 

corrosive. (10) 

Guffey’s definition implies that there can be a more pervasive desire for the past to become 

relevant in the present, whether that is related to race, gender or sexuality. It is this desire for a 

previous time period that can be especially problematic for less privileged people who cannot 

share the same nostalgia.   

 Although Guffey argues that retro can have multiple meanings and a possible signifier 

for an “outlook on life,” the majority of her examples of “retro” are associated with post-war 

material culture and consumption of mass produced products. Simon Reynolds writes that: 
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The word retro has a quite specific meaning: it refers to the self-conscious fetish for 

period stylization (in music, clothes, design) expressed creatively through pastiche and 

citation. Retro in its strict sense tends to be the preserve of aesthetes, connoisseurs and 

collectors, people, who possess a near scholarly depth of knowledge combined with a 

sharp sense of irony. (Retromania xiii) 

Reynolds and the majority of Guffey’s interpretations of the term retro are situated in a 

capitalist discourse that involve physical objects whether it be clothing, records, or a film. 

Nostalgia is typically situated within a broad feeling of longing rather than a distinct period in 

history. In Nostalgia: Sanctuary of Meaning , Janelle L. Wilson writes that “Today nostalgia is 

regarded as an emotion” (22). The terms “retro” and “nostalgia” tend to share similar attributes 

because they are associated with the past. However, the two definitions differ when they are 

associated to memory. Retro implies the material circulation of past objects and styles to build 

upon the present. Nostalgia is the individual or collective feeling that is associated with an 

emotional longing for one’s past that can be ascribed to a tangible object, place, time, or an 

event. For an object to be infused with a sense of nostalgia, there must be a connection to 

memory. A classic example of an object infused with nostalgia is the Atari 2600 videogame 

system. If there was no memory attached to the Atari 2600 game system, it would simply be an 

outdated video game system with no cultural or societal value. With nostalgia, society attributes 

cultural value to a retro object by associating it with a distinct memory. This kind of nostalgia is 

situated within the personal level, but it is possible for an impersonal level of nostalgia for a time 

period which is otherwise known as “‘vicarious nostalgia’ and ‘simulated nostalgia’” (Hills and 

Sexton 3). Vicarious and simulated nostalgia may explain why a significant amount of fans of 

retro film and music (New Retro Wave) culture are youths. They may have not been born in the 
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1980s, but there is a yearning for a previous decade, even if it is just a desire for a distinct art 

style.  

The Proliferation of Consumerism and Consumption in the Post-War Era 

An integral aspect of retro film culture is its’ relationship to dominant ideologies in the 

manifestation of white, patriarchal capitalism. Although some retro subcultures tend to reject the 

“mainstream” and mainstream film culture, they are closely aligned to ideologies of 

consumerism and capitalism. For example, fans of synthwave music can buy albums and tickets 

to concerts for their favorite bands who embrace the 1980s. Reynolds writes that “Nostalgia is 

now thoroughly entwined with the consumer-entertainment complex: we feel pangs for the 

products of yesteryear, the novelties and distractions that filled up our youth. Eclipsing 

individual pursuits (like hobbies) or participatory local activities (like amateur sports), the mass 

media and pop culture take up an ever-increasing proportion of our mental lives” (Retromania 

xxix). If one were to walk around a local department store, you can find an assortment of retro 

inspired products that capitalize on the notion of nostalgia in every form possible. 

Capitalizing on nostalgia is a recent development that emerged after the post-war years in 

western culture. Paul Grainge postulates in his essay “Nostalgia and Style in Retro America: 

Moods, Modes and Media Recycling” that:  

In the last three decades of the twentieth century, nostalgia was commodified and 

aestheticized in American culture as perhaps never before. One may posit a variety of 

factors contributing to this emergent retro fascination, including diversifying markets for 

memory, the growth of the heritage industry, the political aesthetic of Reaganism, the 

demographic size of the baby-boom generation entering middle age and the attendant 
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selling of the ‘boomer’ past, the proliferation of technologies of time-shifting and digital 

reproduction, and a representational economy of recycling and pastiche. In no singular 

way, these all helped develop nostalgia as a cultural style, a consumable mode as much as 

it can be said to be an experienced mood. (27) 

Often, nostalgia is a combination of “cultural, demographic, technological, and commercial 

factors” (Grainge 33). Consumers, as well as corporate entities, are creating a demand for 

nostalgia in a tangible form. The ability of media companies to easily capitalize on Western 

societies’ longing for the past directly relates to the scholarship of Fredric Jameson and his 

theories on postmodernism and corporate capitalism. 

Dominant culture capitalizes upon the past to such a degree that theorists are questioning 

whether “creativity” can come from the postmodern. For instance, Jean Hogarty summarizes 

Jameson’s argument in Popular Music and Retro Culture in the Digital Era 

Postmodern culture is not a culture of creativity, but rather a culture of mimicry. Further, 

the imitation and mimicry present in postmodern culture are not the same as “parody” in 

modern culture, which at least has the “ulterior motive” of seeking to 

satirize…Postmodern culture is thus said to be composed of recycled ideas from the past 

with little sense of the historical referent, which results in a dehistoricization experience. 

Because there is no clear sense of historical development, all sense of time melds into a 

series of ‘perpetual presents’. (Jameson 1984: 125)( Hogarty 38) 

The satiric website The Onion cleverly proclaimed that the “U.S. Dept. Of Retro Warns: 'We 

May Be Running Out Of Past'”. Albeit the pessimistic research and musings, new and interesting 

television programs and films continue to be released through online streaming services. Yet, the 
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tinge of nostalgia is difficult to go unnoticed from nostalgic television series produced by Netflix 

like Full House (Franklin 2016-) and Stranger Things (Duffer and Duffer 2016-). 

Nostalgia for the 1980s in the 21st Century 

The 1980s is a decade of resurgence in popular and niche culture in the contemporary era 

after the turn of the century. Everything from music, fashion, film and even socially conservative 

politics have been a site of 1980s nostalgia. Especially in Hollywood, there are countless 

producers of media content that harbor a nostalgia for the 1980s and hope for a decent financial 

return on a shared sense of collective nostalgia from the audience. The nostalgia and obsession 

for the 1980s is seen in the newfound popularity for Hollywood films like Ghostbusters 

(Reitman 1984) and Tron (Lisberger 1982) , fascination of analog technologies and formats, and 

the rising popularity of synthwave music. These types of nostalgia from the 1980s are a small 

segment of a larger cultural longing for an immediate past. Nostalgia for the 1980s “currently 

pervades almost all areas of cultural production including music, fashion, toys, food and interior 

design” (Reynolds, Retromania xvii-xviii). 

New York Times writer Michael Cieply writes that the revival of the 1980s is “part of a 

retro mood that has revved up the careers of baby-boom performers while providing comfort 

food for the audience” (“In Hollywood, an ‘80s moment”). Examples of 1980s remakes, sequels, 

and “reimaginings” by Hollywood include: Footloose (Brewer 2011), Robocop (Padilha 2014), 

Terminator Genisys (Taylor 2015), Red Dawn (Bradley 2012) and The Evil Dead (Alvarez 

2013). If it is a popular (or even obscure) 1980s intellectual property, it will likely be remade to 

profit off of 1980s nostalgia. 
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Beyond popular culture and Hollywood, nostalgia for 1980s exploitation films and 

exploitation films originally found on VHS is flourishing. In contrast to digital media and 

streaming services of the 21st century:  

Back in the 1980s, and into the '90s, mom-and-pop video stores offered a surplus of 

fringe flicks packaged with wonderfully showy, shamelessly tasteless artwork. The VHS 

era held a certain kind of anything-goes magic, giving adventurous movie heads the 

chance to see crazily illustrated box covers, as opposed to the modern-day practice of 

simply showing the bigger cast member's faces beneath the film's title. (Barone) 

The films that were found on these shelves or shown in grindhouse cinemas were 

typically considered “trash” because they featured a gratuitous amount of sex, violence, and 

harsh language. Most of these desired films on VHS are associated with the horror genre or B-

action movies. Examples include Black Devil Doll from Hell (Turner 1984), Devilfish (Bava 

1982), Deadly Prey (Prior 1987), Hard Ticket to Miami (Sidaris 1987), Make Them Die Slowly 

(Lenzi 1981), Slumber Party Massacre and Microwave Massacre (Berwick 1983). 

New Synthwave Music 

Equally important to film studies is the soundtrack. An international music movement 

that has strong inspirations from the 1980s is known as the “new synthwave”. Other terms such 

as outrun, retrowave, and futuresynth are synonyms for new synthwave. New synthwave is 

largely inspired by 1980s science fiction, action, and horror films, video games, anime, and 

television programs. A synthwave musician named “Perturbator” explains how:  
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I try to take the best of ‘80s music and the best of what modern electro has. The 80s were 

the golden age of synths too, with master composers like Vangelis and Tangerine Dream, 

who are huge inspirations for most of us in this genre. There’s this special imagery that 

comes up in your mind when you think about this decade. There's a lot of ‘80s cliché that 

I find to be extremely cool, like gory practical effects or over-saturated neon colours. 

(Qtd in McCasker) 

The ‘80s clichés including “gory practical effects” and “over-saturated colours” are common 

stylistic elements seen in contemporary films with exploitation and cult film influences from the 

1980s. Furthermore, films such as Turbo Kid (Simard, et al), Kung Fury (Sandberg 2015) and 

Drive (Refn 2011) are all contemporary films that incorporate synthwave music and popular 

synthwave musicians including Mitch Murder, Kavinsky, and College. 

The most recognizable instrument from the synthwave in the 1980s is the synthesizer. A 

synthesizer is defined as “a musical instrument that generates sound electronically and usually 

contains a number of components that can be programmed by the user to control, shape or 

modify the sound” (Shephard 265). Originally developed in the 1960s by Robert A. Working, the 

synthesizer was available to the public by the 1970s. Due to its expensive price tag of $30,000 

and complex controls, it was initially “too complex and expensive for the average musician” 

(Shephard 265). However, the manufacturers of electronic musical instruments “pursued an 

aggressive economic and technological strategy that saw the lowering of the cost of synthesizers 
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and samplers1, expanded capabilities and ever-increasing capacity to store and reproduce 

prefabricated sound programs” (Shephard 265). 

One of the biggest pioneers in electronic music is Wendy Carolos. She brought electronic 

music out of obscurity into the wider recognition of the public with her album Switched-On Bach 

that was released in 1969. The success of this album was remarkable because it “sold so many 

copies that it began to climb the industry sales charts for popular as well as classical music” 

(Holmes 167) and Carlos also “received three Grammies in 1969” (Holmes 167). Her career 

continued by developing the use of the synthesizer and electronic instruments and she went to 

work with Stanley Kubrick to produce the haunting score for A Clockwork Orange (Kubrick 

1971) and the iconic soundtrack from the 1980s film Tron. 

The synthesizer become widely popular in the late 1970s and in the 1980s with 

rock/synth wave bands like Joy Division, Duran Duran, and New Order utilizing this instrument. 

The synthesizer was also an instrument continually used in the soundtrack of John Carpenter 

films like Halloween (Carpenter 1978) and Escape from New York (Carpenter 1981). The 

nostalgia for the synthwave movement from the late 1970s and the 1980s can be seen in the 

male-centered nostalgic film called Sing Street (Carney 2016) that incorporates music from 

bands like Joy Division and Duran Duran. The nostalgia for the eerie nature of electronic music 

is used heavily in Stranger Things (Duffer Brothers 2016 - ) to denote the atmospheric music of 

John Carpenters films. 

1A sampler is a “hybrid device — both a digital sound recorder and a musical instrument — that was designed to 

reproduce the sounds of conventional musical instruments, thereby making studio production more economical by 

eliminating the need for many backing musicians” (Shepard 257).  
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Synthesizers and samplers also relate to gender because there have been gender 

disparities in the electronic music scene because of the sexist assumption that women are inept at 

using technology. Furthermore, these sexist assumptions came out of an “enduring association of 

audio technology, like turntables and mixers or synthesizer and sequencers, and masculinity” 

(Reynolds, “Breaking through”). A female musician named Christelle Gualdi recalled how men 

assumed she was technically inept. She said: “When I’m setting up my equipment on a stage to 

play live, every five minutes a guy will come up and ask, ‘Are you sure you don’t need any 

help’?” (Qtd in Reynolds, “Breaking through”). Fortunately, more women are participating in the 

new synthwave music movement creating more musical iterations of 1980s inspired music that 

challenges the male-dominated synthwave music scene. 

Prioritizing Types of Nostalgia – Ideology as Collective Memory 

Cult films have the potential to trigger nostalgia and memory through use of pathos and 

emotion. Especially because “a core feature of many cult films is their ability to trigger nostalgia, 

a yearning for an idealized past” (Mathijis and Mendik 3). Several cult films like The Wizard of 

Oz (Fleming 1939), Casablanca (Curtiz 1942), and Back to the Future emphasize a nostalgic 

“return” to a previous era that is idealized and romanticized. As the famous quote goes from The 

Wizard of Oz, “there’s no place like home”. Nostalgic cult films allow for the audience to 

figuratively (and literally in the case of the Back to the Future films) travel back in time when 

life was “simpler”. Furthermore, “cult receptions are drenched with a nostalgic yearning for an 

idealized past, a sense of belonging that can only be located outside of a present reality” 

(Mathijis and Mendik 185). It is this “sense of belonging located outside of a present reality” that 

is most problematic because it tends to be conflated with “nostalgic conceptions of the past 
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which contribute to a tacit acceptance of the status quo (including, for example, unmarked 

privileges associated with whiteness, masculinity, bourgeois background and heterosexuality)” 

(Wilson 45). It is the collective remembrance (or lack of remembrance) of a specific time that 

can ultimately be an ideological function of upholding dominant ideologies of the present. Chris 

Lane writes in the Houston Press that people often over romanticize the 1980s. He writes: 

Nostalgia for certain decades is a strange thing; it creeps up on people slowly over time, 

as the memory of its unpleasant parts fades and is replaced by a kind of hazy idealization. 

The distance of 20 or more years can work wonders for a decade's cultural reputation, 

especially among those too young to have a firm memory of an era, or folks who weren't 

even alive at the time. 

Presently, audiences are fascinated with the 1980s, yet, the 1980s was a decade of white, 

conservative nostalgia for a previous decade; the 1950s. David Church writes that spaces such as 

the drive-in were sites of post-war nostalgia for the 1950s in the 1980s. He says that “drive-ins 

themselves began turning towards 1950s nostalgia in the early 1980s, sometimes holding special 

events with classic car clubs and screenings of 1950s films” (Grindhouse Nostalgia 39). One of 

the prominent examples of post-war nostalgia is the popular film Back to the Future. It builds 

upon the longing for an idealized past, which the film shows in its depictions of a small town-

1950s America with little attention to the civil rights movement in the 1950s. The fascination of 

the 1950s in 1980s conservative America was “mythologized and elevated to an unachievable 

level of perfection, and the image of the decade that was promoted was arguably as fabricated as 

the multiple 1950s replica objects that were manufactured and sold during the Reagan 

administration” (Piatti-Franell 96).  
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Conservative nostalgia is potentially problematic because everyone is not privileged 

enough to have the same nostalgic feeling for the past. For example, Linne Blake accurately 

notes that “It is of course notable that the mass media should insistently return my generation to 

the decade of the 1950s, this being the period most frequently evoked in the rhetoric of the 

Reagan Presidency” (234). For many people of color, the 1950s was not a time for nostalgia (or 

almost any decade in American history) because segregation, overt racism, and television 

broadcasts of men and women beaten in the streets of cities across the United States were 

prevalent in the United States. The images of 1950s being recirculated in the 1980s, and the 

2000s recirculating the images of the 1980s shows how nostalgia builds upon itself to reinforce 

the dominant social order of white, patriarchal capitalism. 

Idealizing the past as a way to uphold dominant ideology and the status quo was seen in 

Donald Trump’s campaign to “Make America Great Again.” Trump’s message rested on the 

idealization of America’s past and the promotion of American exceptionalism. Although it has 

never been specified what and when that time period is in American history, the rhetoric still 

made an impact for a significant amount of the voting public. The slogan itself is not entirely 

original and it is based on Ronald Reagan’s campaign despite Trump’s claim that it all his idea2. 

Writing in the Star Telegram, Bud Kennedy wrote that:  

Reagan’s nascent campaign first used the slogan in January 1980 newspaper ads, when 

only a scant few Republican officials supported him. A Cedar Rapids, Iowa, [an] ad 

urged voters to caucus for Reagan: ‘LETS MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN.’…At 

2 In an interview with MyFox New York, Trump claims ‘Make America Great Again’ is original. He says that "The 

line of 'Make America great again,' the phrase, that was mine, I came up with it about a year ago, and I kept using it, 

and everybody's now using it, they are all loving it. I don't know, I guess I should copyright it, maybe I have 

copyrighted it” (qtd in Margolin). 

15



the time, ‘making America great’ meant rebuilding a stagnant economy and regaining 

respect. Iran was holding American hostages, and the Soviet Union was taking 

Afghanistan. 

With the increased fear of terrorism, tensions with Russia and North Korea, and the perception 

that America is not as great as it used to be, Trump tapped into a nostalgic attitude that shares 

similar ideological messages to the campaign pioneered in the early 1980s by Ronald Reagan. 

Hard Bodies and Big Guns: Nostalgia for 1980s Masculinity and B-Movies 

Near the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, “the privileges that men had 

enjoyed and taken for granted were regarded as unearned advantages and hegemonic masculinity 

found its position in society challenged” (Kimmel 184). The civil rights movement, second wave 

feminism, and the gay liberation movement created a period of anxiety for white, 

heteronormative, masculinity that resulted in the dual celebration and anxiety over the angry 

white, male body in cinema. Whenever masculinity is challenged in Western society, it does not 

often give into social pressures, it fights back in retaliation. In the 2015 study led by Julia Dahl 

from Penn State University, she found “that men experienced threats to masculinity when 

outperformed by women in masculine domains; when outperformed by a woman, men reported 

more concern about how they looked to others, which predicted increased anger and the 

subsequent sexualization of the woman” (243). Relatively small studies such as these show a 

hegemonic struggle of gender in Western society between masculinity and femininity and how 

anger and retaliation result in the construction of masculinity that is created out of stress and a 

perceived loss of power. 
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In response to these challenges of patriarchal hegemony, there was a backslash in the 

images of hypermasculinity including displays of graphic violence and the popularity of sub-

genres such as the action-adventure film, ninja films, and the cop action film in the 1980s. 

Action films during this decade allowed for a “space for the expression and fictional resolution 

of problems of race, class, gender, and crime that overwhelmed American masculinity at a time 

when dominant masculinity appeared to be ‘losing ground’” (Gates, Detecting Men 133). In 

addition, action films were spaces where white action heroes could hegemonically navigate the 

anxious relationship with race by having an African-American side-kick. The most notable film 

that uses this trope is Lethal Weapon (Donner 1987).With stars including Chuck Norris, Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, Mel Gibson, Sylvester Stallone, “the films that U.S. movie going audiences 

chose to see in large numbers during this period were largely and consistently concerned with 

portrayals of white male action heroes” (Jeffords, Hard Bodies 12). 

In the 1980s, strong, assertive, white masculinity soon became a form of hegemonic 

masculinity. First introduced by Raewyn Connell, “Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the 

configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of 

the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of 

men and the subordination of women” (77). Generally, the theoretical concept of hegemonic 

masculinity is “associated with whiteness, heterosexuality, marriage, authority, and physical 

toughness” (Giddens 1019) because white, heterosexual men have held hegemony in Western 

culture. Conflicting constructions of gender include femininity, queer masculinity, and other 

minority groups’ masculine identity may conflict or challenge hegemonic masculinity in Western 

culture. Furthermore, Connell writes that fantasy figures in film representations embody 

hegemonic masculinity because it “involves the creation of models of masculinity which are quite 
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specifically fantasy figures, such as the film characters played by Humphrey Bogart, John Wayne 

and Sylvester Stallone” (Connell Ch 8). 

One of the integral studies of masculinity during and after the 1980s in film studies is 

Susan Jeffords’ book, Hard Bodies (1994). She argues that one of the most influential cultural 

icons of the 1980s era was the politician and former movie star, Ronald Reagan. She writes that 

“It is impossible to discuss some of Hollywood’s most successful films of the 1980s without also 

discussing ‘Ronald Reagan’, the image that was conveyed through and as presidency during the 

years 1980-1988” (Jeffords, Hard Bodies 6). Furthermore, “Ronald Reagan stands then as an 

image of popular culture and as an emblem of American national identity” (Jeffords, Hard 

Bodies 6). He had a major influence on issues including gender/sexuality, foreign affairs, and the 

media. I do not intend to say that the texts explored in this thesis have a direct relationship to the 

man himself, rather, it is an attempt to connect the overwhelming construction of masculinity 

that was reinforced by a Reagan era social-conservative politics and values that resonated in 

1980s mainstream and retro film culture. Some of these values including anti-communism, 

“family values”, individualism, and American exceptionalism were seen across a wide array of 

media representations that were not just limited to Hollywood.  

Representations of hegemonic masculinity are relevant areas of research because of the 

appeal of these masculine “fantasy figures” and the politics of oppositionality that exist within 

retro film subcultures. The types of films that are deemed worthy of collecting and viewing in retro 

film subcultures have as much importance to the constriction of masculinity as the films that are 

not chosen. For example, in Rewind This (Johnson 2013), Ben Jouson is a VHS collector looking 

around a flea market to find VHS tapes. Speaking with the camera operator, he says that 

“Obviously, I’m gonna [sic] be looking for some trash. Some cheese. We’re looking for Chuck. 
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We’re looking for Charles Bronson. We’re looking for Dolph Londgren. That kind of thing. 

Action”. The appeal of male action stars of B-action movies denotes a disposition for masculine 

oriented films from male fans such as Ben Jouson. For these collectors, these differ from the 

“mainstream” films that were mass produced and marketed for a different demographic (I.e. 

allegedly queer and feminine audiences). The most notable example of the problematic 

oppositionality that occurs within gender identity is when Ben Jouson is searching through VHS 

tapes at a flea market and stumbles upon a Titanic (Cameron 1997) VHS tape. Titantic is arguably 

a cult movie, but for VHS collectors like Ben Jouson, he has no interest in the Titantic VHS tape 

due to the lack of “cheese” and “action”. The existence of Othering in primarily male-dominated 

subcultures allows for a displacement of perceived feminine characteristics of other subcultures 

and texts. This argument is expressed in Cult Film as a Guide to Life: Fandom, Adaptation, and 

Identity by I.Q Hunter. Hunter writes: 

Male cult enthusiasm legitimated ‘Othering’ female tastes and derived its energy from 

countering the spectre of ‘political correctness’. Though much of the impetus of cult came 

from gay fans, the contemporary cult of trash can be indeed be seen by its detractors as a 

straight male space of nostalgia, a zone of fantasy for those in full-on Oedipal revolt against 

the (feminized) mainstream. (37) 

Whenever cultural critics, fans, and audiences comment on the 1980s action film, the 

common descriptor of these films is that they are “cheesy”. The term “cheesy” is closely related 

to kitsch and the concept of camp because “cheesy” denotes excessiveness and a lack of subtlety. 

Naïve or intentional, action films of the 1980s - especially those released direct-to-video- had 

elements of “cheese”, camp, and kitsch. Action films that shared these elements were often 

associated with “B-films”, contrasted from “A-films” distributed by Hollywood. “A-films” like 
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Die Hard (McTiernan 1988), Predator (McTiernan 1987), and Aliens’ (Cameron 1986) had a 

serious tone and the expensive budgets differed from inexpensive and “shlocky” filmmaking that 

was a staple for film studios like Cannon Films and Empire International Pictures. The definition 

of the B-movie has changed over the years being loosely used to describe movies with low 

budgets to later being known as films with pulp inspirations like Jaws (Spielberg 1977). “B” 

movies now have less to do with their position in movie theater programs and more to do with 

the content of the films that are produced and distributed. Similar to the films from earlier 

decades, ““B” films were shot cheaply and quickly…Films tended to rely on formulaic, often 

repetitious, narratives with many of them drawing from pulp fiction, and they tended to highlight 

‘pace and thrills’ over ‘mood, coherence and characterization” (Mathijis and Sexton 146). In 

most cases, B-movies were less interested in the narrative and the plot. They were more 

interested in the action, spectacle, and sex. 

Historically, the B-movie was a “film paired with a bigger ‘A’ picture and positioned 

firmly on the lower end of a movie theater program” (Mathijis and Sexton 145). The genres 

associated with the B-movie were usually westerns, horror, science fiction, and gangster films. 

B-movies fell into a decline in the 1950s due to “changes in the US industry – such as the rise of 

television, the move to the suburbs, increasing costs and a shrinking rate of studio productions” 

(Mathijis and Sexton 145). Reagan is connected to “B” movies because “[Reagan] went to work 

immediately in Warners’ “B-movies,” which were designed to showcase and test-market 

industry newcomers” (Collins 33). 

Brief Chapter Breakdown 

This thesis is divided into a few distinct, yet, interrelated areas of research 

concerning retro film culture. By analyzing the unique texts, reception, and subcultures, it  
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reveals how the dominant ideology of white, patriarchal capitalism is prevalent in all these areas. 

Chapter 2 introduces Cannon Group, Inc, one of the most influential independent film and 

distribution companies in the 1980s. This chapter demonstrates the political context of the 

1980s and how Cannon  — although oppositional to Hollywood and the mainstream — 

reinforced the dominant ideology of white, patriarchal capitalism and violent masculinity 

through a populist and conservative sentiment in the films Missing in Action (Zito 1985) and 

Death Wish 3 (Winner 1985). Cannon gives an insight into the VHS market and acts as a suitable 

transition to Chapter 3 because of the success of Cannon Films releasing their inexpensive 

films on video. Chapter 3 is a study of the reception study of VHS collecting culture 

because it expresses its own masculine dispositions and biases in its valorization of cheap horror 

films and B-action movies. The two VHS-themed documentaries — Rewind This and Adjust 

your Tracking are case studies to reveal the gender identity expressed in VHS collecting 

culture. Despite its alleged oppositionality, they reinforce white, patriarchal capitalism through 

the cult films they valorize and their capitalistic trading practices. The B-movies from Cannon 

and the VHS tape itself impact contemporary cult filmmakers and their films such as Kung Fury 

and Manborg (Kostanski 2011), which is explored in Chapter 4. In addition, globalism 

and postmodernism have affected the construction of white masculinity in the 2000s (and also in 

the 1980s) because there are signs of cultural appropriation and fetishization of Chinese culture 

as seen in the depictions of self-aware, excessive, white kung-fu action heroes. Chapter 4 reveals

how these three areas (Cannon, VHS collecting culture, and the postmodern action hero in 

the retrosploitation film) in retro film culture have merged into the prevalent return of 

conservative nostalgia through the centrality of the white, male, action hero despite the 

ostentatious postmodern and hyperconscious exterior that engulfs these films. 
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The Israeli producer and director Menahem Golan once said that “If you make an 

American film with a beginning, a middle and an end, with a budget of less than five million 

dollars, you must be an idiot to lose money”.3 Notwithstanding the apparent irony of Cannon’s 

downfall producing expensive films, it is emblematic of the business model that Cannon Group, 

Inc tried to embody. Cannon Group, Inc was an independent film and distribution company 

formed in 1967 by Dennis Friedland and Chris Dewey. Cannon Group Inc, owned a series of 

movie theater chains, a film studio named Cannon Films, and invested in a thriving video market 

in the 1980s and 1990s. Competing with the major Hollywood studios seemed inconceivable, if 

not impossible. The history of Cannon films is comprised of a series of highs and lows. 

Ultimately, the company fell upon hard times by the end of the 1970s. However, in 1979, 

Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus took over the struggling Cannon Group, Inc, and made it 

one of the most successful independent film and distribution companies in the world, until its 

demise in 1994. 

Cannon Films has an assorted filmography ranging from comedies and musicals aimed at 

teens including The Last American Virgin (Davidson 1982), Breakin’ (Silberg 1984), and 

Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo (Fistenberg 1984). They produced and distributed critically 

acclaimed dramas like Barfly (Schroeder 1987), Runaway Train ( Konchalovskiy 1985) and 

foreign and art-house pictures including King Lear (Godard 1987). Despite their relatively 

3 http://m.imdb.com/name/nm0324875/quotes 
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diverse filmography, Cannon Films has historically been known for their tendency to produce 

“shlock” and derivative films. Notable films include Death Wish 2 (Winner 1982), Missing in 

Action (Zito 1984), The Delta Force (Golan 1986), Bloodsport (Arnold 1988), and Cobra 

(Cosmatos 1986). Most of these films were critically panned by critics at release, nonetheless, 

Cannon has had a cult following thanks in part to the growing video market in the 1980s and 

1990s, the recent VHS revival in VHS collecting, and the advent of the internet that allowed for 

Cannon films to be shared on websites like Reddit and Youtube. As a fan noted on his blog, “I 

made a list of my ten favorite B-movie action titles of that decade. I was somewhat surprised to 

discover that the notorious Cannon Group produced literally all of them. For those unfamiliar 

with Cannon, they ARE the ’80s in a lot of movie-geek circles and are responsible for some of 

the most beloved B-movies of all time” (Jackson). 

Cannon Films were most successful during the years of 1979-1989. Fortuitously, 

Cannon’s successes overlapped the entire presidency of Ronald Reagan from 1980-1988. By the 

time Ronald Reagan had left office, producers Golan and Globus went separate ways as well. 

This fact may seem inconsequential, but the action films released by Cannon Films demonstrated 

the dominant ideological messages of the era throughout the Reagan Presidency. Cannon 

capitalized on the dominant ideologies of the Reagan era by producing a series of inexpensive 

action films harnessing reoccurring narrative conventions and formulas generally seen in the 

classical action movie. Per Harvey O'Brien in Action Movies: The Cinema of Striking Back, “The 

classical action movie is built around a three-act structure centered on survival, resistance and 

revenge. It is a narrative of social and personal redemption in which the act of will is embodied 

in the physical body of the hero – tested, traumatized and triumphant” (O’Brian 14). 
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The action heroes that dominate the Cannon filmography are typically white, 

heterosexual men. The characters were not part of the upper class, rather, they were working-

class men who were outsiders of the economic and political establishment of the United States. 

The films were overseen by Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus, whom are often described as 

“outsiders” (Cieply, “Documentary explores”) by the film industry and they rejected the elitist 

perception of Hollywood, albeit. Overall, their films conveyed a conservative and populist 

message during the Reagan era. 

In this chapter, I argue how films such as Missing in Action and Death Wish 3 

(Winner 1985) appeal to conservatism and populism through their identity politics and the 

explicit and implicit political messages in these films. The conservative and populist sentiment of 

these films were represented through a sole white male figure who could defeat foreign and 

domestic threats (typically through violent force) to diminish the perceived and actual failures of 

American bureaucrats, politicians, and the law enforcement. On one level, Cannon Films are 

representative of the celebration of hegemony of white masculinity with the centrality of a white, 

male action hero and an excess of violent spectacle. On a socio-political level, Cannon action 

films are a symbolic attempt to restore the threatened hegemony of white, patriarchal capitalism 

in the 1980s through violent retaliation and revenge on-screen. 

With the re-release of Cannon films on various formats including DVD, Blu-Ray, and 

streaming services, the emergence of VHS collecting, and the advent of the internet and sharable 

media, Cannon Films have found a niche audience that actively appeals to young, male cult fans. 

This chapter not only explores the identity politics and the political climate of the 1980s, but 

this chapter also shows how Cannon Films is interrelated with VHS collecting and the 

inspiration for recent contemporary films that valorize violent masculinity. The appeal of 
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Cannon Films as an oppositional and masculine production company and the distribution of 

Cannon films on VHS in the 1980s and 1990s is integral in the creation of conservative nostalgia 

for VHS collectors and is a primary inspiration for contemporary films in the 2000s that 

ironically and genuinely celebrate the white, muscled action hero from the 1980s. 

A Brief History of Cannon Films 

The short-lived history of the Cannon Films can be split into three time periods: Their 

beginnings in 1967–1979, the Golan-Globus era 1979–1989, and lastly, their relaunch and 

demise from 1990–1994. 

Cannon Films has a legacy of producing films that bordered on the margins of taste, 

style, and originality. The inception of Cannon Group, Inc was no different. The first Cannon 

films were soft-core sexploitation flicks that included Take Her by Surprise (also known as 

Violent Love) (Dorn and Gaisford 1967), Deep Inside (Sarno 1968) , and To Ingrid, My Love, 

Lisa (Sarno 1968). Early Cannon films were typically foreign films, marketed as “skin flicks”, 

which put little thought into the translation of the subtitles or the context. The exploitation 

approach was consistent as Cannon continued to produce films with graphic portrayals of sex 

and violence acting as a marketing tactic and a common textual element. 

However, in 1970, there was an interesting break from their release of sexploitation 

releases with the release of Joe (Avildsen 1970) starring Peter Boyle and Susan Sarandon. In 

retrospect, Canon’s cultural legacy is often attributed to producing shlock and exploitation films, 

yet, Cannon had the ability to produce films that could garner critical success. Joe was an 

attempt to explore socio-political themes and conflicts of the Vietnam War, the generational 
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divide, and racism through a populist, working-class character named Joe (Peter Boyle). These 

themes would reemerge in the Cannon action films where characters take the law into their own 

hands due to the distrust of the American government and institutions. Joe eventually became a 

hit in the box office receiving almost twenty-million dollars on a budget that was less than one 

million dollars (Box Office Mojo). It was received well by critics and it was nominated for an 

Academy Award for its screenplay by Norman Wexler. Despite its critical and financial success, 

Joe was one of Cannon’s few hits in the 1970s until the company was bought in 1979 by two 

Israeli cousins: Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus. 

Before Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus began their “assault on mainstream 

Hollywood” (Cieply, “Documentary Explores”) in 1979 and onwards, they were successful 

Israeli film producers who reinvigorated Israel’s struggling film industry proving their potential 

to produce films of financial and critical success. Among the films they produced before the 

Golan-Globus era at Cannon Films were Kazablan (Golan 1972), and Lemon Popsicle (Davidson 

1978). Kazablan—a reiteration of West Side Story (Robbins and Wise 1961)— was a film about 

an army veteran turned gang leader who falls in love with a young woman. Lemon Popsicle was 

a 1950s-teen comedy that did well in Israel and abroad. Golan and Globus’ biggest success in the 

1970s was the historical drama and action film Operation Thunderbolt (Golan 1977) that 

recreated the events of an airplane high jacking in 1976 where an elite group of commandos were 

sent to rescue the hostages in Israel. Operation Thunderbolt received worldwide acclaim, 

including a nomination for Best Foreign Film at the Academy Awards in 1977. 

The early 1980s to the mid-1980s proved to be Cannon’s most successful period because 

“by the mid-1980s, Cannon’s profits had risen from a meagre $8000 to nearly $150 million and 

its share price from around 20 cents to $38” (Shaw 138). In 1983, Cannon made a deal with 
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MGM studios to distribute Cannon films to a larger audience including the action-adventure film 

Sahara (McLaglen 1983). Even though Cannon became partners with MGM, Cannon did not 

end their production of cheaply made films. The MGM chief Frank Yablans described his 

reaction in Electric Boogaloo about viewing Sahara for the first time saying it was “the end of 

civilization as we know it” calling it a “a mad mishmash of The Great Race, Lawrence of 

Arabia, and The Blue Lagoon ” (Qtd in Electric Boogaloo).Cannon was one of the most 

successful independent production companies of the 1980s, but not all of their films were 

critically or financially successful. For example, there were several failures in the 1980s with 

MGM distributed films like Tarzan the Ape Man (Derek 1981), Hercules (Cozzi 1983), and the 

peculiar science fiction/horror film, Lifeforce (Hooper 1985). The most financially successful 

films of the mid 1980s consisted of action films starring aging actors like Chuck Norris and 

Charles Bronson and the dance film Breakin’ , which proved to be successful among younger 

audiences. Other successes during the Golan and Globus era included Enter the Ninja (Golan 

1981), Death Wish 2, and The Last America Virgin (Davidson 1982). It is important to note that 

The Last American Virgin was a remake of the successful Israeli film Lemon Popsicle, which 

was also produced by Globus and Golan. Cannon continued to be aggressive in marketing and 

campaigning their films at film festivals across the world, most notably Cannes. Cannon group, 

Inc was known for buying multiple page ads in magazines and huge billboards for their most 

anticipated films. 

Among the reasons for Cannon’s success during the 1980s was due an aggressive 

business model and questionable accounting, the combined work ethic of Menahem Golan and 

Yoram Globus, and the salesmanship of Golan. Possibly due to their experiences as immigrants, 

there was a strong work ethic as noted in an interview in the ‘80s where Golan said that “You 
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don't see us at the Polo Lounge, on the tennis court or at parties. You see us at the office seven 

days a week” (Qtd in Fabrinkant). Their business model consisted of a series of personal 

negotiations and deals where “they create a poster of a movie they intend to make. They sell it to 

foreign buyers. They take the money, they make the picture and deliver it the following season” 

(Qtd in Electric Boogaloo). The key to this model was that their films were relatively 

inexpensive and for “over a decade, the company punched out movies for under $5 million each, 

a third of the Hollywood average, by using nonunion labour and deferred cast salaries” (Shaw 

138). The aggressive business model was particularly successful until Golan and Globus decided 

to expand too quickly, producing films with budgets too expensive for the small production 

company. Cannon’s debt increased due to the huge failures of Superman IV: The Quest for Peace 

(Furie 1987) and Masters of the Universe (Goddard 1987), which cost upwards of 20 million 

dollars each. 

The overly aggressive business model and the rise in their film’s budgets ultimately led to 

Cannon facing bankruptcy in the late 1980s. In addition to failed business practices, Cannon 

Group, Inc was investigated by the U.S Securities and Exchange Commission for misstatements 

in their taxes (Fabrinkant).The Cannon Group was kept alive from 1989-1994  because it was 

bought by an Italian businessman Giancarlo Parretti and his company, Pathé Communications. 

Golan moved on from Cannon to form 21st Century Film Corporation and Globus stayed with 

Pathé Communications. 

Canon continued to release films until the mid-1990s with Christopher Pence acting as 

the Chairman and CEO. Among the films released during this period were American Ninja 4: 

The Annihilation (Sundstrom 1990), and two Delta Force sequels. Many of these films were 

destined to rest on video store rental shelves rather than to be shown theaters. In a fitting ending, 
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Cannon Films released their final film, Hellbound (Norris 1994) which starred none other than 

Chuck Norris. 

Promoting Violent Masculinity 

Cannon is now history, but Cannon leaves an overall image of a group of outsiders who 

attempted to compete with Hollywood and lost. More importantly to this thesis, Cannon films are 

often read as a masculine-oriented production company due to their “macho” legacy with fans 

and their promotional material which incorporates male action stars. For instance, the writer of 

the website dedicated to reviewing and writing about “manly” movies, ManlyMovie.net, is very 

fond of Cannon saying Cannon “brought us so many manly movies back in the day” (Cyrus). 

Cannon Films had proved that it could produce films that could be received well by 

critical acclaim. However, Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus were aware that their art films 

did not bring as much revenue as their action films. The continual images of violent and 

aggressive representations of masculinity could sell in mass quantities as contrasted from their 

art films. Golan once said, “I make films, love them, sometimes I also do an excellent job. I don't 

consider myself an Ingmar Bergman, I don't make ‘message’ films. I make them for the audience 

in the theater who doesn't get bored, laughs at a comedy, cries at a tragedy, with a lot of emotion. 

I'm hoping that there's still a future”.4 

As seen in a 1987 promotional reel5, Cannon released a lineup of their most popular 

films. A masculine voice-over boldly proclaims: 

4 http://m.imdb.com/name/nm0324875/quotes 
5 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aveX4wAJaeI 
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Cannon films, the home of high-powered, high voltage, motion picture entertainment. 

With the screen’s biggest spectacles, brightest stars, and boldest lineup of explosive 

entertainment. We’re taking motion picture excitement over the edge, and your box office 

over the top. We’re Cannon films, and we’re dynamite. 

Rather than promote their art films in their promotional reel, Cannon Even used extensive clips 

of their action films showcasing spectacle, muscled heroes, and excessive violence to explicitly 

promote the violent masculinity in their films. 

After the death and restructuring of assets from Cannon Films, re-releases of Cannon 

action films on DVD and Blu-Ray were marketed with a very clear intention of appealing to 

masculine dispositions and tastes that Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus once marketed. For 

example, Warner Bros. released a collection of Cannon films with the title “The Bombs, Babes, 

and Blockbusters of Cannon Films.” The box art had images of action stars such as Chuck Norris 

(who is proudly presented in the middle of the cover), Sylvester Stallone, Jean-Claude Van 

Damme, and Dolph Lundgren. On the cover, there is an amalgam of masculine and phallic 

imagery such as Chuck Norris holding two machine guns with his shirt exposing his chest. Next 

to Norris are Sylvester Stallone’s massive arms from his role as a trucker and arm-wrestling 

professional in Over the Top (Golan 1987). Although they shared less success as Norris or 

Stallone, Dolph Lundgren and Jean-Claude Van Damme are also in the background. Behind the 

men are explosions, martial artists, a tank and other weaponry, and a woman in a tight blue 

jumpsuit brandishes a handgun. Furthermore, the marketing of the collection as “The Cannon 

Films Arsenal” obviously signifies the relation between Cannon, weaponry, and violent 

masculinity. In an additional promotional poster included with the collection, it describes 
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Cannon films as “blasterpiece theater!”, calling the DVDs “an explosive collection of iconic cult 

movies from the ‘80s and ‘90s!”. 

Cannon marketed itself as a rebellious production company that fought against 

Hollywood, yet, their brand is overshadowed by sexism that permeated within the production 

company that is representative of the overarching sexism that is in the film and entertainment 

industry. In colloquial terms, Cannon was a “Boy’s Club” (Qtd in Electric Boogaloo). Cannon 

marketed their films to showcase feats of aggressive and violent masculinity, but their films also 

showcased women as sexual objects and unimportant characters within the context of the film 

narrative. 

While the male actors were treated with a glowing sense of respect, the actresses who 

acted in Cannon films were generally not treated with respect on and off screen. Judging from 

the Cannon box set mentioned earlier, there are few women who are main characters in Cannon 

action films besides exceptions like martial artist/horror film, Ninja III: The Domination which 

had the actress Lucinda Dickey in a leading role. There are few films from Cannon that utilize a 

leading actress as a vehicle for promoting a series of films in empowering representations. 

Rather, they are treated as titillation for the male spectator in the action and slasher films. 

Whether it be in a consensual sex scene, or distasteful rape scene, the female actresses were often 

sexually objectified with little importance to the narrative. According to the actress Martine 

Beswick, she said that “[The producer’s] idea of films, at the time, had to have a lot of nudity, 

because that’s what the public wanted, according to their mentality, their thinking” (Qtd in 

Electric Boogaloo). Her quote was further reinforced when the director Boaz Davidson 

referenced other actresses saying that “Barbi Benton was the star and you couldn’t do a movie 

with Barbi Benton without showing her body” (Qtd in Electric Boogaloo). 
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The documentary, Electric Boogaloo: The Wild, Untold Story of Cannon Films, pays 

special attention to questionable conditions that actors faced within the production company. 

One of the most glaring anecdotes was when the actress Marina Sirtis recalled her experiences of 

filming with director Michael Winner. They were filming a rape scene for Death Wish 3 (Winner 

1985) and she was forced to lay naked on a mattress in the cold for lighting purposes. There was 

not an apparent reason given why this was needed because there is usually a stand-in for lighting 

purposes. According to Sirtis’ recollections, the Director of Photography attempted to put a 

jacket over her, but Winner yelled at the Director of Photography to take the jacket off. The 

interviewees in the documentary noted that these actions were very controversial and creepy, yet 

Winner never received any punishment or public sanction because according to interviewees in 

Electric Boogaloo, Golan and Globus “gave [Winner] the carte blanche to do a lot of things”. 

These attitudes regarding gender and sexuality expressed by those involved in Cannon in the 

1980s, the promotional materials from Cannon films, and the films themselves, were 

representative of the conservative decade they were produced: the Reagan Era. The era proved to 

be emblematic of the underlying ideologies expressed in the Cannon action filmography. 

Cannon Films and the “Political Realities” of the 1980s 

Any given text acts as a reflection of an existing cultural condition, and this extends to 

Cannon Films as well. There are no media texts created in a cultural or political vacuum. 

Furthermore, it is unwise “to turn your brain off” just because a film is “bad.” In Stuart Hall’s 

encoding/decoding model, he theorized culture as a process of producers encoding texts with 

32



meaning and audiences decoding their own meanings from these texts (Hall; 2001). This process 

of encoding/decoding meaning(s) is surrounded by ideology affecting the producers, texts, and 

audiences regardless of taste or the artistic qualities of the text. To analyze Cannon Films, it 

requires understanding the dominant ideologies present that were shaped by the Reagan 

Presidency and the current events that shaped their films. 

The current events that shaped the political framework of Cannon action films were 

events after the Vietnam War, Watergate, the struggles facing veterans, the Iranian Hostage 

Crisis, and the continuation of the Cold War. These “failed” events by those in power left 

Americans disillusioned by politicians, bureaucrats, and the intelligence community (I.e. CIA, 

FBI, and so forth). These failed events shaped the cultural consciousness of the producers, texts, 

and the audiences leaving lasting effects on the public consciousness and a sentiment of 

populism and rejection of the status quo. 

The 1980s served as a symbolic return to the immediate post-war era (late 1940s-1950s) 

when America was successful militarily, politically, and financially. Jeffords writes how the 

repeated images of the action films from the 1980s “were reflective of the cultural and political 

shift which Reagan’s speeches and public image evoked” (Qtd in O’Brian 43-44 ). This new era 

of film representation was symbolic of the reversal of the failures that had occurred in the 

previous decade with hard bodied action heroes acting as restorers of national pride. 

These narratives of “heroism, success, achievement, toughness, strength, and good old 

Americanness” are seen across the Cannon filmography because they are symbolic of a return to 

conservative values and ideals. Films like American Ninja (Firstenberg 1985) and Missing in 

Action are examples of tough and heroic heroes who stood for the Reagan values of the era. In 

many cases, the hero (predominantly male) was a veteran fighting terrorists at home or abroad, 
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usually without the help of the federal government. Especially in the 1980s, the hard-bodied 

action hero represented the “good old Americaness” that shaped the ideology of the Cannon 

action film. The Cannon action star embodied the individualistic and determined spirit of the 

American hero that was ever present in 1950s American cinema. Furthermore, the heroes were 

typically white, working-class and had an underlying populist and patriotic fervor bolstered by 

the events of Watergate and the Vietnam War. The villains the hero faced were typically not 

American, white, or in favor of capitalism. 

Furthermore, “[Ronald Reagan] saw America as a global power committed to preserving 

freedom and a great ‘City on the Hill’ that held out the hope of liberty” (Cook 24). 

Paradoxically, to preserve this freedom, it required the use of force. Bolstered by a sense of 

American Exceptionalism, the films of the 1980s emphasized the superiority of the United States 

through violence in film narratives. The hard-bodied action hero stood in the way of the 

threat/enemy with the use of violent retaliation using bullets, brawn, and bravado to eliminate the 

threat, whether the enemy be of foreign or domestic origin. 

The values of Reagan permeated both Hollywood films and films outside of Hollywood. 

As opposed to some more “mildly liberal Die Hard movies”, there was a trend of action films 

that were “firmly militarist” (McAlister 159) and populist. The foreign threat in the populist 

Hollywood film and in Cannon action films were heavily influenced by the foreign policy 

positions of Ronald Reagan where the events of the Cold War and the Iranian hostage situation 

impacted the ideologies of Hollywood and Cannon action films. A notable example of populist 

Hollywood film that exploited the fears of the outsider while being firmly militaristic is the film 

Red Dawn (Milius 1984) which “unlike the films of the 1970s that looked inward to America’s 

own heart to find its villains, Red Dawn found the enemy outside, a common trope in pure action 
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films” (Kendrick 87). The fear of the communist threat was further reinforced because Reagan 

stood as an ideologue “equating so-called Godless Communists with the threat of otherness, 

Reagan argued that the very existence of the Soviet Union threatened an American way of life” 

(Jordan 2).  Upholding these anti-communist values were Cannon Films like The Delta Force, 

Delta Force 2: The Columbian Connection ( Norris 1990), and Invasion USA. They are examples 

of a strong, hard-bodied white male (typically Chuck Norris) who stood in the way of the non-

white Other whether they be of Columbian, Russian, or of Iranian descent. Some Cannon films 

were less overt about their militaristic and populist sensibilities, however, the Delta Force 

movies were far more overt. Melani McAlister writes in “Iran, Islam, and the Terrorist Threat” 

how Delta Force is “outstanding only in the degree to which it is animated by a virulently racist 

and patently militarist fantasy of rescue and revenge, which manages to place only the thinnest 

gloss of plot and characterization over its love fair with military hardware, body counts, and men 

on motorcycles” (McAlister 159). By framing other countries and villains with Otherness, the 

hero could justify his violence and the destruction of the imagined, or real, threat that is posed to 

the main character or the security of the United States. 

Despite the source of Otherness in the Cannon action sometimes being foreign in nature, 

Otherness was also regularly represented by the lower-class (typically people of color) who 

embodied the fears of the middle and upper-class of the American public regarding drugs, 

prostitution, and street violence. Rather than focus on white collar crime like Wall Street (Stone 

1987), Cannon films like the Death Wish series targeted lower-class crime emphasizing a 

message that in order to stop the spread of drugs and crime, the use of violence was justified and 

necessary because the current law enforcement entities could not stop these issues. The fear of 

the spread of drugs was strengthened by the Reagan’s drug enforcement policies including 
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Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign and the support of the “moral majority”. Rather than 

attempting to rehabilitate drug users, the powers of the police were used extensively with 

massive increases in mass incarnation and police brutality. In a speech spoken to the 

International Association of Chiefs of Police in 1981, Reagan said that: 

For all our science and sophistication, for all our justified pride in intellectual 

accomplishment, we should never forget: the jungle is always there, waiting to take us 

over…The thin blue line that holds back a jungle which threatens to reclaim this clearing 

we call civilization…Just during the time you and I are together today, at least one person 

will be murdered, nine women will be raped, 67 other Americans will be robbed, 97 will 

be seriously assaulted and 389 homes will be burglarized. This all will happen in the next 

30 minutes (Qtd in Lescaze). 

Possibly due to Reagan’s obsession with Hollywood and his roles in B western films like Law 

and Order (Juran 1953), Reagan’s speech to the police had similarities to the thematic myth of 

the western where someone (typically a white male) must “hold back a jungle” (a particularly 

racialized term) which threatens “civilization” (typically a word to describe white, western 

society). As one of the case studies will show, Charles Bronson’s character in the Death Wish 

series stood as a mythic, western figure who arrived in a new place, eliminated the threat, and 

left.  

To combat foreign and domestic threats, many of the heroes in Cannon films are armed 

with guns of all shapes and sizes. The focus on the weaponry reflected the obsession with 

weaponry, phallic power, and the United States and the Reagan administration spending 

tremendous amounts of the budget on the military industrial complex. For instance, “between 1980 
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and 1985, the number of dollars devoted each year to defense more than doubled, from $142.6 

billion to $286.8 billion” (Bowman). The growth of the military industrial complex is reflected in 

the action films from Cannon due to the focus on soldiers, commandos, and mercenaries. Cannon 

films were particularly   critical of politicians and bureaucrats, yet there was little critique over the 

military. While the muscled heroes in Cannon films tend to be the focus of research, the weapons 

they possessed are important because “the big increases in military spending were for hardware, 

not people. The military's ‘investment’ accounts—for developing new weapons and procuring 

those ready to be bought—rose by 96 percent between 1980 and 1985” (Fallows). In response to 

the concerns about military spending, Reagan used the media to his advantage in a radio address 

to the nation in 1983. Reagan’s said in his speech that 

To be prepared for war…is the most effectual means of preserving the peace…But it's far 

better to prevent a crisis than to have to face it unprepared at the last moment. That's why 

we have an overriding moral obligation to invest now, this year, in this budget, in restoring 

America's strength to keep the peace and preserve our freedom” (Cited in “Radio Address 

to the Nation on the Observance of Armed Forces Day”). 

The strong sentiment for the military industrial complex and the valorization of war was 

reflected in an assortment of Hollywood action and war pictures including First Blood (Kotcheff 

1982), Top Gun (Scott 1986), Iron Eagle (Furie 1986), and Cannon films like Missing in Action 

and Delta Force which “portrayed the military and its personnel in a positive light” (Pavelec 102). 

This was a change of the depictions of war that were found in The Deer Hunter (Cimino 1978) 

and Apocalypse Now (Coppola 1979), which were very critical of The Vietnam War, the military 

industrial complex, and the valorizing of wartime violence. The 1980s did see more films critical 
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of the Vietnam War by leftist directors including: Platoon (Stone 1986), Full Metal Jacket 

(Kubrick 1987), and Casualties of War (DePalma 1989). 

The use of weaponry adds to the masculine construction of Cannon because Cannon’s 

name is obviously linked to the weapon of warfare. The continual fascination of power was both 

representative of the current state of political affairs, but also the manifestation of phallic power. 

In almost every Cannon film poster, there is always a hero displaying an over-sized gun. This 

continual display of phallic power lends itself to one of the most common areas of displays of 

phallic power in a film genre; the action genre. 

The B-Action Film and Cannon 

According to James Kendrick, “perhaps the quintessential product of the 1980s is the 

pure action movie” (79). The pure action movie tends to revolve around action sequences and 

stories regarding soldiers, mercenaries, law enforcement figures. Above all, there is an emphasis 

on the “action”. Driven by the disillusionment of the 1970s America, action films in the 1980s 

continually portrayed violent on-screen depictions with an emphasis on spectacle and “an ethos 

of winning at all costs” (Kendrick 79). The focus on action and spectacle “was central to the 

primary desires of the Hollywood studios in the 1980s to package screen violence in a way that 

mainstream audiences would readily accept” (Kendrick 79). 

Producing films with great spectacle requires high production costs. As discussed in the 

introductory chapter, the “B” film is a term that has changed through its original use as the 

second film on a double bill, to a film that is inexpensive, derivative, and “cheesy”. As opposed 

to the “A” action films like the Die-Hard series and the Terminator films which costs tens of 

millions to regularly produce, “B” action films had less of a budget and critical aspirations. 
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Possibly due to failing of keeping up with the demands of the public for expensive budgets with 

spectacle and big stars, Cannon could not compete with the increasing Hollywood budgets. 

Cannon could never reach the heights of the “A” action film either by the box office 

returns or the critical reception. Oscar Wilde once said, “Imitation is the sincerest form of 

flattery that mediocrity can pay to greatness6”. Cannon strived to be like Hollywood through 

imitation and “inspiration,” but Cannon films never met that goal. Like the days of classical 

Hollywood cinema, Cannon “exploited the popularity of a previous major studio film” (Lewis 

258). The strategy of imitating Hollywood films was most evident in films like the Missing in 

Action sequels which tried to emulate the First Blood (Kotcheff 1982) films. The science fiction 

film Masters of the Universe (Goddard 1987) also had strong comparisons to the Star Wars 

(Lucas 1977) films with its villain resembling Darth Vader. 

One reason for Cannon’s success with their action films was not in originality of their 

films, but in the formulaic structure of their films. O’Brien writes how: 

The genre itself becomes a machine as the industry commodifies and efficiently 

reproduces the delivery system for action-filled tales of action. Producers and production 

companies like the Cannon Group and Joel Silver quickly recognized and seized upon the 

‘formula’ and begin to generate product at high and low budgetary levels following a 

simple set of structuring conventions (O’Brien 13-14). 

With the formulaic structure, Cannon could produce movies as quickly and cheaply as possible 

while also capitalizing on a video market that was in constant demand for new films without 

much attention to the critical response of these films. 

6 http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/558084-imitation-is-the-sincerest-form-of-flattery-that-mediocrity-can 
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While Cannon had tremendous success with their “pure action movies” like The Delta 

Force and Missing in Action, Cannon was continually combining genres and producing a wide 

range of action subgenre films. The use of the term “action genre” is broad and stands in for a 

variety of different subgenres of action films including the ninja or marital arts action films. The 

martial arts films peaked in the 1970s with stars like Bruce Lee, but in the 1980s, according to 

Barna William Donovan, “The fact is that nearly all of the ninja films were made by B- level 

exploitation factories like the Cannon group production company, and the films turned the bulk 

of their profits from video rentals and foreign distribution” (125). Films like Revenge of the 

Ninja (Firstenberg 1983) and Ninja 3: Domination (Firstenberg 1984) proved to be particularly 

successful in the home video market. Despite the differences in the sub-genres, there is an 

overarching structure in the Cannon action films that is “built around a three-act structure 

centered on survival, resistance and revenge. It is a narrative of social and personal redemption 

in which the act of will is embodied in the physical body of the hero – tested, traumatized and 

triumphant” (O’Brien 14). 

Thomas Shatz writes that “all film genres treat some form of threat—violent or 

otherwise—to the social order. However, it is the attitudes of the principal characters and the 

resolutions precipitated by their actions which finally distinguish the various genres from one 

another” (26). Shatz distinguishes between different two types of genre categories that can be 

split between a genre of “determinate” (I.e. Western, detective film, and action film) space and a 

genre of “indeterminate” (I.e. musical, screwball comedy, and social drama) space. Genres of 

indeterminate space “incorporate a civilized, ideologically stable milieu, which depends less 

upon a heavily coded place than on a highly-conventionalized value” (Shatz 29). In contrast, in 

the determinate type of genre, “there is a symbolic area of action. It represents a cultural realm in 
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which fundamental values are in a state of sustained conflict” (Shatz 27). The conflict, in most 

cases, is mediated by an “individual or collective hero, at the outset, who acts upon it, and finally 

leaves” (Shatz 27). 

Shatz’s theories on determinate and indeterminate spaces relates to the action film 

because the action film in the 1980s was in a state of tension and sustained conflict because of 

the resistance to rights of social minorities. Whether the film takes place in the streets of Los 

Angeles, New York City, or the jungles of Vietnam, there is a symbolic (and literal) area of 

action where these contested ideologies are in a constant and violent struggle. The site of 

struggles in these spaces are generally mediated by an aggressive and assertive white male hero 

who uses violence to eliminate the threat and restoring the dominant social order.  

The culmination of fear pertaining to the perceived foreign and domestic threats, and the 

build-up of the military industrial complex resulted in an action film that reflected the political 

realities and ideological tension of the 1980s. As Harvey O’Brian writes in his introduction to 

Action Movies: The Cinema of Striking Back , “The cinema of action is a cinema of striking back 

– of restoration and reassurance” (O’Brian 1). In other words, the action genre is symbolically

reacting against the current social and political issues which underlined the films. Contrasted 

from social problem films or dramas which sometimes can present uncomfortable issues for 

audiences in a realist style, action films allow for a “dialogue with historical reality. They 

simulate scenarios of psychological, interpersonal, political, and, military conflict in accessible 

ways” (Gallagher, Action Figures 16) with an added element of spectacle. Despite the 

accessibility, most of the action films released in the 1980s were not critical of hegemony in 

western culture. According to Kellner, he argues that film narratives popular during the 1980s 

and early 1990s resonated with conservative ideological views (75). Judging from the 
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Hollywood films of the era including Top Gun (Scott 1986) and Raiders of the Lost Ark 

(Spielberg 1981), there is a noticeable conservative sentiment occurring in Hollywood film 

narratives upholding white, patriarchal, capitalism. In addition, “action films, like most 

Hollywood blockbusters, tend to present conservative narratives and iconography targeted 

toward adolescent males…At the level of the plot, the vast majority of action films of the 1980s 

and the early 1990s support conservative forms of militant, heterosexual, white masculinity” 

(Gallagher, “I Married Rambo” 200). As the case studies will show, Death Wish 3 and Missing 

in Action are both conservative and populist in their depictions of 1980s America and abroad. 

Death Wish 3 (1985) 

Reactionary conservative politics did not suddenly begin, rather, the conservatism in the 

1980s was an accumulation of political anxiety and tension that started during the 1960s with the 

beginning of various social justice movements including civil rights, feminism, and gay 

liberation. In addition to the rise of the counter culture, in the 1970s there was a prevailing mood 

of national pessimism and conservative populism due to the fracturing of dominant social 

structures including the government and law and order (I.e. Watergate, Vietnam War, etc). 

A fitting example of the accumulated tension in reactionary conservative politics were the 

vigilante action films and revenge dramas of the 1970s and 1980s, most notably Dirty Harry 

(Siegal 1971) series and the Death Wish (1974-1994) series. Commonly known for his role in 

The Man with No Name trilogy (1964-1966), Clint Eastwood’s portrayal of Harry Callahan in 

Dirty Harry became a signature example of Eastwood’s rough persona in his professional and 

personal life. Dirty Harry went on to do very well at the box office becoming the 4th highest 

grossing film of 1971 (Box Office Mojo). The success of this film led to various sequels and 

imitations including the Death Wish series with the aging star Charles Bronson. 
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The Dirty Harry films allowed for hegemony to be restored and reassured because per 

Patrick McGilligan, author of Clint: The Life and the Legend, “The cops, the government, the 

armed forces were losing. America needed a hero, a winner. In Dirty Harry , Clint not only 

found a contemporary persona to equal the Man with No Name, he also found one that seemed to 

embody a resurgent America” (McGilligan 147). The “resurgent America” McGilligan speaks of 

is unclear, because it is a problematic notion of restoring a resurgent America through the use of 

violence. The prominent film critics Roger Ebert, and Pauline Kael from The New Yorker, wrote 

that Dirty Harry is representative of “fascist” ideology (Qtd in McGilligan 147). Furthmore, 

there were protests at the Oscar ceremony where feminist protestors had signs saying “Dirty 

Harry is A Rotten Pig.” Accused of participating in racist and sexist films, Clint Eastwood 

responded in an interview with the New York City’s Village Voice. Responding angrily, he said, 

“So first I’m labelled right-wing. Then I’m a racist. Now it’s macho or male chauvinism. It’s a 

whole number nowadays to make people feel guilty on different levels. It doesn’t bother me 

because I know where the fuck I am on the planet and I don’t give a shit” (Qtd in McGilligan 

149). 

The trend of vigilante and revenge films continued with Death Wish. Death Wish was 

distributed to theaters by Paramount in 1974.  Death Wish’s hero is the aging 52-year-old 

Lithuanian-American actor Charles Bronson. Bronson was best known for his roles that involved 

a man with a gun in roles that he played as a gunfighter, police officer, and vigilante. Some of his 

most iconic roles were in major Hollywood westerns and action films like The Magnificent Seven 

(Sturges 1960), Once Upon a Time in the West (Leone 1968), and The Dirty Dozen (Aldrich 

1967).  
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The Death Wish series did not begin and end as a notorious “B” movie series or Cannon 

product, rather, the rights to Death Wish 2 were bought from the co-producers of the first film 

and the author. As with most Cannon films, the Death Wish films are extremely formulaic in 

their narrative structure. In all of the films, the focus is on the character of Paul Kersey (Charles 

Bronson). He is an architect that resides in New York City in the first film and moves from town 

to town cleaning up the streets with vigilante justice. The structure of these film starts with a 

sense of “normality” and order where Paul is happy living with his family and friends. During 

the course of the films, there is a violent rape and murder of a middle-class character. Paul 

brutally kills the rapists and murderers, and order is restored. The people that Paul kills tend to 

be from lower-class backgrounds. 

The messages expressed in these films about a white hero that restores order in crime-

ridden streets “appeared to strike a chord with an increasingly militant and reactionary white, 

middle-class of the seventies America” (Mendik 64). The reactionary fervor resonated up until 

the 1980s, because in 1984, shortly after Death Wish 2, an electronic repairman named Bernhard 

Goetz was riding a train when 4 young men surrounded him and asked him for money. Goetz 

shot the men with a .38 caliber handgun and he was arrested for attempted murder, but he only 

was charged with an illegal firearm possession. He was soon declared a folk hero in the media 

being named the “subway vigilante” and “Death Wish gunman” in the American press (Rostron 

382-383). The idea of a vigilante becoming a hero was quite contradictory to the authors 

intention in his novel of Death Wish. Brian Garfield, the author of the original novel, was upset 

that they “made a hero out of him. I thought I'd shown that he'd become a very sick man” (Qtd in 

Trombetta). 
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Out of all the Death Wish sequels, Death Wish 3 depicts the fear of the American lower-

class citizens by pitting Charles Bronson against a poor community in New York City with a 

tremendous arsenal of weapons. As a Death Wish 3 movie poster from the 1980s suggest, “He’s 

back in New York bringing justice to the streets…”. Throughout Death Wish 3 ,the repeated 

formula of  “survival, resistance and revenge” is exemplified in the narrative of the film with 

Paul getting revenge for his friends and his love interest, resisting a failed police force, and 

surviving an assault of gang members to restore law and order through vigilantism. 

Death Wish 3 was released by Cannon in 1985 and distributed by MGM shortly after the 

success Death Wish 2 on video. The plot of Death Wish 3 is similar to a western in where the 

lone hero arrives to a new town where there is little law and order. Paul arrives into a town on a 

bus to meet an old war friend named Charley whom he met in the Korean War. Charley is a 

veteran as signified by the dialogue referencing his war time buddy Paul and his war medals that 

are in his apartment. In a symbolic act in the narrative, a group of ruthless gang members beat, 

rob, and kill Charley in his living room at his apartment. War medals, an American flag, and a 

western painting are placed within the mise en scene to further emphasize the heinous crime 

against the old man representing the perceived downfall of law, order, and morality in America. 

Paul arrives at the scene of the crime and the police arrive right after Paul. They arrest 

Paul and lock him up without a proper reason. The police in Death Wish 3, like the previous 

films, are characterized as inept, ineffective, and corrupt. As the police chief speaks with Paul, he 

is aware of Paul’s past as a vigilante in New York, LA, and other cities. The police chief says 

that “the last thing I need is a vigilante” and that “maybe I should have you killed.” In dialogue 

that is far less than subtle, Paul responds saying that “you always violate peoples constitutional 

rights” and the police chief proudly says that “I’m the law, that means I get to violate people’s 
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constitutional rights.” In an attempt to restore the police departments’ failing public image, the 

police chief decides to release Paul so that Paul can work for the police chief by informing the 

department of any gang activity. Doing so, the police department can take credit for the arrests. 

Paul is released and he meets a public defender named Kathryn Davis (Deborah Raffin). 

The producers of the film inserted a romantic subplot with Kathryn and Paul, but in the end, she 

is murdered by gang members. The gang members killed in an odd way because they release her 

parking brake on a hill of the car while Paul is inside getting ice cream. The car she is in hits 

another car and blows up (for no apparent reason). Her death, although ludicrous in the spectacle, 

was much less heinous than the murder and rape that occurs to most women in the Death Wish 

films. The death of Kathryn was simply used as added motivation for Paul to engage the gang 

members in a final shootout. 

Kathryn’s death was nothing new for the Death Wish series because the women in Death 

Wish 3 and the other installments are situated as passive characters. Rape is used to propel to the 

narrative and added for titillation for the male spectator. Although there are less depictions of 

rape in this film as contrasted to the rape scenes in Death Wish 27, the rapes and murder of 

women are used as motivation for Paul to murder gang members without much attention to 

character development of the actual women. 

In the end, Paul restores order to the crime-ridden neighborhood in an elaborate and an 

over-the-top shootout with Paul using a browning machine gun on a fire escape while gang 

members cower in fear. In the climax of the film, Paul uses an RPG (rocket propelled grenade) to 

7 In Death Wish 2 , Paul’s maid is raped by multiple men in his home. The scene lasts for several minutes. 
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kill the gang leader (a white, Aryan looking figure who has a mixture of fellow gang members 

who are minorities, young, lower class individuals) that leaves a big hole in the apartment. 

The plot, which was nothing new at this point in the series, was second only to the 

violence. The violence in the past Death Wish films was contained to a handful of individuals, 

however, the violence is increasingly ramped up in Death Wish 3 to the point that it is considered 

“cartoonish” (Rostron 382-383). Instead of brandishing a small handgun, Charles Bronson 

brandishes weaponry ranging to a .375 magnum, a browning machine gun, and a RPG (rocket 

propelled grenade). Most of the individuals involved in the production of the movie publicly 

denounced it, except Menahem Golan whom defended accusations that the violence and subject 

matter in the Death Wish films were exploitative saying “You cannot call a film exploitative just 

because it touches on disturbing issues. Both Death Wish films are a valid comment on American 

society... the theme of street violence getting out of control is sadly more of a fact of life than it 

was seven years ago” (Qtd in Trombetta). While promoting the film, Bronson voiced his 

concerns that the film “was unoriginal and needlessly violent, adding that he felt sorry for the 

young men shot by Bernhard Goetz and that he initially resisted making another Death Wish 

movie after the Goetz shootings” (Rostron 382-383). 

Death Wish 3 , as contrasted from the earlier sequels that focused on detective and crime 

noir iconographies, focuses on the iconographies of the action genre with explosions, big guns, 

and spectacle. Death Wish 3 strips “away any of the character traits Kersey exhibits in the 

original and turn him into a superhuman terminator, boasting in Death Wish 3 that his gun is 

bigger than Dirty Harry’s” (Hardy 100). With an almost stoic attitude, Paul murders a wide range 

of young, lower-class men without flinching or displaying any emotion. Conveyed in a 

conservative political commentary, a respected war hero uses guns to clean up lower-class crime. 
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Furthermore, the film underlying promotes less regulations of firearms because it is repeated 

several times in the film that “guns are illegal in the city”.  

Paul is represented as the lone hero bringing justice to a crime-ridden city, but those who 

are the perpetrators of crime are treated as nothing more than inhuman. Rather than explore the 

issues of race, poverty, and lack of opportunities, the gang members are cartoonish 

manifestations of middle-class fear and paranoia. Throughout the film, they are referred to as 

“creeps”, “scum”, “roof rats”, a “herd”, and are described by the police chief as a “new breed on 

the streets”. This obvious vilification of the poor was a symptom reinforced by rampant hysteria 

with middle class America and the American press. For instance, “Time magazine in 1977 

warned that a combination of grinding poverty and pathologically self-defeating behavior had 

produced in the nation’s big city ghettos ‘a large group of people who are more intractable, more 

socially alien and more hostile than almost anyone had imagined. They are the unreachable: the 

American underclass’” (Collins 124). This hysteria is ultimately solved with violence as seen in 

the bizarre scene where Paul is walking down the street with a camera over his shoulder as 

“bait”. One of the gang members (depicted as a black man) robs Paul and runs across the street. 

Paul pulls out a huge handgun, similar to Dirty Harry’s, and shoots him in the back. Paul walks 

away and there is triumphal non-diegetic music. The people in the city cheer and woman 

exclaims that she’s happy that the “creep” is dead.  

The message of cleaning up crime through violence is quite overt, yet there is an 

underlying political commentary of the previous generation coming to terms with their perceived 

loss of power in society. The vast majority of gang members are young, while the protagonists 

are middle-aged. The underlying political message of disillusionment and their perceived power 

of the previous generation is conveyed in an interesting use of dialogue by the character of 
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Bennet, an older man and neighbor of Charley. After unlocking the browning machine gun for 

Paul, Bennet grudgingly says that “They call us the old people. We were running the world 20 

years ago.” This use of dialogue emphasizes how the hegemony of the white patriarch was much 

stronger in years before, but now it was under threat by crime and other conflicting social forces. 

In many ways, this commentary on generational divide has been in most of Cannon films since 

Joe in 1970.  The Death Wish films may have been attempt at a social commentary on crime, 

however, the films deal with crime and social difference in a violent and militarist fashion. 

Case Study 2 – Missing in Action (1984) 

Charles Bronson’s Death Wish films were very successful, however, Chuck Norris 

proved to be the most successful and iconic figure of the Cannon filmography. One of the most 

successful Cannon action films was Missing in Action. Missing in Action is one of their most 

successful films, but its release was fraught with legal controversy due to the similarity to First 

Blood (Kotcheff 198). The release of Missing in Action is confusing due to the rush to release the 

film before Rambo: First Blood Part 2 (Cosmatos 1985). Cannon Film was able to produce and 

release Missing in Action first due to their inexpensive production process and Rambo: First 

Blood Part 2 screenplay “was floating around Hollywood at the time by an up and coming 

writer/director named James Cameron” (Barnett). Missing in Action was quickly produced 

alongside prequel Missing in Action 2: The Beginning (Hool 1985), however, Cannon decided to 

release the prequel after the first film. 

 It received terrible reviews, nonetheless, it was one of the most successful independently 

distributed films of 1984. As with the Death Wish series, Missing in Action was representative of 

a formula of “survival, resistance and revenge”. Missing in Action allowed for America to 
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symbolically “win” the Vietnam War with the message of American exceptionalism at the 

expense of Othering Vietnamese and Thai people. 

Missing in Action, as well as other films featuring Chuck Norris, were energized by his 

overt masculine persona. His filmography consists of an overwhelming amount of action films 

ranging from his early roles as a martial artist in Way of the Dragon (Lee 1972 ) to mid-range 

budget action films like Lone Wolf McQuade (Carver 1983) where he played a former Marine 

and Texas Ranger. His legacy as a overtly masculine action star can be seen by his fans, 

especially members of the American armed forces. For instance, a Staff Sergeant named Amy 

was cited in a Reuters article saying "The Marines love [Chuck Norris]. He's like a mythical 

legend” (Qtd in Abbas). According to the reporter of the story, some of the soldiers “appreciated 

his films and fighting ability -- Norris is a martial arts guru, and many of his films have military 

themes. Others said the masculine and plainly dressed actor was an antidote to the preening and 

moisturized metrosexual male” (Abbas). Chuck Norris as a hyper masculine figure and 

“mythical legend” grew into the series of jokes in popular culture referred to as “Chuck Norris 

Facts”8. These “facts” are hyperbolic statements that are used to show how Norris somehow has 

some unattainable masculine characteristics that can never be reached by any other person. 

Missing in Action is the story of Colonel James Braddock, a former POW (prison of war) 

from the Vietnam War who was MIA (missing in action) for 7 years. The effects of his 

imprisonment left years of post-traumatic stress on his psyche. After a news story plays over the 

TV that talks about possible MIAs in Vietnam, he decides to work with the United States. He 

8 Examples of Chuck Norris “facts” include: When Chuck Norris tells time, time obeys. There is no theory of 

evolution, just a list of creatures Chuck Norris allows to live (http://chucknorrisjokes.linkpress.info). Obviously 

these are not facts, but they work to support the idea of Chuck Norris as a mythical action hero.  
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helps the United States by being an American representative while in the Peoples Republic of 

Vietnam to speak about the remaining MIA’s in their country. The diplomatic talks begin to 

decline because the Vietnamese government claims Braddock committed war crimes against the 

country. Whether he actually did commit war crimes is not important to the narrative of the film 

because Braddock decides to find the MIA’s himself, organizing a mission to find the men 

without the help of the American government, bureaucracies, or politicians. The only help he 

requests is from a former war buddy (M. Emmet Walsh) who provided transportation. The movie 

ends with Braddock saving the day by bringing the MIA’s back home in front of numerous 

reporters and cameras. 

Missing in Action, above all, is a populist film which seeks to rewrite the Vietnam war by 

allowing the Americans to “win”. After the 1970s, there was distrust in American political 

institutions. In Missing in Action, there is a populist message that the American government 

cannot solve our nation’s problems or “get the job done”, but a man on a mission through the use 

of violence can accomplish America’s goal of American superiority and national security. This 

populist message is like the message in Death Wish 3 because the cops were not solving the 

crime in the inner cities, therefor a populist figure must step into action, end the threat, and leave 

the area. Dressed in either military garb or denim, Braddock is representative of the working-

class, white America. One of the ways to recognize issues of class in Cannon film is the costume 

design. For instance, the action film Over the Top (Golan 1987) has the actor Sylvester Stallone 

wearing a white, muscle shirt and a sleeveless, denim shirt instead of elaborate suits worn by rich 

politicians.  

Braddock, as with other action heroes of the genre, is largely defined by his use of 

violence and his hyper masculine characterization. In various scenes, Braddock negotiates with 
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other characters about the price of weapons, vehicles, and information. His form of negotiation 

however, is pure intimidation with violence. Braddock’s “negotiates” with locals of Vietnam by 

threatening to shoot or stab them. In addition to his aggressiveness, Braddock’s body is 

continually fetishized as a displaying his masculine prowess. For example, there is a scene when 

Braddock is about to sneak out to the streets of Saigon and he undresses in front of Ann 

Fitzgerald. Showing Braddock’s whole body in a long shot is clearly used to show his muscled 

physique. 

Contrasted from the hyper-masculine representation, the women in Missing in Action 

vary from the sole state department official (Ann) and women in the film that are either dancers 

or prostitutes. There is a little variation in the types of roles women play in the film and in some 

cases, they are fetishized for the sole purpose for titillation for the male viewer. For example, 

there are multiple scenes in Bangkok which depicts prostitutes and women dancing nude. There 

is no other reason of this display than to depict the sleaziness and lack of morality of the bars in 

1980s Vietnam and the character of people that (supposedly) inhabited them. In a quite 

confusing scene in the bar, Braddock leaves the bar. As he leaves, an American man throws a 

Vietnamese woman on the bar counter without her shirt on for no apparent reason except to show 

her breasts on camera. 

Despite the depictions of nudity and sexual fetishization of women, Braddock is 

seemingly asexual and his violence is emblematic of a symbolically castrated male who makes 

up for the lack of the phallus through hyper-masculine attributes. For example, the scene when 

Braddock sneaks back into Ana’s room is only for an alibi to fool the Vietnamese officials rather 

than any sexual relationship. In the scenes at the brothels, he pays has very little attention to the 

women or the atmosphere. The only relationship he has is with his former war buddy. John M. 
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Ingham writes in Psychological Anthropology Reconsidered that certain attributes of 

“Hypermasculinity and male solidarity may be defenses against symbiosis anxiety and feminine 

identification” (68) in other words, it is a form of castration anxiety. The use of spectacle and 

violence acts allows for the hero to deflect feminization and the underlying anxiety of the 

castration due to his traumatized past. This male castration anxiety can be further explained by 

the fetishizing of weaponry throughout the film by Braddock using weapons to remedy his 

anxiety. 

Braddock may be a symbolic figure of American values, but the villains in Missing in 

Action are overwhelmingly characterized as the non-white, non- capitalistic, Other. Throughout 

the film, there are minor Vietnamese antagonists who are depicted as brutal, corrupt and savage, 

especially in the scenes when Braddock is tortured in a POW camp. There is little to no 

redemption for the Vietnamese and Thai peoples represented in the film where the villains die 

bloody deaths. Saigon is characterized as a city full of political corruption and Bangkok is 

characterized as a wicked destination for debauchery, due to the film’s emphasis on seedy strip 

clubs and brothels. 

In addition to the film itself, Chuck Norris is representative of the Reagan era 

conservative values and ideals even to this day. Chuck Norris, as contrasted to Charles Bronson 

and Dolph Lundgren, is very outspoken about his conservative political views and his 

Evangelical Christian faith that align almost closely with Ronald Reagan’s. Norris has donated 

thousands of dollars to Republican candidates (Christensen and Haas 59) and is outspoken about 

supporting veterans and gun rights. He is a staunch supporter of discriminatory actions against 

the LGBT community that bears a resemblance to the “moral majority” during the 1980s. For 

example, he was “appalled” to hear about a sponsored event at public schools called the Day of 
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Silence which was an anti-LGBT bullying campaign. In a blog post he said “I do believe that we 

should equally and adamantly oppose such aberrant sexual behavior from being condoned or 

commemorated in our public schools through textbooks or a so-called “Day of Silence”. He goes 

on to say that, “Is encouraging or teaching about homosexuality what our forefathers expected 

for the public education they founded?” (“Gun, Gods, and Gays”). Furthermore, he was also 

vocal against President Obama in a video encouraging voters to vote in the 2012 elections, in the 

video Chuck Norris and his wife recycled rhetoric from the Reagan era: 

We know you love your family and your freedom as much as Gene and I do and it is 

because of that we can no longer sit quietly or stand on the sidelines and watch our 

country go to the way of socialism or something much worse…As Edmund Burke said all 

that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men and women do nothing. A great 

president Ronald Reagan said freedom is never more than one generation away from 

extinction. We didn’t pass it on to our children in the bloodstream, it must be fought for, 

protected, and handed on for them to do the same. (Qtd in MrNorrisVideos) 

As Chuck Norris’s statement from his political video shows, there is still a trend of 

restoring America with the values that Reagan once represented with the recent Presidents like 

George W. Bush and Donald Trump. Cannon films and Chuck Norris are similar in their 

conservative ideologies about American society and culture in the 1980s and present day. 

Cult Audiences and Cannon 

Cannon could have been lost in obscurity, but cult fans have recently elevated these films 

out of obscurity into quintessential “B-Action Movies”. Numerous Cannon films have found a 
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cult audience by the sharing of VHS tapes, reviews on blogs, and the sharing of film clips from 

Cannon films on websites like Youtube. The recent cult surrounding Cannon is best seen the 

release of two Cannon-themed documentaries: The Go-Go Boys: The Inside Story of Cannon 

Films (Medalia 2014) and Electric Boogaloo: The Wild, Untold Story of Cannon Films (Hartley 

2014). Both documentaries explored the history of Cannon Group, Inc with archival footage, 

film clips, and interviews with cast, crew, and critics of Cannon. Both of the documentaries were 

released in the same year and this was not inconsequential because the producers of Electric 

Boogaloo approached Golan and Globus to appear in their film but “they declined-and soon after 

announced their own Cannon documentary The Go-Go Boys (Qtd in Electric Boogaloo). Despite 

being “interested — at first” (Qtd in Cieply, Documentary Explores), per the Electric Boogaloo 

epilogue, “The Go-Go Boys beat [their] film to release by 3 months” (Qtd in Electric Boogaloo). 

The Go-Go Boys was released before Electric Boogaloo receiving modest praise from critics 

recognizing it as an amiable tribute to Cannon’s legacy, although, critics like Tom Christie noted 

The Go-Go Boys was a “straightforward, unaggressive documentary”. Electric Boogaloo 

received more positive reviews from critics such as Ryan Gilbey who said that they had 

“assembled a lively collection of clips and interviews that gives the Cannon story definition and 

shape, without stinting on the gratuitous anecdotes”. 

In the end, Cannon never reached the heights of Hollywood. Due to its opposition to the 

Hollywood elites and its violent and bizarre content, Cannon has a nostalgic aura from cultists. 

As a fan wrote on her blog, “if we can now look back with nostalgia on the Cannon legacy, it’s 

for a film culture richer with wild cards, buccaneers, and gate-crashers, blissfully oblivious to the 

mandates of good taste” (Pinkerton – Village Voice). Cannon Film is a suitable transition for the 
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next chapter because for many fans of Cannon, the mode of reception they viewed their films 

was through the once prevalent format, the VHS tape. 
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Once forgotten on the shelves of closed video stores and stored in musty cardboard boxes 

at flea markets, avid collectors bring back to life a format long considered “dead.” Chuck 

Tyron’s claim that Video Home System (VHS) tapes represent the “return of the repressed” (46) 

is an apt description of the revival of the VHS tape and the video cassette recorder (VCR). The 

VHS and VCR are no longer manufactured (Hodak) for consumers, yet, there is a VHS 

collecting subculture that is captivated by this particular video recording format. This type of 

subculture is interrelated to the concept of “video culture” which Sean Cubitt defines as “a set of 

relationships around the uses of a videotape, a set of practices and a set of possibilities 

concerning what these relations, uses and practices may become” (1). 

This chapter explains why there is a recent resurgence of video culture and why VHS 

collector’s collect what they do. However, this chapter does not solely aim to examine the format 

itself, rather, it is an attempt to examine negotiations of masculinity within VHS collecting 

culture. VHS collecting is not as wide-spread in mass culture, because most consumers have 

moved away from the VHS tape to digitized and premium formats such as DVD, Blu-Ray, and 

Video on Demand (VOD). VHS collecting culture is a type of subculture that practices cult 

cinema reception. As I previously mentioned in the introduction of the thesis, cult cinema is:  

A kind of cinema identified by remarkably unusual audience receptions that stress the 

phenomenal component of the viewing experience, that upset traditional viewing 

strategies, that are situated at the margin of the mainstream, and that display reception 

tactics that have become a synonym for an attitude of minority resistance and niche 

celebration within mass culture. (Mathijs and Sexton 8)  

CHAPTER 3 

NEGOTIATING MASCULINITY IN VHS COLLECTING CULTURE
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The process of using an outdated format and watching films stereotyped as “low brow” genres 

and styles (i.e. exploitation, B-action movies, and horror) goes against traditional reception 

practices. This positions VHS collectors as a type of subculture that goes against mainstream 

film culture. Whereas there is a rebellious nature to subcultures like VHS collecting, there are 

also problematic notions of gender where a “subculture is given a masculine identity of 

adventurous, resistance, and heroism, and the mainstream is regarded as passive, homely, and 

feminine” (Mathijis and Sexton 109). 

Subcultures and collecting are related because collecting has been culturally constructed 

as masculine, perhaps because of the masculinized idea of hunting and gathering items. As 

Steven Gelber writes in Hobbies: Leisure and the Culture of Work in America “for men in 

particular, the image of the hunt as both a search for game and a form of game imbued collecting 

with an air of masculinity that legitimated it as an expression of superiority in a Darwinian 

world” (84). While there is an “air of masculinity” encompassing hunting, collecting, and 

maintaining order within a collection, the notion of caring for VHS tapes complicates this 

“masculinized hobby.” 

There are three broad types of capital: cultural, economic and social (Thorton 11). As 

with most hobbies positioned in capitalism, obtaining economic capital (I.e. money) is a 

motivation in VHS collecting culture. While some collectors express sentimental feelings about 

their tapes without the intention of obtaining economic capital, there is a capitalist discourse of 

buying, selling, and assessing the value of tapes in VHS collecting culture. Articles written from 

an outsider’s perspective commonly discuss the capitalist aspects of the tapes rather than the 

actual content of the tapes. For instance, a Time article headline states “The VHS Tapes You 

Threw Out Might Actually Be Worth Something” (Wolff-Mann). This is a different type of 
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discourse from a website like Bloody Disgusting! hat has a headline that states “The Coolest and 

Most Unique Horror VHS Boxes!” (Squires).  

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu wrote in his book Distinction (1984) that there is 

a type of capital called “cultural capital.” Cultural capital differs from economic capital which is 

associated with money and social capital which is related to people and relationships to people 

(I.e. networking). According to Bourdieu, cultural capital is highly related to one’s class and the 

“knowledge that is accumulated through upbringing and education which confers social status” 

(Qtd in Thorton 10). Sarah Thorton expands upon Bourdieu’s theories of cultural capital in her 

study of dance subcultures. She coined the term “subcultural capital” to asset that “hipness” is a 

form of subcultural capital that “can be objectified and embodied” (11). Thorton continues: 

Subcultural capital confers status on its owner’s eyes of the relevant beholder…Just as 

cultural capital is personified in ‘good’ manners and urbane conversation, so subcultural 

capital is embodied in the form of being ‘in the know’, using (but not over-using) current 

slang…Both cultural and subcultural capital put a premium on the ‘second nature’ of 

their knowledge Nothing depletes capital more than the sight of trying too hard. (11-12) 

Subcultural capital is critical in the understanding of VHS collecting culture because subcultural 

capital can be obtained by having the “right” tape or film such as horror and exploitation films 

on VHS. For instance, in the VHS-themed documentaries Rewind This (Johnson 2013) and 

Adjust your Tracking (Kinem and Peretic 2013) there are minimal examples of collectors who 

primarily collect mainstream romance or “teen flicks” on VHS. These collectors may exist, but 

they are not represented in the VHS collecting documentaries. When many VHS collectors refer 

to themselves as “treasure hunters” because of the difficulty of finding valuable tapes, finally 

having and holding the “right type” of VHS tape leads collectors to have type of economic and 
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subcultural success. Steven Gelber asserts that “the desire to be the possessor of a unique item is, 

in the opinion of many collectors, the underlying motivation for the hobby since it makes one the 

object of envy, and to be envied is a sign of success” (Gebler 71). 

To frame constructions of masculinity within VHS collecting culture, I incorporate 

two VHS themed documentaries—Rewind This and Adjust your Tracking—as case studies. VHS 

collecting culture may be proud of its’ rejection of mainstream film culture, yet, VHS collecting 

culture does not necessarily reject dominant ideologies of white, patriarchal, capitalism. VHS 

collecting culture is culturally constructed as masculine because of the subcultural discourse 

surrounding specifically desired films which are seen as masculine (namely exploitation, B-

action movies, and horror), the rejection of femininity in the content of films, and the 

displacement of other fan cultures. These concepts coincide with the masculinized notion of 

hunting, collecting, and engaging in the capitalist marketplace that indicates the appeal of 

collecting VHS tapes in order to obtain economic and subcultural capital. 

The Birth, Death, and Revival of the VHS Tape 

With each viewing and/or copy made of a VHS tape, there is a deterioration of the tape 

that causes the tape to lose its quality. This deterioration in quality is directly seen in the image 

when it is shown on a television. Contrasted from high-definition video like DVD and Blu-Ray, 

there is a history to VHS tapes that is present in the physicality of the format after each viewing. 

History is integral in the appeal of the VHS tape because by tracking the VHS through its 

existence in the marketplace and cultural landscape, it serves as important context for a format 

that bears history in its own physicality. To better understand VHS collecting culture, there is a 

need to establish the rise, the fall, and the revival of the VHS tape and how the history of VHS 

relates to a subculture that is enamored with this past analog technology. 
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During the 1980s and the early 1990s, Video Home System (VHS) was the leading 

format in home media and was essential in the revenue of Hollywood studios (Wasser 170). By 

the end of 2001, 91.2% of U.S. homes owned a VCR (Jozefowicz, et al 140). As of now, the last 

places where a consumer can find VHS tapes are thrift shops, yard sales, and flea markets. VHS 

tapes during the 1980s could be sold for as much as $50 to $100 dollars, but years later, mass 

produced tapes can normally cost .50 cents to a $1 a tape unless they are considered rare and 

desirable by collectors. The media industries and the general public caused the “death” of this 

format by moving onto DVD, Blu-Ray and VOD, but for VHS collectors, this was the beginning 

of a VHS revival or rebirth. Josh Schafer is a VHS collector and Editor-in-Chief of the 

independently printed magazine named Lunchmeat. He writes how “Most folk thought VHS 

tapes were just that – dirt – a dead format that nobody gave a crap about. Wrong! In their 

indifference, I found joy. And it was an extremely affordable joy. I would spend maybe $10 and 

walk away with at least 10 new trips into the weird and wonderful joy” (Schafer, “An Arm and 

Leg”). 

Before television was introduced, the film industry was the major source of viewing mass 

media. Film studios could draw mass audiences and major studios held a tight grip over 

production and distribution. It was not until 1948 that the oligopoly and the vertical integration 

enacted by studios was broken up by the United States Supreme Court in the Paramount 

Decision. The Paramount Decision created new opportunities for smaller, independent 

distributors and production companies to emerge and flourish like AIP in the 1950s. 

The film industries were encountering a cultural and socio-economic shift that meant “the 

postwar film industry could no longer count on its mass audience” (Wasser 5). Aside from the 

legal setbacks from the Paramount Decision, the European market had fallen in the aftermath of  
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World War II (Avila 92), the arrival of television cut into the profits of the studios, and there was 

a migration of white audiences from cities— also known as White Flight— to suburban areas 

(Avila 93). These important cultural and socio-economic events led to a downturn in profits and 

an overall anxiety in the film industry. The downturn in profits of the film industry led to major 

studios being forced to “find new ways of making money, from the sale of their real estate and 

other assets to providing facilities for the burgeoning television industry” (Wasser 6). 

Theaters were negatively affected by the downturn of profits in the film industry “either 

from the loss of their audience moving to the suburbs or from the loss of product as the major 

studios cut back on production” (Wasser 6). During this time, studios tried to create innovative 

ways of bringing audiences to theaters with new filmic technologies such as Cinerama that used 

three projectors in the projection process (Hart) on a giant curved screen. The new and 

innovative type of exhibition led to fads and gimmicks including the use of 3-D technology that 

was used in the 1950s film House of Wax (DeToth 1953). Other technological ventures included 

“Smell-O-vision” in 1960 with the premier of Scent of Mystery (Cardiff 1960). 

The television industry may have cut into profits of the film industry; however, there was 

not a decline in the popularity of film culture. For example, “when recent movies were broadcast 

in prime time during the 1960s, they achieved higher ratings. People were willing to watch big 

movies on the small screen in the living room” (Wasser 7). This meant that there was a 

momentous change in the reception of films where audiences had the choice of viewing a film in 

a theater or the privacy of one’s home. Barbara Klinger wrote how there was a decline in “public 

film cultures” in the postwar years, yet, there was a rise in what is called “home film cultures” 

(14). This change in film reception was significant because “it [produced] new kinds of space; 
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the home becomes not a refuge from the world, but an extension of the pursuits of the outside” 

(Harbord 152). 

Although there was more choice for audiences in the immediate post-war decades, 

audiences were still at the mercy of television broadcast schedules and live broadcasts. If the 

viewer was not there to view the television program or film, there was a chance they would not 

see it again. With the emergence of the VCR in the mid-1970s, “the aura of live television, the 

uniqueness, the here-and-now-ness of the broadcast event, [was] demolished by the use of the 

VCR” (Cubitt 35). The VCR allowed for a new type of reception practice called “time shifting” 

that allowed a viewer to record a show or film on tape and watch it at their own convenience. In 

addition to the VCR, the remote control allowed consumers to pause, rewind, and fast forward. 

As a result, “the viewer, remote control in hand, assumes a position of dominance over the flow 

of the screen” (Cubbitt 5). Despite the sense of democratization with the VCR and the remote 

control for home film cultures, this did mean that there were less gender disparities in the 

heteronormative household. Whoever controls the remote (typically a patriarch) determines the 

types of programs the family would watch. Overall, this was a beginning of a new cultural shift 

in reception practices and the proliferation of home film cultures. 

The VHS tape was a major source of revenue in the 1980s for film studios; however, film 

studios were initially “neglectful and hostile” (Wasser 10) to release their films on video in the 

late 1970s. Major studios were frightened by home video because of the potential loss of revenue 

by audiences viewing a film more than once, the sharing of films to other viewers, and piracy 

concerns. Despite their fear, the film studio’s fear and hostility were soon diminished as “the 

money from video vastly exceeded expectations” (Wasser 10). The releasing of films on video 

was a momentous shift in the historical mode of exhibition. Major studios expanded from the 
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primary source of exhibition in theaters and “turned to ancillary markets that included cable, 

home video, broadcast, and foreign markets and incorporated expensive advertising campaigns 

for big releases to promote films on video” (Wasser 11). 

The major studios profited greatly from the video market, but it was the independent 

studios and distributors’ success that built the video market (Wasser 12). One of the reasons why 

the independents were successful was because they brought “horror and exploitation titles out of 

the grindhouses and into the home” (Pratt 334). The video market created a space that 

independent distributors and production companies could “compete on the same store shelves as 

Hollywood pictures” (Pratt 334). Major players like Vestron, Cannon , and Media Home 

Entertainment that contributed to the success of video eventually died off in the early 1990s. 

Although independent studios and distributors built the video market and created a new 

space for video in independent video stores (also known as “Mom and Pop” stores), they were 

soon dominated by the corporate entity called Blockbuster Video. Blockbuster Video dominated 

the video market by “[pumping] as much money as possible into buying local and regional 

chains while keeping centralized power over the look and feel of individual stores” (Greenberg 

128). For many VHS collectors, Blockbuster Video represents everything wrong with 

Hollywood, corporate capitalism, and conformity. Instead of the diverse and unique look of 

“Mom and Pop” video stores, Blockbuster emphasized the consistency of the look of their stores 

while “structuring [their] bright, well-packaged stores around a simple idea: mainstream 

Hollywood movies” (Greenberg 128). Blockbuster marketed themselves as an alternative option 

for independent video chains by using the slogan, “Wow, What a Difference!”. According to 

Greenberg in From Betamax to Blockbuster: Video Stores and the Invention of Movies on Video, 

this was a “[deliberate] cheery jab at the image of the independent video store with its limited 
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selection and morally ambiguous back room[s]” (128). The independent video stores ultimately 

could not compete with the strong financial relationship between Hollywood and Blockbuster 

Video. 

The demise of the video tape and video stores was a result of innovative modern 

technologies including the DVD and Blu-Ray that allowed for greater resolution and paratextual 

elements including special features and commentary tracks. The internet, as widely predicted by 

studios, was used to pirate videos which cut down on the profits of video stores and studios. In 

addition, the newly established film rental service Redbox diminished the returns of established 

video stores like Blockbuster Video. Once video stores shut down, there was a need to sell their 

stock of videos. It is through the selling of the stock of videos that many collectors and resellers 

have built the bulk of their collections. 

The value of video tapes soon diminished in the early 20th century where the most 

common video tapes can be bought for less than a few dollars at places like a flea market. 

Whereas there has been a diminishing of the value of mass produced tapes, there has been a 

rebirth of the video tape in collecting culture where a few tapes can be quite valuable, typically 

horror and exploitation films. The arrival of the internet was a “double-edged sword” because it 

may have led to the downfall of video stores, but this is also the era of convergence culture 

(Jenkins; 2006). Convergence culture means that audiences and consumers use diverse types of 

technologies including smart phones and the internet to discuss and review video tapes. They can 

also search for tapes at auctions and internet sellers like Ebay, Amazon, and Craigslist, 

Facebook, and sell video tapes to one another. 
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In the horror film V/H/S (Wingard et al 2012), a group of young men are sent by an 

unknown person to break into a house and steal a single VHS tape. The men initially find a 

deceased elderly man in front of a television screen. As the dead elderly man sits motionless, the 

men search the house for the tape. Unbeknownst to the men, the deceased elderly man awakes 

and kills the men. Inside the VCR, a VHS tape suddenly plays on the television screen acting as 

a frame narrative for the horror anthology. 

V/H/S is a horror film that simultaneously functions as a found footage film, and more 

importantly, it is a film that comments of the close relationship between the VHS tape and the 

horror genre. V/H/S reveals how the VHS format and the horror genre converge, but it is the 

representation of the characters in the film that illustrates the gendered and cultural assumptions 

of the horror genre that can be understood in VHS collecting culture. To explore VHS collecting 

culture, examining how genre functions within the VHS format is vital. The horror genre is 

integral in the understanding of VHS collecting culture because “scholars interested in the 

reception of 1970s and 1980s horror movies (especially low-budget ones)” need “access to the 

specific versions that were available to home video audiences” (Pratt 334). 

The association between VHS format and the horror genre can be established through the 

examples of discourse demonstrated in VHS collecting websites, blogs, fanzines, and the formal 

and capitalist appeal to collectors of VHS horror tapes. Largely due to many VHS horror films 

being originally released on video, many of these films may never get a DVD/Blu-Ray 

conversion. As a result, the price of VHS horror tapes are overwhelmingly higher than tapes of 

other genres. For instance, in the “About” section in the website VHS Collectors, they write: 

Please note, that probably 95% of VHS cassettes have no significant value. Keep this in 

mind when contacting the site about value. Although there are exceptions, horror and 

The Relationship between Genre and the VHS Format 
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exploitation films released on video during the 70's 80's are the most collectible and hold 

the most value. A video of a film that is no longer in print may also cause a video cassette 

to have value. But it should be noted that this is because it is the only legitimate way to 

view the film, not because it is ‘collectible’ or recorded on an obsolete format.9 

This disclaimer from VHSCollector.com demonstrates how VHS collectors value certain tapes 

and genres above others, most notably horror from previous decades. Some VHS tapes can easily 

be worth a few dollars, but in rare cases, horror “tapes bought are selling for $50, $60, even 

$100-plus online” (Rife). Shop owners have taken notice because “some collectors report that 

savvy shop owners, realizing the niche appeal of these items, are adjusting their prices 

accordingly” (Rife). While there certainly is a subcultural appeal to the horror genre in VHS 

collecting culture, ultimately there is a capitalist motive that functions within the subculture that 

situates the subculture within dominant ideologies such as patriarchal capitalist ideals. 

The appeal of viewing and collecting VHS tapes is due to multiple factors: the physicality 

of the tapes, a desire to preserve history, and nostalgia.  For instance, the filmmaker Quentin 

Tarantino spoke in an interview about his love for video and his distaste for video steaming 

services. Tarantino said, “I am not excited about streaming at all. I like something hard and 

tangible in my hand. And I can’t watch a movie on a laptop. I don’t use Netflix at all” (Qtd in 

Sciretta). In addition to the physicality of VHS tapes, VHS collectors collect because they see 

themselves as media archivists who hold onto history. Tarantino continues to say that “I have the 

videos from video archives. They went out of business, and I bought their inventory. Probably 

close to eight thousand tapes and DVDs. I have a bunch of DVDs and a bunch of videos, and I 

9 9 http://vhscollector.com/content/about 
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still tape movies off of television on video so I can keep my collection going” (Qtd in Sciretta). 

Lastly, as with other retro film subcultures, nostalgia lies at the center of many VHS collectors 

desire to view and collect VHS tapes. For many VHS collectors in their thirties and forties, VHS 

was the first format they interacted as children further bolstering the nostalgia. For example, 

Joseph Morpurgo from The Guardian romantically describes his feelings about VHS: 

I have a deep affection for VHS, the home-entertainment goliath of my childhood. With 

their propensity for wear and tear, these tapes offered a very particular way of seeing: 

botched colour schemes; unforecasted blizzards of static; music that wobbled perilously 

out of tune; and an endless parade of Kenco adverts. 

Morpurgo continues saying that watching films on VHS was “the closest thing a five-year-old 

could get to a psychedelic drug.” 

Furthermore, there is an appeal of the box art of various genres on VHS, most notably the 

horror film. The box art for horror films varied, but they were typically overexaggerating what 

the film entailed to sell the tape to consumers on the competitive shelves when they were 

released. The subject matter of the box art included images of blood, gore, sex, violence, or all of 

the above. For example, the box art for Frankenhooker (Henenlotter 1990) features a dead 

woman in a bra and undergarments in front of Times Square in New York. It is considered an 

oddity because it also has the added feature of a button that would say “Wanna Date?” when 

pressed. Another example is Boarding House (Winterhouse 1982) that shows a woman in a 

white nightgown being pulled through the bed itself by a creature that tears her skin with its 

claws. 
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On one level, VHS horror box art are art pieces because it is the “gory, painted artwork 

that people remember from video stores back in the day. They want to put them on their own 

shelves again and show them off” (Oatman-Stanford). It is the bizarre and graphic imagery of the 

box art that is in opposition to the non-offensive and less graphic covers of Hollywood films 

found on VHS. For some collectors, they do not watch the actual films, instead, they want to 

show off their bizarre art covers to their friends. VHS collecting is like art collecting in a 

capitalist discourse because the owner of the VHS box cover can display and sell their art piece 

to others. 

On another level, VHS horror art covers are appealing to VHS collectors and horror fans 

because the violent and sexual imagery of VHS horror box art have “emotional power” (Slasher 

Index). In the context of this quote, the “emotional power” this VHS collector is referring to is in 

the depictions of “women in peril” on VHS box art of slasher films. In an article written by 

Slasher Index on VHS Collector.com, he defends “so-called ‘misogynistic’” VHS box covers 

because the “women in peril” set up is “a classic horror theme that is reflected in cultures around 

the globe, and has been for centuries” (Slasher Index). The writer defends his attraction to 

controversial box art featuring tortured women saying, “When a woman is beaten on a cover, I’m 

not thinking, ‘that’s what you deserve, bitch.’ Instead, what I’m thinking is ‘wow, I hope that 

guy gets what’s coming to him.’” (Slasher Index). Whether or not most VHS collectors view 

these VHS covers as misogynistic in their readings, Slasher Index does not reject the notion that 

these covers are not misogynist because the writer breaks down “women in peril” box art in four 

distinct categories. A list of these categories described by Slasher Index include: “A single 

suffering/slaughtered woman or a woman cowering in fear…An unseen figure attacking a 

woman…Emotionless male figure attacking a woman or with dead/dying woman 
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present…Large, masculine, emotional man attacking partially nude woman or women in sexual 

context against their will” (Slasher Index). 

Judging from the problematic imagery seen in VHS horror box art, there are gendered 

assumptions that permeate within horror fans and VHS collecting culture. These gendered 

assumptions are represented through the discourse that exists in publications devoted to the 

horror genre and horror films found on video. Some of the most popular publications, fanzines, 

and websites devoted to horror genre also review or write about video collecting. Some of these 

publication and fanzine titles include: “Cinema Sewers, Lunchmeat, Psychotronic, Scan, Shock 

Cinema, Videooze, and Video Watchdog” (Pratt). 

There are gendered assumptions within horror fanzines because according to research of 

female readership of horror fanzines by Brigid Cherry, “female horror fans are excluded from 

male-dominated horror fan commodity purchase and production” (“Screaming for release”, 51). 

Women tend to be excluded due to the lack of “access to horror magazines” and this is 

compounded by “low rates of participation in horror fandom or association with other fans: 

knowledge of these titles is unlikely to be handed down by word of mouth to the isolated viewer” 

(“Screaming for release”, 48). This disparity in readership was also attributed to the fact that 

horror fanzines “are predominately written, edited and published by men for men” (“Screaming 

for release”, 51). 

Cherry also noted in her research that female readers were displeased because of fanzines 

like Fangoria that “[spent] too much time on ‘tits and [ass]’. They seem to have concluded that 

all horror fans are sex starved adolescent males who will drool over any naked female body, so 

cram the issues with glossy photos of scantily clad women” (“Screaming for release”, 50). As 

noted in the “women in peril” VHS box art, these criticisms are not unsupported. These gender 
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assumptions of horror fanzines are furthered supported by claims by David Sanjek that a number 

of fanzines have “self-conscious misogyny, racism and sexism” bolstered by various “fanzines' 

belief[s] that only the most hardened sensibilities can bear the assault of offensive imagery” 

(154). 

With the advent of the internet, fanzines are now found online and can be more accessible 

for a wider range of readers, however, this does not mean that there is not a lack of a woman’s 

subjectivity in the production and participation of horror fanzines. Online horror and VHS 

publications like Lunchmeat reveal their masculine disposition because their website banner 

boldly says “Blood! Terror! Babes! Monsters!” and an image that says “VHS is happiness”10. 

Furthermore, publications such as Lunchmeat use the term “Videovore”11 to describe “an 

individual who is intensely passionate about collecting, preserving and most importantly 

watching the VHS video tape; a lover of VHS; an analog zealot” ("TheButcherLM”)12. The 

inclusion of suffix “vore” is important because the suffix comes from the Latin word ‘vorare”, 

“to devour”. This signifies an aggressive appetite for the format while also having its own sexual 

connotations due to the desire for watching films with “blood, terror, babes, and monsters!” 

There is also a website devoted to breasts of actresses in VHS horror films entitled 

Horror Boobs13 which aims to bring “you the best in breasts from all genre cinema”. The 

creators of the blog spoke in an interview about how “we started posting naked pictures of our 

favorite scream queens and nude scenes…I decided to start making VHS compilations of my 

favorite nude scenes and gave them to scream queens when I met them” (Shafer, “’Talkin’ Tape 

10 http://www.lunchmeatvhs.com/index2.html 
11 http://www.lunchmeatvhs.com/blog/a-videovore-score/ 
12 http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=videovore 
13 http://horrorboobs.com/ 
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with Horror Boobs Video Main Brain Matt Desiderio”). Through this interview, it is clear that 

there a conscious awareness of the female body on display in VHS horror films and the 

voyeuristic desires associated with VHS horror. 

Although these publications and websites have masculine connotations and appeal to the 

male gaze, this is not to say that women do not watch horror films or collect VHS tapes. 

Historically, certain genres have been culturally assumed to be “masculine” and “feminine.” 

Albeit these essentialist notions, these gendered assumptions are seen in the “archetypes such as 

the warrior hero and genres like horror, action, and science fiction” (Jowett 20). They are 

gendered masculine because they are “products of patriarchal culture designed to valorize 

‘masculine’ qualities and/or they are seen as largely produced and consumed by males” (Jowett 

20). Earlier research would suggest that horror fans were likely male because they were 

stereotyped as individuals that were “not particularly empathic or concerned about the welfare of 

others, and who is somewhat rebellious and aggressive” (Oliver and Sanders 246). Contrary to 

this gendered stereotype, it “fails to cover the full spectrum of the viewing audience and their 

variety of motivations for viewing” (Oliver and Sanders 246). 

As I detail in the upcoming case studies, the horror genre is not a genre that is 

exclusively masculine. Subcultures may try to be perceived as oppositional to mainstream film 

culture, yet, there is still hegemonic negotiation being enacted in the subculture. There is a 

tendency from horror fans and VHS collectors (which often overlap) to ostracize or displace 

women and the notion of femininity from the imagined subcultural community to preserve a 

dominant notion of masculinity. 
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Rewind This and Adjust your Tracking are two VHS-themed documentaries released in 

2013 that document the cultural significance of the video revolution, VHS collectors, and the act 

of VHS collecting. These documentaries are alike because they were both released in the same 

year, they were funded by the website Kickstarter, and they have VHS collectors and 

interviewees that appear in both documentaries. The style of these documentaries is similar 

because they have a reflexive filmmaking style that acknowledge the video format by either 

including footage shot on video or creating an aesthetic of a VHS tape through editing software. 

The music that is present in these documentaries has elements inspired by the electronic/synth 

music movement in the 1980s. 

The purpose of including Rewind This and Adjust your Tracking as case studies is 

because they ethnographically represent VHS collecting culture. The creators of the 

documentaries claim to be coming from an authentic position as the Kickstarter states for Adjust 

your Tracking, “This is made by VHS lovers, for VHS lovers”14. Rewind This also claims on 

their Kickstarter page “to be the definitive account of the home video revolution and a showcase 

of its continuing legacy15.” Although these documentaries are not “definitive” or monolithic 

ways of representing VHS collecting culture and the various subjectivities of those who collect, 

they are integral texts that give an insight into VHS collecting culture and the ways that 

masculinity is defined within the subculture.  

The Thrill of Collecting: History of Collecting as a Masculine Pursuit 

The desire for collecting VHS tapes in VHS collecting culture is not solely to watch the 

tapes, rather, it is the desire to own the physical tapes. As Kim Bjarkman suggests in the title of 

14 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/1860100961/adjust-your-tracking-the-untold-story-of-the-vhs-c 
15 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/rewindthis/rewind-this 
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her article, VHS is a medium “To Have and to Hold.” Collectors have distinct reasons to collect, 

but there is an underlying notion that collecting is a masculine pursuit that signifies the desire to 

obtain economic and subcultural capital through the act of obtaining VHS tapes. The pursuit of 

envy and success can clearly be seen in groups that are vocal about their masculinity such as the 

website, TheArtofManliness.com. The author makes it clear that collecting is considered a 

masculine hobby because of the hunt for the object. They write how “in a world where actual 

hunting is no longer a defining activity of masculinity (although it certainly can be!), being the 

best at a hobby — especially the traditionally masculine hobby of collecting — can give you a 

sense of pride and make you more interesting and notable to others” (Anderberg). 

The notion of collecting as a masculine hobby is not a new idea because as Mark Moss 

explains: 

Since the late-Victorian period, men have attempted to collect for a variety of reasons. 

There has been the idea that stamps and coins mimic a colonial desire for ordering the 

world in a micro form and there is also the notion that collecting was a masculine version 

of the desire to fill the middle-class home with clutter and chintz. It was an acceptable 

way to masculinize the domestic sphere. Men could be just as proud to display their 

coins, trophies, and stamps as women could of their weaving and china figures. (100) 

In a similar way that men from the Victorian era could show off their coins and stamps without 

the fear of being viewed as effeminate, VHS collectors can show off their VHS collections to 

their friends while also allowing the male collector to “masculinize the domestic sphere” and feel 

a sense of pride and/or superiority. 
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In an interview with a Bruce Holecheck, he described his experience of a shelf full of 

tapes which falls onto him causing him to have cuts and bruises. This demonstrates that there is a 

sense of toughness associated with collecting tapes in less than hospital places. There are also 

anecdotes of male collectors who search almost anywhere to find tapes whether it be in a 

“rundown” area of town to find a video store, a flea market, or a dusty and old barn. It is through 

the continued act of searching and hunting for VHS tapes that collectors derive a perceived sense 

of pleasure though their displays of masculinity. As Phil Blankenship explains in q, finding the 

VHS tape a collector has been looking for is “like getting your first boner”. The gendered 

assumptions of the masculine and active collector counteractants against the perceived notion of 

the passive “feminine shopper” (Hollows, “Masculinity of Cult” 37). The pursuit of the 

“treasure”—as many collectors refer to their VHS finds—is challenging which adds to the “air of 

masculinity”. This idea contradicts the notion of the leisurely “feminine shopper” that is assumed 

through “domestic contexts of consumption” (Geraghtry 59). Research conducted by Belk and 

Wallendorf suggests that “women [are] not seen as serious collectors. They [are] merely buyers, 

looking for the latest bargain whilst out shopping for the home” (Qtd in Geraghty 59). 

The ties to capitalism are relevant in both documentaries because “to the extent that the 

economy has been historically controlled by men, and to the extent that collecting mirrored the 

economy, collecting has been perceived as a male activity” (Gelber 106). Whether it be stamp 

collecting, comic book collecting, or VHS collecting, “the collector who enters into the 

collectibles marketplace at any level is taking part in a specialized performance of capitalism” 

(Gelber 106). Once collectors amass these tapes, collectors either display tapes for others to see, 

watch the tapes themselves, or sell the tapes to others for profit. VHS collecting culture shares 

many similarities in the language that is present in other collecting cultures by using words like 
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“hunting, desire, possession, control, and order” (Gelber 106) which indicates the marketplace, 

capitalism, and masculinity. In both documentaries, there is an importance on the act of buying 

and selling whether it be through an exchange of cash at conventions or digital transactions 

through websites like Ebay. The pricing of tapes is almost arbitrary at times because some tapes 

can be worth a few dollars, but if the content and the extreme rarity of the tape coincide, it can be 

worth hundreds of dollars. In Rewind This, there is a segment that highlights a contested bidding 

war between collectors for the obscure and rare tape called Tales from the Quadead Zone 

(Turner 1987) that was posted upon the website Ebay on May 12, 2011. The desire for the tape 

stemmed from the fact that the director of Tales from the Quaddead Zone also directed Black 

Devil Doll from Hell (Turner 1984). Each of the collectors talked about their desire for the tape 

and a couple of individuals were lucky enough to find the tape. For those that found and bought 

the tape, they were clearly proud of their find to the point of gloating. The gloating comes from 

the “underlying motivation for the hobby since it makes one the object of envy, and to be envied 

is a sign of success” (Gebler 71). This segment reveals the nature of the marketplace within the 

VHS collecting culture that is not much different from other collecting cultures that emphasize 

buying and selling. 

Economic capital is a significant focus of both documentaries, but it is important to note 

that social capital is also integrated into VHS collecting culture. With the internet, there are 

numerous “buy and sell” pages on websites like Facebook where collectors create groups 

specifically about VHS buying and selling. Collectors use websites like Facebook to not only 

buy and sell VHS tapes, but also to organize events and conferences devoted to exchanging VHS 

tape and making friends who happen to like VHS tape or horror films. Doing so, collectors can 

also amass social capital, which also can result in economic and cultural capital. 
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 Despite the attempt to break away from dominant and mainstream culture, there is a 

fetishistic notion associated with buying tapes, which act as part of the self. This relates to the 

concept of the commodity fetish and the desire to own goods so that a collector can become a 

“serious” collector. The goods which collectors buy acts as an expression of their masculine 

subjectivity. The term “commodity fetish” originates from Karl Marx, where he uses commodity 

fetish “to refer to the mysteries of commodity exchange, more specifically, the way people 

become attached to goods and the way this attachment elides the relations of production that 

produce the commodities” (Curtis 11). The idea of the commodity fetish relates to gender 

because the commodity fetish asserts that the consumer buys a good to displaces the fear of 

castration anxiety in the equivalent way that when a male subject views a film, the fetishization 

of the woman displaces the fear of castration alleviating male anxiety. The commodity, in this 

case the VHS tape, allows for the fears of male anxiety to be subdued. 

The concept of holding and caring for VHS tapes complicates the constructions of 

masculinity in VHS collecting culture. For instance, the VHS collector Eric Fredrich explains in 

Adjust Your Tracking, that he has to “put [the tapes] on a shelf. Treat them special. Make sure 

the humidity isn’t too much. Make sure they don’t get too much sun on them. I’m protective of 

these old movies from being ignored, lost, forgotten about.” The nurturing of the collection 

problematizes the “air of masculinity” because it can be argued that “‘collecting permits 

experimentation with androgyny as an individual participates in the masculine hunt for additions 

to the collection, as well as feminine nurturance in curating the collection”’ (Qtd in Geraghty 

61). With collecting, there is a masculinized notion of the hunt to find the tapes, but in the end, 

there is a sentimental feeling with VHS tapes because of the memories associated with the tape 
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itself. The owner of the VHS tape acts as a meticulous caretaker that emphasizes traditionally 

feminine attributes associated with motherhood. 

Demographics, Representation, and Masculine Bias in VHS Collectors 

What differs in Rewind This and Adjust your Tracking are the representation of the 

interviewee’s gender within the films. For instance, in Adjust your Tracking the interviewees are 

mostly represented as young white men in their mid-twenties and early thirties. Most of the 

interviewees who describe their experience were adolescent boys when the VHS tape was sold to 

mass consumers, so there is nostalgia that factors into the appeal of video. Rewind This, on the 

other hand, tries to incorporate a diverse range of interviewees who either were involved with the 

production of films released on video, collectors who collect VHS tapes, and those who worked 

in video stores. In Rewind This, there are significantly more women who appear in the film 

including a Hispanic collector named Kelly-Sue Calderon who described her experience 

collecting, a Japanese actress named Showko Nakohara who described how video exposed her to 

different actresses, and Julia Marchese from The New Beverly Cinema in Los Angeles, 

California talked about her love of video. 

Rewind This attempts to portray the gender of VHS collectors in diverse ways, yet, both 

films comment on how different generations converge in VHS collecting culture. Both 

documentaries depict VHS collectors who visit old, rundown video stores, dusty barns, and flea 

markets to look for tapes. According to Daniel Miller who researched the socio-economic 

aspects of flea markets, “on casual observation one can see that most of the people involved in 

this trade are 50 and over, and it seems particularly to attract those who are retired from regular 

work and can give themselves more fully to such activities” (Miller 165). Many of the 

transactions that are made between the buyer and seller are between an older person and a 
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younger person. With these transactions, social bonds between generation form as a young 

generation buy tapes from an older generation. 

The intergenerational bonds shown are typically between an older men and younger men, 

which reveal patriarchal assumptions of video transactions and the cultural assumptions of 

“trash” found on VHS. Zack Carlson, one of the interviewees present in both films, recalled an 

experience growing up Washington where he went to “an old farmers market for white people.” 

Including the accounts of another collector who once lived in Washington, they both describe a 

patriarchal figure named “Big Daddy” who had a stall devoted to selling old VHS tapes. Carlson 

also mentioned that the figure named “Big Daddy” would try to sell them tapes due to the female 

nudity present in the tapes where he says, “you like all this trash, why not butts?” This small 

detail shows how there is are patriarchal assumptions associated with “trash” films found on 

video. 

In Adjust your Tracking, there is a section of the film where VHS collectors discuss their 

obsession with collecting and how it conflicts with their relationship with women. Instead of 

interviewing the women who they are speaking about and how women feel about their 

significant other’s obsession, the director of the film creates a segment where men talk about 

women on their behalf. The segment opens with Bryan Connolly from Vulcan Video talking 

about his mother got him into tapes because she collected old Hammer films and science fiction 

films from the 1950s. It transitions to Zack Carlson who says, “Bryan, my best friend, He’s had 

situations where girlfriends can’t handle it and they want to break up with him. It’s like ‘Me or 

the tapes’ and of course, he still has the tapes.” It then cuts back to Bryan Connolly where he 

says “Every lady I’ve dated has been very tolerant of my movie obsession. But I had one…I 

would come home with a garbage bag of stuff and lay it out. And they’d frown and they knew 
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that I wasn’t gonna hang that weekend.” For comedic effect and levity, there is a transition to a 

film called the Waitress (Kaufan and Herz 1981) where a woman throws a black man into a cake 

at a party16. The segment ends with Mayhew Hoons, a collector and singer. He says “I get the 

look from her [his girlfriend] that’s like ‘More tapes…’ But it could be worse. I could like sports. 

You know?” This comment reveals how individuals in subcultures tend to Other various 

mainstream social groups like sports enthusiasts because of their popular appeal. 

The documentaries are quite clear about the scopophilic pleasures male VHS collectors 

experience due to the nudity depicted in VHS horror films. For instance, Joe Clark from K and J 

Horror in Adjust your Tracking reads off the box art of the horror film Zombie! Vs Mardi Gras 

while showing the documentary crew his collection, he states that “Beads, Breasts, and Blood. 

Come on, it’s perfect, it’s what we’re all here for.” This is problematic in the overall 

representation of the films because there is little attention given to the scopophilic pleasures 

women experience with VHS horror. The visual pleasures of cinema that Laura Mulvey wrote 

about in her landmark essay” Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” were now pleasures that 

could be viewed in the privacy of one’s home. 

The concept of scopophlic pleasures also relates to the fact that the video revolution was 

successful due to the adult industry releasing a significant amount of films on video. Clarissa 

Smith writes that “just as low-rent horror and exploitation films found a new lease on life on 

VHS, pornography was able to find a very comfortable and lucrative home on that format before, 

in turn, moving through DVD and into the digital online environment” (Smith 217). Rewind This 

devotes a section of the documentary to show how the video industry allowed for exploitation 

16 This is quite problematic in regards to race because most of the collectors represented are white. 
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and pornographic films to be taken out of the cinema and put into one’s home. The relationship 

between the cultural constructions of VHS collectors and horror fans relate to male consumers of 

pornography because there is an assumed bias that men overwhelmingly watch porn despite 

research that goes back to a survey in 1987 that “almost half of the women polled watched porn” 

(Juffer 239). 

The resurgence of video collecting can be attributed to the involvement of youths as seen 

in the representations of the interviewees in both documentaries are depicted as young men and 

women in their twenties or early thirties. According to Joan Hollows, “youth subcultures are 

ones that are commonly associated with ‘masculinity’, and the characteristics associated with the 

‘mainstream’ are ones that are commonly associated with ‘femininity’” (Feminism, Femininity 

163). This correlates to the new synth wave music movement which younger people are actively 

engaged in. In these documentaries, there is a clear bias against femininity in the VHS tapes that 

are desired and the tapes that are not desired. For instance, there is a scene in Adjust your 

Tracking from an independent film shot on video called The Bloody Ape (Crocker 1997). In this 

scene, a young man walks into the video store to rent a VHS tape. The young man asks the VHS 

store owner for suggestions for a horror film to rent/buy. The video store owner suggests Two 

Thousand Maniacs! (Lewis 1964), but the young man has already seen it. Either to purposely 

upset the video owner or the young man genuinely likes romantic films, he asks if there is 

something “a little bit romantic”, and then asks. “how about love stories?” The video store owner 

responds with anger and kicks the young man out for asking about renting a romantic film rather 

than a horror film. This text demonstrates how there is a clear masculine bias within the 

subculture because genres such as romance are excluded from the canon of desirable VHS tapes 

because of their perceived femininity. 
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As previously mentioned in the introduction, at the beginning of Rewind This, Ben 

Jouson is shown searching through tapes at a Flea Market in Texas. He talks about how he is 

searching for cheesy action movies and trash, but he actively avoids more “feminine” tapes such 

as Drive Me Crazy (Schultz 1999) and Titanic (Cameron 1997). Oddly enough, he buys an 

obscure children’s film called Timmy the Tooth (1995-1996) because it has more nostalgia than 

the previously mentioned tapes. From the examples above, there are certain tapes that are valued 

above others that denote masculine dispositions and bias. VHS collectors tend to avoid tapes like 

Titanic because there was an enormous amount of tapes available for consumption. Contrasted 

from horror and exploitation films, Titanic “has associations with a feminine and ‘mass’ 

audience” (Hollows, “Masculinity of Cult” 39-40). 

While there is a rejection of femininity within the subculture, there is also an Othering of 

non-hegemonic masculinities such as “geeks” and “fans” that are considered less masculine, 

feminized, and lack the cultural and economic capital that “serious” VHS collectors amass. In 

research on focus groups, Caroline Bainbridge and Candida Yates found that “‘Fans’ were 

perceived as stereotypically ‘geeky’ and lacking cultural capital that would enable a more 

discerning relationship to media consumption” (13). This is relevant within VHS collecting 

culture because collectors in Rewind This and Adjust your Tracking take the act of collecting 

VHS collecting “seriously” while Othering fandoms to preserve a subcultural notion of 

masculinity. For instance, a collector in Adjust your Tracking talks about how VHS collectors are 

“not Star Wars geeks, they’re not people that you laugh at. They have money and they’re saying 

“Hey, I want that tape. I’ll give you serious money.” This is problematic because VHS collectors 

and Star Wars fans are not mutually exclusive, yet, there is a clear distinction made about VHS 

collectors and Star Wars fans.   
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VHS and Beyond 

As the case studies have demonstrated, there are various subjectivities that exist within 

VHS collecting culture. Women, as well as men, watch VHS tapes and find pleasure in the 

analog format. However, the case studies also represent a clear bias that exist for tapes and 

genres that prioritize masculinity and reject femininity. These case studies also reveal the act of 

collecting and cataloging tapes shares both masculine and feminine attributes that complicates 

the masculinized notion of VHS collecting culture. Furthermore, VHS collectors of all genders 

and subjectivities are all situated in capitalism when they buy and sell tapes. 

Collecting tapes is still considered a subcultural practice, yet, there is a growing nostalgia 

for the aesthetic/formal attributes of the VHS in retro film culture with the incorporation of 

popular films in VHS-styled covers and retro film trailers shown online through websites like 

Youtube. An example of this new media recreator is “OfftrackOutlet” and he “is described as a 

‘one man personal project to bring back the once dead VHS format.’ The unnamed man behind 

the endeavor gives contemporary movies a retro aesthetic by creating hyper realistic worn-and-

torn VHS tapes and covers that he documents on both his Instagram and his Tumblr” (Siede). 

Some of his covers for newly released films include Star Wars: The Force Awakens (Abrams 

2015), Nightcrawler (Gilroy 2014), and Birdman (Iñárritu 2014). In addition, audiences have 

recreated newly released films like Star Wars: The Force Awakens in VHS-styled trailers with 

the grainy and worn-out picture and audio.17  

Lastly, the formal qualities of the VHS tape have spurned new postmodern trends such as 

the recreation of the video aesthetic in horror and retrosploitation cinema. As the next chapter 

17 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_iwfZnw-F0Q 
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will reveal, the video aesthetic has been used in examples such as Kung Fury and Manborg 

(Kostanski 2011). VHS may be “dead” to the media industries, but VHS is alive and well in 

VHS collecting culture. 
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Of all the post-war decades, the 1980s stands as the pinnacle of hypermasculinity. It was 

a decade defined by bodybuilders, aggressive cops, and action stars. Susan Jeffords writes that 

“throughout this period [the 1980s], the male body - principally the white male body — became 

increasingly a vehicle of display — of musculature, of beauty, of physical feats, and of gritty 

toughness” (“Can Masculinity…” 245). These depictions of the white, muscled, male body in the 

1980s were both a celebration of hypermasculinity and a response of the perceived loss of power 

in Western culture. 

Representations of white masculinity in Western culture have shifted through the decades 

as a form of reactionary politics. If the 1980s was “a reaction against the perceived feminization 

of white, heterosexual, middle-class men by the empowerment of women and social minorities” 

(Gates 276), then the post 9/11 era serves as a reactionary period in an analogous way. There 

have been numerous articles and blogs written by fans of 1980s action films lamenting the loss 

of the “Badass Action Hero” (Fleming Jr.). Writing in an article about the release of the trailer of 

The Green Hornet (Gondry 2011) and also referencing Scott Pilgrim vs. the World (Wright 

2010), Fleming Jr says, “Am I the only one having trouble buying Seth Rogen and Michael Cera 

as action stars? What happened to the days when the heroes could wipe the floor with everyone 

in the theater? I’m not sure Rogen and Cera could clean house against the matinee audiences for 

Toy Story 3.” The comments section of this article was quite active with various arguments 

about why they lament the loss of the 1980s action star. For instance, a commenter with the 

username “LL” blames “slackers” and “overly sensitive men” for the loss of the 1980s action 

hero in media representations. He continues in his veiled homophobic rant that: 
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It’s this whole ‘common man’ thing. They want the tall skinny or stocky and flabby pot 

heads to feel like they too can save the day. It’s bad enough that the slacker is now the 

official face of comedy, but action too? Seriously? Ugh. Plus, honestly I think it makes 

today’s overly sensitive men feel less emasculated I guess. In an era where straight men 

are wearing skinny jeans, painting their nails, and spending more time in front of the 

mirror than women, the action heroes can no longer be big, buff, and intimidating. Skinny 

girly boys like Bieber and Pattinson are all the rage…for some reason. Every once in 

awhile we still have guys like Vin Diesel, Hugh Jackman, Bruce Willis, or a buffed up 

Brad Pitt show the world what a strong male lead used to, and SHOULD, look like. But 

aside from that, the effeminate male and/or average slacker joe is the new “it” lead in 

Hollywood. And I am so bored and turned off by it (Qtd in Fleming Jr.). 

LL’s comments reveal a growing displeasure in the depictions of sensitive and emasculated men 

in the 1990s. Bolstered by recent opportunities for women and social minorities in the home, 

their workplaces, and in new media representations at the turn of the century, white masculinity 

was in a reactionary period. This mindset is very “critical of academia and devoted to defending 

both traditional understandings of American manhood and the belief in an objectively real and 

universally experienced maleness” (Carroll 370). 

One of the spaces that allows for audiences to look back, rather than look forward for 

desired images of hypermasculinity, is in retro film. According to Philip Drake, retro film 

“mobilizes particular codes that have come to connote a past sensibility as it selectively re-

remembered in the present (that is, ‘the seventies’ or ‘the sixties’) as a structure of feeling, and 

these codes function metonymically, standing in for the entire decade” (188). If retro film 

“mobilizes particular codes that have come to connote a past sensibility,” then Drake’s 
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description of retro film can also relate to the representation of masculinity in a character that can 

be “re-remembered in the present”, such as the 1980s. In other words, this could be characterized 

as a type of “retro” masculinity that is “re-remembered in the present”. 

My main argument in this chapter is that newly produced exploitation films have created 

a space for cult audiences to find a violent and aggressive masculinity that has disappeared in 

media representations in recent decades. I will argue in this chapter that the 1980s 

retrosploitation film is shaped from the combined transnational influences from Cannon Films 

and other “B-movies” of various subgenres found on VHS from martial arts films to buddy cop 

films, the blood and gore of grindhouse films, and the muscled, white body of action hero from 

the 1980s. Largely produced outside of Hollywood, these films can be excessive in their 

depictions of hypermasculinity and in the degree of spectacle. Ultimately, films that exhibit these 

traits reinforce a previous decade of images of hypermasculinity from the 1980s. Furthermore, 

the amalgam of transitional influences has allowed for the potential of a postmodern action hero 

that can be self-aware, exaggerated, and liminaly white. Based on these arguments mentioned 

above, the films Manborg (Kostanski 2011) and Kung Fury (Sandberg 2015) will act as case 

studies to reveal the prevalent return of conservative nostalgia through the centrality of the white, 

male, action hero despite the ostentatious postmodern and hyperconscious exterior that engulfs 

these films. 

 “Recreating” the Era – Simulacrum, Pastiche, and Postmodernism. 

There has been a transnational return of kung-fu action stars, violent vigilantes, rogue 

cops, and killer cyborgs, most prominent in the 1970s and 1980s, in the revival of exploitation 

and grindhouse films also known as “retrosploitation.” The term “retrosploitation” was coined by 

David Church and it is described as “nostalgia-driven, retro-styled exploitation films which 
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internalize the coexistence of irony and sincerity found in the fan reception of archival 

exploitation texts” (Grindhouse Nostalgia 24). Church continues that “the exploitation fan 

fosters a strong nostalgia for past periods of film history, like past periods of one’s own life, 

when one could be ‘exploited by these films’” (Grindhouse Nostalgia 61). I would argue that 

producers of retrosploitation films are exploiting the revival of the 1970s — and especially the 

1980s — with films that reinforce nostalgia in both themselves and the audience. Examples of 

retrosploitation films include Grindhouse (Tarantino, et al 2007), Hobo with a Shotgun (Eisener 

2011), and Manborg (Kostanski 2011). 

A significant aspect of retrosploitation films is the fixation on the past to redefine the 

present through nostalgia. The appeal of nostalgia is usually identified in audiences, but media 

producers of mainstream film to retrosploitation films also share nostalgic feelings. As Jen 

Chaney writes, “What we see on our screens and hear through our earbuds is dictated in large 

part by what inspired the creators and individuals who support their visions, many of whom are 

in their 30s, 40s, and early 50s and may have a particular affinity for this time period.” Their 

desire to relive the decade is strong enough that they strive to recreate and emulate past films or 

television programs, and video games from the 1980s with like Tron: Legacy (Kosinki 2011) or 

even the Netflix original series Stranger Things. 

Producers of retrosploitation films are not just recreating scenes and characters from their 

favorite exploitation films, they are also attempting to recreate a period in history. Often, the act 

of recreating a period of history results in a stylized and romanticized representation known as a 

simulacrum. A simulacrum is best defined as a representation or imitation of a person, place, or 

thing that has no original referent.  Jean Baudrillard devotes an entire book to the topic of 

simulacra and postmodernism in Simulacres et Simulation. He begins with an epigraph in his 
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book that is an alleged inspiration of the biblical book of Ecclesiastes18, which he quotes in the 

epigraph of Simulacra and Simulation; “the simulacrum is never what hides the truth — it is 

truth that hides the fact that there is none. The simulacrum is true” (1). The concept of simulacra 

relates to the overarching concept of postmodernism which indicates a major shift in philosophy, 

ideology, art, and the economic system in western culture. Baudrillard’s overall argument is that 

Western culture has shifted away from representation to one of simulacra (Lather 128). An 

example of a simulacrum would be Disneyland or images of the Virgin Mary because there is not 

an identifiable referent. The truth of these representations is that there is none. In the same way 

Disneyland can be characterized as a simulacrum, the “1980s” can be theorized as a simulacrum 

in retrosploitation films that “recreate” the 1980s. While retrosploitation films are basing its 

inspirations from films that take place in the 1980s that appear to have a copy, the films that 

were produced in the 1980s were not monolithic representations of life in the 1980s, they were 

stylized recreations in the 1980s. 

Simulacra relates to masculinity in retrosploitation films because gender is arguably a 

simulacrum. According to Judith Butler in Gender Trouble, gender is a simulacrum because all 

gender identity is “performatively produced”; it “is nothing more than a series of repetitive acts, 

acts that copy a nonexistent original model” (24, 33). Butler’s argument relates to 

retrosploitation films because retrosploitation films share the similar trait of having a white, 

muscled, male hero who must save the day whether it be through Kung Fu, a robotic suit, or with 

the help of a social minority as a sidekick. These acts are derived from the repeated actions by 

1980s white, action film stars like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, and Chuck 

18 Interestingly enough, the quote from Ecclesiastes does not exist. Baudrillard revealed in an interview that, “‘I 

even used completely imaginary quotations…The funniest being the one that stands as an epigraph to a chapter in 

Simulacra et Simulation, falsely attributed to Ecclesiastes…Nobody Spotted it!’” (Qtd in Jones 26) 
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Norris. In addition, television programs like Miami Vice (Yerkovich 1984-1990) and Knight 

Rider (Larson 1982-1986) show repeated images of white males in fast cars, with the help of a 

social minority as a sidekick. They are extremely formalist, but beneath this postmodern style, 

they exemplify the identity politics of the Reagan era through repeated acts that depict violent 

and aggression masculinity that presumes to be the idealized masculinity of the 1980s. These 

repeated actions show that the “hegemonic ideal is both impossible to create and implausible to 

maintain for the contemporary male, and as such, this figure of powerful masculinity ‘may only 

ever be embodied by mythical figures, legendary heroes and a very small number of men in 

society” (Feasey). This hegemonic ideal results in characters experiencing a perceived lack of 

power displayed in over-emphasized portrayals of hypermasculinity and violence because the 

hypermasculinity that they want to obtain has its origin in fantasy and a simulacrum of gender 

that was repeated in the 1980s. 

To create a simulacrum that emulates a historical period, gender identity, or style, 

producers of retrosploitation films utilize pastiche. Fredric Jameson defined pastiche as the result 

of postmodernism. Jameson says that: 

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the 

wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language. But it is a neutral practice of 

such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated of the satiric impulse, 

devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal tongue you have 

momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality exists. Pastiche is thus blank 

parody, a statue with blind eyeballs…(Postmodernism, Or, The Cultural Logic 17) 

The intentions of pastiche are not often used to harshly critique the texts they are referencing. 

Imitation is often a form of celebration in retrosploitation films. As the second chapter 

90



demonstrated, “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery that mediocrity can pay to greatness” 

(Wilde). The use of pastiche is often used as a celebration of past influences, but Jameson’s 

definition of pastiche is somewhat pessimistic and it draws similarities to the writings of the 

scholar Todd Gitlin. He noted how television channels like MTV and rap videos utilized 

elements of postmodernism leaving a “tone of blankness, a lack of emotional depth, and a sense 

of cultural exhaustion” (Qtd in Tucker 131). 

Writing about the 1980s in America Culture, Graham Thompson describes pastiche in a 

less pessimistic way as “recycling:” 

The recycling of the earlier styles became an important mode of cultural engagement. 

The availability of so many styles – through their commodification and easy 

reproduction—produced a moment when contemporary or postmodernist art is going to 

be art itself in a new kind of way…one of its essential messages will involve the 

necessary failure of art and the aesthetic, the failure of the new the imprisonment of the 

past. (75) 

Thompson’s musings of commodification and reproduction of style are important because the 

repurposing of style and past types of media is a process integral to cultural engagement. In 

contemporary times, the advent of the internet and the easy availability of films and television 

programs allow for more audiences to be aware of past styles and influences from the past 

decades of film cultures, movements, and genres across the globe. 

Identifying Irony and Sincerity in Retrosploitation Films 

There needs to be a distinction made between retrosploitation films and retro-Hollywood 

action films that pastiche the 1980s because there is a hyperawareness — and in some cases 
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irony — involved with retrosploitation films. Examples of retro-Hollywood action films include 

The Expendables (Stallone 2010) series, Predators (Antal 2010), and the sequels and remakes of 

Terminator (Cameron 1984). These films are typically produced with expensive budgets and rely 

on the success of aging action stars from the 1980s “A” action films including Stallone Sylvester 

and Arnold Schwarzenegger. The purpose of producing retro-Hollywood films is to provide an 

accessible product to a wider audience and to celebrate these types of popular action films from 

the 1980s, not to excessively ridicule these action films or to celebrate obscure films that 

audiences may not be aware of. 

Irony can be alienating to mass audiences because the type of irony I am referring to in 

retrosploitation films is not necessarily a strategy that seeks to critique an overarching systematic 

problem in society, it is a type of irony that is comprised of "postmodern cynicism, detachment 

and meta-referentiality” (Wampole). In colloquial terms, it is described as “hipster irony” by 

cultural critics. Hipster irony is typically associated with a “culture of young, gentrifying, trendy, 

affluent, and white college graduates” (Fitzgerald). An example of hipster irony would be fans of 

“it’s so bad it’s good” films like Troll 2 (Fragasso 1990), Birdemic: Shock and Terror (Nguyen 

2010), and The Room (Wiseau 2003) that ironically celebrate culturally denigrated films. The 

type of reading protocol that hipsters use is similar to what Jeffrey Sconce would describe as 

“paracinema.” Paracinema is a reading protocol that is a “counter-aesthetic turned subcultural 

sensibility devoted to all manner of cultural detritus. In short, the explicit manifesto of 

paracinematic culture is to valorize all forms of cinematic 'trash', whether such films have been 

either explicitly rejected or simply ignored by legitimate film culture” (372). The dichotomy is 

clear in this definition of paracinema because it makes a distinction between “trash” and 

“legitimate film culture” that shows oppositionality which is central to this thesis.  
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In a New York Times op-ed in 2011, Christy Wampole wrote “if irony is the ethos of —

and it is — then the hipster is our archetype of ironic living.” She continues saying, “No attack 

can be set against [irony], as it has already conquered itself. The ironic frame functions as a 

shield against criticism…To live ironically is to hide in public.” Her op-ed is relevant to this 

thesis in regard to nostalgia because she makes the claim that “nostalgia cycles have become so 

short that we even try to inject the present moment with sentimentality, for example, by using 

certain digital filters to ‘pre-wash’ photos with an aura of historicity. Nostalgia needs time. One 

cannot accelerate meaningful remembrance.” In the same way hipsters use a filter to alter the 

appearance of photos with an “aura of historicity”, young, male retrosploitation filmmakers (who 

may also be hipsters) are arguably using a similar strategy of producing nostalgia without 

“meaningful remembrance.” Christy Wampole op-ed in The New York Times opened a 

discussion across the internet about history irony that was sourced in various websites in support 

and opposition of her comments. While some cultural critics agreed, Jonathan D. Fitzgerald from 

The Atlantic felt that hipster irony was more “sincere” than detached. As one commenter of a 

blog writes, “People compartmentalize irony like everything else…irony and connoisseurship 

often coexist. The same people who watch bad movies ironically tend to watch (whatever they 

consider to be) good movies avidly” (Beyerstein). Judging from the debates online about 

hipsters, irony, and sincerity, it is often left open to the audience whether or not a text and the 

producers is expressing irony or sincerity. 

CGI, Gore, Hyper violence, and Excess in Retrosploitation Films 

Filmmakers have a multitude of cinematic tools at their disposal in the production and 

post-production of films to create hyperreality. Contemporary films utilize cameras and 

computers to create real and unreal objects including people, places, and things. For example, 
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digital sculptures can “[transcend] matter altogether” (Laist 202) in films like The Matrix (Lana 

Wachowski and Lilly Wachowski 1999) by modifying space, time and movement.  

Computer-generated imagery, also known as “CGI”, was first used in a sequence in Star 

Trek II: Wrath of Khan (Meyer 1982) and the first computer-generated character was made in 

Young Sherlock Holmes (Levinson 1985) (Kuhn and Westwell 67). The use of CGI in 

Hollywood films began to be used more frequently in the late 1980s and the early 1990s (Kuhn 

and Westwell 67) with films such as The Abyss (Cameron 1989), Terminator 2: Judgement Day 

(Cameron 1991) and Jurassic Park (Spielberg 1993). CGI has now become a staple in modern 

filmmaking, from impressive spectacles seen in big-budget action films to modest CGI used in 

mid-budget dramas like The Social Network (Fincher 2010). With the assistance of a computer 

and a vivid imagination, “technological advances and special effects are frequently used to 

recreate visons of the past, from the sinking Titanic to dying gladiators and extinct dinosaurs. 

Somehow, progress didn’t cure nostalgia but exacerbated it” (Boym XIV). 

Retrosploitation films utilize a combination of practical effects and visual effects to create 

and modify objects, time, and space, but these effects are also used to create violent spectacle. As 

demonstrated in the second chapter of this thesis, violent spectacle is integral in the action film of 

the 1980s, however, it was mostly limited to in-camera effects and the creation of backgrounds 

was made through matte painting. With more advanced practical and visual effects, filmmakers 

can have excessive violence and action feats that defy matter and space. It is the ability to defy 

matter and space and the digitally increased of blood, gore, and violence that is a characteristic of 

retrosploitation films. For example, the IMDb parent guide notes for Kung Fury are quite 

descriptive about the violence. The disclaimer states, “People are torn apart limb for limb in a few 

instances and in one scene, a man twists peoples' heads off like barbie dolls.” In addition, the action 
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hero in Kung Fury defies the capabilities of the human body with his superhuman strength and 

athletic abilities. Despite these portrayals of violence, the writer of the parental review writes 

“Please note though that none of the violence is meant to be taken seriously in the slightest” 

(IMDb). For some audiences, “People are torn apart limb for limb” is not something that they want 

to celebrate, but in retrosploitation films, the producers of these films fetishize violence to celebrate 

the hyperviolent images from their past film inspirations from the 1970s and 1980s including 

Grindhouse films, horror films, and 1980s action films. 

Manborg and Kung Fury 

Before I expand upon the representations of white masculinity in Manborg and Kung 

Fury, I provide context about the distribution of these films because they act in opposition 

against the traditional mode of film distribution (I.e. released in a theater). Manborg was a small 

project released straight-to-DVD in 2011 by Canadian filmmakers through the production 

company Astron-6. Astron-6 has released various short films like Inferno of the Dead (Gillespie 

2009), and the feature films The Editor (Brooks and Kennedy 2014), Father’s Day (Brooks et al 

2011), and Manborg. Astron-6 has not had much attention from scholars or mainstream 

audiences due to its films being released direct-to-video which shows that direct-to-video films 

have its own cultural designation as “trash.” Their films are also related to the budget constraints 

of exploitation films because according to the director of Manborg, Steven Kostanski, the cost of 

Manborg was only around a thousand Canadian dollars (Qtd in Dan). Church writes how “DTV 

and made-for-television films have been similarly denigrated as ‘cheap and formulaic filler 

products’ that ‘either never expect a theatrical release or gain only a very limited one to 

showcase a product whose real market is video’” (Church, Grindhouse Nostalgia 140). Most of 
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their work is inspired by grindhouse and exploitation-era features and these influences are clearly 

seen in Manborg. 

As opposed to Manborg’s direct-to-video release, Kung Fury was released online for free 

on the video-sharing website, Youtube. Kung Fury was originally shot as a thirty-second trailer 

produced for around five thousand dollars by a “Swedish commercial and music-video director” 

(Bowers) named David Sandberg. Due to the popularity of the trailer, Kung Fury was already a 

cult film before the thirty-minute short film was released on Youtube. It was soon crowdfunded 

through the website Kickstarter. Kung Fury received wide-spread attention on Youtube and 

websites like Reddit. Currently, the view count of Kung Fury has reached over twenty-seven 

million views. Kung Fury’s success differs from Manborg and the films released by Astron-6 

perhaps due to the distribution method. With the ease of sharing videos with a click of a button 

and the strong appetite for 1980s nostalgia, Kung Fury was shared easily and inexpensively with 

millions of viewers online. Its success was also aided by a cameo in Kung Fury and a music 

video entitled “True Survivor” that featured David Hasselhoff which also received millions of 

views on Youtube. 

It is worth reiterating that Manborg and Kung Fury were produced by a director and 

writer of a Canadian film collective and a Swedish commercial and music-video director, which 

speaks to the transnational appeal of 1980s American film and video game culture for some 

global audiences. Production and reception by producers and international audiences of 

retrosploitation films reveals how the internet and the prevalence of home media has allowed for 

new audiences to engage with films on video and streaming services. These global influences 

will also impact the construction of the postmodern action hero because the postmodern action 
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hero is not defined by a single characteristic, but a bricolage of action hero traits and 

characteristics of heroes from across the globe. 

Manborg and Kung Fury are extremely postmodern because they are made of a bricolage 

of texts ranging from films, television shows, and video games from the 1970s to the 1990s, 

however, the 1980s stands as the most overt of the intertextual references. For example, David 

Sandberg, the director of Kung Fury, explained how “[he] was driven by a strong love for the 

’80s and action movies…the 1980s is my favorite decade. I love how something can be so 

cheesy and so cool at the same time” (Qtd in Franich). The official website for Kung Fury also 

makes the intentions of the film clear that “the short film Kung Fury is a homage and a love 

letter to the 80's”19.  

Likewise, Manborg director Steven Kostanski , spoke with Fangoria about his personal 

influences from “crummy” movies: “The rest of the members of Astron-6 and I grew up on the 

VHS-era of movies where we spent a lot of our weekends renting stacks of VHS tapes of 

crummy sci-fi action, horror, fantasy, comedy whatever movies–any kind of genre movie we 

could get our hands on” (Qtd in Pace). Examples of films that Kostanski mentioned were Master 

(Schmoeiller 1989), Arena (Manoogian 1989), Robot Jox (Jordan 1989), or the films released by 

Cannon as mentioned in chapter two. Kostanski explained how Manborg “came about when I 

was watching The Eliminators (Manoogian 1986) with Jeremy Gillespie the co-writer on the 

film…We are watching this cheesy 80’s sci-fi movie from the 80’s by Empire Pictures with a 

cyborg in it and as we are watching it Jeremy says out of nowhere ‘we should make a movie 

called Manborg’” (Qtd in H.C.). 

19 http://www.kungfury.com/ 
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The filmmakers of both Kung Fury and Manborg are happy to go in detail about their 

obscure inspirations, however, some critics question whether films like Manborg are examples of 

“insincere hipster irony” as I briefly discussed earlier in the chapter. Kostanski responds in the 

interview: 

I think I speak on behalf of all of Astron-6 when I say we genuinely grew up on these 

things and these kinds of films influenced our way of life in every way. It’s like I’m 

living my own weird sci-fi action movie half the time. I speak practically in one-liners 

most of the day. It’s not just me looking back ironically at these movies and thinking 

‘those are dumb and I should parody them.’ I genuinely love them. (Qtd in Pace) 

Kostanski continues by justifying his love for “crummy” films like Robot Jox calling it a 

“masterpiece.” He continues saying, “like any movie, these movies have flaws but when you 

really love a movie the flaws become part of the charm and that is something that I really wanted 

to translate into Manborg” (Qtd in Pace). 

An issue that arises with Manborg is ultimately in the tone of the film and the 

overarching postmodernity that has enveloped in film culture. Contrasted from Kung Fury that 

comments on the excessiveness of the 1980s action hero through romanticized parody, the 

intention of Manborg is not to imbues a film with parody, but to celebrate direct-to-video movies 

with sincerity. However, in my reading of Manborg, there is an underlying sense of irony, albeit 

problematically, because they are actively celebrating and recreating “flawed” films which 

questions the intentions of the filmmaker in contradictory ways. For instance, how can a film be 

a “masterpiece” and have tons of “flaws” at the same time? As one reviewer writes, it is difficult 

to “properly and exactly replicate what it’s like to watch a truly awful Z-grade cheesefest” 

(Parker). This criticism is arguably seen in films like Samurai Cop 2: Deadly Vengeance 
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(Hatanaka 2015) and Birdemic 2: The Resurrection (Nguyen 2013) that sought to replicate the 

success of “bad” films. The reviewer continues to say that Manborg “knowing and winking 

sense of ironic detachment from the time period it’s purported to be from leads to a tonal 

inconsistency it can’t fully overcome. For the first 20 minutes or so of an hour long film, 

Kostanski struggles with showing any degree of sincerity” (Parker). This problematic notion of 

irony and tone continues in Manborg because it includes a short film after the feature film 

entitled Biocop (Kostanski 2012) that overtly parodies the endless buddy cop films that were 

released in the 1980s like Theodore Rex (Betuel 1995) with much less sincerity than Manborg. 

Nonetheless, Manborg has direct and obvious inspirations from exploitation films and creates a 

replication of these influences with excess and self-awareness.  

The Postmodern Action Hero and the Return of Conservative Politics  

 The plot of Manborg and Kung Fury follows two action heroes in neon-infused cities 

and feature oddball cast of supporting characters that fight Nazi-like villains. According to the 

official website for Kung Fury, the film features “arcade-robots, dinosaurs, Nazis, vikings, norse 

gods, mutants and a super kung fu-cop called Kung Fury, all wrapped up in an 80s style action 

packed adventure”.20 Kung Fury focuses on the larger than life renegade cop named Kung Fury 

who works as a detective in 1980s Miami. Kung Fury possesses powerful kung fu abilities after 

being hit by lightning and bit by a cobra at the same time. Kung Fury experiences a vision of a 

Shaolin temple and monks practicing Kung-fu. Afterwards in his vision, he learns that he is “the 

chosen one.” The end goal for Kung Fury is to go back in time and kill Hitler (also known as 

“Kung Führer”) who wreaks havoc on 1940s Europe and 1980s Miami. 

20 http://www.kungfury.com/ 
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In the science fiction/horror/comedy Manborg, an unnamed main character experiences 

extreme trauma and receives serious injuries from his war experiences fighting hellish creatures 

led by the villainous Count Draculon, who is essentially is a vampiric Nazi. Count Draculon is 

fairly similar to the character Adolf Hitler in Kung Fury because Count Draculon is the “final 

boss” archetype that is present in video games and martial arts films. In a plot almost similar to 

Robocop (Verhoeven 1987) and the lesser known The Eliminators , the traumatized war veteran 

is rebuilt as a half-man, half-robot who later names himself Manborg. The story is set in the 

dystopian Mega-Death City where Manborg meets a diverse group of characters such as the 

Australian gunfighter named Justice who resembles Billy Idol, Justice’s sister named Mina who 

often fights hellish creatures with a sound effects that resemble the video game Megaman, and an 

Asian martial artist named “#1 Man” who is voice dubbed for comedic effect. 

Despite the incoherent nature of the plot and story of these films, there is still an appeal to 

conservative identity politics in regard to the constructions of masculinity within the narrative 

that genuinely reinforces aggressive and violent masculinity from the 1980s. Even in the most 

excessive displays of masculinity in Kung Fury, by mere representation and repetition of the 

narrative of the white, male hero saving the day, it reinforces the masculinity generally seen in 

1980s action films. The readings of these two films are similar in their celebration of 

hypermasculinity, yet there is a tonal tension that is manifested in the irony and sincerity of these 

films. Especially in the era of postmodernity, irony, and valorization of “trash” cinema, “it is 

often hard to make a coherent ideological ‘reading’ of many postmodern texts. Being 

fragmentary and cobbled together from disparate sources (as in the bricolage aesthetic), many 

postmodern texts are made up of widely varying if not contradictory elements and ideologies” 

(Benshoff 193). As I will expand in these case studies, albeit conflicting tonal tensions in the 
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manifestation of irony and sincerity, there is ultimately a prevalent return of conservative 

nostalgia through the centrality of the white, male, action hero despite the ostentatious 

postmodern and hyperconscious exterior that engulfs these films. 

Negotiating Race within the Postmodern Action Hero 

Masculinity has been the focal point of this thesis, but more specifically, this thesis 

comments on white masculinity. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Manborg and Kung Fury 

have global and multicultural influences than also be attributed to the already racially conflicted 

films by Cannon Films. While numerous action films by Cannon Films focus on white action 

heroes, Chinese produced martial arts films from the 1970s had an impact on films like American 

Ninja (Firstenberg 1985) and action stars like Chuck Norris because America used the “white 

martial arts star to ‘co-opt the Asian martial arts for the American action hero’, not infrequently 

operating in the Asian locale which had arguably contributed to a crisis in White American 

masculinity” (Hunt 271).  

The relationship between the martial arts film and whiteness is important because 

Manborg and Kung Fury fetishize Chinese culture through the characters and the use of martial 

arts in their films. Especially in Kung Fury, Chinese culture is fetishized and is co-opted in the 

character of Kung Fury by racially coding him as an Asian character. In Manborg, “#1 man” is 

an in-joke and reoccurring stereotype from martial arts films with the ridiculous voice dubs and 

is pushed to the side in the film about the central, white, action hero. While there are these 

influences that may seem sincere, they still reinforce the centrality of the liminaly white hero that 
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can negotiate race by co-opting Chinese culture or using Asian characters as stereotypes and in-

jokes. 

As Richard Dyer argues in his landmark book, White, “the invisibility of whiteness as a 

racial position in white (which is to say dominant) discourse is of a piece with its ubiquity” (3). 

Whiteness is simultaneously everywhere and not mentioned. Dyer makes a strong claim that 

“postmodern multiculturalism may have genuinely opened up a space for the voices of the other, 

challenging the authority of the West, but it may also simultaneously function as a side-show for 

white people who look on with delight at all the differences that surround them” (3-4). In regard 

to the casts of Manborg and Kung Fury, there is multiculturalism, but in the end, the centrality of 

the white, male action hero reinforces white hegemony in the filmic representations. With the 

downside of the short run times below an hour and a half that reduces the screen time for non-

white characters, the idiosyncratic side-kicks that help Manborg and Kung Fury can arguably be 

thought of as “side-show” characters. 

The fetishization of Chinese culture is seen in the character of Kung Fury because of the 

depiction of Kung Fury’s penthouse with the bricolage of American and Chinese cultural 

artifacts, the tan skin color and the red clothes from Kung Fury, the co-opting of martial arts by a 

Swedish actor, and the Othering of Chinese characters in the film. While there are these signs of 

fetishization of Chinese culture, the valorization of the 1980s, liminaly white action hero is not 

threatened.  

One of the first scenes of the film that shows the multicultural influences and 

fetishization of Chinese culture by white characters is Kung Fury’s penthouse that is in the city 

of Miami. The introduction of Kung Fury begins with the establishing shot of an Asian styled 

building with letters above the door that are not written in English. The scene cuts to the living 
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room where Kung Fury is seated as a woman sits next to him on the sofa. The mise-en-scène of 

the living room is made up of several American and Chinese cultural artifacts. Sitting in the 

middle of his living room, he is surround by a tiger rug, samurai swords, a boom box, a dinosaur 

head, a bust of a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle, and an American flag. As the woman sits next to 

him, there is romantic music playing in the background as she grabs his bicep. He then replies 

“yeah, that’s my bicep.” In a joking fashion, the dialogue exemplifies that he is a strong and 

virile character. 

As with many action films, the focus is not just of the character himself (or herself), but 

also the body of the character. Kung Fury is not defined his intellect, but his bravado, athletic 

prowess, and the display of the white, male body. Kung Fury is a muscled white figure made up 

of clothes not typically worn by a cop because he is a renegade cop. He is dressed with a red 

shirt, leather jacket, red converse, a red bandanna, and a cop’s badge. Referencing other 

masculine figures like Rambo and John McLane, the use this attire “appears to relieve masculine 

anxiety, giving some stability in a society of changing values, and thus raises self-esteem. The 

dress of the action hero gives an appearance of phallic power, a substitute for the ‘lack’ feared; 

the muscular, phallic body functions as a powerful symbol of desire and lack” (Nelmes 269). 

The characterization of Kung Fury denotes certain racially coded signifiers because Kung 

Fury is marked with aspects of a Chinese martial artist, despite being played by a Swedish actor 

(David Sanberg). The design of his clothes are worth noting because the color red is frequently 

used in his dress, which may refer to the color scheme of Miami Vice, but it also is signifies the 

redness that is seen in Asian culture that means good luck as opposed to anger and blood in 

Western culture (Clauss-Ehlers 127). The physical characteristics of Kung Fury are also arguably 

racial signifiers of Asian-decent because of his straight, black hair and his dark tan skin. As Dyer 
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explains in White, a tanned white body “implies that white people are capable of attractive 

variation in [color], whereas blacks who lighten are generally held to have failed. The tanned 

built body affirms whiteness as a particular yet not a restricted identity, something heighted by 

comparison with other bodies” (162). Ultimately, “white male heroism is thus constructed as 

both unmistakably yet not particularistically white” (163). 

There are Asian actors in Kung Fury, but they are represented briefly in the film as 

stereotypical Shaolin monks or the character Dragon, who dies after a line of dialogue expressing 

how Kung Fury “is like a son to [him].” The inclusion of Asian culture and Asian actors is in 

Kung Fury as a form of cultural appropriation. This shows that Kung Fury has vast multicultural 

influences from Chinese culture, but in the end, the hegemony of whiteness is asserted by having 

a character that can navigate representations of race by both being the white hero and being a 

liminaly white, masculine hero as well. Although Kung Fury is a character comprised of a 

bricolage of influences, there is still an appeal of conservative nostalgia because Kung Fury is 

the culmination of every action hero from the 1980s into one singular white character. 

Manborg, as contrasted from Kung Fury appears to support Dyer’s argument that 

multiculturalism in Western culture “simultaneously function as a side-show for white people 

who look on with delight at all the differences that surround them” with the centrality of the 

white, male hero and his idiosyncratic side-kicks that are coded with Otherness. While this is the 

case, there is a noticeable difference in the end of Manborg that suggests a progressive reading 

because Manborg dies in the end to save his friends. At the end of the film, it is left open ended 

as his 3 friends are left to fight with a possible sequel. Despite the progressive reading, Manborg 

reaffirms the centrality of the white, male action hero because the film is primarily centered on 

the character arc of Manborg.  

104



Manborg is characterized as the non-descript white, action hero from 1980s action films 

who is presumed to have fought in World War II-type of battle. There are dated-signifiers in the 

opening action scene that is reminiscent of war films about World War II from the design of their 

1940s uniforms and the battling of villains resembling Nazis. Despite these signifiers from 

World War II, his vernacular denotes a contemporary white masculinity because of his use of 

phrases like “yeah bro.” Manborg’s character arc transitions from an emasculated younger man 

to become a “man,” which is shown through Manborg’s struggle between him being a cyborg 

and a man. The dichotomy of man and machine is used to reinforce the idea of male anxiety 

because the other characters not only question his humanity, but also his “manliness.”  

Manborg’s friends that assist him include Justice, Mina, and #1 Man. The multiracial cast 

set in a dystopian world is directly inspired from the film The Eliminators that also has a 

multiracial cast with the centrality of a white, action hero that is a cyborg. The supporting cast is 

noticeable different than Manborg because Manborg is a white man with an American accent 

while Justice and Mina are of Australian decent as suggested by their accents. Mina, as with 

Barbarianna in Kung Fury, is the sole woman in the group that assists the main male protagonist. 

According to the director, #1 Man is “ripped out of an old kung-fu movie” (Qtd in Walker). The 

representations of these characters are not offensive, but the idea of having a film that has a 

multicultural cast, but focuses on the centrality of the white, action hero upholds the conservative 

identity politics of the 1980s as seen in The Eliminators. Furthermore, #1 man is not an offensive 

stereotype, but nonetheless he is still a stereotype that leaves little critique of the representation 

of Chinese actors and characters in action films, especially in the 1980s.  
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While there is certainly a progressive reading of Manborg at the end of the film because 

of Manborg’s sacrifice for his multicultural friends, it affirms the idea that the ultimate sacrifice 

is the white, male body, which this idea has its origins in Christianity (Dyer; 1997). Films like 

Manborg and Kung Fury may also be read as progressive because they shift away from 

individualism in the 1980s into collectivism of recent decades, but the focus of these films are 

still upon the white, male action hero. Manborg’s friends may fight another day in the imagined 

world of the film, but it is unlikely that this film will be released because of the poor financial 

and cultural reception unless cult audiences ask for a sequel. 

Kung Fury and Manborg may attempt to provide a meta-commentary on the B-action 

movie genre through VHS-inspired aesthetic and the hyperaware heroes and dialogue, but the 

narrative conventions of these films ultimately exhibit conservative ideologies of maintaining 

hegemonic masculinity through violence in the retrosploitation film. Whether the tone of the film 

is sincere or ironic, the white, male muscled body is the focal point of these film primarily 

valorizing the 1980s white action hero. 

As Mark Gallagher writes about the postmodern action film in the late 1980s, “by 

presuming to offer audiences a metacommentay on media culture, action films can articulate 

conservative ideologies that other contemporary texts and discourses have challenged” (“I 

Married Rambo 208). Kung Fury and Manborg use the narrative to “subject their heroes to ritual 

or conventional obstacles. For the male characters to be triumphant in their masculinity and in 

the context of the narrative, they must [exhibit] mastery over his own body” (Gallagher, “I 

Married Rambo” 208).Once they overcome their obstacles, whether it be fighting countless Nazi 

soldiers in Kung Fury , or fighting in an arena in Manborg, they “demonstrate the fantasy 

omnipotence of the action hero, usually the white male” (Gallagher, “I Married Rambo” 208). It 
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is only though violence and the defeat of Count Draculon and Adolf Hitler that Manborg and 

Kung Fury can be triumphant in their masculinity to not be considered emasculated men. 

Although all of these representations of hypermasculinity are done with varying amounts of 

sincerity and irony, the producers are not explicit in their critique of hypermasculinity that that 

upholds the prevalent return to 1980s style, mood, conservative politics, and reinforcement of 

identity politics from the 1980s.  
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This thesis has clearly shown that the 1980s was a formative decade in the construction 

of white masculinity. I have demonstrated that conservative nostalgia is a pervasive force that 

seeks to regain the power that was once lost in the 1980s, and even the 1950s, in politics, 

individuals, and retro film culture. In the three areas of retro film culture that I have discussed 

including Cannon Films, VHS collecting culture, and retroexploitation films, white masculinity 

is a prevailing aspect in these areas. The images of the white, muscled, hero are not lost, but they 

have been found a place in retrosploitation films that celebrate— ironically and sometimes 

sincerely—the white, muscled body. I have also demonstrated that global film influences such as 

martial arts films have impacted the representation of white masculinity in retrosploitation films 

such as Manborg and Kung Fury by co-opting Chinese culture. 

The examples of 1980s nostalgia I have given in this thesis have taken place between 

2009-2015, but even in 2017, conservative nostalgia for the 1980s is still particularly strong in 

popular and niche culture. It is difficult to know where nostalgia will go from here. While white 

masculinity has been in a continual period of anxiety, white, patriarchal capitalism has not 

deterred. Corporations will continue to make retro products that inspire nostalgia for the 1980s. 

With the proliferation of corporate capitalism in all forms of media, producers of films, music, 

and television programs, they will continue to bring mediated forms to of nostalgia to consumers 

if there is money to be made. 

Two critical films will be released in 2018 that will be telling of the future reception of 

audiences and the state of 1980s conservative nostalgia in retro film culture: Ready Player One 

CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION: 1980s NOSTALGIA AND BEYOND
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(Spielberg 2018) and Kung Fury II: The Movie (Sandberg 2018). Ready Player One will be 

produced by Warner Brothers it will be directed by Steven Spielberg. Spielberg brings 

significant 1980s conservative nostalgia with his films like E.T the Extra Terrestrial (Spielberg 

1982) and the Indiana Jones (Spielberg 1981) films. Judging from the events of the book in 

Ready Player One, Ready Player One will have countless references to video games, films, and 

television shows from the 1980s. Ready Player One will focus on a young, white, hero, but it 

will likely celebrate the conservative identity politics of the 1980s with countless nods to 

nostalgic, masculine heroes like Indiana Jones. 

Aside from Hollywood, Kung Fury II is set to release in 2018 and it will certainly try to 

outdo its’ predecessor in its excessiveness. Kung Fury II will be critical in the reception of mass 

audiences and the continuation of retro culture. The potential financial and cultural success Kung 

Fury II will be as important as Ready Player One because it will reveal whether the cult success 

of Kung Fury can be translated into wider success and recognition for retrosploitation films. 

Just as the 1980s was a formative decade, the years ahead will be a formative decade in 

the construction of white masculinity. White masculinity in Western cultural is currently facing a 

formative decade with the 2010s with movements such as Black Lives Matter, LGBTQ+ rights, 

and the influx of refugees from countries outside of North America and Europe. With Donald 

Trump as President, the images of white masculinity will certainly be in a period of negotiation. 

Will white masculinity became more violent, aggressive, and “alpha,” as it was under Ronald 

Reagan or will young millennials and hipsters continue to be the face of white masculinity? 

Furthermore, will audiences be nostalgic for the 2000s? The 2010s? These are questions that 

cannot be answered now, but these questions will be critical areas of research in the years ahead. 

If this thesis is any indication of the years ahead, this thesis has shown that history has a way of 
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repeating itself. White masculinity will continue to be in a state of hegemonic negotiation in the 

future years in Western culture and it will continue to be represented in retro film culture.  
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