
Patricia Mellencamp 
Disastrous Events 

The Machine That Killed Bad People, a 1990 videotape by Steve Fagin, is a 
rendering of catastrophe (the collapse of the Marcos regime) and scandal 
(Imelda's spending sprees and government graft). Avant-garde formalism 
meets the techniques of CNN and syndicated rv, unraveling network 
news coverage of the Philippines. 

After the snap election of 1986 in the Philippines, Marcos's opponents 
Juan Emile and General Benigno Ramos, in alliance with Cardinal Sin 
and Corazon Aquino, were jousting for power-with General Fabian Ver 
on Marcos's side. In one of the many extraordinary clips interwoven in 
The Machine That Killed Bad People, Marcos went on live TV, hoping to be 
picked up by the U.S. networks. In a family melodrama right out of Dy- 223 
nasty, Marcos played Lear in a season-ending cliff-hanger climax. Imelda 
and other family members framed him while children clambered onto 
Imelda's lap and wandered in front of the president/grandfather. The 
scene was informal, almost casual. This tone was undercut by General 
Ver, from stage right, wearing his combat fatigues, issuing growling, gut-
tural reports of outside chaos and awaiting Marcos's commands to ac-
tion. While the scene was staged, Ver's interruption of Marcos was very 
transgressive, akin to Schwarzkopf interrupting Bush. 

The long and rambling TV appearance (like Nixon's tortured farewell 
press conference), orchestrated for U.S. television and politicians, was a 
simulation of mastery now in chaotic decline. Technology failed Marcos 
just as neocolonialism had served him. Fagin describes these fifty min-
utes as a "drama of duration: the untelling of a dictatorship ... . TV had 
been reversed and now power flowed upstream. A dictator under surveil-
lance, television stripping the emperor bare. A whole nation watched a 
machine hand out its own justice, as spectacle toppled before the wrath 

of the real." 1 

The differences between U.S. and Filipino TV conventions and the 
chasm between the industrialized United States and the agricultural Phil-
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. e startling A high-tech electronics clashes with a low-tech Colo ippmes ar · -
nized culture, revealing a time warp. Marcos had become an imperson. 
ation, a mimicry kowtowing to U.S. power rather than outwitting it. 
Video, imitating syndicated studio style and replaying live TV clips and 
home movies, reveals rather than represses cultural, political, and eco-
nomic differences. 

The struggle for power was electronic, mediated by colonialism-u.s. 
politicians and the CIA in lockstep with corporations and journalism. 
This intervention has been economically and psychically internalized 
within Filipino culture, where, in spite of everything, America still means 
superior. All sides courted the seal of U.S. media approval and legiti-
macy-a pipeline to U.S. support. (Stanley Karnow reports that, in 1985, 
Cory Aquino had met Abe Rosenthal of the New York Times; reputedly, 
Rosenthal found her "vacant."2 Afterward, she played poorly in the 
Times, which cast a pall of personal ineptness over her leadership that still 
persists.) To cover the events of the 1986 election, the TV networks had 
fielded crews and celebrity anchors. The elections were perfect TV fare-
gossip and catastrophe as prime-time political soaps. Marcos would be 
interviewed on CBS only by Dan Rather. General Ramos and Marcos ap-
peared on Meet the Press, with Marcos declaring: "I don't believe President 
Reagan would ask me to step down." 

The equally strenuous job in the United States was to convince Reagan 
to depose his old friend, which, after assurances of U.S. asylum, finally 
occurred indirectly. Imelda and Ferdinand II show biz to the end ... with a 
retinue of sixty ... left the Malacanang palace, after singing a farewell 
duet, 'Because of You."' They flew to Guam and then Hawaii. "Once aloft, 
Imelda began to sing 'New York, New York."'3 The show tunes, like the 
Marcoses' group performances of them, are transformed in The Machine 
from a U.S. media joke into signs of cultural difference, the Filipino tradi-
tion of minus-one singing, imported from Japan, for which Imelda had a 
real talent. Her singing transfixed Lyndon Johnson, who was also fasci-
nated with her young beauty, as were the U.S. media in the late 1960s. 
After Cory Aquino was inaugurated, it was all Reagan's advisers could do 
to convince him not to visit the Marcoses in Hawaii-no small task given 
his commitment to the couple. 

Before his decline, Marcos had alienated the ruling families in the oli-
garchic culture, including the business community and the Catholic 
church, his early supporters. These powerful families shifted their alle-



giance to Cory Aquino, who represented the old oligarchy that Marcos 
had dispossessed.4 Karnow argues that his economic failure, virtually 
bankrupting the country, more than revolutionary or reform fervor, re-
sulted in his deposition. In many ways, nothing has changed; given the 
role of kinship as the cornerstone of the political system, change could 
occur only if the powerful families relinquished, or were dispossessed of, 
their land, the source of their power.5 

Armed with an introduction to a family clan tied to the intelligentsia, 
Fagin traveled to the Philippines on a three-month journey. This experi-
ence of culture shock infuses The Machine, which unravels a complex 
history of colonialism, whether government, corporate, or psychic. For 
Homi Bhabha, colonialism functions within the contradiction of recogni-
tion and disavowal of "racial/historical/cultural differences" that places 
the "colonized [as] a fixed reality which is . . . entirely knowable and 
visible." He calls this "a complex articulation of the troops of fetishism. 116 

That Fagin takes fetishism literally in the shopping channel inserts and 
the rape machine at the end is not insignificant. In addition, he doesn't 
minimize, as does Bhabha, that in Freud's construction it is the woman's 
body that is the source of the fetishistic disavowal for the man. For Freud, 
"woman" embodies contradiction. 

There is a snug fit between Bhabha's model of fetishistic disavowal and 
colonialism-wherein race is visible and clearly not a secret (like Fou-
cault's repudiation of Freud's repression hypothesis, arguing instead that 
the secret that is sex/identity is loudly proclaimed)-and the defining 
logic of U.S. television, which also operates via overt, declared contradic-
tions, a logic of both/and rather than either/or. Like colonialist discourse, 
TV overtly speaks with a forked tongue, declaring its contradictions, un-
like cinema, which is more seamless. Unlike Freud's fetish, for TV and 
colonialism there is no reassuring object. The Machine reveals the mecha-
nism of all three fetishes-the woman, the colonial subject, and televi-
sion-as logics of contradictions. 

The unbelievable scene of hands-on surgery in the fourth section, 
"Tourism," stages this psychic mechanism. This is shocker, drop-dead 
footage of" Alex Orbito, Faith Healer and Travel Agent" from Manila, who 
doesn't want to promote his mystical talents, only heal. With Fagin's 
voice outside the frame lending veracity, there is an uninterrupted shot of 
hands-on stomach surgery on a middle-age, middle-class American 
woman. She lies on Orbito's desk; the camera zooms in on her body as his 
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hands create a gaping wound with red fluid, then its resuturing and clean-
ing. She sits up, perkily smiles, and testifies: "This man has saved my life 
twice .... It doesn't hurt; it feels good." This scene is an assault on West-
ern surgery and a challenge to both fetishistic disavowal and the truth of 
vision. The woman's testimony is linked to tourism and the tape's shop-
ping channel re-creations, which also include comments from happy cus-

tomers. 
Imelda, a central figuration, no longer serves as an easy target, a cul-

tural joke of bad taste, a cover-up for real corruption. Rather, she is a 
leftover, a symptom, the result of colonialism-neither Filipino nor 
American, without identity yet so well known as a celebrity caricature. 
Fagin gives her a fictive identity, that of a tragic heroine of the late nine-
teenth century. Neither is the blame placed singly on Marcos. The strands 
of power-visible and invisible, audible and inaudible-are full of 
anomalies and cultural difference, yet replete with greed and covert acts 
turned corrupt and personal. 

The Machine embodies two models of time and history: successive, 
moving chronologically from Marcos to Aquino, and simultaneous, dou-
bling back like memory or shock. The collision of the everyday with 
shocking or catastrophic scenes culminates in an extraordinary, macabre 
performance at the end:-the bloody coupling/rape of the Filipino em-
blem, an eagle, by a Cyclopean U.S. phallic rocket/dollar-a perverse, vio-
lent, fire-breathing machine. The metaphor of rape is staged earlier, over a 
Filipino woman's body tended by surgeons, lying on top of a map of the 
world, a body that has replaced the corporate station logo, KSKY, which 
has a bleeding eye in its last letter. Rape is literal in the child prostitution 
trade near the U.S. military bases. The Cyclopean eye/phallus/money 
machine reminded me of Bhabha's description of the colonizer: "Their 
governance is overwhelmed by . . . an exciting pleasure ... which might 
turn into a Cyclopean policy."7 

The tape stages what Graham Pechey calls "the theater of history," a 
strategy of decolonization, with a critical relation between performance 
and writing.8 Fagin's technique is rigorously thought out. He rips off ab-
stract formalism, commercial TV tactics, cinema verite, guerrilla video, 
performance art, and acting methods. This bricolage, of familiar, mun-
dane techniques combined with high-art formalism, unsettles the rela-
tion between person and actor, the real and the simulated, the docu-
mented and the re-created, the historical and the experiential or personal. 



Super VHS, shot in handheld verite style w1·th the 1 d · co or remove , 1s 
used in two recurring conversational tableaux: the first, an activist land 
reformer and priest meeting with constituents in Ilocas Norte, Marcos 
country; and the second, a dinner-table interview with an activist lawyer, 
his articulate wife, and a former political prisoner. These clearly privileged 
sections retain the liberal to Marxist politics style of cinema verite (in-
cluding "real" locales) and raise deeply serious, straightforward issues: the 
presence of U.S. business and military bases. 

A variant of this handheld, black-and-white format is the granular 
Fisher-Price video or toy footage (reminiscent of avant-garde films) of Ron 
Vawter as Alden Pyle. This toughly sensitive reporter/agent is closeted in 
his hotel room, reading or writing about events; his experience is medi-
ated, fantasmatic. Pyle is a condensation of Vawter, the ex-Marine and 
off-Broadway actor, Fagin, and Edward Lansdale, a CIA operative in the 
Philippines and Vietnam. The simulated and the real elide and collide; 
history is impersonated. 

Lansdale was Oliver North's hero and the model for the characters of 
both The Ugly and The Quiet American. In the first novel, he is Colonel 
Hillendale, anti-Communist crusader. In the second, by Graham Greene, 
he is Pyle, teaching democracy to the peasants to "resist the Communist 
menace." Lansdale, who died in 1987, wrote, "I took my American values 
into these Asian struggles." Karnow argues that "the clue to Lansdale was 
his youth in the advertising trade."9 Vawter/Pyle also suggests a Jack 
Smith performance in a Ken Jacobs film or Martin Sheen going nuts in his 
hotel room in Apocalypse Now. This Fisher-Price footage is shot (by Leslie 
Thornton) and edited in tight, fragmented images, bound in further by a 

black matte frame. 
As Pyle writes and reads, the text, which is shown in lettered, broken 

close-ups, is also heard. "Under the Marcoses this place was a kleptocracy. 
Imelda would go into Tiffany's on Fifth Avenue, a Unesco check made out 
to the Philippines neatly folded in one of her native bags ... . Now, like a 
character from Dawn of the Dead, she haunts the malls of Hawaii." 

The "I" of Pyle's text is the "I" of Fagin's experience, an alter ego acting 
out fictive history. Critique and autobiography are presented as perfor-
mance more than documentary experience. Regarding his introduction 
and the taping of the coffin of Marcos's mother: 

When I first arrived, I thought it to be my good luck. Drop the right 
name, doors, now even coffins opened. Everyone seemed to know 

227 



one another, and they were so closely knit .... That's what an oligar-
chy feels like. The wake ... longer than a miniseries but not quite 
long enough for syndication. The paid mourners, the mother in state, 
well lit, just enough flowers to fill the frame. The Right had become 
so accessible. Once arrogant and removed, they saw their last hope as 
American television. The Left, on the other hand, was cautious. 
Maybe their image would be seen by the vigilante death squads, per-
haps you're in the CIA, oh yes, a concerned writer. Know an issue in a 
weekend, and show it in a thirty-second balanced featurette .... I 
insisted the camera should shoot directly into the casket. . . . The 
sequence was shot a second time. A retake. What did I expect? The 
corpse to blow its lines, to blink, to sneeze? Only the camera made 
death feel near. 

We see Marcos's dead mother, who bears an uncanny resemblance to her 
son, preserved and waiting, later. 

A handheld camera brushes over the items on Pyle's desk. This inciden-
tal detail is reminiscent of the throwaway newspaper item that first at-
tracted Fagin to this project. It described "the objects left on Ferdinand 

228 Marcos' desk the day he departed from the Philippines .... An explora-
E tion of the objects left behind, on a day that would prove to be historic, 
UI 
·u could function as insight into the configurations of power, the random :;:; 
·5 and the everyday." 

This personal image reminds me of the CNN reporter covering the 
1989 earthquake in San Francisco (coincident with Fagin's editing; like 
this tape's conclusion, catastrophe was linked to baseball), asking the 
now-homeless standing outside their collapsed apartments to describe 
what they had taken when they fled or what they would retrieve during 
their fifteen-minute visitation before demolition. To Fagin's not surpris-
ing good luck, Marcos "took the gold bullion rather than the home mov-
ies," which Fagin "accessed." While copying TV technique, we are not 
held in by conventions of flow or narrative containment. Rather, we are 
displaced within a chain of associations where one catastrophe slides into 
another or, just as unexpectedly, jumps back, like the flash of personal 
memory. Time, like history and disaster, is a series of unexpected simulta-
neities. 

Connie Lansdale is the anchorwoman, played by Constance Dejong. 
This condensation of Dejong, Connie Chung, and Edward Lansdale em-
bodies TV grammar, linking segments and contents. She reports the 



weather and the price of Filipino commodities. Her intonation is undif-
ferentiated, an affectless monotone. Her "professionalism," a lack of emo-
tion, is in high contrast to the dramatic performance of Vawter. Behind 
her are bizarre, Giotto-inspired murals of Christian allegories. She exists 
in a satellite studio suspended above the earth, completely removed from 
any social context. Her intonation, English, and TV non sequiturs are 
superimposed on the world, flattening it into sense, eradicating differ-
ences. Like TV, Connie smooths over any disruption by failing to notice 
any difference. 

Given that network TV news studios are increasingly run by remote-
control cameras, with computers picking up satellite feeds from around 
the world that are then stored in memory banks for instant access, they 
can be anywhere and don't need anyone to be present; anchors can be 
keyed in (like being beamed aboard the Enterprise). The network valuation 
of being on the scene is an old-fashioned realist (Baudrillard) claim, one 
that denies the very electronic technology enabling the broadcast or 
point-to-point transmission-an interesting contradiction. Although we 
couldn't see either Koppel or Rather in Iraq in August 1990, they were 
there, as their voice broadcasts informed us. 

The postproduction mix of hard-core TV graphics and flashy but com-
monplace editing linkages subverts the visual and aural grammar of TV 
flow. These linking and packaging techniques of logos, promos, phrases, 
IDs, and graphics (which grab our attention, promise a future, and erase 
memory) are crucial for TV continuity and normalcy; they are devices 
that we ignore or endure. In nonplussed manner, these visual and spoken 
connectives can link the weather to an assassination, an artificial cause-
effect illogic. Fagin fills these empty markers with conflicting content, 
forcing them to "mean" differently. These repetitions lack redundancy, 
unlike TV. While many references are immediately recognizable, over 
time they assume an intellectual complexity they didn't initially warrant. 
TV's intricate grammar has been deformed through what Eisenstein 
called vertical and intellectual montage and revised by language. 

The TV precursors are neither the networks nor PBS but programs made 
for syndication: the Home Shopping Channel, "America's Ten Most 
Wanted" (and other re-creations of sensational events), magazine format 
shows like "Entertainment Tonight" and "Inside Edition," and particu-
larly CNN, the cable news channel. The alternation of techniques re-
sembles channel zapping; the return to the same scene with different 
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commentary suggests instant replay, multiple viewings, or time shifting. 
The shopping channel re-creations, miniature compositions hawking 
compact discs, necklaces, or cellular telephones, are commodity tableaux 
with spiders, snakes, and frogs in the mise-en-scene-scenes that illus-
trate Bhabha's analogy between the fetish and colonialism. A long-
fingernailed hand caresses the glitzy merchandise, while on-the-air tele-
phone chats with TV viewers meld into accounts of the graft of Marcos 
cronies. The consumerism of shopping, like Imelda's shoes, is peanuts 
compared to official graft. 

"Hello Shoppers. Welcome to 'Some Are Smarter than Others.' Our fea-
tured shopper is Marcos crony Herminia Disini, who masterminded the 
fattest single contract ever landed in the Philippines: the Westinghouse 
nuclear power plant in Bataan, built on a site subject to tidal waves, five 
miles from a volcano and twenty-five miles from three geological faults. 
Disini was paid a commission by Westinghouse of $50 million dollars. 
Disini companies became in charge of civil works, engineering, commu-
nication, and insurance .... [The project] eventually cost $2.2 billion. 
Remember to stay home and shop. If you ever want to get a taste of what 
it would be like if World War III broke out, go to a shopping mall between 
now and Christmas." 

The lowly shopping channel turns to critique, to style that can be filled 
with alternative content. TV's lack of connection between random events 
and its brevity of items begin to hook up and make sense. Voices are dis-
persed, wrenched from a single, authorial viewpoint. Power is no longer a 
one-way street, on the side only of the colonizer. The tape "reconstructs a 
process of cultural resistance and ... disruption, by writing a text that can 

answer colonialism back." 10 

Along with catastrophe, the tape circles around gossip and scandal, 
particularly in the second section, "The Marcoses." The focus is on 
Imelda. A patron of the arts with an affinity for other wealthy patrons, 
she hung out with the Whitneys, Rockefellers, and Fords, courting celeb-
rities and politicians with her dazzling entertainment. Her famous 
friends, including the pages of Women's Wear Daily, abandoned her in the 
end; her taste, formerly stylish, soured to tacky, excessive. "I have sur-
passed Cinderella," she declared as she invented a fairy tale of a life that 
included singing for Irving Berlin and meeting Douglas MacArthur. She 
was, as the tape so poignantly remarks, "more like Emma Bovary, an am-



bitious girl from the provinces who had dreams that were symptoms of 
her century. The difference, Imelda's dreams came true. First as daydream, 
and finally as nightmare." 

As official culture revised it, Imelda's life resembles a soap opera, per-
haps starring Joan Collins. After facing Marcos's myriad and public sexual 
affairs, for which Benigno Aquino was also famous, she "buckled under 
the pressure and flew to New York to consult a psychiatrist-who pre-
scribed tranquilizers and advised: Either quit Marcos or adapt to his 
lifestyle. She adapted . . . but she was never fully stable. Her subsequent 
shopping binges and insomniac soliloquies plainly reflected manic [or 
addictive] tendencies." 11 Thus, like so many women, she was tranquilized 
and adapted, explaining her shoe closet-a compulsive obsession so typi-
cal of addiction (as in Valium). 

However, like Emma Bovary, the fairy-tale princess was not always a 
joke, not always "stout and a bit blowsy" and "tacky." In 1966, Life com-
pared her to Jackie Kennedy with Eleanor Roosevelt's energy, while Time 
praised "Marcos' dynamic, selfless leadership." It is as if Imelda froze in 
that earlier and happier image-wearing one of her many sixties/seven-
ties formal gowns to her 1989 hearing in New York, held in a Jackie time 
warp, surrounded by mocking media, alone, pathetic, sad rather than 
funny. Women must scrutinize the objects of men's jokes, often, like 
Freud, at (rather than about) women's expense. 

Kamow's take on Imelda is typical; she is ridiculous, out of control, 
grotesque, just like an aging woman. He dishes out the gossip: "Arriving 
in Tokyo, Rome or Paris, she would buy racks of clothes and trays of dia-
monds . . .. She squandered $12 million on jewelry in a single day in 
Geneva .... Bloomingdale's opened especially for her on Sunday."12 The 
abandoned loot, like the conclusion of Citizen Kane and her shopping 
sprees, is displaced in the tape onto parodies of the shopping channel and 
government greed. 

The Machine opens with an image of the televised assassination attempt 
on Imelda in 1972-a clip that was played as a continuous loop for hours 
on Filipino television. Section 2 features home-movie footage of Imelda's 
birthday party. In a setting resonant of a U.S. country club, the partygoers 
sing show tunes; Imelda takes the microphone and the singing lead. She 
is sweetly gracious, very beautiful, the center of attention and adoration. 
The scene will return, with a different text-like the obsessive return to 
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. catastrophe coverage or key plays in sports, trying to 
key moments in . . . . . 

t by repeating them, pilmg on diverse mterpretations or understand even s 

facts. 
. . t the performance of Dejong as the anchorwoman takes on At this pom , . . 

d esonance She becomes more than an 1mpass1ve connective texture an r · 
fixture shuffling papers and tells parables about Imelda. The first is of 
Maria Malibran, the opera singer, who had been forced to sing the role of 
Desdemona in Rossini's Othello. Like Emma Bovary and Lady Macbeth 
(and their obsessions or addictions), Imelda takes on fictive and tragic/ 
pathetic stature. The words cue us to the novelistic dimensions of the text 
and to the paucity of language on TV, blanded into a delimited unifor-
mity. History, story, and allegory blend, retaining a nineteenth-century 

flavor. 
Then the words referring back to her assassination footage: "Imelda 

arose, the morning after the assassination attempt, in the manner of the 
hysteric who, after a hectic day of being beaten, tortured, and defeated by 
her symptoms, awakes refreshed .... Later in the day, still resting, watch-
ing the events in an endless loop on the television, she remained per-
plexed. Why had Ver's security, standing by, not rushed to her rescue? Ver 
politely explained, his men had wished to remain out of camera range to 
give her center stage." The third tale is Imelda's own fairy tale: "Imelda 
sang to Berlin 'You Are My Sunshine.' She had been told this was the 
anthem of the American liberation. Despite Berlin's praises, Imelda de-
cided not to pursue a singing career." Imelda's life as fantasy, as Holly-
wood movie, suggests another reason for the close affinity with the 
Reagans. 

After shots of the very famous shoe and dress closets and another shop-
ping-channel insert, the tape returns to Marcos on formerly live, but now 
dead, TV, followed by a visit to his mother's funeral and a look inside the 
coffin, staging Vawter's earlier words. Dona Josepha looks exactly like the 
aging, ill Marcos, then holed up in seclusion in Hawaii. The visit reminds 
me of the National Enquirer paying relatives for photographs of Elvis in his 
coffin. Even the tabloid was astonished at how many family mourners 
complied. The winning photograph became headlines. In this mise-en-
scene of sensational kitsch, more than death or grief, the camera goes into 
the coffin for a close-up. The mother's death scene reminiscent of the 

I I 

son s TV appearance, is framed by ironic logos and pop music. 
The relations betwe TV d . . . en an tounsm are clear. This 1s not, however, a 
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tracing of the West superimposed over another culture, resulting in the 
TV mirror image of the United States. Filipino voices are everywhere; cul-
tural artifacts are taken seriously. The collision is that of electronic culture 
with folk culture. The local, in which colonized subjects speak, under-
mines the global. 

While eighties theorists of postmodernism mourned our entrapment 
in the present, Deleuze and Guattari advocate the present-tense quality of 
history. The parallel of this tape with Deleuze and Guattari is close. The 

Machine That Killed Bad People is an agencement, with "lines of . . . segmen-
tation, strata, territorialities; but also lines of flight, movements of 
deterritorialization." One line of flight is the New People's Army-a 
movement of deterritorialization, a claim for land reform, a class struggle. 
Set against this is an arborescent logic of hierarchy, of filiation, the clan 
system that owns the land and U.S. interests. The Machine is a rhizome 
that connects "organizations of power, and events in the arts, sciences, 
and social struggles."13 

This is a revision of sixties countercultural protest movements and lib-
eration struggles, the context of the first-generation video artists, a time 
of mobile and shifting alliances such as the women's movement, civil 
rights, arts activism, and the antiwar movement. This first wave of video 
understood the power and techniques of television, arguing that video 
should provide alternatives. Video was process, diversity, and heterogene-
ity; commercial or "beast" TV meant product, centrality, and homogene-
ity, with spokesmen speaking above and for us. As Michael Shamberg 
wrote in Guerrilla TV: "Because radio men have been unable to model a 
visual language, only abnormal modes of behavior are considered news . 
. . . A lack of a true video grammar .. . also means that the actual experi-
ence of being at an event can't be communicated and therefore isn't con-

sidered news."14 

The "video freaks'" assessment of commercial TV, linked to official, 
government culture, was uncannily accurate and predictive. Akin to TV, 
"government is geared towards crisis management, to anticipatory re-
sponse." Along with crisis and catastrophe, media celebrity was another 
earmark of product culture: "Abbie Hoffman thinks he's getting his mes-
sage across by going on the Dick Cavett show, but as somebody ... once 
said: 'The revolution ended when Abbie Hoffman shut up for the first 
commercial.'" "No alternate cultural vision is going to succeed in Media 
America unless it has its own alternate information structures, not just 
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alternate control pumped across the existing ones. And that's what video-

tape ... is ultimately all about." 15 

The spirit of the tape reminds me of TVTV's brilliant and powerful 
"Four More Years," which was alternative coverage of the 1972 GOP con-
vention, the year Marcos imposed martial law on the Philippines. The 
roving hippie reporters took their handheld video cameras onto the con-
vention floor, charting a binary divide between the middle-class, suited 
conventioneers and the protesters outside the convention walls, with 
Vietnam Vets against the War, including the now-famous Ron Kovic, au-
thor of Born on the Fourth of July, chanting "Tricky Dicky's Got to Go," 
trying to shout down the GOP's Nixon slogan, "Four More Years." Along 
with charting an era that protested war and imperialism, the reporters 
interviewed the network stars as much as the politicians, while the net-
works statically recorded official history, remaining above events in their 

booths. 
"Four More Years" became history of the eighties, of political events 

(the move to the right, fundamentalism, and Reagan, a star of the tape), 
and of TV style (and even TV theory, with a long debate on the real or 
simulated enthusiasm of youths for Nixon predictive of Baudrillard, a 
mid-eighties hand-wringing era that might, thank God, be over). Video 
guerrillas disavowed retaining any distinction between the real and the 
simulation. What is striking about "Four More Years," nineteen years 
later, is the tape's radical aesthetics, its vision of video's capacity to in-
scribe a history of the present that is valid and moving today rather than 
distanced and over. 

"Four More Years" takes to positive ends Fredric Jameson's condemna-
tion of network television: "The disappearance of a sense of history, the 
way in which our entire contemporary social system has ... begun to lose 
its capacity to retain its own past, has begun to live in a perpetual 
present," with media figured as "agents" for our "historical amnesia."16 

Rather than amnesia, "Four More Years" inscribes memory akin to 
Benjamin's "conception of the present as the 'time of the now' which is 
shot through with chips of Messianic time," 17 causing us to assimilate 
"the information it supplies as part of [our] own experience."18 "Where 
there is experience in the strict sense of the word, certain contents of the 
individual past combine with material of the collective past."19 

Fagin takes Benjamin's negative examples of information-"brevity, 
comprehensibility, and above all, lack of connection between the indi-



vidual news items" (so prescient a description of commercial TV)-
to positive ends. The very defining features of postmodernism for 
Jameson-"the transformation of reality into images, the fragmentation 
of time into a series of perpetual presents"-are Fagin's primary tactics for 
this history of the present.20 History is not over but ongoing. Neither is 
history linear, chronological, or univocal. 

Bakhtin's dialogic culture describes the tape's double-directed hybrid 
tactics. Benita Parry suggests that the position of "hybridity" can "cir-
cumvent, challenge, and refuse colonial authority. 1121 Against the centrip-
etal notion of TV-speak, Bakhtin prefers dispersity, plurality, and de-cen-
tering, without closure or identification. "The productivity of the event 
does not lie in the fusion of all into one, but in ... my nonfusion, in the 
reliance upon the privilege afforded me by my unique position, out-
side."22 

Popular culture, which is "free, full of ambivalent laughter ... dispar-
agement and unseemly behavior, familiar contact with everybody and 
everything," with respect for the "repertory of small, everyday genres," is 
preferred to official culture, which is monologic: "Monolithically serious 
and somber, beholden to strict hierarchical order, filled with fear, dogma-
tism, devotion, and pretense. 1123 Guerrilla video versus TV news. 

"Intonation" for Bakhtin is "at the boundary between the verbal and 
the nonverbal, the said and the unsaid."24 Intonation is directed toward 
life and the listener as ally or witness. Thus, we engage in a dialogue. 
Significantly for Bakhtin, the "other" is located not in the unconscious, as 
it is for Freud and Lacan, but in the social, in language. Thus, expression 
organizes experience rather than the other way around-a concept 
highly pertinent to television. Also applicable to television is Bakhtin's 
idea of "character zones"-"from ... alien expressive elements into au-
thorial discourses-ellipsis, questions, exclamations--characters' voices 
intermingle with authors' voices. 1125 

The Machine is not a monologic condemnation of U.S. imperialism, 
what Parry calls "the eurovision of the metropolitan left. 1126 The final two 
scenes explode. The first is an interview with Father Gerry Cabillo, the 
jovial land-reform activist: "We were always dictated upon .... We should 
run on our own ... self-determination ... masters of our own destiny." 
Immediately, Connie says: "Welcome back to the USA." She reads a letter, 
discovered by accident, written by Lansdale to his father in 1951. After 
writing about the World Series, he criticizes the Europeans, who don't 
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realize the importance of "oppression, communism, atheism .... It's re-
ally true, the fate of the world is in our hands, and we just have to round 
the Filipinos into shape. My advertising experience comes in handy .... 
Sometimes this war makes me feel like a kid again back in Detroit. Often 
it's games and pranks that work. ... But at least it's a Christian country." 
It is Christmas: "It sure is festive-a bit too festive, almost pagan. Now I 
understand what McKinley meant when he said we had to Christianize 

them. Wait till next year. Your loving son." 
For Bhabha, "the modern colonization imagination conceives of its 

dependencies as a territory, never as a people." Bhabha might call this 
"muscular Christianity and the civilizing mission, a vigorous despo-
tism."27 This is a boyhood dream, that of an adolescent male, the good 
son: "Sometimes this war makes me feel like a kid again back in Detroit." 
"P.S. Tell Mom to send some of her cookies." As this letter, imagined by 
Fagin, is being read by Dejong/Lansdale, it assumes a nefarious actuality. 
Off to the side, the fierce and malevolent machine, clanking violently, 
shuddering and bloody, is relentlessly, blindly smashing into the Filipino 
emblem. 

When I saw the tape, the letter sounded like another era. However, Dan 
Rather's August 1990 interviews with young U.S. soldiers on ships sent to 
the Persian Gulf and Iraq reminded me of these youthful American 
words. While The Machine is specific to the Philippines, it also demon-
strates that U.S. values continue to repeat themselves over time and con-
tinents. History continues to jump into the present, hanging over our 
heads like the sword of Damocles. Nowhere were "muscular Christianity 
and the civilizing mission" more operative than in the Bikini Atoll 
nuclear experiments-my last tale of catastrophe. 


