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This dissertation explores the connection between sustainability and dominant images of 

the future in contemporary film.  The research uses an ecofeminist visual 

interdisciplinary methodology to investigate the importance of vision/images of the future 

in guiding the creation of ecologically sound and socially just futures, and how films, as a 

source of dominant imagery, may be interfering with our ability to envision positive 

futures as well as provide opportunities for positive visions.  The research is in two parts: 

1) a visual studies analysis of contemporary films based on critical futures studies 

(Causal Layered Analysis) ecofeminism, and 2) and interviews with filmmakers.  The 

visual analysis explores and problematises patterns of images of the future in film, 

especially those of natural landscapes, animals, plants, human settlements, food, and 

water as well as racial and gender roles within human society.  The interview data 

documents the filmmakers’ experiences within film industry and their commentary on the 

filmmaking process and practices.  The research participants’ words also inform the 

exploration of opportunities for the transformation of the filmmaking industry.  

Filmmaking is theorised as a technology, based on Ursula Franklin’s interdisciplinary 

work on technology as systems of practice, and Albert Borgmann’s philosophy of 

technology.  

 This dissertation argues that we need visions of sustainable, diverse, and socially 

just futures to inspire and guide our actions in the present, and that films can contribute to  

positive imagery.  The research explores barriers to envisioning sustainable futures, such 

as dystopic Hollywood film images and scientific/ environmental professional and 
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scholarly practices that discourage visioning work.  As well as exploring why it is 

important that societies have visions of ecologically and socially just futures, and how the 

filmmaking industry can be part of the sustainability revolution. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
 

The sheer difficulty of imagining future sustainability different from 
the present is one our greatest problems as a society. 
    Elise Boulding, 1988:90 

 

Introduction   
 
 
The ecological and social worlds are in a mess.  We need visions of sustainable 

communities to inspire and guide our actions towards the creation of ecologically sound 

and socially just futures.  Every good plan of action begins with first envisioning the 

outcome, but we lack for visions of what a sustainable and just community or world 

would look like.  There is no shortage of information that identifies the complex and 

global dimensions of ecological and social problems we are facing, and this is helpful.  

But creating sustainable and just futures requires that we move past problems and 

predictions, and envision what we really want and desire for our communities and the 

Earth.  Those visions will make it easier to see where, and how, we need to begin 

cleaning up the global messes.  They will provide the inspiration we need to take focused 

and determined action. 

 Polak (1961) argues that before we can begin to create visions of what we want 

for our communities, we need to address the dominant images of the future to understand 

how they are interfering with our flourishing as a society.  Feature films are a compelling 

and visceral source of dominant futures imagery in our society that may be interfering 

with our ability to envision sustainable and just futures.  The purpose of this study is to 

explore how landscape, nature, human settlements, food, agricultural spaces and human 

diversity are depicted in films about the future, and importantly, to explore through the 

insights of filmmakers in British Columbia, Washington State and California how the 

filmmaking process can be reformed to enable the creation of images of sustainable 

futures in film.   This research inquires into the patterns of ecological and landscape 



 

 

2 
visions of the future in film, and into the filmmaking industry that creates the images. It 

does this in two ways. 

 The first line of inquiry explores what is problematic with the patterns of 

dominant imagery, such as those found in contemporary films. There is no avoiding the 

reality that the dominant contemporary images of the future are bleak ones of ecological 

wastelands rife with violence and despair (Lisa Garforth, 2006; Slaughter, 1998).  

 Frederik Polak (1961) conducted a review of images of the future that societies 

held throughout the millennia, and found that when a society had a positive image of the 

future they flourished, and when a society held a negative image of the future the society 

perished, an indication that the images had agency.  He argued that the first step in 

moving towards positive images of the future is in identifying what is wrong with the 

images of today.  

We need to understand our ailing visions in order to know what to reject 
and what to accept in them, but all our study is only a preliminary clearing 
of the decks for the great act of purposeful, responsible recreation of 
images of a still glorious future which beckons if we have but the wisdom, 
courage and strength to break through the present and lift the veil of the 
future. (Polak, 1961: 367, my emphasis).  
 

This type of analysis responds to Ursula Franklin’s (1999) direction that making change 

begins with understanding and then moves on to caring and then to protest and then to 

creating action.   In this research I explore the dominant images of the future in 

contemporary film in order to attempt an understanding of why we as a society seem 

unable to consider the long term in decision-making or to plan for ecological spaces to be 

part of diverse futures.   

This inquiry is motivated by a concern that Hollywood films, with their 

compelling imagery, may be negatively affecting what Elise Boulding (1988) refers to as 

our futures image literacy, our ability to envision alternative, and sustainable futures.  As 

a society, and as individuals, we are losing our ability to engage our imagination.   And 

without visions to work towards we do not know what direction to take with our actions 

(Meadows, 1999).  While I make no attempt at a direct causal link between the film 

images and actions, or inactions, towards sustainability in the present, I argue that the 

powerful, dominating, film images may be interfering with our ability to create diverse 
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visions of the future that are unique to our communities.  As Bruce H. Franklin (1985:85) 

warns: “With no better vision of the future to offer, the United States may possibly 

succeed in forcing the rest of the world into one of those futures imagined in 

Hollywood”.  We have an obligation to future generations of humans, nonhumans, and 

the Earth to create visions of diverse futures, which are more life sustaining than those 

from Hollywood.   

My analysis of a number of films about the future builds on Frederick Polak’s 

(1961) pioneering work on the importance of positive images of the future on the health 

and longevity of cultures, Patricia Kelly’s (2002) feminist exploration of a web-based 

image of the future, and Ivana Milojevic’s (2002, 2005) research on work on educational 

images of the future and her argument that hegemonic images of the future are able to 

dominate because they are considered inevitable and uncontestable.   

 The second line of inquiry explores experiences and ideas of people currently 

working in the film industry.  My research took an inside look at filmmaking gained 

through interviews with twenty-one people involved in the filmmaking industry in 

Vancouver, Victoria, Seattle and Los Angeles.  These data provide insights into how 

filmmaking happens now, and how the industry could be transformed/reformed to allow 

images of sustainable and just futures to emerge. 

 Contemporary film images of the future, are made predominantly within 

Hollywood film industry, and are one of the dominant sources of images of the future. 

Due to Hollywood’s global reach and economic strength, dominant images of the future 

come to many people in the form of Hollywood films, either in theatres or in the 

expanding range of television.  In many films about the future, the Earth is shown in a 

state of ecological breakdown, where megacities dominate, and there is vast disparity 

amongst the “haves” and “have-nots”.  Some of the films could be considered cautionary 

tales, but nevertheless, the filmic view of the future is often limited to a Western high-

tech, white, heterosexual, patriarchal, militaristic, dark blandness where a small number 

of the rich and powerful men are in control.  It is a view that misses out on the lushness 

of human and biological diversity and the joyful messiness of plurality and truly 

democratic systems of shared power.  In this dissertation, I will explore how these 

dominant images of nature-less, hyperurban, violent, gendered, and unjust societies in the 
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future can contribute to a general sense of foreboding for our futures as well as a sense of 

futility that there is anything we can do about creating more positive futures.  In order for 

the hegemonic present to not continue its course uncontested and unchallenged an 

examination of dominant imagery is required (Milojevic, 2005).   My analysis of a 

number of films about the future, as well as the filmmaking process, attempts an 

understanding of dominant images of the future in films, and how alternative images that 

challenge the hegemonic present can be part of films.   

 I argue that it is important that, rather than simply accept the foreboding images, 

we actively pursue creating positive images of alternative futures.  As Meadows, 

Meadows and Randers (1991: 225) argue, “a sustainable world can never come into being 

if it cannot be envisioned”.  I will investigate positive images of sustainable futures, 

visions, as potential catalysts and guides in making change happen, by providing futures 

worth working for.  Visions are the hopeful sparks that ignite and inspire us into action, 

and ideally are detailed and compelling enough to guide action over the long term.  I fully 

agree with Elise Boulding (1988: 90) that “imagining future sustainability different from 

the present is one our greatest problems as a society”.  We have lost our ability to 

envision anything different from the present or from what we receive from mass media, 

or the “experts” whose opinions form the basis of a film, television program, or 

journalistic piece.  The corporatised media, governments, corporate business, the design 

industry, and many futures oriented professionals have converged and conflated “the 

future” into a more or less singular image of a nature-less future – one that is lacking both 

ecological and human diversity. The dead Earth imagery is further reinforced by all the 

“doom and gloom” from science and social science (well intentioned wake-up calls) that 

we are losing nonhuman species at an alarming rate, that human diversity is being lost to 

cultural hegemony, that climate change is underway and will have disastrous 

consequences if we do not reduce greenhouse gas production immediately, that our 

oceans are acidifying.  The popular media is reporting some of these concerns with pieces 

such as The Independent’s two part series (Marren et al. , 2005) called “Disappearing 

world: 100 things your grandchildren may never see” that highlights “aspects of our 

world that are in reasonable danger of disappearing by 2050: with a purpose they claim to 

not provoke despair, but rather to “wake up”.  But are such things waking us up or 
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shutting us down?  Indeed, through various waves of environmental thinking, there have 

been visionaries who have warned us of the consequences of our actions if we do not 

change our ways (Carson, 1962; Meadow et al, 1972; Brown, Flavin and Postel, 1989; 

Homer-Dixon, 2000; Diamond, 2005).  While negative pronouncements are necessary, 

they are simply not sufficient to make positive change happen.  As Adult Educators have 

learned so well, it is critique, but also positiveness that enables people to feel empowered 

and inspired to take action (Freire and Freire, 1994).  Translating this idea to film, we 

need positive images of the future to provide alternatives and to show diverse ways 

forward.   

 Ecologist Stephen R. Carpenter (2002:2079) suggests that the “unrelenting 

negativity has an effect on listeners that may be different from our intent.  Constructive 

solutions that evoke optimism may come closer to our goals”.  In this dissertation I 

attempt an understanding of how negative imagery may be interfering with our ability to 

create visions that could evoke optimism.  And to explore how we can assert space for 

diverse images of the future based on sustainable and just communities, both human and 

nonhuman, that will guide meaningful efforts directed towards sustainability.   

 The positive images are important as guides towards sustainable and just futures 

as well as being useful in helping us face what is not working in our communities and 

institutions today (Meadows, 1996).  Creating visions of diverse futures requires a 

collective facing of the shadow side of our communities and our institutions because in 

that act of envisioning, of putting imagery to our desires, we have our eyes open to how 

far the present is from what we really want for ourselves, our families, our communities.  

This is not easy work.  Like facing our personal dark side, we resist because the deep 

looking is too hard, too confronting.  The dominant forces urge us not to look, but to 

simply, easily, effortlessly accept how society is now rather than what it could be.  Many 

people, however, do question, do look beyond our hegemonic present to sustainable and 

just futures.  This study is my contribution to the questioning of the assumption of a 

progressively gloomier future.  

Exploring into the importance of positive visions also requires an 

acknowledgment of the despair that many people feel today about the state of the world, 

and the powerlessness they feel to make any kind of difference.  This inquiry, for 
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example, demands that I face my personal struggle with the difficulty of thinking positive 

about the future as a result of witnessing, in my professional and community life, too 

many unsustainable and unjust decisions made by politicians and professional staff.  

Hegemonic structures are powerful, and alternative thinking is easily dismissed and 

ignored, but the struggles to create sustainable communities can also be joyful and 

community building in themselves.  Globally we are in time of upheaval and challenges 

across economic, environmental and social spheres.  The time is ripe to move past 

feelings of powerlessness and into community power.  This has been part of the  

motivation for this research. 

During the time of my research (from January, 2003 to fall 2009) I was an active 

participant in a community struggle to stop a mega resort and residential development on 

Vancouver Island (845 acres/342 hectares of forest, wetlands, wildlife habitat, salmon 

spawning streams, public oceanfront all at risk).  My participation was not directly part of 

my research, but was philosophically related because of the hegemonic notion that the 

future for us is urban.  The decision makers and professional local government staff, who 

were involved in this development, were unable to see beyond the gloss of the 

developer’s image of the community because it matched their notion of the future and of 

progress as fully urban, human-made.  The politicians and urban planning trained staff 

did not share the community’s vision, as documented in a local government endorsed 

plan – for a community based on rural values, with a small village core surrounded by 

healthy forests, streams, wetlands, and ocean foreshore – and so they chose to ignore the 

local area plan.  I joined with the community to insist that the community vision be 

recognised.  This experience matched all too well my time working within local, regional, 

and federal environmental-focused government agencies, where ecologically sound and 

community-minded visions were expected to defer to the hegemonic “reality” dominated 

by corporate power and purely short-term economic decisions.  

My research on film images of the future makes a contribution to the invaluable 

work of environmental planning and decision-making that affects sustainability by 

suggesting that we examine how we see the future of our communities, and the world, 

and consider if these images reflect what we truly want, or are they merely what we are 

willing to accept (Meadows, 1996).  Do our images of the future reflect a continuation of 
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the hegemonic present or are they visions of a world that we want future generations to 

flourish in?  I see films about the future associated to sustainability because of the 

possibility that the repeated filmic images of dead-Earth, hyperurban spaces are 

contributing to the notion that the future is built, only human constructed spaces, and that 

the future does not include nature or agricultural lands, in spite of many efforts that 

suggest that we need to change and include these spaces in planning.  There are many 

things behind this push towards the built environment, but one could be, drawing again 

on Boulding (1988, 2000), that we are unable to see beyond the hegemonic images to our 

own visions of the future. We are becoming unable envision any other type of 

community/world because we have lost our futures imaging literacy, our ability to 

envision, to engage our imagination.  

Image literacy involves the individual’s ability to combine the materials of 
the inner and outer experience worlds, drawn from all the senses, to shape 
new patterns of “reality”.  Children do it all the time, but it is called 
daydreaming, and they are punished (Boulding, 1988: 86).  
 

The dominant imagery is so compelling that it becomes the singular way forward.  To 

counter this we need diversity of future visions, we need diversity of visionaries, and we 

need opportunities to be visionary.  I have witnessed, as a participant in public events 

dealing with the future (Massive Change Vancouver 2004), as a facilitator of visioning 

work with communities, organisations and individuals, and as an educator, a great desire 

on the part of ordinary citizens to participate in visioning work, and yet there are very 

few opportunities to participate in visioning or to observe alternative and positive futures 

from others.  I hope that this inquiry into the patterns of images of the future in popular 

culture of contemporary film will be useful in assisting people to see past the dominant 

imagery and in creating their own visions for sustainable and just communities.  

The Problem  
  

Images of the future are taking a toll on the children and youth of the world. Numerous 

studies reveal a pattern that children and youth, from many countries, both rural and 

urban, see the future as an uncaring, environmentally unhealthy, often militaristic society 

where nature is dead (Boulding and Boulding, 1995; Hutchison, 1997, Hutchison and 
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Hicks, 1998; Hicks, 1996; Eckersley, 1999; Ono, 2003).  In addition, Geoghegan 

(2003:153) argues that film and television are the “main source of dystopian imagery for 

people today”.   

 Many adults also feel the weight of a hopeless future.  The pattern of negative 

images of the future may be contributing to people feeling that everything is the way it 

should be, and the present is as good as it gets.  As Mark Kingwell (2000) argues, we 

have given up on the possibility of the future being any better from the present. We have 

been lulled by films, and other sources of images, to believe that our future is going to be 

grim, so we clutch on to the present.  Many of us feel that there is nothing we can do to 

make change possible, or even desirable.  The future has been colonised to mean only 

Western technology, “the future is thus locked into a single, dominant but myopic 

projection” (Sardar, 1999:1).  And Hollywood plays a role in further limiting the vision 

into the future as being American. “Hollywood’s hyperconglomerate vision colonizes the 

world” (Dixon, 2003:20).  Films about the future are based on the myth of American 

hegemony as the universal narrative and universal values (Sardar and Wyn Davies, 

2004).  It is an image of the future that is too destructive towards the Earth and all 

creatures, and focuses power in too few people.  Film images of the future are so 

narrowly defined that many of us cannot see ourselves, or our communities, in a futures 

context.  We can, however, take the first step towards positive futures, as Frederik Polak 

(1961) urges, and as discussed above, which is to identify what is problematic in the 

contemporary images of the future, and after that, we will be in a better position to create 

hopeful, diverse visions of the future.  

 The topic of why we need visions of ecologically sound and socially just futures, 

came to me through witnessing children present a nature-less vision of their community 

in the future as part of a millennium exercise conducted by a local government (Hurley, 

2006), combined with many experiences of witnessing where a good path could have 

been taken by decision-makers, and it wasn’t.  My bias is that that the good path is one 

where people, nonhuman beings, and ecological systems are not harmed.  We know how 

to build non-polluting industrial plants but we rarely do it. We know how to reduce cars 

in cities and towns and highways, but we rarely do it. We know that eliminating 

pesticides from food production is good for farmers, the land, birds and animals and 
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human health, but we rarely do it.  Organic farming is still considered by governments as 

a specialty occupation.  We know that people and communities thrive when they can 

walk to nature from homes and schools but forests, wetlands, and prairies continue to be 

destroyed to make way for buildings, roads, and lawns. We know that when good quality, 

accessible day care is available that families can flourish.  We know that when women 

and girls are well educated and have power over their lives that their lives that their 

communities thrive. We know that when women participate fully and equitably in 

decision-making that decisions get better. There are pockets where some of these things 

are reality, the important indicators that communities can be different (Starke, 1990; 

Weisman, 1998; Suzuki and Dressel, 2002; Lappé and Lappé, 2002; Turner, 2007), but 

most countries, Canada included, are a long way from being such a place.    

What will it take for sufficient change to take place in our decision-making (from 

the personal, to businesses, to local governments to provincial/state governments to 

federal governments to international bodies) to put the collective health of ecological 

communities, including humans, ahead of personal, corporate, or institutional wealth and 

power?  I believe that first we must have a visual, compelling idea – a vision – of what 

such communities could look like.   Contrary to what some might say, sustainable and 

just communities won’t be boring.  There will still be no shortage of human conflict to 

deal with (we just won’t solve it with guns and violence).  There will still be problems to 

be solved, books to written, films to be made, children to attend to, food to be grown and 

prepared, houses to be built, energy to be created, health to be attended to, lands and 

streams to be restored.  But even with these problems and challenges, futures that retain 

our relationship to the natural world will be superior to ones that do not.  Before this 

vision can be built, however, there is much to do to identify the problematic (ailing) 

images and identify ways for positive visions to be created and accepted.  

Framework for my dissertation 
 

This interdisciplinary dissertation has as its foundation an understanding of why visions 

and images of the future are important to sustainability based on a review of the literature 

(Chapter Two).  From that understanding the inquiry moves into a discussion of the 

theoretical framework  
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(Chapter Three) and the methodology (Chapter Four) that supports the two parts of the 

research: the visual analysis of the films (Chapter Five) and the interviews with 

filmmakers (Chapter Six).  The two parts of the research are brought together in the 

interpretation and summary (Chapter Seven) that is informed by the theoretical 

framework and the understanding of visions and images of the future. Chapter Eight is a 

short summary of ideas for educators that emerged through the research process, some of 

which was not directly through the methodology. Additional detail on each chapter is as 

follows: 

 After this introduction, my argument continues in Chapter Two with an 

exploration into what images/visions of the future are, and why they are important to 

sustainability.  It begins with a discussion of terminology including sustainability, 

dystopia, utopia and visions. I then explore visioning processes. I also discuss briefly how 

visioning can go wrong and how visions can be used in harmful ways.  Then I explore 

why we need what Meadows (1999) refers to as responsible visions of the future to create 

ecologically sound and socially just communities. 

 In Chapter Three, I discuss the theories that are woven together to form the 

methodology of interdisciplinarity that supports this research, including Ursula Franklin’s 

(1999) interdisciplinary theory of technology as practice, Albert Borgmann’s (1984) 

philosophy of technology device paradigm and ecofeminism as theorised by Karen 

Warren (2000).   The three scholars share concern for people, nature and how change can 

take place.  The methods for critique include looking for patterns within analysis and 

exploring how the culture of compliance (Franklin, 1999), the promise of technology 

(Borgmann, 1984) and systems of domination (Warren, 2000) blind us from seeing where 

change needs to take place.  Each theory also provides guidance for the transformation 

and reform of filmmaking, as technology with systems of practice. 

 In Chapter Four, I describe the methodology of this study, which is: ecofeminist 

visual interdisciplinarity. This methodology builds on Marjorie Pryse’s (2000:107) call 

for “critical feminist interdisciplinarity” and Gillian Rose’s (2001) visual methodologies.  

The interdisciplinary methodology of my inquiry also gently border-crosses amongst 

many fields and non-fields including: environmental studies, philosophy of technology, 

cultural studies, ecofeminism, futures studies, film studies, environmental planning and 
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peace studies.  The variation in theoretical disciplines may appear as cherry picking 

through an orchard of scholarly theories, or even dilettantism, but I view this 

interdisciplinary conceptual framework as a methodology, like ecosystem-based work, 

where the subject or site dictates the weave and expanse of the fields involved.  Exploring 

images of the future from an ecological and social justice perspective, and the 

relationship to sustainability, is a complicated topic that has not been taken up directly by 

any one field, therefore, by necessity I have to respectfully crossover academic 

boundaries and pick the best, the most worthwhile fruit.  This chapter also includes a 

description of the methods used for data collection (semi-structured interviews), data 

organisation, and analysis, well as the methods used to analyse the film images, which 

have been the focus of my attention in this inquiry.   

 In Chapter Five I discuss the images of the future in contemporary films including 

a description of the dominant patterns of images, the worldview and ideology expresses 

in the films, and ending with a discussion of the myths and power in films about the 

future. 

 In Chapter Six I present the findings of the interviews with twenty-one research 

participants, all of whom are working in the filmmaking world in some capacity, 

including producer, director, writer, editor, festival/screenings organiser, actor, educator 

and a writer about Hollywood films.  I begin the chapter with a very brief summary of the 

process of making a feature film and film distribution because the large volume of 

interview data is organised around the narrative structure of how films are made from 

pre-production to distribution/ screenings.  The organisation of the interview data around 

the structure of how films are made enables a look at smaller segments of filmmaking, as 

technology, to explore what is, and isn’t working, and to see where reform can happen at 

each stage.  Also the interview participants’ experiences were often tied to a particular 

aspect or stage of the filmmaking process so the structure provides context for their 

words.  This chapter includes a relatively large number of interview quotations because 

this research is unique within scholarly research in bringing the voices of people involved 

in filmmaking into a critical discussion of the film industry, and the film industry’s role 

in envisioning ecologically sound futures.  I felt responsible to represent their voices in a 

full and respectful manner. 
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 In Chapter Seven I bring together the data from the interviews with the analyses 

of the films to form an interpretation and summary of what the dominant images of the 

future are as presented in film, and how they could be influencing decision-making and 

our ability to envision sustainable and just futures.   

 In Chapter Eight I explore potential opportunities for educators that emerged 

through the research process. 

Contexts and terms   
 

In this study I chose to analyse film because of the pervasive and persuasive nature of 

Hollywood films about the future.   Hollywood films are global; they are seen across the 

planet. The money that goes into their advertising and distribution is staggering. 

Hollywood is identified as the source of dominant film imagery because most films about 

the future are made in Hollywood (King and Krzywinska, 2000).  References to 

“Hollywood” in this research pertain to the hegemonic filmmaking industry that is based 

in southern California.  I acknowledge that there are many filmmakers in California 

working within the system, and on the periphery of the industry, who struggle to make 

films that do not reflect hegemonic values.   

I use the phrases “films about the future” or “films based in the future” over the 

more common term of “science fiction films” quite intentionally.  As media educator/ 

film activist Jan Strout brought to my attention during the first interview for this research, 

the term science fiction assumes that media, in this research, films, are defined within a 

particular genre, and use science explicitly within the story, which is not the focus of my 

research.  In addition, the genre of science fiction includes films that take place in the 

present or very near future or even the past (Back to the Future, 1985) that do not actually 

depict images of the future.  The films that I have included in my study all fall with the 

science fiction film genre, but since not all science fiction films are films about the future 

I have chosen to specify, and reinforce, the futures aspect of my research. 

Hollywood films about the future have a wide reach throughout the world, which 

continues to be extended as access to television creeps farther and farther into non-

Western nations and American film re-runs make up much of the programming for cash-
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starved new stations (Overdorf, 2007).   An ambition for this research is that it becomes 

part of a larger conversation, spanning various media, on how we can move collectively 

towards creating positive images and visions of diverse futures that will be vibrant, 

exciting, and visual enough to counter the powerful, negative and ecologically bleak 

images out of Hollywood.  In this document, I sometimes refer to “we”.  In most cases I 

am referring to those of us who are dedicated to making the world ecologically sound and 

socially just for future generations of humans and nonhumans, and in a couple of places I 

am referring to a more general “we” of those of us who live in North America, in 

particular, Canada.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

What are visions/ images of the future? And why are they 
important to sustainability?  

 
 
A sustainable world can never come into being if it cannot be envisioned. 
The vision must be built up from the contributions of many before it is 
completed and compelling. 

Donella Meadows, Dennis Meadows, and Jorgen 
Randers (1991:225) 

 

Introduction  
 
 In this chapter I explore the literature on what images of the future are, how they 

are expressed in various initiatives, how they are described (utopias or dystopias), why 

visions of the future are important to sustainable communities, how visioning happens, 

and the link between filmic images of the future and sustainability.  When I use the term 

images of the future I am usually referring to a visual image, specifically images in 

contemporary films, but others (such as Polak, 1961) have used images also in describing 

texts.  In this research I use visions as a more general, perhaps more active, term that, as 

discussed below, can be in text form, such as a novel or strategic planning document, as 

well as a visual representation.  I use visions in the planning, future studies, and business 

sense as the products of an active, purposeful visioning process, also called preferred 

futures in futures studies.  Beyond Environmental Adult Education work (Clover, Follen 

and Hall, 2000) work, discussions about sustainability rarely include visions of what 

communities or individuals want their ecological futures to be.  The majority of 

discussions of ecological or social futures are based on an extrapolation of present trends, 

they are predictions of the future not preferred futures or visions (for example: Sadler, 

1990; Rees and Wachernagel, 1996; Dobson, 1999; Homer-Dixon, 2000, Cooper and 

Layard, 2002; Rockwood et al. , 2008).  Perhaps we do not see many examples of 

preferred ecological futures because it is so easy to become overwhelmed with the 

complexity and vastness of ecological problems, and to create a positive vision of the 

future might be considered foolhardy because the chances of success appear limited.  It 
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may seem too risky for an environmental scholar or professional to create a vision of a 

sustainable and just world because that might be seen as idealistic or unrealistic.  But 

Donella Meadows (1996: 126) urges us to “occasionally take the social risk of displaying 

not our scepticism but our deepest desire. We could declare ourselves in favor of a 

sustainable, just, secure, efficient, sufficient world… even at the expense of being called 

idealistic”.  We could create ecological visions that will inspire action.  Once we identify 

a detailed image of what a sustainable and just community would look like, we can more 

actively begin to address the hard reality, through critical analysis, of exploring what is 

not working or the barriers to reaching our vision, identify what is working, and then 

create strategies and plans for action.  

 Polak (1961) argued that there is an intimate relationship between images of the 

future we hold as a society and what the future becomes – that the visions and images of 

future are active agents in the shaping of the future.  And Kretzmann and McNight (1993) 

have demonstrated, focusing on a community’s assets, not its problems, is key to making 

change in a community.  The business world knows this.  Business leaders are expected 

to be visionary and positive and most successful companies spend significant time, 

money, and effort creating their vision statements and accompanying strategic plans. Not 

to say that the business visions will always meet Donella Meadows (1999) requirements 

for responsible visions that must not break “Always-true truth”, such as physical laws of 

nature and scientific truths such as climate change data, or moral laws.  Nevertheless, 

those of us who are committed to creating sustainable and just communities can learn 

from the business world about their effective visioning processes and willingness to take 

risks. “Envisioning is a skill that can be developed, like any other human skill” 

(Meadows, 1996: 117).  Similarly, business can learn from us how to work without 

causing ecological and social harm. 

 Visioning work that is dedicated to sustainability requires us to stretch ourselves to 

see beyond trends based on present practices and data to create new visions that reflect 

desires for diverse, just, and ecologically sound futures.  It is not easy to envision beyond 

the global late capitalism of today, and its assault on communities and ecological 

systems, because those who create the hegemonic images of the future have succeeded in 

convincing us about the inevitability of their dominant vision (Milojevic, 2005).  Elise 
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Boulding (1988) while conducting her World without Weapons workshops often had a 

few people whose despair for the world stopped them from participating in the 

workshops because they could not see even the possibility of peace in the world.  

Likewise, I have facilitated visioning exercises in communities and university classrooms 

where there are usually one or two people who cannot even begin to envision beyond 

today’s problems.  The notion of despair interfering with visioning is discussed in more 

detail in Chapter Eight.  

 For many professionals and scholars involved in sustainability research and 

practice, especially those in science and engineering, visioning work is suspect because 

of a lack of grounding what many would consider to be real world, empirical data 

(Maser, 1999).   Systems scientist Donella Meadows (1996: 118), who saw 

environmentalists as including scientists and other environmental professionals, argued 

that: 

Environmentalists have failed perhaps more than any other set of 
advocates to project vision.  Most people associate environmentalism with 
restriction, prohibition, regulation, and sacrifice. Though it is rarely 
articulated directly, the most widely shared picture of a sustainable world 
is one of tight and probably centralized control, low material standard of 
living, and no fun. I don't know whether that impression is so common 
because puritanism is the actual, unexpressed, maybe subconscious model 
in the minds of environmental advocates, or whether the public, deeply 
impacted by advertising, can't imagine a good life that is not based on wild 
and wasteful consumption. Whatever the reason, hardly anyone envisions 
a sustainable world as one that would be wonderful to live in. 
 

Even the planning profession, which by definition and practice is futures based, has lost 

its utopian tradition (Myers and Kitsue, 2000).  And yet, many ecological and systems 

theory scientists are joining the calls for visions of sustainability to guide action.  They 

are recognising that the harsh, often despairing, knowledge about the state of our world 

needs to be balanced with positive ways to move forward (Meadows, Meadows and 

Randers, 1992; Kay et al, 1999; Costanza, 2000; Carpenter, 2002; Turner, 2005; Waltner-

Toews, 2005).   

 Visions of the future are expressions of our imagination, and can be in the form of 

text, verbal narratives or visuals.  Visions of the future are everywhere in our lives in 

many forms, including (but not limited to) books, films, comics, computer games, 
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television, predictions of technology in newspapers, scientific projections, government 

policy, and corporate and non-profit group mission statements.  Systems science theory 

tells us that we are connected to all through complex interconnections of energy and 

processes (Meadows, Meadows and Randers, 1992; Sahtouris, 1999). Quantum physics 

provides increasing amounts of evidence that our consciousness matters in the 

functioning of the world (Gell-Mann, 1994; Goswami, 2000), and ecology reminds us 

that all species are in this dance on Earth together.  And yet, what are the dominant 

messages that we are creating about Earth futures?  Why is it that so many people see the 

harm being done by humans towards other humans, towards nonhuman species, the air, 

the land, water and… our actions are so limited, so small?  Perhaps some of the inaction, 

as noted in Chapter One, is due to our inability to imagine futures that are any better than 

the present, and some may fear our future might be possibly worse. If this is the case, 

how can we begin envisioning sustainable, diverse, and just futures?  This is, of course, 

where this study begins.  

 This chapter, which explores the literature on images and visions of the future as a 

contribution to sustainability, begins with a discussion of definitions and terminology, 

including a brief description of sustainability.  Then I briefly explore utopia/dystopia 

terminology and definitions of vision[ing]. Following this is a discussion of how 

visioning it is used within business and relates this process to a Canadian example.  The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the literature on images of the future and visioning 

processes as they relate to creating just, peaceful, diverse, and sustainable communities.  

The connections of vision, utopias, and dystopias to images of the future in film is 

discussed in detail in Chapters Five and Seven.  

 

Sustainability  
 
 For the purpose of this research, and as a constant in my academic, practitioner, and 

activist roles, I view sustainability as a tripartite concept; a three-legged chair that 

depends upon a balance of social, ecological, and economic factors to remain upright and 

in place (with a preference for economics as envisioned by Hazel Henderson, 1991 and 

Riane Eisler, 2007).  This means that I move away from the commonly used application 
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of sustainability or sustainable development within some mainstream environmental 

theory and practice which often focuses more on the environment and economy, or 

environment and human management of resources (economic activity), which is a two-

legged chair.   My view is congruent with Ann Dale (2001: 35) who defines sustainable 

development as an interconnection of the ecological, social and economic imperatives 

and she cautions that a “failure in any one area will result in failure in the other two, 

particularly in the long term…without satisfying the social imperative, our societies will 

collapse into chaos”.  The social component is vital to bring equity, peace and cultural 

diversity into the discussion of true sustainability.  To this list I, and others, include 

cultural expression, storytelling, equity, and peacebuilding to the interpretation of the 

social within sustainability (Branagan, 2006; Clover and Shaw, forthcoming 2009; 

Clover and Hall, forthcoming 2009).  

 We need visions of sustainable development, and sustainable communities, across 

all three imperatives (environmental, social and economic) that provide inspiration for 

action.  Stories, in various forms including text, photography, voice and film are useful 

segues into discussion of our desires for the future.  Leoni Sandercock (2003) argues that 

stories and storytellers, including in film, have a profound place in the work toward 

creating sustainable cities.  Storytelling and explorations of stories are necessary in all 

aspects of creating sustainable communities – urban or rural.  “We have to make space 

for stories that draw attention to the region’s ecological footprint… and to developing a 

shared sense of moral purpose” (Throgonmorton, 2003:61).  In addition, special effort 

also needs to be made to involve women and girls creating visions of sustainability 

because the professional worlds that affect sustainability (planning, architecture, politics, 

science, engineering, development business) remain male dominated1, especially at senior 

levels.  A diversity of people involved in creating visions will have a better likelihood of 

addressing all aspects of sustainability.    

                                                
1 For example in Canada, the most recent federal election resulted in only 19% female 

Ministers of Parliament (the 2007/08 Cabinet has 7% women), in British Columbia 40-
50% of the architecture students are female but less than 10% go on to register as 
Architects (AIBC, 2005). The Royal Architectural Institute of Canada (Matsuzaki, 2003) 
has acknowledged the problem of the lack of women in the profession within Canada and 
has prepared a number of excellent recommendations to improve the situation, including 
on-site daycare, mentoring, celebration of women’s contribution to architecture and 
flexible work arrangements.   
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 In this research I use the term “sustainability” more than sustainable development, 

although from a theoretical and policy perspective I believe the terms function 

interchangeably, recognising that development is a qualitative term and does not assume 

growth.  For example, the sustainable development of a city can involve increased 

affordable housing for families, increased opportunities for making art/music, community 

daycares and kitchens, and increased greenspace for people and biodiversity by making 

changes to, and restoring, what is in place now – not expanding the physical footprint of 

buildings/pavement or the overall industrial output.   

 

Introduction to Dystopia/Critical dystopia/ Utopia 
 
An exploration of dystopia and utopia is provided here because images of the future are 

often described in these terms, and they are worthy of clarification.  Utopia and variations 

on dystopia are used by scholars across various disciplines to discuss images of the future 

(literature, films, images, governmental policy).  Their use, therefore, enables border-

crossing explorations and discussions across mediums.  In this study I use these terms to 

differentiate distinctions between films that are purely dystopic and those, as discussed 

below, that have a purposeful, critical, aspect to them. Definitions within the spectrum of 

utopia-dystopia, as with so many inquiries, gain complexity and numbers as the inquiry 

deepens and perspectives become more varied. For example, regarding utopia, Levitas 

(2003:3) argues, “There can be few words in lay or academic discourse which are used so 

variously”.  For the purposes of this research I use the terms dystopia, critical dystopia 

and utopia.  

Dystopias and Critical Dystopias 
 
The terms dystopias and critical dystopias are used in this study to distinguish between 

images of the future in films that confront hegemony and those that embrace it.  

According to Tom Moylan (2000:196) dystopias2 are non-critical and “may appear to 

                                                
2 My use of Moylan’s dystopia definition somewhat conflates his use of classical dystopia 

with anti-utopian dystopia (more despairing) but I feel this is justifiable as filmic 
depictions of the future are limited to repeated elements and approaches as compared to 
the larger variation and sheer number of science fiction books.  
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challenge the current social situation but in fact end up reproducing it by ideologically 

inoculating viewers and readers against any form of anger or action”.  Whereas the 

critical dystopia will stand up to hegemony “they [the book or film] burrow within the 

dystopian tradition in order to bring utopian and dystopian tendencies to bear on their 

exposés of the present moment and their explorations of new forms of oppositional 

agency” (Moylan 2000:198). 

 Many scholars suggest that dystopias, whether critical dystopias or not, bring a 

redemptive or positive aspect to the work.  LeFanu (1989) and Stillman (2003) argue that 

dystopic images function as critical statements on our present path; the negative images 

form a warning that we need to make changes to avoid the dystopian futures they 

describe.  Dystopic images may also be fuelling the apocalyptic vision that in destroying 

the Earth we have an opportunity to begin again (Rabkin, et al. ,1983).  Miller (1998:352) 

argues that dystopias are a “kind of utopian pessimism” that have the ability to force 

readers to move past our present denial – “to see what we refuse to see in the real world”.  

These are compelling arguments, but as Carpenter (2002) suggests, the unrelenting 

negativity of dystopic visions in science, as with those in film, may work against efforts 

to make positive change in the world by offering no alternative way forward. 

According to Tom Moylan (2000: xii) there are examples of dystopias that exist 

to challenge contemporary hegemony in both literature and film about the future, and that 

“dystopia’s foremost truth lies in its ability to reflect upon the causes of social and 

ecological evil as systemic”.  Janet Staiger characterizes the city-scapes seen in many 

films about the future as dystopic, and argues that the “dystopian fictions [books] criticize 

specific utopias and function as warning messages about the present day: this is 

tomorrow – if we don’t watch out” (1999: 112, my emphasis).  Whereas dystopic film 

images are “random grievances” of present-day life and that they lack a “central plan for 

reform” (Staiger, 1999: 120).  I agree with Staiger that many of the films about the future 

have dystopic elements, and that in most cases they are random grievances.  For example, 

although there may be a small note of critical thinking about a particular technology in a 

film such as the surveillance technology in Minority Report, for the most part, 

contemporary films about the future are uncritical at the societal level.  Therefore, itis 

important to maintain Moylan’s distinction between dystopias and critical dystopias, in 
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discussions about film, to establish where there is broad critical intention, or not.   

Nevertheless, it may be more useful to permit ourselves to apply the distinction on a 

spectrum to reflect the nuance in a particular film.   So instead of assigning a film as a 

dystopia or critical dystopia there could be elements of both.  This discussion of the films 

about the future as dystopias is further developed in Chapter Five.  

Utopias 
 
In this research, I use the concept of utopia in its interpretation as guiding images, 

blueprints of good, but not perfect, societies that include prescriptions for the near future 

(Levitas, 2003). Ruth Levitas (2007:300) argues that utopias are necessary in the 21st 

century and visioning utopia can be used as method to access holistic and long-term 

thinking.  Utopias are also important as political thought experiments that are uniquely 

useful in making change happen by providing hope (Neville-Sington and Sington, 1993).  

As a political act it is important to identify whose utopia is being presented and how does 

is represent positive change for the community, not just a privileged few.  According to 

Levitas and Sargisson (2003: 26) 

The struggle for the future is always the struggle between competing 
utopias.  The problem at the moment is the competition seems stacked in 
favor of global capital, which becomes less tolerant under duress, and 
makes it even harder to articulate positive alternatives without being 
labelled a lunatic or a terrorist.  
 

Nevertheless, it is important that we move past the worry of looking like a lunatic, and 

ignore fashionable cynicism, and envision our own utopias as guides to how we create 

our communities.  Otherwise the dominant imagery will prevail, and as Bruce Franklin 

(1985) cautions, the US may succeed in forcing us into the future as imagined by 

Hollywood.  It is important that we engage thoughtfully with the utopias around us 

because “the things we dream of tend consciously or unconsciously to work themselves 

out in the pattern of our daily lives” (Mumford, 1959:25).  For example, if we are 

consistently exposed to a developer’s utopia of condominiums along a golf course or 

water’s edge then we may begin to accept that notion of our future community, either 

consciously or unconsciously, and may not challenge plans to build more and more, 

regardless of the ecological impact or relevance to what we really desire for our 
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community or our selves.  Therefore, we must actively resist such visions, and insist on 

creating our own ecologically sound and socially just utopias.  Once we see the value in 

our own diverse utopias we can understand the power in utopias.  

As soon as we abandon the conventional concepts of a utopia, we find that 
the utopian is not dead at all, but very much alive in people’s longing for a 
more just and humane world, their belief that such change is possible, and 
their willingness to act on the basis of that belief  (Bammer, 1991: 3) 
 

 Creating a plurality of utopias that includes a desire for more just communities 

will address Lucy Sargisson’s (1996) suggestion that a re-defining of utopia is needed to 

reflect feminist goals of diversity. But all too many utopias, historically and today, do not 

challenge where power lies, and therefore are not useful as guiding posts towards 

feminist diversity.  Many of the utopias that have been celebrated over time were written 

by men resulting in a lack of challenges to patriarchal structures, and lack of women’s 

ideas about ecological and societal futures.  Marius de Geus (1999), for example, wrote a 

book called Ecological Utopias that includes segments of utopian writings through time 

from Plato to Thomas Moore to Aldous Huxley to Murray Bookchin without including 

one woman’s writing.  Nevertheless, most feminist writing has an element of the utopian 

in it through the working toward a world or community that is better for women and girls 

(and perhaps other dominated groups), and many women have explicitly written about 

utopia and ecological thinking in fiction and non-fiction works.  The utopias of women 

and “other disadvantaged social groups are usually interested in disturbing the status quo” 

by creating alternatives to the hegemonic, hierarchal present  “as an expression of the 

hope that the future can, indeed, be different” (Milojevic, 2002:50).  

 There is a nearly century long, if sporadic, history of feminist utopian writing that 

includes common themes of a concern for ecology and the natural world, and preferences 

for rural settings, or calm, non-industrialized cities (Russ, 1981).  Early in the 20th 

century, Charlotte Perkins Gilman wrote her utopian fiction books Moving the Mountain 

(1911) and Herland (1915) which have a strong intention towards peaceful, beautiful 

communities in closer connection with nature (with the exception of her Victoria-era 

suggestion to rid areas of large predator animals).  Perkins Gilman was also prolific in 

non-fiction works of utopian and visionary thinking including discussions of landscape, 

community planning and responsible resource use in: The Man Made World or our 
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Androcentric Culture (1911), Women and Economics (1899) and “Making Towns Fit to 

Live In” in Century Magazine (1921). In more recent fiction writing, utopian images of 

humans living in harmony with nature, or gentle communities, are found in: Joanna 

Russ’s The Female Man (1975), Sally Miller Gearhart’s The Wanderground (1978), 

Marge Piercy’s Women on the Edge of Time (1976), Sheri S. Tepper’s The Gate to 

Women’s Country (1988), Ursula Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) and 

Starhawk’s Fifth Sacred Thing (1993). Mary Daly wrote Quintessence… Realizing the 

Archaic Future (1998) and Amazon Grace (2006), which include both fictional and non-

fictional accounts of utopian thinking.  In addition, there is a spectrum of contemporary 

ecological utopian non-fictional writing by women including: Hazel Henderson, Building 

a Win-Win World : life beyond global economic warfare (1996) and Paradigms in 

Progress (1991); Riane Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade (1987) and The Real Wealth of 

Nation (2007); Elisabet Sahtouris, EarthDance: living systems in evolution (2000); 

Carolyn Merchant, Reinventing Eden (2003); Pamela McCorduck and Nancy Ramsey, 

The Futures of Women: scenarios for the 21st century, (1996).  All too often, writers and 

scholars, such as Marius de Gues (1999), choose not to look at women’s writing so the 

women’s words, their voices, and ideas are lost to history and collective knowledge 

(Spender, 1985).   However, these women’s utopias exist and can be used to inspire 

diverse, desirable futures. As Piercy argues (2003), it is in the imagining that the utopian 

act begins.  

 

[En]Vision[ing]: definitions and applications in sustainability 
 
 Similar to utopia, vision is variously defined. One definition of vision generally 

agreed upon is “the ability to see”.  But in moving to the application of vision within an 

exploration of images of the future even dictionary definitions are not simple and reveal 

cultural complexities (or inferiority complexes).  For example, the Canadian Oxford 

definition of vision to do with forward thinking is limited to “imaginative insight, ability 

to plan or form policy in a far-sighted way, e.g. in politics”, whereas the New Oxford 

American and the Oxford Dictionary of English (my emphasis) include “the ability to 

think about or plan the future with imagination or wisdom: a mental image of what the 
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future will or could be like”.  Canadian Oxford authors seem to see Canada’s vision work 

limited to planning or forming policy, while the American and the English Oxford see 

vision of the future in a broader way that includes imagination and wisdom.  This 

dictionary exercise was prescient to my investigation on the dominant images of the 

future from Hollywood.  Canada has yet to produce a film about the future, 

notwithstanding Don McKellar’s Last Night, which takes place in a near future of present 

day Toronto, therefore, like much of the world our film images of the future come 

predominantly from the United States.  There is a creative, cultural, imaginative gap to 

fill.  Canadian visioning needs to move beyond policy and into cultural projects so that 

Canadians, in our full diversity, can see themselves as having a place in the future. Our 

lack of visionary thinking ripples through official environmental policy as well as 

worldviews.  “Canada has no inspiring vision, no comprehensive set of goals, no 

measurable targets, no timeline, and no coherent plan for actually achieving a sustainable 

future” (Boyd, 2003:297).  Where there is a vacuum of vision, the less-than-visionary 

status quo rushes in to fill the space, and positive change is diluted. 

 There also appears to be a pattern within the dictionary definitions of seeing the 

work of vision and visioning as a male role.  The New Zealand Oxford and Oxford 

American Dictionary of Current English use definitions of “imaginative insight, 

statesmanlike foresight”.  The Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary describes 

vision as “the ability to imagine how a country, society, industry, etc. could develop in 

the future and to plan in a suitable way: He didn't have the mental agility or vision 

required for a senior politician; an idea or mental image of something: We see in his 

novels his sinister, almost apocalyptic, vision of the future”. And the Merriam-Webster 

Online Dictionary includes a reference to “unusual discernment or foresight <a man of 

vision>”.   The only reference to women I found was under “envision” in the Oxford 

Dictionary of English and the Concise Oxford, where: “she envisioned the admiring 

glances of her guests seeing her home”.  These definitions were also prescient to the 

films, because it is rare for a woman to have a senior creative role in a film about the 

future (Lauzen, 2008a).  

 In my research, vision is used in the planning and futures studies sense, as a 

preferred or desired way to see the future.  Visions of the future are different from 



 

 

25 
probabilities (which are based on trends extending from the present) visions are about 

possibilities based on a person’s, community’s or organization’s notions of who or what 

they would like to be in the future.  They are not prophecies, but instead they are based 

on desire (Kolzow, 1999).  What visions of companies, groups, communities, countries, 

the United Nations, often have in common is that they are created by leaders or a small 

group of people.   This is not a necessarily a problem if the vision is a shared vision 

where others can see their own role and a connection to their personal vision.  “A shared 

vision is not merely an idea. It is a call for action and a force in people’s lives” (Kolzow, 

1999:6).  

 Ecologist Robert Costanza (2000: 5) suggests that the “the most critical task facing 

humanity today is the creation of a shared vision of a sustainable and desirable society… 

This vision does not exist now, although the seeds are there”.  The task ahead of us is to 

plant these seeds and involve many people in creating diverse visions of their 

communities as part of a shared vision of sustainable and just world.  Donella Meadows 

(1996: 118) argued, “Environmentalists have failed perhaps more that any other set of 

advocates to project vision”, but she also argued that we can learn visioning skills.   

 

Visioning applications: can we learn from business?  
 

In their research into visionary companies Collins and Pollas (1996) describe 

effective visions as including both a statement of core ideology (core values and core 

purpose) and an envisioned future (something that we aspire towards and that will require 

significant change to reach). Collins and Pollas argue that an envisioned future should 

include long-term goals as well a detailed description of what it would be like if the goals 

were achieved.  The authors recognize that “the phrase envisioned future is somewhat 

paradoxical. On the one hand, it conveys concreteness – something visible, vivid, and 

real. On the other hand, it involves a time yet unrealized – with its dreams, hopes, and 

aspirations” (Collins and Porras, 1996: 73 author’s emphasis).  After assessing a number 

of companies, they found that successful companies have bold visions of their future – 

what they call BHAGs (and pronounce Bee-hag) shorthand for Big, Hairy, Audacious 

Goals – that are clear and compelling and intended to inspire people to action. They argue 
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that a BHAG should be an envisioned future that is vibrant, engaging and a specific 

description of what full realization of the vision would look like. Also: 

A vision - level BHAG …requires l0 to 30 years of effort to complete. 
Setting the BHAG that far into the future requires thinking beyond the 
current capabilities of the organization and the current environment. 
Indeed, inventing such a goal forces an executive team to be visionary, 
rather than just strategic or tactical. A BHAG should not be a sure bet - it 
will have perhaps only a 50% to 70% probability of success - but the 
organization must believe that it can reach the goal anyway. A BHAG 
should require extraordinary effort and perhaps a little luck (Collins and 
Porras, 1996: 73, my emphasis). 

 

The Bee-hag pronunciation by the two male authors from the world of patriarchal 

corporate business is delightfully and oddly congruent with Mary Daly’s (Daly and 

Caputi, 1987) use of “be” as a “prefix signifying ontological depth” (p.63) as a 

“philosophical quest for Be-ing: philosophy rooted in the intuition that Powers of Be-ing 

are constantly Unfolding, creating, communicating; philosophy grounded in the 

experience of active potency to move beyond the foreground of fixed questions answers 

and enter the Radiant Realms of Metabeing” (p. 86), and where “Be-ing the Verb, is 

understood in multiple and diverse manifestations. E.g., Knowing, Creating, Loving, 

Unfolding” (p. 88).  And where ‘hags” are a “Witch, Fury, Harpy who haunts the 

Hedges/Boundaries of patriarchy, frightening fools and summoning Weird Wander 

Women into the Wild” (p. 137).  Therefore, one could think of BHAGS as a way to move 

beyond the grey foreground of western society to bring multiple and diverse voices to the 

ecological background of images of lush, peaceful and sustainable futures.  

Daly’s argument for active potency is not dissimilar to other aspects of Collins 

and Porras’ research where they found that often the visionary goals were reached 

through organic processes of trying something to see if it worked. Such creative risk 

taking is generally not encouraged within those agencies and institutions that are directly 

involved in sustainable development and social justice work.  Nevertheless, Collins and 

Porras (1996: 74) argue, that “passion, emotion, and conviction are essential parts of the 

vivid description”.  We seem to accept (and expect) passion and emotion in a CEO’s 

visioning work and leadership, but it is less common for a scholar or practitioner working 

on sustainability to evoke these emotions.  On a number of occasions during my career as 
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a strategic and environmental planner I have had my visions for ecological change 

belittled and referred to as being naïve, idealistic or unrealistic and was been told to tone 

down my passion for protecting watersheds and shared decision-making.  More 

commonly we expect scientists and environmental management professionals to be 

reasoned and “realistic” and without expressed passion for their work, without getting 

into the messiness of leadership and vision making.  As Stephen Bocking (2009: 17) 

argues, “while science can inform, it cannot lead”.  This lack of passion and 

unwillingness to be leaders, I suggest, contributes to the seemingly endless environmental 

related goals that are less than inspiring and could be attained with today’s technology 

and management practices/policies, and average effort; therefore, using Collins and 

Porras’ (1996) definition, they are not visionary.  

Passion for the Earth, nonhuman beings and non-monetary activities is often 

ridiculed and dismissed.  Conviction to an ecological cause is permitted so long as it 

remains restrained, “rational”, and doesn’t get in the way of those with moneymaking 

projects that fit tidily into late capitalism.  Greenwashing (exaggerating the 

environmental benefits of a project, product or policy) is encouraged by media, 

governments, corporations and even sometimes by environmental groups because it 

makes people feel good without having to the harder work of social change that long-

term sustainability requires.  Also, many “environmental” efforts emphasise individuals 

making change on their own, what Maniates (2002) refers to the “individualization of 

responsibility”, resulting in a loss of collective action towards transformation in relations 

and distributions of power.  

An example of how vision can directly affect ecological health can be found in a 

Canadian policy change regarding toxic substances.  For a brief time, Canada had an 

official government vision of the elimination of persistent toxic substances to aquatic 

ecosystems, including marine ecosystems, with a goal of “Zero Discharge of Persistent 

Toxic Substances” (Inland Waters Directorate (IWD), 1990).  I was part of the 

Environment Canada team that was successful in getting buy-in from senior management 

to support zero discharge and put this vision into our agency’s strategic plan. We 

envisioned this goal being supported by “the coordination of policy with state-of-the-art 

hydrological, scientific and technical knowledge… and research” (IWD, 1990: 3).  We 
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knew the technical ability to attain zero discharge of persistent toxic substances was not 

yet in place, but we envisioned Canadian research and development teams leading the 

world in creating the non-polluting technologies that would be required to reach this 

vision.  It was a BHAG. It didn’t have a guarantee of success; it required more than 

present capabilities; it would have required extraordinary effort; it was visionary.  But 

shortly after this strategic plan was published, efforts began on Canada’s Green Plan 

(Environment Canada, 1992).  The Green Plan discussion of persistent toxic substances 

was given over to the Environmental Protection group, who did not have an ecosystem 

focus, who were less passionate about ecological health because they looked more 

directly at the chemical nature of the discharges, an end-of-pipe focus, and they had 

working level ties to industry.  As a result in the Green Plan the vision was compromised 

to a goal of “Virtual elimination of persistent toxic substances”.  This was a reduction of 

a vision to a mere policy within present day approaches.  Once the commitment to zero 

discharge was replaced, when elimination became virtual elimination, the government, 

industry, and academic institutions became distracted by, and focused on, just how much 

virtual meant.  How much toxic discharge could they get away with – not how to do 

away with toxic discharges.  As a result little new knowledge or innovative technology 

and processes have resulted from this approach, whereas the brave, visionary stance of 

zero discharge would have forced the creation of new, non-polluting methods of 

production.  And now, instead of being a leader, Canada lags far behind most western 

countries, including United States, in regulating contaminants that are harmful to human 

and ecological health (Boyd, 2003).  The Green Plan, as Robert Gale (1997: 115) argues, 

was a “rather unchallenging plan” in the end.  

Is there a dark side to visioning? 
 
 As discussed above, the need for positive visions of the future appears clear, but 

many feel that there is also a dark side to visioning and utopian thought.  This includes 

concerns about totalitarianism, distrust of visionaries, cynicism about vision, fear of 

failure, visioning being unrealistic and naïve, or being monopolized by a small group or 

the lack of meaningful effects on decision making. 

 There is a worry that the “wrong” utopia may be adopted where people become 
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oppressed or exploited by those in power (Levitas and Sargisson, 2003).  Some utopian 

scholars are concerned that utopia can be a static form of perfection that can only be 

created by control of human action and creativity3.  Frederic Rouvillois (2000:316) 

argues, using many references to Hitler, that utopias are “the premonition of 

totalitarianism and totalitarianism is the tragic execution of the utopian dream”.  And 

others argue that vision and utopian ideas are associated with excessive control 

(Goodman, 2002) or totalitarianism such as Eastern European collectivist rule (Kozinksi, 

1991).  According to Ruth Levitas (2006: 31), however;  

The political case against utopia is not new. It argues where there vision, 
the people perish. It imputes to utopia both a claim to perfection, which is 
then dismissed as impossible, and the imposition of uniformity on utopia’s 
inhabitants, rejected as immoral.  It argues that utopia can only be 
maintained by political repression. Utopia is totalitarianism.  
 

Levitas  (2006) goes on to suggest that such while arguments are familiar, and that not all 

utopians claim perfection, but rather just something better than the present and that the 

problem with totalitarianism is not utopia but totalitarianism.  Levitas and Sargisson 

(2003:26) argue, that the “elision of Utopia and totalitarianism is an anti-utopian fallacy 

that closes off all futures, paralyzes us imaginatively and politically, and says it will 

never be better than this”. Donella Meadows (1999:110) acknowledges that speaking of 

vision pushes a warning button for many people and “we tend to distrust visionaries, 

because we have had such bad experiences with irresponsible ones”.  For example, 

“Hitler was indeed a visionary, but his vision was not shared by the Jews or the 

Gypsies or most of the peoples of Europe.  It was an immoral, insane vision” (Meadows, 

1994:5).  

 Resistance to visioning work also results from the apathy that many Canadians, 

and indeed many people around the world, feel because we believe that things are only 

going to get worse in the future so we must cling on the present.  Therefore, we see 

visioning a futile exercise.   Also, many of us feel a sense of a hopelessness, of 

                                                
3 For more discussion on utopias, predominantly in literature and non-fiction books see: 

The Concept of Utopia (Levitas, 1990); The Faber Book of Utopias (Carey, 1999); 
Journey Through Utopia (Berneri and Woodcock, 1969); Ecological Utopias  (de Gues, 
1999); Partial Visions: Feminism and Utopianism in the 1970’s (Bammer, 1991). 
Utopian and Science Fiction by Women: Worlds of Difference (Donawerth and 
Kolmerten, 1994). 
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disempowerment, because the ecological and social problems seem too big for individual 

citizens to make a difference, and we see little inspiring work from our government 

leaders, which can translate into inaction and, for some, cynicism and hedonism as 

diversion.  “We simply give up on the idea of making a better one [future]. That is why 

our visions of the future have fallen into such stylish emptiness. We don’t believe we can 

do much about the shape the future will take, so we make a complex, slick joke of our 

own thwarted desires for a better world” (Kingwell, 2000:221).  But that stylish 

emptiness, the slick jokes, the cynicism, are holding us back from being visionary about 

our communities in a BHAG way.  We cannot be audacious, and take risks about what 

we desire for our communities, if we are suppressed by hopelessness and cynicism.  In 

addition, Donella Meadows (1999: 110) argues that resistance to visionary thinking also 

comes from a fear of failure. 

Another reason we are uncomfortable in the realm of vision is that, if it’s a 
vision that truly moves us, one we deeply share, we’re afraid of 
disappointment.  The visionary automatically puts him or herself on the 
line; commits to something that hasn’t happened yet; takes a visible stand.  
That kind of action brings up fear.  What if it doesn’t come off? Then not 
only will that vision look foolish, ALL visions will look foolish. 
      It’s much safer to mire ourselves in cynicism. We’ll never look 
foolish.  

 

Having said this, countering this fear of disappointment and tendency towards emptiness 

there are also many people worldwide who are creating change in many large and small 

ways (Hawken, 2007).  It is important we challenge the dominant despairing ideas about 

our futures in these “anti-utopia times” (Levitas , 2006), and that we actively work 

towards a reclaiming of our ability to envision alternative and positive futures.  

 Another problem with the word utopia is that it has been tarnished with a pejorative 

brush and seen by some as unrealistic, imaginary, or misleading even amongst a large 

number of scholars (Polak, 1961). This is convenient for the controlling dominant groups 

who have the power to define the continuation of the present as valid, rational, and 

realistic, and to label any narratives that favour improvements for disadvantaged groups 

as “utopian, and by definition, unrealistic, naïve and impossible” (Milojevic, 2002:51).  

This issue of who has the power to define the “validity” of utopian images is re-visited 

many times during this research. 
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 Who gets to create visions is a concern when it is monopolized by a small group 

(filmmakers, business, government staff or political leaders) or an individual without 

recognition of human and ecological diversity, or without involving many people or 

communities in creating the visions.  Attempting an understanding of whose visions of 

the future are privileged, over others, and how we can create more diverse futures, is part 

of the aim of this study.  I consider it a problem that only a small number of people are 

creating the dominant visions of the future because of the lack of plurality that goes into 

identifying both the problems we are facing as well as the solutions.  

 The visioning process is also a concern if it does not have an effect on actual 

decision-making. In such a case the process is deeply flawed, but it can be changed.  In a 

study of local planning visioning processes, success was noted where there was a broad 

range of citizen involvement that gave space for cultural diversity (Woods, 1995 in 

Shipley, 2002), and where there was a citizen-based ownership of the environmental 

aspects of vision statements the citizens were vigilant in challenging the politicians who 

did not recognize their vision in the political decision-making (Shipley, 2002).  Aiming to 

understand this disconnect between the act of visioning and the action taken, is part of the 

driving inspiration to conduct this study.  Could it be because the planners, engineers, 

business people, scientists, politicians who affect decisions, and make decisions, 

regarding sustainability, cannot accept visions of communities because they do not fit 

within existing institutional structures and systems?  It becomes easy to ignore or dismiss 

the visions as “unrealistic”, and they see no need to change the structures they operate 

within to accommodate such “idealistic” notions.  Those who ignore the visions of the 

community are careerists who are unable to take a critical view of the dominant system, 

and their role within in it, because the system gives them a sense of belonging, an identity 

and validation (Gottlieb, 2003).  Myers and Kitsuse (2000:222) acknowledge that the 

planning profession, both practitioner and academic, is  now producing simple, hollow 

futures where “inattention to the visionary component of planning has undermined the 

soul of the profession” resulting in a loss of the profession’s utopian tradition.  

Perhaps the way visioning happens within our communities requires change and 

that visioning be done with more critical eyes – ones that are more willing to see what is 

not working in the present system.  When used within a critical review of the cultural 
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context “visioning becomes a precursor to social and cultural innovation” where the 

critical analysis challenges the dominant worldview (Slaughter, 1994:52).   Perhaps it 

won’t come initially from within the official stances of local government or the United 

Nations, but if communities are inspired by visions of sustainable futures they can work 

with those on the inside of institutions to make change happen.  There are, however, 

indications that change is beginning and that vision based processes are possible.  Ray 

Tomalty (2009:12) acknowledges that the visionary aspect of urban planning has been 

lost to bureaucratic processing of rules and standards, but introduces a new movement 

called sustainable-community planning (SCP) “that is reviving the visionary role of urban 

planning…. [that] asks a simple question: What kind of a community to we want to see 

and how should we realize it”.  Tomalty (2009:16) offers that the SCP movement is in an 

early stage and its future is unclear, but argues that SCP is a way for “us to fulfill our 

collective responsibility wisely”.  On a broader, often regional scale, strategic 

environmental assessment (SEA) is being used, predominantly to date in Europe, to 

ensure that environmental and sustainability considerations are part of strategic planning 

and policy decisions.  Many SEA processes include community based visioning and 

preferred futures methods in its goal setting and problem identification (backcasting) 

stages (Fischer, 2007).  

Recognizing the need to have ecologically sound and socially just visions of the 

future is one thing, but accomplishing the visioning work, especially within the complex 

atmosphere of decision-making institutions that affect sustainability is not easy.  

Visioning requires us to take leaps of faith that are not the common within public 

processes, or within professional practices of those that affect sustainability. “In it 

simplest, intellectual form, a shared vision asks What do we want to create?… Alas, few 

people know what a vision, goal or objective is; how to create them; or how to use them 

as guidelines for sustainable development” (Maser, 1999:86, my emphasis).  As 

witnessed, however, with the new planning tools of SEA and SCP, change is happening 

and there are the beginnings of momentum towards a recognition that positive visions of 

the future are important to sustainability, and to the decision-making that affects 

sustainability.  
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Why we need visions of the future to reach ecologically sound and socially 
just communities  
 

Strong messages of ecological harm or social injustice have an important purpose 

in providing hard messages to wake us up, to move us from apathy to action.  Indeed 

many important documentary films (An Inconvenient Truth, 2006) and scholarly works 

have been directly responsible in making change by bringing awareness to ecological or 

social harm.  Nor do I deny the power of a good cautionary tale, especially to spark 

political action.  But as Stephen R. Carpenter argues below, could the relentless nature of 

so much of the ecological information we are creating and communicating be working 

against making change happen?  

In the realm of human action where prophecies can become self-fulfilling, 
should ecologists foster pessimism or optimism? Warnings have value, but 
unrelenting negativity has an effect on listeners that may be different from 
our intent. Constructive solutions that evoke optimism may come closer to 
our goals (Carpenter, 2002: 2078). 
 

Perhaps now is the time for constructive solutions, solutions that will result in deep, long 

lasting change. Solutions that are inspired by vision and desired futures.  

Systems scientists, Meadows, Meadows and Randers (1992: 224, author’s 

emphasis) argue, that “action without vision does not know where to go or why to go 

there. Vision is absolutely necessary to guide and motivate action.  More than that, vision 

when widely shared and firmly kept in sight, brings into being new systems”.  Contrary to 

what many would like us to believe (such as www.worldchanging.com) we are not going 

to reach sustainability with high-tech, high-design gizmos, green buildings, and energy 

efficient light-bulbs within today’s systems of practice and decision making.  These 

commodities may be important contributions to reducing human impacts on the 

environment, but they are insufficient to make change at the level required to create 

sustainable and just communities.  These commodity-based solutions are focused on such 

things as people buying an expensive industrial product or condominium, which are 

merely a continuation of late capitalism, and ones that many people cannot afford to 

participate in.  Also commodities often are fraught with issues of social inequity within 

the industrial production as well as ecological issues of what to do with the commodity 

once it no longer functions.  Most importantly, these solutions do not challenge what 
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Joanna Macy (2007) calls the “industrial growth society”.  To truly create sustainable 

communities will require that we understand the institutional, political and economic 

structures that are causing so much harm to and insist that they reform.   

To free ourselves and our planet from the industrial growth society, we 
must understand its dynamics. What are the political and economic 
structures that lead us to use our Earth as a supply house and sewer? What 
are the tacit agreements creating obscene wealth for a few while the 
majority of humanity sinks into poverty and want?...Clarity as to how the 
old system works helps us see how it can be replaced (Macy, 2007: 144).  

 

Hollywood, for example, has a structural system that results in great disparity in wealth 

between those very few at the top and the many who work as crew or non-star actors, or 

on non-American films.  This dissertation will explore opportunities to reform 

filmmaking structures in ways that will enable a film production set to be a sustainable 

community, and filmmaking to be a sustainable process, as well as for filmmaking to 

contribute to societal structural change by providing visions sustainable futures.  

As is discussed further in Chapters Two and Seven, Albert Borgmann (1984) 

suggests that we can reform our present systems, which thoughtlessly assumes 

commodities and technological fixes are the solutions to our sense of well-being, to one 

where we consciously use and create technology that works to support things that matter 

to us (including nature).  Part of making change will include people being able to see that 

alternative futures exist, and that it is possible for them to participate in creating diverse 

visions of the future, beyond simple projections of the present.  As Riane Eisler (2007) 

argues “to change, people have to become conscious that there are alternatives”.  Another 

part of reform will require a shift in how and why we do things, how and why we make 

decisions, and what we value as individuals and institutions, which will come out of our 

visions of what we desire our future communities to look like and how they will function.   

The world is not the way it must be… It can be changed for the better, and 
this can happen best through the direct participation of citizens 
collaborating to envision better ways, and mobilizing to bring their 
propositions forward, in the diverse theatre we know as civil society 
(Murphy, 2004: 14). 
 

Creating new visions can help us become clear in what we desire for our futures, and 

future generations, as well as guiding actions for making change in the present. 
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Meadows, Meadows and Randers (1992: 225) argue that visioning is one of the ways we 

can begin the journey towards the sustainability revolution; they admit that words like 

“visioning” do not come easily from them as scientists, and yet they bravely step forward 

and declare that: “A sustainable world can never come into being if it cannot be 

envisioned”.     

The Dahlem Workshops are topic driven interdisciplinary workshops, supported 

by the German Research Foundation, which traditionally focused on Earth and Life 

sciences, but recently have been expanded to include cultural studies (Freir Universität, 

2008). One of the two 2005 workshops, led by ecologist Robert Costanza, called 

“Integrated History and Future of People on Earth (IHOPE)” was created to look at past 

ecological patterns and human responses to them with the intention that we can learn 

from the past. “IHOPE takes a much more ‘hopeful’ and positive attitude. If we really 

understand the past, we can create a better more sustainable and desirable future” 

(Costanza, Graumlich and Steffen, 2007: 17).  We can only hope that they include an 

analysis of women’s history and colonialism to gain a full view of the past.  Nevertheless 

the IHOPE project is an important acknowledgement that we do not have to accept plans 

for the future based on historical trends but rather can learn from the past to create 

positive, desirable futures to work towards.  It is important that a group of scientists are 

saying we need positive visions of the future, not just because of the status of science in 

our society, although that is helpful, but rather because they are bravely showing us that 

esteemed scientists are willing to not have all the answers, to work outside their expertise 

and border cross into history, and to not merely predict an outcome based on data, but to 

dream, to desire, to want change.   

Many people are uncomfortable with visioning work, and it can be especially 

challenging for scientists and academics to make the leaps of faith that are necessary to 

be visionary. As Chris Maser (1999: 83) suggests: “defining a vision and committing it to 

paper goes against our training [as environmental scientists] because it must be stated as a 

positive in the positive, something we are not used to doing”.  Also, according to Donella 

Meadows visioning does not come from rational thinking: 

Envisioning does not seem to come from the part of me that does rational 
analysis. It comes from whatever part of me informs my values, my 
conscience, my sense of morality. Call it heart, call it soul, call it 
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conscience, whatever is the source of vision it is not the rational mind…I 
have to work actively on what I want, not what I expect  (Meadows, 1996: 
122). 
 
They [visions] come from commitment, responsibility, confidence, values, 
longing, love, treasured dreams, our innate sense of what is right and good 
(Meadows, 1999: 110).   
 

This expectation for us to not use the rational part of our thinking in the beginning stage, 

the spark of visioning, is challenging for those of us with a formal education and/or 

experience in environmental science, policy, or law because we are aware of the complex 

and urgent nature of ecological problems.   And to work from places of love and 

treasured dreams is almost impossible within institutions that priorise rational thinking.  

Donella Meadows does recognise, however, that rational thinking is useful in refining the 

vision, once it is created by the non-rational place, and in defining implementation steps. 

Vision is not rational, but a rational mind can and must inform vision…I 
can envision the end of hunger, but careful modeling tells me that it cannot 
be accomplished overnight; it will take decades.  I will use every rational 
tool at my disposal not the weaken the basic values behind by vision, but 
to shape it into one that acknowledges, but does not get crushed by, the 
physical constraints of the world” (Meadows, 1996: 122). 
 

My experience with facilitating visioning work is similar to Donella Meadow’s.  When 

people are encouraged to not be restricted by rational constraints such as money, political 

and institutional realities and time, but to be guided by their care for their community and 

love of nature that they can do brilliant visionary work.  For example, I worked with the 

human community of the Prospect Lake / Tod Creek watershed on an action plan, and 

once they gave permission to themselves not to be restrained by present day institutional 

challenges, and work from a place of love for their community, they created a brilliant 

vision for the year 2020, where: 

The watershed remains a rural area with the accompanying peace and 
quiet.  The forests are healthy and maturing… Tod Creek is restored to its 
natural form and supports indigenous fish population…Many changes 
have occurred in the past 25 years to make the area a healthier watershed 
and more sustainable community with a high quality of life…and the Loon 
has returned (District of Saanich, 1999).  
 
I have also observed that many scientists and ecologists working for government, 
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universities, and the private sector stake the non-political space for themselves claiming 

to do otherwise would compromise their objectivity.  Stephen Bocking (2009: 17) argues 

that “a science that proclaims objective purity risks irrelevance, but a science too closely 

integrated with power courts its own corruption” and that scientists should not be leaders 

because environmental problems are political.   In addition, as David Waltner-Toews, an 

expert in animal and human health science (2005) argues, “the visioning process is not 

considered research in the academy but rather… politics, and the expectation that 

environmental scientists get involved in things that are political makes some scholars and 

practitioners uneasy”. Therefore, it is a brave, and principled, stance for scholars and 

ecologists Stephen R. Carpenter and Carl Folke to argue so eloquently in support of 

scientists actively participating in creating positive visions of the future.  

Scenarios with positive visions are quite different from projections of 
environmental disaster. Doom-and-gloom predictions are sometimes 
needed, and they might sell newspapers, but they do little to inspire people 
or to evoke proactive forward-looking steps toward a better world. 
Transformation requires evocative vision of where we can go. In fact, we 
need multiple visions of better worlds to compare and evaluate the diverse 
alternatives available to us… Although we cannot predict the future, we 
have much to decide. Better decisions start from better visions, and such 
visions need ecological perspectives (Carpenter and Folke, 2006:6, my 
emphasis). 
 

It is also courageous of David Waltner-Toews (2005) to argue that we need to re-think 

our own stories towards more positive futures.  And it is courageous of ethnoecologist 

Nancy Turner (2005:239) who urges us to question conventional notions of progress and 

argues that: 

An alternative concept of progress honours and embraces the Earth’s 
Blanket, finds exhilaration in the trees, flowers and grasses, celebrates the 
seasonal cycles, accepts the responsibility for tending habitats and shows 
gratitude for the gifts of life, family and community.  This concept is 
grounded in the cultural traditions and wisdom of generations of 
indigenous peoples of British Columbia and elsewhere around the world, 
and it can lead all of us to a more sustainable society and a place for those 
still to come.   
 

It is important that these scientists are willing to be visionary, and their work will be vital 

contributions to creating sustainable futures. 
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As Turner (2005) describes above there are many places to look for alternative 

visions of the future, of sustainable societies, including to indigenous peoples. Such 

diverse sources will demand a collaborative approach to visioning that may be tricky for 

many experts to accept because they/we are accustomed to having the privilege of 

their/our voice being heard above others, and most function within rather top-down 

thinking institutions.  As discussed below, Eleonora Masini (1999) urges us to look 

beyond the usual sources of thinking about the future.  Also, many people, expert or not, 

will resist visioning processes as being trivial or unrealistic.  Others may find it hard to 

remove themselves from the practicalities of the hegemonic present, and some will be 

unable to participate because they truly cannot see any hope for the future  

 Making real change will also involve a shift away from the notion of “experts” 

being sole visionaries to processes where communities of people, across many facets of 

society, are involved in collaboratively creating images of diverse futures.  As research 

by Johan Galtung (2003) demonstrates, “experts” are usually wrong about their ideas or 

predictions for the future, and their association with those in power results in mere 

projections for the future of the same countries or groups being in power as the present.  

This is how power is maintained.  Those who hold and support power structures are able 

to present their idea of what reality is, and what the future is going to be, by repeatedly 

reinforcing the message of their singular idea for the future, until it seems to be the only 

possible vision of the future, and diverse alternatives seem unrealistic and impossible 

(Milojevic, 2005).  For example, the corporate controlled television, print and film media 

consistently represent or explore the future singularly in terms of technology (including 

cars).  They provide columns and programming to people who discuss the latest 

breakthroughs in technology.  This, in turn, is reinforced by the corporate advertisers with 

“futuristic” images in their advertising campaigns.  

 Bringing a diversity of people into a visioning process, especially those outside 

the conventional structure of power, builds on the wisdom of many as well as establishes 

the opportunity to create a collaborative, shared vision.   As evolutionary biologist 

Elisabet Satouris (2000:10) argues, a Gaian Earth notion of evolution is based on “a web 

of cooperative mutual dependency” not dominance over others, nor at the expense of 

others.  The power of cooperation and collaboration is important to the success of many 
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projects.  For example, in an analysis of many complex ecological restoration projects in 

the South, Kay et al. (1999), found that the use of a collaborative process, involving the 

community and the project scientists in the identification of a vision to work towards, was 

the most important factor to ensuring the success of a project – not the ecological or 

cultural data. Therefore, if we are to make a success of creating sustainable and just 

futures we need to involve many people in collaborative visioning processes.  

 Moving into collaborative visioning, and towards sustainable and just 

communities, will also require that we create institutional and family structures that are 

not based on one group having power to dominate others using force, violence or fear, 

but rather on what Riane Eisler calls a partnership system or society.  A partnership 

society “supports relationships based on mutual respect, mutual accountability and 

mutual benefit” in terms of how we relate to ourselves, others and nature that is based in 

caring and egalitarian structures and ethics (Eisler, 2007:95). 

Freire (1994) encourages us to create an education in hope based on critical 

thinking. The time may be right for such an education.  Many people are waking up to the 

realisation that they have impaired abilities to envision the future because of their fear 

and despair over the state of the world and are beginning the hard work to make change 

happen (Macy and Brown, 1998).  I believe that many people want to participate in 

dialogues about their futures, especially within collaborative visioning, but they are 

unsure of how the visioning process works or their place in it.  But like most things, 

envisioning our futures is a craft as well as a discipline – and it can be learned (Ziegler, 

1991).  My research provides pathways for how such change can take place.  

How does visioning happen? 
  

 At their best, futures and visioning processes are able to contribute to making 

change happen. Because in identifying what we want the future to look like we are 

required to look at what is not working in the present with honesty, clarity and humility; 

and move from an understanding of how things are in the present to how it could be 

better in the future. Visions come from place of longing, love, and our innate sense of 

what is right and good (Meadows, 1999).  Visioning is not just wishful thinking – 

although it is wishful in that it is based in our desires for our futures.  Creating visions of 
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the future is creative and risky, requiring insight and foresight as well as a willingness to 

look directly at what is not working.  

Clearly, envisioning the future is no panacea. It is fraught with difficulties 
and problems that can be openly and honestly addressed but perhaps never 
finally resolved.  People who do not want to free themselves for the 
imaging activity, who are afraid of non-judgmental listening because they 
might learn some home truths, who consider themselves superior to their 
fellow participants by virtue of power, status, credentials etc, who shy 
away from hard, inner work of reflection, deep listening, the deep 
questioning that challenges assumptions, or who are in a state of serious 
despair, i.e. without hope – these persons are not disposed to the 
envisioning mode and should probably stay away from it (Ziegler, 
1991:521).  
  

Visioning requires us to take leaps of faith into the unknown where solutions may not be 

known, and yet, still be willing to participate in creating desired or preferred images of 

the future.  

Creating preferred or desired futures is not an easy task, it requires that we move 

“beyond the rational and work at the levels of intuition and emotion” (Masini, 1999: 41).  

As discussed above, Meadows (1996, 1999) agreed with this and suggested that although 

visioning itself is not rational work, that rational thinking informs the vision and is useful 

in developing implementation strategies to support the vision.  Likewise, Elise Boulding 

(1988) suggests that a visioning requires a balance of in the ways of knowing, that 

visioning is unusual in our technological society because it puts the emotional and 

intuitive ahead of the cognitive. 

In this activity the emotional/affective mode becomes primary in enabling 
us to say what kind of world our deepest feelings about humanity lead us 
to want.  The intuitive also takes over, allowing us to fantasize how such a 
world might actually look.  The cognitive/analytical completes the 
imaging act by helping us figure out how such a world could work in 
terms of sustainable institutions (Boulding, 1988: 106).  
 

Visioning, with its connection to the present, reminds us that all is not well, that 

there are many people and ecosystems experiencing pain, but still asks that we envision 

what we truly want and desire to create hopeful visions of the future. “Visioning means 

taking off all the constraints of assumed “feasibility,” of disbelief and past 

disappointments, and letting your mind dwell upon its most noble, uplifting, treasured 
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dreams” (Meadows, Meadows and Randers, 1992: 224).  Donella Meadows (1996, 1999 

and as cited in Costanza, 2000) has developed guiding principles for visions and 

visioning processes for sustainability that include: 

• visions focus on what is really wanted  “no mushy concessions to assumed 

political feasibility, no settling for something less” (1999) 

• visions express widely shared desires and values  

• the process of visioning is important, it has astonishing power to open up 

the mind to possibilities 

• “holding on to vision and being flexible about the path is the only way to 

find the path” (1996), and 

• “vision should be judged by the clarity of its values, not by the clarity of 

its implementation path (1996).  

Positive visions of a sustainable world and communities, which result from the above 

process, will provide hope for change, which in turn, inspires action.  Hope is what 

moves people to take action to create “enough power to change the world around them, 

even if a little” (Zinn, 2004:64).   

Creating visions of the future which are different from the dominant images found 

in contemporary film, and that will be shared by many, also requires that we establish 

many processes to engage with, and listen to, those who are presently on the periphery of 

power to create new stories of alternative and diverse futures.  When beginning the 

visioning process, Eleanora Masini (1999) urges us to search out those who are outside 

the conventional power base of those who affect the future to create alternative images of 

the future, and she suggests that the alternative futures will be found in the visions of 

women, children, those of the non-West, the arts and alternative political movements.  

This plurality of visions of the future will enable a broadening of what is considered of 

value beyond the economic and power drivers of our hegemonic present.  Masini 

(1999:69) argues that if we begin to “work within ‘feminine’ guiding principles it would 

most likely prioritise the futures of education, parenting, community, relationships, and 

health—the real grand issues!” 

 Creating new visions of sustainable futures will certainly require us to move past 

scientific predictions (Carpenter, 2002) and business-as-usual planning.  To create real 
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change requires us to be BHAGish (Collins and Porras, 1996) to create visions with 

passion, emotion, and conviction as well as to be risk takers – acknowledging that we 

won’t necessarily have the answers or processes in place to begin implementation nor 

guaranteed success. “What a huge difference it makes in world view, in empowerment, in 

responsibility, in self-identity, in the qualities of imagination and courage we draw forth 

from ourselves, if we think of the future as something not to be predicted, but to be 

chosen!” (Meadows, 1999: 111).  Our world desperately needs imaginative, big, 

audacious, courageous, passionate visions of sustainable futures that will inspire action.   

Frederik Polak (1961) argues that the process of creating glorious futures begins with 

identifying what is wrong with the ailing images of the future of today and then moves 

into creating new visions that will inspire us into action. 

 

Consideration of images of the future as a step towards sustainable futures 
 

Frederik Polak’s Images of the Future (1961) began the on-going discussion on 

images of the future and how they affect our activities and actions in the present.  Polak 

argues in his comprehensive analysis of images of the future throughout history that there 

is an intimate relationship between images of the future and the actual future; he found 

when a culture holds positive images of the future it thrives, and when negative images of 

the future prevail they are a primary factor in a society’s decay.  Therefore, the images 

are in themselves an active agent in the shaping of the future.  According to Polak 

(1961:367) we need to understanding our “ailing visions” in order to clear them away to 

make room for positive futures.  

This research aims to contribute to our understanding of our ailing visions, 

through an exploration of images of the ecological future in film.  Ivana Milojevic 

recently conducted doctoral research on hegemonic and alternative images of the future 

within the Australian educational context.  Milojevic’s (2002:379) findings included the 

recognition that the labeling of alternative visions of the future as utopian/ impossible to 

achieve, while the hegemonic visions are likely/doable, is “not a ‘scientific’ statement, 

but a political statement”.  Milojevic (2005:5) argues that an active dialogue about 

utopian alternatives is crucial because “it is only the dominant futures imaging that 
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succeeds in convincing about the inevitability of its own desired vision” and when there 

is no multi-faceted dialogue about diverse futures, the mainstream discourse succeeds in 

expressing its desire for the future.  Patricia Kelly (2002) conducted a critical analysis of 

an image of the future shown on the homepage of the organisation “Foundation for the 

Future”, and concludes that the image excludes most of humanity and is based on the 

limited worldviews of a masculinised, technology driven future.  Kelly urges us to study 

and challenge images of the future as a step towards creating sustainable societies.  To 

her “images are powerful. They speak for us and about us. Unquestioned, they maintain 

the status quo and give credence and respectability to what are unsustainable visions” 

(Kelly, 2002:569).   

It is an intention of this research to challenge the status quo of film images of the 

future, to challenge the hegemony of the unsustainable images that are given credence 

simply by the dominance they have in the world.  And, importantly, in includes an 

intention to show how filmmakers can contribute to the transformation of their industry, 

and society, by also creating images of sustainable and just futures.  Ivana Milojevic 

argues that: 

 
The transformation of our societies is not possible without the 
transformation of how we see and imagine our common futures. In this 
respect, it is crucial to allow for alternative visions of the future to 
develop.  The most important aspect of such alternatives is that 
alternatives to colonized futures conceptualised by patriarchy and the west 
do exist. (Milojevic, 2002:380).  

 

Film images of the future are predominantly created within an industry where 

cultural pluralism is expected to defer to the Western “creation of a single, world culture, 

based on the current ever-increasing expansion of Anglo-American culture, social norms 

and ethics and, last but not least, ways of doing business” (Jenkins and Witzel, 1999: 

163).  Film production today is indeed an example what Johan Galtung (2003) refers to as 

“Americanisation” because it is US cultural and economic domination under the name of 

globalisation.  The majority of films seen in the world today are produced by the 

Hollywood machine, Bollywood and Nollywood’s prodigious production notwith-

standing, and it is rare to find a film based in the future that is not American, contributing 
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to the “belief that America is the locus not just for futures studies but for the future itself” 

(Sardar, 1999: 13).   These dominant film images, however, can be challenged and 

resisted.  

Filmmakers can resist the push to produce more of the hegemonic images and 

begin to create positive images of the future, to offer alternative futures, and to participate 

in what Richter (1986:163) calls a progressive cinema, where filmmakers understand 

their responsibility to “make an incomparable contribution to the welfare, the recovery of 

humanity”.  In addition, moviegoers can insist on it, and scholars and educators can ask 

the hard questions.  There is much that can be done to create positive images of 

sustainable futures, and filmmaking can be part of creating those visions.  This is not to 

say that envisioning sustainability alone will solve our ecological and social problems, 

but that responsible, sustainable visions are necessary.  

We should say immediately for the sake of the skeptics that we do not 
believe it is possible for the world to envision its way to a sustainable 
future. Vision without action is useless. But action without vision does not 
know where to go or why to go there. Vision is absolutely necessary to 
guide and motivate action. More than that, vision, when widely shared and 
firmly kept in sight, brings into being new systems (Meadows, Meadows 
and Randers, 1992:224, my emphasis). 
 

Elise Boulding (1995) cautions that for most people it is easy to be fearful about the 

future; that fear is realistic.  As discussed in Chapter Five, the majority of films about the 

future are dystopias, which build on, or perhaps reflect, people’s fear about the future. 

While dystopian and negative images of the future can galvanize some people into action, 

we also need positive alternatives to work towards.  The interviewees in this study 

discussed what they feel is not working in the present and offered their desires on what 

the filmmaking industry can be in the future.  Such creative visioning will help establish 

filmmakers as people who are “prepared to be advocates of hope against the merchants of 

fear” (Murphy, 2004:7).  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Theoretical framework 
 

Now it is time to read and interpret technology as literature, as text per se.  
It is no longer a matter of content, but also one of an analysis of the 
constituent elements, both visible and implied. 

  Ursula Franklin, 2006: 220 
 

A world where humans respect nature is a more just world. 
       Karen Warren, 2000: 76 

Introduction 
 

Films about the future include images of many types of technology from the 

magical to the destructive, but the films are also a form of technology, as in the 

filmmaking process.  The theoretical framework of this research is based on recognising 

that film images, and the filmmaking process, are forms of technology – technology as 

practice – as defined by interdisciplinary scholar Ursula Franklin (1999).  Recognising 

filmmaking as a form of technology also provides the opportunity to apply Albert 

Borgmann’s philosophical work on reforming technology to look at both the technology 

depicted in the images of the future in film and of the filmmaking/image making process.  

Borgmann’s  (1984) theory of the device paradigm, as explained below, provided me 

with a method to critically assess existing systems of technology, as well as a strategy for 

creating futures where technology supports human endeavours based on things that 

matter, including food and nature. In my research, connections and intersections between 

human culture and nature (with humans within nature) are also theorised within 

ecofeminism and, in particular, Karen Warren’s (2000) ecofeminist philosophy.  

Ecofeminism combines well with Ursula Franklin’s (2006) feminist approach to 

technology, in which she challenges us to examine power and control issues within 

technology, as well as gender issues that intersect technology and peacebuilding.  The 

three scholars whose work I predominantly theorise filmmaking through, all share a 

concern for people, nature and the future.  This shared concern is also related to the 

previous chapter on visioning and sustainability.  Each of the theories, woven into this 

research, provide methods for identifying a problem as well as support for developing 
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prescriptions to reform/transform the technological process.  In this research, I argue that 

the futures image-making technologies can be reformed to enable filmmaking to 

contribute to the creation of diverse, just, and sustainable communities.  Thinking about 

filmmaking, or other process based work, as technology is not the conventional way of 

viewing technology, which is as products not processes.  Both Ursula Franklin and Albert 

Borgmann, however, view technology in a broader sense that involves processes of 

production and systems of practice.  

Filmmaking as technology: Franklin’s systems of practice and Borgmann’s 
device paradigm 
 

Ursula Franklin (1999:37) argues that media images have now reached a position 

of authority that was once the domain of religious teachings, and she urges us to question 

the authority of media images as part of the real world of technology “in the manner in 

which the Reformation questioned the authority of the Pope”.  Exploring media power 

and authorities, not to mention the glamorous, seductive world of Hollywood 

filmmaking, in an interdisciplinary research project on futures and sustainability feels like 

the peasant class facing wealthy, powerful authorities, but the questioning has begun.  

Franklin is accurate in her assessment that corporate media has reached a level of power 

that seems unassailable.  She also provides a path for the inquiry that could result in 

change.  

The reconstructed world of images has taken over much of our vernacular 
reality, like an occupation force of immense power. And somewhere, 
someone will have to ask, “How come the right to change our mental 
environment – to change the constructs of our minds and the sounds 
around us – seems to be given away without anybody’s consent? 
(Franklin, 1999:37)  
 

Others have used Franklin’s theory to challenge the power of media images, including 

women’s health on television (Marchessault and Sawchuk, 2000) and violence in media 

(Dyson, 1999), but neither takes up the exploration of film images and sustainability that 

this research does.  

Borgmann and Franklin both suggest exploring technology through an analysis of 

patterns that will inform opportunities for reform.  Albert Borgmann (1984: 77) argues 
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that to make change, we look at patterns of human activities through history and patterns 

in tangible examples, and explore the device paradigm (discussed below) as an “implicit 

guiding pattern for the transformation of human existence and the world”.   Ursula 

Franklin (1999) argues that we examine patterns of technology within the context of the 

web of life, as a way to understand where, and how, to make change.   

The web of technology can indeed be woven differently, but even to 
discuss such intentional changes of pattern requires an examination of the 
features of the current pattern and an understanding of the origins and 
purpose of the present design (Franklin, 1999: 52). 
 

Guided by Borgmann and Franklin, in this research I identify patterns of images of 

nonhuman nature, landscapes, food, and societal roles of women and people of colour in 

films about the future as tangible examples.  I also look at the filmmaking process, 

historically and in the present, and look for patterns in the current patterns of filmmaking 

that may be affecting sustainability.  In this research I consider filmmaking as a 

technology, a system of practice (Franklin), and as a product and process within the 

device paradigm (Borgmann) as a means to critically explore the present system as well 

as opportunities for reform and transformation of the filmmaking process and practice, 

which includes institutional structures.   

Ursula Franklin (1999:3) sees technology as systems of practice that go beyond 

the things one normally relates to technology (i.e. in film technology the cameras, film, 

editing equipment, lights, computers for creating visual effects) to include also 

organisation, the people, procedures, policies, myths, and, ideas.  In the case of feature 

films, the systems of practice include: the studios within conglomerates, writers, 

directors, actors, editors, sound engineers, accountants, unions, marketing people and 

processes, production assistants, the pitch, the script, merchandising, caterers, traffic and 

parking attendants, star-system, scheduling, critics and film schools.  The organisation, 

people, procedures, and policies are institutional structures that can contribute to 

sustainable and just communities or they can be harmful to human and nonhuman 

communities.  In this research I will explore patterns of systems of practice in 

filmmaking to see where change can take place that will enable filmmaking to contribute 

to the work towards sustainable communities (where the filmmaking industry is, itself a  

community).  Franklin (1999: 52, author’s emphasis) argues that when women write 
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about reweaving the web of life they know that change in patterns of human interactions 

“can be achieved, but even more importantly, they know there are other patterns”.   I 

believe that we can establish new patterns of human interactions.  

Franklin (1999: 3, my emphasis) argues that “technology involves organization, 

procedures, symbols, new words, equations, and, most important of all, a mindset”.  It is 

mindset that can entrench ways of practice without reflection.  Mindset can inhibit people 

from seeing even the possibility that patterns of images or practice can be different.  

Mindset can tell us that there is no point in examination or protest because nothing will 

be different.  For example, some people have the mindset that war is inevitable because 

humans are intrinsically violent or that human activity will always harm nature in some 

way.  Or we can create a mindset that is open to possibility and change.  We could have a 

mindset that sees violent conflict as a temporary phase in human development, and that 

people can live in harmony with each other and with non-human nature.  Changing 

mindset is not easy.  It requires that we address systems of practice, including who holds 

power. 

It is my conviction that nothing short of a global reformation of major 
social forces and of the social contract can end this historical period of 
profound and violent transformations, and give a manor of security back to 
the world and its citizens.  Such a development will require the 
redefinition of rights and responsibilities, and the setting of limits to power 
and control (Franklin, 1999: 5).  
 

Franklin makes a distinction between technologies, as systems of practice, between those 

that are holistic and those that are prescriptive, based on how processes are conducted 

and by whom, who has power and control within the process.    

 Holistic technologies are associated with craft, where the artisans “control the 

work from beginning to finish. Their hands and minds make situational decisions as the 

work proceeds” (Franklin, 1999:10).  A film example of a holistic technology would be a 

student film in which the aspiring filmmaker writes the film, organizes all logistics and 

casting (usually friends and family), directs the filming, often does the camera work, edits 

the film and arranges for screenings.   

 Prescriptive technology is what we often refer to as the division of labour, where 

the making of something is broken down into distinct steps, with different people doing 
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the work at each stage and needing to be skilled only in the task within their step of 

production.  Control over production or work becomes the responsibility of a boss or 

manager or in the case of film, the director or producer.  Industrialised filmmaking falls 

into the category of prescriptive technology.  Theoretically, the producer has the ultimate 

control (s/he negotiates between the money/studio and the filmmakers and hires the 

filmmaking team, including the director).  Once film production begins, however, the 

director has the creative lead, including the dominant role on the look of the film, and is 

“the boss” on the set.  The producer/director arrangement gets further blurred in 

blockbuster films about the future where super-star directors are involved.  For example, 

Steven Spielberg’s role as director in Minority Report dominates over the producers 

(although he is often executive producer as well), and within the Star Wars series George 

Lucas produces, directs, and writes the film.  But regardless of who is the boss in any one 

moment, underneath the director/producer are those with very separate tasks and the 

majority, with the exception of the cinematographer and editor, do not have a full vision 

of what the final product will look like.  Each person, however, is highly skilled within 

their prescribed task, their piece of the prescriptive technology.  

 Franklin (1999:13) argues, that “understanding the social and political impact of 

prescriptive technologies is… the key to understanding our own real world of 

technology”.  This research aims to contribute towards an increased understanding of the 

filmmaking as a technology with opportunities for transformation, and in particular, the 

prescriptive technology of making films about the future.  Franklin (1999: 15) describes 

ancient Chinese bronze vessels as “magnificent example of prescriptive technologies and 

their social impact”.  The creation of the vessels is based on many complicated, 

sequential steps involved in the production.  A feature film is similar to the Chinese 

bronze vessels.  Both are art and a product of technological excellence, and both are 

created within a prescriptive technology – finely tuned systems of practice that includes 

highly talented craftspeople (Franklin, 1999).  Both come with an “enormous social 

mortgage” that means to work in the industry with a “culture of compliance… 

conditioned to accept orthodoxy as normal, and to accept that there is only one way of 

doing ‘it’” (Franklin, 1999:17 my emphasis).  
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 As discussed above, in making a film there are many talented people working on 

very specific aspects of the production, but the director and producer hold power and 

control over the whole production.  People are expected to do their work according to the 

decisions and schedules of the director and producer without question if they want to 

keep their jobs and work in their area of expertise. This has become the singular way that 

feature films are made, and this practice is generally not questioned by workers in the 

industry, they are expected to comply and they do.  This lack of questioning or challenge 

to the system of practice impairs opportunities for change.  Franklin (1999: 91) also 

argues, that “prescriptive technologies require compliance not only from the workers, but 

also from those who use the technologies”.  This compliance with regard to film is seen, 

for example, in how moviegoers flock to Hollywood blockbusters at the expense of 

independent films made by filmmakers from their own country.    

 Franklin’s holistic/prescriptive typology is paralleled by Albert Borgmann’s 

distinction between focal things/focal practices and devices within the device paradigm. 

Focal things have a connection to a person’s experience where that experience always 

has a “bodily and social engagement with the thing’s world” (Borgmann, 1984: 42). This 

engagement is centering and requires bodily skills (often with repetition that is often, but 

not always enjoyable) – what Borgmann calls focal practices.  

 My focal practice, for example, is cooking.  It is a bodily experience, for example, 

as knife cuts through zucchini on to board, as water runs over hands and tomatoes in the 

production of minestrone soup; it is social engagement as I discuss produce with local 

organic farmers, learn growing techniques, and work with farmers to protect agricultural 

land. My focal practice also includes a food processor and a computer with Internet 

connection to epicurious.com, which fits into a focal practice because the technology is in 

support of the focal thing (healthy, congenial meals).  According to Borgmann (1984: 

200), “the turn to [focal] things cannot be a setting aside and even less an escape from 

technology but a kind of affirmation of it”.  Therefore, as for Franklin, it is not a matter 

of hiding from technology, or all technological products being adverse, but rather that 

they are used as part of positive processes, focal practices, which are activities that have 

an engagement within the social or natural world.  
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Devices are distinct from focal practices in that they require almost nothing of us 

to gain benefits from them.  There is disburdenment of effort as machinery and 

anonymous processes create commodities for human use.  “In a device, the relatedness of 

the world is replaced by machinery, but the machinery is concealed, and the 

commodities, which are made available by the device, are enjoyed without the 

encumbrance of or the engagement with a context” (Borgmann, 1984: 47).  A can of 

minestrone soup, for example, is a commodity within the foreground of the device 

paradigm, created by the hidden, background machinery of an anonymous factory and 

delivered by trucks to the back doors of a grocery store.  The can of soup, a commodity, 

can be consumed simply by opening it up with a can opener and heating it in a pot, 

without the relatedness to the growers of vegetables (or to the soil/sun if you grow them 

yourself) or the effort of cutting a zucchini or the care (encumbrance) of where it all came 

from or how it got to the local store. Once eaten the can is easily disposed of (garbage or 

recycling).  

In filmic terms, the devices of a digital camera and Apple computer (with its 

hidden and incomprehensible machinery inside, and in the anonymous factory used to 

produce them) has enabled anyone with enough money to buy a computer and camera to 

consider themselves a filmmaker, without the years of focused practice in learning the 

craft of filmmaking or in building life experiences to understand what stories need to be 

told (McAndrew and Springbett, research participants).  And anyone with a DVD player 

can watch a fully commodified film burned, by the studio or by a less than ethical person 

making a copy, on to a cheap and disposable DVD.  Yet, the same camera and computer 

could be used by a skilled, practiced filmmaker to create a film about something that 

matters to her, that supports her focal practice/concern.  The distinction rests in the level 

of engagement by the filmmaker as well as the quality and intention of the filmmaking 

process.  

 The device paradigm, like Franklin’s real world of technology, is contemporary 

Western society’s (and increasingly in the South) way of guiding and shaping the world 

based on, what Borgmann (1984:41) terms the promise of technology, where technology 

“promises to bring the forces of nature and culture under control, to liberate us from 

misery and toil, to enrich our lives” and provide us with happiness.  In Borgmann’s 
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device paradigm, human labour and relatedness are replaced by machinery.  In it we are 

assured that we don’t need to do things for ourselves because there are now technologies 

to do it for us, whether this is making our meals, creating music, bringing heat to our 

homes, making our clothes, or even researching for a paper.  Products are now created for 

us, often in unkind working conditions in the South, without our understanding of the 

processes or machines involved.   

 Admittedly, there is a certain amount of carefreeness that the device paradigm 

provides, a feeling that the messy, time-consuming details of life will be taken care of 

and we can get on with whatever we think is more important.  This promise, however, 

comes at a cost to individuals and society.  The irony of the promise of technology is that 

the allure of a life of ease and consumption is not making us happy, but rather “leads to 

disburdenment, disengagement, diversion, distraction, and loneliness” (Strong and Higgs, 

2000:31).  The hidden nature of the production side of the device paradigm has also 

lulled us into accepting pervasive ecological costs, dismissed as externalities by 

economists, but where the Earth and human and non-human bodies now reveal the costs 

in lost species, spiralling cancer rates, and climate change.   

 But Borgmann and Franklin also provide a way forward.  According to them we 

can reform our personal relationship with technology as well as reform technological 

systems at the societal level, and they both suggest that this begins with people taking 

principled positions (as discussed below).  Borgmann (1984: 195) also argues that 

wilderness and pretechnological things can provide direction in the reform of technology: 

“they teach us both to accept and to limit technology in a principled and sensible way.  

They allow us to be more fully human in offering us engagement, in calling forth a new 

maturity, and in demanding a rightful discipline”.  I suggest that the full reform of 

technology will also require an understanding of humanity as part of ecosystems (not just 

wilderness and resources instrumentalised for human use) and an increased understanding 

of methods of identifying and breaking down of patterns of domination.  Ecofeminist 

theory provides an opportunity to explore human relationships within nature, and to 

address intersections of domination.  
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Feminism and Ecofeminism in this research 
 
 This exploration of film and filmmaking as technology provides an opportunity for 

an ecofeminist critique of images of the future in film as well as in the technology of 

filmmaking.  For many people the future is technology, and technology remains the 

domain of men to “ the almost complete exclusion of women from the technological 

community” including those who offer a critique of technology  (Wajcman, 2004: 144).  

This exclusion results in a narrow view of technology and its impacts.  “There is a great 

need for a real and deep feminist understanding of the nature of technology.  Most of all 

we have to approach this task by asking new and different questions” (Franklin, 2006: 

251).  

 During a discussion about my research with a professor of futures studies from 

Germany, he asked me what I would like to do when I had completed my doctoral 

programme. I said that, amongst many things, I would like to conduct analyses of 

emerging technologies such as cars.  He was taken aback and questioned what 

background I have that would give me any credibility to analyse cars?  He himself had 

been a design engineer with Mercedes for many years and still had contacts in that world. 

What could I offer?  I argued that my analysis was just what was needed because I could 

help expand the discussion of cars to include the broader spectrum of practice of the 

technology, including: advertising, media, ecological harm, gender issues, social issues, 

car “habitat” dominating urban planning and, importantly, how we can shift away from 

the present trends.  But to him, I am not a car expert, and this disqualified me from a 

discussion about cars, despite seventeen years of experience as an environmental planner 

accommodating car focused planning and engineering, and the conversation ended.  I 

argue, as does Ursula Franklin, that women’s voices are needed within discussions of 

technology and our futures.  They are needed to bring the conversation into the larger 

community and to ask different questions.  Questions that will expand the dialogue to 

include such topics as: what would life be like if decisions were made as if people and the 

Earth mattered? What would our cities, towns and countryside look like if cars, and car 

habitat, were not dominating design and planning features?  

Scholarly works on women and technology or women within gender and 

technology, or of a type or process of technology explored by women, especially ones not 
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related to reproductive technologies, are relatively scarce.  Most writings on technology 

assume that gender has little to do with technology because the male actors are not made 

explicit. “Most scholars are habituated to consider incorporating gender only when their 

subjects are women… Gender thus becomes a variable to explain women’s difference” 

(Wajcmann, 2000:454).  The notion of difference as the dominant discussion of women’s 

relationship to technology is reflected in the reality that much of the feminist work on 

technology focuses on barriers to women in science and engineering or on biomedical 

(reproductive) technologies, and on differences among genders on the Internet.  In editing 

a book on Women, Gender and Technology, Mary Frank Fox, et al. (2006: vii) found that 

“what are missing are multiple approaches to and perspectives on women, gender and 

technology from different levels of analysis: culture and society, institutions and 

organizations, and individuals” and they hope that their book will encourage increased 

interdisciplinary explorations of women, gender and technology.  In addition, Franklin 

(1999:85) suggests that interdisciplinary inquiries of technology expand to include 

nature, and cautions that the real world of technology often “denies the existence and 

reality of nature”.  She urges us to “look at technology in context… the context of nature 

and people” (Franklin, 1999:89).  Ecofeminism offers an opportunity to explore issues of 

technology with consideration to nature and women.   

Ecofeminism is a theory, or set of theories, as well as an activist movement 

(Sturgeon, 1997) that brings together concern for people, all beings, and the Earth itself. 

Ecofeminist theory provides a lens from which to critique institutional systems of 

domination, and offer suggestions for change.  It brings to an inquiry a hopefulness for a 

new ecology-based relationship between nature and culture, “in which mind and nature, 

heart and reason, join forces to transform the internal and external systems of domination 

that threaten the existence of life on earth” (King, 1995:366).  Ecofeminism strives to 

overcome oppressive dominations in a holistic fashion “arguing that no attempt to 

liberate women (or any oppressed group) will be successful without an equal attempt to 

liberate nature4” (Gaard, 1993:1) and “the erotic and queers” (Gaard, 1997:122). 

Ecofeminism recognises the intersections of systems of domination (sexism, racism, 
                                                
4 ‘Nature is generally referred to by ecofeminists as including nonhuman animals, plants, 

and other nonhuman aspects of ecosystems. But I also refer sometimes to ‘nonhuman’ 
nature to underscore that humans are part of nature and ecosystems.  
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classism, ageism, heterosexism, ableism, ethnocentrism, anti-Semitism, colonialism, 

speciesism and naturism5), but begins with feminist analysis based on women’s issues 

(Warren, 2000; Gaard, 1993).  It also recognises the interrelatedness of everything within 

the web of life including the Earth itself.  

Providing precise definitions of ecofeminism is challenging because of the 

varying theoretical interpretations and applications by ecofeminist scholars, activists and 

practitioners around the world. It is predominantly, but not exclusively a Western theory. 

There are lively on-going discussions about what ecofeminism is and what it does or does 

not include, notably the inclusion or not of a spiritual component, or if any amount of 

essentialism is acceptable or not, and each theorist will put her particular emphasis on the 

theory6.  Nevertheless there are consistencies across the basic definitions of ecofeminism 

that are well encapsulated in Stephanie Lahar’s (1991:29) definition whereby: 

Ecofeminist theory includes a systematic analysis of domination that 
specifically includes the oppression of women and environmental 
exploitation, and it advocates a synthesis of ecological and feminist 
principles as guiding lights for political organizing and the creation of 
ecological, socially equitable life-styles… An ecofeminist analysis 
includes the human exploitation of the nonhuman environment in its list of 
interwoven forms of oppression such as sexism and heterosexism, racism 
and ethnocentrism. 

Ecofeminism, is further theorised by Karen Warren (2000:68) as ecofeminist 

philosophy, which involves a commitment to critique male bias as well as “critique 

environmental policies and decision-making structures that continue dominations of 

women, other human Others, and nature and to develop a theory and practice which do 

not perpetuate interlocking ‘isms of domination’”, where this critique is focused on 

institutions, not individuals.  In this research I evaluate specific films, and particular 

images within the films, from an ecofeminist perspective, and identify certain filmmakers 

and film studios, but I do so as examples of patterns of the systemic and institutional 

domination within the technology of industrialised filmmaking.  

Warren (2000:65) argues that the focus on institutional power and privilege is 

important because it ensures that ecofeminist philosophy is “neither inherently anti-male 
                                                
5 Naturism is the “unjustified domination of non-human nature” and is “among of the 

systems of domination that feminism opposes”. (Warren, 2000:1, 56). 
6 For further reading on complexities within ecofeminist theory see Sturgeon, 1997. 
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nor inherently pro-female”.  Many institutions, including Hollywood, are products of 

oppressive conceptual frameworks.  “An oppressive conceptual framework is one that 

functions to explain, maintain, and “justify” relationships of unjustified domination and 

subordination.  When an oppressive conceptual framework is patriarchal, it functions to 

justify the subordination of women by men” (Warren, 2000:46).  According to Warren 

(2000:46 ) there are five common features of an oppressive conceptual framework 

including: 

1) value-hierarchical thinking of “Up-Down” that attributes greater value to Up 

than Down (see Figure 2 below)  

2) encouragement of oppositional value dualisms and “according to these value 

dualisms, it is better to male, white or rational than female, black or emotional” 

3) power is conceived as power-over that “serves to reinforce the power of Ups as 

Ups in ways that keep Downs unjustifiably subordinated” 

4) privilege is maintained and perpetuated as belonging to Ups and not to Downs, 

and, 

5) philosophically the “most important characteristic of an oppressive conceptual 

framework is that it sanctions a logic of domination, that is, a logical structure of 

argumentation that “justifies” domination and subordination”. 

Warren also recognises that systems of domination (Figure 2) are interrelated, therefore,  

institutional power and privilege for Ups will be different according to many factors 

including race, age, ability, nationality, religion and sexual preference.  These interrelated 

dominations are considered in the analysis of the patterns of images of the future in 

Chapter Five, the experiences of the research participants within the filmmaking industry 

in Chapter Six, and in the analysis and interpretations in Chapters Seven and Eight.  
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Ups 

Superiority justifies subordination 

greater value 

Downs 

 Inferiority used to justify domination 

lesser value 

Men Women 

White  Black, Brown, Colour, Other 

Heterosexual Homosexual, bi/transsexual  

Culture (incl. built environment) Nature (incl. natural environment) 

Rational  Emotional 

Public  (business, institutions) Private (home, children, relationships) 

Masculine Feminine 

Able bodied Disabled bodied 
Wealthy Non-wealthy 

 

Figure 2 - The (False) Logic of Domination: Value Dualisms (based on Warren, 2000) 

 

Ecofeminism also offers paths towards alternative futures that support the 

interconnectedness and flourishing of all beings with the Earth.  It recognises that “the 

health (flourishing, well-being) of the one tends to assist the health (flourishing, well 

being of the) other” (Warren, 2000: 158).  In doing so it provides a hopefulness for the 

future based on diversity of nature and human culture. For example, ecofeminist Carolyn 

Merchant (2003: 242) envisions a “postpatriarchal, socially just ecotopia…[where] each 

earthly place would be a home, a community, to be shared with other living and non-

living things”.  She proposes five precepts to support her visions for a sustainable 

partnership based community: 

1. Equity between human and nonhuman communities. 
2. Moral consideration for both humans and other species. 
3. Respect for both cultural and biodiversity. 
4. Inclusion of women, minorities, and nonhuman nature in the code of 
ethical accountability. 
5. An ecologically sound management that is consistent with the continued 
health of both the human and nonhuman communities (Merchant, 2003: 
224). 
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The transformative, visionary aspect of ecofeminism is further explored below in 

relationship to Franklin (1999) and Borgmann (1984).  

It would seem that ecofeminism is a logical theoretical base, considering the 

above discussion about the interconnections between biological and cultural diversity, to 

conduct an interdisciplinary inquiry within environmental studies, as I am doing.  

However, a gender or feminist perspective is not often taken up within environmental 

studies.  In a citation search of the top five journals in environmental social science 

Banerjee and Bell (2007:4) found that just 3.9% of articles include the words “sex”, 

“gender” or “feminism” anywhere in the text and felt this to be “a shockingly low figure, 

given the salience gender has now attained as research topic in the broader social 

sciences” and the authors put the blame on squarely on ecofeminism as causing 

“environmental social science’s frosty reception to issues of gender and feminism”.  

Although Banerjee and Bell (2007) support work by Warren (2000), Sturgeon (1997), 

King (1995) and Plumwood (1993), they argue that the “stigmatization” of ecofeminism 

with ecospirituality and  “biologizing” [essentialising] of the feminine principle to 

women, is likely to cause continued marginalization of gender in environmental social 

science and so they offer an alternative term of “ecogender studies”.  Nevertheless, I 

argue that ecofeminism, especially Karen Warren’s ecofeminist philosophy, is a perfect 

fit for an environment/ nature-focused, interdisciplinary inquiry on visioning for 

sustainable futures, especially as my own community activism has informed the process.  

Environmental studies and environmental social science need more women-centred, 

feminist-focused, approaches that encourage scholarly activism, not fewer.  Perhaps 

scholars can accept, at least momentarily, “a political collectivity called ‘women’” 

(Sturgeon, 1997:139) or a “strategic sisterhood” (Aithal, 1999) of women around the 

world to make change happen across a broad range of institutions.  Ecofeminism, as one 

of the many feminisms, can be a useful lens to look at the world of technology, its 

practices and institutions, especially with interconnections to nonhuman nature.  It can 

enable a view beyond the hegemonic curtain to see the real source of wizardry – to 

explore where gender and nature are effected by, and affect, technology.  
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The theoretical weave 
 

Karen Warren’s (2000) ecofeminist philosophy is a good fit within the theoretical 

framework of this research because of her focus on addressing patriarchal behaviours and 

ways of thinking through institutions (their policies, practices, offices, positions and roles) 

and the interconnections amongst parts of ecosystems, with humans as a part of 

ecosystems.  Warren’s theoretical focus on ways of thinking, policies, practices, 

institutional structures links directly to Franklin’s theory of technology as systems of 

practice and with Borgmann’s theory of the device paradigm.  Ursula Franklin makes a 

direct argument for change of the real world of technology requiring women’s 

perspective – not just fitting women into today’s male biased system: 

The great contribution of women to technology lies precisely in their 
potential to change the technostructures by understanding, critiquing, and 
changing the very parameters that have kept women away from 
technology. Only then do we have the possibility of changing the real 
world of technology itself (1999:104, author’s emphasis). 
 

Therefore, a feminist perspective towards the technology of filmmaking is required if 

there is to be hope in reforming the practices, institutions, and processes that are now in 

place in the real world of filmmaking.  

Ursula Franklin’s theory also has a strong association with ecofeminism’s focus 

on nature/human interconnectedness.  As discussed above Franklin (1999) argues that 

technology should be explored within a context of nature and people.  She urges us to 

take up the “urgent task of cleaning up the technocentric and egocentric mindset, to get 

rid of the notion that nature is just one more infrastructure in the real world of 

technology” (Franklin, 1999:86, my emphasis).  This challenge to shift mindsets to 

consider nature as including humans and not for humans is monumental even within the 

environmental studies and scientific communities, and so it will also be monumental 

change within the film world where careers are built around visual effects and creating 

“reality” out of illusion.  Changing human mindsets enough to extend the notion of 

“nature” to include humans is also an intention of ecofeminism, where humans are 

interconnected with nonhuman nature.  
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  Albert Borgmann’s theory of the device paradigm also has coherence with 

ecofeminism.  He makes a strong case for a deep ecology-type human connection with 

nature, as “wilderness”. “Precisely in the experience of the wilderness we can begin to 

understand that our significance comes fully to life only in the engagement with things 

that we recognize and respect in their own right” (Borgmann, 1984:193).  However, his 

recognition of the intrinsic rights of nonhuman nature breaks down somewhat when his 

examples have to do with fishing (human joy in the killing of an ecological being) or 

referring to large animals in wilderness as “game” (inference of joy/play for the hunter, 

but surely not much fun for the hunted) and referring to parts of nature as “things” to 

support human endeavours, which would not align with ecofeminism.  But Borgmann 

(1984:193) also argues that “the liberation of nature is inseparable from human 

liberation”, which strongly echoes ecofeminist theory, and that wilderness can teach us 

about technology.  I agree fully with Borgmann and suggest that today the Earth is giving 

us powerful messages (water shortages, climate change, species loss, reductions in human 

fertility, among others) that we need to urgently reform our technologies and our 

relationships to technology, and in doing so we will liberate humans and nature from 

layers of domination.  

 Also in a parallel with ecofeminism, Borgmann (1984:161) makes a strong call 

for an ethic of care to make change in the present technological paradigm where: “A call 

for caring makes sense only within a reform proposal that recognizes and fruitfully 

counters the technological tendency to disburden and disengage us from the care of 

things”.  Notions of care can be tricky for feminists, as practices of care have been 

historically undervalued and naturalised as women’s work and ways of being 

(MacGregor, 2006).  Karen Warren  (2000) provides a useful way out of the 

essentialising/universalising tangle of care by offering care-sensitive ethics where ethical 

theorising is not gender biased and takes care seriously as a moral value, and where 

universal ethical principles become situated universalisms. “They are “situated” in that 

they grow out of and reflect historically particular, real-life experiences and practices; 

they are “universal” in that they express generalizations common to and reflective of 

lives of diverse peoples situated in different historical circumstances” (Warren, 2000: 

113).  Similarly, Sissola Bok calls for universal common values that begin in the needs 
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for nourishment, oxygen, water and shelter, but also extend to basic norms such as a 

constraint on killing (of humans, specifically).  She translates these needs into  “basic 

forms of positive duties of care and reciprocity; of constraints on violence, deceit, and 

betrayal; and of norms for procedures and standards of justice” (Bok, 1995: 41).  Galtang 

(2007) conflates these needs and values, adds cultural identity and expression and calls it 

“dignity”.  Bok and Galtang’s recognition of things we hold in common is grounded in 

the collective survival of people, but I argue that their notions of care and dignity could 

be extended to all beings on and of the Earth, as does Ursula Franklin (2006:366) in her 

declaration that “all in the biosphere are entitled to equal care and concern”.  Therefore, 

there are strongly interwoven ideas of care amongst ecofeminism, Borgmann’s and 

Franklin’s theories that include a call for caring as a basis for reform of technology.  

Ecofeminism insists on transformation and change within a utopian vision that 

integrates humans with nature  (Lahr, 1991). But it is vision backed up with action. 

Ecofeminism not only includes room for activism, it demands political action (Sturgeon, 

1997).    

Ecofeminism’s critical framework and utopian visions are exciting and 
energizing- in one sense, it is a focus term for philosophies that integrate 
human society and nature and aid for an entirely new intellectual/ 
perceptual/sensate experience of self and world… Ecofeminism does 
make big promises. Their fulfillment depends on theorists and activists 
who can embody the broad and integrated sensibilities of self and world 
that ecofeminism helps develop and advocate and who can find the power 
and the energy to act on those sensibilities to make real social and political 
changes (Lahr, 1991: 43). 
 

Ecofeminism also offers a vision of the future where all beings flourish within ecological 

and cultural diversity (Merchant, 2003).   Ecofeminism’s transformational quest is 

important to this research as a source of hope for the ecological world within the constant 

barrage of bad news in the present, and dire predictions for the future of the Earth.  This 

insistence that things can be different, that they can be reformed, is another thread that is 

aligned within the theoretical weave with Franklin and Borgmann.  
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Transformation and Reform of Practices of Technology 
 
 Chapter Five includes an exploration of emerging patterns of images of the future in 

contemporary films as products of a paradigmatic system of technology and Chapter Six 

moves into an summary of the experiences that filmmakers have had in both feature film 

and documentary filmmaking.  As Ursula Franklin argues, creating change in how 

technology affects us begins in understanding and then moves on to protest. “We must 

protest until there is a change in the structures and practices of the real world of 

technology, for only then can we hope to survive as a global community” (Franklin, 

1999:133). It is an intention of this research to be part of the discourse that is beginning 

to protest the power and dominance of Hollywood in futures image-making, and to 

provide alternatives.  

Franklin (2006) asserts that we need to make systemic changes in order for the 

world to survive.  She urges that whenever “we find certain aspects of the real world of 

technology objectionable we should explore our objections in terms of principle, in terms 

of justice, fairness, and equality” (Franklin, 1999: 124).  I used Franklin’s guidance to 

explore the film images and interviews with filmmakers, including a collaborative inquiry 

into ideas for change in the systems of practice of filmmaking.  

 Similarly, in Borgmann’s theory of device paradigm (1984), he argues that if 

change is to be at the paradigm level there needs be a reforming of the technological 

systems not just of the technology within the system.  Borgmann’s theory provides a 

method to critique existing systems of technology as well as a strategy for moving the 

future to a place where technology supports human endeavours based on things that 

matter. He acknowledges that the rule of the technological paradigm remains 

unchallenged at this time, but a powerful, and hopeful, part of his device paradigm theory 

is that he provides a model for reform of technological systems, like industrialised 

filmmaking.  Borgmann suggests that nature and wilderness can teach us how to limit our 

relationships with technology based on meaningful engagement.   He argues that the 

reform will begin with deictic discourse “in which we speak in a principled and forceful 

way” in both poetic and political voices about what is important to us (1984:169).  
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According to Borgmann (1984: 188) deictic discourse “takes its warrant from the 

ultimately significant things”.  Fandozzi (2000:164) uses Borgmann’s theory to analyse 

three films and concludes that film, with its ability to reveal aspects of technology to 

large audiences and as a “supreme deictic art”, can be complementary in the reform of 

technology.  Most certainly, as will be seen in Chapter Six, the filmmakers and others 

involved in the film industry who were interviewed for this research, have taken a deictic 

stance in their insights into the filmmaking process as well as in their films – a deictic art 

– and in their personal ways of participating in the technology of filmmaking.  

 In this research, ecofeminist theory is woven into the Franklin-Borgmann 

theoretical framework to critique the technology within the film as it relates to ecological 

images as well as the technology of production of the image.  The interpretation of the 

films is guided by an understanding that technology refers not only to the films, and the 

devices in the films, but also that technology includes the systems of production, the 

people and practices that “links technology directly to culture, because culture, after all, 

is a set of socially accepted practices and values (Franklin, 1999:6).  In exploring the 

technologies within the film, and of the filmmaking process I ask Franklin’s (1985) 

feminist-based questions, including: are systems hierarchal or integrated? what is the 

purpose of the design? is it encouraging fragmentation? is creativity encouraged? is there 

a denial of personal responsibility? I also ask Ecofeminist questions such as what are the 

sites of domination?  Whose visions of future communities are privileged?  I attempt to 

answer these questions through a weaving of the filmmakers’ insights, with my analysis 

of the filmic images, and an exploration of the filmmaking process. The theoretical 

framework will also be important in moving beyond examination to exploring 

opportunities for reform of the technological practice of filmmaking and of futures 

image-making.  

Seeing film and filmmaking as technology enables a process to reveal the patterns 

in the images and practices, and to break down the mystique and glamour in filmmaking 

into knowable and transformable parts.  Like the scene in the film Wizard of Oz (1939) in 

which Dorothy, The Cowardly Lion, The Tin Man, and The Scarecrow are terrified of the 

power of the Wizard until Toto pulls back the curtain to reveal the Wizard and his 

ominous voice as an ordinary, old man yelling into a microphone, these theories enable 
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this researcher to pull back the curtain of filmic illusion and see filmmaking as 

technological systems made up of many ordinary people, practices, and processes.  Such 

systems can be reformed. 

  
 

Figure 2 – The Wizard of Oz (1939) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Methodology: ecofeminist visual interdisciplinarity 
 

Interdisciplinarity is risky but how else are new things going to be nurtured? 
Donna Haraway  2000:46  

 

Introduction 
 

Methodology refers to the conceptual structure of a study that guides the 

questions and how the research is actually undertaken.  It is the epistemological stance 

that establishes the way one works on the topic and the particular methods that will be 

used to gather, interpret, analyse and write up the research (Oberg, 2003; Bentz and 

Shapiro, 1998).  This study is an exploration of filmic visions of the future as they relate 

to the creation of ecologically sound and socially just futures as well as an inquiry into 

how the film images are created within the filmmaking industry, and importantly, how 

the industry can be reformed.  The methodology of this study is ecofeminist visual 

interdisciplinarity, building on Marjorie Pryse’s (2000:107) call for “critical feminist 

interdisciplinarity” that would meet methodological needs of feminist research and 

Gillian Rose’s (2001) argument for the importance of visual methodologies that are 

culturally and socially contexutalised and address power relations.  

 The methodology in this study supports two approaches which were undertaken 

simultaneously: 1) the interviews with the filmmakers to explore details of the feature 

filmmaking process as well as opportunities for change, as summarised in Chapter Six, 

and, 2) an exploration of the film images of the future, as summarised in Chapter Five.  

The two research approaches have methods unique to each, but they also share an 

analysis informed by the interdisciplinary methodology, and are interpreted together 

through ecofeminist visual interdisciplinarity in Chapters Seven and Eight.   

 As noted in the previous chapter, the theoretical and conceptual structure of the 

research, the warp of the ecofeminist visual interdisciplinary weave, is based on Ursula 

Franklin’s (1999) interdisciplinary theory of technology as practice, Albert Borgmann’s 

(1984) philosophy of technology device paradigm and ecofeminism as theorised by 

Karen Warren (2000). The weft of the interdisciplinary weave, which adds complexity 
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and richness, is the support of the conceptual framework provided by visual studies, 

cultural studies, futures studies, and environmental studies. The research is qualitative 

with findings based on the data found in the narratives of twenty-one interviews and the 

analysis of the film images. Discussion in this chapter will focus on methods involved in 

the interviews as well as methods used to analyse the film images.  

 The site for this research is film: specifically, images of the future. Film was 

chosen over other media because of its global reach and its compelling, spectacular 

imagery.  The film images I explore and analyse serve as a segue into a larger exploration 

of why visions of the future are important to decision-making that affects sustainability 

and justice in our futures.  The films that I chose to be analysed in detail are 

contemporary blockbusters, which are created predominantly within the Hollywood film 

industry.  Other films are referred to throughout this document and, where relevant, their 

geography of origin is provided. 

 The data from the interviews is used to explore how the film industry functions 

now, as well as explore opportunities for filmmaking to be transformed in ways that will 

enable images of ecologically sound and socially just futures to be depicted in film.  

 The ecological crisis is also a social crisis, with problems that are immense and 

complex.  The political collides with the personal as decisions made far from a 

community affect the health and wellbeing of humans and nonhumans who live there.  

We have gone beyond the point of “clean separations between the social and biogeo-

physical phenomena” and therefore interdisciplinary approaches are required (Kinzig, 

2001).  Interdisciplinarity in environmental studies has conventionally meant 

combinations of various physical sciences combining with other sciences or perhaps 

policy development or social sciences.  Mixing up environmental concerns with the arts, 

especially media arts like film or television is less common, although, as Rapport (2002) 

argues, the connection between media arts and environment is needed if we are to make 

meaningful change.  Using the arts to explore ecological challenges will allow us to 

access the deeper aspects of sustainability such as denial, truth-telling, and love 

(Meadows, Meadows and Randers, 1992).   
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Ecofeminist Visual Interdisciplinary Methodology 
 
As previously noted, the overarching methodology of the research is ecofeminist visual 

interdisciplinarity.  Sally Kitch (2007:123) suggests that while interdisciplinary research 

is touted by universities, and is considered a hallmark of feminist research because it 

validates “feminist criticism of the structures and methodologies of conventional 

disciplines for promoting gender bias”, there remains little consensus on meaning and 

definitions of interdisciplinarity.  Julie Thompson Klein (1990: 95) argues, however, that 

although interdisciplinarity has been defined in various ways there is a consistency in the 

“attempt or desire to integrate different perspectives”.  Included within my ecofeminist 

visual interdisciplinary methodology are a number of disciplines or non-disciplines (non-

fields) such as: environmental studies, women’s studies, philosophy of technology, 

futures studies, cultural studies, media studies, and visual studies that are, in themselves, 

interdisciplinary in terms of the background of scholars and in the methods they use.  In 

addition, these disciplines (or non-disciplines, as some prefer) come with varying 

commitments to particular methods.  Some like cultural studies claim to be anti-method 

in their commitment to variation in research approaches (Schwartz, 2000).  Others, such 

as visual studies, celebrate the cobbling together of many methods (Elkins, 2003).  

Nevertheless, all the disciplines/non-disciplines within this ecofeminist visual 

interdisciplinary methodology share a critical lens towards structures of power, a view 

towards making change, a consideration to context, and an openness to plurality of 

perspectives on images of the future.  This commitment to making change is consistent 

with Allen and Kitch (1998) who argue that interdisciplinary research at its best produces 

original and action directed research.  In addition, Marjorie Pryce (2000:107) argues that 

interdisciplinarity “produces an intellectual flexibility” that encourages cross-cultural 

insight and border-crossing learning. She suggests that:  “thinking across disciplinary 

boundaries and theorizing, listening, and analyzing across vectors of race, class, gender 

and sexuality are each in themselves cognitive and affective activities that promote 

translation and dialogue and when we combine them, create necessary and sufficient 

conditions for a critical feminist interdisciplinarity” (Pryce 2000:107).  When I add the 

vectors of nature, the Earth and nonhumans as part of the thinking, theorising and 

analysing then it becomes an ecofeminist interdisciplinarity.  
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 The visual part of the ecofeminist visual interdisciplinary methodology, as 

reflected in my analysis of films about the future, is based strongly on Gillian Rose’s 

(2001) visual methodologies as well as Sohail Inayatullah’s (1998) Causal Layered 

Analysis.  Gillian Rose’s (2001:3) work in Visual Methodologies is important to this 

study in explaining ways to analyse the images for meaning and agency as well as to 

explore the “visual in terms of the cultural significance, social practices and power 

relations in which it is embedded”.  Her methodology provides a process to look at 

images relative to production (including technologies to produce the images), economic 

processes involved in creating the images, the images’ meanings, and audience.  

 The visual analyses in my inquiry focuses predominantly on the images 

(identifying patterns in how the Earth, landscape, food, agricultural spaces, women and 

nonhuman beings are depicted) and on the modes of production of the images (the 

systems of practice), including economic processes involved, with only a small 

discussion of audience.  Employing ecofeminist visual interdisciplinarity and Rose’s 

(2001) contextualised analysis of images is consistent with Kellner’s (1995:32) argument 

that we look at images in a broader social context by analysing the “systems and 

structures of domination and forces of resistance” including modes of production, 

distribution and consumption.   

 Rose’s visual methods, which look at the images in their cultural significance, 

social practices and power, weave well with the critical futures studies method I also used 

to analyse the images.  Causal Layered Analysis (CLA), as developed by Sohail 

Inayatullah is a methodological framework that offers a holistic and complex way of 

looking the visions of the future through multiple lenses to “decolonise dominant visions 

of the future” (Inayatullah, 1998: 826). Ivana Milojevic (2002, 2005) and Patricia Kelly 

(2002) also used CLA in their explorations into images of the future.  CLA provides a 

structure to explore the relationship among various ways of knowing (empirical, social, 

discourse, cultural) as well as to build understanding in how each produces worldviews 

and affects our images/ projections of the future.  Details on how I applied CLA is 

discussed below in the discussion on the visual analysis methods.  According to Patricia 

Kelly (2002: 562), CLA is both a research method and a theoretical framework that is: 
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timely in that it has reconstructive and transformative properties for those 
willing to make the effort. It has the potential to encourage people out of 
their comfort zones. Myths uncovered can lead to learning or un-learning. 
The world cannot be perceived in the same way again. Thus, it is more 
than simply critical. Creating distance and exposing underlying myths 
could lead to change, especially in areas of power relations, gender, etc. It 
is a woman-friendly method since it offers the potential to illuminate any 
tradition and any way of knowing. 
 

CLA, like ecofeminism,  provides both an opportunity for critique as well as pointing to 

alternative ways of transformation including at the deeper mythological and metaphorical 

level as well as challenging us to ask, “who has access to power?” (Milojevic, 2005:19). 

 The ecofeminist visual interdisciplinary methodology that I created to conduct 

this study is very similar to the visual and narrative cultures methodology (VNC) that 

Sally Kitch (2007) and others formulated at the Ohio State University, Department of 

Women’s Studies for their PhD program.    

VNC both links a wide variety of representational forms and analyzes 
their relationship to social power structures and mechanisms for change.  
Thus, the VNC research involves the study of visual representations… as 
well as the gendered/racialized/sexualized processes of construction and 
distribution of representations via production companies, corporate 
sponsors, media outlets, and policy makers (Kitch, 2007:123). 
 

Therefore, there is a shared intent to understand images/representations within a broad 

context (visual analysis) and to offer ideas for reform/change based on ideas gathered 

through interviews with people who work in the film industry.  

The interview methods 
 

The interview stage of the study included the collecting, analysing and writing up the 

data from interviews with key individuals whose perspectives and experiences could 

inform my analysis.  I chose to interview filmmakers and others involved in the 

filmmaking process such as writers about film and film festival organisers, in an effort to 

understand how the film industry works, and thus identify opportunities for change.  In 

collaboration with my supervisory committee, the decision was made, at the proposal 

stage of this research, to geographically bound the research participation to the west coast 

of Canada and the US  In the end, the interviewees were from Victoria and Vancouver, in 
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Canada, as well as Seattle, and the Los Angeles area in the United States (see Appendix 

A for a summary of the interview dates and locations).  

 There is very little data or qualitative research available on the experiences of film 

workers; however, I was able to find some literature on gender and race issues as cited in 

Chapters Five.  I believe that my research will be one of the first times that experiences of 

people working in the industry will be documented in a scholarly format.  

 The first step in conducting research that involves interviews with people is 

gaining permission through the Ethical Review Process.  This is conducted before any 

contact with research participants is made. In Canada, the Ethics Approval Application 

process is under the auspices of an interagency panel that administers the Tri-Council 

Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans which includes the 

moral imperative that: 

First, it translates into the familiar moral imperative of respect for human 
dignity. It is unacceptable to treat persons solely as means (mere objects or 
things), because doing so fails to respect their intrinsic human dignity and 
thus impoverishes all of humanity. Second, it translates into the 
requirement that the welfare and integrity of the individual remain 
paramount in human research. (http://pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-
politique/tcps-eptc/context-contexte/#B). 
 

Therefore, the purpose of the Ethical Review is to ensure that no person’s dignity or 

welfare is harmed by the research. The application process includes steps to describe how 

the research participants will be recruited, how they will give consent and how 

confidentiality will be assured.    

The University of Victoria (UVic) Ethical Review process suggests that in 

recruiting research participants that a script is prepared for these initial conversations; I 

prepared such a script and, although I did not follow it verbatim, I found the script useful 

in making initial calls to people, or in the introductory emails.  Research participants 

were contacted usually first via telephone then follow-up email confirming their 

involvement (and thanking them for their willingness to participate) . 

I then established dates of interviews, and confirmed them with the research 

participants close to interview date.  Ten of the twenty-one research participants I knew 

from my participation in an annual workshop called Media that Matters or through my 

personal network of people involved in filmmaking. Six were referred to me from people 
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I knew or interviewed (snowballing).  One I read about in a film industry article and 

found her contact information on-line.  Two I contacted through their organisations 

(Women in Film LA, Environmental Media Association).  Two I contacted through the 

Internet after seeing their film (Invisible Women).  

The research was also unusual in that, as discussed above, I knew a number of the 

interview participants, in Victoria, Vancouver and Seattle, through an annual workshop 

that I have participated in called Media that Matters.  This prior connection was 

transparent in the research proposal stage and in the Ethics Review process.  There are 

special considerations for interviewing friends, but it is not unusual in feminist research 

for friendliness to develop during the research process and this is reasonable when 

interviews are approached with respect and empathy (Kirsch, 2005).  I had not met any of 

the Los Angeles research participants prior to the interviews, with the exception of Paula 

Silver. 

 Connecting with research participants, especially the ones I did not know, was 

challenging in terms of making requests on people’s time and with the expectation that 

they share their experiences in the film industry. Some people I had hoped to include in 

the research, in both Canada and Los Angeles, were either not available due to their 

schedules or were simply not interested.  For example, I contacted Participant 

Productions (now Participant Media) in Hollywood, who have a commitment to making 

films for change, and could not get past their public relations firm.  Gale Ann Hurd’s 

(who produced Terminator 3; Aeon Flux) company representative also turned down an 

interview on her behalf because she was busy with three films in production, but they did 

so gracefully and expressed support for my work.  The interview I had arranged with a 

First Nations filmmaker did not end up happening due to production scheduling delays. 

By the time I connected with him one year later, he had left the film business and was not 

keen to speak about the experience.  

 The UVic Ethical Review process, consistent with other universities in Canada, 

requires that the researcher prepare a Consent Form to be signed by each research 

participant.  I used the Consent Form to explain the process of recording the interview, 

transcription and writing up the dissertation as well as to outline the options for 

confidentiality.  In the Consent Form, I also offered the research participants a 
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commitment that they would have the ability to change their mind at later date. That 

portion of the Consent Form reads as follows: 

The range of confidentiality includes: 

a) have your  name stand with data from the interview in the dissertation 
(waive confidentiality), 

b) have data from the interview stand in the dissertation but not your name 
(moderately protected confidentiality) or  

c) not have direct quotes from your interview, nor your name, be included 
in the written text of the dissertation but only general concepts and ideas 
from the interview to be used in the dissertation (protected 
confidentiality).   
 
Regardless of the level of confidentiality chosen at this time, or the time of 
the interview, you will have the opportunity to review any data from your 
interview that is being considered for inclusion in the dissertation.  If you 
do not want the interview included in the dissertation, or any written 
material, it will not be.  

 

Offering varying levels of confidentiality is important, I believe, in providing research 

participants with a level of control over their contribution and creating a sense of 

collaboration in the inquiry, as well as contributing to the a feeling of trust in the 

interview process and in the researcher.  All of the research participants agreed initially to 

waive confidentiality with the understanding that they would have an opportunity to 

review their words prior to completion of the doctoral thesis and to change their mind 

about the level of confidentiality.  All the research participants have reviewed and 

approved my use of the words that are identified to them in Chapter Six.  This means that 

I use their actual names in the research and not pseudonyms.  One research participant 

decided to change his level of confidentiality and is now identified in the summary 

chapter and Appendix A as “An Actor”.   

 It is important to me to acknowledge the wisdom and insight of the participants.  

Ursula Franklin (1999) and Albert Borgmann (1984) suggest that the principled stances 

of people are what make change happen. All the research participants have been 

courageous and principled in letting their words be attached to them. It is not an easy task 

to address what is not working in one’s profession, and some of their colleagues, funders 
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and studio executives would probably prefer that they did not speak out. But they have, 

and so change is building.  

 Access to senior people in Hollywood for interviews was challenging, so I 

attended the Women in Film LA 2006 Forum (October) to hear from Hollywood 

directors, writers, producers and new media professionals as they spoke in various panels 

at the Forum.  I also had an unplanned short amount of time with A-List producer Laura 

Ziskin at the WIF banquet that was part of the Forum.  Women in Film LA is a warm, 

supportive, professional organisation that provides support to any woman wanting to 

work in the film industry or to women who are supporting efforts for women in film 

through research, like me.   

 I have also included comments from people who work in the Hollywood 

filmmaking industry, from two recent documentaries.  I personally interviewed the 

producers/writers, Susan Valdes and Susan Davis, of one these documentaries Invisible 

Women (2006), in a late addition to the interview schedule.  I also refer to some of the 

women’s stories in the film.  In addition, I quote people who speak out in the 

documentary film, Who Needs Sleep? (2007), created by cinematographer/director 

Haskell Wexler, because the film provides rare access into the inner workings of 

Hollywood, predominantly through the voices of cinematographers and crewmembers.  

When I quote someone speaking from the films I am explicit in this, for example 

“cinematographer, Nicola Pecorini, in Who Needs Sleep? (2006)”.  

All of the people I interviewed have successful careers in the filmmaking industry 

across a broad spectrum of roles, including those involved in the early development 

stage, through the production of the film, to marketing/distribution, organising film 

screenings and festivals, to writing about films.  Much of research conducted by 

universities, because of the intention to bring awareness to difficult situations, focuses on 

people who are less privileged than the researcher, to the point that the well known 

qualitative methods book includes a reference to “dressing down” to better match the 

research participants (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003).  This was certainly not the case with 

the people I interviewed.  All of the research participants are successful within the 

powerful and prestigious film industry.  Marjorie L. DeVault (1999: 217) suggests that 

critical research “focuses almost entirely on communities considered less powerful that 
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the researchers”, while the idea of  “studying up” – focusing on those who are more 

powerful – has a “venerable but somewhat muted presence in oppositional discourses and 

has been quite underdeveloped in feminist methodology”.  My research was an example 

of “studying up” in that the research participants are not vulnerable populations; they 

have all reached success in the film world (not to say that they are above the structures, 

practices and mindset of the film industry).  Nevertheless, DeVault (1999) argues that 

different approach to the interviews, on the part of the researcher/ interviewer is required 

when “studying up”, not solicitous restraint, but bold assertion.  I did not feel the need to 

be boldly assertive in the interviews, but I certainly was appreciative of their time and 

took care to make the interviews as pleasant as possible for the research participants.  To 

me the research participants were what Green (1994) refers to as “co-professionals” in 

the research.  Therefore, I did feel a responsibility to prepare as well as I could for the 

interviews, to find out a little about their background prior to the interview, as co-

professional would respectfully prepare for a meeting.  This was not always possible, and 

generally, the research participants appeared to enjoy explaining to me their role within 

the film world.   

One of the people I interviewed, Bob Thomas, has been writing about Hollywood, 

the movies and film people for sixty-five years.  Mr. Thomas has written many books and 

thousands of articles in his long career most of which are based on interviews with 

Hollywood studio owners, directors, producers and stars, so I knew I was interviewing a 

professional, seasoned interviewer.  In addition to his stature in the film industry (he is 

the only Hollywood writer/film critic to have a star on Hollywood boulevard), Mr. 

Thomas is a professional researcher and interviewer, therefore, I was extra nervous 

before the meeting with him in a restaurant near his home.  At the end of the interview I 

asked Mr. Thomas if he would sign one of his books that I brought with me to the 

interview and he said, “of course”.  Mr. Thomas inscribed the book with the note “To 

Karen, an astute interviewer with a clear mind for her ultimate triumph” [completing the 

doctoral thesis].  I took that as an assurance that I did okay in my interview method and 

pre-interview preparation.  

The successful status of the research participants was part of the reason that the 

interview schedule was elongated.  They all had very busy, complicated schedules 
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structured around filming, editing deadlines, screenings, or festivals so making time for a 

one to two hour interview was not easy; accommodations needed to be made.  For 

example, Nina Streich had planned to be in Los Angeles when I was there in the fall of 

2006 because she was invited there for the planning of a west coast Global Peace Festival 

(GPF), but at the last minute that changed because the Japan version of the GPF became a 

priority and she flew to Japan.  I later interviewed her via telephone on New Year’s Eve 

day.  And Pat Ferns travels internationally almost every month so it was especially tricky 

to work around his schedule.    

 The interviews were designed as semi-structured with one open-ended question. 

The questions were designed to explore particular aspects of their experience and the one 

open-ended question was there to encourage the research participants to move past their 

reality and dream.  I prepared questions in advance that were intended to be common to 

all the interviews as well as specific questions for some research participants based on 

their background.  Although I did not intend on providing the questions to the interview 

participants in advance, a small number of the research participants insisted on seeing the 

questions so they would have a sense of the types of questions being asked and to help 

them prepare, so I forwarded the questions to them.  I was concerned that if the research 

participants saw the questions in advance that they would be less spontaneous in the 

interviews, but this turned out to be an unwarranted concern.  I did not feel that any 

participants had scripted or censored their responses.  I certainly did not get through all 

the questions in every interview, at least in any linear sense.  The interviews often 

became a conversation that flowed from one topic to the next, but somehow in each 

interview, the questions were answered in some fashion (with the exception of Debbie 

Levin where the interview was cut short due work demands).  The open-ended question 

used in the interview was “If I could wave a magic wand and change filmmaking (in 

Canada or the US as relevant) it would be …”.  This turned out to be an important 

question, which gave permission for the research participants to ignore the reality of the 

present filmmaking system of practice and state what they desire and hope for their 

industry and for their place in it: a mini-visioning session that had great results.  
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The interview data analysis 
 
 Once the interviews were completed, they were transcribed by me and various 

people hired to assist with this task.  The interviews were recorded with an iPod (digital 

recordings) with the exception of the two last interviews that were recorded with a mini-

tape recorder.  In hindsight, the mini-tape recorder method was better for me and the 

people who assisted me with transcribing.  The technology for mini-tape recorder 

includes a foot pedal, which enables the transcriber to slow down the speed of the 

recording to match the typing and to stop and start without removing the hands from the 

keyboard.  Foot pedals for Apple/Mac computer digital transcription technology are not 

common yet and I was not able to find any during the time I was doing the transcription 

(I believe this technology is more readily available now).  Once the transcriptions were 

completed, I read each one again while listening to the recorded interview.  I began the 

data analysis once all the interviews were completed and transcribed. 

  With each interview being at least one hour, and many closer to two hours, I then 

found myself with a seemingly insurmountable volume of data to attend to. Initially, with 

the support of computer expert, I began the analysis of the transcripts with an 

Apple/Mac-friendly computer program for qualitative data analysis called TAMS.  I did 

not continue on with TAMS, but this experience was found to be purposeful as it 

identified a number of codes and key words that I was able to use, and identify as 

consistent concepts and ideas in the next phase: the manual analysis.  I used 

predominantly a manual analysis process because research participants’ conversation 

styles and experiences were so different and complex that computer identifications were 

insufficient.    

The manual analysis began with a careful reading of each interview and 

highlighting sections that I thought were important to the topic, or that the research 

participant expressed particular concern or interest in.  Once I had read every interview, 

and done the initial highlighting, I re-read each interview again and identified key 

words/ideas/themes in each highlighted section, using the coding words and phrases 

identified through the TAMS analysis of the four interviews. I wrote the codes and 

phrases that were in general categories: of work experience, ideas for change or a general 

theme (such as “importance of narrative”) in the margins of the pages.  I then grouped 
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together the data from the interviews with similarly coded sections on large cards.  Then I 

made decision to weave the interview data around the steps in the filmmaking process 

(from pre-development to distribution and screenings) because this gave meaningful 

structure to their experiences within the filmmaking process.  There was a contextualising 

in time, institutions and concepts, that emerged once this form revealed itself.  This “aha” 

moment created congruence between the research participants’ experiences in the 

filmmaking process and the identification of film as system of practice.  Once this 

decision was made, the analysis writing up of the data had a logical flow, and became 

easier.  I then colour coded each data summary card according to steps in the process 

(from pre-production to marketing/publicity and distribution) and used this structure of 

“how films are made” to write up the summary the data, which is found in Chapter Six. 

 In the writing up of the data, care must be taken to ensure that the research 

participants’ words are treated respectfully.  Issues of authority and authorship must also 

be addressed as the researcher become the narrator in the writing stage and assumes the 

responsibility that accompanies the role of writer/storyteller (Richardson, 1990).  I trust 

that I have accurately reflected the words and narratives of the research participants and 

have not abused my role as writer/narrator in the summaries and interpretation of the 

data, and I believe their permission to use their words supports this.  Because I am not an 

active participant in the film industry, I certainly do not have any authority on life in the 

film business.  On a couple occasions I was able to provide data on the film industry that 

supported a research participant’s narrative about their experience in some aspect of 

filmmaking, and this input appeared to be appreciated.  There was, however, one aspect 

of the research where my authority on the issue was insisted upon by almost all of the 

research participants: the images of the ecological future in the films, which clearly 

emerged as my responsibility to address.  A clear role, and purpose, was revealed for 

scholars to do the critical analysis of films.  

Methods used to explore the film images 
 
As discussed above I analysed the images of the future in film using an ecofeminist 

visual interdisciplinary methodology building on Gillian Rose’s (2001) work on visual 

methodologies and Sohail Inayatullah’s (1998) Causal Layered Analysis (CLA).  
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 The discussion of the film images in Chapter Five reflects the CLA framework 

that is divided into four layers.  Inayatullah (1998) encourages the researcher to move up 

and down vertically through the levels, as well as to conduct a horizontal analysis that 

asks questions at each layer.  These include The Litany of repeated images or trends that 

can result in feelings of, fear, helplessness or apathy; Social Causes or Social Science 

Analysis that reveals the economic, cultural, political, technological and historical factors 

in problems; Discourse analysis/Worldview level that is used to explore the worldviews 

depicted in the films, and by implication, the filmmaking industry; and Myth/metaphor 

analysis where the “gut/emotional level experience to the worldview under inquiry” is 

used to explore mythology, archetypes or the paradox of an issue or image (Inayatullah, 

1998: 820).  I was able to move both vertically through the levels as reflected in Chapter 

Five where I explored the images of the future in the films using each level, and asked 

questions at each level across a number of images and film stories that provides the 

horizontal analysis.  The questions I asked in my analysis included: how are ecological 

spaces depicted (if at all)? Is there a diversity of human settlements?  Who holds 

institutional power in terms of gender and racial diversity?  Are trees, plants, forests, 

birds, animals shown, and are there any areas of nonhuman habitat?  Were there any 

depictions of water (either drinking water or water in lakes, streams, oceans)?  Are there 

any areas where food is grown or any scenes of food being cooked? 

 As discussed above, in order to identify images, and patterns of images, of 

landscapes (including urban, agricultural, forests, oceans), food, nature, animals, women, 

and people of colour, repeated viewings of each film were required.  I wrote detailed 

descriptions of the images and identified by time in the film, the location of the images 

within the film.  Some of the images of landscapes or minor characters are not on the 

screen for very long so it was important to note their temporal location in the film in 

order to see them again, and to capture the still images.  Images from the films that are 

included in this document were captured from DVDs played on a Mac computer using a 

Free and Open Source cross-platform media player called VLC Media Player available at 

www.videolan.org. 

 I also wrote summaries of the story in the film to provide context for the images.  

Where possible I listened to the director/producer/leading actor voiceover that 
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accompanies many films (but not all), and went to the film’s on-line site, for further 

details.  I note that the studio’s website for a particular film does not stay on the Internet 

permanently.  For example, the website for Minority Report (2002) is no longer 

accessible, but as of September 2009 the website for Children of Men (2006) remains on 

the Internet at: http://www.childrenofmen.net/.  

Why these films? 
   
 In this research I analysed in detail six contemporary films: Blade Runner  

(theatrical release 1982; Director’s cut 1992), The Fifth Element (1997), Minority Report 

(2002), The Matrix (1999), Star Wars – Episode 1- The Phantom Menace (1999), and 

Aeon Flux (2005).  All are Hollywood blockbusters that received international 

distribution in theatres and now their reach continues via television, video, and DVDs.  

This may seem like a small number of films to conduct a study of patterns, however, it is 

common within film and cultural studies for only one film to be analysed in detail in a 

scholarly work, therefore six is an acceptable number to look for patterns and contrasts.  

Also, I chose only six films to do a detailed exploration of for practical reasons and 

because to include more would only result in repetition of descriptions.  The images of 

the future in film are so consistent from film to film, from year to year, that the same 

descriptions repeat and repeat.  This remains true in 2009 as a new crop of post-

apocalyptic films are released.  I also completed the film analysis of this research in 2007 

so films released after that time were not included.  Blade Runner (1982/1992) may not 

be considered contemporary, at least the 1982 original theatrical release, but it is included 

here because its influence on the visual look of films about the future that have followed 

has been immense.  It is rare to see a film about the future today that does not refer back 

to Blade Runner’s densely layered sets, in some fashion. 

 I looked very hard and queried many people who are avid film watchers for ideas 

and recommendations for films that included positive images of nature, landscape or 

agriculture in the future. The only films that I have been able to find that partially meet 

that criteria are the Australian film Epsilon (1997) also known as Alien Visitor in Canada 

and US, and the American blockbuster Aeon Flux (2005).  I included Aeon Flux in the 

detailed visual analysis, but could not with Epsilon because the future ecologically 
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healthy Earth is briefly described only with words, it is not visually depicted.  I also 

briefly refer to other recent films where they reinforce a pattern or provide an exception 

to a pattern, including: Children of Men (2006), Ever Since the World Ended (2001), 

Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines (2003), AI (2001), and Star Trek 4: The Voyage 

Home (1986).  Star Trek 4 was suggested to me because of the humpback whale in the 

film, but as discussed in Chapter Five, the overall story remains dead-Earth like because 

in the future there is only one whale, and it is brought forward in time from the past.  

 The six films that I chose to analyse in detail were chosen for a variety of reasons.  

Firstly, the film needed to have visual depictions of landscape, either Earth or an Earth-

like landscape because my topic focuses on images of ecological futures.  This criterion 

meant that films, such as Aliens (1986) were not included because the film takes place 

entirely in a spacecraft.  Likewise, Brazil (1985) takes place almost completely indoors, 

but we do see a few images of a garbage filled, dark cityscape.   

 Brazil is one of those films that probably every adult in Western society should see, 

and it is terribly prescient to the world in 2009, but it is so hard to watch that I could not 

consider spending the time with it that the visual analysis required.  The same is true of 

Children of Men (2006) and the Mad Max series.  I find that some films are just too 

emotionally difficult and visually effective for repeated viewing.  I have observed that 

many people who do detailed analyses of film do so with films that they seem to enjoy to 

a certain extent.  This makes sense because one needs to watch a film many times to do a 

detailed, layered analysis.  This is not the case with me and the films in this research.  I 

find most of these films disturbing, and have purposely not seen them in the theatre 

because they would be too overwhelming.  I watched the films in DVD or VHS format 

each three to five times on a television to understand the story, and I have viewed 

selected parts many times, on the computer, in the effort to capture still images from the 

films, and have generally not enjoyed the viewings.  I have approached these films as a 

researcher with a worry not as a fan.  

 The six main films of the research also are all blockbusters that have been seen by 

millions of people around the world.  They are emblematic of the global reach of 

Hollywood, and of the appeal of sequels to the studios and conglomerates that now own 

them. The Matrix and Star Wars – Episode 1- The Phantom Menace are both part of a 
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multi-film series.  Aeon Flux did not have the large theatrical release profits as the others, 

but is doing very well, financially, in DVD sales and rentals (http://en.wikipedia.org).  

 The films also have individual traits that make them important to include in the 

exploration into films about the future.  Blade Runner, which bases its buildings and 

general look on the film Metropolis (1927), and as above, is important in its influence on 

films that come after it.  The Fifth Element is far into the future, year 2214, therefore is a 

long view of the future according to Hollywood.  Minority Report is a documented 

example of collaboration between Hollywood and professional futurists.  And I felt that 

The Matrix was important to include because of its attraction to both fans and scholars for 

its philosophical themes (Irwin, 2002) and depiction of alternate realities.  Aeon Flux 

(2005) was important to the research because it demonstrates that visions of the future 

that are counter to the dominant imagery from Hollywood are possible.   

 Other films are mentioned, and in some cases, images are provided for various 

reasons.  Epsilon (1997) is important because it is a non-Hollywood film about the future 

(made in Australia) and it begins and ends with a positive story of the future, although 

visual images of the future are not given.  City of Men (2006) demonstrates how a current 

film continues the patterns of the dominant imagery. The low budget independent film 

Ever Since the World Ended (2006) was viewed in an effort to look beyond blockbusters, 

but I found the same dominant patterns. 

Placing the researcher 
 

I came to this research with a desire to try to understand my concern about why 

we as ordinary citizens and decision makers cannot seem to make decisions that consider 

the long-term future or that consider the well-being of other humans, nonhumans or the 

Earth.  Why are we so carelessly destroying our futures? I came to this topic after a long 

career as an environmental and strategic planner and witnessing endless decisions that 

were harmful to individual human and nonhuman’s health, communities, and the Earth.  I 

began to wonder if our collective visions of the future might have something to do with 

the way decisions are being made.  I started to think about how most people get 

information about the future: films, television, advertising, books, magazines, and the 

Internet.  And I began questioning the dominant images of the future, and wonder if 
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perhaps, they were leading us down the wrong path.  Therefore, I certainly was not an 

objective, aloof observer of the process.  I had a burning question that I wanted to explore 

and attempt to understand.  I also came to the research with the intent to look at how 

change could happen that would enable positive images of the future to be envisioned.   

 Today the notion of the value-less objective observer in research, including social 

and natural sciences, has been dispelled.  As Norman Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln (2003) 

argue the age of value-free inquiry is over, and importance is now on a researcher being 

clear about one’s methodology, paradigm and biases.  I have discussed my 

methodological approach above, which aligns strongly with feminist methodologies and 

theory.  “So, with many other feminists, I want to argue for a doctrine and practice of 

objectivity that privileges contestation, deconstruction, passionate construction, webbed 

connections, and hope for transformation of systems of knowledge and ways of seeing” 

(Haraway, 1991: 191, my emphasis).  My ecofeminist based hope for transformation in 

how we envision our futures, and make decisions that affect the future, is supported in 

this inquiry by the other parts of the methodological, conceptual, framework for this 

research, Ursula Franklin’s (1999) and Albert Borgmann’s (1984) theories on technology 

that include suggestions and methods for reforming systems.  

 I have attempted to wrestle with my bias towards a yearning for change in how 

we envision our futures and make change happen by acknowledging it here, maintaining 

an openness to what others feel about are positive aspects of the films, and a willingness 

to consider other points of view.  For example, when research participant Kim Jackson 

did not agree with my perspective that filmmakers should feel an obligation to participate 

in what Hans Richter (1981) calls progressive cinema I noted this in the research 

summary and analysis.  I also looked very hard to find images of the future in films that 

do not match the dominant patterns.  

Limitations of the study 
 

A limitation of the study is that I have assumed, based on Polak (1961), Boulding and 

Boulding (1999), Geoghegan (2003) that the links between images of the future and 

attitudes/actions towards the future are valid.  This is not a psychological study of 
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personal attitudes about the future, but recognises the ecofeminist focus on institutions 

and societal structures.  I have been limited by the very small amount of material 

available on film audience experience, especially related to films about the future.   

 The study was also limited by my lack of access to filmmakers in Hollywood, 

especially those that create the blockbuster films about the future.  The closest I got into 

that world was to producer Gale Ann Hurd’s office, but she was too busy to participate in 

the research.  Also the study was limited to a select number of films that represent a cross 

section of films about the future.  I looked at many more films than those discussed in 

Chapter Five, but the images were becoming repeated so there seemed to be no need to 

include them all in this study, because to do so would have amounted to simply making 

lists and my intention is to understand the dominant images not count them all.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Images of the Future in Contemporary Feature Films  
 

With no better vision of the future to offer, the United States may possibly 
succeed in forcing the rest of the world into one of these futures imagined 
in Hollywood. Or perhaps these movies are best seen as warnings – 
whether or not intended – not to follow the leadership of a social structure 
that either doesn’t know where it’s going or sees its own future as 
hopeless. 

Bruce H. Franklin (1985:85).  
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter is a visual studies (Rose, 2001) critical analysis of patterns of images of the 

future in contemporary feature films as they relate to ecological values, in particular 

landscape, nature, animals, plants, and food.  Part of the interdisciplinary weave of my 

research is ecofeminism, which identifies how dominations of nature intersect with 

domination of women, non-whites and queers, therefore, I have also investigated patterns 

in the film of gender, sexuality and race.  As discussed in Chapter Four, although I 

viewed many films about the future, this analysis focuses on six contemporary films, 

(Blade Runner, The Fifth Element, Minority Report, The Matrix, Star Wars – Episode 1- 

The Phantom Menace, Aeon Flux) all of which are Hollywood blockbusters that received 

international distribution in theatres and whose reach continues via television, video, and 

DVDs.  I also include discussion of the Australian film Epsilon (Alien Visitor in Canada 

and US). Aeon Flux and Epsilon, are important as counterpoints to the dominant imagery 

in the other films.  I will also briefly refer to other recent films in a less detailed fashion 

where they reinforce a pattern or provide an exception to a pattern, including: Children of 

Men, Ever Since the World Ended, Terminator 3, AI, and Star Trek 4.   

Causal Layered Analysis (Inayatullah, 1998) is used as a method to structure the 

analysis into four layers including:  1) description of the dominant images in the films 

(Borgmann’s foreground of technology), 2) the social science/political ecological 

aspects, 3) worldviews, and 4) an exploration of the myths and narrative of the images in 

the films.  In the first layer of the analysis, I describe the images and the story in the film 
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and then use the other layers to explore why these patterns of are a concern to visioning 

for sustainable and just futures.  

As directed by Polak (1961) the purpose of exploring the images of the future in 

the films is to understand them well enough to know what to keep and what to reject in 

them. And once we understand what is not working with the patterns of dominant 

imagery then we can move to creating alternative images of sustainable futures.  This is 

consistent with the direction given by Ursula Franklin (1999) as discussed in Chapter 

Three, that making change begins with understanding and then moves on to protest. I do 

not assert a direct causal link between the film images and actions towards sustainability 

in the present.  But rather that the dominant imagery may be interfering with the creation 

of alternative images of the future.  Building, on Frederick Polak’s (1961) pioneering 

work on the importance of positive images of the future, Patricia Kelly’s (2002) feminist 

exploration of a web-based image of the future, and Ivana Milojevic’s (2002, 2005) 

research on work on educational images of the future, I conducted an inquiry on 

dominant patterns of images in film that inform our ideas about the landscapes of the 

Earth, where people are living and what they eating in the future, in order that we can 

know what is ailing with the patterns, and where change needs to happen.  The analysis 

of film images in this chapter will be blended, in later chapters, with the knowledge 

provided by the research participants, who are active in the film industry in various 

capacities, to explore how the filmmaking/image-making industry can be reformed so 

that images of sustainable futures can be part of mainstream films.  

Images of future in film: flying machines, tall buildings and bad food 
 
 Films about the future often include a number of repeated elements, which in film 

studies terminology are called codes (Barker and Austin, 2000).  Codes provide a 

shortcut into a film that enables filmmakers to spend less time explaining where and 

when the film takes place. Codes in films about the future include flying cars, 

skyscrapers, and elaborate costumes (the women’s are often highly sexualized) that are 

immediate indicators to the viewer that this is the future. Other futuristic codes in the film 

about the future also include decaying large cities, or sterile enclosed cities, deserts, lots 

of garbage, and very few animals, with the exception of rats. Trees are rare. There is 
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often the assumption of it being post-apocalyptic, whether from nuclear war or an 

ecological disaster. As Lisa Garforth (2006:136) summarises, films about the future “use 

ecological wastelands to prove the noirish postapocalyptic setting against which human 

and posthuman protagonists must negotiate existential questions of identity and reality”. 

There is no avoiding the reality that the dominant images of the future today are bleak, 

dystopic futures of entropy, violence and despair (Slaughter, 1998).    

 Blade Runner (theatrical release 1982; Director’s cut 1992) is based on the novel 

Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?  by Philip K. Dick (1968).  It is one of the few 

film about the future that has received significant attention from film scholars, and is 

beloved by many viewers (Ryan and Kellner, 1990; Bruno, 1990; Brooker, 2005;). The 

highly layered world of Blade Runner is modelled after Metropolis (1927), and in turn, 

many contemporary films are modelled after Blade Runner.  

   
Figure 1 - Metropolis (1927)   Figure 2 - Blade Runner (1982/92)   

  

A dead or dying Earth is assumed in Blade Runner as a result of the  “ecological 

disaster that underlies the film’s basic premise. Most animal life has been extinguished 

and the Earth is nearly uninhabitable, so that off-world emigration is encouraged for 

those who qualify racially” (Desser, 1999: 4).  In the introduction to the film, we learn 

that the humanised robots (Replicants) were developed to prepare the Off-world colonies 

for those with enough privilege to live there. Women have limited screen presence in 

Blade Runner, and are limited to the roles of assistant to a boss, sex trade worker, or 

romantic love interest.  There are two featured “female” characters, but they are both 

Replicants; their roles support the male story.  One unanswered question in the film is: 

why does it seem so ethically easy for Deckard to kill the two female Replicants he was 
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sent to eliminate, while he spares the male Replicant’s “life” after much hand-to-hand 

combat?  The protagonist of the film is a white male, as are most of his fellow police 

officers, but the majority of people left on Earth in Los Angeles, and who merely form 

part of the background to the film, are non-white.   

 The Los Angeles of Blade Runner is a dark, wet, decaying city in 2019, where 

streets are crowded with people (who all seem to be in a hurry to get somewhere), 

garishly retrofitted old buildings and abandoned cars; alternating with high rise towers 

and a massive modern monolith of a building that dominates the dark cityscape (home of 

the Tyrell Corporation, which produces the Replicants). There are a few flying cars, 

treated with obvious delight and awe by the filmmakers, that are the exclusive domain of 

the police and corporations. It is almost always dark outside and pouring with rain. 

An iconic technology in Blade Runner is the advertising. This is made up of 

moving images, some with sound, on the sides of buildings and on flying machines. It is 

representative of the total corporatisation of public spaces in the future (as we are already 

seeing in our present world) where cityscapes are dominated by advertising. 

 

 
Figure 3 - Blade Runner (1982/92) 
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Figure 4 - Completed building in Tokyo shopping district. Architectural Record, 2007  

   

 Food in the world of Blade Runner appears to be generally available, although in 

limited quantities.  In one scene, the main character, Deckard, orders four of something at 

a conventionally 20th century Chinese noodle house, but the server tells him that he can 

have only two of what he orders with his noodles, implying a shortage.  While waiting for 

his place at the noodle house counter, Deckard is reading a newspaper with a headline 

about farming on the Moon.  The implication is, I believe, that the Earth is no longer 

clean enough to provide food and that technology has been invented to grow and 

transport food from the Moon.  Alcohol, of various types, is available in both bars and 

stores. Smoking of tobacco, or a similar substance, is observed in a few scenes. 
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Figure 5 - Blade Runner (1982/92) 
 

 There is an obvious lack of biodiversity within the L.A. of Blade Runner.  The only 

real animals in the film are rats and pigeons, which add to the decaying, grunginess of the 

landscape.  We see other “animals” who are pets, an owl and a snake, but they are 

artificial – commodities that are manufactured by the Tyrell Corporation.  

Children of Men (2006), based on P.D. James’ (1992) novel of the same name, 

takes place in and around London, England in 2027, in a world of hopelessness and 

despair as a result of women no longer being able to produce children because the men 

have become infertile.  Or as described in the synopsis on the website for the film 

(www.childrenofmen.net) “no children, no future, no hope”.  The implication is that 

hopelessness for the future has resulted in a population that is no longer motivated to care 

about their communities or each other. In this near future film the landscape is very 

similar to today, but garbage is everywhere and the buildings appear to be neglected.  The 

visual connection to Blade Runner, including the Asian influence, is strong in scenes in 

the city.  
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Figure 6 - Street scenes in Children of Men (2006) 

 

 Minority Report (2002) takes place in Washington D.C. in 2054.  Minority Report 

is based on a technology of preventative policing where “precogs”, young psychics, are 

kept in suspended state in a small pool of water, from which they are able to see murders 

before they actually happen, and whose existence is controlled by the men of this special 

police unit.  The pre-cog technological system also includes small balls that come from 

tubes that hold the precogs’ images, an imagery board that is operated by the elite men in 

the system, and terrible head clamps that are put on the “murderers” when the murder is 

pre-empted. The system is promoted by the police as a foolproof way to reduce violence 

and accepted by the public who live in fear of violent crime.  “But, in concrete terms, the 

masters of preventative designation become masters of violence: they arbitrarily 

manipulate consciousnesses, ethical standards and public opinion” (Valantin, 2005: 105).  

The system of technology is seductive in its assurance of safety, but highly violent and 
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insidious in application. Other technologies in the film include the personal flying 

technology (powered backpacks) the police team use when chasing criminals.  

The Washington D.C. of Minority Report isa strange mixture of the old section of 

the city, with brownstone single-family homes and townhouses, parks and yards, and the 

new suburbs made of residential towers, which are tall enough to accommodate cars 

racing up and down them and a decrepit area known as the sprawl.  The single passenger 

cars operate on a system called “maglevs” that enables the cars to move vertically and 

horizontally, at great speed, of course. A crowded, grimy subway train is shown in one 

scene. The city is definitely divided into haves and have-nots. The wealthy live in posh 

apartments in the sky (accessible by their maglevs), grand homes, or the brownstones.  

The rest live in dark, cramped apartments in the sprawl; where there is garbage 

everywhere, and a significant number of rats are shown (the only animal in the film with 

the exception of the brief, and incongruent, view of the police horses, as below). 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - Washington D.C. in 2054, Minority Report (2002)  
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Areas of nature, or non-city, are found in Minority Report, but these areas are 

depicted as dangerous (plants that can kill humans), or desolate landscapes (merely as 

Other to the city).  But in a rare positive image in futures-based film, these natural spaces 

are seen as a place of refuge from the intensity of the city.  The world of Minority Report, 

uncharacteristically for the genre, is not post-apocalyptic; trees, plants, and water remain, 

and food is still available. We see a breakfast of eggs and other things being cooked, as 

well as orange juice, and later in the film a tomato and lettuce sandwich, and herbal tea 

with honey.  However, the agricultural spaces where the food is grown or the honey is 

collected are not depicted in the film.  As in Blade Runner, it also rains a lot.  

 

Figure 8 - Killer plants in Minority Report (2002) 

 

 

Figure 9 – Car in woods outside Washington D.C. in Minority Report (2002) 
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In Minority Report, 50 years into the future, not much has changed in terms of 

social/cultural structures – white men still form the core of power (a black man provides 

technical assistance to otherwise all white team). Women are predominantly restricted to 

roles of assistants/secretaries, supportive wives, and a grieving mother. There is a 

brilliant female scientist, who now regrets her role in the new precog technology (which 

came out of her concern for children of drug addicts), but she has removed herself from 

any connection to society in her solitude amongst the killer plants (another technology 

that she has created). Nature as deadly. There is also a young woman who is a 

“precognitive” with great intuitive powers to see the future.  She is used to help the 

hero/lead in escaping an unfortunate fate.  

 

Figure 10 - A rare image of racial diversity, Minority Report (2002). The African American 
woman appears to be the male lead’s secretary, neither she nor the Asian man are seen again in 
the film.  
 
 Further into the future, in The Fifth Element (1997) white men are still clearly in 

charge, including the military, police, clergy and business.  There is a black president, but 

he defers to his all white, all male military advisors and clergy.  The Fifth Element 

announces its landscape as New York City in 2214, in a world of over 200 billion people.  

It is a city of extremely tall towers and flying cars buzz around everywhere.  The ground 

level, on the rare times it is shown, is garbage ridden and cloaked in fog.  The only 

Earthly non-hyperurban landscape shown is a desert.  An ocean is depicted, but it is on 

another planet.  There is no sign of nonhuman species or natural landscapes anywhere in 

this version of New York with the exception of the hero’s cat, and his aquarium of fish, 
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who share his claustrophobic cubicle apartment in the sky.  The overwhelming sense of 

The Fifth Element is of technology and the built environment.  

 

Figure 11 - New York 2214 as depicted in The Fifth Element (1997) 

 

When we first meet Leeloo, the woman who is the “fifth element”, she emerges   

naked into a machine, surrounded by leering all-male military personnel.  Then, 

magically, the machine seems to know how to place strips of elasticised white fabric over 

strategic parts of her body.  She escapes from the military establishment into the city (see 

below).  Leeloo is classically instrumentalised in the film, as her body is required as part 

of a collection of other “elements” to save the world.  

 

Figure 12 - Leeloo first experiences New York City in The Fifth Element (1997) 
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 Food in The Fifth Element is presented as industrialised (McDonald’s food is 

shown a few times including a sign saying  “over 65 trillion served”) and assorted 

leftover containers of other fast food) or by magic (perfectly roasted chicken and 

vegetables on a platter out of microwave-like machine, an exotic delivery of Chinese 

food in a flying sampan, and fruit that emerges from a desk).  

 At the end of The Fifth Element the main characters are in a desert in a pyramid 

tomb-like structure. Deserts are another reoccurring code in films about the future (Dune 

and Mad Max series). But not a real life-filled desert with plants, animals, invertebrates 

but rather deserts as dead wastelands. Conventionally the deserts are used as a code in 

films about the future for nature does not exist here usually as a result of war or an 

apocalyptic event, humans and their machines may be there, as in Star Wars and 

Terminator, but no other life forms  

The repetition of conventional “futuristic” elements in The Fifth Element is 

somewhat relieved by the humour and elaborate costumes, but even these cannot 

diminish the overall feeling that this is an entirely built, nature-less, society dominated by 

white men.  There are very few women in the film and, with the exception of the 

exceptional and fully instrumentalised “Fifth Element”, Leeloo, and a very blue female 

alien, the few women represented are reduced to stereotypes of a whining mother, a 

daughter or an escort of a powerful man, sexualised flight attendants, groupies, secretary, 

and military assistant.  

 In Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home (1986) the space ship Enterprise is returning 

to Earth with a humpback whale that Captain Kirk and his crew have transported forward 

in time from the 1980s, because in their century – the 23rd - there are no whales left on 

Earth, and a humpback is needed to communicate with an incoming alien probe or the 

whole world will be destroyed.  It is true the Earth in this film does not look destroyed 

and San Francisco is depicted as similar to today, but with fewer people, and the 

recognition of the communications skills of whales is positive.  The film ends in great joy 

as the whale is brought to the present/future time period and the destruction of the Earth 

is avoided.  However, the ocean waters must not be healthy if whales are unable to live 

there.  It is not addressed how this lone whale will survive without other whales or in 

oceans that have not been supporting whale life.  
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In The Matrix (1999), and its subsequent sequels, humans encased in pods are the 

energy source for machines, who, in turn, provide the humans with an alternate reality 

that is much more “alive” than their actual life on a dead Earth. As Martin Barker (2000) 

writes of The Matrix  “with the state of the earth as we are shown it: a shattered, post-

nuclear lifeless crust. If Reeves [the male lead] at the end appears to break the computer 

and free humanity, what on earth are they going to live on?”  Food in The Matrix is 

reduced to an unpleasant looking goo in the dystopic “reality” but a steak dinner and 

home baked cookies are shown within the computer programmed alternate reality.  There 

is a nod towards human diversity within The Matrix, including a black male warrior in a 

leadership role, a black female spiritual guide (The Oracle), and a highly athletic female 

warrior (in fetishised clothing), but the film’s hero is a young white male who is treated 

as a messiah, and the political power base is with an elder white male.  

The overriding technology in The Matrix series is the alternative reality which 

forms the main conceit of the film: a highly sophisticated computer program controlled 

by the computers, not people, forms the “reality” experienced by humans as they vegetate 

in their pods.  Other technologies include the humans’ flying ships and the services that 

support the human community living underground (Matrix 2). All have the feel of heavy, 

industrial metal.  

Star Wars- Episode I – The Phantom Menace (1999) includes a number of 

planets. Naboo is green and lush.  Some of the citizens live, under female leadership, in 

the peaceful, beautiful, calm city of Theed with abundant plant life, and birds, and where 

people walk everywhere  (not a flying machine to be seen until the planet is invaded). In 

the film, Naboo is being attacked, and the citizens are unable to defend themselves so the 

men of the Jedi come in to protect them.  Another part of the planet is where the Gungans 

live, albeit mostly underwater, because they too are unable to defend themselves. 
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Figure 13 The woman-led community of Naboo. Star Wars Episode 1: The Phantom Menace 
(1999) 
 

 
Figure 14 A Gungan meets a Jedi warrior and asks for protection. Star Wars Episode 1: The 
Phantom Menace (1999) 
 

 The Jedi warriors take the empress and her entourage to their home planet for 

safety. During the spacecraft journey the pilot happily boasts that “their planet is one big 

city”, and from afar, the planet is entirely brown and black.  Closer up, we see a solidly 

urbanised, mega-city with brownish, black or grey towering buildings covering every 

centimetre of space – and flying machines are everywhere. There is an overwhelming 

sense of purposeful, busy-ness.  
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Figure 15 - Star Wars Episode 1: The Phantom Menace (1999). The “all city” planet of the Jedi. 

 
 
Once they land, the women of Naboo are hurried off somewhere, while the Jedi men go 

off to get direction from the source of power in the Star Wars universe – the all male, all 
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knowing, Jedi council.  The Jedi chambers are completely enclosed, cut off from the 

urban outdoors. Through the windows we can see thousands of flying machines racing 

among the buildings.   

 If there is anything positive in this film, it is that the peaceful, green, technology-

free planet of Naboo was seen as worthy of protection.  This is tempered, however, by the 

portrayal of Naboo as portrayed as weak, quaint, feminine, powerless, and historical. 

While the nature-less planet of the Jedi is highly technical, entirely urban, serious, 

masculine, powerful, and “futuristic”.  

In summary, the patterns demonstrated in Blade Runner, The Fifth Element, 

Minority Report, The Matrix, Star Wars – Episode 1- The Phantom Menace are: lots of 

flying machines and high-tech cars; food plays a minor role and is often depicted as 

scarce or fully industrialised or magical; white men dominate positions of authority as 

well as the narrative and action in the film; the Earth is dead or portrayed as 

hostile/empty; hyperurbanism dominates, with vast cities made of towers for the rich and 

grimy apartments for those less fortunate.  Agricultural areas are not depicted in these 

five films nor any films about the future that I have viewed.  Terminator 3 takes place in 

the very near future and landscapes generally look as they do in the present.  Terminator 

3: Rise of The Machines (2003) contains the only areas of active agriculture that I have 

found in films about the future and these are right at the end of the film as the entire Earth 

is being destroyed by nuclear bombs.  
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Figure 16 - The final scenes of Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines (2003) showing rare 
examples of agricultural spaces, and the end of the world. 
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 The main theme of Aeon Flux (2005) is nature gone amok as various viruses, 

including a form that causes infertility, have killed off most of the people in the world.  

The exception is the city of Bregna, year 2415, whose citizens live in a walled city 

protected by their leader (a genetic scientist who claims to be protecting them and their 

ability to have children) and his council.  The people also are protected from nature, in 

the form of the dense forest surrounding the city, by a machine that circulates along the 

top of the city’s and sprays herbicide on the forest to ensure that the plants do not invade 

the walled city.  

  Aeon Flux breaks with convention in that the city is beautiful, green, lush, and 

calm, and where walking appears to be the main mode of transportation (with the 

exception of the gymnastic, athletic brilliance on the part of the star, Charlize Theron, 

and her colleagues who spring, jump and run a great deal).  A dinner party is being 

planned, and a market with exotic, colourful fruits and vegetables is shown (we don’t see 

the dinner party or people actually eating in the film, but the party is discussed and the 

produce shopping is observed).  Also children, including babies and many girls, are 

observed.  

Technology in the Aeon Flux is focused around the laboratories and plant 

nurseries where the biological science is underway to keep nature under control and 

ensure humans’ ability to reproduce.  No other animals, besides humans, are depicted in 

the film.  

 

 
Figure 17 - The City of Bregna in Aeon Flux (2005) 
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Figure 18 - Families walking and girls playing in a park, Aeon Flux (2005) 

 
Figure 19 - Vegetable market in Aeon Flux (2005) 
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Figure 20 - Herbicide sprayer on wall surrounding Bregna, Aeon Flux (2005)  

 

We also see the BLIMP floating above the city, which forms the much-honoured 

repository of human genetic information. Fittingly this machine comes down at the end of 

the film, when it is revealed that nature is actually healing the humans not the scientists, 

and breaks open the wall that has separated the people from wild nature for decades. 
 

 
Figure 21 - The wall is broken and Nature is revealed as not harmful to humans. Aeon Flux 
(2005) 
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Social science/political ecological aspects of film images of the future 
 
Why is it that films about the future have such dominant patterns of dystopic images of a 

hyperurban, nature-less Earth?  Why the focus on cars, flying machines and violent 

conflict?  Why are women predominantly in support roles or sexualised fighting 

machines coming to the service of the male lead role?  Why is there still such a wide 

divide between rich and poor, and why are white men still in charge?  These images are a 

reflection of Hollywood’s institutional structures, corporate ownership, and global 

domination, as discussed below.  The film images also reflect a global patriarchal system 

that privileges white heterosexual men and the built environment over women, non-white 

people, lesbians, gays and transgendered people and nature.  The film images also reflect 

a global bias towards cities as the site of the future that is supported by architects, 

planners, policy makers and futurists as well as filmmakers.   

Commercial film production first began in France, but was quickly dominated by 

the US.  Prior to World War 1, national film industries in many countries in the west 

were thriving, but by the end of the war the US was producing 85% of the world’s 

movies. For example, in Australia, in 1914 the US supplied around 50% of the films 

shown, but by 1923 Hollywood supplied around 94% of films screened in Australia 

(Turner, 1999). Hollywood has been able to maintain their dominance in the international 

market, with a few exceptions, because of their success in creating film distribution 

networks (Crane, 2002). 

In Canada today, US films dominate theatre screens and box office revenues to 

the point that Hollywood industry statistics include Canada as part of its “domestic 

market”.  In Canada, in 1994, 4% of the box-office revenues went to Canadian films with 

11% of releases (Poulin, 1995).  In 2003 2.3%, and in 2005 4%, of box office revenues 

were for Canadian films (Statistics Canada, 2007). The total 2003 box-office in Canada 

was $639.0 million, of that the Hollywood was share $589.9; video/DVD sales and rental 

Canada $701.7 million with $652.6 million being American films (Craig, 2004).  

Therefore, Hollywood clearly dominates Canadian film viewing in both theatres and in 

homes.   

India’s Bollywood produces hundreds of films per year, but most are low budget 

resulting in total film revenues of about $1billion per year “less than one third of the box 
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office of a single major Hollywood studio” (Overdorf, 2007).  Nigeria also has a highly 

prolific film industry called Nollywood.  The Nigerian film industry releases at least three 

ultra-low budget films each day some to video halls called “bibanda” and many go direct 

to video and television.  These films form an important part of Nigerian culture although 

Hollywood video retains a cultural imprint (Aderinokun, 2004).  Korea also has a strong 

film industry, with increasing market share over Hollywood films (assisted by a law that 

requires theatres to screen Korean films over 146 days per year).  But Korean-made films 

represented just 22.6% of the films shown in the country in 2003 (Kim, 2004).  China is 

addressing the issue of Hollywood dominance by banning American films for numerous 

blocks of time throughout the year with the latest being a ban beginning in December, 

2007 until February, possibly May, 2008, with December reserved for only Chinese made 

films (Coonan, 2007).  In Europe, the national (made in home country) film market share 

ranges from highs of France (45%), Czech Republic (39%), Denmark (33%), Great 

Britain (31%) and Italy (29%) to lows of 13.5% in the Netherlands and 12.9% in 

Hungary (2008 & 2007 figures: European Audiovisual Observatory www.obe.coe.int).  

Diane Crane (2002) attributes France’s strong film industry to the heavy government 

subsidies. 

In 2007, the total Hollywood domestic (US and Canada) box -office gross was 

$9.63 billion, while the total international box-office was $17.1 billion (64%). The 

international market includes: $8.92 billion Europe/Middle East/ Africa; $ 6.92 billion 

Asia Pacific, and; $1.25 billion Latin America.  This translates into a total of 5.54 billion 

international paid moviegoers and 1.40 billion domestic admissions (7.04 billion world 

wide admissions).  Therefore, as Scott (2005) argues, Hollywood may not dominate in 

the total number of films produced but they do dominate in terms of revenue, much of it 

realised from the blockbusters, and in the number of people who watch films.  

Economists Acheson and Maule (2005:339) argue, “to our knowledge, no other 

industry has been persistently dominated in the same manner”.  They attribute the early 

historical dominance partially because the US was able to attract talented creative people 

who were fleeing hostilities during both world wars.  They also argue that Hollywood’s 

international dominance is based on an efficiency of a system that provides them with an 

unfettered free market to the US domestic market (including Canada) which is the single 
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largest English speaking market in the world as well as Hollywood’s success in 

assimilating large numbers of viewers from different ethnic backgrounds (Acheson and 

Maule, 2005).  This economic efficiency has significant support from the American 

federal government, which lobbies hard for Hollywood to have an open, unlimited market 

for their films and television programs at international economic negotiations, such as 

World Trade Organisation (WTO) (previously General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

or GATT) and North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), under the argument 

that film is a product or commodity like any other.  

The [US] Department of State, Office of the United States Trade 
Represented, and the MPA [international arm of Motion Picture 
Association of America], often referred to as the “Little State 
Department”, are critical to the success of American films and television 
programs in international markets.  The American troika demands that 
foreign markets are open for Hollywood to exploit, while the oligopolistic 
nature of the American market makes it all but impenetrable to foreign 
products. The exportation of cultural products improves the trade deficit, 
but the US government also argues that “trade follows films,” that motion 
pictures and television programs provide a mechanism through which to 
advertise American products and disseminate ideologies (Kunz, 2007:6 
my emphasis). 
 

The MPA/MPAA (2009) openly flaunts this role on their website as a “little State 

Department” and describes their foreign country activities in “diplomatic, economic and 

political areas”  (www.mppaa.org/AboutUs.asp).   

Hollywood films used to be made in studios that existed only to make movies.  In 

today’s New Hollywood, film production is only a small part of large companies that, in 

turn are part of  “an increasingly diversified, globalized entertainment industry” (Schatz, 

1997:75).  And often, within the conglomerate, the media/entertainment component is 

small compared to other activities.  For example, General Electric owns Universal 

Pictures as well as 80% of NBC television broadcaster, many local US television stations, 

the Sci-Fi cable broadcaster, and a new pay tv company USA Network (Columbia 

Journalism Review, 2008).   The film component of the GE conglomerate had box office 

gross of $933million in 2006, while the total parent company revenue was $149.7billion.  

And according to a study by the Centre for Public Integrity (2008), “Outsourcing the 

Pentagon”, General Electric is number 7 in the list of the top 100 contractors to the 
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Pentagon with $10.6 billon in contracts during the period from 1998-2003, with $2.8 

billion in 2003 alone.  GE/Universal/NBC is also extending its reach further into India 

via a joint venture with the Indian media empire Network 18 (Overdorf, 2007).  With 

GE’s connections to the American military and consumer culture, I suggest that it is 

highly unlikely that Universal would release a film that had the potential to negatively 

affect the business of the much larger portion of the company pie by depicting a world 

where conflict is solved without weapons or without the glorification of American-style 

consumerism.  This is discussed further in Chapters Seven and Eight.  

Hollywood has also changed from making many movies a year to an increasing 

reliance on the big blockbusters to reach the annual corporate profit projections. 

Sedgwick and Pokorny (2005) argue that part of Hollywood’s success and survival over 

time is the focus on the hit movie, the blockbuster, with large production values that work 

to differentiate films from television productions.  However, DVDs of television 

programs, especially those produced by HBO, are now matching films in rental and sales 

revenues.  The reliance on blockbuster films, especially sequels, is more likely explained 

by the notion that blockbusters are viewed by executives to have significantly less risk, 

and more opportunity for revenue than other films (Ravid, 1999; Scott, 2005).  

Blockbusters dominate in films about the future, and high cost/ high revenue sequels have 

been a consistent pattern (Matrix, StarWars, Terminator, Star Trek series). 

Blockbuster films about the future are now one of the most lucrative film genres 

in filmmaking history, and they are “also a significant economic weapon for Hollywood, 

few others being able to afford to compete at the expensive high end of the latest effects 

technologies” (King and Krzywinska, 2000:64).  Hollywood, with films like Blade 

Runner, Star Wars, Matrix and Fifth Element, has set the standard for the expensive 

visual effects, elaborate sets and costumes, and movie stars that audiences now expect to 

see in films about the future.  Even films such as Fifth Element and The Awakening 

(2008), which had French and Indian production leadership respectively, relied totally on 

Hollywood visual effects companies, were geographically placed in the US, and had 

predominantly Hollywood actors.  

  According to geography scholar Allen J, Scott (2005:47) “Hollywood is neither 

just a metaphor nor just a business model; it is also a unique geographic entity, with a 
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very distinctive structure as a production locale” made up of a series of production 

networks, a local labour market, an institutional environment, and a regional milieu of 

landscape and cultural industries.  It is very hard for any other country to compete on the 

level of technical expertise, star power, and studio facilities all within a relatively small 

geographic area. 

Technically The Fifth Element is not a Hollywood film because the director/ 

screenplay writer  (Luc Besson), producer (Patrice Ledoux) and the lead production 

company are from France.  But the film’s visual effects were done predominantly by US 

companies, and the film takes place in New York.  In addition, American film star Bruce 

Willis has the lead role, and all the actors speak English with American accents, with a 

few exceptions, including Leeloo, the fifth element, which further enhances her 

Otherness.  So it passes as an American film to most viewers.  Also, The Fifth Element is 

consistent with the dominant patterns of Hollywood films about the future – it is sexist, 

racist, and displays a hyperurban landscape with a complete lack of nonhuman nature.  

Bollywood film producer Ronnie Screwvala attempted a look at the near future by 

co-producing a film called The Happening (2008) and provided $27million of the 

$57million co-production budget (Overdorf, 2007).  The film, written and directed by M. 

Night Shyamalan, is based on yet another end-of-the-world scenario in New York City 

(the led is an American white male and most of the actors are white Americans).  The co-

producers include 20th Century Fox, who is responsible for the film’s global distribution, 

with the exception of  Screwvala’s UTV Motion Pictures in India.  Screwvala has plans 

for a Hollywood style conglomerate UTV, which includes film production and 

distribution, animation, gaming, television content production, television stations, and (in 

collaboration with Virgin Comics) a line of superheroes based on Indian mythology – and 

he is doing it by creating Hollywood style movies with Hollywood style business style 

(Overdorf, 2007).  The Happening is yet another film about the future where the future is 

American (even in its demise). 

 The amount of money involved in making and marketing Hollywood 

blockbusters is staggering, as are the profits that are made from the theatrical screening 

and DVD sales around the world.  The Hollywood blockbusters are supported by large 

marketing budgets that work to entrench the image making in a small number of 
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companies and, in turn, the companies chose established filmmakers who are deemed to 

be low risk.  In 2005, six studios in Hollywood spent record sums of nearly $10 billion in 

production ($6 billion) and marketing (more than $3.5 billion) because  “studios are 

facing slowing growth in box- office returns, and in response they are turning out fewer, 

but bigger, films — especially those that allow them to generate greater spin-off revenues 

from DVDs, games and merchandising” (Hopkins, 2005).  These large marketing budgets 

are part of a system that now results in a Hollywood film opening in thousands of screens 

around the world in attempt to maximise opening weekend grosses, which, in turn, drive 

up spin-off revenues and options.  For example, Star Wars Episode 1 – The Phantom 

Menace, grossed $65millon in the US and Canada (on 2,970 screens), and £9,5million in 

the UK (on 460 screens) – in its first weekend.  The film now has world theatrical and 

rental gross of $925.6 globally. (All data from imdb.com).  These figures do not include 

the spin-off of video games, toys, books, bedding, that are thought to have brought in 

revenues higher than the film itself (King and Krzywinska, 2000).  By mid-2005, the Star 

Wars franchise had reached revenues of $20 billion (Smith, 2005 in Grainge, 2008).  The 

spin-off products, like the films themselves, are developed predominantly for male users 

(boys and young men).  

 Most films are still written and produced for the male gaze, which is not 

surprising since the “men dominate overwhelmingly in the production of almost all 

popular genres” (Gamman and Marshment, 1988:3).  Most films are being made within a 

highly patriarchal industry, which restricts women, and many men, from reaching their 

best potential.  As discussed above, most film studios are now part of larger media 

companies which are in turn owned by large conglomerates.  In an extensive study of 

women executives in the US, conducted by the Annenberg Public Policy Centre, the 

researchers found that women are “significantly underrepresented as corporate leaders in 

the largest communications companies” and that the top-echelon executives “are still 

overwhelmingly male” (Tepavecvic, et al, 2003).  On the creative side, in Hollywood, 

men also dominate in writing (85%), producing (84%) and directing (93%) in the film 

industry (Center for Digital Democracy, 2002).  

 And things are getting worse, not better, over time.  Martha M. Lauzen (2005, 

2008a,b) of San Diego State University, found that during the time period of 2001 to 
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2004 that the percentage of women working as directors, executive producers, producers, 

writers, cinematographers, and editors on the top 250 American grossing films has 

declined from 19% in 2001 to 15% in 2007, with women as only 5% of directors in 2004 

and 6% in 2007 (a decline since 2000 when women accounted for 11% of all directors). 

Lauzen (2005) also found that only 16% of the total staff on science fiction films were 

women.  Most recent films about the future have been written and directed by males, and 

all them white, which is not surprising as only 8% of the Hollywood Directors Guild are 

non-white (Center for Digital Minorities and the Media Democracy, 2002). 

This makes for a very limited experience of the world and of visions of the future, 

and results in films that are highly repetitive in their depictions of dead-Earth scenarios, 

and carry an underlying message that is sexist, racist and homophobic.   

Non-whites are rarely represented in science fiction films , and when they are it is 

in a less privileged position.  For example, the various people of colour remaining on 

Earth in Blade Runner are there because they do not fit the criteria for moving Off-world.  

Or the more obviously racist statements in the Star Wars: Episode One - The Phantom 

Menace in which the Downs include Tatoonines, an “uncivilised” community of people 

who are depicted as Muslim Arabs (Milojevic and Inayatullah, 2003), and the Afro-

Caribbean sounding Gungans who are a cowardly and lackadaisical group (King and 

Krzywinska, 2000). The Afro-Caribbean caricature is also maintained in The Fifth 

Element in a ganja smoking, dreadlocked airport worker.  

The heroes of the blockbuster films of the future are almost always men (Alien is 

the often cited exception and Aeon Flux is a recent exception) and always white.  Keanu 

Reeves as “Neo” in the Matrix has Chinese Hawaiian heritage, but he reads as white to 

mainstream viewers (Feng, 2002).  And the heroes almost always solve conflict with 

high-tech weaponry and/or physical fighting with great athletic prowess, made even more 

spectacular with visual effects.   

 

Technology in films and of filmmmaking 
 

The visual effects in Hollywood films about the future is a attraction to the film, 

for many viewers.  The technology of the filmmaking (the technically skilled people and 
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their digital technologies) are concentrated in California, notably George Lucas’ 

company, Industrial Light and Magic, that creates most of the visual effects in films 

about the future.  Increasingly films about the future, as with many Hollywood 

blockbusters, rely heavily on digital visual effects rather than acting and storytelling.  For 

example, Star Wars: Episode Two – Attack of the Clones was a digital creation “a moving 

image construct in which the actors are overwhelmed by the hypertechnology of the 

enterprise…But technology is the driving force here, not creativity” (Dixon, 2003: 9/11).  

Technology in films of the future is a somewhat of a contradiction.  On one hand 

the filmmakers and audience celebrate technology and adore the wizardry that is 

accomplished with visual effects.   On the other hand, many of the films can be 

interpreted as cautionary tales of what will happen if we do not begin to address our 

relationship with technology, and what it is doing to us and to nature.  Brooks Landon 

(1992: xxv) considers this a source of ambivalence, which is created when the 

“production technology of the film is so seductive that the technological accomplishment 

of the film sends quite a different message than does its narrative”.  This ambivalence is 

strongly witnessed in the filmic depictions of nature and food.   

 In most Hollywood films of the future, nature is dominated by technology, or 

technology has completely destroyed most of nature through war, nuclear explosions, or 

pollution.  In some films, technology has replaced landscape with an entirely built and 

controlled urban environment where nature is rendered invisible, and where technology 

itself has become landscape, and “nature is displaced by technology” (Bukatman,1999: 

267).  In those rare instances, in Minority Report, AI and Star Wars – Episode 1, forest or 

other natural landscapes are shown, the context is clear it is in relationship to the city as 

empty or hostile space. “Nature takes on meaning within the films only as the other of 

urban technology” (Ryan and Kellner, 1990:61). The commodified animals and the 

garbage in Blade Runner are an indication of a “thoroughly commodified culture” 

(Sobchack, 1988:245) where everything is manufactured, has a price, and is 

instrumentalised for human use.  Even the “wild” animals in Blade Runner are 

commodified reproductions for human enjoyment as pets.  

Food, as an indicator of humanity’s place within ecosystems, is most often 

reduced to gruel, industrialised fast food, or high-tech wonder reflecting a collapse in 
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ecological functioning. As Laura Forster (2004) writes with reference to The Matrix, but 

which applies to almost any film about the future: food functions as a reminder of the 

deeper aspects of aspects of life which are missing from the future.  

Technology in films about the future also reflects the connection between 

Hollywood and the military.  For example, former American President Ronald Reagan, in 

a speech defending the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), remarked that “The Force is 

with us” (a Star Wars phrase) and his  “confidence in SDI, despite the scientific 

community’s doubts, seems to have drawn on science fiction’s reputation as the oracle of 

technological feasibility” (Ben-Tov, 1995:3).  The close connection between Hollywood 

and the American military, the details of which are beyond the scope of this research, is 

revealed in a number of scholarly books (Koppes and Black, 1987; Franklin, 1988; 

Rosenbaum, 2000, Valantin, 2005).  In summary, since 1942, when the War Ministry set 

up a partnership bureau in Hollywood, which remains active today, the US military has 

established a cooperative arrangement that includes logistics, such as the Navy lending 

aircraft carriers, planes and pilots in exchange for the ability to review and edit scripts. 

“The cooperation between the [US] security system and the major studios functions in 

many complex ways and has increased over the decades” (Valantin, 2005:6).   

Recent research has exposed the Pentagon reviewing screenplays and having editorial 

influence in exchange for studio access to equipment and locations (Robb, 2004 and 

Valantin, 2005).   

 According to Ursula Franklin (1999:72) many countries need to be in a war, and 

to have a “credible enemy” to keep their military industrial complex profitable and 

technologies being produced: “the infrastructures that support the preparations for war 

and violence are very powerful and deeply entrenched”.  Valantin (2005: 9) argues that 

for Americans thinking about war is not a historical experience, but a constant worry as a 

“society imbued with the sense of its own vulnerability and infiniteness, at the same time 

as a conviction of being the guardian of a ‘manifest Destiny’ which must be defended by 

force if the need arises”.  Hollywood filmmaking responds to this culture by “giving form 

to these ideas and fears” (Valantin, 2005: 9).  According to Valantin (2005:105) Minority 

Report, while it called into question the concept of pre-emptive justice, it also provided 

tacit support for it through the advertising in the film that “proclaim the necessity for and 
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the legitimacy of the precogs” at a time when the US government was conducting a pre-

emptive military action in Iraq.  

Futurists and technology experts also provide all manner of opinion that points 

towards a vision of the future where Western extreme technology reigns supreme. Almost 

any edition of The Futurist will contain information on how the stuff of human life, from 

our teeth, to clothing, to making babies, to security, to business, to the environment, will 

benefit from a high-tech solution.  And almost any magazine or book on technology or 

business will contribute to the image that the future is one that will be mediated by man-

made technology. Men’s appropriation of discussions of technology “has led to a general 

belief that all our problems can be resolved by technology” (Milojevic, 1998).  Design of 

future cities and buildings, predominantly in the hands of predominantly male architects, 

planners, futurists, and designers, also provides filmmakers with projections of a future 

detached from nature with their endless proposals of towering buildings, domed cities, 

and an obsession with personal transportation (the car that knows no limits).  And almost 

every production designer for films about the future is an American male.  

 The link between futurists and filmmakers is confirmed at the Minority Report 

website (www.minorityreport.com) which reads:  

In April of 1999 the Minority Report production commissioned a think 
tank that was brought together to develop a framework for a world, 
specifically Washington, DC, that could exist in the year 2054. A group of 
experts who call themselves “Futurists” came together and brainstormed 
on topics ranging from city landscapes to futuristic weapons.  All this was 
done in an effort to create a futuristic world for Minority Report that is 
based on realistic theories from leading experts. 
 

Ziauddin Sardar (1999:1) argues that  “The future is being colonized and futures studies 

has become an instrument in that colonization”.  The scholarly (futures studies) and 

practitioner (futurist) study of the future, like future-based film production, is largely 

American, male, white, and assumes a uniformly heterosexual, traditional-family 

focused, often singular vision of the future.  According to Milojevic (1999:62) “the 

domination of the masculinist images of the future has now reached a new peak.  These 

images are accepted by globalising popular media, by local and global policy-planners 

and even by many liberal futurists”.  Also as Johan Galtung (2003:139) documented, the 
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reliance on experts is simply projecting the status quo of today into the future with the 

goal of creating “a controlled future with the same countries/groups in power as today” 

based on technical means. It is an unfortunate reality that there are many experts, 

including scientists, who are willing to offer their support for unsustainable technical 

solutions to problems or even for harmful projects in return for financial gain, or for 

personal or institutional power, while claiming professional objectivity/immunity 

(Gottlieb, 2003).  Unfortunately their expert voices often carry more weight in decision-

making processes than those who would be directly affected by the project or technology, 

or who have local knowledge. This needs to be challenged, because as “just as war is too 

important to be left up to the generals, science and technology is too important to leave in 

the hands of experts” (Rampton and Stauber, 2001:302).  

The hegemonic approach to the future by filmmakers, in collaboration with 

experts, is creating a singular image of the future based on high-tech assumptions with 

too much special-effects driven weaponry, too many cars (flying or not), too much fear-

based control technology, and too little attention to food, water, and the social aspects of 

the envisioned community.  And it doesn’t always work.  Minority Report, for example, 

is a hodge-podge mix of hyper-modern (including maglev cars that drive up the sides of 

towers) with elegant historical homes in treed neighbourhoods. Logistically, just how 

would the ultra wealthy from the skyscrapers drive their maglevs to visit their wealthy 

friends in the elegant old neighbourhood?  

  

Whose worldview is privileged in film? 
 
 Hollywood’s films about the future are in one sense spectacular flights of fantasy 

that are promoted as pure entertainment, but they also carry ideological baggage. They 

are “ideological in that they are cinematic meditations of the concurrent social order” 

(Mair, 2002).   A social order that reinforces the US with a place of cultural and political 

dominance.  

The birth of cinema was contemporaneous with the first stirrings of off-
shore American imperialism.  American cinema assumed an imperial 
mission at home and abroad…It made the imagery of America 
iconic…And this standardised, industrialised, manufactured product 
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became America’s biggest export, the idea of Self it represented to the 
world, and through which it demonised, appropriated and brought other 
cultures within its own purview (Sardar and Davies, 2004: 24).  
 

Joanna Russ (1995:29) award-winning American contemporary science fiction writer, 

argues that “Star Wars – which is being sold to the public as ‘fun’ – is, in fact, racist, 

grossly sexist, not apolitical in the least but authoritarian and morally imbecile”.  Her 

analysis is true of most of the futuristic films to come out of Hollywood.  The worldview 

is clearly one of supporting American dominance of the world, patriarchy, militarism, 

and late capitalism. 

 Films, even those about the future, function on a connection to familiarity 

(patriarchy and global capitalism are familiar) so filmgoers not only accept the white 

male hero and a commodified, nature-less world as the future, but audiences may even 

rebel against a less than conventional view of the future.   For example, King and 

Kryzywinska, (2000:35) argue that the films’ “inherent conservatism – a desire not to 

offend potential filmgoers – ensures that mainstream productions do not transgress too far 

from dominant and familiar constructions of gender difference”.   

 What we often think of as futuristic –  hyperurbanism, lack of nonhuman nature, 

focus on personal cars (earth bound or flying), corporate and technological dominance, 

fetishised clothing on women – are images that reflect, and are legitimatised, by the 

hegemonic worldview of today (Milojevic, 2005).  

 As discussed above there is a dominant pattern in films of the future being only 

urban, hyperurban even, with high-rise towers as the dominant form (with the exception 

of low-rise apartment slums for the underclass).  This pattern reflects the dominant 

worldview in contemporary planning and architecture in Europe, North America, Japan 

and especially in the newly urbanising areas of China and the Middle East, notably 

Dubai, where high-rise towers are depicted as the singular way forward into the future.  

Such is the hegemony of developer and architectural ego-driven development.   

 Diversity of form is lacking in films about the future as well as planned and 

existing contemporary projects.  High-rise towers are the dominant pattern of 

communities in films about the future.  Nevertheless, apartment towers are not a housing 

form that fits into all people’s notion of home and community, especially those with 
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children or those who want to grow their own food or have daily connections to nature.  

Instead they reflect a masculinist bias in planning (Greed, 1994).  Also, “some of the new 

apartment 

 

 
Figure 22 - High rise towers under construction in Dubai (www.malaysiacity.wordpress.com/special-

dubai/) 

 
buildings are high-security vertically gated communities, whose occupants seem to be 

choosing to be in the city but not part of it, in terms of any sense of community” 

(Sandercock, 2003: 147).  This disconnect from community is also reflected in images in 

film as, predominantly, the lead characters are highly individualised, and often appear to 

lack community contact.  The sexist nature of architecture in film is carried out to an 

extreme in AI (2001) where buildings are designed to look like sexualised women’s 

bodies.  

 Films about the future can also challenge worldviews in their role as cautionary 

tales or critical dystopias. As cautionary tales, these images do not necessarily have to be 

despairing.  Tom Moylan (2000:xii) argues that the dystopic images can have a useful 

purpose, that  “dystopia’s foremost truth lies in its ability to reflect upon the causes of 

social and ecological evil as systemic,” but also acknowledges that many dystopias are 

non-critical and end up reinforcing the situation by normalising the ideology in the film.  
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Whereas a critical dystopia will stand up to hegemony as “they burrow within the 

dystopian tradition in order to bring utopian and dystopian tendencies to bear on their 

exposés of the present moment and their explorations of new forms of oppositional 

agency” (Moylan 2000:198). Moylan (2000) argues that The Matrix is a critical dystopia, 

but Levitas (2006:) describes it as a “straightforward dystopia”.  In addition, Janet Staiger 

characterizes the city-scapes seen in many films about the future as dystopias, not critical 

dsytopias, because the images are “random grievances” of present-day life and that they 

lack a “central plan for reform” (1999:120).  For example, films can be successful in 

warning us about particular technology, such as the retinal scans for surveillance in 

Minority Report.  But this is only a random grievance and is not used to challenge the 

societal structures that are responsible for them (the police state) or offer alternatives for 

change.  Nevertheless, there is a critique at work in some films.  For example, many fans 

as well as some scholars (Decker and Erbel, 2005; Irwin, 2005) argue that films such as 

Star Wars, Terminator 2 and Blade Runner contain critiques of technology in a broader 

sense of how humanity could be affected by cyborg technology.  

 Blade Runner is often valorised as a cautionary tale.  For example, Ryan and 

Kellner (1990) argue that Blade Runner is a critical dystopia that “calls attention to the 

oppressive core of capitalism and advocates against exploitation”.  The director, Ridley 

Scott, was not intending to create a warning, but rather to produce an entertaining film 

with an image of what he envisioned to be a tangible future.  Scott (in Peary, 1984) 

admits that it isn’t a promising vision, but his prediction is likely unless we make drastic 

changes.  Perhaps Bladerunner could be seen, on a spectrum from dystopias to critical 

dystopias , as dystopia with critical elements.  For example, Bladerunner does not 

challenge patriarchal structures, it may even support them, which places it closer to the 

non-critical dystopia, but it appears to be critical of corporate control in some instances 

(while celebrating it in others).   

 Dreams (1990) by Akira Kurosawa may be considered a critical dystopia because 

of the film’s obvious criticism of nuclear power and nuclear war.  The film is based on 

actual dreams/nightmares of the director and the future sections take place in the very 

near future (present).  The characters in the film place blame squarely on the creators of 

the nuclear technology so critical analysis is provided.  But the film’s alternative, a pre-
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technological world of a village on a stream that has rejected electricity and farm 

machinery and returned to a calm, happy world of physical work, would also be 

considered a dystopia to some people.  The film could be contributing to an increase in 

feelings of hopelessness because the options for the future seem so limited, either 

technology and destruction or no-technology and life on Earth.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23 - Scenes of nuclear war apocalypse, and nuclear power plants exploding in 
Dreams (1990) 
 

 
Figure 26 The alternative to technological society in Dreams (1990)  
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 Minority Report, in some ways is a cautionary tale about the dangers of violent 

State control.  However, it moves closer on the spectrum towards a dystopia because of 

its consensual appearance to the powers of the American military through the advertise-

ments that legitimise the precog surveillance technology (Valantin, 2005).  In contrast, in 

creating Rollerball (1975), Canadian-born director, Norman Jewison (2004) purposely 

created a critical dystopia that addressed issues of corporate domination and violence in 

sports.  

 Minority Report a telling example of how films about the future have moved 

increasingly in recent years to supporting rather than challenging hegemony.  Director 

Steven Spielberg has chosen to accept that the status quo will guide his vision of the 

future – that of a patriarchal, racist, high-tech and completely heterosexual society.  But 

Minority Report is not unique in its blindness to sexual diversity. I have not yet found any 

homosexuals represented in contemporary films about the future.  A minor character in 

Fifth Element, a singer, declared himself as bisexual, however, his actions in the film are 

clearly heterosexual.  Many futurists and futures studies scholars also seem somewhat 

reluctant as well to consider alternative ways of defining sexuality and family.   For 

example, 1000 years into the future, the Foundation for the Future envisions a 

conventional white, heterosexual family as its model (Kelly, 2002).  Even The Matrix, 

which is described as being a post-modern film, and had futurists advising the creative 

team, is back in the 1950’s in terms of relationships that are solely heterosexual and 

racially segregated.  

 The Matrix, with its focus on metaphysics and alternate reality, has become a cult 

hit, and has even garnered scholarly interest, resulting in such books as The Matrix and 

Philosophy (Irwin, 2002).  However, its “subtle spiritual meanings are drowned by the 

masculinist focus on power” (Milojevic and Inayatullah, 2003: 501). The Matrix could be 

read as a critical dystopia, a warning of what could happen if we do not begin to address 

the power that is ascribed to technology in the present, but because it does not challenge 

the ultimate power of racist, capitalist patriarchy viewers are left with a sense 

hopelessness that real change can be possible.  Nor do the filmmakers offer any hint of 

hope for a future world that is alive with human and ecological diversity.  Therefore, The 

Matrix is not a critical dystopia, but rather a dystopia and another example of the 
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dominant ideology of Hollywood films.  

Myth, narrative, and the power of film images  
 

Movies are narratives with powerful images, some are born out of myths and some strive 

to become myths.  Mythic narratives in film dramatise values that contribute to how we 

see the world and ourselves, and because cinema is the “engine of the empire” American 

values are portrayed as universal values (Sardar and Davies 2004:24).   

In darkened spaces, stories are projected and illuminated, myths re-
created, epic sagas refashioned. Cinema is the medium of structured 
narrative and relation, in all senses of the word…Hollywood is the 
ultimate terminus of western civilization, the place where it reaches the 
apotheosis of its manifest destiny… The moguls who made Hollywood 
consciously conceived of cinema as a medium of assimilation into the 
culture of dominance (Davies, 2002: 179). 

 

The mythologising also extends into a pattern where films about the future promote the 

myth of progress (domination by the built environment at the expense of human and 

nonhuman communities as the only way forward), the myth of capitalism, (where 

unbridled Western corporate interests controlling our communities and our lives is our 

only future), the myth of patriarchy (that domination by white men is the only path “the 

triumph of white, male reason” (Kelly, 2002: 565), and the myth of American global 

hegemony (that economic, cultural and political dominance by one country is not only 

acceptable, but desirable.) 

 From an ecological perspective, the projection of these myths into the future 

translates into cinematic worlds where the urban is the way of the future.  As discussed 

above, the Jedi warriors’ planet (as the seat of power in the Star Wars universe) is 

depicted in The Phantom Menace is completely urban; Blade Runner is the future of a 

very dense, grimy Los Angeles; Fifth Element is a filmmakers’ projection of a totally 

hyperurban nature-less New York; and in the predominantly urban Minority Report 

plants kill people and the non-urban spaces are devoid of action.  Even the term futuristic 

is synonymous for most of us with the notion of a highly urban landscape of high-rise 

buildings and elevated highways.  But where is there room for nonhuman nature if only 

built spaces exist? Where will real food be grown? Children play?  The myth of progress 
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as solely urban reflects the present (and historical) Western bias that the city is the sole 

centre of culture and decision-making.  And yet, I believe it is in rural areas that many 

people would choose to live, and make a living, if they were not forced from their land by 

agribusiness supporting laws and policies, unjust concentration of land ownership, violent 

conflict, or economic policies that concentrate wealth in cities.   

 American filmmakers, and the futurists who advise them, are choosing not to see 

the movements towards sustainable and just futures that are being played out in rural 

areas, towns and small cities around the world.  Many people and communities are 

reclaiming a love of home place, of rural lifestyles, and or healthy food that is locally 

grown as demonstrated by the success of the Slow Food movement and the farmers from 

108 countries who are members of International Federation of Organic Agriculture 

Movement (Hurley, 2008b).  Also, populations in many countries are starting to 

decrease7, and decision makers in many countries of the North are expressing their 

concern about reducing populations with calls for increased immigration numbers to 

maintain growth-based economies.  And population growth in most countries of the 

South is also slowing.  Therefore, the hyperurban, high-rise tower dominated, cityscapes 

built to accommodate extreme numbers of people (such as the 200 billion world 

population that is predicted in The Fifth Element) are not going to be necessary in all 

parts of the world nor will they be the only community and housing forms in the future.  

 In films about the future, through the pattern of showing white men and the 

institutions/corporations in control the myths of unbridled capitalism and patriarchy are 

relentlessly supported.  In Blade Runner, the Tyrell Corporation and other corporations 

dominate the landscape, and the men of the police and Tyrell retain power. In The 

Minority Report, the citizens of Washington DC live in awe and fear of the small number 

of powerful rich men who control the Precog branch of the government (one must assume 

by their visible wealth that they own the technology privately and are not ordinary public 

servants).  In The Fifth Element, the white men of the military, clergy, and the corporate 

demon, Mr. Zorg, battle for power to save/control the Earth supported by the fully 

objectified/instrumentalised female fifth element.  
                                                
7 Japan, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Baltic  States and most of the successor countries of the 

former Soviet Union are expected to have lower population in 2050 than in 2005 - 
http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/WPP2004/). 
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 In The Phantom Menace, the all male Jedi are challenged in combat by other males 

(human and nonhuman) seeking power, but the myth of the masculinist Jedi superiority is 

never challenged within the film.  George Lucas, director/writer considers his Star Wars 

series of films to be myths, and ones that he hopes will inform young people for many 

years (Lucas, 2004).  To many fans, the Star Wars series has gained mythic status, 

especially with the young male audience that the films target.  The “spiritual” component 

of the films, the Force, which the Jedi warriors can tap into, takes a material form in the 

films as the light sabres that Jean-Michel Valantin (2005:33) considers: 

The symbol of spiritual nobility, of the superiority of spirit over matter, 
the pre-eminence of the mystical world over the political. It is heir to the 
entire symbolic tradition of the sword, which ensures the connection 
between the ‘king of justice’, the spiritual forces it incarnates and the 
country that must be defended in times of war. 
 

I suggest, however, that the light sabre, with its connection to the king and violent power, 

and its use only by men, could also be symbolic of the false myth of the infinite nature of 

patriarchy.   

 Luca’s desire for Star Wars to appear as mythological, in turn, inspired the set 

designers to also consider their design to have “mythic” aspects  (Iain McCaig in 

Bouzereau and Duncan, 1999:13).  This results in the landscapes in Star Wars Episode 1- 

The Phantom Menace where the women-led city Theed, is designed as historical a 

monument to an idealistic society both peaceful and beautiful (Bouzereau and Duncan, 

1999) which contrasts highly with the futuristic Coruscant, the seat of the male led 

Republic and of the highly masculinised Jedi warriors.  “Similiarly, Lucas wanted the 

Gungan swamps to be wild and primitive, as was the Gungan culture itself” (Bouzereau 

and Duncan, 1999:15).  Therefore, the film creates a myth where the future and the power 

is white, and male, and urban.   

  In addition, as most futuristic films come out of US, the myth of the apocalypse 

also figures high.  “Apocalyptic is as American as the hot dog” where fear of technology, 

and guilt about what humans have done to the Earth, create “a growing resolve that only 

radical, in-breaking action can successfully resolve problems today” (Nelson,1982:179). 

Some people feel that we have reached a point of no return on Earth, where human 

impacts are too great, so we need to just let the destruction happen and the lucky few 
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(human or perhaps only nonhumans) who remain will begin again.  The myth of 

apocalypse, as destiny, is reflected in a “pornography of catastrophe” films that are 

dressed up as a cautionary fables, but are “one percent message, ninety-nine percent 

thrills” (Cumbow, 1984:35).  The argument that the overwhelming number of future  

based apocalyptic, dystopic, dead-Earth films are useful as cautionary tales is worthy of 

 
Figure 24 - Introductory scene from independent film Ever Since the World Ended (2006) 

 

challenge because they are not helpful to making change happen.  Critical or not, we 

could use a few films that are not dystopic, and that feature a sustainable Earth and non-

violent societies, which would provide stories of more hopeful way into the future.    

Epsilon or Alien Visitor (1997) and Aeon Flux (2005) are two films that begin the 

movement towards featuring sustainable futures.  The implication in each film is that the 

Earth is healed, or is restoring health, and in Aeon Flux we see a green Earth, although 

the human community is not yet sustainable or just.  Epsilon, an Australian film, implies 

through the storytelling of a grandmother to her granddaughters (in the prologue and 

epilogue which takes place sometime in the future) that the Earth is now a healthy place – 

as opposed to the present time where the film’s main story takes place.  We don’t see an 
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image of what the green future would look like, however, because the elder tells her story 

around a campfire, in the darkness, but the narrative of a healed Earth is spoken.  A 

conventional aspect of the film is that the saviour of the Earth is a white male who has a 

transformation based on knowledge passed on to him by a female alien visitor.  But 

perhaps this could be seen in a positive light as symbolic of a partnership society where 

women and men work collaboratively (Eisler, 2007).  In any case, the overall message is 

that the people have completed a great transformation and now live in harmony with 

nature. 

 
Figure 25 - The storytelling that begins and ends Epsilon (Alien Visitor) (1997) 

 

 Aeon Flux is another hopeful step towards filmic images of sustainable futures. A 

goal of the filmmakers (as described in the DVD commentary) was to create an image of 

a future world that was not the classic grimy dystopia, but the greener world of a walled 

city.  The depiction of nonhuman nature provides a parallel to how humans are treated in 

the future world of Bregna: there is beauty and calm on the surface, but life is highly 

controlled by a small group of white men (assisted by one black man), and something is 

going very wrong.  At the end of the film, humans and nonhuman nature are freed by the 

female protagonist (after much too much killing and sexualised violence) and we are led 

to assume that there will be less control, more freedom, and more interconnections with 
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nature in the future.  Aeon Flux is unusual in many ways.  Both the director and the main 

producer of the film were women (Karyn Kuzamo and Gale Ann Hurd).  As discussed 

above, they included women and girls in the film, and the star is a woman.  The producer 

and director also broke with Hollywood conventions by choosing a production designer 

and a director of photography who are both from New Zealand.  And they shot the film in 

Berlin.  All of which creates a film that offers an alternative to the dominant film pattern 

of the future as American, urban, and male.  

 
Figure 26 - Images of the landscape around the city of Bregna in Aeon Flux (2005) 

 
Figure 27 - Images of a garden in the Bregna in Aeon Flux (2005) 

 

 Storytelling is a powerful communicator of information and mythology and film 

has the additional strength of providing images to accompany the narrative.  Films are 

now produced in an industrialised corporate environment, and those holding the power in 
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this highly effective mythmaking industry are the elite of Western hegemony. Peter 

Guber (2001) formerly the studio chief at Columbia Pictures and chairman and CEO of 

Sony Pictures, and now chairman of Mandalay Entertainment was asked during a PBS 

television interview, what do you think attracted the multinational companies to the film 

business? He answered:  

I think it's like the moth drawn to the flame. There's something that you 
can't get quite anywhere else…It's the attraction of the storyteller. There's 
something in the magic of the lights that is inextricably true for all human 
beings. There's something about the magic of the shaman, the storyteller in 
front of the flickering images of the campfire that forever in our species 
have wowed us, from the very, very beginning…  
 So to own a piece of that territory, to own a piece of that real estate, to 
somehow say "That's mine," and then you see it on every screen in [the] 
world ... is a very compelling element. Now, when it's also economically 
sound -- and it can be -- [it's] a very powerful magnet for these companies 
(Guber, 2001) 
 

 Corporatised Hollywood simply has too much say in what our collective Earth 

futures will look like, and its vision of the future is too pessimistic and too unhealthy. 

Films about the future are based on the myth of American hegemony as the universal 

narrative and universal values (Sardar and Wyn Davies, 2004).  It is an image of the 

future that is too destructive towards the Earth and all creatures, and focuses power in too 

few people.  “Hollywood’s hyperconglomerate vision colonizes the world, even those 

members of the public who know that an alternative cinema exists are denied access to it.  

Such is the current tyranny of images that informs moving image production, distribution, 

and reception in the contemporary dominant cinema” (Dixon, 2003:20).  

The colonised future out of Hollywood is one that is overwhelming dystopic and 

provides little hope for healthy and just futures for most of the planet. Therefore, we need 

to actively work to reclaim futures myth-making from the Hollywood machine.  As 

Frederik Polak (1961:367) argues, the first step in creating hopeful alternatives is “to 

understand our ailing visions in order to know what to reject and what to accept in them” 

and the process has begun.  We need to continue to build understanding of film images of 

the future, but also to begin to create new images of the future based on a plurality of 

sustainable and just visions. To explore the question, how can the technology of 

filmmaking and futures image making be different in order for positive images to emerge, 
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I spoke with many filmmakers and others involved in film, most of whom are already 

using film as a force for positive change in the world.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Filmmaking as technology and systems of practice: a look from 
the inside 

 

Film is a popular medium that that can convey nuance and intimate detail and 
magic brought to ideas… it’s got that magical fire place, it’s the fire, it’s the 
hearth of our time that people gather around and that continues the storytelling 
tradition.   

  Mandy Leith, filmmaker/editor, creator of Open Cinema 
 

Introduction 
 
Filmmaking is a complex process involving talented people, layers of policies and 

institutions, and, often, a great deal of money.  In this chapter I begin with a short 

description of the filmmaking process to provide context for the participants’ words, and 

to provide a framework to organise the data.  Next I summarise the data gained from 

interviewing twenty-one people, in nineteen interviews, who work in various facets of 

filmmaking, both feature and documentary films.  Feature filmmaking brings fictional 

stories alive, creating illusion, but what emerged strongly from the research data was that 

the filmmaking is also very real process that can be, but is not always, unkind to people 

in terms of their livelihoods as well as their health.  Filmmaking is a prescriptive 

technology: workers are highly skilled at their specific role, but with limited control or 

power on the overall product (the film) and people are expected to work within a culture 

of compliance where they do not challenge operational methods (Franklin, 1999).  The 

institutional structures of the film industry support this culture of compliance.  

The realities of how people are treated in filmmaking (and if they get enough 

work to make a living or not) came as a surprise to me in this research.  What emerged is 

a link between the topic of envisioning sustainable futures in film and how people are 

treated in the filmmaking process.  I argue that congruence is required between how the 

films are made (the process) and the stories they are telling (the vision, the images).  If 

some people are privileged over others, and people’s bodies are treated badly within the 

filmmaking process how can we expect films stories to reflect diversity and care towards 

humans, their bodies, nonhumans, or the body of the Earth?   For example, if women or 
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people of colour are not included in the senior creative team then it is not incongruent to 

create a film starring only white men and an all white male crew.  If people’s bodies are 

abused by long hours and unhealthy working conditions in making a film then it is not 

incongruent for films to be made in which people’s bodies or the body of the Earth are 

not honoured.  

 I also learned from those in the film industry that filmmaking is a grand, creative 

and talented place of storytelling with many opportunities for creating positive images of 

the future.  

 In this chapter, and those that follow, the research participants will be referenced 

by their names.  Details of the interview dates and locations are provided in Appendix A.  

References with dates in ( ) are from the literature or quotes from film or other media, 

with details in the References list.   

 During the interviews, I asked the research participants about their experiences in 

filmmaking today, any concerns they may have about the film industry or filmmaking 

process, and their ideas for how the technology of making films can be reformed.  All of 

the people I interviewed have successful careers in the filmmaking industry from across a 

broad spectrum of roles, including: writing the screenplay or film treatment 

(documentaries) in the development stage, directing and producing the creation of the 

film, marketing/distribution, organising film screenings and festivals, and writing about 

films.  

 I have also included dialogue from people who work in the Hollywood 

filmmaking industry found in two recent documentaries as well as written material from 

film professionals’ websites.  These data on the inner workings of filmmaking provide 

insight into filmmaking as technology with systems of practice, as well as suggesting 

opportunities for reform of filmmaking that would enable images of sustainable futures to 

flourish within feature films.   

Hollywood is the physical location for the system and practice, the technology, of 

the most powerful expressions of filmmaking in the world.  As discussed in Chapter Two, 

the images of the future, the visions that we hold about the future, matter.  We need 

visions of sustainable and just communities so that we can work towards creating them.  

We need film to be part of the movement towards positive images of the future because 
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film imagery is so seductive and thrilling and can stay with us long after the film 

experience, and because film has great storytelling power.  As Mandy Leith says: film is 

the hearth of our contemporary time that people gather around to hear and tell stories.  It 

is important to know whose stories are being told, as well as how they are produced, and 

within what structures, in order to understand how images of the future are created and 

reinforced.   

The experiences below are the thoughts and ideas of the research participants with 

as little of my analysis as I can manage. It is my attempt in this chapter to represent their 

words as accurately as possible (my interpretation and analysis of the interviews follow 

in Chapter Seven where they are woven into the film images analysis).  In this chapter I 

organise their stories, the data, around the framework of how films are made, as described 

in various documents, especially the “Women in Film Vancouver” Producers Guide 

(2001), as outlined in Figure 30, and as discussed below.  

Filmmaking 101 
 
 The feature (fiction) filmmaking process can be divided into the four basic stages, 

each with many activities and people involved (see Figure 30 below).  I am discussing the 

feature film process specifically, however, the basic stages for documentary film are 

similar.  The first stage in a film project is referred to as development or pre-production, 

next is production, followed by post-production, and finally marketing/distribution.  

There is actually a great deal of overlap in these stages, for example, distribution is often 

considered at the development stage, while editing, which is technically part of post-

production, can begin on the first day of production (Dent-Cox, 1995).  Publicity should 

also begin on the first day of production (Tierney, 1995) or even in pre-production 

(Hickok, 2001). Nevertheless, the four basic stages have defined activities, processes, and 

people involved in each, as well as recognized categories within filmmaking theory and 

practice.  
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Figure 28 The basic framework of the filmmaking process and associated key personnel  
(based on the Producers Workbook 3, Women in Film & Video Vancouver, 2000) 
  

 The first stage of a feature film project is the development  stage.  It is led by the 

producer and once it begins the film becomes a “legal as well as creative process” 

(Hickok, 2001:31).  During development a script is acquired by a producer or is 

supported through the writing stage. Once the script is completed then the producer 

moves the development process towards production and hires the director, cast for the 

lead roles, and key production personnel (including the set designer). The producer, in 

A. Pre-production/Development (story/financing) 
 1. Producer 
 2. Writer(s) screenplay) 
 3. Production Development- selection of: 
  i. Director 
  ii. Cast (lead roles)  
  iii. Location 
  iv. Production personnel 
 4. Financing 
 5. Distribution and Marketing 

⇓  
B. Production (making the film) 
 1. Producer(s)  
 2. Director 

3. Director of Photography (DOP)/ 
                 Cinematographer 
 4. Set Designer 
 5. Others (Line Producer, Production Manager, First Assistant 
Director, Location Manager, Script Supervisor, Gaffer (lighting and 
electrical), Key Grip, Sound Mixer, Senior Unit Publicist, Casting). 
  ⇓  
C. Post-Production (editing/ visual effects) 
 1. Producer 
 2. Director 
 3. Editor 
 4. Sound Mixer 
 5. Digital/ Special Effects teams 
  ⇓  
D. Marketing/Distribution (screenings/tv/DVD) 
 1. Producer 
 2. Unit Publicist 
 3. Distributor 
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collaboration with the director and production designer, then begins to conceive the look 

of the film and identify locations for shoots and have preliminary discussions about set  

requirements.  The producer then creates a financing strategy.  For independent 

productions, financial support is sought through a myriad of co-production partners, 

distribution guarantees, agency funding (such as Telefilm Canada) and private capital 

(Hickok, 2001, Pat Ferns).  For “blockbusters” (expensive Hollywood films) the pitch is 

made to studio executives who decide whether or not to invest in the film.  

In short, the producer is responsible for everything. It is certainly true that 
if the film is a great success, the press and public reaction will ascribe this 
fact to the director, or to a magical performance by an actor, or to the 
brilliance of the screenplay.  Nevertheless, the producer has been 
responsible for commissioning the screenplay and deciding that it is ready 
to go into production; the producer has hired the director; and the producer 
has approved the choice of key cast. (Raffé, 1995: 6, my emphasis).  
 

Therefore, the producer has a significant role in deciding what stories are made into 

films, who gets hired for what functions, how the film production is organised (length 

and number of shooting days), salaries, relationships with unions, and working conditions 

such as food on the set, breaks, and worker safety.   

From the perspective of a screenwriter, getting a film to the development stage is 

a big step, and is somewhat rare.  Successful screenwriters are well paid for their work, 

but even more so in film than television, the level of risk and uncertainty is high and the 

opportunities are few. For example, in the US about 36,000 scripts or script treatments 

(summaries) are registered annually with the Writers Guild of America while only 300-

475 films are released each year (Beilby and Bielby, 1996; Scott, 2005).  And although 

the screenplay is vital to the film, and “elite writers may be very well paid, but unless 

they also direct, they have virtually no say in the production process” (Beilby and Beilby, 

1996: 250).  This is consistent with the direction given by director Norman Jewison, in a 

workshop that I attended at the 2001 Banff Television Festival, specifically for 

screenplay writers on how to work with directors: he suggested that if writers have a 

project that they are completely passionate about, then they need to also be involved in 

direction or producing, otherwise the story will be told from someone else’s point of 

view.   
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In a unique approach for filmmaking, George Lucas ensures complete control of 

the Star Wars scripts he has written by also being the director and executive producer as 

well as owning the studio that produces the film and the company (Industrial Light and 

Magic) that creates much of the visual effects.  On the other end of the Hollywood 

spectrum, a new writer may have a brilliant script that is bought by a studio, but it will be 

revised and edited so many times that her or his name may not even be in the film credits.  

 Once the script is approved, the financing is secured, set designs are in place, and 

locations have been scouted, the film process moves into production.  The producer and 

the director will hire the remaining key positions including director of photography 

(cinematographer), production designer (if not done in development stage), assistant 

director and production manager.  Other key department heads include: line producer 

(day-to-day production and budget), gaffer (lighting/electrics), script supervisor, location 

manager, sound mixer, and publicist.  Generally, each department head hires their own 

crew and is responsible for their department’s budget. The production designer is the 

creative head of the art department and works with the producer, director and 

cinematographer to create the visual look of the film (Hickok, 2001).   

The producer may or may not be on the set each day once filming begins, but will 

usually view the rushes at the end of each day.  It is the producer’s role to be the calm 

problem solver and maintain the overview by keeping a strong link between the script 

and the rushes (Dent-Cox, 1995). “The director is responsible for what is seen and heard 

on film, everything inside-the-frame. She is also in charge on the set.  During pre-

production, the producer and director collaborate and create a common vision of the film 

they are making. During production, the producer respects the director on the set” 

(Hickok, 2001:227).  But in the meantime the producer maintains the complex network of 

all the film related activities including the budget, publicity, arranging for post-

production, and making plans for distribution.  The filming of a feature film can run from 

eighteen to eighty days (Dent-Cox, 1995).  The actual filming window is a very intense 

time where, in the Hollywood system, and increasingly the case in Canadian productions, 

the workdays are extremely long (generally ten to eighteen hours depending on the film 

and the country the film is being made in) and is a demanding time for all involved. 
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A convention in filmmaking is that the long hours are necessary to keeps costs 

lower. However, Hollywood budgeting specialists conducted a comparative analysis of 

budgets for shorter and longer days and they found that the shorter days were actually 

was less expensive (Scarbrough 1998, 2006).  Nevertheless, producers continue to 

budget, and have films greenlighted, for a certain number of working days that in reality 

are likely less than what they need.  They then push the cast and crew to work long days 

to get the film made. As will be discussed in detail below, this practice of long hours can 

take a toll on the health, well-being and safety of crew and cast.   

Once the actual filming has ended some aspects of post-production continue on, 

such as visual editing which likely has been incorporated into the filming process as a 

way for the director and producer to see where the film is going, and to make up for any 

shortfall or errors that may arise. In films about the future, many of which are dominated 

by visual effects,8 post-production can be especially long (and expensive). Visual effects 

editing may also be involved throughout filming if bluescreens are placed behind the 

actors during filming and the backdrop and other visual effects put in with digital editing.  

The scale of the film, preference of the director and producer, and the type of visual and 

sound effects involved will dictate the type of medium used (film or digital video) and 

the type of editing and effects technology involved.  The visual effects teams are highly 

skilled technicians as well as creative professionals.  Adding the music and sound is often 

one of the last stages of post-production. The sound is mixed, the credits are finalised, 

and then the film is delivered in various formats (film or digital for the theatrical release, 

video and DVD for broadcast and home use). 

 The film then moves into distribution and publicity/marketing. The major 

Hollywood studios have their own distribution departments and many have agents in 

cities throughout the US as well as Toronto and Montreal; whereas independent films 

have to rely on independent distributors, relationships or deals established at film 

festivals, and sometimes going straight to video (Poulin, 1995; Scott, 2005). 

 

                                                
8 Visual effects are aspects of a film shot that are not captured on the camera and are 

generated in post-production. Special effects shot on set, and captured by the camera, 
include stunts, pyrotechnics, models, animatronics, weather enhancements and camera 
moves (Hickok, 2001).  
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Pre-production: it all begins with the story 
 
 Pre-production, or development, of feature films begins with an idea for a film. It 

could be an original idea or a story adapted from a novel that a producer feels would 

make a good film and hires a writer to write the screenplay. Or when a producer is 

presented with a completed or draft screenplay.  Once a story is chosen, the producer puts 

together the production team and the financing.  Most of the people I interviewed spoke, 

in some fashion, about the importance of a good story to the success of a film, and to 

their own careers.  As summed up by Candace Bowen, Hollywood actor, now producer 

and Women in Film LA Vice-President, "the reason I am doing it [working in film] is 

because I want to tell a good story".  Paula Silver, Hollywood producer and marketing 

strategist believes that “storytelling is the most powerful tool we have".  And Canadian 

Director/writer, Sara McIntyre, stressed the value of good screenplays because the writer 

is the first one to “hold the story”, and she suggested that writers need to be encouraged 

more.  She co-created a writers’ program called Alibi Unplugged that was a successful 

venue for writers to experiment in a safe environment. But the program has not continued 

due to lack of funding.    

 A paradox emerged from the interviews.  Storytelling was understood as being 

important, and there was agreement that good stories need to be told in film and deserve 

to be seen by many people.  At the same time, though, there was an acknowledgement of 

how hard it is to get a good story into film production because of the types of stories are 

often chosen to become films, and who gets to make the choice and for what reasons.  

 Getting a story produced into a film is not easy. The competition is fierce, 

opportunities are rare, and film/video is an expensive medium.  As discussed above, in 

Hollywood, thousands of screenplays are written each year and only a few hundred make 

it into production.  Kate McCallum, Hollywood producer/writer/teacher, is passionate 

about creating socially relevant stories.  During her time with Paramount, as VP Creative 

with a company on an exclusive deal with Paramount, Ms. McCallum developed, sold, 

and was a producer on two film projects in development (amongst many projects) that 

she was especially drawn towards.  One was about the blacklisted writers/filmmakers 

who made Salt of the Earth (1954), which is a film with a strong feminist and unionist 
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storyline. The other was a story based on the true story of Emmett Till, a young black boy 

who was lynched in the 1950's; his funeral, the first of this kind to be televised,  

subsequently created enough backlash to contribute strongly to the beginnings of the US 

civil rights movement.  Both film projects were based on great stories.  The studio 

accepted both, and big names in Hollywood were involved (for example Diane Keaton, 

executive producer and the late Gregory Hines, director, with the Emmett Till film), but 

neither film was made. “It happens all the time…” Kate McCallum offered, with only a 

touch of regret, and then she went on to tell me about her present projects.    

In the case of producer Nora Arajs’ feature film, she purchased the rights to a 

story and worked directly with the writer on various versions of the screenplay.  Ms. 

Arajs considered the landscape as one of the characters in the story and needed a Director 

of Photography (DOP) who could capture the essence of the landscape, the beautiful west 

coast of BC. She wanted Roger Vernon because he works a lot on environment and 

landscape film and “that's where his love is”, and he agreed to do the film with her.  The 

filmmaking process got complicated for Ms. Arajs once the film went into production 

because of an executive producer who was brought on to the project by the company who 

put up the money for the film.  But until then, the choice of locations and look of the film 

were hers, supported by a DOP who understood her vision of the film, of the story that 

she wanted to be told. 

The choices of what stories are made into film are based on many factors 

including ideas of who is the target audience for a particular film, ideas of what mass 

audiences want, previous successes, and money.  Increasingly, as Hollywood has become 

predominantly owned by conglomerates with economic interests far beyond filmmaking, 

the focus is on profitability, not on creating great films with meaningful stories.  As 

Mandy Leith offers:  

Storytelling is an honour and privilege if you have an audience. It’s not 
everybody that gets to tell the stories in a culture. Storytellers down 
through the ages are the elders and wise ones and the people who know 
something about life and beyond, and so I think storytelling has always 
carried with it responsibility and a certain prestige. And I think it seems to 
be very easy for some film makers to forget this in the high stakes film 
industry, and there is a risk of riding roughshod through the storytelling 
tradition for the sake of making money. 
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 Bob Thomas has roots that go back to the very beginning of the birthplace of the 

Hollywood film industry.  His father was a publicist for silent movie actress Mary 

Pickford, and Mr. Thomas has been writing about Hollywood since 1943.  He explained 

to me how Hollywood used to be different from the way it is now: the studios were 

owned by men who were passionate about film, and who were directly involved in the 

filmmaking process.  In his opinion, the studios are not creative anymore.  Today the 

studios are presented with a “package” that includes the creative team and usually a star 

and the studio executives simply say yes or no.  “The studios, the ones who call the shots, 

very often are former accountants, businessmen, non-creative people. And that’s why you 

get so many sequels and remakes. If it worked once, it’ll work again. And sometimes it 

works, Spiderman, Lord of the Ring, and sometimes it doesn’t”.  This repetition of 

financially successful films is found in films about the future.  There are at least five   

that have at least three sequels in a series (Star Wars, Matrix, Star Trek, Terminator, 

Alien).   

 Bob Thomas also discussed how it used to be common to see strong women in the 

movies.  

“The women’s picture”, “the matinee”. I loved to go see Bette Davis 
crying on the screen, or Norma Shearer,  or Joan Crawford, playing the 
shop girl who’s living in this gorgeous apartment. A number of women 
who are particularly attractive to female ticket buyers. And men liked 
them too. Men liked Crawford and Davis, and they could play all kinds of 
roles. Now, they’d play the hero’s wife or sweetheart. 

 
As Mr. Thomas said about Hollywood “It’s still a man’s world”. The stories that are 

actually made into movies reflect the stories that the men in charge at the studios want to 

see produced.   

 

Hollywood: how do the women fare in a man’s world? 
 

Today the power in Hollywood is held by men, where women are minorities in all aspects 

of filmmaking at the senior levels (Lauzen, 2008c).  But it wasn’t always that way; 

historically women were found in many of the key creative positions including being the 

early leaders in feature film editing (Nina Streich). “There were some women directors in 
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silent films, in the very early days. Some of them were screenwriters and some of them 

were stars. I don’t know if Mary Pickford ever directed or not, but she was a producer, 

she produced her own movies… and Dorothy Arzner directed” (Bob Thomas).  

According to Paula Silver:  

   
The movie business was actually populated by women in the 1920s – there 
were more women behind the camera as writers, directors, producers, as 
well as actresses. It was populated by women and Jews. It was, and the 
reason that was true was that [filmmaking] was seen as a not legitimate 
business to be in. It was seen as vaudeville; it was seen as really unseemly, 
and there was a total prejudice against the world of entertainment. And so 
women took the jobs – as writers, producers, directors – and when it 
became a recognized business, the women were pushed out, and were put 
into positions of being in front of the camera only, not behind the camera. 
If you look and see, there were [women] directors and people don’t even 
know their names because history doesn’t present those women as 
important leaders. So you’ll hear about a Marilyn Monroe, but you won’t 
hear about Anita Louise. Or Mary Pickford, for that matter. Or Ida Lupino.  
     Ida Lupino and Lucy Arnaz are the few people who realized their 
power in front of the camera, and turned it behind the camera as well, so 
they owned their own production companies, and they directed and 
produced. They were really smart women.  
     And then what happened, as women have become more influential in 
our world – women are seen as lawyers, doctors, scientists, educators, 
financiers – women have been portrayed in the motion picture business as 
being lame.  
 

This notion of women being very active and leaders in society, but not in Hollywood film 

is echoed by writer Molly Haskell (1974:363) who argues that “the closer that women 

come to claiming their rights and achieving independence in real life, the more loudly 

and stridently films tell us that it’s a man’s world”.  I certainly felt this during my 

fieldwork in Los Angeles.  I met talented, bright, experienced women working in a host 

of responsible positions in the filmmaking industry, and outside the industry, and yet 

these women are not visible in most of the films of today.  The majority of screenplays 

are not being written by women; films are not being made by women to any degree; nor 

are women and girls valued as audiences. This is reinforced by Martha Lauzen’s  (2008a) 

research the percentage of women working as directors, executive producers, producers, 

writers, cinematographers, and editors on the top 250 American grossing feature films 
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has declined from 19% in 2001 to 15% in 2007, with women as only 6% of directors in 

2007.  

 Producer/filmmaker Susan Valdes, actor/filmmaker Susan Davis, and ex-VP of 

CBS Steve Mills were so concerned about the lack of women’s stories being made in 

Hollywood that they produced, wrote, and directed a film called Invisible Women (2005) 

that focuses on the issue of number of roles available to women becoming fewer and 

fewer as women age (see www.invisiblewomen.com).  Women actors face the “double 

jeopardy” of sexism and ageism (Lincoln and Allen, 2004).  I interviewed Susan Valdes 

and Susan Davis as part of this research, and during our conversation they explained to 

me that the 2006 statistics from the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) demonstrate that the 

number of roles for women has declined, just as the numbers of women in the senior 

positions in film, so that now only 10% of the lead roles are for women over forty. And 

from age four to forty the gender bias remains: 25% of the roles are for girls or women 

and 75% are for boys and men.  Susan Davis provides leadership within SAG in her role 

as co-chair of the women's committee, and is influential in getting the guild to gather 

statistics on the gendered aspects of acting roles. They also pointed out that the roles that 

women play are more narrow: most female roles, even for the stars, are predominantly 

mothers and secondary characters.  Candace Bowen described how she had ample roles 

as the ingénue when she was a young actress “but when I grew out of that and wasn’t 

quite a leading woman, there was nothing for me… just absolutely nothing” so she 

reinvented herself as a producer.  

The men don’t feel it but the women do… the women movie stars they 
will trade them in for a 23 year old that looks just like her.  That is why it 
is so important for us to hire each other, as long as we keep each other 
working then we are fine (Candace Bowen). 

 

And as work becomes limited, more women are competing for limited acting roles and 

having to face today’s “worship of celebrities”.  For example, Susan Davis has worked 

steadily throughout her career as a voice-over actor in animated films, often playing the 

lead role and five supporting roles, but now the stars are doing voice-overs in animated 

films. The stars get the lead roles because the perception of star-power to draw an 

audience, which leaves only the smaller roles (and correspondingly smaller paycheques) 
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for actors like Ms. Davis who make up 90% of SAG.  This results in a situation where the 

salaries for the stars, who are paid extraordinarily well, take up more of the acting 

budgets and leave fewer roles for the rest for their acting colleagues to make a living 

wage (Susan Davis).   An Actor described this situation for actors in Hollywood, as being 

like large corporations, where the system feeds the few at the top very well, and the rest 

get crumbs.  

As discussed in the description of films about the future in Chapter Five, women’s 

roles in the films are often limited to the sex object, love interest, mothers, or support 

staff (sometimes the fighting machine in sexualised clothing).  This appears to be a case 

of film reflecting the reality of how women are treated in the filmmaking industry.  

Within a discussion of the masculinsed nature of the film set, actor now writer/director 

Sara McIntyre told me about the ways the Hollywood system, as documented in the film 

Searching for Debra Winger (2002), reflected her experience in the Canadian filmmaking 

world, where the casting room decision would come down to whether a producer or 

director would want to have sex with you or not: “Nothing to do with your acting ability 

or whether you’ve trained or not. It’s about whether you’re fuckable”.  This was echoed 

by Paula Silver, who told me the story of a meeting a male Hollywood executive who 

challenged her description of herself for including woman.  “Well, I identify with being a 

woman, because when I walk into a room, I can be wearing pants, I can be wearing a tie, 

I can be wearing a suit, and at the end of the day, someone is saying “she’s a cute chick” 

or “she’s not”. “I want to fuck her” or “I don’t”. Or if I can’t fuck her, then fuck her” 

(Paula Silver).  This narrow view of women’s roles in society, by film industry decision 

makers who see women only as objects of heterosexual male desire, contributes the bias 

towards the males’ point of view in films and the predominance of male stories in film.  

 The film bias towards males’ stories reinforces the mythology of the male viewer 

being the most important audience, and results in today’s situation where women’s lives 

are not being reflected in film (Sara McIntyre, Nina Streich, Janet Thomas).  As Nina 

Streich argues: “What you don't see of that are those really strong stories about really 

strong women”.  Sex role stereotyping works against women and girls.  Paula Silver 

identified a pattern of the many stories in the media, and certainly in film, about women 

opting out of business or professional life to return to full-time parenting or who have to 
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choose between family life with a happy partnership or work outside the home (and for 

men it does not seem to be an either/or), but that rarely are stories told about the majority 

of women who are making it work: balancing work/family lives and managing to have 

careers, children, and healthy relationships.  There is also a bias in Hollywood to depict 

women and girls predominantly as consumers rather than creators or doers.  It is a tricky 

situation for filmmakers. They can insist on only certain types of stories, for example, 

where women are not limited to shopping and romance, but will their films get made?   

 Several of the filmmakers who participated in this research, spoke about the 

difficulties in getting funding for films based on women’s stories.  Even films that feature 

women such as Silkwood or Norma Rae are “told through a man’s head” – the lead could 

be anybody – “it’s not really the woman’s story” (Nina Streich).  According to Paula 

Silver “we have to fight for women’s stories to get made and to get an audience”.  In 

today’s film industry the structures that bias towards male stories make it hard for 

women’s stories to be green-lighted to production.  For example, writer/ producer Kate 

McCallum wrote a screenplay on Hildegard von Bingen with a colleague at Universal 

Studios, but it did not sell because “who is going to do a movie about a medieval nun?” 

(even one who was clearly exceptional as a composer, poet, abbot, advisor to the 

aristocracy and church leaders, writer on medicine and history, and writer of the first 

surviving morality play).  Mandy Leith shared how the lack of interest in her 

documentary film idea on Cronehood contributed to her disillusionment with the film 

industry.  She now recognises that the film is not going to be easy to make because of the 

macho tendencies of the broadcast industry, and a subject that “won’t appeal to the 

bottom line because it’s sort of naming truth to power, it’s going to challenge the system 

itself”.  As with the discussion above, a film on crones would suffer the double negative 

of ageism and sexism.  Therefore, the fight for women’s stories continues.  Candace 

Bowen suggested that women’s stories can be made by way of a quiet storm where films 

are made without making an issue of whose story it is or who is making the film.  She 

also argues that eventually women’s stories will get made because they are good stories: 

Women have some incredible stories, from the heart and soul, and it has a 
… women’s films have a flavor, you can almost smell it… it’s almost like 
perfume, you can almost smell it… it’s so nice.  Men, I think, usually 
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write from a bad dream or a fantasy, but women write from the heart, we 
have so many stories we don’t have to make them up. 
 

Documentary filmmaker Sherry Lepage counters that perhaps it is not women’s stories 

per se that need to be told, but rather stories of what are traditionally seen as women’s 

values within human stories.  For example, her film From Baghdad to Peace Country 

(2003) features male artist Deryk Houston who “embodies what we traditionally see as 

female values” of empathy and caring for others, especially children.   Ms. Lepage   

acknowledges that maybe it is partly a factor of the men's stories “being noisier in some 

ways” so they get the attention.  And that women’s work is often behind the scenes doing 

the support work that organisations depend upon.  “But I like the quiet stories.  I think 

those are important.  You know, the ones that don't tend to get out to the general public”.   

 Sara McIntyre offered the insight that there are very few films for pre-teen and 

early teen girls, such as Whale Rider (2002), that are intelligent, and how regrettable this 

is because that age is such a formative time in one’s life when “to not to have strong 

messages or positive messages is pretty sad, actually”.  When I suggested that Star Wars 

has provided that for boys, Ms. McIntyre agreed to a certain extent and argued that “we 

don't have rites of passage and we don't have mythology that is appropriate for our 

society” and especially for girls.    

Jan Strout, media educator and community screenings organiser, identified how 

Hollywood films tend to frame stories within the individual heroism of men.  Ms. Strout 

and I had a discussion about how the heroes in films about the future are almost always 

men, and I offered the observation that in the rare times that the heroes are women they 

are usually highly sexualized, macho killing machines (perhaps with maternal tendencies) 

as seen in the Alien series (1979, 1986, 1992, 1994), Aeon Flux (2006) and Terminator 2: 

Judgment Day (1991).  Ms. Strout then offered the following insight on the how the films 

about the future reflect a broader societal construction of masculinity and femininity that 

are: 

still dystopian, still about violence, still about slaying whatever dragon is 
currently constructed and it seems to me, so helpful to hear you say this, 
that at the deepest level what these films are communicating is the 
ultimate separation of the individual from her or his humanity, community 
and environment, the planet – and so the further we separate them the least 
likely we're going to have care and connection to all those things.  
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       And I would say while it's men doing it, it's the construction of 
masculinity and femininity that is actually what's operating underneath 
what turns into men and women. So we have to go to the core of how 
those social constructions are created, sustained, perpetrated and supported 
if we're going to really transform this, not only in filmmaking, but again in 
terms of our lives and the state of the planet. I think those so-called 
feminine values that have been socially constructed, primarily women 
mothering this planet, caring for the children in the family, the 
community.  

 
Hollywood, according to Jan Strout, reflects societal roles for women and men that have 

been socially constructed, and in turn, she argues that Hollywood, as a dominant medium, 

is also a source of stereotyping: 

Media can be such a force of education, inspiration, activist galvanizing 
and a place for envisioning alternative futures, positive alternative futures. 
Or a huge source of depressive, disempowering, horrific role making and 
sex role stereotyping of all kinds of women with the intersections of race, 
sexuality and class in those ways that media has been used harm us and 
commodify us and make us feel that if we buy products we can address 
our status and our depression. 
 

With media being so important to how people see themselves, notably women and girls, 

it is worrisome that there are so few women’s stories in film.  During a discussion on this 

with Kim Jackson, film producer and film festival organiser, I asked her why she thought 

there are so few women’s stories in film, she replied: 

Because we are the most repressed beings on the planet and have been for 
a very long time, therefore; we are still trying to find our voices and still 
getting our voices out there.  The structure of the world and society make 
it very difficult so it takes something pretty special and unique for the 
female entity to persevere and get her messages to audiences.  There is a 
lot of work that has to be done in that area, and it is not to be put on just 
women, but men as well.  Men need to take a responsibility for that 
because there is such a separation happening with our experience as 
humans. 
 

Ms. Jackson believes that there has been movement towards balance, but there is still 

much to be done. And in the meantime, the situation remains that it is boys’ and men’s 

stories that dominate film.  This will be discussed in further detail in the Distribution 

section below, but in summary, it has become a reinforcing cycle that more stories 

targeted to young men and boys are made into films so more young men and boys go to 
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films (Bob Thomas, Debbie Levin, Sara McIntyre, Janet Thomas).  Susan Davis argued 

for a change in the dominance of male filmmakers and their conventional focus in 

filmmaking: 

In America and I’m very embarrassed to say: we are a powerful nation and 
we have a lot of problems, we have a lot of forward thinking and moving 
ahead to do, but I think that it does no good to have only men [making 
films], basically they are doing what they want to do and they want to 
make money… and my god there was so many depressing things in the 
Oscars this year, if you just think that people that are shaping minds and 
thoughts, a lot of negative stuff coming out”.  

 
Change is happening, albeit incrementally.  At a Women in Film LA 2006 

awards gala (that I attended) Elizabeth M. Daley (2006) Dean, USC School of 

Cinematic Arts was given a Business Leadership Award, and in her acceptance 

speech she spoke about how the Hollywood film industry is still not an easy place 

for women, but she sees the situation improving as more women get into the 

industry.  Dean Daley described how the School now has 50% women students 

(although some courses remain male dominated) and that the head of critical film 

studies is a woman.  She looks forward to the industry one day being more just 

and more open.   

 

Other bias in storytelling: a leaning towards the negative 
 

As Ms. Davis alluded to above, other research participants also spoke about the 

preference in the film and television industry for negative stories.  John de Graaf, 

independent/PBS documentary filmmaker, argued that many popular movies are totally 

unbelievable in the focus on explosions and violence. 

I think the world is in pretty bad shape but I actually don't think lots of it is 
nearly in as bad of shape as it's portrayed in the media, I don't think people 
are as nasty and brutish to each other and things like that as is generally 
portrayed in the media; I think things like global warming are huge 
problems – my suspicion is that they won't quite happen like in Day After 
Tomorrow. There are huge problems, but most people despite this sort of 
dog-eat-dog society still try fairly hard to treat each other decently, and so 
I think while some of this other stuff [his work on positive alternatives] 
seems Pollyannaish and not believable, what's portrayed, what we're 
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getting, is not believable either, it's certainly not reality – it pretends to be 
reality – but reality isn't people dealing with constant explosions and 
attacks, but that's visceral, and it hooks you. 

 
John de Graaf also spoke about how bad news sells. His films (Affluenza, 1997; Silent 

Killer, 2005; Buyer Be Fair, 2006,) deal with complicated, difficult issues, such as global 

hunger and consumerism, but also highlight the positive by showing examples of where 

new ideas are being put into action and change is being made.   In his experience with 

PBS (Public Broadcasting Service in the US), he finds that people will say that they want 

more positive stories but it is the catastrophe stories, the negative news stories, that get 

the higher ratings.  As Sherry Lepage suggests, we are in a phase of public discourse 

where the dominant style of discussions on TV/radio about public affairs and socio-

political issues is adversarial, and in the case of documentaries, it is often the polemic 

style that gets the most attention where there is:  “a lot of talking right now.  There's a lot 

of yelling.  There's a lot of material going out and nobody's listening to anybody”.  Bill 

Weaver, B.C. documentary producer/director and Media that Matters facilitator, also 

observes that in film people are often not communicating effectively with each other. 

Conflict is either solved by violence or by degrading the other person.  There are very 

few examples of how to have a good conversation.  Mr. Weaver is worried that the 

storytelling focus is being lost, especially in documentaries, some of which, like Michael 

Moore’s latest documentaries, are becoming just a rant instead of building bridges and 

creating compassion. 

 In addition, Kim Jackson suggested that that there are many voices that aren’t 

being heard and “they don’t know they have individual voices to share, first of all. 

There’s awareness because they have been programmed in this country, we’re no longer 

citizens, we are consumers…So for me it is important that it is encouraged for people to 

find their individual voices and to say whatever they need to say”.  But whose voices are 

being heard and whose stories are told?   

In Hollywood, the echo from the years of the blacklisting of filmmakers, which 

destroyed many careers in the 1950’s, still contributes to whose stories get told (Lorence, 

1999).  Nina Streich spent part of her childhood and youth in England and her parents’ 

friends included many blacklisted filmmakers, some of whom worked on the pro-
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union/community and feminist film Salt of the Earth (1954), and who fled to England to 

work under aliases, where they created programs like the BBC television series Robin 

Hood.  They also mentored a young Nina Streich.  These filmmakers really believed that 

they could create positive change through the messages in their films and television 

programs.  These blacklisted filmmakers taught Ms. Streich the importance of putting 

“good values into something that's considered just purely entertainment and how 

completely integral they are to each other.  Otherwise, you know, you see a demise of the 

society”. 

 

Financing the film 
 

 Once the story has been chosen the hard work of finding financing for the film 

begins.  For the smaller, independent films, as well as large studio films, the money can 

come from many sources and takes a long time to be finalised.  Candace Bowen, 

producer, spoke about being patient waiting for deals to come through, and in the 

meantime needing to be active, show up at events, and be ready for when the money and 

team comes together.  The reality for many film productions today is that they are co-

productions often involving more than one country (Janet Thomas, Pat Ferns).  The 

multi-country co-production is less prevalent amongst films about the future, where 

Hollywood remains dominant, although Fifth Element (1997) was a US /French co-

production, Until the End of the World (1991) was a US/German co-production, and the 

Awakening (2008) was an US/India co-production.  Pat Ferns, filmmaker and film 

collaborator, who is considered to be the godfather of independent productions in Canada 

and internationally (Barthel, 2000), described how: 
Much so-called co-production is really co-financing, where most of the 
money comes from one country and then the producer adds pre-sales from 
other countries. There is nothing wrong with this method of financing, but 
it is not truly co-production.  Whether it is co-financing or co-production, 
there is always complexity and a lot of legal work involved.  What I find 
attractive about real co-production is the creative collaboration, and when 
one gets that right, the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. 
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 A new twist on financing is emerging in the form of producer representatives whose role 

it is to find funds for producers and to create co-production teams (Janet Thomas).  It is 

also becoming increasingly common for a producer to be expected to create a “package” 

that includes the script, director, and lead actors in order to get funding.  For example, in 

Kate McCallum’s experience with the Emmett Till script, the studio told her if she could 

bring them some attachments to the film that they would buy it (attachments usually 

refers to acting stars, but can sometimes include a prestigious director).  Film projects are 

usually given studio or broadcaster approval based on the number of days of shooting, 

not the total hours or staff costs. As we will see below, this approach to financing a film 

has significant repercussions on the people involved in making the films.  

 

Film Production – it’s not that glamorous after all 
 

 Once the story has been chosen and the funding is in place, the production phase 

begins.  Production is an intense time of long hours and high pressure.  It is a time of  

heightened creativity and strong teamwork from the actors and technical crews.  People 

can be expected to ignore their own bodies and have minimal family time because of the 

conditions of the location or because of the filmmaking convention that production days 

are very long.     

During production the dance between producer and director begins as the centre 

of power shifts from the producer to the director.  At its best this is a collaborative 

relationship.  When producer Nora Arajs’ film Cable Beach (2004) went into production 

she made a conscious decision to create a set that was supportive of the actors, 

technicians and support staff. 

Lots of producers in drama work from a place of fear, so they go onto set 
and the crew's like "Oh the producer's on set" and everybody’s watching 
their back and worried about what's going to happen. So I made a point, 
from the first day I got on set, to go around introduce myself to every 
person on the team: "Hi I'm Nora, thank you for the work you're doing 
here" ‘cause I knew everybody was working for lower rates than they 
would in Vancouver and made a point of trying to be who I am as a 
person, as a producer, and as a woman  -- valuing every person, trying to 
find out who they were, listening to their ideas, and giving the director 
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space because on set he was [in charge] as far as I was concerned it was 
now his film. 

 

As the senior producer Nora Arajs was able to hire the director that she wanted, James 

Head, and in turn he wanted to have a collaborative working arrangement with her.  And 

together they created a set where the crew and cast were treated as human beings, which 

according to Ms. Arajs  “there isn’t a lot of room for in the bigger business of 

filmmaking”.  Ms. Arajs felt great appreciation for the actors in the film who were 

bringing her story idea to life and showed it by treating them well, including walking 

with them on a beach, on First Nations land, prior to filming and without the crew.  She 

wanted the actors to connect with the land, because to her the landscape was a character 

in the film. The actors loved this experience.  She worked hard to create respect on the 

set, and still she would hear the crew referring to the actors as “meat puppets” (a common 

term for actors in English speaking North American film industry, but less so in Quebec).  

But Ms. Arajs’ kindness on the set paid off.  The male lead, American actor, David 

Ogden Stiers, told her that even though he was working on a small Canadian film for a 

fraction of what he would be paid in Hollywood, that he would work for her any day 

“you call me”.  But Ms. Arajs’ way of working in feature films is not the norm.  Even on 

her film, the funder brought in a production company once production began, which 

works in the more conventional pattern of ill treatment of the actors and crew.  It seems 

that the conventional pattern in feature filmmaking is for directors and producers to treat 

people badly, and that is the attitude that the production company felt they had to use to 

succeed in the industry.  

Nevertheless Nora Arajs prevailed and chose not to run a conventional set and 

was not fully supported in that: “What I found in the industry is that my recipe for 

relationships is not welcome in feature filmmaking, I was seen as weak and if I'd had a 

penis it would have been fine, it's a horrible thing to say but that is how it is”.  Her 

decision to stay with the film and with her way of treating people with respect, in 

opposition to the approach of the funder-dictated production company, came at a high 

cost.  She was so wounded by what she described as a “soul destroying experience” that 

she has taken a break from filmmaking.  This surely is a loss for Canadian filmmaking.  

At the wrap party, to acknowledge the end of filming, there wasn’t one crew and cast 



 

 

149 
member who did not thank Ms. Arajs and tell her that it was the best film they had 

worked on in ages. When I asked what she did that created such a positive atmosphere 

she offered:  

It was just going up and saying thank you, telling people they were 
appreciated.  So what's wrong with that? Why is that a sign of weakness? I 
think it's a sign of strength -- it sure strengthens me because I'm building 
allies with these people -- they know that I respect them and I certainly 
want to work with people who respect me regardless of what my position 
is. And because it's such a collaborative field or process you ought to be 
having fun.  
 
Ms. Arajs’ filmmaking style is in great contrast to some of the big Hollywood star 

directors.  As quoted in a book on the making of Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991) 

Hollywood producer and director James Cameron said:   

So, yeah, I’m harsh on people because I want to inspire them to do their 
best and to think things out, not just coast and ask what time lunch is 
going to be. It’s a business, not a party. Every time I start a film I have a 
fantasy that it will be like a big family and we’ll have a good time and 
we’ll have all these wonderful, creative moments together. But that’s not 
what filmmaking is – it’s a war  (Shay and Duncan, 1991: 127, my 
emphasis). 

 

But as in war, the generals, and directors like Mr. Cameron, do not pay personally for the 

negative, relentlessly demanding situations with their physical and mental health. They 

have drivers, support staff on set and at home, as well as time for breaks in the day.  Nor 

do they pay the medical costs for those whose health and well-being are affected by the 

filmmaking process.  Many of the filmmakers I interviewed spoke of the long days 

involved in making a film, some with the acceptance of that as the reality of shooting 

days, and some who did not.  Mandy Leith was asked to “suck it up and drive on” when 

she requested sane working hours on a project, which she explained is a military term: if 

a private in the army complains, the soldier is told to “suck it up and drive on”. She felt 

that:  

Essentially I was working under a military regime – filmmaking has been 
compared to a military operation before now, and that it has to be a 
military operation in order for all of the elements to come together. 
Because it’s a huge undertaking with so many moving parts – it’s a 
miracle that films get made, under the best conditions. So a military model 
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is adopted in order to manage all these elements and get people to do as 
they’re told - suck it up and drive on! 
 

Does filmmaking have to be a militaristic, abusive process? Academy Award winning 

Hollywood cinematographer/filmmaker Haskell Wexler created a film called Who Needs 

Sleep? (2006) in response to the death of camera operator, Brent Herschman, who 

crashed his car into a utility pole after falling asleep at the wheel after working four 

consecutive fifteen-hour days followed by a nineteen-hour day (Scarborough, 1998).  In 

the film, John Sayles, Hollywood writer/director suggests that the problem with the 

filmmaking business is that it seems so glamorous that people will say “I’ll do anything” 

in the beginning to get into the industry even if means working ridiculous hours.   

 The filmmaking industry is a business where there are many opportunities to take 

advantage of people.  Many of the people in the film Who Needs Sleep? speak about the 

difficulties in having a family life, with any time for the children or a healthy 

relationship, while working in the filmmaking business.  Those of us outside the film 

industry tend to hear only from the actors, but the majority of people working on the film 

are those behind the scenes. These are the camera operators, electricians, make-up artists, 

costume teams, visual effects teams, and food services staff as well as script supervisors, 

editors, and the line producers.  These are people who are there setting up before the 

actors and directors arrive and who are taking down at the end of the day after they leave.  

 Janet Thomas described how “production days are long days. First of all you have 

to have the physical stamina and there is no room for a personal life when you're in 

production”.  An Actor who has worked on films both in Canada and Hollywood, but 

predominantly in Hollywood, described how the non-star actors and the crews are often 

quite exhausted from working long hours on too many films; they take the work because 

there is always the concern that perhaps this film will be the last opportunity to work for 

a while.  He spoke about the filmmaking process being “total insanity” where actors and 

crews are eating poorly and being treated badly, including: 

stuffing the sweets down to keep their energy up. Advils and -- they have 
a whole medicine cabinet right on set. At the craft service table. Sweets or 
coffee or Advil, Aspirin and hell knows what else… They have to do that 
and if they want to work on the next set they've got to swallow it, you 
know, but they pay a price. The odd person for example, won't do every 
movie that comes in. They'll take a break and – see, the whole thing in the 
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movie industry is you've got to keep working.  You've got to keep 
working, 'cause you don’t know when it's going to be your last gig. So 
that's another hook.  

 

In a European cinematographers union document Haskell Wexler (2008) writes about the 

issue of night shoots, which can alternate with day shoots during film production, and 

how the crew will drink lots of coffee and take No-Doze pills (amphetamines) to stay 

awake and then have to take sleeping pills when they finally get home to fall asleep.  As I 

reflected on Mr. Wexler’s and An Actor’s description of the list of substances on the set I 

was reminded about my first exposure to the issue of substance abuse in the filmmaking 

industry.  I was working for a local government doing environmental planning and a 

group of people from the Hollywood and Vancouver film industries came to talk about 

their ideas for a new studio on Vancouver Island, and part of their proposal included 

making annual donations to alcohol and drug addiction support organisations. When I 

asked why they would do this they said that when the film industry comes to a new 

community it usually results in an increase in the number of people with addictions 

because the hours during filming are so intense that some people need to take drugs to do 

the work and then when they are not doing a film they have too much time on their 

hands, a drug addiction, and money to spend – so the drug use continues. But I have also 

learned during this research that unless you are a lead actor or others above the line, the 

pay is not spectacular.  

 For many working in the film industry there have not been pay increases for many 

years so people are working longer hours for less pay, in relative dollars.  In the film Who 

Needs Sleep? (2006) we are told that many Hollywood film workers are part-time 

workers and their wages are decent on an hourly basis, but spread out over the year the 

average salaries are in the mid-$40,000 range.  This is consistent with the average wages 

in Canada for film industry workers according to the research participants.  Mandy 

Leith’s experience supports this notion:  

 
Everybody I know who works in the film industry understands that when 
you’re working on a film, you don’t have a life.  And there isn’t time to go 
to the gym regularly, there isn’t time to stop for an hour for a lunch that is 
relaxed and refreshing, there isn’t time to just take a walk, because you’re 
tired.  And family life suffers, and personal health suffers.  So that hourly 
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wage ends up having to be spread over the months or the weeks, or the 
time that you’re then recovering after a film, when you’re trying to pick up 
the pieces of the life that you’ve neglected for three months or however 
long you’ve been working.  So you live in this feast or famine. 

 

The pattern of long hours affecting health is echoed by cinematographer, Nicola Pecorini, 

in Who Needs Sleep? (2006).  He describes these long well paid Hollywood hours as 

“golden hours”.  Pecorini works all over the world on films and claims it is extremely 

rare to go even an hour over time in other countries; the crew will just begin to leave 

because they have a life outside of work.  Whereas in Hollywood: “you make a lot of 

money – then you have to spend it to cure yourself”.  Also in the film Who Needs Sleep?, 

Director of Photography and cancer patient, Craig DiBona, describes how his doctor told 

him that his way of life, poor sleeping and eating patterns, affects his body’s ability to 

protect him from diseases like cancer.  Meanwhile, electrician Michael Everett explains 

that because they are part-time workers they need to work overtime at least until they 

make the cut-off point for health insurance.   

This attitude of working long hours because of concerns about work security 

issues even affects the studio executives.  The average tenure of executives in charge of 

production in Hollywood is only four years, which Ravid (1999) argues contributes to 

their fear of risk taking and comfort with sequels.   

 An Actor told me two stories about standing up to the power structures on set, 

which he described as being very hierarchal, and how the structure is not there to serve 

the people.  In one case, while working on a Hollywood set, he spoke up in defence of the 

extras who had been standing for a very long time in the cold without shelter or a hot 

drink.  He brought this to the attention of the producers, with a reference to the union, and 

the extras were promptly given an opportunity to sit down and get warm.  On a different 

movie, An Actor requested that the Director of Photography (DOP) not make him the 

brunt of his jokes. The DOP and his crew gave the Actor the cold shoulder for a while, 

but then the DOP grew to respect him.  An Actor is also an author and teacher so he is 

not dependent on his acting wages for this living.  But most people won’t stand up to 

those in positions of power because they are too worried about their careers.  The Actor 

also became known on set as able to give good massages and gave massages to the DOP 



 

 

153 
and his camera crew.  At one point while massaging the DOP’s injured neck, the Actor 

noticed the DOP’s eyes tear up and he felt this showed how:  

These guys are working tremendous hours, not being nurtured… They’re 
deprived in a lot of areas. Although they're making a lot of money – they 
have their cars, they have their nice house, but they're paying in other 
ways. So that was my insight that: there's something really awry here and 
there's no place really for the kind of spirit and nurturing to take place 
where you can actually have this amazing open acting take place... 
     I've had quite a few pretty well known directors say: “You know, I’ve 
read your book and I agree with everything you say.  It's just too bad we 
can't bring that in, but this is just the way it is".  

 

Sara McIntyre concurred when she described how a director could create a safe 

environment on the set, where creativity from the actors can shine, but this type of work 

environment is rare.  In most cases, except the stars and those above the line “the 

powerful five”, everyone is treated like a cog.  “And I don't think it's only actors who get 

kicked around.  I think it's grips and gaffers and camera guys –  everybody. There's a lot 

of disrespect that goes on” (Sara McIntyre).  In the film Who Needs Sleep? there is a 

scene where women from the Film Unit of the American Humane Society are 

interviewed.  They explain that it is their job to ensure the care of animals, any sentient 

creature, from bugs to large mammals. However, their definition of “sentient creatures” 

does not include humans.  They describe how they are asked about five times a day on a 

film set why the animals are better treated and protected than the crew and actors.   

Each person on a feature film set is represented by a union (except on non-union 

jobs which do exist, but would not be the case for a blockbuster film about the future). 

Both Candace Bowen and Kate McCallum expressed their appreciation of their unions 

for support in developing their careers and opportunities for collaboration on film 

projects, and Susan Davis is working within her union to make change happen.  But the 

unions are obviously not providing adequate attention to film workers’ well-being .  

Many of the people I interviewed, and those who participated in the film Who Needs 

Sleep?, do not feel that their physical and mental health is recognised as valuable.  In the 

film Who Needs Sleep?, Haskell Wexler documents the union executives’ lack of interest, 

including the blocking of a 10,000-name petition, and an aggressive stance against the 

cinematographers’ movement for a maximum twelve-hour day.    
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 The long hours and work weeks (working Saturday is common and Sunday 

sometimes) also affects the family life of those in the film industry.  As with so many 

institutions, the film industry does not value family time or the raising of children.  

People are expected to make their parenting fit into the existing business frame, and work 

out for themselves how to fit their family into the business.  

Laura Ziskin is one of the top producers in Hollywood, and she works in feature 

film, documentary film, and television (Spiderman series, 2002, 2004, 2007, 2011; 

Accidental Hero, 1992; Pretty Woman, 1990, Academy Awards 2007, 2002).  I had a few 

moments with Laura Ziskin at the Women in Film LA 2006 awards gala to discuss 

specifically the issue of why there are so few women directors.  She suggested that this 

was because the producer function fits better with a woman’s lifestyle if she has a family; 

the director cannot leave the set to attend to a child while the producer can.  

 Ms. Ziskin pointed out that the film industry is still a man’s world and that the 

men have constructed the industry the way they want it, and that the prime career years 

are also prime baby making years so it is hard for women to excel.  She also noted that 

the situation is much better now compared to twenty-five years ago when she started, and 

that now there are lots of women producers.  Ms. Ziskin argued that the producer role is a 

good fit for women because it builds on women’s ability to multi-task.  

Film producers, regardless of gender, have a certain amount of culpability in 

terms of the well being of crew and actors and working conditions on set, including the 

issue of long work hours.  Film projects are usually greenlighted according to the 

projected number of shooting days, not the total hours or staff costs.  Then as challenges 

on the set result in more filming time being required the producers are not often willing to 

go back to the studio and negotiate more filming days.  Instead they push actors and 

crews to work longer days.  “There is no question that sleep deprivation is dangerous, but 

it persists and producers will continue to insist that it is necessary.  In essence what you 

have is a greedy culture taking an aggressive and hostile stance against people who work 

for a living (Wexler, 2008).  Garret Brown (2008), Director of Photography and 

Steadicam inventor, argues that “long hours are a triumph of the middle management 

weenies with laptops that massage the numbers to impress their bosses but the practice is 

destructive to art as well as to body and spirit”.  Haskell Wexler (2008) suggests that 
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producers take advantage of the fact that cinematographers love what they do (as do 

many people in the film industry) and that producers do not consider the reduced 

productivity when sixteen hour days are accepted standard practice.  Wexler describes 

how in the filming of the film 61 (2001) all of the crew and even the director, Billy 

Crystal, were falling asleep at the wheel while driving home, but that the schedule 

dictated the unrealistic work days.   

It is not just men who are responsible for the unkindness on the set; many 

producers are women and there are a few female directors.  Rather, it is the whole 

structure, a system that is in place that dictates how things happen in the industry.   

Mandy Leith worked on a feature film where the conditions became “untenable 

and even inhumane”, as well as on a documentary where she was asked to work under 

very unhealthy conditions, where colleagues were being pushed by the system’s demands 

and to the point of unkindness.  It was also difficult for Ms. Leith to acknowledge that, on 

both films, some of the producers were women. She feels that often “women working in 

film [have to] adopt a very macho attitude that characterizes their style. And I don’t think 

it’s about those individuals.  I think they’re needing to adopt that attitude in order to 

make it in the industry”.  Nora Arajs attributes the present work structures in the feature 

film industry being the result of it being such a high risk business, and because the people 

“who are really interested in big money go towards drama… where there's so much 

money at stake” as opposed to documentary film.  

Director, Nicola Pecorini, in the film Who Needs Sleep? (2006), argues that long 

hours on the set have been rare in European countries, but since the time Who Needs 

Sleep? was made, the trend towards longer hours appears to be infiltrating Europe as 

well.  On the IMAGO (European Federation of Cinematographers) website, Tony Costa 

(2008), Vice-President, argues that the practice of excessively long work days is now a 

global problem that has been pushed into silence because the structures of filmmaking are 

often based on using freelancers combined with a lack of legislation affecting working 

conditions.   

Also on the IMAGO website, K. Ramachandra Babu (2009), President of ISC 

(Indian Society of Cinematographers) describes how cinematographers along with other 

crew work on film shoots sixteen-eighteen hours per day, seven days a week for forty-
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fifty days without a break.  He argues that deprived of sleep and rest, film workers’ health 

is being damaged, and that the sleep deprivation is also a major cause of accidents 

resulting in injuries and loss of life.  Janet Thomas described a tragic incident that took 

place on a film she was working on when after many long days of filming, a cameraman 

who was totally exhausted, was killed when he accidentally backed into a propeller of a 

plane that was waiting to takeoff.  According to Tony Costa (2008) the situation of long 

production days has “already reached the limits of total madness… It is an enormous set 

back of social rights”.  In response to this concern, IMAGO has established a “Working 

Conditions” page on their website to bring exposure to the issue and they commissioned a 

Model Contract that includes limits on working hours and days and times for meals and 

breaks (http://www.imago.org/index.php?page=30).  

 Heather MacAndrew also reminded me that filmmaking also has many positive 

aspects as a way of making a living; that not every film set is brutal, and despite the 

challenges the work is worthwhile:  

I do think it's important to know that, in documentaries anyway, there is a 
huge amount of fun and incredible highs - as well as the lows.  The 
experiences are formative – life changing.  The people you meet, the 
creative buzz, the insights you get into what it means to be human – all 
huge – and humbling.  There are reasons why we keep pursuing ideas, 
becoming obsessed with getting films made - despite all the hassles and 
problems.  It's [filmmaking] a unique and privileged world and what 
drives all of us is our curiosity - about people, about the world, about 
issues, and about trying to understand how it all works.  There are sure 
easier ways to earn a living.  But we all carry on. 
 

If the feature filmmakers who make films about the future approached their films with 

 a similar drive for curiosity and need to understand as Ms. MacAndrew, a similar 

awareness of the privileged role they have as storytellers and leaders on set, then perhaps 

we would see films that include diverse and positive images of the future.  

 

Post Production: editing and visual/special effects 
 

 A great deal of what drives the allure of films about the future are the visual and 

special effects and the technology shown in the film as well as the technology behind the 

film.  As Sara McIntyre explains: 
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I was on sets of big budget projects that were sort of high drama: they 
were car chases and murder mysteries and slightly science fictiony-type 
shows.  And it was all about the special effects.  I remember that being a 
big “aha”.  That there was this bunch of guys who spent their whole lives 
trying to figure out how to make a bigger explosion.  How to make a 
weirder looking murder victim and how to sort of really push the 
boundaries of their craft, which has legitimacy to it, but with absolutely no 
connection to the repercussions of who is watching those things and what 
kind of impact it has on the final viewer.  

 

The wow factor of films is driving many productions and with its action for action’s sake 

being used as a direct appeal to teenaged audiences (John de Graaf).  Digital technology 

is altering the way films are made, especially in animation (Janet Thomas). Digital 

technology is most certainly affecting the way films about the future are made, and for 

the present time only the major studios have the in-house ability or the resources to 

access the expensive digital effects expertise.   For example, George Lucas’ company 

“Industrial Light and Magic has a long-standing and absolutely dominating position in 

the supply of digital visual effects to the Hollywood majors, with over 75 big-budget 

feature films to its credit” (Scott, 2005: 110).  Increasingly films about the future, as with 

many Hollywood blockbusters, rely heavily on digital visual effects rather than acting 

and storytelling.  I did not interview any filmmakers who used high tech visual 

technology in their films.  Indeed many spoke about a yearning for films to be less about 

the technology, visual effects and fast editing and more about good stories (Bob Thomas; 

Janet Thomas; John de Graaf).   

 The role of pulling the film together once all the filming has ended (or 

increasingly while the productions is still being filmed) belongs to the editor (and sound 

editor) working collaboratively with the director.  Mandy Leith noted that the editor is 

often referred to in filmmaking as a third director (with the writer as the first).  Editing is 

a highly creative role and carries great responsibility in crafting the story of the film. 

Sherry Lepage considers the editor as an extra creative mind on a film and likes to work 

with an editor who has a strong visual sense to help her develop the cinematic aspect of a 

film. 
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Distribution/Screenings/Publicity 
 

 The huge publicity budgets for Hollywood studio as well as the studio’s control 

over distribution make it difficult for the independent small films to compete, therefore, 

the Hollywood blockbusters are able to dominate.  For example, “a Canadian film will be 

pulled if an American studio wants that screen. The local cinema owners just don't have 

the clout to say "No” (Sara McIntyre).   In 1987 NATO officially supported the “backing 

the reintegration of the US film business” which allowed studios to once again own 

movie theatres and distribution companies (Acland, 2003:94).  After this decision, the 

major Hollywood studios began buying up thousands of theatre screens, including 48% 

of the Canadian company Cineplex, resulting in Motion Picture Association of America 

(MPAA) films having priority in screen access and establishing market saturation in 

Canada as well as the US (Acland, 2003).  Resulting in the present situation where “the 

majors book screen time for packages of films, [independent] distributors sometimes 

have very limited access to screens” (Poulin, 1995: 229), this is referred to as block 

booking.  

 The big blockbuster films about the future usually have no shortage of public 

interest, especially the sequels, and through the studio’s power are able to block book 

large numbers of screens for the increasingly important first weekend.  The first weekend 

refers to the notion where the success of the first week of a film appears to define its 

success as a film so major studios saturate the theatres with their films on a very tight 

turnaround.  Films do not last long in a theatre anymore, and there is always another 

Hollywood film to replace it, each with a massive marketing campaign.  Making it very 

difficult situation for independent films to gain distribution and the all-important theatre 

screening.  

Granted, the theatrical release of films is no longer the main source of revenue to 

the major studios but it remains a key window for any film (Scott, 2005). The showing of 

a feature film in the theatres has evolved into “event status”, according to Paul Grainge 

(2008: 153) where “the space of the cinema provides both a gateway for the introduction 

of new film commodities and a means of connecting film with other kinds of public 
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cultural consumption9”.  For example, in 2000, the US theatre box-office returns were 

$5.7 billion, while the DVD/vhs home video sales and rentals were $22.5 billion10 (Scott, 

2005).  Regardless, it is the theatrical release that creates the buzz, the source of the 

interest to the media, moviegoers, and the fuel that feeds the publicity industry behind the 

films.    

 The focus on the first weekend means that people need to know about the film 

before the theatre screening begins. It used to be the case, not that long ago, that a film 

would be in a theatre for a few months, which gave time for interest to build based on 

word-of-mouth experience from moviegoers who have actually seen the film.  “Now, in 

effect, the word-of-mouth must exist before any moviegoer has actually seen the film, a 

peculiar situation to be sure” (Paul, 1994 in Ackland, 2003).  This peculiar situation 

appears to be getting increasingly stranger as the publicity and marketing costs for 

Hollywood films continues its upward movement.  For example, in 2007 the major 

studios films, MPAA members, averaged $35.9 million per film on marketing costs 

(average film production cost of $70.8 million); while the MPAA member subsidiaries 

and affiliates spent an average of $25.7 million on marketing on an average film cost of 

$49.2 million (MPAA, 2008a).  There are rare exceptions such as the Irish film Once, 

made for an estimated 150,000 pounds, won best song at the 2007 Academy Awards, and 

went on to make millions at the domestic and international box-office.  Nevertheless, the 

large publicity campaigns, combined with huge production budgets, that Hollywood 

majors and their subsidiaries have to support their films makes it very challenging for a 

small film with limited marketing budget to be noticed, especially as the focus has 

become the first weekend box-office revenues.  

 Bob Thomas has written thirty books and thousands of articles on film and the 

film industry, including covering his 65th Oscar’s ceremony in 2008 (Arar, 1993; Proffitt, 

1999).  Mr. Thomas described how the focus on the box-office numbers is a relatively 

new phenomenon: 

                                                
9 These include other platforms for the film itself such as dvd/video for home use, in-flight screenings, and 

television broadcast, as well as spinoffs into merchandising and video games. 
10 These statistics are complicated in that the MPAA and major distributors include Canada with the US as 

part of the ‘domestic’ market in terms of theatre box-office but not for rentals (Acland, 2003).  In 2001, 
Canada represented 8% of the US export revenue of film video/dvds (Scott, 2005).  
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I don’t remember when they started releasing opening week box office 
returns. Must have been in the 50s sometime. In the 30s and 40s, the 
studios never revealed how much a movie was making. And they would 
brag about it if it was really a huge success – Gone with the Wind, or huge 
films like that. It was just an industry secret. Because they didn’t want 
people to know about their failures. And if they had a hit, they might 
trumpet it a bit, but … as I recall, Variety would run the take in the 
individual city – New York, Chicago, all the major movie places, but the 
studio would never release the total. 
 

But now the box-office has become shorthand for the success or failure of a movie.  This 

focus on the first weekend box-office places too much focus on the bottom-line of a film 

rather than the film itself, according to Susan Davis.  The system is focused on the first 

weekend, which doesn’t allow for word-of-mouth to slowly build audience because the 

studios/distribution companies project the figures from that first week on to their 

distribution plans.  And this distribution plan may mean a quick turnaround from theatres 

to DVD sales.  Susan Valdes argued that this quick turnaround to DVD release, 

sometimes as short as three months or less, can work against movies that appeal to an 

older generation of filmgoers because of the first weekend focus.  “We don’t want to face 

crowded movie theatres or the expense of movie tickets, when a DVD can be watched in 

comfort of home, especially when so many films are disappointing”.    

Films today are generally disappointing to older audiences as well as young 

women and girls because the majority of films are written and created for boys and men.  

This is certainly true for films about the future.  Bob Thomas, who is a great believer in 

the power of Hollywood to make great films, nonetheless feels that “they’re on the wrong 

track now in making so many of these stupid comedies, and race car movies, all this crap 

that appeals only to adolescent boys. I don’t understand their thinking”.  Mr. Thomas 

used to go to many movies, but now doesn’t go to see many because of the focus on the 

adolescent male audience.    

 The focus on the male adolescent audience becomes both cause and effect.   

Debbie Levin, Executive Director of the Environmental Film Association argued that 

there is a lack of women’s stories because the majority audience is teenaged boys and the 

studios are responding to the demand: “they [teenaged boys] will go at 3:00 o'clock on 

Friday and see the movie they want to see and [affect] the numbers from the first week-
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end. You and I don't have to rush out the first weekend. If there's a film that we want to 

see and we can't get to it, we'll go the next week.  This audience won't”.   

Things get complicated when looking at film audience numbers and what the 

studios want. Janet Thomas said that the image in Hollywood is that the average 

moviegoer is thirteen years old and what is especially attractive in this age group is that 

they go repeatedly “they don't just see a movie once – they’ll go to see Spiderman three 

times, literally…we would probably just go once, and they would go to a movie that they 

love ten times”.  Ms. Thomas suggested that I review the attendance statistics. 

The Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA, 2008a) publishes a “Movie 

Attendance Study” each year and in the 2007 study they claim that “teens & college ages 

still dominate” at 48 million moviegoers in the “domestic” market (US and Canada).  But 

according to their own statistics, the 25-39 age group is actually not far behind at 47 

million moviegoers, and there were 79 million moviegoers who are over 40 years.  The 

movie admissions figures, however, demonstrate a slightly higher amount of ticket sales 

($558million for ages 12-24 and $427million for ages 25-39) for the younger age group 

which confirms what Ms. Thomas was referring to: the younger age group will go more 

to films more often, even the same film.  The age group 12-24 represents 41% of the 

“frequent moviegoers” (seeing a movie at least once per month).  So it is true the young 

people are more frequent moviegoers, but the older moviegoers (the “grown-ups” that 

Bob Thomas refers to) also represent large blocks of frequent moviegoers (25% of 

frequent moviegoers were 25-30 and 25% were age 40-59).  The MPAA also claims that 

boys and young men are their dominant audience when in fact their statistics demonstrate 

that female to male total ticket sales are not largely different, which is somewhat 

surprising considering that the majority of films are written with the view of young men 

and boys as the target audience.  

 Sara MacIntyre suggested there might be another reason for the adolescent boy 

focus: the concession stand.  The local theatre operators make most of their money from 

concession stand sales, while the film production company and distributors take the bulk 

of money from ticket sales, therefore the theatres  “cater to the 16-year old boys who buy 

junk food” because they make more money off them.  Whereas women tend to rent 
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movies (as do men of the older demographics), so according to Sara McIntyre “we're not 

the big money makers in the grand scheme of things.  Susan Valdes explains:  

It’s all about dollars and cents, it’s about the P and A, publicity and 
advertising, the money that it costs first of all to advertise the film then to 
keep it in the theatre to allow it to build an audience.  
     The theatre, the studio and distributor has to commit to; if a movie 
doesn’t do well they have to commit to letting it have legs… that is why 
you see now for a lot of the smaller movies which tend to be some of the 
movies that we are talking about, movies that usually star or feature older 
actors period, men and women… and especially women you will see what 
is called a step release, they will open it in three theatres, then the next 
week they will open in eight theatres. They only have to advertise a very 
small market and they don’t have to put that much money into it and then 
they see how it is doing then they will commit to a bigger opening, over a 
two, three, four week period, depending on how it’s doing in the markets 
that they are showing it in.  

 
Bob Thomas also felt that a return to the staggered approach to theatre releases, what he 

called  “stair stepping” would enable interest in a film to build as well as build the appeal 

amongst broader groups of people: “word of mouth is what really sells a movie”.   

 Word-of-mouth communication in contemporary society now extends to the 

Internet information to get the word out.  The studios create lavish websites and publicity 

tours, but small films are also benefiting from Internet communication.  Building on the 

“first weekend” box office emphasis, “first weekend clubs” and blogs encouraging people 

to get out to movies early have emerged (Sara McIntyre, Susan Valdes).  For example, 

the First Weekender Club (www.firstweekenderclub.ca) exists to encourage people to go 

to Canadian movies in the early part of a film run; they now have 10,000 people on their 

distribution list and reach 50,000 people through collaborative relationships with other 

organisations (Adams, 2009).  Melissa Silverstein has a daily blog on Women and 

Hollywood as well as a weekly summary that includes a list of women’s films and where 

they are showing in the US, as well as her articles 

(http://womenandhollywood.blogspot.com/). 

 Another aspect of Hollywood films that skews the focus to teenaged boys (and 

girls) is the focusing of the big films all coming out within a short window over the 

summer (known as tent peg films) and over the Christmas/Hanukah/New Years holidays.  

Bob Thomas explained that the majors put out their more serious grown-up films in 
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December because that is a good time to influence the Academy Awards nominations.  

But it isn’t a good time for working people, especially mothers.  Susan Davis told me 

about being on a panel in New York at which a woman spoke from the audience and said 

“they bring these marvellous movies out right around Christmas, I have my kids and I am 

responsible for the shopping and whatever, I don’t feel like going out on a Friday night 

opener”.  Ms. Davis argues that the business is set up to for the 14-28 demographic “it’s 

not set up for us”.  

 Regardless of timing, the issue remains that support for certain films getting made 

and having substantive publicity budgets comes down to box office revenues, especially 

first weekend.  Susan Valdes feels that this focus on the bottom-line keeps filmmaking in 

a reactive mode with limited opportunity for other audiences to influence decision-

making.  Therefore, the cycle of films directed to teenage boys and young men continues 

to repeat itself.  More films are made for boys, so more boys go to the movies, and then 

more films are made for boys because they are going to the movies in larger numbers.  

Bob Thomas is confident that this trend will pass as Hollywood realises that it needs a 

more general audience.  

 

Film Festivals 
 

 The film festival screenings have become very important to independent, smaller 

films because the festival itself can create “the buzz” needed to get a theatrical 

distribution deal or build public interest. Two of the people I interviewed have created 

film festivals and two have created alternative screening events, all of which contribute to 

audiences seeing films that they otherwise would not see. Nina Streich, created the first 

Global Peace Film Festival in 2003 in Orlando, Florida (home of the funding partner) 

with the mission of “utilizing the emotive power of the moving image to further the goal 

of peace on earth” (www.peacefilmfest.org).  From the success of Orlando, Ms. Streich 

has been asked by community leaders do create festivals around the world including 

Japan, Israel and China.  Interestingly, the first Global Peace Film festival was initiated 

by an American/Moroccan Muslim businessman and the events in other countries have 

also been initiated by businessmen.  In March 2008, Ms. Streich organized an event, at 



 

 

164 
the request of the mayors, in Eliat, Israel and Aquaba, Jordan, called “Hope and 

Harmony”. There were screenings and events in both countries, as well as screenings in 

the area where the peace treaty was signed so people from both countries could watch 

films together. The Global Peace Festival in Orlando includes film screenings, panel 

discussions and community outreach, especially to high schools, as well as a session on 

environmental films.   

 Kim Jackson has been involved as a programmer for many film festivals 

including the Global Peace Film Festival.  In 2008, she put on the second Malibu 

Celebration of Films, which an invitation-only festival that showcases award winning 

independent feature films from 2007.  “It’s a chance to come and celebrate these films in 

the community”.  Malibu was chosen specifically because so many people in the film 

industry live there, and Ms. Jackson believed there was a great opportunity for 

exceptional independent films to be seen and possibly gain support and distribution from 

the Hollywood establishment.  They had extensive media support prior to the festival, 

thousands of media guides distributed, and accessible places to buy tickets and still the 

audience numbers were very disappointing to Ms. Jackson and the other festival 

organizers.  This disappointment with audience also came up at a discussion panel that 

Ms. Jackson participated on with film reviewers earlier in the year:  

 
Leonard Maltin and Kat Trian, he is the LA Times film critic and has been 
for years.  They were talking about the art of criticism of the festival… 
and the very thing we began discussing was the fact that audiences do not 
support independent films, it’s a problem. Their frustration is that those 
are often the best films that they watch and they comment on and 
recommend people to go see, way beyond the Hollywood blockbuster that 
they are spending millions of dollars on –  but people will still not take the 
chance on a film they don’t know, even if they are being told it’s a 
fantastic film… it was parallel to what happened for our festival.  

 
When I described my worry about the Hollywood blockbuster versions of the future 

dominating the images of the future, Ms. Jackson suggested that I organise a film festival 

that focuses on films that have positive images of the future.  Notwithstanding the fact 

that I have no experience in organising a film festival I explained that positive images of 

the future are generally lacking.  Not to be dissuaded, Ms. Jackson suggested that a 

festival could be created around a competition for new films for around $200,000 (very 
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little for a festival apparently):  “you provide people with a platform that says make a 

film about a positive future, make it simple… on this date at this time that can provide a 

place for people to imagine and dream and create that future, but it has to be a certain 

content and criteria”.  But there is no guarantee that an audience will come.  

 On a smaller, less expensive, and more regularised format (than an annual film 

festival) an on-going film series can be an effective way to build audiences for non-

blockbuster films.  Mandy Leith conceived of, and created, Open Cinema, where 

documentary films are shown, usually in a café style venue with food and drinks 

available, with the intent of creating discussion about the issues addressed by the film, 

amongst the audience and with a panel of invited guests, often including the filmmaker 

and local people involved in the issue in the film.  Open Cinema has been a great success 

in community building and in creating audiences for smaller films.  Ms. Leith explains 

that Open Cinema uses “film to hopefully be a catalyst for the kind of collaboration, 

negotiation, discussion that can bring about a better future”. John de Graaf, whose films 

have been shown at Open Cinema, also believes that documentary film provides an 

opportunity to show an audience the positive efforts that are already taking place around 

the world, which can provide positive ways forward. 

 Candace Bowen created the Women in Film (WIF) LA Independent Film Series 

as part of her VP role with WIF LA because she saw that there were many films with 

great stories being made that did not have a venue for them to be seen by audiences or 

distributors.  The Independent Film Series screenings are one per month and alternate 

among: feature films, an evening of short films, and long format documentary films. The 

only selection criteria are that a WIF LA member be part of the filmmaking team, and 

that the film not be pornography because they want to give young actresses a positive 

message as well as educate directors and producers that they don’t need that aspect in 

films.  Ms. Bowen told me a story how these screenings can make a difference to a small 

film.  She went to see a documentary film at the Sundance Film Festival called Close to 

Home because it was the first film her neighbour’s daughter (Vanessa Roth, daughter of 

screenplay writer Eric Roth).  The film was programmed inappropriately so very few 

people saw it, but Ms. Bowen thought it was an important film that deserved a larger 

audience so she screened it as part of the WIF Independent Film Series.  She also… 
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invited Oprah Winfrey, I called her office on the West Coast and I told 
whoever answered the phone I’d like you to come if you can’t come send 
somebody, send an intern or a volunteer. I don’t know if for sure there was 
someone from Oprah there but within 6 months of the screening Oprah 
had that documentary on her show, she dedicated a whole hour, had 
filmmakers there and all the kids that were involved were there.   
     I will tell you this, that little documentary was going to make it either 
way, I promise you, because it had angel wings… it hit me so hard that I 
thought I have to do something.  It may not be big… but I put it in our 
Independent Film Series and then it went on Oprah, and then got on the 
Sundance channel, through the back door. I was so pleased. I also watched 
a documentary go all the way, from our Film Series to getting nominated 
for an academy award division [The Magic of Fellini] It’s all in the 
screenings.  
  

 Documentary filmmaker (producer/writer/director) Sherry Lepage has created 

several films with large educational value on issues of peace, importance of music in 

schools, and Canadian art so she ends up showing her films in film series, such as Open 

Cinema, and festivals, but also at high schools and universities.  She appreciates these 

educational screenings because students have an opportunity to see films, and meet 

filmmakers, without other distractions.  Ms. Lepage heard from one university professor 

that the female students were surprised that, as a woman, she was a filmmaker. 

And so now this is a subject that she encourages them to ask about.  So 
then [I get] those questions about sexism in the industry and whether there 
are equal opportunities for women and how things have changed over the 
30 some years I've been  doing this.  I was stunned actually to contemplate 
after how many decades of feminist education now that girls are still 
surprised that women can do this sort of work.  
 

Therefore, the value of alternative modes of screenings extends to education on many 

levels, the content of the film itself, but also in the way that filmmaking happens and by 

whom.  However, none of the people I interviewed were making a great deal of money on 

screenings the way that the studios and commercial theatres do.  Mandy Leith’s Open 

Cinema does not pay her adequately for her time, Candace Bowen volunteers her time to 

create Independent Film Series (with support from WIF LA staff), and Kim Jackson and 

her staff on the Malibu Celebration of Film festival, ended up forfeiting their salaries 

during the festival to ensure it would go on.   

 



 

 

167 
Film: Is it art or is it business? or is it something else? 
 

I directly asked most of the people I interviewed the question “Is filmmaking a 

business or an art” and many thought it was too big and complex a topic to discuss within 

the interview or else the research participant preferred not to discuss it all.  Perhaps the 

question is simply too obvious to the filmmakers I interviewed.  Filmmaking is business 

in a sense because they are making a living from it, or attempting to, as well as the 

complexities of owning the production business with its needs for lawyers, accountants, 

staff and financing, and it does have an industrial component to it.  But filmmakers are 

also artists, and many also activists who are committed to making a difference through 

filmmaking.  Like all artists, they need to sell their work in order to live, and to continue 

making films.  And as film and film festival producer Kim Jackson says “money can 

really influence when and how a project happens”. 

Nora Arajs explained that for her filmmaking is an art form, and her life’s work, 

and, as a producer, she recognises that there is a strong business aspect to the industry. 

But she also experienced working with a production company, who although they are 

working on a film they may as well have been “producing widgets: they just get it in, get 

it out, get it through production – and not coming at it from what I call a traditional 

filmmaking perspective – they were all about business, period”.   

Sara McIntyre explained how actors understand all too clearly the business side of 

the film industry because there is a point system in place that rates them on their box-

office appeal.  In Hollywood, many executives and producers use the Ulmer scale in 

putting together a “package” to gain financing for a film.  The Ulmer scale rates actors 

and directors according to their “bankability” which is defined as: “the degree to which 

an actor or director’s name alone can raise 100% financing upfront for a film” 

(http://ulmerscale.com).  This bankability of the stars is used by producers to create the 

film “packages” that Bob Thomas described how today the studio executives react to film 

ideas (not create them), and he argues that “that’s why you get so many sequels and 

remakes; if it worked once, it’ll work again”.  Nina Streich argues that “Hollywood, of 

course it's a business, but it's also an art and there are always people who are pushing the 

medium and, you know, those ground breakers on the whole are filmmakers who manage 
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to straddle Hollywood and the independents”.  In addition, Sara McIntyre suggests that 

filmmaking is not just business “it's a business with a huge impact”. 

Nicola Pecorino, cinematographer, argues in the film Who Needs Sleep? that “the 

system is the problem. The fact that movies are just seen as commercial products doesn’t 

have anything to do with art and even less with the humanity of people working on the 

film project: “capitalism with a human face is an oxymoron – can’t be – because it is all 

for the profit”.  The actors’ creative contribution is also being diminished due to the 

business model and profit making priority because rehearsal time is being forfeited to 

reduce costs.  Actors are expected to simply show up and do their lines without 

participating in the collective creative process that involves adequate rehearsal time (Sara 

MacIntyre; Mandy Leith).  And, in the film Who Needs Sleep?, George Spiro Dibie, 

President of the Local 600 Camera Union is quoted saying “the truth is greedy 

corporations are putting profits before people that routinely jeopardize the safety and 

health of the crew and cast”, a statement he was censured for.   

 Perhaps I asked the wrong question. Can filmmaking be the type of business that 

puts people, the Earth, and other nonhuman beings ahead of shareholder and corporate 

profit?  Nina Streich is not optimistic in the short-term about the direction of Hollywood 

structures with regards to feature films because the evolution of the industry has been a 

loss of independent filmmaking towards a mini-major (what Scott, 2005 refers to as a 

major’s subsidiary). That said, Ms. Streich, and most of those who participated in this 

research, had hopes and visions for better filmmaking industries, as well as ideas for 

tangible change that would allow filmmaking to continue to be active as change agents, 

and ideas for the filmmaking processes and structures could be transformed.  If somewhat 

tempered by what Sara McIntyre calls “the mystique of filmmaking [which] means there's 

a resistance to taking it on as a structure in itself and really looking at what's going on”.  

But it has become clear, in hearing from the filmmakers that changes are required in how 

films are made, and they had ideas of what this could look like, and how it could happen. 

What are their visions for filmmaking? 
  

 The comments from the research participants in this section generally came out of 

the question that I asked: “if you could wave a magic wand and change whatever you 
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would like in the filmmaking process what would it be?” This was where they were asked 

to be visionary without practical constraints of today’s reality.  In turn, Jan Strout asked:  

How do we transform our film industry? How do we reform media itself, 
which is a part of a larger umbrella infrastructure, and which the film 
industry is one piece of it? How do we do both – film transformation and 
media reform – as if women, humanity, and the planet matter? And how 
can we then support the efforts of some of the women working out of the 
Hollywood film industry who have formed their own production 
companies so they can figure out how they can create meaningful movie 
roles and have meaningful movies themselves?  
 

  Ms. Strout argues that this will require women forming their own Hollywood studios 

and putting structures in place to support independent media including feminist 

filmmakers.  She gave the examples of Seattle’s Reel Girls and Empower Now who are 

using film and video to teach media literacy and to create feminist imagery that stands in 

opposition the dominant images, including images of the future. Ms. Strout also sees the 

importance of having alternative visions to war and she sees independent film being part 

of creating such visions.  

 Janet Thomas, Sara McIntyre, An Actor, John de Graaf, and Nora Arajs all spoke 

about a desire for films that focus on great storytelling and acting: smaller films that are 

not motivated by the box office or use of visual effects.  Ms. Arajs described a British 

film The Girl in the Café (2005) that gave her “renewed confidence and belief that good 

filmmaking can happen and tell a great story and perhaps have a strong message that can 

move people”.  John de Graaf suggests that: “we need films about slowing down, about 

changing values as to what's important, about turning around the focus on GDP and 

production and consumption and those things, towards other values like health, family, 

community stewardship, all those things, that are a little harder to convey.  It's a little 

more abstract for people, unfortunately”. 

 Nina Streich argues that change will require addressing the larger issue of money 

and the film business:  

It's about the entire media and values.  The magic wand would be to 
change the whole capitalist system entirely because basically it's in the 
interests of capital to concentrate itself and both in terms of whose hands 
it's in and also of what is given to the rest of us.  But basically we, as 
progressives and primarily documentarians, are shining lights on subjects 
and people and issues that the status quo and in the film business --we're 
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talking primarily Hollywood, don't want to see explored because it's not in 
the interests of maintenance of that capital. 
 

Sara McIntryre shares Ms. Streich’s vision of a different economic structure, she spoke 

about how filmmaking and life would different “if money was taken out of the motivation 

equation all of a sudden only quality occurs”.  She also suggests that in the short-term, 

films could show, for a change, rich women who are using their money wisely, and that 

women need to be initiating more films and writing scripts about themselves or the kind 

of women that they are interested in.   

 An Actor has a vision of filmmaking where the films that get made are motivated 

by how we can nurture each other. “You're giving something. You're nurturing 

someone, others, and that's where the reward is. I think the whole money thing and that 

whole business thing is really not just actors, but just society in the whole is way off 

balance”.  Bill Weaver concurs that we are not going to be able to create better 

communities and better films “until we have media that will help open up the doors of the 

heart”.  

Canadian Sherry Lepage envisioned, with her magic wand, that there would be 

more respect for the arts as “having value as something that's more important than just 

entertainment: art with conscience.  

For me so much of it is really about advancing human consciousness.  It's 
almost too big to squeeze into -- how do you fix anything?  How about 
improving people to consider beyond their own narrow self-interests or 
their own needs or their own needs of spirit or their own needs of ego.   

 

Ms. Lepage would also like to see more support for diversity of styles and viewpoints and 

that support would be financial as well as expanded opportunities to show diversity of 

voice, especially in mainstream film, “and triple the NFB's [National Film Board] budget, 

bring back the Studio D”.  Studio D was the first state-funded women’s film unit in the 

world and was created in 1974.  

Filmmakers Share Their Ideas for Change 
 

At various times in the conversations I had with the filmmakers great ideas emerged, 

tangible things that can make a difference now.  For example, Heather MacAndrew and 
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David Springbett agreed with Sherry Lepage, above, that an increase to public funding 

would be helpful to filmmakers and they suggested the specific idea that funding to the 

Canadian Independent Film Video Fund (CIFVF) should be vastly increased [postscript: 

in the spring of 2009, after the time of the interviews, the Canadian government under 

Stephen Harper eliminated the CIFVF completely].  In addition, Nora Arajs suggests that 

the Canadian tax credits initiative be brought back because it provides incentives for 

private individuals to invest in films and would reduce the present dependency on public 

funding.  Ms. Arajs also recommends increasing the BC Film budget because they do 

such great work in creating mentoring and apprenticeship programs and providing 

financial support for emerging filmmakers to attend festivals and workshops as well as 

drawing film business to B.C.  She also argued that women, and their ideas, need to be 

encouraged.    

 Mentoring women who are new to their filmmaking careers emerged as an 

important to several research participants.  For example, Janet Thomas learned how to 

put together a production from a Japanese woman (with a Ph.D. in English) who owned a 

production company that did films in both Hollywood and Japan.  Ms. Thomas also 

learned from her mentor how to work as a woman in the very masculine world of 

filmmaking and that she could be both tough and feminine – and successful – in a multi-

cultural film business.  Kate McCallum was first mentored by a male producer within the 

studio system, who taught her how to succeed within Hollywood and supported her early 

producing efforts. Ms. McCallum now returns the favour by speaking at conferences, and 

writing a regular column in a professional screenwriting magazine on the process that 

writers have taken towards a successful film project.   

Paula Silver, who has a very successful career in Hollywood (marketing strategy 

for Mr. Holland’s Opus (1995), and My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002) and is now 

working with Participant Productions and other studios), makes a point of finding women 

to mentor.   

Candace Bowen gained a great deal from the mentorship that Women in Film 

(WIF) LA gave her when she was in transition from actor to producer and now she gives 

back through her Vice-President role at WIF, organising networking breakfasts, 

supporting the Young Girls College Fund, organising the Independent Film Series, and 
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giving personal support to many women (including me).  WIF LA also has an intern 

program and formalized mentor program, and the organisation used to have an 

empowerment program for girls, but it is currently inactive. Ms. Bowen also spoke about 

the important message she got, in the mentoring from WIF, about how it is okay to fail, to 

take risks.   

And Sara McIntyre had a mentor who “provoked” her to move beyond acting and 

into producing and directing.  Ms. McIntyre acknowledged the importance of Women in 

Film Vancouver for women in the early parts of their career but she feels there are 

lessons to be learned from WIF LA on how to maintain the vitality of the organisation for 

women in later stages of their career.  

 Sherry Lepage agreed that mentoring is valuable for everyone involved in 

filmmaking and she acknowledged the mentoring role that filmmakers Heather 

MacAndrew and David Springbett (also part of this research) have taken in creating a 

community of filmmakers in Victoria as well as showing others how film can be effective 

as an exploratory process.  Pat Ferns has formally and informally mentored many people 

around the world. Mr. Ferns is known as a collaborator and brings together people in 

international co-productions for his own films as well as others (Ferns, 1995; Barthel, 

2000) and, in addition, now teaches executive courses internationally on how to do film 

and television co-productions and to work in a collaborative way.   

Bill Weaver, filmmaker, also contributes to collaborative work and community 

building for filmmakers by organising an annual event on Cortes Island in B.C. called 

Media that Matters that, as described on their website brings media makers together for 

“sharpening skills, strengthening leadership, expanding professional connections, fueling 

passions, and navigating the currents of today's dynamic media climate”.  Or as Mr. 

Weaver describes it: “media people having a spring camp in a natural space, with a free 

form atmosphere, having conversations about how they are doing and where they want to 

go”.  I have participated in Media that Matters three times and have witnessed the 

transformative nature of the event.  In addition, Mr. Weaver also provides on-going 

mentorship to many of the young filmmakers who are Media that Matters alumni.  

 Susan Valdes and Susan Davis suggest that women need to form their own 

production companies, not that they have to own physical studios, but to have executive 
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control of production, in order for women to have meaningful stories and roles and, 

importantly, regular work.  Susan Davis explains how in Hollywood, if it’s a female 

project, where a woman conceives the film and is producing it, and a female is a primary 

writer then there can be up to 80% employment for women: 

That is pretty good, that means everyone, cameramen, editors… I don’t 
mean it has to be for every project but we have to begin to shove some of 
them through.  That is what can happen when you get the guilds working 
together.  Diversity and women’s committee… if we band together with 
the Diversity Screen Actors Guild we have some power, because that’s 
African/American/Asian women over forty.  Then you will see some 
exciting things, but it won’t happen tomorrow, it will take time to develop 
scripts and get relationships with female directors of which there are 
precious few, and editors.  
     These are things that all have a huge effect on the image we see on the 
screen and what you’re saying , and what we are all saying, is that the 
image has  a big effect on how we feel about ourselves and how we move 
forward, what our choices in life are. 

 
And it gets bigger.  Susan Davis told me about being on a panel at an event in New York, 

where Invisible Women was screened, and a woman spoke from the audience to  “what 

Susan is saying is that it’s the women’s movement and we have to do it all over again.  

Invariably the room starts cheering, and she’s right”.  The notion of re-engaging the 

women’s movement is echoed in a BC Institute of Film Professionals (2009) presentation 

where, after identifying how women are underrepresented both behind and in front of the 

camera and how women are paid 71% of what men are paid, they argue that: 

Media needs to be part of the solution… not the problem. It’s not personal, 
it’s political. And practical.  Work with and for other women for creative 
and political power… The last wave of feminism carried (some of) us this 
far.  We can’t let the current roll us back. Make this wave of feminism, an 
ocean.  
 

Filmmakers being part of the next wave of feminism will require change across many 

aspects of the industry including how filmmakers are trained and educated, structural 

change, and creating opportunities for women to work.  Director and film professor 

Sharon McGowan (2009) argues, “We need to lobby for gender equity in Canadian film, 

television and new media industries, as well as equity in the proportion of public funding 

awarded to projects headed by women, directors and producers”.  



 

 

174 
Filmmaker Sherry Lepage spoke about participating as a mentor/teacher in 

making a film with high school students, as part of the Victoria Film Festival. The 

students come with their film ideas and they can work with documentary, feature or 

experimental filmmakers. And while the feature film groups are large and numerous, 

those who chose documentary filmmaking are almost always girls: because “they want to 

make the world a better place”.  So it occurred to her that “opportunities for young 

women to be shown the technology for film storytelling might make a lot of difference in 

a lot of ways” and that to be a director they need to have understanding of the camera 

technology.  Sara McIntyre supports this perspective because in film school the 

instructors often talk about how the boys will just reach for the technology faster than the 

girls do.  

So I think it's about the environment that women train in. I think there's 
room for a lot more female centered training.  You know, like film school 
for girls, which is something that Women In Film [Vancouver] has looked 
at and tried, and, you know, I think that that actually will come, because 
we learn differently and we need a different kind of environment to feel 
safe doing things that are not traditional for us.   
 
According to Susan Davis, actor Sigourney Weaver has argued that women may 

need our/their own studios and film companies, to ensure women’s films are made.  And 

many Hollywood actresses have indeed formed their own production companies (Janet 

Thomas).  Ms. Davis agrees that women need to make our own films, but “I am not so 

bold as to say let’s get a lot of mortar out there and build studios because I think that is 

too much overhead, I think there are opportunities for independent producers to make 

smaller films and much more user friendly films”.  Pat Ferns also sees women around the 

world increasingly becoming commissioning editors and senior executives and he 

attributes this to the fragmented marketplace, which translates into more co-productions 

and works to women’s ability to connect many things at once.  

Changes in technology such as editing computers and software becoming less 

expensive, and cameras getting smaller and less costly, are also making it easier for 

women to become filmmakers.  Sherry Lepage questioned why there were not more 

women leading documentary film teams because women are such good storytellers, 

especially the oral tradition.  Ms. Lepage believes that this has been happening as the 
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camera technology continues to get smaller and more women pick up the cameras.  

However, she suggests that part of the problem is that to be a director you need to 

understand the technology of the camera, and to many girls and women this is daunting.  

But also that “the person with the creative control, producer and/or director, doesn’t 

necessarily need to be the camera operator, gear size is only one factor, opportunities to 

build relationships with funders is another, learning business skills is another, and 

whether the kind of story you want to tell is something that anyone wants to buy – that’s 

a big one”.  Bill Weaver agrees that the smaller cameras are making it easier for women 

to pick up the camera and make films, including feature films, but cautioned that they 

may need more post-production to sharpen up the images.  

David Springbett and Heather MacAndrew agree that it is good that equipment is 

less expensive but caution that there is also often a loss of craft happening where 

everybody with a camera thinks she or he is a filmmaker:  “There's a hey – how hard can 

it be? kind of attitude – despite the accessibility to equipment, editing systems, etc. it 

takes years to learn the craft. There’s a rigor and a craft involved in being a good story 

teller”.  Nora Arajs notes that it takes years to learn how to be a good producer.  And 

Sherry Lepage has concerns that film schools teach the students the technical skills to run 

all the equipment, but not to challenge their own biases or to ask the “why” of a story.  

The ethics and responsibility as a filmmaker is something that I don't 
know the next generation ever gets taught.   Because they get to have the 
tools first before they really have had to go through a process of 
understanding your mind and understanding how media work and what it 
is you're trying to say with what you're doing.   Okay.  I have a camera. 
I'm going to go out there. Get my opinion out there now. 

 

Sara McIntyre argues that today we have a two-sided coin, where on one side, any one 

with a camera can make a film, and maybe have a hit like Blair Witch Project (1999), and 

on the other side: the film industry is a “huge machine and there's a lot of exclusivity and 

privilege”.  Heather MacAndrew and David Springbett also worry that in documentary 

some polarisation is happening with lots of amateurist film being produced while at the 

same time the high end is getting higher; with High Definition (HD) demanding more 

craft and expensive equipment resulting in a an evaporation of the middle ground for 

documentary film.  They also feel that: 
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we're in this time of flux… of distribution of how documentaries are 
getting out there and being seen; there has been the broadcast commitment 
that triggered the rest of the funding so there have been audiences through 
television; but now there are also festivals in, name a town that doesn't 
have a film festival; and films are being downloaded on the internet and 
up on YouTube so people are experimenting with that;  it's all changing, 
it's all in the process of changing (Heather MacAndrew).  

 

And it isn’t just documentary filmmakers in Canada who are worried about the 

changing technology and structures around film distribution.  At the Women in Film LA 

2006 Forum, I attended a session on new media, where the panel included Eva Ho, 

Product Marketing Manager for Google Video (who had just purchased YouTube for 

$1.3 billion) and Helene Dina, VP of Digital Media and Development for Disney/ABC 

Cable Networks Group.  Both senior executives admitted that their companies had not yet 

figured out how to make money on their investments in Internet infrastructure and 

Internet based films and television programs.  The panel discussed numerous ideas being 

considered, including pay per view, attaching ads to on-line films, more product 

placements, or even a sponsorship model like the “Mutual of Omaha presents Wild 

Kingdom”.  Eva Ho stressed that Google’s YouTube is a “user generated site” and not 

intended for professional filmmaker products, and that her efforts on making money for 

films was focused on the large studio films.  Apple has made some films available on-line 

through iTunes, as has BellCanada, but consumers have been more reluctant to switch 

from DVDs to digital downloads than they were in the switch from CDs to digital music 

(Hartley, 2009).  

 Kate McCallum spoke about the Internet and digital technology being a “Re-

Renaissance” equivalent to the Gutenberg Press where the global nature of the Internet 

has the power to democratise technology, and significantly change how films are 

distributed.  Sara McIntyre acknowledges that there is too much film/video quantity on 

YouTube but she is confident that the next stage will be about creating quality films.  Bill 

Weaver noted that YouTube today is like vaudeville was when it began.  There are lots of 

not great acts, but also brilliance.  Mr. Weaver remains optimistic that new media 

platforms will create films that have a positive contribution.  
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John de Graaf argued, however, that the complexity of platforms to view films, 

combined with the multi-tasking that many young people do with media is resulting in 

heightened need for media literacy.  Sherry Lepage suggested that film education should 

include an ability to differentiate between “what's the point of view and what's 

manipulation”.  In addition, Jan Strout uses feminist critique in workshops at many types 

of institutions and organisations to help women and girls see the relationship between 

violence and media as well as using media literacy work to “help women become the 

media, to become producers and not just consumers of images” including the use of new 

media to challenge the structures of conventional media infrastructures. She also argues 

that part of the education process is to work towards structural change of the filmmaking 

process (as discussed above).   

 Many of the filmmakers spoke about the importance of the independent film 

industry in creating films that are different from the dominant pattern.  In addition, Bob 

Thomas, Sara McIntyre, and Pat Ferns spoke about the value of the HBO/Showcase 

model of television viewer supported film production that is able to be creative and take 

risks that the studios don’t, and that their productions provide a space for good writing, 

good acting and good directing.  Ms. McIntyre also argued that Canadian film production 

is different from Hollywood filmmaking and that this is historical in that filmmaking in 

Canada began as a art form [versus the Hollywood beginnings in industry].  She believes 

strongly that Canadian film needs to be supported and nurtured and that Hollywood 

knows their time is up as they focus on remakes.  Nora Arajs offered that she would be 

happy with $2million to make a small Canadian film every few years, while Bob Thomas 

argues that Hollywood is a glorious industry and he is optimistic that it will move out of 

this phase of focusing on the young male audience and return to making films that show 

Americans in a positive light, and adds:  “It’s only in Hollywood that, with very few 

exceptions, that you can create a huge picture”.  

 

Films about the Future 
 

In general, most of the research participants were not particularly interested in discussing 

contemporary films about the future to any great degree. They either did not watch them 
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or if they did they did not want to discuss the negative aspects of the films.  Or they had 

not given much thought to the landscapes in the films.  As explained to me by playwright 

and actor, Karen Lee Pickett (2008) there is an unwritten rule in the performing arts that 

one doesn’t criticize or voice negative comments about another artist’s work or 

performance. One always looks for something positive to say in public (even if the work 

did not resonate or if there were problems with it).  Therefore, it emerged, rather strongly, 

that the role of analysing films about the future through a critical lens rested with others, 

not fellow filmmakers.  

That said, there were a few comments on the films that are worth noting. Sara 

McIntyre reflected that films about the future are either high tech and hyper urban or 

romantic and historicized with people in very simplified lives, neither of which she wants 

So she cautioned about defining what I or others would consider a “positive” future.  Bill 

Weaver described Blade Runner as a “well told dark tale” that had a “light underneath” in 

the form of the compassion expressed near the end of the film and that there is a place for 

films like that.  David Springbett suggested that the nature of films about the future being 

predominantly dark and negative may be a requirement of dramatic structure for conflict.  

Bob Thomas, Nina Streich and Kim Jackson all commented on the positive contribution 

that the first Star Wars (1977) film had on filmmaking both in terms of technical 

prowess, but also as important in showing a progressive message of the little guy against 

the empire. As Kim Jackson described some films “stay with you and change you like 

Star Wars, which take you out of the little planet and out to other worlds and possibilities 

and gives you a larger perspective of existence; at its core it’s a story about good and evil 

and good winning out over evil”.   Bob Thomas described the first Star Wars film as 

visually “staggering.  Just innovative, original – I thought it was a real milestone in 

filmmaking.  And it turned out to be.  And that plane, airship took off, and you saw the 

length of it, and looked off the screen – it was just mind-boggling”.  His daughter, Janet 

Thomas, on the other hand, pointed out the ambiguity in the benefits of this technical 

skill in that “Star Wars was certainly the beginning of films that depended more on visual 

effects than live action. It doesn't bother me that things aren't real.  I just would like more 

emphasis on acting than visual effects”.  
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Mandy Leith argued that feature films have a passive engagement with the future 

whereas documentary films are often participating in creating a better future:  

Feature film certainly portrays the future more regularly, more commonly. 
But is it a passive engagement? Is it passively using the future as a 
backdrop? Rather than thinking of the future as connected to the present. 
Which documentaries seem to be… Documentary is very, very firmly 
rooted in the present. It has to be, by its very nature. It is looking from the 
present, and it’s referring to the past and the future, rather than feature 
films which may be rooted in the future present. It’s more of an escape 
from the present rather than using the present as the foothold for the 
future. It’s making up the future using our present frame of mind. But not 
really creating the opportunity to understand, to see beneath… It’s just a 
veneer of the future, rather than a laboratory for the future. 
 
As part of a discussion about the dead Earth patterns in films about the future, 

Heather MacAndrew suggested that “We all have good reason to be depressed when you 

look at who is running the world at the moment; it's pretty bleak and I worry about our 

collective inability to deal with issues of poverty and environmental justice, never mind 

environmental sustainability”.  In addition, David Springbett argued that:  

A bleak vision of the future is projected around current experience and we 
are able to see ourselves in that kind of scenario and I suppose you can 
make a slight case that a Mad Max character is the change agent who is 
creating a future out of chaos. There was a certain rebirthing of 
community in those films but not in the Matrix, it was just bleak.  But the 
heroes, like those in 1984 and even slightly in the Matrix are trying to 
change a system which is whether it's into a system which would be 
sustainable, and possible, who knows – at least they are change agents for 
them.   
 

There is no doubt that the dominant imagery reflects trends that are visible in the world 

today of human hardship and ecological harm.  But can films do more than reflect trends 

and instead provide a leadership function in providing other ways forward that are 

sustainable and just? 

  
 

Can film play a role in creating positive images of the future? 
  

 I asked most of the research participants whether or not they see opportunities for, 

what Hans Richter (1981:163) calls progressive cinema, where filmmakers understand 
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their responsibility to “ make an incomparable contribution to the welfare, the recovery of 

humanity”.  Most of the research participants agreed with Richter’s argument to varying 

degrees; most of them were in the film industry to effect change, but were not 

comfortable with the “responsibility” part.  And Kim Jackson did not agree at all with 

Richter’s statement, at least in the sense that filmmakers do not have a responsibility to 

provide hope, rather, film is entertainment and the filmmaker’s responsibility is to tell a 

story that is compelling to them.  She told me a about a film she screened at a festival 

about wild horses, that was not hopeful but did result in change happening. To Ms. 

Jackson “the responsibility of the filmmaker is to tell the truth whatever that means for 

them, to tell their stories, to give us their voice or give voice to other people that can’t 

speak or don’t have the means to speak”.   

Kate McCallum and Mandy Leith both reminded me that film is a very young, 

and powerful, technology: only 100 years old, that many great films have been made, and 

there is time to make change in filmmaking processes. Bob Thomas described how 

historically there were “lots of films in the 30’s, 40’s, and even 50’s, that were ahead of 

their time, and have done social good I believe. I’m in favor of it”.  And Kate McCallum   

is optimistic about the future direction of film, she feels that filmmakers are beginning to 

understand that they need to change, and that people like Participant Productions are part 

of the change. Kate McCallum is producing two television series that are about making 

change including Visions from the Edge, which is specifically about positive possibilities 

for the future, and The Science of Peace (both in production).  Nina Streich described 

how, at the Global Peace Film Festivals, they are quite purposefully using film to 

contribute to peace and to open up dialogue on what peace is.  And Jan Strout has “seen 

the power of filmmaking to connect hearts and minds and get us to newer/deeper place on 

very difficult issues. I've also seen the way filmmaking can be used to simply create a 

space for people to explore something new to them”.  As Mandy Leith suggests “people 

want to watch film – it’s a popular medium that can convey nuance and intimate detail – 

magic brought to ideas, it is a lot of things all at the same time, multi-faceted”. 

Sherry Lepage believes that there is a way to bring art and conscience and 

filmmaking together: “if you can make it aesthetically pleasing, if you can make it 

emotionally touching, if you have a character who is engaging on lots of levels that you 
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can have your say in a much more effective way. A gentle way that people might listen 

to”.  This is similar to the “quiet storm” approach championed by Candace Bowen where 

a filmmaker quietly makes the film s/he wants to make without fanfare or bringing 

attention to why one is making the film. Sara McIntyre agreed that filmmakers have to be 

subtle with their message, to present it in an appealing way, which she argues is part of 

the craft of being a filmmaker; to create a film that people are willing to engage with, 

absorb, and get passionate about.  Paula Silver believes that is often easier to make 

feature films with a social message than documentary, and that she realized she could 

reach many more people with feature films.   

 Paula Silver led a panel at the Women in Film LA Forum (that I attended in 

October, 2006) called “Social Issue Filmmaking: Make a Profit and a Difference”, which 

included Lawrence Bender (An Inconvenient Truth, 2006; Good Will Hunting, 1997), 

Cathy Schulman (Crash, 2004) and Gary Michael Walters  (Bobby, 2006).  In opening 

the panel, Ms. Silver spoke about how all films have a social impact, the question is: is it 

good or bad impact? She also spoke about how films can make money and do good; how 

films can be a catalyst for change and challenged the panel and the audience with the 

question “what images do we need to create hope – to inspire people to take action – to 

do something”; and that sometimes you don’t ask permission for all aspects of the film 

you want to make.  Cathy Schulman told the audience that in making Crash (2005) they 

did not purposely set out to create a film about racism, but rather inter-personal stories.  

Lawrence Bender suggested that many films with social impact did not start out to make 

a political statement but the filmmakers wanted to create stories about good characters. 

Mr. Lawrence also said that he has observed many people are concerned that today’s 

children will be worse off in the future and, therefore, are thinking more politically, and 

filmmakers are too. But he cautioned that the message needs to be subtle; he told the 

story of how Fox did not want Day After Tomorrow (2004) to be a “message” film so the 

studio stopped environmental and climate change groups from being involved in 

publicity, but regardless the film did make people think about climate change.  Gary 

Michael Walters argued that social impact filmmaking is more than a trend – he feels that 

people want to be connected and that there is a hunger out there for depth of 

understanding that journalism used to provide, but that it is not in this role any more so 
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other media, including film, are taking over that hunger for meaning.  Ms. Silver called 

this “truth making”.  

 Truthtelling/ truthmaking in a movie may require taking the risk of being labelled 

a message film or political. But as Nina Streich observed “every film, no matter what it's 

about is political.  You know, people say "Oh, you don't like political films" or "That 

film's not political.  Well, if you say that a film is not political, undoubtedly it's right 

wing”.  Bill Weaver suggests, however, that making change may not be about politics but 

doing the right thing across political divides.  He gave the example of a Steven Seagal 

movie about the oil industry that included strong female roles and addressed an uncaring 

attitude towards destruction of wildlife habitat and how “Seagal with this over macho 

madness put across, at a subtle level, ideas about environmental issues to middle 

American viewers that no David Suzuki documentary could have. They would not watch 

a documentary but they watched Steven Seagal”.  

 Documentary filmmaker, John de Graaf agreed that some feature films have 

raised important environmental issues, including: Day After Tomorrow (2004), Free 

Willy (1994) and Erin Brokovich (2000).  But do these films, which raise concern, 

provide any positive alternatives to the destructive patterns?  Mr. de Graaf, in his films 

(Silent Killer, 2005; Buyer be Fair, 2006; Affluenza, 2003) consistently uses examples 

from the present of something new that is working well (such as certified forest products, 

organic agricultural methods, or reduced consumerism) as a way to encourage more of 

these types of ideas to be part of our futures.  Mandy Leith concurs with this approach 

when she argues that: 

 documentary and film in general but certainly documentary, has in my 
opinion a responsibility to provide not just the doom and gloom story but 
some foothold for hope or the way forward so that the film isn’t 
contributing to a sense of hopelessness.  That is, without fail, [what] we’ve 
tried to program within Open Cinema films that you go into the nitty gritty 
and the doom and gloom and the despair and the problems but also 
provide some sense of hope.  I do feel like documentary has a 
responsibility to do that, whether filmmakers in general accept that 
responsibility or recognize that responsibility I don’t know or I can ‘t 
know. 

 
While Bob Thomas challenged my suggestion of the value of positive images of 

the future with “where’s the drama if it’s a utopia”? Kate McCallum, as discussed above, 
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is creating projects on positive directions for the future, but nevertheless she sees the 

value in the negative, shadow side, that shadow has value in stimulating change, “it's 

almost like it's getting so dark now that it has to lighten, which is good”.    
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Images of the future in film and why they matter – Interpretation 
and Summary 

 
Only when communities recapture the positive aspects of their culture will 
people relearn how to love themselves and what is really theirs.  Only then 
will they really appreciate their country and the need to protect its natural 
beauty and wealth. And only then will they have an understanding of the 
future and of generations to come. 

  Wangari Maathai (2004: 23) 
  Nobel Peace Prize winner, creator of the   
  Green Belt Movement in Kenya and politician  

 

Introduction   
 

The Earth is calling to us, asking that humans change. The way we make decisions has 

traditionally been based in a narrow view that each action and person is essentially 

isolated; in order to flourish, we must move to decision-making that is rooted in seeing 

ourselves as part of nature and as interconnected with all humans, nonhumans, and the 

Earth.  Change that is this significant requires new visions of the future that will guide 

action and decision-making towards sustainable and just communities.  But before we 

can begin to create new visions we need to understand what is not working in the existing 

images of the future.  To understand dominant images of the future I explored Hollywood 

films.  I also gained insight from filmmakers on how the filmmaking industry can be 

transformed to enable visions of sustainable and just futures to be part of films.  Change 

will be required at the structural level (institutional change), in the mindset of the film 

industry, and in the stories and images in the films.  And the change must begin now.  

 Almost daily, we get news from media and scientific journals that the Earth is not 

doing well: nonhuman species are being made extinct or threatened; humans are dying 

due to lack of food and clean water; languages are being lost; our global systems of 

oceans, climate, freshwater, air quality are under threat.  These changes are affecting all 

humans, but especially those in the global South.  Although there are some places and 

practices where positive change is happening, on a global scale, and especially in North 
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America, most of the present ways of addressing problems are not working.  Scientists 

predicted much of the ecological harm that we are witnessing today and we did not heed 

the warnings.  In addition, as Carpenter (2002) argues, relentless negativity from 

scientists may be working against positive change.  It may be more effective to begin 

from a place of what we want and desire, guided by our visions for the future as a catalyst 

for action, and use the scientific understandings to support the visions and inform the 

implementation processes.   

 Kretzmann and McNight (1993) and Kay et al. (1999) provide empirical evidence 

that vision is vital to sustainability at the community and project levels, and it is likely 

also true at the global level.  Donella Meadows (1999) tells the story of how many people  

responded to the first Limits to Growth report (Meadows and Club of Rome, 1972) as a 

prediction of doom rather than an opportunity to make better choices.  She describes that 

it was as if they were “heard through a cultural filter that apparently saw the future as 

predetermined, to be predicted, but not changed – certainly not chosen” and suggested 

that the fatalist response indicated that people did not seem to know how to think about 

the future (Meadows, 1999: 106).  I believe this is remains the case today.  And yet we 

can reclaim our ability to envision futures, our futures literacy (Boulding, 1988), and 

chose sustainable communities and healthy habitats for ourselves, nonhumans, and the 

Earth.  

 We urgently need visions of ecologically sound and socially just futures to guide 

our actions and to bring new systems into being (Meadows, Meadows and Randers, 

1992).  Furthermore, as Carpenter and Folke (2006:6) argue, “better decisions start from 

better visions, and such visions need ecological perspectives”.  But where will the 

compelling, engaging, inspiring visions of ecologically sound and socially just futures 

come from?   

Polak (1961) argues, the first step in creating positive images of the future is in 

understanding the dominant images of today.  After this examination, we can begin to 

envision sustainable and more hopeful futures.  As summarised in Chapter Five, the 

dominant visions of the future in film are of nature-less, hyperurban spaces of towers and 

flying machines.  Agricultural spaces are non-existent.  The Earth is dead or dying. These 

film images conflate with visions of the future from business, architecture, planning, and 
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science to claim that there is a singular vision of the future, which is urban and lacking 

diversity of nature and people.  These images are repeated again and again and become 

the likely future simply through repetition because alternatives are not seen or explored.  

“Hegemonic futures remain because they fit into the worldview that legitimates.  This 

worldview also has an ‘inevitability’ to it; the trajectory of the future is predicated past 

and present trends and developments.  It also presents what reality is, and is going to be” 

(Milojevic, 2005:238).  

The theoretical work of Ursula Franklin, Albert Borgmann, and Karen Warren 

provides a framework to critique the images of the future within the films as well as to 

understand the filmmaking process as technology: as a system of practice. The research 

participants provide an insider view into the filmmaking world that enables an 

exploration of filmmaking technology as including the cameras, lighting, editing suite, 

visual effects hardware, but also the organisation, the people, procedures, policies, myths 

and worldviews (Franklin, 1999).  The theoretical framework also enables a complex 

inquiry by creating an understanding of the foreground of the film as a commodity, the 

screenings, the publicity events or publications, the film itself, as well as the background 

of the film that is hidden from the audience (Borgmann, 1984).  The background of film 

includes the years of hard work in writing the screenplay, getting the financing, making 

the film, editing and creating visual effects, as well as arranging the publicity and 

distribution.  It is important to see film as technology, with its systems of practice, so that 

we can make systemic changes based on justice, fairness and equality (Franklin, 1999).  

 This research has revealed an industry that justifies various forms of domination 

of people (working in the background) supported by institutions, procedures, mindset, 

and myths.  The institutional structures and mindset result in many films with images of 

the future in the films (the foreground) of both violent and subtle expressions of 

domination (Warren, 2000).   Creating a shift in this worldview that is significant enough 

to enable sustainable images of the future to be seen in film will require structural change 

across the filmmaking industry based on an ecofeminist vision.   

 An ecofeminist vision of structural change would guide the film industry away 

from being patriarchal and oppressive (where dominations of women, people of colour 

and nature are justified) to a system where all people are honoured and nature is cared for 
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because our interrelatedness within nature is understood (Warren, 2000).  To be effective 

this structural change will involve a transformation of the film industry’s institutions 

(including unions, professional organisations, studio conglomerates, university film 

schools), policies, international laws, worker health laws, and mindsets  (Franklin, 1999) 

that justify the dominations.  The structural change will require a shift in values from 

individualism and greed to a focus on diversity of humans and nature based on values of 

cooperation and collaboration (Sahtouris, 2000).  This shift in the film industry will be 

part of a larger transformation from our patriarchal, hegemonic present to a partnership 

society where no group has power over another (Merchant, 2003; Eisler, 2007).  

As discussed in Chapter Two, these structural changes will be most effective if 

they are guided by visions of sustainable and just communities.  It will take all of us, 

coming together, from diverse backgrounds, livelihoods, ages and cultures, to counteract 

the dominant images of the future and shift into creating sustainable and just visions of 

diverse futures.  Our storytellers, especially the filmmakers, will be vital in bringing those 

visions alive.  The writers, directors, producers, editors, cinematographers, set designers 

and actors (the creative forces behind films) can produce the cultural images that will 

inspire an appreciation our culture and communities, and support us in envisioning the 

ecological and social communities we desire.  Therefore, the filmmakers can actively 

participate in transforming their own industry as well as the larger communities that they 

live and work in.  

Many people who have written about the state of our environment have argued 

that we need new stories with positive ways forward if we are to shift from our present 

path towards sustainability (Homer-Dixon, 2000; Mitchell, 2004; Nies, 2007), but rarely 

do they provide new stories or positive visions.  Why is it hard to offer visions of an 

ecologically sound and socially just world?  Perhaps because envisioning requires stating 

what you really want and desire, not what is likely or probable or “feasible” (Meadows, 

Meadows and Randers, 1992; Maser, 1999).  Envisioning also insists that we rely less on 

“experts” and their predictions based on trends or professional experience.  It demands 

that we use our imagination to envision what our communities, our world or our 

institutions could be without constraints of present day reality, to take a leap of faith, 

without science or data to support our argument, to claim space for delicious, audacious, 
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loving visions of what flourishing ecosystems and human societies would look like.   

It is hard for those of us who are trained in the need for data to support our claims, 

or who have been heartbroken by human actions in the world around us and cannot see 

another world is possible, or who are overcome with cynicism and can no longer take 

risks based on the best of human intentions, to see a way into the visioning process.  This 

is why there is a special place for creative people, the storytellers, in providing leadership 

in envisioning of alternative ways forward.  I am not arguing that our storytellers are the 

only ones needed to create visions of sustainable futures (because that process will take 

all of us) rather, that they can help us begin the process of envisioning positive futures, to 

be the creative spark, and in doing so begin to understand their roles and responsibilities 

in creating sustainable and just communities.  They can also recognise the work going on 

around the world that is already contributing to the creation of sustainable and peaceful 

futures by including positive example of change in their films so people see alternative 

ways towards sustainability are possible (John de Graaf). 

 Films are wonderful creative expressions that form the storytelling hearth of our 

time (Mandy Leith).  Films provide inspiration, joy, intellectual challenge, beauty, music, 

an opportunity to experience another’s point of view, or perhaps a much-needed solace 

from a hard day.  During the time of my research my beloved mother-in-law, Pearl, was 

slowly being lost to us through dementia.  Pearl always loved good music, fashion, 

friends, gatherings and the movies.  Somehow, when regular conversation was not 

possible for her, she and I could still enjoy singing and dancing to the grand Hollywood 

musicals, and in her last days we played a video of Wizard of Oz (1939) for her; it made 

her smile and her eyes brighten.  There is magic in film.  And as Bob Thomas, who has 

written about Hollywood for five decades, suggests, perhaps only Hollywood can make 

the really big films (at least for now).   

There are also films that are unnecessarily violent, that strengthen the military 

industrial complex, that promote racist, sexist, and homophobic attitudes, that encourage 

mindless consumerism, and that provide a singular notion of the future as being without 

nature.  However, as American screenwriter and producer Kate McCallum suggests, 

filmmakers are beginning to understand that they need to “start wielding this tool a little 

wiser”.   
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An intent of this research is to assist people who are involved in the many aspects 

of making and screening films to see the filmmaking process broken down into the 

various aspects of system of practice so that they can participate actively in making 

change happen by reforming the process, and the industry can act a little wiser.  The 

broader goal, however, is to explore the dominant, and predominantly negative, images of 

the future so that we can understand them and see what needs to change in order for 

images of sustainable, diverse, and just futures replace them.  This study into film images 

and the filmmaking process becomes, therefore, a segue into a broader exploration of 

why images of the future matter to our shared futures and the decision making processes 

that effect ecological and sustainability issues.  

 

Images of the future in film, the filmmaking process and sustainable 
communities 
 
Albert Borgmann (1984) suggests looking for patterns in how technology is depicted, 

which in this study are the patterns in images in film itself  (the foreground) as well as 

how to reform the process of the technology (the background), where I explore the 

reforming of the filmmaking process.  Karen Warren’s (2000) ecofeminist philosophy 

provides a lens to makes sense of the patterns that emerged from the films within the 

context of how intersections of domination function in our society, where some people 

and things are privileged and valued, while others are dominated and less valued.  As 

discussed in Chapter Three, our society grants a superior value to white men, 

heterosexuality, the built environment, masculinity, money, and those who are able- 

bodied.  And values less, and justifies the domination of: women, people of colour, 

homosexuals/bi/transsexuals, nature, femininity, disabled bodies, and non-wealthy 

(Warren, 2000).  Ursula Franklin (1999) urges us to the question the authority of media 

images as part of the real world of technology because they have the power to change our 

mental environment.  Film images of the future are a product of the immense creativity 

and technical prowess.  I agree with Franklin that these images are so visually compelling 

that they have the ability to affect our mental environment, and suggest that they also 

affect our skills to envision alternative and diverse futures because of their singular, and 

spectacular, vision of the future.  
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 As discussed in Chapter Five, contemporary films about the future predominantly 

depict the future as devoid of natural spaces, and in the few cases where forests, deserts 

or the ocean are seen it almost always within a context of fear or lifelessness.  The 

dominant landscape in films about the future are hyperurban with very tall high-rise 

buildings, elevated highways, and often with garbage and decaying buildings at the 

ground level.  Women and people of colour are rarely seen in films about the future, and 

when they are it in a subordinate role. Disabled people and non-heterosexuals are never 

depicted, and the wealthy are highly privileged.  Therefore, the sexist, racist, ableist, 

naturist,and heterosexist oppressive dominations of today are projected into the future 

(Warren, 2000; Gaard, 1993, 1997).  

 Flying cars and land-based fantasy cars are also a repeated image. Further 

entrenching the idea the future is masculine.  Agricultural spaces are almost never 

depicted in films about the future.  

Apocalyptic images dominate many of the contemporary Hollywood films about 

the future, including The Happening (2008), which was a co-production with an Indian 

film company, and Dreams (1990), which was a US/Japan production. The US, like 

much of the world, has run out of frontier so the remaining option for some is to destroy 

what we have in order to begin again or to create a new frontier (Sardar and Davis, 2004). 

As research participant David Springbett suggested, there is also the harsh reality that 

ecological system breakdown may be an accurate reflection of the future.  The repeated 

images reflect the desire for new frontier combined with tacit acceptance of apocalyptic 

ecological collapse, an unwillingness to stop human destruction, as well as an unwilling-

ness to try to restore the damage we have done to ecological systems and human 

communities.  

 In the landscape of a film, the foreground (the images that are on the screen) are 

the result of a great deal of thought and technical expertise by the director and the design 

staff that takes place in the background of the filmmaking process.  The landscape of 

Blade Runner (1982) is entirely a cityscape, the filmmaker’s speculation of Los Angeles 

(LA) in 2019.  Ridley Scott, (in Peary, 1984) the director, wanted to create what he 

considered a tangible future, his prediction for the future:  
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Much of what I envision for the year 2019 is reflected in the streets and 
attitudes of the people in Blade Runner… the world is controlled by four 
corporations… It’s a world where the poor get poorer, and the wealthy get 
wealthier and think it chic to protect themselves…Our vision was really of 
a clogged world, where you get a sense of a city on overload, where things 
may stop at any time… One of the few things in fine order is advertising. I 
expect that by this time, billboards and electric signs will be everywhere. 

 
Ridley Scott hired Syd Mead, an industrial designer and futurist, to create the landscape 

and machinery of Blade Runner.  Mead designed a cityscape with buildings of over three 

thousand feet with street level merely being a service area for the towers.  And yet, as I 

was surprised to learn during my time in LA, to interview the filmmakers, with the 

exception of a small area of towers in downtown and some taller apartment buildings 

clustered in two areas, Los Angeles is a city with very few high-rises.  Most areas are 

very open with wide streets, small houses, and three-story apartment buildings (Bel Air 

and other high end communities have tree lined wide streets with very large houses).  

There are also farmers markets that happen in almost every part of the greater LA area 

(http://www.farmernet.com/events/cfms).  LA in the early part of the 21st century also has 

thriving beach-focused human communities and throughout greater LA there are many 

ravines that are nature reserves.  

         
Figure 29 - Large area of low density housing in Los Angeles and ravine and hills in northwest 
Greater LA area (Ravine photo used with permission of Neil Boyle). 
 

 My alternative vision of LA in the future would be that it densify the human 

habitats by creating San Francisco-type density of townhouses (row houses), rather than 

towers, and create additional community green space and wildlife habitat in the process.  

There would be gardens and fruit trees everywhere including the large gardens in Bel Air.  

The harsh divisions between rich and poor have been eliminated because money is 
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considered less important than the well-being of the community, human and nonhumans.  

Quiet electric trolleys move citizens efficiently through the city.  The air is clean and the 

skies shine blue on many days.  This alternative vision would not fit into the Blade 

Runner version of LA in the future.    

 Syd Mead considers the landscape of Blade Runner to be “optimistic” because it 

isn’t post nuclear holocaust like many films about the future, but I do not agree with his 

characterization of the film.  The Earth is so destroyed, so contaminated, that anyone who 

can afford it moves off-world.  This kind of thinking, that we can destroy the Earth, use it 

up, and then simply move to a human-created place is dangerous and contributes to the 

lack of care that people feel for the Earth today.  I have met young people (young men to 

be specific) who truly feel that it is okay that we are destroying our world because we 

will soon be able to live on Mars or on a Star Trek-type spaceship; that soon we will have 

the technology to provide water, food and shelter in space.  Blade Runner does much to 

perpetuate this thinking.  Syd Mead (1984: 213) believes it too as demonstrated in his 

prediction for the future: 

By the year 3000 there will be many, many people living off this planet 
than will left here.  There will be estates and colonies in space, and 
eventually, in the far future, we’ll generate all of our power to run our 
Earth society off-world.  Then we’ll turn the Earth back into a beautiful 
garden, and work to preserve our historic civilization sites.  
 

This is the general notion of the Star Trek series as well, where the viewer gets the sense 

that most people live on space ships or other “colonies” and Earth is park that people 

visit.  The ultimate hubris in this depiction of human ability to re-create living spaces is 

in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (2005) where men (only men, it appears) have 

designed and built Earth, and a duplicate Earth, including all living beings on it.    

The Minority Report production team also commissioned futurists to participate in 

the set design and landscape/cityscape of the film.  The hyperurban high-rise towers with 

cars called maglevs going up the side of the building are considered “realistic theories 

from leading experts” by the filmmakers (www.minorityreport.com).  Here is a tangible 

example of Ivana Milojevic’s (2002,2005) theory of how the dominant images serve to 

legitimate each other by repeating and reinforcing the same visions of the future.  The 

“futurists” declare the towers as the way of housing the future and the film set designers 
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put their visions into a film in a way that makes them look real and futuristic.  This is a 

future that some people want, but does not represent visions of the future that all 

communities would share.  

 The future, however, is urban to many people, and even hyperurban: the 

landscape of very high towers everywhere. This is true of the movies, of governments, 

and professions of all sorts.  It is urban studies and planning with their focus on large 

cities that is celebrated within the academy and governments (as opposed to rural, social 

or environmental planning); high-rise towers are often the defining star factor in 

architects’ careers (Kamin, 2008); and the trends-based analysts contribute by 

pronouncing that the world will continue to more populated and more urban.  The 

seduction of the high-rise tower has been so complete so that the singular sustainable 

living solution is often depicted as a condominium in a large building in a large city 

(Owen, 2009; Gissen, 2002; Thomas, 2002, Jenks, et al, 2000).  This perpetuates the 

implication that those of us who chose not to live in an apartment building are not living 

sustainably.  The photograph below, for example, is from a 2009 exhibition series called 

Future City 2021 at the Skyscraper Museum in New York, which features designs for 

Shanghai at the (the image behind the model of the building is from the film Metropolis 

(1927).  

     
Figure 30 - Tomorrow Square (2003)  
(http://skyscraper.org/EXHIBITIONS/CHINA_PROPHECY/tomorrow.php) 
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Even award winning architect Peter Busby, whose firm (Busby, Perkins + Will) is 

becoming globally renowned for sustainable design, including elaborate high-rise towers 

is apprehensive about the focus on towers as a building form.  “I’m very concerned about 

the US Green Building Council, the American Institute of Architects and the Royal 

Architecture Institute of Canada putting too much emphasis on the 2030 Climate 

Challenge, because they concentrate the attention on a handful of ultra-conserving high-

visibility buildings, while we miss key opportunities with a broad range of building 

types” (Busby, 2007).  

 The future is almost never depicted as a row house or house in a small city or 

town or village whether one is discussing India, Canada or China.  The singular notion of 

the future is high-rise dominated hyperurbanity.  This singular vision continues to be 

reinforced even though it is not desired by all people especially families, many women, 

and those who want to grow their own food.  Women today, and historically, have very 

little say in how cities are planned and buildings designed and constructed (Greed, 1994; 

Petrie and Reeves, 2006).  Science fiction writer Joanna Russ (1981:81) argues that 

“women do not own city streets, not even in fantasy. Nor do they have much say in the 

kind of business that makes, sustains and goes on in cities”.   An alternative vision to the 

hyperurban is the recently built community of Coriandoline in Italy, where seven hundred 

children, fifty teachers and two child psychologists were involved in the design process. 

The children highlighted play, peacefulness, and quiet as design elements.   It is a 

colourful, ground level focused community. 

 
Figure 31 - The community of Coriandoline, Italy. The hills are parking garages inside and play 
areas above ground. http://www.rnw.nl/english/article/soft-inside-hard-outside 
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Figure 32 - Photographs of rowhousing in the community of Coriandoline, Italy. 
http://www.rnw.nl/english/article/soft-inside-hard-outside 

 

 High-rise towers were also not the design choice for inner-city slum-dwellers in 

Pune, India where a participatory process with architects Sara Goransson and Filpe 

Baestra resulted in a design to “keep it the same and just build better” (McKeough, 

2009).  The housing form is three stories high with opportunities for ground level open 

spaces to accommodate animals or a shop, and for the buildings to be expanded over 

time.   

Dominant imagery of urban and high-rise towers reinforces those in design and 

planning fields to look towards the built environment first as the source of solutions even 

in places where such solutions do not belong, for example, architects and academics 

envisioning “vertical farms” (Cooper, 2009).  These proposals are a concern to me 

because they depict monoculture growing; the animals would be relegated to spending 

their lives indoors; growers would become corporate technicians not independent 

farmers; and that this expensive, energy demanding, built “solution” will translate into 

less support extended to family and small farms, and less protection of agricultural land.  
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Food is another element that is often missing from films about the future.  And 

where food is depicted it is usually either despicable or magical.  The homemade 

breakfast and sandwich in Minority Report and the market laden with vegetables and fruit 

in Aeon Flux are notable exceptions.  Agricultural lands are seen only in the final 

moments of Terminator 3: Revenge of the Machines as the world is being blown up by 

thousands of nuclear bombs, and even there, the close-up of a farm depicts it as derelict, 

neglected.  This is a concern because the pattern of food and agriculture not being 

depicted reinforces the notion that food is not important and agricultural land is not 

needed nor valued.  The lack of concern for food and agricultural lands in film images of 

the future is further reinforced by futures studies scholars and practitioners who rarely 

discuss food or agricultural lands in their publications and documents (Hurley, 2008b).   

The lack of depictions of food and food growing lands contributes to a mindset 

that agricultural lands are not valuable now nor will they be needed in the future, that 

somehow food growing areas is only for historical times.  This mindset is reflected in 

how farmlands are not valued and continue to be paved over for urban or suburban 

development.  In planning parlance, only when agricultural land is built upon has its 

“highest and best use” been realised.   

This lack of food in films also reflects how little food production is valued today, 

both in the home and outside the home (with the exception of high end restaurant head 

chefs).  The lack of food and eating in films about the future may also be contributing to 

our present phenomenon in North America, and increasingly in Europe, where the culture 

of the table is being lost to food grabbed on the run (or drive) in between a host of 

activities.  Sitting down and eating a meal together may be considered old, historical 

while eating something on the run out of one hand is modern, futuristic.  I experienced 

this notion of gracious dining as non-futuristic when I participated in a doctoral seminar 

and we were asked to describe our research as a metaphor. I described my futures-based 

research as a dinner table set for twenty guests of many ages and races (diversity of 

voice), laden with beautiful vegetarian dishes (ecological and cultural diversity, focal 

practices, ecofeminism), in a beautiful garden cobble stone patio surrounded by lush 

fields and forests (flourishing ecosystems, systems of technology).  My colleagues 
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refused to accept my metaphor because, to them, the image had nothing to do with the 

future, again because the single notion of the future is that it is urban.     

 The future, according to the films, is also very fast moving with lot of cars, 

usually on elevated highways, even going up the sides of buildings, and, of course, many 

flying cars and spaceships.  There is probably no stronger image of the future than the 

flying machine. Public transit is not generally the stuff of the future.  In the Minority 

Report a subway system is depicted, but it is clearly in the less modern part in the patch-

work design of their speculation of Washington DC in the future, and the subway system 

is clearly for the underclass.  In a previous era of filmmaking, Logan’s Run (1977) 

depicts an enclosed city with an elevated transit system that is used by all the citizens.  

But public transit is rare in contemporary films about the future.  The private vehicle, 

flying or land/building based, especially for the privileged class, an often repeated 

element/code of in the films about the future, which reinforces the dominant ideas today 

that the private car (electric, solar or other fuel source) will continue to be the primary 

mode of transportation in the future.  These future-based ideas of transportation may be 

contributing to government policy and long-term plans for communities, cities and 

regions continuing to focus on roads, bridges and parking rather than trains, bikeways, 

and buses; not withstanding the fashionable discussions about creating “walkable” 

communities.  

 There is also very little nature, in the form of animals or their habitat in films 

about the future.  The lack of images of habitat for nonhuman species, animals, birds, 

plants, trees, and of healthy ecosystems in the films reinforces, over and over again, that 

the future will be nature-less.  Through this repetition the dominant imagery “succeeds in 

convincing about the inevitability of its own desired vision” (Milojevic, 2005:5).   The 

powerful, intoxicating film images are able, by their dominance and repetition of the 

filmic codes, to define what futuristic means to most people.  These repeated images of 

the future envision a society that is highly destructive towards the Earth and all creatures, 

and focuses power in too few people.   

Hollywood’s hyperconglomerate vision colonizes the world, even those 
members of the public who know that an alternative cinema exists are 
denied access to it.  Such is the current tyranny of images that informs 
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moving image production, distribution, and reception in the contemporary 
dominant cinema (Dixon, 2003:20).  
 

The colonised future out of Hollywood is one that is overwhelming dystopic and provides 

little hope for healthy and just futures for most of the planet.  The dominance of these 

images makes it very hard for alternative images of the future, which challenge the 

dominant imagery to be created and not be dismissed as unrealistic and utopian 

(Milojevic, 2005) especially within the hegemonic film industry of Hollywood.   

 Women, with a few exceptions, are overwhelmingly depicted in films about the 

future in support roles, inferior in status to the men, and not having active functions in 

public life.  Here again, is where the foreground of the film strongly reflects the 

background behind the films.  Women are also dominated by men in terms of the number 

of roles in films.  I have not counted the actual numbers, but men clearly outnumber 

women in films about the future. This is consistent with research on the top Hollywood 

films for the past 30 years that found that there are almost three men for every woman in 

speaking roles (Smith and Cook, 2008).  Girls are even less likely to be included in films 

about the future.  Children, in general, are rarely seen but when they are, they are boys 

(Star Wars series, AI, Terminator series, Minority Report).  Aeon Flux is also an 

exception in this in issue in that girls are seen in the movie.  

In films about the future, white men consistently hold the power and they control 

society with violent conflict and armaments.  An exception is the clergy in The Fifth 

Element who stand back and wait while others fight with guns and bombs.  There is a 

lack of racial and gender diversity in films about the future that I find worrisome, even 

offensive.  The dominant image of the future is definitely of a white person’s world, and 

specifically of white American males, which supports the Hollywood discourse and 

ideology that the future is American and that American values are universal values 

(Sardar and Wynn Davies, 2004).   Very few people of colour are included in films about 

the future, and if they are they are in minor support roles to the white male lead.  Top 

films from Hollywood, in general, are 85.5% white characters (Smith and Cook, 2008), 

therefore, films about the future are consistent with other films within the hegemonic film 

industry.  Indian film producer, Ronnie Screwvala, and his New Delhi based company 

UTV, contributed half of the production costs for a future based film called The 
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Happening, 2008 (Ojha, 2007) yet the film did not include one Indian or Indo-American 

in the cast.   

Lack of diversity in sexual preference is also strong in films about the future 

implying a single notion of the future as heterosexual, which leaves many gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transsexual people not seeing themselves in images of the future.  In 

addition, (as pointed out to me at by a woman after a lecture on these images, who was 

speaking from her own experience of requiring a wheelchair for mobility) films about the 

future also do not include people with disabilities.  Therefore, the future, according to 

Hollywood is continues on with today’s patriarchal system where people who are not 

white, male, able-bodied and heterosexual are not valued (Warren, 2000).  

 In addition, films about the future, as with so many films out of Hollywood, 

include a focus on violent conflict often involving warfare, many guns, and nuclear 

bombs.  Hollywood has many ties to the US military (Franklin, 1988; Robb, 2004; 

Rosenbaum and Valantin, 2005; Alford and Graham, 2008).  As Franklin (1999:72) 

argues “the infrastructures that support the preparations for war and violence are very 

powerful and deeply entrenched” and filmmakers in the US, and increasingly filmmaking 

in Canada and other countries, appear to be part of these preparations as war is glorified 

and made to seen inevitable and necessary.  According to Valantin (2005) Hollywood 

filmmaking is reflecting America’s fears and vulnerability regarding its sense of manifest 

destiny, its sense of exceptionalism in the world.  

 In summary, the dominant images of the future in film form patterns of nature-

less big cities, with wide gaps between rich and poor and the powerful and not powerful, 

where human built structures prevail, and on the rare occasion where agricultural or 

forested areas are seen they are depicted as empty and hostile.  White men remain in 

charge and racism remains in place.  From an ecofeminist perspective, future 

communities continue to function under patriarchy.  Conflict continues to be solved with 

violence; war is seen as inevitable.  In most films about the future, violent conflict or war 

is underway or preparations are underway for war, supported with spectacular, seductive 

visual effects and with elaborate advertising and merchandising opportunities.  In 

addition, the future according to film is consistently, and singularly, American.  These 

dominant images reinforce themselves from one film to the next, as well as from 
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projections for the future from architecture and planning and predictions for ecological 

breakdown from science, to provide a singular vision of a nature-less, unkind future that 

lacks human and ecological diversity.  But as Carpenter (2002:2078) argues, these 

negative images “can become self fulfilling” and that “constructive solutions that evoke 

optimism may become closer to our goals”.   This is not to say that we should all put on 

rose coloured glasses and pretend that everything is well, because denial and numbing out 

are not helpful either, but that if we begin from optimistic visions of what we want for 

our communities then we can do the hard work of facing what is not working and 

requires change.  

  

Is there a responsibility for filmmakers to contribute to positive visions of 
the future? 
 
This research has identified, in films about the future, a pattern of an ecologically dead 

Earth with a focus on hyperurbanism and violent conflict.  These patterns are replicated 

across advertising, books (fiction and non-fiction), television, and video games. The 

dominant futures images are able to convince us of their inevitability by constantly 

reinforcing themselves through repetition (Milojevic, 2005).  To do a film about the 

future that envisions anything else is to risk the identification of a message film or 

dismissed as ‘unrealistic’.  Similarly, as film editor and festival organiser, Nina Streich 

argues, “every film, no matter what it’s about is political… if you say that a film is not 

political, undoubtedly it’s right wing”.  Therefore, a film about the future which depicts 

only white men with a black man in a supporting role, spectacular flying machines, 

solving conflict with violent methods, on a planet with no trees or animals or streams, 

who don’t eat and drink only blue liquids, women in sexualized clothing supporting the 

male heroes journey would not be considered a political film.  Such a film would be 

accepted with a large fan base (predominantly boys and young men) because we have 

seen it all before, many times.  Whereas, a film that showed brown people sharing power 

and leadership in a struggle to protect their land and citizens from being stolen by a 

corporate invader; without violence and starships, but with dramatic dialogue and high-

tech communications tools; where values of food and water for all and a commitment to 
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joyful celebration and justice is reflected in the lush relationships of their people and 

beauty of their forests and rivers (Hurley, 2008a) would be considered a political act as 

well as unrealistic, and even boring by some.  As Bob Thomas questioned, “where’s the 

drama if it’s a utopia?”  But as I reminded Mr. Thomas, there have been many dramatic 

films about the past and the present with lots of requisite conflict that take place in 

beautiful, nature-filled locations so why not the future? Gale Ann Hurd and Karyn 

Kusama purposely set out to challenge the dominant notion of what the future could look 

like in creating Aeon Flux and I believe that they were very successful with that intent, 

however the film is rather disturbing with its reliance on physical violence and deferral to 

male dominance of power.  

Hans Richter (1981:163) refers to progressive cinema, as a filmmaking genre or 

style where filmmakers understand their responsibility to “make an incomparable 

contribution to the welfare, the recovery of humanity”.  When I discussed this notion with 

the research participants, most agreed with Richter’s argument that film can make 

positive contribution, but they were not comfortable with the responsibility aspect.  They 

were in filmmaking to make a difference in the world, but did not want to feel an 

obligation to do so (Kim Jackson).  

 Mandy Leith suggests that film has “a responsibility to provide not just the doom 

and gloom story but some foothold for hope or the way forward so that the film isn’t 

contributing to a sense of hopelessness”.  As discussed in Chapter Two, having positive 

visions of the future is important in providing communities with direction for action. 

Paula Silver agrees and suggests that all films have a social impact, the question is: is it 

good or bad impact? And that all films can be a catalyst for change and challenges 

filmmakers to ask themselves “what images do we need to create hope – to inspire people 

to take action – to do something?”  (Paula Silver).  

The cautionary tales can be important wake-up calls, or at least have the potential 

to be if used carefully (further discussion in Chapter Nine).  However, the singular notion 

of a dead Earth, violent future is reflected in apathy and cynicism as well as depression, 

or a hedonism of consumerism, because many people feel there is no hope for the future 

(Reading, 2004).  “Particularly in Western cultures, we are developing a culture of 

hopelessness in young people which could partially explain the increases in both 
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depression and suicide” (Gidley, 2001:56).  Therefore, I believe, there is a responsibility 

for filmmakers to contribute to positive images of the future, including examples of 

positive action, or at least to not increase levels of hopelessness.   

 Kate McCallum argues that filmmakers are beginning to understand that they 

need to be wiser with their craft.  This certainly needs to happen with films about the 

future.  The stories that they tell and the powerful images that they provide can affect us 

deeply, and as George Lucas (2004) argues, can be defining myths of our age.  But are 

they myths that will contribute to sustainable and just communities or continue a path of 

violence, injustice and ecological harm?  There is a tremendous opportunity for 

filmmakers to choose to participate in the movement towards positive futures.  The films 

could still contain the requisite conflict, drama, spectacular visual effects, even the odd 

flying machine, but by wielding the tool, the technology of filmmaking, more wisely, the 

films could offer hopeful alternatives to a generation of movie goers who badly need 

them.  Academy Award winning, director/producer Norman Jewison (2004:281) 

understands this need when he argues that “Hope is what we hang on to. It’s our anchor 

in a sea of despair.  Hope, like faith, remains constant, independent of evidence. When 

we lose hope we lose everything. People who have no hope become desperate. But hope 

is a gift of the spirit”.  

 Contrastingly, some writers have argued that hope is not helpful to making 

change happen.  Derrick Jensen (2007) considers hope to be an impediment to action 

because it takes away personal agency and creates expectations for others to take action. 

According to Jensen (2007:31)  “When you give up on hope, you turn away from fear.  

And when you quit relying on hope, and instead begin to protect the people, things, and 

places you love, you become very dangerous indeed to those in power”.  While, spiritual 

leader, author, peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) argues that hope is an obstacle to 

joy in the present, not that people should not have hope, but that it is not enough, and like 

he argues that hope is connected to benefits (enlightenment, peace, joy) coming from 

others, not the self. “If you can refrain from hoping, you can bring yourself entirely into 

the present moment and discover the joy that is already here” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1993: 

2).  Does it have to be an either/or? Why not hope and action/peace/joy in the present? 

Perhaps the materials are being put together for a new burst of utopian 
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energy, not necessarily in the old literary form. But we can hope. There is 
certainly a need for an imaginative, full-scale portrayal of this new global, 
yet at the same time intensely local and fragmented, world, a world as full 
of promise as it is of foreboding.    
    Kristhan Kumar (2003: 74). 

 

 In my experience, a little bit of hope goes a long way to inspire action.  A group 

of children (grade four, five and six) created a very dead-Earth image of the future as part 

of a millennium visioning exercise sponsored by the local government that I worked for 

at the time.  I found this terribly sad.  So I went to talk to the students about the work I 

did, and showed them images, and told stories, of the efforts of staff in provincial, federal 

and Seattle governments as well as other adults in non-profit groups.  Then we did 

another vision for the future and it was completely different: it was ecologically alive and 

diverse.  Immediately after we completed the visioning work the students asked me to 

help them design a Garry oak meadow restoration project for their schoolyard (Hurley, 

2006).  They created a collective positive image of the future, regained hope for their 

community and moved straight into group action; without the hope of a better world this 

group had not previously been able to move into action.  This echoes Elise Boulding’s 

(1988) experience with her visioning workshops on creating a World Without Weapons; 

there is a social imaging process that happens when people begin to see hope for a 

peaceful world within the workshop setting.  Most people arrive at the workshops feeling 

ineffective about peace and disarmament and leave feeling empowered to varying 

degrees because they have hope that a world without weapons is indeed possible 

(Boulding, 1995).  The link between the hope and action is in the creative act of 

collaborating on desired futures.  In addition, as Anthony Reading (2004:17), argues 

“hope depends on being able to predict that a desired future is potentially achievable”.  

Therefore, stories and images of sustainable and just futures are important because they 

make our desired futures plausible, hope for change is created, and action towards change 

can begin.   

 I believe, that filmmakers do have a responsibility to provide positive visions of 

the future.  To accomplish this the technology of filmmaking needs to be reformed. The 

first step of identifying and problematising the patterns of dominant imagery have been 

done.  The technology in the images has been identified. The next step is to look at what 
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is not working within the technology of filmmaking, its systems and practices, and to 

identify opportunities for reform.  

 

The stories in films (foreground) and the people behind them (background) 
 

A film begins with a story.  A producer commissions or chooses a script, and then the 

struggle begins to put together the financing to make the film.  The decisions of which 

films get made, or not, in the Hollywood studios and their subsidiaries are made by the 

studio executives (Scott, 2005).  In Canada, most feature films are made with support 

from Telefilm Canada with commitments from a television broadcaster and a distribution 

company, as well as private investors (Hickok, 2001; Nora Arajs).  Increasingly films are 

international co-productions, which translates into more complicated decision making 

roles (Pat Ferns) as well as opportunities for stories with cultural diversity.   

 Making a feature film is an expensive and risky venture resulting in very few 

getting made each year.  As the industry has become corporatised, the support for sequels 

has increased because they are perceived as less risky and because the decision makers 

are no longer creatively involved in filmmaking, but rather are accountants and business 

people.  Here is a paradox of the filmmaking industry that emerged from this research: as 

Mandy Leith, argues film has become the storytelling hearth of our time with powerful 

stories, mythologies and images, and yet so many films do not reflect an understanding of 

power of storytelling nor the responsibility of the storyteller to the audience and the 

community.   

 In North America, we have become flippant and casual about stories; we have 

accepted, and sometimes insist upon, film as and other media as purely entertainment, 

and often deny the possibility of a mythological or ideological meaning.  But all stories 

have a message.  It reflects the power of the neo-liberal paradigm that their messages are 

not seen as a message.  Any works that stand outside of the dominant story, or challenges 

it, run the risk of being belittled or of critical unkindness often tinged with cynicism.  As 

Marge Piercy (2003:141) argues “contemporary critics often assume that there is 

something wrong with fiction that has an ideological content, as if all fiction does not”.  

A novelist and filmmaker friend of mine, whose novels take place on a backdrop of on 
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women’s equality, food safety, farmer well-being and sustainable agriculture, explained 

to me that she has had to deny the suggestion of her work being a “message” novel in 

media interviews because that would be a literary kiss-of-death.   

 It hasn’t always been this way.  Bob Thomas described how in previous decades 

there were message films that were box office successes.  Although some of the films 

were not immediately successful. For example, Stanley Kramer (in Peary, 1984) 

produced and directed On the Beach (1959) with the purpose of ending the use of nuclear 

bombs. Many people avoided the film in the theatres because of the theme and the critics 

derided it as “another message from Kramer, taking a subject too seriously, the do-gooder 

at work, etc or good intentions swallowed by speculation”, but the film went on to have 

strong success on television “probably due to the activism of citizens’ groups the clergy 

and women’s organizations in protest of the nuclear arms race” (Kramer, 1984: 118).  By 

contrast, George Lucas (2004) who wrote, directed and produced the spectacularly 

successful Star Wars series, can openly claim his films are the defining myths our 

generation, and future generations, without fear of being labelled a message film (even 

though his films are clearly ideological) because his films fit within the pattern of 

dominant images so his message remains uncontested.  

Most, but not all, fiction and non-fiction books about of the future are dominated 

by discussions of technology and are written by men, predominantly from the US, 

Western Europe and a few Canadians.  This is a result, partially, because the future is 

associated with technology, and technology has become the masculine domain, including 

those who critique technology (Wajcman, 2004).  And because women’s voices remain 

relegated, generally, but not always, to writing fiction (the private realm).  Within 

ecofeminism the public realm is identified as being associated with men and is valued 

more than the private realm, which is associated to women (Warren, 2000).  It is less 

common to see a non-fiction popular (non-academic) book written by a woman that deals 

with environmental or urban issues, economics or society in general, with notable 

exceptions such as Jane Jacobs (1962, 2000), Hazel Henderson (1991), Riane Eisler 

(2007), Joanna Macy (2006), Alanna Mitchell (2004) and Naomi Klein (2007).  All too 

often women’s writing is on issues bundled together as “women’s issues” such as 

reproductive health, family, violence against women, equality, or about women’s 
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accomplishments. And because they are women’s issues they are marginalised.  There are 

extremely few non-fiction books about the future that are written by women, and the ones 

there are written (Henderson,1995, 1996; Eisler, 2007; Elisabet Sahtouris, 2000; Carolyn 

Merchant 2003; McCorduck Ramsey, 1996) are marginalised by not being reviewed, 

featured in bookstores, referenced by other authors, or interviewed in the media. This 

erasure of women’s work reduces the diversity of perspective in our society and in 

particular works (Hanen, 2009).  In her novel, Unless, Carol Shields (2002) addresses the 

lack of women’s voices through her main character who has taken to writing to various 

authors about the lack women referenced in their books, such as this barely veiled 

reference to Thomas Homer-Dixon and his Ingenuity Gap (which likewise has a strong 

gender bias in the problem solvers who are interviewed).   

Dear Dennis Ford-Helpern: 
I have recently finished your book, The Goodness Gap…Solutions to 
serious moral questions inevitably lag behind the problems that arise, 
hence the “gap.”  Closing the gap is dependent on quick resolution, 
sideways thinking, general creativity.  All the problem solvers in your 
examples are men, all fourteen. I consulted the index and found that 
women are scarcely cited at all. This seems a moral dilemma in itself, 
don’t you think?... I don’t think that you intend to be discouraging in your 
book.  I think you have merely overlooked those who are routinely 
overlooked, that is to say half the world’s population (Shields, 2002: 219).  

 
If we are going to create futures that are different from the hegemonic present we need to 

involve women in creating stories and films, especially in ones about the future. Eleanora 

Masini (1999) urges us to search out those who are outside the conventional power base 

of those who affect the future to create alternative visions of the future, especially 

women.   

Most films, but by not means all, follow a male protagonist journey, whether a 

man or a boy.  The story arc is male.  It is rare to see a film where a woman or girl has a 

journey of transformation or redemption that forms the film’s arc.  If there is a women or 

girl-centred story then it becomes a ‘women’s film’ and is devalued (Seger, 1996).  

Hollywood A-List producer Laura Ziskin (as quoted in Seger, 1996:112), suggests that 

“We all grew up believing men made this world we live in.  We were told that men write 

universal truths, universal themes.  Women write women’s stories”.  In addition, 

women’s stories are hard to get made into a film because those who hold the power to 
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approve funding for films do not believe that films with strong female characters or 

women stories will make money.  Bob Thomas reminded me that there were many great 

roles for women during the 1930’s and 1940’s that would be described today as 

“women’s films”. These films made money for the studios, and the strong female 

characters were seen as positive by women and men.  

Candace Bowen argues that women have incredible stories written from the heart 

and soul and that eventually women’s stories will be made into film because they are 

good stories.  But many of the research participants spoke about the difficulties of getting 

funding for a film based on a woman’s story (Paula Silver, Kate McCallum, Mandy 

Leith, Kim Jackson).  Ms. Bowen also spoke about women write stories from the heart 

while men usually write from a fantasy or a nightmare.  bell hooks (2000: xxiii) argues 

that “male fantasy is seen as something that can create reality, whereas female fantasy is 

regarded as pure escape”.  With the exception of Gale Ann Hurd who co-wrote 

Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines, women writers are conspicuously absent from films 

about the future, and of the genres that women were least likely to work in (Lauzen, 

2008a).  Therefore, films about the future have an even lower rate of women writers 

affecting the direction of the story that in all feature films, where the situation is rather 

grim as well, from a diversity of voice perspective.   As Bielby and Bielby (1996: 256) 

argue women screenplay writers “are encountering an impenetrable glass ceiling in the 

era of the blockbuster”.  Films about the future conventionally are in the blockbuster 

category, but it doesn’t have to be that way.  There could be a film about a sustainable 

community in the future that is not based on expensive visual effects and star actors but 

would focus on a great story.   

As Candace Bowen suggests, women write stories more from their experience, 

and there are no shortage of positive, successful efforts happening around the world that 

involve women.  While John de Graaf and Mandy Leith argue that positive examples are 

important to move past feelings of hopelessness because they provide tangible 

possibilities of alternative ways forward.  From the early discussions of sustainability 

there has been an acknowledgement that women’s “skills, experience and perspectives 

are essential for sustainability (IUCN/UNEP/WWF, 1991:23, my emphasis).  It is time to 

see women’s perspective in films about the future.  There is room for a different kind of 
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film about the future, one that women and girls will see themselves in, and with 

communities, landscapes and values that they can relate to, but there will need to be a 

reforming of the film industry before that will happen.  

Women being depicted as leaders, and being the focus of the story, is important 

on a practical level as well, because women have fewer roles in film, especially those 

who are over forty.  Candace Bowen shifted her career from acting to producing when the 

Hollywood ingénue roles she was consistently working in all of sudden were not there for 

her.  In addition, Susan Davis spoke about how her gender and age were working against 

her getting work in Hollywood to the point that she, along with Susan Valdes and Steve 

Mills, created the film Invisible Women to address the issue of sexism and ageism in 

Hollywood.  Sociologists, Anne E. Lincoln and Michael Patrick Allen (2004) consider 

age and gender to be a double jeopardy that affects women’s acting careers much more 

than men. They argue that film characters have influence as role models and that “films 

tell audiences that men are more important, in all kinds of contexts, than women” 

(Lincoln and Allen, 2004: 628).  Race adds another element that works against actors and 

the stories in film.  In a recent study by Smith and Cook (2008) and her research team, 

analysed thirty years of Academy Award-nominated films and found that the data show 

that there are almost three speaking males for every one female, and more than four white 

speaking characters for everyone one non-white character with 85.5% characters being 

white.  Through the ecofeminist lens, we can see intersections of dominations of racism, 

sexism and ageism, and naturism are strong within the Hollywood film industry.  

Nicholas Meyer (1984) directed Star Trek II: the Wrath of Khan and he admits that films 

about the future including Wrath of Khan “appear to be an odd idealised notion of what 

the future holds: American white supremacy, bolstered by token other races, as human 

beings and aliens go on playing cowboys and Indians ad naseum, and as in the old 

westerns, the cowboys always win”.  

For filmmakers to move beyond the dominant stories of the future as hyperurban 

and high tech, racist, sexist and violent, and move towards embracing a diversity of 

futures, will require a shift towards stories of new sustainable paths.  Ethnobotanist, 

Nancy Turner (2005: 67) describes how stories shared with her by the Elders from the 

First Nations of the west coast of Canada and Alaska have the power to create caring 
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communities through a connection to the landscape:  

We are taught to value what we have and to take responsibility for looking 
after these offerings. Perhaps one key of sustainable living is for all of us 
to become rooted to a place and, if we don’t have them at first, to evolve 
our own stories about our relationships to our special places and to the 
trees and other life forms that live there.  

 
The stories that a community or society holds about itself or its futures matter because the 

stories can affect what we value and care about. What kind of society are we creating 

with the stories and images seen in today’s films?  This research has revealed patterns of 

intersecting dominations of women, people of colour and nature.  Both filmmakers and 

audiences need to participate in naming of the type of stories we have about the future, 

recognising that they are not being helpful in paths towards sustainable and just futures. 

We must be willing to have films be different.   

 It is not inconceivable that the stories in films could change to contributing in a 

positive way to sustainable futures.  All of the filmmakers who participated in this 

research have chosen to work in the film industry to contribute to making change in the 

world.  The session that I attended at the Women in Film LA conference on Social Issue 

Filmmaking was one of the largest sessions at the conference and was standing room 

only.  And when I was at the Banff Television Festivals in 2000 and 2001 I felt more 

hopeful for the state of the Earth than I had felt in years because of the ideas and 

commitment to making change that was being generated by the hundreds of independent 

filmmakers.  Leonard Nimoy (Dr. Spock of the Star Trek television and film series) was 

one of the creative forces behind Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home.  Even though I believe 

it is problematic that the whale was brought forward in time to a future where she/he 

would likely perish alone, Leonard Nimoy’s intention was address scientific concerns 

about the future regarding the loss of species.  

Scientists told me, during my research, that one of the things they are 
terrified of, is that the attitude of this planet seems to be that if something 
goes wrong, the scientists will fix it.  That’s not necessarily true.  We may 
reach a point where it’s gone too far… So I became intrigued with the idea 
that we have a problem erupting in the twenty-third century that can only 
be resolved by using an element – something – from a species that became 
extinct, that was allowed to die, was killed off (Leonard Nimoy in 
Goldberg, et al, 1995). 
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Therefore, there are opportunities for community and ecological sustainability focused 

people to work with filmmakers on films about the future.  Paula Silver asked me to 

provide her with names of futures studies scholars and others could provide insight into 

alternative images of the future.  In turn, she would forward this list to filmmakers who 

she works with in Hollywood. I will be doing that as an outcome of this study.  

Film Production as technology: what goes on in the background 
   

Filmmaking is a prescriptive technology, which means that there are many craftspeople, 

writers, crew, producers, assistants and actors who contribute to the final product.  There 

is a division of labour where each person is an expert in their own function within the 

process, but one person, the Director during the production stage, is in charge and has 

control over the work (Franklin, 1999).  For most people in the film industry, their role is 

important to the films they work on.  They are highly talented people whose craft has 

been refined over many years of concentrated effort regardless of how far they are from 

the top creative positions  (producer, director, writer, cinematographer, editor).  Most 

people in the film industry are not doing the work simply as a job, and each is quite 

skilled within their specific task in the filmmaking process.  These highly skilled workers 

are, however, very dependent on the continued production of films so that they can apply 

their craft and make a living.   

 This fragmented, skilled approach to work establishes a culture of compliance 

where workers do not challenge the systems of practice and the institutions that support 

the systems because they fear for their livelihood (Franklin, 1999).  Filmmaking also has 

such allure and privilege attached to it that workers put up with unrealistic expectations 

and unhealthy work environments just for the opportunity to work in the industry. This 

understanding of how film workers were not cared for on set, and how long hours keeps 

them from having healthy lifestyles or time with their families, was a major surprise for 

me during this research.  

 As discussed in Chapter Six, the corporatised world of filmmaking, emboldened 

by the global power of Hollywood, has put the money making aspect of film ahead of 

worker’s health and work/life balance.  As a consequence, filmmaking has become an 

abusive process.  It is true that almost every profession or trade has times when 
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extraordinary effort and time is required to meet a deadline or an unusual situation such a 

staff shortage.  However, filmmaking appears different because this unkind treatment has 

become the norm.  And this Hollywood style of filmmaking has spread to other countries, 

including Canada and increasingly in Europe, India and South America.  This aspect of 

filmmaking will need to be reformed, I suggest, if images of sustainable and just futures 

are to emerge in film.  There needs to be a reform of the technology, the systems of 

practice, of filmmaking that will enable an ethic of care to be extended across the 

filmmaking process that could begin with how filmmakers treat each other.  Then the 

images in the films would reflect this care towards human, nonhumans, and the Earth.  It 

may seem like a stretch, but I believe that if those involved in the filmmaking process, as 

well as the film-going audience, becomes aware of how poorly people are often treated in 

the feature filmmaking process, that positive change will happen.  Once the awareness is 

achieved, acts of domination cease.  Once caring for one another during production is 

realised, then making film stories without domination will not seem unrealistic.  For 

example, in the future, the Directors Guild of America, in collaboration with the 

Directors Guild of Canada and the Producers Guild of America, could establish a policy 

that would require films to have racial and gender equity across the senior creative team 

and as the crew team leaders.  A team that meets this policy is highly unlikely to produce 

a film with only white male, heterosexual characters.  

 Another surprise was the issue of women getting less work in the industry across 

almost every aspect of filmmaking (Lauzen, 2008; Green, 2006).  Less stories with 

women leads equals less roles for women which means fewer women actors are working 

relative to men, and less women led projects means less women employed behind the 

camera as well (Susan Davis).   Therefore, the feminist adage plays out: the personal is 

political and the political is gets very personal as people’s well-being and ability to make 

a living are affected by the stories that are chosen to be make into films and the way that 

feature filmmaking is conducted. 

The film production stage, as described by the research participants (Chapter Six) 

and participants in the films Who Needs Sleep?? (2006), and Invisible Women (2005) in 

most cases is a highly intense period where actors and crew are expected to work 

extremely long hours, often six days per week, with little time for family and one’s own 
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well-being, including adequate amounts of sleep.  “The making of a movie is an intense, 

emotionally compelling, difficult endeavour, inevitably bonding the people involved as if 

there were survivors of a plane crash or military action” (Duncan, 2002: ii).  Often, but 

not always, the food on set is focused on keeping people energized, not necessarily 

nourished.  An Actor, described to me about how the food on set is focused on sugar, 

which is reminiscent of how sugar was given in large amounts to factory workers during 

the industrial revolution to keep them on their feet and producing (Mintz, 1985).  Long 

hours on the set are the norm, sixteen-hour days are common and twenty-hour days are 

not unusual (Scarbrough, 2006).  This too harkens back to the workers life in during early 

industrialisation.  As cinematographer Haskell Wexler observes in the film Who Needs 

Sleep?? filmmaking is the only line of work left in the world where workers are fighting 

for a twelve-hour day.  The very long days required for film worker takes a toll on their 

health both in the short-term and long-term.  People become less immune to disease and 

fatigue has been found to have a direct impact on coronary heart disease, diabetes and 

mortality (Dembe, 2005).  And people are killed or injured on set due to extreme fatigue 

(Janet Thomas; K. Ramachandra Babu, 2008).   

The Canadian filmmaking industry is less politicized on issues around working 

conditions, but many research participants spoke about long hours during the shooting 

and editing of the film (Heather McAndrew, David Springbett, Mandy Leith, Janet 

Thomas) and my experience with a proposed film studio indicated unhealthily long 

working hours. Tony Costa (2008) of IMAGO (European Federation of 

Cinematographers) argues that the issue of excessively long filming days is now a global 

problem that has been pushed into silence because the structures of filmmaking are often 

based on freelancers combined with a lack of legislation affecting working conditions.  

The issue of long workdays with excessive overtime, however, is not a concern to 

all film workers, as documented in the film Who Needs Sleep?.  Some people want to 

make as much money as possible and others need the overtime to make their minimum 

hours to qualify for the union’s medical insurance.  The American lack of nationalised 

healthcare puts US film crew and actors at a direct disadvantage over their Canadian and 

European colleagues.  In the film Invisible Women (2005) there is a very poignant 

moment where an actor describes how for the first time in decades that she did not work 
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enough hours to access the Screen Actor’s Guild’s (SAG) medical insurance, and has 

found herself and her family without medical coverage for the first time.  Therefore, film 

workers do sometimes willingly participate in excessive hours.  Mandy Leith and An 

Actor explained that not knowing if the next film will be your last, or not, results in 

people taking work when perhaps they should be taking a break.  The long filming days 

are a product of the system of practice of filmmaking that most people in the film 

industry, including some of the research participants, consider the nature of the business 

and necessary for economic reasons.  This is part of the culture of compliance that 

accompanies a prescriptive technology, the way of doing something is set and variations 

from that one way of doing something is not challenged (Franklin, 1999).  

“The questionable assumption that working extended hours is cost-effective is so 

widely accepted that it is routinely reported as fact” (Scarbrough, 1998, my emphasis).  

And yet, when line producer Robert Schneider compared the budget of a $40million 

feature film based on a twelve-hour shooting hour day (translates into fourteen hours with 

one hour each for prep and wrap time) and an eight-hour shooting day (ten hours 

including 1 hour each for prep and wrap time) he found that the shorter day came in at 

$1million less expensive (Scarbrough, 1998, my emphasis).  In addition, the production 

manager for a recent television series was able to stay on budget by limiting shooting to 

ten hours per day (Scarbrough, 2006).  The financial myth has been dispelled, but the 

long hours continue.  The culture of compliance ensures a perception that there is only 

one way of making a film and this is not challenged.  And even though that one way is 

hurting people and their families.  

According to first assistant director, Yudi Bennet (in Scarbrough, 1998), “the key 

to shorter working hours is changing a mindset. People are creatures of habit, and we do 

what we’ve always done until we stop and think about it and say ‘There’s got to be a 

better way’”.  Ursula Franklin (1999) argues that the mindset is part of a system of 

technology and as such can be identified, critiqued and changed.  The issue of long hours 

is being identified and critiqued by some people within the industry; therefore, change 

should begin to happen.  Changing the mindset of the film industry to allow for humans 

to flourish, will be challenging, but it is possible because already there are film sets that 
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are run with respectful workdays (these must be celebrated and documented) and many 

people are beginning to speak out against this oppressive practice.  

 

Reforming film production  
 

Albert Borgmann (1984) and Ursula Franklin (1999) argue that reform of technological 

systems can take place when people are willing to take a principled stance.  As discussed 

above, some of the best cinematographers in the world are collaborating within the 

European Union of Cinematographers and speaking out against long working hours. 

Italian Cinematographer, Nicola Pecorini who works in Hollywood and Europe suggests 

in the film Who Needs Sleep? (2006) that filmmakers who care about the working 

conditions on film sets should band together and form the “International Alliance of 

Decent People Making Movies”.  And A-list directors Clint Eastwood, John Sayles, Joel 

and Ethan Coen as well as Sidney Pollock are known to run sets with reasonable hours 

(Scarbrough, 2006).  Jody Duncan (2002: ii) was on the set of one of the recent Star Wars 

films, and observed that “they treat each other well before production, during production 

and long after production”.   It is also telling that it is people with great status, 

predominantly men, who are well established within their field (or nearing the end of 

their careers) who are taking these principled stances against harmful practices within the 

institutional structures of filmmaking.  Haskell Wexler, who is leading the efforts for a 

shorter filming day in Hollywood, is an Academy Award winning cinematographer and 

director, is still shooting films and is now in his early 80’s.  Conrad L. Hall whose 

American Society of Cinematographers (ASC) statement brought the global network of 

filmmakers into the issue of long hours faced especially by Hollywood crews was also an 

Academy Award winner and was in his elder years as he was taking his stance (in the 

film Who Needs Sleep? Mr. Hall takes the camera from Mr. Wexler and films him, later 

thought to be his last camera work as he passed away shortly after).  These people are 

taking principled stances that will contribute to change in the technology of filmmaking.  

The people who are speaking out on the issue of film set working conditions are 

highly talented, well-established, technically brilliant, cinematographers who know that 

they will continue to get work even if they speak out.  Women, I suspect, do not feel 
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secure enough in Hollywood to speak out.  Hollywood has a history of blacklisting 

people for speaking out during the Cold War (Lorence, 1999), and in today’s corporatised 

Hollywood one’s career could also be destroyed if a studio wanted to retaliate.  Also, the 

filmmaking industry has a certain maschismo about it (Mandy Leith) that would make it 

difficult for women to take a visible stance for a traditionally women’s role, that of care 

for others.  In addition, there are very few women cinematographers and directors in the 

film industry and there are more women who are producers, which involves skills that are 

less technical, less tangible.  Therefore, they may feel less secure in their careers.  

Producers have a great deal of power in establishing working conditions during 

film production, including the length of the film shooting day, and other issues regarding 

working conditions.  And, unlike the cinematographers, there are very few today who are 

standing up to the structures that result in people not being treated well on film sets.  

Often the number of days in a proposal will be inadequate to do the film, but the 

producers want to sell the film idea to the studio so they get approval at the limited 

number of days and then push everyone to put in more hours to get the film done.  The 

film then goes over budget because of overtime (the apologise later tactic).  This practice 

simply needs to stop.  When more producers go through the exercise that Robert 

Schneider did and demonstrate that shorter days will actually cost the studio less money 

(Scarbrough, 1998) then the myth of less days equals less cost will be fully debunked.  

Perhaps the producers should be asked, as a standard part of film proposals, to prepare 

alternative budgets based on varying lengths of working days.  Certainly every union 

involved in filmmaking (directors, actors, cinematographers, producers, electricians, 

editors) should provide its workers with a contract, to be negotiated with the producers, 

for each film, such as the IMAGO model contract.  This contract would clarifiy working 

conditions including working hours and meal breaks, and someone elected to represent 

them on set.  

There is a scene in the film Who Needs Sleep where women from the SPCA are 

talking about how they are asked on every film set why the animals are treated better than 

the people.  Films now, whenever there is an animal in the film, have a note towards the 

very end of the credits that assures the audience that no animals were harmed in the 

making of the film.  Perhaps, one day, films will have to prove their commitment to 
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workers in order to qualify for a “Fair Working Conditions” accreditation that they can 

put on their films, like there is now for Fair Trade coffee, sugar, tea and some clothing.  

Such an accreditation earned by the producers to put on their films, would assure the 

audience that no film workers were harmed during the making of the film.  The 

accreditation could stipulate, as in the IMAGO guidelines, maximum working hours, 

adequate days of rest, maximum time between meals, and designated representatives 

from each union to assure their members are well taken care of during the making of the 

film.  Perhaps even one day, when reasonable workdays are the norm, there could be 

good quality daycare for children provided on each film set.  This would go further to 

assure the well-being of film workers, if parents knew that their children were being well 

taken care of during the work day.  

Assistant director, Marsha Scarbrough (2006) argues that “one point all parties 

involved agreed on is that the problem can’t be solved by any of them alone.  

Cooperation between unions, guilds, workers, management, creative and technical people 

is the key to change”.  Producers however, as discussed in Chapter Five, are “responsible 

for everything” (Raffe, 1995:6) and have the power to chose what stories make it to film 

production, write and control the budget, to liaise between the director and crew/actors. 

Producers could chose to treat people on set with a considerate and caring manner as 

Nora Arajs did on her set, and to insist that the Director do the same.  Directors, in turn, 

have a great deal of power in deciding what the film will look like and, in collaboration 

with the producer, who plays what roles.  As discussed above, women and people of 

colour are seen significantly less on the screen, meaning less work for women and non-

white actors.  Statistically, the presence of a female director on a film results in the 

number of female speaking characters jumping from 27% to 41% (Smith and Cook, 

2008) and the number of senior crew members who are women increases as well (Susan 

Davis).   

Collaboration between unions and guilds is also being used to address the issue of 

lack of film roles for women and people of colour, according to Susan Davis, who is vice 

chair of the Screen Actors Guild Women’s Committee in Los Angeles.  The details are 

still be worked out, they have to do with tricky union issues such as wage deferrals and 

royalties, and are not public at this time, but she is very hopeful that the trans-union/guild 
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conversations and arrangements will result meaningful change for working actors, 

especially those who are not in the stratospheric wage range that the stars receive.  

Could there be a kinder, more collaborative filmmaking process?  Filmmaking has 

been based on the notion that the film has to be the vision of a singular person, the 

Director.  This has become the only way to make a film within the prescriptive 

technology of filmmaking, but the culture of compliance can be challenged.  Slumdog 

Millionaire (2008) won the Academy Award for Best Picture (as well as others).  The 

film broke many patterns of Hollywood filmmaking including how it was directed.  It is 

the first time a major feature film credited a co-director: Loveleen Tandon.  The 

Academy Awards and media chose not to acknowledge this shared function.  The media 

reports (Kaul, 2009) celebrated the news of a woman in the director role (if co-director), 

which is significant.  But, I believe, it is more significant that a different way of working 

was acknowledged, that two people’s vision of the film were shared within the director 

function during production.  The notion of the singular vision of the look of a film (the 

director’s) is part of the present mindset of filmmaking.  A small change has taken place 

that has the potential to transform part of the mindset of filmmaking into a more 

collaborative, cooperative process.   

Ursula Franklin (1999) urges us to uncover the workings of systems of 

technological practice that includes mindset.  If Slumdog Millionaire can be a global 

success with two co-directors why not three or five?  Mandy Leith argues, that in reality 

each film now has three directors of the story: the screenplay writer, the director and the 

editor.  The cinematographer and set designers also have a major role in the look and feel 

of a film, conventionally understood as interpreting the director’s vision, but it also could 

be seen as a creative collaboration.  The producer also affects the story and how it is 

represented.  So why not acknowledge the collaborative nature of filmmaking and shift 

the role of director, from king/queen, on the set, to team of leaders who share power and 

provide a diversity of visions?  Nora Arajs was able to create a collaborative team with 

the director she hired for her film because it was in both their natures to be comfortable 

with shared power, which is a different mindset from most film sets in Hollywood and 

Canada.   
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The mindset that surrounds filmmaking is also very entrenched in the set design 

(as discussed previously) and in post-production where much of the production design is 

implemented, and where the film moves off the set and into the digital/visual effects 

firms.  The singular image of what the future looks like, according to the dominant 

imagery, and audience expectations, results in almost all films about the future having 

their post-production visual effects done by a small number firms. Indeed Industrial Light 

and Magic has an “absolutely dominating position” in providing visual effects on the 

Hollywood blockbusters (Scott, 2005).  A great deal of the action and landscape depicted 

in films about the future such the flying cars, spaceships, elaborate fighting and war 

scenes, dead Earth, decaying cities, magical cities are now created in post-production 

within the dominant firms such as Industrial Light and Magic.  However, as small 

computers become more powerful, and storing of large digital files is increasingly less 

expensive, and the ability to create digital visual effects also becomes less expensive, 

then, theoretically, the creation of an inexpensive film about the future could be a near 

time reality (Bill Weaver).   

The lower budget nature of a film, however, does not necessarily mean that it will 

be a more positive image of the future.  Ever Since the World Ended is a low budget, low 

technology films, and it is achingly depressing and apocalyptic.  There could be a 

visually spectacular film about the future, with outstanding visual effects, that isn’t based 

on war or violent conflict.  It just hasn’t been made yet.  Such a film will begin with a 

great story and committed creative team to make it happen.  It might be produced in 

Hollywood, maybe not, and, with luck, it will get global distribution and inspire 

filmmakers around the world to create films that reflect their communities’ visions of 

their futures.  Then we will begin to see images of the future that include cultural, gender 

and ecological diversity.   

Images that are culturally and ecologically diverse are needed because, as 

Wanagari Maathai (2004) argues, people need positive images of their culture and their 

environment so that they will be moved to protect them. Without diversity of images of 

the future, the Hollywood images will continue to dominate.  As Bruce H. Franklin 

(1985:85) warns “With no better vision of the future to offer, the United States may 

possibly succeed in forcing the rest of the world into one of these future imagined in 
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Hollywood”.  The push of globalisation and the powerful Hollywood images of the future 

are making it increasingly difficult for communities and cultures to create their own 

visions of sustainable futures.  Juan Mayr (2008), United Nations EP advisor and former 

Minister of the Environment for Columbia argues, that “respect for cultural diversity 

remains the most effective way of ensuring both biological diversity and food safety, and 

vice versa”.  Filmmakers have the opportunity, and responsibility, to celebrate cultural 

and biological diversity in their films that are contributions to joyful and ecologically 

sound futures. This will not be easy, at least in the beginning, because Hollywood and the 

US, in general, have become such a dominating cultural force in the world.  Juan Mayr 

(2008) suggests that: 

Throughout human history, dominant powers have imposed their language 
and their cultural vision on other territories and cultures.  It is time to take 
pause in the present process of globalization while we consider ways of 
overcoming problems confronting our civilization… We must pursue 
these efforts in order to protect the heritage of humankind. 
 

The UNESCO (2008) Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity provides principles 

for protecting cultural diversity, creativity and international solidarity.  It acknowledges 

the current imbalance in cultural products and Article 11 suggests that public policy is 

required to promote cultural diversity in the world.  Convincing the US and Hollywood 

that they do not have a inalienable right to the theatres and television screens of the world 

will not be an easy matter, but the distribution and screening of films is part of the 

technology of filmmaking that requires reform if diverse images of the future in film are 

to emerge.  

Distribution/Publicity/Screenings/the Critics – it’s all background 
 

All of the work on films in development, production and postproduction happens away 

from the knowledge or view of most viewers (the audience) of the technological product 

(the films) in what Borgmann (1984) refers to as the background of the technology.  

Within the film world, the behind the scenes technology is hidden to ensure that the 

magic of film is maintained, and most of us like it that way.  We want to watch a film 

unencumbered by the workings of the process, the machinery involved, or even of many 

of the people who worked on the film.  All this is hidden from us as the film emerges into 
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the visible foreground (Borgmann, 1984) of advertising and theatre screenings.  We can 

see the advertisements; watch the publicity interviews on television; we pay our money 

for a ticket at the theatre; we buy the popcorn (or not); are directed by staff to the 

darkened theatre; and watch the film.  But even at this stage of publicity and screenings 

there is much happening in the background that remains invisible to most people.  There 

are distribution deals made, theatre time blocked, and massive publicity and advertising 

campaigns are implemented.  There are film festivals organised; television broadcast 

deals are made; and there are the box office revenues to watch.  As Bob Thomas 

identified, the box office revenues have now become highly visible and something that 

the public cares about as a measure of film success.  Also film studios are now part of 

business conglomerates that are traded in the stock market and there are people who 

watch the box office revenues only as financial interest.  Hollywood has become big 

business.  

 Films about the future are based on the false myth of American hegemony as the 

universal narrative and universal values (Sardar and Wyn Davies, 2004).  It is a singular 

image of the future that is too destructive towards the Earth and all creatures, and focuses 

power in too few people.  Hollywood’s hyperconglomerate vision colonizes the world 

(Dixon, 2003).   It is “one of the most remarkable examples of a successful industrial 

agglomeration anywhere in the world—for it size and complexity, its longevity, its global 

impact, and the mystique that surrounds its products”  (Scott, 2005: 58).  The structures, 

policies and institutions (systems of practice) that enable Hollywood’s global dominance 

require reform so that countries and communities can maintain their own sense of 

identify, and their sense of destiny, by creating their own visions of their futures.   

 As discussed in Chapter Five, the Hollywood major studios, and their subsidiary/ 

affiliate “independent” studios, are owned by corporate conglomerates that, once again, 

control the distribution and exhibition of films with the support of the globally aggressive 

Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) and the American government (Kunz, 

2007; Acland, 2003).  In addition, the studios and their subsidiaries have massive 

marketing budgets for films that small films, with less corporate structure behind them, 

cannot compete with.  Hollywood’s reach is wide and deep.  American films dominate 

globally including 5.54 billion international paid moviegoers in 2007, and eleven 
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Hollywood films that each made over $200million in the international market in 2007 

(MPAA, 2008b).  Many of these blockbusters are films about the future.  Hollywood may 

not make the most movies in the world, but it dominates in terms of revenue and global 

reach (Scott, 2005).  It is going to take a concerted effort on many levels to challenge this 

dominance.  

 Part of the tricky nature of discussing Hollywood and US domination of the films 

viewed around the world is the notion of American exceptionalism (Hietala, 1985; Lipset, 

1996; Bacevich, 2008).  Americans are taught from an early age that their country has a 

unique and exceptional place in the world. “The idea of US exceptionalism refers to an 

informal ideology that endows Americans with a pervasive faith in the uniqueness, 

immutability and superiority of the country’s founding liberal principles, and also with 

the conviction that the US has a special destiny among nations” (Patman, 2006:964). 

Swazo (2004: 34) argues, the US war on “global terrorism seeks to preserve American 

hegemony, ostensibly in the pursuit of universal values”.  Similarly, Hollywood, fully 

supported by the US government, uses films also contribute to corporate American 

hegemony in the present, and the future.   

 This research has demonstrated that in their sheer dominance, corporatised 

Hollywood simply has too much say in what our collective Earth futures will look like.  

The visions of the future depicted in Hollywood films are consistent in their patterns of a 

lack of nature, of agricultural spaces, of racial and gender diversity, of children and of 

women in positions of power within society.  In addition, in films images the future is 

almost always placed within the US and/or is inhabited only by Americans.  Films about 

the future are based on the myth of American hegemony as the universal narrative and 

universal values (Sardar and Wyn Davies, 2004).   In order for smaller, non-American 

films about the future to be produced the institutional structures of film distribution need 

to be reformed.  International and national laws and policies, supported by UNESCO, 

need to be established that will protect each countries’ film industries and cultural 

landscapes.   

 Changing the distribution patterns and structures will also require changing the 

mindset of many Americans so that they can see that other nations are also unique and 

exceptional.  And “get used to the idea that the United States is just another country…not 
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the ‘indispensable nation’, not a beacon of liberty shining through the darkness, and not 

the only great power that really matters” (Dyer, 2004: 253).   US exceptionalism has had 

“truly terrible human and natural costs” (Burke, 2005: 338) and could continue to cause 

harm if left unexamined.  I am not denying that the US is a great country, nor that some 

Americans are truly exceptional, indeed many exceptional Americans work and words 

have been part of this inquiry, but simply that Americans, and their country, stand 

amongst equals.  

 US scholar, educator, writer Joanna Macy ( in Macy and Brown, 1998: 30) 

explains the phenomenon of exceptionalism in that to criticise anything American, even 

imperialist policy or environmental harm creates a fear of appearing unpatriotic. 

Love of country lies deep within most of us [Americans], often deeper 
than our criticisms and disappointments about national policies.  It is 
woven of pride and gratitude for our history and heroes and for the land 
itself. In America, built as it was on utopian expectations, this love of 
country seems to require an almost religious belief in our manifest 
destiny…Many politicians would have us silence our fears and doubts, lest 
they erode our sense of national virtue, and our determination to prevail. 
   In paying heed to these voices, we overlook an essential element in the 
American character – the capacity to speak out…[but] there have been 
those who gave voice to the future by speaking out… Most of these people 
have been criticized by their contemporaries and attacked as unpatriotic, 
but we can see now the vital role they played in history.  

 
American writer, Zen Buddhist priest, and community activist Angel Kyodo 

Williams (2000) argues that corporate power also has a stake in maintaining an 

attitude of US dominance. 

 
Here is a truth that many people in America don’t bother to ever think 
about: Our country is not the center of the world.  We are temporary 
visitors on the planet just as everyone else is.  We have no greater rights or 
lesser rights than anyone or anything here.  We are not any more or less 
privileged than any other beings anywhere.  That includes people of the 
so-called Third World countries and of the African Diaspora.  This is not 
politics.  This is just the truth. We have let the wealth of our nation’s 
corporations alter our perspective so that we do not see this.  Can we see 
this for what it is?   Can we really see it? (Williams, 2000: 78). 

 
Filmmakers could assist Americans to see the truth about themselves.  Indeed they have 

already.  For example, in the film The Day After Tomorrow, at the end of the film the 



 

 

223 
Mexican government agrees to open the border to the millions of US citizens who are 

fleeing the glacial ice age that has descended over most of the northern hemisphere, in 

exchange for the entire Latin American debt being forgiven.  This is a direct political 

commentary of a country acting in a way that is superior to how the US would likely 

respond.  Mexico acts out of care and solidarity in a time of crisis, regardless of the long 

history of US border protectionism.  Valantin (2005:135) argues, The Day After 

Tomorrow “one of the most audacious, subversive and courageous” films of the last 

twenty years.  

Part of the responsibility for contemporary US domination also falls with other 

countries, including Canada, who have made the choice not to be visionary and powerful 

and simply left it to the US to provide visionary leadership in technology (Blackberrys 

and the CanadaArm notwithstanding), business, education, science, culture, and as a 

global moral authority.  As David Boyd (2003:297) argues, Canada has “no inspiring 

vision…for achieving a sustainable future”.  

Canada may or may not be involved in a film co-production about diverse futures.  

Indeed, Canada may not have a film industry in the near future.  We are not doing a good 

job of supporting the filmmaking industry, or filmmakers, at this time.  A mindset change 

is required, as are changes to government structures.  The cutting of the tax credit system 

has made it almost impossible to raise significant funds through the private sector (Nora 

Arajs ; David Springbett) and recent CRTC decisions have made it almost impossible to 

get broadcaster support, which is vital to accessing government funding sources (David 

Springbett; MacDonald, 2009).  Therefore, filmmaking has almost come to a standstill in 

Canada.   The tax credit system must be reinstated so that independent filmmakers can 

get financial backing for their films from the private sector and private citizens.  Also, the 

National Film Board’s “Studio D” needs to be brought back to encourage women’s 

stories to be told by women filmmakers (Sherry Lepage).   The Canadian mindset is that 

we are a natural resource industry country.  Our governments and financial institutions do 

not see us as cultural creatives or that the cultural and media industries, as potential 

money making businesses, are worth supporting or investing in to any meaningful way. 

This is very different in the United States where the film and television industry is valued 

as one of the nation’s economic resources (MPAA, 2009) and supported by government 
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structures in many ways, including generous tax credit systems and political lobbying.  

Hollywood A-list Director and creator of the Canadian Film Centre in Toronto, Norman 

Jewison (2004), explains why no big films have come out of Canada: 

In the United States, the business of movies is big business.  In Canada, 
it’s an artistic sideline that no banks take seriously and few financial 
investors support. For the United States, the entertainment business is a 
major money-maker, it’s big export dollars…A big hit at the theaters can 
generate more money than an oil well. 
 Everyone asks me, Why don’t we have more Canadian movies?  
Look at the British, the Australians, the Indians.  The answer is we lose a 
lot of our talent to Hollywood, to New York, to London.  Our financial 
institutions don’t have confidence in our talent.   They will bankroll real 
estate and Cuban tomatoes, transit systems in Brazil and oil in Sudan, but 
go see a Canadian banker about a movie and he’ll through up his hands. 
 Ghostbusters is a Canadian film.  It was written, produced, and 
directed by Canadians, and stars a Canadian.  It was made in the United 
States because no one here will finance a blockbuster film like that. 
 

We need a mindset transformation in Canada.  We need policy writers and decision-

makers to see the filmmaking industry, and those who work in it, as an important part of 

our economic system, as the US does.  We need political leadership to declare that our 

cultural sovereignty is important, and thereby consider filmmaking worthy of tax credits 

and  funding programs.  As discussed above, we also need laws that provide support for 

Canadian films to be given priority in theatres and on television.  

 There is also a need for a mindset change in the attitude towards women-led films 

at the box office.  The present excuses for the small number of women-led films are that 

they have lower box office profits, and that fewer women and girls go to see films than 

men and boys.  But like the issue of long film days, this attitude is more about mindset 

than reality.  In the MPAA (2008a) summary of 2007 films they say that “both 

moviegoing and admissions were split evenly between males and females”.  They also 

say in the summary text that “there was a shift from tickets bought by females in the 12-

24 age group to males of the same ages” but they neglect to put into writing the data that 

in the 25-29 age group shows movement the other direction – males bought fewer tickets 

(201 million) than females (233 million).  This selective use of the data demonstrates the 

bias of the MPAA and Hollywood institutions that it is boys/young men who are the main 

ticket buyers.  They want to see this because that is the pattern they are comfortable with. 
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 The year 2008 had a number of films that had no women in them.  Manohla 

Dargis (2008), of The New York Times, argues that “it seems as if Hollywood has 

realized that the best way to deal with its female troubles is to not have any, women, that 

is… Welcome to the new, post-female American cinema”.  In the same article, Dargis 

(2008) writes about how Warner Brothers, President of Production, Jeff Robinov “had 

vowed it [the studio] would no longer make movie with female leads”.  Martha Lauzen 

(2008b) took this declaration by Robinov and tested it against the reality of box office 

numbers and found that: 

When the size of the budget is held constant, films with female 
protagonists or prominent females in the ensemble cast earn similar box 
office grosses (domestic, international, opening weekend) and DVD sales 
as films with male protagonists.  Because films featuring male 
protagonists have larger budgets, they earn larger box office grosses.  
However, the differences in box office grosses are not caused by the sex of 
the protagonist but by the size of the budget.  Films with larger budgets 
generate larger grosses, regardless of the sex of the protagonist. 
  

This relationship of budget of the film production to box office revenues is also 

connected to the amount of publicity and advertising a film gets.  As research participant 

Susan Valdes argues, the publicity and advertising budget has a major impact on the 

success of a film.  And the studios base their advertising budgets as a percentage of the 

budget of the film. Bigger film = more advertising.  

 A film in 2008 broke with many of these Hollywood conventions: Mama Mia 

(2008).  Mama Mia is not a film about the future, but it is important to document here 

because it shows how a film that features three middle-aged women, including superstar 

Meryl Streep, supported by leading men (as well as younger women and men in 

secondary roles) can be a box office success.  As of April, 2009 the film has made 

$603million in theatre screenings worldwide and likely at least half as much again in 

DVD sales and rentals.  That is spectacular return on a film that is estimated to have been 

made for under $60million (www.imdb.com).  This film demonstrates what many of the 

participants in this research argue, that if a film has a good story with strong characters 

that women, and older men, will go to the theatre to see it.  Or as Dargis (2008) observes 

“given something decent that speaks to their lives and lets them leave the theatre without 

feeling slimed, women will turn out”.  Let’s hope that the studios and film funders take 
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notice of the financial success of this women-focused film and begin a shift in the biased 

mindset that boys/young men are the main audience for film towards a more egalitarian, 

balanced view of film audiences. 

 The mindset about boys/young men being the target audience for films about the 

future will be especially hard to breakdown because it fits so tidily with the pervasive 

notion that the future is technology and technology is the masculine domain (Wajcman, 

2004).  The dominance of maleness and technology in films about the future also fits with 

the corporate hegemony of consumerism.  The theatrical release of many films about the 

future is often accompanied by a major marketing campaign, with the products focused 

towards boys and young men (King and King and Krzywinska, 2000).  

 The box office also reflects the lack of racial diversity in films. For example, 

African Americans represent only 9% of the moviegoers in 2007 (MPAA, 2008a).  

Rarely are people of colour shown in films about the future, and if they are it is a 

supporting role.  This is true of many Hollywood films. We can only assume (hope) that 

with Barack Obama as President the racial diversity of Hollywood’s vision of the future 

will increase.   

 Films about the future conflate with the dominant writings of the future by 

scientists, designers, government agencies and even fiction writers to describe the future 

where nature is dead or dying.  Agriculture is rarely considered.  The future is 

predominantly seen only as large cities that are dominated by high-rise towers and 

elevated highways.  Often there are buildings and neighbourhoods in decay.  These are 

the codes about what the future looks like in film.  In the late seventies, during the 

production phase of Logan’s Run (1976), the filmmakers tried to get away from this 

dominant image that began with Metropolis (1926), but they felt that they could not do it 

because the audience would not accept an alternative vision of the future.  “We found that 

Lang’s picture made such an impression on the minds of the whole Western world that 

nobody can think of portraying the future except in terms of towers connected by ramps” 

(Saul David as quoted in Strick, 1984).  Today a film that does not subscribe to these 

filmic codes about the future may put box office profits at risk.   

 A nature-less future is what people expect to see in films about the future because 

if reflects the dominant repeated stories and images of the future.  And because there 
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seems to be a human attraction to negative stories and images that results in larger 

audiences (John de Graaf).  Aldous Huxley, famous for his novel the cautionary tale, 

Brave New World (1932) struggled to complete the writing of Island (1962) while 

suffering with cancer because he wanted to create a positive sequel to Brave New World 

that reflected his commitment to social change and where people would realise their 

highest potential (Dunaway, 1989).  Can a film with sustainable communities and 

ecosystems be appealing enough for people to pay to see it?  Certainly Island was not the 

financial success that Brave New World was for Huxley.   

 As discussed above, the images of the apocalypse and dead Earth are so 

seductive, and so often repeated, that audiences may not be willing to accept anything 

else.  Therefore, there is also a role for the audience to make the effort to see a film about 

the future that dares to tell a less conventional story without the dominant patterns of 

imagery.  Audiences need to be willing to take a chance on movie that isn’t part of the 

Hollywood production and distribution machine.  Kim Jackson put on a festival of 

independent films in Malibu and the audience numbers were disappointingly small.  In 

Canada, Hollywood blockbusters consistently are at the top of the movie attendance 

statistics.  Part of this challenge is for people to even hear about other movies because the 

publicity campaigns for Hollywood films are so pervasive.      

 The present system is set up to saturate as many screens as possible on the first 

weekend, assisted by the mammoth marketing budgets.  Countering the studio 

domination, while building on the first weekend box office emphasis,  “first weekend 

clubs” and blogs are being established that encourage people to get out to movies early in 

the run and focus on films that would not have a conventional buzz because they are 

women-led, not a sequel, or not from Hollywood. 

 Bob Thomas and Susan Valdes suggested another idea to move away from the 

first weekend focus: a return to step release, or stair stepping.  In this system a film 

opens on a small number of screens, requiring a much smaller marketing budget.  The 

distributor then see how it does and add more screens as interest increases, they could 

even consider a bigger opening at a later date.   Bob Thomas felt that a return to this 

system would enable interest in a film to build organically as well as build the appeal 

amongst broader groups of people: “word of mouth is what really sells a movie”.  
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 The present system of Hollywood blockbusters dominating screens around the 

world is also being circumvented by smaller movies gaining audiences and exposure 

through film festivals, which in turn, is important for important for DVD sales and 

television broadcasts.  As discussed in Chapter Six many of the research participants are 

involved in providing alternative screening opportunities for filmmakers with great 

success.  

 With the exception of Kim Jackson’s interview, the role of the critics did not 

emerge as an issue the research participants.  Most films about the future are 

blockbusters, which are part of a fan-supported series of sequels, therefore, the role of the 

critic is not terribly relevant to how many people see the film.  For example, Star Wars- 

Episode I – The Phantom Menace, which was third sequel in the series was generally 

panned by both the critics and die-hard fans, but it became a box office success.  It has 

made nearly a billion dollars in theatrical screenings and DVD/video rentals (King and 

Krzywinska, 2000).  I suggest that a film about the future that isn’t a blockbuster sequel; 

is based on positive and diverse futures; and does not include violent conflict would 

likely be derided by most critics as a message film.  Such a film would lack the requisite 

high action fight scenes that are so common in films about the future, but I would hope 

that they would see the dramatic tension in other parts of the film (after all conflict does 

not require violence).  There will certainly be cynicism by the critics and fans towards the 

first brave film that dares to provide an image of the future different from the dominant, 

hegemonic images.  But with luck, some critics will support the film, and audiences will 

go in large numbers to the film, and a new, more diverse, fan base will emerge.   

More than 70% of the film critics in the US are men (Lauzen, 2008c) and the 

percentage is probably similar in Canada, so there is likely considerable bias in which 

films are chosen for fully reviews and what is said in the review.  There is most certainly 

a significant gender distinction in review styles and the type of movies reviewed in the 

major newspapers in Canada (Globe and Mail and CanWest papers).  Dr. Lauzen (2008c: 

10) succinctly summarises the state of film criticism, and of the film industry, in the US, 

but that applies globally: 

Overall these findings suggest that film criticism in this country’s 
newspapers is largely a male enterprise, echoing the predominance of men 
working on screen and behind the scenes in the film industry.  In short, 
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men dominate the reviewing process of films primarily made by men 
featuring mostly males intended for a largely male audience.  The under-
employment of women film reviewers, actors, and filmmakers perpetuates 
the nearly seamless dialogue among men in US cinema.  

 
Ursula Franklin (1999) tells us that the exclusion of women from technology is 

harmful to society. There clearly is a mindset, as well as institutional structures, that 

negatively affect how women and girls are represented in film and how women get work 

(or don’t get work) within the industry.  Women are clearly excluded from most of the 

technology of filmmaking, but the research (Lauzen ,2005, 2008a,b, 2009; Smith and 

Cook, 2008; Green, 2006) is the beginnings of change.  Therefore, the questioning based 

on fairness, equality and justice (Franklin, 1999) has begun regarding women in film.  

Once women and women’s stories are more equally and fairly made into films, and the 

films make their way to theatres then, and applying ecofeminist theories of interconnect-

edness, then other areas of domination will begin to transform as well. 

  

Films about futures and sustainability  
 

Albert Borgmann argues that nature can teach people about how to limit technology to its 

best use, that nature can be a source for a focal practice or focal concern that makes it 

important to our lives.  “It provides a center of orientation; when we bring the 

surrounding technology into it, our relations to technology become clarified and well-

defined” (Borgmann, 1984: 197).  For example, if a screenplay writer has a meaningful 

association with particular river and knows its seasonal changes because she walks by it 

everyday (a practice that is very important to her) she might write a screenplay for a film 

about the future that shows the river as healthy and free-flowing.   She would perhaps 

write a story about how a stream brought together a community to fight an injustice, and 

to protect their river, which they love. 

 Ursula Franklin asks that we move beyond thinking of nature as infrastructure for 

human use, but rather to see ourselves as part of nature and to ask how nature will 

respond to a particular action or policy.   

Obviously nature does not take kindly to what is going on in the real world 
of technology. Nature is retaliating , and we’d better understand why and 
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how this is happening.  I would suggest in all processes of planning, 
nature should be considered as a strong and independent power (Franklin, 
1999: 86).  
 

Hollywood and other filmmakers around the world are not considering nature when they 

consistently represent the Earth as dead or about to be annihilated.  They are not 

considering people as part of nature, or humans in our full diversity of gender, colour, 

sexual orientation, and ableness.  As discussed above, the overall structure of Hollywood 

has been crafted to ensure its own global dominance, as well as US dominance, and to 

support the hegemonic military industrial complex.  This mind-set and these systems of 

practice will not change quickly or easily.  Also, as Canadian filmmaker Sara McIntyre 

argues “the mystique of filmmaking means there's a resistance to taking it on as a 

structure in itself and really looking at what's going on”.   

 It won’t be easy to change, nor will it happen quickly, but change is possible.  It 

will come from the transformation of institutional structures and other systems of 

practice.  Change will also come from what Candace Bowen refers to as the quiet storm, 

where filmmakers go about making films that can contribute to making our world a better 

place without fanfare or bringing a lot of attention to who or why they are doing it. And 

this is happening already as filmmakers around the world, including Hollywood, are 

making films that celebrate racial diversity, the environment, women, and diversity in 

sexual orientation as well as creating organisations to support each other in this work, 

including the: Directors Guild of America Diversity Seminars, Canadian documentary 

Nollywood Babylon about Nigeria’s movie industry, Sci-Fi London’s workshop on the 

problem in sci-fi filmmaking, short films out of the Global Oneness project,  UNI Global 

Union for Media, Entertainment & Arts, UN Panel discussion on global conflict 

reconsiliation and television program Battlestar Galactica and the UN workshop on 

empowering roles for women in film, Power Up network and filmmaking grants to 

promote diversity in sexual orientation, BEV Pictures a US women owned distribution 

company, Lunafest film festivals on women’s issues, as well as media reform movements 

in many countries.  These are all hopeful signs that change is beginning to happen by 

many people taking action on issues of the broader good.    
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 The quiet storm from within the filmmaking community is necessary but it will 

not be sufficient to create the structural change required to shift filmmaking out from 

under its patriarchal oppressive conceptual framework.  The soil is being prepared for 

significant change.  Franklin’s (1999) earthworm theory of social change is being 

demonstrated.  Filmmakers and others are beginning to see where film can contribute to 

sustainable futures.  Scholars are acknowledging the force of Hollywood and other films 

at the global level (Scott, 2005; Acland, 2003) and filmmakers are taking a stance to 

expose the shadow side of the filmmaking process in documentary films (Invisible 

Women and Who Needs Sleep?).   From those seeds of understanding, solutions will be 

identified, and change will emerge.  The solutions will need to address the structures and 

institutions that are justifying domination of humans and the Earth in the process of 

making films, and in the resulting film images.  The solutions will involve international 

laws, and national laws, that will empower countries to protect their own film industries 

and audiences from the predatory nature of the Hollywood conglomerates. And perhaps 

even change the nature of the conglomerates themselves. Ted Turner (2004: 7) creator of 

CNN argues, that “media companies have grown so large and powerful, and their 

domination so detrimental to the survival of small, emerging companies, that their 

remains only one alternative: bust up the conglomerates”.  Scholars will also be part of 

the solutions as they continue their work on the gender and racial discrimination in the 

film industry, and film images, until equality is reached.  And small countries like 

Canada need to provide public funds to support their film industries to counter the 

dominant force of Hollywood.  All these will contribute to a film industry is kinder and 

more just.  And from that kinder place images will emerge that reflect a more just world.   

 Meadows, Meadows and Randers  (1992:233) argue, that love will be important 

to the sustainability revolution because it “will have to be, above all, a societal 

transformation that permits the best of human nature rather than the worst to be expressed 

and nurtured”.  Films about the future could provide a leadership, visionary role in 

showing how society can transform.  They could provide role models of people acting 

with respect, kindness and altruism for other humans, other nonhuman beings and the 

Earth.  Such examples would be important to show the plausibility of kind, empathic, 

altruistic ways.  Film could be the deictic voice that shows us how to avoid dominating 
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patterns and move to ways that “appreciate nature, to avoid the pitfalls of alienation from 

it, and to maximize our humanness in kinder relationships toward other people, external 

nature, and ourselves” (Hamrick, 2002: 120).   

 Kirsten Munroe conducted research altruism and interviewed people who 

protected Jews during World War II, often with great risk to themselves and their family.  

From that research she found that altruists truly believe that we are all “connected 

through a common humanity, in which each individual is linked to all others and to a 

world in which all living beings are entitled to a certain humane treatment merely by 

virtue of being alive” (Munroe, 1996: 206).  Films need to include altruistic people as 

models for how we can all learn to feel linked to a common humanity and all living 

beings.  It may be hard for some people to accept altruists in a futures context because 

pessimism about the future is so prevalent, almost necessary.  Nevertheless, it is 

important that filmmakers show how humans can be different, how we can be caring.  

They can provide the positive stories, with a message of optimism, that will inspire 

action.  Meadows, Meadows and Randers (1992: 233) consider pessimism to be the 

“single greatest problem of the current social system, we think, and the deepest cause of 

unsustainability” and that the “difference be optimists and pessimists is their position in 

the debate about whether human beings are able to operate from a basis of love”.  

Filmmaking has a long tradition films about love.  And there are films about altruists in 

history, such as Schindlers’ List (1993), so there is no reason why films about the future 

could not also be about altruists who care about humanity, other beings, and the Earth.  

This would be the care-centred ethics of ecofeminism (Warren, 2000).  Such a film would 

be an example of filmmakers using their voices in deictic discourse, where both poetic 

and political voices are raised in service of something that is important and worthy of 

reform, like nature and sustainability (Borgmann, 1984).   

There are also Hollywood films that are based on a love of place that comes from 

a focal practice (Borgmann, 1984), for example, fishing in the A River Runs Through It 

(1992). A film about the future could, for example, also feature beautiful scenes of nature 

that are inspired by a screenplay writer’s or producer’s focal practice of long hikes in the 

redwoods of California, and her/his joyful wonder with the trees that are hundreds of 

years old and the awareness that the small trees, that are emerging from the 
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“grandmother” trees, could be standing three hundred years into the future.  Their focal 

practice of hiking in the forest will move them to create a film about the future where that 

same forest will be thriving and appreciated in their film about the future. 

 Once we can shed the armour of cynicism and pessimism we can move into 

envisioning a sustainable world.  Films about the future, with their dominant images of a 

nature-less and unjust world, now are interrupting many people’s ability to envision 

positive ways forward, what Elise Boulding (1999) calls our futures literacy.  Filmmakers 

could provide leadership in envisioning alternative, diverse futures – some of which 

could be very positive and worthy of inspired action on how we will protect and restore 

ecological spaces.  Instead of interfering with people’s ability to envision better worlds, 

filmmakers could be assisting children and adults in developing their futures literacy to 

envision ecologically sound and socially just futures.  

Candace Bowen’s latest film is Cuttin’ the Mustard (2007) sheds light on the 

issue of literacy.  I look forward to one day seeing a film that increases futures literacy.  

Perhaps it could be a quiet storm of a film about youth in a few small communities 

around the world (Bali, Africa, Finland, northern Canada) struggling with their despair 

about the futures of their communities, their own lives, and the landscapes around them 

and regaining hope as they envision positive futures for their communities (requisite 

conflict in the form of the corporations and old-fashioned twentieth century thinkers who 

want to destroy the landscape for short-term profits). Or perhaps there could be a film 

about societies that have transformed into places where women and girls are not 

sexualised; are safe in their homes and communities; and have equal value and roles in 

decision-making as men and boys.  It could be a film about the transition to this 

egalitarian society, and story arc would be the journey of a young woman.   

These films may even inspire decision makers and professionals, whose work 

affects ecosystems, to think differently.  They could become open to actions and policies 

that consider longer time horizons.  The decision makers could develop empathy for the 

future generations who bear the full costs of their decisions (de-Shalit, 1995).  If films 

about the future include ordinary citizens thriving in diverse and just communities (as 

opposed to fighting off enemies in spaceships) then it may be easier for people of today 
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to care about the lands and waters in their own communities, as well as internationally, 

because they will see themselves in the future beings.    

Films of sustainable and just futures would be seen as radical, voices of dissent in 

our corporatised world, and in corporatised Hollywood, but they would be providing 

alternative visions to the dominant imagery.  Such films would meet Ziauddin Sardar’s 

(1999) challenge to us to provide a plurality of visions of the future in the form of 

dissenting visions, and they could inspire people outside of the film world to create their 

own visions of their futures.  Once the myth of the singular vision of the future (nature-

less, hyperurban and unjust) has been broken by the first filmmakers who dare to offer a 

dissenting vision then it will be easier for others to do the same.  It is almost like we are 

all under a spell right now that forces us to see the future as the films do, nature-less and 

urban, but I have great hope that the spell will be broken by a principled filmmakers who 

will take a creative leap of faith and provide us with visions of sustainable futures that are 

vibrant, engaging and compelling (Collins and Porras, 1996).  Once the filmmakers have 

provided the first images of dissent from the hegemonic present, it won’t be so hard for 

people to see the possibility of their own diverse futures because the spell has been 

broken. The great Wizard of Oz will be revealed as simply an ordinary man with some 

technological toys.  Hollywood’s grip on our imaginations will have be lessened.  

 Then citizens will feel empowered to offer voices of dissent when decision 

makers and their staff try to insist on the singular, hegemonic future being adhered to.  

Those who hold power cannot insist on only one way forward anymore.  People will see 

optimistic visions of diverse futures that will give them back hope for themselves, their 

community, and the world, and will be encouraged to take action in the present that will 

contribute to those positive visions.   

Environmental/ecological scientists and professionals, like filmmakers, have a 

unique responsibility to provide hope for the future because people look to them for 

answers and support in making decisions.  I am not arguing that environmentally trained 

people should deny that there are catastrophic ecological issues facing us, but rather that 

they face, with clarity, what is not working in our social and ecological systems, and take 

a leadership role in making change happen.  Too often professionals and scientists hide 

behind their data and professional status, claim neutrality and feel they can avoid getting 
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political.  Stephen Bocking (2009:17) argues that “while science can inform, it cannot 

lead, and that the essential environmental questions are political, not scientific”.  I do not 

agree that science cannot lead or be political.  The time for neutrality is gone.  As 

research participant Nina Streich argues, it’s all political.   

Ursula Franklin (1999) won’t offer her scientific skills to deal with nuclear waste 

until Canada signs an agreement to not produce any more, as Sweden has done.  

Environmental experts must take a similar active and principled stances by participating 

in the creation of visions of the future that will inspire action, and decisions, which are 

respectful to nature and to people.  As ecologists Stephen R. Carpenter and Carl Folke 

(2006:6) argue, “although we cannot predict the future, we have much to decide. Better 

decisions start from better visions, and such visions need ecological perspectives”.  I 

recognise that this will be hard for many scientifically trained people, but in collaboration 

with filmmakers, creating visions of ecologically sound futures can be done, and all 

people are needed.  Environmental scientists/restoration experts Kay et al. (1999) found 

that such collaborative envisioning was the best indicator of success for a project.  I have 

a hunch that collaborative envisioning will also be our best hope for success in creating 

sustainable and just futures.  Together we can create BHAGish (big hairy audacious 

goals) visions for the future. We may not know for sure if they will be successful, but 

these visions will be full of our dreams hopes and desires for diverse and sustainable 

futures (Collins and Porras, 1996).  To create these visions, and to implement them, will 

require that the film industry, and most of our decision-making bodies and educational 

institutions, be reformed so that they can be open to diverse images of the future, which 

take a dissenting stance against the hegemonic present.  We can begin now.  

Kate McCallum and Mandy Leith both reminded me that film is a very young, 

and powerful technology: only one hundred years old and there is time to make change in 

filmmaking processes.  There is time –  it is time –  for filmmaking to be transformed.  

Paula Silver argues that films can make money and do good.  It is time to do good. Nina 

Streich has been around the film industry all her life, as a child and teenager she heard 

stories from many of the blacklisted filmmakers who were living in England on the 

power of film.  These blacklisted filmmakers advised her to create films that “put in good 

values into something that's considered just purely entertainment and how completely 
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integral they are to each other.  Otherwise, you see a demise of the society”.  We are 

seeing the demise of society but there are also many pockets of hope where people are 

changing their communities.  We need the filmmakers to put good values into their work, 

and to show us the people who are making change happen. We need new visions of what 

it means to be human and to care about justice for people and nonhuman beings (Wilson, 

2002).  The Earth and the web of life need the filmmakers, the storytellers who provide 

the hearth for our contemporary world, to take principled stances and join, even lead, the 

sustainability revolution.    

 

What would a reformed film of the future look like and how would it be 
made? 
At the risk of appearing too prescriptive, and building on ideas from filmmakers and 

scholars, I provide my vision of what a principled and reformed film about the future 

could look like.  This is a vision for one film, not all films.  

1. The story would be collaboratively written with consideration to human diversity 

in the writing team.  The process will involve a commitment to providing vision 

and positive alternatives as well as demonstrations of dissent.  

2. There would not be one hero in the story. The film will reflect the real life 

accuracy that problems are solved by many.   

3. Women will be in leadership roles and female and male children will be seen and 

thriving.   

4. Diversity of sexual orientation will be visible and celebrated. 

5. Healthy ecological spaces will be commonly seen in the film as part of people’s 

daily lives, and many other animals plants will be seen.  

6. The story will be the focus of the film: not the visual effects or action scenes.  

7. There will be no guns or armaments of any kind. Conflict will be solved without 

violence.  

8. The writing team would gain input from many people who are committed to 

making positive change in both human and ecological communities, including 

adequate habitat for children to play in nature. 

9. It will be a multi-country co-production and the film will not take place in the US.  
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10. The budget will be adequate to pay all involved well and to make a successful 

film, but not so large that global dominance would be required to ensure a small 

return on the investment. 

11. The stars of the film, as with the senior creative team, will be paid well, but not 

exorbitantly.  All participants in the film will have a percentage share of profits. 

12. There will be more than one director and they will work collaboratively with the 

production team. At least one of the directors and one of the lead producers will 

be a woman.  

13. Gender parity will be visible in all roles including cinematography and set design. 

14. The film shoot will comply with the IMAGO suggestions for working conditions. 

The shooting time will be limited to 8 hours maximum (allowing for one hour set-

up and one hour for take-down for the crew members).   

15. There will be short morning and afternoon breaks and at least an hour for a 

congenial, sit down, healthy lunch.   

16. Under no circumstances will anyone on set be considered more valuable than 

another, including the non-star actors.  

17. High quality day care will be available on site and parents will be encouraged to 

attend to children during the day if they are needed.   

18. The set will operate with environmentally sound principles to minimise the 

production’s ecological footprint, including hiring an environmental advisor prior 

to production, who will also be available during production should issues arise.  

19. If the film set is out of town then buses will be provided with central drop-off 

areas.  

20. The budget for marketing will be small. 

21. The theatrical release will be stair-stepped and extended over many weeks, 

allowing for interest to grow. 

22. Audiences of all ages will go to the film in the theatre in large numbers and buy 

lots organic popcorn made with organic canola oil, sea salt and organic butter and 

fair trade chocolate (to show their support for the local movie theatre operator). 
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Summary 
 
This inquiry has been an attempt to understand why visions of the future are important to 

ecological health and social justice, what the dominant images of the future in films are, 

and how the system that creates the dominant imagery can be reformed to allow more 

optimistic visions of the future to be created.  It is important that we move beyond 

predicting the future through film and science and begin to envision sustainable futures. 

The business world knows the value of having visions to work towards, and there is much 

that filmmakers and environmental professionals and scientists can learn from their 

visioning processes.  It is now time for those of us in service of future generations to 

create visions of the diverse futures that are worth working towards.   

The dominant images of the future in contemporary film are contributing to a 

sense of hopelessness about the future. They project a vision of the future that is hostile 

towards most people and to the Earth.  The dominant images are of a nature-less world 

where the build environment, usually in the form of hyperurbanism (high-rise towers, 

elevated highways) creates a sense that the only way forward is urban, that the singular 

notion of “progress” is to destroy natural spaces and replace them with human built 

structures.  This mindset is contributing to our present situation of a development 

imperative where urban or built development is the seen as the only real alternative, the 

only scenario of the future. There is little imagination, in films or in most decision-

making venues, dedicated to futures that include habitat for nonhuman species or for 

greenspace for children and adults to connect with nature.  This situation needs to be 

reformed because the images and visions of the future we hold have an affect on what 

we, and our communities, will become.   

To build an understanding of how the filmic image could be different I explored 

the films as technology, and filmmaking as technology.  This method of analysis 

permitted a view of filmmaking as a system of practice that includes institutional 

structures, policies, people, and mindset, and to observe opportunities for reform.  The 

insight from the research participants, all of whom are involved in filmmaking in some 

capacity, allowed me to see into the structures and practices in the film industry that are 

enabling the dominant images of the future to prevail, and, importantly, to see where 
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change is possible that will enable visions of diverse, sustainable and just futures to be 

depicted in film.  

 The dominant images of the future out of Hollywood, where almost all of the film 

visions of the future are created, are of a nature-less world that is socially unjust and 

ruled by violent conflict, but there are other ways forward. There are human and nature 

focused paths that are based on peace, ecological and cultural diversity, and localism.  

There are women’s visions for the future, as well as those of the non-West.  There are 

diverse visions will be developed by many people around the world that are unique to 

their culture and community.  The sustainability revolution will take all of us, and 

filmmakers will be part of the collaboration.  Bob Thomas has been writing about 

Hollywood for over sixty-five years, and he told me how “lots of films in the thirties, 

forties, and even fifties, were ahead of their time, and have done social good I believe. 

I’m in favour of it”.  I am too.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Additional remarks: collaborative efforts between educators and 
filmmakers 

 
If education constitutes one of our most powerful weapons in our quest to 
bring about a better, more peaceful world, the mass media is another…. 
radio, film and television together have an influence over influence over 
individuals unimagined a hundred years ago. This power confers a great 
responsibility on all who work in the media.  But if also confers great 
responsibility on each of us who, as individuals, listen and read and watch. 
We too have a role to play.   
   His Holiness the Dalai Lama, 1999:185 

 

Introduction 
 

In Chapter Seven I discussed the ways that dominant film images matter to sustainability 

and the potential role for filmmakers, ecologists and others in contributing to positive 

visions of the future.  There are also parts of the filmmaking/screening processes that 

would benefit from collaborative efforts with educators, as well as efforts that we can 

contribute in our classrooms and research to do our share of with regards to images of the 

future and making change possible. What follows are pedagogical opportunities that build 

on the messages in the dominant film imagery and the envisioning process.  

Can there a purpose to the shadow side of films? 
 
This research has provided evidence that the dominant filmic images of the future are 

nature-less, hyperurban spaces, which lack agricultural lands or green space for humans 

or other beings to flourish.  Society remains patriarchal, with white men in charge and in 

positions of privilege, women and people of colour are in subservient roles, non-

heterosexuals are not visible, and children are generally missing, except a few boys.  

Militarism, hierarchies and violent conflict are common.  All in all they comprise a rather 

grim and narrow window to a future lacking in human and ecological diversity.  In 

Chapter Five, I discussed how the films could function as critical dystopias, as some 

books do, but they do not.  Most are not critical in nature and do not offer any possibility 
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that the world could be anything different from the prediction offered in the film.  But the 

global attraction of these films cannot be denied, therefore I began to wonder if there be 

any usefulness to these films and the images of the future they project (beyond a few 

hours of entertainment and profit for the conglomerates).  Could they be used to help us, 

under facilitated conditions, address our fears about the future, and despair for what we 

witness happening in the present?    

 There is a body of literature that demonstrates the usefulness of popular culture, 

and film in particular, in educational situations, for example The Arts, Popular Culture 

and Social Change (Beyer, 2000).   Research participant Jan Strout uses film to 

encourage dialogue about topics such as feminism, Latin American, and fair trade.  She 

has  “seen the power of film to connect hearts and minds and get us to place on very 

difficult issue to newer/deeper levels, I've also seen the way film can be used to simply 

create a space for people to explore something new to them”.  Research participant 

Mandy Leith sees film as the hearth of our time, where stories and myths are shared, and 

created Open Cinema as public, congenial space for films to be screened and discussed.  

This suggests there is educational value that resides in film.  

 Meadows, Meadows and Randers (1992) argue that resistance, cynicism, and 

pessimism are barriers to visioning and sustainability.  In a later work, Meadows (1996: 

126) suggests that addressing our pain for the Earth will help us move past the cynicism 

and enable visioning.  

Above all, we could strengthen ourselves to endure the pain of the 
enormous gap between the world we know and the world we profoundly 
long for. I believe that it's only by admitting, permitting, and carrying that 
pain that we can gradually move our world away from its present suffering 
and unsustainability and toward our deepest values and dearest visions. 
 

 Joanna Macy (1998) argues that many people need to face their despair about the state of 

the Earth, and the treatment of humans and nonhuman beings, before they can participate 

in work that will heal the Earth.  The unaddressed despair is keeping us from seeing our 

interconnections within ecosystems and from seeing our own ability to change and 

evolve. “Defensive self-protection, restricting vision and movement like a suit of armor, 

makes it harder to adapt (Macy, 2007: 96).  Therefore, these films could be useful in 

helping us explore our resistance and pessimism as well as connect with our despair so 
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we can move out of denial and cynicism and into visioning and action.  Not everyone is 

paralysed by despair and hopelessness about the Earth, but many are, and many people 

feel helpless to make any meaningful difference in the world because the ecological 

challenges seem so vast and complex, and so they do nothing and try not to care.  They 

become apathetic about their own futures and that of their immediate and global 

communities.  Psychiatrist and scholar Anthony Reading (2004: 152) argues that “apathy 

is an amotivational state caused by the lack of hope” for future-oriented activities and that 

apathetic individuals “numb their emotions to protect themselves from hurt and 

disappointment”.  This is “numbing out” looks like apathy, but according to Joanna Macy 

(2007), may be a deep response our to our healthy “pain for the world”.  

Pain for the world is not only natural, it is a necessary component of our 
healing.  As in all organisms, pain has a purpose: it is a warning signal, 
designed to trigger remedial action.  It is not to be banished by injections 
of optimism or sermons on “positive thinking”.  It is to be named and 
validated as a healthy, normal human response to the situation we find 
ourselves in.  Faced and experienced, its power can be used.  As the frozen 
defenses of the psyche thaw, new energies and intelligence are released 
(Macy, 2007: 94).  
 

Macy’s (2007) Work that Reconnects is a workshop process (including series of lectures, 

rituals and discussions) that provides a safe place for people to face their own despair 

with others, and from there move on to creating change through action within one of the 

three dimensions of what she calls the Great Turning (the sustainability revolution).   

Joanna Macy continues to personally train people in eleven-day intensives to facilitate  

the Work that Reconnects (I have the honour of being one of her trainees) and also makes 

the workshop ideas and rituals developed by her and other workshop leaders, freely 

available in her book Coming Back to Life (1998) and on her website 

http://www.joannamacy.net/ html/work.html.  

 Images from the films about the future, such as those in Chapter Five, could be 

used in a workshop or classroom setting to initiate a dialogue about how the nature-less 

images of the future reflect the participant’s individual worries for the future as well as 

for those of their children and children’s children.  Within a safe workshop space or 

classroom environment, an educator or facilitator could use the images to assist people in 

naming their despair for the state of the Earth, and begin to see how they can “reframe 
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their pain for the world as evidence of their interconnectedness in the web of life, and 

hence their power to take part in its healing” (Macy, 1998: 58).  This moving into action 

is itself a stance against despair because it is in the acts of resistance that we can find 

happiness (Gottlieb, 2003).  Joanna Macy, and others who use her methods to lead 

workshops, have found that once people are able to face their despair within the group 

format, they can then move into visionary work and into seeing where action can take 

place, as individuals and in collaboration with others.  As Elise Boulding (1995:115) 

observes that during her workshops on Imagining a World Without Weapons:  

There are people who cannot, even with a wish list, imagine a desirable 
world.  People evidently must have mastered their own despair in order to 
imagine a positive future… When this situation arises, such participants 
are advised, if possible, to discontinue their efforts for the time being and 
to deal directly with their despair.   
 

Joanna Macy’s despair work is something that Elise Boulding advises people to do and 

suggests that it is helpful when a despair workshop precedes the visioning workshops 

(Boulding, 1995).  I have observed this in the Environmental Studies classroom as well.  

When I facilitate visioning exercises in the classroom there are always a small number of  

students who cannot participate because their despair for the state of the Earth, and 

human actions, has paralysed them to the point that they cannot see even the possibility 

of a sustainable and just world.  These students would benefit from some focused despair 

work, which could begin with the images of the films.  A large classroom is, however, 

not the place for this work.  A small classroom or workshop space is better suited to 

despair work, where a safe environment can be assured.   

 It has also been my experience in facilitating environmental planning or strategic 

planning visioning sessions that there needs to be time dedicated to naming what is 

wrong in the watershed or organisation before the group can move into visioning.  It 

seems that people resist the visioning work if they cannot talk about the shadow side first, 

that a clearing of the decks is required before the creative work can begin.  Images from 

contemporary films about the future could be used as a segue into a visioning session as a 

tool to help name what is not working in a community or organisation in the present.   

 Individual films could be used to address a particular ill that society is facing that 

may be affecting the community or organisation.  The Matrix, for example, could be 
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useful to begin a discussion about computer based technologies and how, in the present, 

we are thoughtlessly allowing technology to direct social interactions, instead of the 

technology serving us.  Terminator 3 – Rise of the Machines and Dreams could be used 

to discuss the nuclear arms build up; the connections between nuclear power and nuclear 

arms; the complicity of countries, like Canada, in providing the uranium without regard 

for injustices of nuclear waste and nuclear power plant accidents; and the complete 

insanity of nuclear war.  The Terminator series could also be used as a discussion of how 

patriarchy tries to limit men and boys to a very narrow definition of masculinity.  The 

Star Wars series could be used to explore the shadow side of patriarchy: how women and 

girls are made invisible, how conflict is solved with violence, how white men are 

depicted as superior to pretty much everyone in the universe.  Minority Report could be 

used for a discussion of how we are evolving into police states manipulated by fear.  

Dreams could also be used in a discussion of technology: both its negative as well 

potentially positive aspects.  The latter is possible especially when a technology is used in 

support of a focal practice or concern.  Blade Runner and Fifth Element could be useful 

segues into corporate power.  Any one of the films, could be used to open up a discussion 

on how nature is depicted in the future, large cities dominate, women and men relate to 

each other in the private and public realms, women are sexualised by Hollywood, food 

and agriculture fit into our futures, or how cultural diversity of most countries and 

communities is at risk and is worthy of protection.   

 The films could also be used to discuss why it is that the negative approach seems 

easier.  According to Aldous Huxley (in Dunaway, 1989: 352) “it’s always a great deal 

easier to write about the negative than about positive things, easier to criticize negative 

things than to set up positives”.  It is beyond this research to speculate on the attraction to 

the negative and the ease in writing about the negative over positives, but while I do 

concede that there may be some benefit to the negative images of the future we must also 

push ourselves to create the positive and diverse stories and images of the futures.  

 The educator leading the workshop must be make clear that these films are being 

shown with the purpose of deepening a discussion about our futures.  It is also important 

that these futures be contextualized within an understanding of how these images 

dominate.  That we can, and must, resist the dominant imagery and the hegemony of 
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Hollywood.  With that understanding the students/workshop participants are not as likely 

to be overwhelmed or seduced by the spectacle of visual effects and powerful images.  In 

summary, these images may be useful in facilitated group work on facing our despair 

about the state of the world, as a preparation for visioning work.  Further research is 

required on this before more definitive statement about their usefulness can be made.  

 

Peace and film  
 
The notion of peace and non-violent solutions to conflict in our futures emerged over the 

journey in this inquiry in a number of areas.  Research participants Nina Streich and 

Sherry LePage both spoke about how they use film as contribution to creating peace. 

Nina Streich’s Global Peace Festival uses film and the accompanying dialogue to show 

where peacebuilding is happening around the world and to deepen what people think 

“peace” means to them and to society.  Sherry Lepage, wrote and directed, a film in 2004 

about an artist who was committed to creating peace in Iraq, that continues to have 

classroom screenings because of its message of the importance of artists to creating 

peace.  From these discussions, I began to think about the films about the future and the 

patterns of war and violent conflict found in them, and questioned if Hollywood and 

filmmakers around the world could ever create a futures-based film with a message of 

peace or where conflict was addressed without guns or violence.    

 Hollywood today is strongly connected to the military, and the US mindset and 

the US Constitution are connected to guns, so there may not be a willingness to consider 

Elise Boulding’s vision of a world without weapons.  The films about the future are also 

connected to the military because so much of the technology in our society begins with a 

military application (Mau, 2004).  Therefore, according to Ursula Franklin (1999:74) 

public funds continue to be directed to the technology development by the military, 

which in turn “generates the need for a credible long-term enemy”.  Hollywood has been 

a willing partner in creating that credibility as the notion of an enemy attacking the US, 

or American values, is not far from the surface in many films about the future.   

Unlike the mentality of European cinema, which after 1,500 years of civil 
war and international conflict, contemptuously rejected and even denied 
war and the passions it gives rise to, American cinema seizes on the 
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national preoccupation for war, strategy, weapons and a certain fear of the 
outside world… For Americans, war, the army and the politics of power 
relations do not correspond to historical experience, but represent a 
constant mental reference point…[Hollywood] cinema responds to the 
American strategic culture by giving form to these ideas and ideas and 
fears. (Valantin, 2005:9).  

 
Even in the face of such a mindset, Joanna Macy (1999, 2006), Elise Boulding (1995) 

and Ursula Franklin (1999, 2006) urge us to consider futures that are not based on war or 

the technologies that are created for war.  Hazel Henderson (1991) and Riane Eisler 

(2007) offer alternative economics that demonstrate that if we move away from 

economies based in war that we will have sufficient funds for all people in the world to 

have adequate food, water, health, education and housing.  Educators could use film to 

explore the dominance of the military in contemporary society and how this could change 

by taking a peace perspective.   

 

Educators and filmmaking 
 
Educators also have much to offer the reforming/transforming of the film industry to 

enable images of sustainable future to emerge.  Change is required in how filmmaking is 

taught in film schools and supported in professional organisations.  

Virginia Woolf (1999:58, my emphasis) wrote in 1926 that film, with its technical 

proficiency, is unlike other arts in that evolved slowly over time film has emerged 

quickly and “while the other arts were born naked, this, the youngest arts has been born 

fully clothed.  It can say everything before it has anything to say”.  Filmmaker Sherry 

Lepage concurs with this and is concerned that film schools teach the students the 

technical skills to run all the equipment, but not to challenge their own biases or to ask 

themselves why of a story deserves to be a film. The young filmmakers are able to put 

their opinions or stories on the screen because they have the technical ability to make a 

film.  But they are not being taught about the ethics and responsibility that go along with 

being a filmmaker (Sherry Lepage).  David Springbett and Heather MacAndrew agree 

and suggest that there is a rigour and craft to filmmaking that is being lost as more and 

more people pick up cameras and consider themselves to be filmmakers.  Part of the 
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reason for this lies in the structures of film schools, even in prestigious schools like 

UCLA, the making of marketable films (the technical tools) is a different stream than the 

critical study of film.  It would be beneficial if the technical side of filmmaking was 

accompanied by courses in professional ethics and responsibilities as well as basics in 

history, politics, women’s/gender studies and environmental studies.  This would provide 

them with an understanding of the intersections of domination and oppression and how 

film can be part of the problem or the solutions.   

An on-going theme that emerged from this research is that film needs more 

women directors.  Sherry Lepage who writes and directs films, suggests that part of the 

problem is that to be a director you need to understand the technology of the camera, and 

to many girls and women this is daunting.  But also that “the person with the creative 

control, producer and/or director, doesn’t necessarily need to be the camera operator, gear 

size is only one factor, opportunities to build relationships with funders is another, 

learning business skills is another, and whether the kind of story you want to tell is 

something that anyone wants to buy – that’s a big one”.  Sara McIntyre who also writes 

and directs films, points out that boys will just reach for the technology faster than the 

girls.  She argues that there is a need for female centered training, even a separate film 

school for girls “because we learn differently and we need a different kind of 

environment to feel safe doing things that are not traditional for us”.  In addition, the 

cameras are getting smaller and so the argument that a man is needed to physically carry 

the camera is less valid (Sherry LePage; Mandy Leith).  There needs to be a mindset 

change that will enable women to be directors and cinematographers of feature films in 

equal numbers to men, and that this may begin with separate technical classes for women.  

The Dali Lama tells us, above, that as audience members, we too have a 

responsibility to understand film and the influence it can have on us.  Media literacy is 

very important and yet missing from most public education programs in Canada.  In 

Australia, media literacy begins in grade one and continues straight through until high 

school so that every student understands how commercials, films, and television 

programs are made by the time they finish high school.  As a university lecturer I am 

consistently amazed at how little critical thinking goes into film watching by many 

students even as they increasingly watch films in their multi-tasking day.  Part of the 
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problem lies with how film studies courses are taught at universities as well, where films 

are “read” as novels not critically assessed as television is within a cultural studies frame.  

I will be conducting further research on how media literacy, focused on images of the 

future, can be incorporated into curriculum in both the school and university systems.  

 Parents of young children also need media literacy training to prepare their 

children to watch films about the future and not be alarmed by them or, if they are girls or 

children of colour, to not see themselves in the future.  The Geena Davis Institute 

(www.thegeenadavisinstitute.org) has begun documenting how girls and women are not 

included in film and are lobbying to make change in this issue.  Their materials are 

written in an accessible manner and could easily be part of a community education 

process.  

Greening the filmmaking process 
 
There is a new educational project going on within the film industry itself, which is 

worthy of scholarly connections and research: the “greening” of the filmmaking process 

itself.  Those involved in the greening process are dedicated to reducing the ecological 

footprint of filmmaking, which includes, energy consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, 

air and water pollution, waste generation and harm to the landscape while on location 

(Corbett and Turco, 2006).  Over the time of this research, leaders have emerged Los 

Angeles including an annual conference (www.hollywoodgoesgreen.com) and in British 

Columbia (http://greencodeproject.org) and the BC Film Commission’s “Reel Green BC”  

(www.bcfilmcomission.com/reel_green_bc).  The movement to digital filming will mean 

significant reduction in the ecological footprint in the filmmaking process, because the 

chemical process that goes into making the film and processing it are no longer required.  

However, the industry is many years away from becoming totally digital, if indeed it ever 

becomes completely digital (part of the delay is that digital projectors are very expensive 

and the theatres cannot afford to make wholesale change, also many filmmakers and 

audiences prefer the viewing quality of actual film).    

In Hollywood, the Environmental Media Association (EMA) gives the EMA 

Green Seal Award to television and film production teams who use green filming 

practices.  The EMA also gives Environmental Media Awards at a big gala event, now in 
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its eighteenth year, in various categories of television and feature films for having 

environmental themes.  The EMA (www.ema-online.org) “believes that through 

television, film and music, the entertainment community can affect change in a positive 

way”.  However, the present interpretation of this change is quite narrow, for example, 

EMA President, Debbie Levin (who was a research participant) takes great pride in 

getting Prius cars into films and celebrity events and the organisation is doing much to 

support large-scale organic farming.  Their on-line document EMA Green Guidelines: 

Greening Plotlines and Characters Energize Environmentalism with Eco Inside is 

focused on the purchasing of more ecologically responsible options such as: appliances 

with Energy Star labels and other products with Eco Labels, canvas grocery bags, 

permanent coffee filters, reusable cups and plates as well as some activity suggestions 

like characters volunteering for environmental and social causes and drying their clothes 

on a clothesline using push movers.  These are all good suggestions, but will not result in 

significant change.  They are examples of what Maniates (2002) refers to as the 

individualization of responsibility, where the emphasis is focused on individuals to make 

changes to benefit the environment, but do not support the collective and political action 

needed to make changes in structures and distribution of power.  

The EMA could begin to push the boundaries more on the type of stories being 

made into films, to include ones that deal with the structural and institutional barriers to 

creating sustainable societies, because they offer a script advisory service, if they chose 

to take on this role.  Ecofeminist and Indigenous scholar/writer/activist Winona LaDuke 

is on the EMA Advisory Board and she could assist them in bringing diverse perspectives 

and insight to the stories and characters in film.  But this isn’t happening.  When I asked 

Debbie Levin about Winona LaDuke’s input to the EMA, Ms. Levine said that she does 

not communicate with Dr. LaDuke very often, she has met her only once, because she 

leaves it up to the Advisory Board to contact her and essentially lobby for their cause.  So 

she has little contact with many of the Advisory Board members.  There is room for 

improvement in how the EMA relates to their Advisory Board because there are many 

notable people, including Winona LaDuke, Helen Caldicott and Lester Brown who could 

be invaluable in assisting Hollywood truly to move into affecting change in a positive 

way, as EMA claims to be doing.  
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 Moving beyond the buying of stuff, even alternative stuff, and into contributing to 

sustainable and just futures will require that filmmakers, film schools students, the 

studios and unions (the institutions and structures of filmmaking) and face their roles in 

the intersections of domination, including the Earth, women, people of colour and non-

American culture, and begin a political awakening.  This is the process that Adult 

Education theorist Paulo Freire (1971) calls conscientización where people become 

conscious of their common experiences of oppression as well as a commitment to end the 

oppression.  Paulo Freire (1970/1993:152) also asserts that cultural invasion is “always 

an act of violence against the persons of the invaded culture” and is a form of 

domination.  Adult Education can provide the space for people to critically explore the 

structures and practices of sources of power and exploitation (Clover, Follen and Hall, 

2000) including issues of cultural invasion as happens with Hollywood films. Through a 

critical exploration people can begin to understand what needs to be reformed, as well as 

a “comprehension of people’s capacity to change the situation” (Clover, 2002: 318).  

There is much that requires reforming in the present situation of industrialised 

filmmaking.   

 A future extension of this research will be the taking of the findings on 

filmmaking as systems of practice and, using Adult Education theory, including 

Transformational Education, to attempt a beginning of the conscientización into the 

relationship between the images in the films and the roles and responsibilities of 

filmmakers.  Opportunities have already begun.  Women in Film LA have asked me to do 

a Master Class for their members.  I have agreed, and suggested that Nina Streich also be 

involved, and she has agreed to that.  Paula Silver, who already is a leader in creating 

responsible films in Hollywood would also be important to have in the workshop, if she 

has time in her busy schedule.  Perhaps Winona LaDuke, representing the EMA as well 

as her own organisation, Honor the Earth, could also be convinced to join us.  It will also 

be important for the conscientización process to address the relationship between how the 

oppressive structures, traditions, and mindset of the film industry are affecting the health 

and family life of those who work in filmmaking.    
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Using images of the future approach for other applications 
 
The process used in this research could be applied to the technological systems and 

products of other organisations or industries.  For instance, a researcher could identify the 

vision statement for a university and explore how the dissertations and thesis of a 

university department reflect that vision or not.  Similarly, a government department’s 

activities and documents could be explored to explore whether they support the 

departmental vision and expressed commitment to the public.  For example, Environment 

Canada’s (2009) vision “is to see a Canada where people make responsible decisions 

about the environment, and where the environment is thereby sustained for the benefit of 

present and future generations”.  Do Environment Canada’s laws, policies, and programs 

reflect this vision of responsible decisions for the benefit of future generations?  And if 

not, research could be conducted into the structures, mindset, the systems of practice that 

may be hampering work towards a shared vision of the future, and, importantly, where 

change could happen.   

 Perhaps the vision itself needs to be readdressed or a different path taken.  As 

Donella Meadows (1996: 123) argues: “being flexible about the path is the only way to 

find the path”.  Then, as I did with the research participants from the film industry, a 

researcher could ask those who are directly involved, such as students, faculty, or 

government staff in the examples of a university or Environment Canada, to offer their 

suggestions for alternative visions of the future and where changes, in systems of practice 

are required to reach the visions.   

 Therefore, this research process forms a method that others could use to see where 

change may be needed in a industry, organisation, country, or community so it can 

contribute to the creation of sustainable and just futures, by: 1) looking at the dominant 

images/visions of the future of, 2) identifying systems of practice and understanding the 

barriers to sustainable and just communities in those systems, and 3) make suggestions 

how the systems of practice could be reformed. 
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Future research on visioning and future sustainability  
 
As discussed, I intend to explore, through future research, how the dead-Earth images of 

the future in film can be used to help people who are working in sustainability and social 

justice issues to address their despair so that they can move on to being a stronger force 

for change in the world.  This will include students who may be trying to find their way 

in the face of their pain for the world.  For example, educator, Carol Gigliotti (2009), has 

experienced visual arts students who feel powerless in the face of the global ecological 

crisis and who shift when alternative possibilities are offered.  I also hope to work with 

others to use Adult Education methods to begin the conscientización of filmmakers, as 

discussed above, so that they can begin to change the filmmaking process from within the 

industry.   In the short term, Paula Silver suggested that I, as a scholar, could challenge 

the WIF LA on why aren’t there panels at the Forum on women making films about 

women’s stories, and why they are continuing on the pattern of women sacrificing their 

private lives for work by holding the Forum on the weekend. 

 I also plan to continue to work with filmmakers in making change within the 

industry.  For example, after I spoke about how filmic depictions of hyperurban LA and 

NYC are so unlike what those cities are or will be, Susan Davis said that she had not 

thought of that until I brought it up and that perhaps a benefit of phone cameras and 

people sending photos all over the world that the dominant pattern in media will be 

changed because the instruments are becoming very individual.  Ms. Davis also said that 

hearing about my topic “energizes” her to continue on with her film and actor’s activism 

“because whether we like it or not the media is just huge on this little planet”.   

 There is also much to do to assist educators to use film, and other forms of 

popular culture, as a segue to explore and discuss the importance of positive visions of 

the diverse futures to work towards.  For example, film and media educator Jan Strout, 

suggested that we work together to develop a curriculum based on images of the future in 

film to explore feminist futures and the possibilities of creating positive futures for 

“women and girls that would be violence free, socially just, peaceful and affirming”.  

Such possibilities make the effort involved in this study completely worthwhile.  
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Appendix A 
Research Participants and Interview Schedule 

 
John de Graaf. Filmmaker/ PBS. Seattle, Washington. April 19, 2006 
 - 1 hour, 27 minutes 
 
Jan Strout. Film Educator NOW/ Film and community activist. Seattle, Washington.  
April 20, 2006 
 - 48 minutes 
 
Janet Thomas. Film producer/ environmental activist.  Courtney, BC. May 28, 2006.  
 - 1 hour, 13 minutes 
 
Nora Arajs. Film producer/writer. Victoria, BC. September, 16. 2006. 
 - 1hour, 41 minutes 
 
Heather McAndrew and David Springbett. Filmmakers, Asterik Productions. Victoria, 
BC. October 10, 2006 
 - 1 hour, 31 minutes 
 
Bob Thomas. Hollywood writer/author. Los Angeles, California. October 26, 2006.  
 - 1 hour, 18 minutes 
 
Paula Silver. Producer/marketing strategist/CEO Beyond the Box. Los Angeles, 
California. October 28, 2006. 
 - 45 minutes 
 
Debbie Levine. Environmental Media Association. Los Angeles, California. October 30, 
2006. 
 - 18 minutes 
 
Kate McCullum. Producer/writer. Los Angeles, California. October 30, 2006. 
 - 1 hour, 30 minutes 
 
Candace Bowen. Producer/ Women in Film LA, Vice-President. Los Angeles, California. 
November 5, 2006. (via telephone) 
 
Mandy Leith. Editor/filmmaker/creator Open Cinema. Victoria, BC. November 23, 2006. 
 - 2 hours, 16 minutes 
 
Nina Streich. Executive Director, Global Peace Film Festival/ editor. New York (via 
telephone). December 31, 2006. 
 - 1 hour, 57 minutes 
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An Actor. Maui, Hawaii (via telephone). February 6, 2007. 
 - 1 hour, 33 minutes 
 
Sara McIntyre. Director/writer. Vancouver, BC. April 4, 2007.  
 - 1 hour, 37 minutes 
 
Sherry Lepage. Filmmaker/director. Victoria. BC. April 18, 2007.  
 - 1 hour, 32 minutes 
 
Bill Weaver. Filmmaker/ facilitator of Media that Matters at Hollyhock. Victoria. BC. 
April 20, 2007. 
 - 1 hour, 50 minutes 
 
Pat Ferns. Producer/educator/co-production facilitator. Victoria. BC. May 4, 2007 
 - 1 hour, 41 minutes 
 
Kim Jackson.  Producer/ film festival producer. Los Angeles (via telephone).  
 - 2 hours, 5 minutes 
 
Susan Valdes, Producer and Susan Davis, Actor. Los Angeles (via telephone). February 
27, 2008.  
 - 1 hour, 35 minutes 
 
Signed Consent forms for all of the above.  
 
Panel Discussions – Women in Film LA, Film Forum 2006. October 28, 29, 2006 
 
Get Interactive! And what can it do for me? 
Quoted Participants:  
Helene Dina, VP Digital Media, Disney/ABC Cable Network;  
Eva Ho, Product Marketing Manager, Google Video 
 
Social Issue Filmmaking: make a profit and a difference 
Quoted Participants: 
Paula Silver (moderator), Founder/CEO Beyond the Box 
Cathy Schulman, Producer, Crash 
Lawrence Bender, Producer, Good Will Hunting, An Inconvenient Truth. 
Gary Michael Walters, Exec. Producer. Bobby.  
 
Women in Film LA, Business Leadership Awards 
Quoted speech: 
Dr. Elizabeth M. Daley. Dean, USC School of Cinematic Arts. 
Unscheduled interview: 
Laura Ziskin, Producer (Spiderman series). Los Angeles, California. October 28, 2006. 
 - 10 minutes 
 


