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This work examines three recent 

films, Garland’s Civil War, Esmail’s 

Leave the World Behind, and 

Bigelow’s House of Dynamite as 

expressions of contemporary political 

anxiety in the Trump era, with each 

staging a crisis of indeterminate 

cause within a distinct dramatic 

space: journalistic, domestic, and 

governmental. The aim is to 

investigate how Hollywood cinema 

has internalized the epistemological 

chaos and destabilized informational 

landscape of the current moment 

from the perspective of Kellner’s 

theory of spectacle and Grusin’s 

concept, “premediation.” 
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Background Information:

Drawing on Guy Debord's concept of the 

“society of the spectacle,” Kellner’s political 

spectacle manifests as hyper-visual, 

multifaceted media events designed to 

substitute images and affect for substantive 

discourse, transforming meaningful policy 

debate into a performative techno-spectacle 

that manipulates public attention through 

distraction—bread and circuses for today. 

Political spectacle is amplified by what 

Grusin identifies as premediation—the 

media’s imagining, mapping, and 

remediation of future trauma to prepare 

viewers for its inevitability.

Grusin’s concept of premediation includes 

the cultural practice of trying to anticipate 

what the future will feel like in advance, 

generating constant atomizing anxiety. The 

result: spectacle fuels premediation, and 

premediation fuels spectacle in an 

ouroboros relationship. 

Civil War depicts a dystopian 

premediation of a near-future United 

States at war with itself and omits the 

traditional political or war film 

explanation—what caused the war or 

what the competing factions want 

remains oblique. 

Remediation: Before premediation, 

Grusin theorized remediation, the 

representation of one medium in 

another—newer digital technologies 

borrowing from and absorbing older 

media forms. Civil War’s opening 

scenes remediate iconic photos of 

past political violence, including the 

Vietnam war and the Jan 6 

insurrection (see below; shots from 

the film in color). Main character Lee 

Smith is WWII photographer, Lee 

Miller who famously bathed in Hitler’s 

tub (below). 

has been archived along with the 

collapsed distance between official 

Civil War’s premediation announces 

itself in violence-as-narration and 

spectacle-as-information, suggesting 

political polarization manifesting as 

war amounts to a dress rehearsal. Its 

logic assumes that media culture has 

already mapped its plausibility, and 

the war it depicts feels less like a 

shocking “wake-up” call – to quote 

Lee’s words -- than inevitability.

Theoretical Framework: Spotlight: Civil War

Each film enacts a variation on the 

spectacle-premediation ouroboros. Civil 

War remediates historical atrocity imagery 

to render crisis familiar and inevitable, 

implicating journalists in the spectacle they 

document. Leave the World Behind 

multiplies competing premediations along 

racial and ideological lines, destabilizing 

rather than managing collective affect to the 

degree that one character declares there’s 

“no going back to normal.” House of 

Dynamite depicts the erosion of institutional 

expertise through a Rashomon structure 

that renders authoritative knowledge 

impossible and bureaucratic legitimacy 

untenable. Across all three works, crises 

once managed by institutions give way to 

political affect defined by radical 

individualization—an “everyone’s on their 

own” ethos, ironically reflective of the 

realization of the current administration’s 

“America First” politics. 

Unnamed Trigger: Lacking clear causality 

between inciting incident and conflict, each 

plot hovers around a void at the center of 

crisis; each was called anti-climactic with 

terrible endings lacking ideological clarity. 
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Controlled Fragmentation: This era 

is marked by the consolidation of 

corporate media: in 1983, fifty 

companies owned 90 percent of U.S. 

media; today, that number has shrunk 

to six corporations controlling the 

same share. Although independent 

outlets persist, the most widely 

consumed media remain concentrated 

within a handful of conglomerates. At 

the same time, content circulates and 

splinters across platforms, resulting in 

a paradox of highly controlled 

fragmentation. 

Paranoid “post-truth” era: Social 

media ecosystems thrive on 

conspiracy theories aided and abetted 

by a conspiratorial-minded president. 

They contribute to the ongoing 

political project of delegitimizing 

journalism, even as they amplify 

hyper-visual, often violent spectacle 

as a unifying cultural form.

A mirror to media: anarchic 

informational landscape of the Trump 

era mirrored while premediating 

epistemological and moral chaos. 
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