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IMPERCEPTIBLE CHANGES BROUGHT
BY FILMS TO MODERN SOCIETY

Marian Tutui

Keywords: soft power, dizi, historical forgery, digital technologies

Although today the enormous influence of the film on contemporary society is unanimously accepted, there are still
enough aspects on which cinema acted decisively but subtly so that its action is underestimated or even ignored. In
the 1920s, the global spread of Hollywood films proved for the first time that soft power is sometimes more effective
than revolutions and social reforms.

The documentary Kismet: How Turkish Soap Operas Changed the World (2014, Nina Paschalidou, Greece-Qa-
tar-France-Croatia-Bulgaria-Sweden-United Arab Emirates-Serbia-Canada-Finland-Singapore-Cyprus-Hungary)
succeeded in proving that Turkish soaps during a rather short period of time (since Gumus (2005), the first TV series
to air internationally, up to Magnificent Century/Muhtesem Yiizy\l/Suleyman the Magnificent (2011-2014) have influ-
enced and even changed the life of women in Middle East and Northern Africa more than the “orange revolutions”
during the “Arab Spring” in 2010. The new digital technologies have already reduced the difference between the
films with actors and animation. Recently, actress Scarlett Johansson accused a company of synthesizing her voice
without permission. Soon probably we shall not need actors and their voices, some filmmaker might use not actors
but only the face, the body shapes and the vocal timbre of some real person and the character will be animated but
hard to distinguish from a human. Such a thing will give rise to ethical and even semiotic problems because we will
hardly be able to distinguish an artistic work from a game, audio-visual works will no longer have an ending and the

notion of authorship will also be relativized.

Ithough today the enormous influence of cinema

on contemporary society is unanimously accept-

ed, there are still enough aspects on which cine-
ma has been acting decisively but subtly so that its ac-
tion is underestimated or even ignored. In the 1920s, the
global spread of Hollywood films proved for the first time
that soft power is sometimes more effective than revo-
lutions, social reforms and open propaganda. As early as
1941 in his novel This above All British writer Eric Knight
noticed the huge change in human perception brought
by nickelodeon and Hollywood: “That’s one thing about
cinema. You can always count on either the girl taking a
bath during the story for the masculine trade—or the hero
taking a shower to give the girl fans a thrill. But just see
what that’s done to mass standards. Set new levels to
aim at. In the old days a man had to work on rather small

1 Knight, This above. 2021.
2 Tournier, Friday, 1974, p. 64.
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personal experience. Now everyone knows what all Hol-
lywood looks like in a nightie or less. And see what that
does! In old days, a man was content with what he had.
He might get a girl with a shape like a sack of sawdust
tied in the middle, and accept her as Aphrodite. Now he
knows different. He measures her up to the standards of
the screen sirens. Thus the whole standard of feminine
form is raised".

In 1967, Michel Tournier in his novel Friday, or the
Other Island? made the observation that the valuation
in money and the possibility to purchase various goods
and services makes them available and the society be-
comes more permissive and therefore more democratic.
It is about the evolution from the Middle Ages to capi-
talism and the cancellation of privileges and prohibitions
denotes obtaining new freedoms and a certain democ-
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ratization. In a similar way we can say that Hollywood
movies and the purchase of a cheap nickelodeon ticket
ensures anybody easy access like never before to a glob-
al competition where one can see the most beautiful ac-
tresses and the best dancers or listen to the best voices
and the greatest instrumentalists.

Several politicians understood quite early the role of
cinema into shaping a new society but probably Kemal
Mustafa Atatlirk said it best or at least Turkish historians
claim it although nobody could specify when and where
exactly he said such prophetic words: “Cinema is such
an invention that a day will come in which it will become
clear that it has changed the face of world civilization,
more than the invention of gun powder, electricity, and
the discovery of new continents has done. Cinema will
ensure that people living in the most distant corners of
the world know and love each other. Cinema
will erase differences of opinion and appearance. It will
make the greatestcontribution to the realization of the
ideals of humanity. We need to give cinema the value it
deserves"?

Several Turkish researchers, including Arzu Ozturk-
men, explain the success and expansion of Turkish TV
series mainly through two factors . On the one hand,
there was until recently a rural tradition of oral culture
and spending free time together, for example through the
Karag6z shadow theatre. On the other hand, since 1970
since its foundation, TRT (Turkish National Television)
began to produce series based on foreign TV or domes-
tic radio models, which were initially successful in the
country, and after 1989, especially after the collapse of
the USSR and the emergence of several Muslim coun-
tries, countries where were spoken Turkic languages
or even Turkish (Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan, even Western China) lacking material and
technical means, Turkish film production and televisions
were stimulated and supported through state subsidies
and thus began to produce also for export, especially
in the "dizi" formula (TV series), especially with ethno-
graphic content.

The Turkish comedy Vizontele (2001, Yilmaz Erdogan,
Omer Faruk Sorak) evokes the penetration of Turkish tel-
evision in the rural areas with a sense of humor and nos-

3 Ding, Performing.

talgia. The government carried out a donation campaign
of one television set in disadvantaged villages. We know
exactly when this happened because it coincided with
the beginning of the war in Cyprus, in 1974. The moolah
and the owner of the local cinema are trying to oppose
because they predict that television will be a formidable
competitor. The naive inhabitants of a village in Anatolia
huddle in front of the television and imagine that the ac-
tors in the movies are watching them too. Receiving sad
news such as the death of a young man from a village in
Cyprus shocks them because they thought the television
was just a tool for entertainment. In a similar way Greek
director Costas Kapakas in Uranya (2006, Greece-Italy)
follows Emir Kusturica by making a colorful reconstruc-
tion of the epoch when television was spreading through
the eyes of a teenager. Achilleas and his friends have
been raising money to buy the first TV in order to watch
the first man on the moon. For their goal they even or-
ganize a Karagoz show. One of them steals the money
to go to the local prostitute Uranya. Finally, the first TV
set (called also Uranya) arrives and Achilleas' desire to
watch is so bad that he rises in the air. Even the dictator-
ship seems ridiculous in the village. One can understand
the political views of the locals from the word they use
for the man in space: "astronaut" (the American term) or
“cosmanaut" (the Russians one).

Even a documentary film such as Robert J. Flaherty’s
Nanook of the North (1922) made known to the world the
first words from the agglutinative languages of the Eski-
mos and Native Americans, such as “igloo” and “kayak”.
Western films, although were mirroring only a part of
America, the border area and the North American expan-
sion to the West, populated by trappers, cowboys, sher-
iffs and outlaws, quickly became the most popular vehi-
cle for spreading such terms everywhere in the world and
they became a famous subgenre of the adventure film
worldwide. The Western movies enriched the lexicon of
many languages and made known notions and articles
of clothing such as “country music” and terms referring
to raising cattle like “blue jeans”, “cowboy”, “mustang”,
or others like “saloon”, “lynch” or “high noon”, Spanish
words and objects from Mexico like “lasso”, “carral”, “ro-

deo”, “desperado”, ¢ ranch”, “stam-
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seforita”, “fiesta”,
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pede”, “patio”, as well as native American words like
“moccasin”, “squaw”, “calumet”, etc.

If in the interwar period the Japanese notion and ar-
ticle of clothing “kimono” entered Western society at the
same time with the women who wore it and its Japa-
nese name, the WW2 American war newsreels spread a
notion such as “kamikadze” while in the 50s the moving
pictures starring Toshiro Mifune and those directed by
Akira Kurosawa made known specific and almost un-

» o«

translatable Japanese notions such as “rickshaw”, “gei-
sha”, “samurai”, “hara-kiri”, “seppuku”, “sake”, a.s.o.
The documentary Kismet: How Turkish Soap Operas
Changed the World (2014, Nina Paschalidou, Greece-Qa-
tar-France-Croatia-Bulgaria-Sweden-United Arab Emir-
ates-Serbia-  Canada-Finland-Singapore-Cyprus-Hun-
gary) succeeded in proving that Turkish soaps during
a rather short period of time, since Gumus (2005), the
first TV series to air internationally, up to Magnificent
Century/ Muhtesem Yiizyll/Suleyman the Magnificent
(2011-2014) have influenced and even changed the life of
women in Middle East and Northern Africa more than
the “orange revolutions” during the “Arab Spring” in
2010. | have a personal memory of the incredible effect
of this series in Greece. Although the Greeks hardly ac-
cept anything positive about their neighbours, | remem-
ber the empty roads and streets one afternoon around
Athens when an episode of Suleyman the Magnificent
was broadcast on television. In addition, the staff of the
gas stations and the salesmen in the stores had their
eyes glued to the televisions and they all ignored their
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customers. But much more important than this hypnotic
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The new digital technologies have already reduced
the difference between the films with actors and ani-
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dio-visual works will no longer have an ending and the
notion of authorship will also be relativized.

Bhutto, Fatima. How Turkish TV is taking over the world”. https://exdeb01e.blogspot.com/2020/07/turkish-tv-

taking-over-world.html?m=1.

Ding, Enis. Performing modernity: Atatlirk on film (1919-1938). https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/2750928/178963_Dinc_

Thesis_complete_.pdf.

Knight, Eric. This above All.https://www.google.ro/books/edition/This_Above_All/J?hl=ro&gbpv=1&dq=Eric+Kni
ght+That%E2%80%99s+one+thing+about+cinema&pg=PT258&printsec=frontcover.IMEAAAQBAJ?hI=ro&gbpv

4 Sultan. 2012

5 Bhutto, How Turkish. 2019.

6 Sharma, Spoiler. 2018.

7 Chmielewski, Tong, Scarlett. 2024.

172



CULTURE IN THE DIGITAL AGE  FILM STUDIES

=1&dg=FEric+Knight+That%E2%80%99s+one+thing+about+cinema&pg=PT258&printsec=frontcover.
Sharma, Suraj. Spoiler alert: Saudi television network bans Turkish soap operas. https://www.middleeasteye.
net/news/spoiler-alert-saudi-television-network-bans-turkish-soap-operas.

Chmielewski, Dawn and Anna Tong, Scarlett Johansson says OpenAl chatbot voice 'eerily similar' to

hers. https://www.reuters.com/technology/scarlett-johansson-says-openai-chatbot-voice-eerily-similar-
hers-2024-05-21/.

Sultan conquers 40 countries’ television. https:/fwww.hurriyetdailynews.com/sultan-conquers-40-countries-
television-11168.

Tournier, Michel. Friday, or the Other Island. London: Penguin Books, 1974.

173





