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Introduction

Often economists and businessmen complain that capitalism is
Hollywood big villain, and that the movie industry promotes a negative view
of business as a realm of greed and moral corruption. The following paper is
meant to analyze to a deeper extent the process by which the movie
industry contributes to promote certain prejudices in the public

understanding of economics.

Instead of looking for a general anti-capitalist bias, I will analyze a
specific concept, that of economic or business failure, in the years

immediately before and after the big crisis of the late 2000s.

Economists are aware that failure is a normal fact, and a vital feature
of the market system. Still, during periods of hard recession policies meant
to prevent business failure are advocated and implemented, against the most
basic principles of economics. A policy that is clearly economic unsound but
yet finds popularity is a political economy problem, and I will argue that
those problems are most likely to occur when there is a hiatus between the
expert knowledge and a laymen understanding of a concept. The hiatus
dimension is inversely proportional to the technical complexity of a concept,
and paradoxically laymen disagree the most with those economic ideas on
which the scientific community agrees the most. In section 1 I will explain
the process of complex representation of economic concepts and how it
affects the political economy problem. Narratives play an important role in
shaping the public debate because when confronted with economic concepts,
laymen tend to interiorize and then use a version of those concepts filtered
through their personal experiences and intuitions. In section 1 I will explain
how artists, and filmmakers in particular, play a vital role in the production
of those narratives that will affect the consumer understanding of economics.
Still, filmmakers are part of a cultural élite, which most likely has been

exposed to some introductory level of economics: in section 3 I analyze



whether economic textbooks do convey a convincing explanation of the
beneficial function of economic failure. In section 4 I will further analyze the
relationship between filmmakers and economics. I build on three
complementary explanations: lack of understanding or interest for economics;
resentment toward the market as a consequence of the production structure
of the movie industry; complex representation of economic concepts. While
the first two influence the general attitude toward markets, the latter is

concept-specific, and I will work on the example of economic failure.

In section 5 I will analyze significant movies produced in the time
frames 2004-2007 and 2008-2011 in light of what discussed before. A macro-
analysis will be applied on a database of 240 movies, which are particularly
relevant they met the appreciation of either the public or the critics.
Through qualitative, the macro-analysis is meant to descry trends and
variations in the narratives of economic failure before and after the big crisis.
In section 6 I will use the framework developed in the previous sections to
understand what's preventing movies to give sound representation of the
concept of economic failure, arguing that the anti-business bias is a different
phenomenon than the complex representation of failure, and the latter is

inversely affected by the complexity of the topic.

1 Narratives and complex representations of

economics

Economics is a science of complexity, which tries to explain unintended
results of interaction among individuals who do not share a common
purpose. Its goal is to foresee those consequences that are not instantly
visible. As such, the way economists thinks is often radically different form
the way laymen do, and the latter systematically disagree from the most
widely accepted opinions in economic science. [Caplan 2002]. When

economists use concepts such as rationality, profit, cost, trade, competition



and so on are using words that embed a whole set of assumption and results,
a shared knowledge that defines the economic way of thinking. On the other
hand, also common people, who lacks of this mind frame, are exposed to
this jargon in their daily life: they often use the same words, but they attach
to it a different, non technical meaning. When exposed to economic concepts,
people interiorize them in an intuitive way, relating it to their non-technical
knowledge and personal experiences. These adapted versions of economic
concepts can be described as complex representations: representation that
appears clear enough to circulate widely within a population and thus
become cultural, but whose contents and implications require expert

knowledge, nonetheless, in order to be fully appreciated” [Adamo 2009].

Most types of expert knowledge are complex, in the sense that is
difficult, require advanced training and the acquisition of a specific language.
Complex representations, in our meaning, do not arise for complex theorems
of physics or engineering: they arise when a concept appears to be clear
enough to be introduced in the layman way of thinking. Advanced concepts
of economics such as dynamic stochastic general equilibrium models or the
Black—Scholes models, while debatable among the expert, do not conflict
with the laymen comprehension for the simple reason that he has no way to
relate it to his knowledge. What instead give rise to complex representations
are the most basic elements of economic science, or economics principles.
While these are simple concepts — in the sense that they are thought in
introductory economics — they are often counter intuitive to the non-expert
audience. Cost is a simple example: while people think in terms of monetary
costs, economist think in terms of opportunity costs, and this give rise to

two different estimates of the entity.

The process of complex representation happens because acquiring and
processing information, and especially technical information, is costly.
Laymen do not have strong incentives to acquire it unless it yields important
or close consequences: when confronted with new concepts , people can

either dismiss them as technical jargon, irrelevant to their daily life, or use



a simplified version of them, the complex representation that they recreate
with their current stock of knowledge and heuristics. Narratives play here a
significant role in the creation of these complex representations: unless
someone is sitting in an economic class, he recreates the meaning of an
economic concept in a story mode, rather than a paradigmatic form of
though. While the paradigmatic thought seeks to explain relationships
between events and actions with the laws of logic, the narrative mode
recreates meaning through the salience of personal, unsequenced and
random experiences [Bruner 1986]. Of course, meaning created with a
narrative mode can be radically different than those obtained with a
rigorous paradigmatic process, and this creates a hiatus between the expert

use of concepts and the laymen understanding.

The lack of economic understanding is not a problem in the market
process, which has its own natural way to rewarding the optimal
accumulation of knowledge. Indeed, a complex representation that radically
diverges from the scientific construct of a concept becomes a problem when
non experts, either voters or policymakers, are called to form and express
their preference about economic policies through the political system.
Markets minimize the use of heuristic shortcuts, the political process

increases them: let's take the example of trade.

An economic actor does not need to know the Ricardo theorem in
order to buy a cheap Chinese dress or a technologically advanced Korean
Smart phone: the market process conveys enough information for him to
make a maximizing decision. Furthermore, when he has to make a decision
that yields more important consequences for his own life, such as deciding to
go to Poland to have a cheaper dental surgery, he will have all the incentives
to acquire information about the quality of the Polish health system up to
the optimal point. Conversely, in the political system incentives to acquire
information are low, because the cost of erroneous choices is perceived as
negligible [Downs, 1957]. When a citizen is confronted with the political

issue of voting for a party that supports restrictions to free trade, the



salience of the narrative of losing jobs is strong: is on the newspapers,
maybe someone in its social network lost his job, is emotionally charged by
the nationalist discourse. On the other hand, negative consequences which
economics highlight — reduced competition and efficiency in the supply
system and in general, damages to the citizen as a consumer — are dispersed,
not immediately retraceable to his daily life. Vivid narratives, such as those
of newspapers reports on “Chinese invasion” and “they are stealing our jobs”
fill the lack of expert knowledge on the benefits of free trade. As a result,
quoting Gregory Mankiw, "few propositions command as much consensus
among professional economists as that open world trade increases economic
growth and raises living standards. Smith’s insights are now standard fare in
Econ 101.Yet, whenever the economy goes through a difficult time, as it has

in recent years, free trade comes under fire” [Mankiw 2006].

Non-expert, both voters and decision makers, are expected to have an
opinion on principles, rather than complex models — where they are aware
they need to rely on the expert knowledge. But it is exactly on principles -
technically simple, but still counter intuitive concepts — that complex
representations arise. They have a better chance to be used to analyze
reality than the original concepts because they appear clear and relevant
even to those who are not particularly familiar with them [Adamo 2009].
The hiatus between a technical meaning of concept and its representation is

thus inversely proportional to the technical complexity of the concept itself.

This hiatus create problems when entering the policy cycle, and
scientifically unsound policies results not from economic problems but rather
from political economy problems [Nelson 2003]. Economists have indeed a
commonly agreed answer, but have failed to convince political actors, both
active and passive, that their solution is welfare optimizing. This hiatus
explains the so called Murphy Law of economics, which is economists have

the least influence on policy where they know the most and are most agreed



and they have the most influence on policy where they know the least and

disagree most vehemently!

1. Movies as Weapons of Mass Narrative embedment

People, we discussed, use narrative thought to interpret inputs they
receive from the external environment. Normally we use experiences from
our personal life and from their social network to elaborate narratives to
make sense of the world. But quite often, we have no direct experience of
many events, instead we experience them through stories produced by
someone else. We are consumers of narratives produced by professional

communicators, such as journalists and artists.

In the field of political sociology, the fact that people often learn
politically relevant facts as a by-product of nonpolitical routines — such as
watching the news or movies - is termed by-product learning [2007]: the

same principle applies to economic learning. While also economists use




