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In the period from the 1920s to the 1940s the film industry is typically regarded as one in which production was centralised, and standardised products were distributed on a global basis. The leading international firms were all American, and the success of their products in overseas markets was among the most visible symbols of Americanisation. But if US firms dominated the international market for films in this period, they also relied heavily on overseas distribution for their corporate profits. Could US film-makers really ignore national differences when introducing these cultural products to international audiences? In the parlance of modern management literature, there can be little doubt that American film multinationals ‘thought global’, but is there any evidence that they might also have ‘acted local?’

This paper explores the activities of United Artists in the largest national market outside the United States. Britain, like other European countries, introduced legislation to protect its national film industry in the 1920s. This limited the amount of screen time available to US films, and forced American film distributors operating in the UK to handle a significant proportion of British-made products. The large, vertically integrated film companies responded by producing and distributing their own pictures within the UK (the infamous ‘quota quickies’). But what was the response of United Artists – a specialist film distribution company with no production capacity at all? 

Lacking the ability to make British quota pictures of its own, United Artists could only continue its operations in Britain by distributing the films made by British independent producers. Did these British films serve to undermine the company’s reputation as a specialist distributor of high quality films, or, did this forced adoption of more locally-made product actually provide a boost to the company’s performance in its most important foreign market? The answer should tell us something of the degree to which national market differences actually mattered in this industry, and by extension, how far Hollywood firms were really able to ‘Americanise’ their international audiences. 

