
1 
 

Whose film is it anyway? A battle over the auteur status between Alejandro González 

Iñárritu and Guillermo Arriaga 

Deborah Shaw 

Abstract (100-200 words) Director Alejandro González Iñárritu and screenwriter and 

novelist Guillermo Arriaga worked together on three, highly successful films - Amores perros 

(2000), 21 Grams (2003) and Babel (2006). Yet, theirs was a troubled partnership and ended 

in a public feud. Arriaga stressed his creative primacy in the projects they worked on and 

downplayed the input of the director, while Iñárritu underplayed Arriaga’s contribution after 

Amores perros. Finally, during the making of Babel, theses tensions came to a head and their 

collaboration came to an acrimonious end over irreconcilably different notions of what we 

might term ‘creative credit’. This well-known collaboration, feud and separation tell a story 

of creative partnerships, film industry working practices, power plays and media 

manipulations.  This article examines the public statements of the two men and explores their 

story. It also asks a series of questions that relate to their specific relationship, but also to 

broader power dynamics between directors and the screenwriters with whom they work when 

both have auteurist ambitions: what does the Iñárritu/Arriaga dispute reveal about discourses 

of auteurism and its construction?; What is the role of the screenwriter and his/her access to 

an auteurist status in the film industry?  

 

Key words (6-8) Auteurism, screenwriting, Guillermo Arriaga, Alejandro G. Iñárritu, film 

industry, Mexican film, Amores perros, Babel.  

Author Bio (100-200) Deborah Shaw is Professor of Film and Screen Studies at the 

University of Portsmouth. Her research interests include transnational film theory, Latin 

American cinema, Latin American women filmmakers, film and migration, and she has 

published widely in these areas. She is the founding co-editor of the Routledge journal 



2 
 

Transnational Cinemas (Now Transnational Screens), and her books include Contemporary 

Latin American Cinema: Ten Key Films, (Continuum Publishers, 2003), The Three Amigos: 

The Transnational Filmmaking of Guillermo del Toro, Alejandro González Iñárritu, and 

Alfonso Cuarón, Manchester University Press (2013), The Transnational Fantasies of 

Guillermo del Toro. Palgrave Macmillan, co-edited with Ann Davies and Dolores Tierney 

(2014), and Latin American Women Filmmakers: Production, Politics, Poetics, co-edited 

with Deborah Martin for the World Cinema Series with I.B.Tauris (2017). Deborah has 

written articles that have been published in The Conversation, The Independent, The New 

Zealand Herald, Newsweek, SBS, Pink News, and The Huffington Post. Deborah has spoken 

at many international conferences, and delivered keynote lectures in the UK, US, Ireland, 

Belgium, Germany and Colombia. She has been an invited speaker at Universities in the UK, 

Spain, Brazil and the United States.   

Author’s Mailing Address:  

School of Film, Media and Communication  

University of Portsmouth 

Eldon Building, Winston Churchill Avenue 

Portsmouth, PO1 2DJ 

 

 

 

 

Whose film is it anyway? The battle for auteur status between the screenwriter 

Guillermo Arriaga and the director Alejandro G. Iñárritu 

Deborah Shaw 

University of Portsmouth 
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and Babel (2006). Yet, theirs was a troubled partnership and ended in a public feud. Arriaga 

stressed his creative primacy in the projects they worked on and downplayed the input of the 

director, while Iñárritu underplayed Arriaga’s contribution after Amores perros. Finally, 

during the making of Babel, theses tensions came to a head and their collaboration came to an 

acrimonious end over irreconcilably different notions of what we might term  ‘creative 

credit’. This well-known collaboration, feud and separation tell a story of creative 

partnerships, film industry working practices, power plays and media manipulations.  This 

article examines the public statements of the two men and explores their story. It also asks a 

series of questions that relate to their specific relationship, but also to broader power 

dynamics between directors and the screenwriters with whom they work when both have 

auteurist ambitions: what does the Iñárritu/Arriaga dispute reveal about discourses of 

auteurism and its construction?; What is the role of the screenwriter and his/her access to an 

auteurist status in the film industry?  

 

While the story of the fall out between the two reveals personal enmities, it is also reveals the 

value ascribed to writers and directors in dominant film industries. In an attempt to move the 

discussion beyond a dispute based on individual personalities, I explore the cultural and 

professional discourses relating to film cultures, values and roles. To this end, the article 

draws on the history of the term auteur, specifically the way in which its 1950s use was very 

much about elevating the director above the screenwriters as the major creative force in the 

making of films. Thus, I reflect on ways in which the positions of the two men can be taken 

beyond individual gripes to reflect a longstanding and ongoing debate in the film industry. 

An overview of the career of Arriaga (but not Iñárritu) will be provided before the analysis as 

his profile is lesser known, and there is a healthy critical literature on Iñárritu  (D’Lugo 2003; 

Smith 2003; Shaw 2003; Deleyto and Azcona 2010; Tierney, 2017), enhanced by this special 
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issue. 

Auteurism and the Reign of the Director in Cahiers du Cinema Critical Writing 

François Truffaut in his influential short essay “ A Certain Tendency of the French Cinema”, 

written in January 1954 for Cahiers du Cinema, calls for a reinvention of French cinema. He 

rejects what he terms the tradition of quality that rested on the practice of screenwriters or 

“scenarists”, as he disparagingly termed them, adapting novels for commercially orientated 

films. In the model that Truffaut critiques, the director has been reduced to a ‘metteur en 

scène’, a technician enacting the vision of the writer. Despite Truffaut’s low opinion of such 

writers who, in his view, distorted both the letter and spirit of the literary works they were 

adapting (1976: 228),1 the writer was placed above the director in any creative hierarchy.  

Truffaut’s writes, ‘When they hand in their scenario, the film is done; the metteur-en-scene, 

in their eyes, is the gentleman who adds the pictures to it and it's true, alas!’  (Truffaut 1976: 

233). Much of the work of the critics and filmmakers writing in Cahiers du Cinema 

(examples include Claude Chabrol, Jean Luc Godard, Jacques Rivette and Eric Rohmer) was 

to follow Truffaut’s lead and raise the artistic status of certain selected directors from 

metteurs-en-scène to auteurs – considered to be artists, visionaries and creative forces behind 

the film - and in so doing lower the status of screenwriters.2  

 

La politique des auteurs as their writings on auteurism were collectively known, actively 

sought to downgrade the type of screenwriter who was producing literary adaptations in the 

mode of psychological realism.  An early advocate for the director as primary creative force 

was Alexandre Astruc.  In his 1948 essay, ‘The birth of a new avant-garde: la camera stylo’, 

he famously used the analogy of the camera as writing instrument, and equated the director 
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with the author of the film. This position either sees the director also acting as screenwriter, 

or the very negation of the screenwriter in any acknowledgement of artistry:   

 

This of course implies that the scriptwriter directs his own scripts; or rather, that the 

scriptwriter ceases to exist, for in this kind of film-making the distinction between 

author and director loses all meaning. Direction is no longer a means of illustrating or 

presenting a scene, but a true act of writing. (Astruc cited in Hillier, 1985: 9)  

 

French auteurism was rooted in the romantic tradition of the male individual genius exploring 

the spiritual and transcendental struggle of the (usually) male protagonist. The politique des 

auteurs was primarily a masculinist endeavour with male critics highlighting the work of 

male directors (Chaudhuri 2006: 10). 

 

The auteur is to have an original vision for the filmic world created and a deeply personal 

connection to the work. As Andre Bazin observes in his reflections on the auteur writings of 

the Cahiers du cinéma critics, ‘the politique des auteurs consists, in short, of choosing the 

personal factor in artistic creation as a standard of reference, and then assuming that it 

continues and even progresses from one film to the next’ (cited in Hillier 1985: 255). This 

conceptualisation of auteurism places the director at the centre of creation, and leaves little 

space for the critic to consider other film crew or for film to be conceptualised as the ‘giant 

matrix of coordinated talents’ that Corliss (1974) speaks of in a later critical alternative vision 

of filmmaking that included the screenwriter in the category of auteur (1974: xxviii). Not 

surprisingly this vision has been contested by screenwriters, and has been the site of creative 

conflicts.  
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There have been many theoretical developments of the politiques des auteurs, full discussion 

of which is beyond the scope of this article. These include American adoption of auteur 

theory via Andrew Sarris (1963); auteur-structuralism for which the auteur holds a subject 

position in a socially constructed text; post-structuralist rejections of auteurism from Barthes’ 

ideas of the death of the author (1968); and Tim Corrigan’s emphasis on the ‘business of 

being an auteur’, with the figure of the auteur central to film commerce (Corrigan, 2003: 

98.).3 Despite these developments, the most notorious battle between director and 

screenwriter of the 21st Century, that between Alejandro González Iñárritu and Guillermo 

Arriaga, is rooted in the terms of debate established in the 1950s. Iñárritu’s claim to creative 

control and to be the auteur of ‘his’ films rests on the case built by the French auteur critics of 

the 1950s. Arriaga, in turn, presents the case for rejection of the director auteurism 

established in this period, and calls for screenwriter auteurism in a bid to rescue the 

screenwriter (and himself) from the lowly position ascribed to them by the Cahiers critics. In 

this article I employ the term  ‘I-auteur’ to connect the positions adopted by the two men to 

the theories of the French auteur critics. I argue, through the analysis of interviews, writings 

and lectures, that by suggesting highly personal connections to the films they made both 

Iñárritu and Arriaga stake a claim to be the films’ ‘I-auteur’ - conflicting claims that led to 

their separation. 

  

 The privileging of the director in ‘la politique des auteurs’ and its future manifestations 

combined with historical film industry treatment of screenwriters, has provided them with an 

abundance of grievances regarding their status and working practices. Bridget Conor gives 

the point of view of screenwriters in her chapter ‘Hired Hands, Liars, Schmucks: Histories of 

Screenwriting Work and Workers in Contemporary Screen Production’ (2013: 44-55).4 She 

highlights both historic and current practices for screenwriters, and from these and her 
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interviews with London-based screenwriters she places them into 3 categories: 1) Hired 

hands; 2) Multiple authorship; and 3) Professional horror stories (49). She explores how 

screenwriters share the view that they form part of an undervalued profession, and expect to 

see their work cut, rewritten, under-credited, and undervalued.  

 

Many screenwriters are dissatisfied with what they perceive as unfair treatment, and Conor 

writes: ‘the crudest and most potent version of this role, the marginalized screenwriter 

acclimatized to bad working practices and beholden to other “creatives” from directors to 

producers to financiers, is evoked again and again in the writings of Hollywood-based 

individuals’ (45). Arriaga has harnessed this community of writers to carve a role for himself 

as an unofficial spokesman for the profession. He has drawn on his perception of being 

undervalued in his working relationship with Iñárritu to speak out for the screenwriter, as will 

be documented below. 

  

Guillermo Arriaga has been able to stake his claim to an auteurist status from the fact that in 

his career to date he has worked as a novelist, a screenwriter, a director, and a lecturer 

(Before working with Iñárritu he taught modules in media and communication at the 

Iberoamericana University in Mexico City). Arriaga’s first novel Escuadrón Guillotina 

(Guillotine Squad), was published in 1991 and has been described as a ‘picaresque and 

fictional reconstruction of actual facts and characters in the Villista revolutionary army’, 

(Chávez 2016: 143). In 1994 Arriaga published his second novel, El dulce olor a muerte/A 

Sweet Scent of Death  (1994), a thriller set in the territory of the U.S./Mexico border. The 

novel was subsequently adapted for the screen in 1999, and directed by Gabriel Retes 

(Chávez 2016: 132). In addition to the Iñárritu screenplays, he has written the screenplay for 

The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada (Jones, 2005), and he adapted his novel Búfalo de 
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la noche, published in 1999, for the screenplay of the film Búfalo de la noche/The Night 

Buffalo 2007, directed by the Venezuela director Jorge Hernández Aldana. This was very 

much Arriaga’s project; in addition to writing the screenplay from his novel, he selected the 

director and produced the film (Caballero 2007). It is significant that this control was 

established just after the Babel falling out over practices of creative control. Nonetheless, it 

did not approximate the success he had on the Iñárritu-led projects, and its total gross box 

office takings were a meagre $1,553,198 (El Búfalo de la noche), and it had a limited 

international release (‘The Night Buffalo, Release info’). 

 

The culmination of Arriaga’s auteurist ambitions can be seen when he directs his own 

screenplay for The Burning Plain (2008).  This was a more successful film that secured such 

high profile stars as Kim Basinger, Charlize Theron and Jennifer Lawrence. The final 

elements of Arriaga’s career that link to his role in seeking to enhance the value of the 

screenplay, is his role as spokesman for the craft and giver of masterclasses and screenwriting 

tutorials. In one high profile example, Arriaga is offering online screenwriting classes hosted 

by Penguin Random House editorial group for the discounted price of $99 (the price without 

a certificate!) (Escritura Cinematográfica).  

Despite this profile his success cannot approximate that of Iñárritu who has had his 

films produced by a series of well-regarded speciality studios including New Regency, Fox 

Searchlight, Focus Features, Paramount Vantage, Fox Searchlight, and the major studio, 

Twentieth Century Fox (Tierney, 2017).  He has worked with some of the most respected 

actors in his post Arriaga career including Javier Bardem (Biutiful) Michael Keaton, Emma 

Stone, and Ed Norton  (Birdman), and Leonardo DiCaprio, Tom Hardy (The Revenant).  He 

has also won the Academy Award Oscar for Best Director twice for Birdman (or the 

Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance) in 2015 and The Revenant in 2016.  He has continued to 
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push the boundaries of film cultures and has most recently made (with cinematographer 

Emmanuel Lubezki), the highly acclaimed VR installation Carne y Arena (‘Flesh and Sand’) 

that premiered at the Cannes film festival in 2017, immersing visitors in the horrors of the 

migrant experience. 

 

  

The Relationship Between Alejandro González Iñárritu and Guillermo Arriaga: A 

Story in Four Parts  

 

Both directors have spoken of the screenwriter/director partnership in terms of a marriage. 

On working with Arriaga before the two parted ways, Iñárritu has commented: 

 

he [Arriaga] writes but he allows me, fortunately, to be involved, and I feel honored 

to work with him. I sometimes can be very difficult. I express what I love and my 

concerns and my doubts. We discuss for hours and hours. And we fight, like a good 

marriage (Durbin 2003).  

 

In turn in a master class screenwriting lecture delivered after the break-up, Arriaga uses the 

relationship analogy in a misogynistic way, aligning femininity with the less valuable role: 

‘we used to make beautiful kids when we were still married. Now we are divorced. He’s the 

wife by the way’ (Arriaga 2011). The (failed) marriage metaphor used by both is a useful 

means of framing the development of the partnership from their initial successful pairing 

(Amores perros), to the conflicts (21 Grams and throughout), the divorce (Babel) and 

(briefly) the aftermath. This broken relationship trajectory demonstrates the incompatibility 

of a screenwriter and director when both have auteurist ambitions and desire for creative 
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control.  

 

The two met in 1997 when Iñárritu was looking to break into professional filmmaking in a 

step up from directing commercials and was seeking a writer to work with (Soutar 2008: 31). 

Arriaga in turn was also looking to develop his screenwriting profile (Soutar 2008: 32). 

Aníbal Santiago (2011a) reports that Pelayo Gutiérrez, the producer of Iñárritu’s company 

Zeta Film introduced the two after reading Arriaga’s Escuadrón Guillotina. According to 

Gutiérrez, they were strong willed men, both looking to develop and be in charge of their 

own ideas (Santiago 2011a).5  The result of this first collaboration between Iñárritu and 

Arriaga was Amores perros, an enormously successful film in both commercial and critical 

terms, as chronicled by a number of film academics who have documented it as a 

breakthrough film in terms of Mexican presence on the international arena, and noted its 

innovative, artistic use of film language and form  (D’Lugo 2003; Smith 2003; Shaw 2003; 

Deleyto and Azcona 2010).  From a budget of $2 million Amores perros secured worldwide 

box office takings of $20,908,467 (Box Office Mojo), and global distribution.  

 

Yet, despite the dazzling result of their first collaboration, the seeds of their later acrimonious 

break up were already present in the impressions Arriaga had of Iñárritu before they had even 

met. Iñárritu who had been working as a successful DJ in Mexico City (as Paul Julian Smith 

discusses in this issue) had been critical on air of the lecturers at the Iberoamericana 

University where he had studied before dropping out, and where Arriaga had taught. In an 

interview Arriaga shared the thoughts he had before meeting the aspiring director: ‘I used to 

say to myself, if I ever meet this guy, I'm going to tell him “fuck you”’ (Clarke, 2004). The 

two did settle into a productive partnership, working together in script development meetings 

(Soutar 2008: 33). Nonetheless, even this first phase of their relationship was not without its 
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difficulties as indicated in the length of time it took to produce the script and the number of 

drafts that were required before Iñárritu was satisfied with the final version. 

 

The cause of the subsequent difficulties in Iñárritu and Arriaga’s relationship was rooted in 

the success of their first film and the screenwriter’s perception that their agreement to share 

author co-creator credits on the film had not been honoured. In this, conventions are followed 

and Arriaga does receive the sole screenwriter credit, but there’s no “co-creation” credit. 

Arriaga claims that when formulating the film project they agreed to use the model of the US 

independent film Smoke (1995) co-created by writer Paul Auster and director Wayne Wang 

(Santiago 2011d). According to Arriaga, they shook hands on an agreement that would not 

result in more money for the screenwriter, but they would share credit on the film and receive 

any awards together.  Despite Arriaga’s resentment, extensively chronicled in a series of 

interviews, the two continued their working partnership, as it had proven to be successful.  

Nonetheless, the creative conflict only worsened during the production of 21 Grams. It is in 

relation to this film that Arraiga presents himself as most aggrieved. The screenwriter claims 

a deeply autobiographical ownership of the film and there is a sense that the director has 

appropriated his very selfhood – his ‘I-auteur’. 

 

The in-fighting that characterized Iñárritu and Arriaga’s emotionally charged working 

relationship inevitably came to a head during the production and exhibition of their last film 

‘together’, Babel (2006), which was less a collaboration and more of a separation with a 

restraining order. Arriaga’s initial script for Babel underwent significant rewrites with his 

involvement in these rewrites curtailed, and Arriaga banned from the set (Brown 2008).6  

Many elements of the plot of Arriaga’s original draft were changed, and while Arriaga is 

given a writer credit, Iñárritu is, along with Arriaga, credited with the idea for the film 
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(Santiago 2011b; ‘Babel: Full Cast and Crew’).7 The screenwriter was also publicly shamed 

through the reports that he had been banned from the film’s Cannes premiere in 2006 

(Brown, 2008). Babel then, was the moment that Iñárritu and Arriaga’s break up or divorce 

took effect and, to extend the broken relationship analogy, when the couple’s friends had to 

pick sides, which they all did, very publicly and in support of Iñárritu. This support came in 

the form of an open letter to the Mexico City magazine Chilango, signed by the crew and cast 

of Babel (Santiago 2011c), and widely reported on in the international media: 

 

What a pity that through your unjustified obsession with claiming the sole authorship 

of a film you seem to be unaware that film is a profoundly collaborative art form. You 

were not - and you have never allowed yourself to feel part of this team, and your 

declarations are a lamentable and very reductive end to this wonderful collective 

process that we have all lived through and are now celebrating. It’s a pity that over the 

year in most of the interviews that you have given and which we have been able to 

read, rather than recognising the work of all of us, we have only perceived bitterness 

and an insistent demand for media attention for yourself. Good luck with your future 

projects (Santiago 2011c, author’s translation).8  

  

 

Signatories included Iñárritu, the cinematographer Rodrigo Prieto, the well-known Mexican 

actors, Gael García Bernal and Adriana Barraza, the composer Gustavo Santaolalla, 

production designer, Brigitte Broch, sound designer, Martín Hernández, editor Stephen 

Mirrione, and the film’s producer Jon Kilik.9 This constituted a very public shaming and has 

damaged Arriaga’s reputation in Mexico and beyond. The timing was also crucial as the letter 

was published five days before the Oscars (Brown 2008), ensuring that the significant 
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authorial claims by Arriaga to the film were diminished. 

 

Arriaga’s response to the letter was defensive and under-reported as he was lacking the 

director’s profile and status. He asserts in an interview broadcast on the radio station W-

Radio, and reproduced in the Spanish publication El Mundo: ‘I don’t want to feel that I am 

the author of the film because it’s a film by all of us’ (‘Por querer reclamar la autoría de 

“Babel'”’, 2007, author’s translation). He claims that in making the declarations which had 

provoked the cast and crew letter, he had simply wanted to ‘reclaim the role of the writer in 

Babel’ - a good example of advocacy of the screenwriter’s defence of his ‘I-auteur’.  He goes 

on to criticise Iñárritu’s ‘extreme position’ of referring to the trilogy as his when discussing 

the films they had made together. Arriaga was effectively sanctioned and isolated as a 

punishment for his insistence on the primacy of his creative input, and his refusal to accept 

the roles and codes of behaviour assigned to screenwriters by the film industry (Conor, 

2013).  

 

An example of Arriaga’s claims to be the ‘I-auteur’ can be found in his BAFTA 

screenwriting lecture and his discussion of the biographical roots of his storytelling. Arriaga 

shares an anecdote about how he and a childhood friend were playing with a rifle in the 

desert, with the two daring each other to shoot at cars to test the rifle’s shooting range, and he 

claims this as the origin story of Babel. He adds, ‘any one of the stories I have been telling in 

cinema or my novels, with the exception of one, has to do with personal things. With my 

personal life’ (Arriaga 2011). Arriaga’s response to this potentially career-ending sanction 

was to take on the cause of championing the screenwriter in such high profile public fora. 

 

A Battle Over the ‘I-auteur’ 
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Much of the battle over the ownership of the creative process of the Iñárritu/Arriaga 

‘partnership’ has been fought in the media with each asserting his creative primacy. This 

battle over claims to auteurism is well captured by comments by Arriaga in interviews in 

Spanish with Chilango columnist Aníbal Santiago. Both Iñárritu and Arriaga make 

statements that show how each believes himself to be at the top of the creative pyramid and 

that the role of the other is to provide support for a singular vision. In the same article 

Santiago reproduces comments made by Iñárritu in the popular book released to accompany 

Babel. The director, echoing Astruc’s notion of the camera stylo, argues that the screenplay 

must serve the film: ‘A screenplay is no more than the technical application of a story [...] to 

construct the film is to rewrite it’ (García, 2006: 256 cited in Santiago, 2011d).10 In the same 

interview with Aníbal Santiago, Arriaga defiantly refutes the words of his former partner: 

‘there are those who say that the film is rewritten in its making. False. It is merely 

restructured’ (Santiago  2011d).11 He continues,  ‘I am not a ‘guionista’ (screenwriter). I am a 

writer. I don’t write guidebooks for anything [. . .]. The writer is the highest point of creation. 

He (sic) invents the world. The director only interprets it’ (Santiago, 2011d, author’s 

translation).12  

 

Such opposing perspectives reveal the incompatibility of the positions advocated by director 

and screenwriter. In these comments the two are, consciously or not, replaying the debates 

established by the French theorists of the 1950s, and each is engaged in a battle with the other 

to be recognized as auteur of the films. Arriaga takes aim at the founding principles of 

auteurism. He is implicitly calling for a reverse of Truffaut’s position as outlined in  ‘A 

Certain Tendency of the French Cinema’, and a return to considering the director as metteur-

en-scène  -‘the gentleman who adds the pictures’ to repeat Truffaut’s words (Nichols 1976, 
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233). Iñárritu, in contrast, fully embraces the auteurist principles of director as artist and 

creative driver. 

 

Guillermo Arriaga the ‘I-auteur’. 

In interviews Arriaga comes across as someone with a powerful sense of his own self which 

he harnesses to create his screenwriter-auteur identity. He also uses this self-possession to act 

as a self-appointed unofficial spokesman for his profession in an industry that privileges the 

director at the expense of the screenwriter. In interviews [and talks] he emphasizes the 

centrality of the screenwriter to the filmmaking process (Arriaga 2011, 2015; Santiago, 

2011d). Arriaga implicitly places himself in an elite cadre of the most respected Anglophone 

screenwriters, Charlie Kaufman and David Mamet. Kaufman and Mamet are unusually well 

known and have been granted an auteurist status (Price 2010). For instance asked in a 2004 

interview for The Guardian about whether the screenwriter is seen as a star, he replies:  

 

It's happening already. I think people are waiting for the new Charlie Kaufman 

movie rather than worrying about who is directing it. I think most people go to 

David Mamet's films because of Mamet the writer, not Mamet the director. 

People go to films for the stories. They remember the films for the stories. 

And there's a huge crisis in stories and storytellers (Clarke 2004).  

 

In such a response, Arriaga clearly downplays the value of the director in order to generate an 

auteurist presence for himself as a screenwriter, and to comment indirectly on the feud with 

Iñárritu.  He makes his position even more explicit in an interview with The New York Times, 

‘When they say  [Amores perros is] an auteur film, I say auteurs film. I have always been 

against the “film by” credit on a movie. It’s a collaborative process and it deserves several 
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authors’ (Rafferty 2006). Although Arriaga calls filmmaking a collaborative process in this 

interview he still frames this collaboration in such a way as to set himself at the top of any 

creative hierarchy. He does this by highlighting the autobiographical nature of his storytelling. 

Through recourse to personal memories, emotions and dreams, Arriaga outlines his creative 

inspiration, and casts Iñárritu as a vehicle to tell his stories in relation to all the films they 

created together.  

 

Arriaga elaborates on the reasons why he felt so aggrieved on occasions when he has a more 

public and sympathetic platform to present his side of the story. The elaboration of these 

grievances is an integral part of a strategy he has used to claim an auteur status. In his 

BAFTA screenwriting lecture he applies another desired model for the shared credit when 

discussing Amores perros - that used by the Coen Brothers (Arriaga 2011).  In the Q&A 

following the lecture, Briony Hanson asks him about the rift with Iñárritu: ‘Given you’re in a 

room full of screenwriters, and people who are upset about the possessory credit, could you 

give us any more background to that rather famous falling out?’. He responds, ‘I don’t like 

the “Film By” credit, but if there’s going to be a “Film By” credit, it has to be like the Coen 

Brothers, it’s going to be you and me’. In this lecture, the audience also gains the sense of the 

importance he ascribes to the public acclaim given at awards ceremonies, so central to the 

type of auteurism that Arriaga seeks. Once again he returns to the claim of the perceived 

broken agreement over author credit Amores perros to frame this: 

 

If the movie is nominated for an Oscar or in Cannes we will both go together 

to the ceremony. And of course nothing (sic) of that happened. When the 

movie was made he sent lawyers and everything to take out the shared ‘Film 

By’ credit, even though I was there all the time. I don’t say I directed it, [but] I 
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told him very clearly that I think the writer is also an author of the film 

(Arriaga 2011). 

 

Here again, Arriaga is pushing against ‘la politique des auteurs’ and demanding more 

creative recognition. We only have Arriaga’s word for any written agreement between the 

two, and subsequent lawyers’ actions; nonetheless, in the case of Amores perros no 

conventional agreement between screenwriter and director working in the film industry was 

broken, and he has a writer’s credit on the film. It is also worth noting that Arriaga’s talk, 

available in soundcloud (see weblink in the references), is punctuated by applause, as the 

audience are predominantly screenwriters. Every declaration made by Arriaga sustains the 

narrative of screenwriters as auteurs, at least those who have secured recognition and have a 

particular vision, in an industry that has long considered the director the principal auteur of a 

film (Conor 2013: 47).   

 

In the BAFTA lecture, Arriaga’s recounting of the alleged removal of the shared auteur credit 

from Amores perros is presented as a form of identity theft, because he frames the events of 

both Amores perros and 21 Grams as part of his own life story and it is on these 

autobiographical terms on which his ‘I-auteur’ rests: 

  

I was sleeping on the back seat with no seatbelt many years ago, and we fell off a 

cliff. So I woke up in the middle of the accident, and I became so obsessed with the 

accident that I wanted to write a trilogy of films based on accidents. I was obsessed 

with what happened before, during the accident and after the accident. That’s the 

structure of Amores Perros   (Arriaga 2011).13 
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Arriaga’s focus on his own traumatic experience, resulting obsessions, and the craft of 

writing allow him to cast himself as the principal creative force behind Amores perros, 21 

Grams and Babel. Details of his own life such as the fact that there was a family dog named 

Coffee who defeated a champion dog fighter (this forms the basis of one of the storylines in 

Amores perros with a dog named Cofi), constitutes the evidence Arriaga provides to establish 

himself as the ‘I-auteur’ of Amores perros, while he pays little heed to the craft of visual 

storytelling: 

 

I had a dog whose name was Coffee. He was eight years old. He used to run away all 

the time and there were dogfights where I grew up. And then they had this champion 

dog and said, ‘Why don’t you make this dog kill Guillermo’s dog, just for fun?’ But 

my dog killed the other dog, so I used that story to tell the story of Amores Perros 

(Arriaga 2011). 

 

For Arriaga, a personal biographical connection to a story denotes ownership in a way that is 

more suitable in novelistic than filmic terms. These same connections are made in comments 

by the writer on 21 Grams, in which he also seeks to establish himself as the most significant 

creative force. In an interview given to Script Magazine he says: 

 

I develop my characters through three main sources: observation, imagination 

and experience. I created Paul under my own experience: I had a viral 

infection in my pericardium […], Cristina represents my deepest fear: to lose 

someone I love in a violent way (Arriaga 2015). 

 

According to Arriaga he named the characters in 21 Grams after his children, in this way 
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claiming paternity over them and consequently over the film. He recounts that he named one 

of the lead characters Jack, ‘the English name for Santiago, my son’s name. I named his wife 

Marianne, the English name for Mariana, my daughter’s name’ (Arriaga, 2015). As Arriaga 

tells it in the same interview, the final seal of his ownership of the film is provided by the fact 

that the key plot points came to him in a dream, and it was he who called Iñárritu with the 

story. According to the screenwriter, then, his vision comes out of a biographical core made 

up of his own experiences, his family, his health, his pets and his dreams. 

 

In Arriaga’s version of the creative process, Iñárritu’s input is minimized. The other key 

members of the filmmaking team are also not mentioned. The main flaw in Arriaga’s 

narrative is that he speaks of ‘his’ films as if they were novels without acknowledging that 

film is a collaborative medium requiring a large team of creative professionals. There is no 

mention of Rodrigo Prieto, cinematographer for both Amores perros and 21 Grams in any of 

the interviews Arriaga gives, and Iñárritu is only mentioned as a vehicle to realize Arriaga’s 

vision, and as an impediment to authorial recognition. This affects how Arriaga discusses the 

process itself to the point that some of his statements appear to go beyond a search for greater 

attention for the screenwriter, and demonstrate a lack of understanding of the valuable roles 

of all the creatives involved in the collaborative medium of film: In the following example, 

he takes credit for the editing of 21 Grams, and in so doing erases the actual editor, Stephen 

Mirrione who is unnamed. 

 

It hurts a lot when they say of 21 Grams, “Such great editing.” No, my friend, 

the structure comes from the screenplay. It’s published here, Faber & Faber. 

You can buy it and see that I’m not saying [sic] lies. Even in the editing, 

because the way I write screenplays, taking a scene out creates a snowball 



20 
 

effect. So I have to be there and be sure that the structure will not be falling 

down. It had to be very meticulously cut. (Arriaga 2011) 

 

In statements like this one, Arriaga sets himself up as the organizing presence behind 21 

Grams, a concept usually reserved for the director.  Here Arriaga would do well to heed the 

warning provided by Steven Maras:  ‘by relying on the notion the writer creates, and all 

others interpret, screenwriters take their polemic into dangerous territory that potentially 

undermines their own speaking position’ (2009: 116). While Arriaga sets himself up as 

defender of a discriminated-against profession, his use of a defensive and even controlling  

‘I-auteur’, which negates the collaborative nature of film production, alienated many who 

might have been supportive of his case, and resulted in the above cited public letter signed by 

the Babel creative team. 

 

Iñárritu takes back control: the director reclaims the ‘I’ auteur 

As a former advertising manager, and hence someone with public relationships know-how 

Iñárritu is able to tell the story of his and Arriaga’s relationship in a way that assumes control 

of the narrative but does not appear mean-spirited.  Iñarritu tells a different, initially more 

generous story, of a collaborative partnership, yet he also presents himself as an auteur with 

creative control of the films he directs.14 In an early interview about Amores perros he says of 

his relationship with Arriaga, ‘We became very close friends a few years ago – it was like 

finding a lost brother I didn’t know was in the world’ (‘Humane Society’ 2001). Nonetheless, 

Iñárritu’s version of how the script developed is very different from the screenwriter’s 

version of events and sheds a completely different light on the matter. In Iñárritu’s recounting 

of the script development, that required over 36 drafts and 3 years  (Kaufman 2001), he was 
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actively involved in the process and orchestrated certain changes to serve the vision he had 

for the film. In an interview with Indiewire he says: 

   

There were a lot of changes. It was like a domino effect. A little change 

affected everything. Once or twice a week, we had these meetings where I was 

able to express all my needs and points of view. I was lucky to have this kind 

of collaboration. And I invited the writer to get involved with the casting, so 

we made a very good duo (Kaufman 2001).  

 

Despite the description of a collaborative working culture, a clear hierarchy is posited here, 

and though the comments relating to his ‘needs and points of view’, he makes it clear that the 

screenwriter is working for him and his vision. 

 

Despite Iñárritu’s recognition of his screenwriter in the process of making Amores perros 

Arriaga soon ceases to feature in the interviews about the subsequent film they make. For 

instance, when Iñárritu discusses his entry into US Independent filmmaking via 21 Grams, he 

focuses on the retention of his creative integrity: ‘I said to them (the studio), “this is the 

script, these are the actors, these are the cities and this is the budget. I want complete creative 

control and final cut”’ (Wood 2006: 145). This erasure is also apparent in filmed interviews 

with the director. In an interview with SBS he stresses that his greatest challenge in making 

21 Grams was the three years of rewriting the screenplay to ensure the multi-stranded 

narrative still succeeded in securing an emotional connection with the audience. Arriaga is 

once again not mentioned. (‘Interview with Alejandro González Iñárritu’ 2003). Interestingly, 

Arriaga also alludes to this problem in very similar terms in a separate interview, and to his 

own work on the screenplay without any reference to Iñárritu: ‘that was my main goal: Make 
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the story emotional, not just intellectual. I wanted the screenplay to challenge the heart as 

well as the mind’ (Arriaga 2015). Discourses of auteurism in filmic paratexts (interviews 

with writers and directors following a film’s release) draw on the figure of the ‘I-auteur’ and 

the interviewee’s personal connections to films in a way that privileges the sense of an 

individual creative origin. 

 

Nonetheless, it is apparent from an examination of Iñárritu’s existing corpus that we can talk 

of an Arriaga period with the approach and style of filmmaking changing substantially with 

the breakdown of the relationship between the two. The visual style the director and 

cinematographer Rodrigo Prieto developed in Amores perros and 21 Grams are designed to 

match the fragmented ‘network narrative’ structures of Arriaga’s writing (Deleyto and 

Azcona 2010: 20; Kerr 2010; Shaw 2013: 98-107). The principal features of the first two 

films are ‘the reliance on a network narrative, the film’s rejection of a single hero, and the 

disruption of chronological time’ (Shaw 2003: 100). The shift in approach is apparent when 

contrasting these films with those directed by Iñárritu following the split from Arriaga. 

Dolores Tierney notes that this shift in Biutiful (2010), has been the focus of critical attention: 

‘Biutiful’s single strand narrative and lack of chronological fragmentation has been attributed 

to the very public break-up of Arriaga and Iñárritu’s partnership over the writing credit for 

Babel’ (2018: 70).15  

 

In Biutiful, with a new writing team (Armando Bo, Nicolás Giacabone and Alexander 

Dinelaris), Iñarritu was more able to experiment with form, now freed from a controlling 

screenwriter with an insistence of oversight of the editing process. Birdman (or the 

Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance) (2015) and The Revenant (2016), like Biutiful, are 

characterized by a deep focus on a single character, but also push boundaries in their use of 
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cinematography and the long take (with acclaimed cinematographer Emmanuel Lubezki now 

working with the director).  They also all feature what John Hess (1974) terms the 

‘vertiginous moment’ that he describes as ‘true moment of illumination which must precede 

any salvation’. This was a determining auteurist feature for the French Cahiers de Cinéma 

critics: 

It is only in this extreme situation when the human spirit is tested as never before that 

true human worth can be revealed, that the human being can see and understand the 

nature of his or her solitude and give it up for love or for God (Hess, 1974).  

This ‘vertiginous moment’ was only achieved through a sustained focus on a suffering male 

protagonist placed in a range of extreme situations that has characterized all of Iñárritu’s post 

Arriaga films. It is worth noting that Iñárritu has had a writer’s credit on every film he has 

made following Babel ensuring that his vision for the film is recognized at all creative levels.  

Writing credits on Birdman (or the Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance) appear in the following 

order on imdb.com: Alejandro G. Iñárritu, Nicolás Giacabone, Alexander Dinelaris and 

Armando Bo. For The Revenant the writer’s name that appears first is Mark L. Smith 

followed by Alejandro G. Iñárritu, and Michael Punke, on whose novel the film was based. 

These writers have given fewer interviews about the films than Arriaga has and, in contrast to 

him, do not talk about them in terms of ownership. A google search for Mark L. Smith and 

The Revenant, for instance, brings up 1 result, despite the fact that the writer has a good story 

to tell (Smith was attached to the film before Iñárritu or the key cast and crew, and estimates 

that he wrote between 10 and 12 drafts to accommodate the changing people attached to the 

project [Boone, 2017]). Smith’s comments on the working relationship with the director 

make for a very interesting contrast with those of Arriaga examined above, and characterise 

most director/writer relationships in the film industry:  
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I would write some pages, and he (Iñárritu) would write some pages. That was stage 

one. And then stage two was we would swap, and he would read mine and I would 

read his. And then stage three, we would argue over whose pages were better. And 

then stage four, Alejandro always won the arguments. But that's the way it should be 

because if you want to win those arguments, you've got to be a director  (. . . ) the 

writer's job is to work for the director, giving him [or her] the best version you can of 

the film he [or she] wants to make. (Boone, 2017). 

 

Concluding thoughts: making sense of the competing ‘I’-auteurs’ 

From their statements explored in this article, it is clear that both Iñárritu and Arriaga 

emphasize their ‘I-auteurs’, their personal connection and their creative centrality to their 

films to distinguish themselves from the figure of the director or writer for hire, positions 

held by most directors and screenwriters in the film industries. In one interview, Arriaga 

explicitly states that he is not a writer for hire:  

 

In this world, you are bought as you sell yourself. If you portray yourself as 

someone who wants badly to be hired for work, they will treat you that way. 

But I have been very clear that I only write my own material. I don't develop 

ideas from other people. Even when I have been tempted to adapt incredible 

books or work with incredible people, I have said no (Macnab 2009). 

 

While Arriaga can appear egotistic in his failure to recognize the collaborative nature of 

filmmaking and the talents and vision of Iñárritu, he can also be seen to be responding to 

theoretical and industrial undervaluing of the screenwriter, in particular the screenwriter with 
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his/her own stories to tell. As Bridget Conor notes, screenwriters are speaking back against 

what they perceive as unfair working practices  (44), and the figure of the maverick 

screenwriter who refuses to accept this subordinate position can prove empowering and also 

attractive to others. From this point of view Arriaga has cast himself as a spokesman for the 

cause of the undervalued screenwriter, which also serves as a means of recovery from the 

humiliation he suffered as a result of the public letter sent by the Babel team. 

 

The historic and extensive academic and industry debates on auteurism have been played out 

in the story of Arriaga and Inarritu’s relationship.  Steven Maras (2009: 97-111) has laid out 

the key topics of debate for screenwriters that inevitably developed in the wake of ‘la 

politique des auteurs’: the disputed artistic status of the screenplay (99); credit and creative 

control (100); ‘craft rivalry’ (109); and the relationship between creation and interpretation 

(113-116). The degree to which these mirror points of conflict for Iñárritu and Arriaga 

demonstrate the relationship between individual creative pathways and industrial and 

theoretical scales of value. While Maras advocates the model of the “multiple author” (111) 

to better accommodate the screenwriter, neither industry, nor critical scholarship, nor 

professional film criticism have embraced this model, and, in the main, continue to place 

value on directors over writers. Thus, in any auteurist battle between director and 

screenwriter, the director will emerge with the upper hand, particularly in the case of Iñárritu, 

a talented director who is also a public relations and marketing expert who has carefully 

crafted his career.  As Paul Julian Smith observes in this special issue: ‘Iñárritu's greatest 

work is precisely his career, one which he has directed and fostered with extraordinary 

tenacity and single-mindedness over some thirty years’ (p.xx).  Of the two of them, he has 

had the most industry success and critical acclaim since the split, including his two Academy 

Awards for Best Director.  
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The work and declarations of Arriaga and Iñárritu call for a recognition of their ‘I-auteur’, 

and are made in the first person in keeping with 1950s French ideas of auteurism. Bazin 

writes, ‘Jacques Rivette has said that an auteur is someone who speaks in the first person. It's 

a good definition; let's adopt it.’ (Bazin 1985: 255). What I have sought to demonstrate here 

is that these first person voices are part of an historical and on-going conversation. 
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