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PREFACE 

"From the earliest-peep-show slapstick of 
Carry Nation doused in beer through the 
champagne drenched courtship in Ca­
sablanca and the drunken cackles of Ar­
thur dr inking and drunkenness have 
played significant but often invisible roles 
in the American cinema." 

(Herd and Room, 1982, p. 24) 

"We should begin w i t h . . . the way in 
which the cinema enters our lives." 

(Barthes, 1963/1985, p. 11) 

Th is is a b o o k about alcoholics a n d the i r places i n H o l l y w o o d f i l m 
be tween the years 1932' a n d 1989. M y t i t l e , Hollywood Shot By Shot: 
Alcoholism In American Cinema is b o t h p l ay fu l a n d serious. For shot b y 
shot , f rame b y frame, d r i n k b y d r i n k , H o l l y w o o d has, for over a ha l f 
cen tu ry , presented d r i n k i n g as a n o r m a l pa r t of w h a t o r d i n a r y a n d 
sophis t ica ted people d o w h e n they engage i n sociable behavior . Bu t for 
every sober, n o r m a l , social d r i n k e r , there has been a dev ian t d r i n k e r , be 
tha t a sad or laughable " l u s h , " a s l i gh t ly " g i d d y , t i p s y " imbibe r , or an 
ou t -and-ou t d r u n k . 2 Th i s d r i n k e r ' s decl ine w o u l d be char ted , shot b y 
shot , u n t i l he or she d i e d , got sober, or was l a u g h e d off screen. 

H o l l y w o o d ' s t r ea tmen t of th is d r i n k e r has vaci l la ted over the years 
b e t w e e n me lod rama t i c tragedies, me lodramas w i t h h a p p y end ings , a n d 
comedies . Th i s d r i n k e r ' s deviance de f ined the n o r m a l d r i n k e r ' s nor­
m a l i t y . I n the a l coho l i sm f i l m H o l l y w o o d w o u l d focus o n the p r o b l e m 
d r i n k e r a n d t u r n his or her p rob lems w i t h a lcohol i n t o occasions for 
mora l i s t i c , d idact ic discussions of a l coho l i sm a n d its des t ruc t ive effects 
o n the pe r son a n d society. F i lms such as those ana lyzed i n th is w o r k 
serve as d i s t o r t ed m i r r o r s or f rac tured reflect ions of the A m e r i c a n con­
cern for its " a l c o h o l i s m " p r o b l e m . 

Hence w h i l e a l coho l i sm f i lms p r e sumab ly speak to the alcoholic 's 
presence i n c o n t e m p o r a r y A m e r i c a n l i fe , t hey do so b y crea t ing a v e r y 
specific t y p e o f discourse. T h e y conf igure the alcoholic as a "d iseased," 
sick, o f ten insane, v i o l e n t pe r son w h o violates the n o r m a l s tandards of 
eve ryday l i fe . F i lms va l ida te these representa t ions b y h a v i n g persons i n 

xi i i 
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pos i t ions o f p o w e r , u sua l ly doctors a n d psychia t r is ts , bu t somet imes 
members o f A lcoho l i c s A n o n y m o u s ( A . A . ) enuncia te h o w a n d w h y the 
alcohol ic is a sick pe rson . These te l l ings are i n t e n d e d to shape w h a t 
people come to bel ieve a n d u n d e r s t a n d about a l coho l i sm a n d recovery . 
T h e y have s ign i f i can t ly shaped p u b l i c unde r s t and ings o f a l coho l i sm as a 
disease a n d the a lcohol ic as a sick i n d i v i d u a l . I n the process they alter 
l ives , shape p u b l i c a t t i tudes , a n d make m o n e y for H o l l y w o o d (see 
F l e m m i n g a n d M a n v e l l , 1985, p p . 138-39; C o o k a n d L e w i n g t o n , 1979). 

I n th is sense a l coho l i sm f i lms reflect o n l y one ve r s ion or set of ideas 
about the i r subject mat te r , for example , the A . A . or the medica l p o i n t of 
v i e w . T h e y are biased i n o ther w a y s as w e l l . A s social p rob lems f i lms , 
the i r messages t y p i c a l l y i n v o l v e w a y s to treat the alcoholic 's s i tua t ion . 
T h e y i n t r o d u c e mode l s or p a t h w a y s for recovery f r o m a lcoho l i sm i n t o 
the social order , i n c l u d i n g the love o f a g o o d w o m a n (or m a n ) , A . A . , 
w i l l p o w e r , or a s p i r i t u a l experience (see R o o m , 1985; H e r d , 1986). A l l 
b u t a f ew (Barfly) are an t i a l coho l i sm. A t the same t ime m a n y of t h e m 
dress u p rea l i ty i n a w a y tha t gives i t a sense of naturalness a n d h i s to ry 
tha t does n o t co r r e spond to the l i v e d experiences of eve ryday i n d i v i d u ­
als w h o are alcohol ics . I n so d o i n g t hey m a y make recovery appear to be 
easier t h a n i t is i n ac tua l i ty , or t hey m a y exaggerate, for dramat ic p u r ­
poses, the negat ive effects o f a l coho l i sm o n a f a m i l y s i tua t ion . 

This Work 

A s a project i n c u l t u r a l a n d in t e rp re t ive studies ( W i l l i a m s , 1977; Rad-
w a y , 1985; Johnson , 1986/87; Carey, 1989; H a l l , 1986; D e n z i n , 1989d, 
1990d,e), th is w o r k b u i l d s o n m y earlier studies of the A m e r i c a n alco­
hol ic ( D e n z i n , 1987a,b,c, 1989b,c,d,e, 1990a,b), w h i c h examined , i n e th­
nograph ic fash ion , the l i v e d experiences of active a n d recover ing alco­
hol ics i n A m e r i c a n society. A n u n a n s w e r e d ques t ion i n these earlier 
w o r k s i n v o l v e d the representa t ions o f alcoholics i n c o n t e m p o r a r y cu l ­
tu ra l texts, especially A m e r i c a n f i l m (see D e n z i n , 1987a, p p . 16-17; 
1987b, p . 197; 1989e). W h i l e t a k i n g the p o s i t i o n tha t l i v e d experiences 
are shaped b y larger m e a n i n g - m a k i n g c u l t u r a l s t ructures , these earlier 
s tudies d i d n o t in te r roga te these broader social a n d c u l t u r a l texts i n 
te rms o f the mean ings t hey convey about the alcoholic a n d a lcoho l i sm. 
The present w o r k addresses th is p r o b l e m . 

I a t t e m p t to u n c o v e r the r e c u r r i n g symbol ic a n d in te rac t iona l mean­
ings H o l l y w o o d has b r o u g h t to the alcoholic 's experiences. I assume 
that a project i n cu l tu ra l - in t e rp re t ive studies m u s t examine h o w cu l tu ra l 
texts, l i ke a l coho l i sm mov ies , create possibi l i t ies of experience tha t are 
t h e n l i v e d ou t i n the l ives of o r d i n a r y in t e rac t ing i n d i v i d u a l s i n the 
c o n t e m p o r a r y p o s t m o d e r n p e r i o d (see B lumer , 1933 for an earlier exam-
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pie o f such w o r k ) . A f u l l y deve loped in t e rp re t i ve , cu l tu ra l sociology of 
a lcoho l i sm (or a n y t h i n g else) w o u l d s h o w h o w the cu l tu ra l maps the 
terrains of in te rac t iona l experience. I i n t e n d to offer a m e t h o d o l o g y a n d 
m o d e l of i n t e rp re t a t ion tha t can be a p p l i e d n o t jus t to f i l m , b u t to o ther 
c u l t u r a l representa t ions as w e l l (see D e n z i n , 1990a,e). 

By a sk ing h o w one representa t ional s t ruc ture , the H o l l y w o o d a lcohol ­
i sm f i l m , reflects society back to itself, 1 i n t e n d to speak to the more 
general p rob lems tha t are i n v o l v e d i n i n t e r p r e t i n g the re la t ionsh ip be­
t w e e n conduc t a n d the c u l t u r a l representat ions o f that conduc t (for 
r ev iews of med ia effects o n audiences, i n c l u d i n g f i l m a n d te lev is ion , see 
Sklar, 1975; A l t h e i d e , 1985; R a d w a y , 1984; Jeffre, 1986; L i n d l o f , 1987; 
M u k e f j i a n d Schudson , 1986; B lumer , 1933). M y problemat ics , at one 
leve l , are these: " H o w d o cu l tu ra l representat ions shape l i ved exper i ­
ence?" A n d " H o w do l i v e d experiences shape the i r o w n cu l t u r a l repre­
sentat ions?" Tha t is, h o w d o w e j o i n c u l t u r a l s tudies w i t h in t e rp re t ive 
analyses of the w o r l d s o f l i v e d exper ience? 3 

A l c o h o l i s m f i lms t y p i f y social experience. T h e y create social types, 
d r a w o n c o m m o n stocks o f k n o w l e d g e i n the social s t ructure , and 
d i s t r ibu te tha t k n o w l e d g e t h r o u g h the i r texts, and thereby create struc­
tures o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n for the movie-goer (see Schutz a n d L u c k m a n n , 
1973). These f i lms d r a w the v i e w i n g self i n t o a s t ruc ture of experience 
tha t can o n l y be subject ively cons t i tu t ed . They are sites for emo t iona l 
experience. The i r mean ings l ie i n the in terac t ions tha t go o n be tween the 
v i e w e r and the text . These mean ings are e m o t i o n a l , and roo ted i n the 
v i ewer ' s b i o g r a p h y . I n d e e d the i m p a c t of an a lcoho l i sm f i l m lies, i n par t , 
i n i ts ab i l i t y to evoke an e m o t i o n a l i den t i f i ca t ion w i t h the f i lm ' s p ro tago­
n i s t s ) a n d its text . A f i l m w o r k s , tha t is, to the degree tha t i t creates an 
e m o t i o n a l r e l a t ionsh ip w i t h the v i e w e r . 

Cons ide r the f o l l o w i n g statements g iven by v iewers of some of the 
f i lms ana lyzed i n th is book . A 40-year-old male is sober ing u p i n a detox 
center. H e has been w a t c h i n g Robert D u v a l l p l ay Mac Sledge, an alco­
hol ic c o u n t r y - w e s t e r n s inger i n the f i l m Tender Mercies. 

That's me. I beat up the old lady, I used to play the music. Hel l , if he can 
sober up I can too. I got help from these people i n here. He didn' t have 
this kinda help. (Denzin, 1989e, p. 53) 

A n o t h e r speaker, a r ecove r ing alcohol ic , recounts an experience after 
the made- fo r -TV m o v i e My Name is Bill W. was broadcast: 

I got five phone calls from friends who told me they wondered if they had 
dr inking problems. They knew I was in the Program ( A . A . ) . One fellow 
from work said that that guy Bill Wilson acted just like he did when he got 
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drunk and he wondered if maybe he had the same problem. I told to come 
to a meeting and see if it felt right. He did and he's coming again 
tomorrow. I guess those shows get through to people. (Field interview, 15 
Apr i l 1989) 

A female alcoholic i n A . A . describes her re la t ionsh ip w i t h K i r s t en i n 
Days of Wine and Roses: 

I can't watch her. The movie was on just the other night. I left the room 
when that motel scene came on and she was drunk and Joe came to get 
her. That was my mother. M y dad sobered up in A . A. but mom never did . 
I never forgave her for dying a drunk. When I started having my problems 
w i t h booze 1 remembered how Kirsten left her family and never came 
back. I d idn ' t want to lose everything like mom did . (Field interview, 22 
March, 1988) 

The v i e w e r b r ings a h i s t o r y to the text of any g i v e n f i l m . By c o n s t i t u t i n g 
concrete i n d i v i d u a l s as alcoholics , f i lms create s tructures of experience 
tha t p e r m i t v i e w e r i den t i f i ca t i on . I n th is process o f emot iona l ident i f ica­
t i o n the v i e w e r b r ings the f i l m i n t o his (or her) l i fe . A p r o b l e m w i t h 
d r i n k i n g is t hen in t ens i f i ed . ( M e m b e r s a t t empt to fi t the solu t ions to the 
p r o b l e m that the f i l m offers to the i r life experiences. 4 ) 

W h e n a f i l m enters any i n d i v i d u a l ' s l ife i t m a y s i m p l y en ter ta in , and 
dis tract , or i t m a y create n e w in te rp re ta t ions , or i t m a y alter and r e i n ­
force, ex i s t ing u n d e r s t a n d i n g s (see G o f f m a n , 1974, p . 562). I n these 
w a y s i t con t r ibu tes to the member ' s pa r t i c ipa t i on i n the s tructures of 
fee l ing ( W i l l i a m s , 1977, p p . 128-45), a n d systems of discourse a n d 
m e a n i n g tha t circulate i n eve ryday p o p u l a r cu l tu re (de Cer teau, 1984, 
p p . 15-28). I n cer ta in o f the examples above, these f i lms served to m o v e 
"a l coho l i c s" f r o m one sys tem of discourse (the everyday) i n t o another 
( A . A . ) . 

A l c o h o l i s m f i lms are, t h e n , sites for phenomeno log ica l - in t e rp re t ive 
s t u d y (Mer l eau -Pon ty , 1964, p p . 58-59). T h e y m i r r o r a n d create, w h i l e 
they p roduce images , representa t ions , a n d stories tha t s imul t aneous ly 
de r ive f r o m , ye t chal lenge the social w o r l d s they a t t emp t to m a p a n d 
in te rp re t . By s t u d y i n g these f i lms , a n d ou r reactions to t h e m , w e ga in a 
greater u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h o w a c u l t u r a l i n d u s t r y shapes pub l i c a n d 
p r iva te consciousness. I n o f fe r ing a h is tor ica l a n d c u l t u r a l r ead ing o f the 
m a n y alcoholics w h o have appeared center-stage i n A m e r i c a n f i l m over 
the last ha l f -cen tury , I w i l l be t r ea t ing f i lms as cu l tu ra l texts, a s suming 
tha t they con ta in mean ings a n d unde r s t and ings tha t w o r k the i r w a y 
t h r o u g h eve ryday l i fe . A n u n r a v e l i n g of these mean ings s h o u l d better 
expose the a lcohol ic 's sh i f t i ng place w i t h i n A m e r i c a n society. I n these 
f i lms H o l l y w o o d forces us to conf ron t alcoholics a n d a lcoho l i sm. I n 
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these pic tures some of us f i n d pic tures of ourselves. Hence w e s t u d y 
ourselves as w e v i e w a n d read about these f i lms . 

Ten chapters con ta in m y analysis , w h i c h extends f rom 1932 to 1989. 
Chap te r 1 presents an i n t e rp re t i ve f r a m e w o r k for r ead ing the "a l coho l ­
i sm f i l m . " Chap te r 2 examines c o m e d y a n d the alcoholic . Chapters 3 to 
5 take u p the " a l c o h o l i s m f i l m s " i n the "classic m o d e r n p e r i o d , " 1932-
1962, and discuss, i n t u r n , the emergence of the alcoholic hero, hero ine , 
a n d alcohol ic f ami ly . Chap te r 6 focuses o n the years 1962-1980, w h e n 
the "classic p a r a d i g m " w a n e d a n d gave rise to a l ternat ive v i ews of the 
alcohol ic . I n Chapters 7-9 I examine the c o n t e m p o r a r y p e r i o d (1980-
1989) a n d the appearance of the n e w "diseased" alcoholic f ami ly , her­
o ine a n d hero . Chap te r 10 comes fu l l circle a n d offers a f ina l , b u t 
p rov i s iona l i n t e rp r e t i ve r ead ing of the alcoholic 's places i n A m e r i c a n 
f i l m f r o m 1932 to 1989. (The f i l m o g r a p h y lists al l of the f i lms ana lyzed , 
g i v i n g credi t , cast, a n d p r o d u c t i o n i n f o r m a t i o n . ) 5 

Notes 

1. The starting date of 1932 is not arbitrary. In that year What Price Holly­
wood, the earliest version of A Star Is Born cycle (1937, 1954, 1976), was released. 
Wi th this f i lm Hol lywood offered its first major analysis of its own star system 
and the occupational causes of alcoholism. 1932 also signals the end of the 
temperance film and the beginning of the modern alcoholism film (see Chapter 
1, Table 1). 

2. Seven of ten American adults dr ink alcohol, at least occasionally (Den­
zin, 1987a, p. 16). Over 90 mil l ion Americans regularly use drugs, of one sort or 
another (Straus, 1982, pp. 140-41). There are over 12 mill ion alcoholics in the 
United States; nearly one mil l ion belong to Alcoholics Anonymous. There are 
over 30 mi l l ion adult children of alcoholics in the United States (Black, 1981), and 
over 4 mil l ion alcoholic families. 

3. The present work primarily speaks to the cultural side of this problemat­
ic. The meanings and experiences that viewers, alcoholic and nonalcoholic, 
bring to, or have brought to the films I study are, w i t h few exceptions, regretta­
bly absent from my text. This is a major l imitation that w i l l be addressed in a 
subsequent work. 

4. It is a common practice in alcoholism treatment centers to show films like 
the above to clients. One counselor comments, "We want them to see them­
selves. We want them to see alcoholics. . . . We want them to know they can get 
better" (Denzin, 1989e, p. 53). There is also another body of f i lm, available on 
video cassette, that presents the "words of wi sdom" of particular experts in the 
alcoholism field (i.e., Father Mar t in , Melody Beattie, etc.) and these videos are 
also shown in treatment centers. 

5. Al though I have not attempted an inventory of every fi lm that deals w i t h 
alcoholics and alcoholism, I wou ld appreciate learning about films that I should 
not have overlooked. 
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PART I: 

INTERPRETIVE STRUCTURES 

The motion picture is one product which is never completely consumed 
for the very good reason that it is never entirely forgotten by those who 
see it . It leaves behind a residue, or deposit, or imagery and association, 
and this fact makes it a product unique to our tremendous list of export 
items. 

(Mayer, 1947, p. 34, also quoted by Doane 1987, p. 37) 

No cultural product works in isolation, but films are particularly interde­
pendent in their meanings; partly because our reading of them relies on 
our knowledge and memory of generic conventions, and partly because 
the star system creates a complex pattern of links which also depends on 
our filmic memory and expectations. We remember the names of stars in 
mainstream films long after we have forgotten their fictional names, and 
meanings produced in one f i lm w i l l be carried over into another by the 
very presence of a particular actor or actress around which certain conno­
tations have accrued. 

(Williamson, 1987, p. 23 in a review of The Morning After) 
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Reading the Alcoholism Film 

"Hol lywood is in a rut. They don't make 
movies, they remake them." 

(Billy Wilder, 1944/1970, p. 88) 

This is an i n t e rp re t i ve s t u d y of a par t icu la r category of H o l l y w o o d 
cinema— the alcoholism film; that movie in which the inebrity, alcoholism, 
and excessive drinking of one or more of the major characters is presented as a 
problem which the character, his or her friends, family, and employers, and other 
members of society self-consciously struggle to resolve (see R o o m , 1985, p . 1). 
D r i n k i n g , d runkenness , a n d a l coho l i sm have p l a y e d major a n d m i n o r 
parts i n A m e r i c a n c inema since the ear ly 1900s. Be tween the years 1908 
a n d 1989 H o l l y w o o d m a d e at least 600 a l coho l i sm mov ies . 1 Th i s is an 
analysis o f a selected n u m b e r o f these f i lms (see Table 1), chosen be­
cause t hey are cons idered to be the best representa t ions o f H o l l y w o o d ' s 
sh i f t i ng t r ea tmen t o f the a lcohol ic f r o m the early m o d e r n p e r i o d (1932) 
to the present (1989). 

Th i s i nves t i ga t i on differs f r o m earlier s tudies ( R o o m , 1983a,b, 1985; 
H e r d a n d R o o m , 1982; H e r d , 1986; Rof fman a n d P u r d y , 1981; C o o k a n d 
L e w i n g t o n , 1979; M c C o r m a c k , 1986; Steudler , 1987), w h i c h have been 
g u i d e d b y p u r e l y h i s to r ica l , s t ruc tu ra l , or semiot ic concerns. W i t h f ew 
except ions , th i s earlier w o r k has n o t t u r n e d back o n H o l l y w o o d as a 
m e a n i n g - m a k i n g i n s t i t u t i o n a n d ana lyzed i n de ta i l the systems of dis­
course a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n tha t have shaped the creat ion, d e f i n i t i o n , a n d 
p r o d u c t i o n o f a l coho l i sm a n d the alcohol ic subject. N o r have these 
w o r k s f o l l o w e d the e v o l u t i o n a n d d e v e l o p m e n t of the alcoholic subject 
i n A m e r i c a n f i l m . 



4 Reading the Alcoholism Film 

Interpretive Framework 

I seek to del ineate a complex , m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l theme. There is no 
s ingle agreed o n t h i n g cal led a l coho l i sm, or a lcohol ic . The mean ings of 
these te rms are shaped b y social, h i s tor ica l , medica l , legal , l i t e ra ry , 
c u l t u r a l , ideo log ica l , a n d in te rac t iona l processes. Amer i cans have al­
w a y s h a d a n a m b i v a l e n t a t t i t ude t o w a r d a lcohol a n d the alcohol ic , a n d 
th is has been reflected i n the f i lms H o l l y w o o d has made about these 
topics . A m e r i c a n s w a n t to d r i n k a n d they do n o t w a n t alcoholics. This 
has l ed to the a l coho l i sm a l i b i . Th i s a l ib i b lames the p r o b l e m d r i n k e r for 
h is or her p rob lems w i t h a lcoho l . I t argues tha t o n l y a par t icu la r class of 
d r i n k e r s become alcohol ic (e .g . , those f r o m alcoholic homes , or f r o m 
d r i n k i n g cul tures tha t abuse a lcohol ) . I t offers an in t e rp re t ive t heo ry 
s tressing m o r a l ( w i l l p o w e r ) a n d n o n m o r a l (disease) explanat ions of the 
a lcohol p r o b l e m (see Beauchamp, 1980, p . 27). 

H o l l y w o o d , as a m e a n i n g - p r o d u c i n g , m e a n i n g - m a k i n g social struc­
tu re , l i ke the social s t ruc ture tha t i t reflects, has, since its i n c e p t i o n , been 
preoccup ied w i t h a lcohol , d r i n k i n g , the d r u n k a r d , the p r o b l e m d r i n k e r , 
a n d the a lcohol ic . Since the i r i n c e p t i o n the movies (and n o w te levis ion) 
have been the " m o s t p o p u l a r a n d i n f l uen t i a l m e d i u m of cu l tu re i n the 
U n i t e d States" (Sklar, 1975, p . 1). For near ly a cen tu ry the a lcohol i sm 
mov ie s (a long w i t h o ther c u l t u r a l texts) have de f ined the alcoholic a n d 
a l coho l i sm for A m e r i c a n society. 

H o l l y w o o d ' s de f in i t i ons o f a l coho l i sm a n d w h o an alcoholic is have 
shi f ted a n d changed , as broader , h i s tor ica l , cu l t u r a l , medica l , a n d ideo­
logica l mean ings changed . For example , f i lms p r o d u c e d d u r i n g the early 
s i lent era 1908-1920 (The Cure, What Drink Did) ref lected the d r y values of 
the temperance m o v e m e n t . T h e y exp la ined a l coho l i sm as a fa i lure of self 
w i l l , stressed the evils of d r i n k , p u n i s h e d the s in fu l d r i n k e r (heroes a n d 
heroines d i d n o t d r i n k ) , a n d equated happiness w i t h abstinence (Silver­
m a n , 1979, p . 295). F i lms d u r i n g p r o h i b i t i o n , con t ra ry to the l a w , w e r e 
w e t , s h o w i n g d r i n k i n g i n a favorable l i g h t (e .g. , Our Dancing Daughters), 
a l t h o u g h i n 1931 t w o of the greatest f igures of the s i lent f i l m era, Char l ie 
C h a p l i n a n d D . W . G r i f f i t h , p r o d u c e d a n t i d r i n k i n g f i lms i n the o lder 
temperance t r a d i t i o n (The Struggle a n d City Lights). 

M o r e specifically, H o l l y w o o d ' s t r ea tment of the alcoholic has been 
shaped b y the f o l l o w i n g : the temperance m o v e m e n t a n d its legacies 
(1800-1919); p r o h i b i t i o n (1920-1933), a n d repeal (1933); the d e v e l o p m e n t 
a n d e labora t ion o f a f i l m P r o d u c t i o n Code (1922-1934, 1968, 1972, Cook , 
1981, p p . 214-15, 266-67, 426-27, 442-44) res t r i c t ing w h a t c o u l d be 
s h o w n o n screen; the emergence of A lcoho l i c s A n o n y m o u s ( A . A . ) as a 
na t i ona l a n d t h e n i n t e r n a t i o n a l social m o v e m e n t i n 1935, c o u p l e d w i t h 
the soon to f o l l o w N a t i o n a l C o u n c i l o n Problems of A l c o h o l i s m i n 1937, 
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and the N a t i o n a l C o u n c i l on A l c o h o l i s m i n 1944; the p r o d u c t i o n of 
l i t e ra ry w o r k s (e .g. , The Lost Weekend, Til Cry Tomorrow) a n d theatre 
p lays (e .g . , The Country Girl, Come Back, Little Sheba) t e l l i ng stories about 
the alcoholic tha t c o u l d be adap ted to the screen, a n d f i t ted to one or 
m o r e f i l m genres (e .g. , c o m e d y , f a m i l y m e l o d r a m a , wes te rn , w o m e n ' s 
f i l m ) ; a shif t i n na t iona l concern about a l coho l i sm as a social p r o b l e m 
tha t r e q u i r e d t rea tment ; the emergence of the social realist , social con­
sciousness f i l m w i t h i n H o l l y w o o d (1944-1962, Ray, 1985), c o u p l e d w i t h 
an u n d e r s t a n d i n g tha t successful box office f i lms about alcoholics c o u l d 
be made . A br ie f d i scuss ion of each of these d imens ions is r equ i r ed . 

I n 1922 the M o t i o n Picture Producers a n d D i s t r i bu to r s Associa t ion 
created the H a y s C o m m i s s i o n , a self-censoring b o d y a n d a fo re runner to 
the P r o d u c t i o n Code of 1934, w h i c h set i n place a series of edicts 
d e f i n i n g the m o r a l va lue sys tem represented i n H o l l y w o o d f i lms . I n d i ­
v idua l s c o u l d n o t be s h o w n b r e a k i n g the l a w . Vio lence a n d sexual 
i n t i m a c y c o u l d n o t be presented . The code was qu i te expl ic i t on d r i n k ­
i n g . The use of l i q u o r i n A m e r i c a n l i fe , w h e n n o t r equ i r ed b y the p l o t , or 
for pu rpose o f character iza t ion , w i l l n o t be s h o w n . " The P roduc t i on 
Code res t r ic ted the actual s h o w i n g of d r i n k i n g o n screen. I t was chal­
l enged i n the late 1940s, and t h r o u g h o u t the 1950s (Cook, 1981, p p . 443-
44), w i t h the rise o f social consciousness, social p rob lems f i lms . 

A lcoho l i c s A n o n y m o u s was f o r m e d i n 1935. I n 1937 the N a t i o n a l 
C o u n c i l o n Problems of A l c o h o l i s m was created. The purpose of th is 
C o u n c i l , w h i c h con ta ined early A . A . leaders, was to " s t imula te i n q u i r y 
i n t o the p rob l ems o f a l coho l i sm, ra ther t han to in f l ame m o r a l and 
e m o t i o n a l pass ions ." I n 1944 the N a t i o n a l C o m m i t t e e for the Educa t ion 
o n A l c o h o l i s m , an offshoot of the N a t i o n a l C o u n c i l , emerged a n d began 
advoca t ing three s imple p r inc ip les : a l coho l i sm is a disease; the alcoholic 
is treatable a n d deserves he lp ; a n d a l coho l i sm is a pub l i c hea l th p r o b ­
l e m . The N a t i o n a l C o u n c i l i m m e d i a t e l y began to lobby H o l l y w o o d to 
p roduce f i lms tha t e m b o d i e d these three ideas (Johnson, 1973). I n 1945 
the f i rs t m o d e r n a l coho l i sm f i l m , The Lost Weekend, was released. I t was 
based o n Char les Jackson's n o v e l o f the same name, w h i c h was an 
i m m e d i a t e na t i ona l best seller w h e n i t appeared i n 1944. B i l l y W i l d e r , 
the d i rec tor , consu l t ed w i t h A . A . w h e n he made his f i l m vers ion of 
Jackson's n o v e l . The Lost Weekend located a l coho l i sm so l id ly i n the 
u p p e r - m i d d l e classes. Pr ior to th is f i l m (1932-1945) H o l l y w o o d h a d 
focused i ts a t t en t ion p r i m a r i l y o n the en t e r t a inmen t i n d u s t r y , and the 
p r o d u c t i o n of a l coho l i sm f i lms focused o n p rob l ems of alcoholic stars 
w i t h i n the H o l l y w o o d Sys tem (e.g. , What Price Hollywood? 1932, A Star Is 
Born, 1937). The Lost Weekend was q u i c k l y f o l l o w e d b y at least 28 f i lms 
(1945-1962) tha t t o o k the alcohol ic a n d his or her d r i n k i n g as the i r sole, 
or p r i m a r y focus (see R o o m , 1985). 
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Be tween the years 1932 a n d 1945 the above factors came together a n d 
p r o d u c e d the cond i t i ons necessary for the emergence of the m o d e r n , 
an t i - temperance a l coho l i sm m o v i e . Table 1 presents an h is tor ica l over­
v i e w of H o l l y w o o d ' s t r ea tmen t o f the alcoholic i n the t w e n t i e t h cen tury . 
I t del ineates the key t empora l d iv i s ions o f m y s tudy , a n d lists the f i lms I 
w i l l be e x a m i n i n g . 

The f ive t e m p o r a l d iv i s ions o f m y s t u d y requi re b r ie f d iscuss ion. 
Because the temperance a n d P r o h i b i t i o n phases have al ready been dis­
cussed (see also H e r d a n d R o o m , 1982; S i lve rman , 1979), o n l y the 
preclassic, the classic, the i n t e r r e g n u m , and the present requi re discus­
s ion . The preclassic period references f i lms l ike A Star Is Born (1937) whe re 
excessive d runkennes s is represented , t r ea tment is offered, bu t there is 

Table 1. Hollywood's Treatment of the Alcoholic in the Twentieth Century 

Temperance Prohibition Preclassic Classic Interregnum Present 
1909-1920 1921-1934 1935-1945 1945-1962 1960-1980 1980-

Representative Films 
The Cure0 The Struggle" A Star Is Lost Fat City Tender Mercies 

What Price Born Weekend The Graduate" Shattered 
Hollywood Come Fill Woman Under Spirits 

The Cup the Under the 
Harvey Influence Influence 
Smash-Up W.C. Fields Only When I 
I'll Cry and Me Laugh 

Tomorrow Lady Sings Arthur 
A Star Is the Blues Life of the 

Born A Star Is Party 
Come Back Born Cracker 

Little Factory 
Sheba Betty Ford 

Days of Story 
Wine and Morning After 
Roses Arthur 2 

Country Ironweed 
Girl Verdict 

Key Largo Paris, Texas 
Under the 

Volcano 
Hoosiers 
8 Million 

Ways to Die 
Barfly 
Clean and 

Sober 
My Name Is 

Bill W. 

N 10+ 151+ 40 + 28 + 400 + 36+ = 664 

Sources: Krafsur (1976), Munden (1971), Room (1985), and Magill (1986). 
"Not examined in this study. 
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n o cons idera t ion o f a disease concept o f the c o n d i t i o n , no r is the w o r d 
a l coho l i sm used . I n the classic (modern) period, the c o n d i t i o n is n a m e d , 
a l coho l i sm is p resen ted as a disease, a med ica l vocabula ry descr ib ing i t 
is p resented , a n d A lcoho l i c s A n o n y m o u s ( A . A . ) becomes an o p t i o n for 
t rea tment . Males , females, a n d famil ies get th is c o n d i t i o n i n the classic 
p e r i o d , w h i c h ends w i t h Days of Wine and Roses (1962). The interregnum 
corresponds to the fall i n p o p u l a r i t y o f social realist f i lms , the rise i n 
impor t ance of te levis ion as the carrier of cu l tu ra l messages about alco­
h o l i s m , a n d the movie -o f - the -week t r ea tmen t of a va r i e ty o f social p r o b ­
lems, i n c l u d i n g teenage a l coho l i sm (e.g. , Sarah T.—Portrait of a Teenage 
Alcoholic, 1975) incest , sexual v io lence , a n d d r u g a d d i c t i o n (see Gabbard 
a n d Gabbard , 1987, p p . 112-14). I t extends f r o m 1960 to 1980 and falls 
i n t o three phases. F r o m 1960 to 1966 an alcohol ic d r i n k e r is presented , 
b u t h is or her p r o b l e m s are n o t connected to a lcoho l i sm (e.g. , The 
Graduate). Be tween 1966 a n d 1976 excessive a lcohol a n d d r u g use are 
presented as n o n p rob lemat i c recreat ional act ivi t ies (e.g. , M * A * S * H ) . 
The classic i l lness m o d e l reappears i n 1976 (e.g. , A Star Is Born) a n d 
cont inues to 1980. The present, or c o n t e m p o r a r y (pos tmode rn ) p e r i o d 
cont inues the themes started at the e n d of the i n t e r r e g n u m , o n l y n o w 
a lcoho l i sm becomes a clear-cut f a m i l y disease, w h i c h also invo lves d r u g 
abuse (e .g. , cocaine add i c t i on ) . 

M y i n v e s t i g a t i o n charts the t r ans fo rmat ions of a l coho l i sm a n d the 
alcoholic 's s i tua t ion t h r o u g h these five t ime per iods . I g ive greatest 
emphas is to the classic a n d present m o m e n t s , w i t h equal a t t en t ion to 
f i lms tha t focus, i n t u r n , o n the comic alcohol ic , or f u n n y d r u n k , the 
a lcohol ic hero , he ro ine , a n d the alcoholic f ami ly . I use the comic , or 
f u n n y d r u n k (e .g. , Harvey, Arthur) as m y i n i t i a l p o i n t of reference, 
because, as S i l v e r m a n (1979, p . 288) observes, " A m e r i c a n s t h r o u g h the 
years have l o v e d to l a u g h at the boozer . " The a l coho l i sm comedies are 
contras ted to the m o r e serious, a n d usua l ly me lodrama t i c t rea tment of 
the alcohol ic 's s i t ua t ion . The " h a p p y d r u n k " comedies keep th is safe 
ve r s ion of p r o b l e m d r i n k i n g al ive i n the v i e w i n g cu l tu re . 

F i l m , Everyday L i f e , and the C u l t u r a l Study of A lcoho l i sm 

Sociologists have been s l o w to use f i l m i n the i r s tudies o f a lcohol i sm 
(see H e r d , 1986; Steudler , 1987, p . 46; R o o m , 1985; M c C o r m a c k , 1986), 
ye t h o w a society c inemat ica l ly represents i tself to its members war ran t s 
serious sociological s t udy . I n the m a i n sociologists have conf ined the i r 
s tudies of the a lcohol ic to those m e t h o d s tha t generate sociological ly 
def ined i n f o r m a t i o n o n the inc idence a n d correlates of a l coho l i sm, i n ­
c l u d i n g the f o l l o w i n g : (1) n u m b e r s , tables, graphs , charts a n d f igures, 
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a n d complex accounts of social t rends , a n d social indica tors ; (2) data 
archives a n d coded categories o f the glossed d r i n k i n g practices of na t ive 
a n d p r i m i t i v e peoples; (3) t h i ck descr ip t ions of eve ryday alcoholic life 
i n c l u d i n g e thnograph ies a n d life his tor ies; (4) subject quotes f r o m in ter ­
v i ews ; a n d (5) a t t i t ude repor ts f r o m surveys (see Cahalan , 1987; G o m -
berg , 1982; b u t for except ions Gus f i e ld , 1963; H e r d , 1986; Lev ine , 1978; 
r o o m , 1983a). 

The Patriarchal Bias 

This sociological w o r k has of ten reflected a pa t r ia rcha l , male , in t e rp re ­
t ive bias ( H e r d , 1986; M c C o r m a c k , 1986; Steudler 1987; Lerner , 1986; 
M i t c h e l l , 1984; R ichardson , 1981). I t has relegated w o m e n ' s perspectives 
to the marg ins of the social. I n the process i t has sus ta ined the t r a d i t i o n ­
al bel ief tha t "ob j ec t i ve" accounts of the social can be g iven (Barthes, 
1957/1972, p . 12), b u t this bel ief has equated m a s c u l i n i t y w i t h objec­
t i v i t y , and f e m i n i n i t y w i t h sub jec t iv i ty . I t has served to obscure the 
pa t r ia rcha l bias at the core of the scientific s t u d y of a lcohol i sm ( G o m -
berg, 1982, p . 344). L i k e m y t h , these documen t s have r ep roduced the 
gender s t ra t i f ica t ion systems of p o s t m o d e r n society. The i r dep ic t ions 
a n d stories of the social, " n a t u r a l " re lat ions be tween (alcoholic) m e n 
a n d w o m e n have typ i ca l l y been t o l d , seen, a n d w r i t t e n about t h r o u g h 
the mascul ine gaze and voice (see C l o u g h , 1988a,b). M y in t en t ions are to 
reverse these pat terns . 

Enter Film 

Steudler (1987), f o l l o w i n g Barthes ' (1957/1972, p p . 11 , 26-28, 56-57, 
1981) m o r e general s tudies of c inema, have cha l lenged those sociologists 
of eve ryday life w h o s t u d y a lcohol i sm a n d deviance to deve lop a soci­
o logy of f i l m . H e r e I accept th is chal lenge, a r g u i n g tha t the in t e rp re t ive 
s tudy of a l coho l i sm m u s t deal w i t h the cu l t u r a l , f i lmic representat ions of 
i n t i m a t e , e m o t i o n a l , a lcohol ic re la t ionsh ips as these social forms are 
con ta ined w i t h i n the " a l c o h o l i s m " f i l m . 

A l c o h o l i s m f i lms are s imu l t aneous ly v i sua l records of, and a pa r t of, 
eve ryday life (Steudler , 1987, p . 46) . 2 These records and representat ions 
s t ruc ture l i v e d experience: t hey set fashion (go ing to A . A . ) , keep t r ad i ­
t i o n a n d n e w , e m e r g i n g cu l tu ra l unde r s t and ings al ive (e .g. , a l coho l i sm 
is a disease), r eco rd tabooed acts (incest, the v i o l e n t i n san i ty of alco­
hol ics , etc.) , and ceremonia l ize the sacred ( recovery) . These f i lms are 
in te rac t iona l p r o d u c t i o n s . T h e y do n o t s i m p l y assert the i r t ru ths , " r a t h ­
er w e interact w i t h t h e m i n order to a r r ive at conc lus ions" (Becker, 1986, 
p . 279). A l c o h o l i s m f i lms express par t i cu la r vers ions of the social i m a g ­
i n a t i o n , i n c l u d i n g the unde r s t and ings i n the 1940s a n d 1950s tha t alco-
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h o l i s m was a treatable disease. Such f i lms represent w h a t is " i m m e ­
d ia te ly apparen t i n a g i v e n socie ty" (Steudler, 1987, p . 46; e.g., 
a l coho l i sm is a social p r o b l e m , ) . T h e y also a l l o w " the needs, desires and 
dreams of a p e r i o d to be p ro j ec t ed" i n t o the realms of the social (Steud­
ler, 1987, p . 46; e.g. , sobr ie ty for middle-class alcoholics) . F i lms , i n this 
regard , are the perfect site for the D u r k h e i m i a n analysis of society, 
cu l tu re , d r i n k i n g , a n d a l coho l i sm. T h e y encapsulate " the sens i t iv i ty , 
aspi ra t ions a n d dreams of societies i n par t icu la r h is tor ical and sociologi­
cal s i t ua t ions" ( M o r i n , 1984, p . 402). T h e y have become the reposi tories 
of the col lect ive consciousness a n d subconsciousness of p o s t m o d e r n 
cu l tu re . 

Ideology and Film 

A basic thesis, a l ready suggested, s t ructures m y a rgumen t . A l l repre­
sentat ions of c u l t u r a l experience are ideologica l a n d hence m u s t be read 
for the m u l t i p l e mean ings that are con ta ined w i t h i n the i r texts (see 
C l o u g h , 1988a; Balsamo, 1988, 1989). 3 A l c o h o l i s m f i lms do no t f a i th fu l ly 
r eproduce rea l i ty . A f i l m "screens" and frames real i ty to f i t par t icu la r 
ideo log ica l , or d i s to r t ed images of " r e a l " social re la t ionships (Steudler, 
1987, p . 46). A n y f i l m w i l l be a site for the p lay o f m u l t i p l e ideologica l 
vers ions o f rea l i ty . Sociological analysis m u s t uncover the ideological 
d i s to r t ions tha t are e m b e d d e d w i t h i n any f i lm ' s text (see b e l o w ) . H o w a 
c u l t u r e - m a k i n g i n s t i t u t i o n func t ions can t h e n be ana lyzed . A s a f i l m 
a t t empts to b u i l d i ts pa r t i cu la r ve rs ion of rea l i ty , i n w h i c h one set of 
events is seen as na tu r a l l y caus ing another , cont rad ic t ions and inconsis­
tencies w i l l appear. (For example , i n Days of Wine and Roses, w h y does 
K i r s t e n , w h o values f a m i l y , w a l k a w a y f r o m her h u s b a n d a n d chi ld?) A 
subvers ive r ea d ing o f i d e o l o g y a t tempts to uncover these inconsis ten­
cies, w h i c h l ie w i t h i n the " m y t h i c a l " s t ruc ture the f i l m creates (see 
Barthes, 1957/1972, p . 11). 

I n r ep resen t ing m u l t i p l e , con t r ad i c to ry vers ions o f rea l i ty , an a lcohol ­
i s m f i l m manages to reflect the v e r y real i ty i t d is tor ts . Tha t is, the 
con t rad ic t ions and d i s to r t ions tha t are represented are themselves 
d r a w n f r o m the con t rad ic t ions that exist i n eve ryday l i fe . Hence i n the 
1960s there w e r e w o m e n alcoholics l i ke Ki r s t en w h o refused to j o i n 
A . A . , a n d i n the 1950s there w e r e housewives l ike Lo la , i n Come Back, 
Little Sheba, w h o w e r e regarded as failures b y the i r ne ighbors a n d hus­
bands . There w e r e also w o m e n w h o recovered i n A . A . , m e n w h o 
w a l k e d a w a y f r o m the i r famil ies a n d rejected A . A . , a n d housewives 
w h o w e r e n o t l ike Lo la or K i r s t e n . The d i s to r t ions tha t f i l m produces 
o p e n u p corners o f eve ryday life " w e h a d e n d e d u p fo rge t t ing—tha t h a d 
become, as i t we re , u n f a m i l i a r " (Steudler, 1987, p . 47). I n o p e n i n g u p 
these corners o f rea l i ty , a n d b y exaggerat ing par t icu la r sets o f exper i -
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ences over o thers ( i . e . , the negat ive as opposed to the pos i t ive sides of 
recovery) , f i lms perpe tua te stereotypes, fears a n d anxieties tha t exist i n 
the cu l tu re at large. 

H o w e v e r , the v i s ions o f real l i fe tha t the f i l m projects are as v a l i d , or 
as t r u t h f u l as a n y o the r (Steudler , 1987, p . 47). T r u t h is a lways pa r t i a l , 
i ncomple t e , a n d based o n a g r o u p ' s or i n d i v i d u a l ' s perspect ive (Becker, 
1986, p p . 280-81) . The s tatements tha t a f i l m makes bear the s t amp of 
the c u l t u r a l , social, a n d economic contexts tha t s u r r o u n d the f i l m m a k ­
er's w o r k . T h e f i l m is also the p r o d u c t of t e a m w o r k , a n d o f po l i t i ca l 
economies o f p r o d u c t i o n , d i s t r i b u t i o n , a n d c o n s u m p t i o n . A n y f i l m , i n 
t u r n , b u i l d s o n pa t te rns o f m e a n i n g a n d ac t ion tha t exist i n the society at 
large. I n so d o i n g i t mod i f i e s those pat terns of m e a n i n g , a n d creates n e w 
experiences for v i ewer s . I n th i s w a y f i l m creates the realities i t r epro­
duces o n the screen. 

A Note on Method 

The readings tha t I w i l l offer i n v o l v e u s i n g nar ra t ive as i n t e rp re t ive 
mater ia ls . A l t h o u g h sociologists are accus tomed to nar ra t ive analyses of 
i n t e r v i e w data (Maines , 1989, 1990) t hey have less f requen t ly regarded 
the na r ra t ive mater ia ls o f f i l m or l i t e ra ture as l eg i t imate subject mat ter . 
( Indeed , w i t h the except ions n o t e d above, t hey have i g n o r e d the alco­
h o l i s m f i l m en t i r e ly . ) The m e t h o d tha t I e m p l o y elaborates H a l l (1980) 
w h o has d i s t i n g u i s h e d three w a y s to read a c u l t u r a l text: (1) the hege­
m o n i c r ead ing , w h i c h takes the r ead ing pre fe r red b y the d o m i n a n t 
c u l t u r a l i deo logy ; (2) the nego t i a t ed r ead ing , " w h i c h a t tempts to m a i n ­
t a in the p re fe r red r e a d i n g i n t a n d e m w i t h the unde r s t and ings d r a w n 
f r o m a class [or gender ] p o s i t i o n " ( G l e d h i l l , 1978; 1978/1985, p . 827); a n d 
(3) the o p p o s i t i o n a l r ead ing , w h i c h " t r ans fo rms the readings offered b y 
the d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y i n t o . . . a n o p p o s i t i o n a l d i scourse" ( G l e d h i l l , 
1978/1985, p . 827). 

I n the present context I w i l l use the t e r m "real is t r e a d i n g " to subsume 
H a l l ' s hegemon ic a n d nego t ia ted readings , a n d the t e r m "subvers ive 
r e a d i n g " to reference his o p p o s i t i o n a l r ead ing . I w i l l argue, after H a l l , 
tha t ideo log ica l mean ings are encoded , or b u i l t i n t o texts. [ (The t e r m 
d e c o d i n g refers to h o w these mean ings are read f r o m the text (see 
Grossberg, 1986, p . 67).] Th i s w a y of " r e a d i n g , " or i n t e r p r e t i n g a cu l tu r ­
al text differs s ign i f i can t ly f r o m w h a t w i t h i n A m e r i c a n sociology has 
recent ly been cal led " c u l t u r a l soc io logy" (see W u t h n o w , 1987, p . 6; D e n ­
z i n , 1990d,e). 

Strategical ly, m y m e t h o d i nvo lve s the f o l l o w i n g steps. First , o b t a i n i n g 
a r ecord o f a c u l t u r a l text (a f i l m , a n o v e l , a scientific article) a n d 
subjec t ing tha t d o c u m e n t to m u l t i p l e readings (see D e n z i n , 1987d, 
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1989e,f for examples) . Second, de l i nea t i ng the nar ra t ive (s tory) themes 
tha t are present i n the text , i n par t i cu la r n o t i n g the uses a n d mean ings 
b r o u g h t to a lcohol , d r i n k i n g , a n d the alcohol ic . T h i r d , co l lec t ing the 
realist , hegemonic , p re fe r red in te rp re ta t ions of the text (see D e n z i n , 
1989f for a n example) . I n th is s t u d y these in te rp re ta t ions w e r e based o n 
a r e a d in g of the r ev i ews received b y each f i l m , as cata logued i n Salem 
(1971, 1982), Filmfacts, M a g i l l (1986), Film Review Annual, The New York 
Times Film Review Index, a n d Newspaper Abstracts. The rev iews i n c l u d e d 
those p r i n t e d i n the p o p u l a r press (e .g. , The New York Times, Saturday 
Review of Literature, Atlantic Monthly, New Republic), as w e l l as those 
appea r ing i n m o r e f o r m a l , c o n t e m p o r a r y scholar ly f i l m r e v i e w jou rna l s , 
e.g., Cineaste, Film Review Quarterly. Recent sociological ( and o ther ) 
readings o f key f i lms f r o m each h is tor ica l p e r i o d (e.g. , H e r d , 1986; 
R o o m , 1985; Rof fman a n d P u r d y , 1981; C o o k a n d L e w i n g t o n , 1979) are 
also ana lyzed . F o u r t h , i n t e r p r e t i n g those readings i n te rms of the i r 
d o m i n a n t ideo logica l mean ings (see Chap te r 10 for an in tens ive , c o m ­
para t ive analysis of these r ev iews) . F i f t h , d e v e l o p i n g a subvers ive , f e m i ­
n i s t r e ad in g o f the text , r ea l i z ing tha t there w i l l a lways be m u l t i p l e 
subvers ive a n d realist in te rp re ta t ions . S ix th , con t ras t ing the subvers ive , 
o p p o s i t i o n a l readings to the " rea l i s t " in te rp re ta t ions . Seventh , i f possi­
ble , secur ing v i ewer ' s a n d reader 's in te rp re ta t ions of the d o c u m e n t a n d 
connec t ing these mean ings to the experiences of v i ewer s a n d readers 
(see Dav i s , 1989). Th i s m e t h o d w i l l necessarily w o r k f r o m one case 
(cu l tu ra l d o c u m e n t ) to ano ther as the sociologist b u i l d s u p in te rpre ta ­
t ions o f h o w par t i cu la r bodies o f c u l t u r a l w o r k create r e c u r r i n g ideo log i ­
cal mean ings for v i ewer s a n d readers. 

Selecting the Films 

A s i nd i ca t ed I a m a n a l y z i n g w h a t I r egard as the best exemplars of the 
a l coho l i sm f i l m . A l l o f these f i lms share one or m o r e o f the f o l l o w i n g 
characteristics. T h e y (1) are r ega rded as classics (e .g. , Lost Weekend), (2) 
are i n c l u d e d o n the l ists o f o ther researchers, r ev iewers , a n d critics (e .g. , 
R o o m , 1985; Rof fman a n d P u r d y , 1981), (3) record the entrance, a n d 
t h e n the sh i f t i ng presence a n d m e a n i n g of A . A . (Come Fill The Cup, 1951, 
Come Back, Little Sheba, 1952, Til Cry Tomorrow, 1955, Days of Wine and 
Roses, 1962, 8 Million Ways to Die, 1986, My Name Is Bill W., 1989), a n d (4) 
reflect H o l l y w o o d ' s c h a n g i n g t r ea tment of the alcoholic hero , he ro ine , 
a n d alcohol ic f a m i l y . I also gave p r i m a r y a t t en t i on to f i lms that h a d been 
n o m i n a t e d for awards (see F i l m o g r a p h y ) , or w e r e cu r ren t t o p v i d e o 
rentals , or b i g m o n e y m a k e r s w h e n they were released, u s i n g these 
cr i ter ia as measures o f the f i l m ' s p o p u l a r i t y a n d impor t ance . Each de­
cade since the 1930s has seen the p r o d u c t i o n of at least one major a n n u a l 



12 Reading the Alcoholism Film 

t o p m o n e y m a k i n g H o l l y w o o d a l coho l i sm f i l m . The f o l l o w i n g f i lms are 
the a l l - t ime f i l m ren ta l leaders for the i r decade: A Star Is Born for the 
1930s, Lost Weekend for the 1940s, Harvey, A Star Is Born, I'll Cry Tomor­
row, a n d Country Girl for the 1950s, Cat Ballou a n d Who's Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf? for the 1960s, A Star Is Born a n d The Rose for the 1970s, Only When 
I Laugh, Arthur, Tender Mercies, The Morning After, Hoosiers, The Verdict, 
a n d Sea of Love for the 1980s (see Variety, 1990). 4 

Def in ing the Genre 

A p r o v i s i o n a l , w o r k i n g d e f i n i t i o n o f the a l coho l i sm f i l m m a y be g i v e n . 
(This d e f i n i t i o n w i l l be r eexamined i n Chap te r 10 once the 36 f i lms i n 
th is s t u d y have been f u l l y discussed.) These f i lms appear to be m a r k e d 
b y the f o l l o w i n g f o u r features. Firs t , a cent ra l character, as a rgued 
above, w i l l be character ized as h a v i n g a p r o b l e m w i t h a lcohol . Second, 
the na r ra t ive w i l l s h o w the m a i n character d r i n k i n g , n o t d r i n k i n g , t r y i n g 
to s top d r i n k i n g , somet imes d r i n k i n g again , b e i n g tested b y a crisis 
s i tua t ion , n o t d r i n k i n g , a n d f ina l ly es tab l i sh ing a sober, or d r u n k e n l i fe­
s tyle . T h i r d , the e n d o f the a l coho l i sm f i l m w i l l p o s i t i o n the alcoholic 
e i ther back i n society, w i t h a f a m i l y a n d a j o b , or ou ts ide society, l e av ing 
f a m i l y a n d w o r k b e h i n d . (This t rajectory w i l l v a r y Jby the gender of the 
a lcohol ic . ) F o u r t h , sobr ie ty w i l l be accompl i shed i n one of several ways : 
(1) the l o v i n g care of a w o m a n or m a n , (2) a sp i r i t ua l experience, (3) the 
i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t r ea tmen t centers a n d A . A . , or (4) w i l l - p o w e r (see H e r d , 
1986). F ina l ly , the a lcohol ic m a y be presented i n " h e r o i c " d imens ions 
(see Chap te r 3). 

The Alcoholism Film as a Social Problems Film 

These characteristics def ine the a l coho l i sm as a genre, or special t ype 
of f i l m . 5 T h e y are idea l - typ ica l f o r m u l a t i o n s , s e ldom f u l l y present i n any 
f i l m , a l t h o u g h t h e y w i l l reach the i r ful lest express ion i n the late 1980s 
w i t h Clean and Sober (1988) a n d My Name Is Bill W. (1989). This genre is a 
va r i an t o f the social p rob l ems f i l m a n d thus stands i n l ine w i t h f i lms 
about m e n t a l i l lness a n d madness , the j u v e n i l e d e l i n q u e n t a n d the ex-
con , p o v e r t y a n d u n e m p l o y m e n t , d ivorce a n d remarr iage , homosex­
u a l i t y , rac ism, d r u g a d d i c t i o n , incest, f a m i l y v io lence , rape, a n d p o r n o g ­
r a p h y (see R o f f m a n a n d P u r d y , 1981; F l e m m i n g a n d M a n v e l l , 1985). I n 
the " G o l d e n e ra" o f H o l l y w o o d (1930s to m i d 1950s) the social p rob lems 
f i l m emerged as a specific genre , or t ype o f f i l m . 6 A p r o d u c t of the 
Depress ion , t hey receded i n w a r t i m e ; a n d t h e n accelerated i n p roduc ­
t i o n near the e n d o f the w a r . 

L i k e o ther f i l m s m a d e i n th is era, t hey w e r e shaped, as n o t e d above, 
b y the H o l l y w o o d f o r m u l a a n d the P r o d u c t i o n Codes of the t ime (Roff-
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m a n a n d P u r d y , 1981, p p . 1-2). Th i s f o r m u l a (Roffman and P u r d y , 1980, 
p p . 1-7) c o n f o r m e d to several conven t ions e m b o d i e d i n the P r o d u c t i o n 
Code (Roffman a n d P u r d y , 1980, p . 6; Sklar, 1975, p p . 173-74, 294-96) 
i n c l u d i n g p r o d u c i n g f i lms tha t b o t h en te r ta ined a n d educated m o v i e ­
goers o n the centra l democra t ic values o f A m e r i c a n society, i .e . , the 
m y t h s o f success, the values o f f a m i l y , h o m e , romant i c love , a n d h a r d 
w o r k . These mov ie s , as n o t e d , a v o i d e d p r o f a n i t y , a n d the s h o w i n g of 
i n t i m a t e sexual i ty , or p r e sen t ing v io lence i n a pos i t ive l i g h t . Th i s l ed to 
f i lms tha t b o r r o w e d the fo rmat o f the V i c t o r i a n m e l o d r a m a . The narra­
t ives are (and were ) o rgan i zed a r o u n d the poles of g o o d a n d e v i l . 
Heroes a n d hero ines , the g o o d people , are p laced i n confl ic t w i t h v i l -
l ians a n d e v i l , sexual ly at t ract ive w o m e n a n d m e n w h o t e m p t t h e m . 
Heroes and heroines overcome e v i l a n d t e m p t a t i o n a n d are r e w a r d e d by 
the love of a " g o o d " w o m a n or m a n a n d a place i n a respectable, m i d d l e -
class f a m i l y . These f i l m s , w i t h the i r h a p p y end ings , oed ipa l i zed f a m i l y 
re la t ions a n d " s i tua t ed sub jec t iv i ty i n the sys tem of marr iage a n d k i n ­
sh ip . . . a n d m a d e a subject 's succession to p o w e r a n d r ecogn i t ion 
co t e rminous w i t h sexual ly p r o p e r se l f -deve lopment" ( d o u g h , 1989, 
p . 4) . 

I n these f i lms a societal c o n d i t i o n , a persona l p r o b l e m , a character 
f l a w , a d ev i an t or v i o l e n t act, or a s t igma is t u r n e d i n t o a dramat ic device 
tha t p e r m i t s the f i l m m a k e r to m a k e m o r a l , po l i t i ca l , a n d ideologica l 
c o m m e n t s abou t the i n d i v i d u a l , h is or her p r o b l e m , and the larger 
society tha t conta ins , creates, a n d reacts to tha t p r o b l e m . The i r d i s t i n ­
g u i s h i n g feature is d idac t i c i sm; t hey a t t emp t to teach a n d i n f o r m an 
audience about a p r o b l e m a n d its so lu t i on (Roffman a n d P u r d y , 1981, p . 
v i i i ) . T h e y are, w i t h f e w except ions (Barfly), an t i a l coho l i sm. 

The a l coho l i sm va r i an t of these f i lms of ten e m b o d i e d w i s h f u l f i l l m e n t , 
romance , a n d t rue love , as t hey w o r k e d o u t the g o o d - e v i l , s o b r i e t y -
a l coho l i sm conf l ic t . I n the e n d o f such f i lms e v i l is des t royed a n d g o o d is 
r e w a r d e d . These f i lms k e p t ( and keep) fantasies a l ive . The f o r m u l a tha t 
o rgan i zed t h e m c o u l d be f i t t ed to a n y social p r o b l e m . I t is th is frame­
w o r k tha t the a l coho l i sm f i l m b u i l d s o n , t yp i ca l l y p i t t i n g the a lcohol ic , 
n o t against an i n s t i t u t i o n , b u t against h i m s e l f or herself a n d the disease 
of a l coho l i sm. 

Emotionality in the Alcoholism Film 

A l c o h o l i s m f i lms are sites for e m o t i o n a l s t ruggle . Four s tructures of 
experience shape the i n t i m a t e re la t ions tha t create and cons t ra in emo­
t i o n a l i t y i n the a l coho l i sm f i l m ( D e n z i n , 1990b). These are the alcoholic 
d r i n k i n g act a n d the euphor i c a n d depressive effects of a lcohol o n 
conduc t ; the absence o f a lcohol a n d the negat ive effects of sobr ie ty o n 
i n t i m a c y i n the r e l a t ionsh ip ; a l coho l d r i n k i n g desire a n d sexual i ty , 


