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Preface to the Fifth Edition

Our aim in writing a fifth edition of American Film and Society since 1945 was to expand and update the original and the previous editions, which were published in 1984, 1991, 2002, and 2011. The fifth edition adheres to the structure and critical premises of the other four.

The most significant change was the updating of the book to include a lengthy chapter on film in the second decade of the 21st century. The book will encompass among other subjects: an analysis of Obama, the man and his policies; Hillary Clinton’s stunning defeat by Donald J. Trump; the state of the economy slowly recovering from 2008’s devastating recession; and the rise and fall of the Arab Spring and the growth of Islamist terrorism. In addition, we explore the state of the film industry, including its facing competition from cable television’s high-quality series, and the continuing development of technologies like Netflix and Hulu that stream films making it harder to attract film audiences. Most importantly, we place a great deal of emphasis on one problem that has haunted Hollywood for decades—the issue of diversity.

In order to do this, much of the chapter analyzes films dealing with Afro-American history and life like 12 Years a Slave and Moonlight, with LGBTQ life like The Kids Are All Right, films like Wonder Woman depicting the comic book heroine who becomes a superhero, and others that assert the capacity and power of ordinary women like Joy. However, we also analyze brilliant political films like Lincoln, controversial Iraq films like American Sniper, and a film dealing with the roots of the 2008 recession, The Big Short.

We conclude the chapter with two films, The Social Network and Steve Jobs dealing with two titans of the revolution in communication and information—Mark Zuckerberg and Steve Jobs. That revolution—the transformation in digital technology and one of its major sectors, social media—is one of the most dynamic sources of change in the lives of people on a day-to-day basis in this century.

Ultimately, we see this book as providing students, teachers, and the general public an accessible, cogent, critically incisive, and synthetic approach to American film. We hope it succeeds.
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Though we often consider the act of writing a solitary one, there are people whose help has been invaluable in completing this edition of the book. Al Auster wishes to acknowledge the love, support, and creative inspiration of his wife Susan Hamovitch. Leonard Quart wishes to acknowledge his wife Barbara, whose love has always sustained him as a writer, helping make him a better one than he ever thought he could be. Finally, a special note of thanks to Chris Brookeman, who helped launch the first edition of this book many years ago.


1
Introduction


From shadows and symbols into the truth.

—John Henry, Cardinal Newman



In 1981, John Huston’s almost legendary World War II documentary about psychologically crippled veterans, Let There Be Light (1945), received its first commercial public showing, 35 years after it was produced. Originally suppressed by the U.S. Defense Department, which feared its possible pacifistic influence, interest in it was kept alive by film critics—most notably James Agee, who even included it on his best films list of 1946. Unfortunately, time had not dealt too well with Let There Be Light, and most contemporary film critics found it ingenuous and naive to the point of simplemindedness.1

Despite the fact that Let There Be Light failed to live up to its critical reputation, it succeeded on another level. In fact, the showing of the film might be compared to lifting the lid on a time capsule—one that provided a clear insight into an era’s cultural and social perspective and mood. By contemporary standards, a film that adheres to Let There Be Light’s magical faith in the healing power of psychiatrists and Freudianism would be seen as innocent and overly sanguine. It’s a vision of the human condition that would hardly be emulated by today’s more cynical (albeit no more sophisticated) films. Let There Be Light may have left modern critics unimpressed with its moving portrayal of the plight of shell-shocked soldiers, but it does serve as a useful conduit to help understand the intellectual assumptions of the postwar period.

It is hardly an original point, though it bears repeating, that films have the ability to evoke the mood and tone of a society in a particular era. However, there was a time when a number of historians and social scientists were hesitant about accepting this truism. By films, one means not merely documentaries, which obviously directly capture something of the reality of people’s lives and feelings, but also mainstream Hollywood commercial films. It is not only that these films sometimes convey and imitate the surfaces of day-to-day life, the way people talk, dress, and consume—though social realism is clearly not an aesthetic that Hollywood usually embraces or has seen as commercially viable. But, more important, fictional films reveal something of the dreams, desires, displacements, and, in some cases, the social and political issues that confront American society.

Undeniably, films are a powerful and significant art form. As art historian and critic Erwin Panofsky has suggested, their absence from our lives would probably constitute a “social catastrophe.”2 He wrote, “If all the serious lyric poets, composers, painters and sculptors were forced by law to stop their activities, a rather small fraction of the general public would seriously regret it. If the same thing were to happen with the movies the social consequences would be catastrophic.”3 That sentiment obviously is somewhat hyperbolic, but films shown in theaters, on television, and on DVDs are clearly one of the prime forms of entertainment for the general public and one of the most democratic and accessible elements in the cultural fabric.

That films give a great deal of pleasure to a great many people does not necessarily connote that they are a significant form of cultural and historical evidence. But the fact that they reach a mass audience signifies that films do connect with some part of the conscious or unconscious experience of the general public or, at least, a large proportion of it. However, the attempt to define the specific relation of Hollywood film to popular consciousness is a difficult one. One problem is that the writers and directors of films—be they assembly-line products like Risky Business (1983) or works expressing a complex individual sensibility like Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976)—have no mystical access to the zeitgeist. There are no straight, clear lines to be drawn between the film industry and the popular mind—neither is it a mirror of public feelings and habits, nor can one make the vulgar, mechanistic connection that implies that the industry is some evil empire conspiratorially shaping the social values and political opinions of a supine public. However, there is no question that Hollywood’s genius for manufacturing and publicizing seductive images like John Wayne’s World War II heroes—icons who had a profound effect on the lives of countless young Vietnam enlistees—should not be minimized, the images often becoming a substitute for reality for their audiences.

The popular mind itself is no monolith. It is divided by age, social class, gender, region, ethnicity, and race and often fickle and changeable in its response to films. In a matter of four or five years, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the movie audience shifted from the sympathy to social outlawry of Bonnie and Clyde (1967) to the law and order vigilantism of Dirty Harry (1971), and it’s doubtful that that shift corresponded with some radical transformation of popular feeling. Still, it’s possible that during that period, both responses toward crime coexisted in American society and that the films tapped different audiences. It’s also hard to be certain why a film achieves popular success. For example, was the success of Rambo based on its political significance—its voicing populist, patriotic, and anticommunist sentiments—or because of Stallone’s muscle-headed charisma and the film’s nonstop action and violence? The answer is that it is probably a combination of all these elements that helped garner a large audience for the films. And it’s truly difficult to distinguish which aspects of the film were the basis of its audience appeal.

All one can say with certainty is that American directors, like Altman, Coppola, and Gus Van Sant, most of whose films express powerful personal visions and styles, share some of the same dreams and cultural tensions and influences other Americans do. Consequently, films like Nashville (1975) and Godfather I and II (1972 and 1974) cannot help but convey some of the cultural and social strains the directors hold in common with their audience. And for the rest of Hollywood’s output—films that are much less personal in nature—the movie industry spends a great deal of time and money trying to divine popular values and trends, often succeeding in attracting an audience by knowing just how to package those concerns. For example, some of the biggest commercial hits of the summer of 1989 were films like Field of Dreams, which constructed a mythic American past by nostalgically conjuring up the Chicago Black Sox of 1919 playing on a pristine and bucolic baseball diamond, and the well-crafted sitcom Parenthood, which views the family as the foundation of American life and consecrates the act of having babies as if family planning never existed. Both of these films lure audiences by shutting out much of the larger social world and being awash with nostalgia for an earlier America. Clearly, film images rarely determine our values, but they are both suggestive signs of and reinforcers of popular feelings.

During the past 30 years, a number of historians and culture critics have begun to give films their due as important social and cultural evidence. Among the noteworthy ones are History/American Film edited by Jackson and O’Connor, Movie-Made America by Robert Sklar, We’re in the Money by Andrew Bergman, Film: The Democratic Art by Garth Jowett, America in the Movies by Michael Wood, From Reverence to Rape by Molly Haskell, A Certain Tendency of the Hollywood Cinema, 1930–1980 by Robert B. Ray, Camera Politica by Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner, and Pictures at a Revolution: Five Movies and the Birth of the New Hollywood by Mark Harris. In fact, the pendulum may have swung so far that, for a number of historians, films have come to be one of the most important clues to understanding the state of the American mind. As Arthur Schlesinger Jr. has said, albeit in an inflated manner,


Strike the American contribution from drama, painting, music, sculpture and even dance, and possibly poetry and the novel and the world’s achievement is only marginally diminished. But the film without American contribution is unimaginable. The fact that film has been the most potent vehicle for the American imagination suggests all the more strongly that movies have something to tell us not just about the surfaces but the mysteries of American life.4



Of course, stating this is much easier than defining precisely how we can penetrate those surfaces and reveal those mysteries. Obviously, the political and social significance of explicitly political films, ranging from Polonsky’s Marxist, film noir Force of Evil (1948) to Kubrick’s sardonic and apocalyptic Dr. Strangelove (1964) through Oliver Stone’s mixture of social realism and Manichaean melodrama in Platoon (1986), can easily be gleaned, though, again, the relation of the political and social perspectives of even these films to the public’s social and cultural beliefs is never a seamless one.

All films, however, can be considered political, for films as varied as On the Town (1949) and Avatar (2009) convey a point of view, an implicit ideological perspective, on the nature of American reality. Of course, it is more difficult to discover cultural and social meaning in ostensibly nonpolitical and apolitical films like Tourneur’s Out of the Past (1947) and Spielberg’s E.T. (1982). These two works, like the great majority of American films, rarely attempt to consciously illuminate cultural and social patterns. They usually stylize, mythologize, and at times trivialize the social world—primarily aiming to provide glamour, escape, thrills, or a sense of emotional security to a mass audience. That these films, both the explicitly political and the nonpolitical, were and are often bound by institutional forces like the power of the studios or producers to make final cuts, genre conventions, collective screenwriting and rewriting, censorship, and the star system, provides one more difficulty in gleaning the social and cultural perspective of the films, the film’s original intent being blurred by the number of people and industry controls that go into shaping the final product, inadvertently creating conflicted texts in some films. Given all these variables, the effort to explore the link between these films and the basic premises, values, and problems of American society must be by its very nature tentative and touched with ambiguity. There are no absolutes or certainties that underlie this relationship, and there are few films whose social meaning is not open to contesting and contradictory interpretations.

In the act, however, of either displacing or stylizing social reality, Hollywood was able to create vital and reverberating images, characters, and dialogue that granted a great deal of insight into the culture. It succeeded in helping to shape the consciousness of its audience by creating mythic landscapes and urbanscapes—the transcendental West of John Ford’s Monument Valley and the magical, neon-lit Broadway of countless musicals—and archetypal figures like the gangster, private eye, and femme fatale. The link between Hollywood and its audience, as stated previously, is a reciprocal one. Frank Capra’s humane, harmonious small towns and the New York apartments and nightclubs of 1930s screwball comedies like Holiday (1938) and The Awful Truth (1937) were distinctive Hollywood creations that had resonance for audiences because they reinforced existing public fantasies and feelings.

The nature of cinematic archetypes and landscapes has changed through the years, but most Hollywood films still follow a set of narrative and stylistic conventions, though in the past three or four decades, a number of major directors have played with and veered from them. The classic Hollywood film was committed to a linear narrative, temporal and spatial coherence, and closure, usually centering around a protagonist the audience could emotionally identify with and through whose actions the narrative would be resolved. Implicitly, this narrative tradition, with its emphasis on the patterned and predictable, usually reinforced the social status quo. The films were also built around either individual heroism or at least the centrality of the individual—a value that Hollywood has embraced since its beginnings. In fact, most American social and political films from The Best Years of Our Lives (1946) to Platoon of the 1980s define political events in terms of an individual’s fate and consciousness. The ideological and political context of Vietnam, for example, is left untouched by Platoon, the war being basically conceived as a murderous rite of passage and existential drama that one individual soldier goes through.

Hollywood films have also been firm believers in the American success ethic, almost never questioning the viability and virtue of the country’s social and economic system. As a result, films have usually promoted the notion, in a wide variety of genres, that most white males have the ability and opportunity to succeed in America. In recent years, in films like Working Girl (1988), some women have been added to the host of Hollywood characters who easily overcome the obstacles of class, ethnicity, gender, and even race (at least for stars like Eddie Murphy and Morgan Freeman) and are able to achieve the American Dream.

Socially subversive and anarchic elements obviously exist in popular American films—like the psychopathic gangster and the detective who breaks all the institutional rules. However, despite their deviant behavior, characters like Cagney’s psycho gangster in White Heat (1949) or Eastwood’s vigilante cop Harry Callahan in Dirty Harry don’t ultimately disrupt the social status quo. Still, despite the fact that classical Hollywood has usually restored the traditional order of things at the film’s conclusion, a great many of its films contain camera setups, snatches of dialogue, elements in the mise-en-scène, and performances that counter the thrust of the narrative and call the conventional world and its values into question. Even amid the familial sweetness of a film like Meet Me in St. Louis (1944), there are dark and uneasy images that, for a scene or two, subvert the film’s serene vision.

Hollywood, however, has made films that break ideologically from the status quo. In the 1930s, King Vidor’s low-budget Our Daily Bread (1934) envisioned a collective farm where unemployed people would work communally as an alternative to the harshness of depression poverty and capitalism. But American films that proffer alternative political and social visions are very rare. Films, however, that see the world as dark and murderous—without political or social alternatives—and provide no concluding image of hope or reconciliation are far more common. However, for every film like Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket (1987), a black comic, profoundly pessimistic and genuinely critical vision of the American military and the human condition, there are innumerable To Live and Die in L.A.s (1985) with their pop nihilism and gratuitous violence—conventional films that seemingly have merely inverted the classical Hollywood idea of closure and made the bleak, bloody climax their parallel to the happy ending.

Nevertheless, American films can be clearly politically radical and liberal or conservative, nihilistic, ambiguous, confused, and conflicted ideologically, and the analysis of the relationship between them and the society still remains problematic. For example, can one really link E.T.’s affirmation of innocence and distrust of adult authority to the nostalgia-drenched, anti–big-government pieties of the early Reagan years? And what does the audience really perceive that film’s ideological intent or, more important, a film like Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing (1989) to be? However, despite our wariness about coming up with facile generalizations about the connection between film and society, it is as important to explore that relationship as to study the nature of directorial sensibility and style, the range of Hollywood genres, star biographies, and the history of the studios—not that any of these elements are mutually exclusive.

Clearly, any cultural and social analysis of Hollywood films would have to take into account a variety of theoretical and critical approaches. The auteurist critics’ origins go back to French critics cum directors like Truffaut, Godard, Rivette, and Chabrol, who wrote for Cahiers du Cinema about neglected commercial directors—mostly American—who needed to be explored in depth. They promoted the notion that the basic starting point of film is the personal sensibility, style, and especially the motifs of the director, which give him a “signature”—a coherent worldview—and that the best films are those that most clearly bear the “signature” of their creator.

Though clearly more interested in defending, even glorifying, the aesthetic value of the Hollywood studio films than in exploring their social and political meaning, American auteurist critics like Andrew Sarris (writing in Film Culture and The Village Voice), who took their lead from the French, did chart how John Ford’s vision of family and community had remained constant through such diverse films as The Grapes of Wrath (1940), They Were Expendable (1945), and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949). Auteur critics were, however, in their unsystematic, polemical (in their homages to individual auteurs they overrated their mediocre work and almost never mentioned how powerful a role the studios played in producing these films)5 sometimes defensive manner, interested primarily in demonstrating how a film’s visual style was redolent with meaning. They loved to demonstrate just how the mise-en-scène of a Budd Boetticher B western had much greater aesthetic and even intellectual value than the liberal pieties pervading a Stanley Kramer or Richards Brooks social-problem film. As a result, they were able to redeem and sometimes create the critical reputations of directors such as Howard Hawks, Nicholas Ray, Douglas Sirk, and other much less deserving figures.

In doing that, the auteur critics granted added luster and cultural importance to commercial Hollywood genres like the western, thriller, screwball comedy, and woman’s picture. These genres themselves were subject to a body of criticism that explored their themes, structures, and iconography. Genre criticism often traced the shifts in the form’s conventions and themes (e.g., the changes in the western from Tom Mix through John Ford to Sam Peckinpah) or examined the relation of the genre to its audience. Most genre critics were more interested in analyzing the films as self-contained forms, dissecting the iconography of the musical rather than evoking its cultural and social significance. However, there were critics such as Robert Warshow and Leo Braudy who sought to analyze the relationship between a genre’s popularity and the attitudes and needs that audiences bring to it. For example, Warshow’s essay on the gangster film asserting that the vicious, avaricious behavior of the protagonist in films like Little Caesar (1930) appealed to that part of the American psyche that rejects official American culture.6

There have also been film critics who have directly sought to unravel by using a psychoanalytic interpretation, the hidden social and psychological meaning of a film. A theorist like Siegfried Kracauer believed that films are never merely the product of an individual artist but also a collaborative expression of mass feelings.7 For instance, his landmark work, From Caligari to Hitler, although marred by too heady a faith in German films’ ability to reveal the secrets of the collective mind as well as predict the rise of Nazism, still yields interesting insight into film as a means of illuminating the “deepest psychological dispositions”8 of a society. This, coupled with the Freudian notion that films, like dreams, have a latent and manifest content, has proved of some value in wringing social meaning from even the most escapist of films.

Nonetheless, these perceptions are weakened by the fact that they make the meaning of a film dependent on some kind of unconscious activity. It is impossible to demonstrate how the Jungian “collective unconscious” (even if we accept its existence) or the latent content of Freudianism manifests itself in the narrative and imagery of the film. A critic must maintain an almost mystical faith that it does or, more commonly, see it as mere speculation and feel it unnecessary to prove its existence. But in writing about notions such as the mass unconscious, there is a tendency to graft elaborate meanings onto the most common of films. As a result, the work of art becomes something secondary, even insignificant; what becomes all-important is the analysis and interpretation, or else, as in the words of Paddy Whannel and Stuart Hall, art—in this case film—becomes merely “sugar on the pill.”9

In the past few decades, a number of theoretical approaches to film, like structuralism and semiology, have held that film is “a system of conventions and codes, a set of structures dictating and circumscribing the ultimate possibilities of any individual film.”10 According to these theoretical perspectives, it’s the underlying cultural patterns, not the individual artist, that create meaning in a film. The emphasis in semiology is on sign systems and structuralism—more on broader organizing principles (e.g., the antimony between civilization and the wilderness that runs through the western film) than on the individual artist’s vision or the work’s aesthetic value or its virtues and weaknesses. As a result, the distinction between high art and popular art and between art and artifact becomes of little or no interest to the critic—all being equally open to structural and semiological analysis.

In the wake of structuralism and semiotics, there has been a stream of diverse theoretical developments that are usually placed under the rubric of deconstruction. Influenced by the writings of Foucault, Lacan, and especially Jacques Derrida, “the most far-reaching consequence of a deconstructive perspective on film concerns the act of interpretation.”11 According to film theorist Peter Brunette,


Ultimately, deconstruction shows that it is strictly speaking, impossible to specify what a “valid” interpretation would look like. In this sense, it might be said that deconstruction’s most important work has been the investigation of the institutions that allow or restrict reading, or meaning-making of any sort.12



What deconstructionists questioned were all claims to universal truth—seeing them “as self-serving deceptions perpetrated by wielders of power.”13 And most deconstructionists repudiated the idea that a work of art conveys “meaning, beauty, and authorship”14—sometimes ending with an extreme skeptical perspective where any critical interpretation could be seen as equally valid. However, during the past 10 years, the contemporary theoretical landscape seems quite fragmented, and there seems no unified theory in the offing. Some theorists have posited a cognitive approach that derives from neuroscience and doesn’t have much continuity or dialogue with the more politicized, sociological forms of film theory. It goes back to the idea that responses to cinema are near universal and tries to explain how certain filmic conventions trigger responses in the brain.

Though our book does not embrace semiological, structuralist, and deconstructionist theoretical perspectives, we are aware that they have at times given us new ways of seeing the underlying cultural codes inherent in film. For example, the idea of the camera’s gaze in classical Hollywood film as a male one—that sees women as objects of voyeuristic pleasure (modified since then by its author, Laura Mulvey)—alters one’s way of thinking about familiar films. If, on the one hand, however, modernist and postmodernist theory leads to fresh insights into the role that culture plays in shaping films, then, on the other, it remains abstracted from the particularity of the individual film and its historical context. In their attempt to get the respect of the hard sciences, the postmodernist theorists have constructed a specialized and obfuscating vocabulary of their own (e.g., words like “valorizing” and “multivalent”). In addition, in their contempt for subjectivity (despite their deriding any claims to objective knowledge), the contemporary theorist often tends to be removed from the concrete act of viewing a film—an emotional experience that makes one see how often the complex texture of a film undermines those structures and theories that have become the lifeblood and ultimate trap of academic film study.

In writing this book, however, we have been influenced by genre, auteur, feminist, psychoanalytic, Marxist, structuralist, multicultural, poststructuralist, and other critical perspectives but are not wedded to any one critical system. Our aim is to depict and evaluate, both politically and aesthetically, the way American films convey their social and cultural values and commitments. Given our belief in film’s historical and social significance, it is the particular purpose of this study to look at American films from 1945 to the present and analyze how they perceived and conjured up the American social and cultural landscape. In addition, we have included a brief rendering of some of the major political events and social and cultural trends that dominated a decade and left a mark on its films.

To accomplish this, our method is a simple one. For one thing, since American screens—and a large percentage of foreign ones as well—are dominated by Hollywood films, we have treated Hollywood and American film as being synonymous. And for the purpose of this study, we have left out a discussion of avant-garde and most documentary films. We are also aware of the hazards of adopting a decade-by-decade approach, for clearly the culture and politics of the 1960s did not end on December 31, 1969—and the Cold War and the anticommunist crusade were not limited to one decade. The general tone, concerns, and beliefs of one decade often overlap into the following one. Despite the somewhat arbitrary nature of our book’s structure, it has the advantage of convenience and popular acceptance—references to decades like the 1950s and 1960s continue to denote a particular set of social and cultural norms and patterns.

One serious difficulty in writing the book was making a selection of films that best illuminated these trends. In order to accomplish this, we have relied in the main on a large body of films that could be called “public classics”15—films whose box office grosses awards and critical reputation (which have either stood the test of time or grown with it) indicate, by their broad acceptance, that they have a connection with the popular consciousness. Undoubtedly, there are many other films that might point in different directions or deal with the themes we have analyzed in a clearer, sharper manner or that were perhaps visionary in their ability to herald future trends and themes. Nevertheless, it does seem to us that some degree of consensus exists about the importance of specific films and their relation to the society of their times, such as films like The Best Years of Our Lives and the 1940s, Rebel Without a Cause and the 1950s, Bonnie and Clyde and Easy Rider and the 1960s, Nashville in the 1970s, Do the Right Thing in the 1980s, Philadelphia in the 1990s, and The Hurt Locker and Up in the Air in the first decade of the 21st century. We have included in our study a number of films of this type. In addition, since this book was intended as both an introduction and a guide to American film and culture for students, we have tried to include films that are accessible to them through DVD, online, and by mail rental services, video stores, and available archives, although this was by no means the decisive factor in our choice.

Finally, as far as the theme of this study goes, it is important to return for a moment to Let There Be Light. When that film is placed alongside some films of the 1970s dealing with similar problems and themes like The Deer Hunter and Coming Home (1978) and a documentary like Hearts and Minds (1974), one cannot help but see what a different portrait the 1970s films provide of American life and how that image has radically changed over time. In Let There Be Light, for example, the officer informs (without irony) the just-discharged patients, “On your shoulders falls much of the responsibility for the postwar world.” It is the sort of uplifting sentiment that traumatized Vietnam War veterans, like Nicky (The Deer Hunter) and Bob (Coming Home), would greet with the stony stare of suicidal despair. Throughout the book, we have attempted to show how American films moved from the relatively selfconfident affirmation of the American Dream in the late 1940s (Hollywood at its zenith) to the films of the 1960s and 1970s and even the politically retrograde and nostalgic Reagan 1980s, where, despite the continued emphasis on big budgets, stars, and genre formulae, the films in general grew increasingly more anxious, alienated, and nihilistic. (One trend that makes one feel hopeful is that by the end of the 1990s and into the first decade of the 21st century, despite all the high-concept, big-budget films like Independence Day [1996], the Mission Impossibles and Batmans, and Avatar [2009], there seemed to be a great deal more room in theaters for low-budget and idiosyncratic films.) In constructing this pattern, we have tried to avoid subsuming the contested meanings of individual films and the often-contradictory history of cinematic cultural trends under reductive and rigid sociological categories. We have been conscious of the feelings of doubt and loss that began to appear beneath the buoyant surface of 1940s films and the preservation of American dream imagery in the darker, more pessimistic work of the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s and into the first decade of the 21st century.

Ultimately, what we have written is only one more step in the ongoing and complex study of the multiple and diverse interactions of culture and society and, more specifically, film and society. We have not conceived this book as a definitive work but rather as one among a number of possible ways that help illuminate the nature of American society and culture. The book is based on the anachronistic idea that a passion for and a personal commitment to the imaginative life of films can be an integral part of the critical process and that the critique can be conveyed in a language that any intelligent person who cares about film can understand. It is best summed up in the humanist perspective of Raymond Williams, which holds that art is a means to “learn, describe, to understand, to educate”16—a way of heightening one’s perception of self, others, the larger social and political world, and the human condition itself. To that list, we would add that the capacity of film to grant aesthetic pleasure in the contemplation of camera movement, composition, editing, color, sound, and other formal elements is as significant as any other end. We finally believe, as did James Agee on writing his first film review in The Nation, that the final function of any review or critical study is to aid those “who watch any given screen, where the proof is caught irrelevant to excuse, and available in proportion to the eye which sees it, and the mind which uses it.”17
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The 1940s

In 1936, President Franklin D. Roosevelt announced that Americans had a “rendezvous with destiny.” The war years turned that prophecy into a reality as America emerged from its traditional isolationism and became an imperialist, interventionist nation—the most powerful nation in the world. The political energy that had once gone into the struggle against the Depression was now concentrated on the war effort. And that undertaking granted to many people on the home front a sense of purpose, exhilaration, and community that was rare in American history.1

The same energy and optimism that helped bring about victory carried over into the postwar years. However, this optimism had more to do with people’s material well-being (in the 1940s the average American enjoyed an income 15 times greater than the average foreigner)2 and national pride than with any new political and social commitments. In fact, most Americans had become weary of the long years of economic depression and foreign wars and, in general, bored with politics. Constricted by the enforced savings of World War II, Americans wanted to enjoy their newfound prosperity and victory. A new era seemed about to open, offering ordinary Americans not only increased income but also a chance for education and greater social and economic status.

One of the driving forces behind this new mood was the GI Bill of Rights, which became law in 1944, helping returning veterans to borrow money to set up businesses and attend universities that they had once viewed as preserves of the upper-middle class. In addition, a baby boom gave evidence that Americans felt freed from the social anguish of the past decade and a half and had begun to feel that the future held infinite promise.3

Another key factor in this changing climate was the accession to the presidency, upon the death of Roosevelt in 1945, of Vice President Harry S. Truman, who was a moderate, Democratic Party organization stalwart from Missouri. At first, Truman’s presidency suffered by comparison with the charismatic Roosevelt. In addition, he was beset by a resurgent conservative congressional coalition of southern Democrats (Dixiecrats) and Republicans, who frustrated his attempts to extend the New Deal and forced him to watch helplessly as they overrode his veto of the antilabor Taft-Hartley bill in 1947. However, even when he came into his own, after a startling come-from-behind victory in the presidential campaign of 1948, he merely introduced a Fair Deal program that was only a pale copy and codification of the New Deal. Thus, despite his political triumph, the Truman era was dominated by the profits and developing prestige and power of the corporations rather than by the forces of social reform.4

Nevertheless, although feelings of both material abundance and the irrelevance of social conflict were prime cultural themes of the 1940s, there were darker signs. A crippling strike wave, culminating in a coal strike led by Roosevelt’s nemesis John L. Lewis, served notice that labor was no longer willing to continue its rather unequal collaboration with business and wanted a larger share of the wealth generated by the war. The labor insurgency, coupled with high inflation, caused ripples of anxiety in the economy. Equally significant, though largely beneath the surface, were a pair of major demographic changes. One was the great migration of poor blacks to the North to work in defense plants during World War II where they exchanged the certainties and oppression of southern rural life for the anxieties and higher wages of the northern cities. Paralleling this black migration was the movement of whites (aided by low-interest Federal Housing Administration and Veterans’ Administration loans) to the suburbs. Hand in hand, the twin migrations would alter the entire social fabric of America.5

However severe these labor problems and demographic changes were, they were merely minor irritants compared to the turmoil caused by foreign affairs. Long used to neglecting foreign relationships, the Americans were thrust by the war into a leading international position. It also moved the United States into an alliance with the Soviet Union—a nation considered in some prewar American circles as a greater menace than Germany, Italy, or Japan. Nonetheless, most Americans were little disturbed by the wartime alliance with the Soviet Union. In fact, many liberals saw that alliance (with the Soviet Union as the junior partner) as the basis of an enduring peace where postwar social reforms would become the prime commitment of both nations. Yet among conservatives there were always undercurrents of suspicion of the Soviet Union and the U.S.-Soviet alliance. And when Stalin, in quest of greater security, broke the 1945 Yalta agreements, conservative unease and anger toward the Soviet Union increased, a wariness that many liberals soon began to share.6

During the next few years, despite the dream of a new international order embodied in the United Nations, the Cold War (as it came to be known) escalated and relations between the United States and the Soviet Union were permeated with fear, suspicion, and distrust. As a result, the two ideologically expansionist powers, their wartime cooperation seemingly forgotten, confronted each other with neither side genuinely seeking peace or rapprochement. On their side the Americans continually evoked images of an “iron curtain” and the threat of Soviet expansion, while the Russians talked of “American imperialism” and the constant threat to their borders and security.7

The conflict was not solely confined to rhetoric. In 1947, breaking with a long-standing American tradition against peacetime military and political alliances, President Truman gained congressional approval for $400 million in military and economic aid to Greece and Turkey to help them in their struggle against communist guerrillas. This action, soon to be dubbed the Truman Doctrine, had broader implications—including the seeds for later American interventions—for, in the words of Truman, America was now committed “to support free people who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressure.”8

The crisis between the two former allies deepened as a Soviet-sponsored coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 eliminated the last vestiges of democracy in eastern and central Europe, and the Marshall Plan and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization established an American-backed cordon sanitaire in western Europe. The cordon sanitaire was worked out by diplomat-scholar George F. Kennan and his State Department policy planning group and given political sponsorship by Secretary of State George C. Marshall, reasoning that an anticommunist foreign policy was not enough to impede the spread of communism in Europe. They believed that it was only with the recovery of the European economy (one that would also provide markets for the United States) that the Soviet threat could be thwarted. Indeed with the passage of the Marshall Plan in 1948 western Europe took a giant step toward economic recovery and enhanced its capacity to resist communism.9

However, even with western Europe stabilized by 1949, American anxieties about communism hardly lessened. The fear of communist aggression from abroad was soon replaced by terror over a native communist fifth column whose task was seemingly to ferret out military secrets as they subverted America’s will to resist. These feelings were reinforced by a succession of spy ring revelations—Igor Gouzenko, Judith Coplon, Elizabeth Bentley, and Whittaker Chambers. The explosion of a Soviet atomic bomb, coupled with the fall of mainland China to the communists, transformed these fears into a full-fledged anticommunist hysteria. Angered by their sense of a growing visible and invisible communist menace and becoming anxious over their own survival, Americans sought facile explanations for what they saw as an imminent threat. Rather than confront the long-term economic and social causes that produced both wars of “national liberation” and communist takeovers (at the time they were neatly equated), Americans found the reasons for the success of the left in a supposed international communist conspiracy.10

In the vanguard of this search for traitors was the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Dormant during the war years, the committee saw its chance to regain the limelight in 1947 when it held hearings investigating communist influence in the motion picture industry. Drawn by the prestige and glamour of the film industry, the committee was more interested in the political affiliations of its 10 “unfriendly” witnesses—some of whom were the most talented and politically active writers and directors in Hollywood (e.g., Dalton Trumbo, Albert Maltz, and Ring Lardner Jr.)—than in the supposedly subversive content of their films.11

At first the moguls and liberals in the industry protested about the committee’s actions, but seeing the witnesses take the first amendment regarding their politics, they quickly succumbed to expediency, fearing that their profits and careers might be threatened. In a meeting at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel soon after the 10 witnesses appeared before the committee, the moguls issued their craven Waldorf Statement, which was in essence a tacit agreement to establish a blacklist refusing to either reemploy the “Hollywood Ten” or other members of the Communist Party.12

Of course the HUAC investigations of Hollywood were just one element of the growing fear of and attack on the presumed communist conspiracy. In 1949 the leaders of the U.S. Communist Party were convicted under the Smith Act for conspiracy and sent to prison. More significantly, the deeply symbolic Hiss-Chambers affair, which saw the former high-level New Deal bureaucrat Alger Hiss accused of espionage and convicted of perjury, brought the New Deal under attack for being soft on communism. The 1940s concluded with a portion of the American public, dominated by midwesterners, recent immigrants, and Catholics, holding that New Deal liberalism and communism were one and the same thing.13

Nevertheless, despite the growing fear of the “red menace,” the 1940s were still essentially a time of optimism and consensus, and nowhere was this more evident than in American film. For although they had a dark side touched with pessimism and self-doubt, the movies basically endorsed and reflected a feeling of national triumph. Moreover, for the industry itself the postwar era was a bloom time. From 1942 to 1944, Hollywood produced about 440 films a year, and 1946 was the most commercially successful year in its history. The 1940s were a time of big stars and big audiences where the studios, with their armies of talented technicians and performers, reigned supreme. The last years of the decade did see Hollywood beset by labor troubles, adverse Supreme Court decisions (the Paramount case), and the aftereffects of the HUAC hearings—leading to the blacklisting of a large number of major creative contributors to the industry. But the forties were still “the last great show of confidence and skill” by Hollywood before it became paralyzed by competition from television and the death of the studio system.14

Nowhere was this optimism more evident than in the war films that the studios churned out through the war years. The overriding purpose of these films was patriotic uplift, and despite the fact that an occasional hero lapsed into Casablanca-like (1942) cynicism or malaise, they were all eventually aroused to a commitment to the collective struggle against fascism. With Hollywood helping to shoulder the wartime burden of maintaining morale, there were few films that dealt with the reality rather than the romance of combat or with the psychological effects of the war. Those that did, like John Huston’s pacifistic documentary Battle of San Pietro (1945), which evoked haunting and harrowing images of the war with great immediacy and intensity, were prevented by the Pentagon from reaching the public. Neither the Pentagon nor Hollywood wanted films that filled the screens with images of exhausted soldiers, cemeteries of dog tags, and terrified peasants. They desired war films that exulted in America by creating mythical—ethnically, regionally, and occupationally heterogeneous—platoons to personify American democracy.

By the end of the war, however, with victory clearly in sight, self-righteous propagandistic films like God Is My Co-Pilot (1943) and The Purple Heart (1944) were replaced by more sophisticated and realistic films. Among the first of these was Lewis Milestone’s A Walk in the Sun (1945), which provides a realistic treatment, through its subtle and moving use of close-ups and light and shadow, of an infantry unit’s battle fear and anxiety. The soldiers are fallible human beings, not Hollywood heroes, though the film still contains the usual sentimentalized melting pot of “dogfaces” who engage in tiresome, colloquial banter and even go in for self-conscious interior monologues. But if Walk in the Sun indulges in antifascist and pseudodemocratic (Popular Front) clichés and rhetoric about the “mighty Joes” and the people’s folksy wisdom and capacity for artistic feeling, its images of long lines of soldiers walking in the darkness are vivid and poignant. And its generally unromantic treatment of a war where men become frightened and die placed it far above the run-of-the-mill war films with their bloodthirsty and barbaric “Nips” and “Krauts” being put to route by the derring-do of an Errol Flynn or John Wayne.

William Wellman’s The Story of G.I. Joe (1945) was a much leaner and more solemn film than A Walk in the Sun. Based on Ernie Pyle’s Pulitzer Prize–winning dispatches, this dry, understated, quasi-documentary work avoids almost all the inflated political rhetoric, histrionics, and stereotyping that characterized most other World War II films. The film is constructed, without a driving narrative to propel it, as a series of abruptly terminated scenes that powerfully capture the pathos and tragedy of the war. Wellman’s infantrymen are not clean shaven or well fed, and the war takes a palpable toll—all the men are exhausted by the day-to-day slogging and fighting; a tough sergeant, obsessed with home and his son’s voice, has a breakdown; and the strong, quietly dignified captain of the platoon, Bill Walker (Robert Mitchum), who is a towering figure, dies. Watching this film, James Agee was sufficiently moved to compare it, especially its final, somber, dark moments, to a Whitmanesque war poem.15

In a far different mode was John Ford’s romantic and leisurely They Were Expendable (1945). Ford’s film displayed little interest in the psychology or sociology of his PT boat officers and crew but was deeply committed to paying homage to a community of men who were portrayed as gallant and heroic in defeat. The film was filled with epic long shots of almost painterly sea battles and of the men’s ritualistic arrivals from and departures into battle. Ford believed in the virtues of the military, conceiving it as a community built on a hierarchic code of power, self-sacrifice, responsibility, and obligation. The film’s officers are viewed as heroes, men free of any fear or anxiety about the war, best illustrated by the impetuous, tough Captain Rusty Ryan (John Wayne), who is unwilling to allow mere wounds to prevent him from going into battle. They also understand that leadership demands that they subordinate individual desires for the good of the squadron—to become “team players.”

Ford’s film was a celebration, not a critical portrait, of the American war effort. They Were Expendable is filled with patriotic and elegiac sentiments—a sound track playing “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and “Red River Valley”; an affecting montage of wounded men, one of them who is blind, smoking a cigarette with trembling hands; and a melancholy full shot of exhausted, courageous nurses seen in silhouette walking through a hospital corridor. Consequently, it should come as no surprise from such a paean to the military that the film’s apotheosis is the appearance of an actor embodying Ford’s personal deity, General MacArthur, accompanied by a series of reaction shots of sailors with glowing faces standing in awe of this American icon.

In the hands of another director without the pictorial or narrative gifts of Ford, these rituals and stereotypes might have become mere historical tableaux. However, Ford’s treatment of military rituals and codes is so profoundly felt and his images so grand and stately that the conventional and sentimental emotions and characters are transformed into archetypes and the clichés into myths.

No less important in raising morale and maintaining commitment to the war effort than some of the flag-waving combat films were the home-front melodramas. In fact, a film such as David O. Selznick’s Since You Went Away (1944) actually opened with this announcement: “This is the story of an unconquerable fortress, the American home, 1943.” What followed was Hollywood’s sanitized version of American women’s commitment to the war effort. The plot has a typical suburban housewife, played by a miscast Claudette Colbert, leaving her comfortable home for a job in a welding factory. There she becomes a mentor in Americanization for the immigrant women who work beside her and who see her as the embodiment of the American dream. It’s not only the immigrant women who view her in this manner, for the film itself idealizes Colbert’s family and friends, portraying their world as clean, unruffled, and innocent. The dream is made complete by a black mammy cook (Hattie McDaniel) who, though the family can no longer afford her, returns each night after a full day’s work to provide free housework, comic relief, and consolation. It’s an image of racial unity that provides a fitting capstone to this relentless celebration of the home-front United States.

Nevertheless, despite its saccharine, wish fantasy quality, Since You Went Away did touch on one very important home-front reality: the new role for women as workers in defense industries. There were more than 4 million in 1943, with many more working in other industries. Mass-circulation magazines reacted to this new development by creating the symbol of “Rosie the Riveter,” and Hollywood responded by having its female stars play women who go to work (e.g., Lucille Ball as a defense plant worker in Meet the People, 1944). Hollywood’s casting its stars as workers beautifully encapsulated the fact that everything shot in Hollywood during the years 1942–1945, be it combat films such as Walsh’s Objective Burma (1945), the Tarzan series, or Donald Duck cartoons, reflected or was actively committed to the war effort.

However, as the war came to a close, Hollywood began to turn from making films about the war to those that would help ease the transition from war to peace. Here it was the symbol of the returned veteran who became the embodiment of those issues. As a matter of fact, as Dr. Franklin Fearing wrote in the first issue of the Hollywood Quarterly (predecessor of the present Film Quarterly),


“When Johnny Comes Marching Home” is not only the title of a popular Civil War song, it is a symbol and a situation. It is a symbol with curiously ambivalent meanings, it signifies the return of heroes, or wars ended, of happy reunions after hardwon but glorious victories, and of peace after battle. It is also a sign of dissension, of nervous uncertainty lest, in truth, we have not prepared a “land fit for heroes,” of anxiety regarding possible capacity to adjust and even curiously of fear and hostility. The laughter and tears which welcome Johnny home reflect honest joy and relief, but there is an undertone of nervous tension. Has he changed? How much have I changed? Can we get along together? What is ahead?16



It was this type of anxiety that a film such as Pride of the Marines (1945) was intended to assuage. The film itself was taken from the real-life experiences of marine hero Al Schmid (John Garfield), who was blinded at Guadalcanal. After detailing Al’s early life and his being wounded, the film presents his subsequent withdrawal into a shell of rage and resentment. In the hospital ward other veterans with problems like Al’s overcome them by believing that the country will take care of them with the GI Bill or that just standing up for your rights will get you heard. Al, however, remains unconvinced that there is a place for him in civilian society, and it’s made clear that it’s his personal problem, not America’s. With the issue defined in psychological terms and society absolved, the conventional Hollywood solution is easily achieved. His fiancée confronts his self-pity and tells Al she needs him; predictably, his neurosis (as does our concern about the fate of the returned veteran) then quickly dissolves.

The same theme of postwar adjustment was taken up by Till the End of Time (1946), where the crippled veteran has no girlfriend but rather a mother and a friendly army officer who rouse him from his anger and withdrawal to enter the world again. These films paled by comparison with Samuel Goldwyn and William Wyler’s The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), which dealt with the return home of three World War II veterans from different social backgrounds and the psychological, economic, and physical problems of readjustment they confronted.

The Best Years of Our Lives swept the Academy Awards, was the top box office attraction of 1947, and garnered great critical praise. James Agee, for one, wrote that it was “one of the very few American studio made movies in years that seem to me profoundly pleasing, moving and encouraging.”17 The Marxist and soon to be blacklisted writer-director Abraham Polonsky wrote that “the era of human character which The Best Years makes available to its audience is a landmark in the fog of escapism, meretricious violence and the gimmick plot attitude of the usual movie.”18

Praise like this catapulted the film into the realm of an instant masterpiece. And though that judgment was probably inflated, for the film tended to take few intellectual risks and be somewhat sentimental, The Best Years still contained more truth and insight about the readjustment of veterans to peacetime than any other forties’ film. Moreover, its subtle and eloquent use of deep focus, flowing camera movements, and moving reaction shots that caught the emotional nuances of the characters’ behavior made it an un-self-consciously beautiful and lyrical film as well.


[image: ]
The Best Years of Our Lives (1946). (Courtesy of RKO Radio Pictures/Photofest.)




The Best Years was an intelligent, humane, deeply felt attempt to deal with the problem of the readjustment of veterans in postwar American society. At the same time, it was a stately, carefully balanced, and shrewdly manipulated tribute to the American way of life. It paid homage to American institutions like the small town (the camera lovingly providing a montage of American icons like hot dog stands, ballparks, and Woolworth’s), the family, and Holly-wood’s own belief in the redemptive power of love. And the film tended to obfuscate social issues—dismissing class as a factor in American life by constructing a world where the comradeship of veterans, who run the gamut from bank officers to soda jerks, could un-self-consciously carry over into civilian life. It also personalized social problems such as the difficulties that GIs without capital had when they wanted to own a business or some land. Of course, the answer the film offers is not built on any institutional or structural reform. In the Capra tradition (e.g., American Madness), it’s politically sufficient that the film’s liberal banker, Al Stephenson (Fredric March), grant small loans without any collateral to respectable and hardworking veterans. Implicit in that act is the film’s belief that the system can be made to work by good-natured, “regular guy” bankers (Al tells a nervous applicant for a loan, “Don’t sir me—I’m just a sergeant”) and that in America anybody with enough drive can make it.

In the same fashion as the other veterans’ films, the family and a woman’s love help Al adjust to civilian life. Al comes home to his comfortable apartment and to the warm embrace of an urbane, supportive wife, Millie (Myrna Loy), and two almost grown children who now have lives of their own. However, he feels generally uneasy about his familial role and sexually tense, drinking and bantering compulsively to avoid confronting his feelings of alienation from both family and job. Al’s behavior suggests more complex and tortured emotions about job, family, marriage, and self than the film is willing to explore (feelings that can’t have all been caused by his war experience). By the film’s conclusion, it is all neatly righted, and though Al may still drink too much and have some genuine discontent with the way his life has evolved, the domestic warmth and love of his family will ease his return without too much difficulty.

What is true for Al holds true for both the other veterans, Fred and Homer. Fred Derry (Dana Andrews) returns home a war hero with ribbons, citations, and nightmares from living so close to death. He also comes back without any qualifications for a decent job (the ribbons doing nothing to help him) except for the soda jerk position he had left and feels degraded working at. Fred is sharp, cynical, tough, and filled with middle-class ambitions, but the good jobs don’t seem available to him. He also carries the added burden of marriage to a brassy, sexy blonde who is that particular symbol of anxiety that bedeviled so many GIs—the unfaithful wife. Too narcissistic and independent, Marie (Virginia Mayo) cannot offer Fred any support and only makes him feel worse about himself. However, a good woman’s love ultimately suffices to rescue Fred from despair, as Al’s pert and sensitive daughter Peggy (Theresa Wright) offers him female understanding and support.

Although Fred’s rescue by Peggy and the offer of a job recycling old bombers into prefab housing is rather contrived, the subplot provides one of the best reasons why The Best Years has been assigned a niche in the pantheon of American films. In one of the film’s most formally dazzling and powerful scenes, Fred walks into an airplane graveyard overrun with weeds and containing rows of bombers that are going to be turned into scrap (a metaphor for the now obsolete Fred) and climbs into one of the cobwebbed planes. Camera movement, sound, and editing then work together to reconstruct the sensation of takeoff and flight. There is a close-up of a sweating, feverish Fred; the sound of engines on the sound track; and a nightmarish shot of Fred through the blurred glass of the cockpit. It’s a sequence that provides a profound insight into Fred’s relationship to a war that gave him both a sense of power, self-esteem, and pain. By reliving the war in this one scene, both Fred and the movie audience get a chance to exorcise the war experience.

The postwar adjustment of the third veteran, the inarticulate, vulnerable Homer (Harold Russell), is sensitively and honestly rendered. The poignancy of his story is heightened by the fact that Homer is played by a real amputee (an example of the care that Wyler took in casting the film) who exudes great naturalness in the role. Homer’s problem is not his handicap—he has already achieved a great deal of good-humored self-sufficiency using his hooks—but the unwarranted fear that his passive, loving fiancée, Wilma (Cathy O’Donnell), will be unable to deal with him. Homer does not want to be pitied or treated as a freak; in turn, he rejects Wilma and, as a result, begins to feel isolated and angry. Of course, in the context of the film, all he needs to be happy is to be willing to accept Wilma’s love. However, before this foreseeable conclusion is reached, there are tender, understated scenes where Homer’s father undresses him and takes off his hooks and one where Homer sitting somberly in the shadows puts Wilma to the test by removing his hooks and describing how helpless he is: of course, maternal, caring Wilma comes through.

Despite its limitations, The Best Years’ emotionally moving scenes, its formal luminosity, and its well-defined characters did provide a genuine glimpse of postwar American life. And though it ultimately allowed each of its characters a graceful, albeit predictable, reentry into postwar American society, it suggested that there were genuinely real and traumatic problems inherent in returning home from the war. There were also hints that underneath the film’s essentially optimistic surface there existed some feelings of doubt about America’s future. (The film’s brief portraits of the civilians who stayed home and prospered during the war are so repellent that one begins to wonder about how benign American society could be if it was populated by people of this type.)

This anxiety about America was not merely confined to the returned veteran, but it also extended to other areas of American life. The traces of it could even be found in the work of that apostle of Hollywood optimism, Frank Capra. In Capra’s very first postwar film, It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), he began to modify his normal optimism and belief in the “little people” with a vision of a nightmare world. Capra’s usual mythic, tranquil, small town, Bedford Falls, is destroyed by selfish materialism and turned into a raw, industrial, neon-lit Pottersville (a fantasy possibly inspired by the squalid boomtowns that grew up across America in the wake of the wartime industrial explosion). Even his archetypical common man, George Bailey (James Stewart), is beset with feelings of self-doubt and resentment. Nevertheless, Capracorn and the spirit of Christmas eventually do triumph, the whole cast of characters ultimately singing in unison “Auld Lang Syne,” and the significance of each man’s life, no matter how ordinary, is reaffirmed. In this Capra film the act of affirmation becomes more difficult, and Capra must contrive the deus ex machina of a cute, folksy angel, Clarence (Henry Travers), to bring this film to its benign and joyous conclusion.

It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) was Frank Capra’s favorite film and probably his most personal.19 Its hero, George Bailey, is the most individualized and psychologically complex of Capra’s heroic everyman. George is decent, intelligent, caring, and doomed to living a life he finds constricting, devoid of adventure or great success. In fact, despite the good he does in town (he builds a subdivision of clean, inexpensive new homes), George sees himself as having no real identity, a failure.

Unlike some of Capra’s earlier films, especially his populist trilogy (Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and Meet John Doe), this film is more meditative, less dependent on montage, and more dependent on lengthy close-ups of George Bailey isolated within a frame. Previously, Capra had questioned the value of his form of populist political vision in Meet John Doe (1941), and there were moments of anguish in his other films, but in It’s a Wonderful Life, the despair becomes more personal and deeply felt. And in the style of 1940s films, the doubts expressed deal more with the nature of identity and self than with social or political abuses. As a result, there is no steely-eyed Edward Arnold to play a corrupt political boss or a forbidding fascist tycoon who in the film can ominously threaten Bailey and Capra’s ethics and politics. Instead, there is only Mr. Potter (Lionel Barrymore), the “meanest man in town,” a solitary, Scrooge type who owns slum tenements. Potter is a Dickensian cartoon, a small-town tyrant in a wheelchair whose threats cannot really be taken too seriously. George’s nightmare, though supposedly brought on by Potter’s villainous machinations, comes from inside himself, carrying the sort of intense rage that has him cry out to his cloyingly sweet wife Mary (Donna Reed), “Why do we need all these kids!” George’s anger is finally defused, but it takes all of Capra’s genius at manipulating an audience to achieve it, and a trace of his anguish cannot be fully erased.

What is more, Capra’s nightmare sequence, filled with flashing neon lights; gin mills; harsh, pained characters; and a dark shadowy ambiance, contained most of the elements that characterized a whole genre of 1940s films. For many of Hollywood’s films, especially those dealing with contemporary American life, conveyed, through their somber black-and-white photography, a tone of claustrophobia and entrapment. Obviously some of this dark, oppressive mood derived from the budgetary limits placed on wartime filmmaking, where lighting had to be cut down and sets substituted for location shooting. Nevertheless, the eerie menace inherent in the films’ look was more than an adjustment to industry economics. It was a conscious choice made by the films’ directors, many of them expatriates who had been at Germany’s UFA (the largest single pre–World War II European studio) and received basic training in the German expressionism of the 1920s, with its emphasis on the visual evocation of emotional and intellectual states (e.g., The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari and Nosferatu). Other significant influences were the murky atmospherics of French prewar poetic realist films (e.g., Port of Shadows), the Warner gangster films of the 1930s, and a strain of 19th-century romanticism.

Some leading figures among these expatriate directors were Billy Wilder (Double Indemnity, 1944), Otto Preminger (Laura, 1945), Robert Siodmak (The Killers, 1945, and Cry of the City, 1948) and Fritz Lang (Woman in the Window, 1944, and Scarlet Street, 1945). They made films that tended to, in stylistic terms, deliberately disquieting editing, low-key lighting, night for night shooting, subjective view shots, voice over and flashback, and oblique camera setups. Their films were also characterized by images of rain-swept, foggy-night streets, shadowy figures, seedy bars, flickering street lamps, isolated coast roads, and rooms dominated by mirrors. Postwar French critics identified the films containing many of these elements as a genre that they dubbed film noir.20

Many of these film noir works constructed worlds where paranoia was the dominant feeling, and almost nobody could be trusted. It was a world where women, often in the central role, were glamorous and dangerous—seductive sirens whose every action was marked by duplicity and aimed at satisfying a desire for wealth and power—while the male protagonists were frequently weak, confused and morally equivocal, susceptible to temptation, and incapable of acting heroically. In turn, the villains were often superficially sympathetic figures whose charm masked malevolence and perversity and on occasion operated as alter egos or doubles for the films’ heroes. Film noir also contained bizarre and seedy minor characters, ritualized violence, sadomasochistic behavior, sexual alienation, and a general sense of the perverse, and when the good triumphed at the film’s climax (for the genre was still dominated by Hollywood conventions), its triumph was usually ambiguous.21

The film noir style encompassed a wide range of works of varying quality. For example, there were films like Fritz Lang’s visually powerful Woman in the Window (1944) and Scarlet Street (1945), where a lonely, repressed, conflicted male (Edward G. Robinson) is victimized by a beautiful temptress (Joan Bennett) who is also a victim. Both films were especially striking in their elegant mise-en-scène—more interested in the precise projection of a pessimistic worldview through high overhead shots, low-key lighting, and emotionally charged objects than in an evocation of beauty. Lang’s cold, nightmarish films envisioned a corrupt world where people are trapped by abstract forces—fate, instincts, and society—and nobody really escapes punishment. The films also had a special gift for both imagining sadomasochistic encounters and creating vicious, insidious villains like those played by Dan Duryea in the two films.

There were also less successful films like Robert Siodmak’s Cry of the City (1948), which had a pungent, quasi-documentary feeling for low-life locales: perennially wet streets, neon lights reflected in windows, sinister cocktail lounges, and decaying tenements. It also contained some imaginatively constructed noirish set pieces: a gross six-foot masseuse (Hope Emerson) seen both in close-up devouring her breakfast or through a glass door, in full shot, ominously striding through a house switching on the lights in room after room; a police interview of a group of émigré abortionists that is enveloped in squalor and pathos; and a meticulously executed escape scene, accompanied by a swelling drumbeat on the sound track, as the film’s corrupt and charming villain slips right past the police. However, the film turns out to be no more than the sum of its carefully constructed and calculated tensions, a work of strong surface effects and style based on a banal, cliché-ridden script and dominated by characters devoid of internality or genuine interest.

Much of the same film noir style also dominates Michael Curtiz’s Mildred Pierce (1945), adapted from a novel by James Cain. Mildred Pierce charts the rise, through hard work, of a housewife, Mildred (Joan Crawford), from a waitress to becoming the wealthy owner of a chain of restaurants in southern California. Elements of film noir—stylish low-key lighting; seedy, smoke-filled police stations; pools of shadows; and avaricious, venal characters—permeate the film. Mildred Pierce could also be seen as a women’s picture, romantic films designed to offer women, especially housewives, a cathartic experience. Glamorous Hollywood stars like Bette Davis (Deception, 1946) and Joan Crawford (Possessed, 1948) portrayed women who had to lie, scheme, or even murder to get what they wanted from life. The films gave expression both to alluring wish fantasies about love and luxury and to the frustrations of housewives by dealing with women who led self-sacrificial lives, had ungrateful children, or had to deal with chronic and terminal illnesses. Though often hopelessly soap operatic and melodramatic, the women’s films often featured strong women fighting for their own identities in a world controlled by men.22

In many ways, Mildred Pierce fit the women’s films pattern. It carried a predictable narrative about a mother’s self-destructive love for her daughter, tended toward overstatement and hysteria, and contained major characters who lacked even a hint of psychological nuance. A prime example was Zachary Scott’s cardboard cutout Monte—an aristocratic, decadent, heel recycled from innumerable Hollywood melodramas. For all its lack of subtlety, however, Mildred Pierce was a work that resonated culturally and socially beyond its conventional narrative.

Crawford’s Mildred is supposedly an ordinary, lower-middle-class housewife (though Crawford can never quite convince audiences that she is anything but tough-minded and glamorous) who escapes household drudgery and an enervated husband to become a successful entrepreneur. Warned early that the pursuit of success (it would have been interesting if the film had really begun to question the whole American obsession with success) and the abdication of her maternal role will prove destructive, she is punished by seeing her sweet, perky, younger daughter die of pneumonia and by having a relationship with the feckless, parasitical Monte, who is unfaithful and lives off her money.

But her ultimate punishment for being a strong, independent women is to be treated with contempt and betrayed by her monstrous, eldest daughter, Veda (Ann Blyth). Mildred has spoiled Veda, compulsively sacrificing herself so that Veda can be raised to become a lady. In fact, Veda becomes so absurdly pretentious that despite Mildred’s success, she continues to treat her as if her own life has been irrevocably tainted by Mildred’s having to work for a living. And Veda’s contempt for Mildred’s being merely a waitress—and, in turn, Mildred’s own embarrassment about her job—feels emotionally true and conveys some insight into the sort of status and class anxiety that the usual Hollywood mythology of a classless America rarely would recognize or deal with.

On another level, as mentioned before, the film’s treatment of career women is the most powerfully suggestive aspect of the work. Hollywood films usually treated career women (especially in the post–World War II era) as people who had to be domesticated and made to see the error of their ways when they competed with men. Even Katharine Hepburn, Hollywood’s most noted feminist, had to accept ritualistic degradation and defeat (Adam’s Rib, 1949) in her classic bouts with Spencer Tracy.23 In a similar fashion, Joan Crawford’s Mildred is clearly superior to the men who surround her but is still supposedly enough of a traditional woman to allow herself to be manipulated by these same callow males. Nor does the film even allow Mildred to pursue a career for profit, power, or a sense of self—it is conceived of merely as a means to acquire and hold Veda’s love. And Veda’s behavior itself can possibly be viewed as an extension of Mildred’s success drive or a demonic variation on it.

At the film’s conclusion, there is a tacked-on happy ending with Mildred now bravely facing the future with her passive, dull, chauvinistic husband, who looks even more inadequate when forced to stand next to her. But given Hollywood conventions, he is there to save her from being a single woman. To underline this chauvinistic point, the film allows Ida (Eve Arden), Mildred’s handsome, sarcastically witty friend and workmate, to be treated by men as if she were not a “real woman,” the moral being that aggressive, intelligent career women are usually doomed to lonely and asexual lives and in Ida’s case would trade all their independence for the right man.

Obviously, Joan Crawford’s career woman owed more to the conventions of the women’s pictures than to film noir, but in both genres women often enjoyed a great deal of power over the imagination and will of men. There were a number of possible reasons for the diverse and powerful images of female menace, power, and maternal patience and sacrifice that pervaded these films. For one thing, female stars had a great deal of prestige in Hollywood of the 1940s, and the films reflected that fact. Another explanation for their taking on the image of murderous wives and lovers may have partially derived from the American soldier’s nightmare of infidelity at home during World War II. Of course, the narrative, no matter how much the camera focused on the predatory sexuality or the psychological strength of the female, always restored male dominance by the film’s climax.24

It was Rita Hayworth, a pinup favorite of American males in the 1940s and Columbia Pictures’ only major film star and sex symbol, who became the apotheosis of these dangerous females. In fact, the effect of her role as the sensual, nightclub singer in Gilda (1946) was so strong that it inspired the U.S. Air Force to place Gilda’s name on the atomic bomb dropped on the Bikini Atoll. That role was shortly followed by her playing the character of a mysterious, seductive Circe, Elsa, in the intricately murderous plot of The Lady from Shanghai (1947).

The Lady from Shanghai, directed by her then-husband Orson Welles, is a virtuoso piece of baroque filmmaking filled with striking and bizarre aural and visual images and metaphors (e.g., the symbolic intercutting between the film’s characters and flamingos, crocodiles, and snakes), unusual camera angles, and the rich use of depth of focus. The world it depicts was an embodiment of film noir, a dark, nihilistic universe of men and women who deceive and destroy each other, this time in exotic settings, such as the Caribbean and Acapulco. Although there are moments when the film seems like nothing more than stylish nonsense—all windy rhetoric and meaningless confusion—the bewitching Elsa’s manipulation of Michael O’Hara (Welles himself), a romantic innocent and aspiring novelist, is touched with interesting ambiguities. Elsa is motivated by both greed and a feeling of being utterly adrift in the world, and while caring for Michael, she is also willing to use and destroy him.

Throughout the film, Welles takes pleasure in his cinematic virtuosity and creates original images and sequences to evoke Elsa’s lethal charm. For example, there is an overhead shot of Elsa languidly lying down and singing on the deck of the yacht, luring O’Hara from the bowels of the boat, and an aquarium scene where her face is juxtaposed with an octopus, a metaphor for her predatoriness. For a grand finale, Welles constructs a playland sequence with grotesque laughing dolls, chutes, masks, and a house of mirrors—a labyrinth of refracted and reflected multiple selves. Elsa is the incarnation of film noir’s femme fatale whose snares are difficult to escape. And although her image is figuratively and literally destroyed, Michael, although escaping her trap into the light of day, we know, as in many other 1940s films, is bound to her image for life. As he states, “Maybe I’ll live so long that I’ll forget her. Maybe I’ll die trying.”

O’Hara’s final lines were characteristic of the romantic despair and angst that was so much a part of film noir. The films projected a world that was almost universally corrupt and morally chaotic but gave little sense of how particular social values and institutions helped shape or contribute to this vision (though there were exceptions like Abe Polonsky’s Force of Evil, 1948). Corruption was defined primarily in metaphysical—and, at moments, psychological—terms, though the monstrosity of characters, like Veda in Mildred Pierce, was too outsized for the film’s psychological explanations. Many characters in film noir were impotent and helpless in the face of evil, bending to its force, which seemed to reside in an inalterable human nature. Others struggled against it but in the process were tainted by evil even when they achieved a victory. And there were still other characters who acted as if they were the personification of that corruption.

One of them, a prep school teacher Charles Rankin (Orson Welles) in Welles’s third feature film (following Citizen Kane [1941] and The Magnificent Ambersons), The Stranger (1946), can be viewed as the embodiment of evil. In the film, Rankin turns out to be a notorious Nazi war criminal Franz Kindler—a fictional architect of the Holocaust. Rankin/Kindler had somehow managed to escape the fall of the Third Reich and landed in the picturesque, classic New England small town of Harper, Connecticut—evil invading an American dreamscape. As the film opens, he is about to marry Mary Longstreet (Loretta Young), the daughter of a Supreme Court justice. After listening to Rankin’s chillingly ironic monologue advocating the total genocide of all Germans, a pipe-smoking, preternaturally calm and perceptive Nazi hunter Wilson (Edward G. Robinson), who has been pursuing him, brings him down. Supposedly, Rankin has given himself away by referring to Karl Marx as a Jew. Neither the film’s script—too many rhetorical speeches—nor its characters—Loretta Young’s Mary is unbelievably naive (we are forced to believe that she is so besotted with love for the glowering, controlling Rankin that she picks up nothing about him)—are convincing. Still Welles’s characteristically compelling, ominous shadows, chiaroscuro images, and striking camera angles and set—the church tower and clock—remain beguiling. In addition, while most of Hollywood shied away from dealing with the horrors of the Holocaust, The Stranger was the first American film to even touch on the issue.

However, a writer like Barbara Deming could still suggest in her book Running Away from Myself: A Dream Portrait of Americans Drawn from Film of the 40’s that 1940s films (not only film noir) revealed a crisis of public faith: “A vision of hell in which we are bound.”25 Of course, she qualified that perception by stating that the theme and the audience’s response to it were mainly unconscious. Other critics speculated that the bleak mood of film noir derived from the cumulative anxieties of the Depression, World War II, and the Cold War, though it was difficult to see, by a close analysis of these films, how public events may have directly influenced or shaped the perspective.

If we took a critical leap and suggested that these films may, on some level, have been a revelation of an unconscious public despair, they could just as easily be seen as works that were mere derivations from other popular arts, such as the successful hard-boiled detective novels of Hammett (Maltese Falcon, 1941), Cain (The Postman Always Rings Twice, 1946), and Chandler (The Big Sleep, 1946). On yet another level, like many Hollywood film trends, they could be viewed as a popular genre that, since it made a profit at the box office, was adopted by the industry. And though a number of film noir works may have expressed a genuine directorial sensibility, the look of them—lighting, sets, and camera angles—often seemed more significant than their perspective on the world. In fact, many of these films were potboilers that seemingly did no more than adopt a successful set of formal and narrative codes.

Even more interesting and ironic is that the existence of film noir served only to highlight the essential optimism of the 1940s. Despite the hopelessness, cynicism, and sense of universal decay that film noir projected, both the filmmakers and the audience were readily prepared for and even desirous of avoiding their implications. As a result, even though the logic of the film’s imagery demanded an opposite conclusion, the happy ending and even justice often triumphed. Of course, much of this had to do with Hollywood’s system of self-censorship and genre conventions. On the other hand, it was possible to conclude the films in this manner because of the audience’s willingness and desire to suspend belief—an attitude that was probably aided by the war-inspired conviction that sufficient energy and goodwill existed in society to solve any problem and triumph over any evil. In fact, film noir’s evocation of evil may have served only as a delicious contrast, making the victory of goodness that much more grand and satisfying. Consequently, though film noir portrayed the darker side of human nature, it was one based as much on cinematic form and style as on the expression of a genuine moral or personal vision, and the films and the audience’s response to them hardly affected the basic self-confidence of the era.26

Nowhere is the era’s basic optimism better illustrated than in some of the 1940s films that dealt with social problems, particularly discrimination and racism. In the postwar years, a number of Hollywood producers, directors, and writers were determined to extend the democratic ideals that ostensibly underlied the war effort into an examination and attack on racism and bigotry in America. Films like Crossfire (1947) and Gentleman’s Agreement (1947) were probably two of the first Hollywood studio products to confront anti-Semitism as a serious social problem. For, although almost all the Hollywood moguls were Jewish, they were Jews who craved assimilation and made films that “reinvented the country”27—creating their own myth of America. Except for films like The Jazz Singer (1927), Jews were usually seen as secondary characters—often comic ethnic types in films usually dominated by the moguls’ upper-middle-class White/Anglo-Saxon/Protestant (WASP) ideal (though 1930s Warner Bros. films had many ethnic, working-class, but not Jewish protagonists). Thus, even when films like Crossfire and Gentleman’s Agreement proved profitable, no other films dealing with the subject followed.

Crossfire was an edgy thriller whose visual texture—its mise-en-scène—was much stronger than its script. The film is filled with film noir shadows—razors so gleamingly polished that characters can be reflected in them—and a number of ominous low-angle and overhead shots. There is also a psychopathic villain, Montgomery (Robert Ryan), who is a deceptively soft-spoken sadist, seething with feelings of inferiority, resentment, and anti-Semitism—“Jewish people live off the fat of the land.”

The power of the film lies in Ryan’s performance and in its gift for evoking a tense, seedy night world of smoky bars, all-night movie theaters, and cheap apartments inhabited by characters such as Gloria Grahame’s Ginny, a tough, exhausted woman, and her odd, pathological-liar boyfriend. The bitterness and venom that is exchanged between the two of them and the feeling that most of the characters are living near the precipice are much more striking than the film’s attack on anti-Semitism.

Crossfire’s social vision is timid and evasive. The anti-Semite is conceived as an uneducated psychopath, distancing the situation from the audience’s own experience and values and absolving them of any guilt. The Jewish victim, Samuels (Sam Levene), is a war hero and an empathetic good guy, the film seeming to suggest that an ordinary Jewish scapegoat would be unable to elicit audience sympathy, only the extraordinary Jew being capable of eliciting moral or social concern. And by turning the homosexual victim of the novel into a Jew, the film demonstrated Hollywood’s timidity and fear during this period (homosexuals could not be dealt with in a sympathetic light in films of the 1940s). Finally, in its implicit belief that all problems of prejudice and racism are interchangeable, Hollywood manifested an unwillingness to deal with the particular historical and social experiences of different groups. The films expressed a faith that tolerance—a decent, liberal principle—was sufficient to encompass and solve a variety of complex social problems. Both compounding and illustrating this mixture of intellectual and political timorousness and vagueness was Crossfire’s tendency to be awkwardly and superficially didactic. Its liberal spokesman, pipe-smoking police Lieutenant Finley (Robert Young) stops the action and provides a vaporous sermon about standing up to prejudice. It’s an editorial that safely invokes 19th-century discrimination against the Irish as a historical parallel to anti-Semitism rather than the more charged and contemporary issue of race.

In contrast to Crossfire, Elia Kazan’s Gentleman’s Agreement (which won the Oscar for best picture in 1947), though lacking the former’s visual style and texture, examined and dramatized facets of anti-Semitism that Crossfire never touched on. In the film, a WASP magazine writer, Phil Green (Gregory Peck), pretends to be a Jew for two months so that he can write an exposé of bigotry. In pursuit of his story, a gallery of anti-Semites make their appearance, running the gamut from raging bigots to genteel WASPs (“nice people”) who indulge in polite prejudice and to self-hating Jews who object to Jews who are too ethnic (“kikey”).

Despite Gentleman’s Agreement’s more complex perspective on anti-Semitism, it is characterized by the same political superficiality endemic to social-problem films. Its use of a Gentile journalist to confront anti-Semitism evaded the whole issue. It made it seem that the distinct social and cultural history and ethnic characteristics that distinguished Gentile from Jew never existed. And a Gentile being the victim gave the audience the chance to express anger without having to confront the moral wrongness of prejudice. They now could get upset because an innocent man—a non-Jew—has by mistake become a victim of prejudice.

It was not only Jews who got a touch of liberal optimism from Hollywood in the 1940s. Blacks, from Birth of a Nation (1915), had usually been seen by Holly-wood either as brutal, savage bucks or as good toms and mammies. In 1930s films, two new black stereotypes began to appear: sympathetic victims who were symbols of general rather than racial oppression (the black janitor who is brutally questioned by the police in They Won’t Forget, 1937) and “tragic mulattoes” (e.g., Imitation of Life, 1934) whose skin color allowed them to pass into white society. However, until the 1940s problem, films’ blacks were confined mainly to minor roles, and racism was never explored as an issue.

By the end of the decade, Hollywood began to deal with the issue, and a number of films dealing with race prejudice were released. In one of these, Home of the Brave (1949), an educated, emotionally disturbed black GI, Peter Moss (James Edwards), is cured of a trauma (psychosomatic paralysis) by a white psychiatrist. Moss’s character is in the tradition of the noble martyr (though the film deals directly with racism, not generalized oppression), a passive, self-effacing figure who embodies white values. He is the perfect black to exemplify the liberal ideals of the film since he is a war hero and a successful professional. He is a man who can be viewed by the white audience as someone whose character and lifestyle are no different than any white’s. Just as in Gentleman’s Agreement, Hollywood again affirmed tolerance and integration, provided it was for blacks and Jews who behaved like or really were WASPs. Home of the Brave defined racism as a psychological problem—racists being pathological and blacks being oversensitive to prejudice. For 1940s Holly-wood, there was no such thing as institutional racism—where racist practice permeated, consciously and especially unconsciously, the dominant political and economic institutions of the society—and almost no sense of how profound a role racism played in the daily life of both the whole society and blacks. It was conceived of as a problem that neurotic individuals suffer from and that could be simply resolved with a dose of shared sympathy and understanding between whites and blacks.

In films like Lost Boundaries (1949) and Pinky (1949), a somewhat similar social perspective was communicated. Lost Boundaries was produced by documentary filmmaker Louis de Rochemont (creator of the March of Time newsreels) and shot on location in New Hampshire and Maine, using a largely non-professional cast. Based on a true story, the film deals with a dedicated black doctor, Dr. Scott Carter, and his family, who in the tradition of Hollywood’s tragic mulattoes pass for white in an idyllic New England town. The only seeming legacy of Dr. Carter’s racial past is his children’s gift for music (the “natural rhythm” of blacks)—though he still guiltily goes to Boston once a week to practice at a ghetto clinic. Ultimately, the family secret is revealed when Dr. Carter is rejected for a naval commission because he is black, and the family is forced to deal with the mild social prejudices of the town and, more important, their sensitive son’s confusion (the children were never told) over his racial identity.

Lost Boundaries is a well-intentioned film, but it is limited by a neat Hollywood formula that turns the problem of racism into a peripheral racial problem and totally blurs even that issue by having the black Carters played by white actors (Mel Ferrer and Beatrice Pearson) in the Hollywood tradition of Showboat and Imitation of Life. Hollywood was unwilling to take the risk that audience sympathy could be elicited for black actors passing for white, so it made it easy for them. It gave them white actors, playing characters, who by some imperceptible accident of fate may have some black blood.

The film concludes with the town’s Episcopal minister giving a sermon affirming Christian principles (“I am my brother’s keeper”) and announcing that the navy has seen the light and has begun to grant officers’ commissions to all people of all races. The sermon has a magical effect, moving a number of townspeople to apologetically welcome the Carters back into the community. Liberal optimism triumphs, and though black social and economic conditions are alluded to in some affecting documentary footage of Harlem squalor and violence and there is a self-conscious speech by a black police officer of the pernicious effect of an impoverished environment on black lives, it is in no way the core or prime concern of the film. The political essence and hope of the film lies in the acceptance of one upper-middle-class, churchgoing, white-black family by white society.

In a similar fashion, Elia Kazan’s Pinky (1949) also focused on a tragic mulatto passing for white (again played by a white actress, Jeanne Crain), but the film lacks even the surface realism of Lost Boundaries. Pinky takes place in a studio-set southern town, all wisteria and willows, and trades in racial stereotypes and clichés: an irascible but just and independent white matriarch (Ethel Barrymore); a traditional, strong, wise nanny (Ethel Waters); a hypocritical, fat clubwoman bigot; white-trash rapists; and a lazy, no-account black with his razor-carrying wife. At the film’s conclusion, Pinky has refused to pass for white any longer and affirmed her racial identity by starting a nursery-hospital for blacks. In rediscovering her black roots, Pinky’s triumph is a personal rather than social one. Its victory is achieved with the assistance of paternalistic whites and gives no sign that the South’s repressive and segregated order will ever be confronted, much less changed.

Other social-problem films during the period dealt with subjects like mental illness, such as Anatol Litvak’s The Snake Pit (1948), which did bring about reform of some state mental hospitals, and juvenile delinquency, such as Nicholas Ray’s Knock on Any Door (1949). But none of them really broke from the Hollywood norm.

In retrospect, the intellectual faintheartedness of these 1940s social-problem films seems even more blatant. Of course, the films were, as always, constrained politically by the industry’s prime commitment to making a profit. However, not only were these films pallid, evasive, and sentimental in their handling of social issues, but most of them also had little cinematic energy, style, or dramatic life of their own. The characters inhabiting these works were usually impersonal figures, lacking a semblance of internality or psychological nuance and operating as mere representations or symbols of social problems. The films conceived of their characters’ behavior as being shaped by external forces or problems rather than being people with genuine inner lives who reacted to charged social situations, the result being that the characters’ existential or political choices never seemed to stem from their own reflections or feelings.

All the same, despite their shallowness, these films must be seen and evaluated within the context of their own times.
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