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Chapter  7     

                                                                                         

CONCLUSION: HOLLYWOOD’S CIVIL WAR – PAST AND FUTURE 
 

The world is white no longer; and it will never be white again 1 
 

 
This study argues that after 1945 the complex inter-action between the Cold War and the 

Civil Rights Movement changed Hollywood’s interpretation of the Civil War. In doing so 

not only were the early myths overturned and, by the late 1960s, African Americans had 

come centre-stage, but through these films Hollywood addressed the major issues of the 

time - in particular race relations, civil rights and national identity. These changes in 

interpretation indicated that present-day attitudes and events were more significant to 

Hollywood than the historical issues of the Civil War – why it started, slavery and 

Reconstruction - especially as Hollywood consistently refused to discuss the first two and 

presented Reconstruction mainly from a southern perspective. Hollywood’s history films 

therefore can be used as documenting American attitudes at the time of production.   

 

Hollywood’s interest in the Civil War spanned an almost continuous period from 1908 to 

1975, with films clustered in four cycles. These cycles corresponded to, and were 

influenced by, significant events: the semi-centennial, the Depression, the Cold War and 

the Civil Rights Movement.  The first two cycles ended with America’s involvement in 

World Wars. After 1945 the situation was more complex as the Cold War and the Civil 

Rights Movement took over America’s domestic agenda. From 1975, in the aftermath of 

Vietnam and with an increasingly conservative agenda at home, Hollywood made very few 

Civil War films.  

 

Hollywood and its Civil War myth 

 

Hollywood, in the earliest films, established its own mythical representation of the Civil 

War, which was based upon the South’s Lost Cause romanticism and reflected the views of 

early twentieth century America about, race and national identity. Sixty years later these 

myths had unravelled. The plantation had become a symbol of questionable morality that 

threatened the unity of the nation. Southerners were depicted as violent power-seekers, 

untrustworthy and bitter racists. The fears of miscegenation and mixed race relationships 
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had been discredited and overturned. African Americans were seen centre stage earning the 

respect of even the most unreconstructed southerners. How did this happen? 

 

The changing nature of Hollywood’s Civil War myths was linked to America’s changing 

attitude towards race. Up to World War II, Hollywood had presented an unchanged picture 

of the Civil War and African Americans had made little progress in obtaining their civil 

rights. In the cause of national unity Hollywood abandoned the Civil War film with its 

civil conflict and racially demeaning portraits for images of racial inclusion. This 

continued after the war until this liberal agenda was halted by the anti-communist hysteria 

in the late 1940s. 

                                                                                                                                        

Hollywood’s response was to relocate Civil War films mostly in the west. But this west 

was the mythical west that Hollywood had created to show how white Americans had 

conquered the forces of nature. This naturally excluded the African Americans and allowed 

the difficult issue of civil rights to fade away. However as the western genre uses the 

Manichaean theory of opposites – good versus evil, civilisation versus savagery - story 

lines could not continue to propose that all southerners were heroic and good. Therefore 

the southerner, freed from the plantation and its Lost Cause myths, developed different 

character traits. As North ‘fought’ South in the immediate post-Civil War period, the 

balance began to change: not all southerners were good, nor all northerners bad. 

 

In the mid-1950s a combination of events significantly influenced Hollywood’s attitude to 

the Civil War. The Brown judgement of 1954 changed the racial landscape and gave the 

Civil Rights Movement national legitimacy and great encouragement. In the same year 

Senator Joseph McCarthy was discredited and the wave of virulent anti-communism 

lessened. Joseph Breen, the conservative head of the Production Code Administration, 

retired and the Production Code was amended to allow issues, such as miscegenation, to be 

addressed. Hollywood responded with films that looked at the issues of national identity 

and race and African Americans returned to question slavery.  

 

The continual pressure of the Civil Rights Movement and the increasing violent reaction of 

southern authorities forced Hollywood to cease its renewed discussion on civil rights and 

national identity and then to abandon any plans it might have made to celebrate the 

centennial. Eventually, the pressure brought the commitment from the White House to 
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proceed with civil rights legislation and Hollywood felt that it could return to the Civil 

War, and to the Civil War it had left in the mid-1950s. Ten years of harassment, 

intimidation and murder had made America ready to accept the African Americans into 

full citizenship and also completed the change of Hollywood’s representation of the 

southern character and the myth of the Lost Cause.  

 

Hollywood has not been just a reflector of popular consciousness but has been ready to 

engage in the debate. Whilst the causes of the Civil War were generally overlooked, films 

after 1945 did deal with the contemporary reality of race, race relations and national 

identity when the climate of opinion seemed favourable. Hollywood began to show a 

different vision of the Civil War by adapting novels to reflect a more pro-civil rights 

view.2 After Brown African American roles become stronger,3 but it was in the last cycle 

of films that saw the greatest increase in positive roles.4 Gradually the African Americ

was shown as not only having equal worth to that of a white American 5 but also tha

considered himself to be an American6 and had signed up to American values and the 

American dream.7 African Americans were at last seen fighting for their freedom against 

Confederates, 8 and Confederates had African American wives.9  
 

The last quarter century: 1976-99 
 
The middle 1970s marked another discontinuity in Hollywood’s Civil War. The need for 

harmony and unity after the divisiveness of the 1960s did not provide an environment for 

the characteristic disunity and bitterness of the Civil War. In twenty-five years Hollywood 

produced only eleven Civil War films – three of which appeared in 1993. The most 

significant film was Glory, which concentrated on African Americans fighting for their 

freedom in the Civil War. It has not been repeated. Instead Hollywood returned to more 

familiar territory with films like Gettysburg (1993),10 depicting the honourable, heroic 

fight between North and South; Sommersby (1993) - a remake of The Return of Martin 

Guerre in a southern setting with post-Civil War harmonious race relations; and Pharoah’s 

Army (1995), a North/South romance. Ride with the Devil (1999) was different. It tried to 

give a neutral view of the guerrilla warfare between the Jayhawkers and Bushwhackers 11 

in the mid-west – although it did so from the (southern) Bushwhacker’s perspective – 

stressing the ‘moral ambiguities’ of war and the complexities of relationships.12 
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As Hollywood’s interest in the Civil War declined it was replaced by television. Made-for-

television films, begun in the mid-1960s, had become the mainstay of network television 

programming by 1970. They were cheap to make and produced substantial profits.13 These 

movies were mainly melodramas whose genres included ‘historical romance’ and ‘family 

melodrama’ - both long-associated with Civil War films.14 Since the supply of Hollywood 

films was insufficient for the television market, made-for-television films increased and the 

Civil War provided a familiar setting.15 The impact of television was underlined when 

Roots was shown in January 1977: the final episode attracted a larger audience than the 

first showing on television of Gone with the Wind (GWTW) the year before.16 The message 

of Roots was conservative and healing: all families could find solace and identity in family 

roots. Race appeared to be no longer a problem. All ethnic groups shared the same interests 

and the same American values.17  

 

It was not just that television had supplanted Hollywood in producing Civil War films; 

Hollywood itself had been supplanted as a separate entity. The combination of corporate 

mergers and new technology transformed the leisure industry. 18 By the 1980s the motion 

picture industry was indistinguishable from the television industry. Hollywood had moved 

from making films to producing entertainment within synergistic conglomerates. 

Gettysburg (1993), for example, was originally made for television but after completion 

was seen to have such cinematic potential that it was adapted and released as a film. 

Hollywood and the ‘Hollywood film’ are no longer stand-alone entities as films have 

become ‘products’ and marketing strategies encompass a variety of outlets.19 The 

conglomerates also gained access to most of Hollywood’s film archives, which included 

the films on the Civil War era. These are broadcast on the many TV, cable and satellite 

channels replaying those same myths and with the implied call for unity against the alien 

‘other’ as they had at the time of their original reception. 
 
By the early 1980s the political landscape had changed. This was symbolised by the 

election of Ronald Reagan, who brought a neo-conservative agenda to Washington and 

progress on civil rights to a standstill.20 Reagan restored pride and patriotism to America 

by returning to the earlier Cold War rhetoric and emphasising individual responsibility and 

opportunity. Hollywood responded with the Rambo and The Terminator films – a return to 

America’s military and imperial domination. In this context, films about the Civil War, 

which pitted American against American and films that emphasised collective civil rights, 
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would have been counter to the political context. The end of the Cold War, however, saw 

the removal of a ‘pivot’ of political dialogue.21 With the external enemy gone and civil 

rights seemingly accepted, Hollywood looked again at its recent, and also its more distant, 

past becoming increasingly interested in historical memory.22 It was in this environment 

that the Civil War film began to make a comeback and the second attempt at a sequel to 

GWTW, Scarlett, by Alexandra Ripley, became an instant best seller and propelled the 

original book onto the best-seller list again.23 

 

The Sesquicentennial: 2011-15 

 

As America approaches the sesquicentennial, how will Hollywood represent the Civil 

War?  One hundred years earlier audiences saw Confederates going off to war cheered by 

loyal African American servants. Confederate and Union soldiers fought with honour and 

were finally reconciled. Southern daughters married Union officers. African Americans 

were content with their slave status and Reconstruction was a disaster. Fifty years later, 

with African Americans seeking their legitimate rights and continuously contesting the 

centennial, Hollywood, with financial success uncertain, withdrew from the celebrations.24  

 

In establishing the Civil War Sesquicentennial Commission (CWSC) Congress recognised 

that America had changed. The CWSC is far less politically dominated than its centennial 

predecessor with half the membership composed of experts on the period. The language 

has changed: the Civil War is no longer glorified by ‘sacrifice’ or ‘crisis.’  The objectives 

reflect the change in attitudes and historical scholarship of the last fifty years, which 

acknowledges that there are still issues to resolve around ‘race’ and ‘civil rights.’ The 

Commission’s task in co-ordinating the celebrations is to see that all observances are 

inclusive and appropriate.25 The same cannot be said for the southern states, which are 

again looking back to celebrate the Confederacy. 26 

 

Academic scholarship from the 1960s has given a deeper understanding of slavery and of 

the subsequent African American experience. David Blight and others have significantly 

changed the landscape of the memory of the Civil War from white visions of reconciliation 

and supremacy to the emancipationist vision of the African Americans. Recognition of the 

role played by African Americans in the Civil War finally came in the 1990s. The fiftieth 

anniversary of Brown was marked in 2004 and there will be a series of civil rights 
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anniversaries in the coming years. The infamous acquittals following civil rights murders 

in the 1950/60s are being reopened.27 African Americans can look proudly to role models 

at the very centre of government in such persons as Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice. 

Multi-culturalism and ethnic diversity have been accepted, the army is fully integrated, 

affirmative action has helped to produce a large and dynamic black middle class and 

black/white inter-marriage has increased.28  Many African Americans have returned to the 

South where thousands have been elected to office.29 The civil rights legislation had 

transformed the lives of African Americans and many whites thought that the question of 

race was no longer relevant.30  

 

Yet inequality and discrimination still exist. Most African Americans still live in 

segregated communities and a disproportionate number remain poor and disadvantaged. 31 

New immigrants compete for jobs and housing while the final irony is that the public 

education system is now more segregated than it was before Brown.32 The beating of 

Rodney King (1991) by the police and their subsequent acquittal by an all-white jury only 

confirmed the institutional nature of racism and the continuing racial prejudice of whites. 

Somewhat disturbing is the growth of neo-Confederate groups across the South.33  

 

The Act establishing the Commission notes ‘a resurgence of interest in the Civil War’ and 

this interest has seen the development of heritage centres, the preservation of battlefield 

sites, the tracing of genealogies and re-enactments. But does this interest translate into a 

better understanding of the past and its relation to the present? While professional 

historians have changed their views as a result of new research, amateur historians tend to 

have a more static view of the past and are more concerned with the minutiae of the Civil 

War than with its outcome. Jim Cullen suggests that the fascination with the Civil War has 

been a white affair helping to make their past more relevant in an increasingly diverse 

society.34  

 

Since the last cycle ended, Civil War films have done little to suggest that Hollywood will 

approach the sesquicentennial with a radical agenda. With the exception of Glory and 

Dances with Wolves (1990) the films have tended to return to southern romance and a 

southern perspective – the latest being Cold Mountain (2003) and Gods and Generals 

(2003).35 Even The Birth of a Nation (Birth) has been added to the National Register of 

films.36 David Blight recounts how his script for a film about Frederick Douglass in the 



 151

 with 

he 

mid-1990s was rejected as the company wanted ‘a more romantic story….about the war 

and women in his life.’37 The emancipationist view of the Civil War has yet to be 

exploited but it appears that it can only happen if it is surrounded by melodrama, and,

the sesquicentennial corresponding to the seventy-fifth anniversary of GWTW 38 and t

hundredth anniversary of Birth, will the leisure conglomerates consider a remake of these 

iconic films? And if so, what perspective will they adopt? 

 

Hollywood, history and the Civil War  
 
 
Unlike all other events in American history the Civil War has a unique relationship to, and 

meaning for, America that continues to exercise influence even today. As Hollywood has 

been a leader in cultural expression for a century, any change in its representation of the 

past would indicate a change in attitude to the issues that it has been addressing. In 

considering the Civil War, the issues are clearly race, national identity and the ‘unfinished 

business’ – the civil rights of African Americans.  

 

This thesis has argued that the way to use historical films is to go beyond the impasse of 

the accuracy debate. Twenty-five years ago historians admitted that films could give 

valuable insights into the past – the feel and metaphor of history - but the filmmakers’ 

reliance upon invention and manipulation to provide an engaging narrative and 

entertainment, has prevented films from being accepted as having the same status as 

evidence-based history. Some film historians, like Robert Toplin, have tried to bridge the 

gap by distinguishing ‘good’ from ‘bad’ historical films, by suggesting that filmmakers 

have to use different techniques in representing the past and that, in assessing them, a 

different set of criteria than that for written history should be used.39 As far as this thesis is 

concerned there is no distinction between good and bad history films: they all contain 

information that could be useful to the historian. History films should be accepted as 

historical texts, not in relation to the narrative’s historical period, but within the context of 

their production and exhibition, since films can give crucial insights into the cultural 

attitudes of the day.40 Using the past in this way allows the discussion of difficult and 

contentious issues to be explored in a safer environment.  

  

However, moving away from the accuracy debate should not be taken as a re-entry into the 

postmodern world of equally valid interpretations. Using film techniques such as ‘mixing 
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genres, presenting odd juxtapositions….[and] creating temporal jumps’ – as in the film 

Walker (1987) - or creating fiction as fact, bears little relation to an historical text.41 Care 

should also be taken to ensure that reading history films is consistent with the political and 

social context. We cannot impose a connection with, or an interpretation that links to, the 

future, if there is no contemporary reference.42 Films must be sensitive to the period and to 

the context.  

 

 Using this methodology the complex inter-action of the Cold War and the Civil Rights 

Movement on Hollywood’s Civil War has been mapped. As Hollywood continually 

reassessed its position in relation to current events significant discontinuities, such as its 

attitude to the centennial, have been identified. But changes in cultural attitudes and 

representation do not follow a straight line. They are like a scatter diagram, where the line 

of best fit indicates the trend. So older representations, though gradually decreasing after 

1945, continued alongside newer ones. That is why Hollywood’s representation of the 

Civil War is sometimes contradictory and ambiguous as it reflected the differing influences 

in tone and effect of the Cold War and the Civil Rights Movement. This contrasts to the 

period before World War II when Hollywood had maintained a more or less consistent pro-

South representation of the Civil War. However while Hollywood picks up the zeitgeist, 

there is a tension between cultural perception and Hollywood’s main purpose of profit and 

entertainment. Hollywood, therefore, see-sawed in its attitude towards events by 

sometimes following the dominant cultural force - as with the anti-communism in the early 

1950s – sometimes picking up early on cultural change – following Brown in the mid-

1950s and the commitment to civil rights in the mid-1960s – and sometimes following its 

own course – as at the centennial.   

 

It was World War II that brought civil rights into Hollywood and into the Civil War film 

but it was the Civil Rights Movement that influenced Hollywood to re-interpret its myths 

and to admit African Americans into that unique white experience of nation building. The 

demands of the African Americans for their civil rights in the 1950 and 1960s contrasted 

sharply with their acceptance of the racial order in the 1900s and 1910s. By the late 1960s 

African Americans were not only present in Civil War films, as in society, but were shown 

to share the same American values as whites. The original myths had been overturned. In 

rewriting its own myths Hollywood was in tune not only with popular culture but also with 
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those historians who were contesting the more traditional approaches to history and to the 

African American experience. 

 

Whilst the effects of the Cold War on Hollywood have been extensively discussed by film 

and cultural historians, surprisingly, they have not dealt in the same manner with the 

impact of the Civil Rights Movement.43 They do not offer a similar nuanced account and 

generally only note the main events and outcomes of the civil rights struggle – often in 

relation to an individual film. The overall context and the place of the Civil Rights 

Movement in relation to popular culture are overlooked. A systematic approach to Civil 

War films demonstrates that Hollywood had a cyclical relationship with the genre - see 

Appendices 1 and 2. Why these cycles start and finish and why there are gaps in Civil War 

film production is rarely commented on by film historians. Yet from 1945, Hollywood’s 

production of Civil War films closely mirrors the struggle over civil rights. After Brown 

the Civil Rights Movement was reinvigorated and Hollywood produced a number of films 

that questioned the status and identity of African Americans. But the white backlash 

leading to violent confrontations in the late 1950s halted these pro-civil rights films and 

stopped the Civil War cycle. They resumed in1964 after the Civil Rights Movement had 

persuaded the Kennedy administration that legislation was the only solution to achieving 

equality and civil rights for African Americans. In the middle of this period came the 

centennial celebrations.  

 

 Judging by past experience the centennial should have been an era of celebration and 

profit for Hollywood and especially so, as at the end of the 1950s, Hollywood needed 

successful films to match the challenge of television and to win back its audience. But 

Hollywood barely participated – just a dozen films in six years and no blockbuster.  Film 

historians do not seem to notice this hiatus even though the memory of the Civil War 

became an area of cultural contention. They give no explanation as to why, in a period of 

national celebration about the most emotive event in American history, and used to such 

effect by Hollywood in the past, Civil War films should dramatically reduce and then 

resume again. There is also no overall analysis of why Civil War films ceased in the mid-

1970s – yet historians can point to significant events with regard to America’s position and 

image in the world. By not taking a systematic approach, film historians failed to see the 

cyclical nature of Hollywood’s relationship to the Civil War. Historians look for trends and 
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analyse data into a justifiable pattern of causes and consequences. Film historians seem to 

concentrate more on the films and do not place sufficient emphasis on the context.  

 

This thesis finishes in the mid-1970s with the end of the last cycle of Civil War films, but 

the interest in, and the issues of, the Civil War have not gone away. Any future research on 

the Civil War in popular culture in the last twenty-five years of the twentieth century 

would be qualitatively different from that of the previous seventy-five. As Hollywood 

withdrew, television began to realise the full potential of the Civil War. The film industry 

underwent a further restructuring and filmmaking became just one part of the interests of 

huge entertainment conglomerates. Nevertheless, the methodological approach adopted in 

this research can be retained. History films are a rich seam of social information as they 

reflect, and sometimes challenge, attitudes present in society at the time of their 

production. It points the way to understanding how America saw and continues to see 

itself. 
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