INTRODUCTION

Far more than the Revolution of 1776, the Civil War occupies the central place in
American memory.* It is not just the four years of struggle, the huge loss of life, the
emancipation of four million African Americans or the saving of the Union, but its
influence on American society ever since. While slavery was abolished and the Union was
saved, not all the issues were resolved to the participants’ satisfaction. What became
known as the ‘unfinished business’ of the Civil War saw the “freed” African Americans
‘re-enslaved’ throughout the South by a combination of judicial decision, state legislation
and intimidation.? This racial subjugation was accepted by the North as an issue best left to
those who had most experience in dealing with racial matters - the white South.? It fitted
the developing racial concepts of white supremacy and helped to maintain the fiction that
America’s national identity was wholly white — a position sustained by immigration
policies until the mid-1960s. Against this background, the struggle of African Americans
to achieve their constitutional rights has now been recognised as forming a significant part
of twentieth century American history. However, the issues of race and equality raised by
the Civil War continue to be just as relevant today as they were in the 1860s and in the
1960s.”

The subject of this study is how popular culture, from 1945 to 1975, reflected and
represented that struggle and those issues through the medium of Hollywood, using the
genre of the Civil War film.® Popular culture is a product of its time and, as Peter Biskind
says about movies, ‘(w)hatever their genre, they share a preoccupation with the pressing
issues of the day.”® By analysing the Civil War films in this period, the debate over the
issues of race and equality can be observed. At particular times the issues were discussed,
at other times ignored; African Americans were sometimes marginalised, sometimes
showcased; old stereotypes and myths re-emerged, new ones were created. These changes
can be mapped against current events in society and demonstrate how Hollywood reflected
and reacted to the fluctuations in attitudes towards race, equality and national identity, and
can therefore provide historians, looking at the periods when the films were produced, with

additional information.



Historians using film as a resource to understand the past is a comparatively recent trend.
Before the 1970s historians tended to dismiss film as purely entertainment as, even when
based on actual events, films inevitably include interpretations, distortions and invention to
meet the expectations of the audience. Whilst there has been some recognition that history
films can provide some understanding of the past, in terms of “felt” history, or giving new
perspectives, most historians still look at historical films from a purely evidential
standpoint — how does the film relate to the facts — rather than whether they give an added

dimension to understanding the past.

Ever since the Civil War ended, it has been used as a cultural symbol and vehicle,
originating and reinforcing myths, inculcating American values and, by the middle of the
twentieth century, as a critique of America and its foreign policy — especially in relation to
Vietnam. Hollywood became interested in the Civil War in 1908 at a time when the white
North and the white South had become reconciled, the African American marginalised and
the Southern version of the Civil War predominated in popular culture and in academia. It
helped transform a story of “bitter sectional conflict into one of human courage and
bravery,” assisting in ‘reconciling the competing versions of what constitutes the United
States...into a blame-free experience’ to provide a narrative ‘that would appeal to North
and South alike.”” The Hollywood image portrayed a cultured Southern civilisation, a
‘moonlight and magnolia’ world, of large plantation houses, loyal servants, honourable,
heroic men and beautiful, supportive women who were only defeated by superior forces. ®
Then followed the hardship of Reconstruction — the South ground down by northern
carpetbaggers.’ This was the myth that Hollywood took and built upon in film after film
until D. W. Griffith, in his 1915 film The Birth of a Nation (Birth), added the final myth
that freed African Americans would revert to animalistic, sexual brutes if not controlled by

kindly whites.*® This representation of the Civil War remained unchanged for thirty years.

Myths are important in society. They interpret the past to give meaning and value to life
and present an ideology to defend the status quo. The truth, says William H. McNeil, is
what people believe. Myths can become reality and, in doing so, blind people to other
evidence.™ What “actually happened’, says David Goldfield, and ‘what people thought
happened belong to a single historical process, and history and memory are indelibly
intertwined........ history is not learned — it is remembered, handed down.”*? All the
participants in the Civil War developed their separate myths and reinforced them through
2



rituals, monuments, oral reminiscences and history syllabi. David Blight has argued that
three overall visions emerged from the Civil War: visions of reconciliation, white
supremacy and emancipation. The first two gradually ‘locked arms’ to form, by the early
1900s, “a segregated memory of the Civil War on racist terms.” But the emancipationist
memory of the African Americans persisted, and its revival, through the Civil Rights
Movement, helped to transform America.*®

World War Il became the catalyst, which changed Hollywood’s approach to the Civil War
film. The need to mobilise the whole nation brought African Americans into the industries
of the North and West and into the armed services. Federal policies worked to reduce
discrimination, building on the advances made under the New Deal.** African Americans
gained self-confidence in fighting tyranny abroad and racism at home whilst academics
demonstrated that race was a cultural, not a natural, concept and pointed to the
inconsistencies of American democracy. ** Before the war Hollywood’s vision of the Civil
War had been that of the static, pro-South, planter aristocracy where the question of white
supremacy was barely challenged.'® Afterwards, the plantation film virtually disappeared
as the Civil War film moved west, the issues of race relations and equality were addressed
— although not consistently - and the African American eventually emerged from the
background. *' This is a different view from that of Edward Campbell Jr., who comments
that Hollywood’s portrayal of the South remained consistent for seventy years, or that of
Bruce Chadwick, who says that it was only in the late 1970s that there was a radical
departure from the entrenched myths of the nineteenth century.*® However, by that time,
radical change had already occurred.

Film and academic historians who have studied the Civil War in popular culture have
concentrated on the years before 1940 highlighting the iconic films Birth and Gone with
the Wind (1939). Those who have looked at the Civil War films after 1945 have
concentrated on the Civil War either as part of the “western,” or as part of ‘America at
war’, genres. More recently attention has been given to the television mini-series Roots
(1977), Ken Burns’ Civil War (1990) television documentary and by Glory (1989). There
has been no systematic study of the intervening period, 1945-75.

Hollywood’s representation of the Civil War after 1945 was animated by the complex
interaction of the Cold War and civil rights. From the end of World War 11 the Cold War
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dominated America’s foreign policy and produced aggressive anti-communism at home.
Hollywood, as did other institutions, was forced to conform to an anti-communist agenda.
This influenced Civil War films more than other film genres, as the basis of these films is
conflict between Americans and the denial of constitutional rights and equality to African
Americans. Although America’s race relations was an open goal in the world-wide
ideological struggle with the Soviet Union, any good news was used to demonstrate the
superiority of a democratic system in its ability to change without social upheaval.™
Hollywood played its part by continuing to demonstrate how American values, unity and

Christianity could prevail over the malign forces of atheistic communism.

The issue of civil rights came to prominence during World War Il but was dropped from
the domestic agenda before the onslaught of anti-communism. However, from the mid-
1950s a new grass-roots Civil Rights Movement developed into a national campaign which
put race relations into the centre of domestic politics. This study argues that it was the
issue of civil rights and the Civil Rights Movement that ultimately became the dominant
influence on Hollywood’s production of Civil War films and in particular its approach to

the centennial celebrations of 1961-65.

Over the thirty-year period of this study the range of Civil War films showed a society
increasingly ill at ease and questioning its future direction. As America struggled to come
to terms with righting the wrongs done to African Americans since slavery was abolished,
it also had to face up to the consequences of neglecting black-white relationships. This
proved both painful and revealing. It was painful, as southerners had to accept that African
Americans had the same democratic rights as they had, and revealing, in that racism was
shown to be just as widespread in the North as in the South.?® The films also questioned
America’s national identity of whiteness and monitored the change to a more multi-
cultural and multi-ethnic society. However, despite the divisions and polarisation of
society that came to prominence in the 1960s, what remained consistent in these films was
the belief in American values — a belief that was shared by both white and black

Americans.
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