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Introduction

There is a universal road sign – slightly different in each country, but nevertheless bearing the same significance – that has always intrigued me. It depicts a tall, old-fashioned father holding onto a much tinier girl, presumably a daughter. Although it has been modified over time, this image is unabashedly nostalgic. In most versions, there is a formality to the cut of the father’s clothes and he is still sometimes wearing a hat, a custom that went out in the 1950s; his daughter is as quintessentially feminine as he is manly, always in a dress and frequently wearing an oversize ribbon in her hair. In a few versions, one of her legs is bent slightly at the knee, an often seen little girl pose connoting a certain coquettishness, as if she is pleased to have her father to herself or pleased that she is being seen with him. This sign often appears along bigger roads and in slightly hazardous places; there is one I pass on the way to work on the side of a dual carriageway – four lanes of traffic and a central barrier. The image says many things and the interaction of genders and ages in it brings clichéd, traditional scenarios to mind; for example, that the girl looks secure clutching her father’s big hand, while he looks confident and in control. They are not rushing; maybe out for a Sunday stroll while mother makes lunch. Why, though, is this father – the person to whom this sweet thing in her dress and patent leather shoes, her hair done just so has been entrusted – contemplating the foolhardy act of crossing four lanes of fifty miles per hour traffic with his daughter in the first place?

The term ‘father’ can signify many things. As in the different permutations of this road sign, the father can be both awesome and inept, polarities that inform, actually, much of Hollywood’s attitude to fathers. ‘Father’ is a word that signals the actual individual who takes on the paternal role within a family, although even here the meanings are various. ‘Father’, for instance, is very different in tenor to ‘dad’: more formal, less comforting. But what is it to be a father? The phrase ‘to father a child’ refers to merely the act of successful insemination, although to ‘be a father’ suggests some measure of nurturing and familial involvement. However, ‘father’ is also a more abstract, nebulous term than ‘dad’; the father, but not the dad, can be a symbolic ideal. Robert Bly in Iron John distils the troubles of modern masculinity down to the fact that ‘There is not enough father’ (Bly 1990: 92), for to Bly, modern masculinity has lost its way because the father’s role, traditionally the provider of ballast for that masculinity, has been forgotten. Here, the term ‘father’ starts to denote ‘traditional masculinity’, a view of the importance of the father compatible with the older psychological and psychoanalytic belief that the father was the font of all neuroses and the main figure in an individual’s unconscious. In Bly’s usage, the father becomes an archetype and as such comes to resonate with what our expectations of the symbolic father might be; expectations only tenuously linked to any actual person or working reality.

To return to the road sign: the father in it is iconic. The way he looks aligns him with conservative values and traditionalism; he doesn’t want us to question gender roles, he is still the protector and head of the household. In the early years of the new millennium, such an image of the father is idealised and hopelessly outmoded; now, one in two American or British marriages end in divorce and the nuclear family to which this traditional father belongs is no longer the undisputed social norm. The connotations of foolishness and ineptitude that the road sign also carries – that the father is a fool to be jeopardising his daughter’s life by tackling a busy road in the first place – are more to do with the actual as opposed to the symbolic father. So often, in life as well as in movies, the real father is a disappointment. The road sign contains both the illusion and the reality of the father figure; both what he aspires to be and what he is.

Hollywood has produced a multitude of films that feature important father figures, but they have rarely been discussed as such. As I conceived of this book, this silence surrounding a fertile and common subject within cinema struck me as odd, as conversely, there exist various articles and books that discuss motherhood and cinema (Kaplan 1992) or the family and film (Traube 1992; Harwood 1997). Having now written this book, I consider this silence to be odd but meaningful. Richard Dyer has remarked of male sexuality that it ‘is a bit like air – you breathe it in all the time, but you aren’t aware of it much’ (Dyer 1985: 28). Since the mid-1980s when Dyer wrote this, there has been a burgeoning of writing about male sexuality, masculinity and the male body. Although within Masculinity Studies in general fathers too have been part of these critical discussions, within Film Studies the father is still ‘a bit like air’ – omnipresent but rarely talked about. The omission of any sustained analysis of the father within Cinema Studies has guided the approach I’ve taken here, and it is to my rationale that I now turn.

The purposes of this book are twofold: to offer a historical analysis of Hollywood’s representation of the father since World War II and to suggest within this chronology particular themes, arguments or motifs that recur and which, though sometimes compatible with social and cultural history, are not necessarily bound by or subservient to it. I have conceived of this book as a starting point for further discussion about the father in cinema; in that it spans several decades, it is intended as an introduction, in that it offers a historical contextualisation and a theorisation of the father figure, it also offers a critical interpretation of the father and many of the films to which he is key. My selection of films is intended to be logical, not arbitrary. Individual films have been singled out for more sustained discussion because they are somehow representative: of either prevailing social/cultural attitudes to fathers and fatherhood or of Hollywood’s own attitudes to fathers and fatherhood. This book charts a journey through several decades of mainstream American film-making and, as such, endeavours to point out trends and important nuances that link films and provide an overall picture of the decades under discussion. This does not mean that anomalous, anachronistic or forgotten films are excluded, although I wanted to ensure that this book wasn’t made up of idiosyncratic textual readings.

With this in mind, I should also say something about what I consider a relevant ‘father film’ to be. Thinking about more current films, a distinction exists between those films that offer active discussions of fatherhood and those that merely happen to have fathers in them. This book concludes with films made around the millennium and so does not encompass the most recent films. However, by way of contemporary examples, whereas Catch Me If You Can (2002) or The Day after Tomorrow (2004) would be considered films that actively discuss the father, the remake of Cheaper by the Dozen (2003) is a film that just happens to have a father in it. Although the first two movies do not focus on fathers in the way Kramer vs. Kramer (1979) does (very few films do), they both offer an involved discussion of fatherhood as an issue: what it means to be a father, what the absence of the fathers has meant to their sons, how these sons become reconciled with their fathers, to which one could add how their romanticised claims about fatherhood are more generally reflective of Hollywood’s patriarchal tendencies. In Cheaper by the Dozen, Steve Martin plays a father who is in virtually every scene in the film. Despite this, Cheaper by the Dozen is not concerned with issues of fatherhood; it is a comedy intrigued by the comic permutations of having twelve children and generalised issues of parenting. There is one scene (between Martin and his temporarily disaffected eldest son) in which fathering is talked about, and then only fleetingly.

It is what the father comes to mean as well as how he is portrayed that interest me, and as a result of this Bringing Up Daddy examines narrative treatments of the father figure, not only in relation to other films but also in relation to social, cultural and political history. Having said this, films are not used as transparent means of accessing or reflecting socio-political context as they are, for example, in a study such as Quart and Auster’s American Film and Society Since 1945 (2002). The relationship between the cinematic fathers and their historical context is complex, often contradictory, as Hollywood at times reflects but at others goes against contemporaneous social trends. Historically it became apparent that, for example, there was an oscillation (though not an overly rigid one) between traditionalism and liberalism in American attitudes to the father that could be charted from decade to decade: the later 1940s espoused relatively radical opinions of the father, while the 1950s championed traditionalism; the 1960s and 1970s saw this traditionalism broken down, while the 1980s sought to reinstate it; and finally in the 1990s and 2000s, there has been a return to more liberal attitudes, with a further relaxation of gender divisions and a considerable broadening and redefinition of the father’s image and role. Hollywood’s portrayals of the father have both followed and gone against these trends. Thus, alongside the entwining of Hollywood and history, I have also sought to map the history of Hollywood’s own configuration of the father, the narrative patterns, themes, parables and archetypes it repeats over the decades. It is nevertheless impossible to view these recurrent images as entirely independent, as so many of them are necessarily informed by outside forces – not just sociology and political history but also psychology and gender theory.

As a means of managing such eclectic material, each chapter centres on roughly a decade, although Chapter 1 focuses more on the post-war (1945–50) years than the wartime films and Chapter 3 spans the two decades of sexual revolution and women’s liberation (1960–79). The portrait of fatherhood that emerges over the post-war decades is both predictable and surprising. In the 1940s, only a few films reflect directly the generally acknowledged truism that women (on both sides of the Atlantic) had become more financially and politically independent, leading to a steep rise in the rate of divorce and to more vulnerable, less secure images of masculinity. The fathering models pervasively proposed by psychologists and sociologists at the time were fundamentally compatible with this new gender balance, but despite Hollywood’s subsequent interest in the ‘new father’, only a few films in the 1940s make reference to his immediate post-war incarnation. A similarly ambivalent relationship to background history exists in the films of the 1950s. Throughout its post-war history, Hollywood uses the 1950s as shorthand for conformity and conservatism, its affluence and anti-liberalism conjured up by the breadwinner fathers of Pleasantville (1998) and other films exclaiming ‘Honey, I’m home’ as they stride through the door after a day at the office, placing their trilby on the hat stand in the hall. The brash machismo and the resurgence of the nuclear family during the Eisenhower era, however, come out not through films about confident breadwinner fathers (most of which Hollywood portrays as miserable, confused or depressed) but more tangentially through films (often Westerns, and so set in the past) about larger-than-life fathers – awesome, omnipotent tycoons who rule not just their families but their ranch, town and surrounding countryside.

In general, the 1960s and 1970s reversed the 1950s’ trend towards detached, traditional fathers, chiming with and sometimes directly reflecting feminism’s call for men and fathers to abandon their patriarchal roles and become more involved nurturers. Alternative family models were proposed (Germaine Greer’s notion of the idyllic Tuscan commune in The Female Eunuch [1993] being one of the most appealing) and Hollywood, in part, demonstrated and narrativised the problems with the conventional family structure. Three big Hollywood films released as early as 1962–5 (To Kill a Mockingbird [1962], The Courtship of Eddie’s Father [1962] and The Sound of Music [1965]) centre on a lone, widowed father and the direct influence of the gender revolution undertaken in the 1960s and 1970s continues to be evident in later films such as Kramer vs. Kramer, another lone father movie and probably the most discussed father film of all time. Both historically and in Hollywood the 1980s saw a return to the ideology of the 1950s, sometimes quite consciously, as with Marty McFly’s nostalgic time travelling in Back to the Future (1985). Susan Jeffords in Hard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the Reagan Era (1994) posits a direct link between the decade’s politics and the type of masculinity found in American films of the time: Reagan’s policies were macho and ‘hard’, as were the men in the movies. Although I have also used many other points of reference, this equation holds true for the representation of fathers in the 1980s: the sensitive, ‘soft’ dads of films such as Ordinary People (1980), Author! Author! (1982) and Mr Mom (1983) stop appearing about 1983, when action films, war films and money films take over. The father has a minimal and often oppositional role in such films, a figure not just of conformity and conservatism but also of safety and compromise. In this, as in so many other ways, Fatal Attraction (1987) is the quintessential 1980s’ Hollywood product. Against this backdrop, how then does one explain the emergence at the end of the 1980s of the new man? Jeffords sees films such as Three Men and a Baby (1987) and Look Who’s Talking (1989) as charting the termination of masculinity (see Jeffords 1993b and 1994: 166), but this is both premature and sweeping, as the 1990s subsequently attest.

At the century’s end, Hollywood does indeed permit the questioning of traditional gender and family roles as well as traditional politics, but the greater plurality of its representations of the father (notably black and gay Dads appear alongside the wildly different forms of traditional masculinity and fatherhood in films as generically diverse as Legends of the Fall [1994] and Gladiator [2000]) suggest, quite rightly, that the machismo of the 1980s no longer predominates. Instead, the 1970s’ dream of alternative, less prescriptive gender definitions has infiltrated films about fathers – would-be authoritative fathers such as the one in Affliction (1997) are ostracised, fathers become overtly sexual, they become romantic protagonists, they are often divorced or bringing up children alone. This diversification of the father’s image is entirely compatible with what is going on in the 1990s–2000s in terms of gender politics and with the emergence of a significant body of theoretical, psychological and sociological work into masculinity, a hitherto largely ignored field. In both films and theory, traditional masculinity and fathers are in crisis and new, more flexible and radical alternatives are being sought.

I try throughout this book to convey a period’s dominant tone, without wanting to impose onto each chapter an overly prescriptive schema. I have striven for cohesion but have deliberately not constructed a false homogeneity for the entire book. Very few father films are overtly political or based on fact and so are not windows on the world; their relationship to history is fluid, often equivocal, even contradictory. So, some films may reflect the mood of a period while remaining historically anachronistic. Take, for example, A River Runs Through It (1992), one of three films Robert Redford has directed to date (alongside Ordinary People and Quiz Show [1994]) directly concerned with fathering. Set in Montana in 1910, its narrative centres on two sons and their relationships with their parents, most importantly their father, Reverend Maclean, a Presbyterian minister. The family’s history is narrated by Norman (Aidan Quinn), the more dutiful brother and concludes with the death of his wilder brother Paul (Brad Pitt). Reverend Maclean seldom discusses Paul after his death, although the voice-over confirms that he was always there in his father’s sermons. The film concludes with the last of these, during which the old reverend talks to his congregation about being able to love someone completely without fully understanding them. What is the relationship of a film as seemingly tangential as A River Runs Through It to a historical study of fathers and Hollywood? Its setting is superficially unconnected to the 1990s, as is its subject; one could make a historical case for the film on the grounds of Redford’s interest in the father, adding an auteurist/historical adjunct onto the overall thesis, but the film’s real significance lies in what it conveys about Hollywood’s own history of representing the father. A River Runs Through It adopts and illustrates several Hollywood conventions: it revolves around two very different brothers and is one of numerous Hollywood reworkings of the story of the prodigal son; it makes the dutiful son into the spokesman for an emotionally and psychologically reticent father; and in terms of when it was made, A River Runs Through It forms part of a band of otherwise disparate films which represent a desire for a return to the traditional father (see Chapter 5). The film’s relevance to this book is that it resonates with Hollywood’s own history rather than with what was being said about fathers and families in the 1990s.

Comparing A River Runs Through It to Regarding Henry (1991), released the year before, highlights the complexity of Hollywood’s interrelationship to history. Regarding Henry is, on the surface, even more inconsequential, romantic and mawkish. But, whereas A River Runs Through It has received scant attention from film scholars, Regarding Henry has received a reasonable amount, certainly more than it deserves. The reason for this is that Regarding Henry’s saccharine indictment of 1980s’ hyper-masculinity and the decade’s ‘lunch is for wimps’ mentality was effortlessly compatible with what was being said about men and fatherhood in the press and literature of the early 1990s, namely that the ambitious, detached father should return to his home and family and learn to be a dad again. In terms of historical development, this is one of the key trajectories adopted both within and outside Hollywood: that to be a good father meant being there, being at home, knowing your kids. While both A River Runs Through It and Regarding Henry illustrate tendencies within Hollywood’s history, in the latter these tendencies further reflect other socio-political and historical concerns.

Sometimes, as with Redford’s film here, the role of history is tenuous, although the role of Hollywood history is not. Having said this, there are general historical changes, discernible in the films I discuss, that even A River Runs Through It conforms to. For example, while Hollywood never abandoned the traditional father (the breadwinner, the authoritative father, the masculine father) the very fact that the women’s liberation movement happened has made it impossible for representations of the father not to in some way signal this – whether it is through the use of irony, self-conscious stereotyping or stressing the traditional father’s maladjustment or anguish.

In attempting both to offer a historical contextualisation for father films and to convey through my analyses of such films the mood and tone of the times, I am indebted to the work of many non-film academics for giving me an understanding of that history, particularly Susan Faludi, Stephanie Coontz and Robert Griswold. I have also undertaken considerable primary research, principally the reading of newspapers, magazines and film reviews and the viewing of documentary films and newsreels. The emphasis placed on each of these differs from chapter to chapter. While there are several allusions made to American women’s magazines such as McCall’s in the earlier chapters, there are very few mentions of these publications made from the mid-1960s on. The reason for this is simply that, while McCall’s especially had a lot to say about men, gender relations and fathers in the 1940s and 1950s, after the publication at the beginning of the 1960s of The Feminine Mystique (in which McCall’s is criticised explicitly), the magazines seemed to retreat into the traditional, hyper-feminine cocoon Friedan (1963) had – not always accurately – accused them of inhabiting. Similarly, although I have made less use of American newspapers in the early chapters, I follow specific debates contained within their pages from the 1960s to the present, when the historical changes in attitudes to fathers and fathering coincided more obviously with specific social and political events.

Alongside a desire to contextualise Hollywood’s portrayal of the father within a broader historical framework, there is the issue of how to approach the father theoretically. Perhaps the most contentious aspect of the book is its use of psychoanalysis, particularly Freud, but the idea of writing a book about the father in Hollywood without recourse to Freudian thinking is perverse; the recurring motifs and themes one finds in Hollywood’s father films, the repeated stories and scenarios are so often indebted to Freud. For a variety of reasons we are currently still experiencing a backlash against ahistorical, arbitrarily imposed (or so it is argued) psychoanalytic theory. There are nevertheless many reasons to use psychoanalysis in a study such as this, despite the charge (levelled at psychoanalytic film criticism as early as the mid-1970s by Claire Johnston) that psychoanalysis can blur our engagement with political-cultural issues (see Creed 1998: 86). It is true, as Creed, in her introduction to film and psychoanalysis in The Oxford Guide to Film Studies, goes on to argue, that the ‘grand narratives’ of psychoanalysis (she cites the Oedipus complex and castration anxiety) ‘dominated critical activity in the 1970s and early 1980s, running the real danger of sacrificing historical issues in favour of those related to the formation of subjectivity and its relation to ideology’ (86). But what do you do with a subject that, by its very nature, centres on father–son anxieties and male fears of abandonment and loss? Freud’s ‘grand narratives’ are explicitly identified, narrativised and elucidated by many of the films under scrutiny here. However, I have tried to do two things: to limit the bulk of my use of psychoanalysis to the early portion of this book – the main concentration of psychoanalytic debate is Chapter 2 (the 1950s) – so that Freud’s ideas about the father can be developed logically and so that these psychoanalytic frameworks are there as reference points for later chapters, without having to be repeated endlessly; and to use, where possible, writing that is contemporary to the films under discussion. Thus, Lacan’s notion of the Name-of-the-Father, which he began articulating in the 1950s, is applied to the father films of that decade, as it is in the movies of that decade that the father’s actual name plays a particularly prominent role.

This convenient marriage of history and psychoanalysis is not always possible, especially in the case of Freud. Freud’s articulation of the father’s significance to the human psyche, however, was a formative element in shaping the theoretical arguments in this book, so his relevance to this study cannot be overstated. The Hollywood father (in the present but most of all in the past) would make little psychological sense – and would be of diminished interest – without recourse to Freud’s theories of the primal father, the Oedipus complex, the development of the ego and id, narcissism and masculinity, the uncanny and the development of sexuality. In the late 1940s and 1950s the Freudian father–child relationship is particularly in evidence: films populated by tycoons, fathers obsessed with their name and matters of inheritance and genealogy, fathers who are killed by fearful and ungrateful sons or fathers who destroy familial relationships because they refuse to assume the father’s responsibility and relinquish their sexual desires. With the rise of gender politics in the 1960s, Freud came under attack and his views of masculinity were, though formative, superseded. The broader school of psychology, however, remains the crucial foundation for later thinking on masculinity and fatherhood; without Freud, the writing in the 1990s about men and masculinity would remain obscure and unintelligible, because it was initially through him that we have come to understand what constitutes the traditional father.

Before turning to the whole debate of masculinity and cinema, there is something else that is important and has arisen from my reading of Freud, namely the divergence between the actual and the symbolic father. There is within Freud’s own writing a noted difference between the weaker and less adept fathers of the case studies and the strong, authoritarian Oedipal father (see Verhaeghe 2000); the former are actual, real fathers while the latter is their symbolic ideal. Hollywood likewise wants to believe, more often than not, in the symbolic father – what a father would like to be – over his actual, working counterpart, although this awesome primal father increasingly comes under attack. It goes without saying that, in order to contain the number of films to be discussed, the films tackled here all feature an actual father, not only a symbolic one. I do not talk about the ‘father’ in the purely abstract; the closest I get to this is discussing films in which the father
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