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Preface

This book examines various ways that American film has envisioned the demise of the United States in the years since the 1940s. Its purpose is to explore how unfolding events and circumstances have shaped literal and metaphorical film portrayals of the United States’ ruin and the end of the American Dream. It also considers how the long succession of such works from Hollywood has influenced the continuing construction of the American narrative.

Hollywood and the idea of the American Dream are deeply intertwined with each other. The American Dream, an amorphous collection of hopes, ideals, and aspirations, is woven into the fabric of many stories that mainstream American films tell. It may not always be the most obvious part of such stories, but it is often a taken-for-granted part element in movies across a wide range of genres. The notion that the United States is a good and just nation and that its way of life will persist into the future, overcoming any challenges, is an underlying perspective that has been repeated in countless American films.

But as much as Hollywood has reflected, and perhaps reinforced, this important part of the unfolding American narrative, the U.S. film industry has also reflected a much more anxious picture of the United States’ condition. In this alternate view, which in some ways is the flip side of the American Dream, the United States is not secure and its way of life is under challenge. In this vision, which is also embedded in many Hollywood productions, the United States is in a perilous moral state and seems to be hurtling toward an apocalypse, either literally or figuratively.

These opposing perspectives about the recent and future condition of the United States have coexisted in political and popular culture since at least the middle of the last century. On the one hand is the swaggering, triumphal view. This is the dominant framework for understanding the United States for many Americans, and it is regularly declared in speeches and public statements made by U.S. leaders. Hollywood also has a long history of repeating this worldview, in movies that celebrate American virtue and ideals and that marvel at U.S. power. In politics and on screen, then, this view shows the United States as the home of the good life and of ideals that are the envy of the world. It is a view that is embodied in what is often called the American Dream—a collection of ideals that extols everything that is good about the nation for past, present, and future generations.

Beyond this positive outlook, American culture also possesses a darker undercurrent, which sometimes comes to the surface but is often camouflaged. This subtext to the more optimistic American narrative is filled with anxiety and dread. It is an expression of fear that much, or even everything, that Americans have loved and cherished about their nation could fall into ruin. In this metaphorically apocalyptic narrative, the military and economic might of the United States is precarious and the American Dream is under challenge. But more than this, the United States’ moral stature—a linchpin in the self-construction of American identity—is threatened by a host of potentially ruinous forces—crime, communism, drug addiction, rebellion, immoral behavior, and more. Both Hollywood and American politicians and commentators have frequently focused on this narrative frame as well, in ways that sound an alarm about the direction that American society is heading.

Approach

The following chapters trace the evolving ways in which Hollywood has reflected the theme of American ruin within the broader context of changing political culture. To do this, the discussion is situated in the shifting contexts of national and domestic events that have shaped the world since the middle of the twentieth century. The chapters set out to restore for the reader some of the milieu in which various motion pictures were produced and viewed by their original audiences. Adopting a bird’s-eye view, the text considers many American films from a number of times and genres, all with a view of illuminating the forces that shaped public awareness and perceptions in their day. What is reflected in both cinema and the political realm is a subtext to the American narrative dominated by fear and anxiety of the nation’s demise.

The book is a hybrid analysis of a cultural theme that focuses on fears about national ruin and the demise of the American Dream. Films, as well as broader historical developments, are the means of exploring the theme. While there are other ways one might approach the topic, a basic argument of this book is that when historical context is taken into account, American films reveal much about the sense of anxiety and dread that has been a persistent undercurrent in American consciousness since the dawn of the atomic era many years ago. The book interprets the portrayals of national ruin as broad cultural metaphors that are connected to long-standing uneasiness among some Americans with regard to the moral fate of their nation.

The following chapters are organized primarily in chronological sequence. This allows the historical contexts of American society and politics to be seen alongside the developments in American film that coincided with the given eras. The political and cultural history in the chapters is necessarily incomplete and not intended as a substitute for readings that cover these topics in more breadth and depth. Instead, the material included here serves to provide readers with signposts to broader historical and cultural forces that the reader may wish to explore in more detail elsewhere.

This book also discusses many films as a means to examine the theme of American doom. These examples are intended to be illustrative of the book’s overarching topic. The specific films included here are not the only relevant examples in such a discussion, of course. Rather, they are only some examples from a larger universe of possible examples. And of course, the films discussed here can usefully be interpreted in more than one way. The discussion here remains focused on those aspects that reflect the book’s thematic emphasis.

Audience

This book is aimed at several audiences. These include general readers, high school students, college and university students, as well as scholars in areas related to the general topic.

Readers from these groups with interest in the history of film, the American Dream, or the apocalyptic subtext in modern American history will find those subjects discussed in these chapters, along with notes that direct them to other sources for readings on more specific aspects of these topics.
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Chapter 1

American Ruin, the American Dream, and Hollywood

For more than six decades, Hollywood has repeatedly turned to the theme of the United States’ ruin as a central idea. It is a common thread in films that span many genres, in hundreds of cinematic incarnations. It is a popular theme in its own right, but it is also an underlying narrative element in movies that, on the surface, seem to be about something else. Embodying anxieties that have developed throughout American culture in the period after World War II, the theme appears as a powerful metaphor in films of many types, across multiple genres.

The doom and gloom in these films is part of a broader cultural theme: a creeping fear of American decline. It is a general anxiety caused by the idea of pervasive American failure—or, more specifically, by a fear of the nation’s moral collapse and fall from the position of power and influence that it attained at the height of the so-called American century and especially in the era that immediately followed World War II. More than this, it is also the feeling of distress that is related to dread that an entire way of life—the American way of life—may disappear in a highly volatile world.

This fearful vision of the United States sliding toward ruin, which in its most extreme manifestations takes on an apocalyptic tone, did not emerge in isolation. Rather, it is a dark alternative to the much more positive theme of the American Dream. Indeed, the various cultural incarnations and cinematic representations of American failure—of literal or metaphorical demise—derive much of their cultural power because they represent the negation of the more positive and triumphal American Dream idea, which is a dominant interpretative framework in U.S. society. This ruination is a picture conjured up by perceptions of things gone horribly wrong, as symbolized by crime waves, decaying families and communities, loss of common values, epidemics of addiction, feelings of international failure, and so forth. The envisioning of American ruin conjures not only a picture of a moral wasteland, then, but also one of a deeply felt loss of a cherished way of life.

The thought of American doom is a dramatic idea. It provides raw material that Hollywood has frequently adapted for cinematic use in a wide range of narrative frameworks. It is not difficult to understand why American filmmakers and their audiences would view the potential collapse of their society, or major aspects of it, with a sense of foreboding. People who are comfortable with their way of life obviously do not wish to see that way of life change in ways that would be perceived as negative. And while not everyone or every group in U.S. society has felt the same sense of devotion to the American way of life, after World War II many Americans came to understand their society in largely the same resplendent manner. To many of those in the majority, victory in World War II cemented the notion—which was hardly new even then—that the United States had fully arrived on the global stage as a superpower. It was also interpreted as a kind of proof that the United States had become a moral beacon, a country providing a shining example to the rest of the world.

These postwar perceptions about the positive attributes and potential of the United States, which were bound up in the idea of the American Dream, represented a noble, idealized way of thinking about the U.S. culture and political system. To speak of the American Dream was therefore to speak of a way of life that was perceived as leading to “the good life,” a life symbolized by material bounty, security, and moral superiority. It was a national self-perception in which the stakes were very high.

The material comfort and sense of security that are the cornerstones in the idea of the American Dream are important and often observed, but it is the idea’s moral dimension that gives it deeply emotional meaning. As a declaration of moral superiority, the concept of the American Dream refers to a way of life in which positive outcomes are linked to inherent virtue. In this respect, the American Dream idea dovetails with an “exceptionalist” view of the United States.

The exceptionalist idea asserts that the United States is a success at least in part because it is a nation that is unique in human history. The basic assumptions of this way of thinking about American life can be traced to the colonial period of American history. It is a perspective that owes much to a speech delivered in 1630 by John Winthrop, governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, in which he said:


We shall find that the God of Israel is among us when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies, when He shall make us a praise and glory, that men shall say of succeeding plantations: “The Lord make it like that of New England.” For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.1



The “city upon a hill” language, which is taken from the Christian Bible, has found repeated resonance in American discourse. It is an idea that is thoroughly woven into the American Dream concept.

This exceptionalist aspect of the American Dream, which focuses attention on perceptions of the nation’s deeply moral character, is widespread and deep-seated. The major political parties have regularly reiterated this way of looking at the American experience in the world. More than that, in many facets of American culture the idea is taken for granted, accepted as a truism that is beyond serious questioning. As a consequence, many Americans believe not only that the United States possesses a unique goodness but also that it has a special obligation to protect and spread that virtue throughout the world. Many Americans thoroughly agree with the sentiment expressed by George W. Bush, who once said that American-styled democracy is God’s gift to the world. Indeed, the presumption that the American way of life should be spread across the entire world is seldom questioned in the public sphere of the United States.

Perhaps because the American Dream is so important when Americans think about their way of life, the thought of losing what it entails is seen as very troubling. Situations and events that placed the American Dream under stress—examples include military or political challenges from abroad, domestic civil disruption, and perceptions of breakdown of traditional American institutions—are seen as more than challenges to life’s material aspects and personal well-being, though they are that also. More than that, such challenges chip away at American confidence at a deeper level, presenting disturbing scenarios in which the moral foundations of the American Dream are put in doubt. This usually has been perceived as very threatening by the American people.

Outward Confidence, Inner Doubt

Since World War II, Americans have been accustomed to thinking of the United States as the most powerful and righteous nation on earth. Yet the world is complex, and maintaining the nation’s place at this pinnacle has proven to be difficult. And at times, Americans not only have had difficulty persuading the people of other nations to share their towering view of the United States, but also have had trouble convincing themselves that this exalted, idealized way of thinking about their nation remained true. The latter phenomenon appeared, for instance, in such differing circumstances as the social and political unrest of the 1960s and, in a very different manifestation, two decades later in the so-called culture wars that were prominent in the 1980s.

The reasons for this have been many. But generally, the perceived challenges to American confidence have come from two types of sources. In some ways the most obvious of these has been the challenge that the nation has faced from the outside, whether of a military or an economic nature. In this sphere, it is obvious that other nations routinely have contested American power, and to the extent that these have been perceived as genuine threats, the dampening effect on American confidence has been evident. Still other threats come from within. These have been perceived as deeply troubling and have often evoked highly charged, moralistic rhetoric in response. Shifts within American culture and politics that have veered from traditional American values or behaviors have added much stress to the American psyche, at times leading to pronounced reaction. As such challenges have seemed to mount, cultural anxiety has been a common response. The main worry has been that a lessening of American power and influence abroad and deviation from traditional norms at home are the harbingers of future disaster.

It is not belief in American exceptionalism itself that has been the subject of extensive public debate in the United States, but rather the question of whether the United States is able, or will be able, to maintain this distinct identity. This aspect of American exceptionalism has remained a contentious subject in the polarized world of American politics. The Los Angeles Times published an essay in 2011 that probably captured a feeling that many Americans have secretly feared may be true: “Decline is upon us, and every assurance that it isn’t only serves, however subliminally, to reinforce that reality.”2 The topic is more than mere politics, however. It is a deeply emotional idea that is at the heart of the American sense of identity. And anxiety prompted by the fear that what is exceptional is, or already has, somehow slipped away has found many outlets for expression, of which film and television are prominent examples.

This has been true since the middle of the twentieth century. At that time, just as the United States rose to the forefront of the world stage, symptoms of unease and anxiety began to appear with some regularity in American life. These symptoms grew more obvious and more frequent for the rest of that century and into the next. They appeared in many guises and contexts, sometimes reflecting what on the surface seemed to be different underlying conditions. For a long time, most Americans treated them as isolated and unrelated. Few observers saw meaningful connections between these symptoms. Slowly, however, a clearer pictured emerged in which many layers and manifestations became apparent. The picture that came into focus was a landscape in which fear and apprehension often held a prominent place. Often, such metaphorical depictions portrayed the United States’ fall from grace. The nation’s military power and moral authority, which Americans perceived as having been won in the victory of World War II, at times seemed poised to evaporate.

Yet on the surface the United States usually seemed confident, and the darker, more anxious national vision was often, though not always, hidden. Looking back decades later, it is difficult to imagine just how commanding and supremely confident the face that the United States presented to the world has been at times. When anxiety and fear have been held at bay, the picture projected has been that of a nation and a people at the pinnacle of success. This is the picture of a triumphant nation that prevailed in global conflict, crushing enemies across two oceans in World War II. And in 1945, as Americans looked out on the newly remade world, only the United States held what seemed to be the ultimate trump card: nuclear weaponry. When, a few years later, the Soviet Union acquired nuclear weapons, the shock was palpable. And arguably, a similar sense of shock—the shock that any other nation would seek to rival American might and goodwill by acquiring atomic weapons—has been one that still holds great power in the American mind-set many decades later.

But in 1945, such future challenges had not yet materialized. This image of confidence and success, of almost inevitable supremacy, that the United States presented to the world was very similar to what Americans saw when they looked at the presumed promise of their own society. Just as the people of the United States had little doubt about what they saw as their nation’s rightful place on the world stage, leading the world to a better future, most Americans had little doubt that they were standing at the gates of a promised land at home. The might of American industry, ingenuity, and tenacity had blossomed amid the nationwide mobilization of the war years. Now these forces, which had propelled the American military to supremacy on the battlefield, could be harnessed for domestic production.

Soon after the end of fighting in 1945, the spoils of war spurred the rise of a consumer culture unlike anything that came before. Across the United States, a new world of suburbs and highways sprang up. This rise of the middle class brought a world of modern conveniences, such as washing machines, refrigerators, and televisions, and the neat rows of houses, with manicured lawns and picket fences, in which to put them. It seemed to be the American Dream come true.

On the surface, then, there was little evidence that Americans had second thoughts about the direction in which they were going. It seemed obvious that the “American way” was the way, the singular way, for the future if humankind was to survive and flourish. There was a price to pay, and Americans realized that the success of the American Dream idea at home and abroad had come at a cost. From their perspective, however, they had already shown they were willing to pay that price by the many sacrifices that had been made during World War II. As a result, they reasoned, their nation was now poised to lead the whole world to a brighter tomorrow. So yes, Americans knew there was a price. What many people failed to recognize, however, was that the cost would not be paid in full upon delivery. There were recurring and hidden costs to this vision of a worldwide American Dream. Although they may not have realized it in the beginning, they would be asked to continue paying more, and in ways old and new, well into the future. The full extent of costs—financial, cultural, and social costs—and the burdens that those costs were to create, would take decades to become clear.

In fact, there was a flip side to the very things that fueled American confidence and made possible the increasing material comfort of everyday life. For the most part, however, it seemed that few voices were willing to openly call attention to the potentially negative long-term and far-reaching consequences that were inherent in the success of the American way. Surely, no successful political leaders dared—or were inclined—to question the unbridled growth of the American Dream and all it entailed. To have done so, in fact, would have seemed a betrayal of American ideals and an act of disrespect toward all those who had sacrificed in war, both in the real war and in the long and ongoing metaphorical war for the United States’ soul. And at mid-century the dominant institutions of American life—government, business and industry, schools, and religious institutions—strongly reinforced American ideals. Such was the power of the American vision, which by this time had developed and taken hold over a very long period of time, extending back decades.

Thus the United States asserted its moral and political leadership as a sort of manifest destiny in the post–World War II era. But this was accompanied by an undercurrent of apprehension, which focused on the thought that the United States’ mighty position might not persist. This emerged as a very real, if somewhat suppressed, fear of American ruin and demise. And during the era in which the United States rose to a position of power and influence that was perhaps unparalleled in any previous time, the nation’s popular culture sometimes became a fertile ground for the growth of deep-seated anxiety and uncertainty.

And although the powerful, sometimes boastful vision of American triumph and grandeur has never completely faded away, that way of imagining the world was accompanied by a far bleaker and more negative vision, in which the American Dream becomes a nightmare. This alternate, sometimes apocalyptic strand of the American narrative envisions the fall of the United States from the heights that it reached in the post–World War II era. It has been a disturbing, nagging image of American doom looming on the horizon.

Projecting Apocalypse and America’s Fall

The positive and uplifting content that often appeared in American films after 1945 has long been noted. The parallel appearance of a bleaker vision of the United States, in which its fate is decidedly negative, has received somewhat less attention. This latter undercurrent in American film was especially noticed as an artifact of the strain placed upon public confidence in American institutions and aspirations that became pronounced during and after the 1960s.3 But this tendency has roots prior to that era. In fact, the fear of national decline was already well established by that period. Anxieties about American ruin had emerged even before 1945. A dark narrative strand was an undercurrent in the American cinema, for example, and was sometimes present even during the years before the turbulent 1960s, in an era when Americans were supposedly brimming with unquestioned self-confidence.

In fact, visions of failure and impending apocalypse, real or metaphorical, have coexisted with more positive American Dream narratives in various forms throughout American culture. They are, for example, regular fixtures in political rhetoric and can be found on the campaign trail, in official speeches, and in discussion of political issues across the nation. These narratives are also prominent in popular culture, where they sometimes find expression in widely novel and imaginative ways. Although these narrative ideas have been expressed in a wide range of popular-culture forms, since the middle of the last century they are perhaps nowhere more strongly and frequently repeated than in film.

The American film industry, which is often simply called Hollywood, almost always presumes that audiences share an understanding and appreciation of the American Dream. These central ideas have been replicated in various manifestations in American cinema and have been portrayed in both literal and metaphorical ways. As for the narrative of ruin and decline, it is often implied in stories in which some part of the American Dream has gone awry. In other words, it is seldom literal catastrophic ruin that is suggested. Rather, the idea usually appears in more oblique and metaphorical portrayals, with the suggestion that bad things have happened, or are about to happen, as the result of moral failure. The stories have the common thread of imagining a United States with a very questionable future.

There is, of course, something ironic about Hollywood as a purveyor of mythic American narratives with any sort of moral dimension. Since its earliest days as the center of American cinema at the beginning of the twentieth century, the U.S. film business has often been regarded as decadent, even immoral. Few people appear to have looked to it for moral guidance.

Hollywood’s appeal to ordinary people and its willingness to entertain them in ways that sometimes offended those of high social stature have frequently resulted in condemnation. Indeed, cultural and political leaders have often regarded Hollywood with disapproval and skepticism. The harshly critical attitude about the film business during the McCarthy era of the 1950s, for example, is only one
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