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			Book Presentation: Progressive Hollywood by Ed Rampell

			Book Abstract

			Progressive Hollywood: A People’s Film History of the United States is Rampell’s analysis and review of the relationship between politics and Hollywood. He seeks to set the record straight about the true contribution of Hollywood activists and he shows how organized and educated Hollywood is behind the scenes in progressive politics.

			The book is written primarily as a history lesson focusing on movies that made a difference in American culture. Rampell describes major movements in the movie industry which have reflected, and sometimes initiated, how society viewed the world. He also discusses the limits placed on filmmakers by politics and corporate heads and the price paid for speaking out.

			About the Author

			Ed Rampell is a writer who has co-authored four books, including two film histories. He has reported for various media outlets including ABC News, 20/20, Newsweek, Associated Press, Reuters, the Los Angeles Times and Variety magazine. He lives in Los Angeles.

		

	
		
			Summary of Progressive Hollywood (Ed Rampell)

			The Magic of Movies

			In our celebrity-obsessed culture, most reporting focuses on the trivial, “tabloidy” and salacious activities of Hollywood. The truth is, throughout the history of film in America, Hollywood has been at the forefront of taking on the issues of the day.

			There have been three distinct periods in American movies; the Great Depression movies of the ‘30s, the war against fascism of the ‘40s, and the counterculture classics of the ‘60s and ‘70s, where filmmakers influenced politics and found a receptive mass audience for their ideas and messages.

			Since films were created, there were men in positions of power, such as J. Edgar Hoover, who feared the power of radical ideals and the reach of motion pictures. Early on, the Hollywood Production Code was created as a self-censor by Hollywood corporate heads and greatly restricted explicitly political screen statements. Cinema did not have First Amendment protections and guarantees. Samuel Goldwyn of MGM said it clearly: “If you want to send a message, use Western Union.”

			The Golden Age

			The left-wing influence on the film industry in the ‘30s and ‘40s has been a subject of debate. Yes, there were card-carrying members of the Communist Party in Hollywood and they did try to inject their message in films. The Golden Age of cinema would not have been what it was without the influence of the Crimson Era.

			The elements of both the Great Depression and the struggle against fascism (from poverty and unemployment to slave labor and racism) created countless subjects for Hollywood. The system had broken down and many believed that capitalism had failed. At that time, the leftist activists within the industry organized guilds and unions. This stemmed from their acceptance of the Marxist view that a more egalitarian society was the solution to the current suffering.

			They also formed groups such as The League of American Writers, which focused on developing scripts for submission to Hollywood agencies focused on “the red message.”

			Depression Era Films

			The Popular Front emerged as a movie metaphor, with heroes as champions of liberty who battle dictators while elements of The New Deal were lauded. Some examples were the Errol Flynn swashbucklers such as Captain Blood and the Adventures of Robin Hood. You also found class consciousness films such as Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.

			The Grapes of Wrath stands out as a monumental film focused on the theme of the transcendental solidarity of man set in the realities of The Great Depression. During the making of the movie, producers had to film most of the movie off studio to deceive opponents. Other films such as 1935’s Black Fury and 1931’s Little Caesar focused on the forgotten victims of the capitalist downfall. Through its class struggles, gangster and prison themes, these movies contained several subversive metaphors for Depression discontent.

			The most famous, and obvious, reference to Marxism was in Charlie Chaplain’s 1936 Modern Times. There is a scene where Chaplain comes upon a red flag in the street, dropped by a construction truck. As he picks it up and waves it to get the truck’s attention, a march of militant workers appears and the cops soon follow to arrest him.

			Antifascist Films

			Most antifascist films were focused on defiance against oppression at home and represented the poor, people who were jailed and the flawed system of justice, such as 1932’s I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang. They also included anti-lynch, anti-mob rule movies such as 1936’s The Legion of Terror. In 1941, Orson Welles introduced Citizen Kane, considered by many to be the best American movie ever and possibly the best look at a homegrown fascist, loosely based on media mogul William Randolph Hearst.

			1942’s Native Land - considered Hollywood’s first uncompromising treatment of racist terror in the South - is a pro-union statement against vigilante violence. Confessions of a Nazi Spy, in 1939, was Hollywood’s first explicitly anti-Nazi movie, but movies such as 1942’s Keeper of the Flame delved deeper into the literal, and no longer symbolic, anti-fascist theme.

			Hollywood wasn’t only relying on films to express their stand against fascism. They made moves off-camera as well, such as forming the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League in 1936, which became a major social force within the industry.

			Premature Anti-fascism

			Although much of America wasn’t obsessed with fighting fascism until after Pearl Harbor, Hollywood saw the threat much earlier. Everyone else was still more concerned with communists. Movies such as 1938’s Blockade, about the Spanish civil war, were limited in their scope because of Russia’s role in aiding the Spanish Republic. Orson Welles’ radio adaptation of 1938’s War of the Worlds presented as a faux news broadcast struck a chord in our collective psyches with Japanese, Germans and Italians invading countries and sparking fears of global conflagration.

			Of all the pre-war, anti-Nazi movies, The Great Dictator, in 1940, was the most prominent. Charlie Chaplin’s WWI vet and Jewish barber is mistaken for a brutal dictator and pushed to the microphone to speak. There, he gives a hopeful, daring speech that exemplified the anti-fascist movement.

			Post December 7th

			After Pearl Harbor, American attitudes toward fascism changed dramatically, as did the movie industry. The struggle became a holy crusade against a tyranny on the world and the Russians were now our allies. Suddenly, antifascist films were widely accepted and wildly popular. During this time, movies such as 1943’s Sahara were very popular and the documentary, Moscow Strikes Back, won an Oscar in 1942.

			Within the U.S. Government, the Office of War Information was created in 1942 with CBS News’ Elmer Davis as its director. Actors such as Clark Gable, Jimmy Stewart and Tyrone Power joined the armed forces while directors such as John Ford, John Huston and Frank Capra volunteered for camera duty for motivational films.

			The Empire Strikes Back

			The respectability and mass audiences Hollywood’s progressives received because of WWII changed beginning in 1946 when Congress became majority Republican for the first time in 20 years. One of their first acts was to convert a temporary House Un-American Activities Committee into a permanent entity focused on the left. The subversive influences of motion pictures again became a threat to America.

			Joe McCarthy led the charge in accusing the motion picture industry of being infiltrated by the Communist Party. They were determined to crush the Red Menace in Tinseltown and the studios, who were already angry at progressives for forming unions and guilds, went along with the blacklist and refused to employ anyone who involved their First Amendment rights in response to the infamous question, “Are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?”

			An estimated 435 entertainment industry employees were blacklisted. In addition to studio head Walt Disney turning against the left, other industry leaders such as Elia Kazan will go down in history as traitors who testified to save their careers. McCarthyism left progressive Hollywood in tatters and it wouldn’t be revived until another war engulfed the country.

			Power to the People

			The ‘60s and ‘70s were the days of the “power to the people” pictures. Their rebellious themes took on the military, the government, long-held American traditions and even the entertainment industry itself. Tinseltown was aware of the millions of mostly young people and their growing discontent and didn’t hesitate to take advantage of that.

			It wasn’t easy. As before, when studios found movies to be too radical or subversive, they deliberately failed to properly promote and distribute them. They were too threatened by the raw sexual and political content, but the movement reflecting the passions of the baby boomers was too strong to be concealed.

			Student Power Pictures

			In 1970, movies such as Getting Straight and The Strawberry Statement impressively depicted the student unrest and rebellion that appealed to large, young audiences. Also in 1970, MGM’s big budget film Zabriskie Point was one of the most anti-war, radical movies ever made (it included Black Panthers and violence against police advocates).

			Give Peace a Chance Pictures

			When the antiwar movie Hearts and Minds won the Best Documentary at the Oscars in 1975, it was a significant moment for those opposed to the Vietnam War. Hollywood’s commitment to anti-war messages and claims against the U.S. Army came through in various movies throughout that time, but no movie more vividly and prominently depicted American war crimes than 1978’s Apocalypse Now starring Martin Sheen, one of the most notable activists in America. It, along with Reds, is one of the greatest achievements in progressive pictures.

			Flower Power Pictures

			The cultural wars were just as alive and the counter-culture movies held incredible influence over America’s youth. Young people were fighting against responsibility and conformity and desired to be liberated from the constraints of the lives of their parent’s generation.

			Movies such as 1970’s Five Easy Pieces fed off of what was at the core of flower power pictures; the generation gap. No film captured this theme better than 1969’s Easy Rider, an American odyssey film staring Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper and Jack Nicholson. In it, the three young men, drug dealers, reflect on how society has been destroyed based on the fear it has of what youth and progression
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