
[image: cover]



[image: ]



Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

1‘Trade Follows Film’: The History of the US Film Trade from 1900 to 1950

2The US Film Industry and Trade from 1950 to the Present Day

3The MPPDA, the Production Code and the Ratings System

4The Political History of Classical Hollywood: Moguls, Liberals and Radicals

5The Politics of Hollywood Labour

6Contemporary Hollywood Trade Unionism and the Rights of a Diverse Workforce

7Campaign Politics, Activism and Hollywood Showbiz

Conclusion

Bibliography

Index


Acknowledgments

I would like to express my thanks to Andrew Lockett, the former Head of BFI Publishing, who commissioned this volume and to Rebecca Barden and Tom Cabot at the BFI who saw it through to completion. I would also thank the staff at the Academy Motion Picture Library in Beverly Hills, California for their guidance and help. Similarly, I wish to express my gratitude to the students I have taught on my module ‘The Politics and Culture of Hollywood’ at London Metropolitan University since 1999 and to my former Head of Department Iwan Morgan for suggesting the development of this course. I would finally wish to thank my family and friends who have provided invaluable help within this project through discussions and feedback. I dedicate this book to my mother and to the memory of my father, who encouraged my interest of film in the first place.


Introduction

At the beginning of the 21st century, the United States’ (US) film industry overtook the aeronautics and car industries to become one of the highest exporters of American products.1 The major studios are important economic, social and cultural institutions that determine the flow of motion picture product in the global film marketplace. Hollywood has acted as a microcosm for the debates which have existed throughout the course of American political history. It is the purpose of this book to provide an interdisciplinary study of the film industry by reviewing the dynamics of the US motion picture trade, the political constituencies in Hollywood and the links between celebrity and campaign politics.

In providing an account of how Hollywood has related to the institutions of American politics, together with the internal dynamics which have defined its conduct as a business, this study covers censorship, labour relations, trade policy and celebrity activism to demonstrate how the US film industry has and always will be an arena for political action and conflicts. The analysis considers the extent to which Hollywood has been characterised by different ‘types’ of political forces by referring to the range of economic, cultural and ideological imperatives that have shaped the industry’s development. To this end, it provides a historical and contemporaneous survey of the trading principles, labour forces and political constituencies existing in the US film community. It should also be noted that while this analysis makes reference to films, it remains outside its remit to provide a detailed discussion of the political, social and cultural content of the motion pictures themselves.2

The study begins by considering the political economy of the motion picture industry. As Douglas Gomery has demonstrated, the studio system is worthy of an industrial analysis with regard to its corporate ownership and control over the production, distribution and exhibition of film product (Gomery, 2005b: 3). However, it is also necessary to consider how American governments established the business conditions through which expansion occurred. Upon these foundations, the film industry evolved from fairground sideshow to a global phenomenon.

Chapter 1 considers how the studios in the first half of the 20th century, with the support of the Department of Commerce, established controls over the distribution and exhibition of films in the North American marketplace while expanding into international territories. This cartelism sat uneasily with the US Justice Department’s principles of competition. In 1948, the Supreme Court found in favour of the ‘Paramount Decrees’ which divorced the studios’ production and distribution arms from their exhibition chains, leading to the collapse of the studio system.

Chapter 2 traces Hollywood’s transformation from an ‘industry’ into a ‘business’. It discusses the US governments’ deregulation of the communications markets which encouraged the formation of the global media conglomerates who own the studios. In particular, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) brokered the relationship between the Washington and Hollywood elites. Its international arm, the Motion Picture Association (MPA) operated as a ‘little State Department’ by removing trade barriers with the support of the State Department and the Office of the US Trade Representative.

In 1966 Jack Valenti, Lyndon B. Johnson’s (LBJ) Special Assistant, was appointed as the MPAA/MPA President and proved a zealous lobbyist during his thirty-eight-year reign. He courted Democrats and Republicans, and was aided by several presidents who had close affiliations with Hollywood. Throughout his stewardship, Valenti led the MPA in more than eighty negotiations to liberalise the international film and broadcasting markets. Meanwhile, foreign trade associations objected to Hollywood’s expansion on economic and cultural grounds.

The MPAA’s other concern was the protection of the studios’ intellectual property rights. Although new communication technologies provided Hollywood with opportunities to extract profits from different revenue streams, anxieties arose over their ability to retain control over their distributed product. The increase in the illegal piracy of motion pictures has coincided with the ascendance of the Internet as the perfect copying medium in which there is no deterioration in second-, third- or nth-generated material. These problems remain Valenti’s legacy to his successor, former Agricultural Secretary, Dan Glickman.

However, in considering Hollywood’s role in US politics, this analysis cannot be confined to matters of trade. It also focuses on the questions the film industry raises about America’s history, culture and self-image. Although the MPAA has promoted motion pictures’ trading interests, most visibly it developed censorship and ratings systems as US films were deemed to have a unique influence over the public. Chapter 3 discusses why Will Hays, the Post-Master General for President Harding, was appointed to run the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA). Hays, a Presbyterian picked by the Jewish moguls to offset the anti-Semitic accusations directed against Hollywood, was committed to the development of a Production Code to ensure the moral content of films. He reasoned with the moguls that if they did not agree to a self-enforced code, Washington would establish a federal form of censorship. From 1934 to 1967, the Production Code Administration (PCA) applied the ‘Hays’ Code so that every Hollywood film was vetted for sex, violence and language.

When Valenti became president of the renamed MPAA he replaced the Code with the Ratings system and films were allowed to handle issues of sex and violence. Graphic representations remain controversial as fears have grown about copycat violence. Alternatively, liberal positions suggest that all forms of censorship are retrogressive. These divisions have been exacerbated by the widening gulf between religious fundamentalists and civil libertarians.

Consequently, a political survey of the US film industry must locate itself in wider debates about Hollywood’s place in America’s cultural life. The studios are key institutions which reflect ‘a definable and relatively cohesive social leadership cadre in American society’ (Powers, Rothman and Rothman, 1996). This study will review the political correlations between the backgrounds, attitudes and beliefs of the motion picture elite. Ironically, Hollywood, the quintessential American institution, was created by ‘Eastern European Jews who themselves seemed to be anything but the quintessence of America’ (Gabler, 1988). On one hand, the entrepreneurial Jewish immigrants who established the US film industry represented the American Dream in which meritocracy and tolerance are prized. Conversely, the intolerance expressed towards them, their products and film artists by White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) elites brings into question the notion of the US as a melting pot of cultures and ideals.

Chapter 4 shows how the moguls’ relations with US politicians allowed them to gain acceptance into the American elites who had treated them with suspicion owing to their Jewish origins. It discusses how the Semitic background of many writers, directors, actors and artists led to a growing political consciousness reflecting the conditions of the era, notably Franklin D. Roosevelt’s (FDR) New Deal, the establishment of trade unionism and the emigration of refugees from Nazism. Moreover, it was associated with the Gothamisation of Hollywood as New York-based writers settled on the West Coast and were attracted to liberal and Communist causes.

Chapter 5 considers the extent to which this radicalism characterised the labour struggles in Hollywood during the 1930s and 1940s. Until the 1930s, the moguls controlled the working conditions owing to the largely disparate nature of the film workforce. They were naturally reluctant to recognise the guilds – the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), Screen Writers Guild (SWG) and Screen Directors Guild (SDG) – and unions such as the International Alliance of Theatrical and Stage Employees (IATSE) and the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU). The guilds’ formation was accompanied by strikes and jurisdictional disputes emerged between the rightwing IATSE which was connected to organised crime and the CSU, whose organisers had associations with the Hollywood Communist Party.

The political divisions in Hollywood intensified when rightwing activists established the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals to offset the perceived leftist bias within the guilds. Once the battle lines were drawn, a catalyst was required to make these divisions conspicuous. Thus, a fury of ‘Red baiting’ was unleashed in the 1946 CSU strike enabling the studios to crush the union. The fallout from the dispute provided the conditions for Washington’s attack on Hollywood liberals, trade unionists and Communist Party members during the anti-Communist witch-hunts of the 1940s and 1950s. The divisions between those who did or did not testify in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and the blacklist have underpinned Hollywood’s attitude to politics to this day.

Since the blacklist, the ‘above-the-line’ (writers, directors, actors) screen guilds and the ‘below-the-line’ (crews, technicians, painters, carpenters) craft unions have concentrated on industrial rather than ideological matters. Chapter 6 demonstrates how contemporary labour issues have focused on disputes over residual fees and possessive credits. These issues further point to the changes in the studios’ownership as global media corporations have used foreign production centres to cut costs leading to a decline in the number of films being made in Hollywood. The guilds and unions have been concerned by the growth of runaway productions filmed in Canada, Australia and Eastern European states which offer cheaper locations, facilities and labour costs through devalued currencies, subsidies and tax incentives.

Another area of importance was the guilds’ attempts to effect changes in the film studios’ employment practices on diversity. The SAG has advocated equality, fair representation and inclusion since the negotiation of a non-discrimination clause in its 1963 Theatrical Agreement. However, for many minorities, Hollywood remains impenetrable and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) has proposed greater equality for African-Americans in front of and behind the camera.

Finally, it is necessary to consider Hollywood’s symbolic worth in US politics. In an age of mass media-led political communication, there has been a growth of star activism and a blurring of the distinction between celebrity and political behaviour. Stars’ access to television coverage has led to them being considered legitimate representatives of causes within the political process. Moreover, close affiliations were established between Hollywood and political elites as campaign-funding became a centrifugal force in US politics.

Chapter 7 considers how politicians have been cultivated by Hollywood and the extent to which star activism has enabled celebrities to become politicians. Film executives such as the Music Corporation of America (MCA) chairman Lew Wasserman promoted gatherings to raise campaign funds. These close relationships have invariably been between the leaders of the Democratic Party and the Hollywood elites. For example, Wasserman and United Artists’ chief Arthur Krim were invited by LBJ to sit on his Cabinet. However, it should be noted that shrewd industry players cultivated rightwing politicians to advance their interests.

Politicians have realised the worth of star support in appealing to the electorate. Roosevelt invited film celebrities to luncheons and birthday balls to enhance his standing. In modern US politics, such affiliations occurred in the presidencies of John F. Kennedy and Bill Clinton. In this way, stars are sought out to endorse candidates on campaign stops, organise inaugural events or participate in the electoral process.

Simultaneously, celebrity activists have a symbolic worth in US politics. A legacy of the witch-hunt was the creation of a liberal political consensus in modern Hollywood. Typically, stars have opposed wars and engaged in environmental activism, civil rights struggles and liberal causes. However, since 9/11, the centre-leftist sensibility in celebrity politics has been a source of conservative vilification as activists, such as Tim Robbins, Sean Penn and Susan Sarandon, have been damned over their attacks on the American justice system, support for pro-choice abortion rights and their doubts about President George W. Bush’s ‘realist’ foreign policies.

Hollywood’s paradoxical role in US politics has been exacerbated as celebrity and image have become greater forms of capital. Style has dominated over substance and stars have become politicians. During the era of the blacklist, Ronald Reagan was elected onto the SAG board and became a virulent anti-Communist. Reagan used his terms as SAG president (1947–52, 1959–60) to establish his leadership and communications skills. He attained the support of industry powerbrokers, notably the original MCA chairman, Jules Stein. Reagan’s convictions reflected the values of individualism, family, community and Judeo-Christianity which underpinned his films. Ultimately, he became Governor of California and the President of the United States.

Most recently, Arnold Schwarzenegger campaigned for the Californian governorship during the 2003 recall vote. In contrast to Reagan who followed a more traditional route into politics, the ‘Governator’ used his stardom as his sole form of political capital. The use of fame in politics leads to questions about whether the electorate has been unduly influenced by the merging of imagery, glamour and ideology. Commentators argue that style has impoverished the rights of citizens and Hollywood’s role in politics has been condemned.

It is the purpose of this volume to analyse, assess and explain the role of Hollywood in US political, cultural and social life. It will take a holistic approach to the material by touching on a variety of subjects, from the political economy of the industry to its internal politics, and from the labour rights won by the guilds to the use of film celebrities in campaigns. Looking at these issues, it seeks to understand how Hollywood has reflected and informed societal debates in the US. It asks why the American film industry has been celebrated and vilified by political elites in equal measure. Finally, the book surveys the historical and contemporary political trends associated with Hollywood, thereby contributing to readers’ understanding of the industry’s unique position in the American body politic.

Notes

1.The Hollywood film industry refers to the major studios which are owned by global media corporations and located in Los Angeles. It should be noted that a thriving independent sector has emerged since the 1990s and there are other film production centres in America.

2.There are many significant studies of the political and social content of film including Brian Neve (1992), Film and Politics in America:A Social Tradition, London and New York: Routledge.
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‘Trade Follows Film’: The History of the US Film Trade from 1900 to 1950

Introduction

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, Washington became increasingly interested in the value of the American film industry both locally and internationally to the economy. As a result, the studios formed an alliance with the United States’(US) Department of Commerce, which supported Hollywood through its Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce (BFDC). And American presidents, from Woodrow Wilson on, realised the economic and cultural worth of Hollywood not only as a vibrant national industry, but also in its international distribution of US film product.

For American governments there were many advantages in the international exploitation of film. At one level, the export of film product aided the balance of payments figures in the US economy. It was also appreciated by US governments that ‘Trade follows film’(Woodrow Wilson) and films provided an international means through which to advertise products. The ideological worth of films became apparent to politicians when America entered World War I in 1917, as pictures were used to propagate the war effort and to project US values into occupied countries.

The realisation of the economic, political and ideological worth of the US film industry within governing circles established the context for the emergence of effective trade representation. In 1922, the major studios jointly backed the creation of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA) which was headed by former Postmaster General Will H. Hays. While the body was established in response to those organisations campaigning for the state censorship of films (see Chapter 3), it proved to be a potent trade body by gaining the ear of government (Jarvie, 1992: 279). Such access would be useful, as the studios sought to maintain an iron grip over the distribution and exhibition of films in the North American and international marketplace. This was effected through block- and blind-bidding practices and the chain ownership of first-run movie theatres.

However, this cartelism sat uneasily with US principles of competition. From the 1920s, the Justice Department pursued a series of anti-trust investigations which culminated in the dismantling of the studios’ control over production, distribution and exhibition in the 1948 Paramount Decrees. Also, despite attaining its status as America’s fifth largest business by 1929, the film industry was treated with suspicion by White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) political elites because of the predominantly Jewish complexion of its talent base, ranging from the moguls to the stars (Horne, 2001: 26).

This chapter will consider the contradictory history which emerged between Hollywood and Washington from 1900 to 1950. It will focus on the economic and political factors that allowed Hollywood to establish itself as the world’s premier film industry, while its value to American political elites was complicated by the industry’s anti-competitive practices.

The characteristics of the Hollywood film industry: 1900 to 1948

From the 1910s to 1948, the US film industry was defined through the development of vertically integrated major film studios who controlled the production, distribution and exhibition of product both domestically and internationally. To supply cinemas with the requisite amount of films, the studios employed ‘Fordist’ industrial practices in which a workforce held on a series of long-term contracts produced features. They were run by moguls who controlled their domains from their front offices. Yet these showmen initially had to battle for their ascendancy in the embryonic film industry.

ORIGINS

At its inception, the US cinema was dominated by the Edison Company’s exclusivity over film production through its patent on motion picture cameras. This control was extended by the establishment of the Motion Pictures Patents Company (MPPC), known as the ‘trust’, in 1909, wherein a patents pooling agreement was adopted between the major industry players: Armat, Biograph, Edison and Vitagraph. Each MPPC member retained an exclusive arrangement with the Patents Company concerning the use of film stock and cameras in return for a royalty payment (Allen, 1976: 120–4). Exhibitors were also licensed projection machinery for a fee.

The trust often employed violent goon squads to enforce its control of the patent. In particular, it tried to exclude the immigrant Jewish showmen who had seen opportunities for profit in the film industry. In 1905, Pittsburgh-based vaudeville tycoon, Harry Davis, happened upon a profitable idea: the Nickelodeon. This was a tiny theatre made up of 199 seats, which charged cinemagoers a nickel a time to watch a short, single-reel film. This simple innovation spread throughout the immigrant, slum districts in the Eastern cities. It attracted other Jewish entrepreneurs, such as Carl Laemmle, who set up his film exchange for distributors so audience demand could be catered for in 1906. By 1907, the number of film exchanges had mushroomed to over one hundred across thirty-five cities.

However, with the establishment of the MPPC, both the small-time exhibitors and the owners of the film exchanges were forced to sign a patent trust document or face a lawsuit. They demonstrated their opposition when Laemmle employed advertising agent Robert Cochrane to campaign against the trust through satirical cartoons in the trade press. Furthermore, when the MPPC created its General Film Company to control the independent film exchanges in 1910, it inadvertently forced distributors, including Laemmle, William Fox and Adolph Zukor, to establish a rival exchange and move into film production. These entrepreneurs stole audiences from the MPPC when Zukor produced, marketed and exhibited feature films, thereby superseding the trust companies who were still producing one-reelers. He reasoned that films shown in the comfort of a movie theatre would attract a wider range of American audiences (Kerrigan and Culking, 1999: 5–8).

In 1912 the MPPC lost a vital court case to the studio IMP, which was judged free to use non-patented movie cameras to film its productions. The trust was dismantled when the Supreme Court found in favour of the US government’s anti-competitive suit against it in 1915. This was a significant victory for the showmen, who now included Samuel Goldfish (later Goldwyn), Louis B. Mayer, Marcus Loew and Jesse L. Lasky.

The court case was accompanied by the Jewish showmen’s decision to relocate the production centre of US film from New

















































































































































First published in 2006 by the

BRITISH FILM INSTITUTE

21 Stephen Street, London W1T 1LN

The British Film Institute’s purpose is to champion moving image culture in all its richness and diversity across the UK, for the benefit of as wide an audience as possible, and to create and encourage debate. Copyright © Mark Wheeler 2006

Cover image: Robert Redford in The Candidate (Michael Ritchie, 1972);

Redford–Ritchie Productions/Warner Bros.

Cover design: Clare Skeats

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 1-84457-136-X (pbk)

ISBN 1-84457-135-1 (hbk)

eISBN 9-781-83871-615-8

ePDF 9-781-83871-616-5

OEBPS/html/images/1_1.jpg
Mark
Wheeler

Hollywood
Politics
and
Society






OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Title Page



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		1. ‘Trade Follows Film’: The History of the US Film Trade from 1900 to 1950



		2. The US Film Industry and Trade from 1950 to the Present Day



		3. The MPPDA, the Production Code and the Ratings System



		4. The Political History of Classical Hollywood: Moguls, Liberals and Radicals



		5. The Politics of Hollywood Labour



		6. Contemporary Hollywood Trade Unionism and the Rights of a Diverse Workforce



		7. Campaign Politics, Activism and Hollywood Showbiz



		Conclusion



		Bibliography



		Index



		eCopyright













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188











OEBPS/html/images/2_1.jpg
Hollywood

Politics and Society

Mark Wheeler





