Detailed outline for the US civilization question.

1.
General purpose of the Chapter

Munby’s excerpt aims at showing that talking gangster films along with the socio-economic context in which they were made highlighted, possibly exacerbated, the identity confusion that prevailed in 1930 and the decade that ensued.

2. Theoretical approach

Munby’s theoretical approach is unambiguously post-modern, as he believes that truth is not universal, but local, time-bound and power-related. There is no universal truth, but several types and they are often time the result of a power dynamic. Thus, a national identity can only be imposed or negotiated, a power dynamic in which Hollywood, through talking-gangster movies, has been a significant participant. 

3. Methodology

Historically grounded, his methodology consists in debunking seemingly universal statements, binary oppositions, and ultimately US mythology such as the so-called “American Dream”. The very word  “American” occults the realities of many countries located within the continent. The American Dream is therefore the Dream for US citizens as well as citizens in the world, a generalization that Munby’s analysis deconstructs.
As a postmodern, Munby does not believe that one factor alone can explain identity construction. Instead, according to him, four factors seem to have afforded Hollywood tremendous negotiating power in the area of identity construction: 

a. Sound

b. 1929-1941 Depression

c. Biographical proximity between actors and gangsters

d. Social Realism

4. Analysis

Here students may choose to re-organize the four factors to make the analysis more consistent and fluid, instead of sticking too much to the text, a technique which may result in more scattered analytical thoughts.

Here is a likely outline. Students should use both references drawn from the text (without extensively copying from the text, a simple numerical reference should be sufficient) and their lecture notes.

1. Depression  





Wall Street Crash, with major loss in stock market.





Generalized impoverishment





High level of unemployment

2.
General disillusionment with US idealism
Reduced confidence in government, already felt when the Volstead Act had been passed;

Reduced confidence in “Laisser-faire” Capitalism, a sentiment that would later be reinforced with Roosevelt’s New Deal.





Reduced confidence in the notion of “self-made man.”





Reduced confidence in “idealized American identity”.

Despite the climate of profound desperation, Hollywood was successful in producing talking gangster movies. According to Munby, three factors seemed to account for Hollywood success: 

1 Sound

For the first time gangster stars could speak

They could imitate various ethnic accents

The “cultural others” were given center-stage

Millions of moviegoers of foreign descent could identify with the gangsters and the stars that impersonated them.

2. Biographical proximity between the stars and the gangsters

Stars themselves were not part of mainstream culture.

They did not go through “high-class” acting.

Stars’ ethnic origin and humble background made them more believable gangster impersonators.

They had to anglicize their name as a way to renegotiate their identity just like many gangsters went through similar processes of re-socialization in an attempt to force their way into US culture.

3. Social Realism

Along with the advent of sound as well as the performance of believable actors, Hollywood could present “oral” alternatives to mainstream idealism.

Organized crime involved not only syndicated figures, but also representatives of so-called legitimate society, a notion well established by the sociologists of the time (students may want to use their lecture notes here. Mention of the Wickersham Commission). The boundary between normal and deviant was deeply questioned by these movies, and certainly appealing to millions of immigrants who had been thus far held as the source of US criminality (You may want to mention the two immigration acts restricting entry to foreigners).

Gangsters were depicted as heroes because they challenged the Volstead Act, a very unpopular piece of legislation.

Public Enemies became Public Heroes.

Conclusion

Munby’s excerpt reveals that, through the production of talking gangster films, Hollywood became in the 1930s a major player in the struggle leading to a shift in US identity, or at least a serious questioning of the then imposed “idealized American identity”. Increasingly perceived as potentially subversive, gangster films were subjected to a code, itself product of various cultural groups.  As moviemakers found it easy to circumvent the code strictures, a moratorium on gangster films was eventually proclaimed, leading to Film Noir, a new genre that turned out to be even more subversive. In the final analysis, the restrictive measures to impose a US identity dramatically failed, only to corroborate Munby’s major assumption in this excerpt: it was (and it remains) difficult to impose a single identity to a society, which was (and remains) increasingly multi-cultural.

