James Madison University

Interlibrarv Loan (VNMC)

Borrower: VMW

Lending String:
*VMC,VGM,EAU,GLG,GMU,IBE, MTH,TFW WEL

Volume: Issue:

Month/Year:

Pages: 564-575

Article Author: Thomas Schatz

Article Title: From Hollywood Genres: Film Genre
and the Genre Film

ISSN: 9780195365627

Film theory and criticism :
introductory readings /

Call #: PN1994 M364 2009
Carrier Library-Books AVAILABLE

Odyssey
Exempt

VMC TN: 617212

ILL Number: 180603765



THOMAS SCHATZ
FROM HOLLYWOOD GENRES

FILM GENRE AND THE GENRE FILM

Because it is essentially a narrative system, a film genre can be examined in terms
of its fundamental structural components: plot, character, setting, thematics, style,
and so on. We should be careful, though, to maintain a distinction between the film
genre and the genre film. Whereas the genre exists as a sort of tacit “contract”
between filmmakers and audience, the genre film is an actual event that honors such
a contract. To discuss the Western genre is to address neither a single Western film
nor even all Westerns, but rather that system of conventions which identifies West-
ern films as such.

There is a sense, then, in which a film genre 1s both a static and a dynamic Sys-
tem. On the one hand, it is a familiar formula of interrelated narrative and cinematic
components that serves to continually reexamine some basic cultural conflict: one
could argue, for example, that all Westerns confront the same fundamental issues
(the taming of the frontier, the celebration of the hero’s rugged individualism, the
hero’s conflicts with the frontier community, etc.) in elaborating America’s foun-
dation ritual and that slight formal variations do not alter those static thematic char-
acteristics. On the other hand, changes in cultural attitudes, new influential genre
films, the economics of the industry, and so forth, continually refine any film genre.
As such, its nature is continually evolving. For example, the evolution of Western
heroes from agents of law and order to renegade outlaws or professional killers
reflect a genuine change in the genre. One could even argue that the term “West-
ern” means something different today from what it did two or three decades ago.

Thus genre experience, like all human experience, is organized according to cer-
tain fundamental perceptual processes. As we repeatedly undergo the same type of
experience we develop expectations which, as they are continually reinforced, tend
to harden into “rules.” The clearest example of this process in any culture is in its
games. A game is a system of immutable rules (three strikes in baseball) and
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components determining the nature of play. Yet no two games in a sport are alike,
and a theoretically infinite number of variations can be played within the “arena”
that the rules provide. Similarly, certain styles of traditional or popular music in-
volve a variations-on-a-theme approach both within and among individual pieces.
In folk and blues traditions, for example, most compositions are generated from a
very few chord progressions.

The analogies between film genres and other cultural systems are virtually end-
less. What such examples seem to highlight is the dual nature of any “species” (or
“genus,” the root for the word “genre”), that is, it can be identified either by its
rules, components, and function (by its static deep structure) or conversely by the
individual members which comprise the species (by its dynamic surface structure).

Think of a Western movie, or a musical, or a gangster film. Probably you won’t
think of any individual Western or musical or gangster film, but rather of a vaguely
defined amalgam of actions and attitudes, of characters and locales. For as one sees
more genre films, one tends to negotiate the genre less by its individual films than
by its deep structure, those rules and conventions which render this film a Western
and that film a musical. This distinction between deep and surface structures—
between a genre and its films—provides the conceptual basis for any genre study.
Of all the analogies we might use to better understand this distinction, the most
illuminating involves the “deepest” of human structures: language.

THE LANGUAGE ANALOGY

What is natural to mankind is not oral speech but the faculty of constructing a language,
i.e. a system of distinct signs corresponding to distinct ideus.

FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE

Among other things, the commercial cinema is a communication system——it struc-
tures and delivers meaning. Throughout its history, evocative phrases like “the
grammar of film” and “the cinematic language system” have suggested that filmic
communication is comparable to verbal communication, although the extent and
usefulness of that comparison are limited. Most recently, the film-language analogy
has undergone renewed interest within the growing field of semiology (or semi-
otics), a science that proposes to study human interaction as a vast network of social
and interpersonal communication systems. Semiology is itself the brain child of
Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, who suggested that language provides the
“master pattern” for the study of cultural signification. According to de Saussure,
verbal language is the one sign system shared by all cultures; its basic structure
informs every system of social communication.

That language study and its jargon are a metaphor for genre study should be
obvious. Through the “circuit of exchange” involving box-office “feedback,” the
studios and the mass audience hold a virtual “conversation” whereby they gradu-
ally refine the “grammar” of cinematic “discourse.” Thus a genre can be studied,
like a language, as a formalized sign system whose rules have been assimilated,
consciously or otherwise, through cultural consensus. Our shared knowledge of the
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rules of any film genre enables us to understand and evaluate individual genre films,
just as our shared knowledge of English grammar enables me to write this sentence
and you to interpret it. The distinction between grammar and usage, closely akin to
that between deep structure and surface structure, originates in de Saussure’s dis-
tinction between langue and parole in verbal language. For de Saussure, the
speaker’s and listener’s shared knowledge of the grammatical rules that make up
the language system (la langue) enables them to develop and understand a virtually
unlimited range of individual utterances (la parole). American linguist Noam Chom-
sky has described this distinction in terms of competency and performance; he sug-
gests that we should differentiate between our inherent capacity to speak and inter-
pret on the one hand and our actually doing so on the other.

If we extend these ideas into genre study, we might think of the filin genre as a spe-
cific grammar or system of rules of expression and construction and the individual
genre films as a manifestation of these rules. Of course, film differs from language in
that our verbal competence is relatively consistent from speaker to speaker, whereas
our generic competence varies widely. If each of us had the same exposure to Holly-
wood’s thousands of genre films, a critical theory would probably be easier to con-
struct. But obviously not everyone has a minimal understanding of even the most pop-
ular and widespread genres, let alone the obscure structural delights of such “subgenres”
as the beach-blanket movies of the 1960s or the car-chase movies of the 1970s.

Moreover, although verbal language systems are essentially neutral and meaning-
less, film genres are not. As a system, English grammar is not meaningful either his-
torically or in socially specific terms. It is manipulated by a speaker to make meaning.
A film genre, conversely, has come into being precisely because of its cultural signi-
ficance as a meaningful narrative system. Whereas a verbal statement represents a
speaker’s organization of neutral components into a meaningful pattern, a genre film
represents an effort to reorganize a familiar, meaningful system in an original way.

Another interesting aspect of the language analogy concerns the tension between
grammar and usage. Grammar in language is absolute and static, essentially un-
changed by the range and abuses of everyday usage. In the cinema, however, indi-
vidual genre films seem to have the capacity to affect the genre—an utterance has
the potential to change the grammar that governs it. Even in film technology (the
impact of widescreen on the Western, for example, or of technicolor on the musi-
cal), we can see that individual usage influences both viewers and other filmmak-
ers, and hence encourages them in effect to renegotiate the generic contract. Whether
or not some static nuclear deep structure exists, which defines the genre and some-
how eludes the effects of time and variation, we cannot overlook the gradual changes
(as revealed in individual genre films) in form and substance on the genre’s sur-
face. Genres evolve, and they tend to evolve quite rapidly due to the demands of
the commercial popular media. But whether this evolution represents mere cosmetic
changes in the surface structure (equivalent to fashionable clichés or idioms in ver-
bal language) or whether it reflects substantial changes in the deep structure (the
generic system itself) will remain, at least for now, an open question.

Perhaps the ultimate value of the film-language analogy is as a sort of method or
methodological model. That is, the similarities between a language and a genre as
communication systems should encourage the analyst to approach individual genre
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films in much the same way that the linguist approaches individual utterances. Like
all signifying systems, languages and genres exist essentially within the minds of
their users: No single study of English grammar or of a film genre could possibly
describe the system completely. In this sense, studying film genre is not unlike going
to school as competent six-year-old speakers of English and then being taught
English grammar. In each case, we study the system that is the basis for our existing
competence.

In ali of this, we should not lose sight of the critical, evaluative factor that mo-
tivates the genre critic, while it is virtually irrelevant to the linguist. The linguist’s
concern is the process whereby we verbally communicate meaning; any concern for
the quality of that communication falls under the domain of rhetoric. As such, the
film genre critic must be both linguist and “rhetor”—that is, he or she is concerned
with both the process and the quality of any generic communication. The critic
develops competence, a familiarity with the system, by watching and interpreting
movies and noting similarities. Ultimately, he or she is concerned with recognizing,
appreciating, and articulating differences among these movies. As critics, we un-
derstand genre films because of their similarity with other films, but we appreciate
them because of their difference. Therefore an outline of a basic grammar of genre
filmmaking should precede any critical analysis of individual films within a genre.

TOWARD A GRAMMAR OF FILM GENRE

At this stage, we are somewhere between the point of departure (watching movies)
and the point of arrival (appreciating and articulating difference—i.e., being criti-
cal). We can appreciate difference only when we begin to examine films systemat-
ically, when we consider the systems whereby an individual film “makes meaning.”
Thus far, we have considered the commercial and formal systems involved in Hol-
lywood filmmaking from a rather superficial perspective. In narrowing our focus to
examine the workings of Hollywood genres, we will begin to understand how com-
mercial and formal systems are realized in actual production. Genre production itself
should be addressed on three distinct levels of inquiry: those characteristics shared
by virtually all genre films (and thus by all genres), those characteristics shared by
all the films within any individual genre, and those characteristics that set one genre
film off from all other films.

Qur ultimate goal is to discern a genre film’s quality, its social and aesthetic
value. To do this, we will attempt to see its relation to the various systems that in-
form it. For example, in examining a film like The Searchers, it is not enough sim-
ply to isolate the formal characteristics that identify it as belonging to a particular
genre. Nor is it enough to isolate the elements that make it superior. Initially we
have to discern those traits that make the film—and indeed the Western form it-
self—generic. To repeat Wood’s observation: we are so accustomed to dealing with
genres, with familiar filmic narrative types, that we tend to isolate these types from
one another, thus overlooking many of their shared social and aesthetic features.
Before considering the Western, gangster, musical, and other Hollywood genres as
individual narrative systems, then, we will discuss the qualities that identify these
forms as genres.
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A genre film, like virtually any story, can be examined in terms of its fundamental
narrative components: plot, setting, and character. These components have a privi-
leged status for the popular audience, due to their existence within a familiar formula
that addresses and reaffirms the audience’s values and attitudes. Thus the genre film’s
narrative components assume a preordained thematic significance that is quite dif-
ferent from non-generic narratives. Each genre film incorporates a specific cultural
context—what Warshow termed its “field of reference”—in the guise of a familiar
social community. This generic context 1s more than the physical setting, which some
genre critics have argued defines the genre as such. The American frontier or the ur-
ban underworld is more than a physical locale which identifies the Western or the
gangster film; it is a cultural milieu where inherent thematic conflicts are animated,
intensified, and resolved by familiar characters and pattern of action. Although all
drama establishes a community that is disturbed by conflict, in the genre film both
the community and the conflict have been conventionalized. Ultimately, our famil-
iarity with any genre seems to depend less on recognizing a specific setting than on
recognizing certain dramatic conflicts that we associate with specific patterns of
action and character relationships. There are some genres, in fact, like the musical
and the screwball comedy, that we identify primarily through conventions of action
and attitude, and whose settings vary widely from one film to the next.

From this observation emerges a preliminary working hypothesis: the determin-
ing, identifying feature of a film genre is its cultural context, its community of in-
terrelated character types whose attitudes, values, and actions flesh out dramatic
conflicts inherent within that community. The generic community is less a specific
place (although it may be, as with the Western and gangster genres) than a network
of characters, actions, values, and attitudes. Each genre’s status as a distinct cultural
community is enhanced by Hollywood’s studio production system, in that each
generic context is orchestrated by specialized groups of directors, writers, produc-
ers, performers, sets, studio lots, and even studios themselves. (Consider Warner
Brothers’ heavy production of gangster films in the early 1930s and MGM’s musi-
cals in the late 1940s.)

A genre, then, represents a range of expression for filmmakers and a range of
experience for viewers. Both filmmakers and viewers are sensitive to a genre’s range
of expression because of previous experiences with the genre that have coalesced
into a system of value-laden narrative conventions. It is this system of conventions—
familiar characters performing familiar actions which celebrate familiar values—
that represents the genre’s narrative context, its meaningful cultural community. . . .

CHARACTER AND SETTING: COMMUNITIES IN CONFLICT

In discussing the grammar (or system of conventions) of any Hollywood film
genre, it is important to note that the material economy, which motivated the stu-
dios to refine story formulas, translated into narrative economy for filmmakers and
viewers. Each genre incorporates a sort of narrative shorthand whereby significant
dramatic conflicts can intensify and then be resolved through established patterns
of action and by familiar character types. These dramatic conflicts are themselves
the identifying feature of any genre; they represent the transformation of some social,
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historical, or even geographical (as in the Western) aspect of American culture into
one locus of events and characters.

Although the dramatic conflicts are basic to the generic “community,” we cannot
identify that community solely by its physical setting. If film genres were identi-
fied by setting alone, then we would have to deal with an “urban” genre that in-
cludes such disparate forms as gangster films, backstage musicals, and detective
films. Because the setting provides an arena for conflicts, which are themselves de-
termined by the actions and attitudes of the participants, we must look to the generic
character types and the conflicts they generate in identifying any genre. And we
might consider a generic community and its characters in relation to the system of
values which both define the problem and eventually are appealed to in solving it.

What emerges as a social problem (or dramatic conflict) in one genre is not
necessarily a problem in another. Law and order is a problem in the gangster and detec-
tive genres, but not in the musical. Conversely, courtship and marriage are prob-
lems in the musical but not in the gangster and detective genres. Individualism is
celebrated in the detective genre (through the hero’s occupation and world view)
and in the gangster film (through the hero’s career and eventual death), while the
principal characters in the musical compromise their individuality in their eventual
romantic embrace and thus demonstrate their willingness to be integrated into the
social community. In each of these genres, the characters’ identities and narrative
roles (or “functions”) are determined by their relationship with the community and
its value structure. As such, the generic character is psychologically static—he or
she is the physical embodiment of an attitude, a style, a world view, of a predeter-
mined and essentially unchanging cultural posture. Cowboy or Indian, gangster or
cop, guy or doll, the generic character is identified by his or her function and status
within the community.

The static vision of the generic hero—indeed of the entire constellation of fa-
miliar character types—helps to define the community and to animate its cultural
conflicts. For example, the Western hero, regardless of his social or legal standing,
1s necessarily an agent of civilization in the savage frontier. He represents both the
social order and the threatening savagery that typify the Western milieu. Thus he
animates the inherent dynamic qualities of the community, providing a dramatic
vehicle through which the audience can confront generic conflicts.

This approach also enables us to distinguish between such seemingly similar urban
crime formulas as the gangster and detective genres. Usually, both genres are set in
a contemporary urban milieu and address conflicts principally between social order
and anarchy and between individual morality and the common good. But because
of the characteristic attitudes and values of the genre’s principal characters, these
conflicts assume a different status in each genre and are resolved accordingly. The
detective, like the Westerner, represents the man-in-the-middle, mediating the forces
of order and anarchy, yet somehow remaining separate from each. He has opted to
construct his own value system and behavioral code, which happens (often, almost
accidentally) to coincide with the forces of social order. But the detective’s
predictable return to his office retreat at film’s end and his refusal to assimilate
the values and lifestyle of the very society he serves ultimately reaffirm his—and
the genre’s—ambiguous social stance. The gangster film, conversely, displays little



570 FILM GENRES

thematic ambiguity. The gangster has aligned himself with the forces of crime and
social disorder, so both his societal role and his conflict with the community wel-
fare demand his eventual destruction.

All film genres treat some form of threat—violent or otherwise—to the social or-
der. However, it is the attitudes of the principal characters and the resolutions pre-
cipitated by their actions which finally distinguish the various genres from one an-
other. Nevertheless, there is a vital distinction between kinds of generic settings and
conflicts. Certain genres (Western, detective, gangster, war, et al.) have conflicts
that, indigenous to the environment, reflect the physical and 1deological struggle for
its control. These conflicts are animated and resolved either by an individual male
hero or by a collective (war, science fiction, cavalry, certain recent Westerns). Other
genres have conflicts that are not indigenous to the locale but are the result of the
conflict between the values, attitudes, and actions of its principal characters and the
“civilized” setting they inhabit. Conflicts in these genres (musical, screwball com-
edy, family melodrama) generally are animated by a “doubled” hero—usually a ro-
mantic couple whose courtship is complicated and eventually ideologically resolved.
A musical’s setting may be a South Pacific island or the backstage of a Broadway
theater, but we relate to the film immediately by its treatment of certain sexual and
occupational conflicts and also by our familiarity with the type of characters played
by its “‘stars.”

Thus, it is not the musical numbers themselves which identify these films as mu-
sicals. Many Westerns and gangster films, for example, contain musical numbers
and still aren’t confused with musicals (Westerns like Dodge City and Rio Bravo,
for instance, or gangster films like The Roaring Twenties and The Rise and Fall of
Legs Diamond). The frontier saloon and the gangster’s speakeasy may be conven-
tional Jocales within their respective communities, but their entertainment function
clearly is peripheral to the central issue. However, in “musical Westerns” like Annie
Get Your Gun, The Harvey Girls, and Oklahoma!, the nature and resolution of the
dramatic conflicts as well as the characterization clearly are expressed via the mu-
sical formula. In The Harvey Girls, for instance, the narrative centers around the
exploits of several dozen women—including Judy Garland and Cyd Charisse, which
should provide us with a generic cue—who migrate West to work in a restaurant.
Certain Western conventions are nodded to initially: the girls are told aboard the
train headed West that “You’re bringing civilization. . . . You girls are bringing or-
der to the West”; later, there is a comic brawl between these “Harvey Girls” and
the local saloon girls. But the Western genre’s fundamental traits (the individual
male hero responding to the threat of savagery and physical violence within an
ideologically unstable milieu) are not basic to the film. Once the characters and

conflicts are established, the setting might as well be Paris or New York City or
even Oz.

As I hope these examples indicate, the various Hollywood genres manipulate
character and social setting quite differently in developing dramatic conflicts. We
might consider a broad distinction between genres of determinate space and those
of indeterminate space, between genres of an ideologically contested setting and an
ideologically stable setting. In a genre of determinate space (Western, gangster,
detective, et al.), we have a symbolic arena of action. It represents a cultural realm
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in which fundamental values are in a state of sustained conflict. In these genres,
then, the contest itself and its necessary arena are “determinate”—a specific social
conflict is violently enacted within a familiar locale according to a prescribed sys-
tem of rules and behavioral codes.

The iconographic arena in determinate genres is entered by an individual or
collective hero, at the outset, who acts upon it, and finally leaves. This entrance-exit
motif recurs most in genres characterized by an individual hero: for example, the West-
erner enters a frontier community, eliminates (or perhaps causes) a threat to its sur-
vival, and eventually rides “into the sunset”; the detective takes the case, investigates
it, and returns to his office; the gangster, introduced to urban crime, rises to power,
and finally is killed or jailed. In these genres, the individual hero incorporates a rigid,
essentially static attitude in dealing with his very dynamic, contested world.

In contrast, genres of indeterminate space generally involve a doubled (and thus
dynamic) hero in the guise of a romantic couple who inhabit a “civilized” setting,
as in the musical, screwball comedy, and social melodrama. The physical and ide-
ological “contest” which determines the arena of action in the Western, gangster,
and detective genres is not an issue here. Instead, genres of indeterminate space
incorporate a civilized, ideologically stable milieu, which depends less upon a heav-
ily coded place than on a highly conventionalized value system. Here conflicts derive
not from a struggle over control of the environment, but rather from the struggle of
the principal characters to bring their own views in line either with one another’s
or, more often, in line with that of the larger community.

Unlike genres of determinate space, these genres rely upon a progression from
romantic antagonism to eventual embrace. The kiss or embrace signals the integra-
tion of the couple into the larger cultural community. In addition, these genres use
iconographic conventions to establish a social setting—the proscenium or theater
stage with its familiar performers in some musicals, for example, or the repressive
small-town community and the family home in the melodrama. But because the
generic conflicts arise from attitudinal (generally male-female) oppositions rather
than from a physical conflict, the coding in these films tends to be less visual and
more ideological and abstract. This may account for the sparse attention they have
received from genre analysts, despite their widespread popularity.

Ultimately, genres of indeterminate, civilized space (musical, screwball comedy,
social melodrama) and genres of determinate, contested space (Western, gangster,
detective) might be distinguished according to their differing ritual functions. The
former tend to celebrate the values of social integration, whereas the latter uphold
the values of social order. The former tend to cast an attitudinally unstable couple
or family unit into some representative microcosm of American society, so that their
emotional and/or romantic “coupling” reflects their integration into a stable envi-
ronment. The latter tend to cast an individual, violent, attitudinally static male into
a familiar, predetermined milieu to examine the opposing forces vying for control.
In making this distinction, though, we should not lose sight of these genres’ shared
social function. In addressing basic cultural conflicts and celebrating the values and
attitudes whereby these conflicts might be resolved, all film genres represent the
filmmakers’ and audience’s cooperative efforts to “tame” those beasts, both actual
and imaginary, which threaten the stability of our everyday lives.
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PLOT STRUCTURE: FROM CONFLICT TO RESOLUTION

As a popular film audience, our shared needs and expectations draw us into the
movie theater. If we are drawn there by a genre film, we are familiar with the ritual.
In its animation and resolution of basic cultural conflicts, the genre film celebrates
our collective sensibilities, providing an array of ideological strategies for negotiat-
ing social conflicts. The conflicts themselves are significant (and dramatic) enough
to ensure our repeated attendance. The films within a genre, representing variations
on a cultural theme, will employ different means of reaching narrative resolution,
but that closure is generally as familiar as the community and its characters. (Think
of the general discomfort felt upon realizing, even quite early in seeing a genre film,
that Cagney’s heroic gangster would “get his” or that Tracy and Hepburn would cease
their delightful hostilities and embrace in time for the closing credits.)

Actually, the most significant feature of any generic narrative may be its resolu-
tion—that is, its efforts to solve, even if only temporarily, the conflicts that have
disturbed the community welfare. The Western, for example, despite its historical
and geographical distance from most viewers, confronts real and immediate social
conflicts: individua] versus community, town versus wilderness, order versus anar-
chy, and so on. If there is anything escapist about these narratives, it is their repeated
assertion that these conflicts can be solved, that seemingly timeless cultural oppo-
sitions can be resolved favorably for the larger community.

In a Hollywood Western, as in virtually any Hollywood genre film, plot devel-
opment is effectively displaced by setting and character: once we recognize the fa-
miliar cultural arena and the players, we can be fairly certain how the game will be
played and how it will end. Because the characters, conflicts, and resolution of the
non-generic narrative are unfamiliar and unpredictable, we negotiate them less by
previous filmic experiences than by previous “real-world” (personal and social) ex-
periences. Clearly, both generic and nongeneric narratives must rely to some degree
upon real-world and also upon previous narrative-filmic experiences in order to
make sense. In the genre film, however, the predictability of conflict and resolution
tends to turn our attention away from the linear, cause-and-effect plot, redirecting
it to the conflict itself and the opposed value systems it represents. Instead of a lin-
ear chain of events, which are organized by the changing perceptions of an indi-
vidual protagonist, the genre film’s plot traces the intensification of some cultural
opposition which is eventually resolved in a predictable fashion.

Thus, we might describe the plot structure of a genre film in the following way:

establishment (via various narrative and iconographic cues) of the generic community
with its inherent dramatic conflicts;

animation of those conflicts through the actions and attitudes of the genre’s constella-
tion of characters;

intensification of the conflict by means of conventional situations and dramatic con-
frontations until the conflict reaches crisis proportions;

resolution of the crisis in a fashion which eliminates the physical and/or ideological
threat and thereby celebrates the (temporarily) well-ordered community.

In this plot structure, linear development is subordinate to and qualified by the
oppositional narrative strategy. Opposing value systems are either mediated by an
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individual or a collective, which eliminates one of the opposing systems. Or else
these oppositions are actoally embodied by a doubled hero whose (usually roman-
tic) coupling signals their synthesis. In either instance, resolution occurs, even if only
temporarily, in a way that strokes the collective sensibilities of the mass audience. It
is in this context that the genre film’s function as cultural ritual is most evident.

In their formulaic narrative process, genre films celebrate the most fundamental
ideological precepts—they examine and aftirm “Americanism” with all 1ts rampant
conflicts, contradictions, and ambiguities. Not only do genre films establish a sense
of continuity between our cultural past and present (or between present and future,
as with science fiction), but they also attempt to eliminate the distinctions between
them. As social ritual, genre films function to stop time, to portray our culture in a
stable and invariable ideological position. This attitude is embodied in the generic
hero—and in the Hollywood star system itself—and is ritualized in the resolution
precipitated by the hero’s actions. Whether it is a historical Western or a futuristic
fantasy, the genre film celebrates inviolate cultural attributes.

Ultimately, the sustained success of any genre depends upon at least two factors:
the thematic appeal and significance of the conflicts it repeatedly addresses and its
flexibility in adjusting to the audience’s and filmmakers’ changing attitudes toward
those conflicts. These can be seen, for example, in the Western hero’s status as both
rugged individualist and also as agent of a civilization that continuaily resists his
individualism. The degree to which that opposition has evolved over the past
seventy-five years has accommodated changes in our cultural sensibilities. Or
consider science fiction, a literary and cinematic genre that realized widespread pop-
ularity in the late *40s and early ’50s. This genre articulated the conflicts and anx-
ieties that accompanied the development of atomic power and the prospect of
interplanetary travel. Because science fiction deals with so specialized a cultural
conflict—essentially with the limits and value of human knowledge and scientific
experimentation—it is considerably less flexible, but no less topical, than the West-
ern. Nevertheless, each genre has a static nucleus that manifests its thematic oppo-
sitions or recurring cultural conflicts. And each genre has, through the years,
dynamically evolved as shown by the ways its individual films manipulate those
oppositions. If we see genre as a problem-solving strategy, then, the static nucleus
could be conceived as the problem and the variety of solutions (narrative resolu-
tions) as its dynamic surface structure.

In this sense, a genre’s basic cultural oppositions or inherent dramatic conflicts
represent its most basic determining feature. Also the sustained popularity of any
genre indicates the essentially unresolvable, irreconcilable nature of those opposi-
tions. Resolution involves a point of dramatic closure in which a compromise or
temporary solution to the conflict is projected into a sort of cultural and historical
timelessness. The threatening external force in contested space is violently destroyed
and eliminated as an ideological threat; in uncontested space the vital lover’s spon-
taneity and lack of social inhibition are bridled by a domesticating counterpart in
the name of romantic love. In each, philosophical or ideological conflicts are “trans-
lated” into emotional terms—either violent or sexual, or both—and are resolved ac-
cordingly. In the former, the emotive resolution is externalized, in the latter it is in-
ternalized. Still, the resolution does not function to sofve the basic cultural conflict.
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The conflict is simply recast into an emotional context where it can be expeditiously,
if not always logically, resolved.

As a rule, generic resolution operates by a process of reduction: the polar oppo-
sition is reduced, either through the elimination of one of the forces (in genres of
determinate, contested space) or through the integration of the forces into a single
unit (in genres of indeterminate, civilized space). The contest in determinate space
generally is physically violent. Frequently, up until the resolution, there is more ten-
sion than action. The violent resolution usually helps the community, but only rarely
does the hero assimilate its value system. In fact, his insistence that he maintain his
individuality emerges as a significant thematic statement. As such, these films of-
ten involve a dual celebration: the hero’s industrious isolationism offsets the genre’s
celebration of the ideal social order.

There is a certain logic and symmetry in the gangster’s death, the Westerner’s
fading into the sunset, the detective’s return to his office to await another case. Each
of these standard epilogues implicitly accepts the contradictory values of its genre,
all of which seem to center around the conflict between individualism and the com-
mon good. The built-in ambiguity of this dual celebration serves, at least partially.
to minimize the narrative rupture resulting from the effort to resolve an unresolv-
able cultural conflict. This violation of narrative logic is itself fundamental to all of
Hollywood’s story formulas, in that the demand for a “happy ending” resists the
complexity and deep-seated nature of the conflict.

Because genres of social order invariably allow the individual hero his formal-
ized flight from social integration and from the compromising of his individuality,
the narrative rupture is usually less pronounced than in genres of social integration.
The cultural conflicts in genres of integration are revealed through the doubling
of the principal characters—that is, through their opposed relationship, usually
expressed as romantic antagonism. With the integration of their opposing attitudes
into a cohesive unit (the married couple, the family), the conflicts are resolved and
basic communal ideals are ritualized. But the cultural contradictions that inhibit
integration throughout these films—between spontaneous individual expression and
social propriety, for example—cannot be resolved without severely subverting the
characters’ credibility and motivation.

Are we to assume that the screwball couple’s madcap social behavior and mu-
tual antagonism will magically dissolve once they are wed? Or that the conflicts,
which have separated the song-and-dance team throughout rehearsals, will some-
how vanish after the climactic show? To avoid these questions and to minimize the
sense of rupture, these genre films synthesize their oppositions through some for-
mal celebration or social ritual: a Broadway show, a betrothal, a wedding, and so
on. In this way, they don’t actually resolve their conflicts; they reconstitute them
by concluding the narrative at an emotive climax, at precisely the moment when the
doubled principals acquiesce to each other’s demands. The suggestion of living “hap-
pily ever after” tends to mask or gloss over the inevitable loss associated with each
character’s compromise. What is celebrated is the collective value of their integra-
tion into an idealized social unit.

This sense of loss accompanies the resolution of all genre films because of the
contradictory, irreconcilable nature of their conflicts. Through violent reduction or
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romantic coupling, however, the loss is masked. It is, in effect, effectively redressed
in the emotional climax. What is to become, we might very well ask ourselves, once
the film ends, of the uninhibited music man after he weds the gold-hearted domes-
ticator—and what’s to become of her as well? What’s to become of the savage fron-
tier Jawman once the social order he instills finally arrives? These are questions
which, unless initiated by the films themselves, we know better than to ask. Genre
films not only project an idealized cultural self-image, but they project it into a
realm of historical timelessness. Typically, films produced later in a genre’s devel-
opment tend to challenge the tidy and seemingly naive resolutions of earlier genre
films, and we will discuss this tendency in some detail when we examine generic
evolution. What we should note here, through, and what is being masked by such
a resolution is the fundamental appeal of both sides in a dramatic contlict. What-
ever oppositions we examine in genre films—individual versus community, man
versus woman, work versus play, order versus anarchy—these do not represent “pos-
itive” and “negative” cultural values. For one of the reasons for a genre’s popular-
ity is the sustained significance of the “problem” that it repeatedly addresses. Thus,
generic conflict and resolution involve opposing systems of values and attitudes,
both of which are deemed significant by contemporary American culture.

1991
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