In what ways did movies made during the 1940s shape the memory of World War Two as a “good war”? 
The 1940s were a hugely successful time for cinema, both in America and Britain. When looking at how this medium was able to shape the memory of World War Two as a “good war” it is important to consider the reach it had along with the ability to shape the perceptions of people. When analysing these movies, the term “good war” requires a clear definition and purpose to it. It is important also to consider the aims and purpose of film during this decade, and the message that the governments of the United States and Britain wished to convey to their population. World War Two has been termed a “total war”, meaning the whole of a country’s population is mobilised and it is key to consider this nationwide participation when analysing the movies during this period and their portrayal of the war effort.
The perception of World War Two as a “good war” comes from the notion that the Allied powers were fighting a war against evil. The ideology of Germany and Japan needed to be defeated for the sake of humanity. The attitude towards the enemy was one of ‘whatever it takes’ to win and the need for a country to explain to its people what they are fighting for. It is said the American view was to make their people outright hate the Japanese and the Nazi doctrine but maintain sympathy for the ordinary Germans caught up in the conflict. There was extremely limited television coverage during the conflict and in Britain television coverage was suspended almost immediately after declaring war. This places cinema as a crucial part of peoples lives during this period, for both information and entertainment. During this time in the United States eighty five million people would attend the cinema each week.[footnoteRef:1] In Britain in 1946 enough people were going to the cinema it equated to every adult and child visiting on thirty three occasions.[footnoteRef:2] The day after Britain entered the war it set up the Ministry of Information, and the Crown Film Unit would follow a few months later. In America there was a more difficult introduction to the propaganda that would follow, many citizens had been disillusioned after World War One with Rhodes stating, ‘the greatest obstacle to Allied propaganda in World War Two was the propaganda that preceded American entry into World War One’.[footnoteRef:3] Hollywood had a huge influence at this point, but many were initially hesitant to get involved but by 1943 thirty percent of movies coming out of Hollywood had a connection with the conflict that was ongoing.[footnoteRef:4] This gives the cinema a unique place in society as a platform for propaganda in Britain and the United States. [1:   A. Rhodes, Propaganda: the art of persuasion: World War II (London, Angus and Robertson, 1976) p. 150. ]  [2:   R. Milton, The Silver Screen (9th August 2014) http://www.ministry-of-information.com/the-silver-screen/ [Last Accessed: 10th March].]  [3:  Rhodes, p.139. ]  [4:  Rhodes, p.152. ] 

A major piece of propaganda in the American war effort was the recruitment of director Frank Capra, to produce his Why We Fight series, produced in 1943. Of the films Silver states ‘Like so many films of the period, Why We Fight presents a dogmatic portrait of Axis fanaticism and, with respect to Japan, is tinged with racism.’[footnoteRef:5] In Prelude to War, Germany, Italy and Japan are all shown to be countries believing themselves to be master races, with America shown to be the home of liberty. In The Nazis Strike, the viewer is told how the current conflict is the result of a country who have for generations felt it is their right to rule the world through geopolitics and discusses that to the Nazis the world is not made up of human beings, but labour and raw materials to be used. It shows Hitler’s ruthless determination to take over the world, and the dishonestly and abhorrent acts that led to the outbreak of war. On the screen at the very beginning it declares ‘In our first film we saw that this is a war between a free and a slave world’.[footnoteRef:6] Battle of Britain tells the story of Britain’s involvement in the war, an outmatched country with a determination and stoicism to fight; ‘in a democracy it is not the government that makes war, it is the people’. It shows the defiance of the people in the face of bombing and destruction. The Battle of Russia shows the Soviet Union in a favourable light, promoting the country as a collection of all races together, and lauding the country’s military achievements in the war to that point. The Battle of China shows China as a peaceful and rich people fighting off Japan to prevent themselves being ‘the giant back on which Japan would ride to World conquest’.[footnoteRef:7] These films all serve the purpose of showing the war as a “good war” as it pits the two opposing sides in the starkest contrast imaginable. The axis powers are all driven by an insatiable desire to take over the planet because of a belief it is their birth right. They are often referred to as humourless, imagery that drives home the emotionless desire for domination, and takes away any idea of humanity on their part. On the other side are countries such as America and Britain, fighting for freedom and liberty. These films were hugely popular, more than 54 million US citizens had seen the series by VE Day.[footnoteRef:8] This reach would have meant so many in the war effort would have seen these films, giving them the purpose that they were fighting for, defending liberty and freedom against a tyrannical enemy.  [5:  C. Silver, Why We Fight: Frank Capra’s WWII Propaganda Films (7th June 2011) https://www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2011/06/07/why-we-fight-frank-capras-wwii-propaganda-films/c [Last Accessed: 10th March].]  [6:  Why We Fight: The Nazis Strike, dir. by Frank Capra; Anatole Litvak (War Activities Committee of the Motion Pictures Industry, 1943).]  [7:  Why We Fight: The Battle of China, dir. by Frank Capra; Anatole Litvak (War Activities Committee of the Motion Pictures Industry, 1944).]  [8:  MilitaryHistoryNow.com. ‘Why We Fight’ – America’s World War Two Propaganda Masterpiece (21st November 2014) http://militaryhistorynow.com/2014/11/21/why-we-fight-americas-world-war-two-propaganda-masterpiece/ [Last Accessed: 14th March].] 

Destination Tokyo was released in the same year as the Why We Fight series and uses a different method to arrive at the same conclusion. Even in the beginning of the film, behind the captain in an early scene there is a book visible in shot called ‘Japanese racial theory’, a subtle illusion that the Japanese people have a much different ideology to Americans. The scenes with the crew often drive home the comradeship and humanity of the characters, with an occasional allusion to fear of what is ahead but also a sense of duty and determination. The discussion of the enemy provides some of the most telling points of the movie. One character describes how his Uncle was killed by the Nazis because of his intelligence, telling the rest of the crew ‘everyone’s got to be their slave’.[footnoteRef:9] After one of the characters has been killed by a Japanese pilot, the captain speaks to his men about the Japanese ideology. He explains that the Japanese from an early age are taught to fight, whereas the murdered character had bought his child roller skates, the young Japanese were likely to have a knife as a present. He ends by explaining that the crew are fighting not just for the future of Americans but also for the future of the Japanese. In a conversation later in the film some characters discuss how Japan had gotten to that point, with a grim picture painted of the country. People starved to death, with no unions or free press and with women only there to bear children. All the discussion feeds into the same arguments presented by Capra, that the enemy ideology is inherently dangerous and wrong. The imagery the captain uses of putting roller skates into the hands of Japanese children instead of knifes is simple but very powerful, and relatable to anyone watching. These men are fighting for freedom across the world, which in turn justifies their cause. A review from the time describes, ‘here is a film whose hero is the stars and stripes; the performers are merely symbols of that heroism’.[footnoteRef:10] The sacrifice and bravery against the odds would have instilled a sense of pride and patriotism in those who went to see the film and given its box-office success, the movie had the reach to spread this message. It is also important to remember that in this time these movies would have served as a morale booster and source of escapism, so seeing the American heroes defeat the evil enemy would have served this purpose also. Destination Tokyo frames the war as a “good war” due to its description of an inherently evil enemy who need to be defeated, for their own good as much as any other.  [9:  Destination Tokyo, dir. by Delmer Daves (Warner Bros, 1943).]  [10:  Unknown, Destination Tokyo (31st December 1942) http://variety.com/1942/film/reviews/destination-tokyo-1200414139/ [Last Accessed: 12th March 2018].] 

Before the United States had entered the war, the country greatly enjoyed The Great Dictator, Charlie Chaplin’s first speaking role and a huge risk in the context of this period. The film uses humour as a way of attacking Adolf Hitler and his desire for domination. The New York times at the time called it ‘perhaps the most significant film ever made.’[footnoteRef:11] In it Chaplin plays a buffoonish dictator, with many of the scenes played for humour to show the ridiculousness of Hitler and the Nazi party. The seriousness of the situation is not lost, as there are many allusions to the anti-Semitism of the Nazis and their ideology, with the character at one point termed a ‘medieval maniac’ and with another telling him ‘your policy is worse than a crime, it is a tragic blunder’.[footnoteRef:12] It is the ending which has the greatest resonance as Chaplin has a monologue decrying the situation, blaming ‘machine men with machine minds and machine hearts’[footnoteRef:13] and speaking directly to the camera and urging the need for fight. The film is significant because at this time there was still a hesitancy for Hollywood to involve themselves in the conflict, Rhodes notes that while so many in Hollywood were heavily on the side of the Allies there was a concern about affecting profits and turning the audience off, after the propaganda that preceded the First World War. The film was a big success, especially with American audiences, with it being said that ‘Chaplin rallied American support for Europe over a year before the U.S. committed itself to war’.[footnoteRef:14] Chaplin received a message from President Roosevelt before the film was made, iterating his support, which shows the potential value the project could have was clear even beforehand. The movie was one of the first Hollywood productions to deal with anti-Semitism and despite regret from Chaplin that he used so much humour given what would unfold during the war, the film is clear about the oppression and discrimination that the Nazis were subjecting Jews to. In the context of the war as a “good war” this is a significant film by an iconic star, a picture that satirises Hitler and his party and despite the movie being a comedy it projects similar messages to Why We Fight and Destination Tokyo. The beliefs of the dictator and his party believing they are the superior Aryan race and the desire for a pure population are conveyed in this film, as well as the methods they would go to, with Chaplin’s character at one point demanding dissenting workers are all shot to teach them a lesson. By doing this, even prior to United States entry to the conflict it shows the enemy as an evil and contemptable opponent and especially in the end, urging the viewer to fight back, for the sake of a free world.  [11:  M. Bourne, The Great Dictator: The Chaplin Collection http://www.dvdjournal.com/reviews/g/greatdictator.shtml [Last Accessed: 11th March]]  [12:  The Great Dictator, dir. by Charlie Chaplin (United Artists, 1940).]  [13:  Ibid,.]  [14:  G. Erickson, Home Video Reviews http://www.tcm.com/tcmdb/title/76858/The-Great-Dictator/home-video-reviews.html [Last Accessed: 12th March].] 

In contrast to Destination Tokyo and its portrayal of men at war, there are many films during the decade which showcase the war at home and the effects on communities. Both The Silent Village and Went The Day Well? play on both the inherent fear of the time of being forced under Nazi rule as well as the stoicism and sense of community of those in Britain. The Silent Village was based on the real-life atrocities of Lidice in Czechoslovakia with the location changed to be relatable to the audience at home, a small Welsh mining village. Despite Went the Day Well coming out in 1942, the film begins with a character talking about Britain’s victory in the war, making the events of the movie a flashback. The plot sees another village, this time in England, taken over by Nazi rule, this time due to traitors living in the community. This is a powerful tool to use as it preys on what must have been one of the biggest fears of the time, the idea that the Nazis could take control of peoples lives. The soldiers revealed to be German are shown to be violent and ruthless, killing those who disobey in an emotionless way, a lack of emotion the Why We Fight series in the United States was keen to portray. At one point after defiance from one of the locals, a Nazi officer declares that their children are to be shot with the mother in clear distress and helplessness. Philip French, a child at the time, found the film shocking at the time but was reassured by the beginning, assuring the viewer that Britain had eventually defeated Hitler. Despite the hopelessness of the situation the film also shows the bravery of the locals, rallying together as a community, with the female characters taking centre stage in the fight against the Nazis. At one point in the films closing stages, one of the female characters takes a grenade that has been thrown through the window, and to protect the children in the room she takes the grenade into the hall and sacrifices herself.  For Lena, the effect of these scenes ‘depicts the women as the true defenders of the people’.[footnoteRef:15] The bravery of the people and the evil of the Nazi oppressors leaves no doubt as to the message of the film, with Lowther stating, ‘audiences left the cinema convinced of Nazi evil’.[footnoteRef:16] These contrasts follow the themes previously expressed, especially of the need to fight back against these forces that are taking freedom and oppressing innocent people. The community are shown as brave and human also, with everyone playing their part in the fight. When looking at the perception as the war as a “good war” the message from these films is in the cause the country is fighting for; to fight against a world run by the Nazis, the fight for freedom. The sacrifice and bravery, and ultimately success of the characters would have served as a morale boost and sense of patriotism for those watching.  [15:  L. Hafany, A brief history of women in World War Two movies (15th July 2017) http://lwlies.com/articles/women-in-world-war-two-movies/ [Last Accessed: 12th March 2018].]  [16:  D. Lowther, Movies and propaganda in the Second World War (31st March 2013) https://davidlowtherblog.wordpress.com/2013/03/31/movies-and-propaganda-in-the-second-world-war/ [Last Accessed: 12th March 2018].] 

The memory of World War Two was shaped as a “good war” by these movies due to the cause they portrayed. In a war, amongst the loss and destruction a lot of people will have wanted a reason to continue, and these films all gave them that purpose. Winkler sees the cinema as being able to clarify the complex nature of the issues of the time and the themes of these films all manage that and given the huge reach they had at the time the impact of shaping their memories would have been huge. The Axis powers are all inherently evil, robotic and emotionless, determined to take over the world through no other reason than it is their right to do so. The Allied powers are brave in the face of this terror, stoic and willing to sacrifice for the right for freedom. It is the freedom that they are fighting for which provides the ultimate cause, especially when looking at a film such as Destination Tokyo where the Japanese ideology is described as so wrong that by winning the war these men could save young children there from being brought up as killers. Where that film evokes pride and patriotism through bravery in battle, a film like Went the Day Well? is able to do so by playing on the inevitable fear of the enemy that existed and by a reminder of what their lives would be like under Nazi rule, as well as promoting the participation of women in the war effort. If the conflict was being presented as a struggle between good and evil, then it was the films of the 1940s that were able to define this clearly for a mass audience through the fight for freedom and liberty, for the sake of the world, against this truly evil enemy. The audiences would have been entertained but also educated and reminded of the reasons for the struggle and why this war was a “good war”.
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