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As a visual form of storytelling the motion
picture shares much in common with the
novel including plot, theme, narrative, char-
acter, setting, conflict and resolution. Au-
thors like F. Scott Fitzgerald have
worked at their craft, albeit unhappily
and briefly in Hollywood. As such, film
has been part of the English curriculum
for some time. But the very settings, con-
flicts and resolutions that comprise so
many of these stories have social signifi-
cance which makes themn historical arti-
facts for interpretation and analysis as
much as any dusty document or ancient
relic. Almost half a century ago in his
major work, Siegfried Kracauer argued
that “the films of a nation reflect its mental-

ity in a more direct way than any other ar-
tistic media”[1947]. From Caligari to Hitler
made the case that German Expressionist
films [M, Nosferatu, The Cabinet of
Caligari, Metropolis, The Golem, etc.] could
be read as reflections of the German nation’s
longing for a messianic figure. Because
movies were created collectively and con-
sumed collectively, the argument went, they
could be used as a form of social barometer
to reveal “the psychological patterns of a people
at a particular time.”

Although the theory was flawed, the con-
cept made a major contribution to our un-
derstanding of film and the reciprocal rela-
tionship between cinema and society. To-
day American historians like Arthur
Schlesinger acknowledge that film carries
“a deep enigmatic truth” offering cues and
clues about the society that both produces
and consumes it. A proper reading of mov-
ies as more than vehicles for entertainment
and escapism, “offers the social and intellec-
tual historian clues to the tastes, apprehensions,
myths, inner vibrations of the age”

[Schlesinger 1979]. In his study of Depres-
sion America and the movies, Andrew
Bergman argued that “every movie is a cul-
tural artifact.and as such reflects the values,
fears, myths and assumptions of the culture that
produces it” [1971]. In Movie-Made America
Robert Sklar argues that movies, by “their
content and control.help shape the character
and direction of American culture as a
whole”[1975 p. v1]. A recent editorial in LS.
News and World Report also acknowledged

How we are seen determines
in part how we are treated;
how we treat others is based
on how we see them.
Such seeing comes from
representation.

Richard Dyer, The Matter of Images:

Essays on Representation

Kracauer's legacy, writing that movies
“have long been the mirror of our culture and
the creator of many of our national myths and
heroes” [Zuckerman 1995 p. 80].

As the summer of 1996 began, journalists,
critics and historians were already discuss-
ing the social significance of Twister and
the so-called "new" cycle of disaster films
scheduled for summer release. Grossing
more than $100 million in its first 12 days
of release, Twister was doing very well na-
tionally but also in small towns accustomed
to the terrors of tornadoes and landed a
cover story not only on Enfertainment
Weekly but also on Time magazine. In its
wake followed Independence Day, The Ar-
rival, Deep Impact, Volcano and Titanic.
Dean Devlin, producer of Independence
Day, observed that “trends are always a re-
flection of what's happening in the
world..Having gone through fives and riots and
floods in the last few years, Hollywood has been
inspired”[Wells 1996 p. 17]. New York maga-
zine believed the alien apocalypse and the

destruction of the White House in Indepen-
dence Day tapped into social fears and anxi-
eties. “The trailer feeds into suspicion of the
government, the mass revolt against authority,
the fear of ‘the other'--which could be a play on
anti-illegal alien feelings-a fear of the millen-
nium and the future--it's not surprising that
people arve cheering at these images” [Callahan
199 p. 15].

Whether these interpretations are accurate
remains to be seen. All historians know
the problems of instant analysis and the
advantages that come from distance.
When we look at the first cycle of disas-
ter films however, there is now general
agreement that they were related to the
social, political and economic circum-
stances of the day. The patterns of pro-
duction evident in Airport, The Tower-
ing Inferno, The Poseidon Adventure,
Earthquake and others represented
more than a successful formula for
movie making. Coming as they did in

the early 1970s, such films reflect a country
mired in Vietnam, dragged down by
Watergate, and threatened by the energy
crisis, They “depict a society in crisis attempt-
ing to solve its social and cultural problems
through the ritualized legitimation of strong
male leadership, the renewal of traditional moral
values and the regeneration of institutions like
the patriarchal family.. They warn about the dan-
gers of unrestrained corporate capitalism and
show how the unchecked pursuit of profit leads
to catastrophe”[Ryan and Kellner 1988 p. 52].
Save the Tiger, Jaws and The Exorcist, all
created during the same period, reflect in
their own way “the long national nightmare”
described by Gerald Ford when he as-
sumed the presidency. This gloom and
doom cycle gave way in 1976 to the celebra-
tions of the bi-centennial and the American
dream of small-town-boy-made-good as
evidenced in Rocky’s best picture award
and the election of Jimmy Carter.

Of recent films to receive both commercial
and critical acclaim perhaps none has had






