Woman’s place: . ]
the absent family of film noir

Sylvia Harvey

The world view generated within the film noir enlitél’citlllis g.rf)gpic‘)f ﬁlmi_to“
be Considered as a distinct and scparatéentity within the ﬁ{§t%ﬂh(1f: Ameficin
Tilm.! What this world view TefIects isa ¥erics ol profs ound changes Which,”

{Fough they are not yet grasped or understood, are shaking the foundations
of the established and therefore normal perceptions of the social order. Like
an echo chamber, film noir captures and magnifies the rumbles-that prccc.dcd
one of those earthquakes in human history that shift the hidflcp foundations
of a society, and that begiuﬁgﬁiﬁsplch_e,mgn,t_q[j.tigbgr‘ggte‘r_xstjc.and

dominant systems of Values and beliefs_Like the world of Shakespeare’s Kirng
Lear, in whicli the ingratitude of children towards their parents is at once lh?
cause and effect of an immense disorder within the human univcrsc,_ film noir
offers us again and again examples of abnormal or monstrous behaviour,

which: defy the patterns established for huq}g_l_gggjgl interaction, and which

hint at a series of radical and irreSleng_:iontradictiogs»ElT’ﬁng_d_'d’eeE\within
Tie total system of economic and social interactions that constitute the™
known world. o '
—Despite the presence of most of the conventions of the dommz.mt methods
of film-making and story-telling: the impetus towards tl}c resolution of the
plot, the diffusion of tension, the circularity of a narrative thfxt r-es'olvcs, all of
the problems it encounters, the successful completion of l‘he .mdlv:dual s
quest, these methods do not, in the end, create the most significant contours
of the cultural map of film noir. The defining contours of this group of films
are the product of that which is abnormaland dissonant:"/And-the-dissonances,
the sense of disorientation and unease, while frequently"present at the level of
plot and thematic development are, more importantly perl}agshil:v'z‘iyhs a
function of the visual style of this group of films. stcuni_l{er;um isthe - .
product of @ style charactérised by unbalanced and disturbing frame-composi-
tions, strong contrasts of light and dark; the p'reyalence'ﬂo-i_'ﬂlv:a(l.o‘\\{s :md areas
of darkness within the frame, the visual ténsion created by curious camera - _
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angles and so forth. Morcover, in film noir these straincd compositions and
angles are not merely cmbellishments or rhetorical flourishes, but form the
semantic substance of the film. The visual dissonances that are characteristic
of thesé films are the mark of those idcological contradictions that form the
historical context out of which the films are produced.

~This principled claim that sccks to establish the importance of style and
mise en scéne as, materially, that which produces meaning in these movics, is
not to be adequately followed up in this article.2 The picce attempts an
approach to the problem of defining the contours of this group of films from
a different angle.3 The article, that is, tries to understand the process whereby
the depiction of women in these films, by a complex and circuitous network
of mediation, reflects such social changes as the increasing entry of women
into the labour market.

It LS the representation of the institution of the family, which in so many
films serves as the mechanism whereby desire is fulfilled, or at least ideo-
logical equilibrium established, that in film noir serves as the vehicle for the
expression of frustration. On the thematic level, one of the defining charac-
teristics of film noir is to be found in its treatment of the family and family
relations. However, there is another level of analysis beyond that of theme
where things are not what they seem at the surface level of narrative and plot.
Onec of the fundamental operations at this concealed Jevel has to do with the
non-fulfilment of desire. The way in which this underlying frustration or non-
Tulﬁlmcnt\is translated into, or expressed at, the thematic level in film noir
is through the representation of romantic love relations, the family and
family relations.

The repressed presence of intolerable contradictions, and the sense of
uncertainty and confusion about the smooth functioning of the social
environment, present at the level of style in film noir, can be seen also in the
trcatment of social institutions at the thematic level, and most notably in
the treatment of the family. Morcover the kinds of tension characteristic of
the portrayal of the family in these films suggest the beginnings of an attack
on the dominant social values normally expressed through the representation
of the fanily.

In so many of the major, and so-called ‘non-palitical’ American films, it is
the family which Hlas served a crucial function in inserting within the film
narrative the established values of competitive, repressive and hierarchical
relitionships. The presence of the family has served to legitimate and natural-
isc these values: that is, to present them as the normal, natural and unthought

“prcmiscﬁsjggcondﬁétirig one’s life. Moreover, the representation of women

llﬁﬁajs been linked to this value-generating nexus of the family. The value
of women on the market of social exchange has been to a large extent deter-
mined by the position of women within the structure of the family. Woman's
place in the home determines her position in socicty, but also serves as a
reflection of oppressive social relationships gencrally. As Engels suggested,
within the family ‘she is the proletarian, he the bourgeois.’
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All movies express social values, or the erosion of these values, through the
ways in which they depict both institutions and refations between people.
Certain institutions are more revealing of social values and beliefs than others,
and the family is perhaps one of the most significant of these institutions. For
it is through the particular representations of the family in various movies
that we are able to study the processes whereby existing social relations are
rendered acceptable and valid.

Through its manifestation of a whole series of customs and beliefs, the
family functions as one of the ideological cornerstones of Western industrial
society. It embodies a range of traditional values: love of family, love of
father (father/ruler), love of country, are intertwined concepts, and we may
see the family as a microcosm containing within itself all of the patterns of
dominance and submission that are characteristic of the larger society.

We might summarise here some of the most important concepts that are
dealt with through and in the representation of the family. First, the concepts
of reproduction and socialisation: the family is the arena that is sanctified by
society for the reproduction and preliminary cducation of the human rite,
for the bringing up of children. In the free labour that it requires the mother
to perform in raising the child, the family serves to legitimate a whole series
of practices that oppress women. Morcover, in its hicrarchical structure, with
the father as the head, the mother as subservient, and the children as totally
dependent, it offers us a legitimating model or metaphor for a hierarchical
and authoritarian society. The internal, oppressive, often violent relations
within the family present a mirror image of oppressive and violent relations
between classes in the larger society.

Second, the family is sanctified as the acceptable location of a sexuality
defined in extremely limited terms. Western industrial socicty has regardéd
marriage, and hence the family, as the only legitimate arena for the fulfilment
of sexual needs, though this legitimacy has been somewhat modified to allow
for the double standard, that is, for the separate codes of sexual practice to
be adhered to by male and female. What is most interesting is that in general
in the movies, #s in society, the family at the same time legitimates and
conceals sexuality. Although marriage is the only place where sexual activity
is to be sanctioned, oddly enough (or perhaps it is not so odd) mothers and
fathers are seldom represented as sexual pastners, especially in those movics
of the forties and fifties when censorship demanded that only bedrooms with
separate beds were to be shown on the screen. So that, although married
couples — that is, mothers and fathers — are the only ones allowed to engage
in erotic activity, these parents or potential parents are normally presented in
a totally de-eroticised way. )

A final concept dealt with through the representation of the family is that
of romantic love. Though so many movies go to extreme lengths to keep the
two apart (a function of ideology working overtime to conceal its contra-
dictions), romantic love and the institution of the family are logically and in-
evitably linked. The logical conclusion to that romantic love which seeks
always the passionate and enduring love of a lifetime is the family, which
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tion of mdmdgc the pomt about mm noir, by contrast, is that it is structurcd
around lhe;les_t‘[uctxon or absence of romantic love and the family.

“MOreover, Since we are > engaged in ‘analysing the ideological systems of
movies, and not those of novels or newspapers, it is important to note that in
film noir it is not only at the level of plot and narrative resolution that lovers
are not permitted to live happily ever after,® but it is at the additional and

i i ant level of mise en scéne or visual style that the physical
’envnronmcnl of thc lovers (whether crcated by landscape/set, or by camera
anglc fmmmg and hghtmg) is presented as threatening, disturbing, fragmented.

The ideological significance of lovers living happily ever after lies in the
unspoken, and usually invisible, metamorphosis that is implied to take place
at the end of every happy ending. By means of this metamorphosis lovers are
transformed into fathers and mothers, into families. This magic circle of -
transformation is broken in film noir which, in presenting family relations as
broken, pcrvcrtcd peripheral or impossible founds itself upon the absence of
the family.3

In certain ways, the representation of women in this group of films reflects
the ‘normal’ status of women within contemporary social relations. The two
most common types of women in [ilm noir are the exciting, childless whores,
or the boring, pomntmlly ‘childbearing sweethearts. [However, in other res-
pects ‘the normal représénitation of women as the founders of families under-
goes an interesting displacement. For it is the strange and compelling absence
of “normal” family relations in these films that hints at important shifts in the
position of women in American socicty. Among these changes must be listed
the temporary but wndcspread introduction of women into the American
labour force during World War 11, and the changing cconomic and ideological
function of the family that parallels the changing structures and goals of an
increasingly monopolistic economy. These economic changes forced certain
changes in the traditional organisation of the family; and the underlying sense
of horror and uncertainty in film noir may be seen, in part, as an indirect res-
ponse to this foreible assault on traditional family structures and the tradi-
umul and conservative values which they embodied. The astounding Mildred
Picree {(Mildred Pierce, 1945), woman of the world, woman of business, and
only secondarily a mother, is 2 good example of this disruption and displace-
ment of the values of family life. The image of Mildred, in a masculine style
of dress, holding her account books and looking away from her lover, typifics
this kind of displacement (see p26).

The appearance of the early film noir coincides with the rise and fall of
nationalistic ideologies generated by the period of total war. It may be argued
that the ideology of national unity which was characteristic of the war period,
and which tended to gloss over and conceal class divisions, began to falter and
dccay to lose its cr d)b:hty, once the war was over. The encounter with a
depressed | peace-time economy, with its threat of high prices and rising unem-
ployment, began a process of general disillusionment for many of those return-
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Mildred Pierce

ing home after the war, in search of those values which they had fought to
defend. It is this breakdown, also, this erosion of expectations, that finds its
way into the film noir by a series of complex transmutations. The hard facts
of economic life are transmuted, in these movies, into corresponding moods
and feelings. Thus the feelings of loss and alienation expressed by the charac-
ters in film noir can be seen as the product both of post-war depression and
of the recorganisation of the American economy.

With the increasing size of corporations, the growth of monopolies and the
accelerated elimination of small businesses it became increasingly hard for
cven the petit bourgeoisie to continue to believe in certain dommdnt myths
Foremost among these was the dream of equality of opportunity in business,
and of the God-given right of every man to be his own boss. Increasingly the
petit bourgeoisie were forced into selling their labour and working for the big
companies, instead of running their own businesses and working ‘for them-
sclves’. It is this factor of being forced to work according to the goals and pur-
poses formulated by someone else, that accounts in large measure for
feelings of alienation and helplessness in film noir.

It is no accident that Walter Neff in Double Indemnity (1944) seeks an
escape from the dull routine of the insurance company that he works for, in
an affair with the deadly and exotic Phyllis Dietrichson. The possession of
Phyllis Dictrichson, as of any of the other film noir women who function as_

sexual commodities, is, in the magic world of the mov1es held up asa tempt-
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ing means of escape from the boredom and frustration of a routinised and
_alienated existénce. Nor is it accidental that Neff, on his way up to his office
{0 make his final confessron encounters the elevator man who tells him that
he never could buy medical insurance from the compiny that he has worked
all of Tifs [if€, because he has 3'bad heart It is this feeling of being lost in a

for all of
world of ¢ corporate values (represented in different films by big business, the
police, the mob etc.) that are not sensitive to the needs and desires of the
m)__d_ﬂg‘l_@L, that yermeatesﬁ\lm noir.

In the world of symbolic searches, _exchanges and satisfactions created by
these movies, women are accorded the function of an ideological safety valve,
but this fun function is ambrvalent Presented as prizes, desirable objects, they
seem to offer a temporary satrs ction to the men of film noir. In the (falsc)
satisfaciions that they represent, they might be scen to prevent the mood of
despondency and loss, characteristic of these films, from being translated into
an understanding and analysis of the conditions that produce the sense of
alicnation and loss. However, the ideological safety valve device that operates
in the offering of wome sexua] commodities, breaks down in probably
mosl of these film because the women are not, finally, possessed. Walter
Neff (L (Doub[e Indemmty) summarises the position of many of the film noir
men when he concludes: ‘I didn’t get the woman and I didn’t get the money’.
The same statement would be true for the men of Scarlet Street (1945), They
Live By Night (1949), Sunset Boulevard (1950), Lady From Shanghai (1949)
and Gun Crazy (1949).

One of the recurrent themes of film noir is concerned with the loss of
lhose satisfactiofis normally obtained tHrougli the possession of a wife and the
présence of a family, though this théme 1§ manifested - different ways. AU
thEsimple level of the organisation of the plot, Woman in the Window (1944)
is one of the most obvious examples of the multifarious evils that befall a man
who is left alone without his family. At the beginning of the film, the wife
and ¢hildren of the professor, who is the central character of the film, depart
for a summer vacation, leaving him alone with only the company of his male
friends. Left to his own devices he gets involved with a woman whose portrait,
displayed in the window of a gallery, has mesmerised him. The woman turns
out to be the mistress of another man, and because of his relationship with
her, the professor is involved in a murder.

As he sits at home, terrified that the police are closing in on him, he is
surrounded by the photographs of his family, which seem to reproach him for
the life that he is leading while they are absent.

At the end of the movie we discover that these lurid events have been
enacted only in the professor’s dream. But it is none the less significant that
this masochistic dream is triggered by the departure of the protagonist’s wife
and children. Moreover in the images of this departure (see p28) — tlie family
farewells at the station — we are given certain visual clues about the operation
of the marriage. The children in the foreground of the scene, engrossed in
their comic books, ignore both their mother and father. The father fumbles
awkwardly with his hat, the wife, with an extremely restrained gesture,

27



touches him with one hand; both clutch at objects (the hat, the pile of glossy
magazines) which prevent them from embracing each other. There is no
warmth in the farewell, no hint of the erotic. Even the polished marble floor
adds an element of coldness to the scene.

In the world of film noir both men and women seek sexual satisfaction
T mamage This is {rue, for example, for the characters of Woman in
the Window, Double Indemnity and Lady From Shanghai. However, a funda-
mental ideological contradiction rises to the surface in these movies, for the
noir lovers are ngggermltted the soc:al]y acceptable practice of quiet *adul-
termgxcal operatlon whxch llke that of prostitution, reconfirms the
'Enmacy of monogargyj father they are required to carry out the violent
destruction of the marriage bonds. Paradoxically (and it is through this para-
dox that the dominant ideology attempts to reassert itself), the destruction of
the sanctity of marriage, most notable in Double Indemnity, results in placing
the reTationship of the Tovers under such strain, so beyond the boundaries of
Eonventional moral 1aw, that the relatior&shxp becomes an 1mpossxb1hty, zmd
tramsIorms eI Tt the 1oeus ol mi utual aéétructxon
TR Dauble Iidemnity the act of kx_lj_t_r}g the husband serves as the supreme
act of violence  against famxly'imnd has, in some sense, to be atoned for
through the mutual Tdestruction of the lovers in the macabre shoot-out, at the
Samily, llouse,:ﬁf‘m It is perhaps most clear in this movie that
the expression. of sexuahty,and"ﬁéimsmunon of marriage are at odds with
one-anotherrand.that both pleasure and death lie outside the safe circle of
famxly relatlons

Moreover there is clearly an impetus in film noir to transgress the boun-
daries of this circle; for the presence of husbands on crutches or in wheel-
chairs (Double Indemnity, Lady From Shanghai) suggests that impotence is
sqmehow a normal component of the married state, Other imagery in these
films suggests that a routinised boredom and a sense of stifling entrapment
are characteristic of marriage. A large birdcage looms in the foreground of the
family home in Scarler Street, separating husband and wife (see p28), and the
husband hovers uncertainly at the edge of the frame, holding in one hand the
paint brushes which signify for him his escape into the fantasy world of his
paintings. The family home in Double Indemnity is the place where three
people who hate each other spend endlessly boring evenings together. The
husband does not merely not notice his wife, he ignores her sexually; so that
it is only under Neff’s gaze that her long legs become the focal point of both
the room as Neff sees it and the composition of the frame (see p30). While
Neff looks at her, the husband looks at the insurance papers which function
as his own death warrant, in the sense that they are the device through which
the Jovers plan to benefit from the large insurance payments on his death.
Neff is subsequently caught up in the inescapable cycle of desire, death and
retribution.

By contrast, the man in Lady From Shanghai, Michael, does not kill, and
does not die, but neither is he satisfied. He watches as husband and wife kill
each other.(see p30), realising at last that she has betrayed him as well as her
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Double Indemnity

Lady From Shanghai

husband. [t is at the end of the movie a condition of the lonely und frustrating
freedom of Michael (as well as for the crusading private eye in The Maltese
Falcon, 1941) that he is not married, that marriage is an impossible state for
him. The men of film noir tend to be the chief protagonists, the chief movers
of the plot, Thé Tocus from which the point of view of the film proceeds, and
the central narrative consciousiiess which retells the events of the past, and
controls the unfolding of the tale. However, this dominance is not total. For
{Tie ‘black widow’ women, for _examp)e in Double Indemnity and Lady From
Shanghai, are actively involved in the violent assault on the conventional
values of family life.

If many of the films noirs depict a boredom and sterility associated with the
married state;Giliers present married couples who create a kind of anti-family.
Most obviotsly; Tovers on the run are unable to conform to the normal sterco-
types of family or married behaviour. The lovers on the run of Gun Crazy and
They Live By Night (1949) are, technically, married; they go through. the
marriage ceremony. However, their position outside the law does not permit
them to function as norfal €oiiplés acceptable to the dominant ideology.
ITeirinafiages fUnction as the nexus ofdcstructxon not as the showcase of
desire Tulfilled " Eveiithe wiarriage cérémony has a shghtly threatening quality
to it in They Live By Night. The left foreground of the frame is taken up by
the looming figure of the man performing the ceremony (see p32): the lovers
face the camera in the centre and behind them, seeming to encircle and
dominate them, hover the two stern-faced witnesses. Moreover the man who
performs the ceremony appears again later in the film as the one who cun
most clearly foresee the rapid approach of the tragic end. In refusing with an
unexpected honesty to take the money that he is offered to help the young
couple across the border into Mexico, he is the one who makes clear to them,
at last, the impossibility of their situation and the inevitability of a violent
climax.

In Gun Crazy the isolation of the couple as well as their nonconformity to
certain social norms is emphasised by the way in which they are presented as
outsiders to the family and family life. Taking refuge with Bart’s family at the
end of the film, they so clearly do not belong; they constitute a violent erup-
tion into the ordered patterns of family life. Morcover, as in They Live By
Night, it is through the organisation of the mise en scéne that their final doom
is foretold. The scene in the deserted railway shack where they plan their final
heist is characterised by a series of unsettling frame compositions: by such
things as the obsessive presence in the composition of a large lamp, that
dwarfs the human subjects; or by the blacking out of portions of the screen,
caused by the intervention of objects in the foreground. As in Double Indem-
nity and Lady From Shanghai, the relationship of the lovers turns to mutual
destructiveness. At the end of Gun Crazy, in the terrible dawn scene in the
marshes, with the mist rising and the police encircling the couple, Bart shoots
his wife in order to stop her from shooting his male friends -- the cop and the
newspaper man. Destructive passion characterises the central male/female
relationship, while the more protective gestures of loving are exchanged, as in
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Sunset Boulevard

Double Indemnity, between men.

The sterility, in conventional family terms, of the central male/female
relatiosIPS i Tilinoir-(and-of tef these relationships are unfavourably con-
tmsted wnth m Ie/male telationships) is further emphasised by the childless-
ness of the couples Sunset Boulevard offers an interesting example of this
W The absence of the e family and the failure of romantic love are cen-

tral thematiT glements. Joe Gillis, by becoming involved in the unsanctified
relationship of gigolo (the paid and kept lover) to Norma Desmond, loscs
whatever chances he might have had of finding a successful romantic relation-
ship. His failure is matched by hers, and the presence of the butler (von
Stroheim), her ex-husband, now her servant, ministering to lier relationships
with men like Joe, is a permanent reminder of the failure of romance and
marriage in her life. The macabre incident in which the butler and Norma
officiate at the nocturnal, candle-lit burial of the chimpanzee which is.
Norma’s substitute for a child (see p32), seems to summarise the sterile state
of a world which floats adrift from the normalcy of a society normally
governed by the institution of marriage, and the relations of family life.

The famlly, within a capltahst economy, has functioned both objectively
and sﬁﬁfé?&i y: the Tocus of women’s particular oppression. Its internal
rchtmns 11avc P e S ideological entities: daughters, wives and
motliers that are so famlhar 4 part of our world. It is thé absence of normal
family rclattonsﬁi\mhe network of telationships between mother-father-wife-
mhtcr -son) that forms one of the distinctive parameters of film
noir, If we can say that familial entities arc e {deological fictions called into
bcmg by family relations, then the absence of these refations, which are by
definition normal in caplmhst socncty “creates a vacuum that ideology abhors.
Thig terrible absence of family relations atlows for the production of the seeds

Jmﬁ'f"dcolbg\d The abstiice or disfigurement of the family both calls
its own lack and to its own deformity, and may be seen to
encourage the consideration of alternative institutions for the reproduction
of social life. Despite the ritual punishment of acts of transgression, the
vitality with which these acts are endowed produces an excess of meaning
which cannot finally be contained. Narrative resolutions cannot recuperate
their subversive significance.

Notes

I The film noir period can be taken to coincide spproximately with the appearance of
The Maltese Falcon in 1941 and of Touch of Evil in 1958,

2. The polemic for this position, and for the primacy of this method, is developed in
Bill Nichols® article: *Style, Grammar and the Movics', Film Quarterly, Vol. XXVIII,
No. 3, Spring 1975, pp33-49.

3. The methodological inadequacy of this article lies in its failure to conceptualise the
relationship between its own (only partly articulated) method, and the primary hypo-
thesis alrcady postulated, namely that of the primacy of visual style. Moreover, the
attempt at analysing ways in which certain structures within the movics reflect certain
{changing) structures within the socicty that is contemporary with the movies is
insufficicntly theorised.
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