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Screening the Troubled South: “Professional
Southerners” in Hollywood Before and
During the Code Era
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TEXTE

In an opinion piece on clichés about the African continent, Alabamian
journ alist and writer James Saxon Childers bemoaned the stereo types
that he felt painted a wrong picture of the South, and espe cially of
South erners, who could only be portrayed either as back ward hill bil‐ 
lies and rednecks or as moonlight- and-magnolia types:

1

Any South erner who goes North finds that many Yankees have all
sorts of wild ideas about us and about our way of living. Isn’t the
reason for this chiefly the movies that are made about the South, the
books that are written about the South, and the news paper stories
that are published in the North about the South?

Most of the news paper stories are sensa tional. Most of the books
emphasize the sensa tional, the pictur esque, the bizarre in the South.
Most of the movies have to do with banjo- playing moun tain folk who
say “gol darn” or simpering little idiots in hoop skirts who sigh “Y’all”
to the moon and the magno lias. In other words, the South to the
editor, the author and the scen ario writer, is stereo typed: a gun, a gal,
a jug, a noose, and you have the South 1!

2

Childers’ article was published in 1939. The films the author had in
mind were almost  certainly Jezebel (William Wyler, 1938)  and Gone
with the Wind (Victor Fleming, 1939), and perhaps I Am a Fugitive
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from a Chain  Gang (Mervyn LeRoy, 1932)  or They Won’t  Forget
(Mervyn LeRoy, 1937). Southern state and muni cipal censors espe‐ 
cially remembered Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road (1932), a novel and
a play which had toured the entire country, and which they viewed as
a humi li ating and untruthful repres ent a tion of South erners. Southern
censors hated Tobacco Road, and some tried to prevent the play from
showing in the South 2; it subsequently served as a compar ison device
to assess the accept ab ility of later films 3. The prolif er a tion of stereo‐ 
types and clichés about the region and its inhab it ants on the silver
screen might lead one to think that no South erners existed in Holly‐ 
wood to advise studio exec ut ives on filmic content. Yet South erners
were present, and they were many, as Robert Jackson has outlined in
his compre hensive study of Holly wood Southerners 4, which begs the
ques tion of the impact these South erners had on the industry.

Contrary to what contem porary audi ences might suppose, White
South erners in Pre- Code Holly wood did have a measure of agency
over what appeared on the movie screen, and they managed to
nuance certain repres ent a tions of the South. Called “profes‐ 
sional  Southerners” 5, these white men acted as ambas sadors from
the South in Holly wood. According to Thomas Cripps, they were
asked to provide the studios with “advice on local color and
racial etiquette” 6.

4

The phrase “profes sional South erner” referred to South erners who
would explain the South to the North; film scholars and histor ians
often point to several key “agents” in Holly wood whose often
unstated roles were to act as medi ators and nego ti ators between
Holly wood and the South just before and during the Produc tion Code
era. All born in the South, some were prolific screen writers (Nunnally
Johnson, Lamar Trotti at Fox, William Faulkner at various studios over
a period of twenty years), film directors (King Vidor or Clar ence
Brown), theater chain owners (Steve Lynch), or studio exec ut ives (Y.
Frank Freeman at Para mount); others worked at the Produc tion Code
Admin is tra tion and were some times consulted to avoid tensions
between Holly wood and the South – espe cially Southern state and
city censors (Lamar Trotti, Francis Harmon). As “expat ri ates” in Holly‐ 
wood who remained South erners at heart, these white men walked a
tight line between advoc ating for the South and its iden tity and
condemning some of the South’s most violent prac tices, from slavery
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to segreg a tion and lynching. In various ways, they were all concerned
with the notion of “trouble” and its para doxes, as movies about the
South could not completely ignore the region’s troub ling past
and present.

Concom it antly, as part of the Holly wood film industry, these profes‐ 
sional South erners needed to ensure motion pictures would not stir
up Southern audi ences, because the industry relied on local exhib‐ 
itors to pick up the movies and show them in the South. How did
these white men collect ively manage to convey repres ent a tions of
the South that would be perceived as authentic, without offending all
or part of the country south of the Mason- Dixon Line?

6

The Trouble with
“Social Equality”
During the first half of the twen tieth century, the South was
considered a foreign, exotic land by much of the rest of the country,
and Holly wood produ cers and studios saw the Southern market as
such. The ways and customs of the South were different from the rest
of the nation: some of the laws them selves — such as the Jim Crow
laws on segreg a tion — were specific to the region in the twen tieth
century. Some southern citizens’ attach ment to the old ways and
beliefs regarding slavery and the myth of the Lost Cause defin itely set
the region apart from the rest of the country. The success of and the
contro versy surrounding D.W. Grif fith’s racist masterpiece, The Birth
of a Nation (1915) also meant that future repres ent a tions of the South
on screen continued to be influ enced by his work.

7

Repres enting a handful of states and a mostly rural population 7, it is
tempting to think that the South’s state of affairs may not have really
influ enced studio decisions. However, Produc tion Code Admin is tra‐ 
tion records and the work of South erners in the Holly wood studio
system show the opposite to be true. Studio exec ut ives regarded the
South as a region of para mount import ance, as it was considered
capable of making or breaking a film nation ally. Such views were
mistaken, as Thomas Cripps has evid enced in his revi sionist history of
the myth of the Southern box  office 8. In the words of Matthew H.
Bern stein, “more than any other region, the South retained a singular
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posi tion in the national film market place as a geographic area with
distinctive tastes and sensibilities” 9.

Records show that the main point of conten tion concerning the
South’s rela tion ship with Holly wood was the depic tion of race and
race issues in movies. Local censor boards and exhib itors did not
want to see any sugges tion of what they termed “social equality” (that
is, racial equality) on screen. The reason often stated was that such
depic tions could cause public unrest in theaters and beyond.
Objecting to the fact that a black man stands up to a white man in the
film, Atlanta’s unof fi cial censor, Mrs. Zella Alonzo Richardson, warned
that the Atlanta release of In This Our Life (John Huston, 1942) could
ignite race riots, the likes of which Atlanta had known in 1906� “race
riots… will come at any minute under more than
slight provocation”. 10 Never mind that The Birth of a Nation, the film
that had caused the most racial trouble in Amer ican streets including
in the South, was one which emphas ized racial inequality. What
mattered was that the contro versy surrounding The Birth of a Nation
left Holly wood with a lingering sense that the depic tion of racial
issues, partic u larly in the South, could poten tially lead to trouble, and
that these were best avoided alto gether. The Produc tion Code
Admin is tra tion regu larly received letters from South erners who were
disturbed by what they viewed as Holly wood’s propa ganda and inter‐ 
fer ence every time a picture with African- American actors in non- 
servile roles was released. Such situ ations led to Holly wood’s reli ance
on the advice of “profes sional Southerners”.

9

A closer look at the work of one such South erner, Lamar Trotti (1900-
1952), will shed light on the vexed role of the “profes sional South‐ 
erner”. Trotti started his career as a reporter based in Atlanta. His
writing skills were noticed by Jason Joy, and he quickly became his
personal assistant in the Asso ci ation of Motion Picture Produ cers
Studio Rela tions Committee (SRC), where he would review films and
pass along advice to the studios, before starting a twenty- year
screen writing career at Fox Film Corpor a tion, which later became
Twentieth- Century Fox. Trotti was a proud South erner, and
reportedly once said: “Being Geor gian became for me at birth an
incur able disease. And I can recall very few times in my life when I
haven’t been proud of that  fact” 11. During his time working for the
SRC and the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion, he rapidly became
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iden ti fied by South erners as the person to write to if what they saw
on screen displeased them. Often the recip ient of the irate letters
sent by theater owners or local censors and church groups, Trotti
passed their letters on to others in the studio system 12.

Trotti regu larly corres ponded with Mrs. Zella Alonzo Richardson,
who worked in the Atlanta Better Films Committee and then later
became the city’s censor in the Atlanta Board of Review in 1925. They
knew one another person ally, as Trotti’s sister, Frances McCor mack,
worked with Mrs. Alonzo Richardson for several periods of time in
the BFC and replaced her on the Board of Review when she went
on vacation 13.

11

Richardson’s letters to Trotti and others at the Motion Picture Produ‐ 
cers and Distrib utors Asso ci ation (MPPDA) and at the PCA frequently
concerned the repres ent a tion of race issues in films. For instance, in
a memor andum Trotti wrote to Governor Milliken, the then- 
executive secretary of the MPPDA, he quoted a letter from
Richardson about the release of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Harry A. Pollard,
1927), a film adapt a tion of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 abol i‐ 
tionist novel:

12

Colonel Joy has asked me about my reac tion to the appear ance of
Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the South. I have to write the truth, I think it
would be suicidal: I called three members of my Board, this after I
had written my own opinion for I did not want to be biased.
Everyone agreed that to send this South would increase sectional
feeling where it already exists or create it where it does not, that the
picture has no histor ical value 14.

Three years later, the Theatre Owners of North and South Caro lina
sent Will H. Hays a resol u tion which stated:

13

Real izing that much of our success is dependent upon the manner in
which talking pictures are received by our Southern patrons and
real izing that our Southern men and women are resentful of
produ cers mixing white and black races indis crim in ately in
produc tion, be it resolved that this asso ci ation goes on record in
ques tioning the produ cers, through the Hays Organ iz a tion, to refrain
from using negroes in scenes with whites, excepting in a servile
capa city (…) 15.
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The files at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences
(AMPAS) library show that studios, directors, and members of the
Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion received mail from Southern
censors and film goers disgruntled by depic tions of “social equality”.
However, Southern audi ences were not the only ones who were
greatly displeased by what they saw on screen. Producer and studio
exec utive Darryl Zanuck received a partic u larly vicious letter from
one Roger C. Foss, from Minnesota, upon the release of No Way Out
(Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1950) 16, a film about the racial viol ence which
erupts when a black doctor treats a white pris oner who later dies.
With such reac tions, it is no wonder that the industry sought the
advice of South erners on how to deal with matters likely to trouble
them most – “social (read: racial) equality” on screen.

14

Enter tain ment, Pure and Simple
Profes sional South erners’ responses to outright (and outraged)
racism from local censors ranged from ambi val ence to resist ance, a
state of affairs mirrored in the movies produced by the studios under
their guid ance. Gener ally speaking, the most influ en tial “profes sional
South erners” in the Holly wood studio system advised against any
storyline that would disrupt the South, which meant that African- 
American performers and Southern stories which dealt with race
issues got virtu ally no screen time; when they did, care would be
taken to avoid going against Southern censor ship rules, such as
scenes where a black actor touches a white actress. Despite the fact
that he was later cred ited for writing the screen play  of The Ox- 
Bow  Incident, an anti- lynching movie, Lamar Trotti leaned on the
“conser vative side” concerning African- Americans’ rights and repres‐ 
ent a tion on screen.

15

In a memor andum about Two Kinds of  Women (William C. De Mille,
1932), Trotti wrote:

16

In the scene at the party where there is a negro woman enter tainer,
this woman has been shown well- dressed, taking a drink with the
other guests. It is our opinion that the Southern states partic u larly
will object to the ming ling of blacks and whites in such
circum stances, and changes will be made in the scene accordingly 17.
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While this memor andum shows that Lamar Trotti did not chal lenge
the South’s views, and did not push for the studios to chal lenge them
at that point in time, his response to Mrs. Alonzo Richardson’s
letter about Uncle Tom’s Cabin was more nuanced. He stated that her
view was that “of a great many South erners” but that it was “the
wrong view”. But his reason for not agreeing with Mrs. Alonzo
Richardson was strange in its dismissive ness: “It is not mine (my view)
because the appear ance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin could not possibly
mean anything to me but an evening not to go to the movies. I’ve
never seen it nor read it. It used to be a joke that no South erner
would ever admit he had anyhow” 18.

17

This posi tion of indif fer ence towards the Uncle Tom’s Cabin signaled
to the MPPDA that most South erners would not see the movie, which
signi fied that the movie industry should steer clear of any repres ent‐ 
a tion of the South’s past or present “troubles” on screen if it wanted
to keep the Southern market. This decision is precisely what Trotti
advised at the end of his memo: “I think Universal should kind of soft
pedal its Southern busi ness with this picture”. His opinion was taken
very seri ously – the memo was copied to Colonel Jason S. Joy and to
Will H. Hays. Two years later, Trotti’s reac tion to the all- black cast of
Hallelujah showed his preju dices in an even clearer light, but also
showed that he was aware of his own racial bias:

18

I hardly know what to say about “Halle lujah” by King Vidor. If the
char ac ters were whites, I would think very defin itely that Vidor was
treading on very dangerous grounds – that of a renegade parson
running off with a strumpet, seeing her die and brutally murdering
her lover; But such is the influ ence of my rearing in the South, I can’t
get excited about this in the lives of negroes. We think such things
happen, everyone seems to accept them as natural and no one
bothers about them 19.

Later, Trotti recom mended that “people inter ested in the advance‐ 
ment of the negro race” should be consulted in order to avoid them
“making a holler”. Trotti clearly did not consider himself as a
supporter of the “advance ment of the negro race.” He mainly focused
on the fact that white audi ences would prob ably not be inter ested in
seeing the movie, which we may venture was received as the most

19
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signi ficant argu ment against produ cing pictures with all- black casts
by the movie industry.

It would be a mistake to conclude that Trotti and his profes sional
South erner brethren objected to any repres ent a tion of African- 
Americans on screen: rather, they advoc ated for a partic ular type of
repres ent a tion. A press article in  the Atlanta  Constitution, praising
the film Can This Be Dixie? (George Marshall, 1936), whose script was
co- authored by Lamar Trotti, was partic u larly telling about Trotti’s
views the repres ent a tion of race in the South:

20

Sally Forth has been informed that “Can This Be Dixie?” will be
espe cially appealing to those residing below the Mason- Dixon line.
One scene is worthy of mentioning, as it will depict a real cotton
field where the darkies are picking cotton. Jane, all blackened with a
little black wig and wearing a smart black satin suit with a cutaway
coat, makes an attractive figure as she enters the scene as the little
preacher and mounting the real pulpit and standing with
outstretched arms, with a huge Bible’s open pages before her, sings
“If You Want to Go to Heaven, Follow Me.” Below her are rows of
picka nin nies in starched muslin, with their plaits tied with gay bows,
and with their escorts, some resem bling preachers in swallow- tail
coats and gray side whiskers, while others are in striped shirts and
white trousers, dressed for church, raising their arms and voices in
happy abandon answering her song 20.

It is clear that Lamar Trotti under stood what would work well in the
South commer cially, and what would not – hence his advoc ating for
filmic repres ent a tions of race that did not chal lenge the Southern
status quo. Trotti held the view that the South needed to deal with its
own troubles with no inter fer ence from the North 21. In that sense he
held the same views as a great many white South erners in the 1930s
and 1940s, who saw laws promoting civil rights for African- Americans
as inter fer ence from the North in the South’s affairs, preventing the
South from enjoying “racial harmony”.

21

Para mount Vice- President Y. Frank Freeman seems to have gener ally
held the same opin ions as Trotti. Para mount was regarded as a
conser vative studio, headed by Freeman, also viewed as a conser‐ 
vative. He was called an “unre con structed South erner” by Walter
White, of the NAACP, according to Thomas Cripps. 22 The Southern
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char acter “Y. Frank Free mont” in the Para mount musical  film Star- 
Spangled  Banner (George Marshall, 1942) was modeled after him –
sporting a very heavy Dixie accent, and drinking Coca- Cola, which
test i fied to the fact that Freeman’s south ern ness was a defining char‐ 
ac ter istic of the busi nessman in the studio. PCA records and national
press articles do not show any atti tude of his that was decis ively
against showing the South’s troubles, but they do show that he was a
shrewd busi nessman who under stood what would work in the South
and what would not, and that he was a staunch supporter of the
Produc tion Code and the notion that cinema was enter tain ment,
pure and simple – which usually meant steering clear of provoc ative
silver screen features. In his keynote address to the Screen Publi cists
Guild in 1951 Freeman declared that “[his] mind was closed to
anything which could not be readily clas si fied as mass- 
appeal  entertainment” 23. In August,  a New York  Times piece had
already described him as a Southern Baptist and quoted him as saying
“In the present unsettled state of the world, people need some thing
to grasp. Since motion pictures exert a vast influ ence, I feel the
industry has a certain respons ib ility to meet this need, so long as the
screen’s initial purpose – to enter tain – is preserved” 24. Contro ver sial
motion pictures would not have fit in his under standing of mass
enter tain ment. Thomas Cripps, reporting a conver sa tion he had on
the phone with Nunnally Johnson, wrote that he often sank ideas by
warning “it would never go down in the  South.” 25 David Owen
confirmed in his article on Luigi Luraschi’s role at Para mount that Y.
Frank Freeman was “very cold to the idea” of including more African- 
American performers in Para mount features because, in Luraschi’s
words,  “he [felt] it [would] create a problem for him domest ic ally.”
Luraschi reported that Freeman required all produc tions with
African- American performers to be checked by him and he would
decide whether or not they would see the light of day 26. One picture
he had heavily promoted in 1940 as vice- president in charge of
produc tion  was The Biscuit  Eater, whose synopsis revolved around
the story of two young boys, one black and one white, raising a puppy
in Georgia. The film meant to show simple, perfect racial harmony,
showing that black chil dren and white chil dren could be perfectly
happy and friendly in the South. However, as Bernice Kliman
has shown, 27 inequality between the two boys persists in subtle ways,
with Text, the black boy, always taking his cue from Lon, the white
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boy, and in overt ways with depic tions of crude black char ac ters
asso ci ated with threats and liquor. For profes sional South erners at
the produc tion level, racial harmony did not mean racial equality – it
meant black char ac ters “knowing their place,” which meant that they
knew not to directly chal lenge the status quo.

Navig ating the Pres sures of the
Civil Rights Movement
Overall, the movies up until the 1950s broadly reflected a white
Southern point of view concerning race, because the advisers often
were them selves proud Southern white males, but also because the
men who headed the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion were wary of
igniting any sort of outraged response from audi ences, which was a
constant preoc cu pa tion for them. Joseph I. Breen thus wrote in a
letter to Harry Zehner regarding the casting  of Show  Boat in 1935
with Paul Robeson: “I think you should be extremely careful, however,
not to indicate any phys ical contact between the white woman and
the negro man for the reason that many people know Aunt Jemima is
a white woman and might be repulsed by the sight of her being
fondled by a man who is a  negro” 28. The wording here, “repulsed,”
“fondled,” shows that it was not merely an issue of abiding by anti- 
miscegenation legis la tion but also a matter of showing the South, and
the rest of the US, that white women were safe from black men and
that the industry abided by this rule. Motion pictures that directly
addressed the South’s troubles were dangerous territory, as Trotti
eloquently wrote about The Mating Call (James Cruze, 1928), a movie
about the Ku Klux Klan:

23

I have one big thought about The Mating Call – that whatever we do
is dangerous. As decent people, we cannot be allied with a picture
which accepts, or at least condones lawless ness as this one certainly
does. As busi nesspeople, we can’t prop erly afford to alienate a large
group of citizens who thrive on attacks. The Klan developed, not
through its friends, but through its enemies 29.

Trotti outlined here what many South erners felt – that the depic tion
of the South’s troubles was best avoided alto gether, so as not to fan

24
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the flames of an already explosive situ ation. Here the phrasing also
reflects what many profes sional South erners and “busi nesspeople”
condemned, that is to say the “lawless ness” of mob rule, without ever
linking mob viol ence to racial viol ence and African- 
American suffering 30.

As Ellen C. Scott remarked in her book Cinema Civil Rights, the Holly‐ 
wood industry gradu ally shifted its policies regarding race issues and
racial viol ence during and after WWII, due to several factors: the
pres sure of organ iz a tions such as the NAACP, the growing Civil
Rights move ment, and a change in MPAA hier archy, as Breen went on
leave several times and Will H. Hays was replaced by Eric John ston.
The prin cipal white profes sional South erner in resid ence was by then
Francis Harmon, hailed by Joseph I. Breen himself as a “highly intel li‐ 
gent” man from Missis sippi, who had lived “many years in the “deep
South” and knew “the so- called Negro prob lems  thoroughly” 31. In
1937, at the request of Joseph Breen, Francis Harmon had written a
memo entitled “Suggested Guiding Prin ciples in Connec tion with
Motion Pictures Dealing with Negroes and Whites,” which was
approved by Will H. Hays and followed by many studios thereafter 32.
The memo stated in partic ular that if race was evoked, “members of
both races” (black and white), should be seen working together to
solve the issue, or “members of both races” should be shown as
attackers, so as to avoid the singling out and unfair repres ent a tion of
African- Americans on screen. In partic ular, Harmon insisted that
“sectional aspects of the inter ra cial problem needed to be watched
also. Examples: a) Not all southern negroes should be shown as
excess ively humble while negroes in the north are pictured as inde‐ 
pendent. b) Not all southern white people are over bearing and preju‐ 
diced, and all north erners are not unpre ju diced and  courteous” 33.
This part of the memo shows how much influ ence one profes sional
South erner had on repres ent a tions of the South and its inhab it ants,
ensuring that depic tions of the South’s most racist elements would be
toned down so as not to indict an entire region.

25

Produ cers and directors seem to have heeded Harmon’s advice, and
Joe Breen consist ently referred produ cers and directors to Harmon’s
memo (as he did with Walt Disney  for Song of the  South in 1944).
Harmon’s influ ence through his memo can be felt in a number of
pictures from the late thirties to the early sixties, all of which more or
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less always provide a form of mitig a tion for Southern char ac ters, or
frame preju dice as a national and not simply a Southern
phenomenon, which was a sure way of rallying the South to Holly‐ 
wood’s cause. For instance, in The Ox- Bow Incident, the most violent
char acter is that of Major Tetley, who is also called a “renegade who
never even fought the War” by Gil Carter, thus signaling that he is not
a true South erner at heart. Redemp tion is shown in the char acter of
his son, Gerald, whose guilt indic ates that the South wants to atone
for the sins of its Confed erate fathers.  In Intruder in the Dust (Clar‐ 
ence Brown, 1949), the lynching of Lucas Beauchamp is stopped by
Miss Haber sham, played by Eliza beth Patterson, a white Tennessee
native who starred in a great many Southern  roles. Intruder in
the Dust was one of the rare Faulkner novels dealing with race and
lynching that made it onto the screen without much contro versy,
which is certainly partly due to the emphasis on a white woman
preventing a mob from lynching a black man by standing between
them in front of the jail. Southern censors and audi ences often
bemoaned what they called “the lack of authen ti city” or the “phoni‐ 
ness” of motion pictures about the South. Thanks to a screen play
from a known Southern author (Faulkner), and a director, Clar ence
Brown, who had lived in the South, to filming in Oxford, Missis sippi,
to Southern actors and actresses, and above all to a Southern char‐ 
acter who was a paragon of fair ness and virtue, Intruder in the Dust
was shown in the South with no elim in a tions at all – which was not
the fate of other films of the 1949 race  cycle 34. By having a lone
Southern char acter stand up to racists, the movie avoided indicting a
whole region but also avoided forwarding any struc tural change in
Southern society. Clar ence Brown even mused in an inter view
published by  the Los Angeles  Times that the film could do well
without the race angle and no African Amer ican char ac ters:
“However, he continued, ‘Intruder’ is far from being a purely racial
affair. If all the char ac ters were whites we’d still have had a pretty
good whodunit” 35.

In comparison, Pinky (Elia Kazan, 1949), a film about a light- skinned
black woman passing for white who returns South to care for her
family, spurred more contro versy, argu ably because it showed the
South in a bad light, as a region incap able of progress, and the char‐ 
ac ters were embodied by “foreigners” to the Southern mind. In 1949,
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Francis Harmon had actu ally recom mended that Zanuck go further
by depicting Pinky as the result of a rape of a black woman by a white
man, a situ ation which he felt had been prevalent in the South – but
this time, Zanuck did not follow the profes sional South‐ 
erner’s advice 36. It seems Harmon was one of the rare profes sional
South erners who tried to change screen depic tions of race issues in
the South and make them more unflinching, but it would take more
than a decade, long after he left the PCA in 1952, for movies about the
South to tackle race issues in a more provoc ative manner.

In 1959, Universal- International encountered trouble in advert ising
Douglas Sirk’s Imit a tion of Life and chose to advertise movies differ‐ 
ently for the Southern region and for the rest of the country.  A
Variety piece published in 1959 read:

28

For sections of the south where the segreg a tion issue is highly
contro ver sial, UI has a different ad campaign. A UI rep said that this
policy had been adopted for purely commer cial reasons and not to
avoid any conflict on the segreg a tion problem. It has been found, he
declared, that white south erners avoid films that are advert ised as
dealing with the race problem 37.

This Variety piece test i fies to the way in which the South’s troubles
had to remain muted or obscured, for fear that the movies would not
do well commer cially, just as most profes sional South erners had
advised in previous decades. It also shows that, as late as 1959, great
care was taken by some major studios not to offend a still- sensitive
and important, Southern market – showing that Thomas Cripps’s
myth of the Southern box office actu ally extended well beyond the
1940s for certain studios. On the contrary, other studios would seek
to expose the troubles of the South, like Twen tieth Century Fox,
never the less still making sure that depic tions would not go too far.

29

Conclusion
Profes sional South erners, who gener ally held exec utive studio posi‐ 
tions, prom inent posi tions in the Produc tion Code Admin is tra tion, or
directed movies, had some agency over the content of movies – in the
sense that they made movies palat able to Southern audi ences, which
ensured that the same movies would be palat able to Amer ican audi ‐
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ences as a whole. It is clear that Darryl F. Zanuck at Twen tieth
Century Fox gave some of his most inflam matory script ideas to his
Southern screen writers to rewrite into accept able narrat ives –
making the scripts a little less troub ling than the original novels, but
still contro ver sial enough that the movies would draw crowds into
theaters. However, as these profes sional South erners, who were
white males, evolved in a Holly wood system over whelm ingly domin‐ 
ated by white males, most produc tions about the South and its race
issues contrib uted to making African- American struggles invis ible,
promoting a form of status quo. Produc tions which directly
addressed race issues and the South’s troubles revolved around the
notion of white guilt towards racism, with scen arios that built up
white char ac ters standing up to the region’s most racist elements,
such as Miss Haber sham  in Intruder in the  Dust. What remains of
Lamar Trotti’s anti- lynching  movie, The Ox- Bow  Incident, is essen‐ 
tially an admis sion of white guilt, as shown in the letter sequence.
Aesthet ic ally, the film seems to indicate that the same injustices will
be repeated over and over again, with the end sequence mirroring
the opening sequence.

The ques tion remains as to why the opinion of these profes sional
South erners would matter so much, when the Southern box office
was not that important to the Holly wood industry as a whole.
Southern theaters and their patrons did not represent a signi ficant
part of the movie industry’s theaters and patrons, according to the
figures published by  the Motion Picture  Almanac in 1937 – the five
major “Southern” cities (Atlanta, Char lotte, New Orleans, Dallas,
Memphis) accounted for roughly 3,000 of the roughly 19,000 theaters
in oper a tion  then 38. What might provide an explan a tion for such
import ance given to the South’s reac tion to filmic repres ent a tions,
beyond the fact that they possibly also corres ponded to widely- held
views about not stir ring up trouble with depic tions of race, was that
these reac tions helped the Holly wood industry gauge whether the
film would appeal to the nation as a whole. In other words, what
pleased the South would please the United States, which would also
ensure that there would be no legal chal lenges to the release of a
movie anywhere, saving the studios time and money. Another explan‐ 
a tion may be that Holly wood films faced censor ship boards all over
the world, some of them just as strin gent and some times even more
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RÉSUMÉS

English
The term “profes sional South erner” was used by film scholars and histor ians
to refer to several “agents” in Holly wood, whose often unstated roles were
to act as medi ators and nego ti ators between Holly wood and the South in
the Produc tion Code era. All born in the South, some were prolific screen‐ 
writers (Nunnally Johnson, Lamar Trotti, William Faulkner), theater chain
owners (Steve Lynch), studio exec ut ives (Y. Frank Freeman) and others were
purpose fully hired by the PCA to appease tensions between the South –
espe cially Southern state and city censors – and Holly wood (Francis
Harmon). As “expat ri ates” in Holly wood who remained South erners at heart,
they walked a tight line between advoc ating for the South and its iden tity
and condemning the South’s most violent prac tices, from segreg a tion to
lynching. They were indeed, most concerned with the notion of “trouble”
and its para doxes, wanting to show some of the South’s troubles, while at
the same time making the motion pictures not “troub ling” or “trouble some”
for the South’s audiences.

Français
L'ex pres sion « Profes sional Southerner » (sudiste profes sionnel) a fréquem‐ 
ment été utilisée par les spécia listes et les histo riens du cinéma pour dési‐ 
gner plusieurs « agents » à Holly wood, dont le rôle offi cieux était de servir
de média teurs entre Holly wood et le Sud des États- Unis avant et pendant
l’époque du Code de produc tion. Tous nés dans le Sud, certains étaient des
scéna ristes proli fiques (Nunnally Johnson, Lamar Trotti, William Faulkner),
des proprié taires de chaînes de cinéma (Steve Lynch) ou des produc teurs (Y.
Frank Freeman). D'autres furent engagés par la PCA pour apaiser les
tensions entre le Sud, en parti cu lier les censeurs des villes et des États du
Sud, et Holly wood (Francis Harmon). En tant qu’ « expa triés » à Holly wood,
restés sudistes dans l'âme, ils se sont efforcés de défendre le Sud et son
iden tité tout en tentant parfois de condamner les pratiques les plus
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violentes du Sud, de la ségré ga tion au lynchage. Ils étaient en effet très
préoc cupés par la notion de « trouble » et ses para doxes, voulant montrer
certains des tour ments du Sud, tout en faisant en sorte que les films ne
troublent pas les spec ta teurs du Sud.

INDEX

Mots-clés
sudiste professionnel, race, code de production, censure

Keywords
professional Southerner, race, production code, censorship

AUTEUR

Claire Dutriaux
Claire Dutriaux is an Associate Professor in American studies and cinema at
Sorbonne Université and a member of HDEA (Histoires et Dynamiques des
Espaces Anglophones) as well as a member of SERCIA since 2011. She wrote a
dissertation in 2011 on the representation of white Southerners in American
cinema. One of the topics of the dissertation included censorship in the South and
the negotiations between Hollywood and the South. She co-edited a LISA journal
issue entitled “When the West Meets the South on Screen” (https://journals.open
edition.org/lisa/9180) as well as an InMedia journal issue “Visualizing Consumer
Culture, Commodifying Visual Culture” (https://journals.openedition.org/inmedi
a/1497). She recently wrote an article entitled “Southern Censorship against
Hollywood in Better Films Committees and Local Censorship Boards : Film
Control as a Woman’s Political Weapon” for the Historical Journal of Film, Radio and
Television (2023), and a book chapter, “Screening Women Through the Prism of
History in Deadwood,” in Sue Matheson (ed.), Return of the Western : Refracting
Genre, Representing Gender, to be published by Edinburgh University Press (2025).

http://host.docker.internal/motifs/index.php?id=1440
https://journals.openedition.org/lisa/9180
https://journals.openedition.org/inmedia/1497

