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About the Author: Robert Warshow (1917–1955) was an influential writer on popular culture who was born
in New York City. He graduated from the University of Michigan and served as a translator and research
analyst for the U.S. Army during World War II. After the war, he returned to New York to work as an editor
and writer for Commentary magazine. He wrote about popular culture, especially the movies, for
Commentary, The Nation, and Partisan Review. He died of a heart attack at age thirty-seven.

Introduction

Warshow wrote for the so-called little magazines, that is, small circulation journals that provided intelligent
analysis and honest criticism of the arts, culture, and politics during the 1940s and 1950s, when such writing
was in short supply. Unconventional ideas and serious writing appealed to a small pool of influential and elite
readers. Despite their tiny readership, these journals had a great influence on culture. Popular mass-market
magazines, such as Life and Time, were quick to hire their most talented writers, like James Agee.

In one of his articles, Warshow wrote, "a man watches a movie, and the critic must acknowledge that he is
that man." Warshow was one of the first American intellectuals to see the moral and political significance of
popular culture. He was interested in the motives that led him and others to read the work of scholars like T.
S. Eliot and Henry James, on the one hand, and to view the popular culture movies of Humphrey Bogart, on
the other hand. As he wrote in a grant application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, "That there is a connection
between the two impulses I do not doubt, but the connection is not adequately summed up in the statement
that the Bogart movie and the Eliot poem are both works of art. To define the connection seems to me to be
one of the tasks of film criticism, and the definition must be a personal one."

Warshow wrote about certain genres of Hollywood movies, such as gangster and Western films, because he
saw in them many subtle assumptions and convictions about our American way of life. They are unstated or
un-spoken because they are somehow beyond the realm of mature adult conversation and for that reason
interesting and important to bring to light and analyze.

Significance

Warshow wrote about certain kinds of movies because of their "pervasive and disturbing power." Today,
people may not realize how unusual it was for an intellectual to be engaged in thinking about popular culture.
In the postwar period, few critics or academics were prepared to stake their reputations on anything so
lowbrow as Hollywood movies. Fewer still wrote about them with Warshow's intelligence and sensitivity.



In his essay "The Gangster As Tragic Hero," Warshow wrote about the gangster film genre so as to illuminate
a division in the American mind: between the pursuit of happiness and the rhetoric of "you can have it all"
and the recognition that such a pursuit can never be satisfied. This contradiction underlies the popular appeal
of the gangster film from 1932's Scareface to The Godfather (1972) and beyond. Warshow noted that the
gangster appeals not only to feelings of impatience and alienation, but also more profoundly to that side of all
of us "which refuses to believe in the normal possibilities of happiness and achievement." He observed, "The
gangster is the 'no' to the great American 'yes' which is stamped so big over our official culture and yet has so
little to do with the way we really feel about our lives." The gangster is popular in American culture because
of our unspoken awareness that the moral and political limit set by democratic principles stands in the way of
our full pursuit of happiness. The gangster is a tragic hero when even he cannot achieve happiness.

Warshow's insightful essay was widely read in the film schools of the 1960s, where it influenced the
generation of filmmakers of the 1970s, such as George Lucas, Martin Scorsese, and Francis Ford Coppola.
This is probably nowhere more clearly seen than in Coppola's Godfather trilogy and Lucas's Star Wars series.

Primary Source: "The Gangster As Tragic Hero" [excerpt]

SYNOPSIS: In an excerpt from the following article, Warshow analyzes the cultural and social
aspects of the character of the gangster and the genre of the gangster film, as well as what the
gangster represented to American moviegoers in the 1940s.

Thus the importance of the gangster film, and the nature and intensity of its emotional and aesthetic impact,
cannot be measured in terms of the place of the gangster himself or the importance of the problem of crime in
American life. Those European movie-goers who think there is a gangster on every corner in New York are
certainly deceived, but defenders of the "positive" side of American culture are equally deceived if they think
it relevant to point out that most Americans have never seen a gangster. What matters is that the experience of
the gangster as an experience of art is universal to Americans. There is almost nothing we understand better
or react to more readily or with quicker intelligence. The Western film, though it seems never to diminish in
popularity, is for most of us no more than the folklore of the past, familiar and understandable only because it
has been repeated so often. The gangster film comes much closer. In ways that we do not easily or willingly
define, the gangster speaks for us, expressing that part of the American psyche which rejects the qualities and
the demands of modern life, which rejects "Americanism" itself.

The gangster is the man of the city, with the city's language and knowledge, with its queer and dishonest
skills and its terrible daring, carrying his life in his hands like a placard, like a club. For everyone else, there
is at least the theoretical possibility of another world—in that happier American culture which the gangster
denies, the city does not really exist; it is only a more crowded and more brightly lit country—but for the
gangster there is only the city; he must inhabit it in order to personify it: not the real city, but that dangerous
and sad city of the imagination which is so much more important, which is the modern world. And the
gangster—though there are real gangsters—is also, and primarily, a creature of the imagination. The real city,
one might say, produces only criminals; the imaginary city produces the gangster: he is what we want to be
and what we are afraid we may become.

Thrown into the crowd without background or advantages, with only those ambiguous skills which the rest of
us—the real people of the real city—can only pretend to have, the gangster is required to make his way, to
make his life and impose it on others. Usually, when we come upon him, he has already made his choice or
the choice has already been made for him, it doesn't matter which: we are not permitted to ask whether at
some point he could have chosen to be something else than what he is.

The gangster's activity is actually a form of rational enterprise, involving fairly definite goals and various
techniques for achieving them. But this rationality is usually no more than a vague background; we know,



perhaps, that the gangster sells liquor or that he operates a numbers racket; often we are not given even that
much information. So his activity becomes a kind of pure criminality: he hurts people. Certainly our response
to the gangster film is most consistently and most universally a response to sadism; we gain the double
satisfaction of participating vicariously in the gangster's sadism and then seeing it turned against the gangster
himself.

But on another level the quality of irrational brutality and the quality of rational enterprise become one. Since
we do not see the rational and routine aspects of the gangster's behavior, the practice of brutality—the quality
of unmixed criminality—becomes the totality of his career. At the same time, we are always conscious that
the whole meaning of this career is a drive for success: the typical gangster film presents a steady upward
progress followed by a very precipitate fall. Thus brutality itself becomes at once the means to success and
the content of success—a success that is defined in its most general terms, not as accomplishment or specific
gain, but simply as the unlimited possibility of aggression. (In the same way, film presentations of
businessmen tend to make it appear that they achieve their success by talking on the telephone and holding
conferences and that success is talking on the telephone and holding conferences.)

From this point of view, the initial contact between the film and its audience is an agreed conception of
human life: that man is a being with the possibilities of success or failure. This principle, too, belongs to the
city; one must emerge from the crowd or else one is nothing. On that basis the necessity of the action is
established, and it progresses by inalterable paths to the point where the gangster lies dead and the principle
has been modified: there is really only one possibility—failure. The final meaning of the city is anonymity
and death.

In the opening scene of Scarface, we are shown a successful man; we know he is successful because he has
just given a party of opulent proportions and because he is called Big Louie. Through some monstrous lack of
caution, he permits himself to be alone for a few moments. We understand from this immediately that he is
about to be killed. No convention of the gangster film is more strongly established than this: it is dangerous to
be alone. And yet the very conditions of success make it impossible not to be alone, for success is always the
establishment of an individual pre-eminence that must be imposed on others, in whom it automatically
arouses hatred; the successful man is an outlaw. The gangster's whole life is an effort to assert himself as an
individual, to draw himself out of the crowd, and he always dies because he is an individual; the final bullet
thrusts him back, makes him, after all, a failure. "Mother of God," says the dying Little Caesar, "is this the
end of Rico?"—speaking of himself thus in the third person because what has been brought low is not the
undifferentiated man, but the individual with a name, the gangster, the success; even to himself he is a
creature of the imagination. (T. S. Eliot has pointed out that a number of Shakespeare's tragic heroes have this
trick of looking at themselves dramatically; their true identity, the thing that is destroyed when they die, is
something outside themselves—not a man, but a style of life, a kind of meaning.)

At bottom, the gangster is doomed because he is under the obligation to succeed, not because the means he
employs are unlawful. In the deeper layers of the modern consciousness, all means are unlawful, every
attempt to succeed is an act of aggression, leaving one alone and guilty and defenseless among enemies: one
is punished for success. This is our intolerable dilemma. That failure is a kind of death and success is evil and
dangerous, is—ultimately—impossible. The effect of the gangster film is to embody this dilemma in the
person of the gangster and resolve it by his death. The dilemma is resolved because it is his death, not ours.
We are safe; for the moment, we can acquiesce in our failure, we can choose to fail.

Further Resources

BOOKS



Warshow, Robert. The Immediate Experience: Movies, Comics, Theatre, and Other Aspects of Popular
Culture. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1962. Republished Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
2002.

WEBSITES

"Crime and Gangster Films." The Greatest Films. Available online at
http://www.filmsite.org/crimefilms.html; website home page: http://www.filmsite.org (accessed February 26,
2003).

"The Public Enemy Website." Public Broadcasting Service. Available online at
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/dillinger/index.html; website home page: http://www.pbs.org (accessed
February 26, 2003).

The Ultimate Gangster and Crime Film Website. Available online at
http://www.geocities.com/~mikemckiernan/ (accessed February 26, 2003).

Copyright © 2009, Gale, Cengage Learning. All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole
or in part in any form.


