Handout 12

Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?

This film was made in 1967 in the midst of the counter-cultural and civil rights movements.  Hippies were settling in San Francisco (where the movie was filmed), Black Power was beginning to organize, and Martin Luther King was highly respected as a political and moral leader. It tells the story of an inter-racial couple that faces opposition to their marriage from their parents as well as from their society.  It has three major film stars, Katharine Hepburn, Spencer Tracy, and Sidney Poitier, all of them known for intense, emotionally evocative acting.  It won two Academy Awards, including  Hepburn’s for Best Actress, and was a popular and critical success.

If the O. J. Simpson case can be read as a narrative  of American identities  in the 1990s, then Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner can be interpreted as addressing the same questions in the 1960s.  In the film Americans tell a story about their imagined community. They show America as they imagine it, as how they would like it to be.  So in the imagined community of the movie, blacks and whites can marry each other, overcome prejudice and opposition from family and society and finally create unity and harmony.  In this community, love conquers ignorance, prejudice and divisiveness. In this community blacks and whites can belong to the same family (sort of) as Tillie the maid is like a mother to Joanna, wanting to protect her from suspicious pretenders.  Tillie and the Draytons reiterate the theme of unity and harmony. In this community women are wise (Mrs. Prentice), strong and just (Mrs. Drayton), and good (Joanna).  Men are brilliant (Dr. John Prentice), stubborn (both fathers), narrow-minded (both fathers), but also wise (Monsignor Ryan).

Questions of race are the perpetual sites of conflict and negotiation  in American society.  Thus, narratives about the nation must continually address these questions as they try to define American identity, and the borders between inclusion and exclusion.  These narratives should be understood as describing aspirations and values, not accurate portraits. They reflect on America as an imagined community as well as reveal the questions and problems that occupy Americans.

