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CASABLANCA and United States 
Foreign Policy 

by Richard Raskin 

Abstract The article discusses the release of the 
Warner Bros. film, CASABLANCA (1942), within 
the context of official American attitudes toward the 

Vichy and Free-French forces. The posture of the 
film was decidedly anti-Vichy, but audiences would 
have been wrong to assume that this position re- 
flected American government policy. Prior political 
analyses of the film are discussed, and a new inter- 

pretation is proposed, based on the contradiction be- 
tween official policy and that established in the film. 

Introduction 

ASABLANCA (Warner Bros., 1942) opened at New 
York's Hollywood Theater on Thanksgiving Day, 

1942-in the aftermath of the Allied landings in French 
North Africa. The general release of the film, several 
months later, occurred at a time when Casablanca was in 
the headlines again: after Roosevelt's return from the Ca- 
sablanca Conference, which had been secretly held in Jan- 
uary 1943. 

Discussions of CASABLANCA customarily include one 
or two paragraphs on the film's timeliness with regard to 
the Allied landings and the Casablanca Conference. In 
that context, two interpretations of the film's political sig- 
nificance have been suggested, neither of which takes into 
account the film's role in shaping public assumptions re- 

garding American policy toward the Free French. 
After reviewing U.S. policy toward Vichy and the Free 

French, particularly with regard to French North Africa, 
the present article will present and refute the two main 

interpretations of the film's political significance already 
proposed in the literature and propose a new assessment of 
the political function the film is likely to have fulfilled for 
American audiences in late 1942 and early 1943. 

Recognition of Vichy 

n the summer of 1940, when Petain founded his new 

government, the U.S. established diplomatic relations 
with Vichy. In January 1941, Roosevelt strengthened U.S. 
ties to Vichy by elevating American representation to the 
full ambassadorial level. On presenting his credentials at 
the ceremony filmed by newsreel cameras, Ambassador 

Leahy "received the definite impression that Roosevelt's 
action in sending a full-fledged ambassador to Vichy had 

given Petain a lift in moral[e]."' Leahy had been in- 
structed by Roosevelt to gain the confidence first of Pe- 

tain, and then of Admiral Darlan, who controlled the 
French fleet. Leahy was to be a watchdog, "to try to pre- 
vent France from extending any aid to Germany beyond 
what was required by the Armistice agreement." He was 
also "to seek renewed pledges that under no circumstances 
would the [French] fleet fall into German hands." 

The president already had told Vichy bluntly that if 
the fleet were to be surrendered to the Axis, France 
would forfeit the longstanding good will and friend- 

ship of the United States. I was to renew that warning 
whenever it seemed necessary to do so. The president 
wanted me to include hostile operations against the 
British in that warning.2 

A growing concern of Roosevelt's was that Vichy might 
comply with German demands for North African bases, 
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particularly after Darlan casually accorded to Japan the 
use of bases in Indo-China, in July 1941. In a strongly 
worded letter to Petain, delivered by Ambassador Leahy 
on 12 September 1941, Roosevelt urged the head of the 

Vichy government "to prevent German penetration into 
French North Africa."2 

The rationale of U.S. recognition of Vichy was thus, 
first and foremost, to be able to exert pressure on Petain, 
particularly concerning the French fleet and the sover- 

eignty of French North Africa. When the State Depart- 
ment was under fire for maintaining diplomatic relations 
with Vichy, department spokesmen would answer that 
thanks to the influence exerted on Petain through diplo- 
matic channels, the fleet never fell into German hands, 
and the Germans were never allowed to establish bases in 
French North Africa, and that any affront to Vichy might 
have jeopardized both of those crucial interests.4 

A second justification for diplomatic recognition of 

Vichy was that the level of U.S. information concerning 
developments in France was considerably higher than it 
would have been, if there were no diplomatic personnel 
present at the seat of Petain's government.5 

At no point did the U.S. suspend diplomatic relations 
with Vichy. When the Germans succeeded in imposing 
Laval as premier, in April 1942, Admiral Leahy was re- 

called, but diplomatic relations remained intact. And the 
State Department apparently encouraged members of the 
French diplomatic and consular staffs in the U.S. not to 

resign and join de Gaulle, when Laval took over the gov- 
ernment.6 It was Laval who severed the ties between the 
U.S. and Vichy, in November 1942, at German insis- 

tence, after the Allied landings in North Africa.7 
Roosevelt public implied that U.S. policy toward Vi- 

chy was formulated at the State Department, rather than 
at the White House. For example, at a press conference 

given at the time the Germans were still maneuvering 
Laval into place as head of the Vichy government, the 

following exchange took place: 

-Mr. President, are our relations with Vichy going 
to be changed as a result of the difficulties there? 

-Oh, I think you will have to ask the State Depart- 
ment.8 

The "Deal with Darlan" 

W A hen the Allies landed at Casablanca, Algiers, and 
Oran at daybreak on 8 November 1942, they met 

active opposition from the Vichy French who could not be 
hindered from firing upon the Anglo-American forces by 
the small number of "conspirators" who had been 

encouraged-and misinformed about the timing of the 

operation-by State Department representative, Robert 

Murphy. Admiral Darlan, former Vichy premier and desig- 
nated successor to Petain, happened to be in North Africa 
at the time of Operation TORCH (the definitive code name 
for the Allied landings). General Mark Clark, acting on 
orders from General Eisenhower, persuaded Darlan to de- 
clare a cease-fire in Algiers on November 8, and 

subsequently-after Darlan had received instructions from 
Petain-to end the fighting at Casablanca and Oran as 
well. In exchange for his cooperation in ordering the cease- 

fire, Darlan was appointed French High Commissioner of 
North Africa, in late November 1942.9 The Free French, 
who had been totally excluded from Operation TORCH, 
were also passed over in the establishment of a French ad- 
ministration in North Africa, under Allied auspices. 

Roosevelt justified the U.S. "deal with Darlan" by in- 

sisting that (1) it was only temporary; (2) it saved Ameri- 

can, British, and French lives; (3) it avoided the loss of vital 
time on a "mopping up" operation; (4) the U.S. had re- 

quested the release of all persons arrested in North Africa 
for opposition to Nazism, and had asked for the abrogation 
of all Nazi-inspired racial laws and decrees in the territories 
under Darlan's jurisdiction; and (5) according to an old 
Balkan proverb, "you are permitted in time of great danger 
to walk with the Devil until you have crossed the bridge."10 

However, as Christmas approached, Darlan was appar- 
ently still unwilling or unable to comply with Roosevelt's 

requests for a democratization of French North Africa: 

Allied correspondents in Algiers reported in devastating 
detail the true conditions of life under the Darlan 

regime-Jews still persecuted under antisemitic Vichy 
decrees that remained in force, concentration camps 
still filled with political prisoners, fascist political groups 
still allowed to flourish. No attempt had been made to 

expunge reactionary elements from the government 
bureaucracy. The Vichy-appointed generals of Darlan's 

'Imperial Council' who had open resisted the TORCH 

landings, freely declared their intention to recreate an 
authoritarian Petain regime-in-miniature in Algiers.' 

Darlan was assassinated on 24 December 1942, and Gen- 
eral Giraud was appointed his successor by the Imperial 
Council and acknowledged as the new French High Com- 
missioner by the U.S.12 The wave of anti-Gaullist terror 
Giraud unleashed in the wake of Darlan's assassination, 
and Giraud's continued reliance on Vichy officials, exposed 
U.S. policymakers to continued criticism. Giraud himself 

provided some new arguments Roosevelt would use to jus- 
tify U.S. backing of the Giraud administration in North 
Africa: (1) swift reversals are impossible to make in coun- 
tries like Algeria and Morocco; (2) Vichy men are needed 
in the administration because of the shortage of trained ad- 
ministrative personnel in North Africa; (3) having held of- 

154 



CASABLANCA and U.S. Foreign Policy 

Figure 1. German penetratin of French North Africa. Captain Renault (Claude Rains) greets Major Strasser (Conrad Veidt) on his 
arrival in Casablanca, as Nazi and Vichy uniforms fill the screen. 

fice under the Vichy regime doesn't mean that someone is 

necessarily a "man of Vichy"; and (4) the main thing is to 

get on with the war and not engage in politics.13 Roosevelt 
also flatly denied stores about political prisoners under Gi- 
raud's regime, claiming that "practically all of them have 
been released, unless there's something else 'agin' them."14 

Roosevelt's positive attitude toward Giraud was not 
shared by members of the Anglo-American Psychological 
Warfare Branch, who were pro-Free French, wore the 
Cross of Lorraine in their lapels, and did their best to 
rescue leaders of the Gaullist underground from Vichy po- 
lice under Giraud's orders.15 Nor was Roosevelt's attitude 
shared by the OSS Research and Analysis group in Al- 

giers, or by Arthur Roseborough, head of espionage oper- 
ations in North Africa. Roseborough, who saw Giraud as 

essentially a fantoche with no popular backing, repeatedly 
sought support for members of the Free French who had 

helped the Allies at great personal risk and remained im- 

prisoned by Giraud. Eisenhower's command refused "to 

worry about the Jews and communists who helped us," 
and General Patton said of 19 French soldiers at Oran who 
had dismantled their artillery on the day of the TORCH 

landings and were under arrest for having done so: "They 
got what they deserved. It was treason, wasn't it?"16 

Refusal to Recognize the Free French 

espite direct appeals made by the Free French to the 
State Department, explaining in human terms why 

the moral support of the U.S. was essential for the spirit of 
resistance in France,7 despite a declaration sent to the 
Allied governments and signed by representatives of the 
three resistance movements of the "unoccupied zone"- 

Combat, Liberation, and Franc-Tireur-assuring that "le 

general de Gaulle est le chef inconteste de la resistance et, plus que 
jamais, groupe tout le pays derriere lui"'8 despite the fact that 
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even Laval was aware that de Gaulle was supported by 80 
or 90% of the French population in November 1942,'9 the 
United States government refused to recognize the Free 

French, and systematically excluded de Gaulle from Oper- 
ation TORCH and from the administration of French 
North Africa in the months following the Allied landing. 

Numerous reasons have been given for the administra- 
tion's unwillingness to recognize the Free French. Admiral 

Leahy, who continued as Roosevelt's chief of staff after 

serving as ambassador to Vichy, alleged that de Gaulle had 
little backing and was "a paid British agent," and that the 
Free French organization was "impregnated with German 

spies," and "closely tied in with communists."20 De 
Gaulle's representative, Texier, reported hearing rumors 
that the Free French were reactionary or fascist.21 

On another level, it was argued that recognition of de 
Gaulle would constitute an affront to Vichy and would 

thereby jeopardize the French fleet and North Africa, from 
the Allied point of view;22 or that the incident of the Saint 
Pierre and Miquelon islands of December 1941 showed 
that the "so-called Free French" were underhanded and 
not to be trusted;23 or that "de Gaulle can be given no 

authority regarding the sovereignty of France because the 

people of France have not had the opportunity to give such 

authority"24-and why should de Gaulle be recognized in- 
stead of Giraud?25 

De Gaulle agreed to meet with Giraud during the final 

days of the Casablanca Conference of 14-26 January 
1943, despite resentment over a number of political blows, 
the last of which was Giraud's appointment of Marcel Pey- 
routon as governor of Algeria. (Peyrouton, as Vichy min- 
ister of the interior, had reportedly signed de Gaulle's 
death warrant.26) The "shot-gun wedding" Roosevelt and 
Churchill had hoped to bring about between Giraud and 
de Gaulle never came off. The meeting resulted in little 
more than the signing of a relatively meaningless commu- 

nique, and in a photograph of Giraud and de Gaulle shak- 

ing hands, at Roosevelt's request. According to one com- 

mentator, Roosevelt had made it abundantly clear at 
Casablanca that he was thoroughly committed to Giraud 
and "was prepared to hinder de Gaulle from gaining polit- 
ical or military control of North Africa."27 

Roosevelt finally accorded de Gaulle official recognition 
on 23 October 1944-two months after the liberation of 
Paris-and even then, according to Admiral Leahy, it 
"must have been a difficult decision for Roosevelt."28 

The Liberal Critique 
of the State Department 

iberals argued that the U.S. government should have 
broken with Vichy and recognized the Free French 

from the start. Such a policy would have "given the Free 

French invaluable moral support" and "immeasurably 
heartened the forces of antifascism around the world."29 

During the period extending from the American recog- 
nition of Vichy in the summer of 1940 to the Allied land- 

ing at North Africa in November 1942, liberals accused 
the State Department of following a course of "appease- 
ment" and suspected that the architects of U.S. policy- 
such as Cordell Hull and Sumner Welles-secretly sympa- 
thized with Vichy. Allusions were accordingly made to the 
State Department as "a sinister outfit bent on encouraging 
the forces of fascism,"30 and "a nest of antidemocrats"- 
the appeasement of Vichy being "a case of like calling to 
like."31 

Once Operation TORCH was carried out, Cordell 
Hull apparently expected his liberal critics to apologize for 
their harsh words, acknowledging that behind the scenes, 
the State Department had been working all along to pre- 
pare the Allied breakthrough in North Africa. For a while, 
the criticism did in fact subside, and even the temporary 
acceptance of Darlan was seen by some liberals as "prob- 
ably a wise move."32 But others, exasperated by the sover- 

eignty argument still used by Roosevelt for withholding 
recognition from the Free French, pointedly asked: "Has 
General Giraud, or has Admiral Darlan, received more of 
a mandate from the French people than General de 
Gaulle?"33 

And perhaps even more significant was the growing 
conviction that the State Department made its policies, not 
on the basis of moral principle, but purely out of consider- 
ations of national self-interest, manipulating-in Machia- 
vellian fashion-whomever might be used to further 
American strategic or political objectives.34 

In all of these respects, the liberal American viewpoint 
corresponded essentially to that of de Gaulle. With regard 
to the sovereignty argument, de Gaulle bitterly stated 

Comment prendre au serieux les scrupules affiches par Wash- 

ington, qui affectait de tenir a distance le general de Gaulle sous 

pretexte de laisser aux Franfais la liberte de choisir unjour leur 

gouvernement et qui, en meme temps, conservait des relations 

officielles avec la dictature de Vichy et s'appretait ac traiter avec 

quiconque ouvrirait aux troupes americaines les portes de l'Afri- 
que du Nord?35 

And concerning a moral as opposed to a manipulative pol- 
icy, de Gaulle appealed to Cordell Hull in the following 
terms: 

Si la guerre etait simplement unjeu d'echecs, ou les pieces sont 
des objets sans ame, la position acutelle du State Department, 
en ce qui concerne la France, pourrait etre comprise par nous. 
Mais la guerre est une chose morale. Pour que les hommes 

fassent la guerre, il est necessaire qu 'ils se croient moralement 
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obliges de lafaire, et, qu'en lafaisant, ils soient moralement 
36 soutenus. 

The Free French suffered, not only from the withholding 
of official recognition by the State Department and White 
House but also in denying de Gaulle's organization the 

slightest moral prestige. (This led some liberals to suspect 
that the State Department had made a secret agreement 
with Vichy, promising "not to do anything to increase the 

prestige and authority" of the Free French.37) The acute 
sensitivity of the Free French to the mental picture Ameri- 
cans held of them can be seen in the disheartening state- 
ment Rene Pleven made to de Gaulle, in a telegram sent 
from Washington on 1 July 1941: 

II est etonnant de voir combien le mouvement de la France Libre 
est peu connu par le public americain et que ce qui en est connu 
est, tres souvent, en sa defaveur. Une propagande puissante a 
sans doute ete faite par Vichy pourjeter une lumierefausse sur 
le mouvement et sur les intentions de son chef. Un grand effort 
serait necessaire pour mettre le mouvement dans sa veritable 
lumiere et pour montrer qu 'il incarne I'esprit de la France, et a 
quel point il est appouye par la nation. 

. . II nousfaut convaincre les Americains que la France Li- 
bre est la France qu 'ils ont aimee.3 

PREVIOUS INTERPRETATIONS 
OF CASABLANCA'S POLITICAL 

SIGNIFICANCE 

iting the timeliness of CASABLANCA with respect 
to the Allied landings in North Africa and the Casa- 

blanca Conference, Nathaniel Benchley has suggested that 
these contemporary events "tended to point up the alle- 
gorical similarity between Rick and Roosevelt: the uncom- 
mitted American who stands by while others do the fight- 
ing, and then, at the proper time, steps in and turns the 
tide.' 

39 

Similarly, Barry Day described CASABLANCA as 

a topical thriller to suit an emerging national mood 
veering sharply from isolationism to international in- 
volvement in World War II. (Indeed, another current 
interpretation is that casa blanca stands for White 
House with Rick as Roosevelt being persuaded to take 
sides.)43 

house"), a man who gambles on the odds of going to 
war until circumstance and his own submerged nobil- 
ity force him to close his casino (read: partisan poli- 
tics) and commit himself-first by financing the Side 
of Right and then by fighting for it. The time of the 
film's action (December, 1941) adds credence to this 
view, as does the irrelevant fact that, two months after 
CASABLANCA opened, Roosevelt (Rick) and Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill (Lazlo) met for a war 
conference in Casablanca.41 

This apparently widespread interpretation of the polit- 
ical significance of the film-that is, of Rick's change of 
heart as symbolizing Roosevelt's and the nation's shift 
from isolationism to involvement in the war-is perfectly 
justified, as far as it goes. But in addition to that shift, the 
film also and more specifically contrasts two political (and 
ethical) alternatives: accommodation with Vichy and opt- 
ing for the Free French. The opposition Vichy versus Free 
France is repeatedly evoked in the film, from beginning to 
end. In one of the earliest scenes, Petain symbolically 
looks on as a fleeing civilian is shot and his Free France 
papers are unfolded before the camera. At another dra- 
matic moment, the Cross of Lorraine, hidden in the secret 

compartment of Berger's ring, is the signal to Laszlo that 
he has made contact with the Underground. Rick explic- 
itly asks his friend Renault: "Louis! Are you Pro-Vichy or 
Free French?" (knowing that Renault cannot answer so 
direct a question). Vichy is presented as serving the inter- 
ests of Germany (hence Renault's slip: "Germany, er, Vi- 
chy would be very grateful"), and the Free French repre- 
sent the true France of the Marseillaise and of the 
republican values of Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite. In the final 
moments of the film, Renault contemptuously drops a bot- 
tle of "Vichy Water" into a wastepaper basket and he and 
Rick go off to join the Free French at Brazzaville. 

According to the premises of CASABLANCA, Vichy 
and the Free French represent, respectively, the interests of 
the enemy and America's natural ally in the war against 
Germany. The isolationism/involvement interpretation 
simply fails to take into account the central role of the 
Vichy/Free French polarity within the film. And especially 
since the issue of U.S. indulgence toward Vichy and re- 
fusal to recognize the Free French was bitterly debated at 
about the time the film was being shown to American 
wartime audiences, the isolationism/involvement interpre- 
tation cannot be defended as adequately covering the polit- 
ical meaning of CASABLANCA. 

Richard Corliss also mentioned the theory that 

CASABLANCA is a political allegory, with Rick as 
President Roosevelt (casa blanca is Spanish for "white 

Ihave found only one discussion of CASABLANCA in 
relation to Roosevelt's embattled French policy. In an 

analysis dealing principally with the film in a psychoana- 
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Figure 2. Humphrey Bogart, Ingrid Bergman, and director Michael Curtiz study their scripts during the filming of CASABLANCA 

(Warner Bros., 1942). Marc Wanamaker/Bison Archives. 

lytic perspective, Harvey Greenberg suggested that CA- 
SABLANCA was in harmony with a new, pro-Free 
French policy decided by Roosevelt in late 1942, Green- 

berg wrote: 

Despite his opposition to the Gaullist cause, Roosevelt 

significantly elected to show CASABLANCA at the 
White House on New Year's Eve, December 31, 1942. 
The president, I believe, may very well have been tele- 

graphing a change in strategy, for soon thereafter the 
controversial connection with Vichy was severed.42 

According to Greenberg, it was "not long after the Casa- 
blanca Conference" that Roosevelt was to accept de 

Gaulle, "however unhappily," as "unquestioned com- 
mander of the Free French," and news of this change in 

strategy may or may not have been leaked to Warner 
Brothers. Assuming that the studio was not aware of 
Roosevelt's new pro-Free French policy, Greenberg's ar- 

gument continues: 

. . . one may speculate that Rick Blaine's refusal to 
take up the sword at a time when Hollywood had 
become a haven for talented emigres fleeing Nazi per- 
secution was intended to be symbolic of the Roosevelt 
administration's vacillation in North Africa. Rick's 

change of heart at the end would then forcibly point 
out to our equivocating leaders the path of honor.43 
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One way or another-either in consciously confirming in 
advance a new and as yet unpublicized pro-Free French 

policy, or in attempting to influence policymakers in a pro- 
Free French direction they had, in fact, already elected- 
the makers of CASABLANCA are seen by Greenberg as 
on the same political wavelength as Roosevelt. One way or 

another, the film is viewed as in harmony with a new U.S. 

policy. 
This argument sounds plausible, but is not borne out 

by the facts. To begin with, if by "the controversial con- 
nection with Vichy," Greenberg referred to diplomatic re- 
lations between Washington and Vichy, that connection 
had already been severed in November 1942, and by 
Laval, not Roosevelt. Secondly, neither the Allied inter- 

vention in North Africa, nor any decision Roosevelt made 

immediately prior to or during the Casablanca Confer- 

ence, changed the U.S. posture with regard to the Free 

French, who were not to be accorded diplomatic recogni- 
tion by Washington until October 1944. As I have shown, 
the Allied military breakthrough in North Africa para- 
doxically resulted in the reconstituting of a pro-Vichy ad- 
ministration in Morocco and Algeria. At the time 
CASABLANCA was playing in movie theaters across 
the U.S., men like Victor Laszlo were hunted down by 
the police of Darlan and Giraud, the French High Com- 
missioners kept in power by Roosevelt. The White 
House and State Department were to continue to 
frustrate the Free French, despite the pressure from "Jews 

Figure 3. Rick Blaine chooses sides. Does the isolationism/involvement interpretation adequately cover the political meaning of 
CASABLANCA? 
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Figure 4. CASABLANCA contributed to a blurring of public awareness of the essentially anti-Free French orientation of U.S. 

policy, and of American support of Vichy leaders in North Africa. 

and Communists," as Roosevelt's chief of staff characteris- 
tically put it. 

A POLITICAL FUNCTION 
OF CASABLANCA IN 1942-1943 

ASABLANCA is pro-Free French and anti-Vichy. 
The film was obviously designed to pattern in the 

mind of the viewer, a totally positive picture of the Free 
French as America's natural ally in the fight against the 
Germans, and as embodying the spirit of democracy, of 
resistance, and the true France. Similarly, the film was 
designed to pattern a negative image of Vichy, as unprin- 
cipled and as serving the interests of Germany. 

It is possible that the film was intended to correct unfa- 
vorable American attitudes toward the Free French, to in- 
fluence policymakers, or to strengthen the hand of 

Roosevelt's critics who reproached the State Department 
for basing policy decisions on assessments of national self- 
interest rather than moral principle. In any event, and 
whatever the motivations of the producer, director, script- 
writers and actors may have been, there is every reason to 
believe that the film led millions of American movie-goers 
to experience a strong political and emotional identifica- 
tion with the Free French, in 1942-1943. 

Policies actually implemented under Allied auspices in 
French North Africa, when CASABLANCA first played 
in theaters across the United States, were pro-Vichy and 
anti-Free French. The reader is reminded, for example, 
that the Free French, who had been totally excluded from 

Operation TORCH, were also bypassed in the establish- 
ment of a French administration in North Africa. The first 
French High Commissioner appointed under U.S. auspi- 
ces was Darlan, formerly Vichy premier and designated 
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successor to Petain. Darlan reconstituted a Vichy regime in 
North Africa. After his assassination, in December 1942, the 
U.S. acknowledged Giraud as the new French High Com- 
mission. Giraud unleashed a wave of anti-Free French terror, 
and in a press conference of February 1943, in response to 
criticism, Roosevelt justified U.S. backing of the Giraud ad- 
ministration in North Africa. As already suggested, men like 
Victor Laszlo were being arrested by the police of the admin- 
istrators the U.S. supported in North Africa. 

Roosevelt's choice to have CASABLANCA shown on De- 
cember 31, 1942, was at least in part a private joke, savored 
by those few guests at the New Year's Eve Party who knew 
that the president was secretly arranging to depart for Casa- 
blanca.44 But the White House showing of CASABLANCA 
may have been politically significant as well. Greenberg's 
suggestion has already been discussed and rejected. Another 
hypothesis concerning the political significance of this event, 
would be useful. 

In a review appearing in The New Republic, one of the 
major organs of liberal criticism of the Roosevelt adminis- 
tration's French and North African policies, no mention 
whatsoever is made of the portrayal of the Free French in 
CASABLANCA.45 Max Lerner, who ardently criticized 
Roosevelt for pursuing a "blind and liberal" foreign pol- 
icy,46 referred to CASABLANCA in 1943 without even 
mentioning its political significance.47 Bosley Crowther, in a 
New York Times review, did say of the film that "it certainly 
won't make Vichy happy-but that's just another point for 
it."48 However, that does not suggest that anyone felt tfat 
U.S. policy was in any sense challenged by the film. CASA- 
BLANCA was not perceived as politically controversial. 

The film was advertised with such slogans as: "Nothing 
could be more timely!" and "As exciting as the landing at 
Casablanca!"49 The reader is reminded that the Allied land- 
ings began on 8 November 1942 and that CASABLANCA 
opened at the Hollywood Theater in New York on 26 No- 
vember. (It was originally announced for release in June 
1943 but the "Warners sales department rushed the film 
into New York ... in time for a Thanksgiving opening."50) 
The Casablanca Conference ended on 24 January 1943 and 
was publicized immediately after Roosevelt's return; the 
film's general release occurred on 23 January, and by mid- 
February 1943, CASABLANCA was being shown at 200 
theaters across the U.S. 

CONCLUSION 
ppearing in the wake of Allied landings, the film 
seemed to explain why those landings were made 

and thereby served to disseminate, within a broad Ameri- 
can public, a sense that the values embodied by Victor 
Laszlo and adopted by Rick and Renault at the end, 
were the values the Allies brought with them to North 
Africa. Movie-goers uninformed about or unin- 
terested in the "deal with Darlan," probably left 
showings of the film with a feeling that current U.S. in- 
volvement in such places as Casablanca must have been in 
complete harmony with the attitudes presented as admira- 
ble in the film. 

Paradoxically, then, in conferring unlimited prestige to 
the Free French and militant anti-fascism, CASA- 
BLANCA contributed to a blurring of public awareness of 
the essentially anti-Free French orientation of U.S. policy 
and of American support of Vichy leaders in North 
Africa. One small but significant piece of evidence I have 
found in support of this hypothesis, is a sentence 
Howard Barnes wrote in his review of CASABLANCA in 
the New York Tribune, in November 1942: "It [CASA- 
BLANCA] exposes the intrigue, political shilly-shally and 
anti-Fascist resentment which must have been the back- 
ground for the present Allied offensive in Northwest Af- 
rica.''51 

CASABLANCA captured the heart of the American 
public-even standing room was sold out when it played 
at the Hollywood Theater in New York, and it was to win 
three Academy Awards (best picture, direction, and 
screenplay). The film's pro-Free French orientation un- 
doubtedly left its mark on audiences, and precisely be- 
cause it "got through" to the public in that respect, it 
probably led millions of movie-goers to assume that Oper- 
ation TORCH and the Casablanca Conference were ful- 
fillments of the democratic values celebrated in the Mar- 
seillaise scene, in Laszlo's idealism, in Renault's 
unexpected conversion, and in Rick's return to the fight. 
One cannot help but wonder why politically informed 
commentators-such as Max Lerner-were apparently 
uninterested in drawing on the film's immense popularity 
as an additional weapon in their critique of Roosevelt's 
illiberal French policies, and whether it might have made 
any difference if they had. One also wonders whether 
Roosevelt was so politically cunning that he not only 
understood the unintentionally misleading impact of the 
film, but also deliberately reinforced that impact by 
having CASABLANCA shown at the White House, 
as if to confirm-through his endorsement of the film- 
that CASABLANCA was an endorsement of his 
policies. ? 
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CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW 

U.S. Foreign Policy CASABLANCA 

summer 1940 

January 1941 

May 1941 

December 1941 

The new constituted Vichy regime is accorded 
diplomatic recognition by the United States. 
American liberals protest. De Gaulle establishes 
Free French organization in London. French 
Equatorial Africa (Brazzaville) rallies to the 
Free French in late August. 

U.S. representation at Vichy elevated to 
ambassadorial level. 

De Gaulle sends Rene Pleven to Washington, 
to organize support for the Free French. Pleven 
is astonished by negative image of the Free 
French in the United States (July 1941). 

U.S. enters the war, after Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor. Saint Pierre-Miquelon incident: 
Secretary Hull lashes out against "so-called 
Free French." 

Everybody Comes to Rick's, a three-act play is 
written by Murray Burnett and Joan Alison. 

Hal Wallis, of Warner Brothers, buys the 
screen rights for Everybody Comes to Rick's 

(never produced as a play). Michael Curtiz is 
to direct; Philip and Julius Epstein are to write 
the screenplay. 

January 1942 

late March 1942 

April 1942 

25 May 1942 

8 November 1942 

De Gaulle appeals to State Department for 
moral support in the form of diplomatic 
recognition, to no avail. 

The first draft of the Epsteins' screenplay is 
completed. Howard Koch is to revise it. 

Laval is imposed as head of Vichy government. 
Ambassador Leahy is recalled by Roosevelt, 
but diplomatic relations are not broken. La 
France Libre is renamed La France 
Combattante by De Gaulle. 

Filming of CASABLANCA begins. 

Operation TORCH: Allied landings at 
Casablanca, Algiers, and Oran. Deal with 
Darlan, recognized as French High 
Commissioner of North Africa. A Vichy 
administration is reconstituted in North Africa, 
under American auspices. The Free 
French-excluded from Operation 
TORCH-are bypassed in the establishment of 
North African administration. Delegates of 

major resistance movements declare to Allied 
governments that the Free French have full 

backing of the French Resistance and the 
French people. 

Laval is forced by the Germans to sever 

diplomatic ties with the U.S. 

Thanksgiving 1942 CASABLANCA opens at Hollywood Theater 
in New York. 31,000 paid admissions during 
first week alone. 
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CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW (Continued) 

U.S. Foreign Policy CASABLANCA 

24 December 1942 

31 December 1942 

14-24 January 1943 

Darlan is assassinated. The pro-Vichy Imperial 
Council appoints Giraud as Darlan's successor. 
A wave of anti-Free French terror is unleashed 
in the wake of the assassination. 

Roosevelt has CASABLANCA shown at the 
White House New Year's Eve party. 

Casablanca Conference secretly held. 
Roosevelt, Churchill, Giraud, and de Gaulle 
confer. Casablanca Conference is publicized 
upon Roosevelt's return to the U.S. 

General release of CASABLANCA. 

February 1943 CASABLANCA is shown at 200 theaters 
across the U.S. 

March 1944 CASABLANCA wins three Academy Awards 
(best picture, screenplay, and directing). 

Roosevelt finally accords diplomatic recognition 
to de Gaulle. 
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