Casablanca – General Vision and Viewpoint

What points of view are conveyed by the film?

There’s a strong sense of patriotism conveyed by the film, especially in relation to the French (and general) resistance to the Nazis. Laszlo is one of the main characters, a resistance fighter (though not a French national), and more importantly he’s a sympathetic character – that is portrayed sympathetically by the director. He’s admired by the other sympathetic characters, especially Rick and Elsa. Even the Germans accept grudgingly that he’s a man of influence, one they regard therefore as a threat. The patriotism is also seen in the use of the French anthem, especially in the scene where it’s used (led by Laszlo and approved by Rick) to drown out the German song. There’s some element of American patriotism – The USA is seen as a desirable place to escape to – for its freedom and democracy?

There’s an obvious disapproval of the Nazis – they are seen as bullies. invading France, and Paris in particular (seen in the flashback), and in a small symbolic way when they get the best table at Rick’s – they would take it anyway even if it wasn’t offered. They are seen as the cause of the displacement of people from their homes (the footage of refugees). There’s a suggestion that they are murderers – the suspicious death of Ugarte, and the French resistance man in the street at the start. 

On balance there’s an approval of self-sacrifice for a greater cause – Rick risks everything (his life, freedom, and romance) in order to help Laszlo escape. The choices cause inner conflict for him, and at times it seems he might put the romance first. It’s hard to know how deep his casual cynicism goes – we see he has been involved in political causes before, Renault says he’s just a sentimentalist at heart. 

Romance is important: the political causes may come first but romantic relationships are also seen as important. We see this in relationships between Rick and Ilsa, between Ilsa and Laszlo, with the Bulgarian couple trying to get out Casablanca and even in Renault’s romantic flings (which smack of exploitation). 

What are the values of the film?

Patriotism (French, American - see above); 

Liberty/Equality/Fraternity – distinctly French values – engraved on the government building – the camera points up respectfully)

Loyalty (of people to their countries and to their lovers and friends);

Courage (e.g Rick at the end, the Resistance fighters)

Dedication (to causes, to friendship);

Love/romance/friendship – seen in the main relationships of the film;

Self-sacrifice - wins out over self interest at the end 

Compassionate or Dispassionate?

The film shows compassion for those who suffer in war – the fleeing refuges we see in the stock footage, the desperate Bulgarian couple, the problems of Rick, Laszlo and Ilsa, the French in Paris. There is no doubt whose side the film is on, and so it is not dispassionate or objective. As regards passion in the film, Laszlo is the one who shows most passion for his cause. 

Optimistic or Pessimistic?

Laszlo is openly idealistic and hopeful of success (e.g. the battle of the songs) and is seen by key characters as admirable. Rick seems cynical but is idealistic underneath it all. Renault is really cynical and self serving, but redeems himself somewhat at the end – so all in all an optimistic and hopeful view of human nature prevails. Those with negative outlooks, like Ugarte and Strasser are presented as unlikeable/unsympathetic are killed and there is a sense that they weren’t undeserving of such a fate.

Grappling with Complexities?

The love triangle raises complexities – Rick and Ilsa are conflicted about what to do about their relationship. Eventually they opt for what is seen as the good cause (though Rick is doing most of the opting). The relatively cheerful and triumphant ending suggests this is presented as the right thing to do, whether from moral (avoiding adultery) or political (ensuring Laszlo’s fight can go on) reasons or a combination of both. While there is little complexity about the political issue (the Resistance are the good guys and the Nazis the bad guys), Renault’s position is ambiguous – sympathetic to the Free French, yet keen to maintain his own privileged position he plays along with the Nazis. He becomes more committed at the end. 

Reflecting the time in which it was created?
This was made during the war, when lots of propaganda films were made, e.g. to boost the morale of the troops and those at home supporting the war effort. But this is no mere propaganda – it’s a complex story with three-dimensional characters. The cynicism expressed by many characters (possibly a front in Rick’s case) emphasises the point. Yet, ultimately it seeks to stir up patriotic fervour – e.g. the use of the French anthem. 

Primarily aesthetic?

The film gets across its point, not by preaching, or by documentary style, but by creating a credible fictional story with well-rounded characters, grappling with their varying emotions, and stirring up a range of emotions in the audience. The “noir” style has an impact at an emotional and aesthetic level – the darkness in many scenes suggests the seriousness of events and the political darkness that has come over Europe. Scenes in Rick’s are brighter as this is a sort of haven from the war, where people can be entertained. However the darkness can intrude metaphorically – e.g. when Ugarte is arrested or when Rick’s is closed after the anthem incident. Music is used to convey romance (As Time Goes By) and political allegiance (French Anthem) 

How is Vision and Viewpoint Conveyed?

By the creation of characters – e.g. we are nudged to side with characters portrayed sympathetically (Laszlo, Rick, Elsa) and to dislike the views or positions of those portrayed unsympathetically (Strasser). 

Through the tone of the music – e.g. the rousing singing of the French anthem in Ricks, the triumphant way it’s played at the end.

By the way the film ends ​– on a triumphant note as we are meant to celebrate the escape of the Resistance leader Laszlo and the defeat, for now, of the Nazis. 

Key Scenes 


Opening Scene 
The serious and heavy opening music suggests that the events of the film are serious, that serious issues are at stake. In the opening narration freedom is seen as desirable, and the “Americas” seen as somewhere it can be found, a desirable destination for those who wish to escape. The footage of the fleeing refugees elicits our sympathy for them – the innocent victims of the war. After the French Resistance agent is shot the camera points upward respectfully at the words “Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité” at the entrance to a building, the Palais de Justice, suggesting that these are the values we should aspire to. There is a sense of hope in the people looking up at the plane, especially the young couple we see towards the end of this scene. ”Perhaps tomorrow we’ll be on that plane”. 

Ilsa and Laszlo visit Rick’s for the first time
Obviously we’re meant to admire the work of Victor Laszlo. Rick, the main character, expresses admiration for his work – “we try, you succeed”. It must be special if Rick, who usually seems cynical, admires it. Laszlo is set up in opposition to the Nazis who are presented as nasty militaristic bullies. Especially in a film made during the war, and considering the nature of the Second World War, we are obviously meant to see the Germans as the bad guys, and those who oppose them as the good guys, and this includes Laszlo. Sam says that Ilsa brings bad luck to Rick, but there is no sign that the viewpoint of the film goes with such a superstitious attitude (interesting that it’s the black person who is superstitious). If anything the film is about the free choices people make and the consequences of those choices.

Rick’s Flashback to Paris

The film views war as a bad thing – causing stress, danger, tension – by contrast there’s a happy mood before the German invasion.. The invasion is seen in terms of bullying – “They are telling us how to act when they come marching in” (Ilsa interpreting the announcements). We see stock footage of the aggression – the German army on the march. The romance between Rick and Ilsa is seen as something happy and good. The film sees it as sad, tragic or unfortunate that Rick and Ilsa split – he is seen as being very upset, and the rain emphasises the mood. . 

The Nazis Visit Rick’s 
The clash of songs highlights the vision and viewpoint most strongly. We’re obviously meant to cheer with the French as the singing of the nasty Nazis is drowned out. We see the approval of the main and likeable characters – Rick gives the nod to the band to play the Marseillaise, Laszlo starts it and Ilsa looks proudly at him as he sings. It’s a kind of patriotic high – even Yvonne, who came in with a German soldier, joins in proudly and tearfully – a scene that is meant to move us. We are presumably meant to approve of Rick’s favour to the Bulgarian couple (e.g. we see the café staff being very positive about it). While Renault can be pleasant there’s a sense of relief that isn’t allowed to take advantage of the wife, and his political pragmatism (“I blow with the wind”) isn’t necessarily approved. 

Ending (at the airport)
Sometimes an author will put his viewpoint into the mouth of a sympathetic (likeable) character. Are we meant to agree with Rick that: “the problems of three little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world”? Overall, and considering the ending especially, the film seems to suggest that human relationships are important, but that sometimes a greater cause must take precedence, that individual relationships must give way to the common good. Rick’s thinking leads him to this conclusion: “ … it all adds up to one thing. You’re getting on that plane where you belong … inside of us we both know”. The heavy message is lightened by the relatively cheerful ending, as the value of friendship is flagged: “ … the beginning of a beautiful friendship”. Finally, the patriotic message of the film is emphasised by the triumphant playing of the French anthem at the end. It’s important to keep in mind that the film was made during the war, when many films were made to boost morale. Casablanca is no mere propaganda, but the ending sends out a clear message. 
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