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A bigger and better Birth of a Nation--a kindred triumph for this day and time.1 
 
 

 
1 Cited in Edward D.C. Campbell, Jr., The Celluloid South: Hollywood and the Southern Myth (Knoxville, 

TN: The University of Tennessee Press, 1981), 118.  
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Chapter 1: 
 

Introduction: Memory, Crisis, Cinema, and Literature 
 
 

Many more Americans have read or seen Gone with the Wind than 
have ever read a history of the Civil War.2 

 
 
Gone with the Wind is more influential than all scholarly accounts of the Civil War (1861-1865) 

and Reconstruction (1863-1877) era put together. Of the over two-hundred Civil War and 

Reconstruction novels, Gone with the Wind is the most known.3 The Georgia Encyclopedia says, 

“Ancient Greece had the Iliad, Rome the Aeneid, India the Upanishads. Georgia has Gone with 

the Wind. An epic is a defining document, a literary work that celebrates the highest virtues of 

the civilization it enshrines.” This encyclopedia also says, “It is probable that more people have 

seen Gone with the Wind than any other film ever made.”4 Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the 

Wind (novel, 1936) is a “monumental classic considered by many to be not only the greatest love 

story ever written, but also the greatest Civil War saga.”5 When adjusted for inflation, David O. 

Selznick’s Gone with the Wind (film, 1939) has made more money, domestically, than any other 

 
2 Jonathan Marwil, “LSA Course Guide,” https://www.lsa.umich.edu/cg/cg_detail.aspx?content= 

1720HISTORY359001&termArray=w_09_1720 (accessed January 18, 2009).   
 
3 Mary Conde, “Some African-American Fictional Responses to ‘Gone with the Wind’,” The Yearbook of 

English Studies 26 (1996): 210; and Barbara Melosh, “Historical Memory in Fiction: The Civil Rights Movement in 
Three Novels,” Radical History Review 40 (1988): 65.  

In comparison, there are over twelve thousand nonfiction books about the Civil War and Reconstruction.  
Throughout this paper, I will follow convention and use present tense for discussions of the narrative of the 

film and novel. 
 

4 “Gone with the Wind (film),” New Georgia Encyclopedia, http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/ 
Article.jsp?id=h-2472 (accessed February 17, 2009); and “Twelve Great Works of Georgia Fiction,” New Georgia 
Encyclopedia, http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Feature.jsp?id=s-47 (accessed February 17, 2009). 

 
5 This is a common product description of Gone with the Wind and is easily found in many different places. 
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film in history.6 According to Amazon, 91.75 percent are fond of the novel7 and 85.7 percent the 

film in the United States.8  

What is it that makes Gone with the Wind the most popular novel and film ever? It is by 

no means the only fictional narrative set during a specific historical period generally or the Civil 

War and Reconstruction specifically. Many fictional works, films and novels, grapple with issues 

“peculiar” to the South and its history, such as To Kill a Mockingbird (1960, 1962). Furthermore, 

Hollywood made an unprecedented number of extravagant films during the World-Wide Great 

Depression (1929-1945). With the very important exception of The Birth of a Nation (1915), 

nothing comes close to paralleling the stature of Gone with the Wind.9 

Gone with the Wind, the novel, is over one-thousand pages, and the movie version is 

nearly four hours. Without delving into the Gone with the Wind phenomena much about it is 

verisimilitudinous (i.e., seeming one way but actually being different upon close examination), 

from the previous scholarship, to its popularity, to its very real impact on peoples’ historical 

memory and understanding of the past, and to fictional responses. The influence of this 

 
6 “All-Time USA Top 100 Box Office Films,” AMC Filmsite http://www.filmsite.org/boxoffice.html      

(accessed January 20, 2009). 
 
7 Amazon, http://www.amazon.com (accessed January 5, 2009) Calculations are based on customer ratings. 

Customers could leave the book 5 stars “I love it (589),” 4 stars “I like it (45),” 3 stars “It’s ok (28),” 2 stars “Don’t 
like it (9),” or 1 star “Hate it (20)”-- For the statistic above, I used the “I love it” and “I like it.” 

 
8 Ibid. The same methodology and source were used for the film: 5 stars (534), 4 stars (84), 3 stars (35), 2 

stars (28), and 1 star (40)   
 
9 The only film in the United States that comes close to Gone with the Wind in terms of historical influence 

and viewership is The Birth of a Nation--the most racist in history. It is far more racist than Gone with the Wind. 
This film derives its name not from the actual birth of the United States in the American Revolution (1775-1783), 
but from this film’s interpretation and presentations of the aftermath of Civil War/Reconstruction being the “birth” 
of a unified North and South against African-Americans. Unfortunately, this interpretation of the country uniting 
against its black citizens is probably the most accurate aspect of the film because through courts, prejudices, 
practices, and traditions people in both the North and South curtailed, or obliterated, as many rights as they could of 
black Americans. White characters in blackface are used because at this time African-Americans were not 
welcomed in film. Also, The Birth of a Nation originally shared its name, The Clansman, with Thomas Dixon’s 
novel (1905), from which the plot is drawn. Griffith’s film also draws on Woodrow Wilson’s A History of the 
American People (1902). “It is like writing history with lightning,” Wilson said of the film, “and my only regret is 
that it is all so true.” Within Our Gates (1919) is a direct response to The Birth of a Nation. 
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adventure of love and crisis since its world premiere in 1936 has been profound. This cultural 

artifact is much more than an innocent pastime. Media--novels and films--have a profound and, 

as yet, immeasurable impact on society. People take for fact, fiction presented in works such as 

Gone with the Wind. Once in print (or on screen), legends assume novel legitimacy. Jonathan 

Marwil argues, “Most of what people have ever known about the past has come from deliberated 

aesthetic forms such as monuments, paintings, novels, and films.”10  

While the film and novel versions of Gone with the Wind are both set in Georgia 

throughout the 1860s and 1870s, they are actually quite different. Whereas the film is primarily a 

romance-adventure of Scarlett O’Hara’s various love interests set against this backdrop of 

change and crisis, the novel is very much a story of the actual war and aftermath on the home 

front. The film, for example, omits Scarlett’s first two children and how she is a very poor 

mother to them, it omits references to the slave trade, the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), and many 

derogatory and racist portrayals of African-Americans. Rhett is a minor character compared to 

the book. The film, at least directly, is more about the proper roles of a woman and shows 

Scarlett breaking those boundaries. But, dominant cinema “kept from straying too far beyond the 

remaining stereotypes and formulas” preferred by the middle class.11 More importantly, both 

versions perpetuate pro-Confederate nostalgia for the so-called Lost Cause. The United States 

has never admitted its wrong-doing during the existence of its raced-based plantation and urban 

slavery from 1619 to 1865. The continued celebration of Gone with the Wind represents a 

persistent crisis in memory and a denial of the nation’s own horrors.12    

 
10 Marwil, “LSA Course Guide” (accessed January 18, 2009).    
 
11 Robert Sklar, Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of American Movies (New York, NY: Vintage 

Books, 1994), 58, 91.  
  
12 Some people in the United States are very quick to point to Holocaust (1933-1945) deniers as being 

completely wrong and representing some sort of Neo-Nazi organization. These same people and others, however, 
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Chapter 2: 

Historiography and Gone with the Wind 
 
 

For a large and diverse group of people, Gone with the Wind is the 
epic novel of our time, just as the blurb says. The tens of millions 
who have read the book and the quarter of a billion who have seen 
the film more than love it; they own bedside, slip cased editions to 
which they turn for emotional, nostalgic, and even inspirational 
purposes. Yet in the teeth of this adoration, literary historians and 
critics have rarely mentioned it, and little serious academic 
attention has been paid to it. How did this paradox come about?13 

 

Often the historiography of a topic is as interesting and surprising as the actual topic itself. An 

examination of scholarly literature about Gone with the Wind reveals little and does not offer 

much in terms of method or future direction. Compared to the attention scholars have given other 

cultural artifacts, for example, The Birth of a Nation, To Kill a Mockingbird, or even Imitation of 

Life (1933, 1934, 1959), Mildred Pierce (1941, 1945), and Coming Home (1978), Gone with the 

Wind has received very little attention or mention. Most of the attention it has received occurred 

in the last two decades of the twentieth century. When searching for previous scholarship on 

Gone with the Wind, results are often inflated because “gone with the wind” has become a 

popular phrase when discussing anything that or person who no longer exists. Why have scholars 

neglected to study Gone with the Wind? Perhaps Gone with the Wind’s length can account for the 

neglect. But, more importantly, scholars who study this film and novel are dealing with complex 

 
deny--with or without directly realizing it--our own past horrors. The two events (slavery and the Holocaust) have 
been compared, historiographically, and it is a useful and appropriate academic exercise. Before we rebuke another 
nation for its denial of an events, we need to look at our own history. In the United States’s case, information that 
began to recognize the true horrors of slavery was not truly available or recognized until the 1950s and 1960s. For 
many, Gone with the Wind and similarly racist works remain the primary means by which they learn history, even in 
school, as this book is required for book reports and the film shown in classrooms. 

 
13 Richard Dwyer, “The Case of Cool Reception,” in Recasting Gone with the Wind in American Culture, 

ed., Darden Asbury Pyron (Miami, FL: University Presses of Florida, 1983), 21-31. 
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issues that have been building for some time.14 

Even scholars who specifically study the South and its culture and film neglect to include 

discussions of Gone with the Wind. They do mention this film, but with a few exceptions, they 

do not extend their discussions beyond basic details about the plot and setting. Essentially, they 

are summaries. They neither analyze the story beyond one sentence (for example, that all of the 

characters are based on stereotypes), nor contextualize it against larger historical backdrops 

beyond that the United States was in the World-Wide Great Depression and on the verge of 

World War II (1939-1945) when Gone with the Wind made its public debuts.15 Charles Reagan 

Wilson’s edited collection does a better job than the others, but it still only mentions Gone with 

the Wind in passing as it ties into the various entries, such as “Southern Icons,” “Manners,” 

“Mystic South,” or “Mammy.”16 

Historians of Southern culture are not the only ones to disregard the profound influence 

of Gone with the Wind when a discussion would be more than appropriate. For example, Robert 

 
14 I would argue that the Civil War and divisions between the North and South were possible beginning in 

1619 when Jamestown, Virginia, bought its first shipment of approximately twenty enslaved Africans from Dutch 
slave traders. (There is some scholarly debate on whether these individuals were technically indentured servants. I 
find this debate nothing more than word play. I have also recently learned scholars believe slaves were present prior 
to 1619.) Ira Berlin and others argue, from the beginning of chattel slavery in North America, the North was never 
more than a “society with slaves” whereas Southern colonies--for example, Virginia in the 1660s as evident by 
Anthony Johnson--quickly became “slave societies.” Likewise, I believe the Civil War was probable with Eli 
Whitney’s innovation of the cotton gin in the 1790s and the resulting Cotton Kingdom. The Civil War was 
inevitable in the 1830s with the rise of anti-slavery and abolitionist groups in the North and with proslavery 
arguments becoming firmly established in Southern mores. Studying Gone with the Wind, therefore, involves 
tensions and differences that were much more firmly established in the national consciousness than in just the Civil 
War and post-Civil War eras.  

 
15 John Beck, Wendy Frandsen, and Aaron Randall, Southern Culture: An Introduction (Durham, NC: 

Carolina Academic Press, 2007), 455, 469-70; and Campbell, Jr., The Celluloid South; Natalie Zemon Davis, Slaves 
on Screen: Film and Historical Vision (Toronto, Ontario, Canada: Vintage Canada, 2000); and Warren French, ed., 
The South and Film (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1981); and Jack Temple Kirby, Media-Made 
Dixie: The South in the American Imagination (Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press, 1986). These books 
do have interesting information on the power of culture. 

 
16 Charles Regan Wilson, Volume 4: The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture: Myth, Manners, & 

Memory (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 3, 45, 83, 88, 92, 112, 127, 141-2, 153, 
164, 206, 234, 243, 245, 269.  
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Sklar’s cultural history of films only mentions it in passing as winning many awards, and Ina 

Rae Harks’s study of 1930s cinema only reveals that producers adapted this film from a novel.17  

Ben Railton discusses the novels Gone with the Wind and Absalom, Absalom! (1936) in 

terms of Southern racism. Southerners feared miscegenation--both cultural and sexual--during 

and after Reconstruction more than anything else. In Mitchell’s myth, he argues, this is evident 

in the KKK and in one of its members, Rhett Butler.18  

Richard Butsch analyzes Gone with the Wind as legitimizing existing social structures 

through the use of Social Darwinism and by its only fully developing characters who belong to 

the bourgeois class. That many read the book or see the film in “their homes where they are least 

on guard” only enhances Gone with the Wind’s message that rigid class and social structures are 

natural.19 On another note, this could relate to why scholars have not really studied Gone with the 

Wind. As scholars do not study the “great men” of history as much right now, they may not want 

to study a “great film” that neglects a bottom-up, social view. 

 Examining Gone with the Wind against the backdrop of tragedies, including hunger and 

unemployment in the 1930s, Thomas H. Pauly argues that moviegoers in the 1930s and 1940s 

directly identified with the Confederate’s Scarlett because, like her, they faced a changing 

society, including destruction, that was vastly short of money.20       

 
17Ina Rae Harks, American Cinema of the 1930s: Themes and Variations, Screen Decades: American 

Culture / American Cinema, eds. Lester D. Friedman and Murray Pomerance (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 2007), 163; and Sklar, Movie-Made America, 192, 194, 238. 

  
18 Ben Railton, “‘What Else Could a Southern Gentleman Do?’: Quentin Compson, Rhett Butler, and 

Miscegenation,” Southern Literary Journal 35, no. 2 (2003): 41-63. 
 
19 Richard Butsch, “Legitimations of Class Structure in Gone with the Wind,” Qualitative Sociology 2, no. 2 

(1979): 63-79.    
 
20 Thomas H. Pauly, “Depression Allegories: Gone with the Wind and The Grapes of Wrath as Hollywood 

Histories of the Great Depression,” in Hollywood’s America: United States History Through Its Film, eds. Steven 
Mintz and Randy Roberts (St. James, NY: Brandywine Press, 2001), 103-11. 
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Ruth Elizabeth Burks compares and contrasts The Birth of a Nation and Gone with the 

Wind and concludes that they are both equally racist. She says that Gone with the Wind having a 

female creator explains why it is still popular and more than socially acceptable to watch and 

read.21 Burks argues that Mammy and Prissy are prime examples of Gone with the Wind’s 

derogatory nature. Likewise, Gone with the Wind is nothing more than “bad novel” according to 

Floyd C. Watkins. He provides a detailed, if somewhat abstract, analysis of ways in which this 

narrative is inaccurate culturally, historically, and socially. He also points out ways in which this 

story is racist or illogical. This article discusses what the novel omits.22  

Looking at elements of narrative and not history, Donald Bogle, on the other hand, 

interprets Gone with the Wind’s Old South and its black characters--who clean and cook for 

whites--as breaking stereotypes and rising above traditional restrictions in Hollywood. “For me, 

it was not enough to dismiss Hattie McDaniel [i.e., Mammy] and Butterfly McQueen [i.e., 

Prissy] as mere mammy and pickaninny. Anyone who had seen them in Gone with the Wind and 

left the theater with no more than that impression really missed or ignored the strength of the 

performances, and at the same time denied black America a certain cultural heritage.” He argues 

that the actresses who played Mammy and Prissy were strong, innovative individuals.23 These 

slaves were complex, accomplished individuals. Furthermore, Bogle states, the presentations of 

black-white relationships in Gone with the Wind are more accurate than in other films of the era. 

 
21 Ruth Elizabeth Burks, “Gone with the Wind: Black and White in Technicolor,” Quarterly Review of Film 

and Video 21, no. 1 (2004): 53-73. 
 
22 Floyd C. Watkins, “‘Gone with the Wind’ as Vulgar Literature,” The Southern Literary Journal 2, no. 2 

(1970): 86-103.   
 
23 I am fully aware that some people might consider “actresses” a sexist term. In light of my classes on the 

history of feminism, however, I find that it is more than appropriate and accurate to directly recognize the 
accomplishments, roles, and visibility of females. Nonetheless, I do not intend anything offensive by not using 
gender-neutral diction.     
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The characteristics he praises in Mammy, Prissy, and in other African-American characters in 

Gone with the Wind are the same characteristics he condemns elsewhere. The characteristics he 

praises in Mammy distinctly reflect the Mammy trope.24  

 In a collection of articles, Richard Harwell, Anne Jones, Helen Deiss Irvin, James 

Michener, and Louis Rubin, Jr. are all concerned with studying the novel Gone with the Wind as 

literature. Harwell and Rubin, however, spend a significant portion of their articles discussing 

biographical information about Mitchell. Harwell also uses book reviews since its publication to 

argue for Gone with the Wind’s narrative power. Jones, without also examining the historical 

reality, argues Gone with the Wind is an example of survival and of how “gender roles shaped 

peoples’ lives in Southern society.” Irvin examines this work of fiction as illustrating the 

powerful and nursing “Earth Mother.” Finally, Michener argues that Gone with the Wind is much 

more than a Civil War story both literally (by page count) and figuratively, as illustrated by its 

liberated women. Michener also has hesitations about Gone with the Wind’s accuracy, in terms 

of representing the South, because it only focuses on Georgia.25 

 On the other hand, while still looking at the film and/or novel version of Gone with the 

Wind, Thomas Cripps, Richard King, Kenneth O’Brien, Darden Asbury Pyron, and Gerald Wood 

are concerned with it as history. Cripps argues that although people were divided as to their 

 
24 Donald Bogle, Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, & Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in 

American Film (New York, NY: The Continuum International Publishing Group, 2002) , xxi-xxii, 36, 54, 66, 86, 
87-94, 314, 328; and Micki McElya, Clinging to Mammy: The Faithful Slave in Twentieth-Century America 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007).  

As a side note, Malcolm X had exactly the opposite reaction to Prissy. “I remember the one thing that 
marred that time for me….I was the only Negro in the theatre, and when Butterfly McQueen went into her act, I felt 
like crawling under the rug.” Cited in Thomas Cripps, “Winds of Change: Gone with the Wind and Racism as a 
National Issue,” in Recasting, 137.  

 
25 Richard Harwell, “A Striking Resemblance to a Masterpiece: Gone with the Wind in 1936” in Recasting, 

39-56; and Anne Jones, “‘The Bad Little Girl of the Good Old Days,’ Sex, Gender, and the Southern Social Order,” 
in Recasting, 105-116; and Helen Deiss Irvin, “Gea in Georgia: A Mythic Dimension in Gone with the Wind, in 
Recasting, 57-68; and James Michener, “The Company of Giants,” in Recasting, 69-80; and Louis Rubin, Jr., 
“Scarlett O’Hara and the Two Quentin Compsons,” in Recasting, 81-104. 
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opinions, Gone with the Wind “provided a punctuation mark between the last era in which racial 

matters were considered to be purely local and a new era when they resumed a role in national 

public policy.”26 Beyond discussing the film’s omission, for example, of the KKK and racially 

derogatory terms, Cripps spends less time discussing the racial issues of Gone with the Wind and 

more time on its African-American actresses. In parallel with Bogle, Cripps recognizes ways in 

which Gone with the Wind enhanced black actors’ and actresses’ status. Although they focus on 

the literary side far more than the historical side, O’Brien and Pyron both discuss the plantation 

legend. Pyron extends this discussion to focus on two competing forces in the South: one for 

industrialism and pure middle-class values, the other advocating an aristocratic South as a 

positive alternative.27  

 Surprisingly, the cumulative contribution of prior studies dealing with Gone with the 

Wind reveals little. Furthermore, there are major redundancies across the articles. Scholars have 

not come up with various interpretations for this film. This study will examine Gone with the 

Wind’s actual popularity and influence on culture in the United States and the gaps between its 

history and historians’ history, while also revealing the verisimilitudinous nature of Gone with 

the Wind.  

   

 
26 This is simply not historically accurate as evident by countless national debates, court cases, Supreme 

Court cases, etc. 
  
27 Cripps, “Winds of Change,” in Recasting, 137-152; and Richard King, “The ‘Simple Story’s’ Ideology: 

Gone with the Wind and the New South Creed,” in Recasting, 167-184; and Kenneth O’Brien, “Race, Romance, and 
the Southern Literary Tradition,” in Recasting, 153-167; and Darden Asbury Pyron, “The Inner War of Southern 
History,” in Recasting, 185-202; and Gerald Wood, “From Clansman and Birth of a Nation to Gone with the Wind: 
The Loss of American Innocence,” in Recasting, 123-136. 
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Chapter 3: 

Gone with the Wind and Its Popularity 

I think Gone with the Wind is a poignant story of the end of a way 
of life. That is something that people of all backgrounds and 
cultures must feel deeply. I always find it rather strange that 
Scarlett, the lead character, is so crass and oblivious to all that is 
going on. Perhaps that adds irony to the story.28 

 

A quick search on the Internet immediately reveals aspects of this novel’s and film’s popularity 

and its lasting place in culture. There are 1,800,000 direct matches for Internet sites about Gone 

with the Wind. Likewise, there are 816,000 images and 1,610 video clips celebrating, 

remembering, and continuing these phenomena.29 Amazon sells calendars, clocks, coffee gift 

sets, dolls, figurines, greeting cards, jewelry boxes, lamps, lunch boxes, mouse pads, ornaments, 

posters, soundtracks, trivia books, wallets, and countless publications of Mitchell’s novel--all of 

which commemorate Gone with the Wind.30  

“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.” “After all, tomorrow is another day!” The 

American Film Institute selected these two lines and voted them the first and twenty-third most 

remembered and quoted phrases from movies.    

In 2008, the Harris Poll showed that next to the Bible, Gone with the Wind is the favorite 

book of United Statesians, regardless of political affiliation.31 The various demographic 

 
28 Douglas D. Osheroff, e-mail message to author, February 21, 2009. I first met Dr. Osheroff in 2001 at a 

science conference. He befriended me, and we have been in touch since then. In 1996, he won the Nobel Prize for 
physics. 

 
29 Google, http://www.google.com (accessed April 19, 2009). In order to avoid inflated results since, as 

mentioned above, inflated results are possible, I used Boolean search techniques. I entered the following on 
Google’s search page: “gone with the wind” film OR novel OR movie OR mitchell OR scarlett OR 1939. 

  
30 Amazon. http://www.amazon.com (accessed April 21, 2009).  
  
31 The profound popularity of Gone with the Wind, of both the book and film, are by no means limited to 

the United States. Publishers have translated Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind into thirty-two different languages, 
including Arabic, Russian, and Japanese. In 2004, the British Film Institute announced that more than thirty-five 
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breakdowns, however, are slightly different in some cases. While white Americans and 

Hispanic-Americans selected Gone with the Wind, African-Americans said Angels and Demons 

was their favorite book. By gender, men deviated by selecting The Lord of the Rings. 

Educationally, Gone with the Wind was only a favorite for individuals with a high school 

diploma or less. Geographically, Gone with the Wind was only the second favorite (next to the 

Bible) in the South and in the Midwest.32 Another Harris Poll in 2008 found that of all films, 

Gone with the Wind is the United States’s favorite. African-Americans, however, voted for 

Casablanca, and Hispanic-Americans voted for The Notebook.33 That participants had no list of 

books or films from which to choose makes this study even more profound.  

A significant portion of this research paper is concerned with looking at why Gone with 

the Wind is so popular. This paper makes use of new sources to help examine this: online 

reviews left by individuals on Amazon and Barnes & Nobel. This analysis includes 998 reviews 

 
million people in the United Kingdom had seen this Civil War epic in a theater, making it the most viewed film in 
all of their history. Gone with the Wind is also very popular in China, Japan, and Vietnam. First appearing in 1951, 
the novel now appears in seven different translations in Vietnam.  

“Gone with the Wind Tops Film Lists,” British Broadcasting Company News, http://news.bbc.co.uk 
/2/hi/entertainment/4049645.stm (accessed November 28, 2004); and Donald W. Miller, Jr., Gone with the Wind: An 
American Epic, http://www.lewrockwell.com/miller/ miller22.html (accessed February 6, 2009); and “Sunday 
Morning News: ‘Gone with the Wind’ Translated Into Russian,” CNN http://transcripts.cnn.com 
/TRANSCRIPTS/0103/25/sm.08. html (accessed February 16, 2009). 

 
32 “The Bible is America’s Favorite Book Followed by Gone with the Wind,” Businesswire 

http://www.businesswire.com/portal/site/google/?ndmViewId=news_view&newsId=20080408005148&newsLang=
en (accessed February 16, 2009); and “The Bible is America’s Favorite Book Followed by Gone with the Wind,” 
Harris Poll, http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=892 (accessed February 16, 2009).  

Harris Poll conducted this survey from March 11 to March 18, 2008, online in the United States. 
Altogether, 2,513 adults participated. I realize that surveys, especially ones with a sample this small, are not 
necessarily exact reflections of reality. Also, it is dangerous to generalize data to a population that exceeds three 
hundred million people. I believe, however, that the information this survey reveals, especially in terms of ethnicity, 
gender, and education, provides some additional insight as to why Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind is so popular, even 
if only for these 2,513 people.  
 

33 “Frankly My Dear, The Force is With Them as Gone With the Wind and Star Wars are the Top Two All 
Time Favorite Movies,”Harris Poll, http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=874 (accessed 
February 16, 2009).  

 Harris Poll conducted this survey from January 15 to January 22, 2008. There were 2,279 adult 
participants.  
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of the book.34 

Gone with the Wind is not a book people read only once like so many. One person said, 

“Millions of people not only remember Gone with the Wind but re-read it faithfully.” While 

his/her enthusiasm might be slightly over stated, this is a book people read repeatedly, even 

readers who normally do not re-read books re-read Gone with the Wind. A few “cannot 

remember how many times they have read Gone with the Wind.” Some read it every year. Even 

more read it numerous times throughout their life. Some, having read it as children wish to grasp 

more of it as adults. “At seven years old, I really didn’t capture what an amazing novel it was.” 

One person claimed to have read it twenty-seven times in two years.  

Others said, “I have read this story several times, so many that I have it committed to 

memory! I always had a copy of it with me until my last one fell apart from reading it too many 

times!” One person claims to have memorized both the movie and novel of Gone with the Wind. 

A few more can, “quote key passages by heart.” Another person says he/she learned French by 

reading the English version so many times and then reading the French translation. Not 

everyone, on the other hand, expressed a desire to read it again. “Read it once just for the 

experience. You probably won’t want to read it again.” Nonetheless, the consensus remains, “Of 

course I love Gone with the Wind. I have read it at least a hundred times and it never fails to 

capture me.”  

 
34 Due to the nature of the Internet, websites, and the length of URLs, it is not feasible to specifically cite 

all of the reviews. Doing such would require as many different citations as reviews. All of the reviews are available 
on the Internet. The Internet, while not without its difficulties, is a profound research tool, as this study makes 
evident. Using Internet reviews provides a greater amount of information than would be possible in interviews. 
Furthermore, none of the reviewers were asked to participate in a study, and all of the reviews were completely free 
response. Prior to the Internet an examination of a cultural artifact’s popularity would be much more limited. 
Furthermore, the Internet has greatly expanded the ability of historians to study historical memory. Reviews were 
compiled February 5, 2009, by me. Barnes & Nobel had 307 reviews for the book, and Amazon had 691 reviews. 

In order to avoid cluttering the paper with “sic,” almost everywhere someone made a mistake in his/her 
punctuation or spelling, I made the necessary corrections. This did not alter any meanings. I have left any 
contractions, exclamation marks, etc., as the reviewers wrote them. Any mistakes that remain (especially grammar 
mistakes) appear as the original author typed them.  
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People read Gone with the Wind again because they “never get tired of the story,” they 

can “see from the point of view of the Confederacy during the Civil War.” They read it because 

“This novel has it all! Where else can you read about love, honor, tradition, and free enterprise?” 

“This is not just a book. It is an experience.” People initially read the book because a family 

member, a friend, or teacher recommended it. One person said, they found a big book on the 

shelf and wanted to see what it was about.   

When leaving their comments about the novel, people often commented on how the film 

of Gone with the Wind is different. Everyone except one person said the novel provides a much 

better and more complete story, as the movie is a “pale imitation,” which leaves much out. It 

leaves out characters, events, and information about the characters’ psychology. Reviews 

particularly emphasized that the novel is much more complete. The “film does not even capture 

one tenth of the gloriousness of Margaret Mitchell’s words.” One reviewer said they did not read 

the book until they were forty-nine because they assumed it would not be serious literature 

because film producers made it a very successful “blockbuster movie.” On the other hand, “One 

thing the movie was right to leave out, however, was the stomach-churning racism.” Most still 

like or even “love” the “awesome” movie version: “As much as I adore the movie as well, 

particularly the exquisite Vivien Leigh, it doesn’t capture even half the richness of the novel.” 

Some comment that the two together work very well. One reviewer, however, commented: 

“After reading this book, I hated the movie with all my heart. The book is brilliant, inspired, and 

infinitely too complex to be made into a watchable movie. The movie, praised as it may be, lacks 

too much of the heart and soul of its heroine.”  One reviewer recognized that the two in 

combination makes “its place in popular culture…even more entrenched.”  

Well over half of the comments examined discuss literary aspects of Mitchell’s Gone 
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with the Wind. These comments declared it a story of love, survival, and war. This is a book that 

creates great emotion in people. They laugh and cry while reading. One reader said that they 

never cry, but they cried when reading about Scarlett and the South. Another person cried so 

much that there were “some water-soaked pages.” Also, these readers confirm the Harris Poll 

findings; they say Gone with the Wind is their favorite book. Although they do not say how or 

why a handful of people come away from Gone with the Wind as a changed and different person. 

“I read Gone with the Wind five years ago, and I’m still thinking about it. It changed my life--a 

truly, truly remarkable work of art.”  

Interestingly, a few people commented that the first one hundred pages or so are a bit 

slow. A few less said that they were captivated after the first sentence: “Scarlett O’Hara was not 

beautiful, but men seldom realized it when caught by her charm as the Tarleton twins were.”35 

Also, many readers said part of the novel’s greatness is its characterization, description, and 

readability, making it a page-turner. Two said the vocabulary is too simplistic. Amazingly, the 

overwhelming majority commented on the length but say it is perfect. One reader said it needed 

another one-thousand pages. In contrast, “This book has permanently damaged my brain cells. If 

you are smart, don’t read it.” 

Scarlett was the object of affection in most reviews. They love her because she is bold, 

brave, strong, and because she “is so ahead of her time and dared to be different.” They see her 

as the “best female character” a “character without parallel” in history. Most people love her 

because she is selfish, spoiled, and mean, too. Scarlett’s often mean-spirited struggle and 

determination prove inspiring for readers. This love-hate relationship makes Scarlett memorable. 

One said, he/she loves her but wants to wring her neck. One review gave a list of reasons to hate 

Scarlett. He/she said Scarlett is annoying, Rhett is not handsome and is unlikeable, and the book 
 

35 Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the Wind (New York, NY: Scribner, 2007), 25. 
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is “teeming with racist undertones.”  

Beyond Scarlett, only the white characters specifically received mention, with a few 

exceptions. (Even people who write general summaries of the book neglect to mention slavery 

with one exception.) Reviewers love Rhett, Ashley, and Melanie, for example, because they 

exert great strength and because they are all multi-faceted and “down to earth characters.” 

Mitchell gives “depth and passion” to them and does not give any “false happy endings.” As one 

put it, everyone has qualities like a child and qualities like an adult. One person said, “Everyone 

can relate to at least one character.” Another commented the readers grow-up throughout Gone 

with the Wind. One individual commented:  

It has everything: characters that leap off the pages, a thrilling plot, a powerful 
philosophy, and a universality that extends beyond the events it catalogues. This is an 
epic of mammoth proportions that tells not only one story but explores a whole way of 
living. I wept, cried, and laughed reading this book. This is more than a novel, it is a 
manual for living. This is not because the characters are perfect or even wholly admirable 
but because through their experiences we have the opportunity of seeing the world 
through a completely new lens. Add to this the fact that Scarlett and Rhett have one of the 
most exciting romances of all time and through this novel we literally have the 
opportunity to relive the passionate struggles of the Civil War. More than being a story 
about [the] North and South, it is a story about rising out of the ashes of your own 
destruction and fighting on when all hope is gone. This is truly a novel that everyone 
should read. It made me a stronger person and taught me that no matter how bad things 
get, “Tomorrow is another day.”  

 

A significant reason for Gone with the Wind’s popularity, according to these comments, 

is its unique and life-like characters: Scarlett, Rhett, Ashley, Melanie, and others in this story. 

These characters are, to borrow the cliché, larger than life. One person commented that her 

mother named her Scarlett because she loved the original Scarlett so much. People truly do love 

Gone with the Wind, but there is much more to it than its literary aspects. What about Gone with 

the Wind’s history? 
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Chapter 4: 

Deconstructing an Icon: Fiction vs. Reality 

Good evenin’, young Misses. Mist’ Gerald, I is sorry to ‘sturb you, 
but I wanted to come here and thank you agin fo’ buyin’ me and 
my chile. Lots of gentlemens might a’ bought me but they 
wouldn’t a’ bought my Prissy, too, jes’ to keep me frum grivin’ 
and I thanks you. I’m gwine do my bes’ fo’ you and show you I 
ain’t forgettin’….Miss Scarlett, Poke done tole me how you ast 
Mist’ Gerald to buy me. And so I’m gwine give you my Prissy fo’ 
yo’ own maid.36 

 
 

Free at last, free at last 
I thank God I’m free at last 
Free at last, free at last 
I thank God I’m free at last.37 

 

Although in the context of Sigmund Freud and his studies, Hannah S. Decker argues that in order 

to reach larger and important historical meanings historians must move beyond worrying if 

something is directly accurate or not. Likewise, when discussing the anti-Semitism that 

dominated Konitz, Poland, in the early 1900s, Helmut Walser Smith says, “historians, however, 

must take such imagined tales seriously, for they open windows onto the mentality of people 

who otherwise leave few documentary traces.”38 Historical accuracy, therefore, or really rather 

the lack of accuracy, found in Gone with the Wind’s portrayal of characters and events does not 

matter because of its popularity and due to that people internalize it as exactly representing 

reality. On the other hand, these inaccuracies do matter in terms that that give people a false 

 
 
36 Ibid., 79.  
 
37 “Free At Last,” http://www.negrospirituals.com/news-song/free_at_last_from.htm (accessed April 19, 

2009).  
 
38 Hannah S. Decker, Freud, Dora, and Vienna 1900 (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1991), 116; and 

Helmut Walser Smith, The Butcher’s Tale: Murder and Anti-Semitism in a German Town (New York, NY: W. W. 
Norton, and Company, 2002), 124.    
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impression of identity, history, and memory. This section will explore what individuals said 

about the history in Gone with the Wind. It will also take elements of Gone with the Wind and 

contrast them with the historical reality, especially in the context of slavery and African-

Americans. At the same time, this section will further explore the depictions of African-

Americans in Gone with the Wind. 

While few people comment on any aspect of Gone with the Wind’s history, as presented 

by Mitchell’s novel, even fewer people actually came to dislike the book for that reason. In other 

words, some people pointed out that the history is incorrect and the descriptions of African-

Americans racist, but they still love and recommend Gone with the Wind for the same reasons 

discussed above. At least they recognized the difference between the narrative and history. For 

example, “Unfortunately many Americans know very little about history and, therefore, will 

sadly accept the lies and fantasies that Mitchell’s book has exposed our society to. As I stated 

earlier, it was well written.” Also, some proclaimed that the historical presentation of slavery, the 

Civil War, and Reconstruction is accurate. Or, they took them as accurate. One person said, 

Gone with the Wind has good history, “not boring history.” Gone with the Wind has a “colorful 

yet brutally honest account of the Civil War.” Some got very defensive when others were critical 

of Gone with the Wind such as, “It drives me crazy when people say this book is racist,” or 

“Anyone who hates this book must either be dead or just moronic.” “Though Gone with the Wind 

may not be one-hundred percent historically accurate who really cares!?”  

Some readers commented on the Southern perspective found in Gone with the Wind. 

They see this as a nice change from history classes that give the North’s perspective on slavery, 

the Civil War, and Reconstruction. These individuals are taking Gone with the Wind’s 

presentation of history at face value. Why would people take one fictional so seriously? Some 
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did recognize that far more than simply representing a different point of view, Mitchell’s 

creation actually glorifies the Confederacy and slavery. One reviewer said, “For me, the face of 

the Confederacy will always be the face of Scarlett O’Hara--con artist, tart, hypocrite, and so 

much more.” Another said, “Witness the horror of the Civil War and learn the truth about the 

Old South” in Gone with the Wind. In actuality, Gone with the Wind with one exception in 

Atlanta, Georgia, does not focus on the horrors. For example, over 4,700 soldiers died everyday 

throughout the war.  

Gone with the Wind directly subscribes to pseudoscientific and proslavery ideologies that 

arose in the early nineteenth century.39 Building on Johann Blumenbach’s theories developed in 

the 1770s, Samuel Morton and Josiah Nott, by measuring skulls, concluded that African-

Americans were not human and thus inferior to Caucasians; therefore, they argued, it was in the 

African-Americans’ best interests to be enslaved. This paternalistic or “plantation school” of 

slavery, most notably with Ulrich B. Phillips’s racist American Negro Slavery (1918), even 

dominated academic scholarship until approximately the 1960s.  

Phillips’s interpretation of slavery informed public opinions of slavery, including those in 

Gone with the Wind. Mitchell’s novel is overflowing with direct and indirect references that 

confirm this point-of-view. Mitchell claimed to have researched every detail she wrote to insure 

its historical accuracy. Although her claim seems doubtful to twenty-first-century 

contemporaries, she did not necessarily depart from the common perspective in the early 

twentieth century. Furthermore, it is possible she did not have access to materials that would 

reveal a more complete picture. Finally, the scholarship on slavery available in 2009 compared to 

that in the 1920s and 1930s reveals revolutionary changes in the historiography of slavery. 

 
39 The United States is the only slave-holding nation that developed a pro-slavery argument.  
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Nonetheless, an examination of Gone with the Wind’s history is vital.       

The South rendered in the first epigraph above is not the South found in present-day 

history books. Typically, slave traders did not buy or sell enslaved individuals as families.40 

Slaves were not thankful to be purchased. In contrast, enslaved individuals longed for and were 

very grateful for their emancipation, as this chapter’s second epigraph proclaims.  

Importantly, however, any work of fiction grounded in real historical events will have 

issues of accuracy or at least representation. Complete accuracy and coverage is simply beyond 

reach. Gone with the Wind is concerned with portraying the planter class, defined as families 

who owned twenty or more enslaved individuals. The Tara plantation had over one-hundred 

slaves before they ran away during the war. This status as planters was only a reality for 1.9 

percent of the South. Only twenty-five percent of families, or five percent of individuals, in the 

South owned slaves. Ashley describes this as partly representing the “Southern way of living 

[that] is as antiquated as the feudal system of the Middle Ages.”41 Gone with the Wind makes 

slavery appear more widespread and friendlier than evidence proves. Gone with the Wind does 

not allow room for this reality. Its characters, places, ideas, and events all serve as historical 

stand-ins for everyone else in the South because it shows the entire South as existing in a 

 
40 Defined as anyone who ever bought or sold a slave. Steven Deyle, Carry Me Back: The Domestic Slave 

Trade in American Life (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2005), 7, 12, 61, 65-6, 279. 
 
41Mitchell, Gone, 238. 
On a side note, there is a growing body of literature that examines the South and the numerous ways in 

which it was anything but a democratic society. Manisha Sinha argues that the South was fighting a 
counterrevolution to officially reject the American Revolution’s (1775-1783) equality and liberty for all. Further, 
she argues that South Carolina was the most un-democratic state in the South. In South Carolina, and in other places 
throughout the South--including Georgia--especially closer to the Civil War, there was only one political party, and 
only slave owners could serve in public office. Furthermore, free speech was not tolerated, as indicated in Hinton 
Rowan Helper’s experience, when it came to anything anti-Southern. The South, “slave states”--in contrast to the 
North, “free states”--was seemingly a very different society, with a very different form of government and outlook, 
at least for those in power--slave owners. David Brown, “Attacking Slavery from Within: The Making of The 
Impending Crisis of the South,” Journal of Southern History 70, no. 3 (2004): 541-76; and Manish Sinha, The 
Counterrevolution of Slavery: Politics and Ideology in Antebellum South Carolina, (Chapel Hill, NC: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2000).   
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homogenous state economically, politically, and socially. For example, Scarlett represents all 

Southern white women. Due to Gone with the Wind’s popularity, then, it is especially influential 

in terms of how people remember and understand the past.  

 Mitchell presents African-Americans in derogatory ways; both her book and the movie 

call them “darkies.” It also presents all African-Americans as being the happy enslaved property 

of wealthy white Southerners prior to the Civil War. Seventy-five percent of Southerners did not 

own slaves. There were free blacks in the South, and there were African-Americans who owned 

slaves.42 After the Civil War, freed blacks are severely demeaned by white Southerners and by 

the still enslaved African-Americans in Gone with the Wind. In the midst of crisis, the narrative 

asserts, “How stupid negroes were! They never thought of anything unless they were told. And 

the Yankees wanted to free them.” After the war, Scarlett says, “Free darkies are certainly 

worthless….You just can’t depend on darkies any more…It just ruined the darkies.” “Slaves 

were neither miserable nor unfortunate. The negroes were far better off under slavery than they 

were now under freedom.”43 

 After the war when Pork has once again retrieved food for the Tara plantation, the 

narrator says, “Negroes were provoking sometimes and stupid and lazy, but there was loyalty in 

them that money couldn’t buy, a feeling of oneness with their while folks that made them risk 

their lives to keep food on the table.”44 In the novel and film, all of the so-called skilled slaves 

remain on the plantation and all of the field hands leave. In reality, it was the skilled forced-

 
42 Michael P. Johnson and James L. Roark, Black Masters: A Free Family of Color in the Old South (New 

York, NY: W. W. Norton and Company, 1984). 
  
43 Mitchell, Gone, 390, 587, 708. 

  
44 Ibid., 447. 
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laborers, including Mammies, who left once the Civil War abolished slavery.45 For all practical 

purposes, Mammy, Pork, and Prissy, for example, remain slaves. They still serve the whites, as if 

nothing had happened. As one reviewer on Amazon put it:  

When I read the first sentence of Gone with the Wind, I was forever hooked. The only 
reason why one might hesitate to read the book is, it was written by a Southerner and you 
do have to endure insults hurled upon the “darkies.” The good “darkies” are the ones that 
decide to stay with their masters, and it is very unrealistic in that sense. Other than that, it 
is worth reading. Two thumbs way, way up!  
 

African-Americans who elected to exercise their newly recognized freedom are putdown as 

being “trashy” by both Scarlett and Mammy. Only once and quickly does Mammy assert, “Ah is 

free, Miss Scarlett. You kain sen’ me nowhar Ah doan wanter go.”46  

Taking Gone with the Wind at face value and as Tara serves as a historical stand-in for all 

Southern plantations, Gone with the Wind leaves readers with a false impression of slavery’s so-

called humanity. In chapter three, Mitchell carefully points out, “there never had been a slave 

sold from Tara and only one whipping.”47 The historical reality is that the buying and selling of 

slaves--the domestic slave trade beginning in 1808--was a major part of everyday life in the 

South. Sometimes slaves were sold as cash or for quick cash.48  Of the approximately four 

million enslaved African-Americans in the 1860s valued at three billion dollars, records indicate 

that traders sold at least 2,040,000 at least once. This equates to traders selling at least one 

enslaved human in the domestic slave trade every ten minutes--every day, all day--from 1820 to 

 
45 Deborah Grey White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?: Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York, NY: W.W. 

Norton and Company, 1999), 52, 167, 185-6.   
Among many other things, this book also reveals that not all Southerners trusted African-American females 

with their children. And it took more than one person, or Mammy, to do the household work. In contrast from the 
Mammy trope, they were often very young women.   

 
46 Mitchell, Gone, 784. 
  
47 Ibid., 68. 
  
48 Enslaved property functioned as a form of currency.  
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1860.  

Even though there are isolated instances where the owners of enslaved human property 

were not brutal, this is not representative of larger historical realities or of the nature of slavery. 

As Kenneth M. Stamp rightly points, “Without the power to punish, which the state conferred 

upon the master, bondage could not have existed.” When instructing his overseer in 1831, James 

H. Hammond advised never to exceed one-hundred lashes in a day and suggested that fifteen to 

twenty usually sufficed. The narrator asserts that Gerald “could not bear to see a slave pouting 

under a reprimand.”49 Besides denying the reality of violence in human property, this assertion 

denies the real feelings associated with pain. One reviewer commented about this: 

Gone with the Wind represents the institution of slavery as a walk in the park. The fact 
that the movie lasted over a period of years and it rarely showed a violent act toward a 
black person is solid proof. The truth of the matter is that slavery in the deep south, like 
places such as South Carolina, was incredibly brutal and violated most human rights. The 
film attempted to depict slavery as a life where none of the slaves got beaten, whipped or 
raped, when in reality violent acts towards black individuals was a common day 
occurrence. According to Frederick Douglass, slaves were beaten weekly to strike fear 
into the other slaves. Women were raped continually over years of their lives in order to 
perpetuate the institution of slavery. Families were torn apart from each other due to the 
trading and selling of slaves. Gone with the Wind could have done a little more justice to 
black Americans by not under emphasizing the torture and pain that they endured during 
the nineteenth century.  
 

During Reconstruction when Scarlett owns her own business and uses convicts for labor, she 

treats them worse and they look worse than the slaves in Gone with the Wind, both in the 

cinematic and novel versions. Mitchell presents the KKK (disguised as the political meeting in 

the film) as having noble origins with aims of saving white women from dangerous African-

Americans (dangerous whites in the film). A lack of sources cannot explain her presentation of 

the KKK, especially because of their rebirth and attacks on African-Americans after The Birth of 

 
49 Mitchell, Gone, 49. 
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a Nation. Likewise, in Gone with the Wind all of the slaves are always healthy and never 

sexually abused. Due to the inhumane treatments and conditions, including a lack of food and 

rest, slaves were actually often ill, sexually abused by white men, and physically abused by white 

women.50 

Gone with the Wind presents a homogenized South in support of the Confederate States 

of America: These states fought against the Union in a battle for their states’ rights. As a person 

on Amazon commented: Gone with the Wind “does a good job of justifying the Confederates’ 

reasons for breaking off from the United States. Although I don’t agree with slavery at all, I 

could see where the Southerners came off, believing as they did, and even felt a little angry at the 

northerners for being so hotheaded themselves.” Voting results throughout the South actually 

show that the majority in some counties were not in favor of secession. In Georgia, the fictional 

home of Tara, the vote was so close government officials did not release the results and may 

have illegally altered them. Furthermore, every state in the South except South Carolina sent at 

least one regiment of soldiers to fight for the Union. Everyone recognized the Civil War was a 

battle over slavery in 1860 and 1861, as noted by Georgia’s secession statement: 

The people of Georgia having dissolved their political connection with the Government 
of the United States of America, present to their confederates and the world the causes 
which have led to the separation. For the last ten years we have had numerous and serious 
causes of complaint against our non-slave-holding confederate States with reference to 
the subject of African slavery….by their declared principles and policy they have 
outlawed $3,000,000,000 of our property [i.e., the enslaved], our wives, and our children, 
and the desolation of our homes, our altars, and our firesides. To avoid these evils we… 
henceforth will seek new safeguards for our liberty, equality, security, and tranquility.51  

 

 
50 John W. Blassingame, The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum South (New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press, 1972); and Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South 
(New York, NY: Vintage Book, 1989), 171, 175. 

 
51 “Declaration of Causes of Seceding States,” http://sunsite.utk.edu/civil-war/reasons.html (accessed 

January 15, 2009). 
  



28 

The secession papers from other states, including Texas and Mississippi, are very similar and are 

very explicit that slavery was the cause. During, and especially, after the war, Southerners began 

to refer to the Civil War as the Lost Cause or the Noble Cause. And, they began saying the war 

was over states’ rights. This is the version of history found in Gone with the Wind, both the film 

and book. Through music, visuals, and emotion, the film greatly emphasizes Gone with the 

Wind’s Confederate nostalgia.52 Few people readily acknowledge:  

I learned much more about the Civil War from this book than I ever did from a history 
book or a classroom. I also learned about the origination of the KKK, all about slavery, 
and all about real southern hospitality. There is so much more to this book than just a 
great story. You actually get to feel what it would have been like to grow up and live on a 
plantation before, during, and after the civil war. I believe that this book should be read 
by everyone because of its historical value, even though the story itself is fiction. I have 
read very few books where you really know and feel for the characters like you do in 
Gone with the Wind.  

Or: 

Margaret Mitchell fashioned her novel from stories about slavery, the Civil War, 
reconstruction, and abolition told by those who had survived those dramatic events. The 
people who lived through those terrible times, or their children, told those stories. From 
these tales, Margaret Mitchell painted a broad panorama of a culture in forced 
transformation: The brutal and reprehensible conduct of the Yankees, the greed of the 
carpetbaggers, the noble origins of the KKK, and the corruption of the North’s 
Reconstruction. It is Southern noblesse telling the story of their decline. Margaret 
Mitchell is their apologist.  

  

As has been evident in this section, there is a colossal gap between Gone with the Wind’s 

presentation of reality and reality. If it were not for the few latches of accuracy--such as the 

names of cities and states, along with key dates, and other basic tenets of history--in Gone with 

the Wind, its popularity might not have achieved the mythic status it currently holds. Gone with 

the Wind’s portrayal of the emotions and fears associated with change generally and war 

specifically are found in many different times and places. Gone with the Wind’s influence in 

 
52 Catherine Clinton, “Gone with the Wind,” in Past Imperfect: History According to the Movies, ed. Mark 

C. Carnes (New York, NY: Henry Holt and Company, 1996), 132-5. 
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shaping or making the United States’s historical memory is immeasurable. Historical memory 

refers to what and how society, collectively, remembers and learns about the past. When it comes 

to studying our own past in the United Sates, we are in denial. One reviewer commented: 

What would the world think of a romantic novel about dashing German SS officers and a 
beautiful blonde “maidchen” cavorting charmingly before concentration camp slaves? All 
the while talking about those slaves as if they were simply “children” who didn’t know 
any better than to be wearing striped pajamas, carrying out humiliating tasks for their 
“masters” and existing pleasantly and contentedly in their cute little “barracks”? Critics 
would be up in arms. Such a novel would fall into disrepute and no one would claim it to 
be a great work of literature, even if it was well-written. So why do we stand for Gone 
with the Wind - this travesty of lies, lies, lies?  

 

It is also important to consider the historical unconsciousness. Unlike historical memory, 

historical unconsciousness refers to the hidden or indirect layers of meaning in artifacts. The 

historical unconsciousness is something of an umbrella term for all of the cultural identities and 

constructions of any given society that are not directly acknowledgeable, inheritable, definable, 

or tangible.53 People who do not comment about representations of enslaved African-Americans 

and the Civil War, for example, in Gone with the Wind inevitably remember them and people are 

influenced by them. What they did not say is as an important or more important than what they 

actually said. A quick and careful look at popular culture today or advertising reveals that false 

myths of Southern society and nostalgia for that so-called way of life still exist, if largely 

unconscious. The impact of this story--the book and film--on generations of people in the United 

States inevitably involves deep-rooted emotions. Furthermore, many of these prejudices are 

much older than Gone with the Wind. It just gave them a new legitimacy for a new era of people 
 

53 I first learned of the historical unconsciousness at the University of Houston Clear Lake from Barbara 
Sue Hales’s undergraduate--History of Feminism: European Film and Feminist Critique, Reel America I, and Reel 
America II--and graduate--History of United States Film--courses. For an excellent, yet dense overview of this 
theory see, Timothy J. Zeddies, “Behind, Beneath, Above, and Beyond: The Historical Unconscious,” Journal of 
The American Academy of Psychoanalysis 30 no., 2 (2002): 211-29. Although Sigmund Freud and his theories have 
come under attack and have widely been discredited, the unconscious is still relevant to the psychologist and to the 
cultural historian.       
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with new technology and new hopes and fears. Gone with the Wind reaffirms (false) beliefs. 

Would people largely forget slavery, if it were not for Gone with the Wind?  
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Chapter 5: 

Another Look: The Wind Done Gone 

If I strip the flesh off my bones, like they stripped the clothes off 
my flesh in the slave market down near the battery in Charleston, 
this would be my skeleton: childhood on a cotton farm; a time of 
shawl-fetch slavery away from Charleston; a bare-breasted hour on 
an auction block; drudge slavery as a maid in Beauty’s Atlanta 
brothel, when Milledgeville was the capital of Georgia and Atlanta 
was nothing; a season of candle-flame concubinage in the attic of 
that house; a watery Grand Tour of Europe; and, finally, 
concubinage in my own white clapboard home, with green shutters 
and gaslights, in the center (near the train depot) of a fast-growing 
city that has become the capital of Georgia, concubinage that 
persists now. How many miles have I traveled to come back 
here?54    

  

Mary Conde argues that as Gone with the Wind has been so popular since its inception in the 

mid-1930s that it is fair to declare any narrative with themes of racial tension, slavery, the Old 

South, the New South, the Civil War, or Reconstruction a response.55 This unprecedented 

popularity, however, does have its limits. Although they did not protest Gone with the Wind as 

they protested The Birth of a Nation, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) played an important role in Gone with the Wind not having direct references to 

the KKK or the same kind of racially explicit comments found in Mitchell’s novel. Also rather 

than having a black person attack Scarlett, as in the novel, a white person tries to attack her. A 

few black newspapers in major cities had a slightly stronger reaction. The Chicago Defender 

(1940) briefly deemed Gone with the Wind worse than The Birth of a Nation. A few 

organizations initiated protest. NAACP leaders and members, however, were very pleased with 

McDaniel’s performance. Furthermore, representing a milestone for African-American actors 

 
54 Alice Randall, The Wind Done Gone (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2001), 2.  
  
55 Conde, “African-American Fictional Responses.”  
 



32 

and actresses, McDaniel was the first African-American to win an Oscar: Best Actress in a 

Supporting Role. It is slightly surprising, but it seems that many African-American 

organizations, presses, and scholars share Bogle’s opinion that the film represents improvements 

when compared to other films. Then and now, these individuals, however, are only concerned 

with the narrative, not historical accuracy.  

Other individuals have responded to Gone with the Wind by composing fictional 

responses, both direct and indirect. According to the Harris Poll, members of the African-

American ethnicity are the only ones who did not select Gone with the Wind as their favorite 

book. One reviewer on Amazon commented: 

I am an African American woman who read this book because I enjoyed the movie, and 
because I have an avid interest in history. Going into this book, I anticipated that there 
would be some offensive stereotypical references to African-Americans (A.A.) and 
braced myself…nothing prepared me for the blatant racist, misguided, and downright 
ignorant ways A.A.’s were portrayed. The way the book romanticized the genocidal, 
bullying and murderous acts of the Ku Klux Klan was appalling….I found it ironic that 
the author of this book wrote about the tyrannical ways of the Northerners, but then failed 
to see that some of the very acts of the Southerners toward A.A.s were just as tyrannical, 
if not worse. However to the book’s credit, it did give me insight and educate me about 
the ways of the Antebellum South. After reading this book, I now understand the true 
meaning of the saying “history is written by the victors,” because although this book may 
give an accurate and true depiction of the experience of the Civil War as it pertains to 
white Southerners, the A.A. depiction of being “happy people” before the war and 
“insolent negroes” after is purely fiction. 

 
She states it better than others do.  

 Gone with the Wind became a part of Alice Randall’s life as a young girl. But, for her it 

did not become a loving pastime. After graduating from Harvard University in 1981 and 

establishing herself as a writer, she started work on The Wind Done Gone (2001), a brilliant 

direct response to Mitchell’s story. This book also serves as an indirect response to the countless 

works of fiction which parallel Gone with the Wind in terms of historical depictions and 

representations. Randall wrote this book to provide previously voiceless individuals a voice.   
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The Wind Done Gone, “an unauthorized parody,” retells the events in Gone with the Wind 

from Cynara’s, the half-sister of Other (i.e., Scarlett), perspective. Cynara starts life as an 

enslaved individual of mixed ancestry on the Tata (i.e., Tara) plantation. Mammy is her mother, 

and Planter (i.e., Gerald) is her father. In this novel, white characters are weak, silly, and 

generally incapable. On the other hand, black characters have all of the power and are active in 

selecting their roles. Although, historically, this position is not necessarily more accurate than 

Mitchell’s history, these near-polar opposite depictions aim to open minds. Moreover, Randall 

distantiates readers and forces them to reconsider events taken at face value in Gone with the 

Wind, as, for example, characters and places have slightly different names. Also, Randall tells 

the novel in a different fashion--through diary entries.  

 Before Houghton Mifflin could proceed with the publication of The Wind Done Gone, the 

Mitchell Foundation, under the guidance of Stephens Mitchell, sued Randall for theft and piracy. 

Michiko Kakutani of Race Matters posits the real reason for the lawsuit results from Randall’s 

attack on romanticized images of the South and her giving enslaved individuals agency. On April 

20, 2001, United States Federal Judge, Judge Charles Pannell, a white Southerner of Georgia, 

ruled that publishers could not print and sell The Wind Done Gone because it involved 

unauthorized use of copyrighted material. Pannell said:  

The Wind Done Gone’s use of these characters, story lines, detailed descriptions of 
settings like Tara and Twelve Oaks, which are fictional, not historical, places, constitutes 
unabated piracy of Gone with the Wind. The new work does not simply make general 
descriptions that passively call attention to the former work; on the contrary, it repeatedly 
abridges several pages of the lengthy text of Gone with the Wind and merely retells the 
same scene in a single paragraph. The fact that the two works may present polar 
viewpoints of the same fictional world fails to mitigate the fact that it is the same fictional 
world, described in the same way and inhabited by the same people, who are doing the 
same things.  

He also said:  

When the reader of Gone with the Wind turns over the last page, he may well wonder 
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what becomes of Ms. Mitchell’s beloved characters and their romantic, but tragic, world. 
Ms. Randall has offered her vision of how to answer those unanswered questions. . . . The 
right to answer those questions and to write a sequel or other derivative work, however, 
legally belong to Ms. Mitchell's heirs, not Ms. Randall.56 

 

This comment completely misses the purpose of Randall’s novel. She does change characters. It 

is not a sequel, or continuation of Gone with the Wind. Either way, why is the Mitchell estate 

allowed to maintain such a firm grip? 

 But, The Wind Done Gone did not disappear. After this first trial, Joe Beck, a lawyer 

supporting Randall and who works for Houghton Mifflin, said, “I think the South is big enough 

to hear from more than one voice.” Notable authors, including Claude Brown, Pat Conroy, Eteve 

Earle, Shelby Foote, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Harper Lee, and Ismael Reed, came to her support. 

Toni Morrison was among this group of twenty public figures to support Randall. Morrison said, 

“What Miss Randall’s book does is imagine and occupy narrative spaces and silences never once 

touched upon nor conceived in Mrs. Mitchell’s novel.” She also said, “To crush the artistic rights 

of an African American writer seems to me not only reckless but arrogant and pathetic.”57  

On appeal, the 11th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals overturned the first ruling as it denied 

Randall her First Amendment rights. It also said Pannell and his court acted out of line. After the 

appeal Paul Anderson, trustee of the Mitchell Foundation, said “What they are doing does not 

please us, and it would not please Margaret. This woman loves to trash Margaret in public. She 

doesn’t understand the niceties of that culture.” Randall’s publisher said, she “needed to take on 

Mitchell’s work directly to undermine its myths, make readers question its world, and explode 
 

56Suntrust Bank vs. Houghton Mifflin Company, 136 F. Supp. 2d at 1375, http://www.edwardsamuels. 
com/copyright/beyond/cases/gonewind.html (accessed April 23, 2009). 

  
57 Morrison’s Beloved (1987), including the filmic version (1998) also serve as a response to Gone with the 

Wind. In Beloved, the treatment of slaves--told through flashbacks--is much more accurate. But, it is also very 
graphic, and it was not received well. This is one of the problems with representing history accurately: it is more 
graphic and this limits its influence.   

 



35 

the archetypes that have leapt off its pages into America’s consciousness.”  

Once published later in 2001, The Wind Done Gone quickly became a best seller for six 

weeks. Some have criticized Randall because she is not the first person to write about plantation 

life and slavery from an African-American perspective. These critics point to Jubilee, a 1967 

novel by Margaret Walker. CNN said, “In other words, The Wind Done Gone is nothing new. 

And beyond a romp through Tara, it’s nothing much.” This comment completely misses the 

point. The Wind Done Gone is a direct attack on Gone with the Wind. Randall never said she was 

the first person to write about plantation life from an enslaved individual’s point-of-view. The 

review continues to say, only testifying to the grip Gone with the Wind maintains, “None has 

threatened the seemingly sacred text, Gone with the Wind, so directly and so pointedly as Alice 

Randall.” The review concludes by saying The Wind Done Gone is not successful because it 

stays so close to Gone with the Wind’s characters, events, and places: “She cannot imagine a 

South without the O’Haras.” Again, this completely ignores Randall’s true goal of attacking the 

specific world created in Gone with the Wind. Another reviewer for the New Georgia 

Encyclopedia, utterly overlooking the point, criticizes The Wind Done Gone for not being 

funny.58 

 
58 “Alice Randall, author of The Wind Done Gone (interview),” CNN http://archives.cnn.com/2001 

/SHOWBIZ/books/06/22/randall.cnna/index.html (accessed February 16, 2009); and “An African American History 
Month Special: A Look at “The Wind Done Gone,” a Parody of “Gone With the Wind” Told From a Slave’s 
Perspective,” Democracy Now! http://www.democracynow.org/2002/2/21 /an_african_american _history_ month_ 
special (accessed February 16, 2009); and “Blow for ‘Wind’ Parody,” BBC http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas 
/1288997.stm (accessed February 16, 2009); and Kenneth N. Gilpin, “Doubt Is Raised on Lawsuit On ‘The Wind 
Done Gone’,” The New York Times (accessed April 22, 2009) and “Gone with the Wind Copyright Fight,” BBC 
http://news.bbc. co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/1284888.stm (accessed February 16, 2009); and “‘Gone with the Wind 
Done Gone’: ‘Re-Writing’ and Fair Use,” Harvard Law Review 115, no. 4 (2002): 1193-216; and Thomas F. 
Haddox, “Alice Randall’s The Wind Done Gone and the Ludic in African American Historical Fiction,” MFS 
Modern Fiction Studies 53, no. 1 (2007): 120-39; and “Jubilee,” New Georgia Encyclopedia http://www. 
georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-1242 (accessed February 17, 2009); and Michiko Kakutani, “The 
Wind Done Gone: Critic’s Notebook: Within Its Genre, a Takeoff on Tara Gropes for a Place,” The New York Times 
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/05/05/books/critic-s-notebook-within-its-genre-a-takeoff-on-tara-gropes-for-a-
place.html?sec=&spon=&pagewanted=1  (accessed February 16, 2009); and “Review: ‘The Wind Done Gone’ a 
mild breeze.” CNN  http://edition.cnn.com/2001/SHOWBIZ/books/06/29/review.wind.done.gone/index.html 
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The Wind Done Gone represents a battle for memory. There are those who support 

Randall’s efforts and understand the importance of trying to debunk false images of the South, 

slavery, and of African-Americans. Whereas Gone with the Wind is racist and pro-Confederate, 

The Wind Done Gone forces readers to recognize the humanity of all. Clearly, this controversy 

reveals how popular and deeply ingrained Gone with the Wind remains. Randall’s work (and the 

work by other authors) encourages readers to reconsider what they think they know about 

slavery, African-Americans, and the South; and the result has often been a struggle, as elements 

of society seek to maintain its grip. Critics confidently assert that nothing will ever happen to 

Scarlett’s fame.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
(accessed February 16, 2009); and “Row over black parody of ‘Gone with the Wind’,” BBC 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/events/newsnight/1365144.stm (accessed April 22, 2009); and “The Wind Done Gone 
author pays visit to Margaret Mitchell house, angering trustees” (accessed January 5, 2009); and “The Wind Done 
Gone,” New Georgia Encyclopedia, http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-776 (accessed 
February 16, 2009); and “The Wind Done Gone: Questions and Answers about this dispute,” http://www. 
houghtonmifflinbooks.com/features/randall_url/qandas.shtml (accessed February 16, 2009). 
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Chapter 6: 

Conclusion 

Gone with the Wind can be praised in so many words, so many 
sentences, so many paragraphs, so many pages, that I could simply 
sit here in front of my computer all day and night raving on it’s 
every splendor and glory. With every word that I put on the screen 
would bring an even bigger smile to my face. This is not just a 
book, no it’s not even a legend, it goes so farther than that. The 
word to describe this masterpiece has not been created because 
nothing till its publication could have deserved it. I often find 
myself trying to react to situations in the manner that I think my 
beloved remodel would have. I have built dreams around this 
book! I plan to move to the south and live happily knowing it was 
the base for such workmanship!! I Love The Book!!  
 
 
Written during the Great Depression when Americans needed 
escapism, Gone with the Wind and the resulting movie it spawned 
are primarily responsible for distorting many Americans’ 
impressions of slavery, as well as trivializing the horror of the 
Civil War. If you like your history covered with moonlight and 
magnolias and sugar-coated beyond all reality Gone with the Wind 
is just what you are looking for. After all, it’s only fiction. Problem 
is, too many people over the years have come to regard it as almost 
Gospel. In the end, Gone with the Wind is little more than a cheap 
attempt to create an American version of Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace.59 

 

Is it truly possible that Gone with the Wind is a visual representation of the United States’s 

historical memory of slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction? Moreover, is it truly possible 

that this novel and film, with its proclaimed characters, is largely responsible for distorting the 

memory of slavery, the true horrors of the Civil War, and the wrongdoing of the Southern United 

States? Yes. Although in the context of Triumph of the Will (1935), Susan Sontag says, “Without 

a historical perspective, such connoisseurship prepares the way for a curiously absentminded 

 
59 Both of these epigraphs are from Amazon reviews.  
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acceptance of propaganda for all sorts of destructive feelings.”60 The same could be said of Gone 

with the Wind. Fictional renderings of historical events not only shape society’s historical 

memory and historical unconsciousness, but they also influence deep-rooted emotions. As a 

cultural text, Gone with the Wind is a work of propaganda for its (false) conception of the Old 

South. As a nation, the United States has never admitted and apologized for its use of enslaved 

humans. Beyond doubt, the Civil War was over slavery because it was an especially brutal 

system. 

Scholars need to study Gone with the Wind precisely because it is so popular and 

dangerous. A solid and accurate understanding of the past is necessary for a nation and its people 

to have an identity that works toward the future. Historians, and other social scientists, need to 

study the realms of illogic precisely because they are logical to so many. Mitchell’s and 

Selznick’s cultural artifact is true to so many. The comments by ordinary citizens presented in 

this paper point to Gone with the Wind’s power, and they provide a written record of people who 

will otherwise leave few traces. In this paper, we have their voice as they conceive these 

artifacts’ characters and histories, which in turn become their own history. Further study of this 

spectacle could potentially provide new insights as to how and why people remember the past. It 

could also uncover the power of media in a historical framework.  

 
60 Cited in Andrew Joseph Pegoda, “Chiaroscuro Nation Tale Allegories: German Women through Cinema 

and Literature, 1920-1979, Unpublished Papers, University of Houston Clear Lake, 2007. 
Although they are part of a completely different genres and perhaps themes on a direct level, at least as an 

academic exercise or for comparative purposes, it is useful to think about the parallels between Gone with the Wind 
and Triumph of the Will. Is Gone with the Wind the United States version of Triumph of the Will? Leni Riefenstahl’s 
(1902-2003) Triumph of the Will was/is the most popular, most remembered, and most enduring of the hundreds of 
propagandist films made in the Third Reich (1933-1945) during Adolf Hitler’s (1889-1945) rule. This film is still 
forbidden in Germany outside of academic purposes. Riefenstahl’s film glamorized Hitler, sought the “purest” of 
life, and glamorized death. Quite simply Triumph of the Will and other films made by her are celebrations of evil. 
Similar to Mitchell, Riefenstahl never took responsibility or recognized the false myths she created and only 
admitted to creating beautiful art. In at least one very important way, however, these two authors cannot be 
compared. Riefenstahl borrowed concentration camp prisoners for her “art” and then returned them to die with ten 
million other individuals. 
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Gone with the Wind is very much alive and influential, even for those few who dislike it 

in this early part of the twenty-first century. Gone with the Wind is not a book people read once 

and then leave on the shelf. Likewise, it is not a film--like so many--that they watch once and 

then forget. It is a book they read over and over every year and a film they watch again and 

again. As has been indicated in this paper, and elsewhere, Gone with the Wind’s success is 

absolutely stunning compared to other films and/or novels. It is powerfully popular. In a world 

where reading seems to be a vanishing art, people are reading Gone with the Wind. The book and 

movie are much more than an artifact of the 1930s. Professional reviewers are not the only ones 

to declare this book a “cultural icon” of “epic proportions” because it is “the great American 

novel,” a “foundation of American culture.”61 There remains something deep and mysterious in 

why this work of fiction is so popular. Gone with the Wind and its influence on society both in 

the United States and beyond has been and continues to be a verisimilitudinous journey.      

 

 
61 These small quotes came from the Amazon reviews.  
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