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Real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies. 
—Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno1

 
Universal-International’s film Illegal Entry opened in June 1949. It tells the tale 

of Anna (Marta Toren), a beautiful European woman tangled up with the criminal ring 
that smuggled her brother, a concentration camp survivor, over the Mexico-US 
border.2 The studio marketed the film as an authentic depiction of contemporary 
US border enforcement—“the first explosive exposé of the illicit border traffic in 
human cargo,” as the film’s publicity materials put it.3  Universal-International was 
so committed to this notion of authenticity that, at one point, filmmakers even ar-
ranged to embed themselves with the Border Patrol near the Mexico-US border. 
While on site, or so the studio claimed, “the filmmakers and their camera crew 
flushed a car parked in dense undergrowth.” The car sped away, and the Border 
Patrol jeep pursued it, overtook it, and arrested the driver “and four aliens jammed 
like sardines in the fleeing car’s turtleback.”4 Whether true or invented, the story 
of this car chase serves to blur the line between the work of law enforcement and 
that of movie-making. The filmmakers, however briefly, are cast in the role of the 
Border Patrol itself, doing the work of securing the border against smuggled aliens. 

Universal-Inte  rnational was not the only studio looking to capitalize on the 
real-life dramas generated by the US government’s anti-alien-smuggling opera-
tions. In 1947 and 1948,  several Hollywood studios pitched government officials 
on similar projects, hoping to be granted permission to mine the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service’s (INS) case files for screenplay material. Thus deluged, 
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government officials decided that they could not accommodate all the studios. 
Columbia Pictures, for one, having proposed crafting “an ‘A’ picture of great inter-
est and suspense” based on INS exploits, was rebuffed.5 Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer 
(MGM), however, succeeded in getting federal government partners on board with 
its alien-smuggling picture. In 1950, MGM came out with A Lady Without Passport, 
exploring similar themes to those taken up in Illegal Entry.6 This time, the obliga-
tory beauty (Hedy Lamarr) is herself a concentration camp survivor, stranded in 
Havana and desperate enough to pay smugglers to fly her to Florida. 

Neither of these noirish films turned out to be a great critical or popular suc-
cess (“unimpressive,” the New York Times yawned of A Lady Without Passport).7  
Both, however, are of interest for reasons apart from artistic merit or mass ap-
peal. The two films help us understand a piece of the process by which legal and 
cultural discourse of the post-World War II era created a new character—“the 
refugee”—and instilled it in the national (and international) imagination. The mov-
ies illuminate this process in two ways. The first is at a narrative level. The plots of 
both films wrestle evocatively with the liminal figure of the refugee. The tension 
between the imperative to extend sympathy toward those fleeing war-torn lands, 
on the one hand, and the desire to control the nation’s borders, on the other, was 
very much on the American public’s mind. In the early postwar years, government 
officials, journalists, civic leaders and ethnic community organizations engaged 
in heated public debate about the nation’s stance toward refugees—in particular, 
toward the millions of European “displaced persons.” That stance was undergoing 
momentous shifts in ways that would fundamentally reshape US policy. In 1946, a 
vast majority of Americans surveyed told pollsters they did not want US immigra-
tion law changed to allow more European refugees, broadly seen as undesirable 
and potentially dangerous influences, into the United States.8 In early 1948, when 
the films were first pitched, “refugee” was still not yet really a category recognized 
formally by notoriously restrictive US immigration law.9 

By the time both films had premiered, however, two major and controversial 
pieces of legislation—the Displaced Persons Act of 1948 and an amended ver-
sion of that law passed in 1950—had begun permitting hundreds of thousands 
of refugees to resettle in the United States.10 At the heart of debates over these 
measures was the same fundamental question that animated the plots of the two 
films I examine here.  Did war refugees pose a threat to the sweepingly restrictive 
immigration system that the United States had implemented after World War I in 
the name of protecting the nation from political, racial, and economic threats? In 
the real world of policy that served as the films’ backdrop and context, some law-
makers railed about the hordes of dangerous criminals and political subversives 
who would take advantage of any visas the United States made available. Refugee 
advocates, meanwhile, including Jewish, Italian, and other ethnic and civic groups, 
conducted widespread media campaigns in support of the displaced persons 
legislation, portraying refugees as deserving victims of the same evil regimes 
the United States had gone to war to fight. Those politicians who increasingly 
saw refugee policy as an important element of strategy in the emerging Cold 
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War also made a case for increasing admissions, which, they hoped, would, along 
with the Marshall Plan, help stabilize Western Europe and counter Soviet power. 
In the face of this determined advocacy, public opinion about the desirability of 
refugees had moved by the time the legislation passed, too. However, the nation 
remained divided on the issue. In 1948, when the original Displaced Persons Act 
passed Congress, pollsters estimated that only about half of the American public 
had come to favor admitting more refugees.11

The two films I consider here joined other movies of the wartime and postwar 
period in dramatizing the very topical tales of war refugees. The plots of well-
regarded pictures like Casablanca (1942) and The Search (1948), for example, 
also revolved around the desperation refugees faced.12 But Illegal Entry and A 
Lady Without Passport are noteworthy for the way they navigate a particular set 
of tensions that characterized debates over US policy in that postwar moment. 
On the one hand, in the happy endings granted their leading ladies, the films help 
chart a national shift toward an acceptance—however grudging and qualified—of 
the idea that refugees might be particularly deserving of sympathy and, at least 
when granted by benevolent authorities, of admission to the nation. On the other 
hand, both films portray refugees as objects of suspicion. In both stories, refu-
gees are tangled up in a shadowy criminal underworld of “alien smuggling” and 
implicated in the undermining of US control over its geographic borders. Indeed, 
neither film uses the term “refugee” at all, instead employing the word “alien” to 
refer to the foreigners in the story.13 And as the tale of Universal-International’s 
Border Patrol ride-along suggests, both productions explicitly celebrated the 
work of federal immigration enforcement. The films thus gave expression to the 
nation’s uneasy efforts to reconcile a strict devotion to immigration restriction 
and border control with emerging humanitarian and political commitments to the 
displaced peoples of Europe. 

They enacted, too, the uncertainties inherent in the emergent legal category 
of “refugee.” Those advocating for admitting migrants displaced by war made 
the case that refugees were different from other migrants, people whose stories 
of suffering should make them exceptions to the rule of restricted immigration; 
these stories thus served as the key to an otherwise closed door to the nation. But 
what, precisely, was the line between refugees and other would-be immigrants, or 
between refugees and “illegal aliens?” Were foreigners who fled terrible circum-
stances and who felt desperate enough to be smuggled into the United States 
potentially dangerous invaders who should be kept out? Or were they people with 
a right to haven within the nation? This question was, as it has remained, at the 
heart of struggles over national policies and attitudes toward refugees. 

At the narrative level, then, the dramas that Illegal Entry and A Lady Without 
Passport depict are compelling reflections of broader cultural attitudes toward 
such issues. But these two films are also of interest at a second level: the level of 
production. The behind-the-scenes history of their making reveals some of the 
curious circuitry by which narratives around refugees could be generated at this 
volatile postwar moment. Both films were very much active collaborations between 
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Hollywood studios and government authorities. Each partner looked to the other 
as a source of authenticity, positive publicity, and narrative possibilities. The studios 
sought the added value that “real” government files and government spokespeople 
could provide their productions. Government officials, meanwhile, saw the power 
in crafting dramatic narratives around their own practices. Film was a way for the 
immigration authorities to launder their own images. On screen, they could be cast 
as dedicated but benevolent protectors of national sovereignty. To be sure, these 
films, a form of soft propaganda, were not the first such Hollywood-Washington 
coproductions, nor the last.14 But at a moment when both the institutions of the 
major film studios and US immigration authorities were, as we shall see, politi-
cally challenged and working to redefine themselves, they became symbiotically 
intertwined in particularly strange ways. 

Whatever claims to authority drove the collaborative work of state and Holly-
wood, however, semi-documentaries—these “ripped from the headlines” dramas—
were always a volatile mix of reality and artifice.15 Even as these films lay claim to a 
measure of verisimilitude, they also, like all reality productions, point toward their 
own constructedness. The fictionalization is explicitly announced, after all, in the 
“semi-” of the genre’s name, and further made visible via the familiar conventions 
of melodramatic romance that structure the story on screen. Simultaneously, if 
less explicitly, the films also point in the other direction. By making government 
actors visible as active collaborators in film production—in film credits, public-
ity materials, and, indeed, on screen like “actors” in the dramatic sense—semi-
documentaries remind viewers that the state, too, crafts narratives. By extension, 
then, semi-documentaries also gesture more broadly to the way that the state is 
always already telling stories through its laws and policies about, in these cases, 
the distinctions between the alien and the refugee, between the criminal and the 
victim, and between the foreigners who should be hunted down and arrested and 
those who should be welcomed and protected. Such distinctions—like the blurred 
line between the state and the film industry that both paralleled and generated the 
blurred line between reality and fiction that characterized these films—remained 
fundamentally unstable, both onscreen and in real life. And that instability reflected 
the nation’s moral and cultural ambivalence. Seen in their historical context, these 
films reveal a postwar moment defined by uncertainty and contradiction, when 
the United States wished to cast itself as a global savior even while it refused “the 
refugee” a stable role in the national imagination. 

Finally, I would suggest that these particular films, and the peculiar notion of 
“reality” that characterized their making, help shed light on some of the historical 
roots of recent public discourse around immigration and refugees, which has 
been as toxic as during any time in the last half century. The precariously thin 
line that divides the refugee from the “illegal alien” has been nearly erased by our 
recent reality-show President, who made border enforcement the centerpiece of 
his regime’s political show—a show that sought to fully collapse any distinction 
between fiction and news, the state and the entertainment industry, to disastrous 
effect.  It is perhaps the case that the “border drama” has never been at its current 
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pitch before, but the intertwining of media spectacle and border enforcement is, 
as the story of the two films discussed here show, not new. 

The discourse of immigration restriction  
in the era of mass media

Despite Illegal Entry’s publicity claims to originality, movies whose plots 
revolved around the traffic in unauthorized immigrants appeared regularly during 
the decades of mid-century. After all, Hollywood studios and US immigration re-
striction both came of age during the 1920s, and the real-life dramas produced 
by the harsh new regime of migration control were readymade for the rapidly 
growing motion picture industry. In 1921 and 1924, the United States passed laws 
to sharply reduce what had been an unprecedented influx of immigrants into the 
country during the century’s first two decades. By allocating only small quotas 
to the nations of southern and eastern Europe and almost entirely blocking im-
migration from Asia and Africa, the new legislation—which remained in place until 
1965—was supposed to stem the tide of foreigners considered racially inferior and 
politically dangerous. These restrictive immigration laws were thus a grand experi-
ment in statecraft and social engineering. They resulted, however, in an upsurge 
in illicit immigration that posed a grave challenge to the new legal regime. People 
from countries targeted by the restrictions now drew on networks and strategies 
long employed by Chinese immigrants, who were largely banned from legal entry 
into the United States since 1882, to get around US law. Foreigners who in earlier 
years might have entered the United States legally now had to seek alternatives. 
Some, for example, sailed into major ports with forged documents. Others paid 
smugglers to get them across the Mexican and Canadian borders on foot, or 
traveled from Cuba to Florida, hidden in boats that might also be transporting 
contraband liquor.16

Scriptwriters took note. Cinema has always had a special affinity for stories of 
artifice and fakery, undercover adventures and hidden identities. Film is itself, after 
all, always a form of counterfeiting. As in theater, the illusion created by script, set, 
and acting simultaneously does its work to tell a story even as it points beyond 
itself, toward the actors underneath the costumes and the scripted lines. But 
film’s counterfeit nature exceeds the theater’s, for even the most reality-based of 
films can never be more than a two-dimensional simulacrum of whatever appears 
onscreen.17 Real-life tales of human trafficking thus lent themselves easily to the 
silver screen, filled as they were with smugglers masquerading as legitimate busi-
nessmen and investigators in disguise as smuggled foreigners. Indeed, in the realm 
of migration, the very idea of authentic identity had become both highly charged 
and extremely unstable. Amidst the rise of ethnic nationalisms after World War 
I, both emerging and established nation-states sought to shore up sovereignty 
and national identity by means of legal barriers to migration. Nations engaged in 
an immigration-control “arms race,” creating new technologies of documentation 
and implementing new forms of border-guarding.18 In the universe of international 
alien smuggling, fabricated identities thus became commodities for sale, a way to 
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navigate or profit from the regime of borders and migration control. That regime, 
in other words, had produced a highly theatrical underworld; this was the stuff of 
movies.  

In 1936, for example, audiences could see Claire Trevor, Brian Donlevy and 
Rita Hayworth (then still calling herself Rita Cansino) in the Twentieth Century Fox 
production Human Cargo. Trevor plays a plucky aspiring journalist who teams up 
with a seasoned reporter (Donlevy) to investigate a nefarious alien smuggling 
ring; their exploits get Hayworth’s character—a Latin dancer named (naturally) 
Carmen Zoro, who is mixed up with the ring’s boss—shot, and they themselves 
are nearly killed when they go undercover posing as foreigners purchasing the 
smugglers’ services. In the end, the daring couple escapes and the evil smugglers 
are busted. In the detective drama Yellow Cargo (1937), a small Hollywood produc-
tion company serves as a front for smuggling Chinese immigrants, achieved by 
disguising the company’s white actors in “yellowface” and pulling a switcheroo with 
the aliens. This scheme, too, is derailed by diligent undercover work. Other films 
of the 30s, 40s, and 50s also explored the smuggling and illegal entry of Chinese 
immigrants (On the Border, 1930; Border Phantom, 1936; Shadows of the Orient, 
1937; Daughter of Shanghai, 1937) as well as Mexicans (Border Incident, 1949; 
Wetbacks, 1956). Like Illegal Entry and A Lady Without Passport, some depicted 
Europeans’ illicit entry into the nation (Paddy O’Day, 1936; Forged Passport, 1939; 
Secret Service of the Air, 1939). 

Film studies scholars have ignored most of these films.  Immigration histo-
rians have not paid attention to them either. This scholarly neglect has, I think, a 
few main causes. With some important exceptions, cinematic representations of 
alien smuggling have gotten lost in the realm of film studies because they were 
not necessarily the flashiest examples of the famous genres of which they were 
part—genres which have commanded most of the field’s attention in studies of the 
era. Scholarship on the gangster and crime films that proliferated in the 1930s and 
in the era of film noir, for example, is plentiful, as is scholarship on “social problem” 
films, but in neither of these subfields does the issue of alien smuggling merit more 
than a passing reference.19 For their part, historians who write about immigration 
during this era, particularly those who explore the phenomenon of unauthorized 
immigration, have generally approached their studies from the perspective of legal 
and social history rather than cultural history. These scholars are diverse in terms 
of the groups they have studied; their recent works include explorations of the 
mid-twentieth century efforts to control the immigration of Europeans, Asians, 
West Indians, and Mexicans, for example. But these historians share a focus on 
the genesis and implementation of exclusionary immigration laws and policies, 
not on cultural reflections of such policies.20 

The mass culture of the time, however—the respectable and not-so-
respectable press, fiction, radio and film—both reflected and helped generate 
the discourse that produced and propped up the restrictive immigration regime. 
This first struck me many years ago, as I sat in the archives reading government 
documents whose authors were trying to get a handle on the alien smuggling 
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business that burgeoned in the wake of the 1921 and 1924 laws. The nation had 
never attempted immigration control on that scale, and there was vast confusion 
on the government’s end about how the new legislation would work and to whom, 
precisely, it would apply. Thus it is not surprising that government functionaries, 
corresponding with each other or pounding out their endless reports, sometimes 
deployed the pulp-fiction twang of Hollywood scripts, hard-boiled detective 
stories, or the sensationalist press. The slangy talk about rackets, gangsters, and 
bootlegging allowed those in government to describe murky realities of law en-
forcement in stark moral terms, as talk of criminality always does. The bureacratic 
officialese of government authories, in turn, could lend an air of dramatic gravitas 
to fiction, movies and pulp journalism.

In the 1930s and early 1940s, US immigration policy remained severely re-
strictive, reflecting an abiding suspicion of newcomers. The Depression saw the 
flow of immigrants cut to a trickle by strict implementation of existing statutes 
as well as by executive actions such as President Herbert Hoover’s 1930 order 
instructing consuls to be rigorous in their denial of visas to anyone deemed “likely 
to become a public charge.”21 The deportation machine went into high gear, as 
foreigners were increasingly seen as burdens on overtaxed public relief systems, 
and increasingly feared as successful fomenters of dangerous leftist ideologies.22 
By the mid-1930s, for example, nearly a half-million Mexicans—and Mexican Ameri-
cans—had been deported or coercively “repatriated,” in the name of national and 
local economic interests.23 In Congress, several bills that would have suspended 
all immigration entirely were proposed.24 As of 1939, with the start of hostilities 
in Europe, fears of German spies and “fifth columnists” were added to existing 
reasons to clamp down on immigration and resist calls to take in those trying to 
flee the Nazis. A bill to admit twenty thousand German refugee children died in 
Congress. In 1940, meanwhile, the INS was transferred from the Department of 
Labor to the Department of Justice, a move that signaled policymakers’ convic-
tion that the war unfolding in Europe demanded stronger border and immigration 
enforcement. Immigration authorities were now officially under the auspices of a 
federal crime-fighting, law-enforcement apparatus.25 

The Hollywood alien smuggling films of the era thus reflected and magnified 
(and sought to profit from) the national mood around immigration.26 Even an in-
dustry that became home to a number of high-profile European exile actors and 
directors produced movies reminding viewers, however melodramatically, of the 
dangers associated with foreigners.27 Simultaneously, and relatedly, Hollywood and 
Washington were building partnerships. The relationship particularly flourished 
around spy movies. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover saw great value in the power of 
mass media, and worked closely with both radio and film producers to shape the 
depictions of “G-men,” approving a stream of straight-from-the-files-of-the-FBI 
scripts.28 After the Border Patrol was moved to the Justice Department, where 
its budget and personnel were vastly expanded, it followed suit, launching its very 
own serialized radio show.29 Modeled on popular adventure-story radio shows of 
the era, it presented what were clearly intended to be suspenseful dramatizations 
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of actual heroic Border Patrol exploits, including, of course, the busting up of alien 
smuggling rings. 30 By the start of World War II, then, narratives of immigration 
restriction and border control had long been jointly produced by government and 
the popular media, woven back and forth between the two.

Hollywood and the US government: wartime collaboration 
Illegal Entry and A Lady Without Passport were a genre of collaborative pro-

paganda with roots in the early years of big studio productions. But they also rep-
resented more recent forms that merged state projects with Hollywood ones. The 
United States’ entry into World War II further tightened the relationship between 
the government and Hollywood. The US government gave film studios freer reign 
to continue production as usual than it did to other industries (such as the auto 
industry), which were fully converted to the massive war effort. Nevertheless, the 
government was eager to harness the power of film for the Allied cause.31 As a 
division of the Office of War Information, which coordinated the US government’s 
extensive wartime media strategy, the Bureau of Motion Pictures liaised with studio 
heads. Commercial studios obliged the government’s desire for strong media 
support for the war effort. They produced an enormous quantity of military train-
ing films and war-related newsreels.32 Donald Duck and Bugs Bunny appeared in 
propaganda cartoons.33 Feature films took up patriotic and war-related themes. 
Movie theaters, meanwhile, became central hubs for supporting and promoting 
the war effort. Not only were commercial theaters screening government films 
as well as their own patriotic output, they also served as a sales force for US war 
bonds, and as collection sites for precious war materials, from blood to paper to 
scrap metal.34 To enter a cinema during wartime was thus often to encounter the 
dual worlds of the film industry and the state, and the intertwined realities and 
fantasies of war narratives both on- and off-screen.

During the war, too, the notion of “reality” and the artifice of the moving im-
age became fused together in new ways. This was the heyday of newsreels and 
news magazines, both of which entailed extensive cooperation between filmmak-
ers and the US government, and which brought the war vividly into the nation’s 
movie theaters.35 Realism and fiction converged most dramatically in depictions 
of battle. Hollywood producers adopted a semi-documentary approach to the 
combat films they churned out. Filmmakers who entered the military, meanwhile, 
often served in the Army’s cutting-edge filmmaking ventures. They brought their 
own stylized sensibilities and Hollywood war-movie tropes to their military work,  
which included documentaries featuring frontline action.36 By midway through 
the war, studios’ combat films, in turn, were drawing heavily on the look and feel 
of such frontline production. 

Filmmakers with experience in movie-making for the military brought their new 
realist sensibilities back to Hollywood.37 They employed the semi-documentary 
style in a number of postwar crime films.  In this breed of film noir, filmmakers 
worked closely with government agencies to produce movies that projected a 
vision of the large, manly federal institutions that had come to characterize the 
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mid-century state protecting a nation from, as scholar R. Barton Palmer puts it, 
“an underworld of the maladjusted, dissatisfied, or conspiratorial.”38 The bad guys’ 
story lines are invariably more dramatically compelling, but the state triumphs in 
the end, putting to work modern techniques of surveillance, investigation, and law 
enforcement. The House on 92nd Street (1945), for example, an FBI-hunts-German-
spy film set in 1939, was a ripped-from-the-files picture from Twentieth Century 
Fox, made in full cooperation with the FBI. Hoover even appeared briefly—as 
himself—in the film, which also included real footage of lesser FBI personnel at 
work. The Bureau, moreover, allowed two of the lead actors to train at Quantico 
with their agents.39 With To the Ends of the Earth (1948), Columbia Pictures took 
a similar tack, working with the Department of Treasury’s Bureau of Narcotics to 
produce a high-octane tale of international opium smuggling. Both of these films 
were cited by studio executives in their above-mentioned correspondence with 
the government as inspirations for the alien smuggling films they hoped to make.40 

Movie studio executives had both economic and political reasons to want to 
please government officials. Tensions between Hollywood and the federal gov-
ernment resurfaced after the war, throwing the film industry into crisis. First, the 
Justice Department resurrected an antitrust suit against the industry, charging 
that the studios’ ownership of the vast majority of the nation’s movie theaters was 
monopolistic. Between 1945 and 1949, the case got battled out in the courts, 
even reaching the Supreme Court. Ultimately, the studios lost, and were forced 
to separate their production and exhibition businesses. The dismantling of the 
vertically integrated structure that had been so critical to the studios’ economic 
success made this an anxious, uncertain time for industry leaders.41 Second, Hol-
lywood faced attack once more for its supposed infiltration by dangerous leftists. 
In 1947, the House Un-American Activities Committee held contentious hearings 
meant to ferret out Hollywood’s Communists, launching an era of blacklisting and 
intra-industry division.42 In response to such political pressure, the film industry 
worked all the harder to portray itself as a promoter of American values and a 
partner with government. The Motion Picture Industry Council, for example, was 
established by corporate leaders in Hollywood in 1948 to coordinate public rela-
tions. It conducted intensive media campaigns and goodwill tours with famous 
actors, and pledged to make sure that the film industry toed the emerging Cold 
War policy line.43 Postwar films, particularly those featuring contemporary political 
themes and the exploits of government agencies, thus reflected the complexities 
of Hollywood-Washington relations during this era.  It was out of these relations 
that Illegal Entry and A Lady Without Passport  emerged. 

Illegal Entry (Universal-International Pictures, 1949)
After the film’s opening credits roll against a backdrop of the official seal of 

the INS, viewers must endure not one but two exceedingly wooden introductions 
from government officials seated at their desks. The first is delivered by the At-
torney General of the United States Tom Clark, the second by INS Commissioner 
Watson B. Miller. “It is not wrong to wish to enter the United States,” Clark intones, 
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staring straight into the camera. “But it is wrong to enter illegally, or to remain here 
unlawfully.” After a narrator explains that the movie is a “tribute to the men and of-
ficers of the Immigration and Naturalization Service,” including forty-three who have 
lost their lives in the line of duty, Miller explains that his agency’s “greatest single 
problem is illegal entry, including attempted and sometimes actual smuggling of 
aliens.” Cut to a shot of an accordion file, from which is drawn a folder marked 
“Case file number 191: The Blue Danube Affair.” Then the action finally begins.44

A forest ranger in the woods of San Bernadino County finds a corpse face-
down in the dirt. A close-up reveals the tattoo on his back: “DACHAU 57437.” The 
Los Angeles INS office takes up the case. The authorities soon get a call from the 
dead man’s distraught cousin, who explains that he paid $2000 to have the victim 
smuggled in from Poland. Before the caller can explain the details of the scheme, he 
is fatally stabbed. But he manages to gasp out “Blue Danube Café” before expiring 
on the phone booth floor. INS higher-ups in Washington authorize the L.A. office 
to recruit a new undercover agent in the form of Bert Powers (Howard Duff). Bert is 
an Air Force veteran who was war buddies with the American husband of the Blue 
Danube’s owner, Anna Duvak (Marta Toren), who came to the country legally as a 
European war bride before her husband was killed in action.45 Bert agrees to the 
gig. He befriends Anna, who is indeed reluctantly connected to the alien smuggling 
ring. Soon, Bert finds work flying for the small charter plane outfit that serves as 
the front for their alien smuggling operation, operating back and forth across the 
Mexico-US border. These are brutal gangsters, willing to toss their migrant cargo 
out of the plane if they fear detection. We meet Dutch Lempo (Richard Rober), the 
boss, deported from the United States and now headquartered in Mexico. He has 
the hots for Anna, but she rebuffs him. After narrowly escaping a sting operation, 
the smugglers realize they have been infiltrated, and set out to find the snitch. 

Meanwhile, Bert, too, has developed feelings for Anna. She comes clean. She 
explains that she has figured out that he is the undercover agent, but that she has 
not ratted him out to the smugglers. Bert also learns that Anna is entangled with 
the criminal ring because she had them smuggle in her ailing brother Stefan (Eric 
Feldary) from Europe; the brother is holed up at her place, looking distressed. Bert 
prepares to collude with Anna to get Stefan out of the city to make a fresh start, 
but Stefan, distraught over the trouble he is causing his sister, hangs himself in 
her apartment. After this, events unfold quickly. Bert manages, after some quick 
thinking in a cockpit fight, to deliver the plane and smugglers to waiting agents. The 
bad guys are arrested. Anna, happily, avoids any charges being brought against 
her, as a reward for cooperating with law enforcment, and Bert is allowed to take 
her into romantic “custody.”

Illegal Entry got mixed reviews. One critic thought it had “zip and . . . polish;” 
another that both script and acting were “pedestrian” and dull.46  They were not all 
convinced by the film’s breathless claims to being a vessel for truth. Some critics 
noted that the film’s ripped-from-the-files-of format was hardly original—“the 
latest contribution to the alphabet soup of documentary-style films dealing with 
‘G-men,’ ‘C-men,’ ‘T-men,’” as Newsweek put it.47 But some found the focus on alien 
smuggling in the current moment interesting, and the “authenticity” compelling.48
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Illegal Entry, though explicitly proclaiming its loyalty to the US government’s 
immigration enforcement apparatus, nevertheless captured deep national am-
bivalence about the extent to which war refugees might be seen as “illegal aliens” 
violating US borders. Critics’ terminology picked up on some of the sympathy that 
infuses the film’s portrayal of Anna and her brother (played by Swedish and Hungar-
ian actors, respectively). But the narrator’s voice-over at the start of the action, as 
the camera dwells on the Dachau tattoo of the faceless dead man whose murder 
gets the plot rolling, is tellingly cryptic.  “Tattooed markings on the dead man’s back 
told their own story,” the narrator says. But, in fact, we—like the characters in the 
film—are left not knowing precisely what that story was, or what its implication is 
for American viewers.49 This narrative uncertainty permeates the film. Although 
the exact origins of the smuggled, doomed brother remain unclear, he is a figure 
for the contemporary drama playing out in the real world outside the theaters. A 
few movie critics gestured to this reality, in which “American families of ‘war-weary’ 
Europeans” were struggling to help their loved ones cross the geographic and 
legal barriers to get to the United States.50 We see, briefly, such “war-weary,” meek, 
but respectably dressed Europeans being smuggled aboard the small plane Bert 
flies. But the desperation of such people’s relatives, in the film’s world, produces 
nothing but blood and mayhem—bodies thrown from planes, informants stabbed 
in phone booths. “Dachau” tattooed on a dead man’s back may signify that we 
owe him sympathy. But how far our relationship should extend remains unclear.

Anna is also herself something of a cipher, and not only because we don’t know 
where she is from. We know only that she is European, and that, as a war bride, 
she has been deemed by law to be exempt from immigration restriction.51 Indeed, 
we learn in an early scene that she has become a US citizen since her arrival. But 
if her legal status relative to the nation is clear, her moral status is less so. On the 
one hand, her strength and resolve are admirable, and part of what (along with her 
impeccable posture and beautiful face) seem to draw the upstanding, square-jawed 
Bert Powers to her. On the other hand, Anna’s loyalty to her refugee brother has 
led her down a criminal path; she is facilitating the operations of some very bad 
men, whose alien smuggling operations bring violence and unvetted foreigners 
into the space of the nation.

Anna is, at the film’s end, fully redeemed by Bert—made legitimate in the eyes 
of the US authorities, for the second time, by the love of a patriotic war hero. Any 
criminal threat she embodies has been defused; she has been safely “domesti-
cated.” It is also helpful in her redemption that her illegal alien brother has been 
removed from the equation. But the real heroes are, as the film explicitly states, 
the immigration officials—the INS officers and the Border Patrol. The authorities 
can be merciful when appropriate, as in the case of Anna. And, the film suggests, 
they don’t have serious beef with migrants themselves, who are the victims of 
alien smugglers. The US government’s business is to protect the nation’s borders, 
and as such its nemesis is the alien smuggling rings—the film’s true villains. Two 
scenes drive this home. In the first, we are inside the office of the INS, where the 
immigration officer is contemplating a regional map on the wall, labeled “Immigra-
tion and Naturalization District 16.” The border, and the outlines of the INS district, 
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are clearly, darkly drawn on this map. The officer is interrupted by the entrance of a 
uniformed underling informing him that a plane is on its way with smuggled aliens. 

In the second scene, the smuggler ring-leader Lempo is plotting with his 
colleagues about how to ferret out the snitch in the group. They are meeting in 
Lempo’s posh lair on the Mexican side of the border, where he has lived since 
being deported. “There’s a leak somewhere, so we find it,” he tells them. From 
behind the bar, he pushes a button that, proto-James-Bond-style, raises a paint-
ing (depicting a bucolic scene of Mexican figures in iconically rounded hats) to 
reveal a map of the region. “This is the border,” he says, pointing. “There’s a rat 
on your side, or on mine.” Lempo’s map indicates the border (though not quite as 
starkly as the INS map) but says nothing about US enforcement. The immigration 
officials’ cartography, meanwhile, signals their crystal clarity about how the ter-
ritory should work. The border may be an abstraction, especially transgressable 
by air, but the INS district is real. Smugglers might try to make good profit off the 
mismatch between the border’s sharply defined meaning in immigration law and 
its porousness in practice. But in the end, the tables are turned on them, because 
the INS is on the case. The immigration authorities are the ones, ultimately, who 
find and close “the leak,” not Lempo. The border’s integrity is restored. 52 That 
this integrity entails blocking an avenue of ingress for “war-weary” Europeans, or 
others, is a consideration that remains uneasily at the margins of the film’s moral 
universe, its story as unexplored as that of the corpse at the film’s start. Nor does 
the film consider, as indeed government officials did not in real life, that the smug-
gling rings themselves were called into being not by the criminal tendencies of 
bad eggs like Lempo, but by the political fiction of the border itself. That political 
fiction was in turn conjured up by the authors of US immigration law, and given 
material reality by the actions of those charged with enforcing it.

 If the moral bearings of the film were somewhat murky, so, too, relatedly, 
was the film’s relationship to “reality.” As with other from-the-files-of thrillers, the 
studio capitalized as much as possible on the picture’s “authenticity.” Publicity 
materials played up the true-life nature of the story: “Based on actual files of the 
Department of Justice!” read one version of the film poster printed in the produc-
tion’s pressbook. “Only from real people could such SHOCK DRAMA be torn!”53 
The studio milked its partnership with the INS and the Justice Department for 
the film’s launch, too, promoting the film as an important, authentic commentary 
on the realities of immigration and border enforcement. Along with the usual blitz 
of radio and print spots, the publicity campaign added some creative touches. In 
cooperation with the INS, Universal produced a glossy souvenir brochure for the 
occasion, with bios of the film stars alongside glowing narratives of INS and Border 
Patrol history.54 Senator Alexander Wiley (R-WI) praised the film from the Senate 
floor.55  The film premiered at the RKO Keith theater in Washington, DC, on June 
8, 1949. Generals, Supreme Court Justices, ambassadors, White House repre-
sentatives and other Washington VIP’s were scheduled to attend, their entrance 
into the theater’s lobby to be broadcast on local TV.56
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All of this cozying up to official Washington was no doubt intended to serve 
multiple purposes. Most obviously it was all part of the marketing of hard-boiled 
authenticity that studios seemed to think audiences were hungry for in this 
era, as evidenced by the many films they made in the “government files” genre. 
Universal was also clearly engaging in the sort of anxious politicking mentioned 
above. Tom Clark, who delivered the film’s opening monologue, was not only the 
Attorney General. He was also the very person who, before his promotion to the 
Justice Department’s top spot, had built the government’s ongoing antitrust case 
against the film industry. One can imagine that Universal executives might have 
calculated that it could pay to cultivate his good will. They may have felt, too, that 
such a display of patriotic loyalty, premiering in the nation’s capital, could serve 
as an antidote to the highly public official suspicion directed at Hollywood via the 
HUAC investigations. 

The efforts to imbue Illegal Entry with authenticity took some strange turns, 
however. The government partners in the enterprise were not always satisfied that 
they were being fairly represented, and stepped into scriptwriting territory to try to 
shape the film’s portrayal of them more to their liking. The Attorney General’s office 
wrote to Universal in November 1948, for example, to complain that the script sorely 
neglected the good work of the Border Patrol, and to suggest revising the script 
to include a “flashback” showing the Border Patrol at work screening immigrants, 
all “while the conspirators are plotting.”57  The studio did not, apparently, think that 
this flashback would make for a good revision, as they did not ultimately include it. 

Filmmakers did, however, exploit the story of their brief stint with the Border 
Patrol on the nation’s boundary with Mexico, recounted above, for publicity pur-
poses. And in a weird inversion of that ride-along’s melding of law enforcement and 
movie roles, Universal’s publicity people arranged for two Border Patrol officers 
to be flown from Texas to New York City for Illegal Entry’s premiere there. The two 
men made the rounds of local radio and TV to promote the film. The publicity plan 
also called for the officers to stand in the movie theater’s lobby, in front of a photo 
exhibition about the Border Patrol, answering any questions moviegoers might 
have about “I-Men.”58 One wonders what theater patrons made of these two. Did 
they assume the officers were from the Border Patrol? Or that their uniforms were 
costumes, and the two men actors? Where did the world of the movies leave off, 
and the world of immigration enforcement begin? 

A Lady Without Passport (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1950)
The strange intersections of these worlds continue in A Lady Without Pass-

port. At the start of the film, a murder on a street in New York City leads US immi-
gration authorities to Cuba and an alien smuggling ring. In Havana, INS officer Pete 
Karczag (John Hodiak) goes undercover to try to get to the ring’s leader, known 
as Palinov (George Macready). Palinov runs his operation out of the nearly empty 
Gulf Stream Café, where a grim bartender presides over the liquor. Posing as a 
Hungarian migrant eager to reach the United States, Pete presents himself at the 
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Gulf Stream. He meets with Palinov and engages the smuggler’s services. While 
at the café, Pete also encounters the beautiful Marianne Lorress (Hedy Lamarr), a 
concentration camp survivor from Vienna. Lorress is stranded in Havana, unable 
to get a US visa, and thus has also sought out Palinov. Palinov, who has a thing for 
her, intimates that he would waive his usual smuggler’s fee in exchange for sexual 
favors, but Marianne spurns this offer.

Pete, too, falls for Marianne. She begins to reciprocate his feelings after Pete 
gets her out of a jam. As an alien, Marianne is not allowed to work in Cuba. In need 
of money, however, she dons a glittery outfit and goes to work selling cigarettes. 
When a local cop insists on arresting her for working illegally, Pete, who happens 
upon the scene, pretends that she is his wife, and whisks her away. Marianne even-
tually promises Pete that she will give up her scheme to get to America, despite her 
hopes of joining her father there, if Pete stays with her in Cuba. Pete is so smitten 
that he agrees to this, and privately types a letter of resignation from his job as an 
immigration inspector. He never gets the chance to send it. The romance goes 
sour when Palinov, who has discovered Pete’s identity, reveals to Marianne that 
Pete is working undercover for the INS. Disillusioned, Marianne returns to plan A. 
Ultimately, all three end up in the United States, Pete tracking the small plane the 
smugglers are using to bring Marianne, five other European aliens, and Palinov 
(who has decided things are too hot for him to stay in Havana) illegally to Florida. 
There is a chase scene that involves a dramatic crash landing in the Everglades 
and an unfortunate encounter between the pilot and a venomous snake. In the 
end, Pete triumphs. Like Bert at the end of Illegal Entry, Pete finishes the film with 
the glamorous foreign object of his affections safely, and willingly, in his “custody.”59

Unlike Illegal Entry, A Lady Without Passport was not marketed explicitly as 
a straight-from-the files-of semi-documentary. Indeed, the film’s relationship to 
“authenticity” shifted over the course of its production. Apparently, the original 
plan was to draw heavily on documentary techniques. Director Joseph H. Lewis 
recalled that Louis Mayer had envisioned the film being made together with immi-
gration authorities, involving “no actors,” and “all portable equipment,” a prospect 
Lewis found exciting.60 Ultimately, however, the filmmakers did not employ such 
“real-life” footage or other documentary conventions. Nevertheless, the finished 
picture retained many of its semi-documentary trappings. The opening credits 
thanked Immigration and Naturalization Service officials for their cooperation. 
The studio’s publicity materials, meanwhile, emphasized the film’s connection to 
“daily news headlines telling of the growing problem faced by the US Immigration 
Service in its attempt to halt illegal immigration.” These materials also highlighted 
that producer Samuel Marx’s “extensive study of official records” and two research 
trips to Cuba were integral to the making of the film.61 

Indeed, the picture grew out of an ongoing interchange of documents and 
ideas between the studio and government authorities. In 1948, for example, MGM 
gave an early draft of the film’s story to Ray Farrell and Walter Miller of the INS and 
Dean Schedler of the Attorney General’s office. The film’s plot, at that point—drawn 
from contemporary events—involved American pilots who started out smuggling 
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arms from the United States to Dominican exiles plotting Trujillo’s overthrow from 
their base in Cuba, and then turned to smuggling European and Chinese aliens in 
the other direction.  The studio reported that all three of the officials “expressed 
complete satisfaction with the line of the story.” In particular, the three men admired 
the realism of MGM’s story, agreeing “that many situations could have happened 
exactly as written.”62 

As it happened, however, events unfolding in the real world were rendering 
MGM’s draft story obsolete. To make the film “entirely authentic,” the filmmakers 
explained to the government officials, they now wanted to change the storyline 
to capitalize on the recent arrest and confession of a “daredevil” pilot by the name 
of William Murphy, who had played a crucial role in the complicated Cuba-Florida 
smuggling scheme. The impending trial of Murphy and co-conspirators, sug-
gested the studio, “offers MGM an unprecedented opportunity to base a film on 
an adventure which will certainly merit space in newspapers and news weeklies 
throughout the nation.”63 The authorities were amenable to the new plot twist. 
Possibly, they felt that a flattering film was just what they needed to bolster their 
professional profile, given that, humiliatingly, the smuggling ring’s leader, a Rus-
sian named Gregorio Simonovich (formerly an informant for the INS), remained 
frustratingly at large in Cuba.64 In any event, the Miami office of the INS helpfully 
provided the studio with extensive reports on the case, which the studio then used 
to craft background materials and story outlines. 

The studio, for its part, seemed delighted by how these government reports 
almost seemed able to author the script themselves, down to the characters 
involved. MGM’s write-up of the “background and facts” gleaned from the INS 
documents noted, for example, that the star immigration inspector in Miami who 
had helped solve the Murphy case had the air of a classic superhero about him: 
he “is a crack shot, can do anything with his hands. I watched him change a flat 
tire on a car in less than five minutes, single handed, in the dark, without even a 
flashlight, and never get a single smear of dirt on his sleeve cuff.”65  Even better, 
the man looked like movie star Robert Mitchum and had a name almost too per-
fect to be true: his last name was Fullilove and, though his first name was Cecil, 
he went by Chuck. “A pretty incredible combination,” the MGM writer observed.66 

In a remarkable extension of the state-studio collaboration, the smuggler-
pilot Murphy himself played a role in shaping the film from behind the scenes. In 
September 1949, producer Samuel Marx sent Murphy the latest draft of the script. 
Murphy read it closely and wrote copious detailed comments, “for the most part 
unessential but for purity,” he explained in the note that accompanied the script 
when he sent it back to Marx. He noted, for example, that the small plane the 
smugglers flew would have no partition separating pilot from passengers, and he 
suggested minor changes to dialogue.67 Murphy said nothing about why he was 
invested in the authenticity of MGM’s picture (in which the pilot character’s ex-
ploits played a fairly modest role), but his willingness to perform this editorial work 
underscores just how much authority on-screen depictions of events, however 
obviously fictionalized, could have. If the film was to be the public’s view of the 
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underworld of Cuba-Florida alien smuggling, then not only the INS but also the 
convicted smuggler wanted a shot at shaping the narrative. 

Ultimately, neither the complicated back story of Edward Murphy’s smuggling 
career, nor the details of his sensational trial, made it into A Lady Without Pass-
port. The film instead centers, as its title suggests, on the character of Marianne. 
This shift in storyline was perhaps because the studio was eager to capitalize 
on Lamarr’s star power. Even though Lamarr’s Austrian refugee character takes 
the film’s center stage, so to speak, A Lady Without Passport, like Illegal Entry, 
expresses a deep ambivalance toward refugees, and uncertainty around what, if 
anything, distinguishes refugees from “illegal aliens.” Marianne is fully prepared 
to violate US immigration law, and the film’s plot revolves around the urgency of 
the authorities’ mission to combat such violations. But she also makes a powerful 
case for the impossible position refugees occupy vis-à-vis legal regimes, an argu-
ment that co-exists uneasily with the film’s law-and-order narrative. This critical 
perspective emerges most clearly in a scene after Pete rescues Marianne from 
the local cop who tries to arrest her for working without permission. Pete takes 
Marianne, still clad in her sparkly two-piece cigarette-girl outfit, back to his hotel. 
In an exchange with Pete about her near-arrest, Marianne articulates the collective 
predicament war refugees face. “For ten years,” she says, “they’ve driven me and 
everyone like me around the world. We can’t stay here. ‘We have laws. Get out!’ 
But where can I go? Now I’m in Cuba. I may stay, but I can’t work. The law says, 
‘Don’t earn your living or you’ll be deported. Find your bread on the street!’” Pete 
attempts to calm her down and come on to her at the same time: “You live with 
anger. There are more pleasant companions.” But when he comes up behind her 
and places his hands on her arms, she throws him off, sits down angrily on the 
bed, and turns to face him, putting her hand to her hip in a gesture of defiance. 
The motion serves to shift the fabric of her off-the-shoulder halter top such that 
a concentration-camp tattoo is revealed on her upper arm. She looks down at 
it, and then at Pete: “Another souvenir of the law. Buchenwald!” Pete backs off, 
chastened. “The law,” both in Marianne’s telling and in the person of Pete, does 
not come off looking admirable.

The law’s capacity for putting refugees in an untenable position is driven home 
again in a later scene. Pete urges Marianne to reconsider her plan to be smuggled 
to the United States, noting that some migrants “wait to enter legally.” Marianne 
tells him that getting where she needs to go is not a matter of patience. Her father, 
she explains, has been in the US for a decade but cannot help her enter legally, 
because he himself is unlawfully present in the United States.  Marianne’s story 
thus confronts viewers with the uncertainties about law, morality and deserving-
ness that threaded through the era’s debates about refugees.  

 How much viewers are meant to take Marianne’s side in the matter, however, 
remains uncertain. Her moral stature is called into question not only by the film’s 
ultimate insistence on the righteousness of US border-guarding, but also by the 
presence of Lamarr herself, an ambiguous character in both her on- and off-screen 
personae. Lamarr was one of Hollywood’s most famous European exiles, and the 
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parallels between Marianne and Lamarr—both glamorous Austrians fleeing to 
America—would have been obvious to anyone in the audience. The connection 
between actress and character is underscored by the fact that a painting of the 
very vessel with which she arrived in New York’s harbor for the first time—the 
Normandie—hangs (unremarked) on the wall in the Gulf Stream Café. Indeed, the 
story of Lamarr’s landing a contract with Louis Mayer while both were aboard that 
ship was a legend of both beneficent rescue of a lovely damsel and of fairy-tale 
success in Hollywood.68 Marianne, too, may indeed be deserving of rescue and a 
fairy-tale ending. But the painting’s positioning in the unsavory Gulf Stream Café, a 
hub of Havana’s European criminal underworld, gestures as well to darker associa-
tions carried by the actress’s European past. As a young actress, Lamarr became 
infamous for appearing nude and acting out sexual climax in the 1933 Czech film 
Ecstasy, which caused an uproar on its release and met with condemnation and 
censorship in the United States. This scandalous history made Lamarr permanently 
suspect, a celebrated Hollywood beauty who nevertheless remained marked as 
a dangerously sexualized foreigner.69 

This tension imbued Lamarr’s most famous femme fatale characters, which 
in turn would seem to cast doubt onto Marianne’s virtue. Every viewer watching 
Lamarr as Marianne in A Lady Without Passport would have had in mind the image 
of the actress in her most recent role: Delilah, the exotic seductress who betrayed 
and unmanned the hero in Paramount’s 1949 blockbuster Samson and Delilah.70 
Indeed, MGM went out of its way to link the two characters, exploiting the earlier 
film’s success in its publicity as much as possible. The movie poster for A Lady 
Without Passport, with Lamarr in her form-fitting metallic cigarette-salesgirl outfit, 
clearly evoked Delilah’s golden two-piece number. The idea that “Delilah” was 
present onscreen in A Lady Without Passport would have been obvious even 
without the film’s trailer pitching the story as an encounter between Hodiak as 
a “super snooper with a soft heart” and Lamarr as the “delectable Delilah who 
cut him short!” The script, too, takes care to remind us of the danger inherent 
in Marianne/Lamarr’s sexuality. “Never trust a beautiful woman,” Palinov warns, 
when Pete catches sight of her in the Gulf Stream. And indeed, Pete’s infatuation 
with Marianne nearly leads him to abandon his vital, patriotic job. That his feelings 
for her mirror Palinov’s further serves (like Lempo’s relationship with Anna, also 
described as “clever and dangerous,” in Illegal Entry) to highlight Marianne’s moral 
ambiguity, positioned as she is at the point of a love triangle with the smuggler on 
one side and the “I-man” on the other. 

What of the five other foreigners on the plane with Marianne to Florida? Like 
Marianne, all of them are involved in a sinister alien smuggling underworld, and all 
are prepared to violate US law to enter the country. Are they so different from her? 
After we see them board the smugglers’ small airplane in Cuba, the film cuts to the 
Miami INS office, where Chief Patrol Inspector Frank Westlake (James Craig), the 
officer in charge of the smuggling sting operation, is going over the intel on the 
Florida-bound group with an underling. Westlake holds a stack of portraits of the 
Florida-bound migrants, courtesy of an undercover quick-sketch artist whom the 
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accommodating Cuban police cleverly stationed in front of the Gulf Stream Café. 
Portrait by portrait, Westlake announces each of the migrants’ foreign-sounding 
names and the attribute which marks him or her as clearly “undesirable” and thus 
excludable under US law. Each would-be immigrant in the plane, in other words, is 
not only entering the country in a clandestine manner—a misdemeanor or felony 
at the time, depending on whether it was a repeat offense—but is clearly marked 
as a distinct threat to the well-being of the nation. First portrait: “Dimitri Matthias, 
seventeen. Tubercular. Refused visa on account of contagious disease.” Second 
one: “Asa Sestina. Forty-seven. Naturalized in 1929, stripped of US citizenship 
and deported in 1938” for involvement in “the rackets” (i.e., a gangster). Third one: 
“Elizabeth Alonescu, 35. The lady doesn’t believe in paying duty on the jewelry she 
brings into the country.” When Westlake comes to Marianne’s portrait (as glamor-
ous an image as any publicity still of Lamarr), however, he gets as far as reciting 
her name, but is interrupted by Pete’s sudden entry into the room. We are left 
hanging. Was Westlake about to announce some hitherto unrevealed reason that 
Marianne—about whose back story we know very little, after all—is an “undesirable 
alien” like the others? Or was he going to recount her experience in Buchenwald 
and thus suggest that she has some claim on our, and the law’s, sympathy? This 
uncertainty underscores that the line between Marianne and her co-passengers 
is a thin one at best. The distinction between “deserving refugee” and “undesirable 
illegal alien” hangs on the thread of Marianne’s chance relationship with Pete, the 
INS inspector who sees her as very desirable indeed. Unlike Marianne, the other 
passengers either die a violent death or are captured, and, presumably, not given 
the same opportunity for redemption that Marianne will (we assume) be. 

Film scholar Diane Negra observes that the characters Lamarr played who 
were located outside US borders tended to be dangerous, exotic temptresses. 
Those she played inside the space of the nation, by contrast, were inclined to be 
respectable and dull. Thus, the roles in which Lamarr was cast reinscribed the 
geographic divide central to her own narrative arc, in which she began as a sexually 
wild young woman in European film, but was later “domesticated” by Hollywood’s 
wholesome values and restrictive production code, which served to strictly limit 
displays of sexuality.71 A Lady Without Passport encapsulates this geographic 
trajectory within its own narrative. After the film’s action moves from Havana’s 
moody foreign streets to the United States, the exotic Marianne appears to be 
wholly tamed. In the film’s final scene, deep in the Florida Everglades, Marianne 
stands on a wooden dock between Palinov and Pete, caught in the middle of their 
showdown. Palinov urges her to return with him to Cuba. “We’ll make it the next 
time,” he says. “He’ll arrest you, and you will be jailed and deported.” Pete confirms 
that he must arrest her. “I have no choice, Marianne,” he says. Faced with the 
choice between speeding away on a boat with the villain and returning to foreign 
territory to try her hand a second time at illegal entry into the United States, or 
remaining in the United States with the upstanding Pete (forgiven, it seems, for 
deceiving her) and facing the immigration enforcement music, Marianne opts for 
the latter. In this moment of submission to US law, the INS, and generic cinematic 
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conventions about the power of love, Marianne looks utterly demure, nothing 
like the defiant woman in the cigarette-seller’s outfit who bared her Buchenwald 
tattoo. Being within the nation’s borders, it seems, in combination with the love 
of a loyal American, has acted upon her, and she has proven herself redeemable.

If the film’s depiction of its own geographic universe thus highlights the liminal 
space occupied by its central character, it also produces a spatial counternarrative 
to the triumphant inevitability of the script’s action. As Chief Inspector Westlake 
narrates the story of the aliens in the portraits in the scene described above, he 
conveys brisk certainty about the mission at hand, and indeed viewers can guess 
who is likely to prevail. But throughout the scene, Westlake is seated in front of 
an enormous map that bears witness to a rather more complicated reality than 
the one the film’s narrative arc insists on. The map depicts the region that makes 
up Westlake’s beat: the empty expanse of the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, 
rimmed by the US coastline from Texas to Georgia, as well as Cuba.72 Like the 
map in the office of immigration authorities in Illegal Entry, it is simultaneously a 
reminder of the US government’s vigilance and determination to control its borders 
as well as of the difficulty of the border-guarding enterprise.73 There would not be 
a smuggling business, after all, if those borders were impenetrable.74 Unlike the 
map we see in Illegal Entry, however, there are no crisply defined lines here. This 
time the map, like the film’s narrative itself, is centered on the watery borderlands 
of the Caribbean and the Gulf. The image suggests that the narrative of migration, 
and of immigration enforcement, is not always one of clearly demarcated lines 
between here and there, good and bad, refugee and illegal alien. That the film’s 
action culminates in a the remote, swampy wilderness of the Everglades intensifies 
the sense that the legal and moral terrain the film occupies is a morass, providing 
a dramatic visual backdrop that calls into question the tidy ending provided by 
the script. 

Authenticity and erasure
In their tales of sinister “alien smuggling” and limited redemption for selected 

beautiful European women, Illegal Entry and A Lady Without Passport represent 
carefully curated versions of authenticity and government authority. Yet in their 
efforts to control the meaning of the refugee story and its relationship to US border 
guarding, they present some telling omissions. Indeed, by looking at the narrra-
tives that the two films obscured, we can observe some fascinating contrasts. 
The aliens whose stories these films explored were European. To be sure, “illegal 
entry” of European aliens was in the news during this period, and government of-
ficials (as their willing participation in these film projects suggests) were concerned 
about the supposed dangers posed by unauthorized European border-crossers.75 
Nowhere in Illegal Entry, however, do we see evidence of the traversing of the 
Mexico-US border that was fast becoming of far more pressing concern in the 
era, namely the migration of Mexicans themselves. We do see Mexicans in some 
minor background roles, but not as migrants, authorized or otherwise. This is not 
because Hollywood was uninterested in the dramatic potential of this phenom-
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enon. In the same year that Illegal Entry came out, MGM’s Border Incident hit the 
theaters. Directed by Anthony Mann, Border Incident featured Ricardo Montalban 
as a Mexican government investigator working with his US counterpart, played 
by George Murphy, to bust up an alien smuggling scheme on the Baja California/
California border. The distinction between the narrative in Mann’s film and the 
stories told in Illegal Entry or A Lady Without Passport is stark. Mexicans receive 
sympathetic treatment in Border Incident, and US law enforcement does not come 
off looking particularly good. The aliens here, however, are not refugees. They are 
workers. And however sympathetic the film is to the Mexican workers it depicts, 
they are clearly marked as “illegal.”76  Indeed, the film reflected and appeared in 
a moment in which US authorities were ratcheting up their apprehensions and 
deportations of Mexicans traversing traditional northbound routes to work in 
the United States, and in which the notion that these migrants were “illegals,” or 
“wetbacks,” became lodged firmly in the nation’s discourse.77 The different worlds 
of the films throw into sharp relief the emerging divide in the political imagination 
between “refugees” and undocumented immigrant labor. The line between refu-
gees and illegal aliens may be blurry in Illegal Entry and A Lady Without Passport, 
but for the Mexican migrants of Border Incident, the divide between legality and 
illegality is capricious but absolute. 

If Illegal Entry erases Mexican migration from the drama of the region, sketch-
ing out a national and regional drama purely centered around European war refu-
gees and ignoring questions of migrant labor, A Lady Without Passport, similarly, 
erases the ethnic other from its universe. It was clear to the filmmakers from the 
government reports they were relying on—as well as from the press—that, while 
indeed some of the smuggling in the region was of European aliens, much of it 
also consisted in the traffic in Chinese migrants, who were still, even after World 
War II, largely barred from entering the United States. There were, of course, mil-
lions of Chinese displaced by World War II and then the revolution in 1949. Unlike 
Europeans, however, Chinese were less likely to constitute, in US policies or politi-
cal imagination, refugees. Thus they did not even have access to the liminal legal 
status of “potential refugee,” a category to which at least some Europeans did 
have access.78 The real-life events on which A Lady Without Passport was based 
makes this evident. Most of the aliens Murphy smuggled into the United States 
were, in fact, Chinese, as the INS reports that the filmmakers drew on in to create 
their script detail.79 The film transposes the story onto Hedy Lamarr, however, 
through whom it narrates the possibility that some—a select few, perhaps, but 
some nonetheless—European immigrants, even those determined to enter the 
country without permission, might be deserving of admission. 

To be sure, neither Illegal Entry nor A Lady Without Passport resolves the 
uncertainties around the status of European refugees. The sympathy and welcome 
accorded Anna and Marianne are provisional, mediated through the deeply gen-
dered tropes of heterosexual romance. Other Europeans in the films who share 
their desire for safe haven are not so fortunate. The question of who is cast as a 
refugee, and who is not, remains at the whim of the scriptwriters—as it did, in real 



Hollywood, Washington, and the Making of the Refugee 101

life, of the government authorities whose own narratives were so intertwined with 
these Hollywood fantasies. This conceptual struggle continues in the present. It 
is, of course, not simply a matter of representation, but of life and death. The fate 
of migrants from many nations seeking asylum at the nation’s southern border, 
in particular over the last several years and at the current moment, rests in large 
part on the determination—in popular understanding, in media portrayals, in policy 
and law, in official hearings—of whether they are threatening invaders or people 
deserving of safe haven.
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