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Foreword: Happy Days

“Our fat fifties cars,” John Updike wrote in “Museums and Women,” “how we loved them, revved them: no thought of pollution.” The cars were the least of it. The American fifties were the age of “guiltlessness,” Updike said, they represented the “romance of consumption at its height.” There was nuclear disaster to worry about, and the Cold War, but these were distant shadows, and in the short run nothing could take the brightness out of President Eisenhower’s grin or the sheen off the long suburban lawn.

This was (and to some extent still is) the official story of the fifties, the way they have been packaged for us. Those who wish to darken the picture will murmur something about Senator Joseph McCarthy and the witch-hunts; otherwise it just seems, as Peter Biskind says, “a simpler, happier time.” It’s easy enough to refute this story, except that one scarcely knows where to begin. What’s not so easy is to see quite what the story means. The deep argument of Biskind’s mercilessly intelligent and funny book is that all this blandness is not just an error or loss of memory, a superficial interpretation of history or culture, or a product of simplifying nostalgia. It is the time’s own attempt to invent itself, a contemporary cover-up. “The fifties” is what the fifties were trying to be, and this book documents in great detail the role movies played in that attempt. When Biskind says the movies “speak our language, and we learn to speak theirs,” he means this language sounds natural but is actually a complicated cultural achievement.

The dominant fiction of the fifties was consensus, and Biskind shows us how the fiction works in films. The whole realm of what he calls “conflict and contradiction” has to be cast as a battle of unreasonable extremes against an eminently reasonable middle, often represented by technocrats, people who know how the world works. Science fiction films are full of aliens but more worried about the destruction of community than about the destruction of the earth. “Social control,” the conservative’s nightmare, is the centrists’ dream. Even in war movies, Biskind suggests, “the real enemy is extremism” rather than Germany, Japan, or North Korea. When Arthur Schlesinger Jr., reaching for what Biskind calls a “dog-eared volume of Yeats,” says “the center cannot hold,” he may be saying that the shared moderate society of the fifties is giving way to the divided and radicalized society of the sixties. But what he ought to be saying, the films suggest, is that the old fiction won’t work anymore, that the contradictions magically held at bay for a decade or more have come out into the open. The center never did hold; but it managed for a while to look as if it did. The movies didn’t make this happen, but they helped to make a particular set of values seem universal, and to make a partial account seem like the whole story.

Of course the consensus, even within the movies, had its dissidents, critics on the left and the right who didn’t believe in the system at all; but more often than not the system found room for them, or they turned out to be in some kind of dialogue with the system after all. The key films here, brilliantly discussed, are 12 Angry Men, On the Waterfront, and Blackboard Jungle, although Biskind has a prodigious knowledge of other movies of the time, and does a spectacular trawl through the genres.

The subject of 12 Angry Men, Biskind says, is consensus itself. The long-awaited jury verdict “feels like an anti-climax. What is important in this film is not that the jury acquitted the defendant but that the decision was unanimous. 12 Angry Men is more interested in consensus than in justice.” This is a little harsh—maybe the movie is keenly interested in both—but it certainly maps out the implied argument. Henry Fonda, initially the only juror with doubts, has not only done the right thing, he has brought everyone else around, including the rabid, sweating bigots played by Lee J. Cobb and Ed Begley. “Their differences are all in the family,” Biskind says.

What’s surprising in On the Waterfront is not that Marlon Brando should inform on his companions, but that informing should so persuasively be made to seem “the only reasonable course of action for a just man.” And not just reasonable, mature, the expression of self-knowledge. “I was ratting on myself all them years,” Brando says, meaning he was betraying his own best self until he learned that betraying others was a good thing. This movie brings out all of Biskind’s considerable sarcastic verve: “The lesson the film teaches is that it is smart to climb out of your class. There’s nothing at the bottom except long hours and low pay.” In a little riff of fantasy, Biskind imagines the later life of the Brando character. He will marry Eva Marie Saint, they will move to the suburbs, and she will “tidy up [his] diction so that he can become a professional commentator on working-class and urban problems.”

In Blackboard Jungle Glenn Ford shows his unruly pupils a cartoon version of “Jack and the Beanstalk”—an early excursion into cultural studies. The students don’t accept the traditional interpretation. They think Jack is a dope for trading in the cow and wonder whether he was right to kill the giant. Ford, seeing an opportunity for the right kind of lesson, argues that the giant doesn’t have to be hated just because he is different, and Sidney Poitier, as the tough student about to cross onto the teacher’s side, gets everyone to agree that the giant should at least have had a fair trial. This turns the class around, or most of it. Ford is no longer isolated from the kids, the really bad kids are isolated from everyone else. The center has long arms.

In his introduction Biskind says his book “returns to precisely those films we all saw but never really looked at.” “We all saw,” even in 1983, was a bit of a hyperbole, and most of his new readers will not have seen many of these movies, except as antiques or accidents of television programming. But we can think about movies before seeing them as well as after, and this book is full of excellent reasons for seeing as many of these films as we can, for the first or the twentieth time. And it does what the best cultural criticism always does: shows us society at the task of imagining itself, and then falling in love with the soft-focus image in the mirror.

—MICHAEL WOOD
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INTRODUCTION

IT’S ONLY A MOVIE

For months after The Day the Earth Stood Still came out in 1951, grade-school kids drove their teachers crazy chanting “Klaatu barada nikto!” the words Patricia Neal uses to call off the tinfoil robot Gort, who’s hell-bent on atomizing Washington. A few years later, in The Wild One, Marlon Brando did for motorcycles what Ike did for golf. While teen-age boys affected black leather jackets and ducktail haircuts modeled after Brando and James Dean, girls padded their bras so they could look like Marilyn Monroe, and mothers named their babies Jayne, after Mansfield, and spelled it with a y.

It has never been much of a secret, in other words, that movies influence manners, attitudes, and behavior. In the fifties, they told us how to dress for a rumble or a board meeting, how far to go on the first date, what to think about Martians or, closer to home, Jews, blacks, and homosexuals. They taught girls whether they should have husbands or careers, boys whether to pursue work or pleasure. They told us what was right and what was wrong, what was good and what was bad; they defined our problems and suggested solutions. And they still do. With their bigger-than-life impact on rapt, passive spectators spellbound in the dark, movies are peculiarly well suited to translate social values into felt needs that seem as authentic as the memories of childhood. Although we may not always agree with them, or even recognize that they are courting our consent, we tend to accept the frames of reference they supply. They speak our language, and we learn to speak theirs.

If we add up all that movies say and show about how we are supposed to be, we find that they present a “world-view,” an “ideology,” that conveys an attitude toward everything from the trivial to the profound, from what we eat for breakfast to whether we should go to war. Even the most apparently innocent aspects of script and casting, costumes and camera angle, are charged with meaning. Stories are perhaps the most obvious carriers of value. Happy endings, for example, are not only a recompense for the life well lived but also a pat on the back for the society that makes it possible to live life well. “America, as a social and political organization, is committed to a cheerful view of life,” wrote critic Robert Warshow in 1948. “If an American or Russian is unhappy, it implies a certain reprobation of his society.”1 To understand the ideology of films, it is essential to ask who lives happily ever after and who dies, who falls ill and who recovers, who strikes it rich and who loses everything, who benefits and who pays—and why.

There were plenty of films in the fifties whose ideology was overt, anticommunist films like Iron Curtain and My Son John. But they pleased neither the public nor the critics, and did badly at the box office. On the other hand, the most popular movies, those with the biggest budgets, the brightest stars, the greatest impact, movies like Giant, The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, and Rebel Without a Cause, seemed transparent, no more than windows on the world showing reality as it was. The attitudes they conveyed about growing up, work, leisure, and love appeared to be natural, commonsensical, or just plain American. And yet, when we come to these films from another time, another place, their ideology suddenly becomes dramatically clear; it materializes as if out of nowhere. We wonder how we could have missed it.

Seeing Is Believing returns to precisely those films we all saw but never really looked at, to excavate the hidden and not-so-hidden messages buried in Hollywood movies of the cold-war years, roughly from Harry Truman’s victory in 1948 to the beginning of the Kennedy presidency in 1960. It is in these “everyday” films, westerns like Red River or sci-fi like The Thing, which seem to shoulder no ideological burden whatsoever, that the decade is best disclosed. It is these films that show us how people looked, what they cried and laughed about, while at the same time fashioning these mundane details of daily life into larger systems of ideas and values that are, finally, political.

Even a cursory glance at the films of the period reveals that they speak with fifties voices, draw upon a pool of common and characteristic themes, subjects, plots, dialogue, decor, and even sets that crop up over and over again. Whatever their genre, they share a preoccupation with the pressing issues of the day—conformity, dissent, minorities, delinquency, and sex roles. All reflect the particular constraints of the fifties cultural and political climate. For example, every movie that was produced, no matter how trivial or apparently escapist, was made in the shadow of the anticommunist witch-hunt, subject to the strictures of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) that dictated who worked and who didn’t, which subjects were appropriate and which weren’t, how plots could be resolved and how they couldn’t. It comes, then, as no great surprise that fifties films generally reflected the anticommunism of an anticommunist decade, that sci-fi was a covert meditation on the Bomb, and that aliens, consciously or unconsciously, were equated with Reds. Similarly, most movies stressed the virtues of conformity and domesticity. The conventional view of the fifties focuses on just these themes, on the fifties as an era of political and cultural uniformity, regarded either as a nightmare of repression or a paradise lost, depending on the point of view. The left, which has produced the most influential historical and cultural studies of the fifties, has never been able to turn its gaze away from the witch-hunt, so that the fifties, in its view, was a dismal decade, contemplated with the distaste usually reserved for other bugaboos of American history, the antebellum South or the Vietnam War. On the other hand, for the majority of Americans, influenced by movies like Grease and American Graffiti (sixties going on fifties) or television shows like Happy Days, the decade is suffused with nostalgic yearning for a simpler, happier time when cars had fins, gas was almost free, women were home and men were on the range.

But there is another picture of the fifties that remains to be revealed, a picture of an era of conflict and contradiction, an era in which a complex set of ideologies contended for public allegiance. Indeed, perhaps the most striking thing about the films of the fifties is that they reflected not one but several warring ideologies, so that it is possible to speak of radical (left -and right-wing) as well as mainstream films. Moreover, they waged this combat—slugged it out frame by frame across a battlefield of sounds and images that stretched from one end of the country to the other, from Times Square to Hollywood and Vine—without explicit political allusions. Films of the fifties, in short, pitted different ways of being and acting against each other. While, say, sensitive men like Montgomery Clift, Tony Perkins, and James Dean were quivering and quaking their way through films like A Place in the Sun, Fear Strikes Out, and East of Eden, John Wayne was still gunning down bad guys in films like Rio Bravo. If there were teen angels, there were also teen werewolves, and while sexpot Monroe was embodying one standard of female beauty in films like Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, tomboy Audrey Hepburn was popularizing another in films like Roman Holiday.

I should say at the outset that my concern is not so much with the intentions of the filmmakers as with the outcome of the filmmaking process. Particular directors are often able to put their stamp on their work, intentionally insert messages into their movies. The films of Robert Aldrich can usually be counted on to be somewhere on the left, just as the films of Elia Kazan are frequently in the middle, while those of John Ford are to the right of his and those of Alfred Hitchcock to the right of his. But these are exceptions, and it often happens that the films of an individual director, even one with a strong directorial personality, convey different ideologies. A conservative director may work with a liberal writer, or vice versa, and both, even if they are trying to impose their politics on their films (which often they’re not), may be overruled by the producer who is only trying to make a buck and thus expresses ideology in a different way, not as personal political preference or artistic vision, but as mediated by mainstream institutions like banks and studios, which transmit ideology in the guise of market decisions: this idea will sell, that one won’t. The very question “Will it play in Peoria?” masks a multitude of ideological sins. Then there is the question of execution. Films often start out trying to do one thing and end up doing another, because the delicate balance between contending ideas is thrown off by a strong performance by this actor or that actress. And, finally, there is the question of audience. Hollywood is a business, and movies avoid antagonizing significant blocs of viewers; they have no incentive to be politically clear.

But in the end, whatever the intentions of the filmmakers or the exigencies of the filmmaking process, the fact is that in one film Gary Cooper throws down his badge while in another Henry Fonda picks his up, which means that each film says something different. It is these conflicting cultural messages that this book attempts to decode. Moreover, it examines some of the ways these messages are encoded. Fifties films engaged in a cultural combat that was a reflection of the rhetorical campaigns fought on the terrain of society, but they did so in terms that were peculiarly their own.

Toward the end of Blackboard Jungle, Glenn Ford shows a “Jack and the Beanstalk” cartoon to his high school class full of juvenile delinquents. All year he has been trying to “reach” them, and finally he succeeds. They love it. But now that he has reached them, what is he going to do with them? “All your lives,” he tells them, “you’re gonna hear stories—what some guy tells you, what you see in books and magazines, or the television and radio, what you read in the newspapers—but you gotta examine these stories, look for the real meaning, and most of all, fellas, you gotta think for yourselves.” When Glenn Ford urges his students to think for themselves, what he means is that stories are opinions, often the “other guy’s” opinions, systems of value, ideologies. One of his students gets so excited he says, “Hey teach, maybe I’ll turn out to be a critic of the movies”. Film criticism can be, although it rarely is, a way of getting at the “real meaning” of movies. I take film criticism to be a species of cultural criticism; I am interested in what film tells us about society and what society tells us about film. This book describes what we see when ideology becomes visible, which is another way of saying that it is a book about politics and film.



PART ONE

CONSENSUS AND ITS DISCONTENTS





CHAPTER ONE
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WHO’S IN CHARGE HERE?
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We the Jury

12 Angry Men and the Anatomy of Consensus

We are presented with a shot of the massive façade of the Supreme Court Building in New York’s Foley Square. The camera slowly crawls up the stone columns to the pediment above. Carved across it in bold letters are the words: “The administration of justice is the firmest pillar of good government.” Ninety minutes later we will have seen justice served, and know that in the United States, government is indeed good. The Supreme Court Building is a monument, like the Lincoln and Jefferson memorials that are “quoted” in so many films, and as we look up with the camera at the majestic inscription over our heads, we realize that this will be a film that legitimates an American institution: the criminal justice system.

When the camera takes us inside a small, dingy room, we see a man staring moodily out the window at the steep sides of the skyscrapers beyond. The man is Henry Fonda, the film is Sidney Lumet’s 12 Angry Men (1957), and we are about to sit in on the deliberations of a jury. As the film unreels, we notice that the characters don’t have names. And when one wryly says to another, after a particularly acrimonious exchange, “Nice bunch’a guys,” and the latter replies, “I guess they’re the same as any,” we realize that these figures are symbols, standing for everyone, and that the film, more than legitimating this or that institution, is after bigger game. It will legitimate a process. For society to work, it was not only necessary that Americans hold certain beliefs in common, but that they agree on the mechanics of reaching agreement. The jury, with its frequent straw votes, its tug-of-war between opposing perspectives, its give-and-take, its stress on conciliation, on integrating clashing points of view, and its imperative of unanimity, was particularly well suited to dramatizing this process.

The defendent in 12 Angry Men is an eighteen-year-old, apparently Hispanic youth who is charged with stabbing his father to death. (I say “apparently,” because although the film suggests that the defendant is a member of a minority group, it is a bit coy about saying just which one. Like the jurors, he is a “symbol”; he stands for all of them.) There is strong circumstantial evidence against him. The downstairs neighbor heard him threatening his father, heard the thud of the body against the floor, and saw the boy run downstairs immediately after the murder. The son admitted to owning a knife identical to the murder weapon, a switchblade with an unusual, intricately carved handle found sticking out of his father’s chest. He implausibly claimed he had lost the knife before the murder, and further told police he was at the movies at the time of the killing, but when pressed by the prosecution, he couldn’t remember the names of the movies or anything about them. The circumstantial case is apparently clinched by an eyewitness: a woman living directly across from the apartment of the murdered man on the other side of the elevated subway tracks. She claims she saw the boy kill his father through the window. Finally, to add insult to injury, the defendant has a long record of muggings, car thefts, and so on. But we know there must be something wrong, because in one extended close-up of the boy in the courtroom, before the jury retires, we see that he doesn’t look like a murderer; on the contrary, he looks sensitive, soulful, and unhappy.

In view of the strong case against the defendant, it is not too surprising that the jury’s first straw vote comes out 11 to 1 for conviction. The sole dissenting vote is cast by the hero, Henry Fonda. It’s not that he’s certain the boy is innocent; he’s just not certain he’s guilty. “It’s not so easy to raise my hand and send a boy off to die without talking about it first,” he says.

Fonda’s dissent doesn’t sit so well with the other jurors, for whom it’s an open-and-shut case. Three of them take a hard line against the accused. We know they’re bad guys even before they open their mouths. One, a salesman (Jack Warden), noisily chews gum, flicks the wrapper out the window, and sits on, not at, the conference table. He has tickets to the ball game that night and is anxious to have the deliberations over and done with so that he can get there in time for the first pitch. “The kid’s dangerous; you could see it,” he says. Another, a self-made businessman, Ed Begley, has a bad cold and keeps blowing his nose with a flourish of soiled handkerchief. “Human life doesn’t mean as much to them as it does to us,” he says between snuffles. We know yet another self-made businessman is bad news, because he’s played by Lee J. Cobb, who always is, and because he too sits on the table, talks too loud, and is among the first to take off his coat in the sweltering heat. Cobb doesn’t even think the boy should have been given a trial. “That’s the system,” he snarls, in his gravelly voice, “but I’m telling you, sometimes I think we’d be better off if we took these tough kids and slapped ’em down hard before they make trouble.” All three have already made up their minds, and they have nothing but contempt for the jury process. A fourth juror, E. G. Marshall, is a neatly dressed stockbroker who wears the kind of wire-rimmed granny glasses later made fashionable by Robert McNamara. We know he’s a cut above the others because he doesn’t sit on the table, but primly in his seat, and despite the heat, he keeps his jacket on. Nevertheless, he shares their dim view of the defendant. “Children from slum backgrounds are potential menaces to society,” he says. The remaining seven jurors are fence-sitters, leaning first one way and then the other.

Despite the apparent strength of the evidence, there are some puzzling inconsistencies. Why did the boy return to the scene of the crime later that night if he indeed murdered his father? Could the woman across the way really have seen what she said she saw, when there was a train passing between the victim’s apartment and her own exactly at the moment of the murder? As Fonda tugs at the loose ends, the prosecution’s case begins to unravel, and it becomes obvious that the jurors will not be able to reach a quick decision. Under the press of the summer heat, tempers flare and the debate turns rancorous. The purpose of the deliberations, which is a straightforward, purely practical one—the determination of the guilt or innocence of the defendant—is forgotten, and the differences between Fonda and the others escalate into a battle to the death between irreconcilable principles, making it much more difficult to reach an agreement. In other words, the question at issue is obscured by a cloud of ideology; it has become politicized. “What is it, Love Your Underprivileged Brother Week, or something?” Cobb bellows at Fonda, smacking his lips like a beached flounder. “You come in here with your heart bleeding all over the floor about slum kids and injustice. Everyone knows the kid is guilty. He’s got to burn.” As Cobb, Begley, and Warden shout and carry on, they sweat like pigs, and even as we watch, dark, ugly rings appear under their armpits. They are erratic, excitable, and irrational, leaping about, frantic with anger, always on the verge of losing control. “I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you!” thunders Cobb, threatening Fonda with a knife. He has no desire to debate or compromise with those who disagree with him. He just wants to destroy them.
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Cool Henry Fonda (left) faces down hothead Lee J. Cobb (right), who is throwing a roadblock in the way of consensus.
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As Fonda and Cobb go at it, the dialogue, plot, physical presentation of characters, and placement of the camera all make us sympathize with Fonda, make us see the issues his way, through his eyes. In contrast to Cobb et al., Fonda is cool as a cucumber; throughout Cobb’s tirades, he sits calm and collected in his pale cord suit, like Marshall, declining to remove his jacket until well into the last reel. Moreover, he is mild and reasonable. Despite the fact that he initially defies the others, he is not out to polarize the group; rather, he tries to bring them together, convince them he’s right. He is not content to splinter the original, false majority against him; he wants to fashion a new, true majority. Luckily, he has the “facts” on his side. As he analyzes the prosecutor’s case, it turns out that both witnesses, the downstairs neighbor and the woman across the way, lied on the stand. Then he demonstrates that the boy’s alibi is not so implausible as it sounded at first blush. These facts are enough to convert those who are poorer, weaker, and possibly to the left of himself: a refugee, presumably Jewish, from the Holocaust; a garage mechanic, presumably working-class; and a house painter. With these jurors in tow, Fonda proceeds to forge an alliance with the Wall Street stockbroker, E. G. Marshall. Marshall has been embarrassed by the antics of Cobb and his friends, but since he in essence agrees with their point of view, he has not been able to disavow them. According to Reginald Rose’s script, however, “the stockbroker is a man of logic, a man without emotional attachment to the case,” and therefore Fonda is able to convince him that the defendant is innocent.

The relative ease with which Fonda brings Marshall over to his point of view indicates that the two men play by the same rules, speak the same language. But this in itself is somewhat of a surprise. Why should they, in fact, share the same assumptions? After all, Fonda, the “bleeding heart,” is a liberal, afflicted by the liberal’s characteristic compassion for the victim, while Marshall, with his decidedly illiberal attitudes toward the defendant, is considerably to the right of him. In the thirties, during the New Deal, when an alliance of leftists
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