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For Dick Sylbert, who wasn’t finished
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INTRODUCTION

My name is Peter Biskind, and I am a recovering celebrity journalist. Which is to say, I started my career during the anti–Vietnam War movement of the sixties as a political activist with a general interest in culture and a particular interest in films, and more or less ended it—or at least a lengthy phase of it—in the late nineties, writing about movie stars for Premiere magazine.

Movies and politics came easily to me. When I was growing up on New York City’s Upper West Side, I used to watch Charlie Chaplin films during the long and inhospitable cold war freeze known as McCarthyism, in the apartment of Tom Brandon, who owned a small film distribution company specializing in Soviet and other films of politically dubious provenance. Because Chaplin—who at one time had been the global equivalent of Jim Carrey, Will Ferrell, and Adam Sandler all rolled into one—had been effectively blacklisted and ruled persona non grata by the State Department (as a noncitizen, his reentry visa was rescinded), to watch his films was both a forbidden pleasure and a modest act of disobedience.

I developed a regular filmgoing habit during the early sixties at Swarthmore College, the years that we now know were what Phillip Lopate called the “heroic age of moviegoing,” when every month promised a new Bergman or Fellini, and I cadged rides from Swarthmore into Philadelphia to see L’Avventura for the third and fourth time. Later, my passion for movies saw me through an unproductive and seemingly interminable stint in the graduate English department at Yale, where I spent my time reading Pauline Kael instead of Harold Bloom and watching everything from Kenneth Anger to Russ Meyer, instead of going to classes. Later, when I started teaching myself, I much preferred to introduce my students to the mysteries of Antonioni’s Blowup than to the joys of the nineteenth-century English novel, which was what I was being paid to do. I was teaching at the University of California, Santa Barbara, when the sixties really hit, like a hammer blow. For two or three years I did little but march and protest. I remember sitting on the runway of Santa Barbara airport with 500-odd other demonstrators in protest against Nixon’s incursion into Cambodia, or maybe it was the shootings at Kent State. The “actions” tend to blur. When I did find myself in a classroom, it was to give my freshman English students three hundred A’s.

Meanwhile, Jean-Luc Godard and the French nouvelle vague had replaced Antonioni, the poet of postwar ennui who, despite his efforts to become engagé (Zabriskie Point), seemed increasingly irrelevant to the passions of the day. Godard’s casual, shoot-and-run style and his to-hell-with-it disregard for Hollywood conventions made it seem like anyone could grab a camera and go out into the streets, especially since Newsreel, the movement’s film arm, had done just that. I traded some colored beads and a couple of joints for a Bolex and, when I wasn’t marching, I was teaching myself how to make documentary films. The best (made with Steve Hornick and Jake Manning) was called Don’t Bank on Amerika, about the student protests at UCSB and the predictable overreaction by the authorities, which took the form of out-of-control police, the National Guard, tear gas, curfews, mass arrests, etc., etc., all those things that made the sixties so much fun. Don’t Bank was truly guerrilla filmmaking, financed by passing the hat at demos. We sneaked into the filmmaking facilities at UCLA in the middle of the night to transfer sound and do our primitive mixes.

But when the draft was abolished in the early seventies, and the antiwar movement wound down, it became harder and harder to raise money for the political documentaries I wanted to make, and I drifted into writing, which was a whole lot easier and cheaper. You could sit down at the typewriter and pound out a piece without having to raise the $25,000 or $50,000 needed to make a film.

I began with analytical exegeses (once a graduate student, always a graduate student) of films that I liked, published in small journals like Film Heritage, Film Quarterly, Canada’s Take One, and Britain’s Sight and Sound, as well as political film magazines like Cineaste, and Jump Cut, which was published on paper so cheap it practically turned to dust in your hands while you were reading it, like one of those ancient manuscripts in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Some of those pieces are included in this volume, and the reader will see that I looked at films politically, with an eye to the ideology they were overtly or covertly conveying against the social context in which they were made. An example from Jump Cut, was a reading of Thunderbolt and Lightfoot (an early Michael Cimino exercise), that dredged up a barely submerged level of homoeroticism. One thing led to another, and I found myself, if not on the cover of Rolling Stone, at least among its pages, briefly, writing about Emile de Antonio’s Weather Underground documentary (included here), and then I went on to Seven Days. This was not the Adam Moss Seven Days that followed a few years later, but the Dave Dellinger Seven Days, an attempt—ill-fated and perhaps foolish, as it turned out—to launch a four-color, slick, lefty Time or Newsweek. While I was there I met some people whom I greatly admired and who became lifelong friends, like Dellinger, a beacon of courage and common sense in an often insane movement; Barbara Ehrenreich, brilliant and funny, with a cutting wit; and my wife-to-be, Elizabeth Hess, who later reviewed art for the Village Voice and today writes about animals and their issues.

When Seven Days finally expired, I caught a break: I was hired to be the editor-in-chief of American Film, published by the American Film Institute in Washington, D.C. American Film was a glossy, four-color monthly devoted, like its parent, AFI, to the celebration of movies as an art form. The closest thing to it in the U.S. at the time was its poor cousin, the monochromatic Film Comment. American Film had been founded in 1975 and had flourished under the hand of its original editor, Hollis Alpert. I myself had never deigned to read it; to me, it was only a few steps away from a fan magazine, with all the zip and edge of an awards ceremony program, a semiofficial publication of the industry. That said, it had the biggest circulation among film magazines in the English-speaking world. And American Film had one thing going for it: fanzine or not, it had been born in the middle of the seventies, the year of Jaws and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. The year before, Godfather II had beaten out Chinatown for an Oscar, and the year after, Martin Scorsese released Taxi Driver. In other words, it pecked through its eggshell in the middle of the last great decade of Hollywood filmmaking. American Film may have done no more than add its voice to a chorus of hosannas, but there was no question that most of the films and filmmakers it celebrated—Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, Warren Beatty, Robert Altman, William Friedkin, Robert Towne—had earned it. By the time I came along, in 1981, this era was over, although it took some time to realize it.

I moved to Washington from New York only a few weeks after Ronald Reagan had been shot by John Hinckley, Jr., who claimed to have been inspired by Travis Bickle. Washington was so foreign to me I felt like I’d walked through the looking glass, traveling to work on the bus, I could clear a couple of seats for myself by pulling out a copy of The Nation. American Film’s offices were in the Watergate, the site of the notorious break-in at the offices of the DNC, just across the street from the Howard Johnson’s where it had been planned. Entering the lobby of the hotel-cum-office building, I would encounter clusters of Chilean military officers—this, during the heyday of Pinochet. With their outsized uniforms, gilt-encrusted epaulets, mismatched blue trousers with red stripes running down the legs, they looked like members of, say, the Alabama State marching band who had wandered away from their bus tour. But it was hard to shrug off the thought that were I unlucky enough to have been a Chilean national, I would have had my fingernails extracted by these clowns.

The AFI board constituted a who’s who of the industry—Charlton Heston was the chairman—and many of the studio and network heads, important producers, and super-agents, had seats at the big table. I learned shortly that the Institute lived and died by its goodwill. I had started a column at the back of the book called “Trailers,” comprised of bite-sized previews of upcoming movies which, because of our long lead time, we were not lucky enough to have actually seen. Accordingly, the blurbs generally stuck close to the facts and were bland in tone. Every once in a while, in an effort to shake them up, I introduced a snarky note, and once wrote, apropos a film called Quest for Fire, that it “sounded like an upscale Caveman.” This incensed someone connected with the movie, who instantly pulled it from an AFI benefit, and landed me in very hot water. I was hauled before a committee of Institute panjandrums, and was told in no uncertain terms that I was not to ridicule studio movies. From then on I was careful to edit out of our stories anything that might give offense. Gossip of any sort was taboo, of course, and the private lives of the players we profiled were strictly off-limits. So narrow were the parameters of the permissible in which I operated, that I was once taken to task for not cropping out of a party photo a glass of booze in the hand of an Institute guest.

A year or so into my tenure at American Film, I came out with my first book, Seeing Is Believing: How Hollywood Taught Us to Stop Worrying and Love the Fifties, edited by my good friend Sara Bershtel and published by Pantheon. The film landscape, I felt, had been overgrazed by the herd of eager young film scholars coming out of university film programs—Hitchcock had been picked over almost as thoroughly as Shakespeare—whereas my particular bent was virgin territory, relatively speaking. I had read widely in the literature of the academic and public intellectuals of the 1950s—Lionel Trilling, David Riesman, Daniel Bell, et al.—in an attempt to show how the Hollywood movies of that era that were apparently politically naïve—that is, sci-fi, horror movies, westerns, weepies, thrillers, etc.—with no apparent political charge whatsoever, not only carried the various ideologies of the period, but were, in effect, engaged in political combat with one another. I slipped a piece of it into American Film, where it was published under the title “War of the Worlds,” and is included in this collection.

The AFI was ill-suited to publish a film magazine, and Washington was a terrible place to do it; selling ads and building circulation were next to impossible. Eventually, the Institute more or less outsourced American Film to an even less suitable publisher, a medical foundation, and moved it to New York, where it continued to limp along. And, as the eighties progressed, it was becoming harder and harder to write about the movies as an art form. Most of the great New Hollywood directors had auto-destructed. A high-minded magazine about an art form that for all intents and purposes had ceased to exist made less and less sense. After five years, in 1986, I jumped from a leaky vessel (the magazine folded a few years later) to Premiere, which was just starting up, a veritable cruise ship, fueled by Rupert Murdoch and Hachette’s money, and based on its French prototype, yet with wholly original American content. (For a while, every issue included cool movie trading-card inserts.)

The biggest difference between Premiere and American Film was that Premiere was a real magazine, that is, published by an honest-to-god commercial company that knew how to sell ads, understood circulation campaigns, and had the clout to get good newsstand placement. Unlike American Film, Premiere took care never to take favors from the studios (we always paid our own way when we sent writers to sets), and was free to do real reporting on the entertainment industry, something that the trades never did—nor, for the most part, the big dailies like The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times. Occasionally, if a production were particularly bizarre, like Godfather III, or something egregious occurred, as it did on the set of Twilight Zone—the Movie, a story would appear in the pages of a general interest magazine like Vanity Fair, Esquire, or New York. (Later, I was able to do a profile of Terrence McKenna for Vanity Fair that I would never have been able to do for Premiere.) Still, in those days, Premiere did enough reporting so that every now and then the publisher’s worst nightmare would actually occur—a studio would withdraw its advertising.

Still, like other single-topic magazines that exist in a symbiotic relationship with the industry they cover—Rolling Stone, Car and Driver, and so on—Premiere had to be careful not to foul its own nest. Like American Film, we treated films and filmmakers with kid gloves. We took readers behind the scenes and showed them how films are made. When we profiled actors, we focused on the craft. But it was operating in the same post-seventies environment as American Film, and confronted the same problem: mainstream movies were for the most part so undistinguished, they couldn’t repay the gravitas we brought to them. We covered Godfather III as if it were the original, and when it turned out to be no more than a pale imitation, we looked, and felt, foolish. With a few exceptions, covering movies of the late eighties and nineties, we were reduced to describing the new clothes of a succession of emperors. (Independent films—the nineties’ answers to the seventies—were just starting to make a dent, but the magazine was so Hollywood-focused it initially ignored them.) I’ll never forget the meetings for the annual Academy Awards issue, during which the staff, all Ivy League alumnae with a cumulative I.Q. up there with the graduating class of any top-notch medical school, spent countless hours analyzing the race and handicapping the field as if they were hot on the trail of the cure for cancer.

Despite the virtual collapse of the movies to which Premiere devoted itself, the industry that churned out these widgets was flourishing, and I discovered it was much more interesting to report on that than the films themselves. Moreover, I liked doing it, liked the digging, liked getting people to tell me what they didn’t want to tell me. So far as the cultural criticism I had been practicing went, most people didn’t get it. I was always being accused of reading too much into films—the “sometimes a movie is just a movie” argument. Or attacked for treating films like sociological artifacts. (Significantly, it was the Right, not the Left, that took the culture wars seriously.) I felt like I was just spinning wheels. Reporting, on the other hand, dealt with facts, not ideas or opinions, which were a dime a dozen. And it made waves, particularly since not many people were doing it.

While Premiere was taking the high road, People magazine had legitimized gossip, and collaterally, the tabloids. When I got to Premiere, I read the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the trades every morning, but now the Star and National Enquirer were shoved under my nose as well, and then, a few years later, copies of the gossip columns—Liz Smith, Page Six of the New York Post, Rush and Molloy of the Daily News, etc.—all of which became increasingly necessary to read and reference as celebrity journalism, now firmly ensconced on television (Entertainment Tonight was contemporaneous with Premiere), swallowed everything in sight.

I read them grudgingly, because as an end in itself, gossip is boring, and in the columns is used often as a weapon to settle scores. But eventually I became a believer, of sorts. People are interested in people, what makes them tick, why they do what they do. Gossip, not in the sense of rumor—true or false—but people acting badly when they think no one’s looking, was important, especially in reporting on the industry, where the players believed they had license to kill. I realized that it is impossible to draw a firm line between the public and the private, because so much of the former is driven by ego, by pettiness, by vanity and venality, a truth brought home again and again by the best books on the film business from the eighties and nineties—David McCullough’s Indecent Exposure, Steven Bach’s Final Cut, William Goldman’s Adventures in the Screen Trade, and Julia Phillips’s You’ll Never Eat Lunch in This Town Again, all of which are rich in personal detail.

Then came Entertainment Weekly, which changed the rules of the game. EW solved Premiere’s problem by being more newsy and more gossipy. It didn’t care about film art, or inflate its subject with windy claims. As a weekly, instead of a monthly, EW’s lead time was dramatically shorter than ours, while its stories were briefer and pithier. Whereas we had indulged ourselves with six-, seven-, occasionally eight- or even ten-thousand-word articles, theirs rarely exceeded six hundred words, and were often less. Under pressure from EW, ours were pared down dramatically, but we still couldn’t break news, and thereby gave up our only asset: in-depth reporting. It was the worst of both worlds. The magazine downsized, as if it had been shrunk in the washer. Circulation flatlined at around 500,000. No longer an exciting startup, Premiere had become a dowdy senior in the blink of an eye. Moreover, every magazine on the rack now had movie star covers. Premiere changed hands, again and again, eventually ending up half-owned by Hachette, and half by Ron Perelman. Susan Lyne, the founding editor (and no fool), left for greener pastures. She was barely out the door when the suits began tinkering with editorial. The interference fast became too blatant to swallow and the top editors left en masse. It was a dramatic affirmation of editorial independence, but ultimately useless and soon forgotten. David Pecker, Hachette’s chief honcho, publicly wondered what all the fuss was about. After all, the purpose of editorial was to sell ads, wasn’t it? (Pecker subsequently left Hachette to head up American Media, which publishes both the Enquirer and Star.)

It was high time for me to leave Premiere. I had never considered myself a celebrity journalist, but there was no denying that I was writing almost exclusively about celebrities, and as for whether it was really “journalism,” that was questionable. We were never obliged to fetch when the studios whistled, nor, even as the demand for celebrity covers grew and the boutique publicity firms flexed their muscles, were any limitations imposed on what we could and could not write about—until, that is, the Perelman/Pecker fiasco that terminated so many careers at Premiere. Rather, it is more accurate to say that we were drowning in celebrity ooze. I had always assumed that celebrity culture would eventually collapse under its own weight, that celebrity fatigue would set in with our readers. After all, how many times can you put Tom Cruise on the cover? How many stories can you write about Tom Cruise? But it never happened. Tom Cruise covers always sold best, that was all there was to it. It was hard for me to avoid the conclusion that I was in the wrong business. Sure, there is very good writing in magazines, but rarely about the movies, and certainly not in magazines solely devoted to the movies like Premiere, whose fawning and simpering, by this time, had nearly exceeded American Film’s before it.

As luck would have it, I had been working, well below Premiere’s radar, on another book, a history of Hollywood in the seventies that would eventually be called Easy Riders, Raging Bulls. I discovered that writing a book gave me the freedom that had disappeared from—if it had ever existed—a lot of magazine journalism. I didn’t need, metaphorically speaking, to put Tom Cruise on the front of the dust jacket, and therefore didn’t need to suck up to publicists. I could write what I wanted. Obviously, there were pressures, and more so with my next book, Down and Dirty Pictures, but to its credit, my publisher, Simon & Schuster, and its multinational parent, Viacom, stood fast.

Movies are famously an art form and a business, and in Easy Riders, Raging Bulls I tried to do justice to both, to combine my early academic interest in film as art with what I had learned about the industry writing for Premiere. But film is also, like most things human, the site of a tug of war between the personal and the political. In the sixties, we had a saying, or more aptly a slogan—“the personal is the political”—which expressed our fervent belief that everything was political, even the personal, which seemed least so. This slogan often provided the excuse for obliterating the personal in the name of politics, but after the sixties receded into the mists of time, the personal—in the glittering guise of the cult of celebrity—took its revenge, and then some, especially in cultural discourse, casting politics into shadow. Both Easy Riders, Raging Bulls and Down and Dirty Pictures try, with admittedly uneven success, to rebalance the scales.

The entertainment industry is at once the number-one delivery vehicle for the cult of celebrity and its prime beneficiary. It has always been good at changing the subject, has always tried hard to depoliticize itself: “Have a message? Call Western Union” has always been its mantra. By exclusively purveying people, it has obscured issues. But it’s time to admit that that attempt has failed. With entertainment America’s biggest export, and with media ownership in fewer and fewer hands, corporate agendas rule, not to mention the requirements of the explicitly ideologically driven behemoths like News Corp. and Clear Channel. Politics never goes away; we never see the “end of history,” despite wishful claims to the contrary. Hollywood may not want to admit it, but politics are very much with us, obvious to everyone else, from Moqtada al-Sadr to Murdoch.

Peter Biskind

August 2004


BETWEEN THE FRAMES


THE POLITICS OF POWER IN ON THE WATERFRONT

The Kazan revival has begun. Initiated in 1972 by the British journal Movie,1 expedited in 1973 by Jim Kitses writing in Cinema,2 and further assisted by the recent publication of a book-length interview edited by Michel Ciment of Positif,3 it promises a long overdue reassessment of an unjustly neglected director. Whatever one’s attitude toward either Kazan’s political behavior in the fifties, or to the politics embedded in his films, it can no longer be denied that he is an important figure. He directed a half dozen major films of the fifties, and the Actors Studio, which he founded, left an indelible stamp on American screen acting. Marlon Brando, Lee Remick, James Dean, Julie Harris, Montgomery Clift. Shelley Winters, Paul Newman, Kim Hunter, Lee J. Cobb, Karl Malden, Rod Steiger, and many, many others cannot be understood apart from its influence.

Focussing on Kazan’s work makes it no longer possible to evade the central question of film and ideology that auteurists and the more sophisticated auteurists-structuralists have thus far largely obscured or ignored. This is so because Kazan, more than most directors of the fifties, was overly concerned with political themes, while at the same time his own life was crucially affected by his appearance before the House Un-American Activities Committee as a “friendly witness” in 1952. It was just this proximity to the storm center of American culture in the fifties that made his reputation so vulnerable to changes in the political climate. Kazan, in a sense, has been doubly unlucky. After selling out his friends on the left and enthusiastically joining the fifties crusade against communism, he was cast out of the mainstream of American film history by auteur critics who, like himself, were cultural fellow-travelers of the post-war corporate consensus but who, even more than he, turned against the aesthetics of socialist realism. They disliked the residue of the thirties social seriousness still evident in his work. Even left wing auteurists who have not hesitated to paint right-wing action directors like Fuller, Siegel, and Aldrich in various shades of red have drawn back from Kazan.4

Despite the fact that Kazan’s work as a whole is now being regarded with greater interest it is his later, more “personal” films like America, America and The Arrangement, made outside his longtime collaboration with major writers, that are gaining ground over the films of the high fifties like On the Waterfront. In other words, the reassessment is proceeding along typically auteurist lines, putting a premium on the expression of personality.

The new stress on the later films (not unlike previous auteurist rescue operations on Ford’s westerns and late Renoir) depends on a confusion between personal and private, itself a product of the fifties attempt to cauterize ideology and valorize private life. The notion that The Arrangement is a more personal film than On the Waterfront is certainly an odd one. It would be hard to think of a film that more suggests an autobiographical reading than On the Waterfront which, after all, concerns informing, an issue which in reality marked Kazan’s own life profoundly. Distinguishing early and late Kazan in this way can only proceed from a position like auteurism which seeks to expel politics from the area of legitimate artistic discourse with the aid of threadbare romantic notions of the artist, genius, personal vision, and so on.

Kazan, of course, was engaged in precisely the same effort. On the Waterfront is one of the earliest and most effective attempts to suppress politics with morality and private values that the fifties produced. It takes an important first step in detaching the self from a larger social context so that the idea of self can be redefined in narrower, safer terms. Splendor in the Grass, America, America, and The Arrangement merely develop the notion of personality initially presented in On the Waterfront.

The congruence between the ideological projects of Kazan and auteurism, both firmly rooted in the necessities of the fifties consensus, suggest another reason for the critical antipathy towards Kazan. It is not that Kazan was too much a product of the thirties for fifties auteurists, too unlike them in political stance and emotional tone, but rather the opposite. He was too much like them. Kazan’s were les mains sales which executed the deeds at which their eyes dared not look. His films performed the ideological dirty work of the fifties and thus had to be rejected in favor of the films of a director like Nicholas Ray, where the same process is not so embarrassingly obvious. But Kazan and Ray are two sides of the same coin. Kazan screwed others, and is therefore bad; Ray screwed himself, and is therefore good. His films have an overlay of romantic pessimism which allows liberals to weep away their bad conscience.

In the seventies, Kazan has received the benefit of an altered cultural climate. He has profited by a new catholicity on the part of auteur critics whose major battles seem won and who are now casting about to find new tenants for the Pantheon, and by the interest of European left and American New Left critics who find in Kazan’s cold war anti-Stalinism a confirmation of their own antipathy towards the old left.

Times do change, and each generation sees the film classics with its own eyes. Wounds heal, memory falters, present needs require of the past different lessons from those drawn by our predecessors. One would not wish to deny Kazan the consolations of history. Yet the social situations within which films are made continue to live, in turn, within them. Films like Viva Zapata! and On the Waterfront bear the marks, the inscription, as the French would say, of their historical context. They cannot be fully understood outside the passionate political controversies of which they were part. This essay is an attempt to make this inscription clear. It is intended as a contribution to the reassessment of Kazan and beyond that, a contribution to the larger question of how Hollywood films respond to the requirements of the ideological context in which they are situated. Implicit in its approach is a critique of auteurism. While it cannot be denied that Kazan is an auteur, at the same time, like any other director, he must be seen as mediating conflicting cultural and aesthetic demands. Examining the cultural soil from which films grow does not impoverish them, as conservative critics often charge, but rather enriches them by restoring to them their original nourishment.

On the Waterfront falls in the middle of the seismic shift from the thirties to the fifties. By the time it was begun, in 1954, Kazan had long since abandoned the passionate commitment of the thirties. On the other hand, he had not yet attained the Fordian distance revealed in later films like Baby Doll (1956), Wild River (1960), and Splendor in the Grass (1961). On the Waterfront harnesses the methods of the thirties to the ideology of the fifties. It is political allegory cast in the form of a morality play. This requires a particularly skillful form of aesthetic footwork, since its success requires that the political allegory be simultaneously admitted and refused. To deny the allegorical level runs the risk that the message of the film will go unrecorded. To acknowledge the allegorical level runs the risk that the ideological project of the film will be unmasked. Films like On the Waterfront walk a tightrope between revelation and concealment, between clarity and mystification.

In Viva Zapata! (1952), the first part of Kazan’s anticommunist trilogy, he had shown that the exercise of individual power is either perverse or tragic. Zapata had to renounce state power to avoid being corrupted by it, but even so he found that the requirements of leadership poisoned his relations with his wife, indirectly led to his brother’s death, and forced him to execute a trusted lieutenant. The exercise of power, in other words, entails the violation of the intimate personal bonds which we hold most dear. Although the commonplace that power corrupts is a staple of Hollywood political wisdom, finding classic expression in the comedies of Frank Capra, in the fifties, and especially in the hands of Kazan, it became a weapon in the cold war struggle against the left in general, and Stalinism in particular. According to sociologists like Daniel Bell, it was the millennial, ideological movements, the Nazis and the Soviets, who exercised power; democrats did not. Liberal democracy was regarded as an ideal form of government because everybody and nobody exercises power. In America, remarks one of Zapata’s band, “the government governs, but with the consent of the people. The people have a voice.” In On the Waterfront, two years later, we see how power manifests itself in a democracy.

Where Viva Zapata! has aged quickly, On the Waterfront remains, after two decades, a tremendously powerful film, one of the best films of the fifties. In many ways, it was a child of the HUAC investigations, a blow struck in the ideological and artistic battle between those who talked and those who didn’t. Many of its personnel, including Kazan, Budd Schulberg who wrote the script, Lee J. Cobb who played John Friendly, and Leif Erickson who played one of the Waterfront Crime Commission investigators, had gone before HUAC, confessed their past sins, and implicated close friends and associates. One of Kazan’s closest friends (whom he did not name) was Arthur Miller with whom he had worked on All My Sons and Death of a Salesman. In 1953, Miller’s play The Crucible, a thinly veiled attack on the witch hunt, opened on Broadway. In it, Miller has his central character go to his death rather than inform against his friends. Asked for names, he replies: “I speak my own sins; I cannot judge another. I have no tongue for it . . . I have three children—how may I teach them to walk like men in the world, and I sold my friends.”5

On the Waterfront is Kazan’s answer. It presents a situation in which informing on criminal associates is the only honorable course of action for a just man. The injunction against informing on friends and colleagues is axiomatic in most socieites where the state does not exercise overwhelming moral authority, but the film’s dialogue repeatedly defines squealing not as an absolute but a relative matter. It depends on where you stand. Father Barry (Karl Malden) expresses this nicely
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