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The Depiction of the Working Class in American Films of the Counterculture Era
explores the rendering of the working class by Hollywood between 1967 and 1982. This
dissertation discusses how this unique and volatile epoch was interpreted by Hollynebod, a
how the roles of working-class characters evolved with the shifting economic @nzhpol
landscapes. The dissertation also demonstrates that although Hollywood tesnporaril
experimented with some new models and narratives as it encouraged frash taksatt in
the early 1970s in a period known as the Hollywood Renaissance, the film industry never
strayed too far from its roots. As the country moved back to the right in the early 1970s,
Hollywood quickly returned to a more classic and conservative cinema. As this work
demonstrates, this return was best reflected in the rendering of the wddssg

In addition to exploring how working-class characters evolved with the times, th
dissertation also explores how film informed the working class view of.its@ifexample,
the work discusses how a film lilkkocky(1976) reinforced and perpetuated some working-
class views at a time when the working class felt threatened by change.

The dissertation begins by exploring the history of the working class ini¢aner
film. Then, by drawing on the works of film scholars and cultural critics, it egplor
Hollywood’s creation of the binary of the working class vs. the counterculturentieated

in the late 1960s. This binary, while generally successful at the box officdedfsed to



perpetuate the real division between the working class and countercultwisjandhat

continues as the culture wars rage on in tfeCantury.
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INTRODUCTION
THE WORKING CLASS IN AMERICAN FILM:

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE FIRST 70 YEARS

In the mid- and late 1960s, it was not uncommon to walk down the street of any
major city of America and witness a verbal confrontation between prat@stéra member
of the working class. This scene became so common, in fact, that the two groups would often
react reflexively towards each other, barely taking the time to makeasyact. Subjects of
protest ranged from the Civil Rights Movement to nuclear disarmamentwathe
Vietnam to the women'’s rights movement, but they all elicited the same re$ponsome
passersby. Morris Dickstein describes just such a scene in his book about¢bgGaxes of
Eden He writes, “The social abyss between protesters and hard-hats gavel#tieinship a
purely abstract, mythmaking character” (257). He recounts one pargsalaange in New
York during the late 1960s that illustrates this phenomenon: “A group of craggy, burly
longshoremen on their way to work began heckling some of the protesters with cemment
like ‘Get washed, hippies!” and ‘Take a bath!” A typical moment, excepirtthts case the
immediate objects of their scorn were some impeccably groomed suburban @8a@hs
This caricature of members of the counterculture was not contained tcettts, stither. As
Peter Braunstein writes Imagine Nationto California Governor Ronald Reagan in 1967 a
“hippie,” the most recognizable member of the counterculture, was someone “whedire
like Tarzan, has hair like Jane, and smells like Cheetah” (6).

As those words from Ronald Reagan imply, these regular confrontations did not

exclusively involve the working class, although Reagan’s words were desan®bilize



opposition to the counterculture and to curry favor with the working class. Thersuvehg
times when a man in a gray flannel suit or a woman dressed in the latest Gitemsetyan
insult at the protesters. But highly publicized incidents like two that took place inYiNgw

City on May 8, 1970, when “hardhats” attacked youthful war protesters, and again on May
12, 1970, when “helmeted workers, carrying American flags, shouted pro-war . nsslaga
war protesters and called for the resignation of New York Mayor John Li(Begrt 1),

turned the media spotlight towards the working class. When Hollywood lateredstad
counterculture as protagonists in a series of films in the late 1960s and early 1i870ast

the image of the working class that most often made it to the screen.

One such scene takes placéanight Cowboywhich won the Oscar for best film
of 1969. In the film about two small-time street hustlers, the two lead chardieo
“Ratso” Rizzo (Dustin Hoffman) and Joe Buck (Jon Voight), are briskly walkirgigtr the
streets of New York as Ratso, who has just met Joe in a bar, is trying to coheithceltling
male hustler to let him represent him. They then encounter a small group of psoteste
carrying signs that call for nuclear disarmament marching in a loop on tinalidés
Ratso elbows his way through the crowd, he brushes aside one of the placandrcarry
protesters and brusquely says, “Get outta here. Fuckin’ creep. Go to work.”

Although the entire incident plays out in just a few seconds, this fleeting
confrontation says much about the perception of the relationship between the counterculture
and the working class in the late 1960s in America, a time when working-classesens
dying in a war 6,000 miles away while protesters, often the sons and daughters of t
privileged, crowded city streets and commandeered college campuseseksdRpir

displeasure with their government. This scene is particularly tddleguse it shows that



even two men on the margins of society, men who have emerged from the workirmtlass
are no longer part of the working-class culture, carry with them the satastéitor the
counterculture as the hardhats that Dickstein and Bigart write abouas this binary—the
counterculture vs. the working class—that made headlines and sold newspapersté the |
1960s, and it was this binary that came to dominate films of the counterculture era as
Hollywood attempted to attract youth audiences to its films.

This dissertation will explore the treatment of the working class inyttolbd cinema
during the brief explosion of youth-oriented films in the late 1960s and will thentae
the depiction of the working class changed as Hollywood returned to more trdditiona
narratives and forms in the 1970s. This period ran roughly between 1967 and 1982, the year
of the summer of love, until the first years of the Reagan presidency. | haea cloigo end
the era with the election of Reagan because films that were in production ttheriinal
years of the Carter Administration did not reach the screen until the early Ir98es.
following pages, | will look at how Hollywood’s portrayal of the working classrdythis
epoch helped to not only shape the way other people look at the working class, but also how
the working class looks at itself. In doing so, | will also explore one overridingethigat is
repeated in films throughout the era, whether they valorize the counterculthesvaorking
class—the theme of community. It is this desire for community that insprederculture
movements of the 1960s and 1970s, and it is the mourning of the loss of a more “traditional”
community by members of the working and middle classes, and their desingrhatoetore
“simple” times, that led to working-class movements in the mid-1970s. In both theesss
movements found a willing partner in Hollywood, which saw an opportunity to exploit the

changing mood of the nation and bring audiences back to theaters in search ahdgmm



But as we will also see, particularly as the epoch matures, Hollywood didayotasi far
from its roots. It continued to rely on the cinematic trope of the rugged individualist in
presenting its narratives of the search for community.

| have chosen this epoch because it represents a period of great change garmeri
cinema and in America itself. Between 1967 and 1982 the nation moved first to timel left a
then back hard to the right, and with these changes in direction came changes in the depiction
of the working class in Hollywood cinema. As | will show in the first part of thikwiar
films of the late 1960s the working class took a back seat to the counterculturémssmet
being ignored, often marginalized or ridiculed, and too often demonized as the foils for
counterculture characters. In subsequent chapters | will show that as tivg touned to the
right during the 1970s with an economic downturn, the continuing war in Vietnam, an oil
embargo, and Watergate adding to the nation’s woes, depictions of the working class
evolved. Demonized at the beginning of the decade in a filnd&ik¢1970), the working
class found itself valorized in mid-decadeRycky(1976) and even romanticized to a degree
in later films likeBreaking Away(1979) and~our Friends(1981).

This study will be presented in four chapters, followed by an Epilogue. Betauls
be explicating the evolution of the treatment of the working class in film dunsegta, |
will present the films, for the most part, in chronological order, with eacherapt
representing a specific period within the epoch. Four basic tools will be provitiesl t
reader in this Introduction. First, each chapter and its general conterite wiltlined;
second, a clear definition of the term “working class,” as used here, wilfdredjfthird, a
brief history of the treatment of the working class in film from the Sileatuatil the 1960s

will be provided; and, finally, two influential films of 196C€pol Hand Luke and Bonnie and



Clyde which preceded the youth-film explosion later in the decade, will be exarineske
two films, released within three months of each other, will be studied as bivos the
working class that spoke directly to youth audiences. | have chosen to diszzes§iims
here for two primary reasons: One, they explore working-class protagonistweine, iorm
or another, serve as surrogates for the alienated youth of the 1960s; and, twedbegdr
the spate of counterculture/youth films that immediately follotwasly Ride(1969), which
will be discussed in Chapter 1, and they served to identify a ticket-buyinly godience for

Hollywood.

Organization of Chapters

In Chapter 1 we look at films of the late 1960s and early 1970s and explore the
treatment of the working class as counterculture foils. The primaryekjsiored in this
chapter i€asy Ride(1969, a film some call the most influential of its time. WHheasy
Riderburst on the screen in the summer of 1969, the counterculture had already reached its
high-water mark, cresting even before it was finally eulogized by Hii@mpson irFear
and Loathing in Las Vegas 1971. Its impact on the film industry was immediate as it
inspired a series of counterculture/youth films that often highlighted the couitiiee
experience. The film also set the tone for the depiction of the working cldmss in t
counterculture/youth films that followed. One of these films Mase’s Restauran(1969), a
counterculture film based on a song by Arlo Guthrie that tells the reatdife af Arlo’s
refusal for induction into the U.S. Army. This film takes a more complex look at the
relationship between the counterculture and the working class, with the tidetena

providing a bridge of sorts between the two cultures. Although the film still offers s



stereotypical renderings of the working class and privileges the coulttee, it represents a
somewhat more balanced view of the two groups.

Medium Cool[1969) followsAlice’s Restauranand incorporates real footage from
the 1969 Democratic Convention and the riots in Chicago. Not a counterculture/youth film i
the vein of The Strawberry Statemefitf970) orZabriskie Point(1970)—its protagonist is a
professional news cameraman and not a member of the counterculture—it extmine
relationships between the counterculture and the working class as well det¢hefahe
media on both.

The final film discussed in Chapter 1Bgly Jack(1971 and 1973), a film about a
Vietnam War veteran of mixed Native American and Caucasian blood who retuhes
reservation after the war to find that its peaceful progressive schooltégglet of racist and
economic attacks by the region’s richest man and his working-class milmonany ways
the film was an anomaly—it was the only counterculture film that follokesl Ridethat
achieved significant success at the box office; it was a traditional fépitdets strong leftist
leanings; and as an independent film it showed Hollywood how to distribute a film in the
new marketplace. Most importantly for our purposes, however, it presents an antbivale
view of the working class, demonizing it in large part, but also valorizing indiadBdly
Jack himself among them) within the class. In doing so, it brought an end to the
counterculture/youth era of film.

In Chapter 2 we look at films released between the early and mid-1970s aneé explor
Hollywood’s changing attitude towards the working class. Three of thesegiesent a
sympathetic look at working-class characters who are struggling tdhemdatay in the

1970s, while the fourth provides a bridge between the counterculture films and thth&im



privilege the working class in the 1970s. The films that provide a sympathetictlttek a
working class ar®irty Harry (1971),Scarecron(1973), andr'he Last Detai(1973). Unlike
the working-class antagonists of the counterculture/youth films of 1969 and 1970, these
working-class characters serve as protagonists. The first filnxgéere in Chapter 2Joe
(1970), is more problematic. One of the few films of the era with a working-class
protagonist, it demonizes both the working class and the counterculture in an effort to
explore, some would say exploit, the differences between the two groups.

Joeis a complicated film that star Peter Boyle initially saw asdihfor the end to
violence—both in Vietham and at home” (Léunerican Film24), and others saw as a film
that “adaptedeasy Rider'peace-loving hippie vs. murderous redneck formula to the urban
rust belt” (CookHistory of the American Cinenia&7).Joeshows the darkest side of the
relationship between the working class and the counterculture. In doinglso,iilstrates
the merger of the working class and middle class that would define the natmrégarthe
right in the 1970s. This “merger” would reappear in a more positive ligRefarn of the
Secaucus Sevéh980), which is explored in Chapter 4.

Dirty Harry came to the screen the same yedihg Jack but the films appealed to
different audiences despite the similarities between the title ckesaBbth men resort to
vigilante tactics and violence in response to impotent legal systems, and botb fight
preserve their communities. But whigdly Jackwas lauded by members of the Left because
of its privileging of the counterculture, represented by Native Americans arataigeof an

alternative schooDirty Harry became a favorite of the Right because its title character takes

on the “counterculture’ The film about a vigilante police officer who feels constrained by

the constitutional rights of suspects particularly resonated with membéies wbtking class



who were already feeling squeezed by the economic downturn, the continuation of,the war
and all those “rights” people were demanding. As a working-class hero, Eaiahan
(Clint Eastwood) does what a lot of people in the audience of the time felt needed to be
done—he confronts the counterculture and the permissive society that he betiaves i
birth to. The film exploits working-class anger with the counterculture byiodfa dirty,
devious, long-haired, peace sign-wearing murderer named Scorpio as ldatagjenist.

Scarecrowis what some would call a “small film” about two men, played by Al
Pacino and Gene Hackman, who are thrown together on the road as they both try to find a
“home” of sorts. Hackman’s character is searching for a future in Pittsburgle indnéopes
to open a car wash, and Pacino’s character is searching for a life andtfanhhe has lost
touch with in the San Francisco area. This “buddy picture” explores the lives of tkimgvor
class misfits as they try to adapt to a changing world. Although beaufifaigd by noted
cinematographer Vilmos Zsigmond, the film is “small” in that it provides amaté look at
the lives of two men on the margins of socidtye Last Details another buddy/road film
that tells the tale of two “lifers” in the Navy who must transport a yourhgy $eom Norfolk,
Virginia, to a Boston brig because of his conviction related to a minor theft. Whefférs
humor and pathos, but it primarily evokes sympathy for the lifers and their priatine
members of the working class who see the service as one of the few opticaisl@avaithe
working-class man. In both of these films the men have found, or are searching for,
community, something to ground them and to provide larger meaning to their individual
lives.

With the mid-1970s came a series of films that valorized the working class, gften b

celebrating the American dream and providing upbeat endings. This affimnadtihe



American Dream contrasts with the films of the early 1970s, most of whickl éadéy for

the protagonists, whether working class, middle class, or affluent. As Syl8¢sitene said

at the time oRocky’srelease in 1976, “I believe the country as a whole is beginning to break
out of this . . . anti-everything syndrome . . . this nihilistic, Hemingwayisticdéithat
everything in the end must wither and die” (gtd. in Leab 265). Chapter 3 explores how some
of these films helped to redefine the working class. While all of thesediinm®t have fairy-

tale endings, they all provide a generally positive rendering of the warkdeg as they

explore the angst of working people and their efforts to build and rebuild communitg. Thes
films includeAlice Doesn't Live Here Anymof@974), a film about a newly widowed

mother of a teenage son who must fend for herdalfgd Times(1975), a modern-day

western set in the Great Depressidays(1975), a blockbuster film about a working-class
everyman who must save a community from its own greed and reinstate thelpdRoaky
(1976), a film that signals the emergence of the ethnic working-classdmeiBlue Collar

(1978), a film that returns to the anti-labor themes of films@kethe Waterfron{1954)

while masquerading as a pro-worker and racially enlightened film.

In this chapter we explore how each of these films played a role in redefining the
working class in the mid-1970s and how each explored the establishment or rekestatilis
of community. For example, althougtard Timess set in the Great Depression and offers a
traditional Hollywood narrative, it serves as a precurs&®ackyand other films of the mid-
1970s that explore the working-class ethnic and the loss of community. Here theusifag
a traveling bare-knuckles fighter, demonstrates the American traggédundividualism
while forging a new community with his “manager” and cut man. Although he leaves i

end, literally walking off into the night, he leaves behind a newly reconstita@munity.



Finally, Chapter 4 looks at films that reflect America as the end of the coultiee
era approaches and the Reagan revolution takes hold. Each of these filnme lofb&rat
how the issues of the 1960s and early 1970s impacted the working class, either atdhe time
later. The theme of community runs through each of the filing.Deer Hunte(1978), for
example, explores the impact of the Vietham War on the working class in ayRanizs
steel town as the community is disrupted by the loss of native sons to the war and the
crippling of others. IBreaking Away(1978), the effects of the economic downturn are felt
by four working class youths who must constitute a new community out of tteg d
community.Return of the Secaucus Sey&880) explores what happens when former
members of the 1960s counterculture gather a decade later to rekindle old frieaddtips
reconstitute or at least relive the days of counterculture community. FiRally Friends
(1981) offers a look at how the 1960s impacted the lives and dreams of three young men and
one young woman from the steel town of East Chicago, Indiana. While nostalgia fo
disappearing communities is represented in some form in each of these fignatearr that
none of the communities will ever be reconstituted in their old form. Each ofrtiee fil
demonstrates the influence of the move to the right in America and thes effé¢icé times on
the working class. But one theme is consistent throughout. In each film theticells
stronger than the individual, even when the ultimate goal is to “break awaybfiem
community to forge another. Although the films offer, for the most part, a moigdrel
solution to the rebuilding of community—highlighting family, home, and conservative
values—they also offer some hope for a more progressive future as at least fwne of

protagonists manage to “break away” from their pasts.
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Throughout much of the counterculture era, flmmakers pitted the counterculture
against the working class. In the early days, the counterculture wasgad/ile most
instances; in the middle and later years, the working class was privilegéd.tkis dialectic
often worked to bring audiences to the movie houses, it also created a binary of§workin
class vs. counterculture. As we will see, by concentrating on this binaryntineakers often
failed to shine a light on the system that created the binary, the economic acdlEygiem
that took America to war and that failed to respond adequately to the social, cultural, and
political changes in the nation. Although we see attempts to build or rebuild comnmunity i
films throughout the era, most of the time that effort eschews collectioa at favor of a

more tribal approach.

The Working Class: A Definition

The definition of “working class” is highly contested because, as many sosislogi
say, Americans generally consider America a classless sotge8teven J. Ross notes in the
Preface taNorking Class Hollywogd'Americans today do not like talking about ‘class’ and
when they do, they like to think of themselves and their nation as ‘middle classtioxgl
Trilling, for example, insisted that American culture has always beenatatic and
singular, despite the unequal distribution of capital: “Despite a brief gtttenmnsist on the
opposite view, the conflict between capital and labor has been a contest for theiposges
the goods of a single way of life, and not a cultural study” (qtd. in Rhodes 12). Oitkers li
Ross say that Americans have a rich working class history that pre-datestige from a

producer to a consumer society in the early part of the last century. “Not urgdrtiie
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decades of the twentieth century did large numbers of people talk about themselves as
consumers who belonged to a broadly defined middle class,” he says (xi).

Even abroad it was assumed during th® déntury that the American worker would
eventually organize as a proletariat in defiance of bourgeois rule. As Mikis Botes in
Prisoners of the American Dreatiat one time or another” Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels,
Vladimir Lenin, and Leon Trotsky all considered the American workings@das'immature”
version of its European counterparts. When the American working class still didenopr
in spontaneous revolution after the Russian Revolution of 1917 to protest capitalist
exploitation, it was determined that a number of unique conditions existed in the United
States that retarded the growth of class consciousness, including theffromtitinuous
immigration, the attraction of agrarian-democratic ideologies bound up withlqmeitrgeois
property, the international hegemony of American capital, and so on.” Theses faltt
resulted in a belief in American exceptionalism, the feeling that condihohsierica and
Americans themselves made this country different than any other and thus notasiides
to class conflict. But Marxists continued to believe that when these “conjundtunal”
“transient” conditions dissipated, when the United States lost its lead in wdudstrial
productivity, immigration was restricted, and the frontier was closes @lauld come to the
forefront. According to Davis, “Then more profound and permanent historical ciedens,
arising out of the very structure of the capitalist mode of production would becomeeec
(4). But, as Davis explains, the American system survived even during thelysate”
Great Depression through the hegemony of the political system. The workers vétbobas
international models, should have risen in protest against international capiteisad

were brought under the umbrella of the New Deal in the 1930s (5). Davis doesnhéleny t
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existence of class in America, but he does recognize why a “classausmess” has not

taken hold in America as it has in Western Europe. He states it this way:
The American working class . . . lacking any broad array of collective
institutions or any totalizing agent of class consciousness (that is, a class
party), has been increasingly integrated into American capitalism throeigh th
negativitiesof its internal stratification, its privatization in consumption, and
its disorganizatiowis-a-vispolitical and trade-union bureaucracies. (8, italics
in original)

In fact, the ability to consume will be a component of my definition of class because
this ability defined the concept of class in films of the countercultureneralao often
characterized the response of the characters to the epoch. Also, as Davis satescét
of American exceptionalism and, as we will discuss further, the idea of thedrugge
individualist, helped to define what it meant to be an American. While these coneegts w
on prominent display in films throughout the studio era, they remained prominent in film
during the counterculture period. The rugged individualist in particular was evidentyn ma
popular films of the time, frorBilly Jackto Dirty Harry, and fromJawsto Rocky But as we
will see in the following chapters, even the rugged individualists in theseikre often
serving a larger role in either protecting community or forging new ones.

Some define working class in a traditional way, as David Halle do&serica’s
Working Man For Halle, the working class generally consists of well-paid, ,rbale collar
workers, primarily white, who predominantly live in the Northeast (and thetimalus
Midwest), are descendants of blue collar workers, and are likely to procagengrwho

become blue collar workers. These workers have little job mobility, have fbles tiaan
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careers, are closely supervised by lower or upper-white collar bossesteanoho$t wear
protective clothing or clothing that designates them as blue collar (294). While &
strong, effective definition for Halle’s study, it is a bit too narrow andicéisty for the
purposes of this dissertation.

For the purposes of this study, the working class not only represents thertehdi
blue collar worker who may toil in a factory or mill, or work in the union constructioie tra
but it also represents those who work in service and other lower-paid positions of no
authority. It includes all who punch a clock or work in an environment where their work is
closely supervised and regulated, but also includes others who survive from paycheck to
paycheck in low-level white collar jobs. This member of the working class can be a
bartender, a waitress, a steelworker, a cable TV installer, an autorwadarvice employee,
a car salesman, a low-paid teacher, or a domestic. The boxer, the Great Degeasgster,
the young woman trying to escape a slum, the miner, the dockworker, the strugtgnag ve
and the street hustler also fit this working definition of working class, astdeespiring
dancer who works in a hardware store hoping to be discovered and the young man who
chooses to reject the blue collar life of his father and enter the social seovideln short,
they are generally defined by their potential as consumers, with one-edohea collar work
automatically defines you as working class, even if you make signifcmore than some
low-level white collar workers. For example, a well-paid blue collar eonkay earn as
much as a “middle-class” white collar worker and live in the same housingpdenesht—
but he/she would still be considered working class for the purposes of this study

This study will also primarily, but not exclusively, explore the depiction ofiee

working class in film for two basic reasons. The white working class—orsitdea
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significant part of it—represented a significant segment of the workasg that reacted
negatively to the counterculture and many of the changes that took place in the 1960s. It is
also the segment of the working class that Hollywood chose to depict in the role ohisitag
to the counterculture. Also, one of the changes that eventually led to a backladmefrom t
white working class was the Civil Rights Movement, which evolved into the Black Power
movement in the late 1960s. While the Civil Rights Movement was tolerated in white
working-class enclaves for the most part until it became a Black Poswemnent, working-
class support for a more egalitarian society lost steam when the ecamasty $our in the
late 1960s. This reaction resulted in a counter-revolution of sorts, and whileitihespten
the working class and the counterculture formed the basis for characteszzdtthe
working class in films of the counterculture era, there was also a clddvespleen the white
and black working-class communities. Thus, the counter-revolution and the resulting
depiction of the white working class in film will make up the bulk of this study. Asstiidy
proceeds, we explore how this counter-revolution of sorts manifests itsethgdilthe mid-
and late 1970s during the white ethnic revival spearheadBddy

Working-class women and their rendering in films of the era, and previous dras, wi
also be explored here. From brief looks at characters in earlier filmBdiixe Facg1933)
andSalt of the Earti{1954) to more detailed looks at working class women like Alice Brock
(Patricia Quinn) irAlice’s RestaurantAlice Hyatt (Ellen Burstyn) iAlice Doesn't Live
Here AnymorgEileen (Verna Bloom) iMedium Coal Adrian Pennino (Talia Shire) in
Rocky and Georgia (Jodi Thelen) Four Friends this study examines how the depiction of
working-class women evolved to reflect the social and cultural environmeiis tine. As

we will see, although the women’s movement made inroads politically andysdbat
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progress was not always reflected in the rendering of female chariacteese filmsSalt of
the Earth although not a studio film like the others listed here, is included in this study
because its rare cinematic depiction of a successful strike madegétabconservative

forces.

Early Films

When most people think of American film, their first thoughts are of Hollywood, the
movie-making, dream-weaving little burg located somewhere west of dowrhiosv
Angeles and somewhere south of Oz. For more than 80 years, American cinenmenhas be
dominated by Hollywood and its major studios. Since the 1920s, nine studios have
determined, for the most part, what American film audiences have seen in thkihéaters.
From their humble beginnings in the pre-World War | years to their conversionitio m
national corporations in the 1960s and beyond, studios with the familiar names of Paramount,
Universal, MGM, RKO, Warner Brothers, United Artists, 20th Century Fox, anan@né,
with Disney arriving in the 1920s, have helped to shape how Americans and the rest of the
world look at America. As businessmen, pioneering studio owners aimed for the broades
audience possible. In doing so, they created a system that cranked out “product” on an
assembly line to feed a public that craved this new mass medium of film and in thesproce
created a vertically structured business that allowed them to dominate production,
distribution, and exhibition. Big business came to Hollywood in the 1920s and stayed,
producing films for more than four decades that adhered to a strict Production Code and
rarely strayed beyond the ideological boundaries carved out for it by cajtedisessmen,

government operatives, and religious leaders. As we will see later, thsisappproach to
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film production clearly impacted how the relationship between the working cldgba
counterculture was treated on the screen.

The early days of film, as in any new medium, were dominated by a few méa. In t
United States, that man was Thomas Edison. In France, it was the Lumiere Bi6thson,
America’s first commercial filmmaker, produced short films thatenesthibited at movie
parlors through small viewing machines called kinetoscopes in the mid-189651(BJaAt
the time, Edison’s short films dominated these movie houses, which were also hisilorainc
These movie parlors quickly lost their appeal when Koster and Bial's MusianHsdiw
York exhibited the first large-screen motion pictures in the United States dr23,1896
(Ross 16). This followed by four months the first full-screen projection of esmpicture in
Paris, presented by Auguste and Louis Lumiere in December of 189518)abline years
later the first nickelodeon was opened in Pittsburgh by Harry Davis and the “doge of
modern movie theater began” (Ross 16). Nickelodeons began to crop up in cities across
America, primarily in working-class neighborhoods. As Ross notes, “By 1913, every
community with a population of five thousand had at least one movie theater and most
averaged four” (16).

Edison, having failed to anticipate the full-screen phenomenon, found a new way to
temporarily dominate the movie business. He created the Motion Pictures Patap&ng,
commonly known as “The Trust.” As Ross notes, The Trust was formed in 1908 as Edison
brought together eight other early filmmakers, one film importer, and EastodakKto
join together in limiting the sale of film stock and production, distribution, and exnlnfi
movies solely to Trust members” (60). The Trust was later ruled a monopolyenalfedurt

in 1915, but not until its film producers, including Vitagraph and Biograph, churned out
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hundreds of films a year. But the demand for flms became so high that even Theolildist
not meet it, and smaller independents stepped in to fill the void. As Ross notes, movie
audiences, now accustomed to moving pictures, began to demand better and loagkr film
should be noted that until the mid-1910s, films were not the length we have become
accustomed to. Many were 15-25 minutes long, some much shorter, necessitatalg seve
films to fill a bill. Ross writes, “With the industry churning out an annual ayeedd four
thousand films between 1911 and 1915, the greatest danger companies faced was running out
of ideas for new projects” (43). This market for product also kept the door open for worker
filmmakers to produce films that either dealt with the harsh realitiekeahlthe working
class or commented on the relationship between workers and capital in the Uatiésd St

The studio system actually evolved from efforts by some of these independent
producers, many of them Eastern European Jewish immigrants, to break the monopoly of
The Trust. Even with film stock withheld and production, distribution, and exhibition
monopolized, independent filmmakers continued to find ways to produce films. Some of
these men—Carl Laemmle, William Fox, Adolph Zukor, Lewis Selznick, and Samuel
Goldwyn (originally Samuel Goldfish)—rejected the “white Anglo-Saxond3tant
establishment” that ran big business and the Trust Studios and produced films that would be
considered radical in nature compared to the films, both liberal and conservative, produced
by The Trust (Ross 60). Ross notes that the large number of women employed eatilie cr
end of the business also influenced the creation of films sympathetic to thegvwddss and
labor. This was a time, roughly between 1905 and 1925, when independent flmmaking was
not only possible, but was actually competitive with studios. In these earb/theastructure

of Hollywood was not pre-ordained. It was not until later when film studios begaelto fe
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pressure from unions within its own industry, and when studio heads felt the need to expand
their audience beyond the working class, that less political and often morevatinedilms
emerged from the newly created studio system.

In the first two decades of commercial flmmaking, before the emergenke of t
studio system, the cost of producing the one, two, and three-reel films that were be
exhibited was relatively inexpensive. As Ross writes, “In the years b&foegican entry
into World War I, the minimal demands of technological expertise, the comstad for
more films, and the relatively modest costs of making movies ($400 to $1,000 a reel in most
instances) allowed a wide variety of groups to participate in this stiliggngeindustry”

(35). Filmmakers came from all walks of life, and because of that, elasywas
represented on the screen.

Film at this time was truly egalitarian despite concerns expreyssahie in the neo-
Marxist Frankfurt School that film was a tool of capitalism. In fact, not everyo the
Frankfurt School was convinced of the evil of the “culture industry” as defined dxyddin
Adorno and Max Horkheimer in thdialectic of Enlightenmen(t1223-1240). Walter
Benjamin, writing in 1936, saw possibilities in film that Adorno and Horkheimer did not
Benjamin saw an opportunity for the new technology in the age of mechanical refmoduct
to create democratic art forms that would empower the average person. Adorno and
Horkheimer, however, believed that film was part of a “culture industry” thaitgnesatly
influenced by the real sources of economic power in the nation. They write, tidie w
world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry” (1226). Benjamineon t
other hand, believed that film empowered the individual viewer as a critigerted the

world to the masses who felt trapped in “our taverns and metropolitan streets, cas aiffd
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furnished rooms” (1181); it allowed the masses to see themselves in newastkets

Russia, on film as people playing themselves on screen (1178); and it allmwadwer to
see the world in a new way through devices like close-ups and slow motion (1181). “The
camera introduces us to unconscious optics as does psychoanalysis to unconscioissimpulse
Benjamin writes (1181). While Adorno, writing in 1947, feared the power of the studio
system and the culture industry, Benjamin was much more sanguine about thefoew.a
The first two decades of commercial film support his position. During this period,
filmmakers emerged independently and from labor organizations, private iaesfut
corporations, and other independent associations to produce films from a variety of
viewpoints. Ross valorizes Benjamin’s views while refuting the more nedatwdkfurt
School critiques of mass culture, particularly Adorno’s. He writes, “Conteathe claims of
Frankfurt School theorists and a number of neo-Marxian film scholars, there wiagleo s
bourgeoisie imposing a single “capitalist” vision upon the public. The film industry was
certainly a capitalist business, but not all capitalists were alikg” &$ss’s point is

arguable. Ross acknowledges that Adorno’s views were based on his experierezs in N
Germany and the use made of film and other mass media by Hitler. Also, Roséiand J
Bodnar Blue Collar Hollywood both acknowledge that while the U.S. government did not
have the same access to or control of the culture industry as Hitler dide#arishat the
government used its influence and power to stifle anti-capitalist views andttolache
message of Hollywood films during both world wars and beyond. It is equally clear that
while Benjamin’s optimistic view of the culture industry was borne out in ity dasls when

filmmaking was less expensive and film going was more accessible naises, it is just as
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clear that the cost of film and production rose to a level that precluded paiditippat
commercial flmmaking by virtually anyone outside the studio sy&tem.
One fact is clear, however. The working class was well represented andée &
the early days of cinema for several reasons: film production was relatiegpensive; the
vast majority of the film audience was from the working class; union astamsl socialists
recognized an opportunity to use film to further their causes through the use of the new
medium; and the major studios had not yet found a way to dominate production, distribution,
and exhibition. As Ross writes, organizations as diverse as the Ameroarmatt@n of Labor
(AFL), the Ford Motor Company, the Women'’s Political Union, and the National
Association of Manufacturers saw film as an inexpensive and valuable tool foratlyetn t
their messages out to the people. But, as Ross notes, it was the worker filmmtekersre
the most persistent:
As early as 1907, workers, radicals, and labor organizations were making
movies that challenged the dominant ideology of individualism and portrayed
collective action—whether in the form of unionism or socialist politics—as
the most effective way to improve the lives of citizens. Over the next two
decades, labor and the left forged an oppositional cinema that used film as a
medium of hope to educate, entertain, and mobilize millions of Americans. (7)
He adds, “Filmmakers were more concerned with portraying the hardships of gvolkss
life during the silent era than at any subsequent time in the industry’s higtpry
During this time, hundreds of working-class heroes were projected onto screens in
local theaters, most often located in working-class neighborhoods, as workisg-clas

filmmakers sought to get their message of collective action out to the pubhc i
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entertaining way. At the same time, conservative capitalist film®pting the concept of
individualism were being produced and exhibited by other forces like Ford and the
Association of Manufacturers. For a decade or more, these competing idsolegit head-
to-head in local film houses in an effort to win the hearts and minds of filmgoers.

In actuality, the working class was prominent in film before The Trusbgheklany
of Edison’s and the Lumieres’ early films record regular people in theiyda activities.

In The Fish Marke{1903), for example, Edison’s camera captures common people shopping
at a New York City outdoor fish market on a sunny afternookhiat Happened on 23
Street(1901), Edwin S. Porter, working for Edison, employs direct cinema to record the
everyday activity along the avenue, working in a brief shot of two actors, oomanmwho
walks over a sidewalk grate and has her skirt lifted to her knees, alarMdolyroe inThe
Seven Year Itcfl955). In France, Louis and Auguste Lumiere were even more apt to
capture everyday activities. In one of their early filisiting the Factory(1895), they
capture workers leaving a factory owned by their fatheArtival of a Train at La Ciotat
(1895), they film a train pulling into a station and passengers disembarking. Thelishor
was so real that some in the audience reacted in fear to the approaching traiménasting
witnessed such an event on film (Mast 19).

As time passed and audiences became more sophisticated, films evolved from the
capturing of everyday activities to the scripting and shooting of narrative. fBut even
then, in the early days of film, the subjects were often working people and théhdydsd.
There were many reasons for this, as we will discuss shortly, but one of theeasing was
that the audience, particularly in America, was working class. laitest days, as Ross

notes, film was designed to entertain the masses, and “class wasahthente in silent

22



films” (xii). Only later, when the audience expanded and the movie houses became movi
palaces, did the production and exhibition of films change dramatically.

Films of the pre-World War | era often addressed issues specific tothegi/class.
In fact, many early films by worker filmmakers were designeddwarthe masses while
entertaining them. These early films promoted collective action by tHengarlass against
the oppressive bourgeoisie and the elite—the capitalists in stark Marxisttamad were
known to rouse audiences. (Films of the counterculture era, as we will seeuakso r
audiences. But as noted earlier, films of this later era did not call focttedi@ction against
a perceived oppressor—they pitted the working class against the countercedtvireg the
capitalists unscathed in the skirmish.) Film viewing in the early yeans@fa was an
interactive activity, with audience members regularly conversintingeand generally
responding to what was projected onto the screen. Films about working clasamssues
events, as Ross notes, often stirred filmgoers to action, “much to the delight” of worke
filmmakers. “Connecticut mill workers went out on strike in 1916 after watchirkg str
scenes iMhe Blacklist . . . Recently converted socialists testified that radical films such as
From Dusk to Dawr§1913) andl'he Jungl€1914) inspired them to join the movement” (8).
This effect on workers, of course, frightened local and state authorities aral tétieials,
and federal authorities tried to limit the exhibition of “radical films” @3 Ross writes,
critics also voiced concerns about the potential dangers of movies: “The patiitioi of
neighborhood houses, the frequent appearance of oppositional values on the screen and in the
theater, and the markedly working-class composition of movie audiences raisetthdeéne

new medium would intensify class divisions” (28).
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Working-class reactions to films about inequities in the economic system not only
roused fears in critics, but they also created a backlash that, along wiirtgecast of
filmmaking, led to the silencing of many dissident voices heard in early fiinR@ss writes:

Between 1900 and 1930, when the class character of movies was still being
formed, worker flmmakers fought with movie industry personnel, federal
agencies, and local and state censors to define the kinds of images and
political subjects audiences would be allowed to see. . . . [T]he victors got to
set the ideological visions of class relations that would dominate American
cinema for the next seventy years. (xv)

Those victors were the studios and their magnates, and the dominant ideological
vision that triumphed was one of classic liberalism, the privileging of individetlém,
ingenuity, and initiative in a capitalist society. Or, to put it in terms usedtoyBodnar, in
renderings of the working class the concepts of “liberalism” and “illitsengl which he
defines as the efforts of some to deny others the rights to shape a poldiegioamomic
life—in essence to deny them the rights that classic liberalism worddlggm—won out
over the depiction of democracy and collective action in films from the 1930s on. Adlwe wi
see, this pattern continued in the counterculture era, particularly in its midatewleen
counterculture values were often portrayed as un-American.

A key turning point in the depiction of the working class on screen came when
exhibitors and movie production companies began to build movie palaces in the downtown
areas of major cities, led by the first one in New York in 1914, the Strand (Rossl8E). W
films had primarily been geared toward a working-class audience inrtijieyears—

nickelodeons and local theater houses were built in working class and ethnic
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neighborhoods—these new movie palaces were designed to bring film to everyone. As Ross

notes, the movie palaces provided amenities that were not available in the vatakig

theaters, including ushers, roomy seating, washroom attendants, and other efuisndigr

services not available in the small, cramped working-class theateagirigto people’s

dreams of upward mobility, industry leaders built exotic movie palaces in ‘safe

neighborhoods and provided luxurious amenities that allowed moviegoers to think they were

middle class—at least for a few hours,” Ross writes (9).

Although the neighborhood theaters did not disappear, they did not do the same

business they once did, particularly on weekends when the palaces were the talleeat

date and to hobnob with the middle and upper classes. Unlike the neighborhood theaters,

which catered to the local crowd, often a particular ethnic crowd, and did not caogsthe

first-run films, the movie palaces became the place where all clzm®sesto watch the latest

Hollywood had to offer. Admission to the palaces cost more than it did in the locatsheate

but the quality of the films and the amenities still made the movie palacegaab&oss

writes:
Clerks, lawyers, waitresses, teachers, stenographers, plumbers, dodtors, an
factory workers enjoyed the same opulence and grand treatment accorded to
movie stars, politicians and aristocrats. Neighborhood theaters still continued
to serve their largely working-class clientele. But the exhibitors who built
luxury movie palaces during the 1920s expanded the class composition of the
audience and ushered in what many heralded as a new age of democratic

fantasy. (174-175)
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By expanding the audience of films to the middle classes, and by providing an opulent venue
in which working-class people could enjoy film, these new movie palacesdagtr Chip
Rhodes irStructures of the Jazz Adenade film the most inclusive (nationally) of all the
mass cultural media, with radio coming in a close second” (115). He adds, “Themersst
were made to feel that they belonged amid such splendor—an interesting mixtiass of
desire and denial of class realities” (115). Rhodes notes that Hollywood filims ©920s
combined class desire and the “reformulation” of the idea of American exceystondarhe
movies attracted audiences of both classes caught up in these two desiresitigeohass
and the bourgeoisie, by making individuals wish to be ‘somebody big™” (115).

The early 1920s witnessed an America and American culture in flux. The end of
World War | brought with it changes in the economy and changes in the way people viewe
themselves. Mass culture in the new consumer society, however, addressdlasnof
society and helped to blur the lines between classes. Rhodes notes that whea Americ
changed from a “producer-oriented, crafts-dominated economy to a consumerdorieags
production economy” after the war, “mass culture became the dominant ideblogica
determinant of individual behavior” (111), a position consistent with Frankfurt School
pessimism. He adds, “In producing subjects able and willing to consume, not meriely
mass culture became an indispensable instrument of disciplining the mass of theqropula
in the ways of life of the new productive mode” (111).

The classes also became blurred, and Hollywood took notice. More and more people

were going from traditional working-class jobs to low-level white cgtias, with many of
the new low-level white collar workers coming from the working classvéls unclear

whether the mushrooming numbers of low-level white collar and service seglmyers

26



were working class or middle class,” Ross writes. Hollywood recogmizthis new

burgeoning middle class an opportunity to provide entertainment that would be less overtly
political and class-oriented and more geared towards a general audience. l@ngeafst

they managed to do this was through the coercive practice of block booking, whickdequir
exhibitors to exhibit a studio’s second-rate films along with their beltes flimiting the

screens for competition. Unlike the pre-war films of the teens, which otted e

capitalist against the working-class, the new Hollywood attempted to providetfiah
“promoted conservative visions of class harmony; films that shifted attenteyfeom the
problems of the workplace and toward the pleasures of the new consumer society” (9). As
Ross notes, studio heads like Adolph Zukor, Jesse Lasky, William Fox and others created a
Hollywood that was now “less a place than a new way of doing business” (9).

That is not to say that only one vision of the working class was presented in films
from 1930 on. The working class remained an important subject in the sound era. Films
sympathetic to the working class and its members were common in the 1930s a&sathe Gr
Depression claimed its victims, an era that lasted until America’s invelveim World War
Il changed the tone of Hollywood. Although these films were not always ftejter the
working class, they generally fell in line with the American conceptdi¥idualism—they
were usually liberal in the classic sense of the word. But that does not mieie tilens did
not expose a disturbing underbelly in the nation. According to Bodnar, “strong support
existed for both liberal individualism and a just community” in the films of the 1930s. He
likens this dualism to “political cross-dressing.” He continues:

If the content of these films and the reactions they provoked are any

indication, political cross-dressing was central to the representatiorsef ma
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culture even during the reality of the Great Depression. Doctrinairealadic

the left who hoped for working-class insurgency and moral reformers on the
right who hoped to create model citizens ignored this point at their own peril.
(53)

Films about working-class men who turn to crime or boxing to fight their way out of
poverty, women who look to marry above their station to find economic stability, amkl Fra
Capra characters who stand up for the “little man” against the corrupt and caysysiem
were common on American screens. Contrary to the belief of some, Hollywood did not spend
the 1930s feeding the American public pure fantasy. Social realism was alsogurioom
the screens of the decade, as was the plight of the working class. Shirley Temygiave
been the biggest box office draw of the Great Depression years, but she had lots of
competition. Iconic criminals played by James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson,umdupa
also drew big crowds to theaters, as did the heroes of Capra’s tributes tibetingaln, often
played by Gary Cooper and Jimmy Stewart, and the woman on the edge of society, played by
Barbara Stanwyck, Mae West, Joan Crawford, and others.

During the early days of the “talkie” era, films likeiblic Enemy1931),Little
Caesar(1931), and Am a Fugitive from a Chain Garn{@932) showed the seedy side of
America’s inner cities and the rise of a criminal element from the lolasses during the
years of prohibition and depression. According to P. H. Melling, these films samwed t
purposes—they allowed a working-class audience to identify with gangstirsya
competed successfully with the upper classes, and they also provided an oppanttingy f
audience to patrticipate in their punishment when they strayed too far fronothtsir o

Melling, although the gangster represented the American ideal of indigutdiaudiences,
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a twisted Horatio Alger story, he also represented a rejection of geefaden which he
came:
The obligatory defeat of the gangster [required by the Code] emphasized the
danger and futility of trying to rise above one’s station and class, of seeking
wealth and power in an increasingly closed society, of attempting to deviate
too extravagantly from the existing laws and customs of the community. . . .
The gangster’s performance expressed a rejection not merely of thosé agains
whom he competed but of those very people from whom he had risen whose
life lacked zest and a necessary agenda. (32)
Other films portrayed women from the lower classes who were caught isr gtz
violent, and mean working-class societies with little hope for escape.iiylatms only
found in attempts to marry out of one’s class or through the use of feminine wdeg. Al
with depictions of the “fallen woman,” the working class as a whole was often aleaign
these films, with the “blue-collar brute” serving as “an influential imagée
representations of workingmen in the post-war [World War I] era” (Bodnar 285 T
stereotypical rendering of the working-class woman, and man, is evident iimtligaby
Face(1933), starring Barbara Stanwyck. In the film, she plays a young “falleranfoho
fails to extricate herself from what is portrayed onscreen as achagtfamily” in Erie,
Pennsylvania. As Bodnar notes, the proletarian world is depicted as “mean” aledt®vi
and populated by blue collar men who are “beyond redemption” (27). The working class is
something to escape, not something that can be changed. It is not a world, like Capra’s,
where the better angels of people can be appealed to and goodness preRaithaksotes,

“Censors saw nothing wrong with depictions of working-class life as ‘shauiolyas a site
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people would want to flee rather than reform” (31). It was also a classnilyagtrong
individuals could leave behind. Rarely was collective action portrayed or wlaizthe
screen. Gangsters and boxers tried to fight their way out of poverty witihémnels; “fallen
women” tried to “get ahead through sex rather than violence” (Bodnar 27).

Even during this period, however, pro-labor and anti-capitalist filmsthsionally
made it to the screen, although not always in the same form in which they werneednce
Our Daily Bread(1934), farmers come together in a collective to dig an irrigation ditch to
benefit them all. As Bodnar notes, although the film downplays socialism aedtall
action in favor of a “big boss” who leads the group, endorsing conservative gerdger rol
along the way, it still provides a “democracy . . . where citizens met abhgab other
citizens” (21).Black Fury(1935), a film about western Pennsylvania miners, “represented a
more frank confrontation with worker exploitation in industrial society and the lmlitpaf
industrialists for engendering working-class discontent” (21). In the filenlead character,
miner Joe Radek (Paul Muni), becomes a union militant—threatening to blow up a mine at
one point—when a friend is killed by strike breakers and families are @¥rot®a homes. As
Bodnar notes, however, Joseph Breen, enforcer of the Production Code, pressured Warner
Brothers to “soften the indictment of labor conditions” (22). But, although the filsn wa
criticized by theDaily Worker,which claimed Radek was portrayed as “slow-witted” and
that the film concentrated on an individual rather than “organized action,” theifllm s
provided a strong critique of working conditions in mines (Bodnar 24), while providing a
positive depiction of working-class men and women. One compromise in the film, however,
became an unfortunate trope for labor/capitalist films in succeeding deB&aidsFury

places the blame for the workers’ “radical” actions on “outside agitatolabor racketeers,”
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also implicitly providing justification for the company’s response (Bodnar 3y
cinematic connection between labor racketeers and organized labor isddptsatin films
like On the Waterfron{1954),Blue Collar(1978) and~.1.S.T(1978), as well as many films
in-between. In these films the working class, or worker, is depicted as somieoicany
easily be led, duped, or intimidated by a charismatic leader. In all offtmese¢he plight of
the worker is blamed not on the captains of industry but on corrupt union officials who
exploit their members or simply lead them astray. Any collectiveractiusually directed
against the union rather than the capitalist system. The capitalist sgst@mns, for the most
part, untouched.

When a pro-working-class film that truly attacked the capitalstesy was
proposed, however, it ran head-on into opposition from the government, Joseph Breen and
the Production Code, and conservative sources in and outside of the film industry. More
importantly, its distribution was often disrupted. One such film Salsof the Earti{1954),
which depicted an actual successful strike of miners against a zinc gompéew Mexico.
Arriving at the tail end of the second Red Scare and the House Un-Americanidsctivi
Committee hearings into Communist influence in Hollywood, the film and its directre
directly targeted by conservative forc8alt of the Earthmade it to the screen despite having
its production disrupted by conservative union leaders in Hollywood and despite being
targeted by Congress because its director, Herbert Biberman, had beastbthédt his
earlier association with the Communist Party. Its distribution, howesger dramatically
affected by its detractors. Conservative forces, including the Amerigaari,éworked
tirelessly to disrupt the production process, and they forced enough theatgstteh@wing

the feature that it became a financial failure” (Bodnar 142).
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As the 1930s wound down and America headed towards involvement in World War
Il, one classic Hollywood studio film did address the effects of the GrgaeBson on the
masses, although not as forcefully as the novel upon which it was based. Johfiik@rd’s
Grapes of Wratl{1940)concentrates more on the plight of a single family, the Joads, than on
the idea of collective action that was more overt in John Steinbeck’s novel. As Bodnar notes
although the Joad family, led by a strong matriarch, vows to “go on foreverideetae’re
the people,” no collective action is implied or anticipated. “In this version an Asneric
family, under the leadership of its mother-head, promises to endure. . . . No indication is
given, however, that they will ever mobilize for any sort of concerted polititianeor even
try to escape their lowly existence,” Bodnar writes (42). But, althougaatiok action is not
implied, the depiction of the working-class family here is positive. The Joawls across as
a strong, loving, ethical family that will endure despite the failure ofytkm to provide
for them. They are not shabby people living a shabby existence, but caring and proed peopl
who recognize their plight and the plight of others around them. Although the film version of
the Joad family is not as subversive, or even progressive, as Steinbeck'# mogéll a
strong representation of the good in the working class and represents anotheths&de of
working class not seen in the gangster and the “fallen woman” films thatesped the
proletariat in so many films of the early and mid-1930s.

In the years leading up to and including World War I, the nation and Hollywood
rallied behind the war effort and set aside partisanship. In the real world, actmemed
lower wages and more and more women entered the workforce as men went off to war. |
film, movies about a suffering working class became rare as the Offid@ioihformation,

established in 1942 to create and sustain enthusiasm for the war effort, eeddbeagpass
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media to praise the attributes of American society and uplift its migiz&ccording to
Bodnar, “In constant negotiations, the OWI and industry censors worked continuously to
create stories and images that helped sustain positive pictures of Ameniddhsianation”
(60). War films, for example, often contained “United Nations” casts, withaliytevery
ethnic group represented. This was one way that Hollywood could show that the melting pot
of America, particularly its working-class fighting men, stood togetheds istand against
Fascism. Not only did films serve as soft propaganda for the war effort, butaidenslike
Frank Capra (th&vhy We Fighseries) and John Ford went to work for the OWI to produce
hard propaganda “documentary” films directed at the civilian audience. Filindegdawith
the concerns of the “low-born” became rare, and “less was said” about socialiiyexgial
films turned in the direction of presenting “ideal types” who could serve as eeafoplthe
average citizen. As Bodnar notes, “Political culture during the war moved awaytfe
ambiguity that was at the heart of mass cultural representations towarttahat was at
times utopian” (56).
Two films about working-class heroes that presented this imagekimate Rockne,
All American(1940) andSergeant York1941). Both provided idealized versions of the lives
of two American working-class men at a time when Hollywood and the nationeeo&iag
for heroesKnute Rocknespoused the classic liberal view that America is the home of
opportunity and freedom for any individual willing to work. It is a film about wagktlass
immigrants who strive to achieve the American Dream. As Bodnar writes
Working people in this film, especially the Norwegian immigrant family
named the Rocknes, were admirable individuals who were disinterested in

joining unions or in making additional demands on the nation for more justice.
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... They stood as reminders that liberal and democratic possibilitiestillere s

alive in the land of the free. (61)
Sergeant Yorkstarring Gary Cooper, who had already come to fame in CadyraBeeds
Goes to Towr(1936) andMeet John Do€1941) and was an icon of and to the common man,
came to the screen just four months before the attack on Pearl Harbor. The atoeglof
World War | hero, the film portrays York as a strong individual and family man veachals
occasional bouts with heavy drinking. This frailty serves to humanize thectdraaad
provide a sense of realism to the film that otherwise would have been missing. As Bodna
notes, Warner Brothers insisted on portraying some of York’s problems becay$edated
the film would otherwise be considered pure propaganda for the impending war (63). York’s
problems were personal, however, not social problems. Hollywood had moved away from
social realism in the run-up to the war. At a time when all men were beied tallefend
their country and all women were being asked to support the effort at home |ithes refa
social injustice became a somewhat taboo subject in Hollywood. Rockne and York
represented common men who rose to the challenge when they were called upon to serve—
one as a charismatic football coach and shaper of men and the other as rat rgardiar.
Both served as inspiration for the common man who would support the war effort either on
the front lines or at home. “Both films tended to frame the plight of the common man as the
singular struggle of an individual to become a virtuous and patriotic citizen,” Bodlit@s
(64). As common men, Rockne and York were exemplary members of a working class that
was now valorized—for purposes of national unity—instead of denigrated as it W@30s

films like Baby FaceAs we will see, this pattern resurfaced in the mid-1970s when
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Hollywood valorized the working-class ethnic male in films eckyandThe Deer Hunter
providing working-class “super-heroes” for the common man to emulate.

Although the trend in the 1940s, particularly before and during the war, was to preach
unity, Bodnar writes that some films that shined a negative light on societyatié it to the
screenKing’'s Row(1942) depicts a town in which social classes are dividedble
Indemnity(1944) shows a man and a woman conspiring to kill her husband for insurance
money;Tortilla Flat (1942) provides a negative view of working-class Mexican Americans,
presenting them as “shiftless and lazy vagrants” (67) Any film that pedraylysfunctional
society or was overtly anti-worker or anti-capitalist was frowned ugalobeph Breen’s
office and the OWI, which were both sensitive to any representations that would sle&®/ cr
in social unity.Tortilla Flat’s negative stereotypes raised concerns in Breen'’s office and also
aroused industry censors who feared the message would not serve the national@urpose
help box office in Latin America). But the implied messages of these fiimsnwesthan
countered by films likéittsburgh(1942) and/alley of Decisior{1945), which showed that
“disparate classes could find common ground in America” (Bodnar 69). “Thedbgi
wartime narratives discredited attitudes that promised to disrupt the meffsive¢o
generate unity,” Bodnar writes. “In this cultural period personal desivether cast within
the discourse of class relations or gender relations, was severelynesstaad often
castigated” (69).

Following the war, a number of films were made about returning soldievasliclear
from the tone of these films that America was in the midst of a new crisisjsaaf doubt
about the future, a crisis precipitated by a Cold War and the psychological archp$gars

of a real war that left the future of the very planet in doubt. Several offtimeselealt with
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the difficulties service men were having re-adjusting to civilian life. @frtbese wa®ride
of the Marineg1945), a film that “exposed the fears of the future that vets felt as they
returned with physical and emotional scars” from the war and was prgisiedDaily
Workeras a film that was “truthful” about the problems of veterans (Bodnar 129). Another
wasThe Best Years of Our Livés946), which used a real veteran amputee (Harold Russell)
to play a returning vet and dealt with women betraying men and veterargs dacertain
futures. Bodnar quotes\érietyreview that exclaims “the people live” as well as other
reviews that praised the realism of the film (129).
A number of noir films of the era also dealt with returning veterans, incli#agl
Reckoning1947) with Humphrey Bogart as a returning Army captain who seafehasd
finds the killer of his Army buddy. When noir films did not deal with returning veterans, they
still expressed the cynicism many in America were feeling aftew#ineSocial realism
returned in a big way in Hollywood as a more cynical audience sought morgadiais
like Body and Soul1947), a story about the brutality of the boxing world, @hedPostman
Always Rings Twic€1946), which tells the tale of two lovers who conspire to kill the
woman'’s husband. But, as Bodnar notes, this version of reality often led to a negative
depiction of the working class as well as a rendering of a world that wdsdadgnean:
The strain of pessimism generated by the war quickly merged with the
ongoing tendency of American film to depict the world of the lower classes as
unpredictable and vexing . . . . And, clearly, the origins of the “meanness” in
their world and their own ambitions were seen as mostly environmental in
many of the films of the immediate postwar period that treated the ordinary

struggles of proletarians. (130)
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The 1950s brought films lik& Streetcar Named Desif@951) andOn the
Waterfront(1954) to the screen, re-introducing the “brute” in the former and rehashing the
corrupt labor union story line in the latter. Stanley Kowalski, as played byMBriando in
Streetcaris a beer-guzzling brute who rapes his emotionally defenseless isikter-i
(although the rape is merely implied on screen). He and his working-ckEsdsfiare
portrayed as men who drink, work, play cards, bowl, and brutalize their wbinedn the
Waterfront Brando plays Terry Malloy, a different kind of working-class man and aeliffe
kind of boxer, in this case an ex-boxer. He stands up to a corrupt union boss and his
henchmen, one of them his own brother, only to be castigated by “his own,” the men who
have chosen to be “D and D” (deaf and dumb) in the face of crime hearings into union
corruption. Although he does the right thing, he has to be shamed into taking action by a
priest and the woman he loves. Once he takes action, he finds himself edtrabe only
way he can regain the respect of “his own” is by doing the only thing a brute can do—
physically fight the bad guy, in this case the corrupt union president. Witexesyptions,
the working-class men in the film are weak and easily duped and intimidatked borrupt
union leaders, who are merely working-class men with suits. Although TeligyM
represents what a working-class man can be, the film generally praseegative view of
the longshoremen and the working-class mob union leaders who would manipulate them.

Although Hollywood continued to produce films about the working class in the
1960s—A Raisin in the Su(il961),Hud (1963),Who’s That Knocking at My Door(2968),
andLonely Are the Brav€l962) are four—John Bodnar notes that the decade definitely
experienced “a noticeable drop-off in the production of stories featuring wordasg-c

protagonists” (184). While some films liKe Kill a Mockingbird(1962) andn the Heat of
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the Night(1967), which is briefly explored in Chapter 1, still contained stereotypical
southern working-class bigots, the focus of tales about the working classdsteeamange
along with the times. Now, instead of trying to find their way in the world orabsee their
station in life, working-class characters were rejecting society geatitimes as surrogates
for the counterculture. These characters were “detached from the maingtidaral
community,” in Bodnar’s words (184). In operating outside of society or rejatsitgnets,
these characters were not only portraying working-class angst, putvéhe also expressing
concerns members of the counterculture were feeling in the tumultuous yEavefpthe
assassination of John F. Kennedy and the escalation of the war in Vietham. RolpertsRay
it this way in discussing Left films of the era, most of whose protagonisiaated in the
working class: “The Left films clearly intended their outlaw heroespoesent the
counterculture’s own romanticized image of itself’ (31Zhey were also intended to attract
youth audiences. As Paul Monaco note$he Sixties“For this audience, the identification
with the antiheros was assumed to be rooted in a widely shared sense of aliepration f
middle-class American society, the values of America’s older gemesaand the nation’s
economic, social, and political ‘establishment™ (182). In an era of “creepftigrh” in
Hollywood film, according to Peter Biskind (qtd. Ry&amera Politica3), the heroes of the
Left that we will examine here are not long hairs on bikes or members oéthé &ft. They
are working-class people who feel the same alienation from society asramtheerparts

in the counterculture who reject “the imperialist aspirations of their bissgmgernment
leaders” (RyanCamera Politica8). In exploringCool Hand Luk€1967) andBonnie and

Clyde(1967), we will see how the era of “counterculture” films began promisinghy/two
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films that chose to explore the similarities between the working atastha counterculture
youth rather than their differences.
Both of these films were influential in their own w&ool Hand Lukeook the 1950s
theme of teen alienation, applied it to an adult film, and helped define a new kind ofranti-he
for the American screen. BBbnnie and Clydelearly had the most impact on the film
industry and society as a whole. The 1967 film made the thematic treatmentofisex
realistic violence acceptable in Hollywood cinema, helping to bring about thealefrthe
Hollywood Production Coddonnie and ClydeandCool Hand Lukédo a lesser extent, also
demonstrated that the youth of America would buy movie tickets if Hollywood provided the
right kind of entertainment. Hollywood did not immediately put this lesson to work, as we
will see in Chapter 1. But it was clear even in 1967 Baatnie and Clydeesonated with
youth audiences in a way that no other film of its time did, becoming what miattyeca
landmark film of the decade. As Lawrence Murray wriBnnie and Clydéappealed to the
spirit of the age, especially among youths” (251). He adds:
Its affront to traditional sensibilities afforded an opportunity for millions of
outraged Americans to expel—vicariously—a welter of conflicting emotions .
.. The picture, in its own way, addressed the needs, desires, and aspirations of
a society replete with ambivalent feelings. (252)

First, we will discus€ool Hand Lukeand its impact on sixties youth audiences. We will

then turn our attention onnie and ClydeBecause of its profound effect on the industry

and the public, particularly the youth audience, it will command significamttiaitehere.
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Cool Hand Luke

WhenCool Hand Lukecame to the screen in November of 1967, the “summer of
love” had ended in Haight-Ashbury; President Lyndon Johnson was in the process of
escalating the Vietnam War; more than 100,000 war protesters had marched.ioodime
Memorial less than a month earlier; @whnie and Clydéad already made its mark with
the youth audience in America. Althou@lool Hand Lukes a studio production and features
one of Hollywood’s biggest stars, Paul Newman, the film about a working-clalssrant
nonetheless touched a nerve with the youth audience. As Paul Monaco wigt® iy of
The American Cinema, the Sixti&® a nation experiencing an enormous pull of cultural
change, and for an American cinema now forced to appeal to younger audiauiddand
Lukewas emblematic of a shifting audience taste toward stories about indisiguali
malcontents, and rebels who steadfastly resisted the proprieties of abspseotiety” (182).
As we will see in Chapter 1, this shifting taste two years later encoutagéhbining of
Easy Riderwhich revolutionized filmmaking in Hollywood, in part because of its subject
matter, and in part because of its independent, and inexpensive, financing.

Lucas Jackson, or Cool Hand Luke, is a counterculture working-class hero, which
may sound oxymoronic considering that the counterculture was primarily a rraddle
upper-middle class phenomenon. But he is just that, the evolution of a new kind of anti-hero
that first came to Hollywood in the early 1960s in films lilanely Are the Bravelhe
Hustler, andHud. As Monaco writes, “With its classic hero out of vogue, Hollywood seemed
to be concocting its own version of the antihero out of a pastiche of underdog status,
American individualism, and existential quest for identity and self-expres&iéa).

Although Hollywood had been fashioning heroes and antiheroes out of working-class
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veterans since the end of World War [l—Luke is recognized as a war rmeahe film

by the warden, although it's not clear whether he fought in World War 1l or Korea-titie

it is a bit different. Luke is not an aggressive or violent veteran who rages ayaiesy, as

many later Vietnam veterans do in Hollywood films, but a man of the mid-1960s. Monaco

writes:
Luke is reminiscent of the rebel heroes that Hollywood had been treating on
and off since the mid 1950s—he is a veteran, he is of the working class.
Nonetheless, Luke’s character typifies the cultural shift of the late 1860s i
which a number of motion pictures accept such a flawed hero as his own
victim. (182)

He is also different from the individualists who came to the screen during Warldl \Ahd

again in the mid-1970s. His is not an individualism that is made for emulation by thesmasse

Luke’s working-class roots are apparent throughout the film, and so is the

claustrophobic life that he and others of his class are forced to live. Thersescéne of

the film, through its tight framing of the protagonist, demonstrates his lacklafity, as it

also demonstrates his disdain for the unseen powers that govern most people’s liviest The f

shot of the film is a close-up of a set of hands and a tool, which we later realfpes a

cutter. Immediately the word “Violation” fills the screen. In the next,sthetcamera pulls

back a little to show a parking meter and another close-up of the hands and the cutting tool

Again the word “Violation” fills the screen, but this time it is clear thatake looking at a

parking meter. The camera then pans up the body that owns the hands and the audience sees

Paul Newman in close-up, holding a pipe cutter in one hand and a beer in the other, and

wearing an ironic grin. In a tight, high angle shot, he slumps to the ground wittchis ba
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against the meter and opens the beer as the sound of a police siren is heard. éte has be
caught, and the credits begin witlool Hand Lukeand a tight profile of Luke’s seated body.
Throughout this scene, the tight shots of Luke and his hands on the tool clearly smuase hi
a working-class man who is struggling to find living space in a life wheré\&alation”
can bring the “man” to a working man’s doorstep, or in this case to the curb where he i
cutting the head off a parking meter.
In the next scene, we see Luke arriving for duty on a prison farm, havingeecei
two years for his destruction of public property. When his war record is brought up by the
warden—including his heroism and the fact that he left the service at theaante
entered it with—Luke’s only response is, “Like | was just passing timg th& audience
soon learns, however, Luke is not a man who passes time well or responds to confinement of
any sort. He rejects the confining life that a working-class man madgtaad his inability to
conform to the rules of the prison, and the greater society, ultimatdlyddas death.
Throughout the film, many tight shots of Luke are used, partially because of the
iconic nature of Newman, but primarily to show the claustrophobic world in which he and
the other prisoners live. Even when the chain gang is on the road, the shots are tight. The
men are often shot in long, deep focus shots working along the sides of roads, but there is
rarely any room to move right or left in the frame. Low angle shots of thegaee
common, particularly in the case of the “man with no eyes,” a sharpshooting fi¢ayttie
prison road crew who wears reflective sunglasses. On several occasions)dlerezords
the action through the reflection in his glasses to establish the fact thatah&iSmalways

watching. These low angle shots of the “man with no eyes” clearly show individual
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dominance, but they also symbolically indicate the oppressive world in which tbegras
i.e. the working class, live.

One short but pivotal scene takes place about halfway through the film when Luke’s
mother, whom he calls Arletta (Jo Van Fleet), comes to visit him at the prigog.ih a
makeshift bed in the actual bed of a truck, she, too, is shot in tight framing, showing the
restrictive life she is leading and has led. She is clearly dying oavagies of life and a
lifetime of smoking, as her omnipresent cigarette implies, and she wanysgoaghbye to
the son she acknowledges is her favorite. In one poignant moment, she reminisces about her
husband. As she does so, it becomes apparent that Luke’s father did not hang around to raise
his two sons, providing a possible explanation for Luke’s own inability to settle down and
live a “normal” life. “You're old man wasn’t much for hangin’ around—but, dammit, he
made me laugh,” Arletta says, implying that maybe that’s all &ingiclass man, or
woman, can hope for from life. A bit later, she asks Luke, “What went wrong?”rad|tali
his life, not just his incarceration. Luke’s response sums up his constrictédjlife can’t
seem to find no elbow room,” he says. Here, too, Luke is tightly framed by thehfiaked
canopy on the truck. Luke’s answer resonated with many at the time who feioteen
world to be stifling, and it also hinted at what Robert Ray calls the “laténémany films
of the Left at the time that “suggested that America was no longer livadramtier age”

(302). Luke can’t find “no elbow room” because there is precious little room left for the
“working man” after the closing of the frontier. Arletta’s final wordd_tike as he is called
away are, “Laugh it up, Luke. You'll make out,” again imploring him to exercisertbe

implied escape a working-class man still has, laughter and a good timés Boubtful she
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believes he will “make out” as the camera next captures her cryingshledmears Luke tell
his nephew, who is there with his father, to avoid the mistakes he has made.

Although he, like most of his fellow prisoners, is of the working class, Luke stands
out. He represents working-class agency, but as the film implies, it is ardiradijwnot
collective, agency. In a constricted life, this agency may be limitedhebekercises it at
every opportunity. He is a rebel from the beginning, explaining at one point whythe is
engaging in conversation with other prisoners by saying, “l ain’t heard tieht worth
listening to. Just a lot of guys laying down a lot of rules and regulations.” He be@m
symbol for the other prisoners, rising to heroic heights when he boxes the biggessttoughe
prisoner in the chain gang, Dragline, played by a hulking George Kennedy, and teflase
down the gloves despite being repeatedly knocked to the ground. At one point, being
implored to stop, he tells Dragline, “You're going to have to kill me.” Those words fgecom
prophetic later when he applies the same standard to the prison authorities.

As the film proceeds, the men begin to live vicariously through Luke’s exploits—his
“cool” card playing, his eating of fifty eggs to win a bet, and his three escBpeh time he
is returned to prison after an escape, the men gather in the barracks to chwemhone
way or another—one time singing a spiritual to encourage him when the warden and his
minions try to break him by having him repeatedly dig a hole and then réfiig.nemesis
at the beginning of the film, Dragline in some ways becomes “Lenny” of Johmb&¢t&isOf
Mice and Merto Luke’s “George,” eventually escaping with him on Luke’s final attempt to
find “some elbow room.”

The relationship between Luke and the other prisoners says somethinghddmatia

about the working class. On the one hand, it shows that collective action is possible—they
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pull together to help Luke through the oppressive treatment of the prison systeimg offe
him moral support at times and physical support at others. At one point, for examplet they ea
his food when he faces additional punishment if he doesn’t clear his plate. But the
relationship between the men and Luke also demonstrates that if truéi\coetion is
possible, it must be led by a vanguard. Agency here is confined to one man, nothenlike t
agency demonstrated by Terry Malloy®m the WaterfrontAlthough Luke’s actions lift the
men up and show them that a working-class man can have agency, can have a saynin his ow
fate, the men fail to see the same potential in themselves. They need a symbdhichdn w
rest their hopes. Even Luke recognizes this, at one point sending the men a pictuselbf hi
with two beautiful women in a faux magazine he created for them while omth&hen he
is returned after his second escape, beaten and bloody, the men insist thatiserphbt
Luke rises from the table he has been placed on and yells, “Get out theedfyStop
feedin’ off me,” and stumbles off. Later, once he is “broken” by the prison keépeugh
physical and mental torment, once he seems to have “gotten his mind right” asdkea w
has implored him to do, the men turn away from this new obsequious Luke. At this point
Luke admonishes his former admirers, crying out, “Where are you now?” No longer a
symbol of freedom to them, just another beaten down inmate, they abandon him and their
own dreams of freedom, denying any form of collective action by the wockasg in the
absence of a “vanguard” leader.

During the film, Luke also experiences a crisis of belief, in egsasking God,
“Where are you now?” It is clear from the spiritual that he sings aftenbiker’s death that
he wants to believe, but he can’t give himself over to a greater power whesshhbesstate

of the world around him. This rejection of God or, to be more precise, his crisis in belief,
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would have resonated with a Left audience and members of the counterculture and youth
audiences who were looking for alternatives to traditional religion atrttee Whis crisis
later plays a key role in his death.

After his third escape from the chain gang, all of which were pret@gditay the death
of his mother and the decision by the warden to put him in the “box” to keep him from trying
to escape to attend her funeral, Luke is trapped in a church. Even Luke seasytirethis
and he tries to get answers for his plight from God. “Inside, outside, all themmdles a
regulations and bosses . . . just where am | supposed to fit in?” he asks out loud. He drops to
his knees and waits. When no answer comes, he says, “Yeah, that's what | thought. . . . |
guess | gotta find my own way.” At that point, he steps to the door and looks into the lights
of the cars that have the church surrounded and, smiling, repeats a phrase théasasdéed
on more than one occasion: “What we have here is a failure to communicate.” Wéh that
shot is heard and Luke goes down, hit in the throat. We immediately learn that the shot has
come from the “man with no eyes,” who was humiliated by Luke during Luke’sdaape.
Clearly, his authority, any authority, could not be challenged in that way witdiiltution.
As the other armed officers stare at him in shock, Dragline, who had been caypiaisssht
into the church to convince Luke to surrender, stumbles out of the church supporting Luke.
At this point, Dragline hands over Luke to a guard, runs towards the “man with noaes,”
tries to strangle him.

As the film ends, Dragline is shown talking to the inmates on the road agang telli
them how Luke was smiling to the end. An earlier shot of Luke in the car assiaualy
from the shooting scene at the church seems to support that—through a foggy-and rain

drenched window Luke appears to be smiling. The men again latch on to Luke’s stas but t
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time he has had to die in order for them to “live” in their search for personal frebdam
echo of sorts of Arletta’s earlier advice to “laugh it up,” the men smidaugh at the tales
about Luke and “that old Luke smile” that Dragline speaks about. Dragline’saisassment
of Luke again shows how these men of the working class still could not stop “feedin’ off”
Luke. “Cool Hand Luke, hell,” Dragline says. “He’s a natural born world shaker.”

With this line, the recognition of Luke as a Christ figure is complete. Henisfd in
society; he is a symbol of freedom that others are drawn to; he performslésfitac
escaping three times (and eating fifty eggs in an hour even after Dregjisie‘No man can
eat fifty eggs”); he is “beautiful” as Dragline says more than once; andinmosrtantly, he
guestions God for forsaking him and he dies so that others—fellow inmates—might “live.”
He is even resurrected in the end as the photo of him “smiling that Luke smhieheitwo
women is projected on the screen as the last image of the film with a zoom shoggiging
headed to heaven. He truly is a “natural born world shaker.”

Lucas Jackson also serves as a surrogate for the disaffected youth who were
struggling to make sense out of the world in the mid-1960s. Like them, Luke fights an
“establishment” that seems to hold all the good cards. Luke represents the Ipeigetiay”
in all who feel oppressed by this omnipotent oppressor. Although collective aation is
hinted at in the film, Luke has at least given the men hope that they can chanijethe
individually. He has also helped to establish a more healthy community, albénabme
confined by barbed wire fences. In “The Idea of a Hero,” Sheila Schwartzthatd_uke
teaches the men that even a confined man has the freedom to choose his own attitude in any
set of circumstances. She writes, “Once the men have understood the possilbitigr of i

freedom, the foundations of fear and desperation on which the power of the establishment
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has been based are irrevocably shaken” (84). It is worth noting that in 1967, at the@height
the anti-war movement and civil unrest, a major studio, Warner Brothers/Seven Arts

distributed a film that clearly had an anti-establishment message.

Bonnie and Clyde

That brings us tBonnie and ClydeAlthough released three months prioCool
Hand Luke | am discussing it last because of its unique history and its cultural impact on
Hollywood. No other film, with the possible exceptionEasy Ridetwo years later, had the
impact on Hollywood of the 1960s tHadnnie and Clydéad. Its graphic violence, mixing
of genres, use of French New Wave techniques, overt appeal to an alienated yketh ma
and its introduction of new and beautiful faces—Warren Beatty had been around fal sever
years, but had not reached star status, and Faye Dunaway had only appearednistwo fil
The Happeninga youth-oriented film that may have hit the screen before its time in 1965,
andHurry Sundownreleased earlier in 1967—made it a cultural phenomenon. Set in the
1930s, the film is designed as an allegory of the 1960s (Murray 241), substituting working
class outlaws for rebellious youth.

Bonnie and Clydevas originally planned as an independent film. Screenwriters
David Newman and Robert Benton, a writer and a graphic designer, respeabivelquire
at the time, believed a film based on the New Wave techniques of Francois Trmdfal¢zam
Luc Godard could be filmed for $350,000-$400,000. (Later they discovered it could not be
made for less than $1.2 million and the film became a Warner Brothers projeat.) The
original wish list included Truffaut as the director. As Mark Harris dbssrin detail in

Pictures at a Revolution: Five Movies and the Birth of the New Hollywbadfaut liked the
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project, flirted with doing it, almost turned it over to his then friend Godard, and eventually
recommended Arthur Penn for the job when he became tied up with another project.
Ultimately, Truffaut’'s commitment to filmingahrenheit 4511966) as his first American
film turned him away from the project. Ironically, Truffaut introduced thegatdp Warren
Beatty at a luncheon with Beatty and Leslie Caron, Beatty'sigimtirof the time. Beatty
was actually lobbying for a lead rolekahrenheit 45Mhen the project entered the
conversation. In another irony, Truffaut apparently left the luncheon unimpresked wit
Beatty while providing him with an entrée to the project that would make his ¢88:264).
Arthur Penn had worked with Beatty dtickey Ong1965) and was considered an
apt American substitute for the French New Wave directors. According teehevt..
Murray, Penn fully acknowledges that he helped to shape the Depression-evaréfait
the youth audience of the mid-1960s, much like the New Wave films had done earlier in the
decade with the gangster genre. “The director accurately percbhateti¢ zeitgeist of the
1960s, the alienation of the young from standard social conventions, was quite comparable t
his image of the 1930s,” writes Murray. “His intent was ‘to make a modermfilose
action takes place in the past,” to appeal to the sensibilities of a youthfut@ideught in
the throes of rebelliousness and challenge” (241). Newman and Benton algohadaHe
counterculture in mind when they wrote the film. Here they are quoted from thay, es
“Lightning in a Bottle™
If Bonnie and Clyde were here today, they would be hip. Their values would
have become assimilated in much of our culture—not robbing banks and

killing people, of course, but their style, their sexuality, their bravado, their
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delicacy, their cultivated arrogance, their narcissistic insigcthnieir curious

ambition have relevance to the way we live now. (gtd. in Ray 314)
The two screenwriters and Penn believed that by setting the film in the h@$G=otild
draw a connection between the Depression-era bank robbers imprisoned in theigworki
class world and a youth audience that felt a similar alienation from socraty 30 years
later. They were apparently right, as youth audiences flocked to the fiimg, &lth others.
As William L. O’Neill writes inComing Apart“Hence, though ostensibly not even about the
1960s,Bonnie and Clydeendered the spirit of the age more finely than any other picture,
except perhapBr. Strangelovelt was one of the very few works that posterity could use to
judge the era fairly” (217).

Bonnie and Clydéegins with a series of Depression-era photographs that accompany

the credits, each photo introduced by a “click” of a camera shutter. Soft 193@sphaysiin
the background as photos are displayed, with the final two photos shots of Faye Dunaway
and Warren Beatty, dressed in period costumes as Bonnie and Clyde. The use of the
Dunaway and Beatty photos in lieu of the real Bonnie and Clyde is a seXireffaove that
clearly establishes this as a motion picture. Unlike classic Hollywood, wieshdrconceal
the constructed nature of fillBonnie and Clydembraces it. This move not only shows the
influence of the New Wave on the film and forces the audience to view the film more
actively, but it also establishes one of the themes of the film, the modern cohsegptiom
based on images created through the media. As the credits end, two largs, @eddmpass
the screen. They are Dunaway'’s as Bonnie Parker. The camera then pull®@Wwhckskhe
sits, back to the camera, and we see that she is nude from the waist up, shocking for a

Hollywood film of the time. She immediately turns to her right and we see whateshie-se
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her face and body from the shoulders up, admiring herself in the mirror. Bonnie and Clyde
always remain cognizant of how they look and how they are being received by tlwe publi
through the media. During their rampage through the Southwest they often take tim
photograph themselves and to read periodicals about their exploits, reminisceneahthe J
Paul Belmondo character “Michel” in Godardseathlessa film that inspired the writing of
Bonnie and ClydeThis obsession with photography and image plays an important role
throughout the film as Bonnie and Clyde take on the roles of gangster and hero to the
working class.

This obsession also demonstrates that Bonnie and Clyde are no different, in some
ways, than anyone else growing up during the early years of cinema, pulpmeagand
radio. As Chip Rhodes writes 8tructures of the Jazz Ad@l]n the gradual shift in
American society from a producer-oriented, crafts-dominated economy tolarens
oriented, mass production economy, mass culture became the dominant ideological
determinant of individual behavior” (111). Before film and radio, mass culturdity/dbi
reach rural America was limited. But when films began to attract moreeptapl church,
and radio was heard in all corners of the country, people like Bonnie Parker and Clyde
Barrow could dream of lives that would transcend their working-class roots. “In othe
words,” Rhodes writes, “movies (and mass culture generally) offer subjeaieal,
imaginary self that is adored by the public and validated by those around hingakyim
other words, with personality” (113). This impact of mass culture is demaustradst
clearly in a late scene in the film when Clyde discovers that Bonnie’s poem lab@drtow
Gang has been published in a local newspaper. After she reads it to him—in anngterest

sequence of shots with her reading of the letter serving as a voice-over brsegeral
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scenes of the two of them together in different locations, the final one in an openeeld
says, “You know what you done there? You told my story . . . One time | told you | was
going to make you somebody. That's what you've done for me. You made me somebody
they’re going to remember.” It is not a coincidence that this moment leaddyio their
making love, the first time impotent Clyde has been able to perform sewitlgonnie""

This obsession with notoriety and being “somebody they’re going to remember”
proves to be their downfall, however, as their fame leads the authorities to themrah seve
occasions, the final one the deadly ambush that claims both of their lives. While $ireir de
for “stardom” humanizes them with the audience and makes them folk heroes with the
working-class characters in the film, it also demonstrates the bankrupt ot society
built on image and materialism, a theme that is also touchedMedium Cooln Chapter 1.
Although Arthur Penn attributed much of the success of the film to the fact that {thera
sense of two individuals not belonging to the life and times of a society in whichotlrey f
themselves” (qtd. in Murray 250), their obsession with notoriety and image shows that
Bonnie and Clyde are still in some ways trapped within the logic of that society.

Early in the film the desperation of the Great Depression is vividly depitied i
scene that could have been pulled frone Grapes of WrattBonnie and Clyde, “holing up”
in an abandoned farmhouse after their first robbery together—a petty roblaeigcaf store
in the town where Bonnie lives—are surprised by a poor farmer whose familagitsg in
a truck that carries all of their remaining belongings. It quickly besat@ar that he and his
family have been evicted from the farm by the bank. In a showing of sglidalyde shoots

the bank sign posted to the house and offers the gun to the farmer, who helps him to shoot
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out the windows. This scene establishes Bonnie and Clyde as burgeoning folk heroes who
sympathize with the plight of the downtrodden, and builds sympathy for the characters.
Penn mixes in humor to soften and humanize his gangsters, which also serves to not
only build sympathy for them, but to also create a dilemma for the audienoelhvehe
gangsters later are required to kill. One such humorous scene comes durirsg tiadf hour
of the film when Clyde attempts to rob a bank, only to discover that the bank has failed. To
save face with Bonnie, who had expressed doubt about his willingness to rob the bank, Clyde
forces the banker at gunpoint to walk outside to tell Bonnie that the bank has indekd faile
Then, in an act that foreshadows other senseless violence, Clyde shoots out the windows of
the failed bank.
The bank robberies are also accompanied by lively Flatt and Scruggs blueagyass
music. As Mark Harris notes, Benton and Newman actually wrote much of theithnthe
music playing in the background and later decided that it would work well as a score (35)
After the early bank and store robberies, the banjo music provides backgroundluiring t
escapes, lending a light feel to the robberies, which are always shot in hitphikieng
instead of the dark and brooding lighting usually associated with gangstéy agtl of
these choices serve to give an almost comic feel to the events—Lawreneg Nkens the
early scenes to a Keystone Kops escapade (243)—which make the violence dwalatem
even more startling for the audience.
The first shooting appears to be incongruous with what has come before it, in more
than one way. Not only does it change the tone of the film, but it also representseviolenc
against a member of the working class. It takes place when Bonnie and@jyaléank and

their new partner, C. W. Moss, played by Michael J. Pollard, makes the mistakkiof pa
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the getaway car and getting blocked in. The actual parking of the car is kelang@ne
who has ever seen a Warner Brothers gangster movie from the 1930s knows you don’t
parallel park getaway cars—and this makes the shooting that follows even m&iaghmc
the audience. The audience is still smiling when Bonnie and Clyde run out of the bank to find
that Moss is struggling to extricate the car from the tight parlpog 8ut those smiles
quickly go away when a bank teller jumps onto the now-moving car’s running board and
Clyde shoots him in the face as the victim’s blood graphically sprays tkercow. It is the
first killing in the film, and the violence escalates from there. As Murcégs) the audience
found the violence disconcerting. “Having been led to empathize with Bonnie and 6tyde a
to perceive them as likable people who have accidentally fallen into a Gfexad, the
audience is confused as to how to respond to the transition,” Murray writes (244). This
shooting mimics another senseless killing in GodaddBout de SoufflBreathlesy when
Michel Poiccard (Jean-Paul Belmondo) shoots a police officer in cold blood to avoid being
arrested for stealing a car. The shooting is particularly shocking bebaugelence, like the
violence inBonnie and Clydeseems to be incongruous with the tone of the film. While |
agree with Murray’s overall conclusion, it is a stretch to claim that BomaieCayde fell into
the life of crime accidentally—they made clear choices to do so.

| believe the aspect of the teller’'s shooting that troubled the audience mostehowe
was not its graphic nature or the fact that it occurred at all—it was that tbacaolas
directed at another member of the working class who was simply doing his job,reetlg g
banker or a gluttonous capitalist or one of the faceless representatives @fpthicrity who
blast away at the gang from inside an armored vehicle. Having previouslydoegtea by

the audience as a defender of the poor and downtrodden, Clyde’s violent act against a
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working man seems incongruous with the view of Bonnie and Clyde as Depression-er
Robin Hoods. Clyde’s action is also stunning because, unlike in an earlier scene, he is the
initiator of violence. Prior to the bank robbery, Clyde attempts to steal food at gufmpoint
a local grocer after he and Bonnie have gone without food for some time. Asdeeifsed
with the clerk, a deep focus shot shows another man rushing towards him from behind with a
meat cleaver in his hand. Clyde avoids the initial strike as the cleaveesm@®vn onto the
counter. He then pistol-whips the man after a brawl whose outcome was cledolybt. As
Clyde hops into the car, puzzled by what has just happened, he turns to Bonnie, who is
behind the wheel, and says, “Why did he try to kill me? | didn’t want to hurt him. Try to ge
something to eat around here and some son-of-a-bitch comes up on you with a maat cleave
| ain’t against him. | ain’t against him.” But he doesn’t seem to realizedbbing someone
at gunpoint, particularly a local store owner during the Great Depression, isghimim. It
is an act “against him.” Although some may justify Clyde’s shooting of the barkadex
reaction to the earlier incident, it is still shocking because it seems wimnigcessary—the
car could have simply sped away, forcing the clerk to jump from the moving vehicle.

Clyde seems to want it both ways. He wants to be an outlaw who lives by his own
rules, which in his case means pointing a gun at a working-class store cdbokmk teller
on occasion, and he wants to be the folk hero of the working class. He doesn’'t seem to
understand that robbing a local store is robbing from a working-class man, abihagra
bank before federally insured savings accounts means robbing from the working
man/woman. To draw a parallel to the 1960s, this may have been Arthur Penn’s way of

saying to the counterculture that you can “turn on, tune in, drop out” and “do your own
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thing,” or you can change the system from within, but you can’t have it both wags. tify
to have it both ways, the establishment always wins because it sets the théegarhe.
Although the shooting of the teller and other acts of violence by the Barrow @ang a

troublesome for the audience, as the film proceeds and the violence ramps upaittisat

the overwhelming force of violence comes not from the gang, but from the auth@itie

several occasions, the authorities attempt to take the gang down with overwHehteng

only to be outwitted or outshot. But in the end, as song writer John Mellencamp would say,

“authority always wins.’Bonnie and Clydends in a hail of bullets as the two lovers, having

just recently consummated their relationship, are ambushed along a lonely padldxas

Ranger Frank Hamer and local police. The sequence includes more than sixty slaote

and took several days to shoot. The bodies of both gangsters are riddled with bullets after

they share a final, knowing look at each other before the bullets begin to fly. Acctwrding

Harris, Penn had a specific idea in mind when he shot the sequence, one based on what was

happening in the world and the nation at the time:
The summer riots were on his mind; so was the war in Vietham, which in the
two months thaBonnie and Clydéad been shooting had become the subject
of increasing pessimism in the nation’s press and of major public protests. . . .
Penn wanted . . . an ambush that would, as Richard Gilman later pthé in
New Republic*mount up to an image of absolute blind violence on the part of
organized society, a violence far surpassing that which it is supposed to be
putting down.” (256)

In short, Penn was trying to capture the Zeitgeist of the era in one long, brutal datrnst

of official violence directed at two outlaws.
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Murray believes the film succeeded for two reasons—it did appeal to the &pive
age,” as Penn, Newman, Benton, and Beatty intended; and the violence provided an
“emotional catharsis” for the audience:

Surrounded by carnage, barraged nightly on the televised news with the shock
and fury of scenes from Newark to Hue, the filmic murder and mayhem
presented a means for expunging confused feelings from the psyche. More
importantly, counterpoints of humor and the frequent slapstick quality of the
movie’s violence made the subject more bearable. (251)

The violence oBonnie and Clydelearly was good box office, but | believe its most
important contribution was its decision to show the parallels between the wolagsgand
youth experiences. If the youth of the 1960s were angered and alienated by an
“establishment” that sponsored an unpopular war overseas and limited civiéslzrhome,
the working-class of the 1930s was equally disillusioned by the failurelmdntss and its
government to provide for it. By drawing this parallel, the film opened the door for other
parallels to be made. It provided a space for the working class and the countetoultur
negotiate and to find common areas of agreement rather than obvious points of comtestati

Unfortunately, neitheBonnie and Clydaor Cool Hand Lukevent far enough.

Lauded for their anti-establishment themes—Paul Monaco nofdwiixtieshat critic
Charles Champlin claimed th@bol Hand Luképroved that the term ‘Hollywood’ need not
be a limiting definition” (182)—both films stop short of criticizing the ovenarg system
that produced a world with “no elbow room” and failing banks. As Monaco writes:

Set in the early 1930Bonnie and Clydalluded only peripherally to the

failures of capitalism, dealing instead with the Great Depression in a highly
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stylized manner while managing to suggest vague connections to

contemporary disquietude and protest in American society in the late 1960s.

(186)
By concentrating on the violence of both the authorities and to a lesser extemglzes ga
means to comment on the Vietham war and violence in America in the 1960s, Penn misses
an opportunity to point the finger at the bankers and captains of industry and pobtileakle
who led the country into these tough times of the 1930s and 1960s. Never does the audience
see a group of bankers or the authorities plotting the demise of Bonnie ared THgd
gangsters are taken down by an individual bounty hunter, Hamer, and a localqrokge f
leaving the hands of the bankers and politicians unsullied. This point is accentutited b
fact that the gang is always betrayed by a member of the workingoelase every police
assault. By failing to adequately criticize the system that a¢hageconditions that led to the
creation of a Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, the film fails to provide a keygjoint
convergence for the working class and the counterculture audience of 1967.

Cool Hand Lukealso stops short of directly criticizing the capitalist system. Luke is

seen as a victim of himself as much as a victim of the system. Blame tdtimigte demise
is also deflected in part to a cold warden and a “man with no eyes,” but not to the aystem
whole. Rather than “rouse the masses,” the film provides only one charisneaticer of the
working class with agency. In this sense, Luke Jackson is presented tsoeatea Christ-
like figure who literally rises above the other men with whom he sharesoa faisn. When
he dies, this 1960s version of the “rugged individualist” of American cinema leaves behind
men still in search of a vanguard leader. While Sheila Schwartz may be righing that

“the foundations of fear and desperation on which the power of the establishment has been
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based are irrevocably shaken” (84) when Luke challenges them, the men stifjdacl &
act on their own when he is gone. It is clear when Dragline says, “He’sralrtairn world
shaker,” that he and the other men see Luke as exceptional. As working-etasa the
margins of society they do not see the same potential in themselves.

But althoughBonnie and ClydandCool Hand Lukeproducts of the Hollywood
system, did not go far enough in their criticism of the larger economic amidgdaystems,
they did provide a promising start for films about the counterculture and itenskaip with
the working class. By choosing to draw upon the similarities between the yout
counterculture and the working class—whether the contemporary working class or a 1930s
version—these films found some areas of convergence that could have been exploited b
filmmakers who followed. At a time when the counterculture and many in the warkiss
had misgivings about the war and the direction in which the nation was headed, these films
were able to recognize those commonalities rather than exploit the hardimatnteraulture
binary. Unfortunately, the moment did not last. As the decade wore on, and the country
became more polarized, Hollywood—primarily for economic reasons as we avitl se
Chapter 1—chose to exploit this polarization by taking one side or the other, Lefihor Ri
on the screen. As we will see, the decision to exploit the schism between thegvabekis
and the counterculture dramatically affected how the working class would beypdron
the screen during the last years of the sixties, when the counterculturentakstage, and
throughout the 1970s as the country turned to the right.

The history of Hollywood shows that class has been a key component in film from its
earliest days. From the first decades of the 1900s, before what we know lgsvtiddl

even existed, through the tumultuous years of the 1960s and 1970s, class, and the working-
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class in particular, has been at or near the center of American film.igheqgiflthe working
class has always been an important and often contested subject for Ambknicsakérs,
even when working-class characters became less prominent in Hollywoedltihng the
1960s. From the worker filmmakers of pre-Hollywood, to the noir films of World War I
veterans, to the 1960s films that substituted the working class for the counteytaolthee
films of the 1970s that re-valorized the working class, the depiction of the wotaswic
American film has always been dictated by the political and cultural tediofahe time.
Although there have been times when class has been de-emphasized in order to emphasize
class mobility or to offer a united front in the face of an outside danger &hgears in
particular), depictions of the working class have never completely disagupfrom the
screen.

While this Introduction has chronicled the treatment of the working class thtbeg
first seven decades of American film and foreshadowed the chapters to cofolgiviag
four chapters will demonstrate how the depiction of the working class in filnnexl/ak the
political and cultural climates of the country changed, and how that treatmeead helshape
the image, and self-image, of the working class. As we will see, throughout the
counterculture period Hollywood, acting in its own best economic interests, exploitesl, s
might say created, the binary of the counterculture and the working classrimooatteact
audiences to theaters. The industry did produce films that explored the desomifounity,
new and reconstituted, but it did not explore in any meaningful way the commonalities
between the working class and the counterculture, nor did it provide a blueprint for hew thes
two groups could work together to fight their common foe, the “establishment.” Walsuil

see that following a brief renaissance of film in the early 1970s, Hollywoocheetto
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traditional narratives and the trope of the rugged individualist in its efforploieihe
cultural and social climate of the time. We will also see that, in doing so, Habvelped
to associate the working-class with attitudes prevalent on the Right, and teelffepe how

the working class perceived itself and the world around it.

"It should be noted that Joe Buck, as a male hustler, and Ratso Rizzo, as a homeless man who will do anything
to hustle a dollar on the street, both embrace the counterculture later when it fits their needs.

! Although Dirty Harry made money, it was not a big hit at the box office. Its sequels did significantly better
later in the decade.

" More than seven decades after Walter Benjamin posited filmmaking as potentially empowering for the
individual, some may argue that Benjamin’s view of the emancipatory aspect of film is again being realized in
the present day on internet sites like You Tube and Dailymotion, which provide outlets for non-professional
videos shot by average people.

Y An argument could be made that Mitch (Karl Malden) does not fit this stereotype because of his initial
sensitivity to Blanche and his more genteel manner. But it should be remembered that he ultimately abandons
Blanche when he learns that she has a “past,” a cowardly act designed to maintain his status with his working-
class friends.

¥In A Certain Tendency of the Hollywood Cinema, 1930-1980, Robert Ray describes the myths of the “outlaw
hero and the official hero” in American culture. He writes, “Embodied in the adventurer, explorer, gunfighter,
wanderer, and loner, the outlaw hero stood for the part of the American imagination valuing self-
determination and freedom from entanglements. By contrast, the official hero, normally portrayed as a
teacher, lawyer, politician, farmer, or family man, represented the American belief in collective action, and the
objective legal process that superseded private notions of right and wrong” (59).

I Luke’s relationship with the other men has some similarities to R. P. McMurphy’s relationship to the other

patients in the mental institution in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, based on Ken Kesey’s 1962 novel of the
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same name. Like R. P. McMurphy, Luke becomes a leader and inspiration to the men. The obvious difference is
that the men in Cool Hand Luke, while criminals, are not, as a rule, mentally deficient.
" Bonnie and Clyde are not the only ones cognizant of the media. After one bank robbery, the bank president

and a guard, who was shot at by the Barrow Gang, are pictured posing for a photograph for the local

newspaper.
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CHAPTER 1

THE LATE 1960S: THE PRIVILEGING OF THE COUNTERCULTURE

Since the inception of the studio system in the 1920s, the working class has rarely
been represented realistically on the screen. This tendency of Hollywoodotioizatr
trivialize the working class took a portentous turn in the late 1960s when the workmg clas
was not only stereotyped, but often marginalized and, in worst-case scenarioszedmbni
was the time of the counterculture in America and in Hollywood, and the film industry
seeking to capitalize on the mood of the nation and reach out to a growing youth audience,
turned to the production of counterculture-themed films. (It should be noted that classic
Hollywood films also continued to be made.) While that move was understandable from both
an economic and aesthetic standpoint, an unfortunate by-product of thidurgnalin
Hollywood was the victimization of the working class, a group that alreatyuelpon.

That is not to say that all films of the “youth-cult” era, as David A. Cook tgll$2),

denigrated the working class. Some films IMedium Co0(1969) and eveAlice’s
Restauran{1969), both of which we will explore later in this chapter, presented sympathetic
and complex views of the working class. But more often than not, the countercultuce playe
the sympathetic protagonist to the working-class antagonist.

As we saw in the Introduction, the era did not begin this way. In®@oth Hand
LukeandBonnie and Clydehe working class serves as surrogates for the counterculture,
establishing commonalities between the two groups—the one exception being law
enforcement officials, who are portrayed as arms of the establishmert,isvbammmon in

cinema. But as the decade wore on and the counterculture took center stage inmMAmerica
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film, the working class morphed into a surrogate for the establishment. Instequdooing
the similarities and common ground between the working class and the counteycult
filmmakers chose instead to foreground the counterculture and cast the woaksmqadhe
role of “other.” Unlike the “Okies” irBonnie and Clydewho empathize with the outlaw
gang and its assault on the establishment, this new working class distrostedeaculture
that flaunted its freedom and attacked the established rule. In the processtiofydhis
binary, the flmmakers also generally portray the counterculture assiof violence
initiated by the working class as an establishment tool. In short, Hollywded faibuild on
a foundation started by films likeool Hand LukeandBonnie and Clydeopting instead in
the years between 1969 and 1971 to produce a series of films about youths that almost
always privileged the counterculture at the expense of the working Idatsseffort to
attract youth audiences to the theater, Hollywood failed not only to reach therbroade
audience it sought, but also to capitalize on what may have been its only chance to
demonstrate that the working class and the counterculture had more commonatities tha
differences.

In this chapter, four films of the counterculture era, all released betweamthees
of 1969 and the summer of 1971, will be examined, with their treatment of the workisg clas
highlighted. The films ar&asy Ride(Dennis Hopper, 19695 lice’s RestauranArthur
Penn, 1969)Medium CoolHaskell Wexler, 1969), argilly Jack(Tom Laughlin, 1971 and
1973). These films were chosen not just because they deal with the relationshgntibve
counterculture and the working class, but also because each film addressestitnisingd
in a unique way. In the process, these films offer diverse views of the wor&syy While

the vast majority of youth/cult films of the era privilege the countercultunesetinclude
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films like The Strawberry Statemefit970),Getting Straigh{1970), andZabriskie Point
(1970), which all took place on or near college campuses and celebrated protest while
demonizing police and the “establishment’—and while that is also triagyf Riderand
Billy Jack some of these films offer more subtle and even-handed views of the working
class. For that reason, the films will not be presented in chronological order,tbatingl
follow an order that reflects their rendering of the working class, from mapathetic to
most sympathetic.

Because of its landmark status as the “original” youth-cult film and is cle
privileging of the countercultur&asy Ridemwill be discussed first. We will explore how the
film not only showed Hollywood how to reach a youth audience—even though many of its
successors failed at the box office—but how it also gave Hollywood permission, sakp spe
to give creative control to young directors, as long as production and distributisnveost
held in check. Most importantly, we will explore h@asy Riderfor the most part,
privileges the counterculture at the expense of the working class and protedgsate for
copy-cat films to follow. It should be noted, however, that the depictions of both the working
class and the countercultureiasy Ridemare far more nuanced than a first viewing might
indicate. For example, while working-class characters in many filatdallowedEasy
Riderare one-dimensional and generally shown from a perspective friendly to the
counterculture, the working classkasy Riderwhile clearly the “other,” is also represented
at times by sympathetic and well-rounded characters. One of these, a streeygtimgy in
the Southwest, will be discussed at length later in this work. In the youthilftglthat
followed, the working class was regularly represented by violent law enfiertt officers

charged with upholding the wishes of the “establishment” or intolerant and ignucalst |
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who served as protectors of the status quo. The one-dimensional quality afhthesters
may have been a factor in the failure of most youth-cult films at the box office.

Next, we will discus8illy Jack despite its appearance very late in the youth/cult
cycle. The reason for discussiBdly Jacksecond is clearBilly Jackrepresents in many
ways the last gasp of the counterculture on film. Although it was release@anafter
Easy Rideland re-released two years after that, it explored themes that wereanorsn
in the late 1960s than the early 1970s. Released independently by Tom Laughlia after it
initial weak marketing and distribution by Warner Broth&ily Jackwas “the only movie
to realize Hollywood’s posktasy Riderfantasy of huge grosses from a cheaply produced
youth-cult film” (Cook 175). LikeEasy Riderthe film generally provides a negative view of
the working class while privileging the counterculture. The locals, like tindsasy Rideyr
are bigoted, violent, intolerant of difference, and one-dimensional. One importar¢mnte
here is the depiction of the local sheriff. Unlike his predecess&aay Rideiand other
youth-cult films, the sheriff here is depicted as an open-minded upholder of thalman
who believes in “live and let live” as long as that means living within the lawmidre
benign depiction of the sheriff could be seen as an attempt to harken back to a smepler t
American film, the era of the western, when the “law” was depicted gsdltector of the
average citizen and not a partner of the powers-that-be.

Next we will look atAlice’s Restauranta film that provides surprisingly complex,
although not fully formed, depictions of the working class as well as the couniegcult
Based on an autobiographical song by Arlo Guthrie, and narrated by Arlo as he ipisgt hi
in the film, Alice’s Restaurandffers a compassionate look at the counterculture, but not

without criticism. More importantly for our purpose here, the film also ofiarambiguous

66



yet often sympathetic view of the working class, primarily in its depictighefitle
character. In short, while the film appears on the surface to be another yodilhiciiat
privileges the counterculture as it satirizes the establishment and thagvddss that is
called upon to enforce establishment standards, a closer look at the film detesmsteance
and complexity that can be lost in its generally light and satirical tone.

The chapter will end witMedium Coagl a film that utilizes live footage of the
Chicago “police riots” during the 1968 Democratic Convention and offers a complex and
generally sympathetic view of the working class, demonizing only those wmaethe
violent arm of the establishment. Although made primarily for a countercaltigience,
Medium Coolactually explores the world of the working class and those on the fringe of the
working class with more subtlety than it explores the world of the countercuhutes
film, which offers a scathing critique of the media and its role in the déizatisn of the
masses to the violence that was being presented on TV screens nightly durdtg 1960s,
the counterculture actually serves as a backdrop for subplots that exphoes thiepoverty,
race, and self-realization. While other youth/cult films of the time exphargulf between
the counterculture and the working class, generally privileging the counbeecat the
expense of the working class, this film looks at both groups sympatheticallytamgpts to
demonstrate commonalities between the two, emphasizing the exploitatiormairkieg
class and the counterculture by the “establishment.”

Before we explore these films and their depiction of the working classna¢ avhen
the counterculture was dominating headlines in the daily newspapers and on tlge night
news, it is important to look at the movie industry and the mood of the nation as the decade

of the 1960s marched towards the Nixon and later the Reagan years.
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The 1950s were difficult for Hollywood as it attempted to find its way in a changing
marketplace for entertainment. Television was keeping people at home; treelWous
American Activities Committee (HUAC) and Sen. Joe McCarthy weeagldttg real and
perceived communists in Hollywood; and the studios were divesting themselvess of the
theaters as a result of the Paramount decision in 1948. Weekly attendance atinopped
from a high of 90 million in 1946 to 46 million in 1956. Great movie houses, abandoned by
the industry, were crumbling in the inner cities. An explosion in population drove many t
the suburbs, and the industry was in a poor position to follow its audience because of the high
cost of land in the suburbs (Paul Monaco 40). The industry tried a variety of téchnica
gimmicks—cinerama, cinemascope, and even 3-D films—and also got a lift fromathe ne
phenomenon brought on by the automobile age, the Drive-In Theater. The industry also
fought back with content, taking on controversial subject matter that TV could notsaddres
and with scope, bringing the epic to the screen with filmsTihke Ten Commandments
(1956) andBen-Hur(1959). By the end of the decade, the industry was seeing some results
for its efforts, some stabilization, but the number of domestic tickets sold contindexpt
From 46 million a week in 1956, the number of tickets sold plummeted to about 20 million a
week by 1970 (Monaco 40).

It should be noted that at this time, particularly in the early 1960s, American studios
were looking more and more to Europe to help heal the ailing film industryghareirkets
had become increasingly vital to Hollywood in the late 1950s as the last of the studios
divested themselves of their theaters and the coercive practices of blocknanablking
became a thing of the past. (When they controlled production, distribution, and exhibition,

studios could dictate what films an independent theater would show—creating a imarket f
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its B-movies.) As Paul Monaco writes, “By the late 1950s, that reality pointeddadiae
major studios increasingly placing their emphasis on distribution and thinkireg mor
globally.” He also notes that foreign revenues for the Hollywood majors surpassestidome
revenues for the first time in 1958 and continued that trend through the 1960s (10)

The next step was to increase foreign production of films in what was called
“runaway production,” a practice encouraged by foreign national subsidiesltossthat
chose to film in overseas locations rather than in Hollywood. In the early 1960s, ragpondi
to the economic climate and the growing importance of foreign ticket satesjdan studios
partnered with international studios to produce films overseas. By 1960, 40 percent of
American productions were shot overseas (Monaco 14). This served the dual purpose of
extending Hollywood'’s influence in the world market and reducing production costs by
becoming less labor-intensive and avoiding paying union salaries to members of the
Hollywood film industry. The artistic argument for location shooting was Heapbst-World
War Il audience was no longer satisfied with the look of films shot on Hollywood back lot
American filmgoers insisted on realistic settings, the industry said. Md&®ves this
argument was problematic because some films were not affectedyabalhly shot in
foreign locations—the “Spaghetti Westerns” for example, were wildly popekspite being
shot in Italy instead of the American West—while others, lli&kta, were negatively
affected because they failed to visually convey the essence of Ameraizsbeof their
foreign locales (15).

The underlying motive was economic, however, and this issue became most apparent
when 3,400 workers were laid off by Hollywood studios in March of 1960. This led to labor

unrest and congressional hearings, but little was actually done. Eventually tjmothegan
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to move back to the States when foreign shooting became less profitable and more
problematic, as language barriers, location costs, and less competemt Yooek crews
added to costs. As Monaco writes, “The economics of runaway production were complex, for
it soon became apparent to the industry that in the long run there was no guarantee that
shooting a film where labor costs were lower necessarily reduced the pootutdial cost”
(15).

Along with the shifting of a significant amount of production overseas in the late
fifties and early sixties, Hollywood continued to look for other ways to survive andsh
in the new climate. Domestically, Hollywood'’s fortunes turned twice in the 1960beAs
decade began, the industry was still recovering from the three key afifee previous
decade—HUAC, the Paramount decision, and TV. Of the three, television proved to be the
most problematic as it continued to keep people away from the theaters. With thiengarke
of color TV, the concern in the industry only grew. But despite these ongoing conkerns, t
film industry was able to survive through revenues generated by blockbustelikghe
Sound of Musi€1965) and the James Bond series, as well as low-budget films geared
towards specific niche audiences. But, as David J. Londoner notes, the same three
developments that allowed the industry to raise its profits throughout the middieof/éae
1960s—Dblockbusters, new studios, and an expanded relationship with television—proved to
be drags on the industry by the end of the decade (Londoner 606).

The industry continued to invest in big-budget blockbuster films, many of them
musicals, to pull viewers away from televisions and into theaters. Theskshow
pictures,” as David Bordwell refers to them because of the industry’satetasplay them

on a single screen in major cities for months on end before a general releadagtveisk
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ventures that gambled on significant returns on a large initial investmene Séhie
succeeded, lik&he Sound of Musiothers likeCleopatra(1963) andviutiny on the Bounty
(1962) failed miserably, contributing to a restructuring of the industry by the ehd of t
decade (2). As Mark Harris notes:
These . . . road show pictures were long, large, and lavish. Handled wrong,
these movies could turn in@eopatra[which cost a then-record $40 million
and was universally panned] Mutiny on the BountyDone right, they were
The Ten CommandmerdsBen-Hur, money machines that could often play
theatrically for more than two years before exhausting their audiete. (
Producer Ned Tanen argues, in fact, that two of the decade’s most profitabld fiems,
Sound of MusiandEasy Rideralmost destroyed the industry because attempts to copy their
successes generally produced commercial disaster®flik@oolittle, 1967) or poor
imitations (likeThe Strawberry Statemerif970) (Paul Monaco 4). The impactidsy Rider
on the industry will be discussed in detail later in this chapter.

A second development that initially pumped money into Hollywood but eventually
disrupted the supply/demand relationship in the film industry was the creation ofi¢hvee
film companies: CBS, ABC, and National General. By overpaying for prepatid stars,
while also overpaying theater owners to exhibit the films, the three nearplayentually
drove up production and distribution costs after bringing an initial burst of energy and
revenue to the industry (Londoner 607).

A third development was the leasing of recent and relatively recent films to
television, which clamored for Hollywood films because of their popularity on thi sma

screen. By the mid-1960s, tMovie of the Weelas a popular staple on several broadcast
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networks. While this phenomenon proved to be profitable for a while, initially bringing in
$150,000 for a lease that permitted two showings within three years and latargoiting
upwards of $800,000 per film, the TV market eventually dried out because of saturation, and
the expected (and budgeted) revenues plunged.

These three developments were devastating to the industry. According to Londoner,
the three new players, ABC, CBS, and National General, collectively lost haor&80
million and “Hollywood nearly collapsed” (607). Leonard Quart and Albert Aggiegven
farther: “By the end of the decade the studios were no longer interested in filaisnthey
had assumed merely the marketing and financial end of the process” (Austeavi@). D
Bordwell notes that the “huge losses” by the studios led to their takeover bypmengtes
“bearing mysterious names like Gulf & Western [which bought Paramount in 1966] and
Transamerica Corp. [which bought United Artists the following year].” He,d&eésiture
filmmaking continued to hemorrhage money—by some estimates, as much aslalhaif a
dollars between 1969 and 1972 (2).

During the decade of the 1960s, the number of tickets bought at domestic theaters
dropped from a high of 1.39 billion in 1960 to 1.03 billion in 1965 and a low of 912 million
in 1969. Box office receipts rose only from $956 million in 1960 to $1.4 billion in 1969
despite a more than doubling of the average cost of a ticket (Bordwell 194-203). As Robert
Sklar writes, “After most of the major motion picture companies sufferedeséaancial
losses in 1969 and 1970, one thing was clear: the old ways of film marketing and distribution
no longer worked to their advantage” (323). With the industry in debt and with the box office
stagnant, it became clear that Hollywood would have to tap into new markets. Témssucc

of Bonnie and ClydéArthur Penn) and’he GraduatéMike Nichols) in 1967—Fhe
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Graduateactually grossed more than $100 million domestically, almost five times the
domestic gross ddonnie and Clydebut did not become the cultural phenomenon that the
latter film did (Bordwell 201)—and films likBullitt and2001: A Space Odysse&y1968,
provided a potential answer. As discussed in the Introduction, filmBdkaie and Clyde
andCool Hand Lukg1967) in the mid-1960s demonstrated to studios that a youth market
was eager to go to the theater if flmmakers would provide the right kind of @mestd.

They also showed that the working class—whether in a period piece about Gresgsivg
outlaws or in a more contemporary tale about a decorated war veteran turned vandahl—coul
serve as temporary surrogates for the counterculture while Hollywooedigut how to

portray the actual counterculture on screen.

Had Hollywood been more astute in their observations during the early and mid-
1960s, however, they may have come to this conclusion several years earlier. $he Elvi
Presley vehicles during the early and mid-1960s, the low-budget beach pareg nvdiai
Frankie Avalon and Annette Funicello (1963-1965), and more artistic filmshigkBeatles’

A Hard Day’s Night(1964) showed that a youth audience was there to be tapped. In the mid-
1960s, Roger Corman, through American International Pictures, not only tapped this
audience but also showed the industry a new way to market and distribute filnsspedk,

AIP was producing twenty-five feature films a year, more than the Hotigmwnajor studios.

As Monaco notes, Cormanihe Wild Angel$1967), the precursor asy Rideand a

vehicle for Peter Fonda, Nancy Sinatra, and Bruce Dern, not only won criti@hacc

overseas by being accepted at the Venice Film Festival, but also proved tmgeasthe

box office. Corman called these films “protest films,” but, as Monaco notess disimissed

them as “motorcycle flicks” while Hollywood condemned them as “unpatriotic” {283
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contrast between Corman’s view of the films and the view of the Hollywood ssiaieint is
important because it mirrored the clash of the nascent counterculture and tle great
“establishment” in regards to the Vietham War and other cultural issuestohthe

The template for producing films quickly, inexpensively, and for a youth audience
was there to be copied, but Hollywood did not immediately catch on. As Monaco notes,
Hollywood recognized that a new audience was emerging—the popularity of the &urope
“art film” in urban areas and on college campuses was one sign—but did not know how to
respond. The industry could not decide whether reproducing the art film was the answer to
attract greater audiences or whether “the emerging Americamcditure was better
represented through a blending of modified Hollywood formulas served up with more
sensationalistic effects” (44-45). Hollywood didn’t realize at the time“tha low-budget
films of Roger Corman . . . best defined the directions in which feature fiimspeerg after
the mid-1960s” (45). (This could have been at least partially due to the natureiloh the f
business—a project can often take several years in pre-production, production, and post-
production before coming to the screen, and deals are often signed many yeaasde.adv
But it does not fully explain why Hollywood failed to earlier recognize thaitantially
lucrative youth audience was out there waiting for films that spoke to it.)doaiso had
lessons to teach traditional Hollywood about marketing and distribution. OnlyHateever,
with the success dasy Rideby Corman protégés Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper, did
Hollywood get at least part of the message. The final lesson about mgitkasmot
absorbed until the re-releaseBily Jackby another AIP alum, Tom Laughlin, in 1973 (27-

28). TheBilly Jackphenomenon will be discussed later in this chapter.
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As Quart and Auster note, changing mores brought on by social movements and court
rulings on obscenity also opened the door to a new kind of filmmaking, one that would
appeal in both form and content to a younger, hipper audience. This new approach allowed
Hollywood to tap into the youth audience that had been identified with the mainstream
success of 1967 films likeonnie and Clyderhe GraduateandCool Hand Luke“The
deviant lifestyles and political ideas of the young, though often exploited andrathdtby
Hollywood, still had to be dealt with, especially since they had begun to make up the larges
portion of the cinema audience” (Auster 73). Looking back on the 1960s, Paul Monaco
writes that the competition from television and foreign art films, as wétieasapidly
shifting cultural and demographic makeup of the country, created unprecedentethelsalle
for Hollywood. He adds:

One might be tempted to speculate on how Hollywood would have fared with
its recovery and redirection in a less highly charged period of change, but such
speculation is counter-historical. For the American feature film . . . tlesss y
were difficult indeed. (4)

During the mid- and late 1960s, Hollywood was also responding to a new era of
permissiveness brought on by challenges to the Production Code, which had been in effect
for more than three decades. Foreign films of the 1960s, not bound by the code, contained
more mature content and dealt with more mature themes—clearly an attfactihe youth
crowd. This put pressure on Hollywood to develop films of equal maturity, both theligatica
and visually. Films likeSplendor in the Gragd.961), which, counter to the code, did not
punish young, illicit lovers for their sexual indiscretions, Bodnie and Clydewhich

ignored the code with its sympathetic look at criminals, overt critique afrisan society,
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and extreme violence, led to the demise of the code in 1968 and its replacement by the
modern ratings system (Monaco 56-62). Hollywood then turned its attention totfaims t
would attract the massive baby boom generation. As Michael Ryan and Dougtes Kell
write, “Films like The GraduateBonnie and ClydeandEasy Rideredefined the prevailing
representations of the world for many young people, offering touchstones and providing
points of reference for constructing alternatives to the conformist ethlos pféceding era”
(8).

To appeal to the youth audience in the late 1960s, however, a particular point of view
generally had to be embraced. Altho®gmnie and ClydeCool Hand LukeandThe
Graduatedid not directly address the counterculture, they did address the sense obalienati
felt by a generation of youths who were embracing the counterculture.callstgep was to
look for films that addressed the cultural upheaval in the colihen these stories of the
“culture wars” came to the screen, they almost always came fraaft pdrspective and
generally privileged the counterculture point of view. Films are generaliytaction,
motion, and point of view, and the action that Hollywood was most interested in portraying
in the youth films of the final years of the 1960s was the action taking place agecolle
campuses and on the streets of major cities. The Vietham War was not yet tbecsubje
films (unless one considers John Wayne’s paean to militafisenGreen Beretseleased in
1968), but it was almost always a subtext in them. Vietnam War films would come late
when the war issue was not quite as raw. The point of view Hollywood was most atterest
in proffering to a nascent youth audience in the late sixties was the tahlistsnent point
of view. Hollywood, having withessed disastrous box office performances by expensi

studio films likeDr. Doolittle (1967),Hello Dolly (1969), androra! Tora! Tora!(1970),
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which attempted to repeat the succesthd Sound of Musignd almost bankrupted
Twentieth Century Fox (Balio 446), turned to young directors and new material to shock
itself out of its doldrums.

As Hollywood struggled through the 1960s and tried to adapt to economic challenges
and the new marketplace, it was not alone. Virtually every institution in trennais
struggling to find its bearings in the tumultuous time, and tensions rose between various
groups and classes because of the challenge to the dominant ideology on sexsral f
College campuses were rife with demonstrations about an unpopular war; city gavsrnm
and their police were the targets of protests and riots in the inner city @willRights
movement began to evolve into a Black Power movement; women were burning bras to
protest a patriarchal society; and flower children were taking to hetsiof Haight-Ashbury
and Greenwich Village—and later to communes—to drop out of a society they viewed as
materialistic and corrupt.

While these protests of various sorts were taking place, primarily involvirgptise
and daughters of the privileged classes, working-class people acrossahe-mat unlike
Hollywood—were trying to make sense of their changing world. Tensions betiaeeen t
counterculture movements and the white working class—tensions that would gtgphical
come to the screen in the late 1960s—began to bubble to the surface, with severdkincide
of confrontations between war protesters and blue collar workers reported duringethe t
Morris Dickstein, a graduate assistant at Columbia University durinigtin@é960s and later
a professor there and at Queens College, put it this way: “It was one of ties nbthe

sixties that protest was so much a middle-class phenomenon, while the children of the
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working class, who were less likely to have the protection of college defeymeere
actually dying in the war” (257-258).

This resentment also surfaced in confrontations between police and counterculture
protesters, with the Chicago “police riot” during the 1968 Democratic Conventionoste m
obvious example. As members of the working class, many police came to the cdiofienta
with an ideological axe to grind. Dickstein witnessed the tenor of the confrontatweebet
the police and white, middle class protesters during the famous Columbia Uwpiversit
demonstrations of 1967. The police, he said, tended to show more restraint when dealing
with black protesters at Columbia conducting a civil rights protest thanheétmiddle-class
white students who were simultaneously protesting the war: “Though peragsiedtion
and resentment undoubtedly played their part, there was clearly an explosi@s @inglar at
the whole elite institution and at frivolous middle-class kids who were squandering a
educational opportunity that they and their children would never have” (258).

As economic times worsened, this tension only worsened, caused at least in part by
President Lyndon Johnson'’s refusal to raise taxes after 1965 to pay for the \Weamam
Although the effects of this error did not surface immediately, it was loletire end of the
decade that an economy that had fueled a steady rise in American livingddsasidee
World War 1l was slowing dramatically:

According to some economists, it was Johnson’s failure to press for a tax
increase early in 1967—his refusal to admit that we actually wererfggati
full-scale war—that led to the first waves of inflation and finally, with the

help of the oil cartel, to the disastrous combination of inflation, recession, and

unemployment that hit the country so hard by the fall of 1973. (Dickstein 271)
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Tax increases had come previously, in 1965, to fund social programs and the initial
escalation of the Vietnam War. This tax hit the working class and the “mielctler’sthe
hardest, according to Gus Tyler, assistant president of the Internatioied’L@arment
Workers’ Union. The working class, through the Democratic Party, had supported the wa
and the new social programs, but now it was paying the brunt of the costs for both. As Tyler
notes, “Between 1965 and 1969, the buying power of the worker was in steady decline—
despite sizable wage increases. The pay envelope was being chewed wgtiby eufid
taxation” (203).

This sudden reversal of fortune for the American economy caught some by surprise.
As late as the late 1960s, futurists were predicting a reduction in the wekkoeeause of
increased automation, and some in the middle- (and upper-) class counterculturei@st fem
movements were exploring how this new age of less work and more leisure would affec
their lives. One of the noted feminists who weighed in at the time was ShularegtoRe.
“We will be beyond arguments about who is ‘bringing home the bacon’—no one will be
bringing it home, because no one will be ‘working.” . . . Machines thus could act as the
perfect equalizer, obliterating the class system based on exploitation ¢f Elestone
wrote in 1970 (183).

But the working class was not operating under the same delusion. Members of the
“middle sector” had been feeling the crunch for years. “By 1969 it [the boom}leaty
over. The war produced an inflation that eliminated most income gains. In 1969 some fully
employed workers had less real income than in 1968” (420). This crunch, WillianllO’'Ne
writes, was exacerbated by Nixon administration fiscal policies thapemding, tightened

the money supply, and subsequently stopped economic growth, which led to rising
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unemployment and increased tensions. As O’Neill writes, “A recession cadlg haal the
wounds prosperity had failed to treat” (420).

As the 1970s approached, the working class was feeling the squeeze from above and
below. From above, the government they had trusted had sent their sons to war while the
sons of the middle and upper classes benefited from deferment after ahfieraneoid
service. Closer to home, the government’s mismanagement of the economy had poft many
the working class on unemployment lines. From below, the poor, in the eyes of the working
class, were benefiting from their tax dollars that funded new social progstaidished in
the mid-1960s by the Johnson Administration during the final years of the boom. Social
programs that seemed necessary to most when they were enacted in good timésasbor at
tolerable to most except those on the far right—became a source of resenttimeas as
turned bad. Gus Tyler put it this way in 1970: “The worker feels that he is payireg bpl
pays for his own way; he pays for the poor; he pays for the rich. He is ready to dstflnefi
resists the others” (203).

As all of this was going on in the country, Hollywood was looking for answers to its
own economic woes. With Richard Nixon now firmly ensconced in the White House and the
nation clearly turning to the right, Hollywood, despite keeping up appearances, was
experiencing its worst economic crisis since the years immedfatiElwing the Paramount
decision in 1948. “One had to read the trade papers or the financial pages to grasp the
enormity of the Hollywood troubles,” Sklar says (286). After refusing to addhe
controversial social issues of the 1960s in a direct way for most of the decagejdddlin
the late 1960s turned to the youth market and/or independent filmmaking to solve its

economic woes.
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WhenEasy Rideicame to the screens in 1969 and achieved success far beyond
Hollywood’s expectations, the film industry belatedly discovered a model upon which to
expand its audience. It also discovered a protagonist—the counterculture. Thecodtunéer
became the subject du jour as Hollywood began to see the benefit of marketingshaexpe
films about youths to youths, labeled counterculture youth or youth/cult tasy. Rider
began a brief run of Hollywood productions that directly addressed the counterciihge, f
that presented youth angst, campus unrest, and anti-establishment themespanthiegx
youth audience. But in doing so—in catering to a youth audience with films about and
generally sympathetic to the counterculture—Hollywood also turned awayfifrosnabout
the working class. While the number of films with working-class protagonists hkdediein
the 1960s, as noted in the Introduction, the working class became even rarer as pt®tagonis
in Hollywood films of the late 1960s. Worse yet, when working class charaateappear
in counterculture-themed films of the late 1960s, they most often appeared ashzad

antagonists to the counterculture.

Easy Rider
Easy Rideiis a journey movie and a buddy movie, but primarily it is movie about the
counterculture. Arriving on American screens just as the counterculture muvwease
cresting, the film established the binary of the counterculture vs. the wot&ssand set
the tone for the portrayal of working class characters in many youthlmatthat followed.
As we will see, while not all depictions of the working class in the film are inegéte
lasting impression of the working class is one of an intolerant and potentiatjgrdas

force. Because this film spawned many imitators, and because it wasthadely
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distributed film to truly privilege the counterculture over the workingsslagorms the
foundation for the discussion of film in this chapter. As noted above, the film is more
nuanced about its portrayal of the working class and the counterculture than an initial
viewing might indicate. Although the lasting image of the working classgative—it is
responsible for the murders of Wyatt and Billy, the film’s protagonists—oxaengles of
working-class tolerance are on display in the film. Wyatt and Billy, on the othdr ivhile
presented as victims of senseless murder, are also shown to be complicitowtheir
downfall. For example, they claim to want to escape a repressive soaietyey embrace
its materialism and, particularly in the case of Billy, adopt an antagop@sture towards it
in general and the working class in particular. They become victims ofrartoks but their
own intolerance and mocking of society—Billy’s in particular—often adds to thetens
between themselves and the society they claim to want to leave behind. Busebetits
success and its depiction of the counterculture vs. working-class Hi@sy Rideremains
the landmark film that opened the door for more youth/cult films to exploit theatiffes,
rather than the commonalities, between the counterculture and the working class
Easy Ridelis the story of two small-time drug dealers who make one final sale and
ride off to find Mardi Gras on customized Harleys. The audience isn’'t given anyitexpos
so the characters Wyatt and Billy can only be defined by their initial actitve im. The
lack of exposition is reminiscent of Italian neorealism of the post-WorldiMéga, which
specialized in presenting a “slice of life” rather than a story withditional Hollywood arc.
As Robert Ray notes, the popularity of these “realistic” depictions of lifeaviiast
indication to Hollywood that its “homogenous mass audience . . . was disappearing” (138).

AlthoughEasy Rideicame two decades after the apex of the neorealism movement and much
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had changed in the international world of film in the interim, the early scenesfofirttzend
their lack of exposition and sparse dialogue demonstrated to the audience thas that
traditional Hollywood fare.

Although a stylistically experimental film—with flash forwards, jump catsd flash
cuts borrowed from French New Wave and American underground film, and a general
rejection of classic continuity editing—star and co-writer Peter Foiteld iaspiration for
the film from the John Ford classitie Searcher§l956), a western in which John Wayne
searches for many years to rescue his kidnapped niece. The differerdze skgs, is in the
motivation and mode of transportation of the searchers: “They’re [Wyatt ayil rigitl
looking for Natalie Wood [who played Wayne’s niece], they're looking for Amearah
they're on choppers” (gtd. in Paul Monaco 188). As Robin Wood neésy, Ridethelped to
inspire a cycle of “buddy films” in the 1970s with its journey mode, and many of these fil
highlighted working-class protagonists. One of these fiBesrecrowJerry Schatzberg,
1973), will be discussed in the next chapter. In all of these films, many of whichitleal w
working-class angst, a search of sorts takes place. Wood writes, it seene that the
basic motivating premise of the 70s buddy movie is not the presence of the malagiijati
but the absence of home” (201). It is this home that Wyatt and Billy set out to find in their
guest from California to New Orleans, a home they never find as their joamdsy
prematurely with two shotgun blasts. But it should be noted that this “absence of home” that
Wood writes about was not new to film—the same absence is explofee Bearchers
Lonely Are the Brav€l962), and other films. The exploration of this theme demonstrates
that, whileEasy Ridewas experimental in form and style and a product of its time, it was

not a complete departure from the classic Hollywood style of storyteiengy Riderin fact,
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may be called a pastiche of several classic genres. As Mondes imAmerican Film Now
“Easy Riderby all accounts one of the most significant movies of the decade, was a Chase-
Caper-Road-Youth-Drug Buddy Film” (56).

Easy Ridemlso takes the classic Western and reverses it. While the westerns of John
Ford and Howard Hawks capture an America and its settlers moving westdceekygl
seemingly ever-expanding frontier, Billy and Wyatt— who clearly sharedhees of two
icons of the West, Billy the Kid and Wyatt Earp, for ironic purposes—head east inwireir
guest for an America no longer available in the West because of the closing of tles.fronti
As Monaco notes ihlistory of the American Cinema: The Sixti8&ith a narrative structure
built on a journey east from Los Angeles toward a destination called Heavadaftasy
Riderhas been said to bitterly observe the death of frontier America as partyohlislism”
(188). Billy and Wyatt’s journey takes them through the Southwest and a handful of
adventures before ending, with finality, in Louisiana after a visit to Mardi. Btasg the
way, the two visit a rancher and his young family, stop off at a commune to drop off a
hitchhiker, and spend the night in a Texas jail with the rarest of sightings etthalf the
country—an ACLU attorney with aristocratic ties, George Hanson, playyddck Nicholson
in a role that earned him an Academy Award nomination. The journey ends tragically,
however, as all three men are brutally murdered by “rednecks” who, to pasaplarason,
fear free men.

Irony is on display in early scenes of the film, but because Billy and Wyattaave
yet spoken a word to each other and the audience doesn’t know them except for their act of
securing and re-selling cocaine, the irony does not come to light untilTaggr.decision

after their big drug sale to buy new bikes; Wyatt's decision to buy a flaather outfit and
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helmet with stars and stripes, demonstrating their willingness to embedeaalism; and

the very idea that one can buy freedom and still remain unencumbered by one’dg@ussess
contradicts their unstated goal of seeking a life free of everyday cotstras the film
proceeds, it becomes clear that some of these “things” in their lives don’ttaowto
completely escape the society they wish to leave behind. These “tgmggyond the
material, too. One—again, for Billy in particular—is an antagonism towards the \gorkin
class that they, particularly Billy, view as ignorantly complicithithe establishment. What
they don’t realize is that this antagonism prevents them from seeing theocoaxploitation

of both the working class and the counterculture by the establishment.

Easy Rideibegins with the sound and then the picture of two bikers rolling up to a
Mexican bar and what looks to be the office of a junkyard located behind it. The two bikers,
Wyatt (Fonda) and Billy (Hopper), are atop inexpensive motorcycles anediessasual
clothing appropriate to riding. Billy wears western garb, with a buckskin addt@ppy
buckskin hat, while Wyatt is dressed in jeans and a jacket. After the two men purkhase a
of cocaine from the Mexican dealer—with only a few lines of Spanish spoken between
them—the film cuts directly to another location with a low angle shot of Wyatt loaokdrsg
a plane that flies low over his head. As the camera pulls back to show Wyatt and Billy
leaning against a pickup truck on the edge of an airport, the front end of a Rolls Rayce pull
into the foreground. A young, affluent dandy, played by Phil Specter, exits thadétha
deal” takes place. Here we have several symbols of mobility—the airpteniguck, and the
Rolls Royce— that provide hope that maybe a frontier of some sort is stilllaleail he
setting, while chosen for its privacy within the narrative, also represengossibility of

physical mobility; just as the covered wagon of John Ford represented movemethevest
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airfield and its airplanes represent the possibility of movement in anyidireBoth the
covered wagon and the airplane represent the potential escape from the mundahe, from
lives of quiet desperation Henry David Thoreau mused about. The Rolls is a more
problematic symbol. While it symbolizes affluence and another kind of freedom—the
freedom of upward mobility—it can also represent decadence, gluttony, and wettheck
materialism. This dual meaning is played out in the film as Billy and Weghi¢wze financial
security through the sale of the drugs, but at what cost?
The song “Goddamn the Pusher Man” plays as the next cut shows us a low angle shot
of a new bike. The choice of the song is interesting because, if taken liténsligamning
the two characters whom the audience is being asked to identify with as prosagmibie
film proceeds, the spirit of the song proves to be prescient. The cameraceamnss the
bike, showing its various features in homage to American technology and the power and
freedom that it putatively represents. Wyatt has traded in his old bike—and old life—for one
that he believes will take him where he wants to go. But, like the Rolls in the prevemgs sc
it represents conspicuous consumption more than freedom. It places him firmly entiére c
of the consumer society he wants to escape. As the film plays out, this seesel@mfr
experienced by the consumption of technology proves to be an illusion as the bike leads not
to freedom, but to death. As Jean Baudrillard theoriz&h@&Consumer Societgny attempt
to purchase “freedom” and to set oneself off as an individual actually servepétupée the
closed, materialistic system Wyatt putatively is trying to escapedidlard writes:
The consumer experiences his distinctive behaviours as freedom, as
aspiration, as choice. His experience is not one of bemgd to be different

of obeying a code. . . . In the very act of scoring his points in the order of
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differences, each individual maintains that order and therefore condemns
himself only ever to occupy a relative position in it. (61 [Baudrillard’scisdi

As the camera pans up to the seat of the motorcycle, the audience sees Wyagtntoclay
into a plastic tube and hiding it in the gas tank of the motorcycle. Wyatt is now dmessed i
leather pants and vest—a further capitulation to materialism—and his motascyeaiated
with the stars and stripes, as is his helmet. This new look prompts Billy to nickiigate
“Captain America.” While Billy’s use of the term is tinged with irony, | do Ibelieve the
look itself is intended by Wyatt as an ironic statement. Wyatt seems toibg saat
America is supposed to be a land of the free, and his new bike and clothes seem to say that
that freedom is, or should be, available to everyone, even the drug-dealing biker who chooses
to “retire” in Florida. America is not just for you, he seems to be saying-fat sveryone.
But he is also implying that freedom can be purchased when in reality he isinnagntiae
order Baudrillard writes about and is simply securing a position within that orde

Before the two bikers roar off, Wyatt tosses his wrist watch to the ground in a naive
gesture designed to demonstrate his freedom from time. | say naive bécaiddyi
becomes clear that he and Billy cannot free themselves from the constraiims afy more
than the next man or woman can. Although Wyatt preaches patience to Billy throughout the
film—-Billy is always in a rush to get to a “destination” while Wyatt is mioterested in the
journey—time, and the times, eventually catch up to them as they travel acrosgring
make it to Mardi Gras on time, only to find tragedy the following day.

After the tossing of the watch, the two bikers roll off on their newly customized
Harleys to the driving beat of Steppenwolf's “Born to Be Wild.” Symboli¢ahlg road and

the future open up before them, but if one pays close attention one can see, and hear, that
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everything may not be what it appears to be. As the audience gets to know the twabikers i
the following scenes, the leather outfit, sparkling new bikes, and even thedesttoecome
incongruous with their spoken intentions. Wyatt, for example, has chosen to free himself
from the constraints of time, but he has also bought into the commodity world that equates
time and money by purchasing the new bike and expensive clothing. This fissuretinsWya
never quite sutured. The stars and stripes on his bike and helmet are also problgmatic. B
opting these traditional patriotic and conservative symbols to stake his claipretceaof the
American Dream, he has drawn a clear line between himself and those who pursue tha
dream in a traditional way. In this way, he has placed a target on his backhatvehin
tensions between the counterculture and the working class are running high, anddte has
himself up as a potential victim of this civil war.

The difference in the two lead characters is made clear during theidinstthat they
spend on the road following the major drug sale that finances their futures Billyl
expresses excitement about going to Florida as they rest in front of areaexdlaiming
that they have “made it,” Wyatt is more introspective—so much so that Billyneorts on
his quiet demeanor. Wyatt responds, in 1960s jargon, “I'm just getting my thing together,” a
phrase that would have resonated with many young in the audience. This scene also
establishes Wyatt's point of view as dominant. Throughout the film, through flashrzts
pans from what appears to be Wyatt’s point of view, the audience is invited intBsWyat
thought proces$This is not true of Billy, whose perspective is never foregrounded. The
campfire scene ends with a flash-cut that shows what appears to be hgig gfviough the
rafters of an old barn. Like all the flash-cuts in the film, these look like exbfedmes on the

screen that appear to the viewer almost like the opening and closing ofra’sashatter on
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the image. This is the first of the flash-cuts, and it, like the others, foresbéatone events
in the film. In this case, the flash-cut simply foreshadows their awakenirigllitweing
morning on that same campsite adjacent to the barn. Later flash-cutsadeatibeir demise.
Although the flash cuts often appear to come from Wyatt's perspective beltayse t
generally follow a shot of him, there is no evidence that Wyatt is clairvoyainaione
actually has visions. For example, he never discusses the content of thesetfagltihc
Billy or chooses another path due to the content of the flash-cuts. The flasieeums$o
serve two purposes—the juxtaposition of the flash-cuts preceded by a shot ofWiiciti§
generally the case) encourages the audience to sympathize more witls Yoyat of view;
also, the flash-cuts seem to pull the two protagonists forward in the story, lemdhgost
fatalistic sense to the proceedings, as if this journey is beyond WyaBikyts control.

While the use of flash-cuts and other visual devices give the film an expeaiment
look, the sound of pulsating rock music on the soundtrack is one of the first hints that this is
not just your older brother’s biker film. Throughout the film, the rock soundtrack hélps te
the tale of the journey of Wyatt and Billy. On the screen, the soundtrack aduig &itd a
contemporary, rebellious feel to the film. Off the screen, it helped aginacentertain a
youthful audience, and also drove the signature Steppenwolf song up the charts. Thd rock a
roll soundtrack also did another thing. It established the counterculture as themsitaig
the film. With every protagonist comes an antagonist, however, and in this filra it wa
destined to be the working class. An early scene in the film, which comes just thefdirst
night in the open, sets the tone.

After what appears to be the first day of their journey (before their aampf

conversation), Wyatt and Billy pull up to a roadside motel with a vacancy sign blinking.
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Billy beeps his new bike horn several times as the two wait outside the officeodoor f
someone to respond. As the motel manager steps into the night in response to Bély;s “be
Wyatt asks if he has a room for the night. Without a word, the manager turns away and re-
enters the office. Wyatt tries again, “Hey, you gotta room? Hey man, yougomt&” The
manager has closed the door behind him. In his first line of dialogue in the filgnh&ldls

up his middle finger and yells, “You asshole,” and the two bikers roll off. Thedspbnse

from most viewers is to sympathize with the bikers, who, although not exemplargtensra

are the central characters in the film. But to do that is to deny their agianisularly

Billy’s, as they pull up to the office. Billy clearly shows little respiec the manager when

he beeps several times instead of walking to the door. The manager, on the other hand, shows
no respect for Wyatt when he refuses to even respond to his question, which was asked in a
business-like, if not friendly, manner. While the sympathy of the audience upaia

young audience, is likely to be with the counterculture heroes, this interactiobleneatic

of a larger issue. This inability of the bikers and manager to communicatestsslal

relationship of tension between the counterculture and working class in the film &tpor

the tragic events to come.

This tension is quickly, but only temporarily, dissipated the following day, however,
when another encounter with the working class results in a different outcomenimiosisy
demonstrated between the counterculture, in the guise of Wyatt and Billy, and kimegwor
class, in the form of the motel manager, is absent the following day as theuglersa
engage a struggling rancher and his family after Wyatt’'s bike has sh#dlat tire. In this
scene, Wyatt pushes his bike up to the rancher as he works near his barn and asks if he can

stop to repair his flat. The rancher is a 40-something white man who weldoatest
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bikers without hesitation. He is clearly a hard-working man who is strugglirggatck out a
living and raise a large family on a small farm/ranch in the SouthwestleNditér, in an
interesting composition, a long, deep focus shot of the inside of the barn capturestibge ran
and another man in the lower left of the frame shoeing a horse and Wyatt in thyhtap ri

the frame fixing the flat. While some see the shot as simply a juxtapasiti@iure and
technology, it can also be seen as a visual representation of how two cultures, one
represented by the working-class rancher and the other by a leaith@enainber of the
counterculture, can co-exist in time and space.

After Wyatt fixes the tire, he and Billy are invited to dinner with the randhe
immigrant (Mexican-American) wife, and their children. As they sit dowest, the rancher
politely asks Billy to remove his hat while they say grace. Billy nods and rentoVéss
polite exchange and the honoring of another’s wishes and traditions contrasysvatarithe
earlier clash between Billy and the motel manager. It is also Hexe Wyatt, the more
thoughtful and introspective of the two and by all accounts the more tolerant, extends the
olive branch to the working class by engaging the rancher in meaningful satwey
demonstrating what could be if the two cultures took time to communicate.

Ironically, this sincere attempt to communicate is first demonstratetriefdailure
to communicate, when the rancher doesn’t understand what Wyatt means when he says he
and Billy are from “L.A.” As the rancher looks at him quizzically, Wyatplains, “Los
Angeles.” At that explanation, the rancher nods and opens up to the two men, renmatking t
he was on his way to California when he “stopped off here and, well, you know how it goes.”
They, of course, don’'t know “how it goes” because they have never been able to find

“home.” Their quest, in fact, will end in an “absence of home,” a theme that reseHtmi
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the other three films we will discuss in this chapBlly Jack Alice’s Restaurantand
Medium Coal But this brief exchange between Wyatt and the rancher breaks the ice and
begins to build a bond between the two very different men. When Wyatt then compliments
the rancher on his nice “spread,” using the language of the American West and ¢he genr
western in an effort to reach out to his host, the rancher is at first unsureiotérgysor
meaning. But Wyatt persists: “It's not every man can live off the land, you.Kowour
own thing in your own time. You should be proud.” Although it is clear the rancher is not
familiar with the argot of the counterculture, he clearly gets the mesaggin, the two men
have bonded at a deeper level as the biker on his way to find America seems toeecogniz
something of America in the man and his family. In its simplicity, this exchsimp®s what
America could be if this kind of exchange became the norm.

Stylistically, the conversation between the two men is generally prdserdagwo-
shot or a one-shot with a pan, a common form throughout the film in lieu of the more
traditional shot-reverse-shot. These techniques give the conversation sgeres a
voyeuristic feel instead of presenting the shots and reaction shots framsveliaracters’
points of view, a break with classic continuity editing. They also have the effeaivfling
some distance between the audience and the protagonists, as does the paucityief dialog
between the protagonists in most of the film, along with the episodic nature of tteadim
the lack of exposition. The intention may well have been to limit our association with the
protagonists in order to allow the audience to see their deaths at the end in a noade clini
and less emotional way. This choice may have been Hopper’'s way of saying this is not a

story about Billy and Wyatt—it is a story about America.
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While criticized by some as already-dated 1960s jargdawsweek’soseph
Morgenstern for one said he was “astounded” that he was touched by the film despite it
being riddled with clichéd dialogue (Mordden 233)—this dinner conversation is telling on
two fronts. First, it shows that the working class and the counterculture had monenmon
than either may have thought. As the upcoming scene at a “hippie” commune de@snstrat
segments of the counterculture revered the earth and the natural lifeha ferking-class
rancher is living in a more traditional way. Second, it shows that the working othss a
counterculture could get along if they took the time to learn more about each other@and wer
more tolerant of differences, allowing similarities to surface. Theher, along with his
large family, has offered food and hospitality to two strangers who have happened upon his
farm riding supercharged motorcycles, sporting long hair and unshaven faces)gnobsi
to judge them by appearances alone. Wyatt, and Billy to a lesser extergxpasgsed
appreciation for his action, with Wyatt earnestly complimenting him abouhbisecto live
a life in commune with the land. In a touch of irony, it is the rancher, havingisettlee
Southwest after failing to reach his intended destination of California, wiving off the
land and shoeing horses as a “free” man while Wyatt and Billy are de$psesteching for
America and their abstract idea of freedom on two high-powered products of the modern
commodity world.

This tension about the definition of freedom and the desire to be “free” takes on
different shapes and meanings at different times in the film. Ultimabeyguestion
becomes, “What is freedom?” Wyatt’'s conversation with the rancher, aasual
demeanor at the farm, clearly indicates that he recognizes freedom, in tn@edinitions,

in the life of the rancher and his family. But other expressions of freedom ifmhedss
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over the line of self-expression to antagonism. Wyatt and Billy never seem tstandehat
one person’s expression of personal freedom may infringe on another’s ability to do the
same—or may simply antagonize another group, as we will see in the upcomauhg para
scene. As time goes on their different manifestations of “freedom” leadt\Myd Billy into
situations that are not only dangerous, but ultimately deadly. The failure tipatetior to

fully understand the reactions of others to their expressions of freedom playdieasigni

role in their demise. Whether these decisions are made out of pure ignorance adritial pot
consequences or out of naivety about the world around them, or are simply spawned by
euphoria over their newfound economic independence, is not clear. But when Wyatt and
Billy encounter the working class later in the film, they don’t encounter eatdlegenerous,
hard-working man of the earth. They encounter southern bigots who represent theddark a
dangerous underside of the working class.

Historian Bruce J. Schulman recounts that Dennis Hopper and his co-star Peger Fond
were subjected to violence in the South while shooting the film. “They had expected the
taunts” for their long hair and outfits, Schulman noted, but they did not expect the level of
violence they encountered. “Patrons in one bar jumped the longhaired filmmakers
themselves,” Schulman said (19). In an interview orEtmy Rider 40 AnniversaryDVD,
Hopper acknowledges that the film crew experienced several run-ins wikh docang their
trip through the South. His experiences actually inspired him to choose a réabsider
several other locals as actors to bring authenticity to the restauraattisaeforeshadows the
killing of George Hanson. It is not clear whether the actual run-ins with sadilgats
influenced the film's ending, but a quote by Hopper that appearkttiaintic Monthlyclearly

indicates how he felt shortly after the film came to the screen. “Don’t beds@p and try to
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change America,” Hopper concluded, “but if you're going to wear a badge, witetheng
hair or black skin, learn to protect yourself’ (qtd. in Schulman 19).

At a time when the “other” was present in so many varieties—Africagfisiam,
hippie, militant feminist, New Left, student protesters, etc.—many in trkimg class felt
threatened. At the root of much of the antagonism between the working class andbtie var
groups was the war that was claiming young working-class lives at amrajaiate. Despite
the fact that these men were only actors and that the film was bringing réwventne small
town, the real working class antagonists could not see beyond their own fears, gseqndic
anxieties. Encounters like this surely made it easier for Hopper and Foatker jodrtray the
working class as intolerant and violent, but their choice also made it easndor
filmmakers of youth/cult films to follow suit without providing a more nuanced lookeat t
working class.

Another important sequence in the film is the commune episode. While more about
middle-class youths and their quest for an unfettered life rather than tkiegvdass, this
segment is important because it demonstrates that the “hippies” and the wia&sigazl
more in common than they likely realized. As we will see, however, neither groupdsézm
recognize that at the time.

After Wyatt and Billy leave the rancher and his family, they pick up a longédhair
hitchhiker on the road and agree to drop him off at a commune in Arizona. The
cinematography here is striking as Laszlo Kovacs captures the color prstiynoé the
western landscape in a series of tracking shots and pans. The same iconic latiggcapes
appear in countless westerns of the 1940s and 1950s also appear here, again demonstrating

the freedom of the open road and the connection betia@@nRideand the classic westerns
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that came before ii"t.BiIIy’s hyper personality and paranoia are on display throughout this
sequence as he clearly does not warm to the new companion. Billy often rides bgathd W
and his passenger wearing a look of disdain. Fearing at one point that ther stithmgeice
the money in Wyatt’'s gas tank when they stop at a gas station, he pulls Wyattb aside
express his concerns. Wyatt, as usual, serves as the voice of calm and reas@m’tHe
know what it is, man. . . . Everything is fine, Billy.” Throughout the film Billy is @asi to
reach their destination—Mardi Gras—or any destination. Anyone or anytiahgelays
their progress becomes an irritant to him, and he complains to Wyatt or pouts alooe to s
his displeasure. Wyatt, on the other hand, seems content with experiencing the journey.
Before arriving at the commune, the three men spend the night at an Indian burial
ground in what appears to be a cave. Flash-cuts foreshadow the night theynalilinsires
cave. Technically, the scene is shot primarily with available light froemetire, and
Kovacs again eschews shot-reverse-shot in favor of a deep focus shot otati¢hren the
frame, with Billy sitting behind the other two on a stone ridge in the cave. Oneasbots
often used when someone speaks, but the camera is generally situated in the foreground to
capture the interaction from a more neutral, master shot perspective. Thess aliow the
audience to see the conversation as it develops without the camera commenting tionthe ac
or taking a particular character’s point of view. They also give the cati@rsa realistic
feel because the audience sees reactions in real time rather than thrayghdhan editor.
Billy’s animosity towards their guest—and his anxiety to move on—contrasth Wyatt’s
limitless patience, further explicates the character of the two protégdmbkat is learned
about the protagonists in this scene also lays groundwork for future events and thal event

demise of the main characters. When the three men eventually arrive at thenesraafter
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spending a night in the cave carrying on a rambling and occasionally incoheresrsation
while passing “joints”—they are welcomed by a rag-tag group of hipgiesane trying to
survive in an almost desert-like setting.

Kovacs uses pans and tracking shots to introduce the members of the commune. In
one particular scene, a 360-degree shot is used to individually show the faceseof all t
members as they sit in a circle and pray for a better growing seasorother scene, deep
focus and wide- angle shots are used liberally in an attempt to show the open atichget |
nature of communal living. Again, two-shots dominate as shot-reverse-shot iwedchae
camera establishes no hierarchy within the “clan,” as the shots synipagtablish the
democratic nature of the commune by choosing no favorites.

While both men eventually learn to enjoy the communal experience—with the help of
two women—Wyatt, in particular, recognizes the importance in the communeedsha
responsibilities and a willingness to work together for a common goal. At one pbmbasl
Billy watch young men and women sewing seed in a rocky terrain, he turnsytailllsays,
“They're going to make it.” Nothing in this shot supports that conclusion—the land is parre
hard, and unwelcoming—but Wyatt believes the willingness to work together and pull in the
same direction will allow this small group of middle-class city kids to conquerendle
sees something here in these farming novices that he previously identifiedvor kiveg-
class rancher and his family—the willingness not only to work the land, but to wothd¢oge
to form a new kind of family. Unfortunately, he recognizes too late that this kigah of
cooperation between the counterculture and the working class could have served to forge a

different kind of future for America.
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The democratic nature of the commune notwithstanding, there is no denying that this
early commune still carried with it some baggage from the past—baggagerakso oy the
working class. Although the hippie commune has members of both sexes, along with
children, it is an exclusively white and patriarchal society. As you @me€ihome,” it is
clear that the domestic duties are handled exclusively by the women. They ang @uki
caring for the children as the men either stand around outside smoking manjdana a
conversing or take part in sewing seed in the rocky landscape. Despite thedad&anf
structure of couples and traditional families, the domestic scene at thauoenmsmot unlike
the one at the working-class rancher’s “spread.” In both places, children ruragras phen
do “manly” things and women take care of the domestic chores. Based on reportsnoé the
this is an authentic depiction of a counterculture communal society in the late 1960s. As
Robert McRuer writes, “[D]espite a supposed affinity with African Acaaricultures . . . the
counterculture was predominantly white and male. It was often, indeed, not only
predominantly male, but openly sexist” (217). Although this attitude began to change in
some communes after 1970 as a result of the women'’s liberation movement, gesder role
played a large part in early communes according to Timothy Miller:

More often than not communes were male-founded and male-dominated, and
dominant men did not typically fall immediately into gender enlightenment in
communal settings any more readily than they did elsewhere. Often gender
roles tended to govern daily life and work. (344)
Ironically, this view of gender roles was clearly another area where tinéecoulture, the
working class, and the dominant culture as a whole shared yet another—albeieregati

value.
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The commune episode marks the high moment for Wyatt, Billy, and the
counterculture in the film. Although it is clear to an objective outsider that thisusar
commune is doomed to failure, it still represents optimism that an alterntdican be
forged. Just as the working-class rancher provides a positive picture of the waakisghe
naive but hard-working commune inhabitants offer hope that one can construct a life outside
the constrictions of society. After Wyatt and Billy leave the commune, tlugidwecomes
increasingly dangerous and their encounters with the working class beconasiimglse
violent. In the scene directly following the commune episode, the two men engage in a
miscalculation that begins their spiral downward, culminating in their murdersjoieta
two-lane highway. While traveling through a small Texas town, they come upori a loca
parade and decide to join it on motorcycle. Based on their smiling faces, thhissseean
innocent moment of self-expression. The locals see it differently. They considaockery
of their tradition—and while that is a reasonable assumption, it could also be tetgse
Wyatt and Billy’s way of trying on a basic level to connect with the “Anaérihey are
searching for, an America of hard-working people steeped in nostalgia foplaistime.

But the local police don't see it that way, and the two men are arrested.

The first shot in the sequence cuts directly from the commune to a close-up of a tuba
and the sound of parade music. This straight cut serves the purpose of taking Wydtyand Bi
out of their world and dropping them into the middle of another that they are unfamiliar with.
After a close-up of another brass instrument, a long shot of the paradeeftisréen,
followed by close-ups of the marching band and baton-twirling young womemgCutt
quickly from shot to shot, the short sequence captures the flavor of a hometown parade. The

warm weather and the presence of colorful banners imply that the paradéiatoeiea
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national holiday. As Billy and Wyatt join in, smiling and bobbing their headssetilled and
marching in tune to the music as they propel their bikes down the street sans netors, w
suddenly hear a siren and a close-up of a police car. As the two bikers veehefiett, &

man on a horse tosses a lasso in their direction, symbolizing their capture anadovnesg
their treatment as “animals” who must be locked up to protect the community. Tthrehaex

is a close-up of Billy behind bars trying to talk his way out of the arreSp&wading without

a permit.” While in jail, where they are referred to as “animals” by tbal ljpolice (clearly a
negative characterization of the working class), they meet George Harscal, &torney

and scion of a prominent local family. Hanson helps them to make bail and decideslto trav
with them to Mardi Gras, a decision that he will not live to regret.

The decision to join the parade is yet another example of the two traviesdndity
to anticipate how others will react to their expressions of freedom. Because wot privy
to their decision-making process here, it is unclear whether they arengrapystinate, or
simply naive. They are clearly outraged about being jailed—Billy in pdatic-but their
only defense is a lie as Billy tries to convince the police that he and Wyéathaebng
performers. Whatever their motivation, this prank ultimately sets in motiomea séevents
that costs George Hanson his life. When they lose their own lives later, it i$ bepause
they do not heed George’s advice.

The murders of Billy and Wyatt, as well as the murder of George Hanson, are
foreshadowed in a haunting exchange between Billy and George as the three man share
campfire and a “joint” on their journey to Mardi Gras. The scene takes place ontyafiau
the three men have been refused service at a small town Louisiana restadrsubjected to

the glares and sarcastic comments of a sheriff and some locals. Aiftgratita table for

100



several minutes without being acknowledged by the management and absorbieg af seri
subtle and not-so-subtle barbs directed at them (“Looks like a bunch of rejects fooittaa g
love-in,” etc.), they decide to leave. As they do, they are followed out to their lyikes b
gaggle of high school girls who ask them for a ride—which they politely dertyoddh this
exchange is quick and innocent, it does not go unnoticed by the locals. As the three men
leave, one of the locals turns to the sheriff and repeats something he hadlisajdlesil

say they’re not going to make it to the Paris line.” This ominous statememao@Eeorge’s
death in the following sequence.

Later that night, George, Wyatt, and Billy sit around the campfire on what agpear
be the outskirts of town. During the conversation, which has moments of high comedy
because of George’s introduction to marijuana—much of the comedy emanatinfdérom
fact that the men were, in fact, high at the time of the shooting, according to Foitija—B
recalls the earlier incident when they were refused a room at the nhataing that the
motel manager was afraid of them solely because of their appearancd. feliésdto
understand why his appearance has such a negative impact on the establishmeoésa this
represented by the working class. The following exchange casts a portdatouswer the
proceedings:

George: Oh, they're not scared of you. They're scared of what you represent

to them.

Billy: Hey, man. All we represent to them, man, is somebody who needs a

haircut.

George: What you represent to them is freedom.

Billy: What the hell’'s wrong with freedom, man? That's what it's all about.
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George: Oh, yeah; that’s right. That's what it’s all about, all right.t&8llding
about it and being it, that’s two different things. | mean, it's real hard to be
free when you are bought and sold in the marketplace. Of course, don'’t ever
tell anybody that they’re not free, ‘cause then they’re gonna get real busy
killin” and maimin’ to prove to you that they are. Oh, yeah, they’re gonna talk
to you, and talk to you, and talk to you about individual freedom, but they see
a free individual, it's gonna scare them.

Billy: Well, that don’t make ‘em runnin’ scared.

George: No. It makes ‘em dangerous.

This quote proves to be more than prescient, as the three are attacked thattgviaihigat
wielding “locals,” leaving Wyatt and Billy injured and George dead from ekexaskull.

In the final scene of the film—George Hanson is already dead and Wyatt Bnd Bil
have completed their visit to Mardi Gras—two rednecks in a pickup truck pull alongside
Billy and Wyatt on a two-lane Louisiana highway. The passenger pulls a shaigua fjun
rack and points it at Billy, telling the driver of the pickup that he wants to “socateethout
of ‘em.” Billy responds with his middle finger, repeating his salute to thelmznager in
the early scene. The gun goes off and Billy is shot, his bike and body left lygtgdwn the
road. It is unclear whether the shot was an instinctive reaction to the “fitlgeigun went
off accidentally, or the passenger simply miscalculated a shot designgad snfre Billy.

But the result is a twitching, dying body on the highway. It is then that the twockesdne
realize they must now finish the job or risk leaving a witness behind. After Viedtlrack
to see how badly hurt Billy is, he hops onto his bike and says he’s going for help, headed in

the same direction as before. A long shot captures him speeding away, his back to the
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camera. The shot cuts to the truck turning around and heading back towards Wyatt. In the
next shot Wyatt is driving towards the camera and the truck, and the audiereseteans
something bad is going to happen. A final shot of Wyatt shows him speeding by tha camer
location, looking to his left as if looking at the pickup coming from the other direction. The
editor quickly cuts to a close-up of the pickup as the passenger shoots through the driver’
window. Wyatt’s bike flies into a field on fire and explodes. Wyatt’'s body is nev@vn on
camera.

The fact that the shooting of Billy may be accidental, Peter Lev says, &loas
number of interpretations of the incident. One is that America is a violent pidcelasses
and regions in virtual civil war; another is that the deaths are accidentalosedbout
“exaggerated B-movie violence than about social commémtieficanll). But Lev
embraces a third explanation—one that | ascribe to in part—that the endingespsrse to
the “political rhetoric of the time” that withessed a presidential carelidat968, George
Wallace, promise to run over any “hippie” that lies down in front of his car in protest
(Americanll). But even as a response to contemporary rhetoric, the bloody ending did not
attack the “establishment” per se, which had demonized the counterculture idissame
through its politicians. Instead, it attacked the intolerant wing of the wodkitsg, leaving a
lasting image of the working class as murderers, and as accidental angéteot
murderers at that. The image of the tolerant and generous rancher, the posesentaprve
of the working class in the early part of the film, is long forgotten.

Although it can be argued that the killings at the enfladfy Ridemake dramatic
and narrative sense, the representation of the working class as racistreod red

problematic. This impression lasts long after the credits roll. Somescand viewers,
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justify the violence perpetrated by the rednecks, saying it provides a juktrfat® dope
pushers who bought their freedom on a final “score.” This position would be consistent with
the defunct Hollywood Code, which required that all criminals be punished for their
wrongdoings. But, as Quart and Auster note, “It is a climax that not only acteddggreent
on their personal quest but seemed to extend to the American experience as a wistée” (A
93). As a narrative element, it had justification. Here were two drug pushers d/bedthan
illicit drug sale to fund their “retirement,” one of whom had shown recalcignaat
antagonistic traits throughout the film. Neither man had shown any remorse or concern about
the impact of their dope pushing on the community despite Wyatt's generadigtpaid
generous disposition towards others in the film. Also, based on Billy’s decision tthgive
rednecks the “finger,” something he had figuratively been giving to thbleshment during
the entire film, one could understand, if not justify, the killings—if one believed the shooting
was intentional. But whether the shooting was intentional or not, the final murderd asr
an indictment of an entire class—the working class.

Wyatt and Billy are not heroes, nor are they innocent victims of a working) giene
wild, even if they are shot in cold blood at the end of the film. They are not even positive
examples of the counterculture, despite attempts to create sympathy foptimeanily
through Wyatt's expressions of tolerance. They are drug pushers who made aldtad wit
devil—cocaine—and are punished in the Eriglven with their faults, however, could Wyatt
and Billy have survived their journey across America and lived happily eveirafter
retirement in Florida if they had been more in tune with the world around them? Maybe
Wyatt and Billy regularly misread situations and miscalculate the pegsituiifications of

their actions—again, whether this is due to naivety, ignorance, or obstinacy lisanof beir
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expression of freedom entails, in part, thumbing their noses at the establidhraerilatile
time of high tension in a nation at war abroad and at home, they needed to be mouod aware
how their actions were affecting others. A more tolerant, or at least mawisembler
approach by them, might have elicited a different response from the workinpetads
they encountered. That is not to justify the beating death of George or theingkedtnose
were murderous acts perpetrated by ignorant bigots. But by not understanding hoxgreney
going to be received, which should have been obvious to them, they put themselves into
potentially dangerous situations. Instead of embracing the good in the workinthohash
their encounter with the rancher, or trying to understand why members of a cognmunit
whose lives revolve around ritual and tradition might interpret their attemgitnttheir
parade as a mockery, they blindly go about “doing their own thing.” They—aBilly i
particular—haven't learned the lesson George Hanson tried to teach themhietigath.
“Flipping off” someone might feel good for a few seconds, but it is not a wigdova
communicate with men who carry hatred and guns with them wherever they go.

As noted in the Introduction, the depiction of southern working class whites as bigots
and murderers was not limited to films about the countercultuiie Kill A Mockingbird
(1962), bigots, working class and other, try to railroad a black man for a rape he did not
commit. Another film from the counterculture era, Norman Jewidortlse Heat of the
Night (1967), explores this same phenomenon. In the film, the specter of the racist southern
cop and racist working class is omnipresent—although it should be noted that the upper class
is portrayed as equally racist. In the film, Det. Virgil Tibbs (Sidneyi&pjtdespite being
outfitted in an expensive suit and exhibiting a regal carriage, is arrested intatlmusthe

night of a murder simply because of the color of his skin. He is then verbally almased a
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belittled by men, including Chief Bill Gillespie, played by Rod Steiger, whakearly his
intellectual inferiors, escaping prosecution only because he can prove that he is a
Philadelphia detective visiting his sick mother. In one pivotal scene, Tibbs backhands a
southern “aristocrat” after first being slapped. “Audiences reactedswbt to the chance
to see Poitier fight back, and the politics behind it, thahe Heat of the Nigldoon acquired
the jokey nickname ‘Super-Spade Versus the Rednecks,” Mark Harris v@&@s The
racial element here made the fighting back of the black man cathamnafyrin the liberal
audience. The counterculture, however, was rarely as successful in its abtelefeind itself
against the working class—often representing the establishment—in fikins efa.

After Easy Riderthis stereotypical southern, working-class redneck became a
common foil for the counterculture, too. The demonizing of the working class was not
limited to the depiction of southern bigots. In film after film during the briafoér
counterculture/youth films followingasy Rideyviolence is directed at members of the
counterculture by members of the working class from all geographic regidmsesica. The
working class that had served as a surrogate for the counterculture inkKdBsmhnie and
ClydeandCool Hand Lukeserve primarily as foil for and antagonist of the counterculture.
This portrayal changed in Hollywood only after economic and political conditions ethang
on the ground in America in the 1970s.

In one key scene iBasy Ridershortly after the murder of George Hanson, Billy
turns to Wyatt at a campsite and says, “We’ve made it,” alluding to the fadtelgaten now
retire to Florida on the profits from their final drug deal. Wyatt sees itrdiftly, though,
and responds, “No, Billy, we blew it.” Some critics interpret Wyatt's respasgeflecting

the failure of the counterculture to live up to its own ideals; others believepiysiefers to
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the characters’ decision to build their future on a drug sale, an illicit capitahture. David
E. James takes a harsher view. He believes it is “an allegory of the filng failure of
Hopper and Fonda to make a film adequate to the ideals of the counterculture” (17). But
there is another way to look at this exchange, and it points to a different kindiod# faylthe
counterculture.

Viewed through the lens of class, Wyatt's assessment could be construed as an
allusion to the failure of the counterculture to build strong coalitions within the nemtem
and, maybe more importantly, to build permanent bridges to the working class. The
counterculture, no matter how honorable or righteous its intentions, did not build the kinds of
coalitions needed to sustain the movement—not with the black community, women, gays, the
Old Left, or the working class. This failure demonstrates how the courteectiblew it” in
its attempt to dramatically alter a dominant culture it rightfully peeckas patriarchal,
racist, and oppressive. Wyatt recognizes this failure in himself and Billysed®that they
have not changed anything but their own economic status. Throughout, their interactions with
the working class, with the exception of the rancher, are negative and unproductiv&s Wyat
realization again foreshadows the bad things that will come their way, asswké bad
things that will plague the counterculture movement in its relationship withdheng
class.

This failure of Wyatt and Billy, symbolic of the failure of the countercultaréhe
1960s, is an example of the failure of the counterculture to form what Antonio Gramsci
called “historic blocs” within the counterculture movement. In the 1930s, jailed Ialiae
government for his Marxist beliefs, Gramsci began a detailed study of Maardrtine

failure of proletarian revolutions to take place on a large scale, asHddrpredicted.

107



According to Marx, the proletariat—working class—would erupt in spontaneous revolution
in the most advanced industrial nations of the world, which included Germany and Italy a
the time. Instead, the only large scale proletarian revolution took place in ,Russ@nd-
rate industrial nation at the time—and even this revolution was not spontaneous and had to
be led by an intellectual vanguard. Gramsci concluded that governments do ngt rule b
coercion and power alone. They also rule by winning the people’s consent. This is done by
convincing people through superior ideas, not force. Anyone who wants to challenge the
dominant forces of society must also form historic blocs to challenge the duncealogy
and create a counter-hegemonic force. Coercion and the use of power are artdst i@asy
ruling group, although their threat is implicit (1136-1143).

According to Gramsci, the only way to counter hegemonic rule is by winning the
battle of ideas through the leadership of what he calls “organic intell€ettand by
creating historic blocs to promote those ideas (1138). The counterculture wastoifiairte
the kind of historic blocs that would have led to earning the “people’s” (read workirsgstlas
consent. (It should be noted, however, that the counterculture did leave its mark on the
culture in many ways, as witnessed by the loosening of restrictions onghthart
environmental movement, the gay rights and women’s movements, the animal rights
movement, and many other remnants of the era.) The failure of the counterowturehe
ideological battle allowed the establishment to co-opt the working class asfbrora
historic bloc to foment a counter-revolution in the United States in the 1970s, as will be
evidenced by some of the other films we will explore in this and later chapieveed/
through that prism, it is clear that Wyatt and Billy, as representativeg abunterculture,

did indeed “blow it.”
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Impact ofEasy Rider
Produced for about $400,000 by Bert Schneider and Bob Rafelson of Raybert—Iater

to become BBS Productions when Steve Blauner joined them—and released through
Columbia Pictures in June of 19@®asy Rideichanged Hollywood in a number of ways.
Technically, its incorporation of experimental and new film techniques—flashrowt-
continuity editing, jump cuts, the use of direct cinema, the incorporation of rock migsic i
the soundtrack— resonated with the youth audience. As Mimi White writes, ‘{fiangs
Hollywood filmmakers, the European and independent models afforded freedom from
restrictive formulas and expanded possibilities for self-expression thatiptiyeresonated
with the anti-establishment mood of the counterculture” (26). Everyone was sdnwhen
it grossed more than $19 million domestically (many sources place its irdaahdake at
$50-$60 million), placing it fourth that year in gross receipts, one step ahelati@Dolly,
a disastrous example of Hollywood’s penchant for producing high-budget, higiims
(Bordwell The Way Hollywoo@03). Hollywood took notice. Geoff King writes that the
newer aesthetic was derived not only from European New Wave works by Jean Lud Goda
and Francois Truffaut and experimental works by American filmmakers Jadsa@ettes,
Stan Brakhage, and Maya Deren, but also from American International Pictpi@sa¢ion
films of the mid-1960s:

The strands of “exploitation”, “art” and “underground” cinema sometimes

came closer together, however, jointly forming important sources for the

Hollywood “Renaissance” of the late 1960s to the mid-to-late 1970s, a period

in which a financially struggling Hollywood finally began to come to terms

with its changed demographic and social context. (6-7)
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The independently financdtasy Riderlso opened the door for Hollywood to hire young,
fresh directors to take creative chances on the cheap. It announced the bedintiag
became known as the New Hollywood, later dubbed the Hollywood Renaissance by Diane
Jacobs in her book of the same name. As Jacobs notes, only 19 commercial films were
produced independently in 1968, the year before the rele&ssgRiderbut that number
grew to 107 in 1972 (4Although most of the youth-oriented films that followedsy Rider
failed at the box office, Peter Bogdanovich, directoPaper Moon(1973) andlr'he Last
Picture Show(1971), saysEasy Rideroverall, helped to shape a new Hollywood. He writes:
CertainlyEasy Ridemwas one of the first of Hollywood’s more radical films to
find success, which | think had a very positive effect on mainstream movie
making. . . . So then toward the end of the sixties, everybody started saying
this was the way to make pictures. Go on location with a million dollars, take
a script that was a little different to a new director and do it. (gtd. in Rausch
173)

Throughout the four decades since its releBasy Ridehas been explored primarily
as a work that helped to revolutionize the way Hollywood does business and as a film that
captured a moment in time. In virtually any work that discusses key momehnéshistory
of cinema, it is held up as a turning point. While there is wide disagreement about ttye quali
of the flm—Paul Monaco calls it a “challenging movie that elevated whgtttrhiave been
dismissed as a ‘biker flick’ into a landmark movie” (187), while David E. Jamesitcalls
film of “thematic confusion” and “formal incoherence” (14kasy Ridels impact on the
industry and on the culture has become an accepted fact, even by some of its most ardent

critics. David Thomson, who once called it “one of the worst acclaimed films ede im
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America,” acknowledges that it “dollar for dollar, exerted the most pull olyWobd” (The
Whole Equatior825). Other critics consistently refer to it as culturally one of the most
important films of the post-1960 era. Quart and Auster call it “the most cultgrghificant
and commercially successful of cinematic attempts at capturing tHeaeband alternative
lifestyles of the 1960s” (Auster 91).

But, while the film was significant culturally because it helped to definepach, it
is sometimes forgotten theasy Rideractually put a period on the counterculture era. In the
parlance, it hit at the right time, something the film industry didn’t seem $&p gitethe
moment. Hollywood misinterpreted the significance of the box officE&sy Rider
choosing to copy not just the film’s style and its economic structure—which wetteyvedr
copying—but also its counterculture theme, a theme that would soon be passé. The film
industry cranked out imitations for the next two years or so, but with little suédegander
Horwath writes, “The studios and the filmmakers had overlooked the fag&iabgtRider
was both the culmination and the end point of a broader ‘dissident’ rhetoric in American
public life . . . when the film came out, even the counter-culture had begun to lose its shine”
(91).

After Easy RiderHollywood studios followed a familiar industry pattern. As Robert
Ray borrowed from Francois Truffaut in the title of his bodiertain Tendency of
Hollywood Cinema, 1930-198@9), | will borrow from him in noting that one major
tendencyof Hollywood since its inception has been to repeat a recipe for success.ipbe rec
for Easy Ridemwas relatively simple—choose counterculture protagonists who espouse
counterculture views, use innovative New Wave techniques to tell the story, hige youn

directors and relatively unknown actors and film on a shoestring, and, most imgddantl
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our purposes here, pit the protagonists against the establishment, most often reldogsente
the working class. Although this recipe ultimately failed, for a short peritichefon
American movie screens it rendered the working class as not only the defatierstatus
quo, but often as reactionaries.

In the following films,Billy Jack Alice’s RestaurantandMedium Coglwe will see
how the relationship between the working class and the counterculture played outian film
counterculture/youth-cult films of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Although all of lhese f
offer sympathetic looks at the counterculture, they also offer unique views obtkiegv
class. But if a single theme for these films were to be offered, it migniwedr be “missed
opportunities,” because, askasy Riderchances to build lasting bridges between the
working class and the counterculture are squandered even when the eleendr@sedn be
constructed.

The next film,Billy Jack returns to the ideological template of films l&kasy Rider
The Strawberry StatememindZabriskie Pointwhich depict, and sometimes exploit, the
binary of the counterculture and the working class. The film does not present quéakaa bl
picture of the working class &asy Riderhowever. One bright spot in the film, the “liberal”
thinking sheriff, offers some hope that a dialogue can be achieved betwearkireg class
and the counterculture. Billy Jack is himself a product of the working class, but@dean-
day, left-wing vigilante, his “dialogue” usually takes place with his.fRdeased in 1971,
and then again in 1973, the film offers probably the final onscreen hurrah for the
counterculture before the nation turned hard right and Hollywood followed. Coming late i

the cycle of counterculture/youth filmBilly Jack provides an ambiguous look at the
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working class, but one that ultimately presents the class in a dark lightbestah

chiaroscuro.

Billy Jack

Billy Jackis a modern-day western, replete with a Vietnam war hero and a pacifist
group in search of “home,” who only want to live in peace on an Indian reservation; a love
interest; working-class townsfolk who are dominated and intimidated by a baralt” of
capitalism; an unworthy heir to that baron; a corrupt deputy (Deputy Mike plgyed b
Kenneth Tobey); and a well-meaning sheriff. It tells the tale of a man topave-
American blood who returns to the reservation to find peace and a home after fighting in a
war, but instead finds another kind of battle waiting for him with the leading looiblest.
Originally released in 1971, it did not do particularly well in its first go-aroundy efteér
director and star Tom Laughlin, who plays the title character, sued WarnbeBr&r
control of the film when the studio failed to properly promote it did the film take of§ in it
second release in 1973. Unlike the counterculture/youth films that followed imnhediate
the heels oEasy Rideland bombed at the box officeFhe Strawberry Statemeand
Zabriskie Pointare two—Laughlin found an enthusiastic reception for his film a full four
years after Wyatt and Billy were last seen searching for Americahoppers.”

In its second releasBijlly Jackliterally became the last hurrah for the counterculture
on screen. Its success was surprising not only because so many counterculkufighy®ut
had failed in the years followingasy Riderbut also because it was actually a simple, classic
Hollywood narrative about a hero, a rugged individualist, who stands up for the weak. It is a

modern-day western, except this time the outlaw sheriff is on a motoreytleesknows
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kung fu. As Howard Hampton writes, “Laughlin’s mystical, taciturn martits-expert was
the resurrection of Gary Cooper for the Age of Aquarius—a vigilante for peace and
brotherhood, a real Captain America. The movie is so old-fashioned it felt brand new t
young people: Tom Mix lives!” (261).

Another irony ofBilly Jack’'ssecond release is that, despite its being a counterculture
film, its success inspired a change in the way Hollywood distributed its blockhilmter f
during the 1970s. As David A. Cook notes, Laughlin employed saturation booking for the
1973 re-release, flooding the Southern California market. Also known as “four-walling,”
saturation booking entails booking a film in as many theaters in a particutam eey
possible and following that up with television spots tailored to the specific matkisttactic
was used by exploitation films in the 1960s—from which Laughlin emerged—to sty ahe
of the word-of-mouth on poor films that would otherwise be killed by reviews. Four-wall
distribution gave a filmmaker an opportunity to dominate a particular markatstoort
period of time and to generate strong profits. Later in 1973, major films likehth&xorcist
andWestworldutilized saturation booking to generate substantial prdfissalso followed
the formula and also copid@llly Jack’sconcept of “re-release” to capitalize on seasonal
audiences. As Cook notes, although saturation booking was deemed unfair and a moratorium
was put on the practice in 1976 after complaints from the National Association oéiTheat
Owners, Hollywood learned a great deal about how to generate profits and demend for i
product by copying the practice used by Laughlin (16, 41).

One of the first widely distributed films to deal with the war in Vietham—ghdin’s
earlierBorn Losersa 1967 AIP biker/exploitation film, had introduced the Vietnam veteran

Billy Jack to the screen (Auster 42B#ly Jackis the story of a disillusioned Vietnam
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veteran who now clearly questions war, but who is not reluctant to use force against his
enemies. His ethnicity is never made clear, but it is assumed that heNsitiadf American.
As he explores his own purpose on earth, as well as his mortality through aak#latual
designed to test his faith, he takes on the role of protector for an alternativesgik@gre
reservation school operated by his love interest Jean (Delores Taylor}ld bkaracter is a
mysterious man who lives deep in the reservation. We learn of his past as atiwaugh a
voiceover by Jean. Unlike the protagonist&asy RiderandAlice’s Restauranthe has
found a home, physical and spiritual, after returning from Vietnam. He generally onl
surfaces when his home is invaded either literally or figuratively by outsides, or when
the residents of the progressive school—some of them assumed to be runaways whose lack
of “home” has led them to the reservation—are threatened in some way. Helisate
enigma. Although attracted to Jean and her pacifist ideology, he struggles to bentavn
violence, doling out punishment whenever he feels force must be met with excessve forc

The working-class townspeople, led by a local capitalist Stuart PosnefF(Bed),
reject the school and its inhabitants, especially the Native Americans. Basingste for
the reservation inhabitants is primarily driven by greed because they stopimm fr
exploiting the countryside. The contempt targeted at the school and its inhabytdres b
townspeople is based both on their fear of Posner and their inability or unwillingness to
understand the alternative lifestyle practiced by the Native Amerarahthe operators and
inhabitants of the progressive school. Here, as in many classic westetosjrtepeople are
simple dupes of Posner, a powerful economic force in the community.

The two groups—the counterculture, represented by the school inhabitants, and the

townspeople—co-exist only as long as they do not interact, but when they do, thdesarger
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and hatred surface. The first confrontation between the groups takes place whemmbsne
his men go onto Indian land to illegally round up wild stallions. To underscore Posner’s
power, one of his “cowboys” is Deputy Mike, the same deputy who feels compelleddo ser
Posner in the opening sequence of the film rather than ride with the sheriff td-Haig
Ashbury to collect his own runaway daughter. The roundup is shot in breathtaking aerial
shots as the camera tracks the wild horses fleeing from the crew of chibey by Posner.
Touching on a theme that was relatively new in Hollywood and the nation at thertimal a
protection, the aerial shots show the brutality of the chase as several hersasght on a
rocky canyon hillside, some falling against rocks. The scene is sdicgalms a

documentary feel to it. As the chase ends, the horses are rounded up and corralled.

At this point, two key storylines emerge. The first involves Posner’s son, Bernar
(David Roya), who cannot live up to his father’'s expectations. When Bernard refisbemt
the corralled horses (killed for their meat), his refusal triggers tnerfatpublic castigation,
establishing the strong father/weak son story line. It also gives Bik&nhough time to exit
the woods on horseback, establishing the more important story line of the lone protector of
the meek against the powerful economic force. Billy, alone on horseback—gaarmfte—
stops the slaughter. The scene clearly defines three pivotal charBoser, as the
unscrupulous capitalist who will go to any lengths to fill his pockets; Bernard Pasae
weak, second-generation version of his father who will clearly play & leoigein future
events; and Billy Jack, adigh Noon’s (1952) “Will Kane” of the reservation.

As the film proceeds, Billy is called upon to protect the Indian children and the
administrators/teachers of the school on several occasions. Although therfirehtation

ends peacefully, the second one in town erupts into violence as the children of the school are
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accosted by Bernard and a friend in an ice cream shop and humiliated aftembdyeen
refused service by the proprietor. In a deep focus shot from inside the icepadar, Billy
is shown through a large picture window crossing the street towards the shopaasl Ber
dumps flour onto some of the children to “make them more white.” Billy uses his Inaaidia
to humble Bernard and his friend, and then takes to the street to face down a large group of
Posner loyalists in the town square, some wielding bats and other convenient weapons. H
loses this battle to Posner’s working-class minions—it was a fight he knesulia't
win—as Stuart Posner watches from his Cadillac parked by the curb.

Class clearly plays a role in these confrontations. Affluent Stuart Peshstiaste for
Billy and the school seem directly tied to his economic interests, althougginytsgirely
plays a part as well. The working class animus, however, appears to be edativamuch by
racism and intolerance as it is by fear of Posner, whom they take théiocum their
interactions with the progressive school. The working class here is mnejecsémost
exclusively by young and middle-aged white men. Their response to the progsessiol
appears to be little more than an irrational fear of the “other,” a condition it wigmbers
of the dominant culture view non-whites as “alien and inferior, yet fnnghgeand
dangerous” (Leitch 1575). The townspeople fear the “other” not because of any physical
threat, but because the colonized group, most prominently represented here batueng
Americans, refuses to adopt the culture of the colonizer.

The fear here also extends to the counterculture, which the white men fear will
contaminate the dominant culture, a common theme in the late 1960s and early 1970s that is
directly explored in a barbershop scene later in the film. They also feathiae”

represented by the counterculture operators of the progressive school becauee,they
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refuse to live by the rules of the dominant culture and instead attempt to adopés$henail
culture of the “other.” This rejection of the dominant culture is representetcteady in

the character of Billy Jack, a working-class man who has returned to hig Ratierican
roots in an attempt to overcome his rage about the war. As we will see, howevegehis ra
erupts whenever members of the progressive school are threatened by thevinkin'g
class whites or Posner.

Although two members of the town council (read middle class) demonstrate open-
mindedness by visiting the school to “dialogue” with Jean and others, no such effert is e
hinted at by the townspeople. With the exception of Sheriff Cole (Clark Howatyottkéng
class is portrayed as unable to move beyond its bigotry—or its desire to curry fidvor w
Posner. The white, working-class men remain nameless (except for Deputy fMike)
characters who serve two primary purposes in the film—to provide reactionarggazutd
to the counterculture and to serve as punching bags, and worse, for Billy Jack. Although the
relationship between the rich land owner and the townspeople harkens back to tbe classi
Hollywood western, it also had a contemporary correlation in 1971, too. As the government
was drafting the sons of working-class fathers to fight the “other” in Vietnlihe w
guaranteeing college deferments for the sons of the rich and powerful, Posridrafiang”
working-class sons to fight his private war against the “other” in his community énéad
his son watched from a safe distance.

In another powerful indictment of the working class akin to his earlier choicevi® se
Posner’s instead of his own daughter’s interest, Deputy Mike is exposed as cruddearid vi
In the first scene between him and his now pregnant teenage daughter, Bailmk&ebb),

he is tightly framed and shot from a low angle wearing only jeans and a wstiiet &s he
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hovers above as she sits on a couch. The first words we hear him say to his daughter are,
“My first instinct is to beat the hell out of you.” He then tries to ascertaim the father is,

but she responds in a rebellious and intentionally hurtful tone, telling him she has been
“passed around by so many Maharishi types” (touching on a counterculture thémme of t
time) that she doesn’t know who the father is. “I got balled by so many guyst kaomw if

the father is going to be white, Indian, Mexican, or Black.” From the samarigie, he is
shown striking her. In the next scene, Billy Jack finds her beaten and bloody ivesroa r

the reservation.

This scene also offers an awkward attempt to find balance in the film. Haight-
Ashbury, the San Francisco community of the “flower children” in the 1967 summer of love
elicited a wide range of responses in 1971. While those in the counterculture saw it as
symbol of love, harmony and freedom—as long as you didn’t get busted with drugs on you—
and others saw it as an opportunity for capitalist exploitation of a cultures(iD282), many
outside Haight-Ashbury in the working class saw it as a decadent, drugdrgester filled
with dirty hippies and other types that represented all that was wrong wethigann the
late 1960s. By referencing Haight-Ashbury in the way that it does, the film agpdhls
conservative element, which contradicts the generally positive view obtimterculture
presented by the film.

Billy is a complex presence in the film, too. As a trained warrior and meofbiee
working class, he has been taught to fight for what is right. While he believeswotk of
the school and sees value in its (Jean’s) pacifism, he has not abnegated violanearss a
to an end. Of course, if he had, the movie would not have beerBiliigdack It would

have been titletassacre at a Native American School
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The positive depiction of Sheriff Cole is also a departure from earlier coundeecul
films, although it does recall a film likeonely Are the Braven which a lawman develops an
affinity for an “outlaw” he is tracking. Ikasy RiderAlice’s RestauranandMedium Coaql
the police are seen as simply an arm of the establishment—a willing aepression. But
in Billy Jack the sheriff is portrayed as an even-minded man—a well-rounded character—
who actually protects the school from an attack as Martin and others show up in the dark of
night to search for his pregnant daughter. The sheriff also willingly peatés in some
street theater with teachers and students from the progressive school durihthene o
school’s visits to town. While the positive rendering of the sheriff does not nagatéher
representations of working-class bigotry and paranoia, it reveals another gi¢ working
class that is missing in some of the other films that folloa@sy Rideand may point
towards a more sympathetic portrayal of the working class in filmsitatee seventies. It
certainly opened up a space for dialogue between the two cultures, although witthin the
the sheriff is the only member of the working class who attempts to reach out to the
counterculture school.

The sheriff aside, the overwhelming image of the working class in the fomei®f
bigotry, intolerance, and fear of the other. A particularly insightful peéckalogue takes
place in a local barbershop as the bus from the school pulls into town on a field trip.g.ookin
out the barbershop window, one “towny” turns to the sheriff, who is getting his hair cut, and
asks him when he’s “gonna do something” about those “long hairs” and “dope smokers” who
have had the audacity to come into their town. (The sheriff has already showeff tonbe
more tolerant of the school than Posner or the townspeople would like.) One of the barbers

interjects, “He’s waiting for some of our kids to start going out there and smoké dibfse
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brings a chuckle from some of the patrons, but it also demonstrates the worksigyfekas

of the counterculture. This was clearly a concern in some enclaves of ttex goegety of
1971, too, as people feared that their children would “turn on, tune in, and drop out,” as
Harvard’s Timothy Leary preached (Braunstein 7). The sheriff, true tdharacter,

responds dryly to the jibe in an attempt to point out the absurdity of reflexiveiygdehe
“other.” In a calm voice and measured tone he says, “No, I'm going to shoot three afr fou
them to show them who’s boss.”

Following the rape of Jean and the killing of a Native American teenager wrongly
accused of fathering Barbara’s unborn chiddly Jackevolves into a revenge-film with a
leftist edge. Jean had kept the news of the rape from Billy for a long timegféss likely
response against the rapist, but when the young Native American is killed she acky@swI
the earlier incident to Billy, who already suspects it. Billy’s stragglth pacifism is evident
in a brief exchange with Jean, who has asked him to forsake violent revenge. His complex
feelings about violence are apparent as he evokes the memory of JFK, RobertyKended
Martin Luther King to justify his planned use of violence for a Leftist eaus

Billy: Where are they now?

Jean: They're dead.

Billy: Not dead. Their brains blown out because your people [white people]
couldn’t even put the same controls on their guns as they do on their dogs,
their bicycles, their cats and their automobiles.

He then challenges her to name “one place where people really care @boothea.” When

she fails to name one, he rides off on his motorcycle to find Bernard.
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The choice to have Billy respond with violence again harkens back to earlterrwes

narratives. Pacifism does not make for particularly exciting cinema, andhlirakgows this.

By creating a character who wants to embrace pacifism, but who claimsacée o

action by terrible acts of violence against the innocent, the film appeals nob ongnibers

of the counterculture audience represented by the victims in the film, but alsmtzerseof

a working class audience that expects their heroes to exact revenge loadtigely's.” Auster

and Quart say this about writer Tom Laughlin and his film:
He is clearly more intent on having it every which way he can than achieving
any kind of intellectual coherence. Even though the film provides the audience
with an unendurable number of murders, rapes, and beatings, it also exults in
counterculture elements and activities. (43)

| would agree. Laughlin clearly has it both ways, exalting the counterewtute

celebrating the rugged individualist who is willing to exact violent reventj@ut flinching.

The message of the film is clearly mixed. On one hand the counterculture idebpmEace

and love is applauded, while, on the other hand, violence is offered as the only response to

oppression—only force can defeat force. The film seems to be saying thapegoacifism

are honorable ideas, but you better have an enforcer around just in case.

The confrontation scene with Bernard follows. The scene is introduced by just the
shadow of Billy’s trademark hat on a hotel door as honky-tonk music plays in the
background. Billy opens the door to the hotel room and finds Bernard in bed with an
underage Indian girl (another symbol of the rich white man exploiting the “dthed
series of shot-reverse shots, we see the expressions on both men’s faces-asatheel

frightened girl, whom Billy tells to leave the room. Bernard pulls a gum fseneath the
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sheets and shoots, missing Billy with the first shot as Billy stands cairtitg doorway.
Bernard hits him in the side with the second shot, but Billy methodically steps doawa
ends Bernard'’s life with a single karate chop to the throat. (The use oflragsgiat the time
was also a sign of the “other” as it was used not only in Asian films, but also incAmer
Blaxploitation films.)

The film marches towards its climax after Billy returns to the schodidpterd
Barbara to a safe place. Billy shoots the deputy, Barbara’s fathelf-defanse and then
barricades himself in an old church on the reservation. After many tense hours of
negotiations and heartfelt pleas by Jean for him to end the violence, he surretiuers t
sheriff, who has prevented the federal agents from rushing the church. The fieadisur
could be interpreted as a plea for America to turn away from the violence of svdre A
camera tracks Billy as he is marched handcuffed to the car through a galustigporters,
he is an obvious Christ figure in a scene reminiscent of working-class TerigyMall
stumbling journey through dock workers to “claim his rightsOim the Waterfron{1954).

Like other films of the era, this scene also incorporates contemporary mtisecpagoular
song “One Tin Soldier,” which opened the film, plays again. But even here Laughlin has i
both ways—the contemporary song also harkens back to an earlier era of gpandjbad
guys as the lyrics tell the story of Billy Jack just as the title soktigh Noontold the story

of Will Kane.

Technically, the camera is used throughout the film to comment on the differences
between the progressive school (read counterculture) and the working olassafmple,
Laughlin uses long shots and aerial shots along with open forms to show the vastness of the

country where the school is located. In town, however, most of the shots are tighdg,fram
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with the majority being shot indoors, symbolically establishing the contragebethe free
and open society of the progressive school and the Indian reservation, and the closed,
paranoid society of the town and its working class. Although the film is clediilst lin its
politics and generally privileges and valorizes the counterculture hbtsrsthe classic
Hollywood style, with continuity editing and traditional uses of the camerakhtigac
dollying, and panning. Laughlin eschews the use of New Wave techniques like jumpccuts a
flash cuts, and documentary techniques like direct cinema that were used itk&lims |
Medium CoaqlEasy RiderandBonnie and Clydetechniques that spoke to a young audience.
Instead, he attracted the youth audience with his pro-counterculture iteftigy, while he
attracted a broader audience by updating the western genre withinialtdl@ssvood
paradigm. Thenise en scen@articularly the costuming and look of the characters, also
played a role by establishing a clear binary between the counterculturedeachiit
members of the working class. The counterculture here is represented byil@tgtéachers
and the natural and simple looking Jean, whose long, straight hair and clothingrecall a
aging hippie. They, along with children of all ages, Native American and whdeBidy,
dressed in a black T-shirt and jean jacket with his omnipresent “Natani Nez"ehat, ar
contrasted throughout the film with the generally burly, short-haired, whitawgoclass
men who are regularly dressed in jeans and work clothes, including white Tasldiirts
flannel shirts. The costuming and the physical appearance of the clsanagker it easy to
see the progressive school inhabitants as victims of an oppressive whitegnabalsis—with
Billy and the sheriff standing out as the only examples of working clasanoker

This return to a traditional, classic Hollywood style was a harbinger ofstiing

come, particularly in the mid- and late 1970s when Hollywood as industry moved away from

124



the more experimental filmmaking pursued during the early counterculture perindtes
earlier, the classic Hollywood style never completely went awayadgional fare continued
to be produced by studios throughout the late 1960s, even during the height of the
counterculture/youth boom. But the succesBitly Jacknot only showed the industry how
to market its films, it also showed Hollywood that filmgoers would respondduidrzal
stories, whether they came from a Left or a Right perspective. In tlistbadilm comes
from both the Left and the Right. As noted before, the film ideologically prislége
counterculture and the Left. But in Billy’s attempt to preserve that ideologyilin resorts
to the same kind of vigilantism that became popular in films that followe®like Harry
(1971) andDeath Wish1974), films clearly from the Right. This return to tradition—a
conservative move—was apparent in other films of the mid- and later 1970s that rdtarned t
working class to the role of protagonist, often valorizing it as Americagaddrom the
Watergate scandal and the failure in Vietham to celebrate its bicentasnia, will see in
Chapter 3.

Billy Jackdrew large audiences—David Bordwell,Tihe Way Hollywood Tells, It
estimates its rentals at $32.5 million, the receipts minus the “nut” paid to thetex{iisi,
206)—nbut while it was celebrated by the counterculture at the time of itsagieesuld not
escape the same trap that films lka&sy Rideifell into, the demonization of the working
class at the expense of the counterculture. In an effort to create a ilarkietg Laughlin
resorted to the trusted formula that drew crowds to westerns as far baclsienthera—he
created characters with white hats and black hats. In this case, the obvious “White ha

belongs to Billy Jack—who as the protagonist has a back story and is a complex and rounde
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character—and the black hat to Stuart Posner and his son Bernard. But others woredlack hat
in the film, too, and they were all members of the working class.

Laughlin deserves credit, however, for offering a critique of an econontensys
based on greed and intimidation, embodied here by the Posners. His critique of Jean’s
pacifism, while arguable, also shows a willingness to find some fault witlothgerculture,
as does his willingness to expose the excesses of the counterculture in hisrdepict
Haight-Ashbury as a place where young women were used as sexual objeots yonhdly
men. To his credit, unlike some who came before him, he does not simply dote on the
counterculture. In the character of Sheriff Cole, Laughlin also offers kingeclass
character who shows a willingness to engage in dialogue with the counterculture

But in the end, Laughlin misses an opportunity to demonstrate that the counterculture
and the community’s working class have a common enemy—men like Stuart Posner who
manipulate the system to their advantage and then pit the counterculture and wasdng c
against each other. Although Bernard Posner is dead and Stuart Posner hasdadet t
revenge on Billy Jack before Billy surrenders to federal authorities, tHengarlass and
counterculture remain as far apart as ever. The black hat has been humhkedbye hat,
but the community, represented by the working class, and the reservation/pvegeissol,
represented by the counterculture, never come together in recognition of th@iocdoe
despite several efforts by Jean to bring the two groups together. In one seghenakes
street theater to the town and enlists the sheriff as a participant in o&isaponal scene.

In another, she and members of the school attend a city council meeting tomgBestier’'s
stranglehold on the town, and when some council members question the “education” the

school provides she invites council members to the school to see their operation. Although
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two council members do visit the school and leave impressed, a bridge to the wageg cl
residents of the town is never realized. Throughout the film the agency is vigtid&ik, the
taciturn, rugged individual of American lore, as the pacifist countercultaepisted as
defenseless, and the working class is portrayed as violent, bigoted enfordeespiowers
that be. Billy’s vigilantism may have been cathartic for the paying auslithat wanted to

see revenge carried out on the Posners and their minions, but in the end the cawetercult

and working class remain just as far apart as ever.

Alice’s Restaurant

Released two months afteasy RiderAlice’s Restauransatirizes late-1960s
America, poking fun at the establishment and the bureaucracy while ggperaleging the
counterculture, sometimes at the expense of the working class. Because th@ifdsented
almost entirely from the point of view of one counterculture character, Arlori@ydlaying
himself in the autobiographical film, the viewer is invited, and tempted, to symgattiz
the counterculture perspective. Arlo is, in fact, a generally likable and hongoalslg man.
He loves his father and honors his mother; he is a good friend; he is a man of principle who
refuses to take advantage of a young groupie who throws herself at him, or hiablalner
married friend, Alice, when she comes to him after temporarily leavingustrand. He
generally “does his own thing,” and even when his “own thing” exploits the kindness of a
friend or two, we forgive him because he appears to be a naturally gentle sauls@&ec
director Arthur Penn enlists Arlo as the voice-over narrator of much of thetlignaudience
naturally is drawn to Arlo’s story, which represents the counterculture poirgwfinithe

film. But to simply look at the film through Arlo’s eyes would be a mistake. Much rsore i
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happening in the film, and while some of the plotlines are not fully developed, the working
class is almost as central to the film as the counterculture.

Although the primary plotline in the film explores Arlo’s experiences during the
period between his registration for the draft and his ultimate refusal focséywithe U.S.
Army, the film also tells the story of Alice (Pat Quinn) and Ray Brock (3&Bnederick), the
Alice and Ray ofAlice’s RestaurantThe stories are, in fact, inseparable because Alice and
Ray provide a safe and supportive haven for Arlo and other youths who need a hot meal or a
bed to sleep in while they try to “find themselves” in the confusing world of th& 9&@s.
Alice serves as the “sensual earth mother” (Quart 90) to her brood of countergoliiths
who wander in and out of the loosely formed “commune,” a converted church that allews thi
rag-tag “congregation” to find spiritual and corporeal sustenance withoutieejoged to
commit to any official doctrine. As members of the working class, fully ardozeo years
older than their young friends, Alice and Ray provide a counter, as well as a&omnplto
the counterculture in the film. They, particularly Alice, are required to erthermundane in
life—working for a living, paying bills, and surviving in a working class commusitshile
their young friends ponder their futures, drift from college to college, saénha safe
haven, and seek ways to avoid serving in a war they do not support. Alice’s central role in the
film is indicated not only by the title of the film, but also by the final scesetha film ends
it is Alice’s figure that fills the frame, not Arlo’s, indicating that thisxfwas much more
than an homage to the counterculture.

Offered as a youth/cult film for a 1969 youth audience that was fully engaged in the
anti-war movement at the timalice’s Restauranhas been generally regarded as a film

about the counterculture. Critics, as well as audiences, were induced to looklat the f
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primarily as a counterculture work. As Quart and Auster write about Arthur'$&elegiac
and loosely episodic” film, “Its prime purpose was to provide a critical but lowiagation

of the counterculture” (90). While that may be true, and may very well have bees Penn’
aim, the film also explores the working class not only through Alice and RepkBout also
through “Officer Obie” (William Obanhein), a well-meaning but sometimes eaehing
public servant, and other working-class characters who are treatecbaatigsas the targets
of satire.

To be fair, Auster and Quart do acknowledge that Alice and Ray play a key roge in t
film, but that the film simply does not get “sufficiently close” to the Brock®dhe youthful
members of the counterculture—with the exception of Arlo. They add that the film ia “not
fully-realized and coherent portrait of the counterculture” (90). With thesdiasse! would
agree. The characters of Alice and Ray, as well as peripheral meshbeescounterculture,
are not as fully developed as they could be, and subsequently the relationships between the
are not fully developed. But to look at the film only through the prism of the countercslture i
a mistake. Alice and Ray are working-class characters empathetici$otiva counterculture,
and it is their relationship with the counterculture that is at the center onthéfthough
geared towards a counterculture audience, the film offers generally sytpabrtraits of
both the counterculture and the working class while refusing to cover up the blearish®s
Quart notes, the “painful limitations” (90), of either. In the case of Alieg’s Restaurant
even provides some scenes that undercut sympathy for the counterculture whitg aff
poignant portrait of a woman caught both between and within two worlds, the counterculture

and the working class.
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While the working class is generally vilified Easy Riderit is portrayed in a much
more nuanced fashion Alice’s Restaurantand is most prominently represented by an
earnest and loving, albeit frustrated, Alice. Although it can also be an unthinkjng ao
bureaucratic machine, a dimwitted member of the armed forces or law endotceman
ignorant and intolerant redneck who can’t see past a young man’s long hair, thegworkin
class in the film is never rendered as vile, racist, and murderous asHasyiRideand
other youth/cult films of the era. This is partly due to the tone of Arthur Perm’sil
satirical in large part but ultimately tragic—but it must also bebaited to Penn’s choices.
For example, the one scene of concerted working-class violence in the film is ios&dlypr
to demonstrate the intolerance of the establishment for the countercultores #ddsed
through a plate glass window by some bigoted locals in Montana and, while he sustains a
bloody nose, his injuries are relatively minor.

We do not see the full results of the attack— a swollen face and black eyes-hauntil t
next scene when Arlo is called up before the college administration to aéaohistrole in
the melee. Here it becomes clear that Arlo’s presence in the college cadynis moit
welcomed, as the administrator adopts the position that Arlo was responsible tor-the r
By creating this binary in relationships between the counterculture andthmgvclass
outside the commune, the film unfortunately misses an opportunity to explore the
commonalities between the two groups, although the characters of Alice and Rayhesi
commune provide an opening to do just that. Fortunately, the primary representatmnes of t
working class in the film are Alice and Ray, who are more clearlpe@fand complex

characters.
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But Penn does not ignore the blemishes of these more “enlightened” workisg-clas
characters, either. Ray’s potential for violence is part of his charaatkin one scene he
expresses himself violently, roughing up Shelly (Michael McClanathan) whieatmes
Shelly has stashed drugs in the “church,” and then slapping Alice when she jyuriousl
admonishes him for knocking Shelly down. Throughout the film there is also an uneasy
sexual tension between these three characters that is never quite expla@seti/edr It is
this tension that leads to Alice’s verbal attacks—first directed atySioellying to her about
his drug use and then directed at Ray for using “muscle” on Shelly—and subseaszidly |
to Ray'’s violent response. But, while the working class’s blemishes sometimesat
times, the depiction of the working class is generally sympathetic, dvem @ccasionally
condescendingly so. Although, asEasy Riderthe working class iAlice’s Restaurant
serves as foil for the counterculture (read Arlo) on several occasions, #wedarget of the
film’s satire, the rounded characterizations of Alice and Ray and the symp&ib& at
some other working-class characters serve to counter the negative peseadtihe ignorant
and intolerant working class. Unfortunately, the flmmaker never goes beyomd thos
characterizations to construct lasting connections between the worlssgola
counterculture.

Alice’s Restaurangrew out of Arlo Guthrie’s autobiographical song, “Alice’s
Restaurant Massacree,” which told the tale of his experience with thendtadtmid-1960s
and life at the commune run by Alice and Ray outside the town of Stockbridge,
Massachusetts. The restaurant that Alice operates does not play a largerorale in the
film, but serves more as a metaphor for any place that offers comfort aedasicst to those

of the counterculture who reject the ways of the establishment. Two key scdmes in t
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restaurant, however, demonstrate the burden that Alice is carrying not onlynfitnenseof
the commune, but also for Ray. They will be discussed in more detail later. Alibdis
Restaurantakes its cue from Arlo’s satirical song, likasy Rideiit does not ignore the dark
side of the counterculture’s experimentation with drugs—Shelly dies of an oveftirdasa
argument with Ray—nor does it completely ignore the plight of the working clasgydhe
war, as a black soldier who has lost an arm in the war is a visitor to the contihsiokar
from the start that the film’s overt sympathies, as per Arlo’s autobiogetng, are with
the counterculture as much of the satire is aimed at the police and the miktahandy and
popular targets of satirical send-ups at the time. But one should not assume thatithe fi
light fare because it is based on a satirical narrative song. To the comiediimntis laced
with tragedy and ultimately ends on a somber note.

One interesting element afice’s Restauranis the line it draws between the
counterculture and the Old Left, represented in the film by Arlo’s fathérsfioer Woody
Guthrie, now paralyzed, mute, and dying because of his losing battle with Hantisigt
chorea. The Old Left is also present in the characters of folk singerdtgerSplaying
himself, and the middle-aged female owner of a small New York night cluéécbffuse.
Arlo clearly wants to connect to his father and the Old Left, but Woody'dlitiyatbi do
anything but blink reduces any communication with him to the rudimentary levelddésit
not stop Arlo from seeking counsel from him, however, as we will see later. Thisli'dea
father” is a thread that weaves throughout the narrative as Arlo also respogysa® &
father figure at times, as do Shelly and others. Ray, however, proves to be iradethait
role, choosing too often to remain one of the “kids” instead of accepting the respgnsibilit

the parent. As for the night club owner, Ruth (Eulalie Noble), Arlo’s rejection of her
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unwanted sexual advance symbolizes a failure of the predominantly white, masde-c
counterculture to unite with the Old Left, in more than just the obvious way. With the
exceptions of Arlo’s “monologues” with Woody, the only real connection made betiveen t
counterculture and Old Left is musical: Arlo and Seeger sing one of Woody’stedmgs in
the hospital, temporarily uniting the Old Left and the counterculture, but only onfigape
level.

This inability to bond with the Old Left is emblematic of the failure of the
counterculture to create a lasting connection to the working class. The Old teftlady
in the 1930s, was predicated on building connections between working people and the
intellectuals on the left. This effort was illustrated onscreen in Martinc8se’Boxcar
Berthg a 1972 film about union activism during the Great Depression, and Hal Ashby’s
biography of Woody Guthri/Bound for Glory released in 1976. The Old Left never quite
made the connection with a broad labor movement that it had hoped to make, although it
desperately tried to do so. Government “red-baiting” based on labor actiaidyssgmpathy
with Russian-style communism and the suspicion in the 1920s of American workers about
their immigrant union “brothers” were two reasons for this failure. As &v&lalaidjian
writes, “Soviet pressure during the early 1930s simply drove America’s owrshbsft
away from the mainstream into the obscure margins of a proletarian subculturéy6de
Old Left at least recognized the need to build coalitions. This kind of recognitiaassgn
in the counterculture charactersAdice’s Restaurantand the depiction of many working-
class characters in the film illustrates this lack of recognition.

This “blind spot” is evident in the behavior of the counterculture characters of the

film, particularly in Arlo. Throughout the film, Arlo travels whenever and wherée

133



wants, he enrolls in a university to avoid the draft (although he is forced to drop oualby loc

authorities), and he plays “gigs” whenever he feels like it. At no time does he appea

concerned about where his next meal is coming from or whether he will have a le=gpto sl

in. As a member of the more privileged middle class, he takes these things fod.gBgnte

contrast, Alice and Ray—particularly Alice, who is left to do most of the work—sauatch

out a living not only to support themselves, but also to support the extended family of which

Arlo is a member. While Arlo and the others drift in and out of the commune as their needs

dictate, working-class Alice and Ray literally and figuratively payptfiee: on one hand

they supply the accommodations and food; on the other they suffer stress to their marriage
Despite his obvious soft spot for the counterculture, Penn does not hide the fact that

the counterculture characters generally fail to take responsibilitiidardwn lives and that

Alice as “earth mother” is thus called upon to be the responsible one in all of her

relationships. The young counterculture characters, still groping fordleeiities and

drifting through their young lives, turn to her whenever they are in need. Raynsuch

better. He is an aging dreamer who flits from one venture to another, refusnogvtom

This is clear in several scenes, but particularly in the two restauraessaiérded to before.

In the first scene, Shelly, who has recently been released from treébmieistdrug

addiction and is now in the care of Alice and Ray as he tries to kick his drug habit, ng helpi

Alice at the restaurant when Ray walks in. “C’mon, Alice, I'm going te tgdu swimming,”

he says, slapping her on the derriere and ignoring the customers packed int@atinares

who are waiting for Alice to feed them. Alice points to the customers and Rsy‘€dn, let

them all go into the kitchen and help themselves.” When Alice ignores Ray’s contisel a

indicates that her help has called in sick, Ray says, “Hey, you're lettggltue eat you up,
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baby.” His refusal to acknowledge that she is responsible for keeping a busirrasisgpe
and providing for her immediate and extended family underlines his irrespdwsibili
Later, in another restaurant scene, Ray playfully asks Shelly to tastepieed-chili
as Alice tries to work around them in the kitchen to prepare food for her custorftera A
brief argument she literally drops plates on the counter in front of sevetanaus, takes
off her apron, and storms out, saying, “I'm on vacation.” The next scene shows Alice
arriving at Arlo’s door in New York, where he is “crashing” at a friend’sama@partment—
freeloading again. She is distraught and overwrought, and her admission totalliogs “I
guess I'm the bitch with too many pups . . . | couldn’t take them all milking me€ We
have a clear example of the working-class woman serving in a traditroo&hér” role for
all of her “children,” her husband included, as the others take time out to explore ttie worl
around them without accepting responsibility for themselves, let alone for dozsthes!.
The tone ofAlice’s Restauranis set in the first scene, which opens with a blank
screen as credits begin to run and overlapping conversations are heard. The only thisual i
credits, with the conversations touching on various views of fighting in a war, sentimg
Army, and making life choices like having a child. Although the musical score dmvts
occasional word or two, the conversations have a realistic quality to them asitigenyale
speakers engage in nervous laughter as they ponder what the future might holu for the
Based on bits and pieces gleaned from the conversations, these are primaglyvgoking
class men whose choices appear to be limited to getting married and Haldrene—one
child is enough and two too many, one says, preferring the Army to family life-~omge
in the military and “traveling the world.” The possibility of a college defant, the preferred

choice of the privileged, is never raised in the conversations. Arlo, playinglhiprevides
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a voiceover as a folk guitar plays in the background and the fragmented conversations
continue.

As the credits continue, a door is heard closing, and a female voice of authority is
heard asking routine questions of a young man registering for the draft. Aara firtally
appears on the screen, we see a one-shot of Arlo, wearing a large, widedrionoavn hat
over his long hair. The voice of authority, a middle-aged black clerk (VinnettelCarr
checking the forms supplied by potential draftees, dominates the audio and thendlasvide
she is shown in a medium shot from a high angle sitting behind her desk in the gray, sparsely
decorated room. Arlo is called to the front. During a brief exchange, shot from doe&r Ar
shoulder initially to establish the point of view of the scene and much of the filnese tr
half-heartedly to convince her that he should be rejected by the Army because tidoigting
chorea is hereditary and he “could” become afflicted. Her no-nonsenserejgfdhis half-
serious attempt to avoid the draft clearly illustrates that she, unlike Arle dbdave time
to engage in frivolities. She has a job to do and a boss to answer to, and if she is to feed her
family and pay her rent, she must do it well and in a no-nonsense manner. The scene ends in
a comic moment as she calls another young man to the desk. An eye-level one-shot shows
him knitting on a bench in the corner (one way to avoid the draft was to feign
homosexuality). He walks to the desk and smiles as the camera shoots him from over her
shoulder in a reverse shot. His devilish grin is foregrounded, and the scene quicldy cuts t
Arlo hitchhiking on the open highway. The opening sequence sets a satirical tone for the
film, but it also draws a distinction between the counterculture and the workasgticéd will
be on display throughout the film. The other young men in the induction center are most

certainly headed towards induction and service in a war 6,000 miles away, and their nervous
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laughter cannot hide that fact. The female worker has a job to do if she is goingroeonti
collect a paycheck, no matter what she may think of the war. Arlo, however, isyairetite
road to a safe haven far from the responsibilities of fighting a war beforgktba his draft
registration has dried.

Not unlikeEasy RiderAlice’s Restauranis episodic and disjointed at times.
Stylistically, this is a deliberate departure from the classic Holbgvform of rising action,
climax, and denouement. The loose, episodic narrative is consistent with the nature of
counterculture protagonists in general—as well as the audience the film tedimecAs
Lester D. Friedman notes, counterculture protagonists tended to vacillatemédn@pping
in and dropping out,” and the “episodic plotting in many cases dispenses with cleesmot
and consistent, causal logic” (32). This structure defixlieg’s Restauranas counter
“classic Hollywood” in form and simultaneously reflects the many sideslofsAicharacter.
Throughout the film, many facets of Arlo are shown, some seemingly incongmitbuse
sympathetic narrator of the film. The devoted son is also the willing exploifdicefs
kindness. The musician who refuses to take advantage of a young groupie has no qualms
about making a well-meaning police officer the butt of his jokes. The young man who can
take Alice in at her darkest hour drives away with his girlfriend as Alarglstsad and alone
outside her “church” on her wedding day. Arlo drops in and out at his own convenience,
demonstrating a self-indulgence that sometimes rivals that of WyaBibya Easy Rider
minus the extreme consequences. In short, he is a work in progress, and thedge ard
episodic nature marries form to content.

Quick cuts are the norm in much of the film, and color is also used thematically. In

many of the scenes when the counterculture is foregrounded, the colors are brightland bol
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This is particularly apparent in the wedding sequence at the end of the film wbemAd
Ray renew their vows. Everyone is arrayed in colorful period costumes, with Atideay
standing out. The scene suggests a marriage of counterculture and working clasasaue
“church” wedding is accompanied by wine, song, and not a little reefer. In\vgaysethe
sequence references the hospital scene between Arlo and Pete Seedeasathevbbrn
scene irkasy Ridemwhen the motorcycle riders are shown in a deep focus shot along with
the farmer and his horse, showing a potential for the joining of the counterculture and
working class. But, just as Basy Riderthe “marriage” does not take. As the guests leave
the wedding, Alice is shown in isolation outside the converted church, symbolizing not only
the likely end of her marriage to Ray, but also the failure of the workingarasthe
counterculture to join hands. This one-shot demonstrates that not only have the two sets of
values failed to blend, but that working-class values themselves have faititiéssathe
needs of women, represented here by Alice.

Penn also uses tracking, hand-held cameras during scenes of great emotiomgprovidi
a realistic and intimate look at the characters. In two particular s¢esg¢sdhnique is used
effectively to capture intimate emotions. The first one is the funeral soeBéelly. A
handheld camera begins with a long shot of a snow-covered cemetery and then tracks
through the cemetery to the casket, capturing various characters positiaugghtut the
cemetery as it tracks. As the camera moves from the rear of the petodtee grave where
Shelly will be laid to rest, the positioning of the characters suggests theopawkburch,
with characters standing in horizontal lines, front to back, some leaning on adders
standing next to grave stones. The tracking of the camera seems to reprddernotiraey

of Shelly as it intersected with the lives of the friends positioned throughoutntieters.
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The other example of a tracking camera is the final scene when a handrhetd ca
tracks sideways and then forward as it remains trained on Alice as shedthaad silent
outside the “church” door watching Arlo’s van pull away. Ray, still disconsabeteta
Shelly’s death and drinking heavily, has retreated back into the church, leavinglaheeto
face a life that appears headed away from him. Both scenes deal with loss—ose tial
life and the other the likely end of a marriage and the potential loss of anRag has
chosen the wedding celebration to announce his desire to sell the church and bughatfarm
he envisions as a newer and bigger commune. Both scenes are also almost caollori@sd, ¢
gray contrasting to the bright colors usually associated with the counterchfturgtiout the
film. Alice, who has agreed to re-marry Ray in the church as a way to heabtialowing
the death of Shelly, has again realized that Ray, despite his desperate needsioiekier
going to accept her as an equal partner in the relationship. His unilateradmécisell the
church and announce it to the wedding revelers before discussing it with hesgerseck
her eyes to the folly of their relationship. Even if the decision to sell the chuoidbug land
makes sense on some level, Ray’s unilateral decision is indicative of lcigrialenature, as
well as his patriarchal tendenciéhe silent and still picture of Alice at the end of the film
represents a woman trapped in a life that can only change if she moves beyond her
relationship with Ray.

Although the film ends on a somber note, the early part of the film provides many
light moments. Immediately following the draft registration scenks Aitchhikes to
Montana to enroll in college and “get him some of that government-approved education™—in
other words, a deferment. Shortly thereafter, his friend Roger (Geoff Outlaw} sip,

somehow runs afoul of the locals and police, and is sent packing. Roger’s expulsion is
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followed by a visit to Arlo by the police, who make it clear that he may want todesnsi
following Roger out of town. In the following scene, touched on before and remintgcent
the scene iftasy Ridethat foreshadowed the killing of George Hanson, but with a
somewhat lighter tone due to Arlo’s sardonic voiceover, Arlo is accosted by sai®e loc
(read working class) in a restaurant because of his hippie look and thrown threungloa.
After Arlo is ludicrously blamed for the incident by the college administmaand the
police—even the immigrant proprietor of the restaurant points an accusing filga—ahe
again finds himself on the highway, this time headed east.

The “absence of home” theme in the film begins to take shape in these early scenes
with Arlo. If he is not on the road headed west or back on the road returning east, his “home”
is always temporary and never secure. The boarding house where he estabéshests in
Montana is not only occupied by a “square” roommate who rejects his lifestylejdalso
owned by an elderly woman who cannot tolerate his habits of playing music or smoking
marijuana. His room is literally invaded by local police after Roger ispsaking because
of a trumped up charge. The visit is simply a veiled threat warning him thatlardate
awaits him if he decides to stay in town. As the film proceeds, this absenceefdeats
itself numerous times. In one scene, for example, Arlo is invited back tosh ‘jcaal” by an
underage groupie who, by all evidence, is a runaway living in a place where whoerygsr
home a sex partner gets the bed. Throughout the film, Arlo moves from one place to another,
sometimes “crashing” with Alice and Ray, other times living off othendisg but never
establishing a “home.” Even Woody and Arlo’s mother have a temporary home, the hospital
where Woody is confined because of his debilitating disease. Throughout the fikmgwor

class Alice and Ray attempt to provide a home for the wayward countercultuaetehar
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who populate their lives, but even Ray the dreamer is forced to admit in the lasbfsitene
film that they have failed. As the last people pull away from their weddiledpi@ation, Ray
says, “l wish we had them back. [If] we'd had a real place we’'d all stllghbeen together,
without buggin’ each other. We’d all be some kind of family.” As we will see,|Alere,

too, is looking for a home as the film ends.

These early scenes, although sometimes almost comical, clearly dextotie
divide between the counterculture and segments of the working class ateh€&hen
counterculture characters reject the work-a-day lives of the workasg ahd its willingness
to fight the privileged class’s war in Vietnam; the working class only 4eag-hairs and
draft dodgers” who flee to Canada or burn their draft cards while their own sons go off t
fight a war they have been convinced is in America’s best interest. Theasatine of much
of Alice’s Restaurantever allows this animosity to rise to the level of violence reached in
Easy Riderbut the working class is clearly the “other” in the film. Satire must haargat,
and Penn chooses the working class, as representative of the establishmentrgethat t
These moments sometimes provide easy laughs, but the result is the exploitdteon of
differences between the counterculture and working class, not a celebfation
commonalities.

Although he does not paint the entire working class as univocal or single-minded,
members of the class, with the exception of Alice and Ray and the registeattenworker,
often come across as simple and unsophisticated. That is not to say thatisharacte
counterculture and working class, always respond in a predictable manner tloe that
working class routinely rendered as intolerant. Sometimes the opposite. iIEdr example,

in the sequence when Arlo hitchhikes back east, he is picked up by a truck driver who,
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despite his obvious distaste for Arlo’s appearance (Arlo had tucked his hairtbleisdat
while hitchhiking but unveiled it when he entered the truck), gives the counterculture
character a ride. In the following scene, Arlo is shown walking past aetaatl meeting.
The scene is full of damnation and hellfire and culminates with a young clsildg@svay
his crutches and walking towards an evangelist, who welcomes him with open drites. W
many in the audience may have expected Arlo to direct a satirical coratrikat“flock,” he
chooses instead to wonder aloud about his father. “Seems like Woody’s road might have run
through here some time,” he says in voiceover, demonstrating again his search tbehis fa

By contrast, Alice and Ray are seen mocking organized religion only a fewsscene
later as they take ownership of the church as worshippers are literalhydili of the
church’s final service. At one point, Ray plasters himself against a churicWittahis arms
extended as if he were being crucified. As they later remodel the churchientttsfrthey
again show little regard for the history of the structure. In an ironic twiki, ginking of
his father’s working-class roots, appears here to be more tolerant of e#fe bélvorking-
class worshippers than Alice and Ray, two members of the working class. Adotsn to
the worshippers might be attributable in part to the way people behave when thleyare
with their thoughts instead of in a communal setting. Had Arlo been involved with the
remodeling effort, he would likely have taken part in the mocking of religiougitnadi he
fact that Ray and Alice choose later to re-marry in the “church” shows thbivalence
towards the idea of tradition, although their disdain for Marx’s “opium of the maaseis,
the flock, is quite apparent.

While the renderings of Alice and Ray, working-class people who are caultiest

at heart, provide balance for the other portrayals of the working class imtlanél offer an
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opportunity to build a sturdy bridge between the two groups, Penn portrays even their efforts
as futile. Although Alice and Ray try valiantly to build a small bridge betweetwo

groups, and succeed on some level, it is clear in the final shot of the silent anyg Abbar

that something has failed to connect in this relationship. A parasitic relapdretineen the
counterculture and the working class, like the relationship between Alice and Ray, cannot
endure when only one partner in the “marriage” can be free from responsibiligythil

other is mired in it. That, it seems, is at the root of the tension between the two groups—in
the film and in the real world—and it is that tension that cannot be successfullyetedts

quite possible that Penn recognized this dilemma and provided the somber ending to
illustrate his own doubts about any successful marriage of the two parties.

Throughout the film, Alice runs her restaurant with little help from Ray. As we
learned in the commune scendeimsy RiderRay’s attitude was not uncommon in the
counterculture (or the working class from whence he came). As Doug Rossiitesy lthe
New Left's sexual agenda for most of this movement’s existence includbdmgender
equality nor androgyny. Not until the last years of the New Left, betw@&® dnd 1973, did
radical women (and some men) move the New Left toward feminism” (116). Although the
New Left is not synonymous with the counterculture, it was certainly conneitethe
broader movement at the time, and it brought its patriarchal tendencies Wiy truly is a
character caught between times. Born in the 1930s, he is trying to live adifedm the
shackles of a society that demanded much from men of his generation, but he is unable to
leave behind his patriarchal ways. This is amplified in the scene where hélstepster
she has admonished him for being nothing but “one big muscle.” In some ways, Isetiecall

working-class “brute,” a character who appeared regularly in 1930s Amndilims about the
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working class and who reappeared in films Wk&treetcar Named Desi(@951) andOn the
Waterfront(1954). In other ways, Ray represents an acceptance of a new generation and its
mores. The rendering of his character could be viewed as symbolic of anothervearesol
tension between the working class and the counterculture: the contrast betwesrndiveg
brute force of the working class and the perceived pacifism of the countercAltbhmrigh
neither behavior was universal in either group, the perceptions of each were common to both.
An incident that takes place about halfway through the film paves the way fos Arlo’
eventual rejection by the Army, which is at the core of the film. After Adiog Ray
reconcile following her decision to “go on vacation,” Ray invites commune nremhd
various other counterculture friends and allies to their converted church for Thangsgivin
dinner. This spirited celebration is capped off by the loading of Arlo’s Volkswagewittan
“about a ton” of garbage. As the day winds down, the group decides to dump the van-load of
garbage in a no-dumping area after they discover that the town dump is closed on
Thanksgiving Day. Arlo’s subsequent arrest and conviction leave him with a criedoatiy
and when this record is later discovered by the Army as he takes his physical fatomduc
into the service, he is dispatched as unfit for military service—to his anddmddtidelight.
The litterer has been judged to be unfit to kill in the name of his country. In both
sequences—his arrest and conviction in court for littering and his inductionaoejedtie
working class is charged with carrying out the establishment’s rigid dicdlous policies
and, consequently plays foil to the counterculture.
After the dumping of the garbage, Guthrie is arrested by “Officer’@lbie
Stockbridge when a letter containing Arlo’s name and address are found in thie pile

garbage. As the satirical voiceover from Arlo states, the investigation-rsloz@ictures of
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garbage are presented as evidence at the trial, overseen, literallglibg judge—was

perhaps a bit overzealous. At trial’s end, Arlo is fined $50 and set free. OfficeisOioie
depicted as violent or vindictive, as police generally are in counterculiutb/films, but he

is represented as overzealous and a slave to the bureaucracy, an impressiam{idisg

by Arlo’s narration. Throughout this sequence, Arlo, through voiceover and live actids, trea
the arrest and trial with sarcasm, poking fun at Officer Obie and the blind jundge.scene
when Office Obie is preparing to lock up Arlo and Roger after they have turnesktives

in, he asks them to remove their belts before he puts them behind bars. Arlo mockingly asks
“You think we’re going to kill ourselves for littering?” Because it hasaalyebeen

established that Officer Obie knows Arlo, Alice, and her counterculture friendgemerally
perceives them as eccentric but harmless, Arlo’s sarcasm takes on ngtrebseause it
demonstrates that Officer Obie is denying his relationship with the groupaw thle letter

of the law. To a certain extent, Officer Obie is “rehabilitated” in the ef/é&se audience

later in the film when he escorts Shelly home to the “church” instead of agréat for
possession and distribution of narcotics. But he is the target of Arlo’s, and tre film’
mockery during the arrest sequence and is held up as yet another unthinking \elassng
enforcer of establishment rules.

The satirical induction scene—allegedly based on Arlo’s actual experieakes—t
place in New York. As the folk-guitar instrumental of the title song plays ibdbkground,
the human production line that is the induction center is presented in all its absutdity, wi
young men either waiting in line for a genital prodding by a doctor, produaimg samples
to present to a collector, or searching the hallways for the next line to stam@damtiast to

the bright colors and warm earth tones associated with the counterculture veaues, t
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induction center is concrete block painted in muted colors of green and yellowleaastéri
cold environment. The surreal quality of the moment is enhanced by quick cuts and the
bounciness of the music. In a pivotal shot, Arlo and the army psychiatrist agd fiom the
hallway through a large glass window as they jump up and down yelling, “Kill, kil thie
words Arlo thought would lead to his rejection by the Army. But his ploy backfiras i
amusing twist as a uniformed officer opens the door and exclaims that Arlo is the kind of
man they are looking for. But another twist comes, at the expense of thesbstebli this
time, when Arlo is asked if he has ever been arrested and he recounts the story of his
conviction for littering. After spending some time in a room with other undesigsddon

W draftees, whom Arlo in voiceover describes as “killers, mother rapers, thed fapers,”
he is deemed unfit for service. Arlo’s arrest for garbage dumping—and Gifimeis
determination to follow the letter of the establishment’s law—turns out to belkes diut of
the Army.

As touched on earlier, the use of quick cuts and the incorporation of popular music
into the narrative created a look, sound, and pace that appealed to a youth audience
accustomed to the frenetic action of films |lkélard Day’s Night(1964) and television
shows likeThe Monkeegl966-1968) andlaugh In(1968-1973). Two scenes that make use
of frenetic cuts are the induction sequence and the sequence that capturesathad all the
counterculture characters for Thanksgiving dinner at Alice’s and Ray’s ¢ed\aturch,
which signifies their version of a place to gather and “worship.” Quick cuts fromrova a
to another—one on a motorcycle, the next dressed in full flower-child garb—quickly
introduce us to a cast of counterculture characters of various styles, from hoppiess.

The action cuts from movement from the traditional left-to-right to movemamt fight-to-

146



left, back-and-forth until the characters all arrive at the church. Theseaubnly add pace

to the sequence, but they also serve to contrast members of the disparate group of
counterculture characters who are gathering to share in Alice and Ray’s bdwenthyor¥
traditional editing of the shots, particularly in regards to left/right, figfhitmovement,
underscores the non-traditional, traditional celebration that is about to ensue. s Davi
Bordwell notes irHow Hollywood Tells [tAmerican flmmakers had begun to experiment
with some of the “flagrantly artificial editing techniques” introduced insdew Wave

films and in Beatles’ films. One of these devices was rapid cuts. For ex@ophie and

Clyde innovative and fast-paced, had an average shot length (ASL) of 3.8 seconds, very fast
for its time.Alice, on the other hand, had what Bordwell calls a “remarkable 2.6 seconds
ASL” (141). The technique not only held the attention of the youth audience, but it also
helped to sustain the satirical tenor throughout much of the film, despite conteshdikgs
death, the brief scene of a returning black veteran with a hook for a hand, and the depiction
of the strained relationship between Alice and Ray.

Despite the rapid cuts and innovative editing in parts of the film, as the narrative
proceeds it becomes clear that Penn has no intention of sustaining the satirical tone
throughout. Arlo’s satirical voiceovers and the light, quickly paced sequenceseairthe
and middle parts of the film are replaced later by long tracking shots of aecgnseenes of
loss at a hospital after Woody's death, and the silent and still picture of Afite’a end. In
fact, three deaths dominate the latter part of the film—Shelly’s, Woody’'shanddrriage
of Alice and Ray. The fantasy of the counterculture, expressed in frenefiaayl scenes,
movement of characters and bright colors—all of which reappear tempotakiigaaand

Ray’s wedding near the end of the film—is replaced by the harsh reality ahtl death in
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the “real world” as the editing slows and the colors fade later in the filnm Pay be paying
homage to the counterculture with his film, and he may have a heart-felt syngrathipdt

he also seems to be saying that “doing your own thing” does not inoculate you fretarkhe
and practical realities of life. This message is most apparent in the tifehe absence of
home. Arlo’s search for a home takes him almost coast to coast early imtlaadillater

finds him “crashing” wherever he can find a bed. Likewise, it is not a coincidieac8helly

and Woody die homeless, Shelly in a lonely hotel room of a drug overdose and Woody in a
sterile hospital room. Penn seems to be saying that you cannot count on othersdilendli
Ray to provide a home for you, because you cannot count on that home being there when you
go back. If you do not have a home, it is probably because you have not taken the time to
build one.

Auster and Quart write, “Penn can grace us with scenes that catch both the
absurdity—the dim, clichéd talk about getting one’s head together—and theobnsean
possibility and community of the counterculture” (90). While Penn does offemaggi of
the counterculture and moments of community, even at the lightest, most satmcahts
in the film Penn never embraces the possibility of a sustained community within the
counterculture or between it and the working class. The film is clearlydightene in the
beginning and middle than it is at the end, but the theme of absence of home is prevalent
throughout. In Penn’s depiction, there is also a distinct lack of spirituality in the
counterculture characters, as witnessed by Alice and Ray’s mockinggainedarly in the
film and the “costume wedding” sequence at the film’s climax. This lack of sammeof a
spiritual base, a communal purpose beyond having a place to gather and celebratet@ppea

be a contributing factor to the theme of absence of home. Yes, Alice and Ray provide a hom
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for counterculture friends, but it is a home rife with strife, from their own tenuous
relationship to the “troubled child” who is Shelly. One gets the impression tlraséhace
to the counterculture is the only thing that keeps their relationship together.

The satirical tone of the earlier part of the film may make light of tweesthat are
facing the counterculture and working class—it may even obscure those issones-atbut
the subtext of the absence of home is always there. As the film proceeds anidetimecsats
to the background, these issues move to the forefront. Both the counterculture and the
working class experience loss. Although some may see the “possibility ofugotyshthere
is nothing in the film that suggests this community will emerge. Even Ray’s im@ulsi
decision to sell the church in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, and buy a farm in Vermont to
construct a new “commune” is met with little enthusiasm, either by Atitleeogathered
guests. The decision does not connote community; it represents a likely break-up of the
group. At the end of the wedding, everyone leaves and goes their separat€hgays
counterculture characters go about “doing their own thing,” while working-&8ayg and
Alice are left to deal with the realities of their life—a damaged m@erand pressing
decisions regarding property, home, and relationships.

Throughout the film we are introduced to working-class characters of all fsonts
the sturdy, no-nonsense draft registration center employee to the bigoteah®tmdals to
well-meaning but bureaucratic Officer Obie, and, most importantly, tteAdnd Ray. While
the film targets the working class at times with its humor and occasionalksntscigid
devotion to the bureaucracy of the establishm&lite’s Restauraninakes an honest attempt
to show the complexities of working-class life through Alice and Ray, évwka working-

class “brute” reappears. The film is not just a loving homage to the countercultutre—if
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were, Alice would not be central to the film, nor would her story be the final one we see
played out on the screen. Arthur Penn may have set out to pay tribute to the counterculture
but the results were more complex. If anything, the film is a loving, and soesetioubling,
portrayal of both the counterculture and the working class—blemishes and all. Heishow
this film that one can appreciate, love, and even empathize with a group, batsghize
its faults and its potentially fatal flaws.

If seen only through the eyes of Arlo, the film takes on a different tenor—it becomes
a smart-alecky, satirical look at the establishment and the workingBlasarlo’s point of
view cannot go unchallenged. Despite Arlo Guthrie’s shortcomings as an actooHpa
character’'s charm—the character Arlo is more complex than a firstngewight indicate.
He is, to put it in the vernacular, still “a work in progress,” and his point of view eetorar
has to be accepted in that light. His “smart-alecky” approach to authority-eO@igie and
the induction center scenes are examples—while defining his stand on thelestablj also
indicates a certain immaturity. A more contrite Arlo, rather than one who chasatto t
Officer Obie condescendingly when evidence of the garbage dumping leads back to him,
might have gotten off with just a ticket, and not an arrest and a trial. Even thedaotmhg
a half-ton of garbage along a country road instead of waiting for the town dump to open in
the morning is a sign of immaturity and a need for instant gratification. Not ordyitdbein
the face of the nascent environmental movement of the time, but it also showsheaselfi
childish side of Arlo and the counterculture—a side that looked upon any restriction of
personal freedom as an affront, even if it were in place to protect others.

The true “hero” of the film is Alice, even if the sympathies of much of thedppear

to be with Arlo and the counterculture. Alice sacrifices for others, feels deeppan one
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of her “children” falls from grace, and works tirelessly to nourish and protetirbed. But
she, too, is caught in a time of transition. Like the counterculture, with whiclhatess
many values, she cannot, as a woman in her thirties during the late 1960s, declare her
complete independence from the working-class male. Just as the counteyautheeneed
the working-class male to fight the wars they reject and to do the jobs they won’t &0, she
still shackled in many ways to a patriarchal society. The final scene sdmitber, is really a
moment before a moment. It is the moment when Alice realizes the weddiolgamaged
nothing, and that she has a tough and long road ahead of her if she is to become the woman
she wants to become. But as somber and sad as the moment is, it is also hopeful. Even if he
husband is not worthy of her, and her counterculture children only want to be around in the
good times or when she can do something for them, this working class woman is ready fo
the next step in her life. She’s scared, but she’s ready.

It is impossible to believe that Penn did not see these complexities in Alice’s
character or her potential as a bridge between the two cultures. Othevinysend the film
with her story? She remains a bit of a mystery to us because we do not get ineedhas
we sometimes get inside Arlo’s. What we do learn about her is learned froniot$er
actions, not listening to her words. But that’s ultimately a good thing. Arlo’atrary
because of its glib nature, prevents us from getting to know him more deeply. But we don’t
have the same burden with Alice. What we see is what we get, as they sayittAAtos
we get a flesh and blood woman who represents a potential bridge between the
counterculture and the working class—but a bridge that Penn seems to feel was asked to
carry too heavy a load. Although one can feel some hope for Alice at the end ahthe fil

despite the somber tone, it's hard to feel the same hope for the relationship bbeveen t
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counterculture and the working class. Arlo, despite recognizing that somethingighhot
between Ray and Alice during the wedding sequence, seems incapable of hktging A
carry that heavy load. Nothing in this final scene indicates that the coutiezcuid the

working class can come together. The opposite, in fact, seems to be true.

Medium Cool

The final film to be explored in this chapteM&dium Cooby Haskell Wexler.
Medium Coalwhile offering a sympathetic look at the plight of the counterculture and the
Black Power movement, also offers a complex, and predominantly sympathetiygdatr
the working class. It, among all the films discussed here, may have offergreatest
opportunity for a wedding of counterculture and working class interests.

Of the films discussed in this chaptetedium Cools the most nuanced and multi-
layered, offering a window to the epoch as it comments not only on the times, but also on
what Wexler perceived as a certain callousness that was endemic in theabhtbditime. It
is also, by far, the most experimental of the four films. Although Hollywood co-dpeed t
counterculture moment for profit—unsuccessfully, as previously noted—some filmsnmake
tried to use film to expose the fissures in American society. Wexler was tdmesef
directors. Ethan Mordden, writing abddedium Cogl a film that incorporated footage of
the Chicago Police riots at the 1968 Democratic Convention into its narrative;dags
isn’t just a movie; it's a weapon . . . whdedium Coolells of is hot stuff, all the feelings
that came clashing together in the late 1960s and particularly in 1968 and m&higago”

(238-239).
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Medium Coolmay have been a weapon, but it shot blanks at the box office when
released in late August of 1969. The film about a Chicago TV cameraman who clsrtivecle
events of 1968 and experiences an awakening of sorts was the target of government
investigations even before it came to the screen. Although the film was no rdolt# tizan
many films of its era, its content won it an initial X-rating (Morrden 220¢gaiily due to its
sexual content, but more likely attributable to its strong leftist politics.aty FBonaco
notes, “at least four” government agencies kept the film under surveiltaning production
because of “suspected connections between the film’s producer and radiclgrmips.”
He adds:

The overt political seriousnessMedium Coolmay have partially
compromised its box-office popularity, even at a time when the interest of
young people in politics was imagined to be at its height. Paramount,
moreover, marketed the movie ineptly, most likely holding back its best
efforts with a film that was widely known across the industry to have been
under such close governmental scrutiny during its production. (178)
The film endures, however, primarily because of its documentation of a historientydhe
Chicago police riots in the 1968 Democratic Convention, and because of its critique of the
media. But the film also provides a complex and multi-layered look at the wotksg an
aspect of the film that is often overlooked. Here the working class is seernas\ctim of
the times and as an arm of the establishment. By following Chicago TV camelahra
Cassellis (Robert Forster) during the tumultuous year of 1968, the audiencedsdat to

the seminal events of the year as well as their effects on the workssg cla
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Compared to other youth films of the era, Wexler’s film is an anomaly. While other
films privilege the counterculture point of view, Wexler explores the plightefirorking
class as well as the youthful protesters in Chicago and lets the audiemdts dnan
conclusions about what is happening in America. Unlike Penn, whose “warm evocation” of
the counterculture foregrounds the youth culture, sometimes at the expense of thg worki
class, Wexler depicts both the counterculture and the working class as wattmgstem
that one is trapped in and the other is trying to change. Wexler does this in pantidyngr
a protagonist who is on the periphery of the working class, a cameraman who appears to have
a working-class background despite his white collar profession (he was anraigater as
a youth). Although foregrounding Cassellis, Wexler does not tell the story from the
protagonist’s point of view, as Penn does with Arl@lice’s RestaurantThe film clearly
has a point of view, but it is not one of any one character. While Wexler sympathtizes wi
the youthful protesters, he demonstrates an equal sympathy for the wodssgperticularly
Eileen (Verna Bloom) and Harold (Harold Blankenship), a young woman and herdeenag
son from Appalachia who have relocated to the Appalachian slums of Chicago. But he als
does not hesitate to show the dark side of the working-class response to the courgercult
either. The violence of the National Guard and the Chicago police, serving inghefrol
enforcers for the establishment, is graphically displayed.

The working class in the film, however, is most prominently represented @nEile
Harold, and Eileen’s ex-husband, Buddy, and the black working class. As a schoal teache
who has migrated to Chicago but cannot find a teaching job because she lacks lllinois
certification, Eileen is stuck in a menial position, trying to support herself anald

Eileen’s story serves as an important subplot that ultimately connectdliSasgh his better
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self. Unlike other working-class characters we have witnesdedsy RideandAlice’s
RestaurantEileen is virtually oblivious to the counterculture and its efforts to bringsites

to the fore. Like many in the working class of the time, she is too busy tryingvteesir a
hostile city to be concerned with war protesters. In fact, her lifesasiggling working-class
woman doesn’t intersect with the counterculture until the pivotal final sequertfoe fdfrt

when she must risk walking through lines of police and protesters to find Harold, who has
gone missing. Her only political “statement” of the film is the displgyifha Robert F.
Kennedy poster in her apartment, which cleverly binds her with Casselidasgha similar
poster. The presence of the posters is particularly powerful because thattipafilof is set

in the summer of 1968, shortly after RFK’s assassination. In Cassellis,sfeap@ster most
likely demonstrates his liberal tendencies, but with Eileen it is much mo@pérsa week
before he announced his candidacy for president, Kennedy had made an emotianal trip t
Appalachia in early 1968 to bring attention to the plight of its people. So, while she does not
have the time or energy to develop a position on the counterculture, she is cleamhaa w
who is aware of the effect of politics on her life.

When we initially meet John Cassellis, we are appalled. As the film opesgeve
him shooting a car accident on a freeway with his sound assistant Gus (Pete). Bantdrz
camera pulls back, showing a desolate stretch of highway, the two men walkemwakd
accident and the audience sees that people are still trapped inside a car, on's wodya
literally lying halfway onto the highway. Only after Cassellis hasshiot does he call the
highway patrol. Cassellis is immediately identified as a cool, even catlbssrver of the
human condition. Later, however, his humane side emerges when he realizes the

consequences of his work.
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As the narrative unfolds, Cassellis and Gus are shown shooting news footage for
several topical late 1960s stories. They shoot film at Resurrection City imMytmsn, D.C.,
where poor blacks, whites, Latinos, and others have set up “shantytowns” to protest the
treatment of the poor. They film the National Guard training in Illinois. Tdigey cover the
RFK campaign, including the aftermath of Kennedy’s assassination. AlomgathéVexler
mixes fiction and real events by incorporating documentary film of seseeals into his
narrative and by using direct cinema techniques. A film about television anceita rol
society, as well as a film about the events that provide the materidhipMedium Cool’s
intercutting of actual documentary footage with fictional footage erasdis¢heetween
fiction and reality. In the long, final sequence, Bloom, as Eileen, is fiimedeasanders
through actual protesters and police lines in the search for her fictionabsold,Hvho has
run away after hearing her argue with Cassellis. By intercutteggtscenes of fiction and
reality, and by inserting actors into real sites of conflict, Wexlessgs over from fiction to
reality. This makes it easier for the audience to accept the brutality efcidime later
fictional scenes—how can an audience become overwrought with grief about a™heraie
after seeing a real college student bludgeoned by police—but at the samddineesithe
audience to witness the actual brutality of the police action in Chicago st déryes. The
audience gets to see what the camera sees—police beating a young mawiloadaton,
college students kneeling beside fallen friends, trying to protect them frdmerftadrm,
protesters scrambling as a heavily armed National Guardsmen march aastttesy hold
ups signs for the whole world to see—and it is pulled from its comfortable seat in@ movi

house into a real-life moment of violence and chaos.
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Writing about this aspect of the film @amera Politica Douglas Kellner and
Michael Ryan say, “The purpose of these devices is to force the audience ty idssatifith
the adventure or the hero and to think more about the documentary events. Yet the price paid
for this strategy is an emotionally flat drama” (35). | agree in part, buéwhely seem to see
the “flat drama” as a weakness, | believe Wexler wants us to view the \adleatdater
visits the main characters dispassionately. He wants us to think, not feel, pdytihlen
we see Cassellis’s car wrapped around a tree in the film’s final seqé¢tice.same time,
he makes us focus on the real violence of the police and the National Guard, and not just see
it as another installment of the nightly news. | believe he was trying to awladelarge part
of the American public that had become inured to images of violence that wetkg night
broadcast into living rooms in the late 1960s. At a time when images of war, domestic
protest, and human suffering had become commodities designed to draw viewers to
television sets, Wexler was trying to encourage people to think about the réalitied the
images they are drawn to, and at the same time he was telling the neéhabtkeir images
must be more than just commodities to sell to advertisers.

| believe these devices serve another purpose, too. They demonstrate thedes| im
are pregnant with ideology and that whoever controls the editing and distribution of those
images controls the ideological message. In this case, Wexler, througiubisal access to
real-life scenes, was able to not only film some real incidents missedibgtream media,
but was able to show them without fear of editing from a corporate boss at a network. He
controlled the images, and thus the ideological content of those images. Thitiae fath
theorist Louis Althusser know of his theory of Ideological State Apparatl&gs, as

defined by Althusser, are social institutions like schools, churches, familg, uraons,
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political parties and communications media that perpetuate the ideology olitigectass
(Leitch 1488-1489). IMedium Coaqlthe role of the media is apparent in the final sequence
of the film. During the shooting of the Chicago police riot, Wexler's cameraespa sign

that carries the iconic slogan, “The Whole World's Watching.” As James ddomates,

“The whole world is watching, indeed! And not doing very much about what it sees” (257).
But maybe the world was “not doing very much” because it was only seeing the ilmages t
networks chose to show. In a telling moment at the end of the film, a businessmag is bei
interviewed on the radio as the credits begin to roll and acknowledges that, based lo@ what
had heard and seen on TV, he assumed that “the kids were a bunch of bums.” But when he
went to the site to see for himself, “I finally found out when | got down here that, gatlam
the kids are right.” The story filtered through the media ISA left hininfg@ne thing; the

reality another.

A turning point for the film and Cassellis takes place about a third of the wayp@to t
film. The cameraman is pulled aside by his station’s news director and ibdblug raw
footage is being used by the FBI to identify “radicals,” both black and counteecuiter
objects forcefully, appalled that his work is being used for oppressive political psirplute
long after his blow-up with the news director, he loses his job for a minor infraction of
station rules and is given his severance. His dismissal is clearly a by-{pobtis
ideological disagreement with the news director and suggests that the nfetidd®
interwoven with the government (broadcast is licensed and regulated by thd Federa
Communications Commission) to tolerate an individual who questions that relationgbip. Pr
to this, Cassellis has been oblivious to his role in the ISA that is television, @l @dint

his view of himself and his work changes. He can no longer define himself as just a
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cameraman doing a job he loves, as he does in one of his early scenes with Eileen at he
apartment. In this scene, as they watch a tape of Martin Luther Kiny antllong after

King's assassination, Cassellis turns to Eileen and says, “Gee, | loveotdighd To him,

it's an opportunity to do something he loves, not a national tragedy. Only later does he see
that as a cameraman for a commercial television station licensed gpyvixament he is

more than just a recorder of events—he is a purveyor of ideology.

As Cassellis evolves politically, recognizing the import of his work, he also evolve
personally. He makes a commitment to Eileen and Harold that he has avoided with his
former girlfriend, a beautiful woman of the upper-middle class he shares sattlamdisie
with. He serves as a mentor to Harold, teaching him how to box and protect himself, and a
loving companion for Eileen, immersing himself in their lives.

Cassellis first meets Eileen almost by happenstance when he stopsabgiteent
to return a basket containing a bird that Harold left behind when Cassellis chaseslayim
from his car. At the time, Cassellis assumed Harold was trying to breatentar to steal
something. This scene also gives Wexler an opportunity to introduce the Appalachian
community and the desolate circumstances under which they live. As Casaddtiis car
and walks up the rickety steps to the apartment and knocks on the tattered wooden screen
door, the dilapidated condition of the buildings in the complex is obvious. Garbage is littered
around the street and a courtyard. The buildings are gray and dirty. Casfedliseaction
is to direct Gus to guard his car as he parks it in front of the apartment. As Gugds"dha
car, the Appalachian children, dirty and poorly dressed, crawl on and around it, treating i

almost like an alien dropped into their midst. One of the children, maybe two yeass old, i
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naked and alone on the street. Cassellis returns the basket and, after a brishtonyer
leaves.

Despite the distressing surroundings, Cassellis is impressed by Eileghatonl
however, when they run into each other by happenstance, does a relationship develop.
Although the two make an odd couple—Vincent Canby commented on its unlikelihood in a
1969 review of the film—it is important not only to his growth as a character, but also to
underscore the secondary plot of the plight of the Appalachian working classasiesié)

Wyatt and Billy and the counterculturelasy RiderBilly Jack and the runaways Billy

Jack and Arlo and the countercultureAtice’s Restaurantthe theme of “absence of home”
again surfaces. Eileen has escaped Appalachia and a dead-end life, but she and her son
Harold have been forced to leave their home. She is either the widow of a wityaastiee

wife of a misogynist who ran out on her—her husband Buddy’s plight is intentionally left
ambiguous in the film. We see Buddy only in a series of flashbacks—in one, he teaches
Harold how to shoot a gun—not uncommon for an Appalachian father and son; in another, he
gives him misogynistic advice about women, again, probably not uncommon. The flashbacks
serve the purpose of giving Eileen and Harold a back story, but it is a back storg &stut
home. Whatever has become of Buddy, Eileen is now a working-class woman trarsgto r

a teenage son without a father and without a job worthy of her in a city that is notwejc

Her relationship with Cassellis brings some stability back into her and Haliokss

A bird not only brings Cassellis together with Eileen and Harold, but it also
symbolizes freedom throughout the film. In one scene, clearly respondingaid’sléove of
birds, Eileen and Harold visit a site in southern lllinois to watch the reledsendfeds of

carrier pigeons. As the birds are released, they are photographed from a loto aaglere
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their free flight. The grassy, open field also contrasts to the cramped guanérich Eileen

and Harold live their confined working-class lives in Chicago. Throughout thetfiem

presence of birds accentuates the lack of freedom in the lives of Eileen amdl &t alther
members of the working class. This is most obvious in one sequence as Wexleutsoss
between a scene in the cramped apartment of a black cab driver and a scéoevihat s

Harold and a friend freeing a pigeon on the roof of a house. The obvious implication is that a
bird can be set free, but poor blacks and Appalachian migrants are trapped within the
“unfriendly confines” of Chicago’s worst streets.

The scene in the cab driver’s apartment is significant for two reasoosedhfidows
Cassellis’s awakening about the government use of his film; and it dema#teatdack
community’s deep distrust of the white establishment and the media that isfeehsplicit
in the oppression of blacks. Cassellis, smelling a story, tracks down the cab dnivéiasv
turned in $10,000 to the police that he found in his cab. Cassellis learns about the story only
after the police refuse to believe the cabbie doesn’t know how $10,000 got into his cab. The
absurdity of this accusation—and its racial implications—is immediafgharent to the
audience. Cassellis locates the cabbie in a ghetto apartment and atbetiopdspositive
piece on him for the television station. During the scene, one of the black men leatims that
cabbie has turned in $10,000 in cash to the police and asks, “Do you know how much guns
and ammunition you could buy with $10,000?” The cabbie responds, “I'm not there yet,”
indicating that even a Good Samaritan like the cabbie could at least entextmiea of
rising up in arms against the white establishment. As Cassellis preparagddHe
apartment, he is first accosted by a black woman who claims to be an actréssland t

Cassellis, as a cameraman, can help her, and then by several black men. Onély one
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guestion his motives for doing the story. He is told in blunt terms that the media is not
concerned with telling their story unless they can exploit it. During thees€assellis’s path
to the door is blocked. The scene is shot in a tight frame using two- and three-shots, with
Cassellis often pressed against the left corner of the frame. Close-upseifi€aad the
“agitators” add to the sense of imminent violence. Cassellis defends his tiidemedia in a
cliché, vanilla way, but his real motivation is to end the conversation and escape the
potentially dangerous environment. Every time it appears that he will be abév& & new
face pops into the picture and a new “discussion” about the media ensues.

Cassellis is eventually escorted from the apartment, but the sequencatbrals w
dramatic graphic match as a black finger becomes the barrel of a gun. Bladoman
looks directly into the camera, points his finger and says, “Why do you alwaysniia
somebody gets killed, because somebody is going to get killed,” the scegeshad the
audience is suddenly looking down the barrel of a gun. As the camera pulls back, a middle-
class white woman is shown shooting a pistol at a firing range where thgenéiRater
Boyle) is being interviewed by Cassellis and Gus. He states that gunsbipnieas risen 46
percent in the city “since the riots last year.” He adds, “We'tengeour business from
people who want to protect their families and their homes. . . . It's a personal choice.”
Ironically, it is the white working and middle classes that are arminghaaigpressed
blacks in the ghetto.

Both of these scenes are frightfully real. The anger of the black men iblpadpal
understandable. They have seldom seen the media in their neighborhood, except to record
negative images to broadcast across the city’s airwaves. The scenratghange is just

as frightening. Here, women and men are learning how to shoot people in defenge of thei
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property, and the smiling range manager sees the upsurge in gun ownership as lsooply a
for his business. The black and white members of the working class are turniragntjesi
towards each other instead of towards the powerful elite, the same mistake tleecodunt
and working class are making. Althoulledium Coolonly touches on this misplaced anger
in two scenes, the film’s depiction of the tension was recognized as powertigl.JGhin
Simon called the apartment scene “perhaps the only instance in the Americaerc@inm
film [of the 1960s] of racial tension caught root and branch on screen” (gtd. in Paul Monaco
178, Monaco’s brackets). Just as the counterculture and the working class faihiat seeyt
have a common enemy—the powerful elite—so, too, do the black and white members of the
working class. As the 1970s arrived, this racial tension, as we will see in Chapédped to
push the nation to the right.

That brings us to the most negative representation of the working class imthe fil
the police and National Guard involved in squelching the counterculture demonstrations
during the Democratic Convention. Using the actual riots in Lincoln Park as a tyackdr
Wexler shoots Verna Bloom, as Eileen, frantically searching through tkepdiaround the
convention center for Harold, who had run away the night before after witnessing an
uncomfortable interaction between her and Cassellis. (She had resistdtisGaggertures
for sex although she clearly had feelings for him.) This sequence servesaio éenotional
involvement with Eileen—she is now a “character in a movie” as the audiendewasal
riots take place around her—nbut it also heightens the involvement with the actudkprotes
and riot. As the camera rolls, protesters sing, shout, and carry signs as pdécmto

crowds carrying shields and swinging billy clubs. Vivid documentary shots of gouths
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bleeding from their heads, being attended to by others and being carriedadrestretre
shown as Eileen searches frantically for Harold.

Eileen is clearly out of place in this scene—a working-class woman dressed in a
bright, yellow dress (she had been searching all night for Harold and had natctframg
the outfit she had worn on her date) scouring the periphery of the actual riotppattgsi
wading perilously close to the real action, as tracking shots follow her exergy. She
remains almost oblivious to the activity around her. While the protesters “do theif’ thihe
is doing hers, being a mother to her lost child. Her physical distinction from tlestorstis
accentuated when she approaches an actual National Guardsman stationeafiihfeont
convention center and convinces him to let her pass so that she can track down Cassellis,
who, in the “guerrilla” spirit of the film, is actually shooting inside the conweentiall as a
freelance cameraman during the convention. The guardsman’s action showssaelittari
the working-class woman (he does not know she is an actress) in contrast to the conflict
between the guards and the counterculture students. In an interview on the DVEY, WexI
says that as he shot the scene in “guerilla” style, capturing shots wheoetifdwps real
action took place around them, he did not know if the Guard would let Bloom, in character as
Eileen, pass through their lines.

Eileen finds Cassellis in the convention center, but as they travel a road in a wooded
area in search of Harold, the sun glares through their windshield, blinding them and
foreshadowing their accident. A screech is heard, and then a thump. Cassedlishcavn
smashed against a tree. We do not see the accident—only the aftermath. The audience i
forewarned seconds before the accident by a voiceover radio news announcemepurtsat re

the death of a woman and the critical injuring of TV cameraman John CassalBsgle
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car accident. The accident, resulting in at least one horrific death, has theezdreo
another commodity for the news industry to broadcast. As smoke rises fromi€assal] a
lone car, carrying an average family, drives slowly past the accidam snd takes a
picture, eerily replaying the opening shot of the film. The camera pulls bacly slodva
cameraman is spotted on scaffolding, shooting down the street at the smoking ¢an The
cameras then turn towards each other, and the film ends with the camera on the ground
zooming in to capture the cameraman on the scaffolding, played by Wexler hirhself. T
distinction between reality and fiction is not just blurred; it is erased. &/baks made his
final comment on the role of film and the media in our lives. In the end, we only get a picture
of a picture of what happened. A human tragedy is no longer a tragedy—it is judtisgmet
that we capture on film and project into our living rooms until the next tragedy coomes al
As the film ends, Cassellis is critically, probably mortally injurededti is dead,;
Harold is orphaned; the protesters are nursing real wounds in a last hurrah fdi-tver a
movement; the Chicago police and National Guard are vilified by many, incluzhimg s
press, for inciting the violence at the protest; the black community is angdgringr on
militant uprising; the counterculture has suffered a terrible defeat; et Gociety is
breaking up; and Richard Nixon is headed towards the White House. As Vincent Canby
noted at the time, “The result is a film of tremendous visual impact, a kind of cinemati
"Guernica," [Pablo Picasso’s classic mural depicting the Germak attadbe Spanish city
of Guernica] a picture of America in the process of exploding into fragmerigedfbi
hostility, suspicion, fear and violence.” Perhaps more than any other film ofiiMeslium
Cool captures the complexity of the political and cultural environment in Amerideeas t

1960s ends. Wexler shines a sharp light on the working class, the counterculture, and the

165



powers that be in America, eschewing any filter that would soften the pock. lBatks
despite his success in bringing hidden secrets to light, he, too, fails to demonstrate how
lasting bridge could be constructed between the working class and the counterculture
Although he demonstrates clearly that both groups have a common antagonist—the
establishment, which fails to provide for the working class as it sends its sons &meva
which tries to stifle protest at home through any means possible, including the luse of t
media ISA—he does not show the two parties joining forces. While that may hg aski
much of a film that brings the seminal issues of the time to light, it is nonetkelesshing
the film has in common with the other films in this chapiasy RiderBilly Jack and
Alice’s Restaurant

In Medium Coal however, by providing a working-class protagonist of sorts—at least
one who has emerged from the working class—and by providing a generally sgtigpat
rendering of the working class, Wexler has at least reopened the diakig@eb the two
“cultures” that was promised in films likeool Hand LukeandBonnie and ClydeAlthough
the two cultures do not literally “dialogue” in the film, Wexler, by foregrongdhe working
class and by offering a balanced view of that class, has made it cleaatbgtieicould
supplant animosity if the two sides were to recognize that their mutual esndney
establishment-run state, whose subtle control of the Ideological Stateaf\gpaf television
has made the “cool medium” a weapon to be used against them.

Despite its failure to attract large audienddsgdium Cookemains one of the most
important films about the last years of the 1960s. It captures the epoch’s nsssigre
issues, the Vietnam War and the Civil Rights movement, more clearly arsficalii than

any other contemporary film. In doing so, it also offers something that mtyst gbuth/cult
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films of the era do not—it offers an honest, realistic, and sympathetic look at thegvorki
class. In some ways, it points towards the return of the working class @sgopist in
Hollywood, even if Haskell Wexler’s film is anything but a Hollywood film.

As noted earlier in this chapter, several films depicting counterculturesyahostly
set on or around college campuses, were released during the period immédiatelyg
the success dEasy Ridelin 1969.The Strawberry Statemeabriskie PointandGetting
Straightwere three that arrived within a calendar year &teyy Riderbut they all failed at
the box office. Howard Hampton writes that the brief period of campus-based calinter
films was Hollywood'’s attempt to forge a “wedge” into the youth marketwas in the
truest sense a fashion statement: slap some indiscriminate rock, longdh&nvebeads on
that (middle-of-the-road) hegemony and presto, it would become ‘far out’, daringltadic
(260). That formula, as we have seen, did not result in the kind of box office that Hollywood
expected—with the one obvious exceptioBoly Jack which, as noted, combined old and
new forms to reach a broad audience. By the early 1970s, Hollywood, prompted by the
changing cultural and economic environment in the nation, was ready to move in a new
direction.

In Chapter 2, several films of the early 1970s that foreground the working class will
be explored. Hollywood, always a year or two behind trends because of the tikes éna
idea to reach the screen, was taking another look at the working class, ¢hes tanvictim of
runaway inflation, rising unemployment, and a continuing overseas war thatquensis
claiming working-class lives. In some ways this was a return to anrearieein Hollywood
as the working class again became a more sympathetic presence oms@eermnic twist,

Dennis Hopper's independent film that by-and-large celebrated the calnter@ctually
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anticipated the emerging mood of the working class in the late 1960s and itsn@3cti
potential. As we will see, whether coming from the Right or the Left, manywimbd films
of the early 1970s responded to the squeeze being felt by the working clessiatds
ended and the seventies began. The working class was angry, frighteneddgnal figat
back, and Hollywood'’s brief flirtation with counterculture protagonists ended as it

rediscovered working class “heroes” who could bring audiences back to movie houses.

'That is not to imply that Hollywood abandoned its traditional narrative style—films starring studio era stars
like Rock Hudson, John Wayne, Katherine Hepburn, Charlton Heston, and Kirk Douglas were still being
produced. But Hollywood realized that it needed to produce a product that appealed to a new and younger
audience while it tried to retain audiences who still craved traditional fare.

! Easy Rider editor Donn Cambern, interviewed in the 2005 film Cutting Edge: The Magic of Movie Editing,
notes that the concept of what became known as “flash cuts” grew from the desire of director Dennis Hopper
to create a new transition device. As Cambern explains, the flash cuts flash forward to an upcoming scene and
flash back to the current scene three times in succession. Each flash cut was exactly six frames of film.
Cambern said that the filmmaker and editor became a bit too enamored with the technique at one point. “It
was becoming a device,” he said. They then decided to use it only in the most important scenes when it served
the narrative.

" The use of iconic landscapes also demonstrates the difference between Wyatt and Billy and the working-
class characters in the film. While Wyatt and Billy are on the move, experiencing the freedom of exploring the
vastness of America, the working-class characters generally appear to be static, stuck in place, almost part of
the landscape.

Y The choice of cocaine is important here because, despite its origin in nature, it was considered a chemical

drug. Marijuana, peyote, and alcohol were considered natural and were thus less demonized.
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¥ It should be noted that the New Left, which in the early 1960s represented a break from the Old Left, is
considered by many to be part of the “counterculture” movement. But the New Left, particularly the faction
led by the Students for a Democratic Society, began primarily as a political movement, not a cultural one. Like
the Old Left, however, it did understand the need to build coalitions. As Doug Rossinow notes in “The
Revolution is about Our Lives,” New Left thinking evolved during the 1960s. He writes, “In the late 1960s, New
Left radicals chose to pursue their own countercultural activities as a means of attracting and maintaining
members and as a way of fomenting social change in America. We can think of these activities as constituting
a second counterculture, separate from the one built by the hippies, or we may view them as forming the left
wing of a larger white youth counterculture” (100).

Y The concept of patriarchy is yet another theme that threads its way through the film as every man in Alice’s
life expects her to fulfill all the domestic duties. Even Arlo, the enlightened artist and counterculture hero,
demonstrates patriarchal tendencies when he stops by his girlfriend’s place of employment and expects her to
leave work in the middle of the day to escort him on his journey to find a new home for the garbage he

previously dumped.
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CHAPTER 2

THE WORKING CLASS REVIVED AS PROTAGONIST

In this chapter we will look at how the changing economic climate in Ameriaagdur
the late 1960s and early 1970s was reflected in the cinema of the time. Asned lea
Chapter 1, Hollywood responded to the move to the Left in the country and the growing
youth audience with a spate of films that highlighted the counterculture. Tmafechim the
early 1970s, however, when the economy turned sour and the working class—generally
ignored, oftentimes marginalized, and occasionally demonized in the youthrfalbfithe
late 1960s—once again became the focal point of a slew of American films. B tvefor
can discuss the films, we need to take a look at the economic and political enviranment i
which the films were produced.

The 1960s, particularly the early and middle years of the decade, were a boom time
for the American economy. Despite the horrific tragedies that struck tiloa daring the
decade—the assassinations of the Kennedy brothers, Martin Luther Kingddvlakcolm X,
and the divisions in the country over the Vietham War—the economy treated the America
people well. As William O’Neill writes, “The 1960’s saw the physicaldiban of
America’s people improve. Real income went up substantially, especially @amkg. [. .

.] Poverty, particularly among blacks again, declined” (420). This economigttyatong
with the political skill of Lyndon B. Johnson and his ability to cash in on the country’s
willingness to honor the wishes of its fallen president, JFK, led to the greapastsion of
federal programs since the New Deal. After defeating Barry Goldwatmdly in the 1964

presidential election, Johnson set forth an ambitious plan, which he called the Grefgt Soci

170



Programs were designed to add another safety net for the elderly andtlesstéor

(Medicare) and to address wrongs that were endemic in the society fohaoie ¢entury

(the Voting Act, the War on Poverty). These were passed in the first yéainrm$on’s first

full term, 1965. Gus Tyler, who at the time was an official in the Internaticadiek

Garment Union, wrote in 1972 about the American workers’ response to these new

programs:
The year 1965 is also the mid-point of a decade in which America began to
respond to poverty and discrimination. The Johnson years produced a spate of
national legislation to provide income and opportunities for the poor,
especially the blacks. . . . At all levels, America began to spend public money
to resolve pressing problems. The American worker supported these social
measures through the unions and the Democratic Party. He saw these bits and
pieces of socio-economic legislation as a spur and parallel to his upward
effort. (203)

But almost as soon as the social programs were pushed through Congress, the cost of the

Vietnam War began to affect the national economy, leading to a sudden risetionnfla

O’Neill writes, “By 1969, it [the economic boom] was clearly over. The war pratiane

inflation that eliminated most income gains. In 1969 some fully employed workeéigs$s

real income than in 1968” (420). The social programs that passed Congress easily in 1965

during the high water mark of the boom now became sources of contention and controversy

as workers struggled to survive in an increasingly hostile economy.

Writing in 1971, Michael Harrington stated, “This working class, both organized and

unorganized, has a ‘common situation and common interests,’” experienced first and foremost
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in the reality that it does not have enough money” (137). Harrington went on to say that mor
than half of American families in 1969 fell below the cutoff for the Bureau bbta
Statistics’ “modest” budget for an urban family of $9,076. Harrington also notedytthi87th
the cost of living had risen a full twenty percent while real wages for wohkersictually
decreased (138).

When the economic downturn came in the late 1960s, and the working class began to
feel the effects of high unemployment and rising inflation—the combination chwinuld
lead to “Stagflation” in the 1970s, a lethal economic combination of stagnation and
inflation—the good feelings of the 1960s reforms began to dissolve into bickering about who
was paying for and who was benefitting from the Great Society. As the 19700 dvene
working class was on the run. Its members were feeling the effects nfdayia war with
no exit strategy and new social programs that benefitted others. Thisstsithent with the
Great Society led many heretofore staunch Democrats to look for altesati the political
landscape. They were ripe for the populist (and racist) rantings of Ge@itpc®vand, for
the first time in many of their lives, they were willing to turn away from thes®eal
politics of FDR, which they believed had gone too far with Johnson’s Great Sddiety
disaffection with the Democratic Party of Johnson and his vice president Hubert H.
Humphrey was reflected in the results of the 1968 presidential election whBartieerats
(Humphrey) earned only 43 percent of the vote while the Republicans (Richarcdn) Ni
earned 43.4 and Wallace received 13.6. Fully 57 percent of the electorate vatetithgai
Democratic ticket of Humphrey and Edmund Muskie only four years afteredgived 61.3

percent of the vote in the 1964 election (Phillips 28).
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Among the disaffected and disillusioned who moved away from the Democratic Party
at the time were many white, ethnic working class men who had been raised in the
Democratic Party of FDR but now found themselves reacting against the heée tdx
dollars to fund the war in Vietnam and the War on Poverty. Wallace, the formemAdab
governor who first entered the national limelight in 1963 when he stood in the doorway of
the University of Alabama in an attempt to deny admission to the first two hilatbnss at
the university, found a way to tap into the racist tendencies of some of these men on his wa
to garnering 13.6 percent of the vote. Nixon used more subtle tactics to achievadhe sa
result, calling for more law and order on the streets to quell student protestseandtsac
that plagued the country in the years from 1965-1968, and an “honorable” end to the war
(O’Neill 380). Looking back at the era from 2008, Thomas J. Sugrue and John D. Skrentny
write:

Nixon and his fellow Republicans took advantage of resurgent ethnicity but
directed it toward conservative ends. In doing so, they fashioned an atavistic
cultural populism that stoked ethnic and middle- and lower-class white
insecurities regarding race, morality, and patriotism. In the hands of
Republican operatives, white ethnicity was a system of values that hearkened
back to “tradition”—a romanticized past of hard work, discipline, well-

defined gender roles, and tight-knit families. (174)

What, in fact, was beginning to happen was the creation of a new “historic bloc,” to
borrow a concept from Italian Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci (Leitch 1 B6japping
into the fears of the white working class, which saw many of its inner citiagrbteice riots

of the mid and late 1960s, and by exploiting its insecurity in the job market, Nixon and the
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Republican Party were able to begin what Reagan finished in 1980. As Ernesio dradt|

Chantal Mouffe write:
The defense of acquired rights founded on white, male supremacy which feeds
the conservative reaction thereby broadens the area of its hegemong: effect
An antagonism is thus constructed between two poles: the “people”, which
includes all those who defend the traditional values and freedoms of
enterprise; and their adversaries: the state and all the subversiviess{iem
blacks, young people and “permissives” of every type). (170)

Although they were speaking primarily of Margaret Thatcher’'s Gre&iBrand Ronald

Reagan’s America of the 1980s, the same can be said about the beginning of the move

rightward in 1970s America.

Kevin Phillips, conservative pundit writing in his seminal 1970 wohe Emerging
Republican Majority claims this move to the Republican Party by ethnic whites was a
natural development in American politics, equating the race issue with ethmicapoli
alignments in the past:

Ethnic polarization is a longstanding hallmark of American politics, not an
unprecedented and menacing development of 1968. [. . .] [E]thnic and cultural
division has so often shaped American politics that, given the immense mid-
century impact of Negro enfranchisement and integration, reaction to this
change almost inevitably had to result in political realignment. (470)
While Phillips’s analysis serves the purpose of placing a nicer face on thenemvaf some
ethnic whites to the Republican Party by placing it in the tradition of Anmepohtics, it

ignores the racist appeals that Wallace and Nixon used to drive a wedge betnierg w
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class whites and blacks. But there is no denying that the reaction of many totifie Great

Society, both its economic and cultural components, was negative. Phillips writes:
The emerging Republican majority spoke clearly in 1968 for a shift away
from the sociological jurisprudence, moral permissiveness, experimental
residential, welfare and educational programming and massive federal
spending by which the Liberal (mostly Democratic) Establishment sought to
propagate liberal institutions and ideology—and all the while reap growing
economic benefits. (471)

Suleiman Osman, writing recently about the decaying cities of 1970s America,

touches on the backlash towards African Americans:
More than just a tale of economic collapse, the 1970s mark a political death, a
decade in which the nation shifted rightward. As in-migrating African
Americans clashed with an increasingly conservative and raciallyehosti
white-ethnic working class, the fragile coalition that made up the New Deal
urban liberal coalition ruptured. (109)

Gus Tyler, writing at about the same time as Phillips, saw the movementtefwadnkers

away from their political roots as a return to ethnic tribalism at a time wioekers sought a

safe haven in a world that seemed lined up against them: “As we move into the ‘s, man

workers fear that the Brass is using [the] Underclass to undermine the Workssg QLEv).

At the time, this was leading to a reawakening of ethnic pride and a recograatithnic

ties, something Tyler says was always bubbling beneath the surface. Bid berdends

that the reaction of whites to the economic and cultural times was more than simply
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“backlash” towards the black community, which many saw as the recipiethis bénefits of
the Great Society:
Racial suspicion turns into tribal war when people—no matter their color—are
oppressed by their circumstances. Maldistribution of income and people must
multiply strife. This strife, ironically, tends not to change but to continue the
system that produced the conflict. So long as black battles white and poor
battle not-so-poor, the establishment can continue to “divide and rule.” (207)
This is another facet of the divide-and-conquer strategy touched on in Chapter 1. As
characters in the filmBasy RiderAlice’s RestaurantandMedium Cooldemonstrated, the
working class and counterculture failed to recognize that both groups were beiegseppr
in different ways by the ruling, monied class. In the 1970s, however, the inability of the
white working class (key members of Nixon’s “Silent Majority”) and the cenandture to
find common ground took a back seat at times to racial and ethnic battles within thegworki
class. It is this tribal war that both Wallace and Nixon tapped into in 1968. Wnt2@P8
about the “Silent Majority,” the “decent and hard-working people” who helped to usher
Nixon into the White House in 1968, Matthew D. Lassiter, says, “By the end of 1969, when
Timemagazine recognized the besieged Silent Majority as ‘Man and Woman of the Year,’
the celebration of Middle American values had turned into the perception that the&meri
Dream was slipping away from millions of families” (16).
WhenTimemagazine noticed, so did Hollywood. The working class, which had so
often been marginalized and demonized by filmmakers in the late 1960s when counterculture

protagonists were privileged in film after film, became a causereglebHollywood. Quart
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and Auster acknowledge as much in their 2002 essay, “The Working Class Goes to
Hollywood”:
Although the audience had not turned its back on the middle class, it was
clearly now more willing to accept films with themes dealing with the
working class. The reason for this change lies less with the films ¢hesas
than with the political, economic and social changes that the working class
experienced in the previous decade. This includes a series of events that saw
parts of the working class become the vanguard of the Nixon-Agnew silent
majority, with the resulting change in image from strike-fomentingidtsrs
of the public equilibrium to upholders of the public order. (165)
Although Quart and Auster are writing primarily about the mid-1970s when a number of
Hollywood films, some of which we will explore in Chapter 3, exploited and reiedorc
white working-class anxiety and helped define the new working class,dibow the plight
of the working class were also being made in the early part of the decade Halhyleood
was not ready to face the Vietnam War head-on, waiting until mid-decade doitiovas
ready to produce films for and about the working class. Ignored for much of the 1960s as
Hollywood sought to broaden its fan base by reaching out to youth audiences, worlsng clas
issues again could be found at the center of many Hollywood films as working class
characters were shown reacting to the economic and political times. Thesedihe from
both the Right and the Left, but they had one thing in common—working class characters
were again considered marketable protagonists in Hollywood film.
That is not to say that counterculture-themed films were not still being Eoduc

that counterculture ideals did not find their way onto the screen. Films that exirlere
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cultural shift brought on by the counterculture in the late 1960s continued to be made. The
protagonists, however, were not the college students and protesters who were ag¢tlod cent
films like The Strawberry Statemeiabriskie PointandAlice’s Restaurantbut were often
young adults and middle-aged adults who were experiencing the sexual and cultural
revolutions for the first time after reaching maturity in the cultunapressive 1950s. Films
like Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice(1969) andCarnal Knowledg€1971) explored the
newfound freedom discovered by adults who, while they may not always have been
politically in tune with the student rebels of the 1960s, were interested in exglogingore
permissive sexual mores embodied by the “sexual revolution,” a reaction tottiralul
conservative 1950s.

Carnal Knowledgefor example, follows the story of two college roommates who
share the same woman during their 1950s college years, only later to findltesngseng
in different directions as the sexual revolution takes place in the 1960s. One man, Sandy
played by Art Garfunkel, “evolves” into an enlightened participant in the seswalution,
complete with a much younger female partner. Although he still clearigsdéine baggage
of the 1950s with him, he has become a 1960s man. The other friend, Jonathan, played by
Jack Nicholson, remains caught in the 1950s, unable to see women as anything but sex
objects and equally unable to find any lasting relationshiBolm& Carol & Ted & Alice
three of the four protagonists have brief sexual encounters outside theagasrkVhen an
“uptight” Alice, played by Dyan Cannon, discovers that her husband Ted, played by Elliot
Gould, has had a brief fling, she demands that the two couples “swing” on a trip to Las
Vegas. The “30-something” couples all climb into bed together but cannot go through with

the spouse-swapping plan. The comedy struck a nerve with those who were exggrigncin
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hearing about, the “sexual revolution” of the counterculture period. But while thase f
explored the world of the upper middle class and its dalliance with countercultureg values
films about the working class and its struggle with survival in tough economis were

also being made. Unlike Bob and Carol, these protagonists were most concernedatvith wh
would be on the dinner table that night, not who would be lying beside them in bed.

In this chapter, we will look at four films, two from the Right and two from the Lef
that foreground the issues most pressing to the working class during the earlyri9@6s. |
(1970) andDirty Harry (1971), we will discuss two films from the Right that explore the
anger felt by many working-class whites during the economic downturn of the dpedt.
the story of a bigoted steelworker from New Jersey whose happenstanceyméatan
upper-middle class businessman leads to tragedy on several fronts. Ag ttieatiticter,

Peter Boyle provides a chilling and powerful performance as a reactwhargees the
counterculture as the source of not only his problems, but the ills of the nation. Much like the
working-class characters explored in Chapter 1, he does not recognize that the
“establishment” is the enemy of both the working class and the counterculturesteati

blames “blacks” and the counterculture for destroying the fabric of thenn&tiDirty

Harry, Clint Eastwood plays Harry Callahan, a vigilante cop whose antagonist is a long-
haired “hippie” type named Scorpio. The first of many vigilante films reldasthe 1970s

as a reaction to the counterculture and the call for more “law and order” imeéis Dirty

Harry exploits the fear and anger of white working class America by demonizingiteisor

and the counterculture and blaming the current state of affairs at leadtan plae federal

expansion of prisoner’s rights, a popular conservative theme at the time.
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On the Left, we will look at two buddy films that are much more complex than the
genre may implyScarecrow(1973) andlhe Last Detai(1973) both explore the
relationships between working-class men as they struggle to make their avhgstile
environment for the working class of the early 19Bismrecrowtells the story of an ex-con
and a merchant marine who stumble upon each other as they both travel across the country to
pursue their modest versions of the American Dream: Max, played by Gene Hackman, hope
to open a car wash in Pittsburgh, while “Lion,” played by Al Pacino, hopes to reconttect wi
his “ex” and their 5-year-old child:he Last Detaitells the tale of two “lifers” in the Navy
who are charged with escorting a young seaman to the brig in Boston afteounedigfilty
of trying to steal money from an officer’s wife’s favorite charithe Last Detaithronicles
their journey from Norfolk, Virginia to Boston as the two older seamen detenmigive the
young seaman a taste of life before he goes away for eight yearsb&hieus older sailor
Buddusky (Jack Nicholson) is reminiscent of 1960s working-class protagonists who
represented counterculture values in films Bannie and ClydandCool Hand Luke
Although he is clearly a man of the pre-counterculture era—one encounter with the
counterculture in the film demonstrates his 1950s roots, as does his choice of career—his
contempt for authority and his free-spirited approach to life make him more cauioterc
than establishment. Here, again, however, the ending of the film is a “downer” in the
parlance of the time, as it follows the pattern of many New Hollywood filnseoéta by
refusing to provide a tidy and upbeat resolution to its narrative. Times were taddkew
Hollywood directors did not try to spare filmgoers with pat, happy endings, yartcin
films involving the working class. But unlike the films of the youth/cult era, when

counterculture characters served as the protagonists and working-clasemen w
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marginalized at best, the working-class protagonis&carecronandThe Last Detaibre

treated with dignity. Even their encounters with the counterculture are preseated i

positive, albeit humorous, way.

This tendency of New Hollywood films in the early 1970s to provide more “realism”

and less continuity in their narratives became part of the brief auteur peAaoterican film

as new directors like Hal Ashby, Peter Bogdanovich, Martin Scorceswi$-Feord Coppola,

and others sought to leave their personal stamps on the films of the era. As ust here

term “realism” does not connote the concept of a generally objective camera @ tfe us

technical tools like available light. It also does not connote cinema veptactged in the

French New Wave or American films of the 1960s. It is used primarily to connaisela

more disjointed, slice of life narratives, as well as the often bleak endintyagdtfat

reflected a growing anxiety in the country about its future and its recentifpaso refers to

the individual qualities brought to film by new and some re-born directors of theAsne

Diane Jacobs writes:
What distinguishes certain films of the Seventies is neither artisticisugye
nor administrative autonomy—but a happy combination of the two. [. . .]
Someone got it into his head that an amorphous under-30 audience did exist
out there, that it was tired of the costume drama and the safe situation comedy,
and that with business so bad anything new was worth a try. As [director Paul]
Mazursky pointed out, for the first time American directors were making
“personal” films that were packaged as such. (4)

As Jacobs also notes, genre films [iHee Godfather (19729ndThe Godfather: Parti

(1974),American Graffiti(1973), andBadlands(1973) also played major roles in the film
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industry of the early 1970s. “If one becomes too intrigued with the prevalence dfesb-ca
realism and plotlessness in new director films, he has only to look at masspiec
storytelling likeThe Godfatheor scrupulously evoked myth likkdex in Wonderlandior
counterpoint,” Jacobs writes (18). But, as she acknowledges, the era seems to be defined
more by its non-traditional narratives, even if some of its more successfsiviitre
examples of classical genres.

This experimental moment in film seems to contradict the generally hedd theli
the 1970s was a vast wasteland situated between the explosive 1960s and the cultural and
political turn to the right of the 1980s. Both culturally and politically the 1970s dwdh “
rap,” as they say. Coming on the heels of a decade that witnessed an egieilgights
movement, an awakening of the women’s movement, a coalescing of forces to protest a
unpopular war, and a questioning of virtually everything that reflected 1950s nheres, t
1970s by comparison inevitably seemed tame. The decade is often looked upon as a time
when collective action took a back seat to the pursuit of personal gratificatime &hen
people looked inward instead of outward, a time when style, particularly late in #aedec
with the arrival of the disco and Punk scenes, often trumped substance. As histar@ng. Br
Schulman and Julian E. Zelizer write, “[Most Americans] regard the decadea®nal
joke—an era of outrageous fashions, vapid music, and cultural exBagktward4).
According to Schulman and Zelizer, memories of a “paralyzed Jimmy Cartadeuoa
resolve the crisis in Iran,” and cultural images like Travis Bickle, M&torcese’s vigilante
veteran inTaxi Driver(1976), and “glittering disco balls” helped to form the “conventional
portrait of the 1970s as a decade when the country was frozen between the 1960s and 1980s,

waiting to find itself and reestablish a national directidrigbtward4).
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To some observers, 1970s America was a nation simply worn down by the seemingly
sleepless sixties. But, while the move to the right politically in the decafiersseen as an
inevitable turn following a decade of turmoil, Schulman believes the political did not
necessarily jibe with the cultural. As Schulman and Zelizer note, not onhherakift to the
Right not inevitable, but it was also not complete, particularly in regards toecaldrthe
arts. While it is clear that the political Right rose to power in the late 1970s and has
dominated politics for the past 30 years, it is equally clear that the cultuoaltien that
began in the 1960s has continued, unabated by attempts to quell it on the Right. Because of
that, the 1970s, instead of being a “national joke,” and a decade of nothingness and self-
absorption, was actually a decade when both the political and cultural direction of the
country was highly contested. Jacobs, speaking specifically about film, pussvitaty:

It is not entirely farfetched to speculate that the political energies of the
Sixties were cathartically channeled into the arts—and particularlgdpular
arts—of the Seventies. As with the movie boom in the Thirties, a period of
cinematic “rebirth” seems to have been gestating within the freneitityaof
the previous decade. What the advent of sound and the stock market crash
were to the Thirties, Woodstock and Watergate have constituted to the
Seventies. (1-2)
That is not to say that the cultural landscape didn’'t change in the 1970s, just that itted polit
energies of the 1960s were channeled into new expressions in the arts. Culhisatipvie
inward and away from counterculture ideals was noticeably reflected nondiifg,i but
also in the music of the decade. The 1960s was a decade of protest music from Bob Dylan,

Phil Ochs, and Joan Baez; of early soul music from Motown; of British pop from th&hBriti
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invasion; and of homegrown psychedelic rock from San Francisco. The 1970s that followed

was a decade of singer songwriters who looked inward instead of outwamdctq’ heavy

metal, which was produced primarily for a “discernibly white working-chaake market”

(Martin 130-131); and disco, which midway through the decade gave everyone the right

“dance the night away.” Compared to the 1960s, which was like a trip to Woodstock with

your crazy Uncle Billy, the 1970s was often like a trip to your inner self wititefkective

Uncle Jim, particularly when the work of the singer/songwriters is examingda$

Bradford Martin notes, the personal expressions of the singer/songwriters i, the well

as other artists operating within popular culture—New Hollywood directors woudd be

example—still retained some of the political edge of the 1960s, even though the naisic wa

primarily geared towards the white middle class:
Though never completely eschewing the politics—of egalitarianism,
nonviolence, and ecology—of their 1960s predecessors, the
singer/songwriters, along with like-minded counterparts in 1970s art and
popular culture, forged a new kind of political message that was more
informal, gradualist, and outside the scope of institutional change than the
previous decade’s expansive utopian strivings had been. (133)

Many of the new directors of the New Hollywood were imbued with this sameyenerg
of the 1960s as they were given the reins during the brief auteur period in Hollywood. When
critics and film theorists look back at the 1970s, they see a decade that had# littl
everything—a renaissance led by the new auteurs, a rebirth of thie Elabgwood form, a
re-emergence of the blockbuster, and finally a nostalgia for an imagisedTgeey see films

from the Left that carried the cultural changes of the 1960s into the 1970s, and thieyssee
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from the Right that reflected the economic and cultural anxiety of RichamhNisilent
Majority. We will explore the re-emergence of the classic Hollywood formlageriod of
nostalgia for the working class that came late in the decade in Chapteranitiféeur. In
this chapter we will concentrate on the early years of the decade awétmllyediscovered
the working class.

The first film that we will examine bridges the period between the late 1960s a
early 1970s when the counterculture fell out of favor with Hollywood as protagonistee
working class began to reappear as something more than foils for the counterinéu
film is Jog a disturbing look at an extreme example of the insecure white working-class man
of 1970. InJog for the first time since the youth/cult era began, Hollywood explores the
anger and resentment that some in the white working class felt towards\Adnoaricans
and the counterculture as the 1970s dawdeelalso provides an example of how the
historic bloc of the white working class and the upper middle class came tagethe
opposition to the counterculture and others who threatened the “American way aitide.”
film is a “bridge” because it simultaneously provides a negative view of the \garkiss,
middle class, and counterculture, although the middle class fares better thdmetbe ot
Unlike earlier films that privileged the counterculture, this film privélego one. Although
the working class again comes off as vile and murderous, much as it did in counterculture
films of the late 1960s, the counterculture and middle class are also shown in thetdmmes
lights. AfterJoe Hollywood began to take a more sympathetic look at the working class. But

as we will see, it was not quite ready to do that in 1970.
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Joe

Director John G. Avildsen’doeis a film that directly exposes the anger and
resentment felt by a segment of the white working class towards the counterand
African-Americans in the late 1960s and into the 1970s. But, although the racial divide is
bitterly and pungently expressed by the title character, it is the contive®&e the
counterculture and the white working class, with support from the upper-middletottss
played out in the film to a murderous end. In what would presage the political maifrthge
white working and middle classes in the late 1970s, Joe (Peter Boyle) Curesinadter,
and Bill Compton (Dennis Patrick), an advertising executive, form an alliaatetanother
time would have been unthinkable.

Avildsen usesnise en scenand camera work throughout the film to establish
character and to draw distinctions between the working class, the upper-nadgleacid the
counterculture. The working-class home of Joe Curran and his wife, with its soral,r
tight hallways, and modest furnishings, is contrasted to the large and richghkdriiome
of the Comptons. Both are contrasted to the living spaces of the counterculture, wheh ra
from a dingy one-room “crash pad” to a sprawling farm house with virtually no fungshi
except mattresses on the floor. The camera also often shoots Joe from low amud)keghtioa
capture his anger and to presage his turn from bigot and misogynist to cold-blooded
murderer.

The film opens with scenes from the life of Compton’s daughter Melissa, playsed by
young Susan Sarandon in her first screen appearance, a life that includesidraigs a
despicable drug dealer boyfriend, Frank. He is a minor dealer, and he spesdmatizaling

to the young. When Melissa overdoses on speed and is rushed to the hospital after having a
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breakdown in a drug store, Compton and his wife come to her aid. After arguing with his
wife about parenting choices, Compton goes alone to Melissa’s apartment, whitiasse
with Frank, to collect her belongings. It is here where an unplanned confrontatisplate
that sets everything into motion.

As his wife leaves the dingy apartment building in anger, Compton is shot from a
high angle as he climbs a narrow set of stairs, tightly framed to show theapaobic and
decaying surroundings. He finds Melissa’s apartment and begins to gather gemthile,
through a cross-cut, Frank is shown dealing drugs to two young girls. Afterahigdes
down,” the cross-cutting prepares the audience for a confrontation between thertab m
the apartment. After Frank comes upon Compton in the apartment, he tosses several taunt
the older man’s way, eliciting a violent and deadly response. Enraged by Frdlwkis ca
remarks about his daughter, Compton slams Frank’s head against a wall reeatedbn
beats him with his fists, killing him. All the shots in the apartment of the two neetigatly
framed, capturing the personal and violent nature of the confrontation. After kilang
a rage, Compton is shot from a low and tight angle as he gathers up the remaongmgsl|
and tosses some drugs into his bag to give the impression of a burglary. The tgyht shot
represent not only his concern about being caught, but also his fear that his coenéorthbl
free world has suddenly shrunk and changed forever. As he descends the narrow steps and
exits onto the street, the film cuts to a new location and the audience is introduoed to J
Curran.

In one of the most startling introductions to a title character in film histioeyfjim
cuts to a full-frontal shot of a blue-collar worker sitting at a bar, a pork-pigtd@ his head.

The first word that comes out of his mouth is “nigger.” The audience has met Joe, Curra
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angry bigot, approximately twenty-six minutes into the film. For the next severates,
Curran carries on a diatribe about welfare, riots, hippies, government programs
lawlessness in the streets, placing the blame squarely on blacks, hippiesi@is, Who he
claims, in a moment of absurd humor “are forty-two percent queer.” This “factiicles,
came directly from the George Wallace camp. He also expressedtaatdas “kid” can’t
get into college, but the rich kids can, and then they spend all their time smoking dope and
demonstrating. If Joe’s rant was not common to a certain segment of the worksnagt ¢hees
time, it would have been low comedy. But it did capture a real, if minority, point of inew
racist and brutal terms, it clearly showed the anger and frustration felbi®/mmembers of
the white working class who were tired of getting a “thirty-cent raishilewblacks stayed
home and made babies” and cashed government checks, in Joe’s words. As he continues his
rant, a visibly shaken Compton walks in off the street and takes a seat at the bar.

It should be noted that Joe’s rant is not well-received by the other blue-collars/or
in the bar. It is merely tolerated. At one point, after Compton enters the bar,térelbar
even asks Joe to “give everyone a break” and play some music. This is an important, moment
but one that has generally been glossed over by critics. Joe is marginglinethbers of
his own class in his own local bar. Although his fears about race and the countercaiture m
run deep in his blue-collar world, his extremist point of view is not the norm. Some may take
the silence of the other bar patrons as tacit approval of Joe’s extreme vielnd pot. His
views are tolerated because to argue with Joe, or to offer any counter to Hisenveto
take the side of the “other,” and that is not acceptable in the blue-collar cultuss 8ut
representative of the working class, Joe’s words, and later his actions, atbendnadiience

remembers, and he becomes a vile symbol of his class.
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Compton and Joe get together in a most unlikely manner. After almost inadvertently
confessing to killing a “hippie” to Curran in the bar, obviously needing to purge himself of
Frank’s murder, Compton realizes what he has said and claims he is just jokingo€smpt
telling of the story earns Joe’s respect, though, because, as Joe says, “Hegbadyrh8ut
when news reports surface about the killing, Joe tracks down Compton and the unholy
alliance is born. The two men become uneasy “friends,” each introducing the ottar to t
parts of the world. Compton at first fears he is being blackmailed, but then He lokins
to draw some perverse pleasure from the relationship with the crude, worlsag-cla
steelworker.

In one telling sequence, the Comptons visit the Currans for dinner. During this
sequence, Joe’s misogyny and potential for violence come to the fore adthes s own
wife, threateningly telling her to “shut up.” Later, he pats Compton’s wife oddheere.
While this effectively shows Joe’s misogyny, | believe it is over the top. Aingiclass
man would not show disrespect for another man’s wife, particularly in a donmesitigsit’s
part of an unwritten code. It simply would not be done. This is another example of
Hollywood'’s inability to portray the working class in a realistic way, aar@Qand Auster say
in Chapter 1. But in order to paint Joe as vile and extreme—and to cast the working class i
the same light—this foul moment is incorporated into the film. Curran’s wifeds al
portrayed as a pleasant but slow-witted, uneducated woman. Particularlgidgsane her
table manners, caught in close-up. She speaks with her mouth full and she eats with he
fingers, licking them afterwards. The camera captures close-ups obthgt@hs trying

uneasily to avoid any reaction to her table manners or their cramped surroundings.
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Throughout the sequence in the Curran home, the working-class milieu is captured in
a series of tightly framed shots of the dining room, living room and basement, many of the
from low angles to give a sense of confinement. The Curran dwelling is ¢edtla®r to
the spacious surroundings of the Compton home, signifying the difference between the
claustrophobic and restrained world of the working class with the mobile world of theemiddl
class.

After dinner and some uncomfortable attempts at conversation, the two manteetre
Curran’s basement. The room is adorned with American flags, knotty pine panetireg, a
gun cabinet. Joe demonstrates his gun collection and racism to Compton as he proudly points
out that one of the guns was retrieved from “a dead Jap” at Okinawa. This scens harke
back to an earlier one in the film when Joe retreated to the basement to drinkradbelean
his rifle as the song “Hey, Joe,” played. In that scene, the lyrics, “Hey, Joe,tduake you
want to go to war, once more?” ring out as Joe caresses his rifle. In this sceme] Bde
Compton are shown for the first time together among Joe’s mini-arsenal, lzaftoesng of
tragic events to come.

One other telling exchange takes place during dinner when Compton’s wife mentions
the “culture” of the young. Joe, who has felt left out of the conversation to this point, chimes
in, although it's not clear that Joe understands the meaning of “culture” in thigtconte
“They’re all screwed up, so they're screwing up the culture . . . fuckin’ A.” Not dogs
this exchange point to the culture wars that dominated the 1970s—and many would say
continue to this day—but it also presages the violent confrontation between Joe and Compton
(representing the joining of the working and middle classes) and the counterauliue

final scene. As Peter Lev writes:
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Joepresents a rather convincing alliance between classes. The film
[pre]figures not only the “Silent Majority,” but also the Republican alliance
that has dominated American politics since 1968. Joe and Compton are unlike
in speech, dress, and income, but alike in conservatism, patriotism, and their
definition of masculinity. Both fear social change and demonize the “other"—
in this case, the hippies and drug dealé&kmédrican25)

While | agree in large part with Lev, | don’t believe Joe and Compton have as much in

common as he does. | see their relationship as a marriage of convenience, natilgecessa

ideology. While Joe and Compton may have some of the same inclinations towards the

counterculture, they have them for different reasons. Joe’s are purely idablbgisees the

counterculture as attacking the American way of life, which he fought to peaseworld

War Il. Compton’s reasons are personal—his daughter has been claimed & af\loe

dark side of the counterculture. Although he may have had reservations about the

counterculture before, it is the victimization of his daughter that he ismgdotiBased on

his career as an advertising executive and his comfortable lifestyldée liad not been

altered by the counterculture; if anything, it has been enhanced by a cossgragr that

was continuing to grow, even into the 1970s. As the final scene of revenge shows, Joe is a

willing and enthusiastic participant who courts Compton’s partnership; Compton is a

reluctant participant who is drawn into the fray by circumstances that oveminal Even

here the working class is portrayed as the initiator of violence while Compienges as a

victim of sorts.

As the plot moves forward, Melissa learns that Compton has killed her boyfriend

when she overhears a conversation between her parents the night they return from the
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Curran’s. After confronting them, she runs away. The rest of the film is dediathe
search by Compton and Curran for the missing Melissa as they comb through cownéercult
and drug haunts. Curran revels in the chase. As he says, “I've wanted to see #h& anim
where they live.” Compton, too, seems thrilled by the hunt as it takes him into a workl that
foreign and exciting to him.

The search takes Compton and Curran to a drug paraphernalia or “head” shop, a
coffee house, and ultimately to a party with several hippies. Although clegtare,” they
are invited to the party by one of the “hippies” as a lark—and because Compton has
volunteered that he is carrying drugs, the ones he took from Frank. The partyssieute |
with a red filtered lens to give it a psychedelic feel. Psychedelic ragk phroughout the
scene as silhouettes of naked bodies often occupy the screen. The “free loviedfasgec
movement literally reveals itself as a young lady disrobes. (Although bgrtoday’s
standards, these scenes were extreme in a mainstream film of the tinghy\W@edis
naivety and ignorance as he turns to Compton and comments, “This is an orgy, isn't it,”
using a hard “G” to pronounce the word, as he had done in his earlier rant in the bar. (This, of
course, is another less than subtle jab at the “ignorant” working classgteishat Curran
and Compton show their hypocrisy, as both copulate with young women—women who, we
will soon find out, are as young as Compton’s daughter. Their hypocrisy is punished,
however, as they are both robbed by three of the “hippies” as they sleep. It is ithg shar
this moment that binds them ever more tightly.

Upon learning of the “rip-off,” Joe exhibits his penchant for violence as he eglbeat
slaps one of the girls until she tells him the location of their commune in the couatigl. A

shots then track Joe’s car as it travels the highway through a gray, snoeecoventryside,
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the harshness of the landscape foreshadowing a violent confrontation. The nesrenes

the two men pulling into a rural driveway towards what looks to be an old farmhouse. As
they disembark from the car, Joe opens the trunk and pulls out two rifles. Compton protests,
but Curran says he just wants to “give ‘em a little scare, shake them uméy\walk

towards the house, a long, deep focus shot of them approaching the porch—shot from inside
the house—captures Joe tossing a rifle to Compton.

Once inside the house, Joe demands the return of his “stuff.” When the young man
can’'t produce the money, only the wallet, he runs towards the back door, chased by Joe, the
camera tracking them. The door flies open, the young man jumps off a small porakstowar
the camera, and a gunshot is heard. The first murder has taken place.

Back inside, Joe shoots two more commune residents trying to get to the door. The
two men then climb the stairs, shot from a low angle. As they find two more residents,
Compton tries to reason with Curran to stop the bloodshed as two “hippies” cower in a
corner, pleading for their lives. The audience sees the “hippies” from Jogpeptve in an
over-the-shoulder shot. Cut to a close-up of Joe, now in full combat mode. “Look, Compton,
there’s only one way out now. Clean. And that means everybody. At this point it can get to
be fun.” He then shoots the two as Compton yells, “No, no!” Joe then delivers his final rant
in an effort to complete the bond between the working and middle classes: “These kids, they
shit on you. They shit on your life. They shit on everything you believe in. They shit on
everything. You hate ‘em as much as | do.” With that, Joe Curran clearly andetpncis
presents the bigoted view of the counterculture held by a segment of the white wtagsg

The camera then tracks Joe to the next room, where he confronts a solitary young

man who is pleading for his life. Again the camera shot is from Joe’s point of viek. Cli
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His rifle is out of bullets. He turns to Compton as the young man tries to esca@gysnd s
“It's your ass now, Compton.” With those five words, he seals the fate of the commune
resident. Compton turns and shoots the young man in the back. The bond between the classes
is now complete. Compton then looks down the stairs and sees three young people entering
the front door, the high-angle shot coming from over his shoulder. He shoots the two in the
doorway and then runs down the steps to finish the job. Just before the final gunshot is heard,
the camera shows a close-up of the face of the young lady fleeing the himnhelissa, his
daughter. The shot freezes as a voiceover in Melissa’s voice is heard, “Ageigguo Kill
me, too?” This was Melissa’s question to Compton when she first discovereathptoh
had killed Frank. A gunshot is heard and Melissa’s body spins around, now facing Compton.
The frame freezes and the final line of dialogue is spoken by Compton: “Melibtsa
camera pulls back to a long shot of her falling face down in the snow.

The brutality of the final sequence, despite the foreshadowing throughibut, sti
catches the audience by surprise. Joe is not the blowhard he appeared to be—he’s not just a
misogynistic loudmouth who rants when he’s drunk and slaps women around when they
don't follow orders. He is a cold-blooded killer. This final sequence is so disturbing, and
compelling, that some contemporary audiences, aware of the tone in the coupdnyjees
verbally to the assault. As Lev writes, “The young New York audiences wbd sp and
talked back to the screen (‘Next time we’re going to shoot back, Joe’) did notmissint;
they correctly interpretedoethrough the filter of current eventsAifnerican25).

Current events were pointing to a marriage of the working and middle cthssss
the 1970s and eventually to the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. This is clearly

represented in the film. But the depiction here of Joe, as the standard-bearewfakthg
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class, along with the unflattering portrayal of the counterculture, sraatesturbing
caricature of the times. Joe Curran is an extreme version of the white edtaiwho truly
was being squeezed by both the dominant culture and the counterculture in the early 1970s.
Were there blue collar workers out there who shared his views? Absolutely. Butdhiy di
take up rifles against the counterculture. They dished out verbal abuse and threw mare tha
punch or two, but they left the heavy lifting to the government, which acted through the
police and the National Guard in places like Chicago, Kent State, and Jackson State.
The rendering of Joe’s wife (K. Callan) is also disturbing. She is presasiz
simple—in more than one meaning of the word—appendage to Joe, cowered by his many
moods, unable to speak for herself. While this depiction alone would not set her apart from
other working-class women in film, oeit establishes a clear distinction between the
working-class woman and the middle- class woman, represented by Mrs. Compgtas. Jus
disturbingly, the unnecessary depiction of her as a woman with no table manners is
demeaning to all working class women.
Two visions of the film are offered by David A. Cook and Peter Lev, and while they
begin from somewhat different premises, they wind up in the same place. First, Cook:
But the year’s ultimate expression of youth-cult fear and loathing for the
Establishment was probably Cannon Filiddg in which a hardcore blue-
collar bigot and a weak-willed business executive go on a murderous rampage
against a hippie commune that harbors the latter's daughter . . . suggesting an
unholy alliance between working class and bourgeoisie to exterminate the

counterculture.History 164-165)

195



Lev, calling Joe “an interestingly incoherent film,” recalls that ac&dePBoyle originally
envisioned the film as a “critique of blue-collar conservatism and a call forcaioe
violence—nboth in Vietham and at home,” and later says he was disturbed when it was
adopted by conservatives as a film expressing the concerns of the SilentyMBjdr as

Lev rightfully notes, “A text with several possible meanings is integdret one main
direction because of current events.” He goes on to repeat Cook’s contention thiat the fi
represents the alliance between the working and middle cl#ssesi¢an24-25).

While | agree in principle with the conclusions of Cook and Lev regarding this
burgeoning alliance of the two classes, | do not believe the film is an expressyouth-
cult fear” for the establishment, but rather a film that exploited a latsieder a
conservative backlash against the counterculture. Filmmaker Avildsen mésupala
conservative response from the audience in at least two ways. Histéirspato influence
the audience in an anti-counterculture direction was his decision to show the darktisede of
counterculture world through his depiction of Frank, the despicable drug-dealimgbdyf
whom critic David Denby described as “perhaps the vilest character mt vacerican
Films” (qtd. in Lev 24).

The second, and probably more important manipulation of the audience, came in the
rendering of the commune residents. Instead of the Haight-Ashbury, floweersion of
the counterculture, or the New Left, politically savvy version, Avildsen choosesad to
portray the counterculture as devious, thieving, drug-addled, and ultimately the @ty
working class. | believe Avildsen tries to have it both ways, engagingernvarted form of
relativism. On one hand, he elicits a visceral reaction from the left-leangtignce by

having the “unholy” alliance of Curran and Compton murder counterculture characters in
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cold blood; on the other hand, he appeals to a more conservative mindset when he suggests

that the “dirty hippies” brought the murderous rampage upon themselves through their

shameless and dissolute lifestyle. While Lev’s New York audience theshf®e with

violence from their theater seats, other audiences in other locales mgystaslikely

responded in the opposite manner, cheering the eradication of the “scum” that was ruinin

their country. They may not have cheered Joe, a despicable, twisted charadtery may

have cheered his actions. Finally, by positing Compton as an almost sympattietiof

his own actions—having been pressed into the murderous orgy that claims his own

daughter’s life—Avildsen almost exonerates the middle- class characteefmurders,

placing the blame primarily on Joe, the working-class “crazy.” Compton is paltesya

victim of the counterculture, which has taken his daughter from him; of the worksgj cla

whose violent representative has bullied him into an act he would never have conceived or

perpetrated on his own; and of his own weak character. Avildsen thus elicits both iadeft-w

and a right-wing response without doing permanent damage to the image of the maddle cla
Although Avildsen’s film seems to want it both ways, the film does represent a

transition of sorts from the youth/cult films of the late 1960s that privileged the

counterculture to films that utilized working-class protagonists in the 287s, despite its

negative portrayal of Joe Curran and, by proxy, the working class. During this period, the

working class again found itself at the center of many Hollywood films, & tiat had

become foreign to it during the youth/cult era. The character of Joe Curranclehily a

vile rendition of a working-class white male, helped filmmakers to redis¢bgaworking

class protagonist in 1970s Hollywood and paved the way for more films about the working

class from both the Left and Right.
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Dirty Harry
Released about eighteen months afterexploded onto American theater screens,
Don Siegel'Dirty Harry represented a response to the late-1960s films that privileged
counterculture values, offering a working-class protagonist who, through “police
vigilantism,” would make the streets safe for those victimized by thalipeficies of the
1960s. Arriving just before the 1972 election campaign got underway, a campaign that would
reinforce the law-and-order program of the Nixon White HoDggy Harry became what
many believe is the first of the right-wing reactionary films of tfzetleat often privileged
the working class and found fault with the counterculture and liberalism of tressiks
Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner write@amera Politica
The conservative reaction against the liberal programs of the Great Society
and the radical agenda of the New Left appeared in cinematic representations
that challenged the predominantly critical outlook of many late sixtras.flt
promoted values that were more counterrevolutionary than countercultural.
Whereas blacks and the poor were victims with whom one empathized in the
sixties, they became disturbers of the order in early seventies kiei3itty
Harry. (9)
In the film, Clint Eastwood plays San Francisco cop Harry Callahan, nigdam
“Dirty Harry” because, in Harry’s own words, he gets “every dirty job tloates along.”
Saddling Harry with all the dirty jobs is clearly an attempt to evoke sympathhe lone
cop who patrols the streets of San Francisco in search of a killer of women aneh¢hildr
Scorpio (Andy Robinson), and other felons, with little regard for the rights of theegicous

concern about collateral damage. It is this approach, however, that endeayet ltear
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right wing and to members of the working class whose fear of lawlessness @hdlsntge
was fueled by the Nixon and George Wallace campaigns of 1968. As Ryan and Kellner
write, “These ‘law and order’ thrillers transcoded the discourse of theaiggmagainst
crime and drugs waged by Nixon and Agnew in the early seventies. Thegauehicles
for conservative counterattacks against the liberalism that many congesvaimed for the
crisis in domestic order brought about by the sixties” (41@RYy Harry, in short, was one
of the first shots fired in the culture wars that defined the 1970s and shaped politics in
America for the next thirty years.

As a working-class hero of sorts, Harry Callahan is portrayed as the onehmaanv
bring down the serial killer who is not only terrorizing the town, but also blackmaieng t
city in the process. With each killing, Scorpio taunts the police with lettersl@nands for
ransom when he first kidnaps a fourteen-year-old girl and later hijacks a becisodls Lev
notes, these actions are designed to identify him with the real-life sisakkiown as
Zodiac who terrorized Northern California during the late 1960s and early 1970s and was “a
notorious figure who wrote taunting letters to the newspapers and was never caught”
(American31). Here, the film taps into the real fears being felt by a populace, whalengre
a character that is designed to be identified with the counterculture, but not ufiiththe
establishes the city of San Francisco as a cesspool of criminal andasrugés, tapping
into the fears and suspicions of the working class which was being told that the
counterculture and civil rights movements of the 1960s had led the nation down a path of
cultural, moral, and economic destruction.

Several scenes of the film are shot in the red-light district of Sanigcarto

demonstrate the decaying of the city. In one early scene, Harry and his Qdnitcer
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Gonzalez (Reni Santoni) are riding through the dirty streets at night it s#e8corpio after
receiving a call that a man with a suitcase like the one in which Scorpioysga rifle has
been sighted. As the camera captures the tawdry, dirty buildings and suggestjuees,
Harry turns to Chic and says, “I'd throw a net over all of them.” Shortly there#ie two
men see a man with a suitcase entering a building and Harry goes around biaai tmto
garbage cans to look in the window. Instead of a serial killer, he witnessesaam#si
opening a suitcase full of clothing and a prostitute whom we later learn i@ ‘GddeMary.”
Although Harry and Chico haven’t found a serial killer, they have exposed the underbelly of
the district.

In this same scene, Harry is attacked by several white men who come @ dle ai
“Hot Mary” when they assume Harry is a peeping Tom. They pull Harry down frem t
garbage cans and his perch as he looks in the window, and beat him with their fists. Only
Chico’s appearance from around the corner of the building with a gun pulled stops what
would have been a savage beating. While Chico wants to arrest the men, Hahiyntéd
let the men go. This act makes two clear ideological statements: Anwgjlistice is
acceptable, even if the perpetrators are mistaken and the victim is a plotee 8§ white
working-class men are privileged. This response by Harry is in starlasbtarhis reaction
to black men, represented in the early scenes of the film by bank robbers hadimchhy
and to the counterculture, represented in a twisted and exploitive way by Scdipimdny
members of the counterculture of the time, Scorpio is long-haired, and like some, he is
homeless, a drifter on the fringes of society. As Lev notes, “Scorpio is a enavdabbut
back-story, but his long hair and peace symbol belt buckle identify him with the hipgies, t

antiwar movement, and the social changes of the 198@sérjcan31). Although his
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background is never explained in the film, actor Andy Robinson notes in the DVD éxtras t

in the written script Scorpio was actually a disgruntled Vietnam Vetetat.Would explain

his sharpshooting ability with a rifle, on display in the opening scene of the fih@ sights-

in an unsuspecting young woman who is swimming in a rooftop pool and shoots her from a
distance. If Scorpio’s back-story had been given, it may have shined ayngratisetic light

on the killer, creating a more complex character and a more ambiguous en&ssgabat

would not have served the film’s purpose. By portraying Scorpio as pure evil, not a damaged
soul, the right-wing, counterrevolutionary message epitomized by Harnh@alt@mmes

across much more clearly.

Scorpio’s connection to the counterculture is heightened by his wearing of a peace
symbol belt buckle, a counterculture sign of the times. In a calculated efftetrtonstrate
disdain for the counterculture, the camera focuses on the peace symbol onheafiest
disturbing sequence in the film. The sequence begins when Harry is chosen to deliver
$200,000 to Scorpio as ransom for a fourteen-year-old girl, Ann Mary Deakin, whom he has
buried alive and who will die if not found quickly. In the process of delivering the money—
shot with the giant white cross of Mt. Davidson as the backdrop, establishingadary
Christ figure according to LeVAgnerican35)—Harry is kicked and beaten by Scorpio when
he agrees to turn his back to the killer. His life is saved only when Chico again cohees to t
rescue. This time Chico is wounded for his efforts, but Harry is able to stick Scotipia wi
knife that he had previously taped to his leg. The sequence continues when Harry picture
from a high angle shot beaten and lying on a couch, discusses the case with essidrBr
(Harry Guardino) in Bressler’s office. This scene is cross-cut witkemesaf a limping

man—we learn it is Scorpio when he arrives at a doorway—entering whatewdisaover
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is a park emergency first-aid service. When the police learn that the maoughs s
treatment, they question the doctor and discover that Scorpio lives as a squaiar at
Stadium.

In the next scene, Harry is shown pulling up to a cyclone fence at night in his car.
Harry climbs the fence and quickly enters the stadium. Shortly thereafégeine match is
used to show that Scorpio has spotted Harry. A foot chase ensues through the stands of the
stadium, with Scorpio hobbled by a knife wound and Harry nursing broken ribs. As the chase
continues, Harry’s new partner flips on the lights at the stadium and, in an ekdrgrshot,
Scorpio is shown in the middle of the football field. Harry yells “Stop!” and Scorpiouputs
his hands. But Harry ignores the surrender and shoots Scorpio in the leg. As Hisry wal
over to Scorpio, the fallen man issues a cry that would resonate in a negativelway wit
working- class audience in the 1970s: “I have the right to a lawyer . . . | have rigatsy”
rejects his pleas and grinds his foot into Scorpio’s wound in an effort to force haeththet
police where Ann Mary Deakin has been buried. In this scene, Harry’s brugatigiiorated
by the use of the camera. Instead of showing a close-up of the brutal irterroie
camera pulls back to an extreme long aerial shot of the action. Music that trapaced
Scorpio’s attacks in the past plays as the cries of the villain are hearieButdience is
spared the most brutal aspects of the encounter, which serves to preserve dldograsf
good, not a perpetrator of violence.

In an interview, Clint Eastwood, who rejected the notion that the film made a grand
political statement, acknowledged that the film mined a growing sentimére gotintry that
the legal system was more concerned with the rights of the accused than theTidiwas

accentuated in the scenes that followed. First, in a night shot, Harry is shown int&lhoue
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against the San Francisco sky as the camera looks down upon the Golden Gate Bridge. St
in long shot, the camera shows the excavation of a body from a hole—it is the body of the
dead Ann Mary Deakin, who could not be saved in time even with the efforts of Harry to
secure the confession. This scene dissolves to an establishing shot of a governciegt buil
Another dissolve shows the inside of the building, and a sign in the right of the fizafse re
“District Attorney.” As Harry walks into the district attorney’s o#fiche is shot from a low
angle and from behind in order to show the DA at work at his desk. The DA does not
immediately look up, but when he does, he says, “Does Escobedo ring a bell? Miranda? |
mean, you must have heard of the fourth amendment.” Harry does not respond, and the DA
continues, “What I'm saying is that man had rights.” Harry’s response syrebdiie rising
concern about victim’s rights. “Well,” Harry says, “I'm all broken up about theat'm

rights.”

At this point in the scene there is a quick cut to an older, academic-looking man who
is sitting on a couch across the room with a folder in his lap. Through the DA, we discover
that he is a judge and teaches constitutional law at Berkeley. The refer&erkdley, a
hotspot of student unrest in the 1960s, is another attempt to tap into working-class anger
towards intellectuals and students who protested instead of fighting in the giar &most
exclusively by children of the working class. While acknowledging the cos@out the
imminent danger to Ann Mary Deakin, the judge and DA indicate that Harry's faalget a
search warrant and his brutal tactics tainted any evidence he may have ethcokier
prisoner’s rights were violated, they conclude, to which Harry responds, “And Ann Mary

Deacon, what about her rights? | mean she’s raped and left in a hole to die. Who speaks for
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her?” The DA’s only response is, “The District Attorney’s office. If yeuus.” But the
response seems weak and impotent.
This entire sequence points directly to anger in America, and among the working
class in particular, about the emphasis on the rights of the accused. The sequgndates
the emotions of the audience because it clearly presents an extreme casthevhights of
the accused could place a young woman'’s life in danger. In doing so, it distoaw tiies|
Ryan and Kellner note, this was a common ploy in conservative police dramas of the time
Discussingirty Harry andThe French Connectigtthey write:
Both films contest the liberal theories of criminal justice, exemplifietien t
Miranda decision, that gave more rights to criminal suspects and curtailed the
powers of the police. In this vision, liberal criminal justice is unjust because it
prevents good cops from doing their job, and it lets criminals go free to
commit more crimes. Cops are portrayed as heroes whose zeal to protect the
innocent and society is misinterpreted as brutality by liberals. (42)
Christian Keathley, discussing the Left and Right film cycles of thensiege put it this way
in his essay, “Trapped in the Affection Image”:
The Fascist Cop films were those right cycle films that most explstiiged
the ideological conflict in American culture at the time. Like the leftecyc
films of this periodDeath WishandDirty Harry diagnosed American society
as diseased and corrupt, but saw radical liberalism as the problem. (304)
But in order to demonize the “liberal” legal system, an extreme case andemexésult
were necessary—ariirty Harry provides both. In a real case where imminent danger to a

potential victim was obvious, a search warrant would not have been required. As Lev notes,
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“Even Eastwood’s sympathetic biographer Richard Schickel notes that the filstates its
case—in emergency situations like this, the suspect’s right to remain(aseguaranteed by
the Fifth Amendment and the Miranda decision) might not apply” (35).

It is only after Scorpio is released from custody because of Harrgsghessions that
the peace sign appears in the film. Immediately following the scehe IDA’s office, the
film cuts to a close-up of a peace symbol painted on a wall. The camera pamsdetitre
the legs of a limping man approaching. As the camera focuses on a peacelsitihaikle,
the camera tilts to show that the limping man is who the audience suspects ibipie-Sc
The peace symbol could be interpreted as an ironic move—here is a man of unwarranted
violence wearing a symbol of the rejection of violence, and the Vietnam War icufzart
Initially, that’s how | interpreted the sign. But it cannot be taken out of the contthe &fm
or the time. By associating this symbol with Scorpio the film is making at dioenection
between the counterculture and lawlessness on the street, even if it is unikelg an
believes Scorpio is truly a “peacenik.”

What follows the shot of the peace symbol further draws a spurious, albeit damaging
connection between the counterculture and the worst society has to offer—the child
molester/killer. The shot of the peace symbol belt buckle and Scorpio is followed
immediately by a low angle shot of him looking out over a playground as young children
play in the park. This scene represents the second time in the film that Sconwris s
watching children at play. At this point in the film, Scorpio has already shot ded tike
young woman at the pool and a ten-year-old black boy, and has raped and buried Ann Mary
Deakin alive. What the audience knows of the heinous nature of Scorpio’s recentlpast at t

juncture in the film clearly trumps any thought that the peace symbol was todxze ironic.
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The scene at the park is followed by two important scenes that set up the final
confrontation between Harry and Scorpio. As Scorpio scours the playground for what may be
his next victim, the scene cuts to Harry, who is also in the park watching Scorpie. In th
following scene, Scorpio is shown in a dark and dingy strip joint, seemingly enjoying the
show in the underbelly of the city. A pan of the bar shows Harry sitting on its other side
watching Scorpio. The message is clear—Harry is following Scorpio. As 8degyes the
bar, the camera again pans the red light district that was shown earlieriimtiveén Harry
and Chico were tracking the tip they had received. The sequence then cuts igha slagt
of Scorpio, who is shown from a low angle as he steps from daylight down a set ofeconcre
steps into what appears to be the basement of a damaged and abandoned structure in a bad
part of San Francisco. As Scorpio enters the basement, he is greeted byoktkrgean,
shot in low angle and dim light to appear menacing. The audience quickly learns that Scorpi
has paid this man to beat him, which he does with enthusiasm after Scorpio taunthhim wit
the “N” word. In the scene that follows, as Scorpio is shown being wheeled on & guane
hospital, we learn that his strategy all along was to blame his beating ignaHdrto sue the
city—enriching himself and eliminating his menace.

This scene with the black man and Scorpio represents an overt effort to draw a
connection between the counterculture and the black community. It also servesriatdesig
the two groups as the “other” to those who live in Harry’s working-class world. The thug
hired by Scorpio could just as easily have been a white man. By making him a bfgckena
filmmaker links the counterculture, represented by Scorpio, and black men, reguldsent
the thug, in a conspiracy to undermine Harry and undercut the power of the police, the final

bastion of hope against a lawless society. In order to blame the counteranttlbiack
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community for the lawlessness in the streets, and to blame their emergendesiilsexal
policies, the thug had to be black.

This scene also represents the second time in the film that we encounter black male
who are operating outside the law. The first encounter takes place earlyiimtm®t long
after the shooting of the girl in the rooftop pool. As Harry walks into a diner to gleinlcis,
he notices a suspicious car parked across from a bank. As the scene beginsambybhres
music emanates from the car and the camera focuses on the street whatsseked
cigarettes have collected on the ground by the driver’s door. After orderitfgshbed,”
Harry tells the diner owner to call the police and to tell them a 211 (bank robbigry) is
progress. He is handed a hotdog and begins eating it when the sound of a gunshot pulls him
into the situation at the bank. The scene, as written, seems to be designed to showythat Har
is not a conventional cop—why didn’t he intervene before the gunshot?—and to establish
him as fearless and relentless when he has a criminal in his sights.ddaey the
restaurant, still chewing his hotdog, holding his .44 magnum to his side as he walks
deliberately across the street towards the bank. He calmly shoots the onéleantg the
bank and then turns his attention to the car. When the driver tries to run him down, shown in
a point of view shot from over Harry’s shoulder, Harry calmly shoots out the windsheld a
continues to fire until the driver loses control and hits a fire hydrant.

With the bank alarm sounding and water shooting into the air from the hydrant,
Harry, in a tracking point of view shot, again walks calmly to the man he shaidaae
bank. As he approaches the man, he notices a gun lying within arm’s reach of thedvounde
bank robber. It is here that Harry delivers his famous cinematic speech abpoxvtreof

the .44 magnum, “the most powerful handgun in the world.” He acknowledges that he

207



doesn’t know if he has fired all of his bullets or not, but finishes with a taunt. “You've got t
ask yourself, ‘Do | feel lucky? Well, do you, punk?” The robber resists megqébi the gun,
and then in a line of dialogue designed to draw a clear line between the whiteseletedti
the black bank robber, the black man says, “I gots to know.” This is an unnecessary use of
the vernacular, designed again to establish the black man as “other.” Harry thenhmoint
gun at the man’s head and pulls the trigger on the already emptied gun, smirkingevhe
hears the “click” of the gun. The entire sequence serves the purpose of l@s@gblery’s
credentials as an unorthodox cop, but it also does something else. It estaiishieite,
working-class cop as the protector of a society that is falling prey tedaméss, represented
here by black men who smoke too much, listen to loud music, and rob banks. As if to justify
the previous scene, the next scene shows Harry in a hospital being treateniby alsick
doctor who is obviously on friendly terms with the detective. This scene serves two
purposes—it deflects charges that Harry is racist, and it also establshesrking-class
credentials when he refuses to let the doctor cut off his pants, which have been sthined w
blood. When the doctor says it will hurt to pull the pants off, Harry responds, “[For] $29.50,
let it hurt.” Harry’s fear of ruining a pair of pants in the face of a posgilmshot wound
clearly establishes Harry as working class and as someone with whorkiagnbass
audience suffering from hard economic times would empathize.

After Scorpio successfully forces Harry to stop trailing him, the filraflgrprovides
some back-story for Harry. By this time in the film we know that somethingdmd h
happened to Harry’s wife (or ex-wife, it has not been made clear yet), but we don’t know
what. From the hospital the editor cuts to Harry on a roof again—this is a recuatimgim

the film as Scorpio sights his victims from roofs and Harry is often called upeekdsn
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out on those roofs. Along with Harry is Chico, in a wheelchair recovering from hisrearl
wounding, and a young woman we discover is Chico’s wife. They are apparently on the
rooftop of a hospital where patients are taken to get fresh air. During the scewe, Chic
indicates that he probably will not come back to the force. His wife chimes ingshgy

are tired of the constant “pig this and pig that,” referring to the derogaianterculture
reference to police common during the period. The message is that even a good and heroic
detective like Chico can be driven from public service by an ungrateful comnaumality

police force handcuffed by liberal laws. Harry and Chico’s wife are shovamghdhot

walking down the outside steps from the roof to the ground, conversing as they go. When
they reach the ground, she asks him how his wife deals with his being a detective, and w
learn through Harry that his wife is dead, killed by a drunk driver who crossedritex

line. In a calm voice he says, “There’s no reason for it, really.” This pitdee of back-story
offers some explanation for Harry’s life of solitude and his willingnessnastito take

unusual risks. It also humanizes him. He is no longer just a laconic, sometimes angry
sometimes smirking hunter of criminals. He is a victim of a crime himselftree audience
has no choice but to respond to that sympathetically.

The final chase of the film takes place after Scorpio robs a liquor st@mdshing a
whiskey bottle on the head of the owner and stealing his gun. Prior to the robbery, ttee camer
shoots Scorpio from a low angle, showing his legs and his pronounced limp as he walks the
dirty street on his way to the liquor store. The low-angle shot of Scorpio is a commbn mot
throughout the filnl.In the next shot, it is daylight, and a school bus is shown pulling up to a
stop. Scorpio hops onto the bus, initially engages the small group of young children on the

bus, and then holds a gun to the female driver’s ribs and tells her to drive. Thigst Hide
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sixth time in the film that Scorpio is shown preying on the weak and defenseless—he has
already killed two young women and the ten-year-old. Unlike Harry, who has been
established as a complex, rounded character through his brief but powerful back story,
Scorpio remains a one-dimensional character, the incarnation of unexplained and
unfathomable evil. This juxtaposition of the two characters serves the purposéohgist
Harry’'s actions, many of which are outside the law, while stacking theadgahkst Scorpio

in the audience’s eyes.

After a dissolve, a low-angle shot of flags and a government building appear.
Lieutenant Bressler is shown in the left of the frame, and the camera pheasight to
capture in a long shot Harry’s car pulling up from the right and parking at the awthek
tracking point-of-view shot of Harry follows him into the opulent building, down the hall to
the mayor’s office. The mayor announces that Scorpio has called and demandeddoans
the kidnapped children, and that he has agreed to pay it. Harry refuses the assignment
saying, “You can get yourself another delivery boy,” and walks out of the room.

In the next scene, a close-up of a small buffalo herd is shown in a medium shot as a
school bus passes from left to right in the background. It is clear that Scorpanleslit of
town with the children. A shot from inside the bus shows that Scorpio is losing patielnce wit
the children. He slaps one young boy when he begins to question what is happening. To this
point it is clear that Scorpio has entertained the children with sing-aladdsaa hidden the
fact that he is kidnapping them. As the journey continues, the audience sees an exigeme |
shot of a man standing on an overpass where the bus is turning. A closer shot shoves that it i

Harry, who, despite being told to stay away from the ransom drop scene, higait@atic
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where it would take place. Harry jumps onto bus. From inside the bus the camera captures
Scorpio shooting through the roof of the bus at Harry as the children scream and panic.

Scorpio takes control of the bus and runs it through a fence at an industrial site as
Harry is thrown into a large pile of what appears to be ground limestone. Scorpicsesudpe
runs towards the raw materials plant as the scene cuts back and forth betweesutitk pur
and the pursuer. A foot chase ensues through the plant as conveyor belts of raw materia
crisscross the various levels of the plant. After several shots are fimrgjdescapes out the
back. A point of view shot shows a young boy fishing near the river behind the plantoScorpi
is shown hobbling in his direction, again shot from a low angle as his limp is accdntuate
After grabbing the boy, he turns to Harry and demands that he drop his gun. grsy fe
doing so and then rises up in the best “man with no name” tradition and shoots Scorpio in the
shoulder, barely missing the boy, who runs to safety.

As he did in the scene at the bank, Harry deliberately walks toward the fatlgndsc
who has tumbled onto a small dock. Here Scorpio is shot in a high angle to demonstrate his
vulnerability, while Harry, arriving at the bank of the river, is shot in low atiglaughout
the scene to demonstrate his dominance. Again, as in the scene at the bank, Scorgio’s gun i
within arm’s reach. And again, Harry delivers his speech about the power of the .44
magnum, explaining that it could “blow your head clean off.” This time, howevger @amd
bitterness are in his taunt. He wants to provoke Scorpio, and that is clear by the dexysive
in which he says, “Do | feel lucky? Well, do you, punk?” As Scorpio reaches fouthe g
Harry fires, knocking the serial killer off the dock into the river. The last shScorpio is a

high angle shot of him floating face up in the river. For once the audience seseHisst.
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Not only is the shot more personal than it would be if he were face down, but it also
demonstrates that Scorpio, once exposed, is just flesh and blood.

As the camera returns to Harry, he is shown in close-up pulling his badge from his
coat pocket. After he looks at it, shown in an over-the-shoulder shot, the camera captures his
badge number in extreme close-up. As the camera pulls back, Harry rears badls &#nd sa
into the river. Cut to an aerial shot and Harry is shown walking away from tmeaincethe
camera, as the credits roll. In a scene reminiscent of severalwgesher most obvious being
High Noon Harry has tossed away his badge in disgust. But while Will Kane’s tossing of the
badge to the ground HHigh Noonis born out of disappointment with a community that has
turned its back on him in his hour of need, Harry Callahan’s action seems overdetermined.
His anger and disgust are seen as equally determined by the communitgnteprey the
mayor; by the police, who he feels have been neutered; by the liberal society hasi
created the conditions in which a Scorpio could flourish; and by the entire counterculture
which he sees as having sowed the seeds of the moral decay of America. Jina iway
acting for all the working-class white men in the audience who cannot walkfemayheir
jobs or fight back against the system. These men, for a few moments, live vicariously
through Harry; not only has he eliminated a hated enemy of the “America” timyava
believe in, but he has also stuck it to “the man.”

Unlike the films of the late sixties that privileged the counterculture and ofte
portrayed the police (read working class) as oppresBotyg,Harry offers a modern-day
sheriff who cleans up his town by whatever means necessary. At the time, dseae w
segment of society, part of which was made up of working-class white men, who agre re

for just that kind of justice. After years of protest about the war and riots itrée¢ssoy
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people in search of their civil rights, Nixon’s Silent Majority had been convingéasbdaw-
and-order campaign that the counterculture, anti-war protesters, and Afneancans were
responsible for the deterioration of the cities and the nation’s moral decay. Indif&&ging
several years of films from the left that criticized law enforeetnthe government, and
authority of all kinds, a backlash was almost inevitable. The angefdbakposed and
exploited was just the beginningperepresented the joining of the working class and the
upper middle class—members of Nixon’s Silent Majority—in their opposition to the
counterculture. BubDirty Harry takes resentment of the counterculture even farther. He uses
the power of society—even if he is operating outside acceptable parametexsetto e
revenge on those who would bring down America. Although critics blasted the film-r®auli
Kael called it “fascist medievalism’ and “right-wing fantasy” and Amdfarris described it
as “one of the most disturbing manifestations of police paranoia | have seen aednarsc
a long time” (LevAmerican35)—audiences responded to it. Although it was not as
successful as its sequels, it was popular enough to spawn several HatmgrCilihas. And,
as Ryan and Kellner note, while their studies showed that most people rejectedshgaen
of the film—that police vigilantism was acceptable and that constitutional postedor the
accused went too far—many surveyed accepted the film’s premise:
While our survey suggests that many viewers rejected the film’s vision of the
world, we should also note that in our oral interviews we encountered a
number of people who fully held the position of the film, and in a number of
cases where people disagreed with the solution to crime, they nonetheless
confessed to buying in temporarily to the action format and the plot premises

of the film. (45)
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Ryan and Kellner go on to say that some audience members who did not have right-wing
views were able to enjoy the film because they were able to reservegjudgna participate
in the “spectacle” (45).

The time was clearly ripe for this particular kind of “spectacle.” Maegple, liberals
included, probably found themselves pulling for Harry Callahan to end the terrorataget
by Scorpio. By creating a character of pure evil and pitting him against areasieng but
complex character like Dirty Harry, a man who in the words of his partner Cilizay's
gets the shit end of the stick,” the filmmaker makes it easy for the audienspend belief
in the Bill of Rights for a couple hours. Two years earlier, the film could probablyavet
been made. But in 1971, as Robert B. Ray writes, the Left and Right cycles irc@&mfém
were in full bloom. Although other Right-leaning films had come before, the “anggyit R
films didn’t come along until the early 1970s, dbidty Harry led the way. As Ray writes,
“Almost all the Left movies . . . used outlaws or outsiders to represent the countetsul
own image of itself as in flight from a repressive society. The Righsfiln contrast,
typically centered on cops or vigilantes engaged in war against crimi@8By). America’s
Silent Majority was angry and ready to fight back, and many, partiguteambers of the
working class who had suffered the most in the difficult economic times and in the
administering of the war, were willing to have Harry Callahan fighttia#te for them, if

only for a couple hours on the screen.

Scarecrow
The next film to be discusseficarecrowis an almost forgotten film about two men

who live on the margins of the working class, one recently released from ptsosea¥ing
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six years for assault and battery and the other returning from fivegme#ne road, and the
sea, as a merchant mari@earecrowcame during a period when the “buddy” picture was a
burgeoning genre. Following films likeasy RiderMidnight CowboyLittle Fauss and Big
Halsy (1970) and the lighteéButch Cassidy and the Sundance Kif68),Scarecrow
explores the relationship between two men, Max (Gene Hackman) and Franciendr(Ali
Pacino). While some have discussed what they perceive to be the repressed hdityosexua
inherent in this and other buddy pictures, that issue is not our concern (nor, in this case, do
we ascribe to that particular view). We will be exploring these men as meoflseworking
class that is struggling to survive in a world of shrinking wages and diminishing opportunity
as the mid-1970s approach. In contrast to the counterculture characters ah8\yyatt in
Easy Riderwho are operating outside the mainstream, these are men who are tetheted, albei
tenuously, to the working class. In some ways they are reminiscent of Joe Bucksmd Rat
Rizzo ofMidnight Cowboy1969), but they are more grounded and reflective of working-
class values. Whereas Joe Buck wants to hustle women and Ratso simply wants,to hustl
Max and Francis have a plan—they are going to be partners in a car wassburlit They
have not given up on the American Dream—they are still pursuing it, in their ownveayall
Max Millan (Gene Hackman) and Francis Lionel “Lion” Delbuchi (Al irag are
two men who operate on the margins of society. One, Max, has just been released from
prison, and the other, Francis (Lion as Max calls him), has just left the MeMhb&anes. By
chance, the two men meet on the road as they hitchhike east—like Wyatt and Babyin
Rider, they travel from West to East, again symbolizing the closing of the westatief—
to find lives they had either left behind or had not yet found. In “Lion’s” case, he isch&ad

Detroit to see the woman he left behind five years earlier and the chiltethas never seen.
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As for Max, he is headed to Pittsburgh to claim money he has deposited in a bank there wit
the intention of opening a car wash in that city. Shortly after the two men mgenake
plans to become partners in pursuing Max’s dream.

When the film arrived in theaters at the end of the summer of 1973, the Watergate
investigation was in full bloom and America was still extricatingfifsem Vietnam. Films
about the counterculture were being replaced in part by films about the Iweskifig-class
men and women. These characters, primarily men, were being victimizeedssaion,
were recovering from the Vietham experience, either personallyaomesmber of the
working class that fought it, and were struggling to understand a world thaharaging too
quickly. They were looking at futures that were, at best, uncertain, at west, Blpeaking
of Scarecrowand other “buddy films” about the failed pursuit of dreams, David Denby
writes in his 1973 essay, “Men Without Women, Women Without Men,” “In these films,
despite the dithering, aimless quality, defeat is built into the basic struetiferow from
the beginning that the two heroesSefarecrowaren’t going to make it, and we know the
same about the other down-and-outers who have recently become the ironic models of
American ambition and idealism in our movies” (170).

While some of what Denby says rings true—his cinematic experiencetahétld
him that these two men would ultimately meet with defeat—nhis pejorative laaghagt
the “dithering, aimless quality” of these films tips his hand. He doesn’hsse tharacters
as representative of a greater American story, but instead sees tisematad slices of life.
As he notes, “Despite all the adventures, all the experience, these moviesdake pla

vacuum, an America more mythical and metaphysical than actual” (170).
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Here is where | disagree, particularly in regardS¢arecrow While the two men are
clearly outside the mainstream, their quest is to become part of that neamstvbere
Denby sees a film about men whose “reality isn’t our reality” (170), | $ié@ ¢hat explores
the realities of lives led on the edges of the working class, lives thatosesgape the “quiet
desperation” that Henry David Thoreau wrote about. And doesn’t every life taleeiplac
vacuum of sorts? What else is a “slice of life” film but the exposure of a comfadivdd
outside the headlines of the daily ne®sarecrows a slice of American life that many may
want to ignore, but it is a reality for many who live on the margins of the workisg. cla

Coming four years aftdfasy RiderScarecrowexplores some of the same issues that
Dennis Hopper's film explored—a search for “America,” the quest for a owrdortable
material life, albeit a modest quest in this case, and the search for bglefginalways
from a working-class perspective, not the counterculture perspective. In vahgenerally
positive 1973 review of the film, Bruce Williamson refers to Max’s “pitifudliiing dream of
opening a car wash in Pittsburgh” and notes that the “seedy milieu” of theepi@sents a
“crippling state of mind” (206). Again, while | agree with his description of tHewmil
strongly disagree that it represents a “crippling state of mind,” or thasMeeam is
“pitiful.” While the milieu is seedy and the world that Max and Lion know existthe
edges of society, it is their quest to leave that world behind that makes the filntya pure
American experience, and in particular a working-class experieftt@ugh Lion is reduced
to a catatonic state by the film’s end, unable to contend with what life has thrbwm and
some of the decisions he has médslegrecrowis not a bleak film despite its reputation as
such. Despite being denied access to his five-year-old child by the child’s maotmestill

has Max at the end of the film, which is more than he had at the beginning. He has a true
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friend who has agreed to stand by him, someone who represents loyalty, eovuntiat the
heart of working-class values. While that may not seem like much to someonérmiyre
established in the mainstream of American life like Williamson, to someore@uges it
represents hope that a better day might come along, which is all many wddsageople
were wishing for in the early 1970s. Max’s hope, of course, is that Lion’s state is
permanent. The film does not answer that question, but it doesn’t have to. Max’s waingne
to hope and sacrifice for his friend is what matters here.

Like Dirty Harry, Scarecrows a product of the early 1970s, the post youth/cult
period. LikeDirty Harry, it provides working-class protagonists who are struggling to make
sense out of a world that has become alien to them. But while Harry Callahdmesees
underbelly of San Francisco life as a seeping sore on the city’s torso, Maloarsete it as
simply a stop along the road to a better life. Unlkety Harry, which is angry and seeks to
offer a cathartic experience for its working class audiedcarecrowdoes not offer any easy
solutions to this complex world. Whildarry demonizes the counterculture much lgasy
Riderdemonizes the working classcarecrowdemonizes no one. It refuses to blame the
counterculture and African Americans for the state of the nation or the state of its
protagonists’ lives. It doesn’'t even absolve the protagonists from blanteefootvn
conditions. It simply tells a story of two men on the periphery of the working alas
struggle to find their path to the American Dream.

Scarecrowbegins with an extreme long shot of a male figure making his way down a
barren brown hillside towards what appears to be a barbed wire fence. As tbe figu
approaches, the tall man (Hackman as Max), wearing a hat and sevesabfagtethes and

carrying a suitcase, slips under the fence, catching his coat on the wme @tint. He then
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stumbles, slipping down the bank of the hillside to a road. As this is happening, the film
intermittently cuts to a man (Pacino as “Lion”) watching the action frammdea tree. An
eyeline match cuts back to Max as he tumbles down the embankment, standing to wipe the
dust from his clothes in disgust. In this first scene, we meet the protagonisty,as
themselves, meet. Within a few minutes on screen, with little dialogue exchagigesen
the two men, they develop a bond that will carry them across the country in search of the
dreams. But the initial introduction is not smooth. In the film’s first line afodjue, Lion,
using the pretext of Max’s fall to begin a conversation, says, “How you doing? You.akay?
. Hi, 'm Francis.” He is met by silence from Max, however, and the two joakey f
hitchhiking position on the road for several minutes until threatening skies and high winds
indicate that time has passed, a storm is approaching, and night is imminentthisipaint
that Lion does everything he can to draw Max’s attention as the two statiorethesnsn
opposite sides of the road. Lion first imitates an ape, and then he pretends to conduct a
conversation with an imaginary phone. None of this has any effect on Max. But one thing
finally does—when Max attempts to light his cigar, he burns out his final matchctimas
to the rescue with a match. The film then cuts to a scene indicating darkness/gds Aust
as quickly, honky tonk music introduces a new scene and Max and Lion are on the back of a
truck as daylight is breaking.

This first scene accomplishes two things: it establishes the relationshigebd_ion
and Max, and it sets up the narrative of two men on the road to somewhere, even if they
never get there. Technically, tracking shots are used liberally as th@ckeg for position
on the road and as they eventually procure a ride. This technique is used throughout the film

as the men move from town to town, from railroad to highway, and from one experience to
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another. Tracking shots are juxtaposed with static shots of the men as they téyrgiopar

in towns along the way to earn some money for the trip, find a honky tonk bar to quench a
thirst in, or stop to visit a friend. But when they are outside on the road or the tracks, the
tracking shot is the shot of choice, demonstrating their inexorable march east

The indoor shots best illustrate the working-class milieu. The bars are lookky t
and the restaurants are truck stops. The bars are often shot with a redtengatdviding a
musty look to the environs. The bar rooms are often smoke-filled, and the clieatele a
always working class. The bars are places where you can find a drink, a wdight),ca
all three. They are boisterous places that people frequent with one purpose in mindik-to dri
until the world outside the smoky room disappears. Throughout the film Max and Lion find
experience after experience through a simple stop for a drink—one time fanthingmouth
woman played by Eileen Brennan, who becomes Max’s first woman after pmgbanather
time leading to a fight over another woman that lands both Max and Lion in jail and
ultimately leads to Lion’s mental breakdown.

The second major scene in the film establishes the relationship betweeno ther,
more firmly establishes the character of each, and sets them on theaweags Pittsburgh
and Max’s dream of opening that carwash. This scene takes place in a truck stopsdiner. A
they take seats at the counter with honky tonk music playing in the backgroundydais s
his first line of dialogue in the film as he turns to Lion. “Wanna go into business®kbe a
Lion responds in the affirmative, indicating that he has to stop in Detroit on the way to
Pittsburgh to see his child, and the partnership is sealed over breakfast. It ibdrerd/hax
gives Francis his nickname of Lion (short for Lionel) because he cannot lmaeglhto call

him Francis. During the scene, the two men are captured primarily in a two shottheut at
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far right of the frame a local is occasionally shown paying periphttegit@n to the two

men. In another moment that defines Max’s demeanor, the local walks behind the two, and
Max turns abruptly and asks the man if he has nothing better to do than listen to other
people’s conversations. The man does not respond to the hulking figure on the diner stool,
and then retreats to his seat. It is clear to the audience that the local wagasalropping,

and Max’s accosting of the man says much about Max’s paranoia, having just basedrele
from jail, and his inability to trust anyone. That trust issue adds even morat Welgs

decision to trust Lion, whom he has just met.

This scene also establishes a humorous tone that carries through most . therfil
example, Max orders an inordinate amount of food for breakfast, at one point sdlgastica
addressing the middle-aged waitress, who can’'t seem to keep up with his ordere ‘fifet’r
day?” While sarcastic, the line is delivered in such an off-handed way taefdrces his
rugged persona without alienating the audience. The scene ends with Lion unablaito rest
a laugh when Max, having already ordered half of the menu, turns to the waitress and for
dessert orders “a bottle of beer and a chocolate donut.” Although it is Lion whaoonédigt
tries to make Max and others laugh during the film, it is Max who often eliagier
through his rugged, abrasive, and occasionally over-the-top personality.

In the following scene, as the men shower and wipe the grit of the road from their
skin in a seedy hotel, Lion offers his theory of the scarecrow, from whichrthgdts its
title. In doing so, he explains his approach to life, and survival, as a man smallie.stae
scarecrow, he tells Max, does not scare crows—it makes them laugh. Thgthe s
chosen to be a scarecrow, not a fighter like Max. Later in the scene, as Max heded in

the cramped hotel room and Lion dries his hair across the room, Lion asks him whyehe chos
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him as a partner despite the fact that Max has already told him that he “amigplvith a
full deck.” Max replies, “Because you gave me your last match. [pause] You neake m
laugh.”

That line not only summarizes the relationship between the two men, but it also
represents the film’s attitude towards the working class. It is notes bitangry working
class, as presentedJoeor Dirty Harry. It is a working class that can still laugh, and still
wants to laugh, even during the toughest of times. Just as importantly, it is a wibakisng
that cherishes friendship and camaraderie, and honors selflessness.dtkisg wlass that
believes in the value of the individual even when that individual operates on the periphery of
society. And it is a working class that believes in work, ev&ta#recrow’ sprotagonists are
not currently operating within the mainstream of the economy. It is a workisg) ttlat was
generally missing from the Hollywood screen during the late 1960s.

The working-class value of hard work is best illustrated in one scene at thehome
Coley, Max’s long-time female friend whom we meet a little more than hglfivaugh the
film. Coley (Dorothy Tristan), who runs a small junkyard out of her backyard, is iheide
home with Lion and Frenchy (Ann Wedgeworth), when Lion walks into the batkyduelp
Max rearrange some of the larger appliances situated throughout the propertyitiaut
prompting, says, “You know, work. You gotta work.” He is clearly not impressed with
Coley’s organizational skills: “When we get the car wash, everythirmgsygo be in order.”
When asked by Lion what he intends to do at the car wash, Max’s work ethic and tapitalis
tendencies come to the fore: “Keeping things in order. Washing them cars, &imdy\waker
to the bank.” Here is a man who has just served six years in jail for assault but who has

retained his working-class values and his working-class dream.
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The film’s choice to judge neither the working class nor the counterculture is
exemplified in one short but humorous, as well as telling, interaction between thetwo m
and a “hippie” family. About twenty-five minutes into the film, Max and Lion are shown
reclining on the back of a pickup truck when the truck stops, seemingly in the middle of
nowhere, and lets the men off. They have hitched a ride with an older Native American
couple who have arrived at their little hamlet, and they now find themselvesl| seilesa
outside of any significant town. The film cuts to a deep focus shot of a crowded highway
with two young boys riding a bicycle towards the camera and a small bridge in the
background. The next shot is a close up of Max inside one of the vehicles. The camera pulls
back a little to show Lion to his right and a young woman holding a baby in the frant sea
The vehicle is stopped, and the driver, a long-haired young man, is shown in a three-quarter
turn towards Max. Two young boys are also in the vehicle, which is shot in a tight frame
with movement restricted and the sound of traffic and the young boys prominent. The woma
and man are clearly a young hippie couple. As we pick up the conversation, Max, hulking
and confined in the back seat, says to the young woman, positioned in a three-quarter turn
towards him, “So you’ve been eating rice for a year. My system couldn’t h&wadllfeShe
responds, saying, “It's very good for your system. Look at my baby.” Withghathands
the baby in a trusting way back to Max, who holds the child out in front of him in the
awkward way a hulking man would hold a child. As he gingerly sits the child on his lap, it is
clear almost immediately from Max’s expression that the child has wetrorAhithat point
he hands the baby back to the mother and says, “This is it. This is our spot.” Lion questions
the decision, but Max insists that this is the spot, despite the fact that the Wasiciot

moved. The moment takes on a comic feel when Lion and Max get out of the Volkswagen
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Van—the stereotypical vehicle of choice for the hippy crowd—and begin to walleup t
road. Nothing stands in front of them but a gridlocked highway and miles of road.

The scene, played for humor, contrasts sharply with scenes that depictiomnsract
between the working class and the counterculture in flm&Hdsy RiderAlice’s
RestaurantandJoe Although Max is clearly uncomfortable with his cramped quarters in the
van, there is never any hint of antagonism between the two groups. The decision of the
couple to pick them up, and their acceptance of the ride, depicts a spirit of dooperat
between the two groups. This is reinforced by the attempts of the young anaplgage
Max and Lion in conversation. It is clear from their wardrobes that neitheotimgcouple
nor the two men have much in material wealth. But the willingness to shareeisathér
while the ride is a short one, it is short only because of Max’s discomfort with halaveg
child. In a similar scene iAlice’s Restaurantwhen Arlo is picked up by a trucker, Arlo has
to hide his long hair beneath a hat in order to get the trucker to stop.

The visit to Coley and Frenchy in Denver leads directly to the beginning of a
downward spiral for Lion. One night when the four of them are out dancing in a smoky,
dimly lit bar, Max gets into a disagreement with one of Frenchy’s admiressahth
Frenchy, who is best described as a vacuous and curvaceous brunette in her tiuinses w
not shy about showing off her body, have become an item. Lion diffuses the situation before
it evolves into a fistfight and engages the entire bar in his antics, eventaaliyd the
crowd in a line dance into the street. But Max and the admirer have not forgottenheach ot
and when the line marches past the bar towards the front door, a medium shot of Max,
dancing behind Frenchy, shows him motion towards the door to the admirer, who is sitting at

the bar. Once the men are on the street, a fight ensues, and during the fightientlsicc
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punches a police officer. The incident lands both Lion and Max in jail for 30 days, but once
they get there Max refuses to have anything to do with Lion, blaming him for thenticide
For the first time in the film, the two men separate—neither can protect theettiez with
humor or with brawn.

Prior to the prison sequence, the two men were regularly shown in two-shots. Once in
prison, however, the two men are shown either in one shots or, in the case of Lion, in two
shots with inmate Jack Riley, who steps into the vacuum left by Max. But he is npaita
when he attempts to rape Lion and Lion fights back, he beats the smaller manongeaiyt
Lion and Max are reunited when Lion makes his way back to the barracks-style heoen w
the inmates sleep and he calls out Max’s name. Even here, Lion has not lost hig sense
humor. As Max kneels down to tend to his friend in the first two-shot of them since their
initial transport to the barracks, Lion, seated on the floor just inside the barrackkidoor
face distorted with swelling and blood, says, “Riley tried to fuck me, so lohiddk the shit
out of him.” Max’s only response is, “Ah, Jesus Christ.” Coming from a man like Max who
has brutalized others in his time, this expression of fear and concern carriesatdit
weight. Although Max exacts revenge on Riley later, beating him sengéiesshe gets the
opportunity, Lion never truly recovers from the beating he received. In subsequesd see
is increasingly shot in one-shots, standing alone in contemplation, a starlstctmé&arlier
scenes when he was either shot in two-shots with Max or was shot doing something to make
someone laugh. Max takes on the role of the scarecrow in these scenes, butithatclea
Lion is not the same.

The end, or what appears to be the end, comes to Lion shortly after the two men leave

prison and arrive in Detroit. Contradicting his earlier decision to not call the nadthes
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child before he visits her, he decides to call first, clearly fearing yenotebe welcomed at

the door. The following scene, played out primarily in close-ups of the man and woman on
the phone, she in her small apartment and he on a pay phone, devastates Lion. Before Lion
makes the call, Max, sensing his friend’s apprehension, says, “Just remeunnibey

person. And you were a kid before and you made mistakes and you ran . . . now youire a ma
and you’re going to straighten it all out.” This is another example of the apihe working

class that the film exalts. Unfortunately, Max’s pep talk can’'t wipe divayyears of pain

on the other end of the line.

As the phone rings, a shot of a cramped and messy apartment is shown. A little boy
plays on the floor in the left of the frame as a woman in hair curlers answers the phone
Excited at first to hear the voice of “Francis,” she instinctively toutiesrollers” in her
hair as if to tidy her appearance. Shown in a medium close shot, from a low amgt=fia
is apparent on the wall in the right corner of the frame, establishing her asRatholic,
which will play a key role in the climax of the scene. As the conversation contintlesea
up of the child on the floor illustrates his dramatic resemblance to Francis. (Lian)
conversation quickly turns angry and ugly when it is clear that Francis isingttg stay.
Although disappointed to hear that she has married, he tries to joke about it, but by now she
has recovered from the initial shock of the call and is remembering the \Wdig'd‘ you
leave?” she asks him. He has no answer, but says he did send money. “Yeah, | got it. A big
fat nothin’. You just left.” Throughout this part of the scene she is shot in a consistant cl
up. Suddenly, she seems to have an epiphany. The audience can almost see heingonstruct
the tale as she tells Lion the baby was stillborn because she fell and no oneurnddar

help her. “It would have been a boy, Francis,” she says. At this point, a series afpgasde

226



her, Francis, and the young boy are shown. But she is not done inflicting pain on the man
who hurt her. “Never got baptized. You know what that means. That soul cannot go to
heaven, Francis. That's what you did for your son’s soul, you bastard. You semt it int
Limbo. That soul cannot go to heaven.” The scene cuts to Francis as he hangs up. “Francis?
Francis?” she says, but he is gone.

Lion gathers himself for a moment and then steps out of the phone booth to where
Max, who has been shot in deep focus in the background intermittently during the scene,
awaits. “It's a boy,” Francis yells. Max, fooled by Francis’sifearance, replies, “You're a
man now. | mean. Goddamnit you're a man.” To Max, Francis is now a man because he has
accepted his responsibility and has “faced the music” with his ex-giudiri@ot because he
has fathered a son. This exclamation by Max illustrates another workirsgvaelag, the
value of responsibility, and it again reinforces the film’s generallyipesiiew of the
working class. But it is clear to the audience as the two men walk away theisfséife has
taken a dramatic turn. The camera lingers on the trunk of a car to capture a slnutediox s
that Francis has been carrying with him since the first scene of the-dilgihoebox that
contains a lamp that he bought for his child because it was one gift that would dyeriaper
for a boy or a girl.

The end comes shortly thereafter when the two men are shot standing in front of a
large city fountain adorned with several sculptures, including a lion, which at onespoint i
ironically shown in juxtaposition to a shot of Lion. In this scene, Max is always showa in t
background or on the far right of the frame as Lion plays games with fourechifdfront of
the fountain. He’s reading the palms of the four young children, who appear to be between 6

and 8 years old, and he entertains them with his Long John Silver imitationeknght
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Max senses something is wrong and that Lion has suffered a trauma. But Maxs appear
willing to let Lion work through his issues, partially out of loyalty and love, laat partially
because he does not know what to do. But when Lion picks up one of the children and steps
into the fountain, wading up to his thighs in water on a cold, gray winter day, Max jumps into
the fountain to help his friend and to rescue the frightened child. The camera capbures
women sitting along the wall of the fountain, assumed to be mothers or babysétecking

as they watch Lion wade into the fountain and begin rambling unintelligibly.

The film cuts next to a dimly lit interior as an elevator opens and two nurses step
towards the camera pushing a gurney. Max, seated down the hallway in an equglly dim
corridor, is shot in a medium shot as he turns, and his eyeline match makes it tleaigha
looking at Lion. As he approaches the gurney, a doctor tells him that Liomisrgat but
Max is in denial. “He’s foolin around. He’s foolin’ around,” Max says. He then walks to the
gurney and the camera tracks him. Here there is a low angle shot of him taingard to
the prone and unconscious Lion. He tells him he can’t open the car wash without him, and
then says something that demonstrates that he sensed something bad happened twation in t
phone conversation. “I'm going to take you back to that phone booth and find out what she
said to you,” he says, as if the booth itself held the answer to Lion’s sudden demise. He
shakes his friend, trying to awaken him from his catatonic state. As Lion isedleeay, he
says, “I'm going to take care of you, Lion.” The scene ends with a mediunofskiaix, shot
from the front, standing alone in the hallway as he watches his friend wheeled away

The film then cuts to a shot of Max standing in line at what appears to be a bus
terminal. As he reaches the front of the line, he speaks to the ticket seller:

Max: Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
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Ticket seller: Round trip?

Max: Yes. Round trip.
It is in this brief scene that we learn that Max indeed is going to give up his dreader to
take care of his friend. But while this scene could be played solely for its pathosudd
easily devolve into melodrama, humor again comes to the rescue. When Max discovers he
does not have adequate funds in his pocket, he takes off his shoe and twists the heel to
uncover what appears to be a $10 bill. He then hands the bill to the ticket seller toeomplet
the transaction and proceeds to pound the heel of the shoe on the counter to reattach the nails
as he and everyone in line watches.

As sad as Lion’s demise is at the end, the film does not end on a sad note. As the
credits roll, upbeat New Orleans jazz plays. The bond between the two workssgizén
has not been severed by one’s precipitous decline. Max, who was hopelessly cynical and
unable to trust anyone in the early part of the film, has been transformed hgtrosisaip
with Lion. This is evident in several scenes where he avoids violence as Ligmg, but it
is most evident in the final scenes of the film where he stands by his friend esdigitis
long-held dream in order to care for him. Hope remains that Max will returnRrtisiburgh
and that Lion will climb out of his catatonic state. The light moment at the ¢hd htis
terminal helps to lessen the effect of Lion’s decline. It also demagstiat Max retains
what makes Max unique, but that he has grown beyond that caricature by film’s end.

In all, the film portrays the working class in a sympathetic and reatistrmer. Max
is not perfect—he is irascible in the best of times and violent in the worst—and Lion is
clearly flawed, but they are men who know who they are and who have come to value what

is precious in life. By portraying these men on the edges of the working class in a
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sympathetic and understanding manner, the film presents a working classhloa¢ ithan

the stereotypical southern bigot or the fascist cop that too often representgaliithi/cult
films. In the one brief but significant encounter between Max and Lion and the
counterculture, the film also moves away from the cinematic binary of coundeecuérsus
the working class. While scenes like this made occasional appearances iikélEasy
RiderandAlice’s Restaurantthey were obscured in the youth/cult films by other portrayals
of an intolerant working class. Here, for one of the first times in the 1970s, thercaltote
and working class are portrayed as different, but not incompatible. Unlikegbeard

hatred spewed by Dirty Harry Callahan and Joe Curran at the counterculturantbaion
have no time or energy for that. They are busy trying to live their lives as treyepgbeir

own modest version of the American Dream.

The Last Detalil
In the next and final film to be discussed in this chaftee, Last Detajlwe will

continue to explore the renaissance of sorts of the working class in AmelnecaArfiong
other films of the era lik&ive Easy PieceandChinatown and | would includé&carecrow
this film represents a brief moment in American film history between th#niault era and
the new blockbuster era of the mid-1970s “when movies mattered,” in David Thomson’s
words The Decad&3). The Last Detaibelongs among the group of films that Thomson is
alluding to. In this case, what “mattered” was the positive representaticorkihgrclass
men, lifers in the Navy, who are doing their best to survive in a world that cossiteeir

every movement.
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Citing Thomson’s work on the era, Noel King asserts that this brief era cofpar
films” became the aesthetic “path not taken.” He writes, “This excitiltgral moment is
lost as mainstream genre filmmaking is re-established, often by theouary Yurks who
supposedly were moving away from traditional forms of cinema” (29). In addition to
celebrating the director as auteur in American film, many of these éasTilms tended to
be character-driven rather than plot-driven. As David Bordwell writes, “Clesrdidtzen
films of the New Hollywood likeCarnal Knowledg€1970),The Last Detai(1973), and
Shampod1975) made filmmakers aware of alternatives to the ‘externally’ mrive
protagonist” The Way84). This character-driven moment in Hollywood is obvious in a film
like Five Easy Pieceshich tells the story of a well-to-do concert pianist, Bobby Dupea
(Jack Nicholson), from an artistic family who tries to find real meaning ififaiby
exploring the working class. Bobby Dupea’s self-exploration leaves him withewess,
but three years later ifhe Last Detaithe same actor, with the help of director Hal Ashby,
explores the working class from the position of a Navy grunt. The result s thél treats
its working class protagonists with sympathy and understanding while iexplbe rigidity
of military life and the limits of the American Dream for those caught mstrwting
working-class lives.

The Last Details the story of two “lifers” in the Navy who are assigned the task of
transporting a young sailor from Norfolk, Virginia to Boston to serve eighisyea
attempting to steal $40 from a collection box of the admiral’s wife’s favoritétgh@he
disproportionate punishment for the minor offense sets the stage for a raucoushrgsnor
the two lifers, Bill “Bad Ass” Buddusky (Nicholson) and “Mule” Mulhall (Otis Young)

decide to help the young sailor Larry Meadows (Randy Quaid) experiéndeiling the
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week they are given to deliver him to the brig and return. Their trip consigtdrahken stay

in Washington, a visit to both a bordello and a counterculture party in New York, a brief
journey to Meadows’s working-class home town in a failed attempt to see hig naoithe
cookout on one of the coldest days of the year in Boston. During the journey, the audience is
introduced to the simple lives of all three men as they attempt to carveesubfidignity in

a world that gives them little room to operhte.

As “lifers” in the Navy, Buddusky and Mulhall live what Diane Jacobs refeas t
“constricted” lives. Comparing the film to Ashby’s earli¢arold and Maud€1971), a film
about the romance between a free-spirited 80-year-old woman and a teenage boy, Jacobs
writes, “If life’s possibilities are limitless in the earlier work, thees we see here are
unremittingly constricted; and the sanguinity of the martial parade rhatiaccompanies
the three sad Navy men on their voyage is a counterpoint that underscoresethisdlity”

(225). Jacobs is referring to the familiar marching music that plays ittentty during the

film to indicate another move on the trip north to Boston. The marching music also conveys
another message—the regimented lives that the three men lead, particularlykigwhdus
Mulhall. Despite the rigid quality of their lives in the service, these worklags characters,

like earlier working-class protagonists Luke Jackso@adl Hand Lukeand the title

characters oBonnie and Clydeepresent a link to the counterculture of pre-1968. As
Christian Keathley writes, referring to these early 1970s films andrteeitheroes, “An
important characteristic of these films is that their heroes exist iddlexposition between

the “official hero” and “outlaw hero” favored by classical cinema. [. . .] Winitest of these
figures do not directly challenge the established system as the figurescolitter-culture

cycle did, all are at least partly alienated from it” (299). (See Intraduendnote V.)
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This alienation, palpable Bcarecrowas well, establishes a connection between the
working-class heroes and their real-life counterculture counterpartsjidsrntfilms like
Cool Hand LukeandBonnie and ClydeFor that reason, these films in some ways represent a
brief return to the pre-youth/cult films that established working-classebers surrogates for
the counterculture at a time before the counterculture became the subject du jour in
Hollywood. One major difference here is that, unlike in the earlier filnescounterculture
makes an appearance here. Also, while the working class is portrayed as énanntol
“other” in youth/cult films, by contrast the counterculture is depicted in tinmsviiith
sensitivity and a little humor, in much the same way that it was trea&mzhnecrow
Although it is clear in the “party” scene that the working-class sailors @naterculture
Greenwich Village inhabitants have little in common, the film chooses to loadadyit and
humorously, at both groups. In doing so, the film also demonstrates that while the two groups
may at times speak different languages, they can converse. Later imagbisrave will
explore the scene where Buddusky, Mulhall, and Meadows encounter the countetaulture
illustrate how the interaction between the two groups differs greatlytirermteraction
between the working class and the countercultuinty Harry andJoe

The Last Details an ironic title because the central point of the film is that there is no
last detail for men like Buddusky and Mulhall short of retirement from the seiglifers
their lives and their activities are determined by the Navy and their ownaspén the first
sequence of the film the camera tracks a messenger from the “chiefl.@h.) as he
scours the base at Norfolk for first Buddusky and then Mulhall to give them thgmrassit
to take Meadows to the brig. The tracking shots set the template for shotarthroughout

the film as the three men are often shown walking three-astride throygiredgts, bus
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terminals, and train stations. These shots not only display movement, but they connote the
inexorable march towards Meadows’s imprisonment. We quickly learn that Buddwsky a
Mulhall share more than a career—they share an attitude towards authority. @pog he

that the “M.A.A.” wants to see him, Buddusky, shot reclining in a comfortable ataire
messenger stands in the background of the deep focus shot, says, “Tell M.A.A.a¢k go fu
himself.” He then proceeds to pick up a clearly warm bottle of beer, rinse®tiik out

with a swig, and spits it into a bucket next to his chair. After a dissolve, ana@itidng shot
follows the messenger to a room where a black sailor is ironing his uriftaran over-the-
shoulder long shot, we meet Mulhall for the first time. Mulhall's response to themngess

like Buddusky’s, anticipates the worst. As lifers, they know a messengertfeokh.A.A.

rarely means good news. “l ain’t going on no shit detail,” Mulhall says. Aftere brief
pleading from the messenger, the scene ends in a dissolve as Mulhall sayss|fitwat t

M.A.A. to go fuck himself. | ain’t going on no shit detail.” On the other side of the dissol
however, Buddusky is shown walking down a dim and tight hallway, now fully dressed. This
opening sequence clearly demonstrates that, despite their differences thasee much in
common between the two working-class men.

This first sequence introduces several important elements for the fit.iFir
establishes the film as a realistic narrative through its coarsedge@nd its stark and gray
visual look. David A. Cook writes that the film contains “forty-seven mother-fgcker
according to screenwriter Robert Towne (111), capturing the salty langutgesaiilors.
The film takes place in the winter, and everything from the gray skies toave lgrass
around the squat brick buildings connotes the meager quality of the sailors’ exigtenc

Jacobs says, “The world looks ugly and cold; the colors, especially the instityBtoas,
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reinforce the tawdriness of these men’s lives” (227). The sequence alsiiséss the film's
tone as Buddusky’s irascibility is contrasted to Mulhall’s more cautious apptrodce
service, hinting at conflict to come along the journey. Finally, the sequisacestablishes
not only the toughness of the men, but their attitudes towards authority after seeuing th
adult lives in the service—although neither man tells the M.A.A. to “fuck himself’rsope
This kind of realism in look and in tone would ring true to anyone who has ever served in the
armed forces or any regimented lifestyle for any length of time. Tigeidéae, as Cook notes,
might still shock a film audience of 1973, but it would not shock those who lived the life of a
sailor.

Arriving in the theaters as the Vietnam War was winding ddwe, Last Detalil
makes only one mention of that war, and that takes place during the visit to the
counterculture party in New York. It is clear from the start that althouglfilthiss about
men in the military, it is not a military film. It is also a film that could noteheeen made a
year or two earlier because of the public backlash against the militameaslt of the warr,
although much of that was unfairly placed on the shoulders of returning soldiersembe sc
at the counterculture party, which we will explore, would have played out much wiiffeife
the film had come out in the midst of the war protests of the late 1960s. More precisely, tha
scene would not have been shot. Conversations between working-class militarydmen a
members of the counterculture did not take place in 1969 films—unless one counts violent
arguments.

The Last Details a film about men trapped in a comfort zone, so to speak. While
neither “Bad Ass” nor “Mule” is particularly happy with his life, the regmtation of the

service seems to suit them, despite their complaints about “shit details.bmipésithat
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neither quite understands that about themselves, but they do see it in Meadowsnin a te
piece of dialogue in the film, also touched upon by Jacobeliywood Renaissance
Buddusky turns to Mule and says, “Let me tell you something about a kid like Meadows.
He’s the kind of guy who's going to the brig and secretly he’s probably glad. On tideouts
too many things can happen to him. All of it bad. This way, the worst part’s already
happened. He’s probably glad.” While the brig may be Meadows’s safe havenytbe ser
has become theirs. As working class men growing up in the 1950s, as both men were, the
military must have seemed like a legitimate and safe choice when théganfisdecade

and a half later, however, that life has become a comfortable prison for both men, one who is
divorced (Buddusky) and the other who has never married because he still taekashesr
mother (Mulhall).

Despite the cold grayness of the film about the constricted lives lived by its
protagonistsThe Last Details in large part a film about relationships. Audiences can walk
away from the film feeling angry and disconsolate over the plight of Meadows, &hd
Buddusky, or they can choose to celebrate the humanity demonstrated by these men.
Throughout the film, despite the anticipated grim ending of the journey, the twaéder
teach Meadows how to be a man—at least how to be a man in their image. A young man who
has been abandoned by a father and raised by a disinterested mother—the trid ¢osiigw
to see her home unveils a “home” that is in disrepair and unkempt—Meadows is in @esperat
need of male mentors. Buddusky and Mule offer that mentoring, teaching Meadows#eanore |
lessons in a week than he has learned in a lifetime. Most importantly for our @uithese

teach him working-class values—how to stand up for yourself, how to accept redpipnsibi
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for your actions, and how to demand to be recognized as a man even when your power is
limited and your life is constricted.

The early part of the film is peppered with two-shots of Buddusky and Mule and one-
shots of Meadows, even when they sometimes seem contrary to common sense. pler exam
in one scene in a train headed north to Washington, Buddusky and Mule are sitting on one
side of booth-like seating and Meadows is on the other. While this positioning works for t
dialogue and demonstrates that the two lifers have each other and the Navy mngomm
while accentuating that Meadows is on his way to a lonely place, in the real meorld t
prisoner would be blocked from entering the aisle by one of the “chasers¢ &#t men
taking him to the brig are called. As the film proceeds and the men get to know each othe
more, however, these shots tend to vary, with Meadows becoming part of the group. But as
the trip comes near to its end, the two-shots of the chasers and one-shots of Mgadows a
become prominent in preparation for the “break-up” of the trio.

Not long after the men begin their trip north, Meadows shoplifts some candy from a
counter while handcuffed. The audience is let in on the little caper as it is shdidhamal
Meadows, but Buddusky and Mule are kept in the dark. Meadows engages in another
shoplifting caper shortly thereafter, and when Mule asks him where he gonhthetlat he
is eating on the bus, he says, “I had it with me.” The shoplifting scenes do two things—the
paint a sympathetic portrait of a young man who can’t seem to control his klepaoarachi
they lead to a major turn in the story. As they travel on the train to Washington, thgepass
of time demonstrated by a series of dissolves, Meadows falls asleep. When herdead, s
the candy he has stashed in his coat sleeves slides down and Buddusky notices itjtpointing

out to Mule. Meadows awakens, appears to suddenly realize that he is headed tpgail, lea
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from his seat, and runs up the aisle. The two chasers catch him and bring him back to his
seat. Despite his aborted attempt to run—a senseless act inside a moving traifterriath

of this moment brings the three men closer together. As they get Meadduwts bacseat he
says tearfully, “I'm sorry. I'm sorry. . . . | had money.” In short, he is heanledyht years in
the brig not because he wanted to steal, but because he could not control his impulses.
Because of his fragile emotional state, the two chasers decide to take thmtodin in
Washington to “let him cool off.” It is here that the three men begin to bond and the life
lessons begin.

The stopover in Washington and subsequent journey through New York to Boston not
only reveal the character of the protagonists involved, but they also reveakétinade
towards working-class characters in New Hollywood films. In each addhjgences to be
discussed below, the working-class characters are portrayed as men pfgwiand values.
Even when those values clash with counterculture ideals, or with more politimatygic
mainstream ideals, the protagonists are never made to look foolish. Their inribgenue,
particularly in the case of Buddusky and Mule, are always on display, as is hieat et
foundation. Buddusky, despite his volatile temperament and “bad ass” attituddjiagrhet
has by his own admission cultivated, is never mean-spirited or abrasive t@ aviyoloes
not deserve the “bad-ass” treatment. In Mule’s case, his dignity is evdenghout, even
when his conservative approach to the journey clashes with Buddusky’s. It cab@ever
forgotten that Mule is a black man in the service of “the man,” in this case tlye Niav
options are even narrower than Buddusky’s, and his reluctance to accommodite/dlea

needs and desires must be seen through that prism.
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In two key scenes in Washington, D.C., Buddusky exposes his working-class values.
In the first incident, he teaches Meadows a life lesson. In the second, he makeks a st
against racism. In the first scene, as the two chasers sit on the righit sicestaurant booth
and Meadows sits on the left, the young man orders a cheeseburger. When his sandwich
comes and the cheese is not melted, Buddusky insists that he send it back. “Send the
goddamn thing back, Meadows. You're paying for it. Have it the way you want it,” be say
It is not the sandwich Buddusky is concerned about here. It is Meadows'’s [mhssieanor.
Buddusky knows that Meadows will not survive in lock-up unless he toughens up. In a
second scene, the three men encounter a racist bartender as they try toybugdteailor a
beer. As they sidle up to the bar, the bartender demands an identification card from
Meadows. He then points at Mule and says, “The law says | have to serve himg' tddi
he won't risk his license by serving an underage drinker. When Buddusky challeages
bartender, the bartender begins to reach beneath the bar, implying that heméseasgfor
protection. When Buddusky challenges him to produce it, he threatens to call the shore
patrol. At this point, Buddusky takes out his firearm, slams it on the bar and saysh# am
motherfucking shore patrol, motherfucker.” The next shot, following a straightleuws the
three men running across a busy street towards a stationary camera.€lleglang. After
reaching the sidewalk, they are picked up in a dolly shot, walking towards tleeacam
Throughout, Buddusky is imitating the “cracker” as they move briskly down thed.dtre
then turns toward Meadows and says, “You ain’t leaving D.C. until you've gotyafbiklbf
beer.”

The scene is important because it demonstrates a white working-class man

confronting another white working-class man on behalf of a black man. Sceneseof whit
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bigotry were common in the youth-cult films, so this represents a welcoemaiic
departure. While the “cracker” bartender clearly represents a negatictiatepf the
working class, Buddusky’s reaction to the racist more than counters that irnpré&ssspite
his flaws—his crudity, his misogyny, and his temper—his values are generally
commendable, and they are presented as such throughout the film.

In a later sequence in Washington, after the three have missed the train because of
their drinking and have checked into a hotel, the men bond and Buddusky continues his role
of mentor to Meadows. Filmed in a cramped, sparsely decorated hotel room, the editor us
series of dissolves to express the passage of time. This editing techniqueralsstoes
the marathon nature of the drinking session and shows how the men move from “chasers”
and prisoner to mentors and young man. Its comic elements aside, it also géetsreely
affectionate look at three working class men trying to get by in a world digrievad up
against them. During the long sequence, the men are shown in a series of one and two shots,
for the most part, with Mule and Buddusky shown several times conversing about Meadows
like proud parents rather than chasers as Meadows sits on a bed or chair witgren sty
his face.

As the young sailor's mentor/parent, Buddusky decides, in grand drunken fashion, to
teach Meadows a useful skill—ignoring that Meadows will never get a chance ito lnsa
humorous scene, Buddusky, clearly full of himself, shows the young sailor thegaats si
used by a signal man, emphasizing the difficulty of the skill. In a humorous Méaadows
perfectly mimics Buddusky’s arm signals during a “quiz,” and Buddusky hakeéaatnew
tack: “Must have a flair for this sort of thing. Some people do, you know. | do. | haaie a fl

for this.”

240



In a more serious moment, Buddusky tries to teach Meadows a survival lesson,
knowing that the brig will not be kind to him. The short scene, which changes the tone of the
hotel sequence from humorous to potentially violent as the men get more and more drunk,
begins with Meadows asking Buddusky a question:

Meadows: Why did you get mad at the bartender? [Referring to the “ctacker

bartender from the earlier scene].

Buddusky (incredulous): Don’t you ever get mad at anyone?

Meadows: Not someone who's just doing his job.

Buddusky: You don’t ever get mad at nobody. You're just a pussy.

After stomping and clenching and trying to get Meadows angry, tellinghatrahother

person who was “just doing his job” is sending him away for eight years, Iieasttiget a

rise out of the young sailor. It is then that the older sailor briefly snaps, pureclang and
insisting that Meadows punch him. When Meadows refuses, he tries to goad him into an
attack by saying, “I'm taking you to jail, motherfucker,” but to no avail. In the slext

things have settled down, and Mule and Buddusky are again shown in a two-shot talking and
laughing and pointing at Meadows, who is shown in a long shot standing at the toilet
relieving himself.

The significance of this scene is two-fold. Within the context of the story, it shows
that Buddusky, although his approach is crude, is protective of the young man. That
revelation exposes the conflict within Buddusky about taking the young man to thadrig a
anticipates a difficult ending to the journey. Within the context of the cinenrafid & a
positive depiction of the working class. Although Buddusky's approach is one of tough love,

it is love nonetheless, and the film recognizes this as a virtue.
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Another key sequence takes place in New York at a party being thrown by a woman
in the record business and her counterculture friends. Meadows and the other twiteate i
to a party after Meadows has been overheard chanting “nam myoho renge kyof.in a ba
Meadows has picked up the chant after hearing a Nichiren Buddhist group charthiag a
three men walked past a brick structure in the Village. Such groups were comnen in t
1970s in arts communities like Greenwich Village. As the party drags on, Mule and
Buddusky are often shown in a two-shot on a couch, laughing and pointing at Meadows, who
is engaged in conversation with Donna (Luana Anders), the woman who invited them to the
small party. But more telling are the interactions both Mule and Buddusky havéevith t
counterculture characters. Buddusky spends a great deal of the evening tryingéocasedu
young woman with tales about “doing a man’s job” on the sea. Her reaction, bored but not
condescending, allows him to act foolish without being a fool. He is clearly cutdf tvith
the new world that exists outside the naval base, but the scene is treated withrfight
instead of smugness. In a youth/cult film, this scene would have almost gegtaded in a
confrontation or in the ridiculing of the sailor. But here, it just ends after sevesal\#s as
the young girl quietly walks away from an incredulous Buddusky.

Mule’s experience with the counterculture at the party is even more té€llings-cut
with Buddusky’s attempted seduction and Meadows’s quiet conversation with Donna, Mule
is shot sitting on a couch with a young woman as a young man, clearly aechgjitatal,
leans into their conversation from a chair at the left of the frame. Theyl alemahg a
“joint,” a common communal act in the seventies. The audience is introduced to the three on
the couch with a direct cut from Buddusky’s attempted seduction. The young angry man on

the right leans in and says abruptly, “There’s got to be one thing you don't like aloat Ni
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The brief dialogue sets the tone for the conversation and also introduces a raajof tg
day—Nixon and the specter of Watergate. Mule does not respond. Again, confrontation is
avoided. The scene cuts back to Buddusky and then returns to Mule on the couch as the
young woman asks, earnestly, “Why don’t you see more black officers?”svielgdonse is
the closest he comes to a political statement in the film: “Because ygotteehave a
recommendation from a white, usually.” The serious nature of his response diatahye
disrupted when the young man leans in again and says, “Nothing that Nixon saysdist
you. Is that right? Just tell me. Is that right?” This lightens the moamehagain the scene
cuts to Buddusky’s flailing attempt at seduction and back to Mule on the couch. Now the
young lady on the couch asks, “How did you feel about going to Vietham?” Mule responds,
“Man says go, you got to do what the man says. We're livin’ in this man’s world yaf”
he asks. The young girl, taken in by his sincerity, looks at him and says, “Oh, wow.” Mule
can only laugh.

This sequence demonstrates the wide gulf between the “lifers” and thercaliate,
but it does so in a gentle way. At no time does Mule lose his temper and lash out at the
counterculture characters who, while sincere, do not understand that his choicegete |
while theirs are not. Mule is doing what he can to survive and take care of his mether. H
doesn’t have time to philosophize about the world and question it. It is what it is, and he’s
trying to navigate it the best he can. But most importantly, none of the chai@etdreated
meanly. Although the young radical comes close to parody, his passion is not didmisse
Mule or the film. And while Mule clearly has nothing in common with these young
“bohemians,” he demonstrates no animosity towards them. Again, here we have dialogue

even if it is only the early stages of real dialogue. These two groups, tkiagvolass sailor
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and the counterculture youth, might not understand each other, but they are not tyelling a
each other or bashing in each others’ skulls. Four years earlier, that would haveebesse
in a youth/cult film.

The film ends on a somber note as Meadows, finally learning the lessons that
Buddusky has taught him, tries an aborted escape as the three men have a cookautign fre
weather in a Boston park. As the sequence unwinds, Mule and Buddusky are shown almost
exclusively in two shots as Meadows is often shot alone. In one scene, shot in deep focus, the
two men are sitting at a picnic table in the foreground and Meadows is a dehbid them
as the park, covered in snow, spreads out behind him. At this point, Buddusky and Mule are
lamenting their “shit detail,” with Mule trying to keep focused on their respiihs

Buddusky: He doesn’t stand a chance in Portsmouth, you know. Goddamn

grunts kickin’ the shit out of him for eight years.
Mule: | don’t want to hear about it.
Buddusky: Maggot this, maggot that. Marines are real assholes, you know
that? Takes a certain kind of sadistic temperament to be a Marine.
As this conversation carries on, the camera cuts to a one-shot of Meadows. Heps in dee
thought. Standing, he starts to slowly wander off. The scene cuts back to Buddusky @and Mul
at the table. In an eyeline match, Buddusky looks left and the scene cuts to Meadows,
walking away from them. “What the fuck’s he doin?” Buddusky asks. Meadows, using the
signaling signs taught to him earlier, signals “Bye bye,” and takesmiing. He is chased
down by Buddusky, who has pulled his pistol from its holster, with Mule following.
Buddusky gets to Meadows first and knocks him down, beating him about the head with the

butt of his gun. A long shot of the three men rolling in a snow-covered leaf bed dissolves to a
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shot from the inside of a moving bus, and this is followed by another dissolve as the bus pulls
up to a base not dissimilar to the one at Norfolk. Again squat, brick buildings are situated on
flat land with no shrubbery, except now the land is snow covered.

The film ends with Meadows being escorted by two “grunts” to his cell, followed by
one final confrontation between Buddusky and Mule and the captain (Michael Moriarity)
they are reporting to at Portsmouth. As Jacobs notdsligwood Renaissancéleadows’s
walk up the stairs, supported on either side by a marine, is “disconcertingt &2»€). As
Meadows and the marines walk up the stairs, a deep focus shot shows them moving towards
the metal gate that will close behind Meadows for eight years. The steparesw, and as
the men climb we see only their backs. The five-day adventure is over, and, asaher fis
taken through the gate and the sound of the metal doors clang behind him, resaility Hes
camera lingers on the gate for a second and then cuts to a high-angle shot of Mule and
Buddusky at the bottom of the stairwell, looking forlornly towards the gate.

The final confrontation takes place in the young captain’s office. The age of the
officer helps to set up an imminent conflict with the older veteran saildienWhe captain
sees that Meadows has been beaten, he asks whether the prisoner tried to etscayn B
say no. He then accuses them of abusing Meadows. When he then tries to catch them on a
technicality—"“You haven't left yet,” noting that their papers were not piggegned in
Norfolk—the two veteran sailors stand together and say they want to see thenchngma
officer. When he reluctantly signs the papers and sends them on their way, Buglelssk
one final jab as he quickly checks the papers and then drops some on the captain’s desk,
telling him, “You're supposed to pull a few copies.” This final show of solidarity and

defiance demonstrates both courage and a sense of class consciousness. Th&ogung of
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has rank on them, and he most assuredly has graduated from the Naval Academy, but in this
case the working-class sailors are in the right, and they are not wallney bver for “the
man.” It's a small victory, but a victory for the working class.

The film concludes with both chasers walking away from the base as nachingar
tunes play again. Although they are initially tracked, the shot ends with thikmguvato
the distance and around a corner. The scene and film end as the men first express thei
disdain for the captain and the detail, and then turn their attention to the trip home. Both men
decide to go different ways. Mule is going to see his mother, and Buddusky, who has no
family, is “probably headed back to New York” for a day or two. But although theyego t
separate ways here, their final destination is the same. They will both end upatk No&f

couple days, and they will resume their constricted lives once more.

Conclusion

The New Hollywood era of the early 1970s, in particular, proved to be a transition
period in more than one way. In addition to providing opportunities for young directors with
creative new ideas, it also introduced a new kind of working-class protagoniseticAm
cinema. Unlike the working-class heroes of previous decades—before the yibaita'e-
these characters were often on the margins of society as the Americand@eraed to drift
beyond their reach. But the era does represent a welcome movement awtheflonary of
counterculture vs. the working class, particularly in the Left leaning.fNiffsle, as noted
above, the counterculture was being demonized by some on the Right in Hollywood in the
early 1970s as vigilante films liklboeandDirty Harry hit the screen, that rendering of the

counterculture was counterbalanced by films #arecronandThe Last Detajlwhich
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chose to take sympathetic looks at the working class without demonizing the coumtercult
in the bargain.

As the nation moved towards its bicentennial year of 1976, however, these early
auteur films of the Left began to disappear as the blockbuster éaaef1975),The
Towering Infern1974), and other films claimed part of the Hollywood landscape. But
unlike the late 1960s, when the working class virtually disappeared from the screen as
protagonists as the counterculture emerged, the working class remainedegténef many
Hollywood productions. Now, however, as the nation began to emerge from Watergate and
the Vietnam War era and approached the bicentennial year of 1976, the Ameeaaan Dr
again became a source for film narratives. America wanted to celebdaeaae the bleak
years of the early 1970s behind, and that desire to celebrate was evidentiinstioé tihe
mid-decade.

In the next chapter we will explore this period and its treatment of the worlkisg cl
in Hollywood film. We will look at films likeAlice Doesn’t Live Here Anymo(&974),

Hard Timeg1975),Jaws(1975) andRocky(1976), taking a particularly detailed look at
Rocky the film that directly celebrates the bicentennial. We will also takeeblbok at

Black films of the era, touching on the Blaxploitation period but concentratiBduen

Collar (1978). Finally, we will briefly explore&urday Night Feve(1977),Bloodbrothers
(1978), and~.1.S.T.(1978), which followedRockyto the screen and borrowed from its
narrative of the white male ethnic. In doing so, | hope to show how Hollywood began to
shape how the working class looked at itself as the film industry began to bring working

class “heroes” to the screen instead of just working-class protagonists.
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"When the audience is first introduced to Scorpio in the opening sequence of the film, a similar motif is
followed. From a low angle, the camera focuses on the barrel of a rifle, with only long hair and no face visible
as the rifle appears to sight in a target. This is also a common motif in the film. Scorpio is almost always shot
from a low angle, often from behind. His face is never the first thing we see of him. He is a thing of the night
and occasionally the day, and his movements are what make him menacing, not his face, which could be
described as boyish. As that first sequence proceeds, the rifle, not the face, becomes the focal point of the
shot. Only after Scorpio shoots the young lady in the pool from a perch high above her do we see his face.
"As working-class men with no post-high school educations, except for the training provided by the military,
the lives of men like Buddusky, Mulhall, and Meadows are by nature constricted by certain parameters.

" The dissolve is also used liberally in the film. It not only conveys the passage of time as their deadline to

deliver Meadows approaches, but it also serves to blend one scene into another to demonstrate the

unchanging quality of their lives.
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CHAPTER 3

WHITE ETHNIC PRIDE TAKES CENTER STAGE

As the winter of 1973 approached, Richard Nixon faced two major threats to his
presidency. On the domestic side, the investigation into the break-in at Democra
headquarters in the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C., had found its way to the Oval
Office, and the president had been ordered to hand over secret tape recordengsoAfis
of claiming executive privilege, the president agreed to hand over tapesalre23, one
day after members of the House of Representatives had begun to draw up articles of
impeachment. On the international side, OPEC, the Organization of Arab Petroleum
Exporting Countries, announced an oil embargo in October that dramatically cuetbé siz
oil reserves in the United States. This led to long lines at the gas pumps, additional
government intervention into the oil and gas business, and a dramatic increase itstbe cos
gasoline and home heating oil. An energy crisis that had begun earlier in 19&ir¢ésich
apex in December of that year as Nixon, in a symbolic gesture, orderechteehghe
White House Christmas tree to be dimmed. As Jay E. Hakes, administrator faethg E
Information Administration, wrote in 1998 on the”?ﬁnniversary of the oil embargo:

Through 1972, Americans had become accustomed to expanding energy
consumption with minimal concerns about the constancy of supply or sharp
price escalations. In 1973, however, expectations about energy supply
changed dramatically. . . . Throughout the year, energy stayed at therforefro

of public attention. Interruptions in energy supplies were also closely related
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to other issues of national importance—a weakening of the economy and a
reassessment of America's strategic position in the world. (Hakes)
As Meg Jacobs notes in “The Conservative Struggle and the Energy Crisis,” thesesés
compounded the effect on the Nixon White House and the American people. Watergate
essentially left Nixon weakened and unable to address the energy crisisfectinesf
manner. This weakness led to his capitulation to the politics of the Left—government
intervention in the energy sector—while he quietly moved farther to the Rightktsliseléer
from criticism leveled at him by his Watergate critics. His choioesstablish price controls
and ration gasoline flew in the face of his position as a free market proponent. WHile not t
cause of the 1970s phenomenon called stagflation, stagnant growth accompaniad by ris
prices, his actions did little to bring the nation out of the economic doldrums exaddipate
the energy crisis. As Jacobs writes:
The energy crisis was not the sole cause of these economic woes, but energy
prices compounded inflation, and to the public, the gas lines were emblematic
of a declining economy, complete with a cast of villains to blame and hold
accountable. The vast majority of Americans believed that Big Oil companies
artificially engineered the crisis to jack up prices. (199)
On August 9, 1974, Nixon resigned from the presidency and was replaced by Gerald
R. Ford, who had served less than a year as vice president after replacergvioem
president Spiro Agnew, who resigned in October of 1973 amidst bribery allegatiess. Le
than eight months later, Saigon fell into the hands of North Vietnam, effectivelygeine
longest war in American history, a war that had torn apart the nation by gemerad class

for more than a decade. These two events, Nixon’s resignation and the loss ofthe war
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peace accords were signed on January 27, 1973, but Saigon did not fall until 15 months
later—had a profound effect on the American psyche. As Lester D. Friedmas) YBibéh
our vast military complex and increasingly imperial presidency, symbols ofiéaise
strength and power, were goliaths struck down by schoolboys flinging stones, be they
Vietcong in black pajamas or crusading young reporters faMdhington Pos((7). If you
add the energy crisis, Agnew’s resignation, the “brutal prison riot” ataABtate Correction
facility in New York, and the “persistent stagflation of the economy” to the @ine
quickly sees why the decade was characterized by a pervasive sensewitynspread
broadly across the American landscape” (7).
The times had become too much for people to bear. People lost faith in their
institutions. As Morris Dickstein writes iBates of Eden‘One effect of Vietnam and
Watergate was that the official organs of our society lost much of the respecredence
they had commanded. Even middle Americans began to live with less of aedystid
paternalistic sense of Authority” (118). Later in his treatise on the 1960s and 1970s,
Dickstein notes how these multiple cracks in the American facade led t@sarcris
confidence that permeated society:
In Vietnam we lost not only a war and a subcontinent; we also lost our
pervasive confidence that American arms and American aims were linked
somehow to justice and morality, not merely to the quest for power. America
was defeated militarily but the “idea” of America, the cherished myth of
America, received an even more shattering blow. (271)

With the American psyche damaged as it was after a decade of turmoil, govedecet

and the loss of a war, people wanted to be lifted up instead of reminded about theietfficul
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of their lives or the problems their nation faced. As it had so often done in the past—notably
during the Great Depression with its “screwball comedigady Hardyfilms, and Shirley
Temple vehicles, Hollywood responded to the times by providing the kind of entertainment
people desired—escapism. Audiences wanted to set aside the “realitiés’deflicted in
films like ScarecronandThe Last Detail They wanted to be taken to a place that didn'’t
remind them of the present. As a result, the “realism” of the early part of theedgave
way in large part to blockbuster entertainment vehicles and uplifting films #imwutorking
class. In looking back at the era, David A. Cook writes:
Thus the vaunted “Hollywood Renaissance’—the European-style auteur
cinema that prevailed briefly in America from 1967 to 1975—was an
aberration in the film industry’s sixty-year history to date, one that came into
being mainly by default at a time of economic and political crisis. (xvii)
As Cook notes, Hollywood was doing two things simultaneously during the early and mid
1970s. It was producing blockbuster films to appeal to the masses and was also caltinuing
produce auteur films that tended to be socially conscious and self-critical ofniérgcan
way. But even as these auteurs were producing what Cook, Peter Lev and otherldthve ca
a golden age of cinema, Hollywood was still learning important lessons fronepigepl
Roger Corman and Tom Laughlin about marketing film and entertaining an audiehce. B
that dual identity would not last. Cook continues:
Hollywood reconceptualized its product as the franchise, rather than the
individual motion picture. That an aesthetically experimental, socially
conscious cinema d’auteur could exist simultaneously with the burgeoning

and rapacious blockbuster mentality was extraordinary, but it became the
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defining mark of the 1970s cinema. That the two could coexist for long,
however, was an illusion as ephemeral as the notion of a liberal ideological
consensus. (xvii)
Noel King, looking back on the first half of the 1970s dominated by New Hollywood
directors like Hal Ashby, Martin Scorcese, Peter Bogdanovich, Jerryzbeng, Bob
Rafelson and others, writes:
This early 1970s moment becomes the aesthetic “path not taken.” . . . This
exciting cultural moment is lost as mainstream genre filmmaking is re-
established, often by the very young Turks who supposedly were moving
away from traditional forms of cinema towards more “personal” films. In one
of the paradoxes of the decade, the already existing practice of “blockbuster
cinema” is taken by the movie brats to new levels of profitability. (29)
Auteur films likeNashville(1975, Robert Altman)Chinatown(1974, Roman
Polanski),Bound For Glory(1976, Hal Ashby)Coming Homg¢1978, Hal Ashby), and other
works by directors like John Cassavettes and Terrence Malick continued to be made
throughout the decade, but blockbusters and other escapist fare reclaimed thexmantle i
Hollywood. Although the new era of the blockbuster began with the overwhelmingsucce
of Jawsin 1975, blockbuster films were dominating the box office even at the height of the
auteur period in the early 1970s. Even as New Hollywood filmmakers were expergnentin
with realistic fare about the working and middle classes, disaster film$Bgleks
comedies, and films about gangsters still reached the largest audienaesariple, the
domestic box office for the top-grossing film of 19The Godfathgrwas $133.7 million,

followed by the disaster filithe Poseidon Adventued $84.6 million. Both dwarfed the
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third-place film,What's Up Doc?which brought in $28 million (Bordwellhe Way206-
207). Although it can be argued tidte Godfathewas not light fare, that it simultaneously
critiqued a corrupt capitalist system while reaffirming conservatigas about patriarchy
(Ryan 66-67), it was also escapist fare in the tradition of the Warner Brgtregster films

of the 1930s. In 1973, three genre films headed domestic ticket sales—a psychbtrgica
film, The Exorcis{$193 million); a con-man, buddy picture “dramaditie Sting$156
million); and a coming of age youth filMmerican Graffiti($115 million) (Bordwell 207-
208). These films were followed in 1974 by four escapist blockbusters and the sequel to
counterculture favorit8illy Jack The Towering Infernted the way in domestic sales ($116
million) followed Mel Brooks’sBlazing SaddleandYoung Frankenstejitarthquake and
The Trial of Billy JackK$31.1 million).

Writing in Movie-Made AmericaRobert Sklar notes that the epoch leading up to the
resignation of President Nixon in 1974 “makes one of the strongest cases fok the li
between social turmoil and creative dissidence in film” (325). But this timessidénce in
Hollywood would not last long, he notes, because just as America wanted to move beyond
Watergate, it also wanted to embrace escapism. Sklar writes, “In theflidiat shark film
[Jawd, a directors’ cinema was revealed to be a cinema of niches—of small digiaees
within the entertainment matrix; of specialized audiences; of, with feeptrns, modest
profits” (325). People definitely wanted to be entertained again, and film3avke(1975)
andStar Wars(1977) gave them that opportunity. JusRagkyin 1976 represents the
triumph of an Italian-American in a system white ethnics believed welsestagainst it,
Jawscelebrates a working-class hero who represents the return of the™fathesociety

that is in dire need of leadership. Both will be explored in this chapter.
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By mid-decade, responding to the mood of the nation, Hollywood not only
accelerated its production of the blockbuster, but it also began to take a new look at the
working class that had been hit hardest, both economically and psychically, byuteeifai
Vietnam, the resignation of a president, and the economic threat posed by Japan and others
Whereas characters like Max and LiorSicarecrowand Buddusky and Mule ifhe Last
Detail were trapped in lives of limited opportunity with no escape, new working-class
characters began to emerge who could now see beyond the parameters of finitaibiggort
As noted in the Introduction, and worth repeating here, Sylvester Stallone, rexhforat
Oscars for both his script and his actindRiocky(1976), put it this way in an interview in
The Christian Science Monitoll believe the country as a whole is beginning to break out of
this . . . antieverything syndrome . . . this nihilistic, Hemingwayistic attitudestieaything
in the end must wither and die.” (qtd. in Leab 265). It should be noted that not everyone was
pleased with the trend away from social realism. David Thomson recognizeabtresnent
towards a more artificially sanguine cinema, and he lamented the end\#whidollywood
epoch: “I look back on the time of first seeing them [New Hollywood films] as one of
wonder, excitement, and passion. It was bracing to face such candid, eloquent dismay;
enlightenment does not have to be optimistic or uplifting” (qtd. in King 28).

Americans wanted to feel good about America again, and Hollywood responded. The
approaching bicentennial gave everyone a reason to feel nostalgia for anydftealpast.

Daniel J. Leab writes that after years of difficult and trying tinpesple wanted to embrace
the spirit of the bicentennial and the original promise of America:
American audiences, influenced by the bicentennial’s strong emphasis on the

validity of the American Dream, had lost interest in downbeat themes, in
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bleak reality, in attacks on old-fashioned values—all subjects which as films
of one sort or another had recently done well at the box office. (265)
But this new look at the working class did not begin Walwsor Rocky It began at least a
year earlier withAlice Doesn’t Live Here Anymo(&974) and lateHard Times(1975).
These films and others began to tell positive stories about Americans, pdytiatiide
working-class Americans, a group that felt forgotten. This rising spirit spornrdy the
bicentennial was most obviously on displayrincky As Leab writes:
Suddenly, in 1976, with the celebration of the two hundredth anniversary of
the Declaration of Independence and the creation of the United States, the
nation’s mood changed perceptibly. Bicentennial America, almost overnight,
put behind it Watergate, Vietnam, stagflation, and many other problems. . . .
Rockyis an integral if somewhat unusual part of that bicentennial binge. (258-
259)

The nation still had unresolved issues in regards to civil rights of all kinds, and was
still mired in difficult economic times, but people were longing for a re$gta the day-to-
day grind that blew cold air onto the raw nerves of American society. One tdolilyw
response to this longing was the production of escapist blockbusters that |¢{f Sames
at the entrance to the multiplex and drew record crowds to loud and boisterous theaters.
Another response was the development of a Black cinema that primarily ser@&tddke
community by offering an alternative to White Hollywood. Although this moment geece
the white-ethnic revival in films and faded out about the time the latter emerged;atl a

similar purpose for the Black community as the ethnic films did for the White coityn
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The response we are most concerned about here, however, is the reworking of the
white working-class film character. Instead of bleak lives with no edeagbes, the new
working-class character of the mid-1970s was given the opportunity to tndntbee“dreary
lives” of the working classAlice Doesn’t Live Here Anymodeemonstrates that working-
class women do not have to live the constricted lives of their predecessors, eveimnif the f
does not go as far as many on the Left would have IlHad Timesshows a man surviving
the toughest of times, the Great Depression, as a street fighter who detesiise&ind of
strength and character generally associated with heroes of the vgesternJawsoffers an
uncommon common man who finds a way to overcome his fear of nature and save a
community from a killer shark. FinallfRockycelebrates the bicentennial onscreen and off as
Everyman meets Horatio Alger and the white, ethnic working-classiéamemale is
uplifted. How the white ethnic male is uplifted is problematic, however, as Wesegilater
in this chapter as we take closer looks at these films.

One could argue that this movement began earlier with film®iikg Harry, which
certainly celebrated the triumph of one “rogue” white cop over a system that hargad |
segments of the population, believed had enabled the “counterculture” to lead Adoernca
a path of degeneracy. But, while Harry Callahan “triumphs” over the evil espiessby
Scorpio, it is an unsatisfactory triumph. As Harry throws his badge away aidiud the
film, the audience is left with a feeling of helplessness, not a sense obtllebaing
righted. He may have eliminated one “animal” from the scene, but the messéegy ithat
the system will continue to produce Scorpios as long as the liberal policiesl®tibe
dominate the political and law enforcement landscapes. The working-class dfetfoemid-

seventies and beyond seem to promise the potential for all in the white working class t
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triumph over those who would bring America down, no matter how the system stacked up
against them. But as we will see, this false promise was generalpeatgted from the
triumph of one extraordinary, ordinary white man.

Hollywood's look at the working class in the mid- and late seventies also dedetail
with the Nixon white ethnic strategy of his second term. Nixon saw an opportunity to pull
ethnic whites into the Republican Party fold by exploiting their fears andtiesxaver their
economic and cultural places in society. These ethnics saw affirmadiiwe piograms
geared toward minorities and women, but saw no such programs instituted for thenafMany
them were second- and third-generation Americans—some were first gameratid they
did not understand why they were not considered oppressed peoples. This disaffection was
recognized as far back as June 1969 when George Schultz, Labor secretary, avrogio
to Nixon:

They are immigrants, or sons of immigrants, and feel insecure about their own
place in mainstream American society. They tend to live in neighborhoods
that blacks are most likely to move into, and whose schools blacks’ children
might attend. They sometimes have jobs that they feel blacks aspire to attain,
and they get wages that are only slightly above liberal states’ welfare
payments. They suffer a real sense of “compression” on both the economic
and social scales. (qtd. in Sugrue 187)
Kim Moody, inU.S. Labor in Trouble and Transitipnotes that 54 percent of union
households voted for Richard Nixon in 1972 in part because labor leaders like George Meany
of the AFL-CIO opposed Democratic nominee George McGovern’s stance on tharwiet

War and on social programs that labor felt hurt the white working class. kswri
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It was ade factoendorsement of Nixon. This rightward gesture certainly
played into the hands of Nixon and all those who hoped to split the blue-collar
vote along racial lines. Watergate drove the white working class and union
household voters back to the Democrats in 1976 in droves . . . but as the
Carter years would make clear the Democratic Party was alreadggrto
the right. (158)
As the decade wore on, films depicting this white ethnic disaffection camedgorden, first
with Rocky and then with films lik&saturday Night Fevefl977),Bloodbrotherg1978),
F.1.S.T.(1978), andParadise Alley(1978), the final two also products of Sylvester Stallone.
Leonard Quart and Albert Auster, Aimerican Film and Society Since 194Bite:
Rockynot only revived the Alger myth, it made ethnic, working-class
Americans the prime actors and agents of the dream. . . . For the general film-
going audience, working class lives had, for the moment, become a preserve
of spontaneity, warmth, and masculinity. In fact, the succeReckymade
the white working class briefly fashionable in Hollywood again. (115)
This “ethnic revival,” as Thomas J. Sugrue and John D. Skrentny call it, lastednibubug
the 1970s. It did not last as long in Hollywood, however. As we will explore later in this
chapter, the era of the white ethnic male working-class protagonist didranlatonger than
the youth/cult era of the late 1960s and early 1970s.
Yet this era had a profound effect on America. As Sugrue and Skrentny wviés, “E
if the ethnic revival proved to be ephemeral in many respects, it was both caussptuirsy
of the political, cultural, and economic fragmentation of the United States thdtilva

blown in 1980” (175). This fragmentation moved the nation further and further to the right as
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the decade wore on, and Hollywood played a cultural role in the movement through its
depiction of the working class. Ethnic Americans began to move to the RepublicaasParty
factories and steel mills closed, leaving them without jobs or with jobs tiokbd aaction of

their previous salaries. Although Watergate temporarily slowed and evereckttass

process, as Moody noted above the country was clearly moving to the right. As tlealpoliti
wave crested in 1980, bringing Ronald Reagan to the White House, the white working class
continued to be part of the Hollywood narrative. As we will see in the films to be skstus

in detail here, the move to the right in Hollywood’s depiction of the working class was
subtle. Disguised as escapist entertainment, these films reaffiraggtbhal American

values and a rebirth of the American Dream. Ultimately, however, thesetdiped to

define the working class in a narrow way—privileging white ethnic malesi-bg doing so

they seemed to justify the working-class backlash to the counterculture niaserhthe

late 1960s and early 1970s, including a backlash against social programs designed to uplif
minorities. Film’s role as an Ideological State Apparatus, as defineduy Althusser, was
easy to spot in these films that celebrated the American Dream.

Although we are primarily concerned with films depicting the white workiags
reaction to the economic and cultural upheaval of the mid-1970s—patrticularly those whose
protagonists are white males—it is also important to acknowledge thatlkaddiama
briefly flourished in the 1970s. Generally shaped as entertainment productsilthesarh
be viewed as counterparts to films about white ethnics, offering a Black persge the
times. Some of these films fit into the category of Blaxploitation, which ivéunther
discuss below, but others served as vehicles for black stars with proven boxajobiezd

like Sidney Poitier and Bill Cosby. As James Monaco notes, Blacks weredbharn a
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foothold in Hollywood” in the late 1960s, in part because of the Black Power movement.
Monaco writes, “The birth of the Black film of the late sixties and earlyrggs=—with

Blacks, by Blacks, and for blacks; written, directed, and acted by Blaskisspmetimes

even produced and financed by Blacks), was the major success of the Hollywood
Renaissance of 1968-1970” (187). According to Monaco, the failure of the Black Cimema i
the mid-1970s is illustrative of the fact that “the Hollywood Renaissancerdiedinfancy

and that we have reverted to the historical norm, in which the industry is controlled by a
relative handful of people, and propagates a prescribed and often distorted image of the
American scene” (187).

By the mid-1970s, several films starring Richard Pryor also crossed ovaatd at
more mixed audiences, although they remained popular in the Black community. These
films, which capitalized on Pryor’s popularity as a stand-up comedian, incliseBingo
Long Traveling All-Stars and Motor King$976), a look at Negro League baseball and a
barnstorming black all-star tea@reased Lightning1977), a biopic of Wendell Scott, the
first black stock car champion; althich Way is Up?1977), a generally Left leaning film
that tries, but too often fails, to bring humor to the subject of the organizing of migrant
workers. One of Pryor’s more controversial fillB&je Collar(1978), which explored labor
relations and race relations, was produced within the Hollywood studio systenteindde
mixed reviews and a mixed reaction from social critics at the time.| Ibevidliscussed in
some detail later in this section because of its somewhat unique position aswabidlfiym
about both the white and black working classes.

Like the counterculture films of the late 1960s and early 1970s, many of the “Black”

films of the era presented the white working class in a poor light. While it isstaddable
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that films coming from a Black perspective would offer an alternatiwe gfeAmerica to the
one peddled by a Hollywood dominated by Whites, these films often chose to demonize the
white working class, generally represented by corrupt street copsdmdtattacking the
root of the problem, the white power structure. Even when the power structureticaedri
it was done metonymically through a single corrupt government official okiodeor
another. These filmmakers generally chose to offer a commercial Black &bssad on the
reworking of old genres, with the Black man wearing the white hat, insteadraraacof
social protest. As James Monaco writes:
These followed the dominant patterns of white action genres—urban private
eye, cop, drug, and caper movies, together with the occasional western or
“biopic”—simply substituting Black actors for White, reversing racial
stereotypes, and occasionally (at their best) even injecting a ldit& B
sensibility. (191)
In choosing to be capitalists first, however, these flmmakers often resdfstereotypes
about working-class whites—particularly the White man as dirty cop or radiseck—that
had become tropes in counterculture films of the late 1960s and didn’t begin to reaede fr
the screen until the mid-1970s when the New Hollywood was unseated by the “Old.”
Despite their flaws, “Blaxploitation” films played an important roléhim the Black
community. Films likeSuperfly(1972),Shaft(1971), andCleopatra Jone$1973) provided a
cathartic release for Blacks who had been emboldened by the Black Power Mbvéme
protagonists of these films were generally “super” black men and women whedxac
revenge on white males and the white power structui®uperfly for example, a black drug

dealer decides to get out of the drug business, but before he can make that soerinhle
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is caught in a web of dirty white cops and corrupt white city officials. Henwautts them in
the end, dishing out a few beatings along the way, and survives by forging a bond with what
appears to be the local Mafia. | say “appears,” because when these apladi®types
appear in a scene late in the film with “Superfly” Priest (Ron O’'Nda)stene is shot from
outside a restaurant window and the dialogue is not h8hedtandCleopatra Jones
chronicle the exploits of a private detective and a government agent, nesdgeatho prove
to be smarter and tougher than their opponents, both black and@ladpatra Jonesn
particular, exploits the trope of the corrupt white cop while also makingrgsttatement
about the power of black women. These films played to large black audiences agull @ffer
release for the Black community at a time when America’s innescitexe crumbling
following the major city riots of the mid and late 1960s. But as social observerigmtel|
hooks notes in the documentdgdass Cinemahese films were made “to make money,”
and became politically relevant only after the fact.

The political significance of two Black films of this era was evident from tim, s
however.Sweet Sweetback’'s Badaasssss $98@1) andlrhe Spook Who Sat by the Door
(1973) were recognized immediately for what they were—calls to actimmwhite
establishment considered these films dangerous because both pointed to and encouraged
collective action by the Black working-class against the White powestste. InThe Spook
who Sat by the Dogvhich unlikeSweet Sweetback’s Badaasssss $asgoeen mostly
forgotten, protagonist Lawrence Cook (Dan Freeman) is trained by the C.|.Ac&s@’
black agent to meet a “quota” for minority hiring. Although the agency tries to burinra
desk job “by the door,” he has other ideas. He uses his agency training to return ¢ Chica

and gather an army of local black men to foment revolution in that city and others across
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America. In an interview on the DVD extras, Sam Greenlee, whose novel theadrhased
on, claims the government pulled the independently financed film from circulatiatyshor
after its release because of its potentially incendiary naturek Blawer in this film
becomes a direct threat to the White power structure.

In Melvin Van PeeblesSweet Sweetback’s Badaasssss St@weetback” (Van
Peebles), who is employed in the live sex entertainment business, is aryastatelpolice
officers simply so they can claim an arrest has been made for a pacdraunkar With the
complicity of the black club owner, Sweetback is taken into custody as he entattains
private club with the understanding that he will be released once the policey @anasaest
has been made. But the plans go awry when the police are called to ameaaa@ne and
they proceed to viciously beat the black suspect of that crime. Sweetback, whgtorthis
has been compliant and even docile with the police, is incensed and uses his handcuffs to
beat the police and escape. For the remainder of the film he is shown outsrhartoguapt
police, who make him their number one target. He does this, however, only with the aid of
the Black community. This support is dramatically shown in one montage sequence when
documentary-style interviews of members of the black community demertteat backing
of him. Sweetback eventually escapes Los Angeles and makes his way ttwedvtiico
border despite nursing a wound of his own. He outsmarts the cops and a bounty hunter,
killing several trained hunting dogs and a few men along the way, and escassslaer
border. The film ends with an admonition to the white power brokers (and maybe the white
community as a whole) on an intertitle that reads, “Watch out. A Baadasgges Ni

coming back to collect some dues.”
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In addition to its radical message, the film is also shot in a radical, or fetnsijile,
often eschewing classic Hollywood techniques. The film includes the afotiemsd
documentary-style montage, the use of “guerilla” cinema tacticsndicamnt number of
superimpositions, and the repeated juxtaposition of long tracking shots that, througl) editi
often break the 180-degree rule. Dialogue is also sparse, as the protagontiia&uvee
mouths only a handful of words throughout the film. His actions speak for him, and those
actions are revolutionary, as is the final intertitle.

The depiction of the black “super heroes” is problematic in many Blaxploitation
films, however. While these films offer some insight into the black community offttety do
so at the expense of both the black community and the white working class. The heroes of
Blaxploitation films are often pimps and drug dealers who operate with impunity wit
black communities. These films also play on the stereotype of the black mataiabyse
potent and violent. As Mark A. Reid writeshtaile Gerima: Sacred Shield of Cultyre
“Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss ®staplished a new heroic paradigm for the black
cinematic hero as sexual, individualistic, and violent. Sweetback’s violerksehim to the
black community, while his sexual activity is a means by which to escapkrifatening
encounters” (145). But this characterization also reinforces the sterebtyy@ehioghly
sexual black male. Even when the protagonists are operating on the right sidewf the|
John Shaft (Richard Roundtree) or Cleopatra Jones (Tamara Dobson), they often operate
within black communities where pimps, drug dealers, and other gangsters are ithentiom
forces within those communities. Although directed at the Black community dtearative
to White films, these films often offered a skewed view of Black America goidieed the

same kind of stereotypes that were prominent in white law and order filni3ittgeHarry.
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Gloria Hendry, one of the stars of Blaxploitation, believes these independeit Bl
films would have evolved into a more meaningful Black cinema if Hollywood had given the
black filmmakers a chance to reach broader audiences: “Black filmd Balgwood . . .
and when they got through with us around '75 or '76 they dropped us. The door slammed.
Almost literally” (Badass Cinemalf Hendry is right, and many black filmmakers share her
belief, when the door slammed to Black cinema, the door to films about the white-gvorkin

class opened.

Blue Collar

One studio film that tried to show both Black and White perspectii@siesCollar.
Released in 1978&lue Collarstars Richard Pryor, fellow black actor Yaphet Kotto, and
Harvey Keitel. Written and directed by Paul Schrader, the film masqeeaadefilm about
the working class, but is primarily an anti-union drama about corruption in an auterg/ork
union and the frailty of interracial friendship between working-class men. Althibisg film
touches on the possibility of collective action by workers of all races, iytkiag but a film
from the Left. Instead of blaming corporate America for its failurentipate the changing
world marketplace and to treat its workers with dignity, it chooses insteadlhadk on the
old Hollywood trope of the corrupt and exploitive union.

Blue Collar, despite its gritty feel and look, is nothing more than a right-wing,
Hollywood film that exploits the stereotypical assumptions many Ameritawes of
“hardhats” and the world in which they operate. It utilizes virtually every tampe
stereotype offered in films about oppressed workers since Hollywood emerged as a

commercial enterprise—the corrupt union connected to the mob; the unfeeling corporation;
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the hard-drinking and unfaithful worker; the family man caught in a finabmdt the
ineffectual union steward; the loudmouth, racist, misogynist foreman; the union msembe
who turn their back on an informer; and on and on. To this time-worn mix, they add the black
“super stud.” Although the factory foremen are generally unsympatheticigamfycant
critique of the corporate system is absenBlure Collarthe real villain is the AL A.W., the
fictional autoworker’s union, the very entity that is supposed to fight for oppresskedra:
While the corporation is negatively rendered as profit driven, the union is paintedugs,corr
thieving, racist, misogynist, and ultimately murderous.

The film creates a complex inter-racial relationship between thrdeergoZeke
(Richard Pryor), Smoke (Yaphet Kotto), and Jerry (Harvey Keitel), in ¢odst up a final
confrontation between Zeke and Jerry that is designed to show how “the man,” ing¢his cas
the union, keeps the black man and white man from ever truly trusting each other. The three
men, best of friends, decide to rob the union local when Zeke realizes during a it to t
union hall that a safe is guarded by only one unimposing security guard. Zeke cor@empla
the theft only after he learns he is in debt to the IRS for more than $2,000 becalseye fa
claimed six child dependents instead of three. Smoke, upon hearing Zeke’s proposal to rob
the local, immediately signs on. He is presented as an ex-con who has no conscience about
illegal activities. Jerry, the only white member of the group, declinessatdiparticipate in
the theft. He later agrees to take part only when he learns that his daubbtegeds
braces, has temporarily injured herself trying to construct home-mads lanaicof wire.

Even the set-up is false and racist. Zeke, who claims to be a family man,dted cre
his own problems by lying to the IRS and squandering his money on booze and the

occasional cocaine party with Smoke and Jerry. Smoke is an ex-con who lack$ @ mora
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legal compass. To his credit, he later protects Jerry’s family from two semg$dy the union
to Jerry’s house, but he is generally portrayed as someone who is willing te emgkegal
activities as casually as Jerry bowls. He is also portrayed as a “tugliearsd a misogynist,
as he always has a couple “bitches” around to service his needs. Only Jerlhjife¢haamn, is
ever conflicted about the theft, and he is the last to come on board.

The theft of the safe, which takes place about halfway through the film, sets in motion
a series of events that will lead to Smoke’s death and the dissolution of Zeke gisd Jerr
friendship. The men find only $600 in the safe, but when the theft is reported on the news,
the union claims it has lost “more than $10,000” in cash, pointing again to the corrupt nature
of the local, which has already been shown to be callous towards its members’ neeads. W
Zeke realizes that an illegal loan ledger is in the safe, the three fdeod to blackmail
the union to get what they believe is owed to them, although it is unclear why thlethihi
union owes just them and not their fellow workers. When the union learns that the three men
are involved in the plot, they determine to handle each man individually. Smoke, because of
his past, is targeted for elimination, and he is killed when he is locked inside antiaigpa
room and suffocates. Zeke, because of his prior activities with the union—he has l&en voc
in union meetings—is considered someone who can be bought off. That is confirmed when
he later accepts the job of union shop steward. Jerry is viewed as someone who may have t
be “convinced” to back away. After Smoke’s death, Jerry is targeted for a Jemdlavhen it
becomes clear he won't “play ball.” When he is chased by two thugs afterddhei local
bar the factory workers frequent, he turns state’s evidence against the unionjrgpatact
FBI agent he had met earlier to seek protection. (The FBI agent attempis ¢aelyilm to

infiltrate the union by posing as a doctoral candidate working on a labor reldliesss.”
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Jerry is the only one who has more than one contact with him, despite Jerry' siaesibte
he is no “snitch.” This continued contact accentuates Jerry’s conflicte@ lataughout the
film.)

The climactic scene takes place on the factory floor as Jerry, escoifeakebal
agents, is jeered by his fellow workers for turning state’s evidence adagnsgtion. Because
none of the men had expressed any real love for the union before this moment, the scene only
makes sense as a trope borrowed from previous films about labor corfupsidierry is
ushered through the factory, he and Zeke engage in a violent argument fileadvedtive
and racial slurs. As the two workers, and former best friends, square off witbhesein
their hands in a freeze frame in the film’s final shot, a voiceover of a briefrsSeasuake
gave earlier in the film is heard: “They put the lifers against the new li®ypung against
the old, the black against the white. Everything they do is to keep us in our place.”

While an eloquent speech, it is never clear whom Smoke is talking about. Who are
“they™? Are “they” the corporate bosses, the capitalists who control the wopdtegire they
the corrupt unions that line their own pockets with workers’ dues and engage inaéga
sharking? Or, are “they” both the unions and the capitalists? If the answer is bditm the
fails to make that point. It reserves almost all of its invective for the unidmts.corrupt
leaders, while painting its protagonists as either weak, criminal, or both.

Shot on location in a gritty factory setting, the film opens with promise, it lea
visually. The look of the film and the working-class characters is geyperahentic.
Welding sparks regularly enhance the low-key lighting as the sound of the factery floo
drowns out conversations between hardhats. Men and women are shown working side-by-

side on the assembly line, common at the time and equally common today. Hard blues music
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adds to the ambience. The outside shots of the plant are also convincing, capturielgothe fe
an urban industrial site, replete with cracked asphalt, harsh, gray coaocetznder block
structures. The bar that the workers frequent also has an authentic look and sound with its
simple wooden facade on the outside and its low-key lighting and hard-driving juke box on
the inside. But looks in this case are deceiving. Instead of seizing an opporturgyet@m
relevant statement about a system that oppresses all workers, black andchiaige!S
chooses to blame a corrupt and ineffectual union for substandard and oppressive working
conditions. At a time when white workers feared losing jobs to black workers, and black
workers were losing their jobs at an even more alarming rate than whites, tiseaa w
opportunity to make a film that made sense of the working-class struggle. Tiseae wa
opportunity to tell a story that would channel white anger towards Blacks and bigark an
towards Whites in the right direction—towards those who would exploit working-eass f
and anger to serve corporate and political ends. Instead, the film takes thegasy while
attempting to pass itself off as a pro-worker film. In doing so, it doedlgxétat it accuses
the unions of doing—it pretends to be a friend of the working class while exploiting that
market for every dollar of box office it can squeeze out of it.

Blue Collardid achieve something that most other films of the era did not, however.
It integrated its cast and it attempted—although | submit it failed—to shewdin the
Black and White perspectives. Blaxploitation and White Ethnic films showefidifeonly
one perspective, Black or White, and their narratives often presented a sirfiplestk and
white” world to their audiences. White working-class films often pointed aibtafimger at
the Black community, which it saw as the recipient of special treatment fieom t

government. Black independent films often chose to blame the white working class,
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represented regularly by corrupt street cops, for the oppression of Blaitiesugkl both
groups of films offered token criticisms of the “system,” these systemesaften
represented metonymically by working class blacks and whites. In dlyistiae people
Smoke is referring to in his speech are the filmmakers who, because of theitaesovide
catharsis for an audience and a profit for themselves, often turned theguddda against

itself instead of offering a potential course for collective action.

In the remainder of this chapter we will look at several films that deméagiti@changing
face of the white working class in Hollywood. ExceptRacky which incorporates a black
antagonist and other peripheral black characters, these films are videnadligl of black
characters or a Black perspective. They not only privilege the white warkass, but they
virtually ignore the black working class. We will begin with three filmg¢ Hesve both as a
departure from the realistic working-class films of the early 1970s andgelio ethnic
working-class films of the 1976-1978 perioddice Doesn't Live Here Anymarelard
Times andJaws Two of these filmsHard Timeg(1975) andlaws(1975), represent a return
to patriarchal themes as both offer a new look at an old character, the paatyloxic
uncommon common man.

In Hard Times Chaney (Charles Bronson) is literally a throwback to an earlier time.
He is a character who recalls John Wayne and Randolph Scott of the 1940s and 1950s, only
without the six-shooter strapped to his leg. He reinforces the patriarctiabfrtire lone
“‘gunman” who comes into town, cleans it up, and walks (rides) off into the sundatwgn
an even more common working-class man, Police Chief Brody (Roy Scheigesetsto

take on not only his town fathers, but a literal monster in the ocean. His victory, a we w
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see, serves as a rebirth of the patriarch in film. Although this film is looked up@mieyas
the beginning of the end of the New Hollywood because of its epic nature and ntarketi
success, it is also a film about a working-class man who triumphs without beipgrenan.

The other film to be discussed in this sectidliice Doesn’t Live Here Anymare
poses as an early progressive feminist film, but is reined in by consenaatige that seem
not quite ready for the full emancipation of the title character. We folloeeAkllen
Burstyn) and her teenage son as they lose the patriarch of the family to an mieiot @cd
embark on a journey to find a new life in the West. To Alice, this life is represknta
return to her dream of becoming a singer, a dream she gave up when she married her son’
father. Instead of finding the metaphoric frontier closed, as many charattbe 1960s did,
she finds a path of less resistance and settles in the Phoenix area. As e, \thié s
American Dream is alive and well for white ethnic males in the 1970s, but is not yet
available to the working-class woman.

All three of these films preceded the bicentennial fever that br&Rmtkyto the
screen in 1976, and they all provide more optimistic outlooks for their working-class
characters than did the films of the early part of the decade. Unlike tHedr eaunterparts
of the New Hollywood, which were not afraid to show the sometimes bleak existethee of
working class in tough times, these films, even when attempting to argue a f@oai®n,
reconfirm traditional Hollywood, and American, values. These were the kindmef fi
Hollywood thought America was clamoring for in the post-Watergate periodhase were
the kinds of films the audience would get.

After looking at these three films, we will take a detailed look at thémexd of the

working class irRocky the film most identified with the bicentennial and America’s attempt
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to rise from the ashes of Watergate and Viethnam. At the Rmekygave audiences,
particularly working-class audiences, a Horatio Alger character boss® and root for. His
triumph is their triumph as the underdog “goes the distance.” But the fino#iés's a bleak
look at the working class as a whole even as it celebrates the success atooemf The
cheers of the working-class audiences that flocked to the film, along withanitience
members, seemed to drown out voices that pointed to the racism and misogynydpbgctice

the film's white ethnic males.

Alice Doesn't Live Here Anymore, Hard Times, and Jaws

At first glance, these films seem to have little in common. One is about a woman
seeking self-reliance for the first time in her life; one is about a Dgpresra man who
fights bare knuckles to earn a living; and one is about a 1970s Everyman who is called upon
to save his community from a monstrous shark that is stalking its beaches. Butéhértiy
do have one important element in common—they all represent a turn away from the bleak
and realistic narratives of the early 1970s New Hollywood film#lize Doesn’t Live Here
Anymore the audience is given a 1970s version of the classic romance narrative—ggrl meet
boy, girl has falling out with boy, girl and boy end up together. The 1970s twhsttithere
is some residue of doubt at the end regarding her decision to remain with himjandbats
means her life will again be defined in large part by her new relationshtpyas o a larger
extent in her earlier relationship with her husband. The film does not offer a purely 1940s
schlock ending, but it passes for one in 19744nd Timesthe audience is taken back in
time—not just to the Great Depression, but to the films of the 1940s and 1950s. This film is

so simple in its narrative—mysterious loner comes to town, beats down the bad guegs, lea
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a woman behind, and rides off into the sunset on a train—that it could have been exported to
a Hollywood backlot of the 1940s and, with a few wardrobe changes, been filmed as a
western. But it is exactly that simplicity that sets it apart from\i& Hollywood films and
distinguishes it as a conservative, reactionary Hollywood move to counter the €ounter
hegemonic forces of social realism.Jeaws the move towards a new version of the working-
class man takes another step. Here the protagonist is not a superman like Ghanty,
from it. He represents the Everyman who, when called upon to do heroic things, rises to the
occasion. As the working-class men of the time fretted about their future, sorddgs Bor
that reason, he, unlike the boisterous self-assured Quint, the other workindralasser in
the film, most accurately represents the working-class man of the periatidBiis success
that defines him and the times in Hollywood, because three years earlier naboidya
film like Jawshave been unlikely to have been made, but Brody would surely have given his
life in his valiant effort to rid Amity of the monstrous shark.
In looking at the year 1975 in Hollywood, Peter Lev also sees a move away from the
counter-hegemonic films of the early 1970s to a safer place. He writes:
From one perspective, this was a year of transition between the rebellious
films of the Hollywood Renaissance circa 1970 and the optimistic genre films
to come. The more political and experimental films of 1975 are marked by a
certain exhaustion (e.dNashville ShampopandNight Move¥, whereas the
new trend is anticipated by the overwhelming succedaws$ . . . The New
Hollywood of 1970 was already struggling, already being replaced by the
“Movie Brats” of 1975 [of which Steven Spielberg, the directodaks was

a leader]. Americanxix)
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| would agree with Lev, but | would add that the same period is also marked hgiadrain
the depiction of the working-class character and his/her fate. Whereas WeattyiB
hairdresser George RoundyShampopdespite his sexual prowess, is ultimately found to be
“impotent’—he is unable to get a loan to open his own hair salon from the rich and corrupt
political operative Lester Carp (Jack Warden) and subsequently loses tla@ Wertruly
loves to him—Chief Brody idaws despite his self-doubts, emerges as a working-class hero.
This transition that Lev places in 1975, and which was hinted at in 197 AhaéhDoesn’t
Live Here Anymorand others, points not only toward the “optimistic genre” films like
Rocky Star Wars andE.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial1982), but also to the working-class
ethnic films likeBloodbrothersandSaturday Night Feveryhich we will discuss in
relationship withRocky

If one theme emerges in the three films to be discussed here, it is resicahtiays a
conservative move. In all three films something of American, and Hollywoodiidrad
restored. IMAlice Doesn'’t Live Here Anymar# is the nuclear family. Ikard Timesit is
the rugged individualist who perseveres and drifts off into the dark nighaws it is the
common man as patriarch who triumphs against corrupt capitalism, self-servirggogljt
and a literal monster of the sea. Tradition in its various forms survives and tinrferent
ways in each of the films as the working class is again restored to theafartdlywood
film during an epoch when America and its common men and women had lost confidence in
their ability to live out the American dream.

Christian Keathley refers to the early realistic narratives of the 18@0fotlowed
the counterculture films of the late 1960s as the “post-traumatic cycle.” plres some of

these ScarecronandThe Last Detailn particular, in Chapter 2. To Keathley, these films
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represent the “second movement of a key group of left-oriented films” (303). Tihesare
followed by films likeJaws Rocky andStar Wars films that “represented a denial of the
trauma the nation had suffered” (304). In these films, the protagonists alldsegmif-

doubters, but as circumstances require, they rise to the occasion. To Keatvigy,

particular serves as a transition film. It “begins like a post-tragnfiltti” with a protagonist

who, despite his moral strength, appears doomed to failure. But “the blockbusteitynental
takes over,” and Brody triumphs (303aws in effect, is a “response” to the “national

trauma” of the Vietham War (Robert Torry, gtd. in Keathley 305). In the words of Andrew
Britton, “Jawsmight best be described, perhaps, as a rite—a communal exorcism, a
ceremony for the restoration of ideological confidence” (gtd. in Keathley 30®uld add

that it also serves to help restore the confidence of the working classptipengost

traumatized by the war and the economic downturn. In doing so, it also brings a new kind of
working-class protagonist to the 1970s screen, one who is not doomed to failure, but instead
is resourceful and ultimately successful in his (mdsily specific endeavor. The hand of

God does not reach down to remove the shark that represents the pall hanging over America
at the time—a local, self-doubting sheriff emerges as a hero and thus sendagerteeat
working-class white men that they, too, can emerge from the darkness of the Vietham

experience and reaffirm the quest for the American Dream.

Alice Doesn't Live Here Anymore
Of the three filmsAlice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore closest to a New Hollywood
film. In some corners, it has even been called an early feminist film. @erdhspection

shows that the filmmaker, Martin Scorcese, under pressure from the studios amd tmnce
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his own career, which at the time was without a commercial success (Biski2&252-

ended the film on a compromise note—something the New Hollywood films of the early

1970s disdained. Instead of pursuing her dream to become a singer—an unlikely occurrence

considering her pedestrian talents—Alice decides to remain in Tucson witbwhéover

David (Kris Kristofferson) despite his generally traditional views aboutelagionship.

Robin Wood notes that the film, along with a somewhat later “feminist” film oy Pa

Mazursky,An Unmarried Womafl978), share a “certain deviousness.” Neither film

guarantees a happy ending—the final scerfdioe Doesn’t Live Here Anymorg a shot of

her walking down the highway in Tucson with her 12-year-old son towards a business sign

that reads “Monterey,” her planned original destination—but both offer that pibgsibi

within a world still dominated by men. Wood writes:
The final effect is of a huge communal sigh of relief: the women don’t have to
be independent after all; there are strong, protective males to look after th
Their demand for independence is accordingly reduced to a token gesture,
becoming little more than an irrational “feminine” whim. (183)

There is one key difference between the heroines in these two films, howevéatard t

class. The woman in Mazursky'’s film is upper middle class and can survive ecdhpomica

without the support of a man. Scorcese’s heroine, Alice, however, must make an economic

decision as well as a choice of the heart. She chooses the safe route, buéotiig af

audience is teased by her flirtation with full emancipation.

There is no compromise in films of the “post-traumatic” era$ikarecrowor The
Last Detail The realities of the sometimes bleak lives of their working-class protéganes

clearly on display as those films end. Bdice offers only compromise. She is a working-
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class woman trying to find her way as an individual in a world stacked agairxitheas a
woman and as a member of her class. Her effort alone to emancipate mer&ef aon from

that world is laudable. Even when she ultimately compromises at the end of theefilm

choice can be explained as an effort to provide a more stable and conventional home for her
12-year-old son, Tommy (Alfred Lutter IIl). Her mere attempt to engateiherself may

have even offered hope to other working-class women who were seeking theipenatidn

from a suffocating patriarchal society. But her return to the patriafaldals a compromise
nonetheless. She cannot break away from a man she has fallen in love with—and needs—
even if he represents a likely barrier to her self-realization and goadioai.

Throughout the film, the audience is teased with the potential for Alice to break away
and find her own life. Following a short sequence of Alice’s childhood in what appears to be
Dorothy’s Kansas iThe Wizard of O£1939), a sequence that introduces a tough-minded
Alice who has dreams of being a great singer/entertainer, the filmdlésiveard to a rather
dour domestic scene, with Alice attending to the needs of her sullen and verbaihg abus
husband. It appears at this juncture that Alice is not fully aware of her unhappitteber
situation, although her husband’s coldness towards her clearly registers. Tinesgences
provide a back story for Alice, who is soon to lose her husband to a traffic accidehe For t
next hour the audience is treated to Alice and Tommy’s journey west to her hometown of
Monterey, California, where she hopes to restart her singing career fiAfting a singing
“gig” in an Arizona bar, she must quickly leave town when she discovers that thmlicha
man she has fallen for, Ben (Harvey Keitel), is actually an adulteroubeater. Her escape
from Ben gives the audience more hope that she will find her own way—sans a male

shoulder to lean on.
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The sequence when Alice learns about Ben is particularly harrowingdeeitas shot
in a documentary style, using a hand-held camera whose bouncing reflectsaheevadlthe
moment. The scene begins with Ben'’s wife appearing at Alice’s door to tetidtddn is
married, which is news to Alice. Their commiseration, during which Alice pesits break
off the affair with Ben, ends abruptly when Ben arrives at the door, breaksritiewyiand
then terrorizes both women. The hand-held camera captures not only Ben’s violent
penetration of Alice’s home, but also—through medium shots of his destruction of her
property and his physical abuse of his wife, along with close-ups of both women—+¢ine ter
he has brought into both of their lives. We are heartened when Alice first trtesdoup to
him—to no avail—and then when she gathers her belongings and her son and leaves town.
Although she is terrified, she is also stating that she will not be oppressaedtbgraman.
What makes this sequence even more harrowing is that Scorcese had previausly use
number of wide-angle shots to illustrate domestic tranquility betweer afid Tommy,
implying a world of possibilities even as they travel west and live in small famms. As
Ryan Gilbey writes:
When Alice first hits the road after being widowed . . . the wide-angle lens
makes everything look grand and daunting, and not only on the highway that
rolls off toward the horizon like the Yellow Brick Road. The interiors of the
crummy motels are like treasure troves; you know they must be cramped, yet
the camera bestows upon them impossible generous dimensions—those rooms
promise the world. (212)
The shaky, hand-held camera not only captures the fear of Alice and Ben’s witegglbat i

forces the audience to acknowledge that Alice’s journey is fraught with pefdrtunately,
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the film later removes that peril with as close to a happy ending as a 197dcaudauld
accept.

It should be noted that the film does provide a positive perspective on female
bonding, particularly the working-class variety. Like the earlier “buddypmst of the late
1960s and early 1970s that explored male bonding in filmsSiteeecrowButch Cassidy
and the Sundance KidndLittle Fauss and Big Halslice Doesn't Live Here Anymore
provides Alice with a female friend, Flo (Diane Ladd), who offers her a maeded
support structure. Although the two women do not initially like each other—Flo is a bigger-
than-life character who overwhelms the more subdued Alice—they form a bomiabes
to be important for Alice, particularly when her relationship with David hitigh patch. In
one particular scene, the two women are shot in a close-up, reclining in beachaitiags, t
in the sun on a typical Phoenix day. It is the kind of shot that generally captures thee middl
class sunbathing around a hotel pool. As the camera pulls back, however, the working-class
milieu is exposed. They are reclining on asphalt pavement in an open space behind the
restaurant. The shot clearly demonstrates a strong bond between the two wtimegn as
make do with their working-class surroundings. It also demonstrates workisgyfemale
solidarity, something that was particularly important to portray at awihes women were
fighting for equal rights, equal pay, and equal treatment under the law.

But, although the film does offer some hope that working women will bond and
choose to seek their own fulfillment outside their relationships with men, thetresaf
the film is disappointing if judged on “post-traumatic” terms. Alice’s chéacgtay with
David instead of pursue her own dreams is particularly unsatisfying betaasees almost

immediately after a scene in which David asserts his patriarchal éyther Tommy, only
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to be rebuffed by a strong Alice. In this scene, Alice, Tommy, and David are spenday

at David’s home, located on his vast ranch, to celebrate Tomnf{/kittBday. Themise en
scenegwith decorations hanging from the ceiling, and the tight shots of the inside of ®avid’
home evoke a sense of claustrophobia, which, as noted above, is contrary to the use of space
in other parts of the film when Alice and Tommy are alone. Instead of théditiossif

movement from room to room, the streamers fall from the ceiling in David’s house amd see

to close off escape routes.

In this scene, Tommy asserts himself as he does with his mother, a traisthat ha
endeared him to the audience. But in this context he is disciplined by David, who tsterpre
Tommy’s independence as insolence. This leads to Tommy striking David withrepfspe
and David turning him around and hitting him once on the backside, unintentionally sending
Tommy into a card table that collapses under the boy’s weight. Alice immlydiathers up
her son and her things and leaves the house. Her forceful and immediate respaTsass s
her assertion of her independence. But she doesn’t leave Phoenix. She stays around,
continues her work as a waitress at Mel’s Diner, and eventually has a vary publ
reconciliation with David, although she sets certain parameters beforeettmaile. InA
Cinema of Lonelines®obert Kolker writes that the ending was clearly a product of its very
specific time. Following a post-traumatic phase in Hollywood, the movie-goingcpubé
not prepared for a truly liberated woman. He writes:

Alice has disappointed many critics on this score, for it gives and takes away,
depicts independence only to wind up back in dependence again. Though it

ends with the termination of Alice’s fantasies, there is no end in sight for
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larger fantasies, those that insist that a tall and handsome strangeoteik pr

the weak and dependent woman. (218)
Hollywood was not quite ready for a liberated woman, particularly a liltevedeking-class
woman. While some, like Gilbey, believe the final scene that shows Alicengalkwn the
highway with Tommy rekindles the feeling that the future is again alive and opAhdey it
cannot erase the reconciliation between Alice and David. It may make somecaudie
members feel that Alice will now avoid making the same mistakes she dasmtae past,
but that is small consolation when true emancipation was at hand. But, although thasending
disappointing, overall the film provides a positive representation of a workingvatesan
doing her best to survive and take care of her child. Alice may not be ready for full

emancipation, but she is a good mother and an evolving woman.

Hard Times

In Hard Times Charles Bronson portrays Chaney, unemployed as were at least 25
percent of workers during the Depression, who travels from town to town scratchimg out
living by taking part in underground fights sponsored by gamblers and hustlersy@hane
throwback to earlier times in more than one way. He could best be described as the lone
gunfighter who comes into town, cleans up the mess the locals can’t clean up, andaides a
into the sunset. Like those old western gunfighters, Chaney is an exister+aliechas
virtually no back story and can only be judged by his actions. His words are fean&oB
trademark), and his back story is thin—but his actions are those of an honorable man, even if
he earns his money in illegal fights. Like Alice, he is an admirable repiadise of the

working class despite his choice of “careers.” Chaney is also a chahadtetorking-class
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men of the era could identify with, just as women could identify with the trial$icé.Ade is
a man who has lost his livelihood due to tough economic times, and he is a man most men
would like to be—an individualist who is loyal to those who stand by him (even some who
don’t) andHgust as smart as he is tough. He also gets the girl, Lucy Simpson (@nitiye
even if the relationship is doomed to failure. These two films also have one other thing in
common that sets them apart from earlier films in the decade—they both endigalyela
happy, and traditional, notes.

Hard Timesbegins and ends in a train yard, a symbol of the transient nature of the
working man in Depression-era America. The audience first meets Casuagtyain pulls
into an unnamed town and the camera captures him from a low angle standing in the
“doorway” of the moving train car. In the next scene, shown in a long shot over Chaney’s
shoulder as he drinks coffee at the counter of a restaurant, several men are shown
disembarking from cars and walking into what appears to be a warehouse laesisset.
After a brief exchange with a waitress, Chaney gathers his stuff and headdsttlwe door.
The tone of the film is set as the editor cuts to a tracking shot of Chaney walkirgginto t
warehouse and down a narrow and dark hallway, chasing sounds of voices and cheers in the
distance. The walls are splashed with shadows as Chaney approaches the endiwaihe ha
which opens to an area ringed by several men who cheer on the two bare-knuckle cembatant
in the center. As he enters the “arena,” the audience is shown a close-up ofradfigidged
looking guy stripped to his waist. Behind him stands Chaney’s future manager,™Speed
(James Coburn). We immediately are introduced to Speed'’s act as he hustlestoe
fighter as the crowd of about twenty gamblers clamor for action on the floor ofrthardh

dingy warehouse. Speed’s fighter loses, and in the next scene the hustler is sh@wvn eatin
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clams in a cafeteria-style restaurant. When he steps to the count@mtsari@e more clams,
he returns to his table to see Chaney sitting across from him, and the relptimetalgen the
hustler and the transient fighter begins.

The look of the film is established early. Much of it is photographed in gray and
brown warehouses, basements, docks, and poorly lit restaurants of modest décor, giving a
sense of the bleak times in which Chaney operated. The milieu is working-classtiutoug
as each alley and street appears to be pulled from a Warner Brothersdétiar£930s.

The only respite from the gloomy city life of the street fighter is a¢riihé countryside

where Speed hustles a fight for Chaney with a local farm boy who is hulking, but
overmatched. Here the hard-scrabble, aging transient—the product of the wabaksismigium

of some unnamed city—is simply too much for the country boy. He also proves to be more
honorable, as the “country boys” refuse to pay when Chaney wins the fight, pullingoa g
Chaney and Speed, and chasing them down the road. Chaney later collects his winnings
through force, but he is clearly the wronged one in this clash between the ruréyand c
working classes. In what could be a scene plucked from an old western, the cadapbfe

the “country boys” takes advantage of the transient “townie,” only to get his conneegpa

the end.

The choice to pit working class against working class results in a congenvetve.

Set during a time in American history when the working class should have been pulling
together—when Marxism and collective action was considered a viable altetoamany
who sought relief from devastating economic conditions—the film instead shows the

proletarian “country folk” and “city folk” fighting and cheating each other.
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Throughout the film individual action is also privileged over collective action, even
when Chaney takes on an affluent underground fight promoter in New Orleans. Chaney
prevails over this slick “operator,” Chick Gandil (Michael McGuire), who, bexatisis
wealth, can employ the toughest fighter in New Orleans to take on allcdautithe victory
is again an individual victory, not a collective one. It is also transient, feesuChaney
leaves town after the fight, it is clear that Chick Gandil will continue to ruanbterground
fighting business in New Orleans and Speed will continue to hustle a dollar ehkeswgan
find one.

Once Chaney unseats Chick’s champion, he must then show another side of his
character—Iloyalty, another “traditional” American value. When Speed gamllay the
winnings he secured as Chaney’s promoter and falls into disfavor with a local loan shark,
Gandil steps in to pay the debt, with one caveat— Chaney must fight his new fighter, an out-
of-towner. It is left to Chaney to make the moral and ethical choice to figm-agaid risk
his earnings—to save the life of a man who is already indebted to him. The finaickgiet
comes after Chaney has been thrown over by Lucy, who has made a more safenchoic
companions despite her obvious preference for Chaney. Lucy is a woman of the Great
Depression who needs a steady, reliable lover and provider. Chaney hasctestanthis
silent, laconic manner that he is unable, or unwilling, to be what Lucy needs, and when he
goes to visit her one evening she is not home alone. Chaney returns to his hotel room and
agonizes over the decision to fight Gandil’s hired gun as Speed is held hostage in a vacant
warehouse by Gandil and his thugs as they all await the arrival of Chaney.

As Chaney contemplates his decision to fight or not, he is shot from a high angle

through the blades of a ceiling fan as he lies on the bed of his sparsely decorajedsiooim
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pulled directly from any number of film noirs of the 1940s. Through parallel editingjjrthe

cuts back and forth from Chaney’s room to where Chaney’s “cut man” Poe (Siviattiar)

paces inside the empty warehouse while Speed is held captive in offices abmaathe

floor. The easy decision for Chaney would be to leave town with his winnings, as he has
planned to do all along. Speed, in his acerbic way, has already made that desisrdnyea
telling Chaney that, “You owe me,” when it is clearly the other way around. édftelast

shot of Chaney in his hotel room gathering his things, the film cuts back to the warehouse to
an extreme long shot of Poe, who stands alone on the floor of the warehouse looking left to
see if Chaney walks through the large door. An eyeline match, a long shot—and &rg tak

of the garage door to the warehouse anticipates Chaney’s arrival. Chaneg aprear

doorway out of the dark, and the fight is on. Chaney, of course, has chosen loyalty over self-
preservation.

It is here that the working class recovers some of the solidarity lost @ather fight
scene with the country boy. When it becomes clear that Chaney will win thadainist the
skilled fighter brought in from Chicago—the fight goes back and forth for alewénutes,
demonstrating the skills of both men before Chaney gets the upper hand—the tamwesra s
a close up of Gandil reaching into his pocket and pulling out what appear to be two round
metal cylinders. He rolls the cylinders, small enough to fit into a man’s, paards the
fallen Chicago fighter who is struggling to get to his knees. A high-angge-tlp shows the
fighter looking down at the cylinders and then up in the direction of Gandil before swiping
the metal cylinders away with his hand. He then rises to his feet to defendf bindseafter
taking several more blows from Chaney, who is now reluctant to inflict more damégge on

beaten foe, he falls backwards onto a pile of clam shells. Two things take plaeetne
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Chicago fighter is saying that you may “own” me as a fighter (as lkeenpbut you cannot

buy my integrity; and both fighters, though a great deal of money is involved, showisolida

within the working class as each refuses to take unfair advantage of the athemik this

expression of respect for each other’s skills and place in the economichyasaacclear

showing of solidarity within the class, it cannot supersede the conservativegmesshe

film. Both men, despite refusing to compromise their integrity, are still werkerformers,

in the service of the upper class. Neither can survive without money pumped into tire syste

by the powers that be. Chaney’s decision to fight, along with his victory, alscesette

seemingly contradictory traditional values of loyalty and individualism thatt®éies.
Chaney fights out of loyalty, but he succeeds out of a rugged individualism that he

then reinforces in the final scene of the film when he walks away from Speed addvwoe

a dark train track after handing both men significant piles of cash from his wsniag

Speed and Poe discuss their next move—a trip to sunny Florida is their preferred-option

they interrupt their conversation to marvel at the man who has made that posgblasH

something,” Speed says to Poe. That is the overriding message of the film: ,Gsaaey

individual, is something, and you, too, can be something if you choose to be a rugged

individualist.

Jaws
In the next film Jaws we explore a somewhat different kind of “hero,” a man who
must grow into his rolelaws like Rockythatfollowed, was a blockbuster that offered a
working-class hero at a time when the working class, facing a crisis oflenoé, needed

heroes. In one way, the filnepresents a joining of forces of the working class and the
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intellectual upper class. Police Chief Martin Brody (Roy Scheidehgifiman Quint (Robert
Shaw), and wealthy scientist Matt Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss) work tagetlfight a
shark—and city hall—after the politicians and business leaders of the commyaty tr
downplay the threat before a series of ghastly attacks force their hatiok partnership is
formed, it appears that this collective action by the classes will dentertsteadeficiencies
of the capitalist hierarchy. But as it proceeds, the film turns away fromdhatal message
and Brody more and more comes to the fore. It is he who becomes the reluctant hero, the
rugged individualist, and not the rugged, fire-breathing Quint or the cerebral Hooper.
Although it is their collective action that begins the day, it is Brody’s m¢hat carries the
day as he emerges as the working-class hero of the operationHAsliifimes criticism of
the capitalist system recedes into the background as the rugged individuatgeého save
the beach community.

AlthoughJawshas been criticized (or praised, depending upon the critic’s
perspective) for leading Hollywood out of the New Hollywood era into the blockbuater e
here we will primarily explore its celebration of the uncommon common man, in f&s ca
Chief Brody, as a working-class hero. That is not to say the film speaks wytbhranloice.
The film is clearly a dialogic work, as defined by Mikhail Bakhtin. It doescaaty just the
dominant culture’s message of rugged individualism, but it is polyphonic—it has many
voices. Bakhtin, in the words of Ross Murfin and Supryia M. Ray, argues that no work can
be completely monologic, “for every work contains myriad voices that contend for
recognition and disrupt the authorial voice and the dominant or official ideologyfiiMur
86). InJaws the dominant culture speaks loudly with its restoration of the patriarch and

rugged individualist (Brody). But other voices are also heard, including thoseitiogaiec
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capitalism and a corrupt politics, as well as those who praise collective, asten if
ultimately one hero must stand at the end. Because of its dialogic form, amiti¢keorists
have looked alawsfrom multiple angles. As we will see, it carries a patriarchal ngessa
which serves to restore confidence in the common “man” under attack in the 1970s. It is
critical of unfettered capitalism, offering some small catharsithfuse who have lost their
jobs in a recession. It praises collective action—the intellectual upssrana the working
class join forces to conquer the monster, although it is clear that the wddgsgommon
man carries the day. It is anti-intellectual—Matt Hooper on one occasiondsimigbortant
evidence to the ocean floor, and on another is startled into dropping what appears to be their
only weapon to fight the beast to the same ocean floor, while Quint never waverssioftime
crisis. It is pro-intellectual—Brody (and to a lesser degree Quint) edsamly with
Hooper’'s knowledge base behind him. In this critique, we will primarily explore how the
film’s working-class hero, Brody, not only saves the day, but how he reassertpatria
authority in a troubling time and helps to restore confidence in the working clasgigyain
uncommon common man.

The path to the restoration of patriarchal authority begins in the first scdmefoft
as a young woman seduces an inebriated young man at a beach campfire asftl takes
running along the beach, disrobing as she does, until only her silhouette is vidiele in t
tracking shot as she disappears into the dark and foreboding post-sunset oceaan@he y
boy gives up the chase when she enters the ocean and collapses to the beach, too tired and
inebriated to pursue her. As Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner note, the young woman
represents an “excessive independent female sexuality” that underminepUlc action

and responsibility.” They write, “As she [the young woman] runs toward the ocean,rsheddi
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clothes, she leaves behind the palings that connote the strictures and boundaties of ci

society. Her transgressively independent sexuality is suitablyded/a(60). Her reward is

death in the jaws of the great white shark. Ryan and Kellner tie this “independeaittgéx

to Brody’s demonstration of weakness early in the film. In a key sceneftprsthe city

fathers have refused to close the beach after the first attack, Brodyastdidtoy his wife as

he scours the beach swimming area with binoculars, on the lookout for a shark. As Brody

poses as protector of the swimmers from his safe perch on the beach—adeawears

the water—his wife’s flirting takes his attention away from the shore linedanggh for a

young child to be taken from his raft. Although Brody would never have been able to prevent

the attack—the shark came and went without even the swimmers noticing its @nastinc

blood billowed to the surface—the appearance of Brody’s wife at this moment jpoants t

need for the patriarch unencumbered by the feminine. Brody can escape the endiiuidec

feminine only after he goes to sea, and then only when Quint literallyheuphone line

when Brody attempts to call his wife at a tense moment in the pursuit of the hkat&r s

Until the “umbilical cord” to home is cut by Quint, the quest to confirm manhood and

reestablish the patriarch cannot truly take place. Otherwise, as Ryarlhmel Kote,

“Woman is always there, in other words, as threatening as the shark” (64thréaiswas

symbolic of the threat that women posed to men in their push for equal rights in the 1970s.
This first scene on the beach also establishes another more subtle them#nm the f

one directly connected to class. The film opens with a slow tracking shot of a grawmgf y

people gathered around a campfire. Voices are engaged in conversations agthe cam

captures the passing of a marijuana “joint” from person to person in the background. Guitar

and harmonica music play as the long-haired sons and daughters of the middle and upper
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classes enjoy a summer evening on the beach. We later find that many ofeétiemaron
vacation from college prior to the annual Fourth of July celebration. The casuzitiess
relationships between the young people is captured in a brief exchange betwaeemthe y
woman who will be victimized by the shark and the young man she would seducehdfter t
camera pulls back to show a high-angle view of the entire group, it capture® tiraking
eyes at each other in medium close-ups. The young man, clearly inebriates thedprief
exchange:

Young man: What's your name again?

Young woman: Chrissy. (She stands.)

Young man: Where are you going?

Young woman: Swimming. (She smiles.)
At this point she takes off and, as noted earlier, is tracked with a long shot runnindpthroug
sand dunes as she makes her way towards the ocean. This is the only scenenithtae fil
depicts elements of the counterculture, and it ends in tragedy. Not only is Chrisgyepluni
for being a woman who smokes marijuana and seduces a man, she is also punished for her
frivolity, a frivolity only the sons and daughters of the more privileged cargenga
Although the young man does the right thing the next day when he reports her missing—he
passed out on the beach as she entered the ocean—he must turn to the working class Brody
for help. Although the clash of classes is not a common motif in the film, this opeamg sc
clearly establishes class as a component.

Brody’'s immediate response is to close the beaches. As a police chieftihct ias
to protect the community from whatever forces might threaten it. But it quieklyrbes

clear that his instincts, honed on the streets of New York, are not immediatsfgtrable
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to his new community, Amity, a fictional New England coast town. Mayor Laayg¥in
(Murray Hamilton) sidles up to Brody as Brody and others prepare sigresstotble beach,
and convinces him that he is acting rashly. The mayor even convinces the cohmnisr, w
tagging along with him, to change his initial “cause of death” from sharkatidboating
accident,” convincing the coroner to tell Brody that the death could have been caased b
outboard motor. The mayor makes clear the economic implications of a reported shark
attack: “You yell shark, we’ve got a panic on our hands on the Fourth of July.”

Shortly thereafter, the young boy is taken from his raft by the shark, and a town
meeting is called in what appears to be a classroom to address the situatiermaeting,
conflicting accounts of the most recent incident are considered. Most impgrtaetl
character of Quint is dramatically introduced. As townspeople and city tffarigue about
what course of action to take, the literal sound of nails against a blackboardliamear
group of men part to show a medium shot of Quint sitting at a desk in the back of the
classroom, his back to the proceedings, dragging his nails down the blackboard behind him.
The sound halts all voices in the room, and a rugged looking man with a hat and several days
of beard turns frontward. Quint speaks: “You all know me. How | make a living.” The
introduction is masterful because not only does it tell us the kind of man Quint is—rugged,
and individual—it also tells us that, while he is clearly working class, he is@bietro type.
Heroes do not hunt sharks for money—they hunt sharks to save communities. Quint
reinforces his position within the capitalist system when he announces hdlwhilshark
for $10,000, not the $3,000 being offered. He drills home that point when he says, “Or, you
can be on welfare all winter,” a comment that would have elicited a viseartian in a

working-class audience of the time.
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After Quint’s introduction, the only key character missing is the scigMat
Hooper. Hooper is introduced when he arrives in Amity to inspect the remains o$the fir
victim to determine the cause of death. He confirms Brody’s fears—a laageldlled the
young woman. After a feeling-out process, Hooper and Brody form an alliahicd, w
initially establishes collective action between the elite and the eduttdegdr comes from
a rich family) and the common man who, to this point in his life, has survived through
instinct and common sen¥eThis alliance is cemented when Hooper, who is supposed to be
leaving for a long tour on an oceanographic study, shows up at the Brody house with wine
and a plan to perform an autopsy on a shark that was caught by fishermen after the town put
a bounty on the killer shark. The contents of the shark will tell if it is their shark, Hoope
says. He and Brody are clearly skeptical that the right shark has hegm. dehe autopsy
shows that, in fact, it is not the right shark.

The autopsy scene establishes an early hierarchy between Hooper anchBnedy
film, a hierarchy that is overturned as the film proceeds. In this scene, Hespet in the
foreground cutting open the shark and pulling its stomach contents out, tossing them aside
and behind as Brody sits on the concrete floor in the background, watching the operation.
Once Hooper becomes involved in the operation, he and Brody are shown in a number of
situations, almost always with Hooper in the foreground. This hierarchy of placesment
consistent throughout much of the film, until Brody must assume a more pronounced
leadership role. (Brody is also filmed in the foreground with his wife as HoageDaint
prepare Quint’s boat for the quest to find the shark, momentarily excluding himhieom t
male bonding activity taking place in the background. But the bond between husband and

wife is soon eliminated when Quint cuts the phone cord.) Once they begin their pursuit,
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Brody is also occasionally shown in the foreground performing the task of therJabore
“chumming the water” with dead fish to attract the shark, while Quint and Hooper do the
manly work of operating the vessel in the background. But this positioning just serves to
isolate Brody from the other men, not establish a new hierarchy. Lates stsoeshow
Hooper and Quint operating together, displaying their credentials as sharts @gpBrody
often performs his duties in isolation. But in the end it is Brody, not Quint or Hooper, who is
forced to take center stage and emerges as the rugged individualist who impokidise
shark after Quint is devoured and Hooper is presumed lost.

The contrast between Quint and Hooper is also established early on. When Quint
meets Hooper for the first time, he asks the scientist to give him his hands td¢: iftépec
have city hands, Mr. Hooper. You have been counting money all your life.” Hooper
responds, looking at Quint and then Brody: “I don’t need this working-class hero cragp.” Thi
is the only time in the film that the term “working class” is used, but it is afisigni
moment. It is important for the classes here to work collectively to gasieamonster that is
attacking society, and so it is important for the tension between the two to belezad# s
interesting to note that this shot is taken over Quint’s shoulder with he and Brody in the
foreground and Hooper in the background, establishing a class bond between the fisherman
and the police chief that does not exist between them and the scientist. At another point
Quint once again evokes class when he and Hooper disagree about the whereabouts of the
shark, and Quint proves to be right. Hooper refuses to admit he was wrong, however, and
Quint says, “You wealthy college boys don’'t have the education enough to admit when

you’re wrong.” Not long after that exchange, the shark is finally spottédasms up to the
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boat and rises out of the water as Brody chums, leading to his classic linlogfieja
“We’re going to need a bigger boat.”

Later that night the bonding between the three men becomes permanent, although
disagreements about how to proceed continue. As in the earlier scene when Hooper and
Brody bonded over wine before the autopsy of the shark, alcohol again plays a key role. |
apparently takes this “manly” activity to enable the bonding to take plateven here
Brody is left out of the “club” of fishermen. Quint and Hooper exchange tales dtaolt s
encounters as they celebrate their run-ins with sharks by proudly displlagingcars to the
other men. Despite the obvious differences between Quint and Hooper, which crosses into
antagonism at times, this moment demonstrates a shared experiencaténatlysdlayed
out on their bodies. Hooper may have “soft hands,” but he has body scars to demonstrate his
experience with the dangers of the ocean, creating a bond with Quint that Brody caenot hav
Brody, who has also suffered from a fear of open water and ocean sickness dwantythe
stages of the hunt, a sign of weakness to Quint, has no such scars and is reduced to looking
down his pants—an obvious metonymic allusion to his penis and matthood.

When it becomes clear that the shark is a greater threat to them than thpgtedtic
it is Brody who, despite his obvious fear, assumes a more assertive role. Quintigy now
obsessed with the hunt. The shark has become his Moby Dick, and he ignores signs that his
boat cannot match the shark. At one point, Brody and Hooper are in the foreground as Quint,
back turned to the camera, navigates the boat from his higher perch. “Why dordttwe st
leading the shark into the shore instead of him leading us out to sea?” Brody asksginBut Q

is oblivious to the question and continues his blind pursuit. By the time Quint takes Brody’s
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advice to lead the shark into shore, it is too late. The boat’s engine has burned out and they
are now adrift.

It is here that Hooper tries one last, desperate attempt to kill the shark. Diespite
obvious danger, he goes into the water in a shark cage with a jerry-rigged spear idaded w
large syringe of strychnine, hoping to stick the shark inside its mouth to kill it. Bsit he
startled when the shark attacks from the rear. When it strikes the cage, Hoopdénerops
spear to the ocean floor. This fumbling of a key item out of fear replays arsgo@ne from
early in the film when Hooper, exploring the torn hull of a fisherman’s boat asti tloahe
water, finds a large shark tooth, only to drop it to the ocean floor when the head and torso of
the dead fisherman poke out of the hole in the hull. For the second time, Hooper has literally
“dropped the ball.” It is up to Brody to save the day because, shortly aftardidiernt, Quint
is literally swallowed by the shark as it attacks the sinking boat.

Here the working-class hero, and the rugged individualist, emerges. No lsnger i
Brody the man who fears the ocean and is ill-at-ease on the water. Now he is the lone
survivor (he assumes Hooper is dead, although Hooper eventually safely risesutdaite)
who must conquer the monster. He doesn’t have the fisherman’s tools or the scientist’s
science to employ. He must employ the one thing that the American male ie heackt—
good old-fashioned American ingenuity. As the shark attacks, he gathers arléagk.a
(When the tank broke loose from its mooring earlier in the hunt, Hooper admonished him,
saying that the tank had the potential to blow up the boat.) Brody raises the tank and, as the
shark approaches, tosses it into its mouth. The shark descends, but when it riseis, Brody
ready. As the shark approaches the boat for what will surely be Brodystdad, Brody

fires at it with his pistol, trying to get it to open its mouth and show the tank. Whersjtaloe
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close-up shows the tank lodged within the shark’s mouth. Brody calmly shoots withtdlis pis
until he hits the tank. A long shot shows the shark exploding into thousands of pieces.

In the end, it is the working-class hero whose ingenuity carries the day. &rddy
Hooper share the final scene as they both paddle towards the shore together, kept afloat by
remnants of the boat, and to a certain extent the scientist and the working miaer telgete
the glory. But the audience leaves the theater knowing that the scientestepbwhen he
had a chance to end the shark’s carnage, and the working-class businessman Qunt fell pr
to his obsession with the shark. It took the uncommon common man, the man who conquered
his fear of water and later called upon his American ingenuity, to kill the sharkgtdnte

community, and restore the patriarch to the “throne.”

Rocky

The last film to be discussed in detail in this chapt&uaeky the film that details the
rise of a working-class boxer from the row houses of Philadelphia to a place irc&mer
lore. The title character embodies many of the traits Americans wantee ito themselves
in the mid-1970s—a quiet integrity, a sense of right and wrong, a humble self-image, and
refusal to give up, no matter what the odglecky while celebrating its working-class hero,
is not as flattering to the working class as a whole. Although its title cleadisplays
surprising complexity—he’s a mob “collector” with a heart, a lover of animatsaa
believer in community—he’s also a misogynist and, while not as extreme as otkargwy
class characters in the film, a subtle racist. More importantly, the filsntderein in either
his misogyny or racism or the more extreme versions displayed by other wodssg-c

characters in the film. Like the racist in real life who assumes otheaws Isis¢her views, the
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film assumes its audience shares its subtle racism and misogyny, whioh weme
disturbing than the overt expressions of these qualities.

In Rocky an Italian-American boxer/thug (Sylvester Stallone) overcomes all odds to
“go the distance” with the champion, serving as a metaphor for good old Amegesuity
during a crisis. To serve as a metaphor for America at its best, though, Balbky must be
presented with an opponent who metonymically represents the crisis thittiagthe
working class—Apollo Creed (Carl Weathers), a black man who embraclkeatadl wrong
with capitalism and who mocks American tradition along the way. While the fivedéo
uplift many because of its Horatio Alger story line, it also exposed an ugly utigenitbe
working class as it created a mythic hero for white ethnics.

Rockyhas been much written about since its release in America’s bicentezamalfy
1976. The story of a Philadelphia club fighter who is chosen to fight for the world
championship after the scheduled challenger is hurt, the film has been exploruypeama
modern-day Horatio Alger story with a 1970s twist. Like any flRogckyis a product of its
times, and its times were troubled for the white working class, which feltydarty put-
upon at the time. Although the black working class faced similar economic issuels andi
chronicled in some of the Black films of the era as weBlag Collar, this moment in
Hollywood history was reserved primarily for white working-class angse term “working
class” had become so synonymous with whites that New York writer Petdl Hheotad
observer of the working class, wrote at the time that “nobody calls it thengarldss any
more . . . ; the bureaucratic, sociological phrase is white lower-middle class, etinsesn
referred to as ‘the ethnics™ (gtd. in Leab, 266). The stofgadtky’swriter and star,

Sylvester Stallone, added a second layer to the Horatio Alger myth (assviled white
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ethnic myth), as Stallone, facing the poor house himself, not only penned the film in three
days, but also refused to sell it unless he was given the opportunity to play theelead. H
eventually got his way, but the budget of the film was cut almost in half to about ihmill
“a pittance” at the time, because he was a virtually unknown commodity (Leab 261-263).
Stallone wrote the film after watching a real-life club fighter, Chudpkér, known
in the business as the Bayonne Bleeder, almost go the distance with then champion
Muhammad Ali in March, 1975. Wepner, an awkward, flailing fighter, proved to be too
unorthodox for Ali to solve, and only a fifteenth round knockout avoided what could have
been an embarrassing decision for the champion, who was clearly out of shapeiftit.the f
Wepner was another in a series of “White Hopes” who was sent into the ring t@ hat u
“uppity” Ali, who had not only turned his back on the Vietnam War by refusing induction
into the Army as a conscientious objector, but had also proved to be a loud and effective
critic of the white establishment and its role in the Vietham conflict. Bleek Muslim, he
also represented the voice and face of Black militancy, even after he brokkeenntiorte
radical wing of his faith. Many in both the White and Black communities rejectedh&h
he adopted his Muslim name and dropped his Christian name, Cassius Clay. As Geant Farr
notes inWhat's My NamgAli had to literally beat his black opponent, Ernie Terrell, into
submission before he could get him to use his new name in a 1966 fight. Terrell, as Farred
notes, was an uneducated man who had little knowledge of the history of Black oppression or
the Black Diaspora, and did not understand the import of Ali's name change. Téeeh, a
savage beating, finally acknowledged in the ring “in a barely audible whispefisha
opponent’s name was indeed Muhammad Ali. “It would take white 